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        This is a dark romance. You may find some of the content in this book disturbing or triggering. I cannot warn you about every possible trigger but there will be strong language, violence, graphic scenes and disturbing content ahead. Proceed with caution.
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        An unwelcome Christmas miracle lands on Libby's lap.

        Her estranged mother left her with a Christmas gift that cries... and needs new nappies every few hours.

        Libby prepares to attend Oxford with Ben with a bouncing baby that was never part of her plan.

        With her mother on the run and full custody of her new sibling, Libby's relationship may fall apart.

        Benjamin Fox isn't about to let that happen.

        He's worked hard to win this woman's heart...

        He's not about to let her go...

        Or to let her fail.
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      Charlie, Theo, and Barnaby were asleep on the jet. They accepted the fresh addition without protest, like they half expected one day Ben and I would show up with a mysterious biracial baby with no explanation. Ben held the bundle. I was in shock. There were no documents. No birth certificates. I didn’t know the kid’s freaking name. 

      A girl. A baby girl. Another baby girl for her mom to fuck up. Scratch that. Now her mom left the baby girl for me to fuck up. We didn’t know what to do about my mom. What the hell could I do about her? She’d finally lost it.

      Ben leaned over and touched the baby’s nose, ignoring the gravity of the situation. “She must have a name. Maybe she can tell us?”

      I wasn’t sure if Ben was joking or if he really knew nothing about babies. I knew nothing about babies, either. But I knew this one was too young to talk. 

      “Are you joking?”

      “Yes. Come along.”

      Ben carried the bundle onto the jet. I settled into my seat next to him. Theo and Charlie fell asleep intertwined before we took off. Barnaby flipped through a well-worn copy of Crime And Punishment. We didn’t have any paperwork for the baby. Could we really enter Switzerland with a mystery baby and get away with it? What the hell would I do when this kid finally woke up. How the hell could my mom do this to me and why the hell was Ben so damn cool about it. 

      It’s like he was ready to be a parent and he just... stepped in. Doing everything. This wasn’t his problem. This was my problem. Kerri’s problem. 

      “Your parents are going to think the baby’s mine,” I whispered with deep concern. Ben was cool, as usual.

      “She’s still asleep,” Ben whispered, running his hand over my fleece-lined leggings, “Your mum didn’t bother to leave us any clothes for her.”

      “She doesn’t bother doing anything that could be remotely helpful,” I hissed, surprised at the fury in my voice. I had a right to be mad. After everything, I at least reserved that right.

      The bundle made an odd gurgling sound.

      “What’s her name?”

      “I don’t know! She didn’t tell me...” I whispered.

      My voice trembled. I wanted to act normal. But this wasn’t fucking normal. I trailed off and when I found my voice again, I said definitively, “We need to find her and give this baby back to her.”

      Ben grinned.

      “We’ll at least spend Christmas with the girl.”

      “You say that like it’s a good thing,” I hissed.

      Ben sighed.

      “Relax. Your mum’s gone mad — again — and now we have this baby. But... freaking out won’t help anything.”

      Now he was Mister Calm. I couldn’t do that. I couldn’t be like that. Because this was fucking crazy. The flight was quick, only an hour and a half from Fenland Airstrip to Gstaad. Plenty of time to lose my mind, I thought. Ben couldn’t have been more relaxed.

      He leaned over, cooing and making all these sweet fluffy sounds which sounded dangerous coming from his bear-like body.

      “We ought to name her,” he said with his gruff, posh accent.

      “Are you crazy?! She probably already has a name.”

      “We don’t have a birth certificate. We don’t have any proof.”

      “Here’s our proof: my mom apparently has one goddamn purpose, and it’s ruining my life.”

      “There are worse things that can happen than a baby.”

      Was this some kind of rich boy logic, where having a baby at nineteen wasn’t the end of everything?

      Instead of worrying about Oxford or studying for my A-levels, I’d have to change diapers.

      Rapetti wouldn’t allow you to attend with a baby. This was a private school — and an exclusive one. Rumors would spread. They’d think I was some stupid stereotype. I had enough trouble with Rapetti bullies. This wouldn’t make it better.

      “I like the name Frederica,” Ben said without a hint of irony.

      I wrinkled my nose.

      “She’s not a British grandma. She’s black.”

      Ben raised an eyebrow.

      “What?” I snapped.

      “I’m no expert... yet... but isn’t it racist to say some names are black and some names aren’t? I mean... we can’t exactly name her Jasmine.”

      “Jasmine is your idea of a stereotypically black name?”

      I tried not to laugh. 

      “I don’t believe in stereotypes,” Ben answered, leaning back and sounding far too cavalier.

      The baby woke up. And Ben leaned forward. 

      “She doesn’t smell, so we don’t have to change her nappy. Maybe food. Can she milk those things?”

      I stared at him blankly. Was he talking about...my boobs? Hadn’t this boy ever taken a biology class? He was nineteen freaking years old.

      “Are you joking?”

      “Squeeze them,” he insisted. “Like the nipples. Oh, God. That sounds sexual. Don’t let the boys see.”

      “Ben. You can’t just milk your boobs randomly.”

      “Oh. What if she latches on with her teeth or something?”

      “She doesn’t have teeth!”

      Ben leaned forward and slipped the baby’s mouth open. She stared at him with large cinnamon eyes. My throat tightened. I couldn’t stand this. We didn’t have any food.

      “We have to feed her soon. She may start crying,” he said solemnly.

      “Warm milk,” I said. “You must have milk on this jet... if for no other reason than to make White Russians.”

      I could count on the Fox family to keep a well-stocked bar.

      “Isn’t cow’s milk going to give her diarrhea?”

      I wrinkled my nose. Oh, God. We didn’t even have a diaper. I’d have to fashion one out of a white t-shirt until we landed. Arnie groaned.

      “Can you two shut it?!”

      “What do we feed a baby?” Ben hissed. 

      “Milk, you idiot. But you need to warm it up and sterilize the bottles.”

      “What? How do you know that?”

      “I nursed yaks in Mongolia for a month when I was fifteen.”

      “Wanker, she isn’t a yak.”

      “Same difference.” Arnie yawned sleepily.

      My head hurt. Badly. 

      “Warm milk,” I said, “We can handle that.”

      I mixed milk with warm water, which was the best I could do this far in the air. Why hadn’t we been smart enough to get baby formula?! Oh yeah. We weren’t fucking parents. This was my mom’s idea of a birthday gift.

      I fed the little girl with a tiny spoon, dripping it into her mouth as she gurgled and tilted her head in a confusion. It was messy. Very messy. And Ben was probably right about the pending diarrhea. As I fed her, he leaned over, backseat driving my airplane spoon and then blurted out, “Emma.”

      “What?”

      “We could name her something traditional.”

      I pursed my lips. I’d rather not name my sister after a Jane Austen character. Ben was so... British the way he thought about names. 

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I wish my mom told us. Who does that? Who abandons a baby?”

      Ben put his hands on my thighs again. He tried his best not to speak ill of my mother. He couldn’t help himself sometimes. Kerri made it easy to speak ill of her. But he tried to understand that she was still my mom. And until recently, I’d hoped that we could be a family... an actual family... for the first time. 

      “What about... Missy?” I suggested.

      “Short for Margaret?” 

      “Short for Missouri. But we’d never call her Missouri. Just Missy.”

      “That is so American.”

      Ben’s voice dripped with disgust. I knew it wasn’t on purpose. He was just tired.

      “We’re never going to decide,” I groaned.

      I’d finished feeding my sister, and she kept... staring. It made me feel guilty somehow. Like there was any part of me responsible for this mess. 

      “I’ll think like an American then,” I said proudly. “But not Missouri. A brand new name.”

      Ben sounded so insistent, like we were talking about naming our child and not the sister my mother dumped on us unceremoniously. I ought to stare out the window at the Alps, enjoying my youth, not naming my baby sister.

      “Sophie,” Ben whispered, “It means wise.”

      “It’s pretty.”

      Ben failed in thinking like an American, but he’d thought of a name that didn’t make me gag.

      “We should change the spelling,” I suggested.

      Ben massaged his brow.

      “No... we can’t change the spelling.”

      “Fine. Sophie. It’s cute.”

      “She is cute,” Ben whispered, “And for now... she’s ours.”

      There was something final about the way he’d said it that I didn’t want to admit. I nestled close to him and I suddenly got the sense that Ben was acting like a father. I missed my own father. But maybe Sophie could have Ben, at least for now and at least while she was ours.

      My heart flipped. Ours. There was no way we could handle this. We’d barely gotten back together. The last thing we needed was a baby. 

      The plane shuddered. Switzerland. I leaned over Ben and peered out the window at the Alps. Another winter holiday… 
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      One car took Arnie, Theo, and Charlie to the chalet. Ben and I had to buy baby supplies. We didn’t have a clue what we were doing and by the time we got back to the car, Sophie was crying. A lot. 

      “I think she pooped,” I said.

      Ben nodded. “We’re five minutes out from the chalet. We’ll change her nappy there.”

      “Do you know how!?” I asked, panicked.

      Ben grinned.

      “I have cousins. Naturally.”

      “I’m sure I’ve done it,” I muttered, but I honestly couldn’t remember when. Maybe when Niecy was a baby. I tried not to think about when Niecy was a baby because that inevitably led to thinking about the fact that she never grew up. 

      We pulled up to the “chalet”. I didn’t know what I expected, but I didn’t expect a massive wooden ski lodge with turrets and several floors. Enormous didn’t begin to describe the place. Benjamin wrapped his jacket around his tall frame tighter. He scowled as the wind whipped his hair out of his face. 

      He shoved his hands into his pockets and offered to help with the baby carrier. I shook my head and pulled the little blanket over Sophie to protect her from the cold.

      Sophie’s diaper had crossed over from “maybe she did a poop” to “that shit stinks” and we hadn’t greeted Ben’s parents yet with the surprise. If they were even here. 

      Ben’s family had always been notoriously cold-hearted. And if I was lucky, they’d live up to their reputation. I didn’t look forward to the inevitable Emma Fox meltdown at the sight of a baby in her precious son’s arms. 

      Arnie, Theo and Charlie weren’t at the chalet, although there was evidence that they had been early, so maybe they’d given us a break and dragged Eva-Marie, Arthur Jr. and the parents out for a late dinner.

      The staff at Blackmoor took care of King George when the family traveled to Switzerland, so I didn’t have the dog’s familiar howling or warm snout on my palm to look forward to. That dog probably knew the staff better than its owners. Two men dragged our suitcases away from us and exchanged glances when they saw the baby. I couldn’t imagine how much they gossiped about the Fox family. There was always a lot to gossip about. 

      Ben laid down his diaper changing materials while I stood back, slightly terrified about the nastiness we’d uncover in Sophie’s diaper.

      “This is such a mood killer,” I muttered.

      I should have been showing off my sexy lingerie to Ben, not diving into a diaper full of baby caca. I didn’t want to become a mother like this. I furrowed my nose as I stared at Sophie’s diaper. I could handle thinking about university and school, but I’d never planned for a future.

      I wanted to write a book or something, not spend the rest of my life raising a kid I never planned on. 

      “Not a mood killer,” Ben said. “Fun. Ready for the surprise?”

      “It’s poop. Not exactly a great surprise.”

      “More enthusiasm, Liberty,” Ben chastised with a wink.

      He grinned and then we peeled back the diaper. The impact of the stench followed immediately.

      “AHHHHHHH!”

      Ben wrinkled his nose and gagged, dramatically stumbling backward. Sophie made a gurgling noise as Ben teared up and his cheeks turned a brilliant red. I held my nose and clutched my stomach to stop myself from throwing up everywhere.

      “It’s a bomb! She’s a tiny cinnamon-colored bomb!” Ben choked out through gags. 

      “We’re sure this isn’t your dad’s baby too, right?” I whispered. A cough nearly winded me as I doubled over after Ben’s lead.

      “Unlikely. I think your mother was pregnant long before she met my dad. Think about it. The timing.”

      Ben was right. No human alive could gestate that fast. Not even my crazy ass mother. 

      “She’s done stranger things,” I muttered.

      “My guess is this is her mob connection. A mafia baby,” Ben said bitterly. “She’s certainly got a weapon of mass destruction in her nappy.” 

      “Great. So this baby has two crazy ass parents. She’s probably going to kill us in our sleep when she grows up...”

      Ben smirked. “Dark mind, Liberty. I like it. But little Sophie couldn’t hurt a fly.”

      I didn’t bother pointing out that whatever she’d just released from her butt was about to kill us right now.

      “This is seriously the worst smell I’ve ever experienced,” I said, wishing I could wipe my eyes but terrified of cross contamination.

      “Her butt is like a nuclear blaster,” Ben muttered, “Baby wipe.”

      I handed him some wipes. We groaned and gagged throughout the entire process. When we had a clean nappy on Sophie, she gurgled enthusiastically and made other strange baby noises. 

      “Do we have to feed her again?” I whispered.

      Ben groaned.

      “We need a nanny so both of us can take a shower. I’m sure my nostrils are permanently singed with the fresh scent of baby shit.”

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered.

      Ben turned to me, seriously puzzled. “What?”

      “This is my fault,” I answered, my voice warbling.

      Ben pressed his forehead to mine and his ruby lips to my nose.

      “Don’t say that, Liberty.”

      “It is,” I said, my voice finally cracking. “Even if I’m not a charity case anymore, my life always fucks things up.”

      “That’s not true,” Ben insisted, grabbing my shoulders. “This isn’t fucked.”

      “Yes, it is! We’re supposed to have sex! We’re supposed to get drunk! We aren’t supposed to take care of some dumb baby!”

      Ben stopped my lips with his and then whispered, “Shh... my sweet thing. We can still drink. We can still fuck. But we should definitely not have any part of this conversation in front of Sophie. She’s not a dumb baby. She’s innocent.”

      We both glanced over at her, arms and legs flailing as she lay on her back in the middle of the bed. He was right. She was innocent. No matter how I tried, I couldn’t make myself blame her.

      “She’s beautiful,” Ben whispered, “And she’s a part of you. That means I love her already.”

      “I never wanted to be a mom this young. Look at my mom. She’s the worst mother alive. I’m going to be like that! I’m going to screw this all up!”

      I thrust my hands against Ben’s chest, but I couldn’t hit him hard. I just caved against Ben’s broad muscles and allowed him to hold me for a moment. He was so strong and so much stronger than me. I didn’t know how he could be so calm about all of this. I couldn’t become like my mother. 

      “You won’t,” Ben insisted, grabbing my cheeks. “Liberty... you aren’t like her. You’re loving. You care about people. You’re so smart that I get smarter just from hanging around you. You are an angel. You’re my angel. And you won’t be like your mum. I won’t let you think so.”

      He grabbed my hips and kissed my forehead, and then my lips. And then we heard noises downstairs in the chalet. I froze. Barnaby. Yelling. And then his parents yelling after him. Ben picked Sophie off the bed and held her to his chest.

      “So... shall we go distract them from Barnaby’s latest crime with some trouble of our own?”

      “They’re going to hate me,” I whispered, secretly thinking that there wasn’t much of a chance Emma could hate me more than she already did. 

      “Shh,” Ben murmured, “They won’t. I won’t let them.”

      We wandered downstairs together. Ben let a loud greeting boom throughout the house. His father stopped yelling at Barnaby, who grinned and flashed Ben a grateful thumbs up.

      “What are you holding?” Arthur asked calmly, hands on his hips like he thought this entire situation was some kind of prank.

      “Mum. Dad. Eva. Junior. Liberty and I have some news...”

      “Dear God,” Ben’s mum whispered and then she stumbled backward and fainted or pretended to faint. Junior caught her. Eva shrieked.

      “I’m an aunty!”

      “No!” Ben snarled. “Can you let me finish?”

      Ben handed the baby over to me. And then he explained. Dramatically. Ben’s mother returned to consciousness. Charlie handed her a vodka soda. Which helped, at least in spirit. 

      When she’d heard enough, she stormed off. Ben seemed to think this was the best he could expect from her. Arthur patted Ben on the back.

      “Good lad. Good lad. Stepping up,” Arthur offered. “If you want this to go away… ask.” 

      He wandered after their mother, and the siblings gathered around the piano with martinis. Ben and I took Sophie upstairs and took her to bed. Ben was the one who put her down and got her to sleep. He was a natural at all this stuff. For once, I felt… stupid. 

      “It’s time to see our room now, isn’t it?”

      “What about Sophie?” I whispered. “Won’t we have to feed her during the night?”

      I didn’t have a clue what she needed. Ben wrapped an arm around me and tried to comfort me. He knew I didn’t want to disappoint her. She was ours — at least for now. 

      “After our shower, I’ll get one of the staff to look after her,” he whispered. “We have plenty of people trained in childcare and this is exactly why we have staff.” 

      “Are you sure?”

      Ben chuckled.

      “The Fox staff practically raised me. She’ll be fine. We need time to figure this out, anyway. Time together.”

      He pushed hair out of my face, and we kissed. I wrinkled my nose and pulled away.

      “I can still smell baby poo,” I whispered.

      “Shower,” Ben murmured, “I need to get you into the shower.”

      I took Ben by the hand and felt my way along the halls to our bedroom. I was too tired to appreciate how beautiful it was. As usual, Ben put every thought into the details he requested of the staff. We had a large canopy bed, a crackling fireplace, and an adorable hot chocolate station near the entrance to our en suite bathroom.

      Ben slapped my bottom.

      “Ben!”

      “Get naked, Libs. I need you once before tomorrow.”

      “What’s tomorrow?!”

      “Your first day skiing,” he murmured, “Now strip.”
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      I didn’t want to leave Sophie alone with the nanny until I met her. Our meeting went well and Ben’s interrogation (and threats) were all taken well. She took Sophie right into her arms and held her close, like she really loved her. Warmth spread through me as I watched them together. I tried to tell myself that I could handle the separation.

      “Only a few hours, okay?”

      My palms sweat, even if the chalet was freezing. Something was very wrong with the entire concept of skiing. I couldn’t fathom Marley, Rhonda, or anyone I knew back home, strapping wooden sticks to their feet and letting those stupid flimsy sticks rocket them down a mountain. The Alps were beautiful in the way I would have been content to admire from a distance.

      Not Ben. Not the Fox family. They needed to get deep into the action. Ben’s parents left for the Black Diamond slopes early. Charlie joined them — without Theo. They’d patched up their relationship for the time being, but after the enormous fight at Blackmoor, Theo didn’t enjoy rubbing their relationship in the family’s face. Eva-Marie put her arm around Theo and shook her head in disappointment, whipping her ski goggles around her other arm.

      “They’re such wankers.”

      “They’re parents. It’s their job to protect their young...” Theo said, desperate to be charitable.

      “My father cheated on my mum,” Eva balked. “He has no right to judge you and who you love.”

      Arthur Jr. didn’t ski. He snowboarded. And that morning he nursed a hangover on the velvet couch. I carried my heavy skis alongside Ben. He tried to hold my hand, but I was already sweating in my outfit. We got to the ski lift, and I glanced up at the top of the mountain and the little cords that allegedly held the lift.

      “We’re supposed to sit on that all the way up the mountain?”

      My voice came out like a squeak, an effect that I definitely didn’t intend. Ben put his hand on my back.

      “Don’t worry.”

      Don’t worry? Was that the best Ben could do? Against my better judgment, I sat on the lift and Ben sat next to me. The chair swayed and my stomach swayed with it. What the hell was I doing? Theo sat on Ben’s other side. Eva-Marie waited for the next lift so she could sit next to a cute stranger. Before I could protest, the lift carried me too far off the ground. I squeezed my eyes shut. 

      Riding the lift already felt like an Olympic sport. Did Ben really expect me to fling my behind down the slopes after this? I squirmed uncomfortably and tried not to hold my breath. I could get through this white boyfriend experience alive if I just calmed down.

      “Ready?” He murmured. “We’re about to get off.”

      He took my hand, and I pressed my feet on the ground, my boots landing with a thud. Theo had his skis on already, and he slid ahead past the ropes. There wasn’t an enormous crowd. A couple people spoke to each other in German and a few in French. Theo spoke French to a couple, and they let him go ahead. Before we could say goodbye, he slid ahead. He was so smooth. I felt like an awkward foal stumbling forward.

      The Swiss skiers stared at us. I was the only black person there and by the time ten or fifteen people stopped to look at me, I realized how obvious it was. I looked at Ben like I wanted him to save me. Or like I wanted to kill him. I somehow wanted both. Ben helped me get my skis on and strapped his skis on. 

      “Ready?” 

      “NO!”

      “Slide your feet. Come on...”

      I drifted, and Ben waited for me, eagerly demonstrating. I gripped my ski poles for dear life as I imitated Ben’s movements. Oh God. This was so embarrassing. I felt certain everyone there was staring at me. Did they think I was too awkward to be there? Or too black? None of them smiled. But Europeans never smiled like Americans did. Ben explained how to hold the poles. He didn’t notice how awkward I felt. Or looked. I gave him one wild-eyed “save me” expression, and the corners of his lips tugged into a smile.

      “You’re doing great.”

      “I’m scared out of my mind!”

      “We’re on the bunny slopes. They’re easy... I promise.”

      “I’m going to fall!” I squealed.

      “Careful...”

      He led me to the top of the slopes after a brief lesson. I still thought I’d die if he left my side.

      “Want me to go first? That way I can catch you at the bottom.”

      “Yes,” I exhaled.

      I had no choice but to ski to the bottom. Despite the terror gripping my chest and my loose grasp on the quick ski lesson Ben gave me. I didn’t have a choice. I stuck my poles in and propelled myself forward, bending my body to keep my knees from buckling inward and holding my poles behind me. I wobbled. And screamed. Loud. 

      I forgot the most important lesson. How to stop. And I was going fast. So fucking fast. I slammed into something solid and firm. 

      I’m dead, I thought, I’m fucking dead. But the firm surface wrapped its arms around me and kissed my forehead, and my skis clicked against Ben’s.

      “You’re fine,” he murmured. “You did it.”

      I exhaled loudly as his arms clamped around me protectively.

      “I’m alive,” I whispered. “I’m really alive.”

      “You did it. Now... we’re going back to the top.”

      “Can I breathe for a sec?”

      Ben chuckled and then bent down, rubbing his fingers over my lips and then giving me very warm kisses that made the wintry day ten times better.

      Theo and Eva did a few runs on the bunny slopes together. Eva didn’t care about getting better at skiing, and Theo only skied for the company. Ben kept adjusting my stance and encouraging me down the slope. He wasn’t a poor teacher, but I was a horrible student. I learned fine, but I yelled at Ben the entire way.

      When the sun crested high enough in the sky to leave a deep red sunburn on Theo’s face, we traveled to the bottom and took our skis off to return to the chalet. 

      Arthur Jr. still slept on the couch, and he woke with a start when we all traipsed through the door. Charlie caught up with us on the walk home. Their parents went out for lunch with family friends they met on the slopes.

      I needed a nap. And maybe a healthy dose of Xanax. Possibly an unhealthy dose. The chalet chef made a delicious coq au vin for our late lunch, along with port and dessert for later. We gathered around the kitchen counter as the chef handed out our places of lunch. Charlie and Theo sat close together, Eva sat between the two couples.

      “I got his number, you know,” she said, “The Frenchman. I’m going over to his place tonight. His parents have a hotel room.”

      Ben scoffed.

      “You’re dating a man who doesn’t even own a place here? That’s new for you.”

      “He’s dashing and French. I don’t care if he’s rich or not,” Eva said. We all knew she cared if a man was rich. She probably just wanted a winter fling.

      Charlie laughed.

      “Yeah. Sure. I believe that.”

      “Shut up!” 

      Once we finished lunch, I raced upstairs to relieve the nanny. Sophie. I hated leaving her alone. The feeling didn’t come all at once, but the more time I spent with Sophie, the more I bonded to her. She smiled when she saw me, like she recognized my face. Ben came upstairs behind me as I clutched Sophie to my chest.

      “Libs. How is our little girl?”

      “She survived a morning alone. I’m not sure I did.”

      “Adele’s an exceptional nurse.”

      Adele smiled and bustled out of the room to allow us privacy. Ben took Sophie from me and she gurgled when she saw him.

      “Mummy and daddy are home,” Ben whispered.

      “Stop it,” I whispered back.

      “Stop what?”

      “We aren’t her parents.”

      “I know that,” Ben said, “But right now... we are.”

      “What if she comes back?” 

      “Hm?”

      “Kerri.”

      I didn’t want to call her my mom anymore. She didn’t feel like a mother. She felt like a big fucking problem.

      “I won’t let her do that to you. Or to Sophie.”

      Ben stroked Sophie’s head. He had this look in his eye. Like this made him happy. Like this was what he wanted. But I didn’t want this responsibility. I wanted to be a normal teenager. 

      “Why don’t we take her for a walk in the village this afternoon,” Ben suggested.

      “There’s a village?”

      Ben chuckled. 

      “Of course! We have someone new to buy Christmas presents for. Little Sophie.”

      He gave her his finger, and she grabbed onto it, smiling. 

      “Mafia Sophie,” I whispered.

      Ben kissed her forehead.

      “Our Sophie.” 

      “Christmas shopping then. Let’s do it.”
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      I carried Sophie to the car while Ben carried her baby bag. We watched baby videos in the car as Rolf — their Swiss driver — drove us to the shopping street in the car.

      “Do you think we need a baby monitor?” I asked after we got out of the car, “I don’t remember ever having one of those...”

      Ben shrugged.

      “Dunno. I think that’s what nannies are for.”

      We had similar ideas unless it came to nannies. Ben didn’t see why we couldn’t leave most of the work up to nannies.

      “We had nannies, and we turned out great,” he insisted stubbornly.

      I kept my thoughts to myself about that comment. Carolers sang on the streets in German and French. It was cold, but snow fell everywhere, almost like they’d invented the place to have the right amount of Christmas cheer. The smell of warm cinnamon, eggnog and the sharp, chilly smell of snow filled the air. I could even smell peppermints.

      “So… we shop for Sophie, and then we split up and shop for each other. Fair?”

      “Totally,” I answered, already distracted by a pair of Mr. and Mrs. Claus mimes who gave each other big kisses on the lips.

      “We ought to get her something special. She’s not even six months. Baby’s first diamonds?”

      “You want us to get diamonds for an infant?”

      “Earrings, so she can’t swallow them,” Ben answered, like getting diamonds for a baby who could barely hold her head up made all the sense in the world.

      “Aren’t diamonds a little expensive for a baby?”

      Ben shrugged.

      “Is it too early for piano lessons?”

      I was about to rip into him when I saw the smile spread across his face.

      “Sure,” I laughed. “A baby grand piano for a baby who can’t walk. That makes sense.”

      “I heard Chanel has a new collection of cloth nappies.”

      “You realize what nappies are for, right? She’s going to shit all over them whether we get them from Walmart or Chanel.”

      “Walmart?” Ben asked, like he’d never heard the word before.

      “Never mind. Maybe not Chanel.”

      “Okay,” Ben muttered, furrowing his brow, “I’d think better if I had a smoke.”

      “You quit! And you can’t smoke around a baby, she’ll get lung cancer.”

      “I won’t. But… fuck. I need a cigarette.”

      “Focus, Ben!”

      “What about that!”

      He pointed toward a storefront with a name that I loosely translated to Teddy Bear Palace.

      “It’s adorable! They’re so big and pink!”

      Ben put his hand on my shoulder, “Let’s go in.”

      We entered the store and a blond sales woman approached Ben and spoke to him in rapid German. He muttered something in stilted French, and she switched to French. Ben stumbled through a few more phrases, and she smirked as she let him speak before answering in English.

      “Yes, for your wife and baby, we can find perfect teddy.”

      Ben turned red.

      “Can we get any of them with diamonds?”

      The woman raised her eyebrow and then leaned forward. “For you, Monsieur Fox, absolutely. I will call Bernard and you can pick up the bears tomorrow?”

      “Thanks. You know my father?”

      “Ah, yes. He is in Switzerland many many times a year.”

      Ben nodded, and we placed our order before heading out into the street.

      “I didn’t know your dad spent so much time in Switzerland.”

      “Neither did I,” Ben answered, shrugging. “Let’s get her more presents.”

      I assumed we’d get Sophie one or two gifts. She couldn’t speak and I remembered little about being a baby, but I could — with a measure of certainty — feel assured Sophie wouldn’t remember this. We ordered her three more stuffed animals from a different store before I caved and let Ben get her a pair of diamond earrings. He’d give them to her properly once she was older, but he insisted on putting them under the tree. I got her cute outfits, winter socks, a hat, a little reindeer costume for the inevitable Fox Christmas party.

      This year, they’d have one in Switzerland and we’d all fly back to Scotland for boxing day and have another party then. I half-jokingly wondered whether we should get caffeine pills to survive the holiday season. Ben seemed eager. Rolf drove two cars full of presents back to the chalet so the nanny could wrap them. We changed Sophie at a changing station and fed her from her bottle, hoping we could spend a few more hours shopping, but Sophie had enough. She wailed, and Ben took her from me, cradling her to his chest. She enjoyed falling asleep against his chest better than mine. Maybe I reminded her of Kerri, I thought glumly. It was silly, but a part of me thought Sophie didn’t like me as much because I reminded her of my mom.

      Our mom.

      “We ought to take her home,” Ben whispered, once he got her to half-sleep against his chest. I nodded, and we called Rolf to get us home. We always had tomorrow to shop.

      At home, Adele gladly took Sophie from us to put her to bed, allowing us a moment to step into the kitchen and wolf down some food. Ben poured me a massive glass of red wine.

      “What’s that for?”

      “You look glum.”

      “I’m not.”

      “Don’t lie to me, Liberty Jones,” he murmured.

      I relented, although I didn’t want the wine.

      “What if she doesn’t like me?”

      “Who?”

      “Sophie.”

      “She’s a baby. She likes milky tits and naps.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t have milky tits. And please, never use that phrase again.”

      Ben borrowed a sip from my wine, and I had some after he did. Fine. Maybe I wanted the wine.

      “She falls asleep more easily on your chest.”

      “You fall asleep easily on my chest. She knows who her daddy is.”

      “We aren’t her parents, though,” I whispered.

      “Not yet.”

      “We snuck an illegal baby into Switzerland, fine. But that won’t work forever. What about pre-school and kindergarten?”

      “I’ll talk to my dad. He sorts stuff like this all the time. Okay?”

      “Fine.”

      “And Sophie doesn’t hate you. She looks like you. Except in caramel.”

      “Ben!”

      “Sorry, that’s what they refer to as fetishization.”

      Ben could be so confusing. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I’m learning about racial sensitivity,” he answered with a cocky grin, ‘borrowing’ more of my wine.

      He wrapped his arms around me from behind and inhaled deeply. I didn’t have time to question where exactly he was learning this racial sensitivity from.

      “Mm,” he murmured, “You smell like snow.”

      I giggled and leaned into him.

      “You smell like boy… and baby.”

      “Hm,” Ben whispered, “I’d rather smell like you.”

      “I’d rather smell like soap.”

      Ben leaned forward and then I felt it, straining through his trousers, hard and urgent.

      “Upstairs,” he murmured.

      Yeah, upstairs sounded nice. But kissing him down here was nicer. I raked my fingers through his long brown hair. It was always dark in the winter as his skin lost its rugby glow. I raked my fingers through his deep stubble and Ben groaned.

      “You are warm,” he whispered between kisses.

      “So are you.”

      “I’ve got you, Jones,” he whispered. “I won’t let you down with her. I promise.”

      We kissed more, and Ben’s hardness thrust more urgently from his trousers. He growled as he pressed his hips forward into me. “I need you upstairs. Now. I can’t wait any longer.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            IMPATIENT IN THE BEDROOM

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Ben couldn’t wait to get me to our room. Once we left Sophie, he pushed me up against the wall and kissed me. I allowed him to set the pace, first slowly pecking my lips and then roughly parting them with his lips and pressing his tongue into my mouth. His hands rushed to my hips, and he whispered, “Are you cold, Libs?”

      I was. But I was getting warmer with his mouth on mine and with his lips fervently working mine apart. His hands squeezed my hips, and they ran over my waist, to my hips, and over my butt. I wanted him to do more. I ran my fingers over his cheeks and pressed my fingertips to a bit of hair that grew on his chin.

      Ben smirked. His eyes were so green. And his hair had a couple blond streaks from skiing.

      “Are you going to take my skiing again?” I whispered.

      “How the hell are you thinking about skiing right now?”

      I giggled, and Ben kissed my neck. I put my hands against him finally. He was warm. So warm. I raked my fingers through his hair and pushed my lips against mine. It’s so much harder to heat large houses.

      I grabbed onto his torso. I never wanted to stop touching him. I loved touching Ben’s body. It helped that right after rugby season, his body was perfect. Every inch of him burned with fire. I pressed my hand beneath his shirt and squeezed my thighs together when I touched the first bulge of his abs. Ben let me touch him. He let me run my hands over each of his abs and touch the smooth sides of his torso.

      “Come,” he murmured, “I want you in bed.”

      His lips were dark berry pink from so much kissing. Ben snaked his fingers through mine. His index finger stroked my palm, and he pushed the bedroom door open. The housekeeper lit the fireplace for us earlier, so our bedroom was nice and toasty. Ben pressed me against the door, and my hands rushed beneath his shirt again. Warm, but then burning once I pressed against his abs. I slipped my hand down his pants and the enormous fleshy heat filled my hand. Ben groaned.

      “Impatient, are we?” he murmured as I grasped his growing shaft.

      I pressed one hand against his chest, pushing Ben away so he couldn’t lunge for me and kiss me.

      “I can be patient,” I whispered.

      Ben chuckled as I leaned forward and gave him the slightest teasing peck.

      I ran my fingers down the length of his shaft until I got to the head and flicked my index finger over the tip. Ben bit down on his lower lip again and then grabbed my cheeks to kiss me. I kept my hands in his pants, playing with everything down there, getting him hard and working myself up.

      He was hot. Always incredibly hot. And it was torture to wait for him.

      “Clothes off,” Ben murmured, pressing his lips into my neck. His straight nose tickled my neck. The tip of his nose was so cold it made me giggle when it touched my neck.

      Ben helped with my sweater, running his tongue over my exposed collarbone once he worked the sweater off.

      “Still cold?” He murmured.

      He grabbed the small of my back and sucked the top of my breasts exposed through my bra, pulling my boobs out and running his tongue over my nipples. I moaned. Ben’s tongue was the perfect temperature, and he sent waves of warmth surging through me. He led me into bed and worked my pants off so fast I couldn’t tell how he did it. Ben hiked my legs up and kissed my stomach, trailing kisses to my panties.

      He ran his hand over my underwear.

      “Wet,” he whispered, “So wet.”

      He peeled my panties off and spread my thighs open for his tongue. I let him push his tongue between my lips, sliding along the length and wrapping the flattened tongue around my soft pearl until I came. Loudly. Ben nibbled my outer lips and French kissed my pussy before slipping his tongue inside me again.

      I moaned as his tongue went deeper inside me. Ben gripped my thighs and licked every inch of me until I was hot and dripping and climaxed so many times I lost track of how many times. How many times didn’t matter. All that mattered to me was how good his tongue felt against my entrance and how badly I wanted that enormous trunk between his thighs, between mine.

      I pulled Ben close to me and grabbed his cheeks, holding him in my hands as he worked his way out of his pants. Ben’s thighs and ass were as firm as the rest of his body. I put my hand on his smooth pale butt and drew him in. Ben smiled at me as he pressed the tip of his head against my entrance.

      “You’ll never know how good it feels to be like this,” Ben whispered. “You’re dripping.”

      I never answered him. He pressed the head of it between my legs, and I moaned as he buried the length inside me. His first thrust was quick and urgent. We both needed this. We both wanted this. Ben pounded into me until I came and then rolled onto his back and I got on top. I moved my hips as we both moaned and came together.

      Ben held me against him, naked, with his cock buried inside me until he rolled me on my side. He pulled my naked body under the blankets and drew me next to him. We both needed this — sweet release, the warmth of each other’s bodies and togetherness. We hadn’t had it in so long. We’d suddenly become parents, and we hardly talked about a plan. We didn’t have one. And now we had sex. I didn’t want to talk about a plan. I just wanted to be with Ben.

      I could at least see Ben’s side about one thing. I was glad we had nannies and the full Fox staff to help us. I didn’t know how I’d survive this otherwise. Ben kissed my earlobe and murmured, “You’re thinking so loud.”

      “I am not...”

      “Go to sleep, Liberty. Tomorrow we’ll hit the slopes again.”

      My phone must have been ringing as we fell asleep, but I didn’t see the missed call until morning. 
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      Ben and I hovered over the phone.

      “I know it’s her.”

      All my fears rushed into me at once. She was coming. I was sure of it, and I was sure that Sophie would disappear just like that. As my stomach twisted, Ben moved his torso around mine. He pulled hair away from my face and kissed my cheek reassuringly.

      “It’s an unknown number,” Ben said reasonably. “You can’t be sure.”

      “It’s Kerri. She’s going to come and take Sophie away from us.”

      Ben rested his palm on my shoulder.

      “We won’t let her, okay?”

      “Why aren’t you more scared?”

      “We have nothing to fear.”

      “Speak for yourself! She gave Sophie to us like she was nothing. What if she sells her?”

      Ben squeezed my shoulder.

      “I promise. I won’t let that happen. Trust me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Now, let’s have some time with Sophie so we can hit the slopes.”

      “I’m going to ski to my death today. I know it.”

      “You’ll get better. Promise.”

      “It scares the crap out of me.”

      “And then makes you get all horny when we’re home.”

      “Ben!”

      He laughed and kissed my shoulder.

      “Hurry. I need to see Sophie.”

      I followed him out of the room, and we picked Sophie up. I probably imagined the look of confusion on her face. Babies all look confused at that age. Ben couldn’t wait to hold her, and we changed her and fed her until Adele came in to take over nanny duties so we could get ready for the slopes. Après-ski Ben had to go pick up the custom gifts in the village, and we’d finally get gifts for each other.

      Kerri’s phone call unnerved me. I was quiet through breakfast and Ben noticed, even if he didn’t mention how quiet I was.

      I still thought the ski lift was scary, but Ben held my hand on the way up. Eva-Marie and Charlie were too hungover to join us, so it was just Arthur Jr, who split off early to the Triple Black Diamond, and Theo joined us on the bunny slopes. I could hardly remember how to hold my poles, and I swore the mountain looked bigger this time.

      “I’m going to die,” I whispered.

      Ben skied to the bottom of the slopes, but Theo stood behind me.

      “Want me to push you?” Theo offered.

      “Why would I want that!?”

      “It’s how I learned to swim. My dad pushed me off the yacht in Greece and… well, I learned eventually.”

      “That story isn’t as heartwarming as you think,” I muttered.

      Theo grinned, and then I felt his large hand on my back and I screamed as I went sailing down the hill.

      “I wasn’t ready, you monster!!!”

      I couldn’t balance myself at first and I already predicted breaking both my legs and possibly my neck. Before I hit the bottom, I found my way
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