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Step behind the hotel room doors of The Chatsfield, London…

This is so not how Alice Hammond planned on spending her birthday. Not only has her own father stood her up, but now some guy has sat down next to her at The Chatsfield bar and started teasing her! Ok, he’s the seriously gorgeous captain of a top football team, but he’s also the most arrogant man Alice has ever met, and storming off is the only option!

But when she accidentally switches phones with Angus it’s time to track him down, and when the hunt leads to his hotel room, Alice might be in for a birthday treat after all!


The Sports Star at The Chatsfield
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Chapter One

I was on to my second mimosa by nine-fifteen… that’s p.m. in case you’re wondering. I have my fair share of problems but thankfully drinking isn’t one of them. I was sitting in the swanky bar at The Chatsfield Hotel in London waiting for my father. We meet here every year on my birthday, May 15th.

That’s another thing I should clarify. We meet here on the years my father actually remembers, which makes it about one in two. Last year he forgot so this time I wasn’t taking any chances. It wasn’t that I was all that fussed about my birthday. Dad never buys me a present. He hands me a cheque. He’s been doing it every year since I was twelve. He handed my mum one on that occasion too, but that was part of the divorce settlement. I suppose I should be grateful the amount has kept in line with inflation, but there is still a little girl inside me who longs to hold a gift that her father has personally chosen for her.

You might ask, why does my father hand me a cheque in the days of electronic banking? Good question. The answer is for show. He does the same thing every year… well, every second year. He sits down, orders a Manhattan, and once it’s down in front of him with a bowl of crisps – which he shouldn’t be eating because of his cholesterol – he opens his wallet and selects a crisply signed cheque and hands it to me with a big cheesy grin as if he’s handing me the key to eternal happiness.

I play the game. I glance down at the amount written there and gasp in shock/delight/surprise and thank him for being so generous, yadda, yadda, yadda. I smile inanely and ask him about his latest girlfriend, holiday, golf handicap, etc.

Yes, I know. It’s nauseating.

I wouldn’t have bothered texting him to remind him this year but I had to see him about another matter. My father was getting married. Remarried. Now, before you start thinking I’m one of those kids who got seriously traumatised by their parents splitting up, and for years and years secretly fantasised about them getting back together, think again. I was cool about it. I’m still cool about it. They should never have married in the first place. They only did it to please their parents when they accidentally got pregnant with me. I’m the product of a one-night stand. It doesn’t have quite the same ring to it as honeymoon baby, does it?

But I digress.

My dad at the age of fifty-seven was getting married.

So? You might ask. Lots of divorced men remarry in middle age. Fine. Good on them.

But they’re not marrying my BEST FRIEND!

Argh, I want to vomit when I think of my dad with Sophie. She’s the same age as me. Twenty-five. I mean, what is he thinking? He’s thirty-two years older than her. I still can’t believe it. Sophie called me a couple of days ago to give me the heads up. I had no idea. I think that’s what I found the most upsetting. How could I be the last to know my best friend is shagging my father?

Former best friend.

How could I share anything with Sophie after this? She knows too much already and now she’ll probably blab it all to my father. All those confidences, all those whispered secrets and shared insecurities.

But not if I stop this before it goes any further, hence the father–daughter drinkies at The Chatsfield.

I glanced at my watch and frowned. If my father didn’t show up soon I’d have to buy another drink. I never have more than two standard drinks. Never. Long story, but to summarise: a friend of a friend’s eighteenth birthday party, delicious punch loaded with alcohol, sex in the cloakroom with a guy I didn’t know. I’m glad the memory of it is only patchy. Call me overly sensitive, but I hate thinking about that night. I’m so pathetic that every time I hear the number eighteen I get a horrible feeling deep in the pit of my stomach. The thing that annoys me the most about recalling that night is it was the first time I’d stood up to my father. I mean really stood up. Disobeyed him outright. He’d grounded me for being rude to one of his girlfriends. I forget her name now but you have no idea how awful she was. Nice as pie when my dad was around but as soon as he turned his back she would have a go at me. Dad wouldn’t listen to me when I tried to explain. That’s what made me rebel. I hate that he took her word over mine. Who the hell was she to call me fat? I had PMS, damn it. I always get a little bloated.

But anyway… where was I?

Oh yes, The Chatsfield bar was filling up with late night patrons. The Beautiful People: models, actors – both stage and screen – sports stars and movers and shakers from the corporate world. I scanned the crowd for any sign of my father but he was nowhere to be seen. I suddenly wished I’d chosen a less crowded venue, but the thing about The Chatsfield is it’s so darned gorgeous and sumptuous I can pretend I’m someone uber sophisticated, instead of a mousy little museum curator who spends most of her time with medieval artefacts.

I positioned my drink just so next to my phone and evening purse on the little table in my two-person nook, and draped my wrap over the back of the vacant seat in a proprietorial manner just in case anyone got any ideas about pinching my father’s chair before he got the chance to sit on it.

I looked up to see a tall dark-haired man in his late twenties enter the bar with a group of noisy young men behind him. Bachelor party? I wondered. I watched as they approached the bar. I suspected they were already half tanked by all the joking and smiling and jostling that was going on. The friendly camaraderie amongst them made a tiny pinch of resentment pull at the lining of my stomach. I wasn’t without friends…well, I was one down now that Sophie was about to become my stepmother, but I didn’t have a football team of them.

The dark-haired man was the last to collect his drink from the bar. It looked like mineral or soda water in the glass, which made me wonder if he was the designated driver. Or maybe he was pacing himself. After all, it was only nine-thirty at night. That was ridiculously early for the nightclub crowd.

I found it hard to drag my eyes away from him. My eyeballs felt like they were magnetised to track his every movement. There was something vaguely familiar about him. I wondered if he was a male model or something. Perhaps I’d seen him in a gossip magazine when I was at the hairdresser’s. He was six foot one or two with an athletic build that spoke of hours of endurance training. His hair was wavy rather than curly and it was long enough for the ends to brush against the collar of his shirt. It looked like he had combed it recently with his fingers because I could see the deep grooves in between the strands. He was clean-shaven with an olive complexion, but when his eyes met mine I was surprised to find they weren’t the brown I was expecting but a deep and unusual shade of slate blue.

He gave me a long appraising look that made every inch of my flesh lift up in goose bumps. His gaze had an intensity about it that made me feel as if he were picturing me naked. It wasn’t a sleazy look, not by any means. It was like an alpha wolf sighting a potential mate. I even saw his nostrils flare ever so slightly as if he were checking the air for my scent. I was glad I’d splurged last week on that bottle of Ellie Saab.

I sat up straighter in my chair, every cell in my body on high alert when he left his friends and came towards me with a smile on his face. Now, I’m not one to be charmed by a smile, but I can tell you my pulse rate shot up like I’d just bolted up ten flights of stairs. I’m not the sort of girl guys walk over to in a bar. I could sit in a bar all night and no one but the waiter would speak to me. I’m like wallpaper. I fade into the background because that’s where I feel most comfortable. I glanced around behind me to see if he was coming to speak to someone else. Nope. I was sitting against the back wall.

‘Are you using this chair?’ he asked.

I was about to say I was expecting my father to join me when I realised how pathetic that sounded. Nine-thirty on a Saturday night and the best I could do was a drink with my father? What if he went back to his friends and sniggered about the dowdy girl in the corner who couldn’t land herself a man? Believe me, it’s happened before. ‘I’m meeting someone,’ I said instead, with a little lift of my chin for emphasis. ‘He’ll be here any minute.’

‘No problem.’ He smiled again which made my heart rise and fall like it was strapped into a rollercoaster. ‘Have a good one.’

I watched as he turned back to his friends who had by this time taken over most of the quieter area of the bar. They were lounging about like they owned the place. One even had his feet up on one of the tables. I rolled my eyes and picked up my drink, resettling in my chair like a broody hen settles on a clutch of eggs. I know. I can be petty at times but really. Some people.

I made my second drink last another half an hour while I watched the blue-eyed man and his friends get more and more rowdy. They were telling bawdy jokes – which to tell you the truth were side-splittingly funny – but I wasn’t in the mood to laugh. My father still hadn’t shown up and he hadn’t responded to any of my texts. Also – and this was the part that was the most annoying – I kept seeing the blue-eyed man glancing from time to time at the vacant chair and lifting one of his dark eyebrows questioningly. I ignored him, of course.

The waiter came over and took my glass off the table before I could snatch it back up and pretend I was still drinking it. ‘Would you like another, Ma’am?’ he asked.

I know it’s been done to death but I really love that movie When Harry Met Sally so I said the immortal line (but I changed the gender) as I nodded in the blue-eyed man’s direction. ‘I’ll have what he’s having.’

‘Angus Knight?’ the waiter said.

My stomach dropped like it had been kicked off the roof of The Chatsfield. ‘Kick’ being a pertinent word considering I had just realised who the blue-eyed man was. Angus Knight, the newly appointed captain of the Yeatswood United Football team. International playboy extraordinaire. He had so many followers on Twitter he made the Pied Piper look like a recluse. I hadn’t recognised him with his clothes on. Erm, I mean his street clothes. I was used to seeing him darting around a football field in shorts and a team shirt with the number seven on it. Did I happen to mention seven is my lucky number?

‘Ma’am?’

I blinked at the waiter who was still waiting for my answer. ‘I’ll have a soda water. Thank you.’

‘Would you like me to ask him to autograph one of The Chatsfield’s coasters for you?’ the waiter said. ‘I’m sure he wouldn’t mind.’

‘No!’ I felt my face flush as my voice came out like a squeaky toy. ‘I mean, thank you, but I’m not an autograph hunter.’

I have no time for groupies. What are they thinking trailing after sports stars as if they’re some sort of royalty? So what if Angus Knight can kick a football? So what if he earns millions of pounds every year and has done since the age of seventeen when he was plucked out of obscurity from a council estate and thrown onto the world’s stage?

Fame has a bad effect on most people; even the most level headed ones. They nearly always end up with a sense of entitlement. They expect special treatment wherever they go. They don’t have time for ordinary people. They surround themselves with sycophants and status seekers and yes-men and women who worship them like a craven image.

I’m way too sensible for that sort of nonsense. Whenever I feel the slightest bit intimidated by someone who’s famous I think of them in their underwear.

But right then when Angus Knight turned and looked at me that tactic didn’t have quite the same effect. A vision came into my head of him in nothing but a pair of close-fitting briefs with every contour of his hard, toned body spectacularly outlined…

I was so shocked at my X-rated thoughts I jerked back in my chair so forcefully it almost toppled over backwards. I gripped the arms to rebalance myself, my heart rate soaring, my cheeks furnace-hot at the thought of everyone in the bar seeing what I was wearing under my off the peg little black dress. I said I was sensible but that doesn’t mean I don’t like sexy underwear. Mind you, I guess there’s not a lot that’s sensible about a hot pink thong, but I hate VPL (visible panty line) so I always wear a thong under this particular dress.

Angus left his mates to saunter over again. I didn’t care for the lazy smile that curled his lips upwards. It was as if he knew where my mind was straying. I could see it in the sparkle of his deep blue eyes as they meshed with mine. ‘Your date stood you up?’

I ground my teeth so hard I was sure I was going to have stubs instead of incisors. Why had he automatically assumed I’d been stood up? Was it something about me that said: desperate and dateless? Did I have a sign on my forehead saying: loser? I put up my chin again, but I had to anyway on account of him being so tall. ‘He’s been unexpectedly detained,’ I said. ‘I just got a text from him.’

One thing you should know about me. I am a terrible liar. In the school of dishonesty I am a total failure. I do all the things cops take note of when they’re interviewing someone who’s guilty. I touch my face with my fingers. I fidget. I can’t maintain eye contact. I sweat.

It’s totally pathetic.

I could feel myself blushing. It was like a hot tide moving up from my neck to the roots of my hair. I wished I’d ordered another drink so I could hide my face in the glass. Not that a champagne flute is a great hiding place or anything, but still…

Angus Knight pulled out the vacant chair, and without asking me for permission, sat down. His legs were so long he had to spread them either side of the dainty little coffee table. He reminded me of a giant in a doll’s house. I glanced at his muscle-packed thighs. He was wearing black trousers and a light blue shirt that made his eyes all the more noticeable.

I gave him a school mistressy sort of look to counter my ogling of him. ‘Do you mind? My fath – erm, friend is going to show up any–’

‘I’ll keep it warm for them.’ He put his phone on the table next to mine as if he were settling in for the evening.

I pursed my lips and continued to glare at him. Overly confident people annoy me. I guess it’s because I’m not confident myself. I envy someone who can breeze into a room and take charge. Who doesn’t sit on the sidelines with butterflies and bees and sharp-winged bugs flapping inside their stomach, worrying someone might come over to speak to them. Some people compensate for their shyness by being overly friendly and talking too much. I compensate by being taciturn and sullen. Or at least I do now. Since the birthday party, I mean.

Angus leaned forward so his tanned forearms were resting on his thighs. It gave me an even closer look at his gorgeous eyes. The iris was a kaleidoscope of varying shades of grey and blue with a fine ring of sapphire as if someone had taken a calligraphy pen and carefully outlined the circumference. ‘What does he do?’ he asked.

‘He?’

‘Your date.’

I looked at him blankly for a moment. I can’t remember the last time I had a date. Well, I can but I choose not to. It’s another long story. But three words sum it up: Blind date. Disaster.

I quickly moistened my lips. It drew Angus’s eyes to my mouth, which was ironic because I was doing all I could not to stare at his. Dark stubble surrounded it in a way that made my fingers want to reach out and touch it to see if it felt as sexily raspy as it looked. He had a well-defined mouth, with an evenly shaped top lip and a lower one that was fuller. It was the sort of mouth a single girl like me fantasises about kissing. It’s not that I haven’t been kissed. But the thing is none of them have lived up to my expectations. I know I’m a little idealistic. I guess I’ve watched too many romantic movies or read too many soppy romances, but I’ve always wanted a guy to take his time when he kissed me. To brush my lips with his… to get a feel for them before gradually increasing the pressure. To gently explore my mouth with his non-slimy, non-alcohol soured tongue, making me feel comfortable enough to do the same to him.

To tenderly hold my face when he kissed me.

See? Told you I was idealistic. Who kisses like that these days? It only happens in the movies.

‘He does have a job, doesn’t he?’ Angus asked, jolting me out of my daydream.

‘He’s a CEO of marketing company,’ I said, keeping things as vague as I could. My father was pretty well known in corporate circles so I had to be careful.

The waiter came over at that point. ‘Mr Knight, would you and your date like fresh drinks?’

‘Oh, I’m not his date,’ I said quickly which produced a wry smile from Angus. ‘I’m waiting for someone.’

‘My apologies.’ The waiter smiled and turned to Angus. ‘Mr Knight? Another soda water?’

‘I’m fine for the moment, thank you.’

I had to give it to him. He had a really nice smile. He could be the poster boy for a celebrity dentist. Not just because his teeth were even and white but because every time he smiled it involved his eyes. I’m a sucker for people who smile with their eyes. I guess because I’ve spent most of my life watching my father smile with only half of his face. Before you start thinking I have father issues, I don’t. I just don’t like the way my father pretends to be interested in my life when I know behind that plastic smile he’s probably thinking of the next exotic holiday he’s going on.

But I had no need to worry Angus wasn’t giving me his full attention. My whole body tingled as his gaze moved over my face and body like a caress. When his eyes met mine it was like an electric charge shooting through my body. I could feel the vibration of it in my girly bits. I wasn’t used to men looking at me like that. I’m the girl next-door type. I’m not mirror-cracking ugly but neither am I billboard stunning. Think Audrey Hepburn with glasses. Yes, I know I should wear contacts but I’m hopeless at putting them in and even worse at getting them out. I once had to go to Accident and Emergency at two in the morning because I scratched my retina trying to fish out my left contact. Never again. If you think wearing glasses is nerdy, try wearing a cotton wool eye patch for ten days.

I shifted my gaze to Angus’s hands. Something slipped in my stomach like when your foot misjudges a step. He had strong hands, square and broad with long fingers. His nails were neat, not chewed back to the armpit like mine. Don’t ask. Another long story.

‘You have the advantage,’ he said into the silence. ‘You know who I am but I don’t know who you are.’

I was tempted to tell him my name. Really tempted. But I didn’t want to appear like one of his star-struck groupies. I could see a gaggle of them outside the hotel being kept back by security. Most of them looked underage. There was no way I was going to let him think I was his for the picking. That was my mistake at that stupid party. I went off with the first guy who was nice to me. I’ve learned my lesson since then. That’s another way I compensate for being shy. Stubborn pride. ‘Are your friends normally this noisy?’ I said.

‘They’re on their best behaviour tonight.’

‘I would hate to see them at their worst.’

He kept looking at me with that steady gaze, his brow slightly puckered as if he couldn’t quite make me out. ‘You don’t like seeing people have fun?’

‘I don’t like seeing grown men act like schoolboys,’ I quipped back tartly, sounding like my boarding school housemistress. ‘That blonde guy had his feet on the table.’

I could see a glint of amusement in his gaze as it held mine. ‘Maybe I should ask you to coach them in how to get their knuckles off the floor.’

He was laughing at me. Nothing irritates me more than people – particularly men – mocking me. I gave him a little glower in return. ‘I suppose you only came here to be noticed,’ I said. ‘You could have chosen a less popular bar if you wanted to keep a low profile. But you love all the attention, don’t you? You crave it. You get off on it. All those silly girls outside falling over themselves to catch a glimpse of you turns you on. I suppose you find a different one every night to sleep with, do you?’ I was on a roll. I hadn’t been on a soapbox before so I was enjoying the sense of power it gave me. ‘I hope you check their ID first. Some of them look like they’re barely out of nappies.’

He still sat there watching me with that slanted smile. His eyes however, had lost their humorous glint and were now as hard as diamonds. I felt a frisson pass over me from head to foot. I don’t think I’ve ever made anyone angry before. There was something rather exciting about it. I guess it was because I’m normally such a bland person that no one bothers to feel anything around me other than a lack of interest. I had got Angus Knight’s attention and – to borrow my earlier phrase – I was getting off on it.

He shifted his mouth in an I’m-counting-to-ten-before-I-speak manner. I saw his jaw work for a moment as if he were controlling the urge to throw a cutting remark my way. I must admit I admire self-control in a man. My father has a filthy temper so I guess that’s why. I’ve seen him tear more strips off our household staff over the years than a painter and decorator does wallpaper off a wall.

‘Do you normally pick fights with strangers when you get stood up or is this just a one off?’ Angus said in an enviably calm tone.

I bristled like a hedgehog being poked at by a stick. I could feel every millimetre of my skin lifting. What was it about this man that made me feel so prickly? I could feel my cheeks boiling but I still wouldn’t back down. Told you I could be stubborn. ‘How does it feel to know all those girls only want you for your fame?’ I said. ‘It’s not like they like you as a person. It’s your status and money they’re attracted to. They won’t be around when you can’t kick a football anymore or at least not unless you pay them.’

The top edge of his mouth lifted a little higher and those amazing eyes darkened to sapphire. But strangely there was no sign of hardness in them now. His gaze had that amused twinkle again. I got the feeling he was enjoying our little battle. That he somehow knew I wasn’t the prickly uptight princess I was making myself out to be. ‘How much?’ he said.

I frowned so hard my glasses nearly slipped off the bridge of my nose. ‘I beg your pardon?’

His glittering eyes held mine in a lock that made the base of my spine feel like sand shifting through an egg timer. ‘How much to spend the night with me?’

My eyes widened to saucers. Not teacup saucers. Flying saucers. Those humungous CG ones like in a big budget sci-fi movie. I thought I’d misheard him. Could he really have propositioned me? Me? ‘Did you just ask me to… to…?’ I couldn’t complete the sentence.

He did it for me. ‘Sleep with me.’

I was beyond anger. I was vibrating in my chair like a battery-operated toy soldier. There was more steam coming out of my ears than from an espresso machine during the morning rush hour. A New York rush hour, that is. I opened and closed my mouth. Open. Snap. Open. Snap. What the hell did he think I was? An escort? A high-street hooker looking for business? I had never been so insulted. Not that I’ve got anything against escorts and prostitutes. Each to their own, I always say. Did Angus Knight think because my ‘date’ hadn’t shown up I would accept him instead? What a prize jerk.

He was sitting there with a sardonic smile on his face. Watching me. Mocking me. I curled what was left of my nails into my palms. I had never slapped anyone in my life and I wasn’t going to start now. And certainly not in the middle of The Chatsfield bar where there were CCTV cameras and security personnel to witness it.

But I was tempted. Oh, but how I was tempted.

I reached blindly for my phone and rose from my chair with as much dignity as I could muster. ‘Will you excuse me?’ I said. ‘I have to make a call.’ I was going to add “To my pimp” but I thought that was going a little too far.

I clutched my phone in one hand and my purse in the other and stalked out of the bar, mentally preparing myself for a cacophony of raucous male laughter when Angus Knight joined his friends.

But when I glanced back on my way to the exit, he was still sitting where I had left him, frowning into his empty glass.


Chapter Two

I was in a cab halfway back to my flat when my phone rang. At least I thought it was my phone. ‘Hello?’

There was a strange silence… a breathing silence.

‘Um… Is Angus there?’ A soft and very young female voice asked.

I felt a cold feeling slide over my flesh. I pulled my phone away from my ear to glance at the screen. Horror scudded through my veins. It wasn’t my phone! ‘Erm, no,’ I said. ‘You have the wrong number. I mean the wrong person. I –’

‘Please, will you just hand the phone to him?’ There was an edge of desperation in the young girl’s tone. ‘I need to speak to him. Urgently.’

I mentally rehearsed my lecture about teenagers dating men far too old for them. I knew I had to tread carefully as I remembered all too well how emotional and irrational I was back then. If anyone said I couldn’t do something I immediately wanted to do it. Hence the aforementioned eighteenth birthday party and the knockout punch and gross sex. ‘Look, I know he’s super attractive but underneath all that sports star pizzazz he’s just an ordinary guy. He has to brush his teeth like we do. He has to –’

‘Where is he?’

‘Like… right now?’ I asked, picturing him with a faceless woman back in his suite. Maybe two women. How long would it take him to lure someone into his bed? I had resisted but then I wasn’t normal.

‘Are you with him in his room?’ the girl asked.

‘No!’ Gawd. I sounded so priggish. Miss Fisher would be so proud. ‘I’m in a cab.’

‘Then please hand him the phone.’

‘Erm… I can’t do that right now…’

‘Why not?’ the girl asked. ‘Isn’t he with you?’

‘No.’

‘Then what are you doing with his phone?’

‘I took it by mistake.’

I heard her suck in a breath. ‘You mean you stole it?’

The accusation made my blood turn to ice. I glanced behind to see if a chain of cop cars were chasing me. Sirens blaring. Lights flashing. Yes, I know. I have an overactive imagination. There was nothing there but the usual crowd of cars and cabs trying to negotiate their way through the rain-sodden streets of London. ‘I didn’t steal it,’ I said. ‘It was next to mine on the table and I picked it up instead of –’

‘Are you from the press?’

‘No.’

‘Then who are you?’ Suspicion curled around every word.

What was with this kid? She acted like she was Angus Knight’s personal bodyguard or something. Jeeze Louise. She didn’t sound any older than fourteen or fifteen. ‘My name is Alice Hammond. I’m a museum curator.’

‘Are you dating my brother?’

‘Your… brother?’

I felt a twinge of shame for leaping to conclusions so readily. I’d assumed Angus Knight was grooming her for his own sleazy purpose. To find he had a baby sister was strangely… appealing. I found myself wondering what she looked like. I’m pretty sure I’d never heard a whisper of her mentioned in the press. Perhaps he shielded her from the scrutiny of the media. It was exactly what a loving and protective older brother would do. I felt a pang of envy. I would have loved an older brother to stick up for me when I was young. In fact, I could do with one even now. He would be able to stand up to my (our) father and tell him off for being so preoccupied with work and his love life that he didn’t see the loneliness I felt.

‘I’m really his step-sister really but he never calls me that,’ the girl said. ‘My mother married his father when I was eight. I’m Brianna by the way.’

‘Nice to, erm, meet you, Brianna.’

‘How long have you been seeing Angus?’ Brianna asked. ‘He hasn’t had a proper girlfriend for years. Not since Krystal with a K dumped him for the coach when he was playing for another team. You probably read about it in the press.’

I hadn’t but I was going to. I liked this kid. She was a fount of information about Angus. Not the confident playboy who strutted his stuff in the bar with his loud mates. But the sensitive man who hadn’t committed to a relationship since a two-timing partner had hurt him. ‘I’m not dating him,’ I said, suddenly wishing I were. ‘We met by accident at The Chatsfield.’

‘Is he still there?’ Brianna asked. ‘At The Chatsfield?’

‘I guess so.’

‘Then you’ll have to take his phone back to him.’

I bit down on my lip. I didn’t fancy having to face him after the way I’d spoken to him. That’s another thing you should know about me. I’m a coward. ‘Maybe I could post it to him.’

‘That would take too long. Besides, aren’t you missing yours?’

I would be if anyone called or texted me late on a Saturday night. On any night. I wasn’t on Twitter because I can do without the public humiliation of having zero followers. I have a Facebook page but it’s more of a Fakebook page. I pretend to be having fun. I even pretended I was in a relationship for a couple of months. I even wrote– ‘It’s complicated’. Pathetic, I know.

But then I remembered my father. What if he called and Angus Knight answered the phone? Unlike me, my father is an avid football fan. He would act all embarrassingly obsequious and sycophantic if he knew he was speaking to one of the sport’s most talented players.

I had to get my phone back!

I covered the mouthpiece of the phone while I quickly directed the cab driver to retrace his steps. ‘Do you know what room your brother’s staying in?’ I asked Brianna.

There was a slight pause. ‘I don’t normally give out that sort of information.’

‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘I just want to hand him his phone and get mine.’

‘Don’t you like him?’

‘I’m sure he’s really lovely but I’m not –’

‘He’s nothing like they make him out to be in the press,’ Brianna said. ‘He’s always doing stuff for charity but he never lets anyone know about it. He pays my school fees. I would never be able to go to Roedean without his help.’

Yikes! I thought. Talk about exclusive and expensive. Roedean was where the royals sent their girls.

Brianna was still singing his praises. ‘He paid off my mother’s mortgage when she married his father and he sponsors dozens of kids in Africa. He hates the spotlight but he puts up with it because he knows there’s a limit on the time he’ll be able to play top-level football. He’s not doing it for him. He’s doing it for us. His family. Me.’

I was starting to regret the way I’d spoken to him. Big time. Just shows you should never judge a book, and all that. ‘I’m heading back to The Chatsfield now,’ I said. ‘Do you want me to get him to call you?’

‘No, it’s OK, I don’t want to bother him.’

I frowned as the cab swished its way towards the hotel. ‘But I thought you said it was urgent.’

‘I was just having a moment,’ Brianna said. ‘I’m over it now. Talking to you helped.’

I felt a space inside my chest grow warm. ‘It did?’

‘Sure. You sound nice.’

‘Oh… Thanks…’ I was glad inside the cab was dark because I could feel my cheeks blushing. ‘I liked talking to you too.’

We chatted some more about school and girly stuff. I got the sense Brianna was a bit like me. Lacking in confidence and a bit overwhelmed by the In Crowd. At fourteen she was still finding where she belonged. I also got the feeling she was homesick but was too embarrassed to admit it. I encouraged her to stay true to her values, unlike me who had drunk that wretched punch in an effort to fit in. We ended the call with a promise to befriend each other on Facebook.

I would like to say I continued the rest of the journey to the hotel with Angus’s phone switched off so I didn’t have to intercept any more of his personal calls. But before I knew it I found myself scrolling through his favourites. Dad, Brianna, Margaret (I wondered if that was Brianna’s mum as she was next to her), Ken (I’m pretty sure that was his team’s coach) and Brad, Tim and Rob. That was it. I had more favourites than him. Can you believe that? It told me a lot about him. He didn’t allow many people into his inner circle. Only the people he loved and trusted. No hangers on. No false friends or show pony followers.

I looked at the list and wondered if there was a space there for me…

The phone suddenly rang and I almost dropped it in surprise. It was an unidentified number but I knew in a flash who was calling. It was me. I mean him with my phone. ‘Hello, Angus Knight’s phone,’ I answered as crisply as any personal assistant would do.

‘You have my phone.’ He said it like he was using full stops after every word. You. Have. My. Phone.

‘I know. I’m sorry. I must have picked it up by mistake.’

‘You expect me to believe that?’ I didn’t care for the tone he was using. Insinuating. Cynical.

I decided not to bite back. I figured I’d done enough damage. ‘Your sister called.’

‘Is she OK?’ There was a thread of concern in his voice.

‘I think she’s homesick.’

I heard him release a long breath. ‘Yeah, I know. I’m going down next weekend to take her out for lunch or shopping or a movie or something.’

‘That sounds like a good idea,’ I said. ‘Boarding school can be a lonely place.’

There was another beat of silence.

‘Your father called.’

My stomach clenched. ‘Oh…’

‘He said he forgot about your birthday. His secretary forgot to put it in his diary.’

‘Oh… right…’ I stared at the droplets of rain on the window of the cab. They reminded me of tears.

‘How far away are you?’

I blinked and looked outside as the glittering Chatsfield came into view. ‘We’re pulling into the hotel now.’

As the cab drew nearer I could see Angus waiting at the entrance. He was holding my phone. I decided then and there I wasn’t going to wash it ever again. Not that I’ve ever washed it before or anything.

He opened the door of the cab and paid off the driver with a sizeable tip before I could murmur a protest. He put a hand beneath my elbow and led me inside out of the rain. I’m not sure why I didn’t just hand him his phone and take mine and scoot off.

Well, maybe that’s not strictly true. I knew exactly why I followed him into the hotel. It was my twenty-fifth birthday and I didn’t want to spend it alone.

We were standing in a quiet corner near a large arrangement of flowers when he handed me my phone. My fingers brushed against his as we did the exchange. I could feel the warmth of his hand on my phone and wondered what it would feel like on my body. Touching me. Stroking me. Caressing me. His eyes met mine in a sizzling look that made my insides quiver with lust.

‘I’m sorry about what I said in the bar earlier,’ he said. ‘I was being a moron.’

‘You’re filthy rich. You’re allowed to be.’

He gave me a crooked smile. ‘I know you’re not that sort of girl. I could tell that from the moment I saw you sitting there chewing at your lip.’

‘It makes a change from chewing my nails.’

He picked up one of my hands and brushed his thumb pad over my bitten fingertips. It was as soft as the brush of a feather but it made my whole body shudder with pleasure. ‘How often does your father forget your birthday?’

‘Every second year.’ My shoulders went down as I sighed. ‘I texted him to remind him this time but I guess he had better things to do.’

Angus was still holding my hand. His hand was so much larger than mine. It made me feel protected and safe. ‘Like sleeping with your best friend?’ he said.

‘He told you that?’

‘Bragged about it.’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Yes, of course he would.’

‘Alice?’

It was the first time he’d said my name. I hadn’t even told him it but I guess my father had. I wonder what else he’d told him. ‘Yes?’

‘Will you have supper with me?’

Was ‘supper’ code for ‘sleep with me?’ I wondered. I decided I didn’t care. I was famished either way. ‘Yes. But you don’t have to pay me.’

He flicked my cheek with a gentle finger and smiled with his eyes again. ‘I knew that.’


Chapter Three

I was expecting him to be staying in the penthouse but apparently one of The Chatsfield twins was staying there. Angus opened the door of his suite but before he had shut it behind me I was in his arms. And get this. He cradled my face in his hands as his lips met mine. He didn’t crush my mouth beneath his. He gently explored it, taking his time, acquainting himself with the contours of my lips, discovering my taste while I discovered his. He tasted of mint and salt and something else I hadn’t tasted before. I suspected it was unique to him. His tongue met mine and stroked it into play. I felt a shiver go down my spine as one of his hands settled on my hip. He gently brought me forward so I was flush against his body, his toned and hard body. I could feel his erection swelling against me. It thrilled me that he found me attractive. I know just thinking about sex can turn men on, but I liked to think it was me he was thinking about as he kissed me so passionately.

My glasses were getting in the way (and they were seriously fogging up) so I eased back just far enough to take them off. I didn’t know what to do with them but Angus took care of that. He took them from me and placed them carefully on a little table near the sofa. ‘Can you see without them?’

‘Who said that?’

He laughed and gathered me close again. ‘You’re cute.’

I ran my fingertips over his stubble. And yes, it felt as sexy as it looked. ‘I can’t believe I’m doing this.’

He covered my hand with one of his, holding it against his lean jaw. ‘It’s your birthday. You can do whatever you want.’ He kissed me again. A brief gentle kiss that made my lips tingle for more. ‘Happy birthday, Alice.’

I murmured ‘thank you’ against his lips. It was so sensual feeling my lips move against his as I spoke. My breasts were brushing against his chest, making my nipples go hard at the friction. He slid a hand down the length of my spine, cupping my bottom as he brought me even closer.

I looped my arms around his neck as I kissed him back. I was normally a bit conservative when it came to kissing guys. I never took the lead. I never did anything brazen or bold. I guess there’s a part of me that is still in that dark cloakroom.

But with Angus it felt so natural and right to be kissing him with heated fervour. I wasn’t afraid of where this was going. I felt safe and respected.

His hand came back up to the top of my dress and gently slid the zip down. It puddled at my feet and I stepped out of it as his hand smoothed over my back. I felt like a cat being stroked. I wanted to purr. Heck, for all I knew maybe I was purring because the sounds I was making were nothing I had heard coming from my throat before.

I moved against him, seeking his hardness in a totally instinctive way. He made a groaning sound against my mouth. His hot breath skated over my lips and into my mouth, reminding me of the intimate invasion to come.

His hand found the hook fastening on my bra. It fell to the floor as well, leaving me in nothing but my hot pink thong.

‘Aren’t you a little overdressed?’ I said as I started on the buttons on his shirt.

His eyes glinted as he undid his belt buckle. My inner core leapt in anticipation as I heard his belt slip through the lugs on his trousers before he tossed it to the floor. I’m not sure who undid his zip. I have a feeling it might have been me because suddenly I was holding him in my hands. I had never done that before. I hadn’t had the chance back in the cloakroom. Sex had been something someone had done to me. I hadn’t been part of it other than as a receptacle.

This was different.

I was giving and receiving pleasure. I could hear the breathless sounds Angus was making. I could feel the thunder of his blood against my fingertips. He was so thick and full, like velvet-covered steel.

His mouth came back to mine in a deep kiss of longing. My tongue played catch-me-if-you-can with his. I felt a frisson of delight when his hands cupped my breasts. He did the same as he’d done to my mouth. Touching me gently, letting me get used to his caresses as if he somehow knew I wasn’t as experienced as him. My skin shivered all over when his thumbs rolled over each of my nipples. Then he circled them, round and around, making the flesh tighten even more.

He lowered his head and took my right nipple into the warm cavern of his mouth. I gasped as his lips and tongue worked over the sensitised flesh. I had never felt anything as exciting as that. I could feel my whole breast swelling and tingling in reaction. He did the same to my left breast, licking, stroking, caressing. He even used his teeth but in the gentlest way possible. The sexy scrape of his teeth against my skin made something deep inside my body melt like candle wax against a naked flame.

Angus moved his mouth to the side of my neck, his teeth nibbling at my earlobe, and then just below it, and then further along the framework of my collarbone. ‘We don’t have to go any further if you don’t want to,’ he said.

I pulled back to look at him. He was a bit blurry but I could see he meant it. ‘I don’t want to stop.’

He stroked some imaginary hair out of my eyes. Or maybe it wasn’t imaginary so much as I couldn’t see it. ‘You don’t seem like a one-night stand girl.’

‘I’m not, but then neither do you. A one-night stand guy, I mean.’

His smile was lopsided again. Rueful even. ‘It’s hard to have a relationship when I’m living out of a sports bag. Training takes up hours of time. Travelling even more.’

‘Is that what you want one day?’ I asked. ‘A relationship?’

He looked at my mouth. I looked at his. ‘One day.’

I closed my eyes as his mouth met mine again. I breathed in the scent of him, the sharp citrus tang with the understory of wood. His arms came around me and lifted me off the floor. Or maybe I floated. I don’t think anyone has ever carried me before. Not since I was a little kid anyway. I felt like one of those heroines in a period drama being swept off her feet by the wickedly handsome aristocrat.

Angus laid me down on his bed and came down to join me; stroking his hand down the length of my thigh he peeled away my thong. He gently pulled me against him so I could feel the hard heat of him against me. I quivered as his fingers traced the seam of my body. Lucky I’d been to the beauty therapist the day before. Sophie had given me a voucher for my birthday. I wasn’t going to use it on principle, but then I changed my mind. I didn’t do the whole Brazilian thing. I was a landing strip girl. But as landing strips go it was pretty small. More like a landing line.

I sucked in a breath as his fingers gently separated me. I was unused to the sensation of someone touching me there. I’d had the odd fumble on my own just to make sure everything was in working order, so to speak. I know it’s hip nowadays for girls to admit to self-pleasuring but I still cringe in embarrassment. I guess because it’s the only time I’ve ever felt pleasure down there. On my own.

But now I wasn’t alone and the pleasure I was feeling was taking me over like a freak wave does an unsuspecting swimmer. I had no way of pulling back from it as Angus put his mouth to me. I had been reduced to one point of ecstatic feeling. His tongue stroked and then flicked against my clitoris. I don’t know how he knew what pressure to use but he got it just right. The sensations swept over me, picking me up and tossing me over and over, my body shuddering with each aftershock until I was barely conscious. I let out a gasping cry and floated back down as an overpowering sense of relaxation flowed through me.

Angus held me for a moment, his eyes searching mine. ‘Good?’

What could I say? ‘The best.’

He grazed my cheek with the back of his knuckles. ‘It will get even better with practice.’

I looked at his Adam’s apple rather than meet his eyes. ‘How did you know?’

He tipped up my chin to lock his gaze on mine. ‘You don’t have to pretend to be something you’re not.’

I moistened my lips with my tongue. I could taste him on them. I would probably have a salt and mint addiction for the rest of my life. ‘Isn’t that what you do?’ I said thinking of all the things Brianna had told me.

He studied me for a long moment. ‘How long did you talk to my sister?’

‘Not long. I had to convince her I wasn’t a thief or a member of the press before she would say anything to me.’

His smile tilted his mouth again. ‘She’s a good kid.’

I touched his face again. I loved the feel of his regrowth against my fingers. I traced the outline of his mouth as well. He captured my index finger about halfway round and sucked on it hard. My belly gave a wobble as he meshed his gaze with mine. I was aware of his body primed and potent against me, the throb of lust echoing the pulse of my own.

His head came down and his mouth covered mine in a long, deep kiss that made my body damp in anticipation. I could feel the silky moisture every time I shifted against him.

He reached past me for a condom. I assumed that’s what he was reaching for because I had my eyes closed in bliss. I opened them just enough to see him sheath himself before he came back over me, balancing his weight on his elbows. I felt like I was in a parallel universe. Was I really about to be made love to by Angus Knight?

He entered me so gently I felt a sudden rush of emotion. I covered it by occupying myself with caressing his back and shoulders, my fingers exploring every inch of his toned body. He began to move within me, a slow rocking motion that triggered a groundswell of sensation in my body. I fell into his rhythm as if it was a tune that had been specially composed for me. My inner body gripped him tightly. I felt the tension building all over again. I was getting closer and closer to lift off but it was just out of my reach. Nearly… nearly… nearly…

Angus brought one of his hands down between our bodies, touching me with just the right amount of pressure to send me on my way. I soared up into the stratosphere. It was like having an out of body experience. I could hear gasping sobbing cries but barely registered they were my own.

Within a few seconds of my orgasm fading he let go. I was unexpectedly moved by the power of it. It shuddered through him in giant spasms. His guttural groan sounded like it had come from a place deep inside him.

In the moments after I felt like the door on the cloakroom had closed for the last time. I didn’t need to revisit that dark horrible place. I had a new memory now. A new experience that cancelled out anything that had been before.

I looked up at the ceiling and felt a couple of tears roll down my cheeks.

Angus propped himself up on one elbow to look at me. His eyebrows met over the bridge of his nose. ‘Did I hurt you?’

I shook my head. I didn’t trust myself to speak. I clamped my lips together on the sob I could feel building in my throat.

‘Hey.’ His one word was so gentle it made two more tears squeeze past my eyelids. So too did the soft brush of his finger down my cheek.

‘I’m OK,’ I said. ‘Really. Just a little emotional.’

He was still frowning but it was a concerned frown. A caring one. ‘Want to talk to me about it?’

I realised then I hadn’t talked to anyone about it. Not even a therapist I’d seen for six months after my cat Peabody got run over. I fell into a hole and couldn’t climb out. But I hadn’t connected with the woman at all. She said I had father issues. Shows how much she knew. Really.

I found myself spilling all to Angus. Who would have thought? He was all but a stranger but somehow I felt comfortable telling him about my one night of erstwhile rebellion. He listened as I recounted what I could remember of that night. I sensed the anger in him over what had happened to me. For all that he let the world think he was a shallow playboy, I now knew different.

Once I had finished I felt as if a weight had come off me. I had carried the shame of that night for too long. I had blamed myself instead of putting the blame where it belonged.

Angus brushed my hair back again. It was such a tender gesture it seemed rather odd given we’d only met a couple of hours ago. Odd but right, if you know what I mean. ‘Are you hungry?’ he asked.

I suddenly realised I was ravenous. I can never eat before I meet with my father. I have this queasy feeling in my stomach until I see him come through the door. It’s a mixture of hope and lurking disappointment. ‘I’m starving.’

Angus picked up the in-house phone and ordered room service. I asked him to order for me. I know. It was very 1950s of me but I wanted him to surprise me. There’s something thrilling about a man who takes charge. No wonder they’d made him captain of his team. He was a born leader. He wasn’t easily intimidated. He stood strong and proud in spite of his humble background. He told me all about it over supper. How his mother died when he was seven and how his dad had brought him up by himself.

We sat on the sofa in his suite and shared our midnight supper like two old friends. I had never felt so at ease with someone. We ate caviar and smoked salmon and buttery cheese puffs and drank French champagne from tall elegant crystal glasses with The Chatsfield C engraved on them. He had ordered a strawberry layer cake that was utterly delicious. I took a photo of it because I had never seen a cake that looked that amazing. It was like a work of art. He had even asked the chef to put a candle on it for me. I leaned forward and blew it out while he sang Happy Birthday in a gorgeous baritone. Seriously, if he ever got injured and had to hang up his football boots he could forge a new career in musical theatre or opera.

But then as the clock ticked its way towards one a.m. I became aware of my glass slippers waiting at the door. I’m speaking metaphorically, of course. I didn’t have a pair of glass slippers. I didn’t even have a pair of Louboutin’s. I had a pair of ballet flats I got in a buy-one-pair-get-one-free sale in Top Shop.

I put my champagne glass on the coffee table and placed the snowy white napkin (apart from a tiny bit of strawberry coulis) right next to it. I picked up my phone (yes, it was my phone. I checked) and stood. ‘Thanks for a fabulous evening,’ I said. ‘I have to get going. My flatmate will put out a search warrant if I don’t show up soon.’

I don’t have a flatmate, by the way. I used to but she got engaged recently and moved out. I hadn’t got around to replacing her. I kind of liked the fact that no one pinched my yoghurt or didn’t put the cap back on the toothpaste. I know. I know. I can be petty at times.

Angus put his glass next to mine and rose from the sofa. It was hard to read his expression but I got the feeling he hadn’t expected me to leave so soon. Maybe the girls he dated stayed all night. I didn’t want to go through the morning after routine. I couldn’t bear being sent on my way as if I had delivered a service that was no longer required. I wanted to leave on my terms. ‘I’ll come down with you,’ he said.

‘Please don’t.’ I gave him a smile that felt brittle at the corners. ‘It was fun tonight. The best birthday I’ve had in ages.’ Ever. I didn’t add that, but then, I suspected I didn’t need to. He had witnessed my kid in a toyshop enthusiasm for the last couple of hours like a munificent uncle.

He looked at me for a long moment.

And then he picked up my hand and brought it to his mouth and kissed each of my knuckles in turn. I can tell you, no kindly uncle had ever done that to me before. I shivered all over as I felt the graze of his stubble on my hand.

‘Tonight was…’ he paused as if he were searching for the right word, ‘… special.’

Special in what way? Should I ask? I didn’t want to appear to be fishing for compliments. I didn’t want to appear gauche and unsophisticated. I didn’t want to raise my hopes only to have them cut down. I hate that feeling. That horrible sinking feeling that pulls at all my organs until I feel like I’m being dragged down a sinkhole.

‘It was nice meeting you, Angus,’ I said.

Nice?

What about gobsmackingly amazing? What about mind-blowingly awesome? What about I think I fell in love with you when you kissed me?

I kept my lips in that frozen smile. I watched as his gaze moved over my face. I’m not sure what he was looking for but I made sure he didn’t find it. I reckon I could have passed for a wax model in Madame Tussaud’s.

He was still holding my hand and gave it a final squeeze before he let it go. I felt the contraction in my chest as if he had just squeezed my heart. ‘Thank you,’ he said.

‘For… for what?’

‘For bringing back my phone.’ His expression matched mine. It was like we were having a competition on who could show the least emotion. He didn’t even have a tick in his jaw. I’m pretty sure I had one but I was controlling it by biting down on my molars.

‘Oh, right,’ I said. ‘Well, it was my mistake. I was the one who stalked off in a huff.’

I walked to the door (not in a huff but pretty damn close). Why couldn’t he ask me to stay? Why wasn’t he saying you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me? Or that wonderful line Tom Cruise says in Jerry Maguire: “You complete me.”

Nothing.

Just a big fat silence.

I waited while he opened the door for me. I didn’t look at his face as I walked past him. I breathed in one last whiff of his aftershave. I blinked to keep back the tears I could feel stinging (as bad as my optometrist’s eye drops) behind my eyes.

‘Aren’t you forgetting something?’ Angus said.

I stopped dead and turned back around to look at him quizzically. I had my phone in one hand and my purse in the other. I had my wrap draped around my shoulders. I had my shoes on my feet. ‘What?’

He came to me and gently put my glasses back on my face. I can tell you it takes a pretty special person to be able to put another person’s glasses on for them. Even my optometrist doesn’t always get it right.

Now I could see what I had missed before. Angus was looking at me as if I were the most amazing thing that had ever happened to him.

‘Will you come down to Kent with me to visit my sister next week?’ he asked.

‘I’d like that.’ I didn’t want to sound too gushy or enthusiastic but I can tell you I was having a hard time not breaking out in a happy dance.

He gave me a twinkly smile as he brought me closer. ‘Will your flatmate really mind if you stayed out all night?’

I smiled back. I had a feeling he knew I didn’t have a flatmate. ‘As long as it’s only one night.’

‘Only one?’

My heart gave a funny little stumble at the glittering look in his eyes. ‘How many were you thinking of?’ I asked.

He brought his mouth down to mine. ‘I’ll get back to you on that.’

And three months later he did. With an engagement ring that was even nicer than the one Sophie got off my father.

Oh, and by the way, Sophie’s going to be my bridesmaid and I’m going to be hers. I kind of figured it would be a nice family touch. At least this way my dad will never forget my birthday again. Sophie will make sure of it. After all, that’s what best friends are for.
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