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  She’s a fiancée of good fortune…


  Strutting down Park Avenue in her new Manolos, Holly James looks like a woman who has it all. But beneath the Prada sunglasses, Holly has a mounting list of decidedly unfabulous problems. Right at the top? The fact that since her fiancé Jamie started spending all his time at his new restaurant (with his impossibly gorgeous sous-chef!), Holly has practically forgotten what he looks like…and started to feel a teensy bit paranoid.


  …but has Holly found the right Mr Darcy?


  So being kissed by film star Ciaran Duncan should have been a much-needed boost to Holly’s ego. But losing herself in the moment is impossible, since she’s still fuming after meeting English lawyer Hugh Darcy. He’s easily the most arrogant man in Manhattan and she’s engaged to be married…so why can’t Holly stop imagining kissing him? Suddenly, Holly finds herself torn torn between three eligible bachelors…and it’s proving more difficult than choosing between a Manolo Blanik and a Jimmy Choo – especially since men are non-refundable! What’s a New York fashionista to do?


  Also by Katie Oliver:


  The Dating Mr Darcy trilogy:


  Prada and Prejudice


  Love and Liability


  Mansfield Lark


  The Marrying Mr Darcy series:


  And the Bride Wore Prada


  Love, Lies and Louboutins


  Manolos in Manhattan


  Katie Oliver


  [image: ]


  Copyright


  HQ


  An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd.


  1 London Bridge Street


  London SE1 9GF


  First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2015


  Copyright © Katie Oliver 2015


  Katie Oliver asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


  A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


  This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.


  All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.


  E-book Edition © June 2015 ISBN: 9781474030779


  Version date: 2018-06-20


  KATIE OLIVER


  loves romantic comedies, characters who “meet cute”, Richard Curtis films, and Prosecco (not necessarily in that order). She currently resides in northern Virginia with her husband and three parakeets, in a rambling old house with uneven floors and a dining room that leaks when it rains.


  Katie has been writing since she was eight, and has a box crammed with (mostly unfinished) novels to prove it. With her sons grown and gone, she decided to get serious and write more (and hopefully, better) stories. She even finishes most of them.


  So if you like a bit of comedy with your romance, please visit Katie’s website, www.katieoliver.com, and have a look.


  Here’s to love and all its complications...
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  Chapter One


  The taxi came to a stop halfway down Christopher Street. Holly James emerged from the back seat and tugged at the hem of her short back sheath. The fitted knit seemed to have a mind of its own and kept creeping up her thighs. She leaned back inside to pay the driver and gave him her last five dollars.


  He nodded. “Thanks. Enjoy your evening, blondie.”


  Blondie? Holly managed a curt nod and turned away. As the taxi drove off, she tucked her clutch under her arm and joined her friend Chaz on the sidewalk. She glanced past him through the gathering dusk to study the brownstone in front of her. Built before the turn of the last century, it was an art deco jewel dropped in the middle of Greenwich Village. Spotlights in the grass illuminated the elegant, four story-façade. The front steps led up to a set of leaded double doors; potted topiaries flanked the entrance.


  “Dashwood and James,” she read aloud from the newly installed plaque above the door. “London/New York. Established 1859.”


  Months of preparation had gone into planning tonight’s event. Judging from the limos jockeying for position in front of the building and the taxis lining the street, the private pre-launch of her father’s department store ‒ the first Dashwood and James in America ‒ was already a resounding success.


  “How do I look?” Chaz asked her with a trace of anxiety. “This suit’s a Tom Ford. I got it at that sample sale last week, sixty percent off ‒ can you believe it?”


  “You look fabulous,” Holly told him, and meant it. His suit was three-piece, a dark, almost purple-blue that made the most of his dark hair and olive skin. “You’ll have all the boys drooling.”


  “Hope so.” He glanced with approval at her fitted black dress and leopard-print kitten heels. “You look pretty fabulous yourself. Too bad Jamie’s working tonight or you wouldn’t be stuck with me.”


  “I’m not ‘stuck’ with you,” she corrected him as she linked her arm through his, “I adore you, and you know it.”


  It was true. She and Chaz had clicked the minute they’d met last month at Dashwood and James, where both were employed for the summer...she, because the teen magazine she’d worked on in London had folded, Chaz because he was Rhys Gordon’s new personal assistant.


  “Thanks.” He squeezed her arm briefly as they made their way up the walk to the brownstone and went up the steps. “What’s Jamie whipping up for everyone tonight? Pâté de foie gras? Raspberry and lime macaroons? God, those were seriously to die for…”


  “Sorry, no. He’s doing an American menu, with Angus beef burger sliders and mini BLT wraps, zucchini frites, and chocolate whiskey cake.” Holly recited the list without thought; God knows, she’d heard Jamie discussing the menu often enough.


  “Oh, lord,” Chaz groaned. “There goes my diet. Again.”


  The doorman checked their invitations and smiled. “Welcome. Enjoy your evening.”


  Holly paused in the open doorway, still holding Chaz’s arm, and surveyed the crowd with satisfaction.


  Under the glittering Empire chandelier in the entrance hall ‒ purchased at Sotheby’s in London by her father and shipped at no small expense to New York ‒ crowds of elegantly attired men and women mingled. Laughter and conversation filled the air, along with the muted sound of a three-piece jazz ensemble playing on a raised dais in the corner. Waiters in black tie balanced drink trays on their fingertips and circulated through the crowd.


  Chaz leaned forward to grab two drinks from a passing tray. He handed one to Holly and took a sip from the other. “Ugh. Chardonnay. I was hoping for champagne.”


  “Oh, please. Dad wouldn’t splash out on champers for something as mundane as this. He spent more on the invitations than he spent on the entire evening. It’s all about priorities.” Holly took an experimental sip of the chardonnay and wrinkled her nose. “I could never be an alcoholic.” She set the glass aside.


  “Well,” Chaz mused as his glance swept over the glittering crowd, “it doesn’t look mundane to me.” His eye moved past the men in suits and the fashionably clad guests to land on a tallish young man surrounded by a bevy of women. “Wait a minute. Who’s that?” he demanded as he set his drink down on a nearby table. “Isn’t it...? Oh my God, it is. It’s Ciaran Duncan!”


  Holly followed his rapt gaze. “So it is,” she said, and glanced at the film star with disinterest. “I thought I told you he’d be here tonight.” She was far more interested in finding another drink tray, preferably one with mojitos. “He promised to come to the pre-launch tonight as a favor to Mum. He was a guest on Good Morning New York! a couple of years ago, when my parents separated and she was a presenter for about ten minutes.”


  “Ooh, your lucky mom,” Chaz murmured as his eyes devoured the movie star.


  “She said he was pretty full of himself. Still is, I imagine. Like most actors.”


  “Holly,” Chaz said in a low voice as he turned to her and clutched her arm, “you know I adore Ciaran Duncan. He’s the most amazing actor since...since ever! Why didn’t you tell me that your mom knew him? Or that he’d be here tonight? Oh. My. God.” He began to hyperventilate. “I’m breathing the same air as Ciaran Duncan.”


  “What’s the big deal? He’s just another floppy-haired English actor with a posh accent...and he probably has wonky teeth. Oh, and sorry, but he’s also hetero.”


  “What’s the big deal?” Chaz echoed. “Are you serious? The big deal, my dear clueless Holly, is that Ciaran is...well, aside from the fact that he’s gorgeous, he’s...”


  “I’m very pleased to make your acquaintance.”


  Holly looked up to see the subject of their conversation standing before her, his right hand outstretched, an amused smile on his lips. He was dressed in a beautifully tailored suit of charcoal gray and a dark-red tie. She gave him her hand, temporarily mesmerized by the greenish brown of his eyes and the scent of his aftershave and the dazzling white of his perfect, even, decidedly not wonky teeth.


  His clasp was firm and warm. “Ciaran Duncan,” he added.


  As if she didn’t already know who he was. He was far better looking in person than he was on the screen, if that were possible. “Your teeth are perfect,” she blurted.


  He raised his brow slightly. “Now there’s an odd compliment.”


  “Sorry. It’s just...you know, the ‘English people have bad teeth’ cliché,” she managed to say. “I’m Holly James. I’m...” she stopped. Who was she? She’d forgotten. “I, um, I’m Alastair’s daughter.”


  His smile, like his hand, was warm. “Yes, I know. Natalie Dashwood-Gordon pointed you out when you came in.”


  “She did? You know Natalie?” Natalie was her father’s goddaughter and now, since her marriage to Rhys Gordon, she was Holly’s half-sister-in-law.


  “Not very well. Your father only introduced us about ten minutes ago.” He glanced down at her hand, still clasped in his, and back at her face. Amusement lingered in his eyes.


  Hastily, she released his hand so he wouldn’t think she was a complete idiot...which he probably already did.


  She turned to Chaz. “This is my friend, Chaz Williams. He’s—”


  “I’m your biggest fan, Mr Duncan,” Chaz gushed. “Oh my God, you have no idea! I’ve seen every one of your movies, every single one, even that one about the English veterinarian that bombed at the box office—”


  “Yes, well, the less said about that, the better,” Ciaran said quickly, and took Chaz’s hand in a brief grip. “Very nice to meet you, Mr, er...Chaz.”


  Chaz let out something between a whimper and a gasp and very nearly melted on the spot.


  Ciaran turned back to Holly. “I wonder if I might trouble you for directions to the loo,” he murmured. “I’ve had a bit too much of that questionable chardonnay.”


  She smiled in sympathy. “It’s pretty bad, isn’t it? My father’s notoriously cheap.”


  His gaze lingered on her face. “There are other compensations.”


  “Follow me, Mr Duncan.” Holly ignored the disquieting lurch of her heart – you’re engaged to Jamie, she reminded herself – and turned to go. “I’ll show you the way.”


  “Please, call me Ciaran.”


  “Why don’t you let me show him where the bathroom – I mean the loo – is?” Chaz whispered, and grabbed her arm. “Please!”


  “Next time,” Holly promised. “Be right back.”


  “Ooh, you’re a heartless bitch,” he hissed.


  She grinned and threaded her way through the crowds with Ciaran behind her, everyone smiling and parting like the Red Sea for the two of them, until they reached a door at the end of the hallway. She turned the doorknob, but it was locked.


  “Occupied,” she apologized, and led Ciaran towards the front staircase. “You can use one of the bathrooms upstairs,” she said over her shoulder. She unhooked the velvet rope that barred partygoers from the upper floors and waited as he followed her.


  “Thanks. I don’t fancy embarrassing myself at your father’s party,” he confided as he followed her up the stairs. “I can see it now – ‘Film star Ciaran Duncan, smelling strongly of wee, appeared at Dashwood and James’s New York City launch to promote his new film, “The Incontinent Continental,”’ he said. “Not the sort of publicity I want, I can assure you.”


  Halfway up the stairs, they moved aside to let another man pass on his way down. He was impeccably dressed in black tie. With his somber expression, he wouldn’t have looked out of place at a funeral.


  He drew even with them and paused. “Ah. Miss James.”


  She glanced over at him. “Yes?”


  “I’m sorry – you obviously don’t remember me. Your father introduced us last week. Hugh Darcy, the family solicitor.”


  “Oh, yes. Of course,” she said, and shook his hand briefly. “Mr Darcy, this is Ciaran Duncan. Ciaran, Mr Darcy.”


  “We’ve met,” Darcy said, and ignored Ciaran’s outstretched hand. He turned back to Holly. “A pleasure to see you again, Miss James,” he said, although his expression indicated it was anything but. To Ciaran he said nothing, only cast him an unsmiling glance as he proceeded down the stairs and headed towards the drawing room.


  “Well, that was rude,” Holly said, unaccountably annoyed by Hugh Darcy’s unfriendliness. “Who does he think he is, anyway?”


  “Perhaps,” Ciaran suggested, leaning forward to whisper in her ear, “I’m not the only one here tonight with bathroom issues. Mr Darcy looked rather constipated, even for an Englishman, don’t you think?”


  Holly couldn’t help it; she giggled. She clapped a hand over her mouth, just in time to see Mr Darcy pause and glance up at the sound of her laughter, his expression unreadable. She flushed and turned away. “You’re very bad, Mr Duncan,” she whispered.


  “So I’ve been told,” he whispered back.


  “Come on then, let’s find you a bathroom.”


  The guest bath at the end of the upstairs hall was empty. “Here you go, all clear. I’ll see you later.” She turned to go.


  He caught her wrist. “If it’s all the same to you, Miss James,” he said as he pulled her forward and slid his arms around her waist, “I’d prefer sooner rather than later,” and he drew her firmly against him, lowered his mouth to hers, and kissed her.


  Holly was too shocked to do more than give in to the – admittedly – skilled persuasion of his lips. He was an excellent kisser. Oddly, he didn’t taste of chardonnay, but of minty toothpaste. Almost as if he’d planned this kiss...


  With his lips distracting her, and with her thoughts spinning faster than one of those stationary bikes at SoulCycle, she couldn’t help but respond.


  Suddenly Holly realized Ciaran was maneuvering her into the bathroom, shutting the door firmly behind them with his foot, even as he kept his mouth expertly attached to hers.


  “What are you doing?” she asked as she drew back in mild alarm.


  He looked at her in surprise. “Why, having a quickie, of course.” He smiled. “Isn’t that what the Yanks call it?”


  Chapter Two


  “What are you talking about?” Holly wrenched herself from his grasp and stared at him in astonishment.


  “Well,” he explained, his brow lifted in amusement, “a quickie is when two people are instantly, madly attracted to one another, and so they decide on the spur of the moment to get together for a very nice, very quick—”


  “I know what a quickie is,” she interrupted. “And I’m most definitely not having one with you.”


  “You’re not?” Surprise mingled with confusion crossed his face. “But why? I’m Ciaran Duncan, after all.”


  “Because I’m engaged, for starters.”


  “Then why,” he asked reasonably, “did you kiss me just now?”


  Good question. Why did she kiss him just now? “I was...swept up in the moment. You caught me off guard.”


  “Ah.” He smiled.


  God, he was smug. “Oh, you think because you’re a film star, I’ll have sex with you, right here, right now? Because you’re famous?” she sputtered.


  “Well...yes,” he said mildly. “Most women do.”


  “Sorry, but I’m not ‘most women.’ God ‒ you’re an egotistical, oversexed jerk. I don’t even know you! We haven’t been on a date, or had a coffee together, or...or anything.”


  “We could consider this a sort of date, couldn’t we?” he suggested, and lifted her hand to his lips. “I’ll buy you a coffee afterwards, if you like. I might even spring for one of those overpriced cookies.”


  She snatched her hand away. “No thanks. I don’t sleep with strangers. Or self-important twits.”


  “Well, that’s easily remedied.” He pulled out a cell phone from his breast pocket, opened the calendar, and began scrolling through it. “Let’s see...are you free tomorrow night? I’m not headed back to London until next Sunday. We can have an early dinner.” He eyed her expectantly. “And if you’ll let me, I can prove to you that I’m not an egotistical, oversexed jerk. Or a self-important twit.”


  “What part of ‘I’m engaged’ don’t you get?”


  “You’re not in love with your fiancé, whoever he is. If you were, you wouldn’t be here now.”


  She gasped. “What? How dare you. You don’t know anything about my fiancé. Or me.”


  “Interesting. I didn’t know women still said ‘how dare you,’” he replied, unperturbed. “And you’re right, I don’t know you. But I’d like to.”


  Holly stared at him, too furious – and okay, too flattered by his interest, no matter how unwanted – to speak.


  “One date. One dinner. That’s all I ask.” He smiled roguishly. “Think of it this way ‒ it’ll be good publicity for the store,” he pointed out. “And if, after dinner, you decide you still don’t like me, I’ll be winging my way to the other side of the Atlantic the very next day, and you’ll never see me again. Unless, of course, you go to see my new movie, Charmed, coming to theaters everywhere on first August.”


  She couldn’t help it; she laughed. “You really do take the cake. Thanks, but the answer’s still no.”


  Surprise flickered over his face, gone as quickly as it came, and his expression smoothed back into its customary amusement. “Well ‒ one can’t blame a chap for trying.”


  He turned away to open the door.


  “Maybe if I wasn’t engaged...” Holly blurted, and froze. Had this man – this actor – put her under some kind of a movie star spell, or something?


  Thankfully, he didn’t hear her as he’d already stepped out into the hall. “I apologise if I misread the situation. Goodnight, Miss James.”


  “Goodnight.”


  As she followed him into the hall, she heard footsteps, and glanced up to see her father Alastair coming towards them. “Dad?” Oh, shit. She hoped he hadn’t seen her come out of the bathroom with Ciaran.


  “Holly? What are you doing up here?” His glance flitted from his daughter to Ciaran and back to Holly again.


  She felt her cheeks grow warm. “Mr Duncan needed the loo, and the downstairs ones were all occupied.”


  “Oh. I see.”


  “Actually,” Ciaran said, “I was just telling Holly that she and I should do a bit of publicity while I’m in town. Drum up some attention for the store.”


  Alastair eyed him doubtfully. “Publicity? What sort of publicity did you have in mind?”


  “I thought Holly and I might spend a day doing typical New York things – take the Staten Island ferry to the Statue of Liberty, ride a carriage round Central Park, dine at the Russian Tea Room or Tavern on the Green...and visit Dashwood and James’s new store before it officially opens, while the paparazzi snap pictures and proceed to plaster them all over the New York newspapers.”


  Holly, impressed despite herself, regarded him in admiration. He was good.


  Alastair was silent. “Well...I don’t know. I suppose it would generate a lot of interest…”


  Ciaran smiled, his eyes still on Holly. “You have no idea.”


  “What about me?” Holly turned back to her father. “Has anyone bothered to ask me how I feel about this crazy idea?”


  “Actually,” Alastair mused, “I think it’s rather a good idea.”


  “You can’t be serious.” She stared at him. “You are serious. There’s just one problem, or have you forgotten? I’m engaged.”


  He sighed. “Oh, yes. There is that.”


  It was no secret that her father, although he liked Jamie Gordon, Rhys’s adopted brother, well enough, didn’t completely approve of their engagement. He avowed that Jamie, with his long hours and ambitions to become a Michelin-starred chef, would never make proper time for a wife or family.


  Which, Holly knew, was patently ridiculous.


  “I shall speak to Jamie myself,” Alastair said, “and explain that you and Ciaran are doing a publicity junket for the store on‒” he paused “‒what day are we talking about, Mr Duncan?”


  “Let’s see.” He studied the calendar app on his phone once again. “I have tomorrow free.”


  “Tomorrow it is.”


  Outrage swept over Holly. Now she knew how all of those unmarried, Jane Austen-y women must have felt, standing helplessly by as their fathers discussed their future with another man and left them completely out of the loop.


  Well, she thought with gathering anger, she wasn’t helpless and she wasn’t about to stand by as her future – even if it were only tomorrow – was decided for her. She opened her mouth to refuse, to tell them both unequivocally that there was no way in hell she was spending one minute, much less her entire Sunday, with Ciaran Duncan – not even in the name of publicity.


  But she hesitated. She knew how important the store’s upcoming launch was to her father. Dashwood and James was still on somewhat shaky ground, financially speaking; the New York store, if it did well, would go a long way to shoring up the family’s depleted coffers.


  And after all, she mused as she studied Ciaran doubtfully from beneath lowered lashes, it was only for one day.


  She could endure anything for one day. Even Ciaran Duncan.


  Chapter Three


  “Fine,” Holly said. “I’ll do it. For the store,” she added pointedly before Ciaran could thank her. She turned to Alastair. “But you have to promise to tell Jamie that this was your idea, Dad, not mine.”


  “I promise.” He added dryly, “Thank you for your very great sacrifice for the cause.”


  Ciaran laughed. “I never thought anyone would have to be persuaded to spend time with me. I’m wounded.”


  “And I’m off.” Alastair glanced down at the pashmina dangling from his hand. “Excuse me, but I promised to give this to Natalie – she’s complaining of a chill, although God knows I don’t know what she’s talking about ‒ and return to my guests downstairs. I suggest you both do the same.”


  “I’ll be right there.” Holly turned away and moved to follow him.


  “Wait.” Ciaran caught up with her. “What time shall I pick you up tomorrow?”


  “Eleven, I suppose. I’m catatonic before noon.” She paused. “Do you know where I live?”


  “Yes, I got your address from Ms. Welch earlier. She’s much more accommodating than you.” His eyes twinkled.


  Twinkled!


  “Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he added with a grimace, “I really do need the loo.”


  She smiled. “Right. You know where it is. Goodbye.”


  “Goodbye, Miss James. I’ll pick you up tomorrow morning at eleven.”


  “Not a minute sooner,” she warned.


  “No sooner, I promise. I look forward to it.” He winked one of those sexy green-brown eyes at her and made his way back downstairs.


  And so it was settled. Holly would spend tomorrow with Ciaran Duncan, internationally famous film actor, British heartthrob, and ex-boyfriend of Sienna, Keira, Olivia, and Jennifer...


  ...and a man with more hands than one of those multi-armed Hindu statues.


  As she drifted back downstairs, tugging absently at the upwardly creeping hem of her dress, Holly alternated between elation and dismay. What had she just got herself into? Ciaran Duncan was out of her league. She frowned. Jamie wouldn’t want her spending a minute with the handsome film star, much less an entire day.


  And how would she tell Chaz that she’d snared a date...with his dream man?


  He’d never speak to her again.


  “...perhaps you should set your sights on Alastair’s daughter. You could do worse, you know. She stands to inherit twenty-five percent of Dashwood and James one day.”


  Holly came to an abrupt stop halfway down the stairs. Thankfully, they couldn’t see her up here in the shadows, but she could see their legs in the entrance hall below. Coco Welch, the promotions manager her father had relocated to New York from the London flagship store, was talking to that self-important solicitor, Mr Darcy.


  “No thank you.” Hugh Darcy spoke quietly but firmly. “I’ve no interest in getting married, at any rate. I’m here to assist Mr James, and to work...not to romance his daughter.”


  “Just as well…she’s engaged already, to a chef,” Coco remarked. Her voice warmed. “Although I must say, Jamie Gordon is ‒ pardon the pun ‒ quite dishy.” She added, “Still, you could do far worse than marrying an heiress like Holly. You can’t deny that she’d make an excellent match.”


  “I doubt that. I’ve encountered puddles with more depth than that girl.”


  Holly’s mouth sagged open. Was he saying she was shallow? How dare he?


  “She’s young,” Coco agreed, “and a bit superficial. But she is pretty,” she added grudgingly, “if you like tall, coltish girls with blonde hair and no sense of style, that is.”


  “Unfortunately, I don’t. I prefer women with style. And I prefer brunettes.”


  Humiliation, followed closely by anger, swept over Holly. So Hugh Darcy thought she was (1) shallow (2) unstylish and (3) unattractive? Who on earth did he think he was? Had he looked in a mirror lately? Oh, he was handsome enough, in a dark-and-broody, Heathcliff sort of way; but let’s face it ‒ he had all the personality of a law book.


  She waited on the stairs until they left, then made her way quietly down the last few steps. As she hurried towards the baize door that led to the kitchen, blinking back tears of anger and wounded pride, she collided with Hugh Darcy, who’d just come back into the entrance hall to fetch his coat.


  He reached out a hand to steady her, and the touch of his skin on her bare arm and the immovable wall of his chest against hers sent an unexpected frisson down Holly’s spine. He really was attractive, she realized belatedly. If only he wasn’t such a snobby, arrogant, opinionated knob...


  “I’m terribly sorry,” he said. “That was careless of me. Are you all right, Miss James?”


  “I’m fine.” She drew away and added coolly, “I should watch where I’m going.”


  They stared at each other, and it seemed that in just thirty seconds, they’d exhausted all avenues of conversation.


  He cleared his throat. “I meant to say...you look a bit upset. I hope you survived your encounter with Mr Duncan earlier. I trust he did nothing...untoward.”


  “Untoward?” Crikey, he talked like he was straight out of Downton Abbey. “No, of course he didn’t. Ciaran was a perfect gentleman,” she lied.


  “Good. I must say I’m surprised. But then, you’re not his usual sort of woman, after all.”


  His words – and his condescension – sent a renewed flicker of anger through her.


  “And what – or who – is his ‘usual sort of woman,’ Mr Darcy?”


  He shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “I only meant that you’re a bit young for him, that’s all.”


  “Really? Well,” Holly said, tilting her head back to meet his gaze, with a defiant gleam in her eye, “he doesn’t think so. In fact, he’s asked me to spend the day with him tomorrow – as publicity for the store. And I’ve said yes.”


  “I see.”


  Again they stared at one another, and again there seemed to be nothing more to say.


  He looked as if he might venture another comment, but thought the better of it. “Enjoy the rest of your evening, Miss James,” he said tightly.


  “Thank you. I will.”


  She moved to walk around him, to find Jamie and tell him about her plans with Ciaran, and was just about to push through the baize door to the kitchen when he spoke again.


  “It’s not a good idea, you know. He’s not worth your time. He’s no good.”


  Holly whirled around. “Excuse me? And how would you know that?”


  He lifted one shoulder. “It’s common knowledge. He’s not known for sticking around...or keeping promises. He’s not a marrying sort of man.”


  “Who says I want to get married?” Holly said, and let out a disbelieving laugh. “I’m already engaged, thank you very much. It’s just a publicity thing, Mr Darcy, not a – a lifetime commitment. At any rate,” she couldn’t help adding, “I’m just a silly, shallow girl with no style and no more depth than a puddle. Isn’t that right?”


  He looked at her with a mixture of surprise and dismay. “You heard me talking to Ms. Welch.”


  “Yes, I did. But you needn’t worry. I’m not interested in you in the least, so you can rest easy. Besides, I have my day with Ciaran tomorrow to look forward to. Unlike you, he knows how to have fun, and flirt, and make a girl feel special.” She tilted her chin up. “You should try it sometime. Having fun, I mean.”


  His dark eyes met hers, and in their depths she thought she glimpsed, very briefly, pain.


  As quickly as it came, it was gone.


  “Perhaps I should,” he agreed stiffly, and turned away to get his coat. He shrugged his arms into the sleeves – it was an excellent quality coat, Holly noted irrelevantly – and brushed past her with a curt nod, vanishing through the front doors, and out into the night.


  Chapter Four


  “Oh, thank you, Alastair,” Natalie said as her father-in-law returned to the drawing room and draped a pashmina around her bare shoulders. “These evening gowns don’t do much to keep a girl warm.”


  “That’s what you have me for, darling.” Her husband Rhys rested a proprietary hand at the small of her back and leaned forward to brush his lips against her cheek.


  “And I’m very glad of it,” she said, and squeezed his arm.


  “Congratulations on your pregnancy,” Alastair’s wife Cherie offered. “I haven’t really had a chance to talk to you since you found out. How far along are you now?”


  “Four months and a bit.” Natalie laid a hand atop the noticeable bulge of her stomach.


  “How very exciting. I’m thrilled for you and Rhys, I can’t tell you. We must throw you an extravagant baby shower, and soon. Now, if you’ll excuse me‒” she touched Natalie’s arm “‒I see Mr Duncan. I need to speak to him before he leaves.”


  “Of course.” Natalie eyed the film star, standing across the room deep in conversation with one of the store’s investors. “He’s charming, isn’t he? Alastair introduced us.”


  “Charming, yes.” Cherie’s smile remained fixed in place as she turned to go. “Enjoy the rest of your evening. Good to see you again, Rhys.”


  And she sailed off to speak to Ciaran Duncan.


  Natalie shivered and drew the pashmina closer around her shoulders. “Doesn’t anyone else feel the chill in this room?”


  “It’s perfectly comfortable in here.” Rhys glanced at the fire burning in the ornate fireplace. He took a glass of sparkling water from a passing tray and handed it to his wife. “You must admit, you’ve got very little coverage in that evening gown.” His gazed drifted down to her not inconsiderable pregnancy décolletage, and he smiled. “And I must admit,” he added in her ear, “I like it.”


  She blushed. “Rhys, do stop. Oh, look – it’s my father’s portrait,” Natalie exclaimed. She went to stand before a painting hanging over the fireplace. “It used to hang in Grandfather’s office. It’s a William Tennant, you know.”


  “A Tennant? No, I didn’t know. Interesting.” He came up and stood beside her. “The movers hung it in our apartment – I’m glad we can finally move in tomorrow, and leave that blasted hotel suite – but I had it brought here for the pre-launch. It lends a certain panache, don’t you think?”


  “I suppose,” she agreed doubtfully. “Was Grandfather tired of looking at it?”


  “No. He’s redecorating his office and thought you might like to have it. He asked your mother first,” he added dryly, “but she declined.”


  Natalie studied the three-quarter-length portrait. Her father wore a stylish suit and tie and lounged back in an armchair, his expression at once smug and amused.


  “He was a handsome devil,” Rhys observed. “Knew it, too, judging from his expression.”


  “Oh, yes, he did. He was a wonderful father but a crap husband. He cheated on Mum, and more than once. I don’t think he knew how to be faithful.” She frowned. “That painting must be worth a fortune now.”


  “I’m sure it is. Since Tennant’s death, the prices on his works have skyrocketed. Shall I have it valued?”


  “Yes, perhaps,” Natalie said vaguely, her interest already waning. “One of these days. Will you leave it here?”


  “No, it’s far too valuable. I’ll have it returned to the apartment first thing tomorrow.” He frowned. “Now that I know it’s a Tennant, I don’t like to leave it unattended overnight.”


  She turned her eyes up to his. “I have an idea. Why don’t we leave a bit early and take it with us? We could drop it off at the apartment on our way back to the hotel. What do you think?”


  “I think,” Rhys agreed as he took her arm and drew her towards the door, “that’s an excellent idea.”


  After the party, Holly accompanied Chaz to his third-floor walkup in Brooklyn. She sat next to him on the sofa with a bowl of popcorn, watching “The Voice” on TiVo. Before she’d left the party, Jamie told her that he’d be late getting home and to have fun with Chaz, and he’d see her later.


  If, Holly brooded, she was still awake by the time he returned after clearing up after the pre-launch party.


  She set the bowl aside with a sigh. It wasn’t Jamie who troubled her right now. Guilt gnawed at her, and had done since she’d accepted Ciaran’s invitation to spend the day with him.


  “Chaz,” she said now, “there’s something I need to tell you.”


  “Oh? What’s that?” His eyes were riveted on Christina Aguilera’s dress as he munched on popcorn. “Never mind, I know what it is – you’re in love with me, so much so that you’re willing to settle for a sham marriage to a gay man.”


  “No. Although that’s not a bad idea,” she mused. “At least it’d get Mum off my back. I told her no one gets married before thirty anymore. I don’t know why she’s always pushing me about the wedding, anyway.”


  “Christina should so stick to the vintage look,” Chaz murmured, and thrust another handful of popcorn in his mouth. “The Rita Hayworth thing really works for her.”


  Holly frowned. “Chaz, are you even listening to me? I’m trying to talk to you here.”


  “Oh. Sorry.” He leaned forward, grabbed the remote, and hit ‘pause.’ “Okay, I’m all yours. Well,” he added with a smirk, “as much as I can be.”


  “Look, Chaz, I know you like Ciaran—”


  “Like?” he interrupted. “‘Like’ is hardly the word for what I feel for Ciaran.”


  “‒and so I hate to tell you this,” she forged on, “but I can’t not tell you.” Holly bit her lip. “He asked me to spend the day with him tomorrow.”


  Chaz blinked. “He did?”


  “Yes. And I told him I’d go. It’s for publicity, that’s all,” she rushed to add. “But I know you like him, and, well...you’re not mad at me for saying I’d go, are you?”


  He was silent. “Of course not,” he said, and brushed stray popcorn kernels from his lap. “You’d be crazy not to go.”


  “You don’t want me to go,” Holly said. “I’ll tell him no.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous.” He flopped back against the sofa cushions. “It’s time I got over my crush on Ciaran and met someone. Someone real. After I lose fifteen pounds,” he added bitterly.


  “You’re not fat.” They’d had this argument many times before.


  “No, but I’m not Ryan Gosling, either. I’m Seth Rogen...before he lost weight.”


  “Stop.” Holly tossed a throw pillow – bright orange and round – at him. “No pity parties allowed tonight.”


  Chaz caught the pillow and turned it around and around, his expression shuttered. “I never told you this, but I used to be best friends with this kid, Ted. We did everything together – Scouts, science projects, hung out on the weekends. Halfway through seventh grade he found out I was gay. I don’t know how he found out, or who told him, but it was like I suddenly had a communicable disease. He never talked to me again.” He tossed the cushion aside. “He wouldn’t even sit next to me on the bus. If we passed each other in the halls, he crossed to the other side. I felt like a – like a ghost.”


  “He was a jerk.”


  He looked up at her, his eyes dark with remembered pain. “It really hurt, Holly. I was the same person. Nothing changed. But after Ted found out I liked guys, not girls...everything changed.”


  “He was a knob,” she said, her words firm. “You’re the best friend anyone could ever ask for. You’re funny, and smart, and Rhys says you’re the best personal assistant he’s ever had—”


  “Oh, please,” he groaned, “don’t start telling me how wonderful I am, and how I’ll make some guy really happy one day. Right now I just want to wallow in my unattached misery.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “Alone.”


  “Okay. Sure.” Holly drew back, stung by his refusal to let her comfort him. “I need to get back to the hotel anyway, before Jamie gets there first and calls the police and reports me missing. You know how he is.”


  He didn’t respond, just stared dejectedly at the bowl of popcorn – no butter, no salt – on the coffee table.


  “I mean it, Chaz,” she told him firmly as she picked up her clutch and headed to the door. “If you don’t want me to go out with Ciaran on this publicity thing tomorrow, I won’t.”


  He sighed. “Don’t be stupid. Of course I want you to go out with him. How else will I find out what it’s like to spend an entire day with an internationally famous film star?”


  Chapter Five


  Natalie leaned her head back against the Jaguar’s headrest, pleasantly relaxed as Rhys drove them to their apartment with the painting of her father safely stowed in the back seat.


  “I wish we could’ve stayed at the Plaza,” she said wistfully as they left Greenwich Village. “Like Eloise.”


  Rhys turned the car onto Third Avenue. “You know we have to keep expenses down, Natalie. The stores aren’t fully recovered yet.”


  “I know,” she grumbled. “Such a bother. I’m longing to splash out on a few more baby things and some chic maternity outfits...but I haven’t. I’ve been very restrained.”


  “Right,” he agreed, his voice dry, “restrained, if you don’t count the roomful of stuffed animals from FAO, enough onesies and jim-jams and nappies to stock a baby store, or that ridiculous pram you insisted on buying—”


  “It’s not ridiculous,” she protested. “It’s a Silver Cross Balmoral, meticulously handcrafted in Yorkshire.”


  “Natalie ‒ it costs $3,000! For a bloody pram.”


  “Well, yes, because it has a C-spring suspension for a smooth and unrivalled ride.”


  “Which is all very well and good,” he retorted, “if one’s buying an Aston Martin ‒ not a pram.”


  “And the lady at the store said I might exchange the navy-and-white model for a pink-and-white model if we have a girl,” Natalie went on. “So nice of her, don’t you think?”


  “I think for $3,000, she ought to give you a different model pram for every day of the week and throw in a nanny and free nappies for good measure.”


  “Oh, Rhys, honestly. Don’t you want our baby to have the best?”


  He turned onto East 47th Street and glanced over at her. “Of course I do. I just don’t want you to bankrupt us in the process.” He reached out his free hand and laid it atop hers. “We’re nearly there.”


  “You don’t mind, do you?”


  “Mind what?”


  “Detouring to the apartment on our way home to deliver the painting.”


  “Not at all. I wanted to stop and check that the security system’s on in our apartment anyway. I told the movers to activate it, but I want to be sure. I also thought,” he added as he slowed the car, “that we could have a look at our new home for the next few months before we officially move in tomorrow.”


  “I can’t wait to have a place of our own here in Manhattan. Although,” Natalie added, “I’ll really miss room service, and those lovely chocs they put on our pillows every night.”


  “Sir Richard thought it made sense to keep a place near the store, where I can stay whenever I’m here on business. Now that Alastair’s bought that townhouse in Gramercy Park, I doubt he’ll ever use the apartment.”


  He brought the Jaguar to a stop in front of an impressive building. The Dunleigh was located on the Upper West Side, just across from Central Park and a stone’s throw from the Dakota. As they got out of the car and Rhys gave instructions to the valet, Natalie glanced up at the imposing turn-of-the-century building.


  Stone griffins and winged cherubs cavorted around the perimeter of the Mansard roof; a uniformed doorman stood guard at the canopied entrance. It looked like something out of Rosemary’s Baby.


  “Well, what do you think so far?” Rhys inquired as he tucked the portrait carefully under his arm and escorted her inside.


  “I don’t know,” she admitted. “It’s all a bit...scary looking, isn’t it?”


  He laughed. “That wasn’t exactly the reaction I was hoping for. Wait till you see the apartment.”


  “Right,” she murmured, and gripped her husband’s arm as she took in the marble-floored lobby with its potted palms and elaborate Victorian staircase. “It’s lovely.” Lovely, she thought, if you were the Addams Family, or a guest at the Overlook Hotel.


  The concierge behind the counter to the left smiled at them and nodded imperceptibly. “Good evening, Mr and Mrs Gordon.”


  Rhys nodded. “Good evening. We’re just going up to check that the security system is armed.”


  “Very good. Let us know if there’s anything you need.”


  As she and Rhys made their way across the lobby to the lift, Natalie frowned. “That was a bit odd, don’t you think? How did he know who we were?”


  “It’s his job to know who we are. I’ve been in and out of here enough that the staff all know me by name.”


  A few minutes later, they arrived at the tenth floor and proceeded down a long, thickly carpeted hallway.


  “Here we are. Number 1010.” He inserted the key and swung the old-fashioned panel door open, then stood back to let her through. “Welcome to the Dunleigh, darling.”


  Natalie brushed past him and stepped inside. She was beyond curious to see the apartment they’d be calling home for the next few months. As Rhys switched on a lamp on the table by the front door, she made her way down the hallway and let out a soft gasp as she rounded the corner into the living room.


  Plush white carpeting cushioned her feet as she came to a stop, transfixed by the tenth-story view of Central Park.


  Nothing – not her aching feet, or her tiredness, or the distant honking of horns on 72nd Street below, even at this hour - could mar the perfection of the night-time panorama before her.


  “Oh, Rhys – it’s gorgeous,” she breathed as he joined her.


  In the darkened room she glimpsed sofas upholstered in white, flanking a fireplace of dark-brown marble veined with black. Although the furnishings were modern, the high ceilings and paneled walls lent the apartment a distinctly old-world feel.


  And the night-time view of Central Park was spectacular.


  “I’m glad you like it,” Rhys said as he set the painting down near the sofa and tossed his keys aside. “The Dunleigh’s almost as hard to get into as the Dakota.” He frowned. “It’s a good job we stopped by. The alarm wasn’t armed. Bloody movers.”


  Natalie barely heard him as she tipped her head back to admire the high, elaborately molded ceilings. “How many rooms are there?” she asked as she stood, rapt, before the window.


  “Ten. There’s a master suite, two guest bedrooms, living and dining rooms, a study, the kitchen, and three bathrooms.”


  “My word,” Natalie murmured. “Dashwood and James must be doing better than I thought.”


  “We’re getting there. Once we launch the New York store,” he said, “we plan to expand further – Miami, Los Angeles…”


  “Ooh, can I go with you?” Natalie implored as she slid her arms around his neck.


  “Of course you can.” He wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her. “But I won’t get a thing done with you around.”


  “That’s the whole idea,” she said, and kissed him back. “I’ll have my wicked way with you in every major city in America before I’m done.”


  He raised his brow. “Well, at least we needn’t worry about getting you pregnant – since I already have.”


  She smirked. “Well done, you.”


  “I’ve an idea,” he said, his lips moving from her mouth to the column of her neck. “Let’s christen our new home.”


  “Right here?” she whispered, feigning shock. “In the dark, in front of all of Manhattan?”


  Rhys was too busy leaving fiery kisses on her throat and along the slope of her bare shoulders to answer, and he pushed impatiently at the thin straps that held up her gown.


  “Yes.” He undid her zipper. “Right here. Right this very minute.”


  Natalie let out a soft gasp as his lips moved down to the swell of her breasts, sending shivers of pleasure through her, and she sank down onto the carpet in his arms.


  “If you insist,” she whispered, and dragged his mouth back up to hers.


  Sometime later, as they lay naked and spent from their wanton but delicious exertions, Natalie stirred and woke with a start. They’d both fallen asleep.


  She yawned and reached out sleepily to shake Rhys’s shoulder to wake him and tell him they really ought to be going when she heard a sound in the darkness.


  A floorboard creaked.


  Natalie froze. What was that? Was someone else in the apartment? But that was impossible. Her hand tensed on Rhys’s arm, and she scarcely dared to breathe.


  She waited, but the sound wasn’t repeated. Had she imagined it? After all, these old buildings creaked and settled and made all manner of odd noises. That’s what Rhys would say, at any rate.


  She was just about to wake him to tell him she wanted to leave straightaway and never, ever come back, when she heard it again. Another floorboard creaked, this time a bit closer.


  Natalie bit back a gasp. No. She definitely hadn’t imagined it.


  Someone – or something – was in the apartment.


  Chapter Six


  But that was surely madness, wasn’t it? she thought uneasily. After all ‒ how could anyone possibly be in the apartment but them? The Dunleigh was secure; it was one of the reasons Grandfather had chosen the cooperative. And Rhys had told her the front desk in the lobby was manned round the clock.


  Which meant that whoever – no, scratch that, whatever – was standing nearby might not be human.


  As if aware of Natalie’s growing disquietude, the darkness beyond her solidified and materialized into a figure...


  ...a figure holding a gun.


  Natalie dug her nails into Rhys’s arm and let out an earsplitting shriek.


  He flew up, disoriented and wild-eyed. “What is it? What’s happened?”


  “An intruder,” she gasped as she sat up and scrabbled desperately to find her discarded gown. “Call the police!”


  Immediately Rhys got to his feet and grabbed his trousers.


  “Shall I turn on a light?” Nat whispered, terrified.


  “No. I haven’t a bloody stitch on and I’m standing in front of the bloody window!” he hissed. He yanked his trousers on and moved forward.


  She stood and caught at his arm. “Rhys – wait. Where are you going? He has a gun!”


  But he didn’t listen, only shook her arm off and made his way determinedly to the front hall. Since she wasn’t about to leave his side, Natalie darted after him, her heart thrumming madly, her evening gown clutched against her chest.


  The lamp on the hall table was still on. They crept cautiously forward. “Is anyone here?” Rhys demanded. “Show yourself!”


  But the only answer was silence.


  Although they checked each and every room – and Natalie looked under every bed and in every closet, as well – there was no one in the apartment and no sign of forced entry.


  “They must’ve got away,” Natalie said with equal parts frustration and relief, “while I was screaming and you were jumping round putting on your trousers.”


  “Or perhaps,” Rhys said as he turned to fix an accusing glare on her, “you imagined the whole thing.”


  She drew in a disbelieving breath. “I did not! I heard him, Rhys. I saw him. He had a gun. I didn’t imagine that.”


  “Yes, well then, where is he?” He pointed to the alarm panel. “The security system’s still armed, just as it was when I activated it earlier.” He opened the door and inspected the lock. “Look for yourself. There’s no sign of tampering, no scratches or marks on the paint.”


  “Perhaps he came in through one of the windows.”


  “What? A cat burglar, like Cary Grant in To Catch a Thief?” He closed the door. “Don’t be ridiculous.”


  She crossed her arms – with her evening gown bunched up underneath – against her chest. “I know what I saw. And I saw a man with a gun standing over us.”


  “Perhaps you were dreaming. These old buildings settle and creak sometimes, you know.”


  “I knew you’d say that.” She glared at him. “Aren’t you at least going to call the police?”


  “And report what, exactly? A creaking floorboard? A ghost? Cary Grant?”


  “Fine. Never mind.” Natalie turned away and stalked back to the living room. “Laugh at me if you want, but I’m telling you, someone was here. Take me back to the hotel right now. It may be a bit impersonal, and it’s not nearly so grand as this place, but at least it’s intruder-free.”


  Holly eased the hotel room door open after returning from Chaz’s place and crept inside. She paused. The lamp on the hallway table was off, which meant that Jamie was probably already in bed and sleeping.


  She slipped off her shoes and laid her clutch on the table, then made her way as quietly as possible to the tiny kitchenette. Holly yawned. A couple of cookies and some milk, and she’d be ready to tumble straight into bed for some well-deserved sleep—


  “So how’s Chaz?”


  Holly let out a gasp. Jamie sat on the sofa, his clogs discarded and his feet propped on the coffee table. “Jamie? What are you doing sitting here in the dark?” she demanded. “God, you scared me. I thought you’d gone to bed.”


  “I just got home a little while ago. Thought I’d wait up to say hello, and goodnight.” His smile was lopsided and tired.


  “You must be exhausted,” she said, and sat down beside him. She leaned forward to kiss him. “The party was a massive success, thanks in no small part to your menu. It was amazing.”


  “Thanks. I do my best.” He drew her against him, kissing the top of her head. “I missed you.”


  “I missed you, too. It’s crazy, isn’t it?” she observed as she nestled against him. “We were at the same function all night and didn’t speak to each other once.”


  “Yes, it’s all very Upstairs, Downstairs, isn’t it? Your father doesn’t like the hired help mingling with the guests.”


  Although she knew he was joking, Holly heard the edge in his voice. “I was working tonight, too,” she pointed out. “I’m a store employee, after all, so I was only there to jolly up the guests and flirt a bit with the investors.”


  “You looked really sexy tonight.” His hand slid down her side and came to rest on her hip. “And you seemed to make quite the impression on Ciaran Duncan.”


  She lifted her head. “Why do you say that?” And why was her heart suddenly beating a tiny bit faster?


  He shrugged. “Every time I sent out a tray, one of the servers came back and told me they’d seen you both talking. Catherine said that Mr International Film Star scarcely took his eyes off you all evening.”


  Catherine. Holly pressed her lips together. Jamie’s new sous chef was probably only too glad to put the most damaging spin possible on her fledgling relationship with Ciaran.


  Although she hadn’t yet met her properly, she suspected that Catherine was attracted to her fiancé. And it bothered her.


  Not that she worried that Jamie would stray; no, it was just that Catherine was so gorgeous she made Holly feel like a dog’s dinner. With her long black hair and a slim but curvy build, the sous chef was a stunner.


  And, of course, she could cook like a dream.


  “Well, Catherine’s wrong,” she said firmly, and drew back to meet his eyes. “We were talking about the publicity thing.”


  “Oh, yes. Your father told me. Tomorrow, isn’t it?”


  “Yes. Ciaran’s sending a car to pick me up at eleven.”


  Jamie studied her, his expression unreadable. “Should I be worried?”


  “Don’t be silly,” she assured him, and wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him. “I only have eyes for you.”


  “Prove it, then,” he murmured, a challenge in his eyes.


  And she proceeded to do just that.


  Chapter Seven


  At eight-thirty the next morning, a knock on the door echoed through Apartment 1010.


  “Hellooo? Mr Gordon? Anyone here?”


  Natalie looked up from her seat on the sofa in mild alarm. It was Sunday morning, and she and Rhys were in the living room, having just arrived at the Dunleigh with their luggage a short time earlier. Rhys was hanging her father’s portrait over the fireplace.


  “Who’s that?” she hissed. “And what’s he doing in our apartment?”


  Before Rhys could answer, a dark-haired young man with a pair of sunglasses thrust atop his head strode into the living room, his hands holding bright-orange carrier bags. He wore jeans, a Ramones t-shirt, and a pale-pink blazer with the sleeves rolled up.


  As he saw Rhys, he came to a stop. “Oh, sorry. I didn’t realize you were here. I thought I had time to sneak in and leave this stuff before you officially moved in.”


  “Quite all right,” Rhys said, and turned away from the mantel. “What’ve you got there?”


  “Oh, I have lots of fab stuff,” he said. “I went to Zabar’s yesterday afternoon and got pesto, brie, a couple of pasta salads – so delish ‒ a bottle of Blanc de Blanc, and—” he broke off as he caught sight of Natalie. “Oh, sorry. You must be Mrs Gordon. I saw you last night but we haven’t been formally introduced.”


  “Natalie, this is Charles Williams,” Rhys said by way of explanation, “my new personal assistant.”


  She nodded and said politely, “It’s very nice to meet you, Charles.”


  “Chaz, please.” He smiled in apology. “I’d offer my hand, Mrs Gordon, but they’re full at the moment. Gorgeous outfit, by the way,” he observed as he studied her yellow and black figured tunic and fitted beige skirt. “Marni, last season?”


  She nodded, impressed. “You’re good. And please, call me Natalie.”


  “Thanks. It’s nice to meet you, Mrs Gordon – I mean, Natalie,” he corrected himself as Rhys took one of the bags from him. “The front desk sent me up – I hope that’s okay? Alastair put me on the list.”


  “The list?” Rhys echoed.


  He nodded. “The guest list. I’m on it, and Alastair, and Sir Richard...and you two, of course. Alastair gave me a key so I could deliver your groceries.”


  “No, that’s fine.” Rhys glanced down at the bags. “Thank you for all of this, by the way. It’s unexpected, although very welcome. But you needn’t have gone to the trouble.”


  “It’s no trouble. I knew you wouldn’t have time to go grocery shopping, so I thought I’d stock the kitchen with a few essentials. I can’t stay,” he added as he headed towards the kitchen. “I’m helping Holly choose an outfit for her big date with – wait for it – Ciaran Duncan today.”


  “Holly has a date with Ciaran Duncan?” Natalie echoed, surprised. “I saw them talking last night at the party, but...” her voice trailed off. “But Holly’s engaged.”


  “It’s not really a date, it’s a publicity thing for the store,” he said over his shoulder. “It’s a ‘film-star-and-retail-heiress-do-New-York’ thing, to be exact.”


  “I see,” Natalie said, although she didn’t, really. She couldn’t imagine Jamie agreeing to such a thing...or Holly’s father either, for that matter. He hadn’t seemed very impressed with the actor.


  “It was Ciaran’s idea,” he explained as she rose and followed him into the kitchen. “But Alastair was totally on board, since the store needs all the publicity it can get...”


  “...so Holly’s spending the day with Ciaran to help her father, and to help the store,” Natalie finished.


  “Exactly.” He set the carrier bags on the counter. “Well, folks, I’m off. Enjoy your gourmet goodies and welcome to the Dunleigh.”


  And before Natalie or Rhys could do more than thank him, Chaz waved, whipped out his mobile phone, and left.


  “So these are our options for your date with Ciaran?” Chaz asked doubtfully as he eyed the three dresses on hangers that Holly held up a half-hour later.


  “Yes. And it’s not a date.” She narrowed her eyes. “What’s wrong? Don’t you like them?”


  He cupped his elbow in one hand and rested his chin on the other. “Sorry, no. The black wrap dress is too plain; and that purple jersey – where’d you buy it, Forever 21? As for the bubble skirt–” he grimaced “–it looks like someone threw up Christian LA Croix.”


  Holly tossed them down on her bed in irritation. “Well, what do you suggest, then, Mr Mizrahi?”


  “Hey, you asked for my help,” he reminded her. “I could be at home watching The Princess Diaries, thank you very much.”


  “No need to throw a hissy. Just take a look in the closet and pick something out. I’ll need accessories, too. And hurry. I have to start getting ready soon.”


  “You don’t want much, do you?” he retorted, but threw the door to the hotel closet open and began rummaging through the contents, his face set in concentration. Choosing an outfit was a very serious business.


  Five minutes later, he emerged. “I’ve found it,” he announced, triumphant. “I’ve found the perfect outfit for your date with Ciaran.”


  “It’s not a date,” she told him again. Holly rose from her perch on the end of the bed, anxious to see what he’d chosen. He held out a beige sheath dress overlaid with lace, nude heels, and a leopard-print clutch.


  “That?” she said uncertainly. “I don’t know. It’s so...beige. It looks like something Mum would wear.”


  “It’s classic,” he informed her, “but sexy, in a ladylike way. Very Mad Men. You don’t want to look like a hootchie, do you?”


  “No...”


  “Then shut up and try it on.”


  Dutifully she did as he asked, thrusting her feet into the heels and smoothing the silk dress over her hips as she stood before the full-length mirror on the back of the bathroom door. And as she studied her reflection, she had to admit that, once again, Chaz was right.


  The nude heels elongated her legs; the dress was fitted and flattering, emphasizing her small waist and slim build; and the leopard clutch provided the perfect pop of contrast.


  “We’ll put your hair up in a chignon,” Chaz decided. “Like Tippi Hedrin. It’ll give you that sixties chic.”


  “Put my hair up? I don’t know...”


  “Sit,” he commanded, and motioned to her dressing table. “I’ll do your hair before I go. All you need,” he mused as he began to brush her hair, “is one of those big, black cartwheel hats, like the one Audrey wore in Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”


  “Sorry,” Holly said firmly, “I love this outfit, but I draw the line at cartwheel hats.” She looked at his reflection in the mirror and smiled. “You’re right...it’s absolutely, perfectly…perfect.”


  An hour later, bathed and perfumed and dressed in the beige sheath, Holly was almost ready. Jamie had left, off to get his new restaurant ready to open its doors; so Chaz had agreed to stay and let Ciaran in while she got ready.


  “Keep him waiting,” he informed her. “It’s never good to appear too soon. Take your time.”


  “Right,” she agreed, and lifted her brow. “Leaving you to chat – alone ‒ with the object of your affection in the meantime.”


  “Whatever. Go get ready.”


  Ten minutes after Ciaran arrived, Holly took a deep breath and opened the bedroom door. The sound of Chaz’s voice drifted down the hall from the tiny hotel sitting room.


  “‒so pleased to meet you last night,” he gushed. “Like I said, I’ve seen all your movies, except that last one about the veterinarian. It didn’t do so well at the box office, did it?”


  “No,” Ciaran said a trifle stiffly, “but it earned me a BAFTA nomination. Rather proud of that.”


  “As well you should be.”


  “Listen, I don’t mean to pry, but...do you and Holly live together?” the actor asked, puzzled.


  Chaz let out a sound halfway between a snort and a laugh. “God, no! I just offered to stick around and let you in while she gets ready. Her fiancé’s normally here,” he added, pointedly, “but he’s working.”


  Chaz glanced up as Holly appeared in the doorway. “Holly – there you are. Mr Duncan’s been waiting, and very patiently, I might add.”


  Ciaran stood up, and his eyes swept over Holly from her ladylike heels to her upswept blonde hair. He blinked. “You look stunning, Miss James. And very grown-up.”


  “Thank you,” Holly said. She could barely form a coherent sentence at the sight of Ciaran, so handsome in his impeccably tailored suit. “Shall we go?”


  “By all means,” he agreed, and held out his arm.
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