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Chapter 1

The significance of what he was about to do wasn’t lost on Ethan Greene. It was a big moment in his life; it would be in any man’s, he guessed.

But as he battled through the Manhattan crowds on possibly the busiest shopping day of the year, he wished that he’d chosen a better time.

Christmas Eve on Fifth Avenue? He must be mad.

Taking a deep breath of the cold air, which was refreshing and not as damp as it usually was in London, he couldn’t help but think how little had changed since the last time he was in this city and, at the same time, how much had.

Arriving in New York only two days earlier, he’d surprised himself by how well he remembered the landmarks and how easily he found his way around. The jostle of the subway ride from midtown to downtown and back again, the scent of well-worn vinyl taxi seats and the endless hum of a billion sounds – human or inanimate – buoyed him. The unmistakable buzz of the place put a new spring in his step, something he hadn’t felt in years.

But now Ethan was in a hurry and acutely aware that the minutes were ticking by and the crowds seemed to be growing thicker. There wasn’t much time left.

Alongside him Daisy squeezed his hand briefly as if sensing what he was thinking, yet she couldn’t possibly know what he’d planned. All he’d said was that he needed to make one more stop before they returned to the warmth of their hotel. Conscious of how much he hated crowds (and shopping for that matter) she was probably just trying to put him at ease.

How would she react? OK, so the idea had been on the cards for a while and had been mentioned more than once recently, so by rights today shouldn’t really be too much of a surprise. While she seemed keen, Ethan now realised that he really should have spoken to her about today – it was unlike him not to discuss such matters with her in more detail – but the truth was that he was nervous. What if her reaction wasn’t as positive as he’d anticipated? As he wondered, an anxious lump appeared in his throat. Well, he’d find out her reaction soon enough, especially when they reached their destination.

She looked especially pretty today, he thought, wrapped up in a multitude of layers to keep out the teeth-chattering cold, her blonde curls creeping out under a dark woollen hat, and her red nose appearing above a black embroidered scarf. Despite the cold, she was loving New York just as he’d known she would, and everyone knew there was no better time than Christmas to visit the city that never sleeps. Yes, this was a good idea, Ethan reassured himself. Everything would work out fine.

Finally, having negotiated their way through the mass of last-minute shoppers, they reached the corner of Fifth Avenue and Fifty-Seventh Street. He looked at Daisy, and her eyes widened in surprise as he took her hand and steered them both towards the entrance.

‘What’s going on?’ she squealed, glancing at the familiar nameplate beside the doorway, its typically clean-line wording on polished granite today surrounded by verdant pine branches especially for the Christmas season. ‘What do we need here?’

‘I told you – I need to pick something up,’ Ethan replied, leading the way and giving her a brief wink as the revolving glass doors deposited them in the hallowed halls of Tiffany & Co.

Daisy was immediately captivated by the vast, high-ceilinged sales floor and its column-free design, and she gazed in amazement at the long rows of glass-fronted cases, their precious wares twinkling alluringly under the spotlights.

‘Oh wow, it’s all so beautiful,’ she whispered in awe, standing in the middle of the aisle as crowds of equally spellbound shoppers and tourists milled around her, each one fascinated by the breathtaking jewellery displays. The store was one of the few in Manhattan that didn’t utilise lavish festive decoration; its sparkling wares required little embellishment, and combined with the unmistakably romantic Tiffany’s allure this was more than enough to create that magical Christmas feeling.

‘It is, isn’t it?’ Ethan agreed, his nervousness dissipating somewhat now they were here. He took her arm and guided her between the various display cases and down towards the elevators at the back, his tired feet temporarily soothed by the soft-carpeted floor.

‘Where are we going?’ she asked, moving forward reluctantly. ‘Slow down a bit! Can’t we take a look around? I’ve never been here before and . . . Where are we going?’ she repeated, bemused, as the elevator doors opened.

‘The second floor, please,’ Ethan requested.

‘Certainly, sir.’ The besuited lift attendant complied, graciously bowing his top-hatted head. He smiled at Daisy. ‘Madam.’

‘But . . . why would we be going there?’ she asked, her voice hushed, and he deduced she’d read from the directory display overhead what was on this particular floor. She was certainly taken with the place, but however enthralled she’d been downstairs, he knew she would really be impressed by the second floor.

Ethan’s heart began to hammer in his chest as the elevator doors closed. Would she be OK with this? Again, he probably should have just come right out and asked, but he figured that she’d enjoy the surprise, and he also thought it was important that she felt very much a part of it.

His voice was light. ‘Like I said, I need to pick something up.’

Now Daisy gazed open-mouthed at him. ‘You’re not . . .’ she gasped, immediately understanding, but from her expression Ethan still couldn’t quite gauge her reaction, and he guessed the presence of the attendant was intimidating her into asking no further questions.

Within seconds, the elevator doors reopened and he and Daisy stepped out into the wood-panelled room on Tiffany’s famed Diamond Floor, where he had come to collect his purchase.

‘I can’t believe this!’ she was saying as they approached one of the hexagon-shaped wood-and-glass display cases, her head swivelling from left to right as she watched various happy couples around the room being served champagne while they made what would arguably be the most important purchase of their lives. ‘I really can’t believe it! This is what you’re picking up?’

Ethan smiled nervously. ‘I know I should have said something but—’

‘Ah, Mr Greene.’ An elderly and distinguished sales assistant addressed Ethan before either had a chance to say anything more. ‘Pleasure seeing you again. Everything is in order and ready to go. We weren’t sure, and I forgot to ask on the phone, if you preferred your purchase already gift-wrapped, or wanted to show the lady first . . .’ He smiled at Daisy, who beamed back at him, wide-eyed.

‘Oh yes, let me see, please!’ she exclaimed and then put a guilty hand to her mouth, conscious that she really should be showing a little more decorum – especially in a place like this.

Ethan hid a smile.

‘Well, here we are,’ the older man said, his voice low and gentle as he presented them with the world-renowned little blue box. Placing it ceremoniously on the glass display in front of Daisy, he pulled back the lid to reveal the platinum marquise solitaire Ethan had chosen a couple of days before.

The ring had needed to be sized correctly, which was why he was picking it up today, and now considering it afresh he was pretty sure he’d made a good choice. It was the classic Tiffany setting: the diamond lifted slightly above the band and held in place by six platinum prongs in order to maximise the stone’s brilliance.

‘So what do you think?’ he asked Daisy, but it was pretty obvious that she was captivated by the beautiful ring, although that wasn’t really the question Ethan was asking.

But when she turned to look at him, her delighted expression told him everything he needed to know.

‘It’s the perfect choice, Daddy,’ Ethan’s eight-year-old daughter assured him, ‘and Vanessa is going to absolutely love it!’

Thank goodness her reaction had been positive.

All day – no, strike that, all month – Ethan had worried about how Daisy would feel about this. Especially when this New York trip held a special significance for both of them.

Earlier that day, over a couple of hot chocolates in a midtown café, he had watched his daughter pick at an iced lemon cupcake, and known that something was on her mind. Just as her mother had always done, Daisy got that squinty look in her eyes and offset her jaw ever so slightly when deep in thought.

‘Did you like Times Square?’ he asked, fishing. ‘With all the lights and everything?’

‘Everything’s just so beautiful,’ she replied and then paused, looking out of the window at the bustling street. ‘Mum said Manhattan was like one big Christmas tree at this time of year. She was right.’

‘You really remember how much your mother talked about it, don’t you?’ he asked.

She gave a little smile. ‘I know I was only small, but I loved hearing about it.’

Ethan nodded. ‘Of course, she was right about it being like a big Christmas tree. Your mum was right about lots of things.’

Suddenly, the significance of sitting here with his daughter in the city that her mother had adored so much washed over Ethan and almost took his breath away. Swallowing hard, he tried to gather his thoughts.

‘You know what else she was right about?’ Ethan added, and Daisy looked intently at him as she always did whenever he had something about her mother to relate. It wasn’t lost on him that his daughter was seldom more attentive than when he offered some piece of the puzzle, whose parts probably seemed quite scattered to her; to him it was as if she were an archivist of some sort, gathering and assembling the pieces of a great legacy and putting them in order. Ethan continued with a smile, ‘She was right that you would grow into a bright and beautiful girl.’

Daisy grinned and turned back to the window to watch the goings-on of a very busy Fifth Avenue on Christmas Eve.

It had been nine years since his last and only other trip here. Jane, Daisy’s mum, had convinced Ethan to see the city and, making the trip from their home in London, see it they did.

Jane was a born and bred New Yorker and just couldn’t bear to spend another springtime ‘without a stroll through Central Park as the leaves begin to change’. She said dramatic things out of the blue like that every now and then, to which Ethan usually responded by asking if it were actually she and not he who was the English language lecturer. ‘No, Professor,’ she would say with a wink. ‘You’re the brainy, creative one around here, whereas I’m just a born romantic.’

Jane’s parents had retired to Florida in the meantime, so she didn’t get to visit the city of her birth as often as she’d have liked.

Daisy had been conceived in the Big Apple during that visit. The running joke between Jane and Ethan – one that Jane had no problem sharing with their friends and family – was that Daisy existed because they’d taken the expression ‘the city that never sleeps’ quite literally.

As a personal trainer and nutritionist, Jane did her best to keep Ethan in tip-top shape, a fact that was all the more ironic when she developed ovarian cancer and discovered that, unless the chemotherapy worked a miracle, she had only mere months to live.

Daisy was five at the time. Jane and Ethan were head over heels in love but had never got round to getting married, and he’d wanted to change that, especially once they heard the news.

‘Don’t be ridiculous, sweetheart. We’ve been happy so far; why change now?’ Jane insisted. ‘Besides,’ she added jokingly, ‘soon I won’t have enough hair left to wear a veil!’

By then Ethan would have gone along with anything she wished and Jane had several last wishes.

One of them was that he took their daughter to visit New York at Christmas when she was old enough to appreciate and enjoy it. She had spent hours weaving for Daisy tales of the magic of Manhattan and of her own childhood Christmases there.

When, a few months back, Daisy herself started talking about making the trip, Ethan knew it was time.

One evening over dinner he mentioned the idea to his girlfriend, Vanessa, who he hoped might be keen to join them. Although he knew the trip to the city would hold particular significance for him and Daisy because of its association with Jane, he also felt it was important that Vanessa be included. Their relationship had taken a serious turn over the last six months, and maybe, just maybe, it was meant to be that the three of them should spend time in New York together.

Perhaps this trip would be a kind of rite of passage into the next stage of his and Daisy’s life? It was three years since Jane’s death and Ethan was pretty certain they had her blessing to move on; another of her last wishes was that he shouldn’t remain alone.

‘Go and find a woman who’ll bake you bread,’ she’d laughed, in what Ethan knew was a reference to a long-standing joke about their dietary habits. Jane’s strict healthy-eating obsession meant that they rarely ate heavy refined starchy foods like bread or potatoes, something a carb fan like Ethan had always struggled with. And in the end, it hadn’t mattered what any of them ate; the cancer had taken her from them anyway.

But he knew there was a metaphorical element to the remark too, and although at the time he couldn’t bear the thought of moving on with someone else, as the years went by that feeling lessened. A woman who’d bake him bread? Ethan wasn’t sure if this described Vanessa exactly, but he did know he loved her and felt she would be the perfect female role model for his rapidly maturing daughter.

And when Ethan had suggested the three of them spend Christmas in New York together, Vanessa was all for it. She knew the city well, often travelling to Manhattan on business or to visit friends.

‘Do you think Mum would be proud of me?’ Daisy asked then, bringing Ethan back to the present. He looked at her and cocked his head inquisitively. ‘She always said she was proud of me every time I trusted myself and tried something new,’ his daughter continued. ‘And here I am in her favourite place, trying something new.’

‘I can guarantee it, buttercup,’ Ethan told her softly, his blue eyes watering slightly.

Then, checking his watch, he realised how late in the afternoon it actually was. He thought of Vanessa, remembering she would be back from visiting her friends soon and he, true to form, still had some very important shopping to do.

Madness really, he thought. It was all so last minute. Daisy was tired, and focused on her mum, but they were expecting him at the store.

So the debate had continued in Ethan’s head about whether to finish what he’d set out to do, or to retreat to the comfort of their room at the Plaza hotel. That buoyant feeling he’d had about it all over the last few days was now starting to ebb a bit and he was feeling nervous. Get it together, he told himself.

‘Do you know who else is proud of you?’ he asked Daisy.

‘Yes,’ she replied without hesitation, before finishing the last of her hot chocolate. ‘You are. And Vanessa is too. She told me on the plane.’

Ethan smiled. That was all he needed to hear.

Now, as he and Daisy waited together for the Tiffany’s assistant to gift-wrap his purchase, he was relieved that everything seemed to be working out. Of course, there was still the small matter of Vanessa’s reaction to all this, but he was pretty certain he knew what that would be.

To the ring, if nothing else.

He’d learned from Jane, who used to wax lyrical about Tiffany’s, that the famous little blue box was almost a by-word for true New York-style fairy-tale romance. According to her, there wasn’t a woman in the world who could resist it;, the store and its wares enchanting the dreams of millions.

Something from Tiffany’s had certainly always made Jane go weak at the knees, and Ethan’s one big regret was that he’d never had the chance to present her with one of their famed diamond rings.

He hoped Vanessa would appreciate it just as much, and he was pretty confident she would, given her appreciation for the finer things in life. Her dedicated work ethic ensured she was able to afford the best and, as far as Ethan was concerned, the best was exactly what she deserved.

Thinking about the cost of the ring, he gulped, once again thankful for those stock options that had come good a few months ago. The shareholding had been a gift from his father, and it was only because of that lump-sum windfall that Ethan had been able to spend so much on the diamond, or indeed a suite at the Plaza hotel.

‘Would you prefer our classic white ribbon for the box or perhaps something a little more festive for the holiday?’ the assistant asked him. ‘A red bow, perhaps?’

‘Daisy?’ Ethan urged, letting her decide.

She seemed to think for a moment. ‘Definitely the white.’

‘Ah, classic Tiffany’s style,’ the assistant agreed with a smile. ‘Good instincts, young lady.’

Daisy grinned again and looked from the assistant to her father. ‘My mum used to tell me about here,’ she said shyly. ‘She told me that Tiffany’s is a very special place filled with magic and romance.’

The assistant looked at Ethan and he smiled, silently acknowledging that Daisy was at the age where this kind of fanciful stuff was important.

‘Daisy’s mum is no longer with us, but she was very much a Tiffany’s devotee,’ he told him. Ethan knew that Jane would no doubt have waxed lyrical to Daisy about the store in the course of her many tales about New York. The love of his life had been a romantic old soul, the type who believed in whimsical things like fate and the mysteries of the universe.

For all the good it did her, he thought, but lately some of that seemed to be coming through in Daisy. Then again she was an eight-year-old girl who had posters of princesses and unicorns all over her bedroom walls, so he supposed this was normal enough.

In any case, Ethan was relieved to discover this more imaginative side of his daughter; since her mother’s untimely loss, she could sometimes be a solemn, fretful little girl, prone to worrying about the slightest thing.

‘Ah.’ The man nodded, as if understanding. He hunkered down to Daisy’s height. ‘Well yes, this is a special place, and as you can see, there’s lots of romance happening right here at this very moment.’ He indicated the other customers, all enclosed in their own starry-eyed bubble. ‘And I must admit I myself have experienced a few magical moments throughout my time here. Like meeting you today, for instance, young lady,’ he added with a wink and Daisy blushed happily.

Ethan looked on, his heart soaring at the sight of his little girl’s smile.

Then, when the all-important package was nestled safely in the small robin’s-egg-blue bag, and the assistant handed Ethan his purchase, Daisy beat him to the punch and grabbed the soft handles herself. ‘Can I carry it?’ she asked, staring at the bag as if it contained something rare and precious.

Which indeed it did.

‘Of course you can.’ Ethan was beaming as he put the accompanying documentation into his jacket pocket. He couldn’t have hoped for a better reaction, and felt more certain than ever that he, Vanessa and Daisy being together in New York was merely the first step on the wonderful journey they all had ahead of them.

Then, taking his daughter’s hand, he wished the friendly Tiffany’s assistant a merry Christmas and he and Daisy headed back outside to rejoin the crowds on Fifth Avenue.


Chapter 2

‘Hey there, gorgeous, what’s up?’ Gary Knowles said, answering his mobile from inside the changing room at the Bergdorf Goodman men’s store. He placed the handset between his cheek and shoulder so he could have both hands free to carry on with what he was doing.

Turning sideways he threw back his shoulders to size himself up in the Ralph Lauren shirt he was trying on, and smiled at his reflection in the dressing-room mirror. ‘Yep . . . glad you’re enjoying it,’ he continued absently, turning his head to get a better look at his back, at the way the tapering shirt fitted his torso. ‘Hmm? Yeah, just finishing up now.’

Nodding approvingly at himself in the mirror, Gary brushed aside some strands of sandy blond hair (tinged with just enough peroxide to give him an up-to-the-minute edge) and figured that this shirt was another definite. ‘Shouldn’t be too much longer. Why don’t you go ahead and get yourself ready for tonight,’ he suggested, ‘and I’ll meet you back at the hotel later? Can’t say for sure . . . round about seven, maybe? I still have a couple of things to do here.’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘What, you’ve got all yours done already? Not bad – and for a girl too!’ Laughing at his joke, he slipped out of the shirt and now studied his bare chest. His six-pack looked especially impressive in this light, he reflected. Shame nobody else could see it. ‘Grand. I’ll see you there then? Yup . . . me too.’

With that Gary ended the call and put the phone back in his pocket. Then he put his own clothes back on, grabbed the pile of bags at his feet and headed back out in the direction of the cashier’s desk.

He was soaking up every minute in the Big Apple. It was a trip he had wanted to take for years, but for some reason he had never got round to it. And now that business was so slack these days he couldn’t really justify laying out the cash for it.

Back in the glory days of the Irish house-building boom, Gary’s one-man construction company was charging telephone-number prices for sticking up extensions the size of a telephone box, but unfortunately those days were long gone.

He had a few quid salted away, of course, and wasn’t destitute quite yet, but trips to New York were a good bit down the pecking order when you had four buy-to-regrets (two of which were currently without reliable tenants) and an expensive motorbike hobby to maintain.

Luckily for him, along came Rachel, who, nine months into their relationship, gave him the trip to New York as a present for his thirty-fifth birthday. They’d decided to hold out for a while longer before taking the trip, as his girlfriend had been to New York a few times before and assured him that Christmas in the city was really something special and definitely the best time to go.

His head held high, Gary navigated his way through the crowds of other shoppers towards the nearest check-out queue. However, a display of TAG Heuer watches nearby caught his eye, and before he knew it the small ‘Christmas Eve Price Reduction’ sign forced him into a bit of a dilemma. Eventually deciding he had a watch, and perhaps one was enough, he made his way along the jewellery case to see what other bargains he might encounter.

Now, they weren’t on sale, but the Paul Smith cufflinks certainly would look well – especially for meeting the bank manager. Stuff like that was always an asset, he told himself. In his line of business, and especially in these tough times, a fella had to look the part at all times. The cufflinks were a bit pricey, but wouldn’t they be an investment in his future?

At Gary’s request the assistant took the box out of the display case so he could take a better look. ‘And perhaps something for the lady in your life too?’ he suggested, and not for the first time Gary was impressed by how switched on these guys were when it came to selling. They could be a bit pushy at times too, mind you, but he reckoned if salespeople were like that back home in Ireland the country would still be booming. ‘We have some wonderful specials at the perfume counter . . .’

But that was all Gary heard, as the salesman’s suggestion reminded him of something.

Rachel.

He had looked at some nice underwear for her earlier but it had just dawned on Gary that he hadn’t actually bought his girlfriend anything.

‘Uh, no . . . no. Just the cufflinks, thanks,’ he said, his mind racing.

He couldn’t get her perfume again as he’d bought her that for her birthday, but what other options were there at this hour on Christmas Eve? It was almost six and he had told Rachel to be ready around seven. They both knew he was always late so in reality that actually gave him an hour and a half or so of leeway, but at the same time he was getting hungry and the shops would be closing soon.

Paying for his shirt and cufflinks, he decided to head back out onto Fifth Avenue and try the next place that caught his eye. After all, he told himself, Rachel was having a great time anyway, and was clearly happy just to be there in New York with him. Any. gift at all as a token of their time here would do, wouldn’t it?

When he spied Tiffany & Co. just ahead Gary breathed a sigh of relief.

Some famous jewellery shop or something, wasn’t it? Perfect. Somebody somewhere was obviously looking out for him, and this might be less hassle than he’d thought. He pushed open yet another of those blasted twirly doors – they seemed to be everywhere in Manhattan and they made Gary dizzy – and went inside.

A glass display counter on his right immediately caught his eye, not so much for what was inside, but rather for what was behind it. The beautiful and nicely buxom blonde smiled in his direction and drew him in.

‘Happy holidays,’ she greeted as he approached.

‘Hello, there. Same to you.’ Gary ran a quick gaze over the display of swanky-looking necklaces, and suddenly his skin broke out in a cold sweat. Christ alive, look at those prices!

‘Welcome to Tiffany’s. What can I help you with? Are you looking for anything specific?’

‘Well, no, not really,’ Gary muttered. ‘Just something nice for . . . I need something for my sister.’ If he told her it was for his girlfriend your woman would think he was a right tightwad if he didn’t spend big. ‘Nice but not too . . . well, you know yourself.’ He felt like a right eejit for thinking he could just randomly pick something out in a place like this.

‘Ah, I think I’ve got just the thing. Follow me,’ she said walking ahead of him to another counter. ‘Now these charm bracelets are always a popular choice, especially for the season,’ she said, pointing out a row of silver bracelets. ‘People just love them. The perfect gift for a sister, I would think: thoughtful but not too intimate.’

‘Er . . . can I have a look?’ he asked nervously.

‘Of course.’

Studying the bracelet, Gary quickly sought out the price tag and breathed an inward sigh of relief. Yep, this would do nicely. Thoughtful, not too intimate and, more importantly, not too pricey. ‘Right then. That’ll be perfect. Amanda,’ he added, reading her name tag.

‘You’ll take it?’ She chuckled, her blue eyes wide with surprise. ‘That was fast, I must say.’

‘Yep,’ Gary said with a little wink. ‘I don’t hang around.’

‘You know, I just love your accent,’ she said, looking closely at him. ‘Are you English?’

‘Christ, don’t insult me!’ he quipped, feigning horror, then seeing her dismayed expression he shook his head. ‘Ah, don’t worry about it. It’s a bit of an old joke. I’m Irish. From Dublin. Ever been?’

‘I’m afraid not. Maybe one of these days . . .’ Amanda said, laying the bracelet inside a soft felt pouch before putting it into a square blue box. Then she tied the entire package together with a white satin bow. ‘Here you go. I know your sister is just going to love this little blue box – every woman does!’

‘Yeah, yeah, I’m sure she will. I’ll be the favourite brother this year,’ Gary muttered, whipping out his Visa card. After ringing up his purchase, Amanda handed him back his card along with a small Tiffany’s carrier bag and Gary had to admit that he felt a bit of pride picking it up.

Tiffany’s, no less! Rachel would be thrilled.

‘Thank you, sir,’ the assistant said with a smile. ‘Enjoy your visit to New York and I do hope you have a fabulous time here.’

‘That I will. And you, gorgeous, have a lovely Christmas,’ he said, winking.

‘Why, thank you. I’m sure I will!’ Amanda giggled and Gary gave her one last appreciative glance before picking up the rest of his bags and heading back out onto the street.

Mission accomplished, he thought, a grin on his face. With his arms weighed down with bags he almost felt like a victorious hunter, home afresh from the field.

Just then, his mobile phone rang again and shunting the bags from one arm to the other, Gary reached into his pocket and checked the display. His stomach dropped. He’d thought it might have been Rachel calling him back but no, it was actually the last person he wanted to talk to.

Especially today, and perhaps even more so because of where he was. Talk about bad timing! If she could see him, she’d surely kill him. Well, he’d worry about that some other time, Gary thought, determinedly ignoring the call, though it was much harder to ignore the by now familiar flutter of unease in his chest. Christ, he was no good at this kind of thing!

The ringing stopped and Gary exhaled, relieved that he’d potentially dodged a bullet.

Now, he needed to find a quick way back to the hotel in SoHo.

Where was his motorbike now that he really needed it? He groaned, flustered and frustrated in equal measure. Even with all these bags hanging off him, having his Ducati just then would be a hell of a lot easier than trying to hail a cab amid all the people already attempting the same feat around him.

Oh well, Gary decided, lifting an arm and stepping out into the road like they were always doing in movies, when in Rome . . .

Completely shopped out, Ethan and Daisy had also just exited Tiffany’s.

‘So how about it, buttercup? Do you want to head for the Disney Store now?’ Ethan suggested, although truthfully he hoped Daisy was as tired as he was. It had been a long day and he wasn’t sure he could handle much more of these crowds.

She wrinkled her nose. ‘Nah, I think we should head back now.’

‘I think you’re right.’ Ethan took her hand, and was just about to say something else when a loud shout interrupted him.

‘Thanks for nothing, ya gobshite!’ came a yell to his left that, remarkably, rang out above the cacophony. Ethan thought this could well be because the unmistakable accent was familiar to him, since Vanessa was Irish by birth.

They both turned to look at the man nearby. ‘Don’t worry about that, darling. It’s just some guy trying to hail a cab, and good luck to him in this crowd. So what do you—’

Again, a sound interrupted them, but this time it was the loud blare of a horn followed by the piercing screech of braking tyres. Ethan turned back to see the same man now lying in the middle of the street, shopping bags scattered all around him.

‘Freakin’ idiot!’ a cab driver yelled out of his window.

Oh dear . . . Holding his daughter’s hand tightly, Ethan pushed through the quickly gathering crowd. As a university lecturer, he was certified in CPR and as such felt obligated to step in when an emergency like this presented itself.

‘Someone call an ambulance – quickly,’ he ordered, as he made his way out into the road.

Kneeling at the injured man’s side, Ethan could immediately see that he was still breathing, and with some relief he took to clearing a space around him.

‘Is he OK?’ the driver of the taxi was saying, a shell-shocked expression on his face. ‘Man, he just came out of nowhere. I couldn’t have avoided him, seriously.’

‘I can’t honestly say.’ Ethan gently wiped the blood from the injured man’s brow, and ensured nobody else tried to move him while they waited for help.

‘I swear to God, he just came out of nowhere. My fare will back me up on that and – oh man . . . !’ Ethan followed the driver’s gaze back to the cab, which was now empty of passengers. Typical New Yorkers, he thought wryly, in so much of a hurry they couldn’t wait around long enough even to see if the guy their own cab struck was dead or alive.

‘Try not to worry. I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ Ethan reassured the driver, who seemed even more distraught now that he’d lost his witness. Worried about a lawsuit, perhaps, Ethan wondered, but then he realised that maybe he was being unfairly cynical.

There was a large crowd gathered, and while the man’s health was foremost on Ethan’s mind, he was also rather mindful of his belongings. The last thing this guy needed was for some quick-thinking thief to steal his packages, especially on Christmas Eve.

‘Can you gather up all his things?’ he directed Daisy, who was standing there looking very worried indeed. ‘It’s OK, poppet, he’ll be OK,’ he added quickly, almost sorry now that they’d got involved in something that could potentially be quite traumatic for her. ‘We just need to make sure no one steals his shopping.’ That seemed to make sense to Daisy, and she quickly leapt into action, much to Ethan’s relief.

Eventually a blast of sirens could be heard in the background, although it seemed to take forever for the ambulance to navigate its way through the sea of Fifth Avenue traffic in order to reach them.

Once the medics were on the scene and had taken charge, Ethan’s next priority was simply getting his little girl back to the warmth and safety of their hotel.

Telling the medical staff what little he knew about the incident, he was free to go as soon as they began loading the still-unconscious man – and his plethora of packages – into the ambulance.

‘Hey, mister,’ a gruff voice called to Ethan. It was another yellow-cab driver, who must have been watching the scene from nearby. ‘That was mighty nice of ya. Howz ’bout I give you and your little girl a lift to wherever you’re headed? It’s on me.’

‘Thanks, that’s really very kind of you,’ Ethan answered, thinking that perhaps New Yorkers weren’t nearly as brash as people made them out to be. ‘But we’re only up the block, and I think we need to walk this off anyway. Thank you all the same. And merry Christmas . . . I mean, happy holidays.’

‘No problem. Same to you.’ The driver tipped his baseball cap, and Ethan and Daisy continued on towards the Plaza, which, luckily for them, was only a short walk away.

Back in their hotel room, Ethan helped Daisy unbutton her winter jacket and warm up her hands. Vanessa was still out, and in truth he was glad to have some more time alone with his daughter after what had happened. Since losing her mother she was prone to worrying about every little thing, especially (and perhaps understandably) about losing Ethan too.

In fact sometimes she was like a mini version of Jane, scolding him about his diet and telling him he shouldn’t eat too much junk food. Ethan also blamed TV advertisements, the ones that continually peddled cures for heart disease and diabetes, for scaremongering his eight-year-old into worrying about health problems, when at her age she should be concerned with little more than the outcome of the fairy tales she read.

Following the accident, it seemed the old worrisome Daisy was back and he needed to try and restore her confidence.

‘You OK?’ he asked, and she nodded uncertainly. ‘You were such a big help back there. Sad to say, but there really are people who would have stolen that man’s shopping. You helped him just as much as I did, you know. We’re a good team, you and me.’ At this, Daisy smiled proudly and his heart lifted a little. ‘So why don’t we order some room service while we wait for Vanessa, and then we can tell her all about it? Fancy another hot chocolate?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said hesitantly. ‘We had one really big mug already today . . .’

‘Well, as your mum used to say, you can never have too much hot chocolate in New York at Christmas.’

Daisy grinned. ‘Really? Well, OK then.’

‘Great. I’ll phone room service now, and while we’re waiting why don’t you go and wash, change into your pyjamas and meet me back here when you’re ready?’

‘OK.’

Fifteen minutes later, Daisy was relaxing in the chaise longue with a cup of hot chocolate topped with marshmallows, just the way she liked it, Ethan seated in a cosy armchair across from her. It was a strange day, he thought; he sensed that she was feeling it too.

Well, a lot of things had happened today.

‘You’re very quiet,’ he said, moving across to sit on the end of the chaise longue. ‘I hope you know that the doctors will do all they can to help that man.’

‘I know. I’ve seen stuff like that on TV, Dad.’

‘Good, then you know he’s in good hands.’

So it wasn’t just the accident she was thinking about. Ethan wasn’t entirely sure if this was a good or a bad thing.

‘How are you feeling about the engagement ring? About me asking Vanessa to . . . to be your stepmother, I mean?’ he said, reaching for her hand. ‘Vanessa has been in our lives for a while now, and you know she really loves you, loves reading with you and taking you to dance class and everything. It would be nice to be a family again, don’t you think?’

Daisy took a long sip of her chocolate and stirred the marshmallows with her finger. ‘Yeah. Being a family would be nice.’

‘Of course, you and I have always been a family too,’ Ethan said, and, suddenly overcome with emotion, he had to pause before he could go on. ‘I remember,’ he continued, turning over her hand in his and opening her palm, ‘I used to hold your tiny hand in mine and marvel at how much the same and yet how different the lines in our palms were.’ He traced his index finger over the lines, while Daisy listened attentively. He knew she adored hearing stories about what she was like as a baby. All children did, he supposed, but perhaps Daisy even more so because all those stories tended to feature both of her parents together. ‘You and I share so much, inside and out. You’ll always be my baby, but I can see you growing and changing every day – becoming more and more of the person you are. It’s been so wonderful and yet . . . Well, it’s been hard sometimes without your mum,’ he said, his voice faltering a little. ‘But I love being here for you, buttercup, and I want you to know that. I just . . . Look, I’m probably not making any sense.’ He ran a hand through his dark hair, wondering why all of this felt so surreal now, when back at Tiffany’s it had seemed so right. Covering her little hand with his big one, he continued: ‘Just know how much I love you. You will always be my number-one girl. But maybe now, as your mum used to say, we both need to trust ourselves and try something new?’

For the first time since they’d left the accident, Daisy smiled. ‘Mum would be proud of us,’ she said, setting down her mug and giving her father the biggest hug he’d got from her in a long time.


Chapter 3

Rachel Conti loved New York at Christmas. Although a visit to the city was always a treat, at this time of year Manhattan was truly at its finest: all decked out in sparkle and full of holiday cheer.

As she sat drinking mulled wine and looking out of the window at the lights of the skyscraper opposite her SoHo hotel, she was mildly sorry she hadn’t gone the whole hog and booked somewhere uptown like the Plaza, or at least stayed in a place with views over Central Park. It would have been so much more romantic, especially as it was forecast to snow tomorrow, but midtown was all Rachel could afford at the time she’d been making the reservation. She and Gary were only two of the vast hordes visiting New York at Christmas, and most of the better hotels were either fully booked or way too expensive.

She wished her boyfriend would finish his shopping and come back soon. He’d spent quite some time at the shops today, Rachel thought, even longer than she had; but since they were only here for a few days, she supposed she could hardly blame him for wanting to prolong the New York experience for as long as possible.

Rachel couldn’t help but wonder about what he might have chosen for her as a gift this time round. Since they had been together only a couple of months at the time, she had given him the benefit of the doubt on Valentine’s Day when she’d received one of those gift-shop single chocolate roses wrapped in coloured foil. Then on her birthday, a few months later, she’d been disappointed again when he’d presented her with a bottle of perfume and a gift certificate for a well-known discount clothing store. Useful certainly, but hardly thoughtful, and she’d figured Gary just wasn’t the type who went for grand gestures or over-the-top sentiment.

Still maybe, just maybe, this time he would really step it up. After all, she had given him this magnificent trip as a birthday gift; so surely he would rise to the occasion now in return? Not that she’d had ulterior motives in doing so – far from it, despite what Justin seemed to think. He was the head chef at Stromboli, the bistro Rachel co-owned with a friend back in Dublin.

‘Oooh, that’s quite an investment,’ he’d teased. ‘So are you hoping he makes a big one in return?’

As well as an employee, Justin was a friend, and while Rachel was by now used to his direct, sardonic manner, even she was taken aback by this.

‘Don’t mind him,’ Terri, her best friend and business partner, had soothed. ‘Just because he needs an ulterior motive to do something nice doesn’t mean everyone does.’

However, she sensed that her friend too had been somewhat taken aback by her generosity, particularly when she and Gary hadn’t been seeing one another that long. But despite Gary’s best attempts at hiding it, Rachel knew that his business was going through a rough time at the moment, and seeing as hers was booming she’d wanted to do something to help cheer him up. There was nothing more to it.

They’d had a wonderful trip so far. Last night they’d gone to see The Lion King on Broadway (which, much to her surprise, Gary actually enjoyed) and tonight they planned to go out to a steakhouse nearby for a nice relaxing Christmas Eve dinner and a couple of drinks before coming back to the hotel and . . . Rachel smiled. She supposed she’d better start getting ready. Gary had said he’d be back around seven, although – knowing his time-keeping – she definitely had a half-hour or so to spare.

Stepping out of a quick shower and into a suitably festive red dress, Rachel looked herself up and down in the full-length mirror.

As always she was glad she kept her dark hair relatively short. It was easy to manage and, of course, much more hygienic for cooking at the bistro, and she liked the new choppier style her hairdresser had given her recently; it looked fun and rather flirty. She shook her head, remembering how as a teenager she had hated her petite frame and not being supermodel tall, but now she loved the way her just-curvy-enough hips offset her distinct waist and more-than-a-handful breasts, as Gary called them. A direct result of her Sicilian heritage, as was the relatively uncommon combination of blue eyes and sallow skin.

She smiled. Yes, surely her boyfriend had something wonderful up his sleeve; Rachel could feel it. She didn’t want something grand or expensive, just something thoughtful, something he’d carefully chosen just for her.

Fastening her strappy, four-inch silver heels and intentionally bending over to make sure her breasts were securely situated inside the plunging neckline of the dress, she decided to lay out Gary’s gifts on his pillow for him to find when they returned from dinner.

An hour later, Rachel had placed and rearranged the packages several times, ordered more mulled wine from room service, eaten three cookies from the hotel minibar, and touched and retouched her lipgloss over and over.

But of course that was Gary: chronically late and always pushing the limits. And while it was mostly endearing, this time it was kind of irritating, given the night that it was. Reaching for just one last cookie, Rachel was both startled and relieved when the hotel-room phone rang. Odd that he wasn’t calling her mobile, though.

‘Good evening, this is Nancy Moore, and I’m calling from Mount Sinai Hospital,’ a strange voice said, and instantly Rachel blanched. A hospital? ‘Do you happen to know a Gary Knowles?’

‘Yes . . . of course,’ she replied, her heart hammering. ‘Why?’

‘I apologise for the nature of the call but I’m afraid there’s been an accident,’ the woman continued, her tone steady. ‘Mr Knowles is in a stable condition, but hasn’t regained consciousness yet. We found his hotel key and called this hotel hoping to find next-of-kin.’

Next-of-kin? Oh no, that could only mean . . . ‘Oh my God,’ Rachel could barely speak. ‘Is he OK? I’m his girlfriend . . .’

‘He was hit by a cab, ma’am, but his injuries aren’t severe at this time,’ the woman confirmed, and Rachel quickly exhaled the breath she’d been holding. ‘We expect him to regain consciousness soon, but feel free to come down and see him whenever you like. Your name, please?’

‘Rachel, Rachel Conti. Yes, yes, of course, I’ll be right there . . .’

Changing only her shoes (into a pair of flats so she could get around faster), and wrapping up in a warm coat, Rachel managed to make it to the hospital in under forty-five minutes, which wasn’t bad for a cab ride on Christmas Eve. It didn’t take her long to find directions to Gary’s room and she soon collared a nearby nurse to get all of the details.

‘He suffered a few bruised ribs in the blow, and then a laceration to the head and subsequent concussion from the fall,’ said the woman, reading from the chart. ‘Twisted ankle too. Apparently some Good Samaritan stepped in and kept the crowd back, cleaned him up a bit and kept the wolves from carrying off his packages. Stuff’s right there,’ she said, pointing to a pile of colourful bags on the chair beside Gary’s bed.

‘Will he be OK?’ Rachel asked nervously.

‘He’ll be fine, but don’t expect him to come round properly till morning. He woke about half an hour before you got here, but we sedated him to keep him still and resting. Feel free to stay for a while, but you may as well take the bags and head back to get some rest yourself. He’s not going anywhere for at least a couple of days, maybe three. Oh, and happy holidays,’ she finished.

Rachel barely raised a hand to acknowledge her as she leaned over Gary to gently kiss his forehead and stroke his arm.

‘Bloody gobshite . . .’ he mumbled almost imperceptibly.

The nurse looked enquiringly at Rachel. ‘He’s been mumbling stuff like that all evening. Any idea what he means?’

Rachel actually felt the hint of an unexpected smile. ‘It’s just an Irish expression.’

‘Ah, I see,’ the woman said, nodding quickly as if this explained everything. ‘I guess I don’t blame the poor guy. Have a great evening.’

‘Thanks, you too.’ Then Rachel turned back to Gary. She lifted his hand and held it in her own. ‘Poor baby, look at you . . . always pushing it,’ she whispered, holding back tears as she moved to caress his forehead. ‘I hope this didn’t happen because you were rushing back for me.’

Rachel sat there with him for an hour or so, trying to discern the extent of his injuries and wondering if there was anything the nurse hadn’t told her.

Apart from the bruises and head wound, he seemed OK, although she would have much preferred him to be awake and able to speak to her.

Eventually, when there were no further signs of him stirring, Rachel decided to take the woman’s advice and head back to the hotel. It was late, visiting hours were long over, and there wasn’t a whole lot she could do here, not when he was so heavily sedated. She gathered up his bags, deciding it was probably safer to take them back to the hotel rather than leave them out in the open.

Just as she was leaving, an orderly met her with yet another bag, this one containing Gary’s clothes and other personal effects.

Heavily laden, Rachel turned to look at her injured boyfriend one more time. ‘I love you, Gary. Merry Christmas,’ she whispered, pausing for a moment before leaving the hospital mere minutes before Christmas Eve gave way to Christmas Day.

‘A little late to be finishing up Christmas shopping, ain’t it, lady?’ the cab driver joked as Rachel piled in with all of Gary’s bags and boxes.

‘I wish,’ she replied, her tone short, before calling out her hotel’s address. ‘Please,’ she added then, somewhat more gently. After all, it wasn’t this cab driver’s fault that poor Gary’s Christmas had been ruined.

Back at the hotel, she plopped herself down on the couch, letting the packages fall around her feet. She felt tired and defeated, and while she was sure Gary was in good hands, she couldn’t help but worry.

In addition, the twinkling Christmas lights from the streets, glowing faintly through the window, seemed to be mocking her now, and all Rachel could think about was the poor thing lying there in the hospital.

Should she contact his mother? She didn’t know Mrs Knowles at all, they’d never met, but her number would surely be programmed into Gary’s mobile. She bit her lip. Perhaps better to wait until morning when she’d spoken to the doctors and knew more. If she phoned Mrs Knowles out of the blue now, the woman’s Christmas would be ruined with worry too, and she didn’t want that.

Getting up to pour a glass of wine seemed like a much better idea, so that’s exactly what she did. Then, tossing her red dress on the bed and slipping into the hotel’s fluffy robe (instead of the sexy little negligee placed neatly on Gary’s pillow) she remembered Gary’s bag of clothes and decided she should make sure everything was in order.

It might be weird, but she just didn’t like the way everything was bundled away like that in a bag on the floor; it almost made it seem like he was dead or something. No, much better to tidy everything up and have all his clothes washed and ready for him when he got back.

Rachel picked up the plastic hospital bag and settled back on the bed. Taking everything out, she set Gary’s wallet on a nearby bureau. His jacket was dirty and bloodstained from the head wound, as were his jeans, so they needed to go to the laundry. Rachel checked the pockets of each for receipts, or anything else that might be destroyed in the wash. From his jeans pocket, she pulled out a list, which, judging by what was scribbled on it, must be her boyfriend’s Christmas shopping list.

In true Gary fashion, Rachel thought, smiling as she read through it, there was one column for names and one column for corresponding stores, presumably where he’d either bought or intended to buy the gifts. Hmm . . . where was he planning to buy her Christmas present, she couldn’t help but wonder. Gary was somewhat evasive when it came to his family, and she was interested to try and figure out his relationship with various family members by the kind of gifts he was buying for them. Then, immediately conscious that she was prying, she set the list down on the nightstand beside her. Switching on the TV, she turned off the bedside lamp and took another taste of her wine, this time with something more akin to a swig than a sip.

She glanced towards the list again, her interest also piqued about what Gary had in mind for her. Oh what the hell, she reasoned, reaching for it, it was a list of stores, not actual gifts. So what could it hurt?

Before Rachel knew it, the list was back in her hands and she had clicked the lamp on to have a better look. At first glance, she didn’t see her name written down anywhere. At a second more careful look, she still didn’t see it. Frowning, she put down the list.

Then it hit her. What was wrong with her? Of course her name wasn’t on the list. Gary would no doubt have known exactly what he wanted to get her for Christmas, so why would he have written it down?

With that, Rachel poured herself a second glass, and it was a bit more of a generous helping than before. It was essential really; she was, after all, alone and worried in a New York hotel room on Christmas Eve.

Going back to the bed, she climbed under the covers this time, then gently, one by one, plopped the gifts she’d bought for Gary onto the floor next to the bed. First went the negligee, next went the heavy box with the leather motorbike trousers in it, and third went the handcrafted wallet monogrammed with his initials. And then went her mind, inevitably back to wondering what Gary had got for her.

Her gaze moved to the pile of bags not more than five feet away from her. Inside one of those was her gift, unwrapped.

Rachel knew Gary must have bought it today because she’d already searched the room and his empty suitcase in the hope of finding some clue of what she should expect to get from him. It was silly and she hated herself for it, but she just couldn’t help it.

‘No, I’m not going to look,’ she said out loud, grabbing the television remote and starting to click through the channels. Cinemax, MoreMAX, Pay-Per-View . . . some of the show titles looked rather intriguing. ‘Yikes, who watches skin-flicks on Christmas Eve?’ she asked herself rhetorically and kept clicking until she came upon It’s a Wonderful Life right around mid-point.

Just perfect.

By the time George was hearing bells ringing and starting to believe, Rachel had the empty wine bottle in one hand and Gary’s list in the other. With tears streaming down her face (as they did every time she watched that film), she headed without a second thought to the couch, where she promptly started matching gift bags with the names and stores on the list.

With each matching set she found, she moved the corresponding bag to a pile. By the time she’d come to the end of the list there was one bag from Bergdorf Goodman, with men’s clothes and some expensive-looking cufflinks in it (for Gary’s brother perhaps?), and, conspicuously, one small but gloriously familiar blue gift bag.

‘Oh my goodness . . . Tiffany’s!’ she cried aloud. Her heart pounding in her chest, she checked the list again, turning the paper over and over in her hand. Nothing.

Could this be hers? Had Gary really bought her something from Tiffany’s?

He must have!

Rachel’s eyes sparkled even brighter than the festive lights outside. Checking her watch, she swallowed hard.

Well, it was officially Christmas now, wasn’t it? Holding her breath, she peeked inside the bag.

Only to find the world-famous little blue box.


Chapter 4

Unable to sleep any longer, Ethan got up at dawn, and was standing at the window watching the sun come up over Central Park and the surrounding buildings. In fact he was up before Daisy on Christmas morning for the first time since she’d been old enough to be excited about it. Snow was gently falling, and, thanks to the Plaza’s in-room facilities, he was sipping freshly made coffee. It was a picture-perfect New York Christmas morning, even if he was yawning after tossing and turning all night.

Ethan thought again about Daisy’s mother and smiled a little as the coffee aroma took him back in time. Jane wasn’t enamoured of his habit and had always insisted that if he had to drink coffee, it should be organic or nothing. In turn all Daisy’s baby food had been home-made and, yes, organic too. Jane had been an amazing mum, he thought, and he had a healthy, happy daughter because of her.

Happy? His train of thought halted at the word. Sure, Daisy was generally a happy child, but it still seemed to him that there was so much missing, so much he wasn’t giving her. Ethan ran a hand through his thick brown hair and felt his eyes fall gently shut as he thought about the three years he had spent alone, and how many nights he had sat with Daisy and cuddled her until she could fall asleep, her last words always about missing her mummy. Those instances had become less frequent as the months passed, but still there was nothing Ethan wanted more than to be a family again.

It was best for Daisy. Not to mention that he really did love Vanessa. Yes, he had been hesitant in the early days, but over the course of the last year they had grown especially close, and now he was certain she was the perfect person to turn their little unit into a real family.

He’d met her at a book fair, of all places. His good friend Brian, a former work colleague at the university at which Ethan lectured, was now a highly successful and well-respected novelist. Just over a year ago, after much coaxing and cajoling, Brian had convinced Ethan that leaving Daisy with her grandparents for three days while they made the trip to Frankfurt did not make him a neglectful parent.

‘After all, mate, it’s basically a business trip,’ Brian reassured him. ‘We’re going to talk about my book this time, but we’ll be going for yours next year. Maybe this’ll inspire you to get your arse in gear and start writing that Great British Novel,’ he teased, referring to Ethan’s latent ambitions. ‘Not as great as my own, mind, but I’m sure there’s room for us both on the Booker shortlist.’

Ethan couldn’t really argue with this (the reason for the trip, that is; he had no illusions about getting anywhere near any list, Booker or otherwise), so in the end he decided to go along.

And then on day two of the fair he saw her: the not classically beautiful, but poised and immaculately groomed blonde who was heading their way.

Ethan had caught her eye a couple of times as he and Brian browsed through the stands, and found himself intrigued by her calm self-possession. When she first approached them, Ethan suspected she might be one of Brian’s many literary ‘groupies’, but gathered from the polite yet familiar conversation that ensued that she and Brian had crossed paths before at publishing events. It turned out that she too worked in publishing and was senior editor of a literary imprint at a major London publishing house. The next thing Ethan knew, the three of them were having lunch, and he discovered that Vanessa lived in the vicinity of Teddington, not far from his home in Richmond. And not long after that, just the two of them were having dinner, at first there in Frankfurt and then back in London. He enjoyed her company and lively conversation; they had a shared appreciation of great literature and the arts, and he also admired the single-minded determination with which she ran her professional life, having worked her way up in a highly competitive field. And still her ambition didn’t end there. Vanessa wanted the most respected and accomplished literary authors for her list, and laughingly informed Ethan that her original intention in approaching them at the fair was to see about poaching Brian from his existing publishing house.

She was so different from Jane – she was focused and driven as opposed to having Jane’s relaxed approach to life – that Ethan surprised himself by first becoming intrigued by her and then eventually falling for her completely. Sometimes she made his head spin with her broad and intricate knowledge of travel, food and wine, as well as the seemingly effortless confidence with which she approached everything. This self-assurance was one of the first things that had captivated him, but there was also a somewhat enigmatic side to her that had made him want to get closer.
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