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1

It’s Sunday morning in Mulberry-On-Sea and, if the dust-speckled shard of sunshine peeping through the chink in my bedroom curtains is anything to go by, then it’s going to be one of those gloriously uplifting start-of-summer days. Bliss. And if this isn’t reason enough to feel happy, then my boyfriend Tom, aka hottest man alive for sure, is leaning over the bed to kiss my cheek.

‘Mm-mmm. Well, hellooooo, Mr Carrington.’ I grin and run my fingers through his thick curly black hair, drawing in his delicious chocolatey scent and wishing he’d jump right back into bed, but he’s already dressed – jeans and a soft grey T-shirt to nicely accentuate his velvety-brown eyes.

‘I have to go,’ he whispers, tracing a path to my ear with his lips.

‘Stay a little longer. Go on … you know you want to,’ I tease, doing my best to sound sultry and seductive.

‘I’d love to, Georgie, I really would,’ he says with a smile. ‘But I want to squeeze in a swim and then sort out some stuff at home, plus I’ve got a ton of paperwork to plough through before the party later on.’ Tom stands up to pat the leather laptop bag that’s slung diagonally across his magnificently firm body.

‘Hmm, well OK, if you must …’ I stick my bottom lip out and pull a cross-eyed funny face to make him laugh.

‘Pick you up at one o’clock, yes? And, seeing as we’re making plans – can you keep the weekend after your birthday free?’ He tilts his head to one side. I nod, and stretch out like a starfish.

‘Oooh, why’s that then?’ Mmm, curious, my birthday – the big three zero is coming up soon! Friday 15 August, to be exact.

‘If I tell you, then it won’t be a surprise, will it?’ Tom grins mischievously and my stomach does a somersault. God, he’s gorgeous, and I hope this exquisite fluttery butterfly feeling never fades. I can see it now, I’ll be an old woman and still infatuated with him. Oh yes, how wonderful would that be?

‘Already missing you.’ I blow a kiss as he goes to leave.

‘Sweet Jesus, what are you doing to me, woman?’ Tom turns back to the bed and gives me another kiss, his lips hot on mine, one hand in my hair, the other tantalisingly close to my knickers. I open my eyes to sneak a peek at his long dark lashes. I’ll say it again … he is officially gorgeous! The perfect blend of chiselled features and delicious Mediterranean real tan – his mother is Italian. ‘I just can’t resist you. And when are you going to move in with me? All this coming and going just isn’t practical any more.’ He goes to tickle me just as Mr Cheeks, my supersoft black cat, leaps onto the bed and snuggles down beside me.

‘Too slow.’ Laughing, I roll away, almost squashing Mr Cheeks with my left thigh. ‘Aw, poor thing, I’m so sorry.’ I scoop the cat up and bury my face in his silky fur.

‘Don’t avoid the question. It really would make things easier; it doesn’t seem sensible, all this toing and froing. And you can bring this little dude too, if you like.’ Tom lifts Mr Cheeks from the bed and gives him a gentle hug before depositing him on the carpet, much to the cat’s disgust. He likes nestling on the end of my bed; now he slinks off to the kitchen in a huff instead – I can always tell by the way his tail wafts extra-majestically, and I imagine he’d be giving us the finger right now, if he could …

‘Soon. I promise.’ Between you and me, I can’t wait to live with Tom, but it needs to be about more than practicalities. I’ve been in that kind of relationship before – where I was the one who loved just that little bit more. Never again, this time around I’m not messing up. I’m determined to make it work and, if that means waiting longer to be sure, after we’ve chatted it all through, and I don’t mean snatched minutes here and there before Tom has to go again, then so be it. I know he works hard, we both do, and he travels a lot too, meeting suppliers and sourcing new stock lines, so finding time to talk can be tricky, especially as when we are together we can’t keep our hands off each other, but it’ll be worth the wait, I’m convinced of it. Tom is my one, and I couldn’t bear it if something went wrong between us, or if we somehow managed to ruin what we have right now, all because we rushed onto the next stage without planning it properly.

‘Well I hope so. You know that I love you.’ He smiles tenderly, pushing a stray tendril of hair away from my face.

‘And I love you too.’ I prop myself up on a pillow with one elbow.

‘Most women would jump at the chance to move in with me!’ He laughs at his own joke before deftly leaning back as I go to play-punch his arm.

‘Cheeky! And I’m not most women, plus I actually love my little shoebox flat,’ I tease right back. ‘It’s cosy, and it’s been my home for a very long time.’ I scan the room. There’s the triple wardrobe that fills the length of one wall – I remember lugging it all the way home on my own from Ikea, crammed into a rental van. It took me a whole weekend to put it together, but so worth it. And the glorious, enormous Art-Deco-style dressing table; I found it in the YMCA second-hand furniture shop and it only needed sanding down and repainting. I used a metallic bronze spray, which actually works really well now that the shine has faded, giving it a lovely shabby-chic look. It’s authentic, and with the trillion necklaces looped over the sides of the triple mirror and all my lotions and potions lined up, I can just imagine its previous owner, a sophisticated flapper lady, titivating herself ahead of a tea dance, or something.

I like that – reminiscing, the feeling of nostalgia, a sense of history, and when I think about it, I’ve worked blooming hard to make this little shoebox flat my home for so long. First, stashing every penny I earned to buy it in the first place – a lot of extra hours and overtime was involved; and then keeping hold of it over the years – there were plenty of times when I very nearly couldn’t pay the monthly mortgage. This flat holds many memories; it’s my security, and that’s important to me after spending time in foster care as a child. Mum died when I was thirteen – she had multiple sclerosis, which had worn her down so much that when she caught pneumonia she just couldn’t fight any more. So I ended up in care because Dad was in prison for selling secrets from the trading floor of the bank where he worked to fund his gambling addiction, and my only other relative, Uncle Geoffrey, couldn’t – or wouldn’t – take me in. But that’s all in the past now. I’m blissfully happy, financially secure and Dad and I are really close again – his new wife Nancy is lovely, so kind and warm and mumsy; I had missed having a mother figure in my life.

‘Well, you don’t have to sell it or anything, I know how much this place means to you. So just keep it – it can be your bolthole,’ Tom suggests.

‘Will I need one then?’ I raise an eyebrow. My last boyfriend, Brett, cheated on me with a tall beautiful woman with super-big blonde hair and a sylph-like figure, in total contrast to my average height, curves and wispy brunette bob that requires a lot of maintenance (read: copious cans of Batiste Plumping Powder) to resemble anything near swingy. I tried hair extensions for a while, but had to have them removed after shaking my head a little too vigorously on a lunch date one time – a chunk above my left ear winged out and ended up floating in Tom’s butternut squash soup. Eek!

‘No. Only an idea … it could be your girl pad,’ Tom says casually.

‘Did you really just say girl pad?’ I stifle a snerk.

‘Where are those knickers you used to wear? The ones with the cow motif all over them and the words “cheeky cow” emblazoned across the back?’

‘Don’t know.’ I pull a pretend ‘whatevs’ face.

‘Worn out, I bet.’ He slides a hand under the duvet and pings my knicker elastic.

‘Ha ha, you are so hilare! In fact, you crack me up so much I think I’m going to laugh myself into an actual hernia because you’re just too funneee …’ I shoo his hands away.

‘Hmm, well, as much as I’m enjoying our banter, I really must go. Just think about it, please.’ He kisses his left index finger and places it gently on my lips before turning to go.

‘Will do. Promise,’ I call after him.

‘OK. Girl paaaaad,’ he shouts as the front door closes.

And I really will think about it. But first I’m having half an hour in bed to luxuriate inside my new two hundred trillion, or whatever, thread count cotton sheets while I ponder on suitably sensible but witty one-liners to say to Tom’s parents this afternoon – Isabella of the incredibly wealthy Italian Rossi dynasty, and Vaughan Carrington, direct descendent of Harry Carrington, the founder of Carrington’s department store where I work as a personal stylist.

One rainy afternoon, Tom and I were cosied up watching old films, drinking hot chocolate and sharing our respective family stories, and he explained that his father, Vaughan, never showed an interest in Carrington’s, so went ‘off to see the world’ instead. That’s how he met Tom’s mother, Isabella, on safari in Zanzibar. Meanwhile, the majority share in the store was left to Vaughan’s sister, Camille, who later sold it to Tom, which is how he came to be the boss. Mr Carrington.

And this afternoon his parents are hosting a summer soirée on board their super-yacht! Yes, super-yacht. I know! Apparently, it has a cinema, a champagne bar and an actual helipad for, like, when they can’t be bothered driving or taking a train in normal-people style, they can just be mechanically rotated from whichever exotic location they happen to be in, and boom! They’ve arrived. Not that I begrudge them, of course not, and I’ve only met them once before as they tend to spend most of their time travelling the globe, so perhaps I read it wrong. Or maybe I was having an oversensitive moment brought on by nerves from necking one too many jellybeantinis – I knew Tom and I shouldn’t have met up in that cocktail bar beforehand. Big mistake. Huge. You see, I really want his parents to like me, of course I do, he’s my one, my boyfriend, my happy-ever-after. But the slightly awks atmosphere when Tom’s mother, Isabella, turned to me and said, ‘So what do you do, my dear?’ in her very breathy but regal-sounding Italian accent, told me it wasn’t to be. Yet! Let’s just say I’m working on it. Hence the proper preparation this time around. And definitely no jellybeantinis …

‘I work part-time at Carrington’s,’ I had told her, brightly and proudly. And why not? I love my job managing the VIP customer shopping experience where I get to meet Arabian princesses, visiting dignitaries and the like. Since taking over, my role has evolved, and I’m more of a personal stylist now, with a number of well-heeled clients – actresses, celebrities, even royalty. But they’re not all A-listers; some of my regulars are ordinary women who just want honest advice on what suits them best without having to rely on a well-meaning friend to fib – that an outfit looks good when it clearly doesn’t. So they call for my advice on creating the perfect wardrobe. I even had one customer FaceTime me from a boutique in Dubai, wanting to make sure I approved of a pair of neon-green Choo heels she was about to purchase to match the pink shift dress I had selected to be part of her holiday wardrobe. I didn’t. Instead, I couriered a pair of exquisite Miu Miu Mary Janes (exclusive to Carrington’s), which I knew would match perfectly. She called me the very minute they arrived and begged for a pair in every colour to be sent right away, because she loved them that much with the shift dress, which she’s now requested in every colour too. And that’s how it works … my customers trust me, we have a rapport, and this means the world to me.

And the sales commission and other perks are phenomenal. Only last week I was asked to escort a selection of Carrington’s exclusive couture gowns to a Premiership footballer’s daughter celebrating her eighteenth birthday in Paris – they sent a private jet (yes I know, a proper YOLO moment) to collect me, the six dresses, matching accessories (high-end handbags and shoes), in addition to a selection of our finest jewellery collection, all because she wanted my personal advice on which of the exquisite ensembles would suit her best.

Maybe I should also have mentioned the weekly fashion and beauty column I write for Closer magazine, which takes up the rest of my time, where I get to write about international fashion shows, designer dresses at film premieres, and I’ve even interviewed celebrities for one of my special features: What’s In Your Wardrobe? I go to their house, flick through their walk-in dressing rooms selecting outfits, and then explain how readers can source the same look by shopping on the high street, preferably in Carrington’s.

The column came about on the back of me having been a reluctant reality TV star for a bit, when celebrity retail guru, Kelly Cooper, rocked up instore to film her last series – but that’s another story that I really didn’t want to go into when we were around Tom’s parents’ private dining table at the exclusive restaurant in London’s Mayfair. My YouTube clips still surface from time to time – secret film footage of me twerking, really badly, on the shop floor to Beyoncé’s ‘Single Ladies’ tune, and generally showing me in a far from flattering light. The less they know about my past the better, because it’s just too much of a leap from what they’re accustomed to. A whole different world. And one I’m sure they wouldn’t select by choice for their only son and heir to be involved with. So I’m glad I kept it to myself. Of course Tom knows pretty much everything about me, but I just can’t imagine his mother, Isabella, has ever thumbed through a sleb gossip magazine in her life. Oh no no no. I Googled her – this is a woman who speaks seven languages, was businesswoman of the year in her day and even has a Nobel prize for her pioneering work in global economics, for crying out loud. No wonder her expensively tightened face almost rearranged itself into a frown as the hideous realisation dawned – yep, that’s right, that I work in the same Carrington’s department store, the very one her son, aka Tom, aka my gorge, funny, sexy, kind to animals (he rescued Mr Cheeks right at the start), down-to-earth boyfriend actually owns! He’s Tom Carrington, the boss, the managing director – and he’s dating me, a mere employee. And a part-time one at that! Oh no.

To give her due, Isabella did try to mask her disappointment very well, but I spotted it nonetheless – the whitening of the knuckles as she gripped the stem of her champagne flute just that teeny bit tighter while flashing a fleeting sideways glance at her husband. But then it really can’t be easy being the mother of – quite possibly – the hottest and most eligible man on earth.

I roll over. Oh shiiiiiit. Is that the time?
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Flinging back the duvet, I bounce out of bed with an uncharacteristically exuberant flourish and immediately stub my toe on the side of an empty Prosecco bottle. Working through the pain, I squeeze my foot and think about last night as a more pleasurable distraction – Tom had just arrived back after a fortnight-long business trip, visiting practically every major city in the hunt for suitable premises in which to open a new store. Carrington’s is expanding! So it was me, him and a large stuffed-crust Hawaiian followed by a bottle of bubbles and an evening of clothes-rippingly glorious sex involving practically every surface in my flat. Two weeks is a long time to be apart, and he’ll be off again soon, no doubt, so you can see why we didn’t waste a second of his R&R just chatting – oh no, there was so much more fun to be had. I still have the friction burns from the carpet on my backside and the stubble sting from his chin on my inner thighs as an exquisite souvenir. Tom may come over all gentlemanly and polite in company, but when we’re alone it’s a whole different thing. Pure filth! And I love it. Anyway, better get a move on, the soirée starts in exactly three hours.

I leg it down the hallway as my mobile buzzes with a text message from Tom, which I press to view while simultaneously kicking the bathroom door open with my good toe.

Sorry I had to dash. Really do need to get this paperwork done [image: Image Missing] See you later. Mooooo! X

Ha-ha, in a funneee boom-boom way – he does work too hard, though, but then he’s totally focused on building the Carrington’s brand, and has already made some incredible changes since buying the majority share in the store from his aunt Camille – there’s the pet spa, the gourmet food hall down in the basement, a new cocktail bar (installed specifically to attract the glamouratti instore from the new Mulberry Marina), the roof top ice-rink, the glitzy Cartier boutique and there’s even a staff crèche now, so everyone’s a winner, which reminds me, I must call Sam. She’s my best friend and her adorable twin girls; Holly and Ivy (yes they were conceived at Christmas time) play in the crèche while Sam creates truly scrumptious comfort food and bakes delicious cakes in her café, Cupcakes At Carrington’s, up on the fifth floor. Sam also owns the freehold for the Carrington’s building, so she’s invited to the party too. Her wonderful dad, Alfie Palmer, the charismatic and incredibly wealthy owner of Palmer Estates, one of the biggest estate agencies in the country, died last year, leaving his vast fortune to Sam. And we’ve known each other since boarding school days – before I got thrown out because Dad had gambled everything away and couldn’t pay the fees. So I was billeted back home on the first train and then slapped around for talking posh in the local school playground by the following Monday morning.

I promised to call Sam for a pre-soirée briefing before arriving on board. And I never go back on a promise, even if I am tight for time.

‘Hey you. How was last night?’ Sam says after the first ring.

‘Sizzling as always,’ I smile. ‘But how are you?’ I quickly add, knowing how she’s been feeling really jaded recently.

‘Exhausted. Ivy was screeching at three o’clock this morning, which then set Holly off. And then my darling husband, Nathan, couldn’t get back to sleep so started rattling on about a client that he’s been having problems with … Like I’m interested in all his legal work stuff at four in the bloody morning!’ She lets out a big puff of air.

‘Oh dear,’ I reply diplomatically.

‘Never mind. I’m not complaining. Well, I guess I am a bit,’ she quickly adds. ‘But it’s just what babies do. And lawyer husbands, I guess … So, tell me about the sex. Remind me, please, what it’s like to have a whole night of bacchanalian bliss without the tandem wailing of year-old twins as an immediate passion killer, because I can’t even remember my last time.’ She does a feeble laugh. ‘Don’t get me wrong, I’d literally die for my girls, but it would be sooooo nice to have just one whole night off – to drink champagne, share a bath and have wild uninterrupted multiple orgasms courtesy of my own husband. Just like before. You know how much I love sex … does that make me a bad mother?’

‘I don’t think so. I’m not an expert – hell, I’m not even a parent, so what do I know about mummies and their orgasms, but aren’t there places that use sleep deprivation as a preferred method of torture?’

‘Ha! Yes, very good point. Nathan reckons we should get a nanny. A team of six, to work eight-hour shifts ensuring twenty-four-hour cover for each twin.’ She heaves another weary sigh. ‘He’s practically dead on his feet at work each day – me too, I’m so exhausted, I feel like I’m wading through treacle most of the time. And I’m making mistakes – baked a whole batch of lemon drizzle cupcakes yesterday and totally forgot the crucial ingredient, the actual lemon juice!’

‘Oh no!’ Sam’s lemon drizzle cupcakes are legendary; shoppers come from all over Mulberry-On-Sea to devour them. She’s even had phone orders from people who’ve moved away but just can’t live without them.

‘Yep, we’ve tried the whole taking-it-in-turns thing to stagger out of bed, which never works as we both still end up wide awake in the middle of the night, and then start bickering over the duvet and whatever other trivial things our addled brains have suddenly elevated to paramount importance. But an actual nanny? I’m just not sure.’

‘Why not?’

‘Hmm, well, it just seems so grown up, somehow. And I’d feel a bit guilty, I guess. I’ve overheard the stay-at-home yummy mummies in the café bitching about the “lazy women with help” and, “why did they bother having children if they were just going to give them to someone else to look after?”’

‘Oooh, harsh,’ I tut.

‘Indeed.’

‘But that doesn’t mean you have to be superwoman. Sam, you can’t do it all – run the café, oversee Alfie’s estate with all those meetings up in London, not to mention the management of the Carrington’s freehold, and still find time to be Mary Poppins. For the sake of your orgasms you must say no!’ I laugh to lighten the mood.

‘Don’t you mean yes yes yes?’ Sam laughs too, not missing a beat.

‘Ha!’

‘Do you think Mary Poppins had orgasms?’

‘Stop it! There’s no place inside my head for that image.’

‘Hmm, on second thoughts, you’re right.’ And Sam makes a bleeeeugh sound down the phone.

‘Besides, you’re already a fantastic mother just the way you are. You really are. So you must do whatever works best for you and ignore the opinions, because everyone has one, but they’re just that … opinions!’ I say gently, wondering where the old Sam went – she would never have been bothered by a bit of gossip; she’s always been so self-assured and confident. Blimey, she’s put me right on many occasions, but now it seems to be the other way around, which is OK – of course I’ll champion her as best I can – but I’d much sooner see Sam happy. And by the sounds of it, this really doesn’t seem to be the case.

‘I know. And you’re right, of course. But then my own mother couldn’t be bothered with me, remember? So I don’t ever want the girls to feel the way I did, and still do sometimes …’ Her voice trails off.

‘Oh Sam, that will never happen. You’re not Christy …’

At boarding school, Sam and I had shared a bedroom, and she’d lie awake at night wondering about her mum, Christy, an interior designer who ran off to LA with a famous rock star client when Sam was only five years old. I used to try to comfort her by sharing sweets and whispering bedtime stories about princesses in castles, and even though Sam hasn’t mentioned Christy for years until now, I think she still struggles to understand why she left. And even more so since becoming a mother herself, but then who can blame her? Christy literally did a moonlight flit. There at bedtime and gone by breakfast, and that’s tough, especially when all you have is a bag of Haribo Strawbs and the vivid imagination of a nine-year-old friend to comfort you.

‘True … but my brain is so addled from lack of sleep, it’s affecting everything, and it’s just sooooo not like me,’ she replies.

‘Of course it isn’t, you’ve always been the most positive, upbeat person I know. Tell you what, why don’t I babysit for a weekend or something? You and Nathan could stay in a hotel overnight, get some rest, chat, have loads of sex – do whatever you like, it would be just like the old days,’ I say impulsively, instantly pushing away the panicky feeling that follows – I’m sure it can’t be that hard to look after two tiny babies for an evening. Heeeelp!

‘Would you really do that?’ Sam perks up.

‘Sure, that’s what best friends are for. I’m just sorry I didn’t think to offer before now.’ I know Nancy will jump at the chance to lend a hand should I need it. She adores children and really cannot wait to be a grandmother; she even asked me one time if Tom and I had chatted about all that yet. I didn’t have the heart to tell her we haven’t – that our time together is spent mostly in bed, or across my kitchen table or in the shower, or the hallway, and my sofa has certainly seen a lot of action too – and that I’m just not interested in having babies, to be honest. No wild urge to procreate. That biological thing I hear so much about hasn’t kicked in for me yet. Maybe it never will.

‘Well, that would be brilliant. I’ll chat to Nathan about it. It might put him off the nanny idea for a while longer.’

‘Are you really that against it, then?’

‘Hmm, I can’t help wondering – what if she tries it on with him and they end up having a steamy affair? I know it’s a cliché, but you hear about that kind of thing all the time, and the way I feel at the moment, I’m not entirely sure I’d have the energy to confront them, let alone slap her before chucking them both out,’ she laughs wryly.

‘Don’t be daft. Nathan adores you, so that would never happen. Besides, you could get a manny …’

‘A male nanny! Yes, now that’s a good idea. Like a fit pool boy … But with childcare qualifications obviously,’ Sam confirms, sounding a whole lot perkier, and more like her old self now.

‘Yes, something like that.’ I smile.

‘You could help me with interviews?’

‘Of course I could.’

‘Wonder if I could get away with issuing a uniform – tiny running shorts, perhaps? Perfectly reasonable, seeing as they would definitely be doing lots of running around, the twins will make sure of it.’ She sighs. ‘Anyway, enough of this manny talk – more importantly, what are you wearing to the soirée? Indulge me with a few minutes of adult chat about frivolous



















Epilogue

One year later …

The warm morning sun rises on the horizon as we stand back to get a better view.

‘It’s fantastic,’ Tom says, taking my hand. ‘I knew you’d make it perfect.’

‘Wait until you see inside,’ I beam.

‘Hang on, there’s something I must show you first.’ Tom squeezes my hand and, after lifting his free hand, he points towards the main display window, which is concealed by an enormous white sheet. ‘Any minute now …’ He flings his arm around my shoulders and pulls me in close, treating me to a burst of his delicious chocolatey scent. And the sheet is whipped away by Winifred from the window display team; she does a quick thumbs-up to Tom before tapping her watch as if to say, ‘right on cue, just as we planned’. Tom waves to thank her before she disappears back behind the scenes. And I gasp.

Oh my God! It’s the Georgie Bag. The collection is right there in the display window of the new boutique Carrington’s store, and it looks sensational. The satchels, top handles, coin purses and crossbody bags in a variety of rainbow brights and fluoro colours gleaming under the spotlights on a selection of little podiums, simple and understated, but perfect for summer and for the ‘everywoman’, as Gaspard likes to call us. There are even some bags in warm berry hues to take us into autumn/winter. I clap my hands together. Above the bags is a huge display sign hanging on lengths of crystal-covered wire under twinkling spotlights, with the words GET YOUR GEORGIE BAG HERE in swirly silver lettering. But best of all are the pencil drawings of me in Central Park – well, you can’t tell exactly that it’s me; they’re in profile, they really could be any woman strolling in a park in cherry-red satin pedal pushers. But I guess that’s the whole point – the normality, the ‘everywoman’ appeal of Gaspard’s collection.

‘It’s brilliant.’

‘So you approve then?’ Tom grins, kissing the top of my head.

‘I sure do. I absolutely do. I love it.’

We’re in London. Well, Chelsea to be precise, and the ideal location for the new Carrington’s boutique department store, designed to whet the appetite of well-heeled customers and entice them to come and see where it all began, over a hundred years ago, in the real Carrington’s flagship store in Mulberry-On-Sea. After months of planning, meetings, persuasion and negotiation, Tom eventually managed to secure the leasehold for the building that had housed the old department store Mum and Dad used to bring me to for a treat as a child. Tom kept his promise, and told me as soon as he could, the very next day after I asked to move in with him, and he proposed beside that ice-cream van. He had wanted it to be a surprise, knowing how special this place was to me. And I can confirm that this is one surprise that has gone meticulously to plan.

Tom then promptly asked me if I’d consider coming back to Carrington’s on a full-time basis – the board had all agreed that I was the best woman for the job: project manager to oversee the refurbishment of the glorious old Georgian building. Tom was suitably impressed by my organising of the regatta, especially my varied collection of notepads and highlighter pens and Pinterest pages, which he still teases me about, although he and the rest of the board never did find out about the punch-up over the carousel, or the ice-cream van turf war, or the queue for the tunnel tours, or indeed Dan being held hostage and very nearly missing his guest appearance. Isabella knows, Mr Dunwoody complained to her, citing something about going straight to the top. So patronising, especially when Tom is the one in charge of Carrington’s, not Isabella. But after putting a call in right away to another old friend from her university days, who luckily now owns the Mulberry Gazette, in addition to a number of other newspapers in his portfolio, Isabella was able to make sure the planned ‘carousel crunch time’ story, complete with up-close and gory pictures of the fight, was instantly shelved. Sky News never did show footage of the regatta, either; something big happened in Toronto that day, which took precedence, luckily for Carrington’s and the quaint little seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea. And Isabella agreed with me that there was nothing to be gained from Tom and the board being told. Besides, the deal had already been done for the new store, far away from Mulberry-On-Sea where Mr Dunwoody had no real influence over planning or building regulations in any case. And he didn’t get re-elected to Westminster – rumour had it that he had been fiddling his expenses, so he was very keen to keep a low profile and not make a fuss.

Of course, I jumped at the chance to get involved in Carrington’s new adventure, and bought some shares too, enough to give me a seat on the board. So, after today, I’m going to be the new Carrington’s operations director, dividing my time between both stores – London and Mulberry. Making sure the staff are all happy and serving our customers with a smile. It’s what I love best, and I’m looking forward to passing on everything I learnt from Mrs Grace, who’s busy penning her second autobiography and enjoying a well-earned retirement.

And Annie was delighted when I asked her to take over my column for Closer magazine. She said it was the cherry on the proverbial cake, especially as she’s all loved up again. That’s right, she and Dan are in a proper relationship now. Luckily, the DKers fully embraced Annie; things could have got very tricky indeed if they hadn’t, although Mel, Carrington’s number one store detective, has been hacked off on occasion after having to herd them away from the Women’s Accessories section – they like to gather at Annie’s till to do Snapchat selfies with her while she’s trying to serve proper customers.

As for our actual wedding, Tom and I haven’t managed to organise it yet. We’ve been far too busy getting the new store ready for today’s grand opening, but it’s next on the calendar – probably a year from now. We just need to agree on the location. Isabella is keen on having it in Sicily, in the church on the hillside overlooking the village where she grew up, but Dad has hinted he wants it to be at Mulberry-On-Sea, in the little chapel overlooking the wild-flower field where Mum’s grave is. Nancy is delighted too and is still holding out for a grandchild, and who knows what the future may hold. And I guess we’ll eventually decide on the wedding too. You never know, it may even be a dual-location do, and why not? I know it’ll be perfect, wherever it is.

Dad is full of health these days. I think what happened in Andorra gave him a bit of a scare, so he’s taken up cycling now with Dusty on a special long lead; they go all over Mulberry and beyond. He says he needs to be fighting fit and ready to do the honours when it comes to my wedding. They made it back from Andorra, just about; Daisy conked out two streets away from the retirement complex and is now in a specialist VW restoration garage getting a new engine. Nancy has said that Daisy will make the perfect little runaround to take her to bingo, or maybe a jaunt along the south coast of England next summer … Certainly no hairpin bends on mountain roads, thank God!

We step inside the staff lift, a brand new gilt cage replica – I was keen to keep the character of the original building, but figured we could really do without the staff getting trapped between floors.

‘You’re here!’ It’s Sam and she’s glowing. She grabs my hand and almost pulls my arm out of the socket as she runs me into her new patisserie. Tom makes a more leisurely entrance and wanders off to take a look at the state-of-the-art professional kitchen. ‘Ta-da! What do you think?’ And I’m stunned. The last few times I’ve been here, Sam hadn’t let me in, and even the glass doors had been covered over so I couldn’t get a sneaky peek inside.

‘Oh Sam, it’s incredible.’ And it is. It’s just how I imagine a chic Parisian patisserie to be – all smoky brown walls with marble pillars and low lighting. Opulent flower arrangements cascade down china stands and sultry lounge music plays melodically in the background. And in the middle is a table piled high with cakes that customers can help themselves to – all kinds: enormous strawberry cream gateaux, delicate pastel-coloured macaroons, chocolate muffins, giant swirly patterned meringues and, of course, my favourite in the centre, a three-tiered cake stand bulging with magnificent red velvet cupcakes with buttercream icing. Mm-mmm!

‘Have one if you like.’ Sam takes a cupcake and a napkin and hands them to me. ‘I know you can’t resist.’ She laughs and I kiss her cheek.

‘Thank you.’ I tuck in right away, making a mental note to make sure we have loads of red velvet cupcakes at the wedding. I glance around. At one end of the patisserie, Sam has created another café – through an arch, complete with custom-built safety gate, there are lots of little tables and chairs. There’s a soft play area too, and a juice bar. There’s even a converted ice-cream van, which children can climb inside. Wow!

‘Now I have the best of both worlds, I get to bake and spend time with Holly and Ivy,’ Sam says. ‘To be fair, it was Ben’s idea.’ Hearing his name, Ben looks up from the box of Lego that he’s unpacking and waves over. Sam and I do little waves back before she nudges me. I nudge her back. We hastily turn around and go to leave – Sam sniggering and me desperately wiping buttercream icing from my face, which I wish would stop blooming flaming.

‘Stop it. He’ll notice,’ I whisper, trying not to giggle as Sam loops her arm through mine as we walk away really fast like a pair of silly schoolgirls.

‘I think there’s a high chance he may already know that the pair of you have crushes on him.’ Nathan appears behind Sam and, after wrapping his arms around her, he plants a big kiss on the side of her neck. ‘Honestly, you two are incorrigible. Leave the poor guy alone.’ We are all grinning as we head back to the lift.

‘You wait until you see the brasserie,’ Sam says, pressing the button to take us up. ‘It’s my dream come true. Who would have thought, all those years ago when Dad made me do that culinary course instead of the round-the-world cruise?’ She’s full of happiness as the lift whizzes us to the rooftop.

‘I bet he’d be so chuffed, Sam.’ I give her hand a squeeze as we step out of the lift.

And it’s breathtaking, with panoramic views across the city; we can even see the Thames, shimmering in the sun. Christy, being an interior designer, has helped Sam to create something truly remarkable here. In addition to spending lots of time getting to know Sam and her family (Christy lives in Mulberry-On-Sea now – she decided against the flat in Brighton, wanting to be closer to Sam), she has gone to great lengths to make their reunion work. It’s a joy seeing Sam so happy, and now that I’ve got to know Christy too, I can see that she and Sam are so alike. We get on well, too, especially after Christy apologised for being such a diva, throwing her pashmina my way that time. She explained that she was just so nervous after all those years apart from Sam, that the reunion moment she had played out inside her head a trillion times hadn’t had a stranger in it, so when I answered the door she panicked and went all aloof. But she’s really not like that at all. In fact, she’s funny and down-to-earth and kind and caring … just like Sam.

I look around. There are real palm trees lining the route to the maître d’s desk. There’s even a giant fish tank embedded into the walls either side. Nathan and Tom head straight to the open chrome kitchen set right in the centre of the brasserie.

‘It’s like being in LA,’ I say, weaving through the tables and stepping out onto the terrace. ‘Eddie would be sooooo impressed.’

‘Why don’t you ask him what he thinks?’ Sam laughs.

‘No! Oh my God, is he here?’ I yell, not having seen him since New York. We’ve FaceTimed and spoken on the phone, of course, but it’s really not the same.

‘I sure am, honeypie.’ And he is too. Eddie walks out onto the terrace to join us. ‘I wouldn’t miss this for the world.’

‘Group hug!’ Sam flings her arms out and the three of us, BFFs, have a massive cuddle. We’ve been through so much together, a proper rollercoaster of good times and bad, but we’ve always been here for each other and long may it continue. My two best friends. They mean the world to me.

‘Oh God, I’m getting emosh,’ I laugh, wiping away happy tears as we break apart.

‘Maybe this will cheer you up,’ Eddie says, pressing something into my right hand.

‘What is it?’ I ask, opening the white envelope; inside is a wad of twenty-pound notes. ‘Oh Eddie, you looper!’ I grin on realising. ‘But you didn’t need to.’

‘Well, a bet is a bet. And you did propose first, well, sort of … you put the Haribo ring on his finger.’ He shrugs. ‘But, honestly darling, please can you hurry up and book a venue already? At this rate, even the draughty village hall will be taken.’ He pulls a face and I can’t help laughing. I shake my head – he never changes. ‘Oh, sweet pea, I’m so happy for you. Come here,’ and he pulls me in close for another hug, followed by, ‘right, that’s your lot,’ a few seconds later. He smirks and drops his arms to straighten his exquisitely cut Tom Ford suit.

Sam darts off and then reappears a few minutes later with a tray of drinks – flutes of pink champagne. She hands one to me and one to Eddie before taking a glass for herself.

‘I propose a toast,’ she says. ‘To Carrington’s!’ We lift our glasses in the air and chorus.

‘To Carrington’s.’

Tom is here now, Isabella and Vaughan too, followed by Nathan with little Holly holding his left hand and Ivy holding his right. They look so cute in navy polka-dot dresses. Christy is here too, looking far less LA and more proud mother and grandmother in a smart linen trouser suit with chiffon scarf. Ciaran arrives carrying Pussy in his arms – she’s wearing a tiny pinstripe suit complete with bowler hat. Dad and Nancy are right behind them with Dusty, her black fur coat all shiny; she gives Pussy a superior look of disdain as she saunters past her. I quickly glance at Sam in case we’re breaching a health and safety law.

‘It’s fine.’ She shrugs, unfazed. ‘Dogs are allowed in my brasserie!’ And we all laugh.

Ah, I feel so happy having them all here. Tom moves in close to me and lifts my hair to whisper into my ear.

‘I love you, Georgie Hart.’ And my stomach flips over and over, just like it did that very first time he kissed me, in the moonlight on the pier with the waves lapping gently below us, and the shoreline twinkling in the distance.

‘I love you too, Mr Carrington.’

I turn to the group and see that everyone has a drink now.

‘I propose another toast.’

They all stop talking and gather around me. Dusty nuzzles my hand and I stroke her velvety-soft ear. This glorious new store may signal the end of one part of my life – my time in Women’s Accessories selling luxury handbags before moving onto the personal shopping suite in the pretty seaside town of Mulberry-On-Sea – but this, right here and now, with my friends and my family, well, it’s also the start of something fresh and exciting.

‘To new beginnings!’ I lift my glass up high in the air.

And we all cheer.

‘To new beginnings!’
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