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Praise for Kiss Me Like You Mean It


‘This book was just PERFECT, the ideal balance of sweet and sexy. 10/10 for plot, characterisation, sexual tension, community and jeopardy’

Marian Keyes

‘Packed with all the best tropes, this book will sweep you away into a world of small-town charm and irresistible romance’

Liz Tomforde

‘This is cosy, small-town romance at its best. Swoony, sweeping and cinematic. I loved every minute with Lee and Nico!’

Elle McNicoll

‘Nobody does yearning quite like her and the yearning in Kiss Me Like You Mean It was one for the record books’

Sarra Manning

‘Featuring some of the hottest kiss scenes I’ve ever read and filled with the kind of yearning that will send hopeless romantics swooning’

Catherine Walsh

‘I AM STILL SWOONING SO HARD. I don’t feel like I will ever get over this book – and I don’t want to’

Lucy Vine

‘It’s so romantic, sexy, with all of Laura’s trademark charm’

Louise O’Neill

‘Hijinks and hilarity, schemes and swooning: this is Laura Wood at her best. A big-hearted, classic of a romcom’

Lizzie Huxley-Jones

‘The most delicious, indulgent, funny and emotionally charged romcom I have read in a long time – it ranks up there with my favourite ever romances’

Cressida McLaughlin

‘Kiss Me Like You Mean It had me from the dedication. Lee and Nico together are absolute tropey perfection’

Rebecca Ryan

‘A joyful tribute to chosen family, to community, and to finding the lasting love we’ve always hoped for in the most unexpected place’

Sarah Chamberlain

‘A complete master of deeply fanciable characters, towns you’ll want to move to, and the perfect degree of aching yearn’

Kate Young

‘Everything I look for in a love story… This book will delight Wood’s fans and win over plenty more’

Laura Marie Meyers

‘The kind of yearning that’ll have readers squealing with excitement’

Sophie Jo
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This book is dedicated to screwball comedies, and Dolly Parton, and autumn leaves, and pink squirrel cocktails, and book groups, and excellent dogs and a very specific maple oat latte I drank in Camden, Maine. I am grateful to all of these things for reminding me that there is delight to be found even in tough times.





PART ONE Las Vegas





Chapter One Lee

I wonder if the designer who selected this crushed velvet, leopard-print bar stool imagined it would one day be occupied by an accountant having an existential crisis.

Probably not. A luxury, five-star casino in Las Vegas isn’t really an existential crisis sort of place. As far as I can tell the whole point of Vegas is to overstimulate you to the point where it’s impossible to worry about anything at all.

But, hey, I’ve always enjoyed a challenge.

‘Gin martini with a twist,’ Jake, the handsome bartender, says, setting the glass in front of me with a smile. ‘You sure I can’t get you anything to eat?’

I shake my head. It’s 5 p.m. on a Friday and I’m already regretting grabbing a drink at the bar, instead of heading up to my room, ordering room service and watching home improvement shows in my pyjamas. But I am under strict instructions to ‘live a little’ on my last night.

‘Just the drink, thanks.’ I slip some cash across the top of the bar, and he holds his hands up like I’ve pointed a gun at him.

‘No way,’ he says. ‘Boss’s orders. But anything you need tonight, you let me know.’

There’s something in the way he says this. Is it possible that this man is flirting with me? Let’s not get ahead of ourselves… the Americans do take their customer service very seriously. I sip my drink, eyeing him over the top of my glass as he spins a cocktail shaker with large, capable hands.

This bar is certainly not my normal habitat. Between the deep, claret red walls, the splashy modern art and the enormous chandelier that looms overhead, strung with over 300,000 sparkling crystals (I’ve seen the itemised invoice to prove it), there is absolutely nothing subtle about it.

A neon sign glows above the bar in a scrawl of red light: SINNERS WELCOME.

I wonder how they feel about neurotic rule-followers.

My eyes dart towards Jake again.

What if he was flirting with me? Would I ever have the guts to do something about it? Would flirting back count as ‘living a little’? And how, I ponder, tapping my fingers against my glass, would someone go about such a thing?

I pull out my phone and type How do you flirt with a bartender? into Google. The results are something of a minefield. The first two answers are be conversational, and be reserved.

See, this is why people are so hard.

I keep scrolling and there are suggestions of smiling, dropping compliments and a post about doing something anatomically improbable with your tongue and a cherry stem.

Taking a deep breath, I send Jake a smile across the bar. I have no idea if it seemed flirtatious, but he does come straight over.

‘Something I can get you, Lee?’

I’m not totally sure how to respond. How do you do reserved conversation? And I don’t have a cherry.

‘I like your name badge,’ I blurt.

Jake’s eyebrows lift. Okay. I will admit it wasn’t the sexiest compliment, but it was something, right?

‘Thank you,’ Jake replies after a moment.

‘Where did you get it?’ I ask breathlessly. Maybe the breathless thing is coming off as sexy? Either that or I sound like I’m about to have an asthma attack.

‘Um… it came with the uniform,’ he says. ‘But I can ask someone if you like?’

‘Sure,’ I nod, trying to look casual while my palms are sweating. ‘That would be great.’

He leans forward, his forearms resting on the bar. They’re good arms. ‘Anything for my favourite customer,’ he says with a wink.

A wink! And a lean! He is flirting! Or maybe bartenders in Vegas wink at people all the time? God, this is torture. I’m probably supposed to say something. Maybe he’s winking so that I can… what? Buy him a drink? Pick him up? Engage in a night of passionate lovemaking?

I need more gin as that thought settles.

A one night stand? I mean, it would be dramatically out of character for me, but then, I am in Las Vegas. Sin City. The place where people come to act out of character. I could be someone different here. I could be a little wild. Just for one night.

There’s only one thing to do. I grab a napkin and a pen from my bag and set about making a pros and cons list. I scrawl ‘One Night Stand?’ across the top, draw a line down the middle and in the ‘pros’ column I write:

Haven’t had sex for four months. Then I consider it for a moment, cross out four and write five.

I eye the words as I reach for my glass. It’s a pretty compelling argument actually.

‘Daisy? Is that you?’

I choke on my drink.

The familiar gravelly voice hits my system harder than the gin. There’s only one person in the whole world who calls me Daisy. And there’s no way he’s here.

Slowly, I spin around on my stool. My eyes are fixed on the floor, as I take a deep, steadying breath, so that the first thing I see is a pair of scuffed leather boots.

My heart is dancing an Irish jig in my chest.

I let my gaze travel up, over the jeans, over the hard, muscular body, the broad shoulders in the battered leather jacket. It feels like everything has slowed down, like time is stretching out between us as I take him in, cataloguing every feature.

The firm jaw, darkened by a day or two of scruff; the laughing mouth, with the tiny scar above his top lip; the deadly pair of cheekbones that he inherited from his professionally attractive mother; the suntanned skin of someone who is permanently outdoors; the carelessly tousled dark curls, longer than the last time I saw him; and the gleam of gold from the tiny hoop in his ear.

I register all of it in rapid, high-definition snapshots, before my eyes meet his – dark, crinkled at the corners as he looks at me, surprised and delighted.

‘Nico,’ I manage, his name little more than a whisper.

I wonder then if this is a mirage, the way a man who’s dying of thirst in the desert might hallucinate a shady oasis with clear, running water.

I just see Nico.

Yeah, that tracks.

‘Lee!’ he exclaims. ‘What the fuck are you doing in Vegas?’

Before I can answer, he’s hauling me off the bar stool, and wrapping his arms around me, wrapping his whole body around me, and my cheek is pressed against the soft leather of his jacket.

Not a mirage then. Mirages don’t smell this good. They don’t feel this good, this strong and safe and thrilling at the same time. All of my muscles relax as I melt into him. I think I might… moan? Please, please, please let that sound have been in my head.

Then his hands are on my shoulders and he pulls back from me, holding me steady. Which is good, because the combination of gin and Nico is a potent one and my knees are a bit shaky.

‘You’re here?’ I say, and even though I’m ninety-nine per cent certain I haven’t hallucinated him, the words still sound like a question.

‘For work,’ he confirms. ‘You look great.’

I glance down and try not to wince. I’m wearing black, high-waisted trousers and a white silk blouse done all the way up to my throat. God, couldn’t I even loosen a couple of buttons? I was in the middle of flirting – or attempting to flirt – with a handsome bartender. At the very least, I should have been flashing some clavicle. In fact, why didn’t I get changed before heading to the bar?

I almost laugh out loud at that thought, one that implies I have a suitcase full of seductive ensembles to choose from, rather than what I actually packed: four variations on this outfit and a pair of pyjamas. And not sexy pyjamas either, but stretched out, comfy ones covered in pictures of little pineapples wearing sunglasses.

All of this runs through my head, but when I open my mouth, what comes out is a slightly croaky, ‘Thanks, so do you.’

‘So,’ he lifts a brow, ‘don’t keep me in suspense. What’s a nice girl like you doing drinking alone in a bar in Las Vegas?’

‘Oh,’ I wave my hand in a dismissive gesture, ‘I’m here for work, too.’

Nico nods. ‘Is there a convention or something?’ He glances around the bar as if he expects to see an army of calculator-wielding accountants.

‘No—’ I start, but he’s already pulled out the seat next to mine, and he’s leaning over, trying to catch Jake’s attention.

My stomach lurches when I spot the napkin with my barely started pros and cons list on it next to his elbow, and I think I pull a muscle snatching it away and stuffing it in my pocket.

The bartender makes his way over, and when he looks at me, his smile has dimmed. I can’t blame him – most men take one glance at Nico and know they can’t compete, even if in this case any competition would be purely theoretical.

I might have been in love with Nico since I was five years old, but if you ask him he’ll tell you I’m the little sister he never had. It is, in fact, the great tragedy of my life: hopelessly pining over Nico Hart, my brother’s best friend, for twenty-six years and counting.

‘What are you drinking?’ Nico asks me.

‘I’ll have another martini, please, Jake,’ I say. ‘And a bottle of Corona with lime if you have it. Would you add it to my tab?’

‘Of course, Lee,’ he smiles.

When I turn back to Nico, he’s grinning. ‘Well, well, well,’ he says. ‘I didn’t realise I was going to be cramping your style. Do you want me to leave?’

‘No!’ I blurt, way too earnestly. ‘You’re not cramping anything.’

We’re interrupted when Jake places our drinks in front of us, and I watch him leave without a single pang of regret. Nico appearing is like a message from the universe: stay in your lane, Ophelia Turner-Jones. No wild one night stands for you.

Nico holds his bottle towards me in a silent toast and I tap it with my glass.

‘Thanks for the drink,’ he says. ‘And for remembering my order.’

I try not to watch too closely as he lifts the bottle to his mouth. I should be more careful about giving myself away. I shouldn’t know what his favourite beer is. I shouldn’t know the ten thousand other tiny facts I know about him like the way he loves raspberry-flavoured things but hates actual raspberries, how he does jigsaw puzzles working from the inside out (the lunatic), or how he got that scar on his lip trying to do a wheelie on his bicycle to impress Tansy Bennet when he was thirteen. I shouldn’t jealously hoard these scraps of information like a magpie with an eye for something shiny.

‘Sorry. Did you want a cocktail or something?’ I’m flustered and I hate it. I wasn’t ready for him, I wasn’t prepared for his Nico-ness, not here and now.

‘It’s perfect.’ He puts the bottle back down on the bar and scrubs both hands over his face. ‘Just what I need after a long day.’

‘You said you’ve been working?’

‘If you can call it that. Spent a few days hiking in the Grand Canyon with a couple of friends. Had to get away from all the drama.’

‘What drama?’

Nico rolls his eyes. ‘All the legal stuff that comes with Dad’s death. Honestly, I don’t even understand half of it but it seems to involve an entire army of lawyers and everyone wants their pound of flesh.’

I wince. Nico’s father was a duke – yes, an actual duke – but Nico’s mum Claudia was his second wife and the two of them had a pretty acrimonious divorce. His dad passed away a few months ago and Nico’s half-brother Ward, from his father’s first marriage, inherited the title and the estate. As far as I know, Nico doesn’t speak to that side of his family at all.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say hesitantly. ‘I should have said right away. I know how strange it must have been for you. Your relationship was complicated.’

He laughs then, though it holds no humour. ‘That’s a polite word for it. Anyway, this trip has been just what I needed, and I got some great shots of the condors. It was beautiful, but after all that peaceful communing with nature I felt the itch for some noise, bright lights and a decent meal, so I headed here.’ His eyes meet mine and an electric zing runs through my whole body. ‘And look at how that’s worked out. Serendipity.’

‘I can’t believe you’re really here.’ I shake my head. ‘It seems like ages since I last saw you.’

‘It’s got to be about a year, right?’ Nico looks thoughtful. ‘At your mum and dad’s house with Jack and Cynthie?’

The first time my brother had brought his fiancée Cynthie home to meet the family. It had been as fraught as most interactions are with my parents. Thankfully, Nico was there to smooth the way. The peacemaker. It’s a role he’s played often over the years.

‘Right,’ I agree now. ‘At least a year. And Gran was very upset that she missed you.’

‘Oh, don’t worry, I know. I got a proper telling off.’

It’s my turn to grin. My parents, Max Jones and Caroline Turner, were two of the biggest stage and screen stars in their day, and their relationship makes Burton and Taylor’s look like a Disney movie. Gran was the one in charge of us kids. With all the time Nico spent at our house growing up there’s a running joke in our family that he’s her favourite grandchild. It should be noted that neither of them have ever denied this.

‘Did she make you feel like a worm?’

‘What do you think?’ He tilts his head, mischief dancing in his eyes. ‘How’s she doing, anyway?’

‘Gran? She’s great. She’s taken up Taekwondo because, and I quote, “we’re two vulnerable women living alone and if anyone ever broke in you’d be about as much help as some limp spaghetti.” Which is ridiculous,’ I huff, ‘because – first off – I’m surprisingly scrappy, and secondly, no one’s getting past the security system Jack insisted on having installed at our place. It’d be like breaking into the Pentagon.’

Nico chuckles. ‘Still, good to know you’ll be living with Jason Bourne should shit hit the fan.’

‘Yeah, maybe give her a few more weeks before she’s ready to roundhouse kick potential intruders. It seems to be mostly about bowing and breathing at the moment, which is a relief. I do worry that she’s not slowing down at all,’ I confess. ‘The woman is eighty-two. She’s terrible at remembering to take all her pills and she ignores everything the doctor says about her diet. I’ll bet you any amount of money she’s spent the last few days consuming nothing but foie gras, posh crisps and vodka.’ My fingers tap a nervous tattoo on the bar.

‘I know her better than to take that bet.’ Nico takes my hand in his and squeezes my fingers. His touch is warm and steadying. (If something that makes your entire body sing can be described as steadying.) ‘I also know you worry about her. We all do, but she’s an adult, Lee. She’s in better shape at eighty-two than most people are at fifty. Some fancy pâté isn’t going to bring her down.’

I exhale a slow breath. ‘You’re right. I just can’t imagine…’ I trail off, and Nico lets go of my hand in favour of slinging an arm around my shoulder so that I can lean into him.

He understands why I’m anxious. Gran is a force of nature and even thinking about a world without her makes me want to curl up in a small ball.

‘Come on,’ Nico says, ‘let’s go and sit in one of those shadowy booths so that you can fill me in on all your gossip. It’s getting noisy in here, and I want you to myself.’

YOU CAN HAVE ME!!!! my brain shrieks, but thankfully, my mouth manages a casual, ‘Sure.’

Nico slides from his seat, catching Jake’s attention and gesturing to our drinks before hooking his thumb towards one of the cosy booths that line the side of the room. Jake nods, and I gather my handbag and the black Temperley jacket hung over my seat. Nico takes my hand, tugging me along after him.

I don’t come from a touchy-feely family. Even Gran isn’t big on physical affection, but Nico has always been incredibly tactile, and as usual it’s a kind of delicious torture every time he touches me.

Wedging himself into the corner of the booth, Nico’s long legs sprawl under the table, and his arm rests along the top of the banquette. I resist the urge to draw closer to him and focus on asking questions about the hike he’s just done.

‘And how long are you in Vegas for?’ I ask eventually.

‘Until tomorrow.’ His fingertips toy with my hair, which is pulled back in a mermaid braid. I didn’t previously think that hair had nerve endings, but try telling that to the rest of my body, which is lighting up like a Christmas tree. ‘I’m actually heading to LA to catch up with Jack and Cyn for a few days.’ He gives my plait a teasing tug. ‘You should come along.’

‘I have to work,’ I say. And I wasn’t invited, I add mentally, while trying not to show that it hurts, that my brother rarely seems to remember that I exist.

At that moment, a woman struts by our table. She’s absolutely gorgeous, her curves poured into a tight, short dress. Tossing her hair, she flashes Nico a seductive smile over her shoulder, her red lips curving in invitation. Clearly, this woman realises I’m no threat at all. If I wasn’t here killing the vibe, I’m sure he’d be half way up to her room already. As it is, Nico’s too polite to do more than return her smile before his attention is back on me.

‘Speaking of work, stop distracting me with questions and tell me what you’re doing here,’ Nico says.

‘Oh, well, actually—’ I start, but I’m cut off when Nico leans forward.

‘Holy shit!’ he murmurs, and his hand drops to my leg under the table, which means his next words take a long moment to reach me. ‘Sorry to interrupt but… I think Frankie Martelli just walked in.’

‘I—’ I start again, still thrown by the feeling of his fingers lightly pressing against my thigh. ‘Frankie Martelli?’ I repeat, dazed.

Nico nods, and his expression is elated. ‘He owns this place. He doesn’t bother coming down to the floor much these days, the guy’s got to be almost ninety. He’s a legend. Oh, shit, I wish I had my camera. Look at that face.’ His fingers tense, squeezing my flesh, and I inhale sharply, but fortunately he doesn’t seem to notice. ‘He’s coming this way,’ he practically squeals. ‘Be cool.’

I turn my head to watch as the hotel owner approaches, wearing a broad grin. Nico’s right, he’s got a great face. Heavily lined, and full of character. He stops beside us and beams down from behind a pair of oversized glasses. He’s dressed in a snappy dark red suit and he looks every inch the owner of one of Las Vegas’s biggest casinos.

‘Sweet Ophelia!’ he booms.

Nico makes a small, sharp sound of surprise as I reply:

‘Hey, Frankie.’





Chapter Two Nico

‘Hey, Frankie,’ Lee says. Then she nudges me so she can slip out from the booth and Frankie ‘The Shark’ Martelli kisses her enthusiastically on both cheeks.

‘I see you took my advice about visiting the bar,’ he beams at her.

‘Was it advice?’ Lee asks dryly. ‘It felt more like an order.’

‘A beautiful woman like you really classes up the place. It’s good for business.’

I think my head is going to explode. Lee, as usual, looks utterly unruffled. It’s as if ageing mobsters fawn over her all the time. Maybe they do. Lee’s life is a bit of a mystery to me, and to be honest I’ve tried to keep it that way.

It’s not a good look to be too interested in your best friend’s little sister. Especially when that sister is Lee – insanely bright, funny and – sure, I have eyes – extremely beautiful.

That poor dope behind the bar was practically drooling over her when I showed up. Not that I could blame him. She made quite the picture, sitting alone, one leg swung over the other, the red soles of her dangerously high heels peeking out from under her black trousers, her honey-gold hair pulled back in a long, soft braid. She looked so put-together and elegant, all buttoned up in a silky white shirt, like a gift waiting to be unwrapped. Slowly.

At least that’s what I assume that Jake character was thinking. I was very careful not to think things like that. I’d been careful in that direction for years. I definitely didn’t feel the wild, momentary urge to punch that guy right in the mouth.

‘Frankie, this is my old friend, Nico Hart,’ Lee says now, making the introductions. ‘Nico, this is Frankie Martelli. He owns the hotel.’

Yeah, along with half the strip.

I keep my expression neutral as I lean over to shake his hand. Frankie’s grip is firm, and there’s a paternal glint in his eye as he looks between me and Lee. His hand tightens briefly around mine before he lets go, and I understand the warning. Hurt her and I’ll break your legs.

With Frankie Martelli it’s not an idle threat.

‘This your guy, Lee?’ Frankie asks, still watching me from behind the enormous glasses that magnify his eyes, but Lee only laughs.

‘No, Nico is Jack’s best friend. We actually grew up next door to each other.’

‘Is that so?’ Frankie still doesn’t exactly look friendly, but his posture relaxes slightly. ‘Well, any friend of Lee’s is a friend of ours here at the Coliseum. Anything you want, consider it comped.’

‘That’s very kind of you, sir,’ I reply, still bemused.

‘Not with all the money this one saved me this week.’ Frankie turns to Lee, and the tough guy pose melts away entirely. ‘I came to ask if you’d join me and the boys for poker again, but I can see you’re busy.’

What. The. Fuck?

‘Oh,’ a small line appears between Lee’s brows, ‘well, maybe Nico can join us? He and Jack are actually the ones who taught me to play poker.’

I smile at the memory. ‘Yeah, you were nine and you absolutely hustled us.’

Frankie exhales a wheezy laugh. ‘You played her recently?’

‘Not for years.’

Amusement glimmers in his eyes. ‘Come along then, it’d be nice to watch her fleece someone who isn’t a frail old man.’

‘Frankie!’ Lee actually gives the fucking Shark a little shove. ‘First of all, you and that motley crew are hardly frail old men.’

Frankie pulls a leather case from the breast pocket of his jacket and extracts a cigar, clamping it between his teeth. ‘We’re a virile bunch,’ he agrees, around the sides of the unlit cigar.

‘And I don’t fleece people,’ Lee continues primly, as if he hasn’t spoken. ‘If you don’t want to risk losing then you shouldn’t play.’

I stare at her, this tiny blonde woman scolding the one-time leader of the Martelli crime family. And he’s beaming down at her like he loves it.

Lee darts a look at me, and takes a deep breath before turning back to Frankie. ‘Do you think it would be okay… if Nico took some pictures of the game?’

My spine straightens and I try to hide my surprise.

‘Pictures?’ Frankie frowns.

‘Nico’s an amazing photographer,’ Lee says earnestly, and then she’s fishing her phone out of her handbag and showing Frankie some of my work, which she apparently has saved for easy access. I watch as she murmurs something about the photographs she pulls up, and I catch her name-dropping various publications I’ve worked with.

Whatever she’s saying has Frankie looking grudgingly impressed, but he’s still hesitant. ‘I don’t know, Lee, the fellas might not like it…’

‘You know they’ll say yes if you do,’ Lee insists. Her smile turns sly. ‘And Nico already told me you have a great face.’

‘This old mug?’ Those magnified eyes swing towards me again.

I shrug, trying not to look too invested in the outcome. ‘It’s true. Plus, in my experience, interesting subjects make interesting photographs.’

‘Hmmm,’ Frankie sniffs, but I can tell he’s on the hook. ‘You got your camera with you?’

‘Not right this second but it’s in my room.’

‘Bring it along and we’ll see.’ He turns his attention back to Lee. ‘We’re meeting in the back room at seven.’

‘We’ll see you there,’ Lee nods, and then the two of us watch in silence as Frankie leaves, calling out greetings to people as he goes.

‘That was Frankie Martelli!’ I exclaim when he’s out of earshot. ‘You just got Frankie Martelli to agree to a photo shoot.’

‘I know. I told you, he owns the hotel.’

‘He’s a mobster, Lee.’

She laughs. ‘Frankie? He’s a sweetheart.’

‘He used to be the head of the Martelli crime family until he “retired” a couple of decades ago and his son took over.’ I keep my voice low. ‘He’s a proper, old-school gangster. He practically ran Las Vegas in the late Sixties. He shook hands with Sinatra!’ I finish a little desperately.

‘He has no criminal convictions,’ Lee frowns. ‘Nothing that was flagged in background. I think you’re wrong. Well, except about the Sinatra thing, Frankie told me that himself. He has some great stories.’ She smiles at this, the rare, wide smile that makes twin dimples appear in her cheeks.

I laugh. ‘I’m not wrong. Although he’s cleaned up his image a lot. Gone legit.’

‘Oh, well then,’ Lee shrugs, spectacularly unworried by this information. ‘I suppose that makes sense. He’s a very astute businessman, you know.’

‘Yeah, I bet,’ I manage. ‘So, are you going to tell me how the hell you’ve become poker buddies with the guy?’

‘I met Frankie at a work event a couple of years ago and we hit it off. We stayed in touch and he hired me to take care of some business for him.’

‘You’re his accountant?’ I say in disbelief. ‘You,’ I point at her, ‘are Frankie Martelli’s accountant?’

‘I wish you’d stop saying his name like that,’ Lee huffs. ‘Whatever he did in the past, now he’s a respected member of the community.’

‘Sorry.’ I try to keep the laughter out of my voice and appear properly chastised. ‘So. You’re his accountant?’ I say again, and I keep my tone carefully neutral this time.

‘I’m one of his accountants,’ Lee says vaguely.

‘You’ve been – what – helping him with his taxes?’ I prod, thinking about the comment Frankie made about her saving him money.

Lee looks wary now, and picks an invisible fleck from her trousers. ‘I’m not that type of accountant.’

That gives me pause. I’ve never thought much about Lee’s job, which I now realise makes me a pretty shitty friend. ‘What type of accountant are you?’

‘I’m a freelance forensic accountant.’ Seeing my blank look at this, she adds, ‘I investigate potential financial crimes.’

‘So you’re investigating Frankie?’

‘No!’ She rolls her eyes. ‘When he ran into a problem, he asked me to go over his accounts and look out for any… anomalies.’

‘Holy shit,’ I breathe, leaning forward. ‘Don’t tell me someone was stupid enough to try and steal from The Shark?’

Lee purses her lips. ‘Client confidentiality prevents me from answering that question.’

‘So that’s a yes, then. I can’t believe anyone thought they’d get away with it.’

‘Hypothetically,’ Lee says, ‘as Frankie heads an enormous business operation, it would be possible for a person to help themselves to relatively small amounts over long periods of time that would fail to raise any red flags. If they were careful and very, very clever.’

‘Not clever enough apparently.’ I eye her with appreciation. ‘So you’ve uncovered the thief and handed them over to Frankie. I don’t like their chances.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous, Nicolas,’ Lee says, and she sounds so much like her grandmother that it makes me grin. ‘Naturally, I have passed on all the relevant materials to the authorities myself. Frankie knew that was one of my conditions when he contracted me.’

‘Why on earth would he agree to that?’

‘Because I’m extremely good at my job, and Frankie only hires the best.’ She pauses. ‘And because he’s not the criminal mastermind you seem determined to paint him as. You’ll see tonight when he’s showing you pictures of his grandchildren and reminiscing with his friends.’

‘Yeah, yeah, and tell me, do his friends all have names like Freddie-Four-Fingers and Billy the Fish?’

Her dimples quiver. ‘One of them is called Spuds, for reasons I have yet to determine.’

‘He probably used to beat people to death with a potato.’

‘Or he enjoys a nice plate of chips.’

‘Or that.’ I lean back. ‘Either way, I can’t believe we’re going to spend tonight playing poker with Frankie Martelli, and I get to take pictures of it. What a story! We’ll be telling the grandkids about this one.’

Lee gives a little huff of laughter. ‘Grandkids? Chance would be a fine thing.’

‘No future Mr Lee Turner-Jones on the horizon?’

‘My romantic life is a bit of a wasteland at the moment.’ She fiddles with her shirt cuff.

‘You’ll meet someone,’ I say, and I don’t have to fake my confidence. Lee is absolutely the sort of woman you marry. If you’re the sort of person who gets married, that is.

‘I’m thirty-one,’ Lee sighs. ‘I’ve been thinking I need to get a move on.’

‘Yes, I didn’t like to say anything but you’re giving off real aged spinster vibes. You’ve no money and no prospects, you’re already a burden to your parents… and you’re frightened.’

She laughs, and some of the tension leaves her eyes. ‘Please, Nico. You know better. We only recognise the 1995 Pride and Prejudice adaptation in my family.’

‘But, Lee,’ I counter, ‘what about the hand flex?’

Her eyebrows arch. ‘I’ll give you the hand flex, but that is all the ground I’ll concede. And you’d be wise to accept that as the final word on the subject if you ever want to binge the entire BBC box set with Gran and me again.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Anyway,’ Lee continues. ‘The point is I haven’t been in a relationship for ages and I live with my eighty-two-year-old grandmother. Most of the time I’d rather hang out with her than drag myself out on a date with anyone.’

‘That makes perfect sense. I’d rather hang out with Gran than go on a date, too. Besides,’ I continue, ‘we’re here in Las Vegas, at one of the most exclusive hotels in the world, and we can have anything we want, free of charge. Now isn’t the time to be moping.’

‘You’re right.’ Lee straightens in her seat, a funny look of determination settling on her face. ‘I can let loose for once. I can… live a little. What’s the harm? We’ve got forty minutes before the poker game. What do you want to do?’

I glance over at the bar and then I turn back to her and smile.

‘Which do you think is their most expensive bottle of champagne?’





Chapter Three Nico

When I prise my eyes open, the throbbing in my head has me biting back a groan. As the scene in front of me dips and weaves I wonder, dimly, at what point I got on a boat. I close my eyes again. The world seems to steady, and this time, when I open them, I realise I’m not on a boat. I’m in bed.

And I’m not alone.

It takes me a long time to organise the facts. My arm is wrapped around someone, pulling her back against me. She’s pressed, all warm, soft curves, against my front. Sunlight streams over us, and I don’t care for it, but it does highlight the spill of gold hair across the pillow beside me. Whoever it is, she smells good – sweet and a little smoky. I realise I’m not wearing a shirt, but I am still wearing my jeans.

What am I doing in bed in my jeans?

Especially when there’s someone else in the bed with me. Drowsily, I stroke the blonde hair back, revealing the line of her neck, and she moves against me in her sleep, rocking her hips back against mine. Even with the pounding headache I can appreciate that.

‘Nico,’ the woman murmurs huskily, and that is the moment I go rock hard.

It’s also the moment I realise I’m in bed with Lee.

I freeze as she shifts again, but after several tense seconds tick by I know she’s still asleep, and it’s time to take stock of the situation.

What the ever living fuck happened last night? My brain gropes for memories that don’t seem to be there. Plus, thinking too hard seems only to intensify the blinding pain in my skull. Let’s start with something easier. Where am I?

Lifting my head is a Herculean task, but I manage it for long enough to take in my surroundings. This definitely isn’t my hotel room. This is an enormous, ridiculous suite – the kind that costs an astronomical amount of money, the kind they put Beyoncé up in. All the hideous daylight that is offending my abused corneas pours in from the huge windows that take up one whole wall of the bedroom. I can see the entire strip laid out below us like a children’s toy, a stream of tiny Matchbox cars marching along the busy streets.

The bed we’re in is the size of a small, private island, but that hasn’t made much difference because Lee and I are wrapped tightly around each other in the middle of it.

Lee.

Fuck, fuck, fuck.

I wince again, trying to pull gently away from her. My hand is resting on her stomach, and I can feel the warm silk of her skin under my fingertips, but there’s fabric, too, the soft cotton of a waistband. She’s wearing pyjamas.

Okay, she’s wearing pyjamas and I’m wearing my jeans. This could be perfectly innocent.

But try telling that to my dick, which doesn’t seem to have received the message that the body it’s responding to belongs to my best friend’s extraordinarily off-limits sister with whom I have a strictly platonic relationship.

I carefully untangle myself from Lee, and roll so that there are several inches of expensive, ten-thousand-thread-count sheet between us.

After that effort I need a bit of a rest again. Several minutes tick by as I screw my eyes shut and keep my body as still as possible. I remember the poker game in Frankie’s ‘back room’, which turned out to be a cushy private den, all mahogany and red silk and cigar smoke. I remember the way Lee sat serenely gathering in everyone’s chips and the way five retired gangsters grinned in approval. I remember the raucous storytelling, the drinks being passed around. So. Many. Drinks. I remember Lee and I heading to a different bar afterwards, and there being shots involved… shots that were on fire, maybe? And after that it’s pretty much a blank.

Just as I’m psyching myself up for an attempt to move, Lee sends me careening towards cardiac arrest by sitting straight up in the bed like a fucking vampire.

‘Nico?’ she whispers, blinking down at me as she clutches the sheets to her chest. She looks dazed, and there are panda smudges of mascara under her indigo blue eyes.

‘Oh my god,’ I rasp, my hand pressed over my heart, which seems to be trying to beat its way out of my chest. ‘Do you always wake up like that? I think I’m having palpitations. I might need medical attention.’

‘You’re here,’ she says as if I haven’t spoken. ‘You’re… in my bed.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Did we…’ Her gaze drops to my bare chest, where it lingers for a long moment. Her lips part in shock.

‘No!’ I say firmly, then I pull the sheets back to reveal my denim-clad legs. ‘I slept in my jeans. Like a gentleman.’

Lee doesn’t need to know that I spent the night wrapped around her like a fucking vine. That was sleeping Nico, I can’t be responsible for sleeping Nico. Awake Nico thinks of Lee purely as a friend. Awake Nico is very respectful. And very, very hungover.

‘Okay,’ Lee murmurs, and she looks down at her pyjamas, which I now see are covered in weirdly cheerful tropical fruits. She seems, somehow, to have buttoned herself into the top half back to front. Her hand goes to the backwards collar that threatens to strangle her. ‘Okay,’ she says again.

I rub my hands over my face. ‘I think I died,’ I croak finally. ‘I think I am dead right now. My whole body hurts.’

‘If you hurt, you’re probably not dead,’ Lee points out distantly. Her brow is creased as if she’s deep in thought.

‘Oh, yeah. Well, that’s good news, at least. Then again the cool embrace of the infinite void sounds pretty inviting right now.’

‘It’s too early for existential dread.’ Lee sinks back against the pillow, her face pale. ‘Or is it? What time is it?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘What happened last night?’ she asks after a moment.

‘It’s a bit… hazy,’ I admit.

‘Yeah.’ Lee nods, and then winces as if the movement was painful. ‘There was the champagne. And the cocktails. And the shots—’ she cuts herself off abruptly. ‘Oh god,’ she moans, before stumbling from the bed and in the direction of a door that I’m guessing leads to the bathroom. It slams shut behind her.

With a groan I roll over onto my side and then slowly, slowly pull myself up to a sitting position. My feet hit the floor and I hiss out a long breath. The clock on the bedside table says 12:34 and I stare at it for a moment, trying to remember what numbers are and how time works. I haul myself to my feet and shuffle towards the bathroom like an elderly man.

I’m thirty-eight years old. I should not be waking up this hungover in Vegas. These are lessons I learned many years ago when I was young and full of vigour. Then, I would have laughed this off and suggested we go for a morning hand of Blackjack and a cheeseburger. Now, a hangover like this one could end up putting me out of action for a week. I have to catch a flight in only a few hours, and the thought is monstrous.

‘Lee?’ I say, knocking on the door.

‘Go away,’ comes the miserable response, followed by the unmistakable sound of someone throwing up. Lee says something that my brain can’t make sense of.

‘Are you… speaking Japanese?’

‘It wasn’t me,’ her voice is forlorn. ‘It was the toilet.’

‘The… toilet?’

‘It shouts at you in Japanese,’ she mumbles. ‘I think it said something about warming the seat for me.’

‘You speak Japanese?’

‘Nico, is this really the time to get into my CV?’ she asks, and then there’s more retching.

‘Daisy, let me come in and hold your hair for you,’ I try.

‘Nico Hart, if you come in here right now, I will murder you.’

I rest my forehead against the cool, cool door for a moment. ‘Fair enough.’ Making my way (slowly) back to the bed, I lift the phone on the bedside table to call room service.

‘Coffee,’ I beg. ‘Please. All the coffee. And dry toast. And ibuprofen.’

‘Certainly, Mr Turner-Jones.’ The voice on the other end of the phone is unfathomably perky. ‘Can I also interest you in a couple of our vitamin blast smoothies? They’re just the thing if you’re feeling… under the weather.’

‘Sure,’ I reply wearily, too exhausted to correct her on the name thing. ‘Whatever you’d recommend to raise the dead. Thank you.’

I hang up the phone, managing to get it back in the cradle on my third attempt. There’s something dangling from the lamp beside it, and my fingers close around the scrap of shell pink lace, untangling it.

It’s a bra, the silk slipping cool as water between my fingers. I close my eyes. I could definitely live without the knowledge that my best friend’s little sister wears expensive French underwear.

The door to the bathroom opens, and I jump guiltily, throwing the bra up in the air.

Smooth, Nico. Really fucking smooth.

Lee’s face is clean of any makeup, and that tangle of gold hair has been ruthlessly subdued and coiled on top of her head. She’s still bleached of colour, but she looks back in control. She gestures for me to use the bathroom, which I do as quickly as possible, basically sticking my entire head under the cold tap in an attempt to clear it, and when I emerge she’s still standing in the same place, looking pained.

‘I can’t get out of this,’ she says, and it takes me a minute to realise she means the flannel pyjama top that’s trying to throttle her.

‘Right.’ I clear my throat. ‘Turn around.’

Lee spins and I stand behind her. She smells of soap and toothpaste and I start to undo the line of buttons running down her spine. As each button is released it reveals another inch of skin. There is a constellation of small, dark freckles on her back. With a sinking heart, I realise that she could hardly have put herself into this shirt backwards, and from the rigid way she’s standing it’s a conclusion she’s probably already reached.

Finally, the last button is undone, and she turns, holding the fabric to her front, even though the sleeves mean it’s not going anywhere. ‘I’m going to shower,’ she says. ‘And then we can… talk.’

‘Great,’ I agree as she snatches the bra up from the floor where I’ve thrown it. There’s a touch of pink in her cheeks and she avoids meeting my eye as she heads back to the bathroom, turning the lock with a click.

I’ve made her uncomfortable, and a generous dash of self-loathing is added in to the potent cocktail of regrets rushing through my system.

I’ve known Lee since she was five years old and she’s the most by-the-book, rule-following, straight-laced person you can imagine – there’s no way this night of hard drinking was her idea. I’m the wild one, I’m the one who gets blackout drunk in Vegas, the one who wakes up hungover in strangers’ beds. (Admittedly, that hasn’t happened recently, but let’s say I’ve got form.)

Lee is the one who makes pros and cons lists about having a one night stand. She thinks I missed that one last night, but I didn’t. The words five months float through my mind, but I shove them away. Lee’s sex life is absolutely none of my business.

What is my business is this mess. She’s the most unflappable person I know, and one night with me has her hiding in the bathroom, embarrassed.

Jack would kill me for putting his sister in this position. Forget Jack, Gran is the real threat – even before she started doing Taekwondo. Hell, I want to kick my own ass.

I take a deep breath. I can fix this. First thing’s first: I’m going to put on a shirt. Then I’m going to make sure Lee has breakfast. I’m going to crush any weird physical responses I have that are not those of an old, loyal friend. I am basically about to go full emotional support animal on her. She will feel nothing but safe and comfortable.

I pick up the phone again with renewed determination.

‘Hi, I’d like to add a couple of things to our room service order.’





Chapter Four Lee

Wiping some of the steam off the bathroom mirror, I eye my reflection sternly.

‘You can do this. Just be cool.’

I have literally never been cool in my life, but maybe now, when I have woken up in bed with the man I’ve been in love with for as long as I can remember, when I have no clue how I got there, and when I’m nursing the hangover to end all hangovers, is the moment I’ll pull it off.

Seems unlikely.

I close my eyes and, unbidden, the image of a shirtless Nico appears. I’ll probably be haunted by his perfect, sculpted torso for the rest of my days. That picture of him might be tattooed permanently inside my eyelids and I just have to live with that now – with the knowledge of the hard planes of muscle, of the black ink that decorates his upper arms, of the deep v-lines where his obliques meet his transversus abdominis and the dusting of hair heading down towards…

Nope.

My eyes spring open. My cheeks are flushed, a vibrant wash of pink against the deathly pallor of my skin. I think again about the fact that he slept in his jeans. That information, coupled with the pineapple-patterned strait-jacket he had clearly bundled me into, makes it mortifyingly plausible that I could have thrown myself at him last night. There’s every possibility that he had to fight off my advances.

Oh, god.

Live a little, I said. What could be the harm? I said.

This. This is the harm. What if I told him? What if I confessed all of my pathetic lovelorn feelings? What if I unleashed twenty-six years of pining all over him last night? I know I said I wanted to shake things up, to step out of my comfort zone, but I don’t think there’s any way to recover from this. I grip the side of the beautiful marble sink and force myself to take several deep breaths.

When I finally summon up the courage to leave the bathroom, the bedroom is empty. The sheets have been pulled back into some sort of order, my clothes – which had been strewn across the floor – are neatly folded.

Has Nico gone? Has he actually run away? Before I can start to spiral about that too much, I catch the sound of someone moving around in the next room. He hasn’t run away, he’s giving me some privacy after being forced to listen to me throw my guts up in the fancy Japanese toilet.

‘Are you okay in there?’ Nico calls from somewhere near the door.

‘Fine!’ I reply brightly. ‘Totally fine, just… fine!’

It’s possible that the three ‘fines’ in a row have made me sound, in fact, very not fine.

Making short work of ditching my giant, fluffy white bathrobe, I tug on a pair of trousers and a soft, grey shirt. My clothes feel like a layer of armour, and in the mirror, I look like the unruffled professional I’ve tricked everyone into thinking I am. Everything is neatly pressed, there’s not a single hair out of place. I even slip my feet into a pair of heels.

It was my mother who had been intent on teaching me to walk in four-inch heels as a young teenager. (‘It’s no use clomping around like an elephant or whingeing about blisters,’ she’d said, her tone very drill-sergeant-at-a-military-academy. ‘Beauty is pain, Ophelia, but it’s also power. You need to know how to wield it.’)

I guess deportment classes are a weird mother–daughter bonding tradition, but it’s as close as we ever got. Thanks to Caroline Turner, I probably have nerve damage in my feet, but I could also do the hundred metre sprint in these Louboutins if I had to. These days I wear them so often for the boost of courage they give me, that I think at some point I’ll take them off and find I stay up on my tiptoes like a Barbie doll.

I look down at the shiny shoes, gleaming black as midnight, sharp as a knife. These are not the shoes of a woman on the verge of a nervous breakdown, I tell myself. These are the shoes of a powerful badass.

Drawing my shoulders back, I make my way to the doors that open into the enormous living area.

Nico is sprawled on the L-shaped sofa, looking out through another wall of glass that frames incredible views of the city. He appears a little shell-shocked by his surroundings and I can’t blame him. When Frankie insisted on putting me up in the hotel’s most ludicrous suite for the week, I told him it was unnecessary, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t enjoyed living in such luxury.

Speaking of too much… the six-seater dining table is practically groaning under the weight of the food Nico has ordered. There are plates of gently steaming bacon, scrambled eggs, sausages, a pile of pastries, a basket full of toast. There are platters of fruit, mile-high stacks of pancakes and an actual pyramid of glazed donuts.

My stomach gives an uncertain lurch, but I’m not sure it’s totally down to the breakfast buffet.

Nico looks over and smiles.

‘Hey,’ he says, jumping up and grabbing a glass off the coffee table in front of him. ‘The hotel’s surefire hangover cure. I didn’t enquire about the ingredients. They said something about vitamins, but it tastes like rocket fuel. Did the trick, though. I only feel ninety per cent like giving up on life now.’

He’s so relaxed, so absolutely un-self-conscious. I wonder if he’s already realised that this giant suite has another bedroom, that despite that fact we still woke up in bed together.

And what, exactly, does that mean? I know I didn’t imagine the feeling of his arms around me this morning, the way his body was pressed against mine. I was mostly asleep, but I can still feel the ghost of all those muscles encircling me, can still feel the way his breath stirred against my neck.

‘Painkillers, too,’ Nico follows up, holding them out and breaking into my reverie. His face gives nothing away.

‘Thanks.’ I take the pills from him and knock them down with the bright yellow drink. Instantly, my mouth is on fire, my eyes sting, and I come perilously close to throwing up on Nico’s feet. Then, against all odds, my body does some sort of abrupt U-turn, the clouds in my head part, and I feel significantly better.

‘Huh,’ I murmur, looking down into the glass in my hand.

‘I know, right?’ Nico turns and pulls out a chair for me at the dining table. ‘Now sit down and eat some carbohydrates.’

I pick up a donut and nibble cautiously. It tastes great, and I take a bigger bite, suddenly starving. ‘I don’t think I’ve been this hungover…’ I cast around for a comparison, ‘ever.’

Nico frowns, but turns his attention to pouring me a cup of coffee. ‘I wish I could say the same.’ He keeps the words light. ‘But I’ll admit it’s been a long time. There was this one trip to Bali… I still can’t even stand a sniff of arak.’ He shudders.

I take a long, slow sip of coffee and the caffeine hits my bloodstream like a defibrillator. ‘You should have known better than to drink something called an Arak Attack.’

‘I forget that you know all my secrets,’ he muses, then he pulls out a seat across from me and stretches his legs out. ‘So, about last night…’

‘Right,’ I wince, but I’m determined to be as unfazed as he is. ‘Well, I remember the poker game.’

‘Yeah.’ Nico runs a hand across his stubbled jaw. ‘Frankie wasn’t kidding about you being a hustler.’

‘Being good at something doesn’t make me a hustler.’

He scoffs. ‘I still don’t know how you did it… You’re like a human lie detector.’

I only smile enigmatically into my coffee. There’s no need for him to know that I’ve spent over twenty years studying his face like a besotted weirdo.

‘I think things started to go downhill when Frankie pulled out the good whisky,’ I murmur, changing the subject.

It’s Nico’s turn to look a bit green around the edges. ‘Right, the whisky. And the cigars.’

‘Which were disgusting by the way,’ I put in.

‘No one made you try one.’

‘But everyone else was smoking them,’ I protest.

‘Oh, Daisy.’ Nico shakes his head sorrowfully. ‘Giving in to peer pressure. Didn’t you ever have a school assembly about this stuff? Honestly, just because the cool kids are doing it…’

‘Okay, cool kid. It wasn’t peer pressure. I didn’t like it that you all assumed I wouldn’t want one because I’m a delicate little woman.’

‘Hey, I don’t think you’re delicate or little,’ he says, then his mouth pulls up at one corner. ‘Well, you are actually very short but you have the energy of a much taller person.’

‘I have tall person energy?’

He nods sagely. ‘It’s why you had a room full of retired gangsters wrapped around your little finger.’

‘Alleged gangsters.’

Nico gives me a pitying look, making sure I know he’s humouring me when he says, ‘Alleged, sure. All those stories about the Rat Pack, though… the people they hung out with. Do you think Frankie had something going on with Marilyn Monroe at one point?’

‘Frankie’s too much of a gentleman to say either way.’

‘Obviously I was a bit dubious at first, but I have to admit I get it now. He’s a likeable guy. And I got some great shots last night. Before it all got a bit… cloudy.’

‘Oh, the photos!’ I exclaim, immediately regretting that burst of enthusiasm when my headache screams behind my eyes. ‘Maybe you’ve got some pictures of the rest of the night?’

He perks up. ‘Good idea, Nancy Drew.’ He gets to his feet, but after taking a couple of steps, he comes to a sudden halt. ‘Shit.’ He looks around the room. ‘I’ve got no idea where my camera is.’

You don’t need to be an expert in Nico’s micro-expressions to see that panic is close at hand.

‘You check in here and I’ll check the bedroom,’ I suggest.

Ten frantic minutes later, there’s no sign of his camera anywhere, and we turn the place upside down looking. My handbag is also missing.

‘Okay,’ I say soothingly. ‘I’m going to ring Frankie. Don’t worry, the chances are you left it with him.’

Nico paces the floor as I make the call, watching me like a parent whose child has been kidnapped and is forced to sit by as the cops make contact about the ransom demand.

‘Lee, baby!’ Frankie booms in my ear.

‘Hi, Frankie.’ I try not to wince at the volume of his greeting. Clearly, he isn’t feeling the effects of last night. ‘Sorry to interrupt, but I needed to check… do you have Nico’s camera?’

‘Sure,’ Frankie says. ‘He left it with me when the two of you headed out. I’ll have someone bring it to his room.’

I give Nico the thumbs up gesture. He falls back into the sofa, the picture of relief. ‘Nico’s here with me,’ I say absently.

‘Oh yeah?’ Frankie yells, delighted.

‘It’s not—’ I start, casting an anxious look at Nico and turning away from him, my shoulders hunched.

Frankie doesn’t let me finish. ‘You know, I like him for you,’ he’s already musing loudly in my ear. Do these phones have a volume control? I begin frantically smashing buttons as Frankie continues shouting. ‘He’s a good boy. Talented, too. Those pictures he took of me and the guys?’ Frankie gives a low whistle. ‘I’m gonna have them framed in the hotel lobby.’

‘They—’ I try to cut in again but it’s like facing down a steamroller.

‘At first I wasn’t sure,’ Frankie admits, unwittingly echoing Nico’s own opinion of him. ‘But now I got a good feeling about him. I mean the kid’s practically part of the royal family.’

I freeze. ‘Did he tell you that?’ I ask in a low voice.

Frankie makes a dismissive noise. ‘I had my people check him out. Full background. Wanted to make sure he’s good enough for you.’

I cast another look over my shoulder at Nico, but thankfully he’s busy scrolling through his phone, not paying attention. Nico’s dad is – for obvious reasons – a touchy subject.

‘The two of you make a great couple,’ Frankie continues to wax lyrical. ‘Classy, y’know? Like something out of Downton Abbey.’ I forgot about Frankie’s unlikely obsession with Downton Abbey, and there’s no stopping him now. ‘Does he know King Charles? Does he play polo? If you had a kid, would it be a lord?’

‘Frankie, it’s not like that,’ I whisper firmly, cutting him off. Knowing Frankie, he’s already picturing himself at a shooting party on the duke’s estate. I bet he’s been internet shopping for tweeds all morning. The man loves a snazzy outfit.

Frankie only laughs. ‘It sure looked like that last night.’

What the hell does that mean?

‘About last night,’ I murmur, steering him away from the royal wedding he’s planning. ‘It’s all a bit blurry. Do you know where we went after the poker game?’

‘You left around ten,’ Frankie says. ‘And you headed back down to the bar. Last I heard you were trying to talk Nico into flaming sambucas.’

‘Flaming sambucas?’ I whisper, and my stomach practically moans in protest.

He’s laughing again. ‘What the pair of you got up to after that, I can’t possibly say.’ His tone is arch, the meaning clear.

‘Well, it wasn’t what you’re thinking.’ I rub my forehead, trying to gather my thoughts. ‘Did I leave my handbag with you as well? I can’t find it.’

‘No, you had that when you left,’ Frankie replies. ‘I know because I told you to be careful throwing all your winnings from the game in it. You walked away with a bundle last night.’

There’s a knock on the door and Nico goes to answer it.

‘The camera’s here,’ I say. ‘Thanks, Frankie. I’ll come and say goodbye before I leave.’

‘Well,’ Nico says, coming to stand beside me and pressing at the buttons on his camera, ‘if we left this with Frankie then there aren’t going to be any clues about the rest of the night on here.’ His face relaxes into an expression of pleasure. ‘But I did get some great shots.’

I lean over his shoulder to have a look, and even on the small screen it’s easy to see he’s right. There’s one of Frankie, a cigar clamped between his grinning teeth, a winning hand of cards fanned on the table in front of him. The light is diffused through a cloud of cigar smoke, and every expressive line of his face is perfectly captured.

‘That’s gorgeous,’ I say. ‘I want a copy.’

‘I’ll send you one,’ Nico promises, flicking through image after image. ‘I wish I’d shot some on film,’ he adds absently.

‘Frankie’s pretty sure we headed off for flaming sambucas after poker,’ I say, moving over to the sofa and grabbing my jacket off the back of it.

‘Yeah,’ Nico rubs his eyes, ‘that tracks.’

‘Mmm,’ I murmur in agreement, running my hands over the fabric and checking the pockets for any other clues. ‘He also said I had my handbag when I left so it looks like that might be lost. Apparently it was stuffed full of my poker winnings.’

Nico grimaces. ‘Shit.’

‘At least my phone wasn’t in it,’ I say, trying to sound philosophical while the thought of cancelling all my cards in my current condition makes me want to lie down on the floor and weep.

I pull a receipt out of my pocket and smooth it out. ‘Okay, seems we left the hotel and headed out on the strip,’ I say, handing him the piece of paper, which is a bar bill for an astronomical amount of money.

‘And now we know where your poker winnings went.’ He points to the bottom. ‘You paid cash.’

I eye the lengthy bill. ‘I must have been buying a round for everyone there, right? There’s no way we drank that much. I mean, I know we feel bad now, but surely we’d have died.’

‘Unless you think we drank fourteen appletinis, that’s my guess,’ he replies, scanning the itemised receipt.

‘Wait, this is ringing a bell. Didn’t we run into a hen party?’

‘Okay, yes.’ Nico’s forehead furrows as he stares into the middle distance. ‘I’m definitely having flashbacks to sashes and… penis straws?’ He looks slightly haunted. As well he might – I don’t need a clear memory to know that Nico would be catnip to a bunch of drunk women on a hen do.

‘What’s this?’ A small square of cardboard is slipped deep into my pocket and I ease it out. It’s a Polaroid photograph and I flip it over. ‘Oh. My. God,’ I breathe.

‘What?’ Nico ranges himself over my shoulder.

All I can do is stare at the photo.

My voice sounds very far away when I say, ‘I think we… got married?’
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