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  Hello!


  Christmas is my favourite time of year but I’m the first to admit that reality doesn’t always meet expectation! I sometimes feel I have more turkey disaster stories than the average person, but I could be wrong (and if we meet in person and you want to compare festive nightmares, I’m sure we’ll bond for life).


  Of course all of us want Christmas to be as perfect as possible and that’s the case for the family in this book. The McBrides, including sisters Hannah, Beth and Posy only get together at Christmas which increases the pressure on everyone to make it the best it can be. Add to that the fact that everyone brings their own personal baggage along with their Christmas gifts, and it’s inevitable that things will start to go wrong.


  I had fun exploring the complex family dynamics in this story. I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it and that your own celebrations, whatever form they take, go smoothly and meet all your expectations!


  Love Sarah


  xx


  To the wonderful Lisa Milton,

  with love and thanks.


  


  Life is so constructed that an event does not, cannot,

  will not, match the expectation.


  Charlotte Brontë


  Contents


  Cover


  About the Author


  Also by Sarah Morgan


  Title Page


  Copyright


  Dedication


  Epigraph


  CHAPTER ONE


  CHAPTER TWO


  CHAPTER THREE


  CHAPTER FOUR


  CHAPTER FIVE


  CHAPTER SIX


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  CHAPTER NINE


  CHAPTER TEN


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


  Extract


  About the Publisher


  CHAPTER ONE


  Suzanne


  THERE ARE GOOD anniversaries, and bad anniversaries. This was a bad one and Suzanne chose to mark the moment with a nightmare.


  As usual, she was buried, her body immobile and trapped under a weight as heavy as concrete. There was snow in her mouth, in her nose, in her ears. The force and pressure of it crushed her. How deep was she? Which way was up? Would anyone be looking for her?


  She tried to scream, but there was nothing, nothing…


  “Suzanne…”


  Someone was calling her name. She couldn’t respond. Couldn’t move. Couldn’t breathe. Her chest was being squeezed.


  “Suzanne!”


  She heard the voice through darkness and panic.


  “You’re dreaming.”


  She felt something touch her shoulder, and the movement catapulted her out of her frozen tomb and back to reality. She sat up, her hand to her throat, gulping in air.


  “It’s all right,” the voice said. “Everything is all right.”


  “I had…a dream. The dream.” And it was so real she expected to find herself surrounded by ice crystals, not crumpled bedding.


  “I know.” The voice belonged to Stewart, and his hand was on her back, rubbing gently. “You were screaming.”


  And now she noticed that his face was white and lines of anxiety bracketed his mouth.


  They had a routine for this but hadn’t had to use it in a while.


  “It was so vivid. I was there.”


  Stewart flicked on the light. A soft glow spread across the bedroom, illuminating dark corners and pushing aside the last wisps of the nightmare. “You’re safe. Look around you.”


  Suzanne looked, her imagination still trapped under the weight of snow.


  But there was no snow. No avalanche. Just her warm, cozy bedroom in Glensay Lodge, where the remains of a fire danced in the hearth and the darkness of the endless winter night shone black through a gap in the curtains. She’d made the curtains herself from a sumptuous tartan fabric she’d found on her first visit to Scotland. Stewart’s mother had claimed it was their clan tartan, but all Suzanne cared about was that those curtains kept the cold out on chilly nights and made the room cozy. She’d also made the quilt that was draped across the bottom of the bed.


  On the table near the window was a bottle of single malt whiskey from the local distillery, and next to it sat Stewart’s empty glass.


  There was her favorite chair, the cushions plumped and soft. Her book, a novel that hadn’t really caught her attention, lay open next to her knitting. A new order of wool had arrived the day before and she’d been thrilled by the colors. Deep purples and blues lay against softer hues of heather and rich cream, ready to brighten the palette of white and gray that lay beyond her windows. The wool reminded her of the wild Scottish heather that grew in the glen in early and late summer. Thinking of it cheered her. When the weather warmed, she liked to walk early in the morning and see the heather as the sun burned through the mist.


  And there was Stewart. Stewart, with his kind eyes and infinite patience. Stewart, who had been by her side for more than three decades.


  She was in the Scottish Highlands, tens of thousands of miles from the icy flanks of Mount Rainier. Still, the dream hung over her like a chilling fog, infecting her thoughts.


  “I haven’t had that dream in over a year.” Her forehead was damp with sweat and her nightdress clung to her. She took the glass of water that Stewart offered.


  Her throat was parched and the water soothed and cooled, but her hand was shaking so much she sloshed some of it over the duvet. “How can a person still have nightmares after twenty-five years?” She wanted to forget, but her body wouldn’t let her.


  Stewart took the glass from her and put it on the nightstand. Then he took her in his arms. “It’s almost Christmas, and this is always a stressful time of year.”


  She leaned her head on his shoulder, comforted by human warmth. Not snow and ice, but flesh and blood.


  Alive.


  “I love this time of year because the girls are home.” She slid her arm round his waist, wishing she could stop shaking. “Last year I didn’t have the dream once.”


  “It was probably that call from Hannah that triggered it.”


  “It was a good phone call. She’s coming home for the holidays. That’s the best news. Not something to trigger a nightmare.” But enough to trigger thoughts and memories.


  She suspected poor Hannah would be having her own thoughts and memories.


  Stewart was right that this time of year was never easy.


  “It’s been a couple of years since Hannah, Beth and Posy were here together.”


  “And I’m excited.” Anticipation lifted her mood. “It will be all the more special because Hannah couldn’t make it last year.”


  “Which increases the expectation.” Stewart sounded tired. “Don’t put pressure on her, Suzanne. It’s tough on her, and you end up hurt.”


  “I won’t be hurt.” They both knew it was a lie. Every time Hannah distanced herself from her family, it hurt. “I want her to be happy, that’s all.”


  “The only person who can make Hannah happy is Hannah.”


  “That doesn’t stop me wanting to help. I’m her mother.” She caught his eye. “I am her mother.”


  “I know. And if you want my opinion, she’s damn lucky to have you.”


  Lucky? There had been nothing lucky about the girls’ early life. At the beginning Suzanne had been terrified that Hannah’s life would be ruined by the events of her childhood, but then she’d realized she had a responsibility not to let that happen.


  She’d done everything she could to compensate and influence the future. She wanted nothing but good for her daughters and the burden of it was huge. It weighed her down, and there were days when it almost crushed her. And she’d made him carry the burden, too.


  Survivor’s guilt.


  “I worry I haven’t done enough. Or that I haven’t done it right.”


  “I’m sure every parent thinks that from time to time.”


  Suzanne slid her legs out of bed, relieved to be able to stand up. Walk. Breathe. Watch the sun rise. She rolled her shoulders and discovered they ached. She’d turned fifty-eight the summer before and right now she felt every one of those years. Was the pain real or a memory? “The dream was bad. I was back there.”


  Suffocating in an airless, snowy tomb.


  Stewart stood up, too. “It will fade.” He reached for his robe. “I’m not going to ask if you want to talk about it, because you never do.”


  And this time was no different.


  She couldn’t stop the nightmares, but she could prevent the darkness from creeping into her waking hours. It was her way of taking back control. “You should go back to sleep.”


  “We both know there’s no going back to sleep after you have one of your dreams. And we have to be up in an hour anyway.” His hair was standing on end and his eyes were rimmed with fatigue. “We have a group of twenty arriving at the Adventure Centre this morning. It’s going to be busy. I might as well make an early start.”


  “Are they experienced?”


  “No. School party on an outdoor adventure week.”


  Anxiety washed over her. Her instinct was to beg him not to go, but that would have meant giving in to fear. It also would have meant asking Stewart to give up doing something he loved and she wouldn’t do that. “Be careful.”


  “I always am.” Stewart kissed her and walked to the door. “Coffee?”


  “Please.” The thought of staying in bed held no appeal. “I’ll take a quick shower and then start planning.”


  “Planning what?”


  “Only a man would ask that. You think Christmas happens by itself?” She belted her robe, knowing from experience that activity was the best way to drive the shadows from her head. “It’s only a few weeks away. I want to do all the preparation beforehand so I can spend as much time as possible with our grandchildren. I thought I’d buy a few extra games in case the weather is bad. I don’t want them to be bored. They have so much to do in Manhattan.”


  “If they’re bored, they can help with the animals. They can feed the chickens with Posy, or round up the sheep. They can ride Socks.”


  Socks was Posy’s pony. Now eighteen, he was enjoying a well-earned, hay-filled retirement in the fields that surrounded the lodge.


  “Beth gets nervous when they ride.”


  Stewart shook his head. “A lot of things make Beth nervous. She is overprotective, we both know that. Kids don’t break that easily.”


  “As if you weren’t the most protective father ever. Particularly with her.”


  He gave a sheepish grin. “Posy was like a little ball. She bounced. Beth was a delicate little thing.”


  “She’s always been a daddy’s girl. And if she is an overprotective mother, then we both know why.”


  “I didn’t say I didn’t understand, but you’ve got to let kids have some fun. Explore. Make mistakes. Live life.”


  “Easier said than done.” Suzanne knew she was overprotective, too. “I’ll talk to Beth. Try to persuade her to let the girls ride. And if the weather is bad, they can help in the kitchen. We can do some baking.”


  “Here’s a radical idea…” Stewart picked up his empty whiskey glass from the night before. “Instead of planning everything and driving yourself crazy with stress, why don’t you keep it relaxed this year? Stop trying so hard.”


  Suzanne’s mouth dropped open. “You think food magically appears? You think Santa really does deliver gifts already wrapped?”


  But the comment was so typical of him, it made her laugh. To an outsider they probably seemed ridiculously traditional, but her life was exactly the way she wanted it to be.


  “I’ll have you know that the key to relaxation is planning. I want it to be special.” The fact that it was the only time the three girls were together increased the pressure for it to be perfect. She walked to the window, pulled back the curtains and leaned her forehead against the cool glass. From the window of her bedroom she had a view right down the glen. The snow was luminous, reflecting the muted glow of the moon and sending flickers of light across the still surface of the loch. Framing the loch was snow-dusted forest and behind that the mountains rose, dominating everything with their deadly beauty.


  Even knowing the danger waiting in those snowy peaks, she was still drawn to them. She could never live anywhere that didn’t have mountains, but she no longer did any winter climbing. She and Stewart took low-level hikes in the winter, and longer, more ambitious hikes in the spring and summer when the weather warmed and the snow receded.


  “Was it selfish of us to move here? Should we have lived in a city?”


  “No. And you need to stop thinking like that.” His voice was rough. “It’s the dream. You know it’s the dream.”


  She did know. She loved living here, in this land of mist and mountains, of lochs and legend.


  “I worry about Hannah.” She turned. “About what being here does to her.”


  “I’m more worried about what her being here does to you. Maybe I’m being haunted by the ghosts of Christmas past.” He put the empty glass down and rubbed his fingers across his forehead. “You need to let her be, Suzy. You can’t fix everything, although I know you’ll never give up trying.” The light softened the hard angles of his face, making him seem younger.


  His job kept him fit and lean and there were days when he barely looked fifty let alone sixty. The only clue as to his age was the touch of silver in his hair, the same silver that would have shown in hers if she hadn’t chosen to avail herself of a little artificial help.


  They’d fallen in love when they’d worked together as mountain guides, when life had seemed like one big adventure. All they’d cared about back then was the next climb. The next summit. They’d been together ever since and, for the most part, their life had a comfortable rhythm. A rhythm that was rocked at this time of year.


  The past never went away, she thought. It faded, and sometimes it was little more than a shadow, but it was always there.


  “I’m going to make the lodge as welcoming as possible. Hannah works so hard.”


  “So do you. Your life isn’t all about the kids, Suzanne. You run a successful business and this is one of your busiest times of the year in the café.”


  The source of her anxiety shifted. “And now you’ve reminded me that I still have forty stockings to knit to raise funds for the local mountain rescue team. Thank you for stressing me.”


  Stewart grinned and scooped up his clothes from the chair where he’d left them the night before. “Now, that’s something I’d like to see. The rest of the guys wearing stockings. I’ll be taking a photo of that and posting it on the team Facebook page.”


  Suzanne pulled a face. “They’re not for wearing, you idiot, they’re for stuffing with presents. We sell them for a good profit. And before you mock, I should point out that the profit from last year’s Christmas stockings bought the team a new avalanche transceiver and contributed to that fancy stretcher you use.”


  “I know.”


  “Then why—”


  “I like teasing you. I like the way you look when you’re mad. Your mouth pouts and you have these cute little frown lines and— Ow!” He ducked as she crossed the room and flung a pillow at him. “Did you really just do that? How old are you?”


  “Old enough to have developed perfect aim.”


  He threw the pillow back on the bed, tossed his clothes back on the chair and tumbled her underneath him.


  She landed with a gasp on the mattress.


  “Stewart!”


  “What?”


  “We have things to do.”


  “We do indeed.” He lowered his head and the last thing she saw before he kissed her were his blue eyes laughing into hers.


  By the time they got out of bed for the second time, the first fingers of weak sunlight were poking through the curtains.


  “And now I’m late.” Stewart dived into the bathroom. “I blame you.”


  “And it’s my fault because…?”


  But he was already in the shower, humming tunelessly as the water splashed around him.


  Suzanne lay for a moment, her brain fuzzy and contented, the dream all but forgotten.


  She knew she ought to make a start on those stockings.


  Knitting was the perfect form of relaxation, although it had taken her years to discover it.


  She hadn’t knitted a thing until she was in her thirties.


  To begin with it had been her way of showing her love for the girls. She’d clothe them and wrap them in warmth. When she’d picked up her needles and yarn, she hadn’t just been knitting a sweater; she’d been knitting together her fractured, damaged family, taking separate threads and turning them into something whole.


  Stewart came out of the shower, rubbing his hair with a towel. “Did you want me to sort out a Christmas tree on the way home?”


  “Posy said she’d do it. I thought we’d wait a few more days. I don’t want the needles falling off before Christmas. How many trees should we have this year? I thought one for the living room, one for the entryway, one in the TV room. Maybe one for Hannah’s room.”


  “Are you sure you don’t want one for the boot room? How about the downstairs bathroom?”


  She studied him. “There are still plenty more pillows on this bed that I can fling.”


  But he’d distracted her from her nightmare. She knew that had been his intention, and she loved him for it.


  “All I’m saying is that maybe you should leave a few in the forest.” He threw the wet towel over the back of the chair and then caught her eye and put the towel in the bathroom instead. “Every year you half kill yourself turning this place into a cross between a winter wonderland and Santa’s workshop.” He dressed quickly, pulling on the layers that were necessary for his job. “You have big expectations, Suzanne. Not easy to live up to that.”


  “It’s true that things can be a little stressful when the girls are together—”


  “They’re women, not girls, and ‘a little stressful’ is an understatement.”


  “Maybe this year will be different.” Suzanne stripped the sheets off the bed. “Beth and Jason are happy. I can’t wait to have the grandchildren here. I’m going to hang stockings above the fire and bake plenty of treats. And Hannah won’t need to do a thing, because I plan on getting everything done before she arrives so I can spend time with her. I want to catch up on her news.” She held the sheets to her chest. “If only she would meet someone special, she’d—”


  “She’d what? Eat him for breakfast?” Stewart shook his head. “I beg you do not mention that to her. Hannah’s relationships are her business. And I don’t think she’s that interested.”


  “Don’t say that.” She refused to believe it might be true. Hannah needed a close relationship. She needed her own family. A protective circle. Everyone needed that.


  Suzanne had craved it. At the age of six, she’d dreamed about it. Her early years had been spent with a mother too drunk to be aware of her existence. Later, when her mother’s internal organs had given up fighting the relentless abuse, Suzanne had been placed in foster care. Every story she’d written at school involved her being part of a loving family. In her dreams she had parents and siblings. By the time she was ten, she was resigned to the fact that it was never going to happen for her.


  Eventually she’d ended up in residential care, and that was where she’d met Cheryl. She’d become the sister Suzanne had longed for, and she’d poured all the surplus love she had into their friendship. They’d been so close people had assumed they were related.


  Cheryl’s love filled all the gaps and holes in Suzanne’s soul, like glue bonding together broken fragments. She stopped feeling lost and alone. She no longer wished for someone to adopt her because then she’d have to leave the care home and that would mean leaving Cheryl.


  They’d shared a bedroom. They’d shared clothes and laughter. They’d shared hopes and dreams.


  The memory was vivid and the need to hear Cheryl’s infectious laugh so strong that Suzanne almost reached for the phone.


  It had been twenty-five years since they’d spoken, and yet the urge to talk to her had never gone away.


  The part of her that missed her friend had never healed.


  “Suzanne? What are you thinking?” Stewart’s voice dragged her back to the present.


  He’d thought Cheryl was a bad influence.


  The irony was that Suzanne never would have met Stewart if it hadn’t been for Cheryl. She wouldn’t have been a mountain guide if it hadn’t been for Cheryl.


  “I was thinking about Hannah.”


  “If you mention her love life, I guarantee she will be on the first flight out of here and we will not have a happy Christmas.”


  “I won’t say a word. I’ll ask Beth for an update. I’m glad they’re both living in New York. It’s good for Hannah to have her sister close by. And Beth is settled and happy and loves being a mother. Maybe spending time with her will be an inspiration for Hannah.”


  Soon, the three sisters would be together again and Suzanne knew that this year Christmas was going to be perfect.


  She was sure of it.


  CHAPTER TWO


  Beth


  MOTHERHOOD WAS KILLING HER.


  Beth was trying in vain to extract her children from their favorite toy store when the call came. For a moment she felt guilty, as if she’d been caught doing something she shouldn’t.


  She’d promised Jason no more toys, but she wasn’t good at saying no to the girls. Jason continually underestimated the persistence of children. No one could chip holes in a person’s resolve like a determined child. Please, Mommy, pleeeease—


  She found it particularly difficult because she badly wanted to be a good mother and had a more than sneaking suspicion that she wasn’t. There was, she’d discovered, an annoying gulf between intention and reality.


  She grabbed her phone and coaxed Ruby away from yet another oversize fire truck, this one with flashing lights and blaring horns that was no doubt the brainchild of a young single man with no children.


  The number wasn’t one she recognized, but she answered anyway, reluctant to pass up what might be an opportunity for adult conversation. Since having children, her world had shrunk, and Beth felt she’d shrunk with it.


  These days she was willing to befriend anyone who didn’t want to talk to her about problems with eating, sleeping or behavior. The week before, she’d found herself prolonging a conversation with someone trying to sell her car insurance even though she didn’t have a car. Eventually they’d hung up on her, which had to be a first in the history of cold calling.


  “Hi there.” Her phone was sticky and she tried not to think about the provenance of the substance stuck to her phone. Melly’s favorite treat? When Beth had been pregnant, she’d resolved never to give her kids sugar, but that, like so many other resolutions, had evaporated in the fierce heat of reality.


  “I want the fire truck, Mommy!”


  As usual, the children ignored the fact she was on the phone and carried on talking to her. There were no breaks from motherhood. No commercial breaks, no bathroom breaks and certainly no phone breaks.


  Her needs were right at the bottom of the pile.


  Beth had always known she wanted children. What she hadn’t known was how much of herself she’d have to give up.


  She turned away slightly so she could hear what the person on the other end was saying.


  “Beth McBride?” The voice was crisp and businesslike. A woman with a purpose, ticking this call off her to-do list.


  Once upon a time Beth had been that woman. She’d luxuriated in the glamour and glitter of Manhattan. Energized by the frantic pulse of the city, she’d thrived. It had been like trying on a dress and discovering it fitted perfectly. You never wanted to take it off. You wanted to buy two in case you damaged one and somehow tarnished the perfect look.


  And then one day you woke up and discovered the dress was no longer yours. You missed it. You saw other people wearing it and wanted to tear it from their bodies.


  “This is Beth McBride speaking.”


  McBride.


  No one had called her that in years. These days she was Bethany Butler.


  “Beth, it’s Kelly Porter from KP Recruiting.”


  Beth would have dropped the phone had it not been for the sticky goo welding it to her palm.


  Before having children, Beth had worked in public relations for a number of beauty companies. She’d started at the bottom but had rapidly worked her way up, and Kelly had found her at least two of her roles.


  “Hi, Kelly. Good to hear from you.” Beth smoothed her hair and stood a little straighter, even though it wasn’t a video call.


  She was Beth McBride, someone who took calls from recruitment agencies.


  “I have something you might be interested in.”


  Beth was interested in anything that didn’t squeak, leak or leave marks on the floor, but for the life of her she couldn’t understand why Kelly would be calling her.


  She and Jason had talked about her going back to work at some point when the children were older. Now that Ruby was in preschool, it was time to have that discussion again, but Beth usually found herself too exhausted to put together a case.


  And then there was the part of her that felt guilty for wanting to leave the girls.


  “I’m listening.”


  “I understand you’ve had a career break.” Kelly’s tone suggested she classified such a thing in the same group of unfortunate life events as typhoid and yellow fever.


  “I’ve taken time out to focus on my family.”


  Beth extracted the princess outfit from Melly’s hand with a shake of her head. Melly already had a closetful of princess outfits. Jason would go insane if she bought another one, especially this close to Christmas.


  “Have you heard of Glow PR?” Kelly ignored the reference to family. “The team is young, dynamic and making a name for themselves. They’re looking for someone with your profile.”


  What exactly was her profile?


  She was a wife, a mother, a cook, a cabdriver, a cleaner, a play leader and a personal assistant. She could clean spaghetti sauce off the walls and recite all of Ruby’s picture books without lifting them from the shelf.


  On the wall next to her was a mirror surrounded by enough pink and glitter to satisfy the most demanding wannabe princess. The mirror might look like something out of a child’s fairy tale, but there was nothing fairy tale about the reflection staring back at Beth.


  She had dark hair, and her few early attempts to dye it a lighter shade had convinced her that some people were meant to be brunette. Right now she had perfectly coordinated dark patches under her eyes, as if nature was determined to emphasize how tired she was.


  Beth had once thought she knew everything there was to know about beauty and how to achieve a certain look, but she knew now that the best beauty product wasn’t a face cream or an eye balm—it was an undisturbed night’s sleep, and unfortunately that didn’t come in jars.


  “Mommy—” Ruby tugged at her coat “—can I play with your phone?”


  Whatever Beth had, Ruby wanted.


  She shook her head and pointed to the fire truck, hoping to distract her younger daughter.


  Ruby wanted to be a firefighter, but Beth thought she’d be better suited to being in sales. She was only four years old but could talk a person into submission within minutes.


  “Ms. McBride?”


  “I’m here.” The words came out of her mouth, pushing aside the words she’d intended to say. I’m a stay-at-home mom now. Thanks for calling, but I’m not interested.


  She was interested.


  “The company is headquartered right here on Sixth Avenue, but they have a diverse network and a bicoastal presence.”


  A bicoastal presence.


  Bethany’s imagination flew first-class to the West Coast. Today, a toy store. Tomorrow, Beverly Hills. Hollywood. Champagne. A world of long lunches, business meetings where people actually listened to what she was saying, glamorous parties and being able to use the bathroom without company.


  “Mommy? I want the fire truck.”


  Beth’s brain was still luxuriating in Beverly Hills. “Tell me more.”


  “They’re growing fast and they’re ready to expand their team. They’d like to talk to you.”


  “Me?” She bit her tongue. She shouldn’t have said that. She should be projecting confidence, but confidence had turned out to be a nonrenewable resource. Her children had stripped hers away, one sticky finger at a time.


  “You have the experience,” Kelly said, “the media contacts and the creativity.”


  Had, Beth thought.


  “It’s been a while since I was in the business.” Seven years to be exact.


  “Corinna Ladbrooke asked for you specifically.”


  “Corinna?” Hearing her old boss’s name stirred up a tangle of feelings. “She’s moved company?”


  “She’s the one behind Glow. Let me know when you have an opening. I can arrange for you to meet everyone.”


  Corinna wanted her? They’d worked together closely, but Beth had heard nothing from her since she’d left to have children.


  Corinna wasn’t interested in children. She didn’t have them herself, didn’t want them, and if any of her staff were foolish enough to stray into the realms of motherhood, Corinna chose to ignore it.


  Ruby started to whine and Beth stooped to pick her up with one arm, automatically checking that her daughter was still holding Bugsy. Nothing parted Ruby from her favorite soft toy and Beth was careful not to lose it.


  Would she worry less about the children if she had a job?


  She was too anxious—she knew that. She was terrified of something bad happening to them.


  “Kelly, I’m going to need to call you back when I’ve taken a look at my schedule.” It sounded more impressive than it was. These days her “schedule” included ferrying the girls to ballet class, art class and Mandarin immersion.


  “Do it soon.” The phone went dead and Beth stood for a moment, her head still in fantasy land and her arm in the dead zone. How was it that children seemed to increase in weight the longer you held them? She put Ruby down.


  “Time to go home.”


  “Fire truck!” Ruby’s wail was more piercing than any siren. “You promised.”


  Melly was rifling through the dress-up clothes. “If I can’t be a princess, I want to be a superhero.”


  I want to be a superhero, too, Beth thought.


  A good mother would have refused and proffered a clear explanation for her decision. The children would then have left the store feeling chastened and with a greater understanding of the value of money and the concept of delayed gratification, as well as behavior and reward.


  Beth wasn’t that mother. She caved and bought both the fire truck and another dress-up outfit.


  Loaded down with two happy children, an armful of parcels and a nagging feeling of maternal failure, Beth stepped out of the store onto the street.


  To see Manhattan in December was to see it at its wintry best. The dazzle of lights in the store windows and the crisp bite of the winter air mingled together to create an atmosphere that drew people from around the globe. The sidewalks were crowded, the population of Midtown swollen by visitors unable to resist the appeal of Fifth Avenue in the festive season.


  Beth loved Manhattan. After she’d graduated, she’d worked for a PR company in London. When they’d transferred her to their New York office, she’d felt as if she’d made it, as if simply being in Manhattan conferred a certain status. When she’d first arrived, she’d been torn between euphoria and terror. She’d walk briskly down streets with familiar names—Fifth Avenue, Forty-second Street, Broadway—trying to look as if she belonged. It was fortunate she’d been living and working in London prior to the move, otherwise the contrast between the noise levels of New York City and her home in the remote Scottish Highlands would have blown both her mind and her eardrums.


  Every day she’d walk down Fifth Avenue on her way to work feeling as if she was on a film set. The excitement of it had more than compensated for any homesickness she might have felt. So what if all she could afford was a tiny room where she could touch both walls without leaving her bed? She was in New York, the most exciting city on earth.


  Through marriage and two children, that feeling hadn’t left her.


  Their apartment was bigger now and they had more disposable income, but other than that, nothing much had changed.


  Holding tightly to Ruby’s hand, Beth called Jason to tell him about Kelly, but his assistant told her he was in a meeting.


  Only then did she remember he had a major pitch that day and a busy week ahead. Would he be able to make time to take care of the children if she went to meet Corinna and the team?


  “Mommy—” Ruby hung on her hand, the pressure making Beth’s shoulder ache “—I’m tired.”


  Me, too, Beth thought. “If you walk faster, we’ll soon be home. Hold Bugsy tight. We don’t want to drop him here. And don’t walk too close to the road.”


  She saw accidents everywhere. It didn’t help that Ruby was a fearlessly adventurous child with no apparent sense of self-preservation or caution. Melly was virtually glued to Beth’s side, but Ruby wanted to explore the world from every angle.


  It was exhausting.


  Beth wanted to work for Glow PR. She wanted to walk along Fifth Avenue without needing to be alert to potential disaster. She wasn’t the first mother to want both work and family. There had to be a way to make it happen.


  Jason’s mother lived nearby, and Beth was hoping that if she found a job, Alison might be prepared to help out with childcare. Melly and Ruby adored Jason’s mother. Beth adored her, too. Alison defied all the mother-in-law clichés. Instead of resenting Beth as the woman who stole her only son, she welcomed her like the daughter she’d never had.


  Beth was sure Alison would be delighted to help, which left the small problem of finding a job.


  Did she have what it took to impress Corinna after seven years out of the game?


  She felt woefully unequipped to return to the corporate world. She wasn’t sure she was capable of conducting an adult conversation, let alone dazzling people with creative ideas.


  Maybe she should call her sister. Hannah would understand the lure of a career. She worked as a management consultant and seemed to spend most of her life flying first-class round the globe being paid an exorbitant amount to fix corporations unable to fix themselves.


  They were due to meet up the following night, and Beth had been meaning to call and confirm.


  Hannah answered in her usual crisp, no-nonsense tone.


  “Is this an emergency, Beth? I’m boarding. I’ll call you when I land if there’s time before my meeting.”


  How are you, Beth? Good to hear from you. How are Ruby and Melly?


  Beth had always wanted to be close to her sister and wasn’t sure whose fault it was that they weren’t. It had got worse lately. Regular dinners had become less regular. Was it her fault for only having the children to talk about? Did her own sister find her boring?


  “Don’t worry.” Beth tightened her grip on wriggling, writhing Ruby. It was like trying to hold hands with a fish, but she didn’t dare let go or Ruby would end up under the wheels of a cab. “We can talk tomorrow over dinner. It’s not urgent.”


  “I was going to call you about that— No champagne, thank you, I’m working. Sparkling water will be fine—” Hannah broke off to speak to the stewardess and Beth tried to suppress the stab of envy.


  She wanted to be in a position to turn down champagne.


  No, thanks, I need to keep a clear head for my meeting where I will say something important that people want to hear.


  “You’re canceling on me again?”


  “I have a job, Beth.”


  “I know.” She didn’t need reminding. And here she was, a stay-at-home mom with a growing complex that was fed and nurtured by her more successful sister. She tried not to think about the lamb marinating in her fridge or the extravagant dessert she’d planned. Hannah ate at all the best restaurants. Was she really going to be impressed by her sister’s attempts at Christmas pavlova? Whisked egg whites were hardly going to change the world, were they? And was Beth really so desperate that she needed the approval? “Where are you off to this time?”


  “San Francisco. It was a last-minute thing. I was going to text you right after I finished this email.”


  It was always a last-minute thing with Hannah. “When are you back?”


  “Late Friday, and then I’m off to Frankfurt on Sunday night. Can we reschedule?”


  “This is a reschedule,” Beth said. “In fact, it’s a reschedule of a reschedule of a reschedule.”


  The rustle of papers suggested Hannah was doing something else at the same time as talking to Beth. “We’ll fix another date. You know I’d love to see you.”


  Beth didn’t know.


  What she knew was that she was the one who put all the effort into the relationship. She often wondered whether Hannah would bother to get in touch if Beth were to give up trying. But she would never give up. Even though Hannah frequently drove her crazy and hurt her feelings, Beth knew how precious it was to have family. She intended to hang on to hers even if it meant leaving fingernail imprints on Hannah’s flesh. “Have I offended you in some way? You always have some excuse not to see us.”


  There was a pause. “I have a meeting, Beth. Don’t take it personally.”


  Beth had a horrible feeling it was as personal as it could get.


  Like Corinna, Hannah didn’t do children, but this was more than that. Beth was starting to think her sister didn’t like Ruby and Melly, and the thought was like a stab through the heart.


  “I’m not overreacting. You’ve pulled away.” Corinna had been her boss—there was no obligation on her to like Beth’s children, but Hannah was their aunt, for goodness’ sake.


  “We’re both busy. It’s difficult to find a time.”


  “We live in the same city and we never see each other. I have no idea what’s going on in your life! Are you happy? Are you seeing someone?” She knew her mother would ask her, so she considered it her duty to be an up-to-date source of information. Also, she was a romantic. And then there was the fact that if Hannah had a partner they might see more of each other. The four of them could go out to dinner.


  But apparently it wasn’t to be.


  “This is Manhattan. It’s crowded. I see a lot of people.”


  Beth gave up trying to extract information. “Ruby and Melly miss you. You’re the only family that lives close by. They love it when you visit.” She decided to test a theory. “Come over next weekend.”


  “You mean to the apartment?”


  Beth was sure she hadn’t imagined the note of panic in her sister’s voice. “Yes. Come for lunch. Or dinner. Stay the whole day and a night.”


  There was a brief pause. “I’m going to be working right through. Probably best if you and I just grab dinner in the city one evening.”


  A restaurant. In the city. A child-free evening.


  Beth scooped Ruby up with one arm, feeling a wave of love and protectiveness.


  These were her children, her kids, her life. They were the most important thing in her world. Surely her sister should care about them for that reason if nothing else?


  The irony was that because Hannah rarely saw them, the girls saw her as a figure of glamour and wonder.


  Last time Hannah had visited, Ruby had tried to crawl onto her lap for a hug and Hannah had frozen. Beth had half expected her to yell Get it off me! In the end she’d removed a bemused Ruby and distracted her, but she’d been hurt and upset by the incident. She’d remained in a state of tension until her sister had left.


  Jason had reminded her that Hannah was Hannah and that she was never going to change.


  “Fine. We’ll grab dinner sometime. You work too hard.”


  “You’re starting to sound like Suzanne.”


  “You mean Mom.” Beth unpeeled Ruby’s fingers from her earring. “Why can’t you ever call her Mom?”


  “I prefer Suzanne.” Hannah’s tone cooled. “I’m sorry I’m canceling, but we’ll have plenty of time to catch up over Christmas.”


  “Christmas?” Beth was so shocked she almost dropped Ruby. “You’re going home for Christmas?”


  “If by ‘home’ you mean Scotland, then yes—” Hannah’s voice was muffled as she said something else to the stewardess—I’ll have the smoked salmon and the beef—


  Beth might have wondered why her sister was ordering smoked salmon and beef when they both knew she’d take two mouthfuls and leave the rest, but she was too preoccupied by the revelation that her sister would be home for Christmas. “You didn’t make it last year.”


  “I had a lot going on.” Hannah paused. “And you know what Christmas is like in our house. It’s the only time we all get together and the place is a pressure cooker of expectation. Suzanne fussing and needing everything to be perfect and Posy blaming me when it isn’t…”


  It was so unusual for Hannah to reveal what she was thinking that Beth was taken aback. Before she could think of an appropriate response, Hannah had changed the subject.


  “Is there anything in particular the girls would like for Christmas?”


  The girls. The children. Hannah always lumped them together, and in doing so, she somehow dehumanized them.


  Beth knew her sister would delegate gift buying to her assistant. It would be something generous that the girls would forget to play with after a week and Beth would be left with the feeling that her sister was compensating.


  She thought about the fire engine currently smacking against her leg as she walked and knew she wasn’t exactly in a position to criticize anyone for overcompensating. “Don’t buy anything that squeaks or emits sirens in the middle of the night. And spend the same amount on both of them.”


  She kept a mental tally and watched herself constantly to check she wasn’t showing a preference, that she wasn’t admonishing one more than the other, or showing more interest in one than the other.


  Her children were never going to feel their parents had a favorite.


  “I am the last person you need to say that to.”


  In that brief moment, she and her sister connected. That single invisible thread from the past bound them together.


  Beth wanted to grab that connection and reel her sister in, but the blare of horns and the general street noise made it the wrong place to have a deeply personal conversation. And then there were the listening ears of the girls, who missed nothing.


  “Hannah, maybe we could—”


  “What are they into at the moment?” With that single question, Hannah chopped the connection and floated back to that safe place where no one could reach her.


  Beth felt a pang of loss. “Melly wants to be a ballerina or a princess, and Ruby wants to be a firefighter.”


  “A princess?”


  Beth heard judgment in her sister’s tone. “I buy her gender-neutral toys and tell her she could be an engineer and apply to NASA, but right now she just wants to live in a castle with a prince, preferably while dressed as the Sugar Plum Fairy.” She didn’t bother adding, “Wait until you have children and then you’ll know what I’m talking about.”


  No matter how much their mother longed for Hannah to fall in love and settle down, anyone vaguely grounded in reality could see that was not going to happen.


  CHAPTER THREE


  Hannah


  PREGNANT.


  Hannah closed her eyes and tried to control the panic.


  There was still a chance she might not be pregnant. True, she was five days late, but there were other things that could cause that. Stress, for example. She was definitely stressed.


  She dropped her phone back into her bag, feeling guilty about Beth.


  She hadn’t forgotten dinner. She’d canceled because she knew she couldn’t handle an evening in the child-centered chaos of her sister’s apartment.


  Was she crazy going home for Christmas this year? Last year she’d lost her nerve at the last minute and pretended she was working. She’d switched off her phone and spent the time in her apartment numbing her feelings with several bottles of good wine and a reading marathon. By the time she’d closed the final book, the festive season had been over.


  This year that wasn’t an option.


  She dreaded the forced togetherness of Christmas and the pressure that came with it.


  Her family thought she was a career woman, with no time for relationships.


  That was going to make for an interesting conversation if she was pregnant.


  She should do a test. Find out one way or another. But then she’d know, and right now she’d rather cling to the vague hope that her perfectly organized life wasn’t about to become complicated.


  “Everything all right, Hannah?”


  Hannah opened her eyes. Adam was standing in the aisle of the first-class cabin, stowing his overnight bag.


  “Everything is fine.” Hannah already had her bag safely tucked away and her laptop by her seat. She lived with a sense that things were about to go horribly wrong, and did what she could to prevent it by planning and controlling every last detail of her life.


  “Are you sure? That conversation sounded tense.” He sat down next to her. He was tall and rangy, his long legs filling the abundant space in front of his seat. “Problems?”


  Normally when she was traveling, Hannah preferred to keep herself to herself. If such a thing as a Do Not Disturb sign existed for passengers, she would have been wearing it.


  Today, however, she was traveling with Adam. Adam was her colleague and, for the past few months, her lover.


  Turned out he might also be the father of her child, which she knew would be as much of a shock to him as to her.


  “I was talking to Beth.”


  Guilt pricked like holly. Beth was right that she hadn’t seen her nieces for a while. The girls were adorable, but being with them made Hannah feel inept and inadequate. She found it impossible to read fairy stories where everyone lived happily ever after. She couldn’t bring herself to perpetrate that lie. There was no Santa. There was no tooth fairy. Love couldn’t be guaranteed.


  She’d tried explaining that to Beth once, but her sister had thought she was being ridiculous.


  Maybe life doesn’t always end happily, Hannah, but I’d rather protect my kids from that reality when they’re young if that’s all right with you!


  Hannah thought it was healthier if one’s expectations of life were grounded in reality. If you didn’t expect much, you didn’t have as far to fall when you finally realized that no amount of planning could stop bad things happening.


  A few years before, after an unexpected snowstorm, Hannah had been forced to stay the night at Beth’s apartment. In the middle of the night, Ruby had crawled into her bed. Hannah had felt the tickle of soft curls against her skin and the solid warmth of the child through the brushed cotton of her pajamas as she’d snuggled close for reassurance. It had reminded her so much of that one terrible night when Posy had climbed into her bed that the memories had almost suffocated her.


  The fact that her sister didn’t understand simply made her feel more isolated.


  She’d left before breakfast, choosing to battle snowdrifts and bad weather to escape the memories. She’d been careful never to put herself in that position again. Until now.


  She ran her fingers around the neck of her sweater, even though it wasn’t tight.


  Christmas was going to be hard, but even she couldn’t find a way to evade it for a second year. The McBride family always gathered at Christmas. It was tradition. She’d resigned herself to the fact that it was something she was going to have to live through, like a bad bout of the flu. But now she had this added complication.


  “She was upset that you canceled?” Adam watched her, concerned, and she looked away quickly. He noticed things. Small things that other people missed. It was one of the attributes that made him good at his job. It was also part of the unsettling attraction she’d felt since his first day at the company. Hannah had been completely unprepared for the startling chemistry between them. She was so good at controlling her feelings it had come as a nasty shock to discover they were capable of rebellion.


  “I’ve hurt her.”


  He removed his phone from his pocket and handed his jacket to the steward. “Why don’t you tell her the truth? Tell her you find it hard being around the kids.”


  Oh the irony.


  If I’m pregnant, I’m going to have to find a way to be around kids.


  It still surprised her that she’d talked to him about her family, but Adam was remarkably easy to talk to.


  She hadn’t told him everything, of course, but more than she’d shared with anyone else.


  “It’s…complicated.” She noticed that a couple across the aisle from her were traveling with a baby. They hadn’t even taken off but already the baby was fussy and restless. Hannah hoped it wasn’t going to cry for the whole flight. Listening to a child cry made her stomach hurt.


  “Introduce me to her, and I’ll do it.”


  “What?” She turned back to Adam, confused.


  “I want to meet your sister.”


  “Why?”


  “Because that’s what people do in our position.”


  “Our position?”


  “I’m in love with you.” He said it easily, as if love wasn’t the most profoundly terrifying thing that could happen to a person. “Or are we going to ignore that?”


  “We’re going to ignore it.” At least for now. She had the same control over her feelings as she did over her schedule. She’d learned to hold them back. If there was one thing she hated in life, it was emotional chaos.


  “I should be offended that you’re treating my heartfelt declaration of love so lightly.”


  “You were drunk, Kirkman.”


  “Not true. I was in full control of my faculties.”


  “As I recall, you’d consumed several glasses of bourbon.”


  “It’s true that I may have needed a little liquid support to give me courage—” he shrugged “—but saying I love you is a big deal to a guy who has been single for as long as I have.”


  She hadn’t allowed herself to believe that he was serious.


  For Hannah, love was an emotional form of Russian roulette. It was a game she didn’t play.


  Her emotional safety was the most important thing in the world to her.


  She didn’t even want to think about how complicated it would be if there was a baby in the mix.


  “You’re worried I’m going to strip you of your assets?” He leaned closer. “We’ll sign a prenup, but I should warn you that in the event of an irrevocable breakdown of our marriage I want possession of your books. Given time and medication, I can probably learn to live without you, but I can’t learn to live without your library. Do you know what a turn-on it is knowing that you have a first edition of Great Expectations on your shelves?”


  She could barely concentrate on what he was saying. She should do a test. “We won’t be needing a prenup.”


  “I agree. A love like ours is going to last forever. You could say I have Great Expectations.” He winked at her, but this time she didn’t smile.


  Love was fickle and unreliable, and definitely not something you could control. If someone’s feelings weren’t right, then you couldn’t force it. She preferred to build her life on a more secure footing.


  He rejected the offer of champagne from the steward and asked for bourbon instead, raising an eyebrow when Hannah refused, too.


  “Since when do you refuse champagne?”


  Since I might be pregnant. “I need a clear head to finish this presentation.”


  “You can handle this presentation with your eyes closed. I don’t understand why you’re stressed. What happened to the woman who danced barefoot in the office around an empty pizza box?”


  She slid off her heels. “Can we forget that happened?”


  “No. I have photographic evidence, in case you ever tried to deny it. And I intend to show it to your sister to prove how misunderstood you are.” He dug out his phone and scrolled through the photos. “Here. This is my favorite.”


  She barely recognized herself. Her hair had fallen out of the neat style she favored for work and she was barefoot and laughing. What really stood out was the expression on her face. Had she really revealed that much?


  “Give me that!” She tried to snatch the phone from him, but he held it out of reach.


  “I will never forget that night.”


  “Because I took my shoes off and danced?”


  “I was thinking more of the pizza. It was good pizza. There were other nights, and other pizzas, but that was the best. I think it was the olives.” Smiling, he leaned forward and kissed her. “I love it when you laugh. You are always so serious in the office.”


  “I’m a serious person.”


  Adam eased away. “Who told you that?”


  “My father.”


  You’re so damn serious, Hannah. Lift your head out of a book for five minutes and have some fun.


  Even now there were days when she felt guilty for picking up a book, unable to shake the feeling that there was something more valuable she should be doing with her time.


  “I’ve got news for your father—he’s wrong.”


  Adam had gradually chipped away at her defenses, and he’d done it so subtly she hadn’t even realized she needed to defend herself.


  Her work often demanded that she work late, and there had been nothing notable about that until the first time Adam had strolled into her office carrying a pizza box.


  She’d raised her eyebrows.


  I don’t eat pizza.


  There’s a first time for everything, McBride.


  Somehow they’d ended up sprawled on the office floor eating pizza out of the box long after everyone else had gone home.


  Hannah had never eaten pizza out of a box before she’d met Adam.


  Hannah had never kicked off her shoes or sprawled on the office floor.


  She wasn’t sure she’d even known how to relax before he’d arrived in the company, but those late-night work sessions had fast become the favorite part of her day. She looked forward to being overloaded just so that she could have an excuse to stay after everyone else had left.


  They’d worked, they’d shared food and they’d talked. There was something about being in the nighttime stillness of the office cocooned by the glitter of the city outside that made it easy to say things she never would have said in other circumstances.


  One night he’d confessed that his aunt had insisted he learn ballroom dancing because she thought it was an essential life skill.


  He’d insisted on teaching Hannah.


  Everyone should be able to dance the tango, McBride.


  I don’t dance, Kirkman.


  But somehow, with him, she’d danced barefoot around the empty pizza boxes.


  It was ridiculous, but she’d ended up laughing so hard she couldn’t breathe.


  And that was how intimacy happened, she thought, watching as he took a mouthful of his drink. Not in a giant leap, but step by gentle step, each movement forward as stealthy as the incoming tide. One minute you were standing alone on dry land and the next minute you were in over your head and drowning.


  Light wings of panic fluttered across her skin. If she could have fastened those wings to her back, she would have flown away. For some people, fear was a dark alley at night or a growling dog with sharp teeth. For her, it was intimacy.


  Maybe he thought he loved her, but she knew that whatever she had to offer, it wouldn’t be enough.


  A crash and a curse dragged her out of her thoughts and she saw a woman trying to wrestle her case into the overhead bin.


  Adam stood up to help, using his superior height to wedge it into place.


  Hannah saw the woman’s eyes linger on his profile and then slide to his shoulders. A faint smile acknowledged this prime specimen of manhood, and then she turned and registered Hannah’s presence. Her smile went from interested to resigned. Hannah could almost see her thinking all the good ones are taken.


  “When are you going to tell Beth about us?” Adam sat down again. “Not that I mind being your dirty little secret, but it would be a lot easier if you told them. I could come to dinner with you. I’m great with kids.”


  Hannah hoped he would still feel that way if it turned out she was pregnant.


  He stretched out his legs again. “We’ve been virtually living together for the past six months. You can’t hide me forever.”


  Six months? “I’m not hiding you.”


  Prior to Adam, her longest relationship had been two months. Eight weeks. It was a time frame that suited her. Hannah preferred to focus her efforts on things she excelled at. Relationships fell outside that category.


  With Adam, it had been different.


  The connection had been so powerful she hadn’t known how to handle it. At first their only interaction had been at work. She couldn’t recall who had made the first move.


  The first time they’d had sex had been in his apartment. They hadn’t made it as far as the bedroom. The second time had been at hers, and that time they’d made it as far as the floor of her living room. She’d assumed that urgency would fade, but some days they didn’t even pause for conversation. It was as if everything they held back in public during their working day demanded to be released the moment they were in private. Twice in the past week they’d made love standing up in the entryway with the lights still on. Part of her had wondered why sex with Adam always felt desperate. Maybe because in her head she believed it was going to end soon.


  Everything ended, Hannah knew that, and yet here they were, six months later.


  She shifted in her seat.


  If she was pregnant, she’d know, surely? Weren’t women usually sick?


  She didn’t feel sick.


  As the plane’s engines screamed ready for takeoff, Adam finished his drink. “If you’re going home to your family this Christmas, I should be there.”


  “To cause trouble?”


  “To protect you.” This time he wasn’t smiling. “I hate seeing you like this. I want my Hannah back.”


  My Hannah.


  Her family, she knew, wouldn’t recognize the Hannah that Adam knew. She barely recognized that woman, either.


  “I don’t need you to come with me, but it’s kind of you to offer.” She could just imagine Suzanne’s reaction if she showed up with Adam. She would have booked the church and bought a hat before Hannah had even unpacked.


  Above their heads the seat belt light went out and Adam made himself more comfortable. “If Christmas is stressful, why go?”


  “I don’t want to disappoint Suzanne.” And that feeling that she was falling short, not delivering, brought back uncomfortable memories.


  “Suzanne? You don’t call her mom?”


  “She isn’t my mother. My mother is dead.”


  She saw the shock in his eyes and wondered what had possessed her to blurt out that fact in these stark, impersonal surroundings. She never talked about her real parents, but there was something about Adam that unraveled the part of her she usually kept tightly wound.


  “I didn’t know.” He spoke quietly. “I’m sorry to hear it.”


  “It was a long time ago. I was eight.”


  “Dammit, Hannah. That’s a difficult age to lose a parent. Why haven’t you told me this before?” He held out his hand, palm upward, and she hesitated for a moment and then slid her hand into his. His fingers closed over hers, strong and protective, and she could feel the ropes of intimacy tightening around her.


  I love you, Hannah.


  “It’s not the kind of thing that comes up in general conversation. We lost both our parents. They died in the same accident.”


  “Car?”


  “Avalanche. They were climbers.”


  He raised an eyebrow. “So you weren’t always a city girl?”


  She had a feeling she’d always been a city girl.


  “So who is Suzanne?” His tone was neutral, as if he’d recognized her need not to be smothered with sympathy.


  “Suzanne and Stewart adopted us. Suzanne is American. Stewart is Scottish. After the…accident…we moved back to Scotland to be close to Stewart’s family.” Her heart was thumping. “Can we work now?”


  He hesitated. “Sure.” He retrieved his laptop and opened it. “Unless you want to finish that game of chess we were playing?”


  “I captured your knight.”


  “I remember.” His smile was almost boyish. “I can still take your king. Give me a chance to try. You won the last two games we played and my confidence has taken a severe blow.”


  His confidence had always seemed to her to be indestructible.


  “I think we should finish the proposal.”


  “You’re afraid you’re going to lose.” He leaned forward and kissed her on the mouth. “I looked at your presentation. It’s brilliant. We’re going to win this business.”


  Relaxing slightly, she leaned across to scan the spreadsheet on his screen. “You need to change that.” She tapped one of the numbers. “Didn’t you get my email?”


  “The one you sent at 3:00 a.m? Yes, I picked it up this morning on our way to the airport, but we’re not all as lightning fast as you.” He altered the number. “You have a hell of a brain, McBride, but why weren’t you sleeping?”


  “I like work.” More specifically, she loved numbers. Loved data and computer code. Numbers were reliable and behaved the way she wanted them to. Numbers didn’t wrap themselves round your heart and squeeze until the blood stopped flowing. “I wanted to finish this project.”


  “You couldn’t have done that in the eighteen-hour day you put in?”


  “I had things on my mind.” And not just the fact that her period was late.


  She’d been thinking about the two voice mail messages that had been sitting on her phone for a month.


  She’d had similar calls before over the years, particularly at this time of year as the anniversary of the accident approached. This time she didn’t recognize the name. She’d learned not to respond, but still the message sat like a leaden weight in the pit of her stomach, reminding her of things she didn’t want to think about.


  She’d almost asked Beth if she’d had a call, too, but then she would have had to talk about it and she didn’t want to.


  It was something she and Suzanne had in common. They both preferred to ignore the past.


  Adam saved the file they were working on. “Suzanne and Stewart were relatives?”


  “Friends of my parents. They adopted the three of us.” Which only served to intensify her guilt that she couldn’t be the person they wanted her to be.


  “And that’s why you feel you have to be there at Christmas. Because you owe them.” It was a statement of fact, not a question, and she didn’t argue with him.


  She did owe them, and she knew she could never repay the debt. “That’s part of it.”


  “Take me with you.”


  “My family live in Scotland, in the remote Highlands. I can’t imagine you dealing with dodgy Wi-Fi and an intermittent phone signal.” She eyed his polished loafers. “You’d hate it.”


  “I would not hate it. For a start, I’m a lover of single malt. Do your folks happen to live near a distillery?”


  Hannah sighed. “In fact, they do, but—”


  “Well, there you go. I’m already sold. Also, I appreciate beautiful scenery. A few romantic walks in a misty glen would be a perfect way to unwind.”


  “A misty glen? You’ve been watching too much Braveheart. At this time of year the glen is usually buried under a foot of snow, and if there’s mist, you’re going to be lost and die of hypothermia.”


  He gave an exaggerated shudder. “I knew there was a reason I chose to live in Manhattan. Seriously though, think about it. If I was there with you, we could work on the presentation. Believe it or not, I can live without the internet. No internet might turn out to be the greatest Christmas gift of all.”


  It was one thing to tell Adam about her family. Quite another to introduce them.


  Champagne corks would pop.


  Hannah would be swept along by an uncontrollable tide of expectation.


  “You’re going to the Caribbean and that, believe me, is going to be a thousand times better than Christmas in the Scottish Highlands. It’s likely we’ll be snowed in.” The thought of it made her hyperventilate. Trapped. Unable to breathe. Buried.


  She heard Suzanne’s voice, thick with tears. They’re gone, Hannah. They’re dead.


  Maybe she should have invented a business trip to some far-flung corner of the globe to get herself out of it for another year. If she visited a client in Sydney, she could be on a plane for almost all of the festive season.


  Last year she’d chickened out at the last minute and she knew Posy hadn’t believed her limp excuse.


  Who the hell decides they need to revamp their company on Christmas Eve, Hannah?


  Even Santa leaves his corporate evaluation until the New Year.


  There had been a time when Posy had worshipped Hannah and followed her round like a shadow. She’d crawled into her bed and refused to be dislodged. She’d held her hand. She’d sat on her lap. She’d clung like a burr, all softness and vulnerability.


  Hannah felt the tightness in her chest increase as she thought about it.


  To say that they’d grown apart would be an understatement, and Hannah knew the whole thing was her fault.


  Her relationship with her youngest sister was yet another piece of evidence to support her belief that she’d be a terrible mother.


  So what was she going to do if she was pregnant?
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