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			Chapter One

			Robyn

			Robyn swallowed hard, her excitement at what had seemed like a brilliant plan in Bali suddenly sliding into anxiety now that she was here, in Honeybridge. What if she’d got this wrong? What if Wren, her best friend in the world who she hadn’t seen for almost six years, wasn’t pleased to see her? Then she’d really be up the proverbial creek without a paddle, because she had nowhere else to go. She hesitated on the pavement in the falling dusk, rolled her aching shoulders and blew a long stray auburn hair from her face. Pulling her thin coat around her, she let her rucksack lean against her shins. She would wait for a sign. 

			Her friend Wren’s house was the last on her road, the address burned into Robyn’s mind from the postcards she’d sent from around the world, many at first, dwindling off over the years. Bluebell Cottage, Love Lane, Honeybridge, England.

			It had a nice ring to it, Honeybridge. Very British. Very quaint. And very different to other places with equally charming names that Robyn had travelled to in recent years: Abundance in Costa Rica, Darling in the Western Cape, and Hotazel in South Africa, which had certainly lived up to its name. 

			

			The house in front of her had a homemade wooden book-­swap box outside, with a painted sign telling everyone to help themselves. Wisteria climbed the front of the house, its leaves already falling. The front room was visible through open curtains, lamp-­lit and soft. She noticed the cosy armchair with a book left on the arm, and the family photographs that lined the windowsill.

			It was a far cry from the sun-­parched plains she was used to. Or the lush jungles. She was surprised by a rush of familiarity at being back in England. The red-­brick houses. The smell of wet leaves and chimney smoke. Her eyes blurred hot as she blinked her tears away. She must be tired, or hormonal, or both. But still she hesitated in stepping forward. It wouldn’t do to rush things; it had been a long time. 

			Robyn and Wren had been so close growing up, both redheads, sharing clothes and secrets whenever the need arose. It was Robyn that Wren first confided in about her sexuality, and it was Robyn who attended Wren’s first ever Pride march at eighteen, each holding one edge of a sparkly flag. The friendship worked both ways as Wren encouraged Robyn, after a few years of muddling along in dead-­end jobs, to go to university to follow her conservation dreams where Robyn aced her degree and met Finn along the way. Wren was the person hollering the loudest when Robyn graduated, and when Finn proposed to Robyn, it was Wren she asked to be her only bridesmaid. 

			An image of Wren in that bridesmaid’s dress flashed through Robyn’s mind and she winced. You’d think that memory would have faded by now, she thought. But maybe some things were impossible to get over. Waiting outside the church, for the wedding that never was, for a groom that never came. She remembered Wren’s fingers slipping into her own. The gentle tug to tell her it was time to go home. Finn wasn’t coming. 

			

			Later, after several tear-­filled days, sleepless nights, and many unanswered calls, Robyn confided in Wren about her plans to ‘get away for a while’. Wren, happy that her friend was taking back control of her life, helped her to pack her bags, book a flight and told her to take as long as she needed. That had turned into nearly six years of travelling and working in some of the most isolated, beautiful and far-­flung corners of the world. But now, here she was, back in England, about to see her oldest friend again and suddenly very nervous at the prospect. 

			Robyn had tried to keep in touch with Wren, especially in the early days. But as the years went on, it had become more sporadic. A quick message or voice note whenever she was in signal or had credit. A postcard when she knew her next posting or opportunity. It had been so long since she’d been in the same town as Wren. She’d even missed Wren’s wedding to Rosie, due to a tornado stopping flights. Straightening her back momentarily to relieve the ache left by her rucksack, she sighed. What if Wren really wasn’t happy to see her? What if she’d left it too long, or not been present enough? What if Wren’s life just didn’t have room in it for Robyn any more?

			She knew Wren and Rosie ran a bookshop together – the Lit Lounge. She’d peered through the window in town on her way from the station. The shop looked inviting, with overflowing bookshelves with handwritten signs, and Robyn had recognised Wren’s artwork from their art class at school. Stuffed armchairs clustered around coffee tables, pot plants and a few sleeping cats. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been somewhere like that, or when she’d had the chance to just sit and enjoy a good book. The only shopping missions she’d been on were to the general stores, and they were more about camouflage than cosy. And her days, especially recently, had had no time in them for reading. Wren’s life was so different to hers.

			

			Plus, Wren had a family of her own: Rosie and a daughter, Riley, who Robyn had never met. Domestic bliss, a happy home. If it was going to happen for anyone, Robyn was glad it was working for Wren. She deserved it. But maybe it meant she’d left Robyn behind. 

			Robyn turned her gaze skyward and took a long deep breath of night air, wondering if she’d made the biggest mistake of her life, and it was then that she saw it. Venus, the evening star, bright already in the sky – directly above Wren’s house. The only star to be seen this early in the evening. She smiled to herself. If anything was a sign, that was it. Venus, the sister planet to earth, was there to remind her that that was how close she and Wren had been. A surge of excitement flooded through her and before she had a chance to overthink, she marched up the drive and knocked loudly at the door. 

			Robyn heard a woman’s voice inside as a light flicked on. Too late to back out now. She tucked her arms around the precious cargo on her front. The door pulled open. 

			Wren looked gorgeous as always. Older, of course, but just as beautiful as the last time Robyn had seen her. Her hair was impeccable in a red topknot, despite the flour on her nose, and she was drying her wet fingers on a tea towel hung from the waistband of her jeans where she was quite obviously pregnant. Domestic goddess image complete. 

			

			‘Robyn!’ Wren gasped, clapping her hands to her face. ‘Oh my God!’ She shouted backwards into the hall. ‘Rosie! Riley! Robyn is here!’ 

			‘Wren!’ It was Robyn’s turn to gasp. ‘You’re having a baby!’

			Rosie appeared behind Wren. She pushed her tortoiseshell glasses up her nose to see better, already smiling, as Riley cata­pulted down the corridor wearing one sock. 

			The three of them filled the doorway, and Robyn saw them take everything in. Wren studied Robyn’s own tired face, which she pulled into a hopeful smile. She wanted to make a good first impression on Rosie, the girlfriend – now wife – that Wren had told her so much about. She straightened the bandana holding her long red hair away from her face. The well-­used rucksack she dropped to the garden path. 

			‘I can’t believe it’s you!’ Wren looked overcome. ‘Riley, this is my oldest friend. So you can call her your Auntie Robyn.’ Her voice broke and she stepped forward to hug her.

			And it was at exactly that moment that the bundle Robyn held to her chest decided to wake up and stretch a shaky arm out of her carrier. Wren stopped in her tracks, a small sound escaping her. Robyn held her breath and carefully moved the sling fabric aside to reveal what, to Robyn’s mind, was the most perfect face, with eyelashes dark and fluttering on cheeks as round as apples. She saw her friend’s mouth drop open in amazement. 

			‘Surprise!’ Robyn said, unable to suppress a laugh. ‘I had one too!’ 

			

			‘A baby!’ Riley squealed, jumping up and down on the spot. 

			Robyn adjusted her bundle to show the baby she cradled against her, who had travelled so well from the other side of the world. 

			‘I’d like to introduce you to my daughter,’ she said, tapping the baby on the button of her nose. ‘This is Willow.’ 

			 

			Half an hour later, Robyn sat in the corner of a well-­loved sofa, giving Willow a bottle.

			Wren sat beside her, watching and exclaiming every few minutes any time Willow made a particularly cute facial expression. 

			Riley, now with no socks on at all, sat at Robyn’s feet, gazing up at her and listening in awe as Robyn finished talking about the latest conservation project she’d been working on, a turtle education centre in Bali. 

			‘So have you swum with the turtles?’ Riley asked, wide-­eyed.

			‘I have.’ Robyn grinned. 

			‘I want to do that,’ Riley said straight away.

			‘Better pass your swimming proficiency then,’ Rosie said. Riley dismissed that challenge with an exaggerated roll of her eyes. 

			‘It’s not been easy, though,’ Robyn said. ‘The conservation work is quite often voluntary. So I have to find work and save money first and then volunteer.’

			‘What kind of work?’ Wren asked. 

			‘Over the years, everything from pot-­washing to being an au pair, from casino dealing to cattle herding, depending on what country I’m in and what opportunities present themselves. Even managed to get a two-­day job here last year when I came back for a cousin’s wedding. It’s amazing what you can do if you’re prepared to do it.’

			

			‘You were back in the UK and didn’t contact me?’ Wren admonished.

			Robyn paused. ‘It was a bit of a whirlwind trip . . .’ she said, momentarily distracted by the memory of that unexpected weekend. ‘You know I’d have loved to have seen you if I could have fitted it in.’

			‘Where else have you been?’ Riley asked.

			‘Namibia watching elephants, Costa Rica counting birds, Australia protecting coral . . .’ Robyn replied. Wren’s face mirrored that of her daughter’s: astonishment and envy rolled into one.

			‘You’re cool,’ Riley announced. 

			‘So are you,’ Robyn replied. 

			‘What’s your favourite animal?’ Riley demanded, kneeling up now to be closer.

			‘I love all animals,’ Robyn said. ‘But if I had to choose, it would be elephants.’ 

			Wren cleared her throat before saying, ‘Which is appropriate seeing as there seems to be one in the room . . .’ 

			Riley spun around. ‘What? Where?’ 

			‘It’s just a figure of speech,’ Rosie explained, standing. ‘Now come on, Riley, let’s take you up to bed. Give your mama a kiss and let’s leave these two to catch up.’ 

			Riley sighed theatrically but kissed Wren and waved to Robyn before she took Rosie’s hand and left the room. 

			‘She’s gorgeous,’ Robyn said. 

			‘She is,’ Wren agreed, ‘but I’m biased.’ 

			

			‘I knew you’d say that.’ Robyn laughed.

			‘You know me too well!’ Wren said, laughing with her. The two women gripped hands momentarily across the sofa, and Robyn was flooded with love and gratitude that they were back together. There was so much to catch up on. Wren clearly thought so too. She fixed her gaze on Robyn. 

			‘But let’s get it out in the open, Robs. When exactly did you find time to have a baby?’ 

			Willow finished feeding and blinked her big eyes at Robyn.

			‘And when were you planning on telling me about her?’ Wren continued.

			Robyn sat Willow upright, rubbing her back rhythmically. Willow, full and happy, sucked her fist noisily and kicked her plump, pink feet. Robyn planted a kiss on the top of her head and took a moment to breathe in her sweet scent before answering. 

			‘I didn’t quite know what to say . . .’ Robyn said. ‘It’s not really something you can just drop into conversation over the phone.’

			‘Start at the beginning,’ Wren suggested softly, easing another pillow behind her back to get comfortable. 

			‘Well, first things first, her dad is not in the picture,’ Robyn began. ‘So, it’s just been us, since the beginning.’ Willow made a very happy sounding gurgle. 

			Wren reached her arms out for the baby, and Robyn passed her over. She watched Wren’s face soften as Willow waved her hands in the air.

			‘I found out I was pregnant – you know I’ve never been very regular, and sometimes when I’m travelling a lot, or doing night shifts, it can mess up my cycle. Anyway, as soon as I knew, it was like my world changed. I moved to the Bali project to get six months in one place, with the idea of giving birth in the tiny hospital there. But that didn’t quite go to plan.’

			

			Willow grabbed hold of Wren’s nose in her sticky fingers and tweaked hard enough for Wren to laugh. Robyn removed her daughter’s hands and whispered, ‘Gently, gently,’ to her before continuing. 

			‘Willow decided to come a little early in the middle of a rainstorm when the roads had turned to mud, and we couldn’t get to the town. So, she made her appearance at home with the help of the local Balinese women from the village.’

			‘Oh my God, Robyn,’ Wren said, cradling her own large stomach. ‘That must have been terrifying!’ 

			Robyn exhaled slowly, remembering. ‘Actually, there was something almost magical about it. It was so natural. As though the earth was working with me.’ 

			Wren hugged the baby to her chest and dropped a kiss on the top of her head automatically. ‘Thank goodness there were no complications, for both of you,’ she whispered, holding Robyn’s eye. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about. Maybe I need a back-­up plan to get to Honeybridge hospital when these two decide it’s time.’ She nodded towards her baby bump. 

			‘Two?!’ Robyn exclaimed and Wren grinned. 

			‘Yes! Twins, due after Christmas.’ Wren rubbed her round tummy. ‘When was Willow born?’

			‘Late June,’ Robyn said with a happy smile. ‘And although it’s only been a few months, it feels like we’ve been together for ever.’ 

			‘So why didn’t you come home?’ Wren asked. ‘Before you had her?’

			‘It was an important time for the turtles!’ Robyn said. 

			

			‘That is so you!’ Wren laughed out loud. 

			‘Really, it was, though,’ Robyn insisted. ‘Hatching season is April to October, so I wanted to stay and do my bit. So, Willow just did it all with me. The youngest volunteer on site.’

			‘Where did she sleep?’ Wren asked. 

			Robyn pulled a bag from her rucksack, and with a couple of well-­practised moves demonstrated how it formed a portable cot. Wren prodded the bottom and acknowledged how comfortable and cosy it looked.

			‘And how did you get her around? You didn’t have a pram with you?’

			Robyn thumbed the sling still wound around her neck. 

			‘One of the mothers from the village showed me how to tie it and then I could carry Willow with me wherever I went.’ 

			‘And how come you’re home now?’ Wren asked. ‘Not that I’m not pleased to see you of course.’

			Robyn grinned. The feeling was mutual. She’d missed Wren more than she realised and the sight of her friend’s slender, capable hands holding her baby made her strangely emotional. 

			‘The weather in Bali has taken a real turn and my last contract got cut short, so suddenly I’m at a loose end.’ 

			Willow shifted suddenly, turned her head and sought out her mum, then stretched her hands out for her. Robyn reached for her, lifting her from Wren’s lap and onto her own. 

			‘So I thought I’d take the opportunity to come and visit you!’ Robyn hoped she didn’t sound quite as desperate as she actually was. She had no work, no home and no imminent opportunities on the horizon. In truth, she needed Wren as she’d never needed her before. 

			

			Wren reached a hand out to her and Robyn took it, feeling the connection between them as if she’d never been away. 

			‘How long can you stay?’ Wren asked. Robyn sagged with relief. She should have known Wren would never let her down. The stars had been right. 

			‘A few nights? If you’ll have me? It will give me time to work out my next steps.’

			‘Of course!’ Wren said. 

			‘There is another project starting in Botswana in January, working with elephants. I know the director, and I think I can get us a place. But until then, I’m now out of work so need to find a job. Wherever, whatever.’

			‘You seem very calm about that . . .’ Rosie said. 

			Robyn smiled down into Willow’s face and took a deep breath. ‘Everything will work out,’ she said. ‘I’ll put my trust in the universe. She’s never let me down so far. And that can’t be said for some people.’ 

			An image of Finn on one knee popped into her mind. The nervous look of hope on his face. The way his hand shook as he extended the ring in its box towards her. The hand that had held hers since they met as freshers at university.

			Willow cried out, a little squall of weariness, and the memory was gone. Robyn shook herself, glad to forget. 

			‘The spare room is yours,’ Wren said. ‘It’s already got cots in it so it’s ready made for you and Willow.’

			‘Wow, thank you so much. It’s as if the universe really did know I was coming,’ Robyn said. 

			‘So, what does she have in mind for you next?’ Wren asked.

			Robyn bit her lip in anticipation as she thought about the endless possibilities that lay ahead. How nice it was to be back in England, and how wonderful to not know yet what her next adventure would be. 

			

			‘Something amazing, I hope,’ she said. ‘For Willow and me.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two 

			Fox

			Fox had a sinking feeling even before he was fully awake. That feeling when your internal body clock tells you you’ve overslept before you even look at the time. He prised open one eye and tried to focus on his watch. Shit, shit, shit. He was right, and today of all days. The boys were going back to school, he was going back to the office and the new nanny was starting work. Shit. 

			He jumped out of bed and ran along the landing to the boys’ rooms, stubbing his toe painfully on the stair he still wasn’t used to since moving in a month ago. It would take time, he knew, to grow accustomed to such a big change. Although the boys seemed to have taken it in their stride that this amazing house was theirs. A more luxurious home than he’d ever had growing up, and more than he’d ever dreamed of being able to provide for his boys. It blew his mind. All because he’d designed a computer game that hit the big time. 

			Saying it like that made it sound easy. It hadn’t been, that was for sure. It had taken weeks, months, years of his life to design and create the fantasy world that had people hooked. FoxFun Games was now a household name and it was time to get back to work on the next edition. 

			

			He woke the boys one at a time, shaking seven-­year-­old Reggie lightly and then George by unplugging his thumb. 

			‘Time to go, boys. Today’s the day,’ he said brightly, clapping his hands and trying to muster their enthusiasm. ‘Downstairs for breakfast in five minutes!’ 

			He skidded into the walk-­in white-­tiled shower room, sluiced himself all over with cold water, and towelled off. Running his hand through his silver quiff, he threw on his jeans and hotfooted it barefoot down the stairs, catching up with a bouncing Reggie and a sleepy George, both in their underpants.

			‘Cereal or toast?’ he asked, glancing at the kitchen clock. The new nanny should be here in exactly five minutes – which would mean he had time to sort himself out properly for work. 

			‘Cereal,’ Reggie said.

			‘Toast,’ George said. 

			‘Naturally,’ Fox said, wracking his panicked brain as to which cupboard he’d put the cereal in. 

			Since signing his multi-­million-­pound contract in the spring, and buying Honeybridge House, there had been some big changes for him and the boys. He’d been lucky that the house had come on the market just as his money hit his bank. He’d not hesitated in making an offer, knowing immediately it was the house his children would grow up in. It was a big house, yes, but friendly-­looking, with ceilings high enough for the boys to throw paper planes and wooden floors polished enough for them to slide around in their socks. George loved the fact that his bedroom was linked to Reggie’s by a bathroom. Reggie adored his new desk. The garden was Fox’s own personal dream, a wide lawn hosting a heated swimming pool. The pool house next to it offered separate accommodation for guests, which was absolutely perfect for the new live-­in nanny due to arrive any minute. But right now, he was missing the old house that he’d lived in with Meg, where he knew where everything was, because for the life of him he couldn’t find the cereal. 

			

			He’d brought all of the old familiar furniture with them to make the transition as easy as possible for the boys. And for him, if he was being honest. The most precious item being the corkboard of photobooth pictures that now took pride of place on the new kitchen wall. Row upon row of picture strips, docu­menting the changes in the boys over the past few years. He paused his search in front of it now, ran his finger along the frame, stopping where it always did – at the one shot of him and Meg. ‘This would never be happening if you were here,’ he whispered, before smacking himself on the forehead and opening the cupboard beneath her photo. Cereal. ‘Thanks.’ He kissed his fingertip and pressed it to her face.

			Meg had been the main reason he’d stayed in the old house for so long. It was the home they’d bought and decorated together, where they’d perfected signature recipes for dinner parties, bickered over the washing-­up, fallen asleep on the sofa on a Sunday afternoon. A million tiny seconds of domestic life were within those walls. A thousand separate moments. Some loomed bigger in his memory than others. The morning she climbed back into bed beside him, and whispered that she was pregnant. The day they brought Reggie home from the hospital and, a couple of years later, George. The addition of stair gates, buggies in the hall, a baby monitor. And then the knock on the door out of the blue on a Sunday morning when Meg had been at the shop. Opening it to a policeman with a grey moustache who asked him to sit down and explained, as Reggie played with a red tractor on the floor and newborn George drank his bottle in Fox’s arms, that Meg had suffered a catastrophic brain aneurysm and died whilst on the way to buy a pint of milk. 

			

			He glanced at the picture again. Meg smiled back, and his chest ached. 

			‘I’m hungry!’ George said and Fox snapped back into action, just as he had for the past four years, pouring dog biscuits into Reggie’s bowl and Coco Pops into Dingbat’s dog bowl – much to the boys’ hilarity. There was always something else to do, and when it got too much for just him, he had his Brothers from Another Mother to fall back on. Etienne, who ran The Bistro, and Walker, a local firefighter. Without them and their help, he doubted he’d have got through. Not to mention Isabella, Etienne’s partner, or his close friends, Wren and Rosie. People always said it took a village to raise a child and in this case, it was most certainly true. It had been Honeybridge to the rescue as far as he was concerned. 

			And now it was going to be Fiona Mitchell, the new nanny, to the rescue. His design and development schedule was brutal for the next three months. But she had all the experience he needed for running the house, organising the school admin, looking after the boys and preparing their meals every day before retiring to the pool house and leaving him to enjoy the boys in the evening. For once, he would be able to focus solely on the job.

			

			Too late, Fox saw the smoke coming out of the toaster where the bread was stuck and the fire alarm sent out a piercing shriek which made them all jump. 

			‘Fire!’ yelled George, wide-­eyed, stepping backwards and knocking the dog’s water bowl over. 

			‘Evacuate! Evacuate!’ Reggie shouted, dragging the barking dog towards the back door.

			Fox was frantically shaking a tea towel at the ceiling when his phone rang. He flapped the cloth a couple more times until the siren stopped and glanced at the screen. He didn’t recognise the number so motioned for the boys to be quiet before answering in his professional work voice. Both boys tried to smother their giggles and he waved a hand at them and turned his back. This time, they went quiet. 

			‘I’m so sorry to bother you,’ a woman’s voice said. ‘It’s Fiona Mitchell.’ He recognised the slightly clipped tones, but also picked up on something else in the voice. Nerves. A feeling of doom ran through Fox as Fiona cleared her throat. This was not going to be a good call. 

			‘I’m sorry to say that my mother had a fall in the night. She’s broken her hip and is going to need care for the foreseeable future. It means unfortunately I won’t be able to start work with you this morning.’

			Oh God, it was worse than he’d thought. He’d thought – hoped even – that Fiona might just have a fever, maybe. Even a friendly dose of diarrhoea. But broken bones and an elderly mother. Shit. Terrible combination. 

			

			‘I’m very sorry to let you down. I’ve been looking forward to starting work on your boys. I mean, with your boys. I’ve worked out a daily routine for them which would be easy and effective for them as well as environmentally less impactful.’

			Fox wondered briefly if it had included them harnessing George’s fart power. 

			‘You understand, I’m sure,’ she continued. ‘As I said, I’m sorry to let your family down. But I need to put my family first.’ 

			Fox sighed. 

			‘Of course, Fiona,’ he said, rubbing his free hand through his silver quiff. ‘So without seeming insensitive, when do you think you might—’

			‘I’m hoping to be able to take up my position in eight weeks,’ she cut in. ‘I’ll be in touch about the date.’

			The line went dead and Fox looked at his phone blankly. 

			Eight weeks! It had taken him months to advertise, interview and recruit and now it was all for nothing. 

			‘Fuck, shit, bollocks,’ he said to his phone. 

			‘Fuck, shit, bollocks,’ the boys chimed behind him. 

			He turned slowly and took in the scene. Two semi-­naked boys late for school. One dog that needed a wee. Him, in just his jeans, late for work. A kitchen that looked like a bomb had gone off. And a project the size of a continent that was meant to be getting his full attention. 

			Then he did the only thing he could do. Called in for reinforcements on the Guys and Gals WhatsApp group chat. They’d never let him down yet. 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three 

			Robyn

			Honeybridge was beautiful. Robyn had walked it end to end along the river path, pointing out horse chestnuts and oaks holding on to their last leaves, and letting Willow feel the shiny brown conkers on the ground. She stamped in puddles to make her daughter gurgle with laughter and imitated the ducks that quacked along beside them on the water. She admired the pretty architecture in town, and the cobbled square surrounded by shops and restaurants. By the time she reached the Lit Lounge bookshop, she could feel the flush on her cheeks from her walk and some of her long auburn hair stuck to the back of her neck. She’d forgotten the damp warmth of autumn in England. Seasons didn’t really change all that much elsewhere. 

			The bell jingled as Robyn opened the door and felt the heat of the shop inside. A few customers browsed the shelves, others read curled in chairs with a coffee beside them. She spotted Rosie and Wren at the counter, heads close together as they looked at something on Rosie’s phone. 

			

			‘Hi,’ she called. Wren lifted her head as Robyn approached, a smile lighting up her face. 

			‘You’re here! Just the person we were talking about!’ Wren said in delight.

			Robyn freed Willow from her sling and laid her on the counter between the women. The baby grinned a gummy smile to be the centre of attention. 

			‘We think we might have an opportunity for you!’ 

			Robyn clasped her hands together and waited for the details. 

			‘It’s our friend, Fox,’ Rosie said, pushing her tortoiseshell glasses further up her nose out of reach of Willow’s grabbing hands. ‘He’s been let down at the last minute by his nanny.’

			‘And you said you’d been an au pair,’ Wren added.

			‘And it’s a position for approximately eight weeks, which would fit with you perfectly.’

			‘And it’s live-­in. He was planning for the nanny to stay in the pool house.’

			‘Pool house?’ Robyn gasped. 

			The two women glanced at each other and groaned in envy. ‘His new house is to die for,’ Rosie sighed.

			‘And it means you’d be close by for a while, so selfishly, to me, it sounds perfect!’ Wren blew her a kiss. 

			Robyn clapped her hands. This sounded great. A paid role and a place to stay until, fingers crossed, she and Willow moved on to the elephants in January. 

			‘Anyway, Fox is in town, he’s popping in while the boys are at school,’ Wren said, ‘so you can talk then if you’re interested?’ 

			‘I’m definitely interested!’ Robyn replied, watching Rosie scoop Willow into her arms.

			

			‘Great! Sounds like it could work out for both of you. Now I’m going to take this one to see the baby books,’ Rosie said, making cooing noises to Willow as she headed off. 

			Wren flicked a switch on the coffee machine and a second later, it whirred into operation, startling a cat from its sleep behind the counter. Robyn pulled up a stool.

			‘What’s this guy like then?’ Robyn asked. ‘Because this job sounds too good to be true.’

			‘Fox is great,’ Wren said, pushing a frothy latte towards her. ‘Great with his kids. Great fun to be around. A big part of our friendship group.’

			‘What’s the catch then? Are the kids hideous?’

			Wren laughed as she blew the froth off her coffee before taking a sip. 

			‘Reggie and George, both boys. A handful, maybe, but lovely.’

			‘What about their mum?’ Robyn asked. ‘Divorced? Is it joint custody?’ Wren’s face fell and she shook her head gently.

			‘Meg died, just after George was born. Very sudden. Very shocking. And Fox has been on his own ever since. But he’s done everything to make sure those boys are loved and looked after. He’s done a great job.’

			Robyn widened her eyes in acknowledgement. That was a lot to deal with. 

			‘Does he have body odour then? Nobody can be that perfect.’

			Wren laughed out loud.

			‘He normally smells pretty good, actually. But you can sniff him yourself if you like. He’s just coming in.’ Wren lifted a hand in a salute and Robyn heard the jingle of the doorbell. She ran her hand over her hair, suddenly feeling caught out, but she knew it would make no difference. Her hair had never been tamed, falling in chaotic auburn waves down her back, but she wanted to make a good first impression at least. This could be her new boss walking in the door behind her. She put her shoulders back and turned, with what she hoped was a relaxed smile on her face.

			

			There was a second of confusion when they made eye contact. A moment when she felt the smile falter as she recognised the man walking towards her. With his silver-­grey hair pushed off to the side and twinkling golden brown eyes, he was as good-­looking as she remembered. Younger than the hair made him seem, tall and muscular, dressed in a checked shirt worn open over a white T and jeans. Although last time she’d seen him, he’d been wearing a lot less. And she knew how good that body was under the shirt. Robyn had never expected to see him again. She saw the exact moment he recognised her, the widening of his eyes. His mouth fell slightly open. She couldn’t believe it was him. Of all the people in the world, it was him. 

			‘Fox,’ Wren said, ‘this is—’

			‘Red777,’ Fox cut in with a disbelieving shake of his head. ‘What are the chances?’ 

			Oh. My. God. And then his face broke into a smile, and that was all it took. She was back there, in the soft bar light, thinking that his face was the kindest face she’d ever seen. His eyes had crinkled at the edges when he smiled, and his whole face lit up when he talked and then tilted his head to one side to listen. It was the kind of face you just wanted to keep looking at. She’d also wanted to touch it, to run her hand around his jaw and feel the grizzled stubble there. She’d wanted to push her hands through his silver hair, but she didn’t even know his real name, even though his thigh was pressed to hers, burning through her jeans. And every now and then his hand brushed hers on the bar as they cupped their glasses. It had been late. She’d swilled her vodka in the glass, with its single cube of ice. The bar would close soon, and she didn’t want the night to end. She wanted more. 

			

			She’d had one-­night stands before and her fair share of sexual relationships. But the freedom of a night with total anonymity was exhilarating. The fact that she and this man had connected so immediately, without knowing anything about each other’s past or future plans, was like nothing she’d ever experienced before. It felt like fate that they’d ended up on the seats next to each other. They were just two people – together. Enjoying each other. Being happy. Making the most of those minutes in their lives. And it felt so good, so right. She couldn’t explain the draw of him, the magnetic pull. She just knew it couldn’t end yet. 

			‘Nightcap?’ she’d asked, catching her lower lip under her teeth, seeing his eyes widen, just slightly. 

			‘Sounds good to me,’ he’d said, his voice low. He’d signalled to the bartender with one hand, while his other moved to her thigh and she shivered at the heat of his touch. 

			It had been one of the most amazing nights of her life. Now, Robyn laughed at the obvious mix of emotions on his face. Surprise, embarrassment, awkwardness, happiness, all at once. So, he felt the same as her, although probably for slightly different reasons. 

			‘Silver007,’ Robyn said. ‘Fancy seeing you here!’

			She slipped off her stool, part of her wanting to close the gap between them immediately, and another part wanting to demonstrate just how okay she was with seeing him again. She took a half-­step forward, unsure whether to hug or not, and Fox mirrored her move, raising his arms, then dropping them at the last minute to offer a fist bump instead. She bumped him back. 

			

			‘And your real name is Fox?’ Robyn asked. ‘The Fox that wants an emergency nanny? Maybe a nanny called Robyn?’ Fox took a second to realise what she was saying and then laughed in surprise. 

			‘You two know each other already?’ Wren said, looking from one face to the other. 

			‘We do,’ Robyn said, her brain working a million miles an hour, not sure how much to say. ‘We met at a games convention . . .’ She could feel her face flush thinking of all the games they’d played that were not on the official agenda. 

			‘And Red777?’ Wren asked. 

			‘My gamer name,’ Robyn explained to her friend. ‘He never knew my real one.’

			‘She’s only ever been Red to me,’ Fox said bashfully. 

			‘Aha. Makes sense.’ Wren pointed towards Robyn’s hair. ‘But Silver007?’ Wren raised an eyebrow at Fox, laughing. 

			‘Well, at least the colour’s right.’ He smiled ruefully and Robyn suddenly wanted to defend him. He’d had some serious secret service moves the way he’d snuck around that hotel that night and into her bedroom without anyone knowing. And, come to think of it, the way he’d snuck out again in the morning before she had even woken up had been pretty smooth. She hadn’t heard a thing and had woken up to cold sheets on his side of the bed where she’d been hoping there’d be a hot body. Because to be honest, under that outdoorsy, wholesome exterior was a sizzling set of abs.

			

			She extended her hand and lifted her chin. 

			‘Robyn Wells,’ she said. How strange to not even know his name.

			‘Fox James.’ His hand met hers. Wow. She remembered the touch of his fingers on her skin and enjoyed the momentary squeeze of her hand in his. 

			‘When was this then, that you two met?’ Wren asked. 

			‘Last autumn,’ Robyn said. ‘I told you I came over for my ­cousin’s wedding and managed to pick up a few days’ work while I was here.’ She couldn’t help but grin at Fox, strangely happy to see him again, even though he probably hadn’t thought about her ever since. 

			Wren tapped her fingers on the counter, then turned to Fox. 

			‘So, was this at that convention when your game was being put through final testing, Fox?’

			Robyn stilled. His game? What was Wren talking about? He’d been on the testing team with her. He glanced at her and then away. 

			‘You know, when you met the investors for that big meeting?’ Wren continued. Fox chewed at the side of his mouth and then nodded. ‘When Etienne and Isabella looked after the boys and everyone got sick?’ Wren was laughing to herself at some memory.

			‘You didn’t tell me it was your game?’ Robyn said, gobsmacked. ‘That’s amazing! I thought you were just one of the test team. I should have known with those gaming skills.’ 

			They’d met when they ended up lounging beside one another on a bean bag in the testing room, both of them with a controller in their hands. They’d teamed up at various points in the game to get each other through the different levels. If it was his game, it would explain how he seemed to know so many shortcuts to bypass dangers and find fuel. He’d been fun, taking risks and encouraging her, laughing at her moves and then high-­fiving her when she did something he liked. After they’d completed the game, he’d taken her hand and led her through the crowd to the bar, where they’d danced and drunk and edged closer on their stools, until she suggested the nightcap. The rest was history. 

			

			When she woke the next day and he had left, after the first sting of disappointment that there wouldn’t be a round two, she’d smiled. Because for one night, it had been perfect. And with him gone, it wouldn’t be spoiled by morning breath or awkward silences. 

			Like right now. 

			They looked at each other and she could feel a flush rising on her neck. 

			‘I was incognito,’ he said and Wren laughed. ‘So I could see what the testers really thought of the game.’

			‘A proper spy!’ Wren said and then, suddenly, ‘But wait.’ She spun towards Fox and held him in place with her hand on his forearm. ‘Wasn’t it that night you had the one-­night stand?’ 

			Fox blanched and his eyes flicked towards Robyn. Robyn felt her heart race. But before Wren had a chance to say more, Rosie appeared holding Willow and Robyn’s world stood still as her past crashed into her present. Everything around her faded away because there was the baby, chubby fisted and gurgling with her arms outstretched. The beautiful, unexpected, surprising souvenir of that one night together. The gift that Fox didn’t know existed – their daughter, Willow. 

			

			‘Here she is,’ Rosie said in a sing-­song voice, obliviously passing Willow over to Robyn’s open arms. ‘Someone wanted her mama.’ 

			‘Mama?’ Fox repeated, flicking his eyes between Willow and Robyn.

			Robyn felt the bottom fall out of her stomach as her mind scrambled through possible explanations.

			‘This is my daughter, Willow,’ she said truthfully, trying to buy time, keeping her eyes on her baby instead of Fox. 

			‘Daughter?’ Fox said and Robyn looked up into eyes that were flashing with panic, looking at the size of the baby in her arms. She could see him trying to work out dates in his head – attempting to calculate how many months ago they’d had their one night of passion. She breathed out slowly, trying to remain calm enough to do some calculations of her own. So that she was able to say the right thing, right now. There was only one thing for it. She had to lie. 

			‘Yes, I got pregnant travelling after the games night, Willow was born in July,’ she said and dropped a kiss onto Willow’s fair hair to avoid his eye. 

			‘Wait,’ Wren interrupted, a frown flicking over her face, ‘I thought you said she was born in June?’

			Panic turned Robyn’s stomach over, but she forced a laugh. 

			‘Did I?’ she trilled. ‘Gosh, that jet lag must have been worse than I thought! Definitely July!’

			She grinned at her friend before making herself glance Fox’s way. She watched as his jaw slackened, his shoulders dropped. She could almost see the relief hit his body. He was buying it. She breathed out and continued. ‘It’s been a roller coaster ever since. More so now than ever actually.’ 

			

			He nodded then, his eyes visibly brighter. 

			‘Hard work, isn’t it?’ he agreed. ‘I remember the early days.’ 

			He stepped forward then, reached a hand out and cupped the back of Willow’s head. Robyn felt her insides contract to the point of pain. Looking at his long fingers gently cupping Willow’s skull as they ran over her silky hair, Robyn remembered the feel of his hands on her own skin. This wasn’t right. But she had no choice. 

			‘When did you all get back to the UK?’ Fox asked, unperturbed.

			‘All?’ Robyn asked, confused.

			‘Willow, her dad . . . ?’ Fox’s voice tailed off as he realised his presumption.

			‘Just the two of us,’ Robyn said, lifting her chin, ‘and yesterday. It’s been a whirlwind.’

			Never had she said a truer word. And now, lying to the father of her child was not going to make things any simpler.

			But she could not tell him that he was, in fact, the father of her child in a bookshop in front of their mutual friends. Who knew how he’d react? What he’d say or do? All she knew of him was how hot he was in bed, that he loved games and was fun to play with. And in fact, until ten minutes ago, she’d had no intention of ever telling him at all, thinking she’d never see him again, even if she did sometimes look for his gamer tag when she was at a loose end. But now, it looked like the universe had other ideas. She shook herself. Better to keep things to herself. For now at least. She’d seen the panic on his face. And he’d abandoned her once without a word. She didn’t need to give him the opportunity to do it again.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Four

			Fox

			Fox could feel his heartbeat slowly returning to normal. For a moment he thought he was having another child and a heart attack all at once. Seeing Robyn there had been one thing. And she looked just as hot as he remembered, with all that long red hair and her gorgeous freckles. But then finding out she’d had a baby? That shock on top of the first was just about enough to finish him off. Only when she said she’d got pregnant later in the autumn did the blood stop rushing in his ears. It had been a full second later that he mentally shook himself. Of course it wouldn’t be his baby. They’d only had one night together, and he’d used protection. 

			To be fair, the night itself was a bit of a blur. He remembered the feel of her hips in his hands on the dance floor, the crashing of their mouths together in the empty lift back down from the rooftop. The heat of their naked bodies pressed to each other on the hotel bed. But he could remember specifically reaching for the condom, because if there was ever going to be a moment when he paused and considered what he was doing, then that was it. 

			

			The first time he’d had sex since his wife died. The first time he’d been close to anyone else since waking up that Sunday morning in bed with Meg, before she left for the shops and never came home. 

			But in the moment, he’d not been able to think of anything but Robyn, who was smiling at him, with her arms out to pull him in close again, and her hair all tumbled on the pillow. Jesus. It had been a good night. He snapped his memory shut and looked at her now with the baby in her arms. 

			‘Shall we sit?’ He indicated a quiet reading corner where two comfy armchairs were empty. She nodded and he picked up her coffee and led the way. ‘Somewhere we can talk.’

			‘I’ll bring you one over,’ Wren called after him.

			He saw the softness on Robyn’s face as she settled herself with the baby on her lap. He knew that look. That feeling. The overwhelming love. It was strange seeing her as a mother, when she’d been so free and single and independent last time. And gorgeous. And naked. Stop thinking about her naked. 

			‘So . . . wow!’ he said. ‘Small world, Red! Sorry, I guess I should call you Robyn.’ 

			She nodded slowly. ‘Sure is,’ she agreed. ‘The universe does funny things sometimes.’

			The words jolted him and he was back there, on that night. 

			From the rooftop of the games convention, the city had been lit up below them. It had seemed a good idea to take a nightcap up the fire escape and now they leaned against the railings, far above the action, feeling closer to the sky than the earth. The wind lifted the red hair of the woman beside him, and Fox was struck by the feeling of possibility, of excitement. Of something other than the norm for him. No deadlines, no routine, no name even. She was Red777. He was Silver007. He felt distant from the constraints of his normal life. He felt free. He wrapped his jacket around her shoulders, and she smiled at him before turning her face towards the full moon and closing her eyes. Her skin was luminous, her energy contagious and he felt drawn to her in a way he’d never felt before. Since the moment they’d sat beside each other earlier to play his game, he hadn’t wanted to be anywhere else. Besides being beautiful, she was quick-­witted, funny and knew her way around a games console. Her eyes burned into him when he spoke, as though eager to understand the full meaning of what he said and how he felt about it. He was probably just out of practice with women, and he’d never had a one-­night stand in his life, but this, it felt good. 

			

			She turned to face him again. ‘I believe in the universe above all else,’ she said, her hair a halo around her head, backlit by the stars. ‘I believe that everything happens for a reason.’ 

			He put his arms around her then, not sure of his next move but knowing he didn’t want her to leave. 

			‘This night we’re having is meant to happen,’ she said, dropping her eyes to his mouth and then back again. ‘For you, for me. It’s important. Do you feel that?’

			Fox brushed a strand of hair from her face and tucked it behind her ear, letting his fingers graze the soft pale skin of her neck. He nodded. ‘Better not waste it then,’ he said and lowered his lips to hers, slowly, slowly, seeing hers curve into a smile as he finally tasted her mouth. 

			

			Now, in the bookshop, he cleared his throat and tugged himself back to the present. 

			‘So where have you been since I saw you?’ he asked, nodding a thanks to Wren as she placed a coffee beside him and departed. ‘I seem to remember you were off to Australia – with a friend of yours? Maddie? For whatever work came next.’

			‘Matty,’ she clarified. 

			‘Oh, I thought it was a girl . . .’ he stumbled, although why the hell did that matter? 

			‘Oh, no. Matty worked with me in Australia for three months and once we’d saved enough, we moved to a turtle conservation project in Bali. But he didn’t stay very long. Since then, it’s just been the two of us.’

			Aha. So it was like that. Matty was the dad. He wondered if he missed his baby. Fox couldn’t imagine being away from the boys for even a weekend. Actually, scratch that. A weekend of adulting might be good fun, a welcome break, time to relax and unwind. Although the last time he’d been away from the boys had been the games convention. And look at what had happened there . . . And there he was, thinking about her naked again. He shook himself. He had to keep this professional. He needed a nanny. And, according to Wren and Rosie, Robyn needed a job.

			‘So, have you looked after children before?’ he asked and then kicked himself. ‘Aside from the last few months of course.’ God, pull yourself together man. 

			‘Yes, I’ve au paired before for a family in Switzerland and also in Australia. Kids ranging from toddlers to teens,’ she said calmly. She certainly seemed to be holding it together better than he was. 

			

			‘I’ve got two boys,’ Fox said. ‘Reggie is seven. He’s noisy and confident and a bundle of energy, to say the least.’ 

			‘Sounds like fun.’ Robyn smiled. ‘Seven is a great age.’

			‘George is four. He’s my little thumb sucker.’ He saw a softness pass over Robyn’s face and he continued. ‘He just started reception at school and is permanently shattered. All he wants are snuggles on the sofa after school, sometimes even a nap.’

			‘I know the feeling after a busy day,’ she said. 

			Fox found himself searching her face for possible warning signs. Was she the right person to look after them? It was a big responsibility. She certainly seemed to have experience but he didn’t have time to check references or go back through the nannying agency. He needed help today. Now.

			He’d had to move a meeting this morning to get them to school, and another this afternoon to pick them up. The fridge was empty. The bin was full. The dog had eaten the pie he’d been defrosting for their tea. His deadline was a day closer and he’d managed hardly any work for worrying. He glanced at her and found her studying his face in return.

			‘Plus, I have loads of other relevant experience that might come in handy,’ Robyn said cheerfully and now he caught the humour in her voice, the spark in her eye that had held him captive all night once. ‘I’ve cleaned toilets and done night shifts. I’ve served drinks and cooked meals. I’ve walked dogs, and done crowd control at gigs.’

			He grinned. It was as if she’d read his mind. 

			‘Believe me, I can do this job. I will look after your boys well for you.’ She dropped a kiss onto the top of Willow’s head. ‘It’s all we want, isn’t it? That our children are well cared for, loved and happy.’

			

			He heard the sincerity in her voice and knew he was going to give her the job. But first, he had to make things clear. 

			‘Just while nobody else is here,’ he said, glancing at Wren and Rosie at the counter. ‘I guess we keep our night to ourselves? It might make things easier?’

			She held his eyes and he couldn’t work out what she was thinking. 

			‘Not that I’m sorry about it . . .’ he found himself admitting. ‘It was a great night. Amazing actually.’

			She blinked at that and he rushed on, worried he’d said too much.

			‘But if you’re going to work for me . . .’ He paused. She lifted her face to his. ‘We need to keep this professional.’ 

			There was only a moment’s hesitation. A flicker of something across her face. Was that regret? Disappointment? Probably not. She was just putting things where they should be, in the past, and moving on. 

			‘Strictly professional,’ she said, nodding once. 

			He extended his hand and she took it. Her fingers felt hot in his grip. Almost as hot as her body had been under his. Stop it. 

			‘When can you start?’ 

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Five 

			Robyn

			An hour later, she was moving in. There was no time for ­wondering if she’d made the right decision before Wren dropped her off in the drive. She had to trust in what this was: an opportunity at the right time, in the right place. It was meant to be. 

			She rang the bell and Fox met her, talking on the phone as he opened the door. Looking very professional apart from his bare feet. He mouthed an apology and waved her round to the pool house where she would be staying. Cupping the phone for one second, he whispered, ‘It’s open, Robyn. Make yourself at home. Boys will be dropped off home from swimming soon. One of the other parents offered.’ And then he was back on his call, walking away into the main house. 

			Robyn hitched Willow onto her hip and took a deep breath. The exterior of the main house was beautiful. The garden, or grounds, were stunning. And the pool house was something else. A gabled cottage in its own right, red brick with white-­painted windows, overlooking the outdoor pool. Like a little retreat just for her and Willow. She slid open the bifold doors and turned in a circle to take it in. Plush cream carpets, white walls. A big comfy corner sofa. Two bedrooms, and a little kitchen-­diner with every mod con included. Laying Willow safely on the floor, she quickly unpacked her tatty backpack and then slung it under the bed. This was home for eight weeks. And it would do very nicely indeed. But, eyeing the contents of her wardrobe and having felt the chill of the evening outside, she might need to invest in a few warmer clothes. 

			

			Movement out of the window caught her eye. Fox was pacing on the patio, absorbed in his phone call. She watched him gesturing as he spoke, trying to explain something down the line. He paused mid-­step, listening, then nodded and laughed loudly, a smile on his face. Robyn let out a quiet whistle. He really was a very good-­looking man, there was no denying that. She could absolutely see what had drawn her to him the first time. He turned in her direction, and she ducked behind the curtain, holding her breath. The last thing she wanted was to get caught admiring him. This was strictly business. 

			Although, of course it wasn’t. For her. How could it be with Willow there?

			She scooped Willow up and returned to the window, seeing the baby turn her eyes upwards to the sky, as she often did, watching the clouds overhead. Robyn bit her lip. 

			She couldn’t have told Fox, not then and there in the Lit Lounge, that he was a father – again. It wouldn’t have been right. But perhaps this opportunity was more about Willow than it was about her. Maybe this was Robyn’s chance to see what kind of father Fox actually was. To observe him and make the right decision for her daughter. Maybe she’d find a way to tell him the truth, if it was for all the right reasons. She would wait, and watch. 
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