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      Thank you to my two lovely beta readers, Meg Chronis and Sophia Karlson.

      

      Since all these stories are set in the UK, I’ve used UK spelling and British-isms. I hope my US readers nevertheless enjoy these sexy, feel-good holiday stories, and I wish you all a fabulous holiday season!
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      Lissa may be the youngest financial director her company has ever had, but she's not as successful in the dating department...until she accidentally kisses the wrong man under the mistletoe.
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      “If you don’t make a move tonight, you’re never going to forgive yourself,” Jessie said. “Life is far too short for regrets.”

      Lissa downed the tequila shot her old school friend set in front of her, choking as it slid down her throat. She could live quite happily with regret, thank you very much. She did not need to leave the comfort of her table, she did not need to say “hello”’ to Seth Baxter, and she certainly did not need the inevitable rejection if she laid herself on the line and approached him.

      “He’s so far out of my league we don’t even breathe the same air,” she protested, sneaking another glance across the opulent turn-of-the-century ballroom to the table where Seth sat with the rest of his creative team.

      Jessie followed her gaze, staring far less subtly than Lissa had. “He’s certainly good-looking, if you like those chiselled, modelly types.” She turned back to Lissa. “But you’re not exactly shabby yourself.”

      “Gee, thanks. You gatecrash my company’s Christmas party, and that’s the best compliment you can come up with?”

      “I like what you’ve done with your hair?” Jessie suggested tentatively, then she laughed. “Oh come on, Liss. We’re not sixteen any more, and you’re not that shy, insecure teenager hiding behind your glasses and watching the popular kids from afar. You are the popular kid now. You’re a successful woman, the youngest finance director your company’s ever had, and you even own your own house – inside the M25. Any guy would be lucky to have you. If anyone should be feeling insecure, it’s me. Not only am I still single, I’m not even on the first rung of the property ladder, and I’ve achieved nothing more with my life than becoming a glorified babysitter.”

      “You are not a babysitter! You’re a highly sought after nanny to the children of the rich and famous – and right now you’re living and working in one of the city’s finest hotels, surrounded by luxury and the world’s rich and beautiful.”

      They’d both come a long way from that street of unremarkable terraced 60s houses where they’d grown up.

      When Jessie stared down into the depths of her empty shot glass, Melissa softened her voice. “You okay, Jess? Something you want to talk about?”

      Her friend sighed, but when she looked up she wore her usual impish smile. “No. I’d much rather talk about you getting over yourself and making a move on pretty boy over there before your lady parts petrify.”

      Lissa laughed and glanced again towards the table where Seth held court, but just then a cork popped on a bottle of champagne, drawing her gaze instead to the bar where a dishy barman was pouring the frothy liquid gold into crystal glasses. She didn’t have to see the label to know it would be very, very expensive. Everything at The Belvedere Hotel was the best, the finest, the most ridiculously priced. Though she’d never stepped through its doors until tonight, she’d seen the sales reps’ expense claims.

      Even the eye candy at The Belvedere was better than anywhere else. Not only the barmen and the waiters, but the two men seated at the bar were worthy of a second look.

      Lissa sneaked that second look before sighing and turning back to Jessie. “It’s not only about looks, and I’m not putting myself down.” Though it had taken the nearly ten years since she’d left school to let go of her hang-ups enough to keep her chin up when she looked herself in the mirror. “There’s an unwritten rule in our business that finance people don’t mix with the creatives.”

      Jessie rolled her eyes. “Another tequila shot and maybe you’ll start to realize that stupid rules like those are made to be broken.”

      “Like your stupid rule about not dating for an entire year?”

      “It’s not a rule. It’s a dating detox. A challenge. And I’m challenging you.” Jessie tossed her long dark hair over her shoulder and rose. “We need another round of drinks.”

      While her friend weaved away between the tables, headed towards the bar on the far side of the magnificent ballroom, Melissa relaxed back into her seat and eyed the room. Even though she wasn’t paying the bill for tonight’s shindig, she couldn’t help but calculate the costs. The mini orchestra playing jazzed-up arrangements of traditional Christmas carols; the expensive champagne; the dinner which had been out of this world and almost worth the price tag; the enormous tree that dominated one corner of the room, its twinkling fairy lights nearly the only light since the chandeliers had dimmed after the dinner and traditional end-of-year thank you speeches.

      Lissa’s gaze gravitated back towards the table where Seth held centre stage. Looks may not be everything, but in the world of fashion they definitely counted. Seth could easily have been a male model if he hadn’t set his sights higher. Instead, he was their glossy magazine’s art director, the creative genius who made the models look good. He was charming and outgoing and confident – all the things Lissa most certainly was not.

      She turned her back on Seth’s table and looked back at the bar, where Jessie now chatted with the two champagne-drinking men seated at the tall counter. Unlike her, Jessie never had a problem talking to men, but for Lissa finding an empty cab on New Year’s Eve was easier than talking to a good-looking man. Put her within twenty paces of a hot male and she turned as tongue-tied and full of blushes as she’d been as a teenager. Most men never hung around long enough to discover she had two degrees from Cambridge and could make intelligent conversation. But then, most men couldn’t see beyond her glasses.

      It really didn’t help that she had a tendency to fall for guys who didn’t even know she existed. If she didn’t get over this ridiculous habit of one-sided crushing, and soon, she was going to end up an old maid. Not that she had anything against old maids – she just didn’t want to be one.

      Jessie slid back into the seat beside her and set down two shot glasses, sloshing a little of the precious tequila onto the crisp white tablecloth. “Oops.” She pushed one of the shot glasses towards Melissa before raising her own. “To being brave and taking chances. And to you going over there and making small talk with Seth What’s-his-name.”

      “To taking chances,” Lissa mumbled and downed the drink. This time it didn’t make her cough. But it was definitely her last. She didn’t usually drink and already the tequila was turning her insides warm. “Though I’d still prefer not to actually talk to Seth. I like my illusions. What if they shatter? If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that when I get up close and personal with any man I find even remotely attractive, (a) I get so tongue-tied that I make a complete idiot out of myself, or (b) we have zero chemistry.”

      Jessie sighed. “You can have your illusions, or you can have some fun, but you can’t have both.”

      Lissa shook her head, more than ready for a change of subject. “Who are the two gorgeous men you were talking to at the bar? You seemed to know them.”

      Jessie frowned, diverted just as Lissa hoped she would be. “The one on the left is my current employer, Cole.” She pulled a face, as if only now tasting the tequila’s sour lemon.

      Lissa swivelled in her seat to take a closer look at the American media mogul currently living in the hotel’s penthouse suite. She didn’t read gossip magazines, but even she’d heard of the famous Cole Young. “I heard his wife’s in a clinic in Italy recovering from a terrible accident.”

      “Ex-wife. And only if you consider falling nose first into a pile of cocaine an accident. With parents like that, it’s a miracle their daughter is as normal and well-adjusted as she is.”

      “He doesn’t look that awful,” Lissa observed. In fact, Cole Young looked far too clean-cut to be the bad boy the press made him out to be. Which was just as well, since Jess had always had a thing for bad boys, and did not need her resolve tested by her the man who paid her salary.

      “And who’s the man with him?”

      Dark-haired, dressed in black trousers and a black, open-necked shirt, the other man stood out from everyone else in the room. He wasn’t classically good-looking, but there was something about him – a rugged masculinity, a sense of calm control – that made Lissa unable to look away.

      “Cole introduced him as Jens Meier.”

      Lissa had heard that name too, and it was an unusual enough name that she couldn’t be mistaken. Jens Meier was her big boss, one of the owners of the PRM media group which owned the fashion magazine she worked for. She’d never met him before. He usually worked out of the corporate headquarters in Paris.

      She studied the two men intently. “Now why would your boss and my boss be drinking together here at our Christmas party?” It was a rhetorical question. She didn’t expect an answer and she didn’t get one. But the head of one of North America’s biggest media empires meeting with the head of one of Europe’s biggest media empires…

      Jessie’s excited squeal interrupted her thoughts. “Ooh… mistletoe!”

      Lissa looked where her friend pointed. She hadn’t noticed before, but one of the fairy-light-adorned arches at the edge of the dance floor was decorated with an enormous sprig of fake mistletoe at its apex.

      The mistletoe had begun to attract a crowd. Seth, taking the spotlight as usual, ducked beneath the arch, grinning. “Come on, ladies,” he called. “A quid for a kiss and a good cause. I’ll donate all your contributions to the Christmas charity pot.”

      Lissa smiled. She’d set up the charity pot the year after her promotion to Finance Director. The proceeds went to her favourite children’s charity, to spread Christmas cheer to those who wouldn’t otherwise experience it. With Seth’s popularity, that pot was sure to get a good boost tonight.

      “Cocky much?” Jessie muttered, as a petite brunette stood on tiptoe to kiss Seth. And not just any kiss. He gave her good value for money.

      “Hey – that’s what you should do!” Jessie turned to her with eyes so bright that Lissa wondered for a moment if she was much drunker than she’d let on.

      “Do what?”

      “You want to know if you have chemistry with the guy, without actually having to talk to him? Then go kiss him.”

      Jessie was definitely drunker than she’d let on.

      “There is no way I’m going to kiss Seth Baxter in front of a room full of people.”

      Jessie glanced around. “Barely half the room is paying any attention. Besides, you heard the man – it’s for a good cause. It’s practically your duty to set a good example for the rest of the staff.”

      Lissa shook her head.

      “You know you want to. Let loose a little.” Jessie darted a glance back at the two men still seated at the bar. “Hell, maybe I’ll join you. Since I’ve sworn off dating, this will be my only shot at a kiss this Christmas.”

      “I’m going to need more alcohol.” Lissa reached for her shot glass, only to remember it was empty. Instead, she downed the last of the mineral water she’d been drinking. “It’s for charity, right?”

      “Right.”

      Jessie frog-marched her around the dance floor towards the arch as if afraid she might duck and run. She must have been able to read Lissa’s mind, because the nearer to Seth they got, the more tempted Lissa was to run away, tequila or no tequila.

      They joined the queue that had already formed as Seth kissed their giggling receptionist.

      Lissa’s stomach knotted. What if…?

      What if this kiss was good? Would she screw up the courage to say “hello” to him in the break room and talk about something other than departmental budgets and targets for a change?

      Or what if it was a truly awful kiss and all her fantasies were shattered? She rather liked having her fantasies.

      “You’re over-thinking things again,” Jessie whispered as they paid over their donations to the junior copywriter who was collecting coins in an empty champagne flute. “Just do it.”

      Lissa stood at the front of the queue now. Her palms were sweaty, and her breathing felt erratic. Then Seth turned to look at her, Jessie elbowed her forward – and that was when the world went black.

      Someone swore. Someone else screamed. The musicians stopped playing, and pandemonium broke out. Though she was unable to see a thing, Lissa’s other senses kicked in, the shrieks and voices suddenly unnaturally loud. She sensed people moving around her in the dark, the air of their passage brushing her bare arms.

      “The lights will be back on in a moment, as soon as the back-up generator kicks in,” a calm, lightly accented voice called over the din. Lissa didn’t recognise the speaker, but his voice had a soothing, authoritative timbre.

      “Now’s your chance!” Jessie whispered urgently, giving her a gentle shove towards the arch. Lissa turned back to her friend, but then someone pushed between them, and in the blacker-than-black darkness she found herself disoriented. She pitched forward with the impetus of the push, into a solid wall of male chest. She knew it was male, because she used her hands to brace herself, and there was no doubting the firm muscle beneath her palms.

      Seth?

      He caught her arms to steady her, and up close he smelled even better than she’d imagined. She breathed him in, her palms lingering on his chest, then sliding up to his shoulders.

      The electric charge that shot through her, a sudden delicious tremor, was also better than she’d imagined. There was no doubting now that they had chemistry. This sudden thrumming in her blood was far better than any fantasy.

      Before she could think about it, before the tequila rush could abate and common sense kicked in, she reached up to find his face. And she kissed him.

      For a moment he held back, startled, then he returned her kiss, fire to fire, lips parting, tongue teasing. Lissa couldn’t help herself. Taking advantage of the darkness, she slid her hands back down over his broad shoulders to his chest, admiring the solid strength beneath her palms.

      His hands settled at her waist, pulling her tight against him. Which was just as well, since she didn’t think her own legs would support her much longer.

      She finally understood the concept of going weak at the knees. It was carnival time, and her pulse had taken up the salsa.

      She moaned. Honest-to-goodness moaned, as every nerve ending in her body joined the party.

      He deepened the kiss, teasing, exploring, and his hands slid lower, cupping her bottom, drawing her even closer so she could feel the pressure of his growing arousal.

      Jessie was right. She should have tried this a whole lot sooner.

      Fireworks exploded over their heads, light bursting bright against her closed eyelids, but she was too lost in the best kiss she’d ever experienced to care.

      A throat cleared loudly beside them, and she heard Jessie’s stifled “Oh my God!”

      Lissa blinked her eyes open.

      Bright lights flooded the ballroom, almost blinding. Not the subtle ambience of the fairy lights or the chandeliers, but harsh house lights.

      And ‘oh my God’, indeed.

      Please could an earthquake follow the power outage? She needed the floor to crack open beneath her feet and swallow her up right now.

      But of course fate wasn’t so merciful.

      Because it wasn’t Seth Baxter she’d just kissed.

      The man with his arms wrapped around her was Jens Meier. The M in PRM. Her boss’s boss.
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      The woman in his arms attempted to pull away, but Jens clasped her tighter. He was not going to play Prince Charming to her Cinderella and let her run out on him after such a breath-taking introduction. It wasn’t often a kiss left him reeling, and he wanted more. Much, much more.

      He bent his head for a second taste, but she leaned away, her cheeks flooding with colour. She refused to look at him, so he had to place his fingers under her chin and force her to look up.

      Her eyes were the brightest blue he’d ever seen. If she hadn’t been wearing glasses he’d have thought they were the result of coloured contacts.

      “You’re not leaving?” He phrased it like a question, but what he wanted to do was make it a command.

      She looked around, past his shoulder, and he realised they had an audience. The young woman Cole had introduced him to back at the bar and a semi-circle of gawkers, most with their mouths hanging open as if they’d never seen anyone kiss before.

      He laughed softly, brushing his thumb over her luscious lips, dusky rose-coloured from his kiss. Her eyes darkened, and she blinked.

      “Perhaps we should take this elsewhere,” he suggested.

      Her colour deepened. “I am so, so sorry,” she stammered, looking away. “This was a terrible mix-up. I thought you were someone else.”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you then.” But still he didn’t let her go.

      He managed a wry smile, though smiling was the last thing he felt like doing. He didn’t want to even imagine this goddess kissing someone else.

      “I’m not disappointed.” She nibbled her lower lip. “I mean…”

      He waited for her to finish the sentence, arching an eyebrow.

      “That was…” She sucked in a deep breath, and met his gaze. “That was monumentally stupid.”

      He’d been sure she’d planned to say something else. Like monumentally breath-taking or monumentally earth shattering. It was certainly how he felt.

      He shook his head. “I prefer to think of it as fate. Right place, right time.”

      “I don’t usually go around kissing men I don’t know.” She glanced upwards, and he followed her gaze. They stood in an arch decorated with fairy lights that no longer twinkled, and a sprig of fake mistletoe tied with gold ribbon.

      In the darkness, aiming for the doors where he’d last seen their event coordinator, he hadn’t paid much attention to where he was.

      Right time and right place indeed.

      “I’m so pleased you made an exception for me.” He glanced over her shoulder. One face stood out among the crowd of intrigued watchers, a young man with an expression even more stunned than the rest. “Or perhaps not for me. Who’s your admirer?”

      She turned to look, and this time her blush was more poppy-red than roses-in-bloom.

      “I work for you. This isn’t appropriate.”

      “Almost everyone in the room works for me. And since we’re already way past what’s appropriate for a boss and employee, why don’t you let me buy you a drink?” His grin widened. “It’s the least you could do after taking such shameless advantage of me.”

      She ran a pink tongue over those lips he wanted so badly to kiss again. His whole body throbbed at the memory of that tongue playfully thrusting into his mouth.

      Then she looked pointedly at his hand which still rested at her waist, and arched an eyebrow. “Are you going to release me any time soon?”

      Jens pretended to think about it. “I don’t think so. But maybe if you agreed to that drink with me…” His turn to arch an eyebrow in enquiry.

      She bit her lip again, still hesitant.

      “It would drive your boyfriend crazy,” he added, at his most persuasive. He bent closer to speak in her ear, keeping his voice low. “If your plan was to make him jealous, it’s working. Is he an ex?”

      Though she didn’t deny it, she shook her head, then her deep blue gaze met his again and he read his victory in her expressive eyes. “Thank you. I’d love a drink.”

      He took her elbow and guided her through the crowd towards the bar, wondering how to turn this bitter-sweet victory into a definitive “yes, please!” Though Cinderella wasn’t running away from the ball, her incentive to stay hadn’t been his charm but rather the schmuck who’d enjoyed being the centre of attention all night just a little too much.

      It was an unusual experience. He might not have had the younger man’s pretty boy looks, but Jens was used to women throwing themselves at him, cliché that it was. He couldn’t remember when, if ever, he’d been considered a consolation prize.

      Cole was no longer at the bar. Their business wasn’t yet concluded, but Jens didn’t mind. They could talk merger details tomorrow. For tonight, he had an entirely different type of merger in his sights.

      He ordered the sparkling mineral water she asked for. Nothing for himself. Their kiss still buzzed in his veins, better than any champagne.

      “Jens Meier,” he said, formally holding out his hand as he introduced himself, though in all honesty he didn’t want to shake hands out of politeness, but rather as an excuse to touch her again. And there it was, that expected sizzle of promise between them as she laid her cool hand in his.

      “I know who you are.” The roses were in her cheeks again. “I’m Melissa Standish.”

      He recognised the name, struggled for a moment to place it. “The magazine’s financial director,” he said at last.

      She nodded, and took a sip of the water the barman placed beside her.

      “You’re a lot younger than I thought you’d be.” And prettier. Accountants, in his experience, did not usually wear dark blue sheath dresses that clung to irresistible curves, or have flaxen tresses that looked smooth as silk. He wrapped his fingers around one of those tresses now. Her hair felt even softer than it looked, the corkscrew curls natural rather than held in place by a ton of spray, as was usual for most of the women he knew.

      She narrowed her eyes at him, but didn’t pull away from his touch. “I’m very good at what I do.” Her voice sounded defiant, but her eyes darkened again, giving him hope that she was just as susceptible to this electric attraction as he was.

      “I know. According to my COO, you’ve been very influential in turning this magazine around. The innovative new systems you’ve put in place have reduced costs, advertising revenue and distribution are up, and you’ve invested wisely.” He grinned. “You’ve made us all look very good.”

      So good that the business had attracted the interest of Cole Young. The deal they were on the verge of closing was going to make Jens a very rich man. Correction: an even richer man than he already was. “And that deserves a celebration.”

      He waved to the barman for two more glasses of the superb champagne he and Cole had been drinking. Melissa arched an eyebrow, and he fully expected her to refuse the drink, but instead she moistened her lips again. God, but he wanted nothing more than to suck that delicate pink tongue into his mouth.

      “Where are you from?” she asked. “I can’t place your accent.”

      He shrugged. “From nowhere in particular. My father’s German, my mother’s French, and my upbringing was rather nomadic. And you?”

      “I’m very dull. I’ve lived in London my whole life.”

      Dull was certainly not the word he’d choose.

      He watched, fascinated, as she sipped the golden bubbles, her long, lean neck elegant as a ballet dancer’s, her skin silky, the hollow at her throat so kissable. Definitely unlike any other financial director he’d ever met before.

      He swallowed against the urge to move closer, to breathe in that subtle floral scent she wore, to taste her skin.

      Instead, he focussed on making small talk as the level in her champagne flute slowly dropped and she’d relaxed enough to smile. Small talk came effortlessly to him, so ingrained he only needed to use the smallest part of his brain to flirt and talk. The rest of his attention focussed on the rise and fall of her breaths, the way her curls clung to her neck, the way the tip of her nose scrunched when she laughed, or the way she absently nudged her glasses when she was nervous.

      Their conversation ran the gamut from the weather to the party and the dinner they’d just eaten, and she barely seemed to notice when the barman topped up their half-full glasses. Small talk flowed into deeper conversation about work, conversation which required more than half a brain, though his body wasn’t yet ready to relinquish control. It wanted nothing more than to forget conversation altogether and press up close against her.

      “Shall we dance?” he asked at last, when she set down her empty glass for a second time. Then just in case she needed further incentive: “Your boyfriend is still watching us.”

      She scanned the room until she spotted the man whose brows were drawn down in a scowl as he watched them. Roses blossomed in her cheeks again, and Jens felt a sudden stab of something dark and violent, an emotion he couldn’t fathom.

      “Thank you, I’d love to dance,” she said.

      Unable to resist laying his hands on her again, unable to resist that thrilling buzz whenever he touched her, Jens guided her towards the dance floor with a hand pressed lightly against her lower back. In the centre of the polished wood floor, he slid his arm around her waist and she turned into his arms with a natural glace, fitting herself up against him as if she belonged there. He clasped her free hand and held it close against his chest, tucked between them. Their fingers entwined, sending slow, curling heat through him.

      As they danced to the sound of ‘White Christmas’, the familiar song turned leisurely and seductive by the orchestra, Melissa closed her eyes. She moved with him instinctively, following his lead, trusting him.

      Until this moment, dancing had been nothing more than the first steps in the more intricate dance of seduction, a gateway to other pleasures. But with Melissa, the dance was an end in itself, an unspoken conversation between their bodies.

      He dipped his head to the curve of her neck, breathing her in, stopping just short of kissing the pale skin, though the temptation throbbed through him.

      When the song drifted to an end, they stopped moving but he didn’t let her go. Slowly, she opened her eyes, blinking as if waking from a dream. “Thank you.”

      “It doesn’t have to end,” he said, speaking softly, not wanting to shatter the moment.

      She smiled, a gentle, sensuous curve of her full lips. “No, it doesn’t.”

      Her gaze was no longer dreamy. It was clear and direct. Sober. And she didn’t even look around for the pretty boy who still watched them with an expression like a thundercloud.

      “Would it be inappropriate of me to suggest we take this somewhere else?” she asked.

      He grinned. “Terribly inappropriate. What will your boyfriend think?”

      “He’s not my boyfriend. Never was, never will be.”

      Whatever had changed her mind in the space of a song, he wasn’t about to argue with it. Not when it brought him exactly what he’d wanted from the moment her lips had touched his in the dark.

      His arm was still wrapped around her waist, and her fingers still entwined with his. He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed her palm. She tasted of freesias, the scent soft and appealing.

      “I have a room upstairs,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Three

          

        

      

    

    
      This was insane. It had to be the tequila. Or the champagne. Or both.

      She didn’t feel drunk, though. She felt lighter than air.

      Lissa had never done anything this stupid before. This was her boss – was she seriously considering a one-night stand with the man? Where was her self-respect – and what were the chances a man as gorgeous as this would even remember her name in the morning?

      Yet somehow it didn’t feel stupid. It didn’t even feel wicked. It just felt right. With his arm wrapped around her on the dance floor, their bodies swaying in sync, it had even felt inevitable. Fate, he’d called it, and in that moment she’d believed in fate too.

      Still wrapped in the magical bubble that had enveloped them from the moment he’d taken her in his arms on the dance floor, she followed his lead. He held her hand as they crossed the ballroom and headed for the lobby.

      She didn’t look around for either Seth or Jessie. No more over-thinking. No more second-guessing. Jessie would approve.

      Her certainty carried her all the way into the quaint Art Nouveau lift, where Jens pressed the button for his floor. She didn’t see which one. The doors closed and they whooshed gently upward. That was when the flutter in her stomach began.

      What if this was nothing more than the exhilaration of finally finding a man she was attracted to, and who she’d actually managed more than half an hour’s conversation with? Talking to him felt as easy as breathing, as natural as dancing, but maybe she was just so desperate to finally be able to talk to a man she shared chemistry with that she was even willing to do something as monumentally stupid as sleep with the boss. You know, that same temptation she hadn’t wanted for Jessie.

      By the time Jens let go her hand to swipe his key card at the door, the flutter had reached epic proportions.

      She’d never experienced a flutter like this before. Alarm bells, sure, she’d experienced those. She wasn’t a risk-taker, and risk always set off alarm bells in her head. Why were the bells silent now, when she was about to take the biggest risk ever? Perhaps because this wasn’t a risk, but a sure thing. Their chemistry was undeniable, and she had no doubt that wherever this journey ended it would be somewhere incredible. She would not be disappointed.

      He held the door open for her, and she stepped into the suite, pausing inside the door.

      The day she’d received the Christmas party invitation from HR, she’d googled the hotel, but the pictures on the website hadn’t done it justice. A static picture couldn’t convey the scent of luxury, the size of the room, or the icy, glittering view over Hyde Park, with its Winter Wonderland all lit up.

      She crossed the darkened living room to the tall windows to look out. The door shut behind them with a snick, sealing them in.

      Then Jens came up behind her, wrapping his arms around her, and the butterflies ceased their dancing. She leaned her head back against his shoulder, and the certainty flooded back.

      “It’s a beautiful view.”

      “Even more beautiful from where I’m standing,” he whispered, his voice a purr in her ear.

      “You’re such a charmer.”

      It was just a line. A line he probably used on every woman he seduced. But she was okay with that. Because right now, right here, she felt beautiful. She felt seductive and wanted and powerful, and just this once she was going to take what she wanted as if there was no tomorrow.

      Because there was no tomorrow for them. He lived in Paris. She lived in London. Their paths hadn’t crossed before and most likely never would cross again, even if his name was on the bottom of the company letterhead.

      She turned in his arms to look up at him.

      His dark eyes glittered in the dim light. He combed his fingers through her hair, a tender touch that melted her heart just a little.

      “Melissa.” He spoke her name like a prayer, soft and reverent.

      “My friends call me Lissa.” Her voice came out just as soft, and more than a little breathless.

      He smiled. “Lissa.” Then he bent his head, and brushed a kiss over her lips. A slow, heated kiss, taking his time, not rushing her. She wound her arms round his neck and he lifted her off her feet, supporting her bottom with his big, safe hands. She hooked her legs around him, pressing her body against his, the throb of his erection pressed against her thigh.

      She shifted and he groaned, breaking the kiss.

      “Would you like something to drink?” His voice was rough, husky, his eyes so dark they were almost black.

      She shook her head. She definitely did not need any more alcohol.

      “There’s only one thing I want.” And to make sure he could not misunderstand, she rubbed herself against him again. Two shots of tequila and one glass of champagne had turned her into a raging nympho.

      He groaned again, the sound of a man trying very hard to be noble. “I don’t want to take advantage of you.”

      Great time for the man to develop a sense of chivalry. She smiled. “I think I might be the one taking advantage of you.”

      His mouth crushed hers, more insistent this time. She opened her mouth to him, savouring him, the lingering aftertaste of heady champagne on his tongue. Her hands roved down his chest, undoing the buttons of his shirt with unsteady fingers.

      Carrying her as if she weighed nothing, he backed towards the double doors that stood wide open to the bedroom and laid her on her back on the bed. She propped herself up on her elbows, enjoying the view as he stripped off the shirt she’d so frantically unbuttoned. Then he leaned over her, removed her glasses and set them aside, and climbed onto the bed to kneel over her.

      Her hands couldn’t help themselves. They reached up to stroke the magnificent expanse of his chest, down towards the light dusting of hair that arrowed into the waistband of his trousers.

      He stilled her hand, capturing it in his. “I want to see you naked,” he said, his voice rough and breathless.

      The rush of insecurity she expected didn’t came. It was impossible to feel the usual assault of self-consciousness when he looked at her with such fierce, burning intent. She nodded, and shifted so he could slide down her zip. Then he peeled her dress off her.

      Nope, no insecurity at all. Just perfect, overwhelming, weak-knee-inducing desire.

      He tossed the dress aside, and ran a hand down over her black lace bra. Her breasts strained against the fabric, craving his touch, and when he bent his head to suck her peaked nipple through the lace, she moaned, pushing up against him.

      He pulled aside the lace with his teeth, then his mouth was on her breast, kissing, licking, sucking. She writhed against him.

      His hand slid lower, to the apex of her legs, rubbing the heel of his hand over her already throbbing pussy. She closed her eyes and stopped thinking, just let the sensations flow through her, the waves of pleasure that built and built as he nipped and rubbed and caressed. Never before had her body been this responsive, this easy to please. She moaned as his fingers slid beneath the lace of her panties, stroking over her clit, then inside her, and her body turned molten, sweeping her away on a volcanic rush unlike anything she’d ever known.

      In the aftermath of her climax, he lay beside her on the bed and cradled her in his arms. She buried her head in his shoulder and wondered what he would do if she confessed that she hadn’t even known what an orgasm was until this moment.

      But she kept that thought to herself.

      A man like Jens Meier, a man who already had everything, did not need to have his ego boosted any further.
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      As her breathing slowly returned to an even pace, Jens stroked the honey-blonde hair back from her face and kissed her closed eyelids. He was not usually a cuddler, but then the women he usually slept with weren’t exactly the kind you wanted to cuddle. As his sister told him often enough, he had terrible taste in women.

      He tended to date women for whom appearances meant everything. Not because he was shallow – at least, he hoped he wasn’t that shallow – but because in his world they were everywhere and easy to find. But even in the throes of passion, women like that were usually too busy worrying about how they looked to truly let go. Giving them pleasure took a lot more hard work and could really dent a man’s ego.

      But Melissa had let go. She hadn’t hidden behind a mask, and the unusual combination of raw passion and vulnerability in her expression as she’d climaxed had touched something deep inside him.

      He suspected Astrid would like her, and his sister had very good instincts when it came to people.

      He buried his face in Melissa’s hair, breathed in the flushed scent of her skin, and finally did what he’d wanted to do on the dance floor: he trailed kisses down the pale, soft skin of her neck and throat.

      Her eyes fluttered open, wide and blue and clear as a summer sky. “You look different now we’re alone.”

      He frowned, an old and too-familiar fear gripping at his gut. “In what way?”

      She eyed him, a disconcerting look that seemed to pierce into him. “In the ballroom, I’d have sworn you were one of those people who never relaxes, who is always ‘on’. But right now, you look very relaxed.” She reached up tentative fingers to stroke his face, her butterfly touch warming him from the inside out. Then she grinned, an impish flash lighting up her serious eyes. “Even though I’m the only one who came.”

      He relaxed even more now, pleased she hadn’t turned out to be just like every other woman, wanting him to be the man in the ballroom, the CEO, rather than just himself. With a grin of his own, he tumbled her onto her back. “We could remedy that.”

      Her lips curved in another teasing smile. “We should remedy that.”

      He helped her out of her bra and panties before he disposed of his own clothing. Then he sheathed himself and kneeled over her, taking a moment to enjoy the sensation of the long, lean body beneath his, the sleek softness of her skin against his.

      She waited, breathlessly still beneath him, her lower lip caught between her teeth, and a wave of protectiveness washed over him, startling and unexpected.

      Then he caught the flicker of uncertainty in her eyes as she analysed his hesitation. He bent to brush his lips over hers. “I need you to tell me you want this.”

      She nodded, but still he held back. “Tell me.” His voice was rough with the command.

      She had to clear her throat to speak, and he felt that swift rush of protectiveness again. Edged with desperation. God, he’d never wanted a woman to say “yes” as much as he wanted Lissa to.

      “Yes, I most definitely want this.” In emphasis, she rolled her hips, pressing herself against him, and the temptation of her was too much.

      He buried his face in her hair, forcing his body to relax. “I don’t want to rush this. I want to enjoy you and pleasure you and watch you come again.”

      Her eyes widened, darkened, and her lips parted.

      “But I don’t think I can wait. My body doesn’t want to take its time.”

      She smiled, and it was pure golden sunlight. “Then don’t. We can always take it slowly next time.”

      Next time. His heart soared, and he didn’t waste another moment to examine why. He pushed between her legs, sinking himself deep inside her, and let the desire consume him.
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      After they made love, they raided the hotel bar fridge, and ate crisps and sipped sodas, limbs entwined, stealing kisses, as they talked. He told her about his family and the places he’d lived, about Cole’s merger offer, and what he wanted to achieve in his life. Things he had never shared with any woman before. Not even his big sister.

      And Lissa talked about her life, how devastated she’d been when she’d grown too tall and big to pursue her dreams of being a ballet dancer, how instead she’d buried herself in the one thing that had come naturally to her: school work. She told him of her first job for a fashion retailer and the unexpected chance that had brought her to PRM, about how she preferred the predictability of numbers and statistics to the unpredictability of people. He listened, mesmerised, wanting to discover everything about her, long past the time he would usually have grown bored with any other woman.

      They talked until she could barely keep her eyes open, then he held her as she drifted to sleep.

      When he woke in the night, Lissa still lay cuddled in his embrace. He reached to switch off the bedside light and she stirred, twisting away from him to sprawl across the other half of the extra-sized bed, but she didn’t wake.

      He pulled the duvet up over them and lay in the dark, listening to her deep, even breathing.

      Usually at this point in the night he would be waking the woman beside him and offering to call her a taxi. Instead, he found himself trying to devise ways to keep her at his side.

      What was so different about Melissa Standish that made him feel things he didn’t usually feel? What magic spell had she cast over him?

      It was only as sleep began to claim him that the answer came.

      Melissa did not pretend to be anything she wasn’t. There was no artifice in her. Every emotion she experienced, doubt or ecstasy or curiosity, expressed itself in her eyes. And in her presence, he felt as if he could stop pretending too.

      He didn’t have to live up to the image painted of him in the European tabloids. He didn’t have to impress or be strong or be the boss. He could finally just relax and be himself.

      Lissa had been his equal partner in bed as much as she had been on the dance floor. When she trusted him to lead her, he felt invincible. They were better together than apart.
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      Surely there should be a headache, or something? At the very least, she should be swamped with regret by now. Melissa found her glasses, then collected her scattered clothes from the floor and tiptoed to the bathroom.

      The face that looked back at her from the mirror didn’t look hung over. It looked radiant. Her cheeks had fresh colour in them, her eyes shone, and her lips were bruised pink from the very thorough kissing they’d had last night.

      She smiled at her reflection. The only regret she had this morning was that she’d wasted all those months secretly crushing on Seth when he was nothing but a pale shadow beside a man like Jens. Seth hadn’t even noticed her until she’d attracted the attention of another man, while Jens hadn’t taken his eyes off her from the moment they met.

      If she was going to indulge in a one-sided fantasy about someone, then at least it should be a man worthy of being fantasised about. And Jens was definitely that.

      Long after he returned to Paris and forgot she existed, she’d still be dreaming about the things he could do with that mouth, and his strong, supple fingers. Of course, he might well have spoiled her for any other man. Because who could live up to this?

      As quietly as she could, she dressed, washed her face and re-applied her make-up. Then she twisted her hair up into its usual knot on her head, pinning it neatly. If she was going to have to do the Walk of Shame in broad daylight, at least she would do it with her head high.

      Heels and handbag in hand, she opened the bathroom door and snuck across the bedroom. She had almost made it to the door when a gruff, sleepy voice froze her.

      “Where the hell do you think you’re going?”

      She turned to face him, heart thudding at the sight of that glorious bare chest as Jens sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. It was so unfair that bedhead on a man could look so sexy.

      “I’m going home.”

      “Why?”

      Why indeed? Because he couldn’t possibly want her to still be here when he woke, could he?

      “Because I need to shower and change.”

      “I have a really good shower right here.” He didn’t look sleepy any more. In fact, he looked amused, damn him.

      She swallowed. “And then I need to go to the office.”

      “It’s Saturday.” He flung aside the duvet and stepped out of the bed, and she had to swallow again. In the cool white light streaming in through the tall windows, he was even better looking than in the chandelier-lit ballroom. Or maybe it was because as good as he’d looked in that expensive Italian silk shirt and fitted trousers last night, he looked even better naked.

      He prowled around the bed, moving closer, and like cornered prey she was unable to move.

      “Or do I need to have a word with your boss about a healthy work/life balance?”

      At that, she bit back a smile. Harrison was always telling her to go home or to get a life outside the office.

      “I’m feeling very healthy this morning, thank you,” she said, the not-quite smile pulling at her lips.

      “That’s a little more like it.” He stopped before her. He didn’t reach out to touch her, though he stood close enough that she could feel the heat rolling off him. It tugged at her, drawing her in.

      “If you’re determined to work today, I have a much better proposition for you.”

      She managed to lift an eyebrow, though the word proposition had set a flurry of sensations swirling in her stomach.

      “First, we’re going to take that shower. Together. Then we’re going to enjoy a lazy breakfast in bed. And once we’ve had a chance to take our time as you promised last night, you’re going to join me for my lunch meeting with Cole Young.”

      “You hardly need me. You seem to already have all the finer details of the deal worked out.”

      His dark eyes had that burning, intent look again. “You’re wrong. I do need you, not just as a financial advisor, but as moral support. You see, I’ve decided to change a few of those finer details of the merger.”

      She waited for him to finish, but when he didn’t elaborate, she prompted, “Like?”

      “It appears that in my new role as head of Cole’s European Operations, I’m going to need to be based here in London. I’m going to be spending a lot more time here than I originally intended.”

      “Oh?” Her voice sounded small and strained, which wasn’t surprising considering the lump that seemed to have wedged itself in her throat.

      “Yes, you see, I met this woman…” He closed the last fraction of space between them, running his hands into her hair, undoing the pins to shake her hair loose about her shoulders. “And unless she’s decided in the cold light of day that she made a terrible mistake under the mistletoe last night, I’d really like to get to know her better.”

      This time, Melissa made no attempt to fight her smile.

      His lips met hers, demanding, giving, meeting fire with fire. His morning stubble rasped against her already sensitive skin. She would be going to the meeting with Cole Young wearing stubble burn, but she didn’t much care.

      At last she’d met a man who was more than remotely attractive, who she could talk to, and who could see past her glasses. She really had to thank Jessie for giving her a shove in the right direction.
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      Nannying was only ever supposed to be a temporary gig for Jessie – if only she could figure out what it is she really wants to do with her life! But maybe this Christmas, her future will arrive gift-wrapped in the form of sexy single dad Cole.
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      This party had gone downhill fast. Jessie looked around The Belvedere’s Belle Epoque ballroom, at all the beautiful people getting steadily drunk on expensive champagne, and sighed. Now that the friend whose party she’d crashed had left, she didn’t know anyone in the room. Well, she knew one person, but she’d been deliberately avoiding him for the last hour.

      She was still far too wide awake and far too buzzed to go back to her room. Lately, the four walls of her hotel room, large and luxurious as it was, had begun to press in on her. Maybe her mood was caused by the dreary winter weather trapping them indoors, but she doubted it. Usually when she felt restless like this, it was time to move on. Time for a new job, a new home, a new family.

      But this time, moving on would mean leaving Peyton.

      Jessie rubbed the dull throb at the base of her neck. Her little charge had already experienced too much change and loss in her short life. She couldn’t do that to Peyton. Not now, not yet.

      Which meant she was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Nannying was only ever supposed to be a temporary stop-gap, something to fill the time between finishing uni and figuring out what she wanted to do with her life. Except she was now nearing thirty and still had no clue what she wanted to do when she grew up. That wasn’t normal, was it?

      God, she could use a drink. But she’d already had a couple of tequila shots earlier with her friend Lissa, and she had to be up early in the morning to get Peyton to dance class. She should probably be responsible (and boring) and go back to her room to watch Netflix on her tablet rather than hang out here at a party that was well past its sell-by date. But then tonight would end up just like every other night, and that was even more depressing than sitting alone at someone else’s Christmas party.

      A champagne flute, brimming with enticing golden bubbles, slid in front of her, straight into her line of vision. She looked up, her ready smile turning to a scowl as she realized the drink’s donor wasn’t some handsome stranger come to flirt, but her boss. The man she’d been avoiding for the last hour.

      “Shouldn’t you be upstairs relieving the babysitter?” she asked, sitting up straighter.

      Cole only smiled as he sank, uninvited, into the chair beside hers. Jessie’s scowl deepened.

      “I checked in with her, and Peyton’s fast asleep. In fact, the babysitter sounded rather pleased to be paid overtime to do nothing but sit and watch television.”

      Not bloody likely. When Jessie had gone to kiss Peyton goodnight before leaving for the Christmas party, Antoinette had told her she had a big paper due, and she’d been desperate for some quiet study time. The young woman had all Jessie’s sympathy. There was nothing worse than having to juggle one’s studies with earning a living, even though babysitting beat waiting tables or serving drunks in some skivy bar hands down.

      “What are you even doing at this party?” she asked. “Isn’t the PRM Group a business competitor?”

      Cole grinned. “Not for much longer.” He leaned back in his chair, as if settling in for a long chat. “And what are you doing at this party?”

      “My friend invited me.”

      “The curly-haired girl in the glasses you were with earlier?”

      Jessie snorted. “Hardly a girl – she’s my age. And in case you hadn’t noticed, I’m a grown woman.”

      Something flickered in Cole’s eyes, gone too quickly for her to catch. Not that she cared. She had zero interest in what her boss thought or did. As far as she was concerned, the only thing he had going for him was his daughter. Peyton was the only reason she’d taken this job to begin with.

      Jessie preferred short contracts, never spending more than a couple of months with one family, never getting too emotionally involved. She hadn’t wanted this job, hadn’t wanted to work through Christmas, but the employment agency had begged her to do the interview. When she met Cole, she really hadn’t wanted the job.

      Sure, he was built like a professional tennis player (and she’d had a thing for tennis players since the year she’d won front row seats to watch Roger Federer beat Rafael Nadal at Wimbledon) and he was the CEO of a billion-dollar corporation (which he’d inherited rather than built, so did that really count?) and he was both richer and more entitled than Croesus, but she wasn’t the kind of girl whose head was turned by looks or money.

      For a devoted single dad in desperate need of help through the festive season she might have said “yes” to giving up spending the holidays at home with her family. But she hadn’t spent more than ten minutes with Cole before she’d realised he only wanted a nanny so he could hand off his kid to someone else. She’d been on the point of saying a very firm and resounding “no” – and then she’d met Peyton. With one cheeky laugh, the little girl had stolen her heart and turned her “no” into a “yes”.

      At moments like this she regretted that decision, though. The man couldn’t even remember the name of the hotel’s babysitter in whose care he’d left his daughter this evening. And Antoinette had babysat Peyton every Saturday night for the last two months. She’d probably spent more time in his hotel suite than he had.

      And thinking of the suite… Jessie pushed away from the table and rose. “Thanks for the champagne, but I’m going to turn in.”

      Cole pulled a disappointed face. “You haven’t even touched your drink, and it’s still early.”

      For him, maybe. He was used to staying out all hours, but Jessie wasn’t.

      “It would be a shame to let such good champagne go to waste.” He smiled, upping the charm to 120%, and it made his eyes crinkle at the corners.

      Jessie only just managed not to roll her eyes. Hadn’t the man learnt yet that she was impervious? He could turn up the charm to 200% and it would still be like water off a swan’s back, as her mother would say.

      She smiled sweetly, pretending to bat her eyelashes at him. “I am sure there are at least a dozen women in the room who are drunk enough to want to drink with you. But I’m not one of them.” She added a note of humour to take the sting out of her words.

      Nevertheless, the crinkle disappeared and two little lines appeared in his forehead. “And if I insisted you stay – as your boss?”

      “I’d say that’s above my pay grade. Besides, it’s my night off.” There was just the tiniest edge of insolence in her tone now. She was normally much better at hiding it. Damn those earlier tequilas for loosening her tongue.

      His eyes narrowed. “Please?” he said at last.

      It might well have been the first time she’d ever heard that word pass his lips. Maybe that was why she sat back down. Out of shock.

      He leaned forward, reached for her untouched champagne flute on the table, and handed it to her.

      Without saying a word, she sipped the champagne. It was good. Subtly aromatic. Dry, but not too dry. Not too sweet either, not like that cheap pink stuff her mother bought.

      She licked her lips. “So what did you want to talk to me about?”

      “How are you enjoying working here?”

      Really? He was going to make small talk?

      “Peyton’s a sweetheart,” she answered, deliberately not answering his question.

      Most parents, in her experience, would have taken that opening to gush about their kids. They would have smiled and softened, their eyes lighting up. Cole’s face did none of those things.

      “And what are your plans for Christmas Day?”

      Ah. So that’s what this was all about. Jessie took another sip of the champagne, letting the taste settle in her mouth before she swallowed. She eyed him levelly. “I’m going home for Christmas lunch with my family.”

      And if he thought she was going to miss her family’s traditional lunch so he could weasel out of spending one lousy day with his daughter, then he had another think coming. She’d already given up every other family holiday tradition this year for him.

      Those two little lines appeared in his forehead again. Strange that she’d never noticed them before. “Home?”

      “Yes, home is that place where real people live; people who don’t live in hotels.” Those tequilas really had a lot to answer for. Tomorrow, when their effect wore off, she was sure she’d regret being this snippy with the boss.

      “I know what a home is. But is one day long enough for you to get home to your family and back again?”

      “It’s Piccadilly Line all the way. Even with fewer trains running on Christmas Day, I’ll still be back in time to put Peyton to bed, so you don’t need to worry.”

      His frown lines deepened. “You’re from London?”

      This time she really did roll her eyes. “Unsurprisingly, quite a lot of people in this city are from London.”

      He shrugged, and the frown lines eased as he grinned again. “Everyone I’ve met here seems to be from someplace else.”

      “That’s because you live in a hotel.”

      He laughed, and the sound was startling. She had never heard Cole Young laugh before, not even that time Peyton insisted on performing her new favourite song (“Head, shoulders, cheese and toast”) to The Belvedere’s top-hatted doormen.

      “I live in a hotel because my business is only keeping me here in London a few months. Not long enough to bother signing a lease on an apartment.”

      Even though Stella, his exceptionally capable personal assistant, was the one who would have signed the lease on his behalf.

      “And then you’ll be going back to New York?” she asked. Her contract had another month to run.

      He nodded, the ghost of a smile on his lips. “Yes, back to that place where we don’t live in an hotel.”

      Ha ha.

      “And then Peyton will get a new nanny?” It was none of her business what they did after they left London, but it had been worrying her ever since Peyton told her the last nanny had left to get married.

      Cole nodded again. “And since she’ll be five soon, I also need to start thinking about getting her into a good school.”

      New nanny and new school. Poor kid.

      Jessie prayed he meant a regular day school. He wouldn’t send a five year old away to boarding school, would he? She hoped the sudden image flashing through her brain was the product of one too many clichéd B-movies, and that rich people didn’t really dispose of their children like that.

      “Can I give you just one piece of advice?” she asked, leaning forward in her seat.

      His gaze met hers, serious, intense, totally focused on her, and it was like a blow to her solar plexus. She’d never really looked her boss in the eyes before, and was startled to find that they were green. She didn’t think she’d ever met anyone with eyes quite that shade before. Peyton had brown eyes.

      She had to clear her throat. “Make sure that whatever school you pick has a really good dance programme. She loves to dance, and she’s really good.”

      “I will.” His voice was just as serious and intense as his expression.

      She pulled her gaze away, staring across the room to where a couple was sloppily snogging on the near-empty dance floor. The band had long since packed up, and the music was played by a DJ who’d clearly lost his mojo. Already the wait staff were removing the tablecloths and centrepieces. The party was as good as over.

      “I’m not yet ready to sleep,” Cole said, his gaze following hers. “Would you care to take a walk up to the rooftop bar with me?”

      “Why? We have nothing left to say to each other.”

      He shrugged. “I’m sure we can find something to talk about. Please?”

      What was it about that word that kept making her do and say stupid things? “Sure,” she said.
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      In silence, they collected their coats from the coat check, then rode up in the lift, a very modern, swift and silent lift concealed behind an ornate art nouveau elevator grille. The hotel wasn’t that tall, only eight storeys high, but the ride seemed to last forever as Jessie watched the bronze dial above the door tick off each floor. They passed the top floor, with its penthouse suite, and then at last the doors opened onto the rooftop. The dark rooftop.

      A blast of freezing air surged into the lift. Instant sobriety.

      She didn’t move. “The bar’s closed.”

      Cole merely shrugged and stepped out of the lift, holding yet another of the ornate iron gates open for her. She followed him out onto the terrace, a neat paved area with a roofed bar on one side and a long, narrow pool on the other. The eerie blue pool lights were the only source of light. Though Jessie had lived in this hotel for two whole months, she hadn’t been up here even once. With the recent cold, wet weather, hot chocolate in front of a fire held more appeal than cocktails beside an open-air rooftop pool.

      Cole headed behind the bar and opened a couple of doors beneath the counter, emerging moments later with two tall glasses of some pale liquid over ice.

      “Vermouth,” he explained. “In the States it’s usually served as a cocktail mixer, but I rather like the European way of drinking it solo.”

      She took the glass he held out to her and sampled it tentatively. A crisp white wine taste, flavoured with gin-like botanicals. “You come up here often.” It wasn’t a question. He clearly knew his way around.

      “I come up here whenever I can’t sleep. I suffer from insomnia.”

      And she’d thought he stayed out all hours because he was a party animal. “You could try sleeping pills,” she suggested, hugging her arms around herself to ward off the bitter night chill.

      He shook his head emphatically. “That’s how Isabella got started.”

      His ex-wife. Peyton’s mother. Currently drying out in a rehab clinic in Italy. It wasn’t the first time she’d been in rehab, and probably wouldn’t be the last.

      Okay, so maybe there was something Jessie admired about Cole Young after all: she’d never once seen him drunk, and clearly he didn’t do drugs either.

      “I don’t keep any pills around,” he added. “And you may have noticed there’s no alcohol in the suite.”

      Jessie hadn’t noticed, but then, rare party nights like this one aside, she didn’t drink much. Cole didn’t keep the suite alcohol and drug free for his own benefit, since he seemed quite comfortable coming up here to drink, so… “You’re worried about Peyton?”

      “There is a genetic component to addiction.” He sounded as if he was delivering a science report rather than talking about his own daughter, but for a split second she glimpsed something beneath the impassive expression. Maybe, just maybe, he did have a small spark of paternal concern in him.

      “The best way to prevent her following in her mother’s footsteps isn’t to shield her from all chemical substances, because you’re not going to be able to keep her in the nest forever. One day she’s going to test her wings. The only way to keep her safe from temptation is to make her feel loved and wanted.”

      He didn’t react, though she’d as good as said he wasn’t doing those things. Or maybe her jibe was like water off a swan’s back too. Maybe he didn’t even realise he fell way short in the parenting department. Maybe he just didn’t have it in him to give love.

      She sighed and moved away, crossing the rooftop to the edge of the terrace, where a high stone balustrade looked out over Hyde Park. Though it had to be close to midnight, the constant background music of the city drifted up to the quiet rooftop: the ever-present hum of traffic, the distant sounds of bars and televisions and voices, and a sudden shout of laughter from the street below.

      The biting night air stirred beside her and Cole appeared at her side. He leaned both arms on the balustrade, and looked out across the park. A light breeze ruffled his sandy-coloured hair. Though she knew she shouldn’t, she turned to look at him.

      Earlier tonight, her friend Lissa had called him gorgeous. He wasn’t Jessie’s usual type (she had a thing for tattoos and leathers, and hair that was just a little too long and wild to be decent) but she supposed he was. His features would probably be called aquiline: an oval face with a slim, straight nose, and straight brows over almond-shaped eyes. But what made him really attractive were the things she’d never noticed before – the crinkle lines fanning out from the corners of his eyes, and the wisps of grey hidden amongst the fairer hair at his temples that were only visible up close.

      He faced her, raising an eyebrow when he caught her stare, and a blush slid up her cheeks. She ducked her head and looked down at her bare hands, wrapped around the ice-filled glass. Her fingers had grown numb. Good. It was a healthy distraction from looking at him as a man rather than as a boss.

      Gently, she set down the glass and flexed her fingers, trying to encourage life back into them.

      “Here.” He reached out to wrap her hands in his. God, but he was warm. He rubbed her hands between his own much larger ones, and her fingers tingled as his heat seeped into her.

      “You can stop now. My circulation’s back.”

      “I’m sorry. I should have realised it would be cold for you up here, especially in that cocktail dress. I just don’t tend to feel the cold as much as other people do.”

      “Clearly.” She smiled, and he answered with a quick grin that crinkled his eyes again. Then he released her hands, and she missed their solid warmth. She stuck her hands into her coat pockets and looked back out over the park, anywhere but at the man beside her.

      Despite the frosty chill, the air had that lovely crisp, clean feel of winter. The festive coloured lights of the park’s Winter Wonderland fairground sparkled like a giant Christmas tree. “Actually, it’s rather nice up here. It’s the first night it hasn’t rained in ages.”

      “I wonder if there’ll be snow this Christmas?” he mused.

      She snorted. “Highly unlikely. It hasn’t snowed in central London more than a handful of times in my entire life, and even then it was probably February rather than December. Too many people and too much traffic for it to really get cold enough these days. And trust me, you don’t want it to snow. This city falls apart at the seams whenever it snows.”

      This was good. Talking about the weather was safe, right? Though she was closer to babbling than talking.

      Cole leaned back against the balustrade, but this time he didn’t look out at the view but at her. “I love Manhattan when it snows. It becomes a fairyland. But you’re right, snow at Christmas is rare. Tell me how your family celebrates the holidays.”

      Her favourite topic, about her favourite time of year. She told him about how they all went together to choose the tree (always a real tree), how she and her brother always squabbled over who would get to place the star on the top when they were decorating, about baking cookies and delivering them to all the neighbours. By the time she’d finished telling him about the traditional Christmas lunch complete with stuffed turkey and Brussels sprouts, and how her mother would be stressed and snippy, her father and brother oblivious in front of some sports game on the television, and how she’d escape the inevitable strain as soon as the meal was over by taking the dog out for a walk, Cole was in stitches and both their glasses were empty.

      “And how do you billionaires celebrate Christmas?” she asked at last.

      “Pretty much the same.”

      “Liar.”

      He flashed a glance at her. “We always have a real tree too. Our cook makes a mean stuffed turkey, and she always insists on serving Brussels sprouts even though no one likes them. When my father was still alive, he also liked to spend the day watching sports on television. But that’s probably where the similarities end. The house was always decorated by the interior designer du jour. My mother barely knew where the kitchen was in our house, and Isabella sure as hell never tried to cook a meal in her life. And ever since my father died, my mother’s spent her Christmases on various tropical cruises, so since the divorce, it’s just been me and Peyton.”

      “And the cook.”

      He shrugged, and Jessie frowned. Did he even think of his cook as a person who might have her own family to spend Christmas Day with?

      “What’s your favourite Christmas tradition?” she asked instead.

      He thought for a moment. “I love seeing the window displays on Fifth Avenue, and sledding in Central Park, but my favourite thing to do at Christmas is ice skating beneath the big tree at Rockefeller Centre.” He sighed. “The last Christmas we were all together, Isabella and I took Peyton skating there, though I doubt she remembers it.”

      “You could still take her.”

      He shrugged. “There just hasn’t been time the last couple of years.”

      “Why did you marry Isabella?” Jessie asked. That was the vermouth talking. And the half glass of champagne, and those long ago tequilas. Because never in a million years would she have asked him that sober.

      He held her gaze for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “She was fun to be with. Always the heart and soul of every party, spontaneous and bubbly. She has a way of drawing people to her. I didn’t realise until too late that beneath that fun and attractive surface there wasn’t much substance. And it took me a lot longer than it should have to realise that she filled that lack of substance with substance abuse.”

      Since he was being so open, she decided to hit him with another hard question she’d been dying to ask. “Was she doing drugs when she was pregnant with Peyton?”

      He pulled his lower lip between his teeth, then released it on a sigh. “I don’t know. I don’t think so, but Peyton was born prem and very underweight, and she nearly didn’t make it. Nothing that couldn’t happen to a thousand other babies, but later I did wonder.”

      Jessie remembered just enough of that useless psychology degree she’d earned to wonder: what had come first – the drugs, or nearly losing the baby? Because something like that could tip an already emotionally unstable person over into drugs.

      Not that she needed to know or get involved. It was just a matter of time before Cole took Peyton back to New York, and she would move on to another family. And that was the way she liked it.

      But that restlessness she’d felt earlier was remarkably absent now, and the thought of saying goodbye to Peyton was like a lead weight in the pit of her stomach. Peyton needed her more than any other child she’d looked after before.

      “I really want to go to bed now,” Jessie said.

      She only realised how that might sound when his eyes kindled with amusement, and she was glad that the frigid air gave her an excuse for her second blush of the night.

      “I’ll walk you down,” he offered.

      The lift came quickly, and it wasn’t long before they stood at the door to the penthouse suite. Cole pulled his key card from the pocket of his suit jacket, keyed the door open, then held it wide for her to enter.

      The living room lights were muted, highlighting the colourful flash of the Christmas lights on the designer tree in the far corner, but the dining room was brightly lit. Reassured to no longer be alone with her boss, Jessie hurried towards the light to greet Antoinette, though she still remained surreally aware of Cole’s presence behind her.

      “How was the party?” the babysitter asked, yawning as she looked up from her books.

      “Good,” Jessie answered. “And look who I found there.”

      At the sight of Cole, Antoinette rose and began packing up her books. “Peyton’s slept ever since you left. She hasn’t stirred once all night.”

      “Thank you.” He smiled, dialling up the charm to just short of 100% and Antoinette flushed, looking suddenly flustered.

      Jessie thanked her lucky stars his charm didn’t work on her. She’d hate to be that agitated and obvious every time she was in the same room as her boss.

      Cole escorted Antoinette all the way to the lift, thanking her for her time. Unlike Jessie’s babysitting days, no cash changed hands. But then Jessie hadn’t been lucky enough to work in a swanky hotel like this one where every little expense was inconspicuously added to the bill.

      Would it be rude to bolt to her room without saying goodnight? But then she no longer had a choice. Cole stepped back into the room and closed the door behind him, pausing there for a moment, and it was as if all the air had suddenly been sucked out of the vast suite. Her heart rate kicked up a notch.

      “Did you know that Antoinette is working on her Masters in Commercial Law? Her specialty is international trade law.” She was babbling again. It was all she could do not to slap a hand across her mouth to stop more words from spilling out to fill the taut silence.

      The laughter lines around his eyes crinkled. “I do now.”

      Say something. Say something intelligent. Say anything. “Well, thanks for the drink and the talk.” And she bolted for the safety of her room.
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      “Morning, Jessie!” Peyton sang, as she climbed up onto Jessie’s bed. “Wake up, sleepyhead!”

      Jessie pulled a pillow over her head and moaned, and Peyton laughed.

      The scene usually played out the other way around, with Peyton burrowing back down beneath the blankets, and Jessie trying to rouse her. The role reversal clearly delighted the little girl.

      “The sun is shining today,” Peyton chirped, and Jessie lifted the pillow to look at the windows. It wasn’t exactly sunny, but the sky outside her window was certainly brighter than it had been in days. And, thankfully, it wasn’t raining.

      “Can we go to the park?” Peyton asked.

      “You have ballet class this morning.”

      “On the way to ballet? Please? Please?”

      That word again. Jessie smiled indulgently. “Sure, but first we need to have breakfast.”

      If it was already light outside, then she’d overslept her alarm clock. And if she’d slept in late, it meant she’d missed Cole. He was an early riser, and would be at the office by now, even on a Saturday. The relief that she wouldn’t have to face him this morning made her smile.

      And since he would already be gone, she could delay having a shower and getting dressed until after she’d fed Peyton. She slid out of bed and followed the energetic child out of the bedroom, across the vast living room to the kitchenette.

      She’d only just set the coffee machine percolating and got Peyton settled with a bowl of her favourite strawberry-flavoured instant porridge, when the door across the suite from her own opened and Cole stepped out. Jessie stifled a groan.

      Cole rubbed his eyes sleepily, and looked up. Their gazes met, and he grinned. She was suddenly aware that she hadn’t even brushed her hair let alone her teeth, and she was dressed in nothing more than a pair of sleep shorts and the ratty old Cambridge University t-shirt she liked to sleep in because it had worn so soft.

      Cole had bedhead too, but on him it looked kind of cute. He was also practically naked. To be fair, he wore drawstring tracksuit pants, but he was naked from the waist up, and that was naked enough. How did a CEO who spent every waking moment working manage to have a six pack? It was so mightily unfair.

      “Coffee?” she asked, turning away to hide her blush and avert her gaze.

      “Sure.” He crossed the room, his bare feet soundless on the hardwood floor.

      “Morning, Daddy,” Peyton said. “Aren’t you going to work today?” The hopeful look in her eyes made Jessie’s heart pull tight.

      “Later,” he said, ruffling her hair as he passed by.

      Jessie nearly spilled the coffee she was pouring onto the counter. In the two months she’d been with them, she couldn’t remember him willingly reaching out to touch his daughter even once. Maybe he had taken her words to heart last night, after all.

      She poured two cups of coffee and slid one sideways along the counter towards him, careful not to look at him. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him add milk to his mug. She’d practically lived with this man for two months and she didn’t even know how he took his coffee.

      “I’m going to ballet class today,” Peyton announced.

      “That’s nice,” Cole responded.

      Jessie frowned, and Cole cleared his throat. “Do you like ballet class?” He sounded stiff and uncomfortable.

      “I love it! Can I show you the dance we’re learning?”

      He nodded, and Peyton abandoned her bowl on the eat-in counter and moved to the centre of the living room to dance.

      Jessie cast a sideways glance at Cole, and he was smiling as he watched Peyton. She used his distraction to slip past and head back to her room, only emerging again once she’d showered, dressed more appropriately, and brushed both teeth and hair. When she returned to the kitchen, her coffee was cold, and Cole was still shirtless. Without a word, he rose to pour her a fresh cup from the machine, adding milk and one small spoon of sugar, just as she’d done with her first cup. Clearly paying attention to details was something CEOs did, but it still took her by surprise.

      When she’d downed half the fresh cup of coffee, scalding her tongue in the process, she called Peyton back from where she was now playing with her Barbies in the living room. “You need to get dressed for ballet class, or we won’t be able to go to the park on the way.”

      Peyton’s face turned to instant thunder in her impending tantrum expression. Jessie felt rather than saw Cole stiffen beside her.

      “I don’t want to go,” Peyton said, lower lip sticking out petulantly. “I want to stay.”

      “But I thought you loved ballet class,” Cole said. He attempted his charming smile, amping it up all the way to at least 150%, but it worked on his daughter about as well as it did on Jessie.

      “I don’t want to go!”

      He flashed a desperate look at Jessie.

      “Are you going to the office this morning?” she asked, projecting her voice loud enough for Peyton to hear.

      He looked confused. “Yes. I have a lunch meeting I need to prepare for, but since things are quietening in the run-up to the holidays, I thought I’d go in to the office a little later this morning.”

      On the living room carpet, Peyton had grown still.

      “And do you need to go back to the office after your lunch meeting?”

      He still looked confused, but shook his head. “Probably not.”

      “So you could come back here this afternoon and perhaps take Peyton down to the indoor pool for her swimming lesson?”

      “I suppose I could. What time is her lesson?”

      Jessie dropped her voice, so only he could hear. “Whatever time you get back from your meeting.” Then she called over to Peyton. “Go get dressed for ballet class, honey.”

      Still cradling her Barbie, Peyton rose docilely and headed to her room to get dressed.

      Cole turned to Jessie, a look of awe on his face. “What just happened? I thought she was about to throw a tantrum.”

      “She didn’t want to go to ballet class because she thought you were going to stay here and she wanted to stay with you. Now that she knows she’ll have some dedicated attention from you this afternoon, she’s happy to leave.”

      He blinked. “She wanted to stay with me?”

      Jessie rolled her eyes. “Yes, she wanted to spend time with you. There’s just no accounting for some people’s taste, but there it is.”

      She didn’t hang around for his response, needing to ensure that Jessie dressed appropriately for the cold outside, but she was pretty sure he was grinning.
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        * * *

      

      In the park, they followed the trail of rose plaques laid in tribute to Princess Diana along the edge of the Serpentine, and skirted around the memorial fountain before heading towards the playground, where Peyton spent a joyous half hour on the swings. The dance studio was another ten minute walk beyond the park. After the class, Jessie would have preferred to take a cab home, but Peyton insisted they return through the park. By the time they reached the memorial fountain, Peyton’s energy was flagging, so Jessie phoned ahead to order from room service for lunch. The little girl had barely finished her meal, and her eyes were already drooping.

      “Nap time!” Jessie said brightly.

      Peyton’s lower lip stuck out, threatening a meltdown.

      “If you don’t have a nap, how else is your Daddy going to wake you like Sleeping Beauty when he gets back from his lunch?” Jessie suggested, praying that Cole wouldn’t let her down.

      The suggestion worked, and it wasn’t long before Peyton was fast asleep. Jessie used the quiet time to sort the clothes that needed to be laundered, send a grocery shopping list down to the children’s concierge (Antoinette’s aunt), and tidy away Peyton’s toys. Then she paced.

      3pm. How long could a lunch meeting take?

      3.30pm. Peyton would be waking from her nap soon. Jessie glanced into the darkened room. Peyton had begun to toss restlessly. She would wake any moment now.

      At 3.45pm Jessie heard the door to the suite open, and she sprinted into the living room.

      “Get in there now!” She nudged Cole in the back, hurrying him into his daughter’s darkened room. Startled, he obeyed. She shut the door behind him, and sagged against it, emotionally drained.

      Five minutes later she heard Peyton’s excited chatter through the door. Mission accomplished.
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        * * *

      

      It was only when Peyton was properly awake and dressed for her swimming lesson in the hotel’s indoor pool, that Jessie realised she’d made a huge tactical mistake.

      Because she was the one teaching Peyton to swim. And that meant she would have to appear in front of her boss in a swimsuit.

      In her en-suite, she stood before the mirror and grimaced at her reflection. Though her figure was a little fuller than it had been in her uni days, her body shape wasn’t bad. But neither was she model-thin, or spectacularly racked, and surely a billionaire CEO, especially one under forty and with all his own teeth and hair, would usually be surrounded by gorgeous, thin, supermodel types? Isabella hadn’t been a model (she’d been a trust fund baby and hadn’t needed to work) but she’d certainly looked like one.

      Oh well. It didn’t really matter, did it? She was just the nanny. She was here for Peyton, not for herself, and certainly not for Cole Young.

      Bolstering herself with these thoughts, she wrapped herself in one of the hotel’s fluffy bathrobes, grabbed her bag, and went to meet Cole and Peyton in the living room.

      Peyton too wore a pint-sized robe over her swimsuit, but Cole’s only concession to their outing was that he’d removed his jacket and tie.

      He grinned when he saw her. “You know what sold me on this hotel the first time I stayed here?”

      She shook her head.

      “The fact that the guests feel comfortable enough to wander the halls in robes on their way to the pool or spa. It felt more like a home than an hotel.”

      She forbore to point out that he was always too busy to enjoy any of the hotel’s amenities, and had most certainly never wandered the halls dressed in a robe.

      The hotel’s indoor pool was usually busier on weekends than weekdays, but today the pool area was mercifully empty. Peyton was still nervous in the water, and grew agitated if there were too many other kids splashing around her.

      Jessie helped Peyton on with her water wings before sucking in her stomach, removing her robe, and diving neatly into the pool. She avoided looking at Cole, and held out her arms to catch Peyton who stood expectantly at the pool’s edge.

      Knowing her father was watching, Peyton skipped her usual routine of needing to be coaxed into the water. She leapt straight into the pool, and paddled clumsily over to Jessie.

      “Well done!” Jessie clapped and held her arms out to the little girl.

      There was another splash, and Jessie spun in the water, her stomach tightening as Cole’s head broke the surface. And it tightened even further when he found his footing and rose, shaking wet hair out of his eyes. Droplets sluiced down his bare chest.

      Twice in one day. Be still her beating heart.

      Did the man usually wear swim shorts beneath his suits? Maybe he had hidden depths after all.

      Deliberately turning her back on him, she focused all her attention on Peyton. All week she’d been trying to coax the little girl into attempting to swim without the water wings, and maybe, with Peyton wanting to impress her father, today would be the day.

      It was. With only a little encouragement, Peyton managed to paddle from one end of the shallow side of the pool to the other without the wings. The cheers she earned made her smile even bigger and brighter than usual.

      Then Jessie sat on the top step and played with Peyton, getting her to fish weighted plastic dolphins off the shallow step, while Cole swam laps. After a while, Peyton gave up her treasure hunt to watch her father.

      “One day I’m going to swim like that,” the little girl said.

      Jessie nodded. Cole had good form in the water.

      When he’d finished his laps, he moved to sit on the wide top step beside them, barely breathless from the exertion. Jessie was tempted to ask if swimming was how he maintained that incredibly fit body, but she bit hard on her lower lip to stop the question pouring out. She was usually very good at keeping her thoughts to herself, but even without the influence of the vermouth today, it still seemed harder than usual. As if a barrier had dropped between them last night, and it couldn’t be re-erected.

      She tossed the dolphins onto the next step down. “Show your Daddy how you fetch the dolphins,” she encouraged, and with only a moment’s hesitation, Peyton dipped her head into the water to fetch the toys.

      “This game gets her used to water splashing on her face, so she doesn’t get panicked if she ever falls in,” she explained in a low voice to Cole.

      “Shouldn’t she learn to swim properly first?”

      She shook her head. “The first things we teach kids is not to panic in the water, and how to get to the edge and out of the pool. Only then do we start on actual swimming technique.”

      He looked at her sideways. Though she didn’t take her eyes off Peyton, she could feel the weight of his gaze. “I didn’t know you were a swimming instructor,” he said.

      “It’s on my resumé.”

      “I didn’t look at your resumé. Stella hired you.”

      Her interview had been with Stella, but she’d assumed the child’s father would at least have checked out the credentials of the person hired to look after his only child. She arched a brow at him, doing her best head teacher impression. “Do you leave all your major life decisions to your PA, or does Peyton simply not rank high enough on your list of priorities for you to get personally involved?”

      She held his gaze when she asked the question, even though her heart was racing like a Formula One engine in her chest. Would he fire her for her impertinence? She’d never been fired from a job before. But she had to hear his answer.

      “I care very much about Peyton’s welfare,” he said, his voice low. “But I also trust Stella’s judgment. She has great instincts for people. Better than mine.” He sounded bitter, and she wondered if he was thinking of his ex-wife. Then he shrugged. “She liked your friend.”

      “My friend?”

      “Melissa Standish.”

      The friend whose company Christmas party Jessie had gate-crashed last night. The friend who had left the party early with the dark-haired stranger she’d accidentally kissed under the mistletoe. The same dark-haired stranger Jessie had spotted Cole sharing a drink with at the bar earlier in the evening.

      “When did Stella meet Lissa?” she asked, still trying to piece the information together.

      “At lunch today. Our meeting was with the senior management of PRM.”

      Lissa hadn’t mentioned having a meeting scheduled today. Jessie had been hoping the reason her friend hadn’t returned her calls all day was because she’d been shacked up with her dark-haired stranger. Not because of a business meeting.

      “And the reason PRM are no longer business competitors is because you’re buying them out?” Jessie guessed.

      “It’ll be more of a merger, but yes.” Cole looked smug. “Not only will it expand my company’s reach into Europe, but bringing in the PRM executives will take a lot of pressure off me. I won’t be running the company completely on my own any more.”

      She frowned. “You have a board of directors.”

      “Appointed by my father, and very hard to replace with younger, more innovative thinkers. This merger will help take care of that.”

      “Any chance these big plans will mean you’ll have more time to spend at home?” With Peyton. She cast a glance at the child, still happily absorbed in playing with the plastic dolphins.

      Cole’s gaze followed hers, but he didn’t answer. If anything, his face shut down, turning expressionless. “If we stay here much longer, we’re going to turn into prunes.” He rose up out of the water and turned away.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the afternoon and evening progressed just as all Jessie’s evenings usually did: Daniel, the suite’s private butler, served them the early dinner delivered up from the hotel kitchens, then she allowed Peyton to watch cartoons on the big screen TV while she read. At 7pm, it was bath and teeth-brushing time.

      The one difference was that this evening she and Peyton weren’t alone. Though Cole remained as aloof as he’d been when he stepped out of the pool, he joined them for dinner, and sat quietly reading on the other sofa while Peyton got her daily dose of telly. Jessie was grateful the thriller she was reading had reached a particularly gripping part of the story, or she might have been more thrown by Cole’s lingering presence.

      Once Peyton was dressed and ready for bed, Jessie sent her through to the living room to say goodnight to her father, their nightly ritual on those days he returned from work before she slept. But she was surprised when, instead of simply wishing her goodnight, Cole took the little girl’s hand, walked her back to her bedroom, and tucked her into bed. He even stayed, seated on the sofa before the wide windows, while Jessie read Sleeping Beauty to Peyton. Only when his daughter’s eyes had finally drifted closed – and stayed there – did he rise from the sofa.

      “Should I order us a bottle of wine from room service?” he whispered.

      Jessie shook her head. “That wouldn’t be appropriate.” She channelled that head teacher voice again.

      He looked as if he was about to say something, then shrugged and left the room. No doubt miffed because he hadn’t gotten his own way. Well boohoo. It was about time the billionaire CEO heard the word “no”.

      Though if he’d said “please”, she might just have changed her mind.

      He wasn’t in the living room when she finally slipped out of Peyton’s room. Jessie showered, dressed in her pyjamas, climbed into bed and buried herself in her book, reading until she’d turned the last page and her own eyes were drifting closed. Yup, just another scintillating evening in the life of Jessie Felton.
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      Call me! Jessie texted her friend Lissa the next day.

      It was another whole hour before Lissa called back, and by then Jessie and Peyton were in the park, kicking around a ball.

      “I need a rest!” Jessie gasped, collapsing onto a park bench and digging her ringing phone out of her coat pocket. Peyton laughed at her dramatics, and kicked the ball away, content to play on her own.

      “Spill!” Jessie ordered into her mobile. “What happened with Mistletoe Man? And why on earth were you working yesterday when you were supposed to be shagging him?”

      “His name is Jens Meier, and he invited me to join their meeting.” Lissa giggled. “Besides, who said I didn’t shag him?”

      “Yes!” Jessie punched the air. “Is now a good moment to say ‘I told you so’? Didn’t I tell you that you needed to get over yourself and make a move before your lady parts petrified?”

      Though admittedly, she’d pushed her friend to take advantage of the mistletoe and a temporary blackout at the party to get up close and personal with someone entirely different. Still, if she hadn’t, Lissa wouldn’t have even met Jens.

      “Yeah, no chance of petrification any time soon,” her friend replied smugly.

      “I’m hungry,” Peyton said, returning to the park bench with the ball tucked under her arm.

      “I gotta go, Liss. But I want to hear all about him, okay?”

      Jessie said goodbye and hung up. “So what do we feel like for lunch today?” She rose from the park bench and held out her hand to Peyton.

      “Ice cream!”

      Jessie rolled her eyes. “How about a nice warm vegetable soup, instead?”
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        * * *

      

      It was only later that night when she heard Cole enter the suite. She hurriedly switched out her light and pretended to be asleep. Surely he hadn’t spent his whole Sunday at the office?

      For the rest of the next week, he was gone before daylight, and when he finally returned to their suite in the evenings, Peyton was already fast asleep and Jessie was tucked in bed too. She didn’t flatter herself that he was avoiding her. She was pretty sure he hadn’t given her a second thought after she’d said “no” to him. She was equally sure that she was avoiding him.

      “He and the lawyers are very busy ironing out all the merger details,” Stella, explained when she stopped by to deliver Peyton’s weekly allowance, which was more than Jessie would have known how to spend in a year.

      Not that Jessie had asked about her boss. Oh no, she would rather die than admit to the ever-efficient Stella that Cole’s crinkling smile had very nearly made her knees go weak. Because Stella also belonged to that very small, very exclusive club of women who were immune to Cole’s charms. She’d be so disappointed in Jessie if she knew just how often since Saturday she’d imagined Cole shirtless.

      Fortunately, Jessie didn’t have much time for imagining and drooling. Her restlessness was back in full force, and luxurious as living in a hotel was, and as friendly as all the staff were, she couldn’t bear to spend any more time in the hotel than possible. Between ballet classes and swimming lessons, she took Peyton to see the ice sculptures and the circus at the Winter Wonderland, they went ice skating and to the aquarium (Peyton’s third visit there – she loved the penguins), to a matinee performance of The Nutcracker ballet, and to visit Santa in his grotto at Hamley’s. And on Friday, the children’s concierge arranged for them to attend a chocolate-making workshop. They made Christmas gifts for everyone they knew; everyone except Cole.

      “You need to get something really special for your Daddy,” she told Peyton. But neither of them could think what to give a man who already had everything.

      “A tie?” Peyton asked. “Daddy wears ties to work.”

      But when Daniel the butler gave Jessie a sneak peek into Cole’s closet, she thought he had more than enough ties already.

      Peyton took Cole’s absence remarkably calmly, though it ached Jessie’s heart to see the look of disappointment on the little girl’s face when, freshly bathed and dressed in her pyjamas, she hurried to the living room each evening, only to find that Cole wasn’t there.

      It was just as well he wasn’t around, because with each passing day, Jessie’s anger grew. How dare he ignore his daughter like this? Didn’t he know what a great, fun, intelligent kid she was? Didn’t he care about the damage he was doing to her with his neglect?

      She wasn’t sure if she’d be able to bite her tongue if she saw him again. With only a few weeks left on her contract, she might just be tempted to tell him what she really thought…

      It was in the quiet evenings, alone with yet another season of Outlander, that she was no longer able to keep her restlessness at bay. She didn’t want to leave Peyton, didn’t want to hand this child over to yet another new nanny, but living in a hotel was driving her crazy. No designer decorations could make this suite feel like a home, and no amount of Barbies or teddies could make Peyton’s room feel like anything but a hotel room. And it wasn’t only Peyton who needed a home. Jessie was done with living in temporary rooms in other people’s homes.

      She checked her bank balance. She’d probably saved enough for a deposit on a tiny flat of her own, but what would she do after that? When she had a home of her own, she couldn’t carry on as a live-in nanny. But she was still no closer to knowing what she wanted to do with her life than she’d been a week ago.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s movie night tonight,” the concierge chirped when they passed through the lobby on their way back from yet another fruitless shopping expedition to find a gift for Cole. “Miracle on 34th Street at the rooftop bar right after dark. Will we see you there?”

      It was Jessie’s night off, but what else did she have to do on a Saturday night? A Christmas movie on the hotel roof with a nearly five year old was the best offer she’d had all week. “Book us two tickets.”

      “Mr. Young won’t be joining you?” the concierge asked, and Jessie only just managed to stop herself from snorting out a cynical laugh. Not where Peyton could hear.

      Bundled up in scarves and beanies and gloves against the cold, she and Peyton reached the roof just as it was getting dark. The concierge had reserved them a sofa with the best view of the giant screen, close enough to the space heaters to be warm without getting too toasty, and they were wrapped in soft blankets and served hot chocolate. There were some benefits to living in one of London’s most top-end hotels after all.

      There were a lot of other families present tonight, mostly kids on holiday with their parents, though Antoinette was there with a couple of pre-teens whose parents were no doubt enjoying a night out on the town. But none of the other nannies she had met in the months she’d been working here were present. Luckily Peyton, burrowing in against her side, didn’t seem to notice that she was the only parentless waif here tonight.

      The movie was the original black-and-white version, one of Jessie’s own favourite films. It had barely begun when she heard someone call her name, and she turned to see her friend Lissa.

      “What are you doing here?” Jessie scooted up to make space for Lissa on their sofa.

      Her friend positively glowed as she nodded towards the bar. “Jens wanted to meet Cole for a quick pre-dinner drink to discuss one of the sticking points in the merger negotiations.”

      Jessie followed her friend’s gaze to the bar, and her heart did a tiny hiccup. Her boss leaned against the bar, deep in conversation with Lissa’s Mistletoe Man. Though it was a Saturday night, and everyone else was dressed casually, Cole wore a dark suit. He didn’t seem to have noticed them yet, and she quickly turned away. What would happen if Peyton saw her father here? After a week of not seeing him, she’d probably be so excited – but would Cole be just as delighted, or would he reject her as an irritation when he was talking business?

      Jessie was afraid she might already know the answer.

      Fortunately, Peyton was far too absorbed in the film to pay any attention to the people at the bar, but Jessie was now unable to relax, vigilantly watching over her little chick. Had her long-ago psychology degree taught her how to help a child deal with parental rejection? Probably not. She’d learned much more about child psychology while nannying than she ever had in uni.

      “So you and Jens are dating?” she asked.

      Lissa’s eyes sparkled. She looked happier than Jessie could ever remember seeing her. Then she leaned forward, dropping her voice so Peyton wouldn’t hear. “ ‘Dating’ doesn’t even begin to cover it. I think I’m in love.” Then she sighed dreamily. “No, I know I’m in love.”

      Jessie squeezed her friend’s hand. She was happy for her. No one deserved to be happy and loved more than Lissa. “Tell me all the juicy details, and don’t leave anything out!”

      They chatted softly, careful not to disturb Peyton or the other viewers around them, until halfway through the film, just as little Natalie Wood asked Santa for a house to live in, when Lissa looked up past Jessie’s shoulder and her face broke into a bright smile.

      Jessie craned her neck to look behind her. Cole and Jens were approaching. She looked at the man who’d put that smile on her friend’s face and decided she liked him. Jens had eyes only for Lissa, and the smile he sent her as he looked at her, as if she was the only woman in the world, made Jessie’s throat close with emotion. They made a beautiful couple.

      “Daddy!” Peyton had just spotted her father, and her expression was not unlike Jens’s, all glittery and alight.

      Jessie’s whole body pulled taut in anxiety.

      Cole’s smile held more reserve than Peyton’s, but at least it was a smile. Jessie let out her breath on a relieved exhale.

      Everyone moved up to make room for the new arrivals, Lissa and Jens snuggling together on the sofa at right angles to theirs, and Jessie shifting into the space Lissa had vacated so Cole could sit on the other side of his daughter. Peyton immediately cuddled up to him, and when he put an arm around her shoulders, Jessie finally relaxed.

      No rejection. No trauma. Just one very happy little girl.

      It was hard to tell from Cole’s impassive face how he felt about having his daughter practically crawl into his lap, but then he glanced up and caught her gaze. And winked.

      Jessie hid her satisfied smile.

      If she could just bring father and daughter together so that the little girl had someone constant and present in her life, then she would be able to say goodbye without a qualm. Though her throat closed again, and this time not in the good way that seeing Jens and Lissa together had choked her up. She was going to miss Peyton more than any other child she’d ever looked after.

      Peyton’s attention turned back to the film, but the rest of them only half-watched as they made quiet conversation. On the other sofa, Jens and Lissa cuddled together, holding hands, and Jessie felt another urge to sigh. They looked so relaxed, cosy and intimate, while her body was on hyper-alert. No longer out of fear and concern for Peyton, but because she was far too aware of Cole, barely a foot away, tucked in under the same thick cashmere blanket that stretched across her and Peyton. His arm rested across Peyton’s prone body, his hand on her hip, just inches away from Jessie’s arm. She remembered the heat of that hand, how it had felt rubbing warmth into her fingers, and the memory made her feel hot and itchy. She tried to shift away, but there was nowhere else to go on the sofa, and her fidgeting attracted Cole’s attention.

      He raised an eyebrow, his hooded green gaze searching her face, and she looked quickly away, tried to focus on the film, though the screen was just a blur. Her entire awareness prickled, her body taut with tension.

      “May I offer you another hot chocolate?” their waiter offered. “We also have mulled wine for the grown ups.”

      “Hot chocolate please, Daddy?” Peyton asked, her voice small and sleepy.

      “One hot chocolate and four glasses of mulled wine,” Cole said to the waiter.

      The mulled wine was a good choice, its nutmeg-spiced warmth heating Jessie from the inside out, the cup gently warming her fingers through her woollen gloves. It made her feel lazy and relaxed, easing her tension.

      When the film ended, and the other families around them began to stir and stretch and pack up their belongings, none of their party was in any hurry to leave.

      The waiter returned with another tray of steaming mugs of mulled wine.

      “We had dinner plans,” Jens said, but it sounded half-hearted. He and Lissa looked so cosy on the sofa, their cheeks flushed rosy with the mix of warm, spiced wine and the chill night air. Jessie’s cheeks felt flushed too, but she wasn’t sure the wine or the nip in the air had anything to do with it.

      She was grateful when Jens engaged her in conversation, asking about their school and uni days, clearly wanting to learn as much about his new girlfriend as he could. She and Lissa laughed as they reminisced, and the men added their own stories, and soon the evening started to feel more like a double date than the evening she’d expected. It felt like the nice kind of date, nothing like the string of rather lousy dates that had led to her decision to stop dating altogether for an entire year.

      She glanced at Cole and Peyton. The little girl lay with her head on her father’s knee. Her eyes had drifted closed and a small smile played on her mouth as she dozed. Cole’s hand was on her shoulder now, and Jessie could imagine how warm and reassuring it was to the child.

      “I should get Peyton to bed,” she said, rising and reaching for the sleeping child.

      “Let me help you,” Cole offered, shifting his sleeping daughter up onto his shoulder. Peyton’s eyelids fluttered, but she stayed asleep.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      He narrowed his eyes at her in a way she was starting to recognise. It was the look he got whenever someone didn’t immediately acquiesce to his wishes. She lifted her chin, defiant, and for a long moment neither backed down.

      “I’m sure Jens and Lissa would like some alone time,” he murmured, only just loud enough for her to catch. She cast a sideways glance at the other couple. Jens was whispering in Lissa’s ear, and her friend blushed.

      “Fine then. You can carry your daughter,” Jessie huffed, reluctant to admit he was right.

      They said their goodnights, and Lissa rose to hug Jessie. “Now don’t you wish you hadn’t made that stupid no-dating rule?” she whispered, throwing a suggestive glance in Cole’s direction.

      “He’s my boss!” Jessie whispered back, scandalised. And not my type, she could have added. Though she wasn’t really so sure any more what her ‘type’ was. After all, dating the kind of men who were her type had led to that string of disastrous dates.

      “Not for much longer. Your contract ends in just a few weeks, doesn’t it?”

      Jessie shook her head, gave Jens a quick farewell hug too, then hurried ahead of Cole to press the button for the lift and open the ornate steel grille. When they were in the lift, Cole turned to her. “What no-dating rule?”

      He’d heard that? This time her blush could definitely not be explained away by alcohol or cold.

      “I decided to take a one-year break from dating. It’s a long story.”

      “I have time. I have no other plans tonight.” He grinned. “So how many more months do you have to go before you’re allowed to date again?”

      “Ten.”

      He laughed, a warm chuckle that made Peyton stir on his shoulder. He stroked her back and she settled down.

      When they reached the door of the suite, he turned to Jessie. “My hands are full. You’re going to need to use your key card for the door.”

      Which was when she discovered she’d left her key card in her other handbag, the everyday bag she’d left on the armchair in her room.

      “Then you’ll have to use mine.” His grin took on a wicked slant. “It’s in the back pocket of my trousers.”

      Oh no. No, no, no.

      But she had no choice.

      She groped in the back pocket of his trousers, and there was absolutely no way she could extricate the key card without her fingers brushing his butt. His very firm, very fine, butt. His crinkling eyes told her just how much he was enjoying her discomfort. If her face got any hotter, it would rival the sun.

      At last they were inside. The movement sensors switched on the thankfully muted lights, and she hurried ahead to Peyton’s bedroom. By the time they had the little girl stripped down to her underclothes and tucked in for the night, Jessie had managed to get both her face and her raging hormones back under control.

      “I’m starving,” Cole said. “I’m going to order in room service. Will you join me?”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but he held up a hand to stall her. “And before you say it’s inappropriate, it’s just dinner. The kind work colleagues have together all the time. I’m sure you ate dinner with the other families you worked with.”

      Sure, but the other families she’d worked with hadn’t been single dads. Sexy single dads. But she was hungry too. She swallowed. “Thank you. That would be nice.”

      He didn’t order from the restaurant menu, saying he was sick of fancy hotel food. Instead he sent the concierge out for Chinese. When their order arrived, filling the living room with its richly aromatic fragrance, they settled down to eat straight from the cartons, sitting on the floor beside the coffee table, the sparkling lights from the Christmas tree casting a festive glow over the dimly-lit room.

      Cole poured them both a chilled white wine, and she didn’t refuse. Besides, they’d already skated way past the edge of ‘appropriate’ when she felt up his butt.

      He lazed back against the sofa. “I’m ready for that long story now.”

      She rolled her eyes, and his narrowed, warning her he wasn’t going to let her back out.

      Well, at least it gave them something to talk about. So she told him. About Dan, the stockbroker biker whose idea of a date had been the McDonalds drive through on the way to his flat for sex. (Needless to say, their date did not end as Dan had hoped). And about Enrico, the hunky Spaniard who’d taken her to a salsa dance class on their first date and promptly dropped her for the dance instructor. Cole was in stitches by the time she reached Anton, who’d spent the entire night of their Halloween date talking about his new car.

      “Okay, now I understand why you want to give up dating. Where do you meet these guys anyway?”

      “The usual place everyone meets: through dating apps. How do you meet women?”

      “I don’t.” His tone was abruptly flat and final.

      She’d told him some of her most embarrassing stories. He wasn’t going to get away without a little quid pro quo. She arched an eyebrow and waited, and this time it was Cole who backed down.

      “The last woman I dated was Isabella, and look at how well that turned out.” There was that bitter note again.

      “Not all women are like Isabella,” she pointed out.

      “No, but clearly I have a serious lack of good judgment when it comes to women.”

      “You could always ask Stella to set you up.”

      His shoulders untensed and he grinned. “Maybe I should.”

      “So what do you do every night if you’re not out partying with all the other uber rich?” she asked. Her wine glass seemed to have a hole in it. It was empty, and she didn’t even remember drinking it.

      “Work. And when I’m not working, I go to the gym, or swim, or I go up to the rooftop if it’s quiet. That’s usually where I do my best thinking.”

      That wasn’t much of a life. She’d had more fun in the last week than he’d probably had all year. “That sounds lonely,” she commented.

      He shrugged, reaching for the wine bottle. “There are worse things than being lonely.”

      What could be worse than being lonely?

      When he leaned over to re-fill her glass, she scooted it out of his reach. “I need to work tomorrow. And since my boss is a terribly demanding ogre, I better not drink any more.”

      He laughed. She really liked his laugh.

      “Your boss can’t be all bad if you get to live here, in the lap of luxury.” He waved the wine bottle at the room.

      “Yes, but that’s just money. It’s not a home, is it?”

      “Is that what you want – a home?”

      The realisation was blinding, in that way that alcohol-fuelled revelations always are. That was why she couldn’t see her future career clearly! It was because she simply wasn’t ambitious. The one thing she wanted most in life wasn’t fame and fortune, or a high-flying career. It was a home and a family. How antiquated was that?

      She thought of the movie they’d watched this evening and smiled. “Yes, that’s what I want: ‘a house with a back yard, and a big tree to hang a swing in’,” she quoted. Then she rose, stretching. “Thank you for a lovely evening.”

      Cole rose too, walking with her to her bedroom door. She paused, hand on the doorknob, and turned to face him, her heart beating just a little faster than it should. He rested his hand on the doorframe close to her shoulder, so close she could feel the tension humming off him. She swallowed and looked up, his gaze snagging hers. His eyes seemed darker and more intense than usual, the look in them contemplative.

      He blinked slowly and smiled. Only about 80% charm, but clearly she wasn’t as immune as she’d thought because that smile sucked all the breath out of her.

      Then he leaned in and placed a kiss on her mouth, a brief, soft brush of his lips over hers. A good night kiss. The kind that ended the very best kind of dates.

      “For the record, I have always been well aware that you’re a woman.”

      Then he was gone, striding across the living room and into his own room as if he hadn’t just dropped a bombshell into her life.
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      It was amazing how something could rock the foundations of her life and yet leave no outward trace.

      Their routine continued almost unbroken. When she and Peyton rose in the mornings, Cole had already left for work, and that last week before Christmas was such a whirl of activity she barely had time to think. She took Peyton to see the dinosaurs at the Natural History Museum, and they skated at the pop-up ice rink next door. They braved the crowds on Bond Street, and toured Christmas markets, still searching for the perfect gift for Cole. They attended a cookie-baking class, painted their own tree decorations, and wrapped gifts.

      Only one thing was different, and that was that Cole made sure he was home in time to feed Peyton supper, bath her, and tuck her into bed every evening. He even read her a bedtime story one night – voluntarily. He was making a real effort to be a better dad.

      Softly closing the door on father and daughter, Jessie leaned her throbbing forehead on the cool doorframe and sent up a quick prayer. Please don’t let him be doing this to impress me. Please let it be real. Please let it last long after they leave London.

      Though maybe it was egotistical to think Cole was finally being an involved dad for her sake, because it was as if that kiss had never happened. He hadn’t mentioned it even once, and hadn’t tried to kiss her again. Every evening, once Peyton was asleep, they ate dinner together, and they binge-watched The Witcher, but there were no more heart-to-hearts and not even the most innocent of touches. They were friendly and polite and appropriate with one another. Exactly the way they should be.

      Except that she couldn’t forget that kiss. Couldn’t stop her fevered brain from imagining more.

      Couldn’t stop picturing him shirtless.

      On Christmas Eve, she and Peyton spent the day delivering gifts to everyone they knew – the doormen, the concierges, Peyton’s ballet teacher, Daniel the butler, Antoinette and Stella. And in the afternoon, Cole took them to see the Snow White panto at the Palladium. He’d booked the best seats in the house, and though he was the only dad dressed in a suit and a tie and looking as if he’d just come from the office (he had), he got into the spirit of the show in a way Jessie hadn’t expected. Her heart pulled tight again.

      Later that night, while Cole read Peyton The Night Before Christmas, Jessie slipped away to wrap her presents for them. Nothing extravagant, but she’d spent a very long time looking for exactly the right gifts. She placed them carefully under the Christmas tree, then hurried to clear away the remnants of Peyton’s mac and cheese dinner and heat up their own Thai curry.
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        * * *

      

      Jessie woke on Christmas morning to Peyton jumping up and down excitedly on her bed. “Santa came!” the little girl said, over and over again.

      “Of course he did.” Jessie ruffled the excited child’s curls. “He always comes for good little girls like you.”

      Still in their pyjamas, they hurried to the Christmas tree where three fat stockings, courtesy of the hotel’s Christmas holiday package, lay among a pile of gift-wrapped boxes.

      She breathed in the scent of bacon, eggs, and fresh-brewed coffee, and frowned. Daniel had said he had the day off.

      But it wasn’t Daniel delivering room service. Cole emerged from the kitchen carrying two steaming mugs of coffee. Thankfully, he wore a navy t-shirt over his sweatpants, but he still looked delectable. Jessie wasn’t sure whether it was the tousled hair, the smear of butter on his cheek, or the eye-crinkling grin that made her heart beat a little faster.

      “Sorry, breakfast is going to be another ten minutes,” he said, handing her a mug. “I forgot to switch the oven plate on.”

      “You’re making breakfast?” she asked, unable to disguise the incredulous note in her voice.

      He laughed. “I promise it will be edible. While almost everyone else in my family believes cooked food arrives by magic, I spent a lot of my formative years in the kitchen with Susie, our cook.”

      “Daddy, please can I open a present?” Peyton pulled on the hem of his shirt for his attention.

      “You can pick one to open, but then you have to wait until after breakfast for the rest.”

      Naturally, Peyton chose the biggest box under the tree. Jessie was just as curious to see what was inside it. She sat on the floor beside Peyton as the little girl tore the pretty silver Harrods-embossed paper off the box. It was an electric scooter. Jessie eyed the other boxes and wondered if all Peyton’s gifts were going to be the latest gadgets. She’d been rather proud of the fact that she’d kept the child technology-free for two months.

      They ate in the dining room where Cole had already laid the table, and Jessie had to admit she was impressed. The food was more than edible, and Peyton was so thrilled to have her father join them for breakfast that she even managed to sit still in her chair, despite the temptation of the Christmas tree and everything underneath it.

      Jessie insisted they all help to clear the table and tidy up, then they finally returned to the living room, the grown ups with re-filled coffee mugs. As Peyton unwrapped gift after gift, Jessie had to admit whoever had done Cole’s shopping had excellent taste. There wasn’t a single electronic device among them. There were books, a ballerina Barbie, a Burberry school satchel, clothes (Fendi and Baby Dior, admittedly) and a beautiful ballet dress with matching ballet slippers that looked like something out of a fairy tale, with layers of skirt and lots of delicate beading. Peyton instantly stripped off her pyjamas to put it on.

      “Stella again?” Jessie mouthed at Cole, nodding her head towards the mountain of abandoned wrapping paper, ribbons and packaging.

      He shook his head, looking smug. He’d done his own shopping? Well colour her surprised.

      “And now for your present, Daddy.” Proudly, Peyton held out the rectangular box she’d painted herself. Cole raised the lid, and smiled. He lifted out the three ceramic tree decorations Peyton had made.

      “These are beautiful!” He kissed Peyton’s cheek, and she bounced up and down.

      “There’s more! Look under!”

      He dug through the tissue paper in the bottom of the box, and pulled out a tie. A forest green tie with a silkscreen picture of Santa about to climb down a chimney.

      “The moment she saw it, she insisted you had to have it,” Jessie said.

      Cole’s mouth quivered as he covered a laugh. “It’s lovely.”

      Peyton had a gift for her too. Though Cole had clearly bought it, the clumsy wrapping showed her that the little girl had wrapped it herself. Jessie took it, giving the little girl a big, squishy hug.

      Inside the crinkled paper was a long slim box covered in midnight blue velvet. Jessie opened the box, and gasped. On a bed of satin lay a bracelet made of three tiered strands of delicate gold, decorated with multi-coloured gemstones. The bracelet probably cost as much as her entire pay for this contract.

      “Wow.” Blinking away the moisture in her eyes, she turned to Cole. “Wow. Thank you.”

      Cole shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

      Maybe to him, but she’d never had such an extravagant – or gorgeous – gift before.

      “Let me put it on for you,” he offered, shifting closer on the sofa and taking her arm. He clasped the bracelet around her wrist, his fingers trailing softly against her skin, sending tingles through her.

      The gifts she’d bought for them paled in comparison, but she sent Peyton to fetch the two plain brown boxes secured with frothy red bows. Making ornate bows out of paper ribbon was Jessie’s one unique skill, honed with hours of practice. She held her breath as they unwrapped the gifts, Peyton tearing off the ribbon, and Cole neatly undoing the tape to save the bow.

      Peyton, unsurprisingly, reached her gift first. She held it up to the light: a Nutcracker snow globe, with the dancing figures of the Sugar Plum Fairy and her Cavalier frozen in a swirl of snow above a resin base of dancing ballerinas.

      “It plays music too,” Jessie said, showing her the switch underneath. The child set the snow globe down and began to twirl to the music of the Dance of the Sugar Plum Fairy, and Jessie turned to look at Cole.

      His gift was a snow globe too. He lifted it out of its box, and then looked at her, one eyebrow raised. That intense look which made her stomach pull tight was back in his eyes.

      “You can use it as a paperweight on your desk at the office,” she said, feeling the urge to babble return in full force. “To remind you that sometimes you have to leave your desk for a little fun.” Or to remind him to leave his desk to spend time with his daughter.

      The globe, set on a pewter base showing the Manhattan skyline, looked at first glance like any typical New York City tourist souvenir, but inside, the colourful scene displayed the Christmas tree and ice rink of Rockefeller Center.

      Their gazes held, and the air between them hummed. Then he cleared his throat. “Thank you. I’ll treasure it.”

      She swallowed the coal-sized lump in her throat. Because that’s what she deserved – a stocking full of coal, for the thoughts she was having about her boss right now.

      “Let’s collect all this paper and clear the floor,” she said briskly to Peyton, rising from the sofa and moving to the mountain of packaging.

      The child looked between them. “But there’s still one more, isn’t there, Daddy?”

      Cole blushed. Honest-to-goodness blushed. Jessie raised an eyebrow, intrigued.

      “I have a gift for you too,” he said, no longer making eye contact.

      Jessie sat back down. She nearly said “you shouldn’t have” but then she remembered that the man had more money than most of her previous employers (put together) so a gift would mean very little to him.

      The package Peyton carried over from the tree was soft and flexible, gift-wrapped in Harrods’ trademark paper. A Christmas sweater, probably. Jessie slit open the tape and folded open the paper.

      Not a lumpy sweater at all, but a gorgeous silk kimono-style gown in Prussian blue.

      “The colour of your eyes,” Cole said softly.

      She slid it on over her boxers and t-shirt, luxuriating in the slide of the fabric against her skin. The robe was a demure length, all the way down to her knees, and now she understood that blush. This gift was intended to cover her up, and it told her that she wasn’t the only one feeling this inconvenient attraction.

      “I need to get dressed. I don’t want to be late,” she said, feeling her own blush start to burn her cheeks.

      “Where are you going?” Peyton asked.

      “To lunch with my family.”

      “And me?” The little voice was small, and just a little wobbly.

      “You’re going to spend the day here with your father.”

      Peyton’s lower lip wobbled too. She so rarely cried that the sight tore at Jessie’s heart. She took the child into her lap. “You know you love spending time with your father,” she said gently.

      “Yes, but I love being with you too.”

      The single tear that hovered on Peyton’s lower lashes undid Jessie.

      “What plans do you have for today?” she asked Cole.

      “There’s a big Christmas lunch being served in the hotel ballroom.” He didn’t look particularly thrilled by the prospect, and Jessie couldn’t blame him. Spending Christmas Day in a hotel, even if it was one of London’s finest, certainly wouldn’t have been her first choice either.

      She was probably going to regret this, but… “Why don’t you come home with me?”

      Cole shook his head, the two little lines back on his forehead. “We couldn’t impose on your family like that.”

      “Yes, you could. You’d be sparing my father and brother from having to eat dried-out Turkey leftovers for the rest of the week.”

      “You’re sure your parents won’t mind?”

      They’d probably be thrilled to see Jessie with a man who didn’t have tattoos or long hair, even if he was just her boss. She bit back her smile. “I’m sure.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was dark and heavy when they bundled themselves into the back of the hotel’s Bentley.

      “Merry Christmas to you, sir,” the driver said, holding the door open for them.

      “And to you, Rajiv,” Cole replied, then he caught Jessie’s raised eyebrows. “What?”

      She shrugged and slid into the car’s heated interior, not wanting to admit she’d assumed he was too high-and-mighty to remember the names of anyone who waited on him.

      They headed westwards out of London, and Peyton sat with her nose pressed to the window, taking in the sights. Not that there was much to see. The A40 wasn’t the most attractive route at the best of times, and certainly not beneath such a leaden sky.

      They had just passed the North Circular when soft flurries of snow began to fall. Peyton squealed and clapped her hands.

      “Looks like we might get a white Christmas after all,” Cole said with a grin.

      They turned off the A40, heading into greener, more residential areas, where the stark trees and rooftops were being slowly blanketed in snow.

      Rajiv had barely pulled up at the kerb when the front door swung open. Jessie jumped from the car, squeezing past her brother Gavin’s Lexus parked in the driveway, to reach the front door. The modest terrace house she’d grown up in wasn’t much to look at, with its red brick and pebbledash front façade, but it was home. Nothing ever changed here. The artificial wreath decorated with frosted pine cones that hung on the front door, and the string of coloured lights looped around the porch, were both relics of her youth.

      “Jessie!” Her father wrapped her in a bear hug. “We’ve missed you! And you’ve brought guests.”

      “You don’t mind?” she asked her mother over her dad’s shoulder, though she knew they wouldn’t. Her parents had always welcomed unexpected visitors. “They were going to spend the day at the hotel.”

      “Of course we don’t mind,” her father said, just as her mother said, “A hotel is no place to spend Christmas Day!”

      They were nothing if not predictable.

      “Don’t stand out here. It’s snowing cats and dogs,” her mother said, hustling them into the cluttered but warm entrance hall. Jessie made the introductions and then they were relieved of their coats and scarves, and there was another round of introductions as Gavin and his wife Chantal emerged from the lounge, made all the more chaotic by her parents’ Labrador retriever trying to jump up on everyone in his excitement.

      She’d been right about more than their warm welcome. Her parents were ecstatic that she’d brought home a man who looked like a banker – even though Cole was dressed in jeans and a sweater. Jessie hadn’t even known he owned a pair of jeans until this morning, but he looked mighty fine in them. The denim did something to that firm butt that even his tailored suit trousers didn’t do.

      “And he doesn’t have any tattoos or piercings,” her mother whispered just a little too loudly.

      “Not that I know of,” Jessie replied. And though Cole pretended he hadn’t heard, she caught his swift grin.

      Even if they hadn’t approved of the man, his daughter definitely would have won them over. Both her parents made a fuss of Peyton, admiring her pretty ballet dress, and then her mother whisked the little girl off to the kitchen for flavoured milk and cookies, despite Jessie’s protests that they’d eaten a massive breakfast.

      Chantal then led Peyton to the conservatory to meet Jessie’s nephews, who were playing with a battered old train set that had once belonged to their father, while the menfolk disappeared into the lounge to watch a UEFA Champion’s League football match. Her father and brother had probably watched this same game at least three times already, and Jessie wondered if Cole even had any idea the match wasn’t live.

      She watched as Peyton settled into playing with the boys, then headed to the lounge to check on Cole. Listening to the animated discussion through the door, she was re-assured that he could hold his own with the football talk, so, with nothing left to do, she wandered into the kitchen. Her mother and Chantal had everything under control, so she perched at the breakfast bar.

      “Now that’s the kind of man I always hoped to see you with,” her mother said with a sigh, stirring the gravy on the stovetop.

      “I’m not with him, Mom. He’s my boss.”

      “So what? Your father was my boss when we met.”

      Jessie rolled her eyes. “He was your supervisor at the bank, not the owner of the bank. It’s not the same thing.”

      Her mother frowned. “Bank owners and CEOs are still just people. I thought we raised you to believe that everyone is equal, and money isn’t important?”

      It wasn’t about money. It was about values and lifestyle, and Jessie’s bright new revelation that she wanted a home and a family – the two things Cole wasn’t particularly good at. But she didn’t say anything, knowing better than to argue with her mother. Mom should have been a lawyer. She won every argument.

      When the turkey was finally ready, and the excitable Labrador had been banished to the utility room, lunch was served. The meal was a noisy, chaotic affair, with everyone packed around the dining table, even the kids. There were silly paper hats and cheap novelty crackers, and Jessie couldn’t remember ever seeing Cole this relaxed, or hearing him laugh as much as he did.

      “Cole was nearly a professional footballer, did you know that?” her brother said to her in a low voice, as he circled the table filling their glasses with sweet pink bubbly. “And not that strange American football, either, but the real thing.” To her footie-mad brother, only one sport in the world was worthwhile.

      Her father passed the bowl of Brussels sprouts to Cole, and she and Cole shared an amused glance. She noticed that he not only put a large spoonful on both his and Peyton’s plates, but he even gamely ate them all. Peyton tried one and pulled such a face that Jessie had to hide her giggle with a napkin.

      Three courses later, and Jessie could hardly move. Her mother’s special homemade – and very rich – apple pie had put back on all the pounds she’d lost walking London flat to find Cole the perfect gift.

      Seemingly unaffected by the huge meal they’d eaten, the kids headed back to their train set in the conservatory, and Jessie stretched out her legs under the table, wondering how unobtrusively she could loosen the zip on her skirt.

      She listened idly to the talk and laughter around the table, to Cole discussing car specs with her dad, and Chantal and her mother debating who really should have won the latest season of Strictly Come Dancing. She was startled when her father spoke her name.

      “We missed you at the tree decorating,” he said, as if he’d had to repeat himself.

      “I was working, Dad. I told you that.”

      “You don’t really make her work every day?” he asked Cole, who looked abashed.

      “Um, actually I do. I’ve been very busy orchestrating a big international merger, and…”

      “I didn’t miss you,” Gavin said, coming to both her and Cole’s rescue with a deflection. “I got the star all to myself this year. You’re welcome to work through Christmas again next year.”

      “You wish!” she taunted, just as she had when they were kids, but she sent him a grateful smile.

      “A big international merger,” her mother sighed. “That could have been you, Jess, if you hadn’t wasted that expensive degree of yours by becoming a babysitter.”

      “I’m not a babysitter, I’m a nanny, and my degree was in psychology, not international finance,” Jessie pointlessly reminded her mother, through a throat closed tight with long-familiar emotion.

      “But being a nanny isn’t exactly rocket surgery, is it? When are you going to get a real job?”

      It was an old refrain, and one Jessie didn’t have an answer for.

      But Cole did. “Jessie has a real job, and it’s a vital one. She makes a big difference in so many lives. She’s made a huge difference in the life of at least one lost and lonely child.”

      She met his gaze across the table, and read in them the words he hadn’t said out loud. That he wasn’t only talking about a lost and lonely child. He was talking about himself too.

      “I need to stretch my legs,” she said, pushing away from the table. At least standing, her skirt no longer felt so tight.

      “Time to walk the dog?” Cole asked, his eyes twinkling.

      “Exactly.”
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      “What’s his name?” Cole asked, as Peyton took off ahead of them, hauled along by the excited dog.

      “Andrex.”

      Cole screwed up his face. “That’s an odd name for a dog.”

      Jessie laughed. “Gavin named him after the puppy in the toilet paper ads.”

      The snow had stopped falling, but a thin blanket of white covered everything, frosting bare tree branches, and forming perfect tiny mounds on every leaf, turning the usually grey and bleak streets into a magical fairyland.

      When they reached the edge of Ruislip Common, they let Andrex off his lead, and Peyton and the dog chased off across the field. It wasn’t as if there’d be many other people out walking their dogs at this time on Christmas Day.

      “Thank you for standing up for me back there.” Jessie buried her gloved hands into the pockets of her coat.

      “I take it you get that a lot?”

      “You mean my parents asking when I’m finally going to get a real job? Not so often. Only about once or twice a month.”

      “Ouch.”

      They walked in silence for a few moments, then Cole said, “But you agree with them, don’t you? You don’t see being a nanny as a real job either.”

      She stopped walking. “What do you mean?”

      He paused too, turning to face her. “Why do you only accept short-term contracts? Why haven’t you stayed with any one family for more than a few months?”

      Okay, so maybe he had read her resumé.

      Peyton and Andrex circled back to them. Jessie bent to pick up a stick from the ground and threw it for Andrex, sending him chasing off after it, Peyton in hot pursuit, her long hair streaming behind her.

      Cole stepped closer, forcing her to look up at him. “What is so terribly wrong with being a nanny that you refuse to commit to it?”

      She bit her lip. “Because it’s not ambitious.”

      “Do you have to be ambitious?”

      “I was always a top student. I got into one of the world’s most prestigious universities and I graduated with a first. People like that don’t become nannies.”

      “What you studied in university, or the grades you got in school, don’t need to define what you do with the rest of your life.”

      Across the snowy field, Peyton threw the stick for Andrex to chase again.

      Jessie shook her head. “You don’t understand.”

      “You’re right. I don’t. Do you know what I majored in at university? Soccer. I even had a shot at going pro, but that wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life. I enjoyed it, sure, but I didn’t have the all-encompassing passion for it that other players did. I don’t have a single regret that I didn’t take that path, even though it was the obvious one, the one everyone wanted me to take.”

      “And you’re happy doing what you do now?”

      “I love it. I love the constant challenges. I love that our company, this little newspaper and magazine company that my grandfather started, has grown into something that influences so many lives. It’s empowering.”

      That was how she felt about working with children. “But what I do isn’t…” she couldn’t find the words. Perhaps because she didn’t really know how to finish that sentence.

      “Don’t tell me it isn’t what you want to do. Because you love children. I’ve seen you with Peyton.”

      “Because it’s settling.” She thought of her parents, both working their way up from clerical bank jobs to senior management. Her brother, with his own consultancy firm, his new Lexus, and his smart four-bedroomed house in the best part of Ruislip. She thought of Lissa, owning her own house, already a finance director at a trendy international magazine. “My whole life I was raised to want more, to strive for more, to make a difference in the world.”

      “You are making a difference. You’ve made a huge difference in Peyton’s world. And in mine.”

      She looked up at him, losing herself in that deep green gaze.

      “Why do you need to be ambitious?” he pressed. “What’s wrong with just being happy?”

      Spoken like someone with billions in his bank account, someone who didn’t need to earn a living to be able to afford his own home.

      He took both her hands in his. “Your family won’t love you any less. They’re wonderful people. Your parents don’t care what job you do. They only want you to be happy. But because you keep changing jobs, they worry that it means you’re not happy.”

      She snatched her hands back. “Who died and made you Yoda?”

      She started walking again, and he had to jog to catch up to her.

      “I’m a father. I understand how it feels to worry about your child, to want her to be happy.”

      He had a funny way of showing it. No, she wasn’t being entirely fair to him. He was making an effort to be a better father, and he’d been great with Peyton today. But was that enough?

      She wheeled to face him. “If you care so much for Peyton, why don’t you show her more love? Even when you’re with her, it’s like you’re holding back.”

      He stared at her, open-mouthed, as if she’d caught him off guard. Then his gaze narrowed. She knew that look all too well. It was his obstinate look. The one that said he wasn’t going to answer.

      Well, she could be obstinate too. She arched an eyebrow at him, and waited.

      He swallowed. “Because she terrifies me.”

      Jessie tried hard not to smile. “She’s only four years old. How terrifying can she be?”

      His gaze met hers. It was that same serious, intense look he’d had on the rooftop the night of the party. “Because every time I look at her I see that newborn baby, breathing through a machine, and the doctor telling us she probably wouldn’t live through the night.”

      “You’re still scared you’re going to lose her,” Jessie said softly. “But every day that you spend disconnected from her, you’re losing her anyway.”

      He shook his had. “I’m scared that if I love her, and something happens to her, I won’t be able to survive it again.”

      Jessie raised her hand to his cheek. He clasped it, held it there, and for a long moment they stood frozen.

      “It’s too late, you know.” Her voice was even softer now. “You already love her.”

      He moved her hand to his mouth, and even though she wore woollen gloves, he kissed her palm. And even through the gloves, that intimate touch sent a shiver through her. It might just be too late for her too.

      Then Peyton and Andrex were back, bouncing around them, urging them to keep walking, and Jessie stepped back as if she’d been burned.

      By the time they’d crossed Poor’s Field and the Lido was in sight, the lake waters a sullen, wintry grey, it had started to snow again. Fat flakes drifted down around them. Peyton squealed and whirled, dancing like a snowflake herself.

      “Do you want to go back?” Cole asked.

      Jessie shook her head. She stopped walking, closed her eyes and lifted her face to savour the sensation of the snowflakes settling on her nose and eyelashes. She breathed it in, that crisp, clean smell that was so rare in this big city.

      Cole laughed, a warm, low chuckle. “I didn’t think you’d like the snow since you feel the cold so easily.”

      “I don’t like the cold, but I love snow, especially this kind: the first snow, brand new and completely unmarked. No sludgy footprints, no melting puddles, no mess.”

      “Look, Daddy! It’s snowing!” Peyton raced back to them, Andrex at her side, the stick in his mouth again, and a hopeful look on his face.

      Smiling, Cole lifted her up. “Yes, it’s snowing. Shall we build a snowman?”

      There was hardly enough of the white stuff to make a snowchild let alone a snowman, but they piled together a heap of snow, shaped it with their gloved hands, and decorated it. Jessie lost all feeling in her fingers, but she didn’t care.

      As she did every time she played with Peyton, she forgot about parental expectations, and what she should be doing with her life, even that look in Cole’s eyes when he’d kissed her hand. She lost herself in the moment.

      They were on their knees in the freezing snow, laughing and happy, and she wished she could save this feeling to treasure forever.

      The flakes were falling harder and faster now. They should turn back, head home to the warmth of the house, but none of them wanted to leave.

      “Come dance, Daddy!” Peyton called, skipping away to dance, her arms raised up to the falling snow.

      “I don’t think…” he began, but his daughter didn’t give him a chance to think. She grabbed his hand, and with a rueful glance at Jessie, he let Peyton lead him into a dance.

      Jessie whipped her phone out of her pocket to take a few pictures.

      “Those had better not land up online,” Cole warned, laughter in his voice. “My board of directors will never take me seriously again.”

      “Or they’ll think: wow, he’s not only a great CEO, but a great dad too.”

      He grinned, and she knew she had never really seen him happy like this before. The lines in his forehead were gone, and he was smiling, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      When the snow began to fall more heavily, though, they had no choice. They turned for home, re-tracing the same path though their earlier footprints across Poor’s Field were already covered over. Peyton’s energy was flagging now, so Cole hoisted her up onto his back, and she clung to his shoulders.

      Back at the house, Jessie’s mother had hot chocolate and mince pies waiting for them. Cole joined the others in the lounge, Peyton curled up to sleep in his lap, and Jessie helped her mother clear the dining table and load the dishwasher.

      When they were done, her mother leaned a hip against the humming dishwasher and crossed her arms over her chest, which meant she wanted a serious talk. Jessie sighed.

      “It’s not that I don’t think being a nanny isn’t a real job, Jess. I just don’t think it’s the right job for you.”

      She rolled her eyes, just as she had as a teen. “Because I’m better than that. I know, Mom.”

      Her mother gave her the same stern look she’d given the teenaged Jessie. “No, not because you’re better, but because you’re not this person. Drifting home to your childhood bedroom for a couple of weeks between contracts, never settling down. That’s not you, and I don’t think you’re truly happy. All your father and I want is for you to find what does make you happy.”

      Jessie blinked, swallowing the lump in her throat. “I know I want my own home. I was even thinking of getting a flat. But the problem is, I can’t be a live-in nanny and still have my own home, and I don’t know what else to do with my life. All I know is that I don’t want to be a psychologist and listen to people’s problems all day.” She could barely fix her own problems. How could she hope to fix other people’s?

      “What about being a teacher, since you’re so great with kids?”

      Peyton wrinkled her nose. “Three or even four kids at a time I can handle, but an entire classroom full? No thanks!”

      Her mother crossed the room to her. “If you need to come home for a bit while you figure that out, you’re always welcome. You know that, don’t you?”

      Jessie’s throat was closed too tight for her to speak. She nodded, and gave her mom a hug, feeling her eyes grow hot with tears.

      Cole had been right. Her parents would still love her, no matter what job she did.

      “And we’re very proud of you, Jess.” Her mother sniffed. “I can see how good you are with Peyton. You’re going to be a great mother one day.”

      Jessie gave a shaky laugh. “I need to find a man first.”

      “Then stop bringing home men with long hair and tattoos. Bring home a good man like Cole.”

      Jessie couldn’t help herself. She rolled her eyes again. Lucky for her, her mother didn’t see this eye roll.
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      “That was a lovely day. Thank you,” Cole said, when they returned to the living room in the penthouse suite after putting an over-tired Peyton to bed.

      Jessie nodded and crossed to the tall windows with their view over the park. No snow had fallen here in central London. The view looked as it always did, and the reflection of the Christmas tree lights winked in the glass.

      Cole moved so quietly that she felt him behind her before she heard him. He stood behind her, the heat of his body warm against her back. He placed his hands on her shoulders, and she closed her eyes. When he slid his hands down her arms, it was all she could do not to moan.

      “Peyton and I are going back to New York.”

      “I know.” Her voice came out as a hoarse whisper. She cleared her throat.

      “No, I mean we’re going back sooner. I’ve finished the work I came here to do. It’s time I get her home. She needs to be in her own home, sleeping in her own bed.”

      Jessie agreed, but a sharp pain lanced through her chest. She couldn’t speak, so she only nodded.

      Gently, Cole turned her to face him. “I want you to come with us.”

      She looked up into his face, and her chest pulled so tight she could barely breathe. Yes, it was already too late.

      She had no idea when it had happened, but she had fallen in love with her boss.

      “Peyton loves you, and you’ve been so good for her. She’s been a much happier child in the time she’s been with you.”

      But what about you? She blinked against the burning in her eyes. She would die before she asked that out loud. Besides, she already knew the answer.

      She was in love with a man who couldn’t return her feelings, because he wouldn’t let himself love. A man so afraid of getting hurt that he kept everyone at arm’s length, even his own daughter.

      She hadn’t realised someone could run a multi-national corporation and still be so clueless. Just because one person hurt you, didn’t mean everyone would.

      And just because you went on one bad date, a little voice in her head said, didn’t mean every date would be bad. Okay, poor analogy.

      She stepped back, and his hands fell away from her.

      “No, I can’t,” she said.

      He looked confused. “Why not?”

      Because she couldn’t carry on working for him, living in the same space with him. She couldn’t keep on loving him if that love wasn’t returned. It would hurt too much. And yes, the irony wasn’t lost on her.

      “Because my life is here,” she said instead. “I’m going to move back in with my parents for a while so I can figure things out. I’m going to find myself a job and get a flat of my own.”

      His lips pressed together. “You decided all of this today?”

      She plastered on a bright smile. “Yes, and I should thank you. You helped me realise what it is I really want from life.”

      “And that is…?”

      “A life of my own. I’m done borrowing other people’s children and other people’s homes, and I need a job that isn’t just temporary.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You’re going to have a hard time having your own children with your no-dating challenge.”

      Ouch. Her smile turned even brighter, though she didn’t feel particularly bright or smiley. “There’s only ten more months to go. That gives me until Halloween to find myself a new job and get my life together before I start dating again.”

      A pulse jumped in his temple.

      Say something, she urged him. Tell me you care. Tell me you want something more from me than just a nanny to look after your daughter.

      But he didn’t. He shrugged and turned away. “We’ll pack in the morning, and I’ll get Stella to book the plane. You’ll still be paid for the full duration of your contract, of course.”

      “Of course.” Her voice sounded dull to her own ears.

      He strode across the lounge to his room, and she watched him walk away, unable to move.
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      The next day was a blur of activity. Peyton was excited to be going home, and in her excitement she was more of a hindrance than a help. Though it still took less time than Jessie expected to pack up all their belongings.

      “Stella called,” Cole said. “The jet is fuelled and ready, and Rajiv is waiting downstairs for us.”

      All morning he had been cool and polite towards her. And she had responded in kind, even though she felt brittle inside, as if she was a piece of shattered glass being held together by sticky tape.

      The porters came to fetch their suitcases, and that was when it finally dawned on Peyton that Jessie wasn’t going with them. She clung to Jessie, sobbed, then lay on the floor kicking and crying in a tantrum that refused to abate. At last, Cole managed to get her arms wrapped around his neck, and he lifted her off the carpet. She had cried herself into exhaustion.

      “Please come with,” Peyton begged, her eyes now half mast in her tiredness.

      “You haven’t changed your mind?” Cole asked softly.

      Have you changed yours? She looked deep into his eyes, and found her answer there. She’d wasted enough years of her life. No way was she going to throw away even more years pining after a boss who wouldn’t – couldn’t – love her back.

      She shook her head.

      She travelled down in the lift with them one last time, tucked Peyton into the back seat of the Bentley, under one of the hotel’s soft cashmere blankets, and kissed the child goodbye.

      “I love you, Jessie,” Peyton said.

      “I love you too.”

      Then they were gone, and Jessie stood alone in the hotel forecourt, her heart breaking. But she had made the right decision. She was sure of that.
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      There was no greater incentive than living back in her old bedroom to help her find focus. A few weeks between jobs was bearable, but after a month of living with her parents, Jessie was more than ready to move out.

      She took a job as a swimming instructor at the local gym, and signed up to do a master’s degree in paediatric occupational therapy. She even started flat hunting. But none of the flats she looked at felt like home. Every time she looked at a new place, she tried to picture Peyton playing on the living room floor, but she just couldn’t imagine it. And no flat seemed like a home without Peyton in it.

      February rolled around, and with it came another round of snow. Jessie took her nephews sledding on the Common, and they built a snowman in Poor’s Field, and she tried very hard not to cry.

      All the windows in the high street were decorated in pink and red, with hearts everywhere she looked. It was enough to make her want to throw up.

      On Peyton’s birthday, she called the little girl to wish her, careful to choose a time when she was sure Cole would be at work.

      “You really should re-consider your no-dating rule,” Lissa said when they met for lunch to discuss Lissa’s wedding plans. “The only way you’re going to get over him is if you start dating again.”

      But Jessie couldn’t face dating. Every time she even thought of going out on a date, the only man she could picture herself with was Cole. She’d rather spend her Saturday nights watching UEFA football with her father, than go back to dating men who couldn’t measure up to Cole Young.

      Besides, she didn’t have time for dating. With the same determination she’d shown at Cambridge, she threw herself into her studies. She’d wasted enough years. The sooner she qualified, the better.

      “You have a visitor,” her mother called up the stairs late one evening while Jessie was working at her desk.

      Jessie blinked. Who would be visiting at this hour on a weeknight? She stretched, rolled out the crick in her neck, and headed downstairs. She’d only just turned the bend in the stairs when she heard an excited shriek, and Peyton came bounding up the stairs towards her.

      Without thinking, she opened her arms to the little girl who barrelled into her. They collapsed in a heap on the stairs, and Peyton was giggling.

      “Your hair has grown.” Jessie stroked the child’s long braid. It was a simple braid, not the fancy French plait she used to do in Peyton’s hair. “What are you doing here?” she asked the child, kissing her cheek.

      “We came to see if we could persuade you to change your mind,” a deeper voice answered.

      She looked up into Cole’s deep green gaze. He sank down on the step below her, so he was at eye level with her. “Please?”

      What was it about the way he said that word that made her insides turn to mush?

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “Your new nanny hasn’t worked out, I suppose?”

      “We haven’t been able to find a new nanny yet. Because none of the nannies we’ve interviewed is you.”

      “So who’s been looking after Peyton?” She stroked a hand down the little girl’s back, hardly believing she was here. That they were here.

      “I have.”

      Jessie cocked a disbelieving eyebrow at him. Though that would explain the rather clumsy braid.

      Cole grinned. “I’ve taken a lot of time off work, and Stella’s had to pick up a lot of the slack. She’s been very grumpy with me. I had to make her Vice President, and give her a raise.”

      “So you’re here because Stella asked you to come?”

      “I’m here because I finally understood what you meant. It is too late. I can’t not feel these feelings.”

      Jessie crossed her arms over her chest, in a good imitation of her mother. Which was difficult with a five year old sitting in her lap and clinging to her.

      Cole swallowed. “I know your life is here, and we’re asking you to give up a lot, but don’t you think you might perhaps be able to build a life in New York with us?” Cole held her gaze. “With me?”

      “What are you asking?”

      He grinned, a slow, mischievous smile that made his eyes crinkle and her stomach flutter. “I’m asking you to live with us. Not as a nanny, but as a part of our family. I’m asking you to make our home your home.”

      She had no idea how to ask her next question. ‘But what about you and me?’ seemed very presumptuous, especially in the presence of his daughter.

      “And I promise to respect your no-dating rule, if that’s what you want.” An impish look glittered in his eyes. “But only until Halloween. After that, I intend to do my utmost to seduce you.”

      She had to wait all the way until Halloween?

      “Oh come on, Jessie,” her mother said from the bottom of the stairs. “It’s time to grab the bull by the tail.”

      Jessie looked down into the shining, hopeful face of the little girl in her lap, then up into the equally hopeful face of her father.

      “Okay,” she said.
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      The smell of roasting turkey drifted up through the house, and Jessie’s mouth watered. She was starving. The pancakes Cole had made for breakfast just a few hours ago had already been worked off in the best way possible.

      “Everyone will be wondering where we are,” she murmured against Cole’s neck.

      “Everyone knows where we are,” he answered, stroking her hair back from her neck, and kissing down her throat.

      “Not Peyton, I hope!” They’d left Peyton in the kitchen, helping Susie prepare the Christmas dinner while they escaped back to bed.

      “Especially Peyton. She asked me this morning if next year Santa could bring her a brother or sister, since she didn’t get one this year.”

      Now he was kissing down her bare breasts. Jessie pressed herself against him. The thrill of his body against hers, inside hers, still hadn’t faded. She hoped it never would.

      “Susie will be very upset if we keep the dinner waiting.” But her objection was only half-hearted. It was really hard to say anything but “yes” when his hot mouth was on her breast, teasing her sensitive nipple. She moaned and arched her back, spreading her legs as he rolled her over onto her back and positioned himself between her thighs.

      “There is no way I’m going down to sit to Christmas lunch with my mother and your parents with a raging hard-on,” he said. “They can wait.”

      They did wait, and when she and Cole finally re-joined the rest of the family in the living room, no one seemed to mind that they were flushed and breathless, and had obviously dressed in a hurry.

      They sat down to lunch at the big mahogany table in the formal dining room: her parents, visiting for the holidays; Cole’s mother, Beth, who’d re-booked her cruise for January so she could be home for Christmas; Susie, whose family lived in Australia, so Jessie no longer had to feel bad that she didn’t get to spend the holidays with her own family; and Stella and her new girlfriend.

      They had Christmas crackers and party hats, and Jessie wondered what Beth’s high society friends would make of this grande dame of Manhattan society wearing a shocking pink paper hat. In place of sweet pink bubbly, they drank proper French champagne, which went surprisingly well with her mother’s apple pie.

      “You know,” Stella said to Cole across the table. “You still haven’t thanked me.”

      “I thank you every day,” he said. “What specifically are you wanting to be thanked for now?”

      “For setting you up with Jessie. Didn’t I tell you after I interviewed her that she was perfect for you?”

      Jessie choked on her champagne.

      “I thought you meant she’d be the perfect nanny,” Cole replied.

      His PA smiled smugly. “That too.”

      After the meal, they retired to the living room, where a real Christmas tree dominated one corner of the room. Jessie and Cole and Peyton had chosen and decorated it together, and Cole had sat Peyton on his shoulders so she could place the star at the top of the tree.

      Now Jessie snuggled next to Cole on the sofa, his arm around her shoulders, his thigh pressed up against hers. A year ago, she couldn’t even have imagined this moment. She was halfway towards achieving her master’s degree, Peyton had settled well into her new school, and danced the role of one of the Shepherdess’ sheep in several sold-out performances of The Nutcracker, and Cole… she sighed dreamily.

      True to his word, he’d respected her no-dating rule. Their first real date had been on Halloween. Because all those countless nights when they’d ordered in Chinese and watched Netflix together couldn’t be considered ‘dates’, could they? Nor when they took Peyton out to the movies or the theatre, or attended her ballet recitals. And it couldn’t be called a date when, on hot summer nights, Cole had fired up the grill and they’d barbecued in the back yard, and then sat looking up at the night sky and talking until the early hours. And it certainly couldn’t be called a date when they took Peyton to Disneyland in the spring, or to London for Lissa and Jens’s wedding in the summer.

      Though it was maybe a little odd that they’d already been sleeping together for quite a few months by the time they went on that first date, Jessie rather preferred it their way. After all, it had been the most perfect, most magical date she’d ever been on.

      “There’s still one gift here, Daddy.” Peyton reached between the tree branches for a small gift-wrapped parcel that lay hidden there. She carried it over to Cole.

      “One more gift for you,” he whispered in Jessie’s ear.

      It was on the tip of her tongue to say ‘you shouldn’t have’, but since she’d learned long ago that Cole enjoyed giving her gifts, she took the box Peyton handed to her, and carefully undid the messy tape holding it together. Peyton’s gift-wrapping skills hadn’t improved much in the past year.

      Inside was a midnight blue velvet box, not unlike the one Peyton had given her the year before, though this one was square. Jessie lifted the lid, and gasped. Nestled in a bed of satin lay a sparkling, round-cut solitaire diamond set in a platinum band.

      “Will you marry us?” Peyton asked, going down on both knees.

      Jessie glanced from her to Cole. “Shouldn’t you be on your knees too for this?”

      With a soft laugh, he slid to his knees beside his daughter.

      Jessie was aware that every eye in the room was focused on them, but she didn’t really care. For a long moment, it was as if she and Cole were alone in the room. He took the ring out of the box and reached for her left hand. “Will you marry me, Jessie Felton?”

      “Okay,” she said.

      He slid the ring onto her finger, then cupped her face with both hands and pulled her in for a hungry kiss. The most perfect gift of all.
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      Panto actress Charlotte receives an unexpected gift when Santa comes down the chimney in this short story first published by HarperImpulse in their Naughty or Nice anthology.
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      Charlotte kicked her heels against the plastic bus stop seat. Across the road, a massive billboard broadcast the message ‘Naughty or nice?’ beside a picture of a jolly Santa. No matter which way she looked, she couldn’t avoid the glaring five-foot-high words.

      Naughty or nice?

      Last year, she’d rescued a stray kitten and therefore considered herself most definitely ‘nice’. This year, she’d broken Daniel’s heart into a million tiny pieces, and disappointed everyone who knew her, so ‘naughty’ seemed the only answer.

      She sighed. Nope, there’d be no Santa Claus coming down her chimney any time soon.

      At least she’d left Daniel with Socks to cuddle up to at night. He would have been devastated if she’d taken Socks too. Not that she’d had much choice – her father was allergic to cats, so taking Socks home to her parents’ hadn’t been an option.

      She hadn’t really had much choice when it came to leaving Daniel either. He was the one who’d laid down the ultimatum: it’s either him or me.

      He hadn’t expected her to choose her new agent over a six-year relationship. But she had.

      One day, Daniel would thank her. He’d meet someone new, fall in love, and realize what they’d shared had been nothing more than a friendship with benefits.

      To be honest, the benefits hadn’t even been that good. Certainly not good enough to give up on her dreams or the hope that there was something more than a mortgage and okay sex out there for her.

      Jenny said she read too many romance novels. Her former BFF said it led to unrealistic expectations, and one day she’d regret leaving Daniel.

      But as much as she’d hated hurting him, and as much as she missed Socks’ soft purr waking her every morning, Charlotte hadn’t regretted it yet.

      Not that her life had turned out like a romance novel. She was now mostly unemployed and living back home with her parents in Wickford, facing Christmas in a neighbourhood that seemed to consist entirely of old people.

      At long last, the number 25 bus rolled to a stop before her, blocking her view of the mocking billboard. As it lowered itself to the kerb, she sat up straighter, fought the urge to primp her hair, and watched with mounting anticipation as the doors wheezed open.

      Her heart hammered against her ribs.

      Mrs Murtry appeared in the doorway, hauling her little basket cart packed full of Christmas shopping off the bus. The woman had more grandchildren than Queen Victoria – who she increasingly resembled with each passing year.

      “Good evening, my dear,” she greeted Charlotte.

      Charlotte rose. “Good evening, Mrs Murtry.” And please get off the bus.

      At last the old duck managed to get her cart onto the pavement, and Charlotte’s attention focused back on the bus’ entryway. The empty entryway.

      Her heart sank.

      Where was he?

      “You getting on or not?” the bus driver asked, impatient to be off.

      “I’m coming.” Charlotte stepped onto the bus, scanning the seated passengers. Weary commuters heading home from a long day at the office, shoppers weighed down by their Christmas shopping, and a group of teenagers making a racket at the back of the bus.

      No handsome stranger with the midnight dark eyes.

      She slid into a vacant seat. All week he’d got off the bus just as she got on. Five days of the brush of an arm, a melting smile, a frisson of delicious tension, and a few very naughty fantasies.

      Yesterday she’d checked his left hand. No ring. He’d caught her looking, and winked.

      Today was the day she’d decided to go for broke. Today she planned to say “hello”.

      Except today he wasn’t on the bus.

      She stared sightlessly out the window where rain began to spatter against the grimy glass. Just her luck. The one day she hadn’t brought an umbrella.

      She climbed off the bus at her usual stop, raising her collar against the sleety rain and tucking her gloved hands deep into her pockets. The pedestrians hurrying along the busy pavements all seemed to be heading in the opposite direction, an inexorable tide she had to fight against. Something she seemed to be doing a lot of lately.

      No-one understood what she’d done.

      Her parents still thought this was just a blip and soon she’d come to her senses and move back in with Daniel. On the up side, their well-meant interrogations were a small price to pay for free room and board.

      Her old friends hadn’t been so kind. They’d sided with Daniel and been voluble in their disapproval.

      “Is this some sort of early midlife crisis?” Jenny had asked. “Or maybe it’s wedding jitters. We all get those.” But we don’t all dump our fiancés, quit our jobs and cancel our weddings. She hadn’t needed to add those words. They’d hung in the air regardless.

      But it wasn’t wedding jitters. Charlotte had stared down the barrel of her future and wondered how she’d ever come to this point. It wasn’t that she didn’t want marriage and motherhood. She just didn’t want them packaged up in a terrace house and a pocket handkerchief garden, with a daily commute to a job she hated and a week’s holiday in Tenerife every year.

      There’d been a time when she’d dreamed of so much more: of a career she was passionate about, of excitement and travel, of interesting places and even more interesting people.

      When the date of their wedding had come and gone, and she still hadn’t gone back on her knees to beg Daniel’s forgiveness, even Jenny stopped taking her calls.

      So she made new friends. Friends who knew her simply as ‘Charlotte’, not as one half of ‘Daniel and Charlotte’.

      She reached the stage door and shoved it open, feeling the same sudden rush of excitement she felt every time she stepped over the threshold. A rush that, weeks down the line, still hadn’t abated.

      This was what made all the heartache worthwhile. Here, in the musty, over-crowded bowels of the theatre, all the tears and if onlys and might have beens disappeared. Amidst the panicked preparations, the smell of grease paint, the scratchy costumes and bright lights, there was no time for anything but magic.
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        * * *

      

      “What are your plans for Christmas?” Brian asked, batting his fake eyelashes at the mirror to check they were firmly stuck on.

      Charlotte finished painting her lips. “Turkey at home with my parents, I guess. We’ll eat too much, watch the Queen’s speech, and fall asleep watching re-runs.”

      “Sounds scintillating. You’re welcome to join Jack and me for dinner, if you like?”

      “Thanks, but no thanks.” Their flat might be in the heart of Theatreland, but it was so tiny a person could almost touch both opposite walls at the same time, and it smelled strongly of the Indian restaurant downstairs. “Three’s a crowd and all that.”

      Maybe she’d make up for the bad, bad girl she’d been this year by taking some mince pies to old Mrs Johnson down the end of the street. Mrs Johnson usually went away to California to visit her family, but this year she was too frail to travel.

      “You know what you need?” Brian turned laughing blue eyes on her. “You need a booty call. You need to spend your Christmas Day having panty-melting sex with a handsome stranger.”

      If only. Charlotte pictured midnight dark eyes and a suggestive smile.

      She shook her head. “I don’t think Santa is going to be leaving a hot date in my stocking this year.”

      Brian shrugged. “You never know.”

      “Five minutes to curtain. Places everyone.” The stage manager’s voice crackled over the speakers.

      Charlotte rose and checked herself in the mirror. Out with Charlotte and her hopes and fears and betrayals, and in with Mildred. Wigged, powdered, with an evil-looking mole on the end of her nose, she looked hideous. She smiled. Playing Ugly Sister Mildred in a Southend panto might not be the height of an actress’ ambitions but at least it was professional, paying work. Her first real theatre job since drama school.

      And considering that this time last year she’d still been sitting in that narrow office in the GP practice listening to her middle-aged colleagues drone on and on about the lack of excitement in their lives, she’d come a long way.

      Charlotte hiked up her voluminous blue satin skirt to hurry up the narrow stairs after Brian. “What do you think Steve will have in store for us tonight?”

      Their director loved improv. To keep his cast on their toes, every night he arranged some unexpected surprise for them. Fireworks at the end of the first act, a pizza delivery in the middle of the second act, a mobile phone ringing live on stage with a phone call from the local radio station.

      Brian shrugged. “It’s going to be hard to top the Can-Can dancers.”

      But Charlotte was sure Steve would find a way. Tonight was their final performance, after all. She swallowed the lump in her throat. She’d only made it through the day because, instead of preparing to say goodbye to all her new friends, she’d dreamed away the hours wrapped in a fantasy that involved a certain dark-eyed stranger.

      Tomorrow there would be no more show and no more reason to catch the Number 25 bus. Tonight had been her last chance to say “hello”.

      In the shadowy light, she and Brian took their places before the vast fake hearth at centre stage. The lights dimmed, the overture began. Beyond the curtain, the crowd hushed. Charlotte’s pulse beat a wild staccato rhythm in her throat, and adrenalin surged through her veins. In the six years she hadn’t stepped on a stage, she’d almost forgotten how addictive theatre was. God, she would miss this tomorrow.

      Then the music swelled, and the curtain began its slow rise, and everything settled inside her. This was Theatre. Everything would be alright on the night.
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      It began on a Wednesday afternoon a little more than a year ago.

      “You know how the economy is.” The practice manager began.

      Her boss had called this meeting after the last patient of the day had left, and everyone was itching to get this over with and leave. No one more than Charlotte.

      “We don’t want to lose anyone, but there have to be cutbacks.”

      Charlotte glanced around the office and noted the taut expressions of her assembled colleagues as they prayed they weren’t about to get laid off. Christmas was only weeks away, and all of them had kids and mortgages. All of them except Charlotte.

      The practice manager could at least have had the grace to look apologetic. “We’re asking if anyone is willing to reduce their hours?” The unspoken threat pressed down on the room: if no one volunteers, then we’ll choose one of you.

      Charlotte’s hand went up.

      She took the pay cut and part-time hours, and her colleagues had been so grateful. Daniel was not so impressed. “We have a wedding to pay for,” he complained.

      She didn’t bother to tell him that reducing her hours had been like a lifeline. She’d been slowly dying in this job. Her drama training certainly hadn’t prepared her for the mind-numbing boredom of being an admin clerk in a suburban GP practice.

      Instead, she told him she planned to spend her afternoons volunteering at a centre for battered women. She felt really bad lying to Daniel, and even worse for using battered women as an excuse. She didn’t want to minimise what they suffered, but she had to do something for her own soul’s good, or she’d go crazy. And surely Daniel didn’t want to marry a crazy woman?

      So she signed up for acting classes. Two afternoons a week, she travelled into London for Improv and Movement, and it was like being back at drama school again: the high, the energy, that feeling of being alive and fulfilled again.

      Two afternoons became four, and she started to dip into the wedding fund to pay for tuition.

      When she signed up for the summer school, she told Daniel she was going away to visit her sick aunt. At the end of the week, the lecturer who taught the classical acting class introduced her to his agent, Melvyn. And the rest was history.

      She’d even begun paying back what she’d borrowed from the wedding fund with her new side-line income, walk-on roles and the occasional TV commercial. She knew she was living on borrowed time, that one day someone would recognise her face on the telly, but by then she hoped to have earned enough that she could say to Daniel, “but at least now we can afford a honeymoon somewhere that isn’t Tenerife.”

      It hadn’t worked out that way. Instead, he’d decided to surprise her and had shown up at the practice to invite her to lunch. And of course, she hadn’t been there.

      The Tube workers were on strike that day so she’d got home later from the film shoot than she’d expected. Daniel met her at the door, his face white.

      “Where the hell have you been?” he demanded. “Your practice manager told me you called in sick and you haven’t answered your mobile all afternoon. And someone called Melvyn has been calling and calling for you. He says it’s a matter of life and death.”

      Her phone was still on silent from the film shoot. And for Melvyn, life and death meant an audition. Her elation must have shown on her face.

      “Who is Melvyn?” Daniel’s voice was low and dangerous, and she knew she had to come clean. She was tired of lying.

      It hadn’t ended well.
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      There were no surprises during the first act. They were on the home stretch now, and Charlotte had begun to wonder if Steve had finally decided to let them have one entire show the way they’d rehearsed it, when she heard the scratching noise inside the chimney.

      Then a bump.

      Resisting the urge to turn around, she focussed on Prince Charming, who knelt before his Cinderella, placing the glass slipper on her extended foot.

      Another bump.

      Prince Charming looked up.

      “Ho, ho, ho!”

      The entire cast turned towards the chimney as a blast of coloured smoke puffed out of the fake hearth. Charlotte blinked against the sudden smoke burn in her eyes, and coughed.

      Another bump, and Santa emerged feet first from the chimney. He rose and dusted himself off.

      The audience’s cheer nearly lifted the roof.

      Charlotte’s startled gaze met a pair of eyes the colour of midnight, which widened as they took her in. Then a wicked grin curled Santa’s mouth beneath the voluminous fake beard. He winked.

      “Ho, ho, ho and a merry Christmas,” he boomed.

      The audience exploded. The children screamed their excitement. And one voice called out, “Hey – it’s Tom Faraday!”

      Why did that name sound familiar? But at least now she had a name to go with the face.

      Her handsome stranger dropped his burlap sack to the ground and bowed to the audience, who roared their approval. Clearly they had a better idea than she did who he was. A local celebrity, perhaps?

      “Have you been naughty or nice this year?” he called out to the crowd, and they responded with a cheer that nearly lifted the roof.

      Tom dug into Santa’s sack and pulled out a long, thin bundle. “Buttons the footman,” he read from the label. “Has he been naughty or nice?”

      The audience called out “nice”, and amid whistles and cheers, Santa handed Buttons his gift.

      He worked his way around the stage, distributing gifts to all the members of the cast, teasing and playing with the other actors, while the audience cheered or booed. At last it was Charlotte’s turn. Santa stopped before her.

      “Naughty or nice?” he called to the audience. The boos were deafening.

      “Hah!” She placed her hands on her hips and pouted extravagantly.

      Santa grinned as he handed her a small package tied with red ribbon. “Definitely naughty, I think,” he said in a voice too low for anyone but her to hear.

      She didn’t have a chance to answer back. Music rose to fill the auditorium, and the curtain dropped. The cast scrabbled to their places for the curtain calls, and in the chaos she lost sight of Tom.

      The cast took their places in the line-up, then the curtain rose as the audience clapped and stamped. And then Santa came out – without his beard and wig.

      He was as heart-stoppingly gorgeous as he’d been on the bus, and Charlotte could understand why the audience went wild. Her insides were going a little wild too.

      Tom joined their line-up, slotting himself between Charlotte and Brian, though he would have been better suited to centre stage. He took her hand and squeezed her fingers, and her heart did a somersault inside her chest. She didn’t want to let go.

      The curtain swept down for the last time, the stage lights went out, and the cast cheers were almost as loud as the audience’s.

      In the momentary darkness, a pair of lips found hers, firm, strong lips that tasted of everything that was good about Christmas: celebration and anticipation, and the sense that anything was possible.

      When the backstage lights came up, Tom broke the kiss.

      “Mistletoe,” he said, pointing upwards to where a string of fake foliage dangled from the plywood arch above their heads.

      Then they were swamped by the rest of the cast, everyone chattering and laughing, and eager to greet their unexpected guest. Charlotte found herself pushed away from Tom’s side in the crush.

      She hovered on the edge of the crowd, unsure whether to stay or leave, not wanting to seem like a desperate hanger-on, but not wanting to lose this last chance to say “hello” either. But when she turned to leave, to head down to the dressing room to remove her Ugly Sister make-up, Tom shoved through the crowd and grabbed her arm to stop her.

      “Thank you for doing this.” Steve the director emerged beside them, clapping Tom on the shoulder.

      “I should thank you,” Tom replied, his gaze flicking to Charlotte. His mouth curved in that suggestive grin that was growing very familiar, and her insides turned warm and mushy.

      “Will you be joining us for the after party at my place?” Steve asked.

      Tom turned to her and lifted an eyebrow. She nodded.

      “Looks like I will,” he replied.
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      By the early hours, the party had grown so raucous that no one noticed when they slipped outside. It was freezing in Steve’s tiny garden, where the earlier rain had frosted, turning the garden into a shimmering wonderland, but after three glasses of mulled wine, and an entire evening of having to share Tom with everyone else, Charlotte didn’t much care how cold it was.

      At last they were alone, and he pulled her tight against him. She wrapped her arms around his waist, beneath his warm wool coat. There was no way she could feel the cold with the amount of heat they were generating between them.

      “I missed you on the bus this afternoon.” She lifted her face to his.

      “I was at the theatre with Steve planning his prank,” he said. “We were together at drama school. When he heard I was home for the holidays, he suggested tonight’s little stunt. And to think I almost didn’t agree to do it.”

      “Why not?”

      He smiled, sliding his hands into the back pockets of her jeans. “Because it meant missing the Number 25 bus.”

      Their gazes held, and for a moment she forgot to breathe.

      While they’d been removing their stage make-up and dressing for the party, she’d learned from Brian who Tom was. A local Southend boy who’d made good. He was starring in an American TV show these days, playing a specialist FBI consultant. Charlotte didn’t watch many television shows, but even she had heard of that one.

      “May I ask you something? Why on earth would you be travelling on the bus to Wickford every day?”

      “Because it was a little far to drive my car here from LA.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I meant, why would you be travelling to the back end of nowhere?”

      “I’ve been visiting my Nan. She’s getting a little frail, and I didn’t want her to be alone this Christmas.”

      Something clicked.

      Mrs Johnson’s family in America. Hadn’t she told Charlotte once, years ago, that her family had moved to California for her grandson’s career in TV?

      She grinned. “I think I might have to pop in and bring your Nan some of my mother’s famous mince pies.”

      Tom’s lips brushed her temple. “She’d like that.” His voice dropped an octave. “I’d like that.”

      Then his mouth covered hers, and this time there was no one to interrupt their kiss. Time stood still as they explored each other, mouths and hands and breath tangling.

      When at last they broke apart, breathing heavily, he buried his face in her hair. “This is going to sound terribly forward, and feel free to stop me if I’m rushing this, but do you have any plans for New Year?”

      She shook her head.

      “I bought my parents tickets to Lapland to see the northern lights, but they refused. ‘You know we always go to Tenerife for New Year’s, darling’.” His nose wrinkled. “Not that I have anything against Tenerife, but really?!”

      Charlotte laughed. “I’ve always wanted to see the northern lights.”

      “Then you’re in luck.” He dug in the inside pocket of his coat and pulled out two air tickets. Not just the printed-at-home-on-a-printer kind, but real ones like travel shops used to issue. “I have two tickets to Sweden going spare.” His eyes glittered. “But in the interests of starting this relationship with complete honesty, I should probably tell you that the northern lights don’t always show up on cue. And it will be cold. We’ll need to find a way to keep ourselves warm.”

      “Might there be panty melting involved?” she asked hopefully.

      “Definitely.”

      “Then I’m in!”

      He grinned. “You’re a very naughty girl, ” he murmured as he nuzzled her neck.

      Charlotte smiled. Sometimes naughty was so much more rewarding than being nice. Thank you, Santa, for the early Christmas gift.
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      Best wishes for the holiday season! If you enjoyed this anthology, please consider giving the author a gift by reviewing this book on Amazon or Goodreads.
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      If you’re in the mood for more wintry romance, read on for the opening chapter of Romy’s Valentine’s Day story, To Catch a Star.
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      One woman tearing your clothes off was fun. Five at once? Not so much.

      “Please, ladies…” Christian was only half laughing now.

      Rip. There went an Armani sleeve. He shrugged away from the grasp, but there were still other hands pulling at him, tugging at him.

      He’d known adoring fans before but they seldom pawed him. And this had gone way beyond pawing.

      “I’ll sign autographs, but you really don’t need to take souvenirs.” He had to raise his voice over their squeals. This was definitely not fun. In fact, it was getting downright scary. The crowd surrounding him pressed in tighter. There seemed to be more of them now too.

      Another rip. This time his shirt. The excited squeals increased in volume.

      “He’s mine!” shouted one over-eager fan.

      “Mine!” the others echoed.

      “Well, actually, ladies…” He belonged to no one. But in the grip of mob mentality, they neither heard nor cared.

      He had to get out of here.

      With another rip, this time the rear seam of his evening jacket, he pulled away from the knot of admirers. One young woman tumbled to her knees with the impetus. Fighting every instinct to be a gentleman, he didn’t pause. He ran.

      The sound of their pursuit spurred him on. He ran blindly. Now he knew how it felt to be the fox in a fox hunt.

      A block or two further and the number of feet behind him seemed to diminish, but he still didn’t look back. He only hoped no one had been trampled in the ruckus. Though if one or two of the fanatics broke a heel in the process, justice would be served.

      He reached an intersection and looked both ways. This foreign city had turned into a maze and he had absolutely no idea where he was. Back where he’d been accosted, the streets teemed with life. He paused. He stood now in a deserted residential street, a terrace of imposing townhouses lined with trees stark against the night sky.

      And no way out.

      Cul-de-sac either side, and a dead-end straight ahead.

      Damn.

      He looked back over his shoulder. There were only three women left in the race, but they were gaining.

      A car pulled out of a driveway within the cul-de-sac to his left, picking up speed as it approached his street corner. An open-topped sports car with only one occupant. Blonde was all he had time to register. Drawing on a lifetime’s worth of instinct, he took a running leap and landed face-first in the rear seat, just as the roof began to unfold and close over them.

      The driver screamed, more ear-splitting even than the fans who, thwarted of their quarry, howled as the car sped past.

      Christian sprawled on the back seat until the adrenalin rush waned enough that he became aware of aches and pains. He was winded too. He struggled upright.

      The convertible roof clicked into place, sealing them in. Mercifully, the scream stopped as the driver drew in a fresh breath. He braced himself against another, but it didn’t come.

      While the white knuckles grasping the steering wheel still revealed her terror, the driver seemed to have composed herself remarkably well. Her chin lifted and her shoulders straightened.

      “What are you going to do with me?” she asked in local dialect, her voice icy, betrayed by the barest tremor. She turned her head to look at him in the rear view mirror and he glimpsed an intriguing profile, beautifully arched eyebrows, long eyelashes, full lips, and a pert nose.

      “Keep driving,” he urged, glancing out the back window at the group of young women receding into the distance. He looked down at his clothing. Great. The jacket sleeve fluttered loose and his shirt had been torn and gaped open across his chest, enough to reveal dark skin through the crisp white broadcloth.

      The shirt had been hand-crafted in Milan.

      He swore again.

      The only thing he could rectify was the skew bow-tie. He removed it and stuck it in his pocket, then climbed into the passenger seat beside her. She gasped, as if about to scream again.

      “It’s okay,” he said. “I’m not a…” he struggled for the word in her language “… hijacker.”

      She glanced at him, long enough this time that she should recognise him. Her eyes, Arctic blue, rounded with awareness, recognising him, struggling to place how she knew him. It would only be a matter of time. He relaxed.

      But she didn’t. The white knuckles tightened their grip on the wheel and her gaze whipped back to the road. “I know your face… you were on television…” She choked. “Oh my God! You’re…” A single tear slid down her cheek.

      He was used to women screaming, fainting, or losing the ability to speak when they recognised him, but that panicked tear was the most perplexing. Was she one of those crazies who believed actors really were the characters they played? Not that he’d played many villains. He was usually typecast as the charming rogue. The role fit him like a glove.

      But she didn’t look crazy. She looked… terrified.

      What was with this place? Fans who mauled him, women afraid of him…

      His mother had told him a great deal about Westerwald. Sometimes, instead of bedtime stories, she’d reminisced about the place and its people. Bitter-sweet as her departure had been, she’d loved her time here and the people she’d met.

      Right now he couldn’t figure out why. These Westerwaldians were mad.

      The street grew busier around the car, a restaurant and a late night corner-shop now amidst the residential buildings. He was worse than lost. He had no idea where the hell he was and had lost all sense of direction. Why had he said he’d walk to the damn party?

      Because he’d wanted to see the city where he’d been conceived. Without an entourage.

      Now he’d seen more than enough. Maybe he’d even agree to that local PA the producers kept trying to foist on him.

      The woman was still driving way too fast.

      “Slow down,” he instructed.

      She nodded, a stiff movement, her gaze riveted ahead.

      “What do you want from me?” She sounded calmer, but the ice was still there.

      He opened his mouth to answer that he wanted nothing now he was safe, then the thought occurred that a lift to the party would be nice. He smiled with all the charm he could muster in his current sorry state.

      The smile didn’t last long.

      He slammed into the dashboard as the driver jammed on the brakes.

      “Help!” she called. Without even cutting the engine, she leapt from the car. It stalled.

      A man on the sidewalk turned at her voice. A uniformed police officer.

      “I’m being abducted! This man jumped into my car… ”

      The policeman stepped up to the car, leaning in to look at Christian. “You’re Christian Taylor!” He took in Christian’s dishevelled attire and frowned. “You weren’t really trying to abduct this young woman, were you?”

      He sounded sceptical. At last – a rational-sounding local. And one who spoke English. Christian breathed a sigh of relief and winced, winded again.

      “Of course not.” His voice sounded amazingly stable considering he felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Twice. “I was attacked by a group of fans and this young lady unwittingly provided the getaway car.”

      Saying it out loud made it seem even more bizarre than it was, but the policeman nodded, as if rabid fan attacks were an everyday occurrence in Westerwald.

      Perhaps they were.

      The policeman opened the passenger door, and Christian stepped out gingerly, holding his bruised ribs.

      “Oh, you’re hurt!” The young woman hadn’t gone far, though her stance screamed fight-or-flight.

      The policeman’s eyes widened as he took in Christian’s state. “Do you need a hospital?”

      Christian shook his head. “I’m fine.” Battered, shaken, but fine. He turned to his rescuer with another of his trademark smiles. “I’m sorry I frightened you.”

      He hadn’t noticed before, but she was a real stunner. Classically beautiful, with high cheekbones and blonde hair, almost white beneath the street lights, swept back into one of those elegant twist things. She was dressed in a short, dark swing coat, buttoned up to conceal whatever lay beneath.

      Like a model, she was thinner and less curvy than he preferred, but her stockinged legs, revealed now she was out the car, were the clincher. Perfectly shaped legs that went on forever. Legs he could see bare and wrapped around him in his very near future.

      He grinned. Maybe he was going to like Westerwald after all.

      Her classy attire was in stark contrast with his own, however. He glanced down at his torn suit. There was no way he could arrive at the party like this. It was a charity banquet and there was sure to be a press presence, and he really wasn’t in the mood for lengthy explanations.

      Not when there was a much more pleasant diversion available than speeches and shaking hands.

      “A lift back to my hotel for a change of clothes would be much appreciated.” And once he got her back to his hotel room…

      “I’ll take you,” the woman offered, in lightly accented English. Where she’d looked pale moments before, now she looked flushed. “It’s the least I could do for not giving you a chance to explain.”

      The policeman beamed. “All’s well that ends well, then.” His eyes twinkled as he turned to the young woman and addressed her in dialect. “This is your lucky day. Do you have any idea how many women would like to be in your shoes right now?”

      Christian flinched. He’d just found out the hard way how popular he was in this little country.

      His getaway driver didn’t look as if she felt particularly lucky either, but she nodded and climbed back into the car. Christian followed suit, this time buckling himself in. His ribs couldn’t take any more abuse.

      She took a shaky breath, as if pulling herself together, and re-started the engine.

      “I’m Christian Taylor,” he said as she put the car in gear and pulled off.

      “I gathered.” That touch of ice was still there. So knowing who he was hadn’t melted any of her stiff attitude. “I assume I should know who you are?”

      “I’m an actor. And you are?” He smiled, warming up for a charm assault, but she didn’t even glance his way. If anything, she seemed to freeze up even more.

      “Teresa.”

      Sheesh. Glaciers were warmer.

      “Thank you for coming to my rescue, Teresa.”

      “Were you really attacked by fans, or were you just pulling some stunt?”

      “You didn’t see them – the girls on the sidewalk?”

      Her brow furrowed and she pursed her lips, troubled. “Which hotel are you staying at?”

      “The Grand. It’s on… ”

      “I know where it is.”

      He’d never worked such a hard crowd. But there wasn’t a woman he couldn’t seduce when he set his mind to it. He upped the smoulder. “I thought you recognised me. Who did you think I was?”

      “I don’t watch much television, but the story’s been all over the news lately… Two prisoners escaped from their transit van on the way to court. I thought you were one of them.”

      Another punch to the gut – an emotional one this time. “You thought I was an escaped con? Why – because I’m black?”

      “Of course not.” She turned her head to look at him, as if seeing him properly for the first time.

      He was a little mollified she hadn’t judged him by the colour of his skin. Even in his adopted homeland, which had made him far more welcome than his own people ever had, that still happened all too frequently.

      But this woman, looking down her regal nose at him, had still judged him and found him wanting. Something started to sizzle inside him, something old, dark and unhealed.

      They paused at a traffic light. “I knew I’d seen your face somewhere before,” she said.

      “Which of my movies have you seen?”

      “I don’t know, but I suppose I must have seen one once.”

      One once? His face had been on the cover of more magazines than he could count, he was a household name on at least five continents, and she’d seen one once?

      “I told you, I don’t watch much television.”

      Nor was he some two-bit TV actor. His movies were Hollywood tent poles and their marketing alone cost millions of dollars. Time magazine called him the world’s most bankable star, and Vogue had voted him the the world’s sexiest. And this woman didn’t know who he was?

      “Besides, when you’ve seen one of those action movies, you’ve seen them all. It’s not real acting,” she said.

      The punches just kept on coming. He frowned. “So if you don’t watch movies or television, what do you do for fun?”

      “I read. Or I go to the opera and the ballet.”

      He rolled his eyes. Bo-ring. “People don’t do those things for fun. They do those things to impress other people.”

      “Maybe in Hollywood. But here in Westerwald we’re not cultural philistines. We have brains and we use them.”

      Ouch. Two hits in one perfectly enunciated sentence. She spoke better English than the Queen.

      The swift sensation that accompanied her words was one he hadn’t felt in years. His hackles rose. “You wanna bet? Clearly there are a few philistines here who watch my movies. I’ve never been attacked by fans in California before.”

      “They were probably Americans.”

      “So now you not only have a problem with movie-goers and Hollywood, but with Americans too?”

      She lifted her chin. “When last were you even inside a theatre? The kind with a proscenium arch, not a screen?”

      “Do the Academy Awards count?”

      Her lips pursed. No sense of humour, then.

      Her gaze fixed firmly back on the road as she indicated and turned into a wider street that looked vaguely familiar to him. “You Americans place so much emphasis on entertainment and beauty. On your own immediate gratification. Nothing lasts, movies are quickly forgotten. Who will even remember your movies five or ten years from now? Audiences will have moved on to the Next Big Thing and what difference will you have made in the world?”

      Forget the fact that he’d been wondering the same thing these past few months. His blood boiled, the temper he usually kept in check flaring like a Californian wildfire.

      What did she know about him? He’d given nearly a third of his income to Los Pajaros over the years. Not that the people there deserved it. The happiest time in his life was after he left the islands and moved to California.

      “So what difference are you making in the world?” he bit out.

      He eyed her tailored coat and the diamonds on her wristwatch that twinkled as she moved. It was easy to talk about making a difference in the world when you didn’t have to fight for your place in it.

      “I do volunteer work for several local charities.”

      And that confirmed it. Only the idle rich had time to spare to volunteer for charities. She’d probably never had a real job in her life, had never had to make it on her own or prove her worth to anyone.

      She continued, her gaze still on the road ahead: “If only half the money spent on frivolous things, like movies and actors’ lavish lifestyles, were used to help the less fortunate this world would be a much better place.”

      Great, a Greenpeace Evangelist. The vision of those long legs wrapped intimately around him flickered out and died.

      “Are you always this judgie about people you’ve just met?” He crossed his arms over his chest and leaned back against the window. “You think you know me, but I’ll have you know I was on my way tonight to a charity banquet to raise funds for a new children’s hospital in Los Pajaros.”

      Teresa flicked him a contemptuous glance. “A society event packed with pretentious people all showing off their designer wear and eating gourmet food? That’s not helping others. That’s helping yourself.”

      She was right, of course. Tonight was all about him, not about the charity. His appearance as guest speaker tonight had been arranged by his publicist. And even free publicity hadn’t been his real incentive. He’d only agreed to attend when he’d heard his latest co-star was going to be there too.

      But he wasn’t going to admit that this prissy bitch was right.

      He forced a crooked smile. “And what’s wrong with that?”

      The look she cast him could have out-frozen the Antarctic. “Do you even care about anyone other than yourself?”

      Not any more.

      Teresa pulled the car to a stop. Glancing out the window, he recognised the forecourt of his hotel.

      Then she turned her clear, frigid gaze on him, and every repressed childhood memory, every insult and every torture he’d endured rose up. He kept his fury in check and resisted the urge to fist his hands. He thought he’d left the past behind, but clearly it still lingered beneath the surface, waiting for a moment just like this. He wanted to lash out, to take revenge on this superior ice queen who suddenly represented every person who’d ever slighted the outcast mixed-race child from Los Pajaros.

      But he was an actor. He could control his emotions. And he would die before letting her see how she’d got to him.

      He opened the door and the chill night air rushed in. “I’m a narcissist and proud of it. But before you judge another person, Miss High and Mighty, you should take a walk in their shoes.”

      A slight smile tugged at the edge of her full lips. “Are you upset because I haven’t fallen at your feet?”

      He stepped out the car. “Thank you for the ride, Princess.” He slammed the door shut and the trailing tail of his evening jacket caught in it, but he didn’t care. He heard the fabric rip as he stalked away, head high, shoulders back, barely seeing the doorman as he pushed past into the plush lobby.
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        * * *

      

      Tessa sat for a long moment, her hands on the steering wheel which vibrated with the engine’s purr. Now he was gone and the adrenalin rush faded, reaction set in.

      Her hands began to shake.

      She’d been unpardonably rude.

      It wasn’t like her.

      Blood thundered in her ears and she laid her forehead down on the steering wheel. She could blame it on the shock of having a strange man jump into her car, invading her personal space, but it was so much more than that.

      She was angry with herself.

      If Daddy found out about her lapse tonight, she’d never hear the end of it. She’d been raised better than that. Remember your manners, keep your temper, and don’t ever be rude. She’d broken all three tonight.

      Not to mention that he’d warned her that danger could come when you least expected it and that she needed to be vigilant. But she’d been so wrapped up in her own thoughts, in herself, she hadn’t even seen Christian until he’d leapt into her car. Nor had she noticed the women chasing after him. She’d been as self-absorbed as she’d accused him of being.

      If her father heard of this incident, he’d have a security detail on her in a heartbeat, and she hated having eyes and ears trained on her. How could she go about planning the biggest day of her life with a bodyguard stalking her every move? She felt claustrophobic enough in her life as it was.

      She could only pray that by then the escaped convicts would be back behind bars and they could stop living in fear. And that this dreadful feeling of being caged would go away.

      She lifted her head and put the car in gear.

      Still, neither fear nor anger was an excuse. She’d behaved insufferably tonight. Christian was right – she’d been judgmental and condescending. Just because he represented everything she distrusted and despised didn’t mean she had to say it out loud.

      She’d lied too. She’d pretended not to know who he was. But even she, enclosed in her ivory tower, had heard of Christian Taylor, the man who’d made his fame playing the ultimate superhero.

      She sucked in a deep breath and pulled away from the hotel forecourt.

      The last thing she felt like right now was a charity banquet. Especially one where she’d just insulted the guest of honour. She turned the car in the opposite direction to the banquet hall and headed home. She’d have a bath and curl up in bed with a book. And if her father wanted to know if she’d done as he asked and met Christian Taylor, at least she could answer honestly that she had.

      And she’d send up a prayer that it was over and done with and she never need see him again.”

      
        
        Buy your copy of To Catch a Star now, and escape to Westerwald, where fairy tale happy endings are guaranteed – even for ice queens.
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