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            Chapter One

         
 
         I riffle through the piles and piles of paraphernalia sprawled all over my bedroom floor. I’m going to be late. “Kate!” I yell frantically. Where the hell are they? I run out onto the landing and throw myself over the banister. “Kate!”
         
 
         I hear the familiar sound of a wooden spoon bashing the edges of a ceramic bowl as Kate appears at the bottom of the stairs, her red hair piled high in a mass of curls. She looks up at me with a tired expression. It’s an expression that I’ve become used to recently.
 
         “Keys! Have you seen my car keys?” I puff at her.
 
         “They’re on the table under the mirror where you left them last night.” She rolls her eyes, taking herself and her cake mixture back to her workshop.
 
         I dart across the landing in a complete fluster and find my car keys under a pile of weekly glossies. “Hiding again,” I mutter to myself, grabbing my tan belt, heels, and laptop. I make my way downstairs from the flat above Kate’s workshop, finding her spooning cake mixture into various tins.
 
         “You need to tidy your room, Ava. It’s a fucking mess,” she complains.
 
         Yes, my personal organization skills are pretty shocking, especially since I’m an interior designer for Rococo Union and spend all day coordinating and organizing. I scoop my phone up from the chunky table and dunk my finger in Kate’s cake mixture. “I can’t be brilliant at everything.”
 
         “Get out!” She bats my hand away with her spoon. “Why do you need your car, anyway?” she asks, leaning down to smooth the mixture over, her tongue resting on her bottom lip in concentration.
 
         “I have a first consultation in the Surrey Hills—some country mansion.” I feed my belt through the belt loops of my navy pencil dress, slip my feet into my tan heels, and present myself to the wall mirror.
 
         “I thought you stuck to the city,” she says from behind me.
 
         I ruffle my long, dark hair for a few seconds, flicking it from one side to the other but give up, piling it up with a few grips instead. My dark brown eyes look tired and lack their usual sparkle—a result, no doubt, of burning the candle at both ends. I only moved in with Kate a month ago after splitting with Matt. We’re behaving like a couple of university students. My liver is screaming for a rest.
 
         “I do. The country sector is Patrick’s domain. I don’t know how I got stuck with this.” I sweep the wand of my gloss across my lips, smack them together, and give Kate a kiss on the cheek. “It’s going to be painful, I know it. Luv ya!”
 
         “Ditto. See you later,” Kate laughs, without lifting her face from her workstation.
 
         
              

         
 
         Despite my lateness, I drive my little Mini with my usual care to my office on Bruton Street, and I’m reminded why I tube it every day when I spend ten minutes driving around looking for a parking space.
 
         I burst into the office and glance at the clock. Eight-forty. Okay, I’m ten minutes late, not as bad as I thought. I pass Tom’s and Victoria’s empty desks on the way to my own, spying Patrick in his office as I land in my chair. Unpacking my laptop, I notice a package has been left for me.
 
         “Morning, flower.” Patrick’s low boom greets me as he perches on the edge of my desk, followed by the customary creak under his weight. “What have you got there?”
 
         “Morning. It’s the new fabric range from Miller’s. You like?” I stroke some of the luxurious material.
 
         “Wonderful.” He feigns interest. “Don’t let Irene clap her eyes on it. I’ve just liquidated most of my assets to fund the new soft furnishings at home.”
 
         “Oh.” I give him a sympathetic face. “Where is everyone?”
 
         “Victoria has the day off and Tom’s having a nightmare with Mr. and Mrs. Baines. It’s just you, me, and Sal today, flower.” He takes his comb out of his inside pocket and runs it through his silver mop.
 
         “I’ve got a midday appointment at The Manor,” I remind him. He can’t have forgotten. “Are you sure I’m the person you want on this, Patrick?”
 
         I’ve worked for Rococo Union for four years, and it was made clear that I was employed to expand the business into the modern sector. With luxury apartments flying up all over London, Patrick and Tom, with their specialty of traditional design, were missing out. When it took off and the workload got too much for me, he employed Victoria.
 
         “They asked for you, flower.” He pushes himself to his feet and my desk creaks in protest again. Patrick ignores it, but I wince. He has to lose some weight or stop sitting on my desk. It won’t take the strain for much longer.
 
         So, they asked for me? Why? My portfolio holds nothing that will reflect traditional design—nothing at all. I can’t help but think that this is a complete waste of my time. Patrick or Tom should be going.
 
         “Oh, Lusso launch.” Patrick tucks his comb away. “The developer is really pushing the boat out with this party in the penthouse. You’ve done an amazing job, Ava.” Patrick’s eyebrows nod with his head.
 
         I blush. “Thank you.” I’m dead proud of myself and my work at Lusso, my greatest achievement in my short career. Based on St. Katharine Docks and with prices ranging from three million for a basic apartment to ten million for the penthouse, we’re in the super rich realm. The design specification is as the name suggests: Italian luxury. I sourced all materials, furniture and art from Italy, and enjoyed a week there organizing the shipping schedule. Next Friday is the launch party, but I know they’ve already sold the penthouse and six other apartments, so it’s more of a showing off party.
         
 
         “I’ve cleared my diary so I can do the final checks once the cleaners are out.” I flick the pages of my diary to next Friday and scribble across the page again.
 
         “Good girl. I’ve told Victoria to be there at five. It’s her first launch so you need to give her a heads up. I’ll be there at seven with Tom.”
 
         “Sure.”
 
         Patrick returns to his office and I open my e-mail, sifting through to delete or respond where necessary.
 
         
              

         
 
         At eleven o’clock I pack up my laptop and poke my head around Patrick’s office door. He’s engrossed with something on his computer.
 
         “I’m off now,” I say, but he just waves his hand in the air in acknowledgment. I walk through the office and see Sally fighting with the photocopier. “See you later, Sal.”
 
         “’Bye, Ava,” she replies, but she’s too busy removing the paper jam to acknowledge me with her face. The girl’s a calamity.
 
         I walk out into the sunshine and head for my car. Friday mid-morning traffic is a nightmare, but once I’m out of the city, the drive onward is pretty straightforward. The roof is down, and Adele is keeping me company. A little drive in the countryside is a lovely way to finish my work week.
 
         
              

         
 
         I pull off the main road and onto a little lane, where I find myself in front of the biggest pair of gates that I’ve ever seen. A gold plaque on a pillar states THE MANOR.
         
 
         Bloody hell! I take my sunglasses off, looking past the gates and down the tree-lined gravel road that seems to go for miles, images of a stuffy, cigar-smoking Lord of The Manor springing to mind immediately. I get out of my car and walk up to the gates, looking for an intercom.
         
 
         “It’s behind you.” I nearly jump out of my skin when the low rumble of a voice comes from nowhere, stabbing at the silent country air.
 
         I look around. “Hello?”
 
         “Over here.”
 
         I turn and see the intercom farther down the lane. I drove straight past it. I run over, pressing the button to announce myself. “Ava O’Shea, Rococo Union.”
 
         “I know.”
 
         I look around and spot a camera installed on the gate. “Well are you going to let me in?” I ask, just as the shift of metal breaks the countryside peace around me. The gates start opening. “Give me a chance,” I mutter as I run back to my car. I jump in my Mini and creep forward as the gates swing open, all the time wondering how I’ll remove the glass of port and cigar that are, quite clearly, wedged up that miserable sod’s arse. I’m looking less forward to this appointment by the minute. Posh country folk and their posh country mansions are not in my area of expertise.
 
         Once the gates are fully opened, I drive through, and after a mile or so I pull into a perfectly round courtyard. I take my sunglasses off and gape at the huge, looming house. It’s superb.
 
         The black doors—adorned with highly polished gold trim– are flanked by four giant bay windows, with pillars of carved stone guarding them. Giant limestone blocks make up the structure of the mansion, with lush bay trees lining the face, and topping off the site is a fountain in the center of the courtyard, spraying out jets of illuminated water. It’s all very imposing.
 
         I cut the engine and fumble with the door release to get out of my car. Standing and holding on to the top of my car door, I look up at the magnificent building and immediately think that this has to be a mistake. The place is in amazing condition.
 
         The lawns are greener than green, the house looks like it receives daily scrub downs, and even the gravel looks like it receives a daily hoover. If the exterior is anything to go by, then I can’t imagine the inside needing any work. I look up at the dozens of sash bay windows, seeing plush curtains hanging at them all. I’m tempted to call Patrick to check that I’ve got the right address, but it did say THE MANOR on the gates, and that miserable sod on the other end of the intercom is obviously expecting me.
         
 
         While I’m pondering my next move, the doors open, revealing the biggest man I’ve ever seen. He saunters out to the top of the steps, and I physically flinch at the sight of him, stepping back slightly. He has on a black suit—specially made for sure because that’s no regular size—a black shirt and a black tie. His skin is the color of rich ebony, his shaved head looks like it’s been buffed to a shine, and wraparound sunglasses conceal his eyes. If I could build a mental image of who I would have expected to walk out of those doors, he, most definitely, would not be it. The man is a mountain, and everything about his presence screams bodyguard. I’m suddenly slightly concerned that I’ve turned up at some Mafia control center, and I search my brain trying to remember if I transferred my panic alarm to my new handbag.
 
         “Miss O’Shea?” he drawls.
 
         I wilt under his massive presence, putting my hand up in a nervous wave gesture. “Hi,” I whisper.
 
         “This way,” he rumbles deeply, giving a sharp nod of his head and turning to walk back into the mansion.
 
         I consider cutting and running, but the daring and dangerous side of me is curious about what lies beyond those doors. Grabbing my bag, I shut my car door and climb the steps, crossing the threshold into a huge entrance hall. I gaze around the vast area, and I’m immediately impressed by the grand curved staircase that leads up to the first floor.
 
         The décor is opulent, lush, and very intimidating. Deep blues, taupes with hints of gold, and original woodwork, along with the rich mahogany parquet floor, make the place striking and massively extravagant. It’s exactly how I would have expected it to be and nowhere near my design style. But then again, looking around, why any interior designer would be here is becoming more and more confusing. Patrick said they requested me personally, so I would be inclined to think that they want to modernize, but that would’ve been before I got a glimpse of the place. The décor suits the period building. It’s in perfect condition. Why the hell am I here?
 
         Big Guy heads off to the right, leaving me to scuttle after him, my tan heels clicking on the parquet floor as he leads me toward the back of the mansion.
 
         I hear the hum of conversation and glance to my right, noticing many people seated at various tables, eating, drinking, and chatting. Waiters are serving food and drinks, and the distinct voices of The Rat Pack are purring in the background. I frown, but then I understand. It’s a hotel—a posh country hotel.
 
         This is all beginning to make sense to me. I want to say something to the mountain of a man leading me God only knows where, but he hasn’t looked back once to check that I’m following. Although the click of my heels must tell him I am. He doesn’t say much, and I suspect he wouldn’t answer me if I did speak.
 
         We continue past two more closed doors before he leads me into a summer room—a massive, light, stunningly lavish space that’s sectioned off into individual seating areas with sofas, big arm chairs, and tables. Floor-to-ceiling bi-fold doors span the room, leading to a Yorkstone patio and a vast lawn area. It’s really quite awe-inspiring, and I inwardly gasp when I spot a glass building housing a swimming pool. It’s incredible, and I shudder to think how much the nightly rate is. It has to be five stars—probably more.
 
         Once we’ve passed through the summer room, I’m led down a corridor until Big Guy stops outside a wood-paneled door. “Mr. Ward’s office,” he rumbles, knocking on the door, surprisingly gently given his mammoth size.
 
         “The manager?” I ask.
 
         “The owner,” he replies, opening the door and striding through. “Come in.”
 
         I hesitate on the threshold, watching as the big guy strides into the room ahead of me. I eventually force my feet into action, moving into the room, while gazing around at the equally luxurious surroundings of Mr. Ward’s office.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
 
         Jesse, Miss O’Shea, Rococo Union,” Big Guy announces.
         
 
         “Perfect. Thanks, John.”
 
         I’m dragged from my awed state straight into high alert, and my back straightens.
 
         I can’t see him; he’s obscured by the big guy’s massive frame, but that raspy, smooth voice has me frozen on the spot, and it certainly doesn’t sound like it’s coming from a cigar-smoking, overweight, wax jacket–wearing Lord of the Manor.
 
         Big Guy, or John as I now know him, moves to the side, giving me my first glimpse of Mr. Jesse Ward.
 
         Oh good God. My heart crashes against my breastbone and my nervous breathing rockets to dangerous levels. I suddenly feel light-headed, and my mouth is ignoring my brain’s instruction to say something. I just stand there staring at this man, while he stares back at me. His husky voice halted me in my tracks, but the sight of him…the sight of him has just turned me into a nonresponsive, quivering wreck.
         
 
         He rises from his chair and my gaze travels up with him. He’s very tall. His white shirt is casually rolled at the sleeves, but he still wears a black tie, loosely knotted and hanging down the front of a broad chest.
 
         He makes his way around his massive desk and slowly walks toward me. It’s then that I take in the full impact of him. I gulp. This man is so perfect I’m almost in pain. His dirty-blond hair looks like he’s half attempted to get it into some semblance of a style but given up. His eyes are sludgy green, but bright and way too intense, and the stubble covering his square jaw does nothing to conceal the handsome features beneath it. He’s lightly tanned and just…Oh God, he’s devastating. Lord of the Manor?
 
         “Miss O’Shea.” His hand comes toward me, but I can’t persuade my arm to raise and clasp his outstretched offering. He’s beautiful.
 
         When I don’t offer my hand, he reaches forward and clasps both of my shoulders, then slowly leans in to kiss me, his lips brushing lightly over my burning cheek. I tense all over. I can hear my pulse throbbing in my ears, and even though it’s completely inappropriate for a business meeting, I do nothing to stop him. I’m all over the place.
 
         “It’s a pleasure,” he whispers in my ear, which only serves to make me moan slightly. He must feel my tension—it’s not difficult; I’m rigid—because his grip eases up and he lowers his face to my level, looking me directly in the eyes. “Are you okay?” he asks, one side of his mouth lifting into a semblance of a smile. I notice a single frown line across his forehead.
 
         I snap myself out of my ridiculous inertia, suddenly aware that I’ve still not said anything. Has he noticed my reaction to him? What about Big Guy? I glance over, seeing the big guy standing motionless, glasses still in place, but I know his eyes are on me. I mentally shake myself and step back, away from Ward and his potent grasp. His hands fall to his sides.
 
         “Hi.” I cough to clear my throat. “Ava. My name is Ava.” I offer him my hand, but he’s unhurried in accepting it, like he’s unsure whether it’s safe to, but he does…eventually.
 
         His hand is clammy and slightly shaky as he squeezes mine firmly, and sparks fizz, a curious look flitting across his stunning face as we both retract our hands in shock.
 
         “Ava.” He’s trying my name on his lips, and it takes all of my strength not to moan again. He should stop talking—immediately.
 
         “Yes. Ava,” I confirm. He’s the one who seems to be off in his own little nirvana now, while I’m becoming increasingly aware of my rising temperature.
 
         He suddenly seems to come to his senses, shoving his hands in his trouser pockets as he shakes his head slightly, retreating a few steps. “Thanks, John.” He nods to the big guy, who smiles slightly, softening his hard features, then leaves.
 
         I’m alone with this man, who has rendered me speechless, motionless, and pretty much useless.
 
         He nods toward two brown leather couches, positioned opposite each other in front of the bay window, with a large coffee table sitting between them. “Please, take a seat. Can I get you a drink?” He drags his gaze from mine, walking toward a cabinet with various bottles of liquor lined up on top. He surely doesn’t mean alcohol? It’s midday. Even by my standards it’s too early. I watch as he hovers at the cabinet for a few moments before turning to face me again, looking at me expectantly.
 
         “No, thank you.” I shake my head as I speak, just in case the words don’t come out.
 
         “Water?” he asks, that smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
 
         Oh God, don’t look at me. “Please.” I smile a nervous smile. My mouth is parched.
 
         He collects two bottles of water from the integrated fridge and turns back toward me, and it’s then that I persuade my shaky legs to carry me across the room to the sofa.
 
         “Ava?” His voice rolls across me, causing me to falter en route.
 
         I turn to face him. It’s probably a bad idea. “Yes?”
 
         He holds up a highball. “Glass?”
 
         “Yes, please.” I smile. He must think I’m so unprofessional. I settle myself on the leather couch, retrieve my folder and phone from my bag and place them on the table in front of me. I notice my hands are shaking.
 
         Christ, woman. Get a grip! I feign making notes as he strolls back over, placing my water and a glass on the table before he sits on the sofa opposite me and crosses one leg over the other, his ankle resting on his thigh. He stretches back. He’s really making himself comfortable, and the silence that falls between us is screaming as I write anything and everything to avoid looking up at him. I know I’ve got to look at the man and say something at some point, but all standard inquiry questions have run, screaming and shouting, from my brain.
         
 
         “So, where do we start?” he asks, forcing me look up and acknowledge his question. He smiles. I swoon.
 
         He’s watching me over the rim of his bottle as he raises it to those lovely lips. I break the eye contact, reaching forward to pour some water into my glass. I’m struggling to rein in my nerves, and I can still feel his eyes on me. This is truly awkward. I’ve never been so affected by a man.
 
         “I guess you should tell me why I’m here.” I speak! I look back up at him as I take my glass from the table.
         
 
         “Oh?” he says quietly. There’s that frown line again. Even with that, he’s still beautiful.
 
         “You requested me by name?” I press.
 
         “Yes.” he replies simply. He smiles again. I have to look away.
 
         I take a sip of my water to moisten my dry mouth, and clear my throat before returning my gaze to his potent stare. “So, may I ask why?”
 
         “You may.” He uncrosses his leg, leaning forward to place his bottle on the table, resting his forearms on his knees, but he says no more. Is he not going to elaborate on that?
 
         “Okay.” I struggle to maintain eye contact. “Why?”
 
         “I’ve heard great things about you.”
 
         I feel my face burning up. “Thank you. So why am I here?”
 
         “Well, to design.” He laughs, and I feel stupid but slightly irritated as well. Is he making fun of me?
 
         “Design what, exactly?” I ask. “From what I’ve seen, everything is pretty perfect.” He surely doesn’t want to modernize this lovely place. Country estates may not be my forte, but I know class when I see it.
 
         “Thank you,” he says softly. “Do you have your portfolio with you?”
 
         “Of course,” I reply, reaching into my bag. Why he wants to look at it is beyond me. It won’t reflect anything like this place.
 
         I place it on the table in front of him and expect him to drag it over to his side, but to my horror, he stands in one fluid movement and walks around toward me, lowering his lovely lean body onto the sofa next to me. Oh, Jesus. He smells divine—all fresh water and minty. I hold my breath.
 
         Leaning forward, he opens the folder. “You’re very young to be such an accomplished designer,” he muses, slowly turning the pages of my portfolio.
 
         He’s right, I am, but it’s only thanks to Patrick for giving me free rein on the expansion of his business. In four years, I’ve graduated college, picked up a job in an established design company—that had financial stability but lacked new freshness in modern ideas—and made a name for myself on the back of it. I’ve been lucky, and I appreciate Patrick’s faith in my capabilities. That, coupled with my contract at Lusso, is the only reason I’m where I am at the age of twenty-six.
 
         I look down at his lovely hand, his wrist adorned with a beautiful gold and graphite Rolex. “How old are you?” I blurt. Oh, good God. My brain is like scrambled egg, and I know I’ve just blushed a sharp shade of red. I should just keep my mouth shut. Where the hell did that come from?
 
         He looks at me intently, his green eyes burning into mine. “Twenty-one,” he answers, completely poker-faced.
 
         I scoff mildly, and his eyebrows jump up questioningly. “Sorry,” I mutter, turning back to the table. I’m feeling flustered. I hear him exhale heavily as his lovely right hand reaches back down to my portfolio to start turning the pages again, his left hand resting on the edge of the table.
 
         I notice no ring. He’s not married? How can that be?
 
         “This, I like a lot.” He points to the photographs of Lusso.
 
         “I’m not sure my work on Lusso would fit in here,” I say quietly. It’s way too modern—luxurious, yes, but too modern.
 
         He looks up at me. “You’re right; I’m just saying…I really like it.”
 
         “Thank you.” I feel my color deepen as he studies me thoughtfully before returning to my portfolio.
 
         I make a grab for my water, resisting the temptation to chuck it down my front to cool me off, but very nearly do when his trouser-clad thigh brushes against my bare knee. I shift quickly to break the contact, glancing out the corner of my eye to see a small smirk breaking at the edge of his mouth. He’s doing this on purpose. It’s too much.
 
         “Do you have a toilet?” I ask as I place my glass back on the table and stand. I need to go and compose myself. I’m a ruffled mess.
 
         He rises from the couch swiftly, moving back to let me pass. “Through the summer room and on your left,” he says with a smile. He knows he’s affecting me. The way he’s smiling at me, knowingly—I bet he has this sort of reaction from women all the time.
 
         “Thank you.” I edge out of the small gap between the table and the sofa, my task hampered as he makes no attempt to give me more space. I have to virtually brush past him, and that has me holding my breath until I’m clear of his body.
 
         I walk toward the door, feeling his eyes on me, burning a hole through my dress, so I roll my neck to try and rid myself of the goose bumps jumping onto my nape.
 
         Stumbling out of his office, I head down the corridor before wandering through the summer room and staggering into the ridiculously posh lavatories. I brace myself over the sink and look in the mirror. “Jesus, Ava. Pull it together!” I scorn my reflection.
 
         “Met the Lord, have we?”
 
         I swing around and find a very attractive business lady, faffing with her hair at the other end of the room. I have no idea what to say, but she’s just confirmed what I already suspected—he does have this effect on all women. When my brain fails to deliver on anything suitable to say, I just smile.
 
         She returns my smile, amused and knowing the reason for my flustered state, before disappearing from the toilets. If I wasn’t feeling so hot and nervous, I might be embarrassed at my obvious condition. But I am hot, and I’m very nervous, so I brush off my humiliation, take some steady breaths and wash my clammy hands with the Noble Isle hand wash. I should have brought my bag. I could do with some Vaseline on my lips. My mouth is still dry and my lips are suffering as a consequence.
 
         Okay, I need to get back out there, get the details on the job, and be gone. My heart is pleading for some relief. I’m completely ashamed of myself. I re-pin my hair and exit the toilets, making my way back to Mr. Ward’s office. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to work for this man; I’m just way too affected by him.
 
         I knock before I enter, finding him sitting on the couch looking over my portfolio. He looks up and smiles, and I know now, I really have to leave. I can’t possibly work with this man. Every molecule of intelligence and brain power I possess has been zapped from my body by his presence. And worst of all, he knows it.
 
         I give myself a mental pep talk, making my way over to the table, ignoring the fact that he’s following my every move. He leans back on the sofa in a gesture for me to squeeze past but I don’t. I take a seat on the opposite sofa, perching on the edge.
 
         He flicks me a questioning look. “Are you okay?”
 
         “Yes, I’m fine,” I answer shortly. He knows. “Would you like to show me where your intended project is so we can start discussing your requirements?” I force the confidence into my voice. I’m just following protocol now. I’ve absolutely no intention of taking this contract on, but I can’t just walk out—as tempting as that is.
 
         He raises his eyebrows, clearly surprised by my change of approach. “Sure.” He gets up from the sofa and strides over to his desk to collect his mobile, while I gather my things, stuff them into my bag, and then follow his gesture to lead the way.
 
         He quickly overtakes me, opening the door and performing an exaggerated gentlemanly bow as he holds it open. I smile politely—even though I know he’s playing with me—and exit into the corridor, heading toward the summer room. I stiffen on a gasp when he places a hand at the small of my back to guide me.
 
         What’s he playing at? I’m trying my hardest to ignore it, but you would have to be dead not to notice the effect this man’s having on me. And I know he knows it. My skin’s burning all over—almost certainly warming his palm through my dress—I can’t get my breathing under control, and walking is taking every bit of coordination and effort I possess. I’m pathetic, and it’s bloody obvious he’s enjoying the reactions he’s drawing from me. I must be quite amusing.
 
         Annoyed with myself, I pick up my pace to break the contact, stopping when I reach the point of two possible routes.
 
         He reaches me, pointing out across the lawns to the tennis courts. “Do you play?”
 
         I actually laugh, but it’s a comfortable laugh. “No, I don’t.” I can run, but that’s about it. Give me a bat, racket, or ball, then you’re asking for trouble. The corners of his mouth twitch into a grin at my reaction, bolstering the green of his eyes and lengthening his generous lashes. I smile, shaking my head in wonder at this glorious man. “You?” I ask.
 
         He continues through to the entrance hall, me following. “I don’t mind the odd game, but I’m more of an extreme sports kinda guy.” He stops, and I halt with him.
 
         He looks ridiculously fit and toned. “What sort of extreme sports?”
 
         “Snowboarding, mainly, but I’ve tried my hand at white water rafting, bungee jumping, and skydiving. I’m a bit of an adrenaline junky. I like to feel the blood pumping.” He watches me as he speaks, making me feel scrutinized. You would have to anesthetize me before you got me doing any of his blood-pumping pastimes. I’ll stick to a run every so often.
 
         “Extreme,” I say, studying this magnificent man of an age I don’t know.
 
         “Very extreme,” he confirms quietly. My breath catches again, and I close my eyes, mentally yelling at myself for being such a loser. “Shall we continue?” he asks. I can hear humor in his voice.
 
         I open my eyes to be met by his penetrating green stare. “Yes, please.” I wish he would stop looking at me like that. He half smiles again and walks into the bar, greeting two men by clapping them on the shoulders. The men are very attractive, young—probably late twenties—and drinking bottles of beer.
 
         “Guys, this is Ava. Ava, this is Sam Kelt and Drew Davies.”
 
         “Good afternoon,” Drew drawls. He’s handsome in a rugged kind of way, his black hair perfectly styled, his suit pristine and his eyes shrewd. He’s likely a smart, confident business type.
 
         “Hi.” I smile politely.
 
         “Welcome to the pleasure dome.” Sam laughs, raising his bottle. “Can I buy you a drink?”
 
         I notice Ward shakes his head lightly on an eye roll, and Sam grins. He’s the polar opposite of Drew—all casual and laid back, in old jeans, a Superdry t-shirt, and Converse. He has a cheeky face, complimented by one dimple on his left cheek. His blue eyes twinkle, adding to his boyishness, and his mousey brown, shoulder-length hair is all over the place.
 
         “No, I’m fine, thanks,” I answer.
 
         He nods at Ward. “Jesse?”
 
         “No, I’m good. I’m just giving Ava a tour of the extension. She’ll be working on the interiors,” he says, smiling at me.
 
         I quietly scoff to myself. Not if I have anything to do with it. And anyway, he’s jumping the gun a bit, isn’t he? We’ve not discussed rates, briefs, or anything, for that matter.
 
         “About time. There are never any rooms available,” Drew grumbles into his bottle.
 
         “How was the boarding in Cortina, my man?” Sam asks.
 
         Ward perches on another stool. “Amazing. The Italian way of skiing follows pretty closely to their laid back lifestyle.” He smiles broadly, the first proper full-beam smile since I’ve laid eyes on him—all straight, white, and lush. This man is a god. “I got up late, found a great mountain, ran the slopes until my legs buckled, had a siesta, ate late and started all over again the next day.” He’s addressing us all but staring at me.
 
         I can’t help but return his beam. “You’re good?” I ask, because it’s the only thing that comes to mind. I imagine he’s good at everything.
 
         “Very,” he confirms quietly. I nod my approval, and for a few seconds, our eyes are locked, but I’m the first to break it. “Shall we?” he asks, pushing himself up from the stool and gesturing toward the exit.
 
         “Yes.” I smile. I’m supposedly here to work, after all. All I’ve achieved so far is a hot flush and an establishment of extreme sports. I feel like I’m in a trance.
 
         I turn to the two guys at the bar, smiling my good-bye, prompting them to raise their bottles before they continue with their conversation. Walking toward the door that leads back to the entrance hall, I feel him close behind me. He’s too close; I can smell him. I close my eyes, sending a small prayer to God to get me through this quickly, with at least a bit of dignity intact. Jesse Ward is way too intense and it’s throwing my senses in a million different directions.
 
         “So, now for the main feature.” He begins to climb the wide staircase and I follow him up to a huge gallery landing. “These are the private rooms,” he says, pointing to various doors off the landing.
 
         I follow, admiring his lovely backside, thinking he possibly has the sexiest walk I’ve ever had the privilege of seeing. When I drag my eyes from his tidy rear, I see that there are at least twenty doors, evenly spaced and leading into rooms beyond. He leads me until we reach another grand staircase that stretches to another floor, and at the foot of the stairs there’s a beautiful stained-glass window and an archway leading to another wing.
 
         “This is the extension.” He guides me through to a new section of the mansion. “This is where I need your help,” he adds, halting at the mouth of a corridor that leads to another ten rooms.
 
         “This is all new?” I ask.
 
         “Yes, they’re all shells at the moment, but I’m sure you’ll remedy that. Let me show you.”
 
         I’m way past shocked when he takes my hand, tugging me down the corridor to the very last door. Inappropriate! His hand is still clammy, and I’m sure mine is trembling in his grip. The arched brow on a slight grin he flashes me tells me I’m right. There’s some sort of super-charged current flowing through us—it’s making me shudder.
         
 
         He opens the door and directs me into a freshly plastered room. It’s vast, and the new windows are a perfect match to those of the original property. Whoever built this did an excellent job.
 
         “Are they all this big?” I ask, flexing my fingers until he releases my hand. Does he behave like this with all women?
 
         “Yes.”
 
         I walk into the center of the room, looking around. It’s a good size. I notice another door. “En-suite?” I ask as I wander over and enter.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         The rooms are huge, especially by hotel standards. A lot could be done with them. I would be excited if I wasn’t so concerned with what’s expected of me. This is no Lusso. I exit the bathroom, finding Ward leaning against the wall, his hands in his trouser pockets, his eyes all hooded and dark as he watches me. My God, the man is sex on legs. I’m almost disappointed that traditional doesn’t feature in my design history. It’s of no interest to me at all.
 
         “I’m not sure that I’m the right person for this job.” I sound regretful, which is okay because I am. I’m regretful that I can’t pull myself together.
 
         He looks at me, those sludgy eyes stabbing at my defenses, making me shift on my heels. “I think you have what I want,” he says quietly.
 
         “I’ve always dealt in modern luxury.” I look around the room again, slowly dropping my eyes back to him. “I’m sure you would be happier working with Patrick or Tom. They deal with our period projects.”
 
         He considers me for a second, does that head shake thing and pushes himself away from the wall by his shoulder blades. “But I want you.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         “You look like you’ll be very good.”
 
         An involuntary rush of breath escapes my lips at his words. I’m not sure what to make of that statement. Does he mean for my design skills or something else, because the way he’s looking at me tells me it’s the latter. He’s a bit bloody confident.
 
         “What’s your brief?” I ask, because all other words fail me. My color is rising again.
 
         A smile tickles the corners of his mouth. “Sensual, intimate, luxurious, stimulating, invigorating…” He pauses to gauge my reaction.
 
         I frown. It’s not the usual brief. Relaxing, functional, or practical were not mentioned at all. “Okay, anything in particular I should allow for?” I ask. Why am I bothering with these questions?
 
         “A big bed and lots of wall hangings,” he states on a husk.
 
         “What kind of wall hangings?”
 
         “Big, wooden ones. Oh, and the lighting needs to suit.”
 
         “Suit what?” I can’t help the confusion in my tone.
 
         He smiles, and I dissolve on the spot into a hot pool of hormones. “Well, the brief, of course.”
 
         Oh God, he must think I’m something else. “Yes, of course.” I look up, seeing chunky beams spanning the ceiling. The building is new, but they are not faux beams. “Do all of the rooms have those?” I return my eyes to his.
 
         “Yes, they’re essential.” His voice is low and seductive. I’m not sure how much more I can take.
 
         I grab my client briefing pad to start making notes. “Are there any particular colors I should work to or against?”
 
         “No, knock yourself out.”
 
         I flick my head up to look at him. “Excuse me?”
 
         He smiles. “Go for it.”
 
         Oh, well, I won’t be knocking myself out on anything because he won’t be seeing me here again, but I should get as much information as possible so I can pass it to Patrick or Tom, with at least a bit of willingness.
 
         “You mentioned a big bed. Any particular type?” I ask, trying to remain professional.
 
         “No, just very big.”
 
         I falter mid-note, slowly looking up to find him watching me. It’s making me stupidly nervous. “What about soft furnishings?”
 
         “Yes, lots.” He starts walking toward me. “I like your dress,” he whispers.
 
         Holy shit, I’m out of here! “Thanks,” I squeak, making for the door. “I have everything I need.” I don’t, but I can’t stay here any longer. This man is like a sensory drain on me. “I’ll get some designs together.” I exit into the corridor, heading straight for the gallery landing.
 
         Bloody hell, when I woke up this morning this was the last thing I expected. Posh country mansion—with a painfully handsome owner to round the package off—is not part of my regular daily routine.
 
         I find my way to the top of the stairs, bolting down at a stupid rate, considering the tan stilettos I have on, and hit the parquet floor, wondering how the hell I got here. I’m a mess.
 
         “I look forward to hearing from you, Ava.” His husky voice rolls over my flesh as he joins me at the bottom of the stairs, putting his hand out. I take it in mine for fear that if I don’t, he may well clench me and place his lips on me again.
 
         “You have a lovely hotel,” I say genuinely, wishing that my handbag contents consisted of spare knickers, a blindfold, earplugs, and some armor. I might have been more prepared.
 
         His eyebrows shoot up as he keeps hold of my hand and slowly shakes it, the buzz traveling through our joined hands making me tense all over. “I have a lovely hotel,” he repeats thoughtfully. The buzz transforms to a full-on jolt of electricity, and I retract my hand under reflex. He looks at me questioningly. “It really was nice to meet you, Ava.” He emphasizes the really.
         
 
         “You, too,” I practically whisper.
 
         I watch as his eyes dart briefly and he starts chewing his bottom lip. His shifting body eventually moves over to the center table of the entrance hall, and he pulls out a single calla lily from the huge spray that’s dominating the piece of furniture. He studies it for a few moments before he holds it out to me. “Understated elegance,” he says softly.
 
         I don’t know why I do—maybe because my brain is mush—but I take it. “Thank you.”
 
         He puts his abandoned hand in his pocket, watching me closely. “You’re more than welcome.” His gaze travels from my eyes to my lips. I take a few steps back.
 
         “There you are!” A woman walks out of the bar and toward Ward. She’s attractive—all blond, mid-length, layered hair and red, pouty lips. She kisses his cheek. “Are you ready?”
 
         Okay, I’m assuming this must be the wife. But there was no ring, so maybe it’s the girlfriend? Either or, I’m completely stunned when he doesn’t take his eyes off me, making no attempt to answer her question. She turns to see what’s stealing his attention and eyes me suspiciously. I don’t like her instantly, and it has nothing to do with the man she’s draped all over.
 
         “And you are?” she purrs.
 
         I shift uncomfortably, feeling like I’ve been captured doing something naughty. Well, I have. I’ve been having extreme unwelcome reactions to her boyfriend. An unreasonable pang of jealousy stabs at me. How ridiculous!
 
         I smile sweetly. “Just leaving. Good-bye.” I turn, practically running to the door and scuttling down the steps. I jump into my car, letting out an almighty breath, and when my lungs have thanked me for the welcome air, I flop back in my seat and commence breathing-regulating exercises.
 
         I’m going to have to pass this to Tom. But then I laugh at my stupid idea. Tom’s gay. He’ll be just as affected by Ward as I am. Even knowing he’s taken, I still couldn’t work with him. I shake my head in disbelief and start my car.
 
         As I drive down the gravel driveway, I look in my rearview mirror at the imposing Manor getting smaller and smaller behind me, and there, standing at the top of the steps watching me leave, is Jesse Ward.
 
         
              

         
 
         “There you are. I was just going to call you,” Kate exclaims, without looking up from placing a figurine on the wedding cake she’s decorating. Her tongue’s hanging out, resting on her bottom lip. It makes me smile. “Do you fancy going out?” She still doesn’t look up.
 
         This is good. I’m sure my face will give away any attempt to feign coolness. I’m still slightly flustered after my lunchtime meeting with a certain Lord of the Manor. I don’t have the energy to get ready and go out.
 
         “Shall we save ourselves for tomorrow?” I try. I know this will mean a bottle of wine on the sofa, but at least I can put my pj’s on and chill out. After the day I’ve had, winding down my racing mind is paramount. I’ve got a headache, and I’ve lacked the ability to concentrate all day.
 
         “Absolutely. Let me finish this cake, then I’m all yours.” She swivels the fruit cake on the stand, dabbing edible glue onto the icing. “How was your day in the countryside?”
 
         I laugh. What do I say? I expected a pompous country bumpkin, but I got a devastatingly handsome, suited god. He requested me by name, his touch turned me to molten lava, I couldn’t look in his eyes for fear of passing out, and he liked my dress. Instead I say, “Interesting.”
 
         She looks up. “Do tell,” she prompts, her eyes sparkling as she bends back down, her tongue popping out again.
 
         “It wasn’t what I expected.” I flick a piece of imaginary lint off my navy dress in an attempt to appear casual.
 
         “Leave out what you expected and tell me what you got.” She’s stopped trying to fix husband and wife to the top of the cake, and her eyes are narrowed on me. She has icing on the end of her nose, but I ignore it.
 
         “The owner.” I shrug, fiddling with my tan belt.
 
         “The owner?” she asks, her lips twitching.
 
         “Yes. Jesse Ward, the owner.” I flick more imaginary lint from my dress.
 
         “Jesse Ward, the owner,” she mimics me, pointing to one of the flowery tub chairs in her workshop. “Sit, now! Why are you trying to sound cool? You’re failing miserably, by the way. Your cheeks are the color of that icing.” She points to a fire engine cake on the metal shelf stand. “Why was the owner, Jesse Ward, not what you expected?”
 
         I flop into the chair with my bag on my lap, while Kate stands tapping her palm with the handle of her spatula. She finally walks over, sitting in the chair opposite me.
 
         “Tell me,” she presses.
 
         I shrug. “The man’s attractive and he knows it.” I see her eyes light up as the spatula taps become faster on her hand. She wants more drama. She loves it. When Matt and I split up, she was the first on the scene to soak up the spectacle as a supporting friend. She needn’t have bothered. It was mutual, very amicable, and really rather boring. No plates were flying and no neighbors called the police.
 
         “How old?” she asks keenly.
 
         I shrug. “He said twenty-one, but he’s at least ten years past that.”
 
         “You asked him?” Kate’s jaw hits her lap.
 
         “Yes, in a moment of pure brain-to-mouth filter malfunction, the question did slip. I’m not proud,” I mutter. “I made such a fool of myself, Kate. A man’s never done that to me before. But this one… Well, you would have been ashamed of me.”
 
         A sharp shot of laughter flies from her mouth. “Ava, I need to teach you some social skills!” She falls back in her chair, starting to lick the icing from her spatula.
 
         “Please do,” I grumble, putting my hand out to her. She passes me the spatula, and I start licking at the edges. I’ve lived with Kate for a month and existed on wine, icing sugar, and cake mixture. A loss of appetite after a breakup, I don’t have. “He was very self-assured,” I say between licks.
 
         “As in?”
 
         “Oh, this man knew he was sparking a reaction in me. I must have been painful to watch. I was pathetic.”
 
         “That good?”
 
         I shake my head in dismay. “Ridiculously.”
 
         “He’s probably shit in bed,” Kate muses. “All the hot ones are. What’s your brief?”
 
         “Ten new bedrooms in the extension. I thought I was going to a country mansion, but it’s a mega-plush hotel-come-spa—The Manor; have you heard of it?”
 
         Kate’s face screws up into a clueless expression. “Nope,” she replies, getting up to turn the oven off. “Can I come next time?”
 
         “No, I’m not going back. I could never look him in the eye again, not after my performance.” I push myself up from the chair, throwing the spatula into the empty mixing bowl. “I’ve passed it over to Patrick. Wine?”
 
         “In the fridge.”
 
         We make our way up to the flat and change into our pj’s. I dump my bag on my bed and it flops open, the calla lily Ward gave me making an appearance. Understated elegance. I pick it up and twirl it in my fingers for a few moments, then dump it in my wastepaper basket.
 
         I load the DVD player with the latest offering from the local rental shop, jump on the couch with Kate, and try to concentrate on the movie, but it’s impossible. My mind’s eye is trampled with a tall, lean, dark blond, green-eyed male of a certain age, with a dribble-worthy gait and bag loads of sex appeal. I doze off with the words “But I want you” pinballing around my head.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Three

         
 
         After two progress meetings with clients and a stop at Mr. Muller’s new town house in Holland Park to drop off some samples, I’m back in the office listening to Patrick moan about Irene. It’s a normal Monday morning affair after he’s endured a whole weekend away from the office with his wife.
         
 
         Tom breezes in with the widest grin on his face, and I know immediately that he must have hooked up over the weekend.
 
         “Darling, I’ve missed you!” He air kisses me and turns to Patrick, who holds his hands up in a don’t-even-think-about-it gesture. Tom rolls his eyes, completely unoffended, and waltzes to his desk.
 
         “Morning, Tom,” I greet brightly.
 
         “I’ve had the most stressful morning. Mr. and Mrs. Baines have changed their bloody minds for the thousandth time. I’ve had to cancel all the orders and rearrange a dozen workmen.” He waves his arms in the air in frustration. “I got a sodding parking ticket for not displaying a permit in a residents’ zone and, to top it off, I snagged my new jumper on those hideous railings outside Starbucks.” He starts picking the stray wool from the hem of his hot pink, V-neck jumper. “Goddamn it, look! It’s a good job I got laid last night or I’d be in the depths of despair.” He grins at me.
 
         I knew it.
 
         Patrick walks away, shaking his head. His attempts to tone Tom down to levels more appropriate for an office have proven ineffective. He’s now given up.
 
         “Good night?” I ask.
 
         “Wonderful. I met the most divine man. He’s taking me to the Natural History Museum at the weekend. He’s a scientist. We’re soul mates, for sure.”
 
         “What happened to the personal trainer?” That was last week’s soul mate.
 
         “Don’t; it was a disaster. He turned up at my apartment on Friday night with the Dirty Dancing DVD and Indian takeout for two. Can you believe that?”
         
 
         “I’m shocked,” I tease.
 
         “I bloody was. Needless to say, I won’t be seeing him again. What’s happening with you, darling? How’s that gorgeous ex-boyfriend of yours?” He winks. Tom doesn’t hide his attraction to Matt, which makes me laugh but makes Matt extremely uncomfortable.
 
         “He’s okay. He’s still the ex and still straight.”
 
         “Damn shame. Let me know when he comes to his senses.” Tom saunters off, tweaking his perfectly positioned blond quiff.
 
         “Sally,” I call, “I’m e-mailing you a design consultation fee for Mr. Ward. Can you make sure you send it today?”
 
         “I will, Ava. Seven-day payment terms?”
 
         “Yes, thank you.” I turn back to my desk and resume color matching, reaching over to grab my phone when it starts dancing around my desk. Glancing at my screen, I nearly fall off my chair when I see the name Jesse flashing up. What the hell?
         
 
         I never stored his number—Patrick never got round to passing it to me and after handing the project over to him on Friday, I no longer needed it. I wouldn’t be going back, and I meant it. And even so, I wouldn’t have saved his number under his first name. I hold my phone in my hand, scanning the office to see if the continuous ringing has drawn any attention from my colleagues. It hasn’t, so I let it ring off. What does he want?
 
         I make for Patrick’s office to ask if he’s notified Mr. Ward of the change in arrangements, but then it rings again, halting me in my tracks. I take a steady breath and answer.
 
         “Hello,” I say, stamping my foot a little for sounding apprehensive in my greeting. I was aiming for sure and confident.
 
         “Ava?” His husky voice has the same impact on my weak senses as it did on Friday. But at least over the phone he can’t see me physically trembling.
 
         “Who’s speaking?” There. That sounded better—professional, businesslike, and steady.
 
         He laughs lightly, and it throws me completely off guard. “Now, I know you already know the answer to that question because my name came up on your phone.” I cringe on the spot. “Trying to play it cool?”
 
         How does he know that? But then realization dawns on me. “You added yourself to my contacts list?” I gasp. When did he do that? I mentally sprint through our meeting, settling on my visit to the toilet when I left my portfolio and phone on the table. I can’t believe he went through my phone!
 
         “I need to be able to get hold of you.”
 
         Oh no. Patrick obviously hasn’t told him. Nevertheless, you don’t go around snooping through strangers’ phones.
 
         “Patrick should have contacted you,” I coolly inform him. “I’m afraid I’m unable to assist you, but Patrick will be more than happy to help.”
 
         “Yes, Patrick has been in contact,” he replies. I sag in relief but then frown. Why is he calling me then? “I’m sure he will be happy to help, but I’m less than happy to accept it.”
 
         My mouth gapes. Who does he think he is? He’s called to tell me that he’s not happy? I close my gaping mouth. “I’m sorry to hear that.” I sound less than sorry; I sound irritated.
 
         “Are you?”
 
         No, I’m not sorry, but I’m not about to tell him that. “Yes, I am.” I want to add that I could never work with an arrogant, good-looking swine like him, but I refrain. That wouldn’t be very professional.
 
         I hear him sigh. “I don’t think you are, Ava.” My name sounds like velvet rolling from his lips, causing a familiar shudder to course through me. “I think you’re avoiding me.” I’m clenching my jaw so tightly I’m going to dislocate it at this rate. He’s right, of course. He sparks some very unwelcome feelings in me.
 
         But again, I won’t let him know he’s right. “Why would I do that?” I ask cockily.
 
         “Well, because you’re attracted to me.”
 
         “Excuse me?” I splutter. His self-assuredness knows no bounds. Has he no shame? The fact that he’s bang on the money is way beside the point. You would have to be blind, deaf, and numb not to be attracted to this man. He’s the epitome of male perfection and, quite clearly, he knows it.
 
         He sighs. “I said—”
 
         “Yes, I heard you,” I interrupt him. “I just can’t believe you said it.”
 
         I’m completely stunned. The man has a significant other and he’s flirting with me? I need to turn this conversation back around to business and get off the phone quickly.
 
         “I apologize for not being available to assist with your work.” I blurt and hang up, staring down at my phone.
 
         That was really quite rude and extremely unprofessional, but I’m completely staggered by his forwardness. Passing the contract over to Patrick is looking more and more sensible by the minute. My phone dings as a text arrives.
 
         
            I notice you didn’t deny it. You should know the feeling’s mutual. Jx

         
 
         Fucking hell! I slap my hand over my lips to stop my mental explicit language from escaping my mouth. No, I didn’t deny it. And he’s attracted to me? I’m a bit young for him, or is he too old for me? What a cocky arse! I don’t reply—I have no idea what to say to that.
         
 
         Instead, I throw my phone in my bag and go meet Kate for lunch.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Holy Moses!” Kate exclaims, staring down at my phone. Her red hair is swinging from side to side in its ponytail as she shakes her head. “Did you reply?”
 
         “No!” I laugh.
 
         “And he’s got a girlfriend?”
 
         “Yes.” I nod, raising my eyebrows.
 
         She places my phone back on the table. “That’s a shame.”
 
         Is it? It actually makes things a lot easier. It totally trumps the looks and reactions he spikes in me. Kate’s far more daring than me. She would have replied with something shocking and suggestive, and probably made his jaw drop. Confident, strong-minded, and determined, she mostly scares men off on the first date—only the strongest survive.
         
 
         “Not really,” I muse, picking up my cheeky lunchtime wine and taking a sip. “Anyway, it’s only been four weeks since Matt and I split up. I don’t want any men in my life, not in any capacity.” I like the fact that I sound resolute. “I’m enjoying being single and carefree for the first time ever,” I add. And it really does feel like the first time ever. I was with Matt for four years and prior to that, I was in a three-year relationship with Adam.
 
         “Have you seen the prick?” Kate’s face distorts into a look of disgust at the mention of my ex’s name.
 
         She can’t stand Matt and was delighted when I split up with him. Kate catching him at it with a work colleague in a taxi only confirmed what I already knew. I don’t know why I ignored it for so long. When I confronted him calmly, he fell apart with apologies and nearly fell over when I told him that I wasn’t bothered. I really wasn’t, much to my own surprise. The relationship had run its course, and Matt was of the same opinion.
 
         “No,” I confirm.
 
         “We are having fun, aren’t we?” She grins as the waitress approaches with our lunch.
 
         “I’m just going to the loo.” I get up, leaving Kate dowsing her chips in mayonnaise.
 
         After using the toilet, I stand in the mirror re-applying my lip gloss and fluffing my hair. It’s behaving today, so it’s down and tumbling all over my shoulders. I brush down my black capri pants and pick a few hairs off my cream blouse, then make my way back to the bar. My phone rings, and I drag it from my bag, rolling my eyes when I see it’s him again. He’s probably wondering where my reply to his inappropriate text message is. I’m not playing games with him.
 
         “Reject.” I huff at my phone, stabbing at the red button and stuffing it in my bag as I continue down the corridor. “Oh God, I’m sorry!” I splutter, slamming straight into a chest.
 
         This chest is a very firm chest, and the intoxicating fresh water scent that washes over me is way too familiar. My legs refuse to move, and I know what I’m going to see if I look up. His arm is already wrapped around my waist to steady me, my eyes are level with the top of his chest, and I can see his heart beating through his shirt.
 
         “Reject?” he says softly. “I’m wounded.”
 
         I push myself away from his grasp, attempting to regain my composure. He looks stunning, wearing a charcoal suit and crisp white shirt. I laugh at myself and my inability to get my eyes past his upper body for fear of being hypnotized by the potency of this man’s green gaze.
 
         “Is something funny?” he asks. I suspect he’s frowning at my random outburst, but because I refuse to look at him, I can’t confirm that.
 
         “I’m sorry. I wasn’t looking where I was going.” I sidestep him, but he grabs my elbow, halting my escape.
 
         “Just tell me one thing before you leave, Ava.” His voice prickles at my senses, and I find my eyes traveling up the leanness of his body until our stares meet. His face is serious, but still stunning. “How loud do you think you’ll scream when I fuck you?”
 
         WHAT? “Excuse me?” I manage to splutter around the lead that is my tongue.
         
 
         He half smiles at my shock, placing his index finger under my chin and pushing my gaping mouth shut. “I’ll leave that one with you.” He releases my elbow.
 
         I flash him a displeased scowl before I walk back to the table as steadily as my boneless legs will allow. I slide myself onto the chair, immediately glugging down my wine to try and moisten my parched mouth.
 
         When I look up at Kate, she’s openmouthed, exposing half-chewed chips and bread. It’s not attractive. “Who the fuck is that?” she mumbles around her food.
 
         “Who?” I look around, pretending to be unaware.
 
         “Him.” Kate points with her fork. “Look!”
 
         “I saw, and I don’t know,” I grate.
 
         “He’s coming over. You sure you don’t know him? Fuck, he’s hot!” She looks at me, and I shrug noncommittally, picking up a stray piece of lettuce from my BLT and nibbling at the edges. I’m tense all over, and I know he’s getting closer because Kate’s gaze is lifting upward to accommodate his height. I wish she would shut her bloody gaping mouth!
 
         “Ladies.” His low, throaty voice prickles at my skin, doing nothing to relax me.
 
         “Hi,” Kate spits, chewing rapidly to rid her mouth of the obstruction to speech.
 
         “Ava?” he prompts, and I wave my piece of lettuce at him to acknowledge his presence but without having to look at him. He laughs lightly, and out the corner of my eye, I see his body slowly lowering until he’s squatting at the table next to me, but I still refuse to look at him. He rests one arm on the table, and I hear Kate cough and splutter on the remnants of her food. “That’s better,” he says. I can feel his breath on my cheek.
 
         Reluctantly, I look up through my lashes and find Kate gawking at me—all wide-eyed and yes-he’s-still-there-talk-you-idiot! I can think of nothing to say. Once again, this man has rendered me useless.
         
 
         I hear him sigh. “I’m Jesse Ward, pleased to meet you.” I see his hand reach across the table, and Kate takes it eagerly.
 
         “Jesse?” she splutters. “Oh! Jesse.” I can feel her glaring at me accusingly. “I’m Kate. Ava mentioned you have a posh hotel.”
         
 
         I scowl across the table.
 
         “Oh, she mentioned me?” he asks softly. I don’t have to look at him to know he’s displaying a smug, satisfied face at this news. “I wonder what else she’s mentioned.”
 
         “Oh, this and that,” Kate flips casually.
 
         “This and that,” he counters softly.
 
         “Yes, this and that,” Kate affirms.
 
         Fed up with the pointless little exchange they both seem to be enjoying, I take the situation into my own hands, turning my eyes on to him. “It was nice to see you. Good-bye.”
 
         Our gazes latch immediately, and I’m ruined by his green eyes, all hooded, dark, and demanding. I can feel his breath waver and it draws my eyes to his mouth. His lips are moist, slightly parted, and his tongue slowly creeps out of his mouth, running a leisurely path across his bottom lip. I can’t take my eyes off him, and without any encouragement at all, my own tongue responds with a happy little adventure across my bottom lip. It totally betrays my effort to appear unaffected.
 
         This is crazy. This…whatever this is…it’s just crazy. He’s overconfident and arrogant, but probably has the right to be. I desperately do not want to be affected by this man.
         
 
         “Nice?” He leans forward, grasping my thigh, causing hot liquid lava to flood my groin. I shift my legs, squeezing my thighs together to restrict the pulsation that threatens to break out into a full, hard throb. “I could think of lots of words, Ava. Nice isn’t one of them. I’ll leave you to consider my question.”
         
 
         Oh, good Lord! I gulp as he leans into me at half height, pressing his damp lips against my cheek, holding his kiss forever. I clench my teeth in an effort not to turn into him.
 
         “Soon,” he whispers. It’s a promise. He releases my tense thigh and rises. “It was nice to meet you, Kate.”
 
         “Hmmm, you, too,” she responds thoughtfully.
 
         He strides off toward the back of the bar. Good God, he walks with purpose and it’s sexy as hell. I close my eyes to mentally gather my wits, which are currently dispersed all over the bar floor. It’s completely hopeless. I turn back to Kate, finding accusing bright blues gawking at me like I’ve just sprouted fangs.
 
         Her eyebrows hit her hairline. “Fuck me, that was intense!” she spits across the table.
 
         “Was it?” I start pushing my sandwich around my plate.
 
         “You better stop with the blah-fucking-zay shit now, or I’ll shove this fork so far up your arse you’ll be chewing metal. What question are you considering?” Her tone is fierce.
 
         “I don’t know.” I brush her off. “He’s attractive, arrogant, and has a girlfriend.” I try for vague.
 
         Kate lets out a long, over-amplified whistle. “I’ve never experienced that before. I’ve heard of it but never witnessed it.”
 
         “What are you on about?” I snap.
 
         She leans across the table, all serious. “Ava, the sexual tension batting between you and that man was so fucking supercharged, even I was horny!” She laughs. “He wants you bad. He couldn’t have made it any clearer if he’d spread you on that pool table.” She points, and I actually look.
 
         “You’re imagining things.” I snort.
 
         “I’ve seen the text, and now I’ve seen the man in the flesh. He’s hot…for an older guy.” She shrugs.
 
         “I’m not interested.”
 
         “Ha! You keep telling yourself that.”
 
         
              

         
 
         I return to the office and spend the rest of the day achieving absolutely nothing. I twiddle my pen, visit the toilet a dozen times, and pretend to listen to Tom harp on about Gay Pride and all things camp. My phone has rung four times—all Jesse Ward—and I’ve rejected each and every call. I’m staggered by this man’s persistence and confidence.
 
         I’m happy and enjoying my newfound freedom, and I have no intention of derailing my plans to be single and carefree. I’m not getting caught up with a handsome stranger, no matter how mind-meltingly delicious he is. Anyway, he’s way too old for me and, more importantly, he’s obviously taken. And that only reinforces the fact that he’s an ultimate player. This is not the sort of man I need to be attracted to, especially after Matt and his infidelities. I need a man, eventually, who’ll be faithful, protective, and look after me—preferably a bit nearer my age, too.
 
         My phone declares a text, snapping me from my wandering thoughts and making me jump. I already know who it is before I look.
 
         
            Being rejected isn’t very nice. Why won’t you answer my calls? Jx

         
 
         I laugh to myself, drawing the attention of Victoria, who’s rummaging through the filing cabinet near my desk. Her perfectly plucked eyebrow arches. I don’t suppose he is familiar with rejection. “Kate,” I offer, by way of an explanation. It seems to work, as she returns to sifting through the cabinet.
 
         It should be obvious why I’m not answering my bloody phone. I don’t want to talk to him and, quite frankly, I don’t trust my body around him. It seems to respond to his presence with no prompt from my brain, and that could be very dangerous indeed.
 
         My phone rings again and I quickly reject it. I’m never going to get rid of him. I need to be brutal.
 
         
            If you need to discuss your requirements, you should be calling Patrick, not me.

         
 
         There. He should get the message. I put my phone down, all set on getting something done, but it chimes again, and I pick it straight back up, grabbing my coffee with my spare hand as I do.
 
         
            My requirement is to make you scream. I don’t think Patrick can help me there. I’m gagging just thinking about it. That’s a thought… Will I need to gag you? Jx

         
 
         I spray coffee all over my desk as I cough. The cheeky sod! How brazen and unashamed can a man be? I switch my phone to silent, chucking it down on my desk in disgust. I’m not even dignifying that with a response. Replying will only encourage him. There’s a fine line between confidence and arrogance, and Jesse Ward triple jumps that. I feel sorry for old pouty lips. Is she aware of her man pursuing young women?
 
         I watch as my screen lights up again and snatch it up, silencing it before it draws attention. I open my top drawer, drop it in, and slam it shut on a huff.
 
         I make a meager attempt to carry on with some work, but I’m far too distracted. Strange words—all having no place in work-related correspondence—are appearing in my e-mails as I absentmindedly tap away at my keyboard. When the office phone rings, I glance up, seeing Sally away from her desk.
 
         So I answer. “Good afternoon, Rococo Union.”
 
         “Don’t hang up!” he blurts down the phone, making me sit up straight in my chair. Even his urgent voice prickles my skin. “Ava, I’m really very sorry.”
 
         “You are?” I can’t hide the surprise in my voice. Jesse Ward doesn’t look like the kind of man to offer apologies willy-nilly.
 
         “Yes, really, I am. I’ve made you feel uncomfortable. I’ve overstepped the mark by a long shot.” He sounds sincere enough. “I’ve distressed you. Please accept my apology.”
 
         I wouldn’t say I was distressed by his bold behavior and comments. Shocked would be more apt. Some people might even admire his confidence, I suppose. “Okay,” I say hesitantly. “So you don’t want to make me scream or gag me?”
 
         “Ava, you sound disappointed.”
 
         “Not at all,” I blurt.
 
         There’s a brief silence before he speaks again. “Can we start again? I’ll keep it professional, of course.”
 
         Oh no. He might be sorry, but that doesn’t extinguish the effect he has on me. And it doesn’t escape my thoughts that this is just a ploy to get me back on-side so he can recommence pursuing me.
 
         “Mr. Ward, I’m really not the right person for this job.” I swivel in my chair to check if Patrick’s in his office. He is. “Can I transfer you to Patrick?” I push, mentally pleading for him to take the hint.
 
         “It’s Jesse. You make me feel old when you call me Mr. Ward,” he grumbles.
 
         I slam my mouth shut when my lips part and that question nearly falls out. I’m still intrigued on that subject, but I’m not going to ask again.
 
         “Ava, if it makes you feel better, you can deal with John. What would be the next stage?”
 
         John? Would that make me feel better? Big Guy has intimidation in equal measure to Ward’s boldness. I’m not sure I would feel any more comfortable with him, but the fact that he’s prepared to step out of the equation tells me he really does want me to do the designs, and that, I suppose, is a compliment. The Manor will be a great addition to my portfolio.
 
         “I would need to measure the rooms and draw up some schemes.” I spit the words out impulsively.
 
         “Perfect.” He sounds relieved. “I can get John to take you around the rooms. He can hold your tape measure. Tomorrow?”
 
         Tomorrow? He’s keen. “I can’t do tomorrow or Wednesday. I’m sorry.”
 
         “Oh,” he says quietly. “Do you do evenings?”
 
         I don’t like doing evenings, but many clients work nine-to-five jobs and are unavailable during the working day. I prefer evenings to weekends, though. I never get dragged into weekend appointments.
 
         “I can do tomorrow evening,” I blurt, turning the page in my diary to tomorrow. My last appointment is at five with Mrs. Kent. “Seven-ish?” I ask, already penciling him in.
 
         “Perfect. I would say that I’ll look forward to it, but I can’t look forward to it because I won’t be seeing you.” I can’t see him, but I know he’s probably grinning. I can hear it in his tone. He just can’t help himself. “I’ll let John know to expect you at seven.”
 
         “-ish,” I add. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get out of the city at that time of day.
 
         “-ish,” he confirms. “Thank you, Ava.”
 
         “You’re welcome, Mr. Ward. Good-bye.” I hang up and commence tapping my fingernail on my front tooth.
 
         “Ava?” Patrick calls from his office.
 
         “Yes?” I swing my chair to face him.
 
         “The Manor, they want you, flower.” He shrugs, returning to his computer screen.
 
         No, he wants me.
         
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
 
         I fly through Tuesday’s appointments, leaving Mrs. Kent’s lovely new town house at just past six.
         
 
         Mrs. Kent is the extremely high maintenance wife of Mr. Kent—managing director of Kent Yacht Builders—and this Kensington house is their third home in four years. I’ve redesigned the interior on all of them. As soon as the work is completed, Mrs. Kent decides she can’t envision growing old there—she’s seventy, if a day—so the house is on the market, sold, and I’m starting from scratch on their new abode.
 
         I jump in my car and set off for the Surrey Hills. I didn’t divulge to Kate the reason I’m going to be home late. Telling her would only fuel her curiosity as to why I’m returning to The Manor. I would, of course, lie and feed her the same crap that I’ve fed myself—that The Manor’s project would benefit my portfolio. The magnet of lean loveliness has zero influence on my decision—none at all.
 
         I stop at the intercom, but as I press to release my window, the gates start opening. I look up to the camera and figure John must be waiting. I drive up the gravel road to the courtyard and find the big guy standing on the steps, filling the double doorway, sunglasses firmly in place.
 
         “Good evening, John,” I greet, grabbing my folder and bag. Will he speak today?
 
         No; he nods and turns, walking back into The Manor, leaving me to follow him into the bar. It’s busier than when I was last here.
 
         “Mario?” he rumbles.
 
         A little man pops up from behind the bar. “Yes?”
 
         “Get Miss O’Shea a drink, please.” John turns his concealed eyes back to me. “I’ll be back. Jesse wants a quick word.”
 
         “With me?” I blurt, blushing slightly at my abruptness.
 
         “No, with me.”
 
         “Is he staying in his office?” I ask nervously. I’m asking too many questions about something so trivial, but he assured me he would leave me and John to it. Even the thought of the man reduces me to a nervous wreck.
 
         John’s lips twitch, clearly trying to fight a smile. I inwardly groan. He knows.
 
         “’S’all good, girl.” He turns, giving Mario a funny look, which the little barman acknowledges with a flick of his cloth, before he leaves me with him at the bar.
 
         I gaze around, noticing a woman laughing with a middle-aged man at a table nearby. It’s the woman I saw in the toilets when I was here last Friday. She’s wearing a black trouser suit and looks extremely professional. She must be staying a while—business, maybe? The man accompanying her rises from the table, putting his hand out politely, and she accepts it with a smile as she stands, letting him tuck her hand under his arm and lead her out of the bar as they chat and giggle.
 
         I perch on a barstool to wait for John, taking my phone out to check for messages and missed calls.
 
         “You would like wine?”
 
         I look up, finding the little barman smiling at me. He speaks with an accent, and I conclude that he’s Italian. He’s very short and rather sweet, with his mustache and receding black hair. “I could do with one, but I’m driving.”
 
         “Ah!” he exclaims. “Just a small one.” He holds a small wine glass up, drawing a line across the middle with his finger.
 
         Oh, sod it! I shouldn’t drink on the job, but my nerves are shot to bits. He’s in this building somewhere and that’s unsettling enough. I nod on a smile. “Thank you.”
 
         He holds up a bottle of Zinfandel, and I nod again. “Your dress is very, urhh…how you say…striking?” He pours a little more than half a glass. In fact, it’s full.
 
         I look down at my black, figure-hugging dress. Yes, I suppose “striking” would be a word you could use for my if-all-else-fails dress. I always feel nice in it. It shows every curve I have, and considering I’m a size ten, there are not many. But if I live with Kate for much longer, that may change. I ignore the little voice in my head asking me if I wore it in the hopes of seeing Ward. “Thank you.” I smile.
 
         “Pleasure, Miss O’Shea. I leave you in peace.” He picks up his cloth and starts wiping the granite counter.
 
         I sip my wine as I wait for John. It goes down too well and before I know it, I’ve drank the lot.
 
         “Hello.”
 
         I swivel on my stool, coming face to face with the woman who was draped all over Ward on Friday. She smiles at me, but it’s the most insincere smile I’ve ever had the pleasure of receiving. “Hi,” I say politely.
 
         Mario rushes over with a panic-stricken face, waving his cloth in the air. “Miss Sarah! No, please. No talk.”
 
         What?
         
 
         “Oh, shut up, Mario! I’m not stupid,” she spits.
 
         Poor Mario flinches before returning to wiping the bar, keeping his eyes on Sarah. I want to jump to his defense, but just as I’m contemplating doing exactly that, she puts out her hand.
 
         “I’m Sarah. You are…?”
 
         Oh yes, the last time she asked me that I didn’t answer and left rather hastily. I accept her hand, shaking it lightly as she eyes me suspiciously. I can tell she doesn’t like me. She sees me as a threat.
 
         “Ava O’Shea,” I offer, releasing my hold of her hand swiftly.
 
         “And you’re here because…?”
 
         I laugh lightly. I’m sure she knows exactly why I’m here, which only serves to confirm that she’s feeling threatened and going out of her way to make me feel uncomfortable. Sheathe the claws, lady.
         
 
         “I’m an interior designer. I’m here to measure up the new bedrooms.”
 
         She arches an eyebrow, flicking her hand in the air to get Mario’s attention. This woman is something else, with aloofness in equal measure to Ward’s boldness. Her blond, layered hair is flicking here and there, her lips the same pouty red as they were on Friday, and she’s wearing a fitted, gray trouser suit. I’m being unkind when I put her at forty. She’s probably mid-thirties—far closer to Ward in age than I am. I quickly rein in my wandering thoughts, mentally slapping my own desperate arse.
 
         “Sloe gin and tonic, Mario,” she demands past me. No please and no smile. She really is quite rude. “You’re a bit young to be an interior designer, aren’t you?” Her tone is unfriendly, and she doesn’t look at me when she speaks.
 
         I bristle. I really don’t like this woman. What does Ward see in her, apart from over-inflated, pouty lips and obvious breast implants? “I am,” I agree. She feels threatened by my youth as well. Good.
 
         I’m beyond relieved when John appears in the doorway, pulling his glasses down and giving Sarah a peculiar look before nodding at me. What’s with all these looks being thrown around? I don’t dwell on it, though. John’s nod is the cue I need to escape this woman. I place my empty glass on the bar more forcefully than I intend to, and Mario’s head snaps up. I smile an apology, lowering myself from the stool.
 
         “Nice meeting you, Sarah,” I say pleasantly. It’s a lie. I don’t like her, and I know the feeling’s mutual.
 
         She doesn’t look at me. She accepts the drink that Mario hands her without so much as a thank you, and walks off to chat with a male business type at the other end of the bar.
 
         When I reach John, he leads me up the grand staircase to the gallery landing and through to the new extension.
 
         “I’ll be fine on my own, John. I don’t want to keep you.”
 
         “’S’all good, girl,” he rumbles, opening the door into the farthest room.
 
         We get to work, measuring and working our way back through the rooms. John dutifully holds the tape measure for me, nodding every so often when I give direction. The phrase “a man of few words” was invented with John in mind, I’m sure. He talks with his nods, and even though his eyes are covered with his sunglasses, I can identify when he’s looking at me. I make all of the notes I need in my folder, ideas thrashing around in my head already.
 
         An hour later, I have all the measurements I need and we’re done. I follow John’s huge body back onto the gallery landing as I search for my phone within my bag. I soon realize that in my desperation to get shot of Sarah, I left it on the bar.
 
         “I’ve left my phone in the bar,” I mutter to John’s back.
 
         “I’ll make sure Mario’s picked it up. Jesse wanted me to show you one of the other rooms before you go,” he informs me evenly.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “So you get an idea of your brief.” He puts a keycard in the slot, opens the door, and ushers me in.
 
         Oh, okay. It can’t hurt, and I am interested.
 
         Wow! I walk into the middle of the room. Well, mini-suite would better describe it. The floor space is probably bigger than Kate’s flat. Hearing the door close behind me, I turn to see John has left me to take it in on my own, so I stand silently, absorbing the opulent splendor of the décor.
         
 
         These rooms are more lavish than the ones downstairs, if that’s possible. A giant bed dominates the room, dressed in rich satin linen in deep purples and gold, and the wall behind the bed is papered in an embossed, intense swirling of dull gold. Heavy thick curtains pool at the thick, bouncy carpet, and the lighting is dim and soft. One of Ward’s key requirements was sensuality, and whoever designed this room has achieved it in abundance. Why doesn’t he just re-employ this designer?
 
         I wander over to the huge sash window and look out over the rear grounds. The land The Manor stands on is vast, the views tremendous, and the lush greenness of the Surrey countryside rolls for miles and miles. It really is quite special. I walk over and run my palm across a lovely dark wooden chest of drawers and place my folder and bag on the top before lowering myself onto the chaise longue in the window.
 
         I sit and take in my surroundings. It’s incredible and would undoubtedly rival many of the most famous hotels spread across the world’s biggest cities. A huge wall hanging grabs my attention. It’s quite odd but beautifully made, and I conclude that it must be an antique. Half attached to the wall and drifting up onto the ceiling where the huge beams span, it’s grid-like in appearance, but there’s no material or lighting adorning it. I tilt my head on a frown, but then fly up when I hear noise coming from the bathroom.
 
         Oh shit. He’s put me in an occupied room…or has he? I can’t hear anything now. I keep myself still and quiet, trying to listen for movement, but there’s nothing, so I relax a little, but soon snap my head back up when I hear the door handle on the bathroom shift. Oh, heck.
 
         I should be running to escape before some poor sod comes out of the bathroom, possibly naked, and finds a strange woman standing like a complete plum in the middle of the posh suite. I pelt toward the chest of drawers to retrieve my bag and swing around toward the exit. But I gasp, dropping my bag to the floor, when I’m confronted with the most magnificent sight.
 
         I’m frozen on the spot and staring at Jesse Ward, who’s standing in the doorway of the bathroom, wearing nothing but a pair of loose-fitting jeans.
 
         “Is this some kind of joke?” I half laugh. I’m waiting for an explanation, but it’s not forthcoming.
 
         I try to ignore the mass of glorious man and frantically search my brain for guidance or instruction. It’s useless. I’m not blind. I’ll happily volunteer that I’ve imagined his chest, more than once, and it exceeds even my highest expectations. This man is way past perfect. What should I do? He’s just standing there, with his head slightly lowered, staring up at me through his long lashes. His eyes are piercing me, his mouth slack, and I can see the rise and fall of his incredible chest. There’s some serious definition; not too bulky, just clean…cut…perfection. If he’s devastating fully clothed, then he’s seizure-worthy now. I take a deep breath.
 
         Oh God, he has the V, and his heavy breathing is causing his muscles to roll and ripple. What’s he doing there like that in only a pair of jeans, looking all freshly shaven, revealing even more beauty? I mentally slap myself. It’s obvious what he’s playing at. I knew I shouldn’t have trusted him. He’s unreal and so bloody forward—it’s almost unattractive…almost.
 
         I laugh lightly to myself. It’s not unattractive—not at all. I’m a pooling mass of want.
 
         His arms drape by his sides, but his stance is confident and determined. He’s staring at me with complete intent, his look telling me I’m about to melt with pleasure. I should leave, but as much as I think I need to, as much as I’m battling with my sensible side to run, I don’t. Instead, I run my eyes down to his denim-clad thighs, noticing the bulge at his groin. He’s absolutely turned on, and judging by the coiled pang of desire that has just sprung into my stomach, so am I.
 
         I part my lips to draw some steadying breaths, and then flex my neck.
 
         “Relax, Ava,” he soothes me quietly. “You know you want this.”
 
         I almost laugh. Who wouldn’t? Look at him!
 
         I stand motionless. The only visible movement is my heart hammering out of my chest, and it increases tenfold when he slowly begins to walk toward me, his eyes fixed on mine.
 
         When he’s a few feet away, his fresh, minty scent engulfs me, making my body involuntarily rigid. I don’t know how I manage it, but I keep my eyes on his, lifting them to maintain contact as he nears, until he’s standing before me, as close as he can be without physically touching me.
 
         “Turn around,” he orders gently.
 
         I obey without even a thought or hesitation, slowly turning away from him as I puff my cheeks out and clench my eyes shut. What am I doing? I didn’t falter in the slightest. My shoulders are tensing, anticipating his touch, and no amount of mental encouragement to relax is paying off. The only sound in the room is the heavy breathing coming from both of us. I stand for a few moments, then go to turn and face him again, but I’m stopped in my tracks when two firm, warm, slightly shaky hands rest on my shoulders, keeping me from following through on my intent. His touch makes me flinch, and he releases one hand slowly, as if to ensure I’ll stay still, before he gathers my loose hair and releases it down my front. In my own private darkness, I can hear my head demanding I run away, but my body has a whole other agenda.
 
         His hand returns to my shoulder and slowly massages my tense muscles. The feeling is divine, and my head rolls in appreciation as a small sigh escapes my lips. The pressure increases, and I soak up the delicious movements of his talented hands as I feel his hot, minty breath getting closer to my ear. I shudder, moving my face toward the source. I know this is inviting, but right at this moment, I’ve lost all sense. I want more.
 
         “Don’t stop this,” he whispers, the vibrations of his voice propelling shockwaves throughout my body. I’m physically shaking. It’s way beyond my control.
 
         My breath catches at the back of my throat. “I don’t want to.” My voice is unrecognizable. I can’t believe he’s captured me like this; I can’t believe I’m accepting this.
 
         He presses his entire front against my back, his mouth dropping to my ear. “I’m going to take your dress off now.”
 
         My nod of agreement is almost nonexistent, but he catches it and answers by nipping my earlobe, which only assists in raising the relentless pressure in my already throbbing core.
 
         “You’re too fucking beautiful, Ava,” he purrs, skimming his lips across my ear.
 
         “Oh god.” I lean back into him, his erection throbbing through his jeans, pulsing into my lower back.
 
         “Do you feel that?” He circles his hips, and I moan. “I’m going to have you, lady.” His words are spoken with absolute conviction.
 
         I’m a complete slave to them. I know he’s bound to have had practice in this area; he must have the gift of seduction down to a fine art. I’m not in denial. Women must be falling at his feet on a daily basis. He’s a well-trained master, taking what he wants, but it doesn’t bother me in the slightest. Right now, I’m here for the taking, with no conscience and no indecisiveness. Caution has been wholly and absolutely thrown to the wind.
 
         I feel his index finger start at the base of my back, trailing a slow, definite stroke up the centre of my spine, causing my head to roll freely. I plead with my hands to remain at my sides, when all I want to do is turn and devour him, but he’s already stopped me from turning to face him once. He clearly likes to be in control.
 
         As he reaches the very top of my dress, he grasps the zip and places his hand on my hip. I jerk. It’s my ultimate tickle spot and any friction on my hipbone, or the hollow above it, sends me through the roof. Squeezing my eyes shut, I use every ounce of willpower I possess to disregard the contact. It’s hard, but the sheer size of his hand splayed across my hip grounds me, keeping me immobile.
 
         The zipper of my dress slowly lowers and I hear him gasp at the exposure of my bare skin. He removes his hand from my hip, and I’m stunned when I miss the heat immediately. But then I feel both hands slide under the material of my dress and rest on my bare shoulders, and his fingers flex as he pushes my dress away from my front before slowly dragging it down my body, letting it fall to the floor.
 
         His breath catches, and I thank everything holy that I put on decent underwear. I’m standing in my bra, knickers, and heels, at the complete mercy of the Adonis looming behind me.
 
         “Hmmm, lace,” he whispers. My waist is gripped and I’m lifted out of the pooling dress before being turned to face him. In these heels, my eyes are level with his chin and with a little flick upward, I’m focused on his full, beautiful lips and wishing he would lay them on mine. I’m swiftly losing my self-control and my conscience has long left the building. I’m wanton, and with this man, easy.
 
         He lifts a hand to my breast and circles my nipple through my bra with his thumb, his gaze focused on his movements. My nipples tingle at the contact, lengthening behind the material of my bra, and a small smile plays at the corners of his lips. He knows the effect he’s having on me. Introducing his index finger, he tweaks the stiff nub, causing my breasts to throb, becoming heavy, aching mounds on my chest. I’m completely rapt by this man studying me so closely, working me up into a shaking, desperate mess. I still can’t believe I’m doing this, but damn, can I stop it?
 
         I watch as he brings his other hand up to palm my other breast, and I can no longer keep my hands off him. My arms lift and my palms settle on his chest, the warmth and firmness hitching my breath. I start to trail my finger down the void between his pecs, smiling to myself when I feel him flinch under my touch and groan low in his throat, but before I can make the most of the access to his body, he turns me back around. I want to cry inside.
 
         “I want to see you,” I breathe.
 
         “Shhhh,” he hushes me, unclasping my bra and running his hands under the straps.
 
         He lowers them down my arms, letting it drop to the floor, before his hands find my breasts and knead deliberately as he continues to breathe hot, heavy breaths in my ear.
 
         “You. And. Me,” he growls and spins me around, crashing his lips against mine, robbing me of breath.
 
         I’m back to where I want to be. His tongue skims my bottom lip, seeking entry, and I don’t deny him. I accept him into my mouth, our tongues dueling, his mouth hot, his tongue lax but severe. I fling my arms over his shoulders to pull him closer as he presses his groin into my lower stomach, his erection hard as steel and bidding for escape from the confines of the denim encasing it. Every part of him feels perfect. He’s everything I imagined.
 
         A low moan escapes his mouth as both of his hands drift up my back to cup my head, his fingers splayed around the back, the heels of his palms resting on my cheekbones. He breaks the kiss and I whimper at the loss. His shoulders are rising and falling with the deep breaths he’s struggling to get into his lungs, and he rests his forehead against mine with his eyes clenched shut. He looks in pain.
 
         “I’m going to get lost in you,” he breathes, his hand traveling back down the curve of my spine to the rear of my thigh. With one gentle tug, he pulls my leg up to rest against his hip, cupping my bum with his other. He searches my eyes desperately. “There’s something here,” he whispers. “I’m not imagining it.”
 
         No, he’s not. I think back to Friday, when I first laid my eyes on him. I felt like I’d been electrocuted, all sorts of strange reactions firing off in my mind and body. That wasn’t normal, and I’m so relieved that I wasn’t the only one to feel it. “There’s something,” I confirm quietly, watching as the look in his eyes changes from uncertainty to complete satisfaction.
 
         I’m perched on one leg, semi-draped around his waist, ready to jump the gun and wrap my other leg around him. I need to feel all of him. I need his lips on mine, and as if reading my mind he tilts his head and lowers his mouth, but this time he’s calmer as he gently brushes his lips over mine at the most dreamy pace. He tilts his pelvis into me, and I instantly recognize the start of a huge build-up of pressure in my groin. I’m powerless to control it; I don’t want to control it.
 
         Grinding his hips against me, he continues to take my mouth slowly, the combined sensation having me tinkering on the edge. One touch and I’m likely to explode.
 
         His kiss hardens, the grinding of his hips increasing. “Oh, Jesus,” he mumbles against my lips. “Don’t ruin this.”
 
         Don’t ruin this? Why is he pleading with me, or is he pleading with himself? But then it all becomes clear when I hear someone calling Jesse’s name. I recognize the cold, unfriendly voice as Sarah’s, and just like that my building pleasure dies, retreating faster than it came.
         
 
         Fuck off, fuck off, fuck off! I’m screaming it repeatedly in my head. My languid, worked-up body suddenly stiffens, my fingers digging into Jesse’s shoulders. What am I doing? His girlfriend is prowling around outside, and I’m shacked up in here with her boyfriend’s hands all over me. I’m hideous!
         
 
         He deepens the kiss, pushing onto my lips to the point of pain, his tongue invading my mouth with urgency. I know he’s trying to keep me in the game. He releases my thigh and brings his hands to my hips to keep me still. He thinks I’m going to run. I am going to run, and when he releases my lips, my head drops automatically.
         
 
         “The door’s locked,” he assures me quietly.
 
         I can’t carry on with this now! I may not like the woman, but I’m no home wrecker. I’ve done some damage, but I can stop this from progressing to the point of no return.
 
         He brings one hand up to seize my jaw, tilting my head up and holding it firm as he focuses his green pools straight on me. His frown line is clear as he searches my eyes for something—hope, I think.
 
         “Please,” he mouths.
 
         I shake my head slightly in his grasp, my gaze plummeting to his chest, my eyes squeezing shut. His hand tightens on my hip as he shakes my jaw slightly in a desperate attempt to drag me out of the shell I’ve crawled into.
 
         “Don’t run.” He almost grinds the words out, making it sound more like an order.
 
         “I can’t do this,” I whisper, feeling his hands drop away from me on a frustrated growl.
 
         “Jesse?” I hear Sarah’s voice again, but closer this time.
 
         In a complete daze, I scoop my dress up from the floor before running into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me, and flipping the lock. I lean against the wood, virtually naked, trying to control my erratic breathing, and look up to the ceiling in an attempt to prevent the tears from falling.
 
         I think I hear the sound of muffled voices coming from the bedroom, and I try to stabilize my breathing so I can listen to what’s going on. But there’s nothing. No noise, no talking…nothing. Damn me for being half-naked so I can’t escape. Instead, I’ve resorted to fleeing into the bathroom, hiding like the desperate tart that I am. I’m truly ashamed of myself. I’ve been cheated on plenty of times. Over many a bottle of wine, I’ve condemned those “other women,” bad-mouthed them and wished them some truly merciless reprisals. Now I’m one of them. I groan, smacking the heel of my hand on my forehead.
 
         Tart! 
         
 
         When I hear a door shut, I stiffen and listen carefully. Is that him leaving, or is he coming back? Either way, I need to get dressed, so I search for my bra within the bunching material of my dress that’s gathered in my hands—no bra. Shaking my dress out frantically, I pray for its appearance but still…nothing. I sigh and step into my dress, pulling it up my body and reaching around to fasten the zip. I’ll have to do without because I’m certainly not attempting to retrieve it from the bedroom.
 
         I walk over to the mirror to inspect myself, and it’s as I suspected; I look dreadful. My eyes are swimming with unshed tears, my lips swollen and red, and my cheeks are flushed. I look harassed; I am harassed. I try in vain to straighten myself out, so I can at least exit with a bit of dignity intact, but there’s no escaping the distraught look I’m displaying. This will be the ultimate walk of shame.
         
 
         I flinch when there’s a knock on the door.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         I keep quiet. Oh God, he sounds almost angry. I pull my fingers through my hair and dab my eyes with tissue to soak up the tears. I look no better, but I know I’ll feel better when I’m out of here, so gearing myself up to face the music, I gingerly unlock the door. It flies open, nearly knocking me off my feet, and Jesse fills the doorway. He is angry. And he’s blocking my path.
         
 
         I look past him into the bedroom, finding we’re alone. He must be a bloody convincing liar because he’s still shirtless, and there’s no Sarah trying to rip my hair out. As if he has the right to look at me all disapproving and make me feel like a letdown. I push past him.
 
         “Where the hell are you going?” he shouts after me.
 
         I don’t respond. I keep my pace up, grabbing my bag and stalking out onto the gallery landing, hearing Jesse curse as I make my escape.
 
         “Ava!”
 
         I take the stairs fast, glancing up as I go, spotting Jesse flying out of the suite, fighting to get his t-shirt on. Detouring into the bar to collect my phone, I find Mario serving some gentlemen, but my good manners prevent me from demanding it immediately, so I stand patiently and wait, fidgeting and flustering the whole time.
 
         “Did you get what you came for?” Sarah’s cold voice stabs at my flesh. Oh God, does she know? Is there a double meaning there?
 
         I turn, plastering on a false smile. “Measurements? Yes.”
 
         She looks me over, her elbow resting on her hip, with her sloe gin and tonic suspended in front of her face. She knows.
 
         Jesse races into the bar, skidding to a stop in front of us. I look at him in horror. Could he be any more obvious? I glance at Sarah to gauge her reaction to this little scene, finding her looking thoughtfully at us both. She definitely knows. I need to leave.
 
         I turn back toward the bar. Thank God, Mario spots me. “Miss O’Shea, here; you must try.” He hands me a shot of some sort.
 
         “Do you have my phone, Mario?”
 
         “You try,” he demands.
 
         In my desperation to get out of here, I knock the whole thing back in one foul gulp and wince when it burns the back of my throat.
 
         My mouth forms an O as I squeeze my eyes shut. “Wow!”
 
         “It is good?”
 
         I blow out a long, hot breath, handing the glass back to him. “Yes. It’s very good.” He takes the glass, winks, and hands me my phone.
 
         Smoothing my dress and taking a deep breath, I turn to face the two people I never want to see again.
 
         “You left this upstairs.” Ward hands me my folder but doesn’t release it when I tug gently.
 
         “Thank you.” I frown at him as he stares at me, his brow completely furrowed as he chews his bottom lip. He finally lets it go, and I tuck it in my bag. “Good-bye.” I leave them both in the bar, making my way to my car. He can’t pursue me with Sarah there to bear witness, and that is a major relief.
 
         I get in and start my car, ignoring the voice in my head screaming “You’re probably over the limit!” This is so irresponsible of me, but desperation leaves me with no alternative. I reverse out of the space and see Jesse come bounding out of the doors. He can’t be serious!
         
 
         I frantically shift into first gear, pulling off sharply and leaving a cloud of dust in my wake. As the fog of dust clears behind me, I see Jesse in the rearview mirror, throwing his arms around in the air like some raving lunatic.
 
         I speed down the tree-covered driveway, my head spinning—a mixture of drink and distress—trying to concentrate on the road ahead. Glancing down at the dashboard, I note I’m driving stupidly fast and without the headlights or my seatbelt on. My head is all over the place.
 
         The gates come into view, and I release the accelerator. “Open, please, open,” I plead as I pull to a standstill. “Open!” I thump the steering wheel in frustration and the horn screams, sending me on a startled jump in my seat. The sound of a car approaching drags my eyes to the rearview mirror.
 
         “Oh, fucking hell!” I curse as the headlights get closer.
 
         It skids to a stop behind me, the door flies open, and Jesse gets out. He strides forward at a leisurely rate, but I’m not trying to kid myself that he doesn’t look fuming. Just because he didn’t get his rocks off? I dramatically slump my arms and head onto the steering wheel, feeling completely flattened. My aim to escape, no questions asked or explanations given, has been well and truly dashed—not that I owe him any explanations.
 
         The driver door is yanked open and he grabs my arm, gently pulling me from the car and taking my keys from the ignition. “Ava.” He looks at me all disapproving. I want to yell at him, but he gets in first, “You’re half pissed! I swear to God, if you’d have hurt yourself…”
 
         I wince at his words, mentally scolding myself for being so reckless. I stand in front of him, soaking up his displeasure, feeling humiliated and pathetic. He grasps my jaw in his hand to look down at me. He’s moving in for a kiss; I can see it in his eyes. Oh, please. I really don’t need this. I pull my face from his grip.
 
         “Are you okay?” he asks softly, reaching for me again.
 
         I brush him off. “Funnily enough, no, I’m not. Why did you do that?”
 
         “Isn’t it obvious?”
 
         “You want me.”
 
         “More than anything.”
 
         “I’ve never met anyone so full of himself. Did you plan this? When you rang me yesterday, was this your intention all along?”
 
         “Yes.” There’s absolutely no apology in his tone. “I want you.”
 
         I have no idea how to deal with this. He wants me, so he took me. “Can you open the gates, please?” I start walking toward them, but they’re still unmoving when I reach them. I swing around in the most threatening manner I can muster. “Open the damn gates!”
 
         “You honestly think I’m going to let you go wandering aimlessly out there when you’re miles from home?”
 
         “I’ll call a cab.”
 
         “Absolutely not. I’ll take you.”
 
         I look at his car. It’s an Aston Martin—all black, shiny, and beautiful. It figures.
 
         “Just open the fucking gates!” I scream at him.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         Watch my fucking mouth? I want to thump him, fall to my knees and cry in frustration. I feel such a fool—humiliated and ashamed. “I’m not prepared to be a notch on your busy bedpost,” I spit. I have a little more self-respect than that…kind of.
         
 
         “You actually believe that?”
 
         Our confrontation is interrupted when his mobile starts ringing. It’s swiftly removed from his pocket. “John?” He turns and starts pacing. “Yeah…okay.” The call is ended quickly. “I’ll take you home.” He holds his hand out.
 
         “No! Please, just open the gates.” I’m pleading, and it wasn’t the tone I was aiming for.
 
         “No, I’m not letting you out there on your own, Ava. End of. You’re coming with me.”
 
         I snap my head up when a car pulls off the main road.
 
         “Fuck!” Jesse roars, yanking his phone back out of his pocket, at the same time trying to make a grab for me.
 
         The gates start to open, and I run to grab my bag from my car.
 
         “John, don’t open the fucking gates,” he yells into his phone, then pauses. “Well, tell Sarah not to!”
 
         As soon as the opening is big enough to allow, I squeeze through, just as they start closing again. I see Jesse run to his car, bashing something on the dashboard, and the gates start opening again. I get my phone out and dial a cab number as I start walking down the lane. The call connects and I go to speak, but the wind is knocked clean out of me when I’m grabbed around my waist.
 
         I scream as I’m hoisted from my feet, spun around, and tossed over his shoulder.
 
         “You’re not wandering around on your fucking own, lady.” His tone is full of authority, making me feel younger, or him older—I’m not sure which.
 
         “What’s it got to do with you?” I spit. I’m boiling mad and bobbing up and down as he strides back to his car.
 
         “Apparently, nothing, but I do have a conscience. You’re not leaving here unless it’s in my car. Do you understand me?” He places me on my feet and guides me into his car before slamming the door and getting into my Mini to move it to the side of the driveway.
 
         I smirk as I watch him slide the seat back as far as it will go, but even at its farthest away from the wheel, he still struggles to cram his tall, lean body in. He looks pretty stupid.
 
         He huffs his way back and throws himself in his car, giving me a ferocious scowl before he starts the car and roars off.
 
         
              

         
 
         The journey home is painfully silent and frighteningly fast. The man is a menace on the roads, and I wish he would at least put the radio on to rid the car of the awkward silence.
 
         I begrudgingly admire the interior of his DBS. I’m cradled in the seat, with acres of black leather surrounding me, as I stare out of the window the whole way home. I feel his eyes fixed on me every so often, but I ignore it, concentrating on the guttural roar of the engine as it eats up the road ahead. What has just happened?
 
         He pulls up outside Kate’s after I direct him in with short, sharp instructions, and I let myself out.
 
         “Ava?” I hear him call me, but I shut the car door and race up the path to the house, cursing out loud when I realize he’s got my car keys. I turn to make my way back down the path, but I hear the roar of his engine burning off down the road.
 
         I screw my face up in my own private disgust. He’s done that on purpose so I have to call him and ask nicely for them back. He’ll be waiting a long time. I would rather go without my car. I traipse back up the path and bash on the door.
 
         “Where are your keys?” Kate asks when she answers.
 
         I think quickly. “My car’s having some new brakes. I forgot to remove my house key.”
 
         She accepts my excuse with no further questions. “There’s a spare key in the pot by the kitchen window.” She runs back up the stairs and I follow, immediately opening a bottle of wine before rummaging through the fridge for something to eat. Nothing takes my fancy. Wine will do.
 
         “Yes, please.” Kate comes breezing back into the kitchen. She’s already jimmy-jammed up, and I can’t wait to join her. I pour her a glass while trying to morph my face into anything other than the shocked expression that I know is still visible.
 
         “Good day?” I ask.
 
         She collapses into one of the mismatching chairs around the chunky pine table. “I spent most of the day collecting cake stands. You would think people would be kind enough to return them.” She takes a sip of her wine, sighing in appreciation.
 
         I join her at the table. “You need to start asking for a deposit.”
 
         “I know. Hey, I have a date tomorrow night.”
 
         “With who?” I ask, wondering if this one will make it past the first.
 
         “A very yummy client. He stopped by to collect a cake for his niece’s first birthday—a Jungle Junction cake. How sweet is that?”
 
         “Very sweet,” I agree. “How did that come about?”
 
         “I asked him.” She shrugs.
 
         I laugh. Her confidence is charming. She must hold the world record for first dates. The only long-term relationship she’s ever had was with my brother, but we don’t talk about that. Since they split and Dan moved to Australia, Kate has been on endless dates, none of them progressing past the first.
 
         “I’m going to get changed and give my mum a call.” I get up, taking my wine with me. “I’ll meet you on the sofa soon.”
 
         “Cool.”
 
         I really need to speak to my mum. Kate’s my best friend, but you can’t beat your mother when you just want comfort. Not that I can tell her why I need comforting. She would be horrified.
 
         
              

         
 
         Once I’m changed into my baggy pants and a tank top, I flop onto my bed and dial my mum. It rings once before she answers.
 
         “Ava?” Her voice is shrill, but still soothing.
 
         “Hi, Mum.”
 
         “Ava? Ava? Joseph, I can’t hear her. Am I doing it right? Ava?”
 
         “I’m here, Mum. Can you hear me?”
 
         “Ava? Joseph, it’s broken. I can’t hear anything. Ava!”
 
         I hear my dad’s mumbled moans in the background before he comes on the line. “Hello?”
 
         “Hi, Dad,” I yell.
 
         “You don’t have to bloody shout!”
 
         “She couldn’t hear me.”
 
         “That’s because she had the bloody thing upside down, stupid woman.”
 
         I hear my mum laugh in the background, followed by a slapping sound that is, without doubt, her walloping my dad’s shoulder. “Is she there? Can you hear her? Give me it here.” There’s a little scuffle before she’s back on the line. “Ava? Are you there?”
 
         “Yes!” Why didn’t I just ring the landline? She’s insisted I ring her new mobile so she can get the hang of it, but good God, she’s hard work. She’s only forty-seven, but a complete technophobe.
 
         “Ah. That’s better, I can hear you now. How are you?”
 
         “Good. I’m good, Mum. You?”
 
         “Yes, everything’s fine. Guess what? We have exciting news.” She doesn’t give me a chance to guess. “Your brother’s coming home to visit!”
 
         I sit up in excitement. Dan’s coming home? I’ve not seen my brother for six months. He’s living the dream on the Gold Coast as a surf instructor. Kate’s going to freak out over this news, and not in a good way.
 
         “When?” I demand.
 
         “Next Sunday. Isn’t it exciting?”
 
         “Do you know what his plans are?” I press.
 
         “He’s flying into Heathrow, coming straight down to Cornwall for the week to see me and Dad, and then he’s making his way back up to London. Will you come with him? You’ve not visited in weeks.”
 
         I suddenly feel rotten. I’ve not seen my parents for nearly eight weeks. “I’ve been so busy at work, Mum. I’ve got the Lusso launch. It’s hectic. I’ll try my best, okay?”
 
         “I know, darling. How’s Kate?” she asks. Mum still loves Kate. She was as devastated as me when Kate and Dan called it quits.
 
         “She’s great.”
 
         “Good. Have you heard from Matt?” she asks tentatively. I know she’s hoping it’s a big resounding NO. She wasn’t devastated at all when Matt and I split up. He wasn’t Mum’s favorite person. Come to think of it, Matt wasn’t many people’s favorite person.
         
 
         “No, I’m just getting on with things,” I inform her, hearing her sigh in relief. I won’t volunteer exactly what I have been getting on with.
 
         “Okay. Joseph, get the door, will you? Ava, I’ve got to go. Sue’s here to pick me up for yoga.”
 
         “Okay, Mum. I’ll ring next week.”
 
         “Okay. Good luck for your launch and have some fun!” she orders.
 
         “’Bye, Mum.” I hang up. Dan’s coming home. That’s cheered me up a little, and I always feel better when I’ve spoken to my mum. They’re miles away and I miss them like crazy, but I’m comforted by the fact that they’ve escaped the rat race of London, taking early retirement in Newquay after Dad’s heart attack.
 
         My phone starts ringing and I look at the screen, expecting to see my mother’s number—she’s probably forgot to lock the keypad and sat on it—but it’s not. It’s Jesse Ward.
 
         Ughhhhhhhhh! “Reject,” I huff as I throw my phone on my bed and leave my bedroom to go and join Kate on the sofa, hearing it ring again as I walk down the hall.
         
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Five

         
 
         Morning,” I sing to Tom as I sashay past his desk on Thursday.
         
 
         He looks up at me over his thick-framed spectacles—a blatant fashion statement and Tom’s effort to be taken more seriously. I should tell him to lose the canary yellow dress shirt and grey trousers that are verging on leggings. That would do the trick.
 
         “Did someone get laid?” He smirks. “Join the club, I’m exhausted!”
 
         “Tom, you’re such a tart.” I feign a disgusted look as I throw my bag down by my desk. “Anything to report?” I ask to divert the conversation from Tom’s sexcapades.
 
         “Nope, I’m just going over to Mrs. Baines to give her a cuddle. You know, she rang me at eleven last night to ask if she could expect the electricians in this morning. Interrupted me right in the middle of…”
 
         “Enough!” I hold my hands up. “I don’t want to know.” I sit down, swinging my chair around to face him.
 
         “Apologies, darling. It was really good, though!” He winks and springs up from his chair, air kissing me from ten feet away. “Au revoir, darling!”
         
 
         “’Bye. Oh, where’s Victoria?” I shout after him.
 
         “Appointments,” he calls, shutting the door behind him.
 
         I turn to face my desk as Sally places a coffee in front of me. I pick it up immediately, taking a sip while she hovers at my desk nervously.
 
         “Patrick called to remind you that he’s not in today,” she says.
 
         “Thank you, Sally. Did you have a good weekend?”
 
         She smiles, nodding enthusiastically as she pushes her glasses up her nose. “I did, thank you for asking. I finished my cross-stitch and cleaned all of the windows, inside and out. It was wonderful,” she says dreamily as she scurries off to file some invoices.
 
         Cleaning windows? Wonderful? The girl is sweet, but good Lord, she’s as dull as dish water.
 
         I spend a few hours working through my e-mail to clear my inbox. I check that the final clean-up of Lusso is complete and grab my phone when it starts dancing across my desk, rolling my eyes when I see who’s illuminating my screen. He just will not give up. Yesterday was a relentless bombardment of calls—all of which I rejected—and he’s still at it. I’ve got to speak to the man eventually. He has something I need…my car.
 
         At one o’clock, I leave the office to meet Kate for lunch.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Are there any decent men left in the world?” she asks thoughtfully, dabbing her mouth with a napkin. “I’m losing the will to live.”
 
         “It wasn’t that bad, was it?” I ask. Her date yesterday evening was a failure. When she walked into the apartment at nine-thirty, I knew it couldn’t be good news.
 
         She drops her napkin on her empty plate, pushing it away. “Ava, when a man gets a calculator out at the end of a meal to work out what you owe, it’s usually not a good sign.”
 
         “So, you won’t be seeing him again?”
 
         She scoffs. “No, the bill saga was bad enough. When he dropped me home in the taxi and accepted the twenty I offered him, it finished me off.”
 
         “You were a cheap date.” I giggle.
 
         “Yeah.” She picks up her phone and starts tapping away at the screen, holding it up to show me. “One BLT and two waters, you owe twelve quid.” We both have a little laugh at Kate’s failed date. I love that she can be so lighthearted about it. Kate maintains that it will happen when it happens. I’m with her on this.
 
         “When will your car be ready?” she asks.
 
         I soon stop laughing. She’s supposed to be borrowing it to visit her nan in Yorkshire on Saturday, and it’s Thursday already. I need to sort this out. “I’ll give the garage a ring later,” I assure her.
 
         “I don’t mind taking the van.”
 
         “No, it’s fine. I don’t think Margo will get you there.” She’s a twenty-year-old, hot pink VW camper van that spits and fires all over London on cake deliveries.
 
         My phone shouts and Kate leans over to see who’s calling me. I whip it off the table far too hastily, but it’s too late. I look at her nervously as I red button him again, before placing it back on the table as casually as I can. My jumpy reaction doesn’t get past Kate. Not much does.
 
         “Jesse,” she says with an arched brow. “What would he want?”
 
         I’ve not shared any of the hideous events of Tuesday with Kate. I’m too ashamed.
 
         I shrug. “Who knows?”
 
         “Have there been any more suggestive texts?”
 
         Oh, more than texts. Kate would thrive on my drama, which is exactly why I’ve not told her. If I don’t hear the words out loud, then I can almost pretend it didn’t happen…almost.
 
         “No,” I answer on a sigh.
 
         She looks at me questioningly, making me feel like I’m under examination.
 
         “You deserve some fun,” she says thoughtfully. “After Matt, you definitely deserve some fun.”
 
         “I know,” I agree. “I’ve got to get back to work.” I lean over, giving Kate a peck on the cheek. “Luv ya.”
 
         “Yeah, ditto. I’ll be late tonight. There’s a cake convention at the Hilton.” She gets up, waving me away when I try to give her some money for lunch. “It’s my turn.”
 
         We leave each other outside the bar, Kate heading back to her workshop, me back to the office.
 
         
              

         
 
         When I get home, I change and collapse on the sofa, grabbing my phone up when it rings. It’s a number I don’t recognize.
 
         “Ava O’Shea,” I announce down the line. There’s no reply. “Hello?”
 
         “Are you alone?”
 
         The voice hits me like a sledgehammer to the gut. Oh, fucking hell. I stand up and sit back down again, visions of him half naked before me, pleading to me with his eyes, starting to assault my mind. This is exactly why I’ve been avoiding his calls. The influence he has on me is unsettling and most unwelcome. I can’t stop shaking.
 
         Why didn’t his name come up on my phone? “No,” I lie, a sweat breaking out across my brow.
 
         I hear him sigh. It’s a loud sigh. “Why are you lying to me?”
 
         I jump back up from the sofa. How does he know? Darting across the lounge, my wine swishing out of my glass, I look out of the window to the road, but I can’t see his car. In a panic and with a lump in my throat, I hang up, but it rings again immediately. I chuck my phone onto the couch and let it ring off. And then it rings again.
 
         “Go away!”
 
         I pace the lounge, biting my nails and swigging my wine. Tuesday’s events flood back into my mind, but not the bad stuff. Oh, no…it’s all the bloody good stuff. How he made me feel, how his hands felt on me—everything before I heard the shrill, cold voice of his girlfriend. I slam a lid on my thoughts immediately and tense when my phone declares a text message. Creeping cautiously toward the sofa, like my phone might launch itself upward and bite me, I swipe it up and open the text.
 
         
            Answer your phone!

         
 
         It rings again in my hand, making me jump, even though I completely expected it. He’s relentless. I let it ring off again and, quite childishly, text back,
 
         
            No

         
 
         I pace some more, up and down, swigging wine and clutching my phone. It’s not long before another text arrives.
 
         
            Fine, I’m coming in.

         
 
         “What? Oh no!” I shout at my phone. It is one thing ignoring the phone, but it’s a whole other level of resistance trying to repel him when he’s flesh and blood and looking right at me.
 
         I frantically pull up my call log to call him. It rings once.
 
         “Too late, Ava,” he drawls down the line. I stare at my phone in uncertainty, and then the banging starts.
 
         I run onto the landing, leaning over the banister as he hammers on the door.
 
         “Open the door, Ava.” He bangs again.
 
         What’s he thinking? Is he that desperate?
 
         Bang, bang, bang!
         
 
         “Ava, I’m not going anywhere until you talk to me, please.”
 
         Bang, bang, bang!
         
 
         “I’ve got your keys, Ava. I’ll let myself in.”
 
         Oh shit. He would as well. Okay, I’ll let him in, listen to what he has to say, and then he can leave. Anyway, I need my car back. I’ll just have to keep as far away from him as possible, keep my eyes closed, and hold my breath so I can’t smell him. I must not let him breach my defenses. I put my glass down on the table at the top of the stairs and look at myself in the mirror. My hair is piled up on top of my head, but at least I haven’t taken my makeup off yet. It could be worse. I mentally slap myself for caring. The worse I look the better, surely? He needs telling to back off.
 
         Bang, bang, bang!
         
 
         I storm down the stairs in confident, determined strides and open the door on a huff. I’m doomed. I keep underestimating—or forgetting—the effect this man has on me. I’m trembling already.
 
         His hands are braced on the door frame as he looks up at me through hooded lids, panting and looking really quite pissed. His blond hair is all disheveled, he has his stubble back, and his pale pink shirt is undone at the collar, tucked into grey trousers. He looks delicious.
 
         He punches holes into me with his green eyes. “Why did you stop it?” His breathing is labored.
 
         “What?” I ask impatiently. He’s here to ask me that? Isn’t it obvious?
 
         He grits his teeth. “Why did you run out on me?”
 
         “Because it was a mistake,” I grate, through equally gritted teeth. My irritation at his audacity is overpowering the other more unwelcome effect he’s having on me.
 
         “It wasn’t a mistake, and you know it,” he grinds. “The only mistake was me letting you go.”
 
         I can’t do this. I go to push the door shut, but his hand slams against the other side to stop it.
 
         “Oh no you don’t.” He pushes against me, easily overpowering me, and steps into the hallway, slamming the door behind him. “You’re not running this time. You’re going to face the music.”
 
         With bare feet, I’m almost a foot shorter than him, which makes me feel small and weak as he towers over me, still breathing hard. I back away, but he walks forward, keeping the distance between us minimal.
 
         “You need to leave. Kate will be home in a minute.”
 
         He stops his approach, scowling at me. “Stop lying,” he snaps, slapping my hand away from my hair. “Quit the bullshit, Ava.”
 
         I have no idea what to say to him. Defense isn’t working—maybe disinterest. He’s incredibly thick-skinned and obviously used to getting what he wants.
 
         I turn away to walk back up the stairs. “Why are you here?” I ask, but before I make it very far, he’s behind me, grabbing at my wrist, and I’m spun around to face him. The contact puts me on instant red alert.
 
         “You know why,” he spits.
 
         I yank my wrist from his grip, backing up until my butt hits the wall behind me. “Because you want to hear how loud I’ll scream?”
 
         “No!”
 
         “You are undeniably the most arrogant arsehole I’ve ever met. I’m not interested in becoming a sexual conquest.”
 
         “Conquest?” he snorts, turning away and commencing pointless pacing. “What fucking planet are you on, woman?”
 
         I stand frozen in utter shock, reeling at his front. My unease is disappearing and my earlier irritation is swiftly converting into boiling rage. “Get out!”
 
         He stops pacing and looks at me. “No!” he yells, recommencing his marching.
 
         I start thinking of how to get him out of the house, but I’m never going to be able to manhandle him and touching him would be a massive mistake. “I’m not fucking interested! Get out.” My shaky voice lets down my cool front, but I stand firm.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         Oh, the cheek. “Get out!”
 
         “Okay,” he says simply, quitting the marching to hammer me with his stare. “Look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want to see me again, and I’ll go. You’ll never have to lay eyes on me again.”
 
         The thought of not seeing him again actually sends a nasty ache to my stomach, which is, of course, completely ridiculous. He’s a virtual stranger to me, but he makes me feel… I’m not sure exactly what it is.
 
         When I say nothing, he starts advancing toward me, his long, even strides having him directly in front of me in just a few paces. There’s barely an inch between us.
 
         “Say it,” he breathes.
 
         I can’t get my mouth to function. I’m aware of my shallow breathing, pounding heart, and a dull throb in my groin, and I’m alert to similar reactions emanating from him. I can see his heart hammering under his pale pink shirt. I can feel his heavy, minty breath on my face. I can’t vouch for the throb, but I suspect it’s there. The sexual tension ricocheting between our close bodies is tangible.
 
         “You can’t, can you?” he whispers.
 
         I can’t! I’m trying, I’m trying really hard, but the bloody words won’t come out. I’ve been catapulted back to our previous encounter, except this time there’s no risk of being interrupted by unfriendly girlfriends. There’s nothing to stop me, apart from my conscience, but that’s drowning in desire right now.
 
         He places the tip of his finger on my shoulder, his touch sending an inferno racing through me, and slowly, lightly, he drags his finger up the column of my neck until it rests at the sensitive pressure point under my ear.
 
         My heart goes into overdrive.
 
         “Boom…boom…boom,” he breathes. “I can feel it, Ava.”
 
         I go rigid, pushing myself further into the wall. “Please, leave.” I barely get the words out.
 
         “Put your hand over my heart,” he whispers, grabbing my hand and placing it on his chest. He needn’t have done that. I can see his heart going ten to the dozen under his shirt. I didn’t need to feel it to know that. He’s just as affected by me as I am by him.
 
         “Why are you trying to stop the inevitable?” Wrapping his fingers around my neck, he tilts my face up so I meet his eyes.
 
         I’m immediately consumed by them. His long lashes are fanning his cheekbones as he leans down so his lips brush my ear. I release a quiet gasp.
 
         “There it is,” he murmurs as he trails feathery light kisses down the side of my throat. “You feel it.”
 
         I do. I’m incapable of stopping this. My brain has shut down, my body is taking over, and as his mouth works its way across my jaw, I resign myself to the fact that I’m lost—to him, I’m lost. But then I hear the sound of a mobile phone ringing. It’s not mine, but the interruption is enough to snap me out of the trance he sends me into. Oh God, it’s probably Sarah.
 
         I raise my hands to his firm chest and shove him away. “Stop, please!”
 
         He pulls away, yanking his phone from his pocket. “Fuck!” He rejects the call and swings furious eyes to me. “You still haven’t said it.”
 
         I’m staggered at my inability to utter some very simple words. “I’m not interested,” I whisper. I sound desperate, and I know it. “You have to stop this. Whatever you think you felt, what you think I felt, you’re mistaken.” I don’t mention Sarah because that would be admitting that I can feel something, that she’s the only reason I’m stopping this. It’s not, of course. There’s the obvious age gap, the fact that he has “heartbreaker” written all over him, and the even more important part…he’s a cheater.
         
 
         He laughs a proper amused laugh. “Think? Ava, don’t you dare try and pass this off as a figment of my imagination. Just then, was that my imagination? Give me some credit.”
 
         “You give me some fucking credit!”
 
         “Mouth!” he shouts.
 
         “I told you to leave,” I say calmly.
 
         “And I told you, look me in the eyes and tell me you don’t want me.” He stares at me expectantly, like he knows I can’t say it.
 
         “I don’t want you,” I murmur, looking straight into his green pools and wincing as the words cause me physical pain.
 
         He inhales sharply, looking wounded. “I don’t believe you.”
 
         “You should.” I define the words clearly, and it takes every bit of strength I have.
 
         We stare at each other for what seems like an eternity, but I’m the first to look away. I can think of nothing more to say, and I silently implore him to leave before I take the dangerous path I know he’ll be.
 
         He runs his hands through his hair in frustration, curses profusely, and then stalks out. When the front door slams behind him, I allow air to rush into my lungs as I sag against the wall.
 
         That was irrefutably the most difficult thing I’ve ever done, which is ridiculous when it should’ve been the easiest. I can’t even begin to understand the whys and wherefores of it. His wounded expression when I denied that I wanted him nearly crippled me. I wanted to scream, “I felt it too!” but where would that have gotten me? I know exactly where—against the wall with Jesse buried deep inside me, and while the thought of that makes me shiver with pleasure, it would be a gargantuan mistake. I feel riddled with guilt already at my deplorable behavior. The man is a cheating arse. An Adonis, but a cheating arse, nonetheless. Everything about this man screams trouble. And he’s still got my fucking keys.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Six

         
 
         I’m wide awake and my alarm hasn’t even gone off yet. I didn’t sleep a wink. On a long, drawn out sigh, I drag myself out of bed and head for the bathroom to take a shower. I’ve got a busy day at Lusso ahead of me, so I may as well get started.
         
 
         I’m going to be on my feet all day, traipsing around the complex ensuring everything is just right, so I chuck on some baggy ripped jeans—I can’t bear to throw them away—a white burnt out t-shirt, and my flip-flops. Scraping my hair into a loose, messy up-do, I pray it behaves later when I pin it up for the evening. I doubt I’ll have time to come home and shower, so I get my mini suitcase and load it with everything I’ll need to shower at Lusso later. I retrieve a suit bag and put my knee-length, cherry red pencil dress in, smoothing it neatly while quietly hoping it doesn’t crease. Last, I grab my black suede heels and my black onyx studs, and check that my work case is loaded with everything I’ll need. It’s going to be a ball ache lugging it all on the tube, but I have no other option without my car. Kate might well be taking Margo to Yorkshire.
 
         As I walk down the stairs, I’m surprised to see my car keys lying on the door mat. So the man’s seen sense and freed my car. Does this mean he’s also seen sense and given up pursuing me? Has he got the message? Perhaps he has, because there have been no calls or texts since he steamed out last night. Am I disappointed? I don’t have time to consider this.
 
         “I’m off,” I shout through to Kate. “My car’s back.”
 
         She pokes her head around the door of her workshop. “Great, good luck. I’ll be there later to drink all of the expensive champagne.”
 
         “Oh, yes. See you later.” I run down the path, halting when I see a cheap mobile phone smashed to pieces in the middle of the pavement. I know immediately where that’s come from. I kick it into the gutter and continue to my car, loading my things into the trunk and jumping into the driver’s seat, only to find myself miles away from the steering wheel.
 
         Laughing, I shift the seat forward so my feet reach the pedals and start her up, jumping out of my skin when the stereo blasts Blur from the speakers. Is his lack of hearing an indication of his age? I turn it down, faltering when the words of the track register. It’s “Country house.” I fight the small part of me that wants to laugh at his little joke and remove the disc from the stereo. I don’t think I’ve ever come across anyone so conceited in all my life. I replace the unwanted CD with a Ministry of Sound Chillout Sessions and head for St. Katharine Docks.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         When I pull up outside Lusso, I present my face to the camera and the gates open immediately, allowing me to park up. I see the caterers unloading crockery and glasses as I get my work case from the trunk and head into the building. I’ve been here a million times, but I’m still completely stunned by the pure extravagance of the place.
 
         As I walk into the foyer, I see Clive, one of the concierges, playing with the new computer equipment. He’s part of a team who’ll provide a six-star hotel-style service, organizing anything from grocery shopping and theatre tickets to helicopter charters and dinner reservations. I cross the marble floor, which has been polished to within an inch of its life, and head toward Clive’s huge, curved, concierge desk, spotting dozens of black vases and hundreds of red roses, placed carefully to the side. At least I won’t have to chase the delivery of those.
 
         “Good morning, Clive,” I say, approaching his desk.
 
         He looks up from one of the screens, the panic on his friendly face clear. “Ava, I’ve read this manual four times in a week and I’m still clueless. We never had anything like this at The Dorchester.”
 
         “It can’t be that difficult,” I soothe the old boy. “Have you asked the surveillance team?”
 
         He throws his glasses down on the desk in exasperation, rubbing his eyes. “Yes, three times now. They must think I’m daft.”
 
         “You’ll be fine,” I assure him. “When do they start moving in?”
 
         “Tomorrow. Are you all set for tonight?”
 
         “Ask me again this afternoon. I’ll see you in a bit.”
 
         “Okay, love.” He turns his attention back to his instruction manual, muttering under his breath.
 
         I traipse across the floor and punch in the code for the penthouse’s private elevator, and once I’ve boarded and been delivered to the top floor, I set about transporting and spreading the vases and flowers between the fifteen floors of the building. Arranging these will keep me busy for a while.
 
         At ten-thirty, I’m back in the foyer and arranging the last of my flowers on the console tables that line the foyer.
 
         “I have flowers for a Miss O’Shea.”
 
         I look up, seeing a young girl gazing around at the impressive lobby. “Sorry?”
 
         She points to her clipboard. “I have a delivery for Miss O’Shea.”
 
         I roll my eyes. Don’t tell me they’ve duplicated an order of more than four hundred red roses. That really would take incompetence to a whole new level. “I’ve already taken delivery of the flowers.” I say tiredly, walking toward her. I notice the van outside, but it’s not the florist I ordered through.
 
         “Have you?” She looks a bit panicky as she flicks through the papers on her clipboard.
 
         “What have you got?” I ask.
 
         “A bouquet of calla lilies for Miss…” She looks at her clipboard again. “Miss Ava O’Shea.”
 
         “I’m Ava O’Shea.”
 
         “Cool. I’ll be two seconds.” She runs off, returning swiftly with the biggest spray of calla lilies I’ve ever seen—stunning, white, clean flowers surrounded by stacks of deep green foliage. “This place is like Fort Knox!” she exclaims, handing me the bouquet.
 
         Understated elegance.
 
         My stomach does a few cartwheels as I sign the delivery girl’s paperwork and take the flowers from her, finding the card among the forest of green.
 
         
            I’m so sorry. Forgive me, please. x

         
 
         Staring at the card, I read it over and over. He’s already apologized for his inappropriate behavior and look where that got me. I start to wonder how he would know I’m here, but then I remember him picking out Lusso in my portfolio. It wouldn’t take a lot of effort to find out the launch date and figure I would be here. He’s never going to give up, is he?
 
         I place the flowers on the concierge desk. “Here, Clive. Let’s pretty up all this black marble.” He looks up briefly before returning to scratching his head, looking overwhelmed. I leave him to it, getting on with my walk-through to ensure everything is in place and ready.
 
         
              

         
 
         Victoria turns up at five-thirty, looking her usual immaculate self—all blond hair, blue eyes, and overdone.
 
         “Sorry I’m late. The traffic’s a nightmare and there’s nowhere to park.” She gazes around. “They’re all reserved for guests. What can I do? I’m so excited!” she sings at me while stroking the walls of the penthouse.
 
         “I’m all done. I just need you to do a walk-through to make sure there’s nothing I’ve missed.” I lead her into the main space.
 
         “Oh my God, Ava, it looks amazing!”
 
         “It’s great, isn’t it? I’ve never had such a colossal budget. It was fun spending so much of someone else’s money.” We giggle together. “Have you seen the kitchen?” I ask.
 
         “I’ve not seen it complete. I bet it’s incredible.”
 
         “It is; go and take a look. I’m going to get myself ready in the spa. I’ve done everything in the other apartments so concentrate up here. This is where the action will be. Make sure all of the cushions are plumped and in place. If there’s anything you’re not sure of, make a note. Okay?”
 
         “Done,” she confirms, disappearing into the kitchen.
 
         
              

         
 
         An hour later, after utilizing all of Lusso’s fancy spa facilities, I’m ready. My dress is creaseless and my hair is behaving. I take a little wander around, a little sad that this will be my last time here. It will soon be crowded with business people and high society, so I make the most of my last opportunity to savor the sheer magnificence of the place. I still can’t believe this is my work. I smile to myself as I stand in the colossal open space. Bi-folding doors lead to an L-shaped terrace, with limestone paving, a decked area, sun loungers, and a huge Jacuzzi. There’s a study, dining room, a huge archway leading into a ridiculously large kitchen, and a back-lit onyx staircase that rises to the four en-suite bedrooms and a massive master suite. The spa, fitness center, and swimming pool on the ground floor of the building are exclusive to the residents of Lusso, but the penthouse boasts its own gym. It’s stunning. Whoever’s bought this place definitely likes the finer things in life and for a cool ten million, they’ve got it.
 
         I make my way back to the kitchen and find Victoria.
 
         “All done,” she declares as she hoovers up a stray crumb on the marble worktop.
 
         “Well, let’s drink.” I smirk and pick up two glasses of champagne, handing one to Victoria.
 
         “Here’s to you, Ava. Stylish in body and in mind.” She giggles, raising her glass in a toast, and we both swig then sigh. “Wow! This is good.”
         
 
         “Ca’del Bosco, Cuvée Annamaria Clementi, 1993. It’s Italian, of course.” I raise my brow and Victoria giggles again.
         
 
         I hear chatter coming from the entrance hall, so I wander out of the kitchen, finding Tom gawping like a goldfish and Patrick smiling proudly.
 
         “Ava, this is some serious special, darling!” Tom runs at me, throwing his arms around my body. He pulls back, looking me up and down. “Love the dress. Very tight.”
 
         I wish I could say the same for Tom, who takes color clash to extreme levels. I squint at his bright blue shirt and red tie combo.
 
         “Put the girl down, Tom. You’ll crease her,” Patrick grumbles, gently shoving him aside and leaning down to peck me on the cheek. “I’m very proud of you, flower. You’ve done a marvelous job, and between me and you,” he leans into my ear and whispers, “the developers have hinted they want you on board for the next project in Holland Park.” He winks at me, his wrinkled face wrinkling further. “Now, where’s that champagne?”
 
         “This way.” I lead them into the huge kitchen, hearing more cooing from Tom. The place really is that special.
 
         “Cheers!” I chant after handing them all a glass of champagne.
 
         “Cheers!” They all raise their glasses.
 
         
              

         
 
         I spend a few hours being introduced to high society and explaining my inspiration behind the design. Journalists from architecture and interior magazines swan around taking photographs and generally poking about and, much to my displeasure, hustle me onto a velvet chaise lounge for a shot. Patrick drags me from pillar to post, proclaiming his pride and insisting to anyone who will listen that I’ve singlehandedly put Rococo Union on the designers’ map. I blush profusely, repeatedly playing down his declarations.
 
         I’m thankful when Kate shows up. I usher her into the kitchen, thrust a glass of champagne in her hand, and take another for myself.
 
         “Bit posh, eh?” she muses, gazing around the plush kitchen. “It makes my place look like a cluttered mess.”
 
         I laugh at the referral to her cute, homely town house that looks like Cath Kidston has vomited, sneezed, and coughed all over it. “You mean impressive, I’m sure.”
 
         “Yes, that too. I couldn’t live here, though,” she says with no shame at all.
 
         I feign a hurt face and wait for her to backtrack, but she doesn’t. Instead, she’s looking over my shoulder with the biggest smirk on her face. I swing around to find out what’s caught her amused attention.
 
         Oh no!
         
 
         “He’s like a bad penny, isn’t he?” Kate remarks coolly.
 
         Oh, she has no idea.
 
         Wearing a navy suit and pale blue shirt, one hand in his pocket and the other holding a file, Jesse, as always, looks like a fucking god. He’s with the acting estate agent, but not paying a bit of attention. No, his eyes are firmly set on me.
 
         “Shit!” I curse, turning back to Kate. She drags her gaze from Jesse and onto me, her eyes dancing with delight.
 
         “You know,” she sips her drink through her grin, “this is not the behavior of someone supposedly unmoved by a certain someone, Ava.”
 
         “I went to The Manor on Tuesday and nearly slept with him,” I blurt.
 
         “What!” Kate splutters, grabbing a napkin to mop up the trail of champagne that’s dripping down her chin.
 
         “He apologized for the text he sent. I went back to The Manor and he had the big guy lock me in a room. He was waiting for me half naked.”
 
         “Get out! Oh my God. Who’s the big guy?”
 
         The urgency to bring Kate up to speed has me ignoring her question and spitting out facts in a rush. “It was a disaster. I ran out when I heard his girlfriend calling him. Then Ward turned up at the house last night making demands.”
 
         “Fuck! What sort of demands?”
 
         “I don’t know. The man’s an arrogant arse. He asked me how loud I’d scream when he fucks me.”
 
         She spits more champagne. “He what? Fuck, Ava, he’s coming over. He’s coming over!” She shifts on the spot, her eyes still skipping with amusement.
 
         I start planning my escape, but before my brain can even instruct my legs to move, I feel him behind me; I can smell him, too.
 
         “Nice to see you again, Kate,” he drawls. “Ava?”
 
         I remain with my back to him, knowing all too well that if I turn to acknowledge him, I’ll be hauled into the hazardous place that is Jesse Ward’s realm—a place where I struggle to maintain any rational thinking.
 
         Kate’s eyes are darting between us, waiting for one of us to say something. I certainly won’t be.
 
         “Jesse.” She nods at him. “Excuse me. I need to powder my nose.” She places her empty glass on the worktop and leaves, and I mentally curse her arse to Hell.
 
         He circles around me so he’s facing me. “You look stunning,” he murmurs.
 
         “You said I wouldn’t have to see you again.” I challenge him, ignoring his compliment.
 
         “I didn’t know you would be here.”
 
         I look at him tiredly. “You sent me flowers.”
 
         “Oh, so I did.” A smile tickles the edge of his lips.
 
         I don’t have time for his games. “Please, excuse me.” I go to sidestep him, but he moves with me, effectively blocking my path.
 
         “I was hoping for a tour.”
 
         “I’ll get Victoria. She’ll be happy to show you around.”
 
         “I would prefer you.”
 
         “You don’t get a fuck with a tour,” I snap.
 
         He frowns. “Will you watch your mouth?”
 
         “Sorry,” I mutter indignantly. “And put my seat back when you drive my car.”
 
         He grin’s a real boyish grin, and I’m even more furious with myself when my heart speeds up. I mustn’t let him see the effect he has on me.
 
         “And leave my music alone!”
 
         “I’m sorry.” His eyes flicker with mischievousness. It’s so bloody sexy. “Are you okay? You look a little shaky.” He reaches out, softly running his finger down my bare arm. “Is something affecting you?”
 
         I jerk away. “Not at all.” I need to get off this line of conversation. “Did you want a tour?”
 
         “I would love a tour.” He looks pleased with himself.
 
         On a huff, I lead him out of the kitchen and into the massive living space. “Lounge.” I wave my hand about in the general space around us. “You’ve seen the kitchen,” I say over my shoulder as I walk through the open space and onto the terrace. “View,” I maintain my tired tone, hearing him laugh lightly behind me.
 
         I lead him back through the lounge to the workout room, not saying a word as we trek through the penthouse. Jesse shakes hands, greeting various people on our travels, but I don’t pause to allow him time to stop and chat. I march on in a bid to get this over with as soon as possible. Damn this place for being so big.
 
         “Gym,” I state, walking in and abruptly leaving again when he enters. I head for the stairs, hearing him laugh behind me. I take the back-lit, onyx staircase, proceeding to open and shut doors, one at a time, while declaring what lies beyond. When we reach the pièce de résistance, the master suite, I wave my hand around at the dressing room and en-suite bathroom. The place really does deserve more passion and time than I’m devoting.
 
         “You’re an expert tour guide, Ava,” he teases, regarding one of my favorite pieces of art. “Care to enlighten me on the photographer?”
 
         “Giuseppe Cavalli,” I toss the name at him, folding my arms over my chest.
 
         “It’s good. Is there any particular reason why you chose this photographer?” He’s blatantly trying to tempt me into conversation.
 
         I stare at his broad, suit-covered back, his hands resting lightly in his trouser pockets, his lean legs slightly spread. My eyes are very pleased, but my brain is in a jumbled mess. I sigh and decide, wisely or not, to indulge him. Guiseppe Cavalli most definitely deserves my time and enthusiasm. I drop my arms and walk over to join him in front of the piece.
 
         “He was known as the master of light,” I say, and he looks at me with genuine interest. “He didn’t think that the subject was of any importance. It didn’t matter what he photographed. To him, the subject was always the light. He concentrated on controlling it. See?” I point to the reflections on the water. “These rowing boats, as lovely as they are, are just boats, but see how he manipulates the light? He didn’t care for the boats. He cared for the light surrounding the boats. He makes inanimate objects interesting, makes you look at the photograph in a different…well, a different light, I suppose.” I tilt my head and observe the picture. I never tire of it. As simple as it seems, the more you look at it, the more you get it.
 
         After a few moments’ silence, I rip my eyes away from the canvas, finding Jesse staring at me.
 
         Our eyes meet, and he’s chewing his bottom lip. I know I won’t be able to say no again if he pushes this. I’m all out of willpower, having used my reserve tank last night. I’ve never felt more desired than when I’m with him.
 
         “Please don’t.” My voice is barely audible.
 
         “Don’t what?”
 
         “You know what. You said I wouldn’t have to see you again.”
 
         “I lied.” He’s not ashamed. “I can’t stay away from you, so you do have to see me again…and again…and again.” He finishes the last part of his declaration slowly and clearly, leaving no room for misunderstanding.
 
         I gasp, instinctively backing away from him.
 
         “You persistently fighting this is only making me more determined to prove that you want me.” He starts slowly pursuing me, taking slow, cautious steps forward, maintaining his deep eye contact as he does. “I’m making it my mission objective. I’ll do anything.”
         
 
         I stop my retreat when I feel the bed at the back of my knees. In two more strides, he’ll be upon me, and the thought of imminent contact is enough to snap me out of the trance he sends me into.
 
         “Stop.” I hold my hand up in front of me, halting him in his tracks. “You don’t even know me,” I blurt in a desperate attempt to make him see how crazy this is.
 
         “I know you’re impossibly beautiful.” He starts toward me again. “I know what I feel, and I know you’re feeling it, too.” We’re body to body now, and my heart is hammering in my throat. “So tell me, Ava. What have I missed?”
 
         I try to control my rushed breaths, but with my chest heaving and my body physically shaking, I’m struggling. I drop my head, ashamed at the tears gathering in my eyes. Why am I crying? Is he enjoying reducing me to tears? This is hideous. He’s so desperate to bed me, he’s resorting to stalking me, and I’m crying because I’m so weak. He makes me weak, and he has no right to.
 
         I feel his hand slide under my chin, and the warmth would be welcome if I didn’t think he was such an arsehole right now. He tugs at my jaw to raise my head, and when our eyes meet, he winces at my tears.
 
         “I’m sorry,” he whispers softly, sliding his hand around to cup my cheek, slowly stroking the rolling tears away with his thumb. His expression is pure torment. Good. It should be.
 
         I find my voice. “You said you would leave me alone.” I look at him questioningly as he continues to smooth his thumb over my face. Why is he chasing me like this? He’s clearly unhappy in his relationship, but it doesn’t make this right.
 
         “I lied, I’m sorry. I can’t stay away, Ava.”
 
         “You’ve already said that you’re sorry, yet here you are again. Am I to expect flowers tomorrow?” I don’t hide my sarcasm.
 
         His thumb pauses and he drops his head. Now he’s ashamed. But then his head lifts, our eyes connect, and his gaze drops to my lips. Oh God, I’ll never be able to stop this. His lips part and they slowly start lowering to mine. I hold my breath, and as our lips brush, only very lightly, my body gives way, prompting my hands to fly up and bunch his jacket in my fists. He growls his approval as he moves his hands to the base of my spine and pushes my body closer to his, our lips hovering over each other’s, our breaths mingling as we both shake uncontrollably.
 
         “Have you ever felt like this?” he breathes, running his lips across my cheek to my ear.
 
         “Never,” I answer honestly. My short, gasping breath is unrecognizable.
 
         He grips the lobe of my ear between his teeth and tugs gently, letting the flesh drag through his bite. “Are you ready to stop fighting it now?” he whispers, tracing up the edge of my ear with the tip of his tongue, working his way back down and brushing his lips lightly over the sensitive flesh under my ear. His hot breath causes a rush of heat to crash between my thighs. I can’t fight this anymore.
 
         “Oh God,” I breathe, and his lips return to mine to hush me. He takes them gently, and I accept it, letting our tongues roll and lap together at a steady, non-urgent pace. It’s too good. My whole body is on fire.
 
         He moans, releasing my mouth. “Is that a yes?” He fixes me with his green eyes.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         Nodding his head, only very slightly, he kisses my nose, my cheek, my forehead, and returns to my mouth. “I need to have all of you, Ava. Say I can have all of you.”
 
         All of me? What does he mean by all of me? Mind? Soul? But he doesn’t mean that, does he? No, he wants all of my body, and right now my conscience has completely failed me. I need to get this man out of my system. He needs to get me out of his system.
         
 
         “Take me,” I say quietly against his lips.
 
         The growl that leaves his lips at my words only heightens my desire, and keeping his lips firmly against mine, he wraps one arm around my waist and splays the other across the back of my head. Lifting me from my feet, he deepens his kiss and walks me across the room until my back is against a wall. Our tongues dance together wildly, my hands moving down his back, but I want closer contact, so I grab the front of his jacket and start pushing it off his shoulders. He keeps our lips locked, stepping back just enough to escape his jacket. I toss it on the floor, grab his shirt, and yank him toward me, all my previous battling of conscience long forgotten. I have to have him.
 
         Our bodies smash together and he pushes me up the wall, devouring my mouth.
 
         “Fucking hell, Ava,” he pants through strangled breaths. “You make me crazy.” He rolls his hips, pushing his erection into me, milking a small cry from my lips, and I fist my hands in his hair, moaning in invitation.
 
         This is way past stoppable now. My body has gone into cruise control, the stop button lost somewhere in the land of lust. I feel his palms rest on the front of my thighs, and my dress is bunched in his fists and pulled up over my waist in one swift tug. His hips roll again, making me whimper. I need more. I don’t know how I’ve resisted this. He bites my bottom lip and releases me, pulling his face away to look me in the eyes as he delivers another firm grind against my core. My head falls back on a deep moan, giving him open access to my throat, which he takes full advantage of, licking, sucking, and lapping at the hollow. I could weep with pleasure, but then I hear voices coming from outside of the room and reality comes crashing down around me. What am I doing? I’m in the master suite of the penthouse, with my dress around my waist and Jesse at my throat. There are hundreds of people milling about downstairs. Someone could walk in at any moment. Someone will walk in at any moment.
         
 
         “Jesse,” I pant, trying to get his attention. “Jesse, people are coming; you have to stop.” I wriggle a little, causing his erection to hit me in just the right spot, and I bang my head against the wall to try and halt the stab of pleasure it causes.
 
         He groans, long and low. “I’m not letting you go, not now.”
 
         “We need to stop.”
 
         “No,” he growls.
 
         Oh God, anyone could walk through that door. “We’ll do this later.” I try and pacify him. I need to get him off me.
 
         “That leaves you too much time to change your mind.” He nibbles my neck.
 
         “I won’t change my mind.” I grip his jaw, pulling his face to mine so we’re nose to nose. I look him squarely in his pools of green. “I will not change my mind.”
 
         He scans my eyes, looking for the reassurance he needs, but I couldn’t be any more resolute. I want this. Yes, I might have time to evaluate the situation, but right now, I’m certain I’ll see this through. He’s just way too tempting to resist, and God I’ve tried.
 
         He kisses me hard on the lips and pulls away. “Sorry, I can’t risk it.” He scoops me up into his arms and stalks toward the bathroom.
 
         “What? They’ll want to see in there, too!” He can’t be serious.
 
         “I’ll lock the door. No screaming.” He looks at me on a small smirk.
 
         I’m shocked, but I laugh. “You have no shame.”
 
         “No. My cock has been aching since last Friday, I finally have you in my arms, and you’ve seen sense. I’m going nowhere and neither are you.”
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         
 
         He kicks the door shut behind him and places me between the sinks on the marble vanity unit before returning to lock the door. My dress is still bunched around my waist, my legs and knickers completely exposed.
         
 
         I gaze around the vast room that I’m so familiar with, my eyes falling on the gigantic, cream, marble bath dominating the center of the room. I smile, remembering the trauma of having to organize a crane to lift it in through the windows. It was a nightmare, but it does look spectacular. The double, open-ended shower on the back wall is made up of floor-to-ceiling sheeted glass and beige Travertine tiles, and the vanity unit that I’ve been placed on is cream, Italian marble, with two sunken sinks and large waterfall taps. A thick, gold-framed, intricately carved mirror spans the entire width of the unit, and a chaise longue sits at an angle in the window. It really is luxury embodied.
 
         I hear the lock click into place, snapping me from admiring my work and pulling my eyes to the door, where Jesse is watching me closely. As he saunters toward me, he slowly starts unbuttoning his shirt. Anticipation has my stomach churning and my thighs clenching shut. This man is absolutely stunning.
 
         With his final button unfastened, he stands before me with his shirt draped open, and I can’t resist reaching up and running my finger down the centre of his hard, tanned chest. He looks down to follow my trail, placing his hands on either side of my hips, nudging his way between my thighs. As he looks back up to me, his lips tip at the edges and his eyes sparkle, the slight creases at the corners softening the usual intensity in them.
 
         “You can’t escape now,” he teases.
 
         “I don’t want to.”
 
         “Good,” he mouths, dragging my eyes to his lovely lips.
 
         I trail my finger back up his chest, working my way past his throat until my finger rests on his bottom lip. He opens his mouth, biting my finger playfully, and I smile, continuing upward and running my hand through his hair.
 
         “I like your dress.” He drags his eyes down my front.
 
         I follow his stare to the bunched up material around my waist. “Thank you.”
 
         “It’s a bit restrictive.” He tugs at a piece of material.
 
         “It is,” I agree. The anticipation is killing me. Rip off the dress!
         
 
         “Shall we remove it?” He cocks a brow at me, the corners of his mouth twitching.
 
         I smile. “If you like.”
 
         “Or maybe, we leave it on?” He breaks into a full-on smile as he holds his hands up.
 
         I melt all over the vanity unit.
 
         His hands are quickly on me again, sliding around my back. “But then again, I have firsthand knowledge of what’s under this lovely dress.” He reaches up, grasping the zipper, breathing into my ear as he does. “And it’s far superior to the dress,” he whispers, pulling it down slowly, teasingly. I’m panting hard and desperate. “I think we’ll get rid of it.” He lifts me off the counter, placing me on my feet before pulling my dress away from my body and letting it drop to the floor. He kicks it to the side without taking his eyes off me.
 
         I frown at him. “I like that dress.” I couldn’t give a toss about the dress. He could have ripped it off and cleaned the windows with it, for all I care.
 
         “I’ll buy you a new one.” He shrugs as he places me back on the counter, resuming position between my thighs. He presses his body up against me and grabs my bum, pulling me in toward him so we’re locked tight together. He grinds his hips while staring at me.
 
         The throb at my core is bordering on painful, and I’m at serious risk of falling apart if he continues with that alone. I want to tell him to hurry up; I’m struggling to control myself here.
 
         Reaching up, he unclasps my bra, pulling the straps down my arms and flinging it behind him. I lean back on my hands, exposing my breasts to him, and looking into my eyes he lifts his hand and places it, palm down, under my throat. “I can feel your heart hammering,” he says quietly. He glides his palm down between my breasts until it rests on my stomach, as he looks at me—all smoldering and delicious. “You’re too fucking beautiful, lady.” He grinds firmly. “I think I’ll keep you.”
 
         I arch my back, thrusting my chest forward, and he smiles before lowering his mouth and taking my nipple deep, sucking hard. When he brings his hand up to massage my other breast, I moan, letting my head fall back against the mirror. Oh, good God. The man is a genius. His arousal is as hard as lead, pressing between my thighs, causing me to roll my hips to ease the throb on a long, drawn out moan. I don’t know what to do with myself. I want to soak up the pleasure because it’s so good, but the need to have him is getting the better of me, the pressure in my groin near exploding point. As if reading my mind, he skates his hand up the inside of my thigh, finding the edge of my knickers, and one finger breaches the barrier, lightly brushing the tip of my clit.
 
         “Shit!” I cry, throwing myself up to grab his shoulders, digging my nails into his strained muscles.
 
         “Language, lady,” he scorns, then slams his lips against mine, plunging two fingers into me.
 
         My muscles grab onto him as he works them in and out. I might literally die of pleasure. I feel the fast buildup of an impending orgasm, and I know it’s going to blow me apart. Holding on to his shoulders for dear life, I moan into his mouth as he continues his assault on me.
 
         Oh, here it is.
         
 
         “Come,” he commands, applying more pressure to the top of my clit.
 
         I fall apart in an explosion of stars, releasing his mouth and tossing my head back in a complete frenzy. I cry out and he grabs my head, yanking it forward to tackle my mouth, catching the tail end of my cries. I’m in pieces. I’m panting, shaking, and boneless as I disintegrate all over him, completely uninhibited and unashamed of what he does to me. I’m delirious with pleasure.
 
         His kiss softens and his thrusts slow, easing me gradually down as he scatters tender kisses all over my damp, warm face. Too good, just too, too good.
 
         I feel him brush a stray tendril of hair from my face and I open my eyes, meeting a dark, satisfied stare. He plants a soft kiss on my lips, and I sigh. I feel like a lifetime of pent-up pressure has been extinguished, just like that. I’m relaxed and sated.
 
         “Better?” he asks, sliding his fingers out of me.
 
         “Hmmm,” I hum. I have no energy for speech.
 
         His fingers drag across my bottom lip and he leans into me, watching me closely as he runs his tongue across my mouth, licking the remnants of my orgasm away. His eyes burn straight through me as we gaze at each other in silence and my hands instinctively reach up to cup his face, smoothing down his freshly shaven skin. This man is beautiful, intense, and passionate. And he could break my heart.
 
         He smiles lightly, turning his face to kiss my palm before returning his eyes to mine. Oh Lord, I’m in trouble.
 
         We’re both cruelly snatched from the intensity of the moment when the door handle of the bathroom is jiggled from the other side. I gasp and Jesse slaps his palm over my mouth, looking at me in amusement. He finds this funny?
 
         “I can’t hear anything,” a strange voice says, as the door handle rattles. My eyes bulge in horror.
 
         He removes his hand, replacing it with his lips. “Shhhhhh,” he mumbles against my mouth.
 
         “Oh God, I feel cheap,” I whine, leaving his lips and dropping my head to his shoulder. How am I going to walk out of this place without burning bright red and looking as guilty as sin?
 
         “You’re not cheap. Talk crap like that, I’ll be forced to kick your delicious backside all over my bathroom.”
 
         I snap my head up from his shoulder, looking at him in confusion. “Your bathroom?”
 
         “Yes, my bathroom.” He smirks at me. “I wish they would stop letting strangers roam around my home.”
 
         “You live here?” I’m puzzled. He can’t live here. No one lives here.
 
         “Well, I will as of tomorrow. Tell me, is all this Italian shit worth the outrageously expensive price tag they attached to this place?” He looks at me expectantly.
 
         “Italian shit?” I splutter, completely insulted. He laughs, and I think I might slap him. “You shouldn’t have bought the place if you don’t like the shit that’s in it,” I fire at him, completely outraged.
         
 
         “I can get rid of the shit,” he quips.
 
         My eyebrows shoot up in a you-didn’t-just-say-that expression. I’ve spent months breaking my back sourcing all of this Italian shit and this unappreciative swine is just going to get rid of it? I’ve never been so insulted, or pissed off. I try to wriggle my hands from under his, but he tightens his grip. I shoot him a scowl.
         
 
         “Unravel your knickers, lady. I wouldn’t get rid of anything in this apartment.” He kisses me hard. “And you’re in this apartment.” He’s taking my mouth again, possessively, greedily.
         
 
         I won’t read into that statement too much. My libido has just jumped to attention and I’m happy to comply. I attack him with equal force, thrusting my tongue into his mouth, circling his with mine as he lifts his grip from my hands. They impulsively fly to those taut, rippling shoulders that I love so much.
 
         Wrapping his arm around my middle, he releases my lips and lifts me up from the counter, leaving me hovering above the surface as his other hand finds my knickers and yanks them down my legs. He rests me back down and removes my shoes, letting them tumble to the tiled floor on a loud clatter. I’m impatient, so I join him in his stripping party, reaching up and pushing his shirt down his broad shoulders, revealing his bare chest in all of its glory. He’s cut to complete perfection. I want to lick every square inch of him.
 
         As I trace my eyes down, I recoil slightly at a nasty scar that’s running across his stomach and rounding onto his left hip. I never noticed it before. The light at The Manor was dim, but that is one hefty scar. It’s slightly faded but bloody big. How did he get that? I elect to not inquire. It could be a sensitive issue, and I don’t want anything to upset this moment. I could just sit here and gawp at him forever. Even with the scar that looks so sinister, he’s still beautiful.
 
         I scrunch his shirt up between my hands and chuck it on top of my dress, and he raises his eyebrows at me.
 
         “I’ll buy you a new one.” I shrug.
 
         He smirks and leans forward, bracing himself on the counter and capturing my lips—all brooding and careful. Reaching for his trousers, I begin unfastening his belt, whipping it out of his loop holes in one swift pull, instigating a snapping sound to erupt around us.
 
         He pulls back on an arched brow. “Are you going to whip me?”
 
         “No,” I answer uncertainly, throwing his belt to the floor and sliding my hand between his tight, narrow hips and the waistband of his trousers. I wrench him forward so we’re nose to nose. “Of course, if you want me to…” Did I just say that?
 
         “I’ll bear that in mind,” he says on a half-smile.
 
         Keeping my eyes firmly on his, I start to undo the button on his trousers, my knuckles brushing over his solid erection, causing him to jerk. He squeezes his eyes shut as I slowly undo his fly, sliding my flat hand into his boxers, grazing across the mass of dark blond hair. He shudders, looking up to the ceiling, the muscles on his chest rolling and undulating. I can’t resist leaning forward and flicking my tongue up the centre of his chest bone.
 
         “Ava, you should know that once I’ve had you, you’re mine.”
 
         I’m too drunk on lust to take any notice of that statement. “Hmmm,” I mumble against his skin, circling his nipple with my tongue and withdrawing my hand from his boxers. I grasp the waistband and ease them down over his tidy, narrow hips until his cock springs free.
 
         My God, it’s huge! The involuntary gasp that escapes my mouth is an indication of my shock, and flicking my eyes to his, I find a small smile tickling the corner of his mouth. It’s all the mortifying evidence I need to tell me that he’s picked up on my reaction.
         
 
         He steps back, kicking his shoes and socks off before removing his trousers and boxers. I’m instantly drawn to his powerfully lean thighs, and gathering some of my shattered confidence, I reach forward slowly and gently circle my thumb over his tip, watching him as he watches my hand explore him. When I tentatively wrap my hand around the base, I see him struggle with the contact.
 
         “Shit, Ava,” he gasps, resting his hands on my hips. I jerk, and he smiles. “Ticklish?”
 
         “Just there,” I gasp. Oh, it drives me mad!
 
         “I’ll remember that,” he says, taking my lips and working my mouth urgently as I begin slow, even strokes of his hardness, increasing the pace when I feel his mouth getting firmer against mine. His hand disappears between my legs, and with one skim of his thumb over my beating clitoris, I’m suddenly catapulted to Central Jesse Cloud Nine. I gasp into his mouth. He bites my lip.
 
         “You ready?” he asks urgently, and I nod, because speech has completely evaded me.
 
         He rips his hand from the apex of my thighs and knocks me away from his throbbing arousal, and in one measured movement, he moves his hands to my backside, lifts me, and impales me onto his waiting length.
 
         I yelp.
 
         “Okay?” he pants. “Are you okay?”
 
         “Two seconds. I need a few seconds.” I wrap my legs around him, crying out at the mixture of pleasure and pain. I know he’s not even all of the way in. Jesus, but the man is enormous.
 
         I’m swung around and thrust up against the wall, the coldness of the tiles not bothering me in the slightest as I try to adjust myself to Jesse’s hugeness. He rests his forehead against mine, my hands slipping over his sweat-drenched back as he holds still for a few moments, giving me time to adapt to the intrusion.
 
         Panting, he slowly withdraws from me, re-entering on a deliberate, steady thrust. This time he’s in further, and the fullness is making my head spin.
 
         “Can you take more?” he asks urgently.
 
         More? How much more is there? I can do this, I can do this. I repeat the mantra over and over as I adjust to his size, taking some calming breaths, and when I know I’ve got a handle on it, I kiss him slowly, arching my back and pushing my breasts into his chest.
         
 
         “Ava, tell me you’re ready,” he breathes.
 
         “I’m ready.” I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life.
 
         With my prompt, he extracts himself and drives back inside of me more forcefully. I sigh, tilting my hips forward in acceptance as he growls in appreciation and repeats his swift thrusts, again and again.
 
         “You’re mine now, Ava,” he breathes on a deep, delicious plunge. My head drops forward to rest on his. “All mine.”
 
         In one fast move, he pulls back and pounds home.
 
         I scream.
 
         I’m full to capacity and loving every wonderful bit of it. I grip his shoulders as he increases his thrusts, slamming into me, and hitting my womb every time. I cry in pleasure when he finds my lips, plunging his tongue into my mouth in a desperate claim as our damp, sweat-riddled bodies clash and slide together. I’m about to splinter into a million pieces. Holy shit! I’ve never come during penetrative sex!
 
         “You’re going to come?” he gasps against my mouth.
 
         “Yes!” I shout, sinking my teeth into his bottom lip. He moans. It’s animalistic, but I’m losing control here.
 
         “Wait for me,” he demands, pounding harder.
 
         I scream, desperately clenching my muscles around him to try and hold off, but it’s not working. How long will he be? I can’t hold on.
 
         After three more hard strikes, he shouts, “Now, Ava!” and I burst at his command, throwing my head back and screaming his name as I feel hot liquid shoot into me.
 
         He grips me hard, pulling me as close as he can get me, holding me there and burying his face in my exposed throat.
 
         “Oh, fucccckkkkk!” he groans against my neck. The long, satisfied moan falling from my own lips is symbolic of how I feel right now.
 
         He slows his thrusts to ease us both down from our incredible highs, and I hold him tight, my inner muscles contracting around him as he lazily circles his hips.
 
         “Look at me,” he orders softly, and I pull my head down to look at him, sighing happily as he searches my eyes. He rolls his hips again and plants a kiss on the end of my nose. “Beautiful,” he says simply, cupping the back of my head and pushing me toward him so my cheek rests against his shoulder. I could stay like this forever.
 
         My back peels away from the cold wall behind me and I’m carried to the vanity unit with Jesse still buried deep inside me, pulsating and twitching. He slips out and settles me on the counter, clasping his palms on either side of my face and bending to kiss me, his lips lingering on mine in a total display of affection.
 
         “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” he asks, his frown line appearing on his forehead.
 
         I dissolve on the spot. I want to smother him in my arms, so I do. I wrap my whole body around him, arms and legs, and cling on to him like my life depends on it. His face buries in my neck and he strokes my back. It’s the most calming sensation I’ve ever felt. I can’t even muster up the energy to feel guilty.
 
         Sarah who?
         
 
         We remain entwined, a bundle of arms and legs, breathing heavy and holding each other for an age. I want to stay exactly where I am. We could—it is his bathroom. I can’t believe he’s bought the penthouse.
 
         After far too short a time, he leans back, running the back of his knuckles down the side of my face. “I didn’t use a condom,” he says with genuine regret in his eyes. “I’m sorry, I got so carried away. You’re on birth control, right?”
 
         “Yes, but the pill doesn’t protect me from STDs.” I’m such a numb-nut. This man is a god with some serious moves. I dread to think of how many women he’s slept with.
 
         He smiles at me. “Ava, I’ve always used a condom.” He leans forward, kissing my forehead. “Except with you.”
         
 
         “Why?” I ask, a little puzzled.
 
         He pulls away and has a little chew on his bottom lip. “I don’t think straight when I’m near you.” He puts his boxers and trousers on, and then reaches over me to grab a washcloth from the shelf. I’m about to protest, but then I remember…it’s his. Everything in here is his, except for me. Well, not according to him, but that was just an impending orgasm talking. The throes of passion can make you say some funny things. He doesn’t think straight? That makes two of us.
 
         He runs the tap, passing the cloth under it and returns to stand before me. I feel exposed sitting here completely naked. This isn’t equal ground, so I close my legs to conceal myself, suddenly uncomfortable with my state of undress. But he looks at me, a mystified look flitting across his handsome face as he pouts, reaches between my legs, and spreads them gently.
 
         “Better,” he mutters, lifting my arms from my lap and placing them on his shoulders. He rests the warm, damp cloth on the inside of my thigh and begins sweeping it up and down, cleaning the remnants of him away from me. It’s a tender act and extremely intimate. I watch his face in fascination, noticing the slight crease across his forehead as he concentrates with his procedure of cleaning me up.
 
         He gazes up at me, his green eyes soft and twinkling. “I want to toss you in that shower and worship every inch of you, but this will have to do. For now, anyway.” He leans in and kisses me, lingering briefly. I don’t think I could ever tire of these simple, affectionate kisses. His lips are so soft, his scent divine. “Come on, lady. Let’s get you dressed.” He lifts me from the counter and helps me into my underwear and dress before zipping me up. My entire body convulses when he rests his lips on the nape of my neck, his warm, soft mouth having the hairs on my neck rising. I don’t think he’s out of my system—not at all. This is bad news.
 
         I pick his pale blue shirt up from the floor and shake it out before handing it to him.
 
         “There really wasn’t any need to screw it up, was there?” He flicks me a grin as he pulls it on, fastening the buttons and tucking it into his navy trousers.
 
         “Your jacket will cov—” I abruptly remember tossing that on the floor in the bedroom. “Oh,” I whisper, all wide-eyed.
 
         “Yes. Oh.” He arches a brow as he snaps his belt, making me flinch and him grin. “Okay, you ready to face the music, lady?” He holds his hand out to me, and I take it without a thought. The man is a magnet. “I’d say quite loud, wouldn’t you?”
 
         I gape at him as he gives me a full-on dazzling smile. Then I shake my head, quickly glancing in the mirror. Oh, I’m flushed. My lips are distended and pink, my hair is still up but with random strands curling down all over the place, and I’m creased. I need five minutes to sort myself out.
 
         “You’re perfect,” he reassures me, as if sensing the panic rising in me.
 
         Perfect? Perfect wouldn’t be a word I would use. I look thoroughly fucked! He tugs me to the door, unlocks it, and strides out, devoid of wariness, while I’m more cautious. I see his jacket still sprawled on the floor, and he scoops it up as we pass.
 
         When we hit the curving staircase, I suddenly register my hand still in his, and I try to ease it from his grasp, but he squeezes it tighter, flashing me a scowl. Shit! He has to let go. My boss and colleagues are down here. I can’t go prancing through them holding hands with this strange man. I attempt to free my hand again, but he refuses to let it go.
 
         “Jesse, let go of my hand.”
 
         “No,” he shoots back, short and firm, and without even looking at me.
 
         I stop abruptly halfway down the stairs and scan the room below. No one is looking at us, thank God, but it won’t be long before someone clocks us. Jesse turns, looking up at me from a few steps below.
 
         “Jesse, you can’t expect me to parade through here holding your hand. That’s not fair. Please, let me go.”
 
         He looks at our hands locked together, suspended between our bodies. “I’m not letting you go,” he murmurs sullenly. “If I let you go, you might forget how it feels. You might change your mind.”
 
         There is absolutely no chance of me forgetting how we feel flesh on flesh, but that’s not the part of his statement that’s bothering me. “Change my mind about what?” I ask, totally perplexed.
 
         “Me,” he says simply.
 
         What about him? My mind hasn’t been made up on anything, so there’s nothing to change. My mind has just twisted further. I need to focus my attention on persuading him to release my hand before someone spots us, so I’ll file that comment, just like I’ve filed the other strange comments he made upstairs.
 
         Holy shit! I nearly fall down the stairs when I see Sarah breezing across the terrace, reality crashing down around me. Surely when he sees her he’ll stop being such an unreasonable fool. She’s heading back inside. I don’t have time to fuck about, so I narrow my eyes on him and use brute force to yank my hand from his, nearly dislocating my shoulder in the process. He scowls at me, but I don’t hang around long enough to soak up his annoyance, taking the stairs fast, down to the vast openness of the penthouse. The woman has made it obvious that she dislikes me, and I can hardly blame her. She saw me as a threat and as it turns out, her fear was warranted.
         
 
         I hit the bottom of the stairs and see Tom come running through the crowd of people, waving his arms about frantically. “There you are! Where have you been? Patrick has been looking for you everywhere.” He clasps my shoulders, checking me up and down, ever the drama queen. Noting my disheveled state, he eyes me suspiciously. I feel the heat rise in my cheeks.
 
         “I was giving Mr. Ward a tour,” I offer, rather unconvincingly, while waving my hand over my shoulder in the general direction of Jesse. I know he’s close behind me; I can still feel him brooding. And I can smell him, too, or that could be his scent all over me. I feel like I’ve been marked… claimed, even.
 
         With his hands still clasped on my shoulders, Tom looks past me and gasps, yanking me closer, so his mouth is at my ear. “Darling, who is that divine being growling at me?” he asks, sniffing me.
 
         I struggle out of his hands and turn to see Jesse drilling holes into Tom. I roll my eyes at his pathetic behavior. Tom’s the gayest gay man in London. He can’t possibly be threatened by him.
 
         “Tom, this is Mr. Ward. Mr. Ward, Tom. He’s a colleague. He’s also gay.” I add the last bit sarcastically. Tom won’t care—not that it isn’t bloody obvious anyway.
         
 
         I look at Tom, who’s grinning widely, then cast my eyes over to Jesse, who’s stopped growling but doesn’t look any less pissed. Tom prances forward, grabs Jesse’s shoulders, and air kisses him. I stifle a laugh, watching as Jesse’s eyes bulge and his shoulders tense.
 
         “It really is a pleasure,” Tom sings in Jesse’s face while stroking down his biceps. “Tell me, do you work out?”
 
         A burst of laughter falls from my mouth and, rather immaturely, I decide to leave Jesse to cope with Tom’s outrageous flirting on his own. I catch his eyes as I turn to leave, seeing I’m being thrown daggers, but I couldn’t care less. He’s being stupidly unreasonable.
 
         I find Patrick in the kitchen, and he waves me over, handing me a glass of champagne when I arrive. “Here she is,” Patrick announces to a tall man, draping his arm around my shoulder and hugging me against his big body. “This girl has transformed my company. I’m so proud of you, flower. Where have you been?” he asks, his blue eyes twinkling brightly and his cheeks bright red—a clear sign that he’s had too much to drink.
 
         “I’ve been giving a few tours,” I lie, smiling sweetly as I’m squeezed against him.
 
         “I’ve just been talking about you. Your ears must have been burning,” Patrick says. “This is Mr. Van Der Haus, one of the developers. I was just saying you’ll be more than happy to assist on their new venture.”
 
         “My partner has told me lots about you,” Van Der Haus says, smiling broadly. He’s very classy—all tall and white blond, with a bespoke suit and dress shoes. He’s quite handsome…for a mid-forties man… Another older man. “I’ll look forward to working with you.”
         
 
         I blush. “I would be delighted, Mr. Van Der Haus. What have you got in mind for the next project?” I ask eagerly.
 
         “Please, call me Mikael. The building is nearly complete.” He broadens his smile. “We have settled on traditional Scandinavian. Being from Denmark, we’re going back to our roots.” His mild accent is really sexy.
 
         Traditional Scandinavian? This most definitely panics me. Does this mean I’ll be hijacking IKEA? Shouldn’t they employ someone Scandinavian for this? “It sounds exciting,” I say, turning to place my glass on the worktop, spotting Jesse across the room with Sarah as I do.
 
         Oh God. He’s drilling holes into me, and Sarah’s right bloody there. I swivel back to face my audience. The panic must be clear on my burning face.
 
         “I think so,” Mikael agrees. “Once I’ve discussed a favorable fee with Patrick,” he points his champagne glass at my boss, “we can start building a specification. Then you can get started on some designs.”
 
         “I look forward to it.” I shift on the spot, feeling Jesse’s eyes burning into my back.
 
         “She won’t disappoint you, Mikael,” Patrick chirps.
 
         He smiles. “I know she won’t. You’re an exceptionally talented young woman, Ava. Your vision is impeccable. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” I feel the color deepening in my face as he shakes Patrick’s hand and then mine. “I will be in touch,” he says, holding my hand in his a little longer than necessary before releasing it and strolling off.
 
         I’m still tucked tightly under Patrick’s arm as Victoria approaches us and leans against the worktop on a huff.
 
         “My feet are killing me,” she exclaims.
 
         In unison, Patrick and I look down at her six-inch leopard-print platforms with blood red piping. They’re ridiculous.
 
         Patrick looks at me, shaking his head, before releasing his hold and declaring his departure. “Irene will be waiting for me downstairs. I’ve gotten all the photographs.” He waves his camera at me. “I’ll see you on Monday morning.” He kisses each of us. “You’ve both worked hard tonight. Well done.” He takes his big body out of the kitchen, staggering slightly as he does.
 
         Worked hard? I cringe.
         
 
         “Oh, I nearly forgot.” Victoria drags my eyes away from Patrick’s swaying body, back to her. “Kate said she couldn’t wait around for you anymore. She said that she hopes you’ve had fun and she’ll see you at home.”
 
         Hopes I’ve had fun? Sardonic cow!
 
         “Thanks, Victoria. Listen, I think we’re done here.” I pick up one more glass of champagne as the waiter passes. I can’t drive, so I may as well make the most of it. And damn, I need it. “I’m heading home. Go when you’re ready. I’ll see you on Monday.” I kiss her cheek.
 
         “I’m going to hang around for a bit with Tom. He wants to go to Route Sixty for a dance.” She shakes her bum.
 
         “Be prepared for a late one,” I warn. Once Tom’s on the dance floor you need a bulldozer to get him off.
 
         “No! I’ve told him, I can’t stay late. I’ve got too much to do tomorrow. And I can hardly walk in these stupid shoes.”
 
         “Good luck with that. Say bye to Tom for me.”
 
         “I will when I find him.” She limps off in her ridiculous heels, leaving me to finish my last glass of champagne.
 
         I glance around the kitchen, but I don’t see Jesse or Sarah. I’m relieved. I don’t think I could look Sarah in the eye. I need to go and kick my loser arse around the flat for being so weak and easy.
 
         I reach the penthouse elevator and punch in the code. It’ll be changed tomorrow for the new owner. I huff a little burst of laughter at the thought. Of course, Jesse Ward is the new owner. It’s been one hell of a day, and now that I’m alone, I can feel the foreseeable guilt begin to tumble over me. Oh, what a foolish, desperate woman I am.
 
         “Leaving so soon?”
 
         My shoulders raise and I wince at the cold, unfriendly voice. Straightening my expression, I turn to face Sarah. “It’s been a long and tiring day.”
 
         She sips her champagne while eyeing me suspiciously. “You’re quite a surprise,” she purrs.
 
         I really don’t know what to say. “Thank you,” I utter, turning back to the elevator when it opens.
 
         “It wasn’t a compliment.”
 
         “I didn’t think it was,” I retort without looking at her.
 
         “You know Jesse owns this place, right?”
 
         I want to ask her if she’ll be living here, too, but of course I don’t. “He mentioned it,” I say casually, stepping into the lift and punching the code in. “It was nice to see you.”
 
         The doors close and I fall back against the mirrored wall.
 
         Shit!
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         
 
         After collecting my things from the spa, I wander down to the docks and sit myself on a bench. The hustle and bustle is in full swing as people come and go, all looking happy and content. The flowers are in bloom on the elaborate lampposts, spilling over the baskets and cascading down the ornate iron, and the lights from the building all flicker and glow across the docks, dancing off the rippling waves.
         
 
         I sigh and close my eyes, listening to the sound of the water lightly lapping at the sides of the boats. It’s rhythmic and relaxing, but I don’t think anything will make me feel better at the moment. I get my phone out of my bag to call Kate, but when it rings off, I leave a message.
 
         “Hey, it’s me.” I know I sound forlorn, but I can’t feign chirpiness when I really don’t feel it. I groan. “Oh, Kate… I’ve made a monumental fuckup. I’ll be home soon.” I drop my hand to the bench and look up at the night sky. What was I thinking?
 
         My phone jumps to life in my hand, and I connect the call without looking at the display, assuming it will be Kate. “Hey.”
 
         “Where are you?” He speaks softly down the phone.
 
         I don’t know whether my heart sinks because it’s not Kate, or because it is Jesse. I’m a firm believer in karma, in which case, I’m in big trouble.
         
 
         “I’m at home.” I lie again. It’s coming naturally these days. I’m twiddling my hair, a sure sign of my Pinocchio behavior.
 
         “Okay,” he whispers and hangs up.
 
         That was easy. Now he’s gotten what he wanted, is that it? I’m not sure why I feel so neglected. It’s what I had expected, and it’s no less than I actually deserve. His persistence had worn me down, but now it’s out of my system. Now I can get back to my life.
 
         Jesse can continue with his serial seductions and move on to the next lucky woman, for all I care. I’m sure Sarah will find out soon enough, just not now. A woman scorned and after my blood is the last thing I need.
 
         After sitting and musing for a while, I reluctantly get up to go and hail a cab. I need to put tonight behind me fast, but as I turn and look up, I find Jesse standing a few feet away, quietly watching me.
 
         We face each other, still and silent, his face impassive as he studies me. And then I burst into tears. I don’t know why, but I put my face in my hands and I sob. I feel his warm body swathe me and my head rests in the crevasse of his neck, my arms on reflex reaching under his to cling onto him. We say nothing for a long time. We just stand there in each other’s arms, silent while he massages the back of my head with the palm of his big hand, keeping me tucked tightly against his body. There is only a small part of me wondering where Sarah is, but I don’t dwell on it. I feel sheltered and safe, even though I should be running away from these arms, not into them.
 
         “How long have you been here?” I ask when my sobs have finally abated.
 
         “Long enough,” he murmurs. “What’s all this about a monumental fuckup?” He squeezes me tighter. “I hope to God you weren’t referring to me.”
 
         “I was.” I don’t beat around the bush. It would be pointless.
 
         “You were?” He sounds surprised, and even a little pissed, but then a few moments later he follows it up with, “Will you come home with me?” I feel him tense slightly.
 
         I’ve just told him that he’s my monumental fuckup, and he wants to take me home? What about Sarah? They obviously don’t live together then. “No,” I answer. What I’ve done already is bad enough.
 
         “Please, Ava.”
 
         “Why?” I ask. I need to know what his fascination is with me, because if I spend any more time with this man, I may be in even more trouble. I can’t be getting caught up in sordid affairs with older, unavailable men.
 
         He pulls back to look down at me, his beautiful brow furrowed. “It feels right. You belong with me.” He says it like it’s the most natural thing in the world.
 
         “So who does Sarah belong with?”
 
         “Sarah? What’s she got to do with anything?” He looks really confused now.
 
         “Girlfriend,” I remind him. He really has no regard for the poor woman.
 
         His eyes bulge. “Oh, please don’t tell me you’ve been ignoring my calls and running away because you thought…” He releases me. “You thought me and Sarah were…” He steps back. “Oh, fucking hell, no!”
 
         “Yes!” I exclaim. “She’s not?” Now I’m really confused. The woman couldn’t have made her claim any clearer if she’d pissed all over him.
 
         His hands delve into his hair. “Ava, whatever made you think that?”
 
         “Oh, let me see,” I smile sweetly. “Maybe it was the kiss in the hallway of The Manor. Or when she came looking for you in the bedroom. Or it could be her frosty reception to me.” I draw breath. “Or perhaps it’s the fact that she’s with you every time I see you.” I can’t believe this. I’ve been beating myself up about this, and over a woman who I really don’t like. What a waste of conscience! “Who is she?” I ask, completely riled.
 
         He holds my hands, leaning down so his eyes are level with mine. “Ava, she’s a little friendly.”
 
         “Friendly?” I scoff. “That woman is not friendly!”
 
         “She’s a friend,” he says soothingly. I don’t want soothing. No, I want to pop some pouty red lips! She knew exactly what she was doing. She clearly wants to be more than friends.
         
 
         He brushes his palm down my cheek. “Now we’ve clarified Sarah’s position in my life, can we talk about yours?”
 
         His previous comments suddenly embed themselves into my mind—all of the “you’re mine,” “I’ll keep you,” and “you’ll change your mind.” “What do you mean?” I ask.
         
 
         He smirks. “I mean in my bed, beneath me.” He yanks me into his chest, and I resume my nuzzle, sagging with relief. 

         “At The Manor?” I ask. It’s quite a drive.
 
         “No, I’ve an apartment behind me, but I can’t move in until tomorrow. I’m renting a place on Hyde Park. You’ll come.”
 
         “Yes.” I don’t hesitate, but I’m aware that it wasn’t a question. And I’m also mindful of his previous comments, especially his last one: “You belong with me.”
         
 
         Is that his decision or mine?
 
         
              

         
 
         After Jesse places me and my bags neatly in his car, we travel in silence, except for the low tones of Massive Attack’s “Teardrops” filtering from his car sound system. How fitting after my sobbing fit. I spend most of the journey deliberating on my decision to come home with Jesse, while he repeatedly draws breath, as if intending to say something but deciding against it.
 
         He pulls his Aston Martin into a gated car park, and I let myself out while he grabs my bags.
 
         He takes my hand and leads me into the building. “I’m on the first floor. We’ll take the stairs.” He guides me through a grey fire door, into the stairwell, and up a flight of stairs until we exit into a narrow corridor. It looks like a specialist hospital facility. Jesse unlocks the only other door in the long expanse of white and grey, ushers me in, and I’m immediately standing inside a large, open plan area. It’s white from top to bottom, with black furniture and a black kitchen, monochrome to the absolute maximum—a real guy’s pad. It looks empty, cold, and clinical. I hate it.
 
         “It’s a pit stop. I bet you’re really offended.” His eyes glow and he smiles, no doubt at my critical face.
 
         “I prefer your new place.”
 
         “Me too.”
 
         I wander farther into the apartment, scrutinizing the lack of warmth and coziness. How does he live here? There are no personal touches, no paintings or photographs. I notice a snowboard propped up in the corner, with various skiing equipment piled around it, and on the sideboard, where I would expect to see vases or ornaments, there’s a motorcycle helmet and some leather gloves.
 
         “I don’t keep alcohol. Do you want some water?” He strolls over to the huge, black fridge and pulls it open.
 
         “Please.” I join him in the kitchen area, pulling out a black barstool from under the black granite worktop of the island. Jesse removes his suit jacket and perches on the adjacent stool, turning to face me and handing me a glass of water before he unscrews the cap of a bottle for himself.
 
         He sips his water, looking at me over the bottle, while I fiddle with my glass. I feel incredibly uncomfortable. Things have become awkward and I’m not sure why.
 
         I hear him sigh as he places his bottle down before taking my glass from my hand and putting it on the island worktop. Then he grasps the seat of my stool and drags it closer to his, turning it to face him and resting his palms on my knees. He leans in. “Why did you cry?”
 
         “I don’t know,” I answer honestly. The whole episode caught me off guard.
 
         “Yes, you do. Tell me.”
 
         I consider what I should say while his eyes probe mine, waiting for me to answer. The light crease appears across his brow, and I realize now that it’s a concern frown. What should I tell him? That my trust in men is zero and the fact that he is, quite clearly, a prince of seduction spells trouble for me? But he won’t want to hear any of that girly nonsense.
 
         “I don’t know,” I repeat instead.
 
         He sighs, his frown morphing into a scowl as he taps his fingers on the granite a few times. I can, quite literally, see the cogs of his mind grinding as he looks at me, chewing his bottom lip. “Would I be right in saying that your misinterpretation of mine and Sarah’s relationship wasn’t the only reason you were avoiding me?” he asks, unclasping his Rolex and sliding it onto the worktop.
 
         “Probably.” I look away from him, a little ashamed—I don’t know why.
 
         “That’s disappointing,” he states conclusively, but I can’t hear disappointment in his voice. All I hear is annoyance.
 
         I don’t need to tell him that I could, very possibly, fall hard for him. Women must fall hard for him on a daily basis.
 
         Before I know what’s hit me, he grabs me and tosses me onto the worktop, sending my glass of water crashing to the tiled floor. My legs are spread with his thighs, causing my dress to ride up, and he attacks my mouth with his inexorable tongue, plunging deeply and meaningfully.
 
         I’m instantly plagued by blazing goose bumps and hot wetness at my core, as he thrusts his hips hard while consuming my mouth. He cups my bum, pulling me closer, keeping his groin tight against me.
 
         Oh, holy shit! I groan as his hips roll, unashamed for him to know that I’m turned on like a thousand-watt lightbulb. Releasing my lips, he stares at me, breathing hard with brazen hunger shining from his green pools. I’m certain my eyes are matching his.
         
 
         “Let’s establish some things here,” he pants through short breaths, pulling me off the worktop so I’m straddling his waist. He stares at me. “You’re a shit liar.”
 
         Yes, this I know. My mum and dad tell me all the time. I twiddle my hair when I lie. It’s involuntary—I can’t help it.
 
         He leans in and kisses my lips, softly stroking my tongue with his. “You’re mine now, Ava.” He rolls his hips, causing me to shift upward and tense to relieve myself of the relentless buzzing at my core. We’re face to face. “I’m keeping you forever,” he informs me on a thrust of his hips.
 
         I close my arms around his shoulders and kiss him on his lush, moist lips. I’m desperate for him all over again. I’m in so much trouble.
 
         “I’m going to possess every single part of you.” He enunciates each word clearly and sharply. “There will be nowhere on this beautiful body that won’t have had me in it, on it, or over it.” His voice is carnal and deadly serious, which only serves to increase my heart rate a little more.
 
         I’m lowered to my feet and spun around before he yanks the zipper of my poor, mistreated dress down. My bra is removed and tossed aside just as quickly.
 
         Leaning down, he kisses the nape of my exposed neck, blowing his cool, minty breath across it, instigating a delightful shiver from the mixture of heat from his tongue and the coolness of his breath. Christ, I’m buzzing all over. I flex my neck, rolling my shoulder blades to alleviate the tingles that are riddling my entire body.
 
         He moves his mouth to my ear. “Face me.”
 
         I do as I’m told, turning back around to look at him, finding an expression of pure determination as he lifts me back onto the island. I rest my hands on his shoulders, but he grasps them, and I reluctantly let him guide them down to the worktop so I’m gripping the edge.
 
         “The hands stay here,” he says firmly as he releases them, backing up his demand with that confident tone. He hooks his fingers in the top of my knickers and tugs at them. “Lift.”
 
         I push my weight onto my arms, lifting my backside off the worktop so he can draw them down my legs, lowering myself back down when I’m free from the constraints of my underwear. I’m stark naked, and he’s still fully dressed. And he doesn’t look like he has any intention of removing his clothes any time soon. I want to see that chest, so I move my hands from the edge of the counter to the hem of his shirt.
 
         He steps back, shaking his head slowly. “Hands.”
 
         I pout, returning my hands to the worktop edge. I want to see him, feel him. This is not fair.
 
         He positions his hands on his top button. “You want me to remove my shirt?” His low, husky voice is playing havoc with my discipline.
 
         “Yes,” I breathe.
 
         “Yes, what?” He smirks at me, and I narrow my eyes on him.
 
         “Please,” I grate, in a long drawn out breath, well aware that he’s getting a thrill from making me beg.
 
         He smiles as he slowly unbuttons his shirt, keeping his eyes fixed firmly on me. It takes every bit of effort not to reach forward and yank it open. Why is he making such a meal of this? He knows what he’s doing. He’s making me wait, and it’s torturous.
 
         When he finally gets to the last button, he rolls his shoulders, pulling his shirt off, and for the briefest moment—when both arms are flexed back, his muscles bulging and rippling with his movement—I think I might pass out.
 
         He kicks his tan Grensons off and removes his socks and my eyes run over his perfect physique, my mouth watering, until I see that vicious scar on his abdomen. My eyes pause on it momentarily, but he positions himself back between my legs, snapping me from my curiosity. I fight the urge to grab him. The pressure on my core has me shifting on the counter to ease the immense spasms searing through me, and he’s not unaffected himself. His huge erection is straining against the front of his trousers, pressing hard into my thigh.
 
         He rests his hands so they span the tops of my legs, his thumbs on my inside thighs slowly circling, millimeters from my aching core. I’m raw with pure lust, my rapid breathing becoming increasingly difficult to regulate.
 
         He squeezes my thighs. “Where to start?” he muses, lifting one hand and running his thumb across my bottom lip. “Here?” he asks. My lips part, and he watches me as he slides his thumb into my mouth. I circle it with my tongue, and his lips lift at the corners in a diminutive smile. Withdrawing his thumb, he runs it across my cheek, then, very slowly, he strokes his flat palm down my neck and onto my pumping chest before cupping my breast possessively. “Or here?” His husky voice is betraying his calm façade as he raises a questioning eyebrow at me, circling my nipple with his thumb. I gasp.
 
         If he’s expecting me to talk, then he can forget it. Speech has totally eluded me, being replaced with short, sharp breaths.
 
         “These are mine.” He gently kneads my breast for a few moments before recommencing his hand stroke down my sensitive skin. He spends a few seconds making big circles on my stomach, and then he continues downward, the heat of his hand when it reaches my inside thigh making me dizzy with lust.
 
         Just when I think he’s going to claim me with his fingers, he swiftly changes direction, running his hand around my hip, causing me to jerk. He cups my arse.
 
         “Or here?” He’s completely serious. I go rigid. “Every single inch, Ava,” he breathes. I’m holding my breath, my lungs burning, as he smiles a little, his hand starting to drift back around to my front. He doesn’t mess about—he cups me. “I think I’ll start here.”
 
         I release my breath in a thankful rush, relief swamping my entire being, but he taps his finger under my chin so I’m forced to look up into his stunning eyes.
 
         “But I did mean every inch,” he affirms coolly before placing his hand on the worktop beside my thigh, his other hand still cupping my core.
         
 
         Fuck! I’m not sure if I’m up for that. Matt had tried a few times, but it was a flat no fucking way! More pleasurable route, I think he said—yes, for him! I don’t have long to mood over it. I feel Jesse’s finger run up the center of my core, generating flashes of pleasure that jet off in a million different directions around my body. I slump forward, resting my forehead on his shoulder as my upper body rolls up and down in time to my thumping heartbeat.
         
 
         “You’re drenched,” he rumbles in my ear as he plunges a finger into me. I immediately tighten my muscles around it. “You want me,” he states firmly, withdrawing and spreading the wetness over my clit before surging forward again with two fingers.
 
         I cry out.
 
         “Tell me you want me, Ava.”
 
         “I want you,” I pant against his shoulder.
 
         I hear a groan of satisfaction. “Tell me you need me.”
 
         I would tell him anything he wants to hear at this point—absolutely anything. “I need you.”
 
         “You’ll always need me, Ava. I’m going to make sure of it. Now, let’s see if we can fuck some sense into you.”
 
         He withdraws his fingers from me and pulls me down from the worktop, turning me slowly in his arms until my hands find the flat surface of the granite. I’m not happy with this position.
 
         “I want to see you,” I moan, although I don’t fancy my chances. He seems like the dominant type.
 
         I feel his body closing in on me, the heat pouring out of him and into me. When the firmness of his chest presses up against my back, I lean on him, the back of my head resting on his shoulder.
 
         He turns his mouth into my ear. “Shut up and soak up the pleasure.” He pushes his hips into the small of my back and slowly grinds into me as he reaches forward, placing his hands on my wrists. “No talking unless I tell you. You got that?”
 
         I nod. This is definitely a man who likes to be in control.
 
         He begins a slow, languid jaunt up my arms with his talented fingers, leaving my skin prickling in their wake, spreading fire through my veins. My breasts ache for his touch as he reaches the tops of my arms and moves onto my shoulders. I clamp my lips together, but a moan escapes. I can’t help it, not when he’s making me feel like this.
 
         His hands span my shoulders entirely, and he begins circling his thumbs into the base of my neck, working out the stiffness that’s looming there. The feeling is out of this world. My body is relaxed and my mind serene.
 
         Lowering his mouth to my neck, he brushes his lips over my skin before kissing me gently. “Your skin is addictive.”
 
         “Hmmm,” I purr. That’s not talking.
 
         He laughs softly. “This good?” he asks, trailing feather-soft kisses up and down my jaw. I turn my face in toward him, meeting him square in the eye. I nod again.
 
         He soaks up my gaze for a few seconds, his expression contented, before planting a soft kiss on my lips and letting his hands work their way down to my hips. I clench my eyes shut, trying my hardest not to jolt forward.
 
         “Keep your hands where they are,” he orders firmly, releasing his hold of me.
 
         I hear the sounds of his trousers being removed before his hands are back on my hips and he’s stepping back from me, slowly taking my hips with him. My pulse accelerates and I shift my grip on the worktop to support myself in my braced position, flinching when his hand cups the base of my neck. I feel his erection nudging at my opening, and in an attempt to stabilize my breathing, I draw a long breath, trying to relax as I linger on the brink of penetration. This is the worst kind of torture.
 
         He leans forward, his warm, wet tongue connecting with my back, licking a straight line up the center of my spine, finishing with a soft kiss on the base of my neck.
 
         “Are you ready for me, Ava?” he asks against my skin, the vibration of his lips sending tremors of pleasure straight to my core. “You can answer.”
 
         Despite my breathing exercises, I’m still short of breath. “Yes.” I’m virtually panting.
 
         The rush of air that escapes his mouth is thorough appreciation. I feel his hand brush against my bum as he positions himself, and then, very slowly, he breaches my pulsing void, plunging in smoothly and controlled. His breathing is labored, and I want to scream in pleasure, but I’m not sure it’s allowed.
 
         Oh, this is good. What will he do if I disobey him, anyway? My loss will be his loss, too. He repositions his hand back on my hip and stills, and my grip tightens on the counter until my knuckles are bloodless. I find myself pushing back against him, taking him to the hilt.
 
         “Fuck, Ava, you turn me inside out,” he groans, his hand tightening around my neck, holding me in place, his other leaving my hip and reaching around to cup my breast. “I can’t do this slow.” He pants as he molds me, withdrawing slowly and advancing hard and fast in one swift lash, jolting me forward.
 
         “Jesse!” I cry. There is not a chance in Hell I’m going to be quiet if he continues with that. My God, this man is powerful.
 
         He withdraws slowly. “Quiet, Ava,” he grates and strikes again, knocking my breath right out of my lungs.
 
         I adjust my grip, but it’s hard when my hands are sweaty, causing them to slide on the granite. I rid myself of the flex in my arms to prevent him from shoving me forward again, just about managing to stabilize myself in time for his assault. I’m in shock. He hammers back into me tirelessly, leaving no recovering space between hard, relentless pounds. He’s unforgiving.
 
         Shifting his hands from my neck and breast, he takes a firm hold of my hips and pulls me back to meet his every hard thrust, slamming into me to the absolute maximum. I’ve lost all sense of realism. Nothing else exists, except for Jesse, his brutal drive, and my body’s craving for it. This is mind-bending stuff.
 
         My stomach coils as I feel my impending orgasm battle its way forward, assisted rapidly by Jesse’s ruthless momentum.
 
         “Not yet, Ava,” he warns.
 
         How does he know? I can’t sustain this for much longer. I’m going to explode at any moment. I can hear our sweaty bodies colliding on loud blows, along with Jesse’s throaty grunts rolling over me. I concentrate on quenching the raw need to let it go, the pleasure verging on the point of pain. But with my thoughts in a million places, except my brain, I’m a slave to my body’s need.
 
         And then he pulls out, and I’m left hanging. What’s he doing? I whimper as my impending release retreats, and I’m about to yell at him, but then I feel his finger slide down the center of my backside.
 
         I tense from top to bottom.
 
         Oh no! 
         
 
         “You can do this, Ava.” He slides his fingers down between my thighs and into me, collecting the wetness and slowly dragging it back up to my bum. “Relax, we’ll take it slow.”
 
         Relax? I can’t relax! He circles my opening slowly, every muscle in my backside clenching, automatically rejecting the invasion.
 
         “Ava, relax.” He stresses the words.
 
         “I’m fucking trying,” I snap. “Give me time, damn it!” He can fuck right off if he thinks I’m keeping quiet now! I hear him laugh softly as he takes his fingers back down to my clit, rolling them around, causing spikes of pleasure to bolt through me.
 
         “Watch your mouth,” he warns.
 
         I focus on taking deep, controlled breaths. “Don’t you need some lubricant or something?” I pant.
 
         “You’re soaking, Ava. That’s enough. You’re not very good under instruction, are you?” He penetrates my opening with his thumb, and I sink my teeth into my lip. “Relax, woman.”
 
         “Oh God, this is going to hurt, isn’t it?”
 
         “Yes, at first. You have to relax. Once I’m in, you’ll love it. Trust me.”
 
         Oh, bloody hell! 
         
 
         He continues the massaging of my opening as I drop my head, panting and sweating with nerves, and then I feel his hand wrap around the nape of my neck, gently massaging at my tense muscles as I give myself a mental pep talk. His hand leaves my neck and lands on my backside, and he gently eases me open until I feel the moist head of his erection nudging at my opening.
 
         Oh, fuck!
         
 
         “Easy, lady. Let it happen,” he murmurs, slowly rolling his wetness around my entrance.
 
         Breathe, breathe, breathe.
         
 
         Then he advances, the immense pressure on my opening causing me to impulsively jolt forward. His hand comes up to rest over my shoulder, holding me in place, his other continuing to guide himself into me. I’m physically shaking as the pressure builds and builds.
 
         “That’s it, Ava. We’re nearly there.” His voice is jagged and strained, his palm wet on my shoulder as his fingers flex. And then he surges forward on a strangled growl, breaching my muscles and sliding deep into my forbidden place.
 
         “Shit!” I cry. That fucking hurts!
 
         “Oh God, you’re so tight!” he chokes. “Stop fighting, Ava. Relax!”
 
         I pant as I’m thrown into a place between pleasure and agony. The fullness I feel is indescribable, the pain great, but the pleasure… Oh God, the pleasure is beyond description and completely unanticipated. The tightness of my muscles around him has me feeling every pulsing vein and rolling ripple of his erection. My body releases a little of the tension that it’s built up, and in its place…pure pleasure attacks me.
 
         “Jesus, that feels good. I’m going to move now, okay?”
 
         I nod, inhale a deep breath, and firm up my grip of the worktop as his hand leaves my shoulder and trails down my back to join his other on my hips. But I don’t jerk or jolt when he grips me. I’m too busy preparing myself for what’s to come.
 
         “Real slow, Ava,” he moans, slowly pulling out of me.
 
         “Jesus, Jesse!” If he tells me to shut up, I’ll get real angry.
 
         “I know.” He starts working himself in and out in slow, measured strokes.
 
         I’m falling apart under him. I never imagined this. I never thought this would feel anything but smutty and wrong. But it doesn’t. He’s making love to me, and it feels so good. I’m stunned. The power of him claiming me has the ache in my stomach in knots. One touch of my core will have me on the ceiling.
 
         “You feel amazing, Ava.” He growls deeply as he drives forward again. “I could stay here all fucking night, but I’m losing it.”
 
         I find myself pushing back on to his level strokes, inviting him to increase his pace. The unexpected pleasure is unreal, and I’m fast on my way to a furious climax. I’m staggered that I’m even doing this. I need more.
 
         “Keep going.” I utter the words I never thought I would.
 
         “Yes, baby. Are you close?”
 
         “Yes!” I cry, ramming back onto him. I hear his gasps as he moves one hand to my shoulder and the other to stroke my inside thigh. “Harder!” I scream. I need this.
 
         “Oh fuck, Ava!” he yells, pounding forward, clamping onto my shoulder and cupping my mound, his finger rolling over my pulsating clitoris.
 
         I throw my head back. “I’m there!” I cry.
 
         “Wait!” he shouts.
 
         I turn light-headed, feeling his cock swell and jerk as he powers on.
 
         I’m delirious with pleasure, and just when I think I might collapse, he bellows, “Now!” And I let go.
 
         The room starts spinning and I’m lost as I collapse forward onto the bar, my arms spread above my head, taking Jesse with me. He’s a weight, but I’m numb from pleasure, aware only of his hard, wet chest pressing me into the granite, his hot, heavy breaths in my hair and his pulsating cock still buried deep inside me. He spasms above me, and my muscles contract on every beat I feel from him, draining every last drop of his seed as he lazily thrusts the last pieces of my orgasm out of me.
 
         I’m floating away.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         
 
         Are you okay?” he whispers in my ear.
         
 
         “Am I allowed to speak?”
 
         He pushes forward and squeezes my hipbone, sending me on a little jolt across the worktop. “Don’t be smart.”
 
         “I’m well and truly fucked.” I sigh.
 
         “Ava, please watch your mouth,” he cautions, lifting his arms and laying them over mine, softly stroking up and down.
 
         “I am, though.”
 
         “I know, but you don’t have to swear. I hate you swearing.”
 
         I frown to myself. “I have to endure your blue language.”
 
         “My language is only blue, lady, when you make me see red.”
 
         I sigh. “Okay.”
 
         We lay replete for an age, regaining our breath. I’m pinned under his heavy body, splattered on the granite work surface, the coolness under my cheek a welcome sensation as I watch my hot breath skim the shiny granite, causing it to fog. I’m adrift from reality and drowning in a rush of sentiment. I’m depleted, physically and emotionally, and I’m in even more trouble now.
 
         “Jesse?”
 
         “Hmmm?”
 
         “How old are you?”
 
         He squeezes my arms. “Twenty-two.”
 
         I roll my eyes. If he’s twenty-two, then I’m Mother Teresa reincarnated. I smile to myself. After what I have just partaken in, it’s not bloody likely. I feel him pull away from me a fraction, a hollow, empty feeling attacking me when he slips out. He kisses my back and slowly separates us, his skin peeling away from mine gradually. I’m cold.
 
         “Come here,” he whispers, grasping my waist. I notice that it’s not my hips.
 
         I brace my flat palms on the granite and lift myself with his slow persuasion, and when I’ve finally separated my body from the breakfast bar, I turn and face him, my eyes widening when I see he’s hard again.
 
         He lifts me onto the counter and muscles between my thighs, picking my arms up and draping them over his shoulders before resting his hands on my waist.
 
         He searches my eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
         I smile at his handsome face. “Yes.”
 
         “Good.” He leans in and wraps his arms around me tightly, inhaling in my neck. “I’m not finished with you yet.”
 
         I curl my legs around his tight waist, squeezing with my thighs. “I noticed.”
 
         “You have this effect on me,” he tells me on a shrug.
 
         It can’t be just me, but I’ll take the compliment. I bury my face in the side of his neck and nuzzle. He smells so good.
 
         “Are you hungry?” he asks, pulling back and running his knuckles down my cheek.
 
         “-ish.” I shrug.
 
         “-ish,” he mouths, the corners of his lips twitching. His eyes twinkle and I grin. “You have a cheeky grin. I love it.” He kisses the corner of my mouth.
 
         “Shit!” As soon as the word falls from my mouth, I wince.
 
         He leans back, eyes wide. “Mouth!” he grinds, his lips forming a straight line. “What’s the matter?”
 
         “I told Kate I’d be home,” I blurt. She hasn’t called, or if she has I’ve not heard my phone. “I better call her. She needs my car to visit her gran in Yorkshire.”
 
         I wriggle to free myself, and he begrudgingly lets go on a frown. Retrieving my bag from by the front door, I rummage through, finding my phone to text Kate and explain I’m on my way, adding a P.S. on the end to inform her that there’s no girlfriend. I pull my jeans out of my overnight bag. “I’ve got to go.”
         
 
         “Go?” he booms.
 
         I flinch. “I’ve got one set of car keys and Kate needs them,” I explain. I shake my jeans out and thrust one leg in. No need to bother with underwear.
 
         “Oh!” I yelp as I’m suddenly hoisted into the air and over his shoulder. “What are you doing?” I’m staring straight at his firm, tanned arse as he turns without a word and stalks across the apartment. “Shit! Jesse, put me down!” He yanks my jeans off, throws them aside, and slaps my arse. “Ouch!”
 
         “Mouth!”
 
         I hear the door hit plaster after being kicked open, and we’re in a bedroom. It’s all black and white in here too. I’m hauled off his shoulder and dropped into a sea of luxurious, white cotton. It smells divine, like fresh water… like him.
 
         I don’t have time to get over my disorientation. He’s between my thighs in a nanosecond, his hands pinning my wrists on either side of my head, his arms ramrod straight, supporting his upper body. Jesus, the man can move fast. I’m still not quite sure where I am and how I got here. I do, however, recognize that coiling anticipation lingering deep inside me.
 
         The slippery head of his arousal tickles my entrance, leaving my heart sprinting in my chest, while I focus on his eyes above mine, gazing down at me with a mixture of anger and shock. He’s mad?
 
         “You’re not fucking going anywhere,” he growls, shifting his hips and plunging full length into me, stretching me to the most incredible level.
 
         We both yell in unison at the penetration. He’s so deep, and I’m instantly gripping onto every inch of him inside me. He holds still for a few seconds, his head hanging and his mouth lax, and once he’s gathered himself together, he lifts his gaze to mine and slowly withdraws before ramming straight back in on a loud yell.
 
         I throw my head back on a scream.
 
         “Look at me!” His voice is a carnal growl, not to be ignored.
 
         I return my eyes to his as he holds himself deep inside me. I’m panting like a dehydrated dog.
 
         “That’s better. Now, do you need a reminder?” he asks.
 
         A reminder? If he means a reminder of how good he feels inside me, then the answer is yes! I roll my hips to try and get some friction, raging and burning like a wanton hussy.
 
         He stares down at me expectantly. “Answer the question, Ava.”
 
         “Please,” I breathe. I can’t believe I’m begging for him, but he can do what he likes to me, demand anything.
 
         He smiles a knowing, cocky smile, then he lets rip, powering forward. “You’re mine, Ava,” he grunts. I shut my eyes on a yell of pleasure. “Open your fucking eyes!”
 
         Oh, I don’t have the energy. I drag them open as he pounds in and out at an inexcusably hard and forceful pace. It’s amazing. Our sweat-ridden bodies are colliding and my breath hitches as I try to control the buildup of pressure that’s gathering in my groin. Even amid the disorder of our frantic body movements, his eyes never stray from mine. I wrap my legs around his waist, tilting my hips slightly, sending him deeper and my bordering detonation closer. “Jesus, Ava. You okay?” He forces the words from his mouth between gruff shouts.
 
         My wrists are freed from his heavy grip, and I feel the thud of his fists punching into the mattress.
 
         “Don’t stop!” I scream, flinging my hands up to grab his slippery biceps. I dig my nails in to try and find some grip, prompting him to yell more and pound harder. I throw my head back in despair. The power and control he has is beyond comprehension.
 
         “Damn it, Ava. Look at me!”
 
         My head falls back down and our eyes meet. His pupils are huge and glazed, nearly canceling out the greenness of his stare, and I notice his frown deepening and sweat dripping down his temples. Shifting my hands to the back of his head, I fist my hands in his saturated hair, pulling his head down so our lips collide and our tongues clash, while he continues his punishing blows.
 
         I can’t hold back anymore. “Jesse, I’m going,” I pant against his lips. The tips of my fingers are numb from my stupidly fierce grasp of him.
 
         “Fuck! Together, okay?” he strains through his clenched teeth, driving harder a few more body-blowing, mind-numbing times, before yelling, “Now!”
 
         I let it go—all of the pent-up heaviness in my groin, the weight in my lungs and the fire in my belly—it all comes out on a massive rush of pressure and a very loud scream.
 
         “Jesus Christ!” he cries, thrusting one last, powerful time before stilling over me.
 
         I feel his scorching release shoot deep inside me, and I sag all around him, closing my eyes in exhaustion. He collapses to his forearms, breathless and soaking wet, as he withdraws fractionally, pushing deep and high a few more times in long, measured strokes. My muscles contract around him, milking every last bit of his release. I can’t think straight. This man has given me four incomprehensibly powerful orgasms in less than four hours. I’m never going to be able to walk tomorrow.
 
         I lay there sated and limp, panting and aching from the exertion, my eyes growing heavy. I feel his forehead rest against mine, and I open my eyes to see that his are clenched shut. I wriggle under him to get his attention, feeling his semi-erection twitch inside me. He drags his eyes open, lifting his head so he can focus on me. Searching my face, he settles on my mouth, and leans down to plant the gentlest kiss on my abused lips. I sigh as he drops his torso down to lay flush on my body, his hard chest heavy, but so wanted. The burden is welcome and I reach around to faintly trace my fingers over his back as I rest my chin on his shoulder and stare up at the ceiling. Light shivers ripple through him as he buries his face in my neck, resting his lips against my pulsing vein.
 
         I’ve never felt so content in all of my life. I know it’s only sex and the aftereffects, but this is the finest feeling in the world. It has to be. This man’s fierceness is addictive, his tenderness sweet, and his body beyond perfection. He’s the perfect mix of maleness.
 
         Tracing my finger across his back, I listen to his breathing, steady and even against my neck. He’s asleep, and I’m trapped under his solid body. I stop caressing his back and he shifts his hips, slowly pulling out of me. The feeling is unwelcome, and leaves me wishing I had sustained his weight for longer—maybe forever.
 
         He pushes himself up on his elbows and stares down at me. “You sent me to sleep.” His voice is rough.
 
         “I did.”
 
         Picking up a loose piece of my hair, he twirls the shiny, mahogany lock around his finger. “You’re too beautiful,” he whispers.
 
         I stare into his sleepy eyes and run my thumb across his frown line. “So are you,” I say softly.
 
         He offers a half smile, lowers his head, and nuzzles between my breasts. “Consider yourself reminded, lady.”
 
         Slowly peeling himself away from my body, he rests back on his heels, the cold rush of air that instantly invades me having me wanting to yank him back down. He offers me both of his hands and I take them, letting him pull me up to straddle his thighs, and wrapping one arm around my back, he cradles me to him as he turns, maneuvering his body so he’s sitting with his back against the headboard, me facing him. He rests his hands on my waist and circles his thumbs on my hipbones, sending a shudder racing through me. I throw my hands over his to still his movements.
 
         He smirks at me. “Spend the day with me tomorrow.”
 
         Spend all day in bed with this man? After tonight, I need a week to recover—maybe longer. I am, quite literally, fucked.
 
         “I have things planned,” I say warily. I’m being sensible here. I need to keep it casual, or maybe not see him again at all. He’s the epitome of bad boy, if slightly older. He’s hazardous, enigmatic, and completely addictive.
 
         “What things?” he asks on a slight pout.
 
         “I need to sort my stuff out.” I clamp my hands down when I feel him try to move his thumbs again.
 
         “What stuff?” He looks confused.
 
         “Kate’s place is temporary accommodation. I’ve been there for four weeks—everything is everywhere. I need to sort it out for when I get my own place.”
 
         “Where were you four weeks ago?”
 
         “With Matt.”
 
         He recoils. “Who the fuck is Matt?”
 
         “He’s my ex-boyfriend.”
 
         “Ex?”
 
         “Yes, ex.” I see a wave of relief travel across his face. What’s the matter with him? “Jesse, I need to get my car.” I press. “I can’t leave Kate to drive her van all the way to Yorkshire. She rattles and shakes all over the place; it won’t be safe.”
 
         “Don’t worry. I’ll take you to get it in the morning.”
 
         Oh, so I’m staying then? “She’s leaving at eight-ish.” He might not be so keen if I’m dragging him out of bed at the crack of dawn on a Saturday.
 
         “-ish,” he mouths on a smirk. I mirror his smirk, gripping his hands and moving them up to my waist before I reach up to my head, feeling for the grips that are keeping my hair in place, and start pulling at them. He looks up at me with narrowed eyes.
 
         “What?”
 
         “You refuse to spend the day with me, and then thrust those fabulous boobs in my face. That’s not playing fair, Ava.” He reaches up and flicks a nipple, causing it to immediately pucker into a tight bud.
 
         I yelp, grabbing my breast. “Hey! I need to take my grips out. They’re digging into my head.” I remove a grip and pop it in my mouth.
 
         He watches me with interest, then leans up, takes the grip with his teeth, and spits it out on the bed. His face plummets, nestling between my boobs, and I smile to myself, smoothing my hands through his damp hair and ignoring the voice in my head that’s telling me not to get too contented. He breathes in deeply before pulling back and planting a soft kiss on each nipple. I’m turned around in his lap.
 
         “Let me.” He raises his knees so I’m cradled between them and begins running his fingers through my hair to locate the grips, pulling them out and handing them over my shoulder for me to take.
 
         “How many have you got in here?” he asks as he massages my scalp and finds another stray grip.
 
         “A few. I have a lot of hair to keep up.”
 
         “A few hundred?” he asks doubtfully. “There, I think I got them all.” He takes the grips from my hand and puts them on the bedside table before sliding his hands over my shoulders and pulling me back so I’m against his chest.
 
         He’s so comfortable, and my eyes are incredibly heavy. I’ve had a stupidly busy day, and I’ve just finished it off on a marathon of sex with this captivating man. I should go now and avoid the morning awkwardness. But then I feel him wrap his forearms around me and my head automatically rolls back against his shoulder. I’m so comfortable and so sleepy; I’m not going anywhere.
 
         I reach down and start stroking the hair on the outside of his legs. “How old are you?” I mumble, feeling myself drifting off.
 
         His chest jolts a little, indicating his quiet laugh. “Twenty-three.”
 
         I sleepily snort my disbelief, but I don’t have the energy to challenge him. I’m a slave to sleep and I’m gone.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Ten

         
 
         I wake up in the exact same position that I fell asleep in, except the duvet has been pulled up over my waist. Jesse’s arms are still wrapped around me, and the heavy scent of sex is in the air.
         
 
         I scan the room, looking for a clock, hearing Jesse’s soft, level breathing in my ear. I’m reluctant to move and wake him, but I need the loo.
 
         I set about gently peeling his arms away from my sticky body. He moans a few times in his sleep, and I smile to myself, surprised at my lack of regret. I’ve woken with no feelings of remorse or mortification whatsoever. But I also have no desire to outstay my welcome. Oh no, I’m definitely keeping the upper hand here.
 
         Just when I think I’ve made good progress, I feel his arms clamp around me like a vise, effectively immobilizing me.
 
         “Don’t even think about it, lady,” he growls, his voice raspy with sleep.
 
         I grip his forearms with my hands, trying to loosen his hold on me. “I need to use the bathroom.”
 
         “Tough. Hold onto it. I’m comfy.”
 
         “I can’t.”
 
         “I’m not letting go of you.” He states it as a fact, nudging my hand away with a flick of his forearm while maintaining his hold on me.
 
         I flop my head back against his shoulder in exasperation, and his lips turn into my cheek, kissing it sweetly, his overnight stubble grazing me. It feels good, but it wasn’t the morning reaction I was expecting.
 
         Once I feel he’s relaxed his grip slightly and is busy nuzzling my cheek, I make my move, but no sooner have I tensed my muscles to make my escape, I’m flipped onto my back, my thighs parted and my wrists pinned on either side of my head. He looks down at me, his eyes bright and skipping with enjoyment. Oh yes, he’s deeply satisfied with himself, and he looks bloody glorious, with his disheveled hair and dark blond stubble.
 
         My body responds to him automatically, and the pain in my bladder is soon replaced by a distressed ache in my groin, my heart somewhere between my breastbone and my throat. His daybreak smell is a mixture of clean sweat and that heady fresh water scent I love so much. I’m breathless. He must think I’m so easy.
 
         Well, I am…with him.
 
         He rubs his nose over mine. “Sleep well?”
 
         He wants a chat now? “Very.” I roll my hips suggestively, and his eyebrows rise, his lips twitching.
 
         “Me too.”
 
         I wait for him to take the lead. He watches me closely as he slowly drops his face to mine, and when our lips finally brush, I moan, opening my mouth invitingly and involuntarily trembling when he skims his tongue gently across mine, taking his time, slowly seducing my mouth and pulling back every so often to kiss my lips gently before he resumes exploring. Oh, I like gentle Jesse very much. This is a million miles away from the dominant sex lord I was faced with yesterday.
 
         When he’s happy that he’s got me enthralled, he releases my wrists and leisurely strokes down the side of my body with the tip of his index finger. It’s enough to have me convulsing and rolling my hips as the pressure in my tummy spirals down to my core.
 
         His touch is addictive. He is addictive. I’m totally addicted.
         
 
         Reaching around to seize his rock-solid arse in my palms, I apply a little pressure, deliberately pressing his hips into mine. We both whimper in harmony against each other’s mouths.
 
         “I completely lose myself in you, lady,” he mumbles against my lips as he pulls away, watching my face when he sinks slowly and purposely into me, inch by perfect inch, sending my hands flying to his back and my eyes squeezing shut. I’m full to the hilt.
 
         He remains motionless, letting me adjust around him, his back tense, his breathing shallow. I know it must be taking everything out of him to be so still.
 
         “Look at me, Ava.”
 
         I peel my eyes open. His jaw is tense, his light frown line deeper than usual, and his green eyes are blazing. I roll my hips a fraction to signal I’m okay, and on my invitation, he slowly draws back until I’m sure he’s going to pull out, but then, bit by bit, he plunges straight back in to the deepest part of me—in and out, in and out.
 
         “Hmmm.” I moan on a long exhale.
 
         “I love sleepy sex with you,” he breathes.
 
         The deliberate, measured strokes are playing havoc with my self-control. I push my hips up to meet his penetrations, sending him deeper and me higher. The feeling is extraordinary.
 
         “Is that good, Ava?” he asks quietly. He knows it is. His gaze is still locked on mine and I surprise myself that I can maintain the intimacy. It’s like we’re supposed to be this way.
 
         “Yes,” I breathe.
 
         “Faster?”
 
         “No, just like this, please, just stay like this.” This is perfect. The hard, powerful, commanding Jesse is amazing, but right now, this is absolutely perfect.
 
         His eyes swim as he regards me, continuing his measured dives in and out. I want him to kiss me, but he seems content just looking at me, so I link my legs around his lower back and run my hands up and down his arms in light, feathery strokes.
 
         On a slow withdrawal, he pauses, momentarily appearing to gather himself, his eyes probing mine. “Enough of the sleepy sex,” he murmurs as he surges forward, thrashing me in the deepest recesses of my body, not giving me a moment to adjust.
 
         He cries out and retreats before repeating the delectable move again and again, slowly withdrawing and striking hard. The pleasure washes over me like a storm, sending my mind into orbit. His drives are controlled and exact. I’m reaching my limit. I fist my hands in his hair, pulling his lips down to mine, running my tongue over his bottom lip and biting it lightly, letting it drag through my teeth as I pull away. He bursts forward again, his face tense as he finds my lips and kisses me passionately.
 
         “I’m never letting you go,” he informs me around our kiss.
 
         “I don’t want you to.”
 
         He freezes suddenly, stopping the rhythmic drives that had me set to disintegrate in his arms, and I wince at the lack of movement, my orgasm lying in limbo. He’s still buried balls-deep inside me as he pulls his head up and looks at me. I’m snapped out of my confusing thoughts immediately by the look of displeasure on his face.
 
         It was the wrong thing to say. I got caught up in the moment, that’s all. I look away from him. I’ve ruined it.
 
         “Look at me now, Ava.” I reluctantly return my eyes to his, finding his face has softened slightly. “We’re going to have this conversation when you’re sound-minded and not crazy with lust.” He draws back to the very tip of his thick erection and hovers over me.
 
         He’s right; I’m not sound-minded when I’m around him, especially when he has me like this. He cripples me with pleasure, and now he’s got me saying crazy shit.
 
         His tongue sweeps his bottom lip and he pants as he pushes forward, dragging my dormant orgasm back to life. My skin blazes as he pumps slow and hard, and as deep as he can get. Smoothing my palms through his hair, I pull him back down to my lips and devour him while he continues with his deliberate drives.
 
         “I’m going to come,” he mumbles. “Come with me, Ava. Give it to me.”
 
         And with three more strikes, my mind goes blank and fireworks start exploding in my head. I burst beneath him on a loud cry.
 
         “That’s it, baby.” He strains the words, joining me in my pleasure as I rein in my shouts, and moan long and low as his hardness expands, jerking within me, before releasing round after round of his hot, wet seed deep inside me. He collapses on top of me, pushing his hips hard against me, ensuring he empties every last bit of himself. I’m obliterated as both of us lay entangled, panting and struggling for breath.
 
         “I don’t know what to say,” he whispers against my ear.
 
         I’m only just cognitive, but I heard that loud and clear, and I’m not quite sure what to make of it. I think we’ve both said too much already. That’s what happens when you get caught up in the moment. Lust and passion take over, and before you know it, ridiculous words are flying out of your mouth.
 
         After a few minutes’ silence, I’m beyond uncomfortable, so I shuffle a bit under him. “Can I use the bathroom now?” I ask.
 
         He slides out, making a huge, exaggerated effort of flopping back on the bed. I’ve no idea what he’s frustrated about.
 
         Without a word, I pad across the white carpet into the bathroom, shutting the door behind me. I know he watched my every step. I could feel his eyes hammering into my naked back. The inevitable awkwardness has been delayed, but it’s here now. And it’s here with a vengeance.
 
         I use the loo, wash my hands, and take a few moments to psych myself up before I open the door, finding him still sprawled on his back, unapologetically naked and staring straight at me. I don’t know what to do. “I should go. Kate will be wondering where I am.”
 
         He chews his lips furiously, the cogs firing into action. “Maybe I’d like to keep you here.”
 
         “She needs my car.” I want to be sensible and leave, but I also don’t. “Will you take me?”
 
         He blasts me back into the bathroom with his smile, making me feel so much better, the awkwardness gone, just like that. “What do you say?”
 
         “Please.” I grin, and he jumps up from the bed.
 
         “Good girl. Give me five.”
 
         
              

         
 
         I’m on my knees gingerly plucking up pieces of glass from the kitchen floor when Jesse strolls in from the bedroom. I glance up, finding he’s wearing heavy, beige board shorts, a white Ralph Lauren Polo shirt—collar turned up—and blue converse. The blond hairs on his muscled legs are bleached, highlighted by his slight tan. He’s not shaved, but his blond stubble doesn’t conceal his handsome features. I’m on my knees, lips parted, looking deprived. I feel deprived.
 
         He stops in front of me, looking down with a grin on his face. He looks younger. I want to jump him, but with a hand full of glass shards, us both fully dressed and late, I shall resist.
         
 
         “I need to go,” I press, trying to ignore the mass of male beauty looming over me.
 
         “Here,” he holds both his hands out in front of him for me to transfer the glass. “You should have left it, Ava. You could’ve cut yourself.” He empties his hands, tipping the glass into the sink. “I’ll sort it later.” Slipping on his Wayfarers, he collects his keys and my bags before grabbing my hand and leading me to the door.
 
         “Are you working today?” I ask.
 
         “No, not much goes on at The Manor during the day.” He winks, and I melt. He’s all roguish, and I love it.
 
         He opens the door and we’re immediately met by a couple of scruffy-looking men with clipboards, wearing blue overalls. The embroidered print on their uniforms reads, “B&C Removals.”
 
         “Mr. Ward?” the one that looks like a trucker asks, his yellow teeth indicating at least fifty cigarettes and twenty cups of coffee a day.
 
         “The boxes in the spare room go first. My housekeeper will be here shortly to assist with the rest.” He pulls me through the corridor, leaving the trucker type and his lanky apprentice to get on with things. “Be careful with the ski and bike equipment,” he yells behind him.
 
         “You have a housekeeper?” I don’t know why this surprises me. The man’s bought the penthouse at Lusso for a cool ten million. He’s beyond rich.
 
         “She’s the only woman I couldn’t live without,” he replies flippantly. “She’s off to Ireland next week to visit her family. It’ll all fall apart then.”
 
         
              

         
 
         I make it to my car in record time, after Jesse dipped and weaved through the early morning traffic. Fellow drivers seem to be more accommodating to an Aston Martin and a few hand gestures. He loads my bags into the back of my car while I check my phone. Ten past eight. I fire a quick text to Kate to tell her that I’m on my way and look up, finding him staring at me. Even through his Wayfarers—which he looks tremendous in—I can feel that potent, green gaze blazing my skin.
 
         I open the driver’s door of my Mini, jump in and start the engine, and Jesse is crouched down by my side in a heartbeat.
 
         “I’ll take you for lunch.”
 
         “I told you, I’ve got stacks to get done.” I’m not being sidetracked by roguish Jesse, although he is very distracting.
 
         “Dinner then.”
 
         “I’ll ring you later.” I’ve spent the whole night with him, he’s fucked me into oblivion, and I need some recovery time.
 
         His shoulders sag and he scowls heavily. “Are you refusing me?”
 
         “No, I’ll call you later.”
 
         Leaning in and resting his palm on my thigh, he plants a scorching hot kiss on my lips, leaving me slightly breathless. “Make sure you do,” he says, strolling away, enhancing that bloody gait. That was a look-what-you’re-missing kiss. It worked.
 
         “How old are you, Jesse?” I shout after him.
 
         He turns, walking backward with a fraction of a grin tickling his lips. “Twenty-four.”
 
         The engine rumbles to life and he roars off like a teenage rally driver. Maybe he is twenty-four. He certainly acts it sometimes.
 
         
              

         
 
         I fly through the front door and up the stairs, finding Kate drying her hair on the landing. She looks flustered, which means she’s running late. When she spots me, she turns the dryer off and grins from ear to ear.
 
         “Good night?” she asks on an arched brow. She doesn’t seem in much of a rush now.
 
         “It was okay,” I shrug, reflexively grabbing a tendril of hair. I can’t help the smile breaking out across my own face.
 
         “Ha!” she cries. “Do tell.”
 
         “Yeah, he’s a god. I can’t lie to you. He’s the new owner of the penthouse.”
 
         “Fuck off! He’s delicious and super rich?”
         
 
         I smile my agreement. “Sorry if I worried you when I didn’t come home. I left a message on your phone.”
 
         “I’ve not checked my phone. Anyway, the way he was looking at you, the only thing I was worried about was you not being able to walk this morning.” She starts laughing as she chucks her dryer on the floor and makes her way into her super tidy bedroom. “And, if I’m not mistaken, there’s a limp!”
 
         I follow her in, flopping on her perfectly made bed. “Jesus, Kate. The man has experience.” That sudden thought reminds me of all the many conquests that would have come before me. I screw my face up in disgust.
 
         “You wanted uncomplicated fun. It looks like you’ve got it. High five!” She air slaps me and leaves the room. “And there’s no girlfriend?”
 
         Did I want uncomplicated fun? Will this be uncomplicated fun? “No, but she wants him. I’ve worked that much out.”
 
         “Oh well, unlucky for her. I’ve got to beat feet. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon. What are you up to while I’m gone?”
 
         I roll off her bed and smooth the covers before leaving her immaculate room, shutting the door behind me. “I’m going to sort my stuff out. Have we got any bin bags?”
 
         “Hurrah! They’re under the sink,” She grabs her bag from the top of the stairs and makes her way down to the door. “Thanks for your car. You’re more than welcome to borrow Margo. Bye!”
 
         
              

         
 
         It’s Monday morning again, but unusual in that everyone is here. There’s always at least one of us out of the office on site visits or appointments. After Kate returned from Yorkshire late last night, we curled up on the sofa and shared a bottle of wine and a family-size bar of Dairy Milk while I filled her in on my Lord, and she filled me in on her senile grandmother.
 
         Now I’m in the kitchen with Patrick, bringing him up to date on Mrs. Kent’s new house.
 
         “She can move every year for the rest of her life for all I care, as long as she keeps contracting you to jazz the place up.”
 
         I frown. “I don’t know. I think she loves having the workmen around.” I raise my eyebrows on a laugh.
 
         Patrick laughs with me. “The old goat is seventy, if a day! Maybe she should get a toy-boy. God knows, Mr. K has plenty of young scrumpets scattered around the globe. I have that straight from a very reliable source.” He winks at me, and I smile fondly at him.
 
         I know Patrick’s referring to his wife, Irene. If it’s happening in this town, Irene knows about it. She’s a self-confessed busybody, know-it-all, and gossip. If she doesn’t know about it, then it isn’t worth knowing about.
 
         “Oh, Van Der Haus wants to meet you on Wednesday,” Patrick continues. “They really want you, flower.”
 
         “Really?”
 
         He laughs. “You’re too modest, my girl. I checked your diary and penciled in twelve-thirty. He’s at the Royal Park. Is that okay?”
 
         “Absolutely.” I push myself away from the kitchen worktop and head for my desk. “I’m going to finalize some drawings and e-mail some contractors.”
 
         “Okay, flower.”
 
         I land at my desk and find a text from Kate, asking for a hand after work with a delivery. I quickly reply, telling her to pick me up from the office, then crack on.
 
         
              

         
 
         As I’m getting ready to run over to the deli to grab some lunch, Tom prances up to my desk. “Delivery for Ava!” he screeches, placing a box on my desk.
 
         What’s this? I’m not expecting any catalogues. “Thanks, Tom. Did you have a good night on Friday?”
 
         “Forget my weekend. Tell me who that man was.” He plants his hands on my desk, leaning in toward me.
 
         “What man?” I blurt, far too quickly, retreating in my chair to get some distance from the interrogating presence of my nosy friend.
 
         “Your reaction speaks volumes.” His eyes narrow on me as my face burns up.
 
         “He’s just a client.” I shrug.
 
         Tom’s scrutinizing stare moves to my fingers, that are currently playing with a lock of my hair. I release it, quickly picking up a pen. I need to work on this lying business. I’m truly rubbish at it. His tongue moves into his cheek as he straightens himself and walks away from my desk.
 
         What’s wrong with me? I yank the box open, finding a single calla lily on top of a book that’s wrapped in tissue paper.
 
         
            Giuseppe Cavalli, Fotografie, 1936–1961

         
 
         I open the cover, and a note slips out.
 
         
            Ava,
 
            You’re like a book I can’t put down. I need to know more.
 
            Jx

         
 
         My eyes drift slowly between the flower and the note, considering what he may want to know. He could start with telling me a few things, like how old he is. Falling into a daydream, I relive every vivid moment of Friday night. Trying to keep myself busy by clearing out my belongings over the weekend did nothing to distract me. I desperately wanted to call him, but that minuscule piece of intelligence I’ve hung on to kept stopping me, telling me I’ll just be setting myself up for disappointment. I don’t want to be at the mercy of a man, and Jesse Ward is too easy to surrender to. I reluctantly drag my thoughts away from the Lord and steal a quick inhale of the calla before popping it in my drawer and getting on with some work.
 
         
              

         
 
         At six o’clock, Margo hisses and bangs up to the pavement to pick me up. I battle with the rusty handle and climb in, pushing a dozen cake magazines and empty Starbucks cups to the floor before I can settle myself on the seat.
 
         “You need a new delivery van.” Considering how crazy tidy Kate is at home, Margo is the pits.
 
         “Shhhh; you’ll hurt her feelings.” She grins. “Good day?” She eyes me warily.
 
         My shoulders slump. I take the book and note from my bag and hand them to her across the van. Uncertainty mars her pretty, pale features as she opens the front sleeve and the note slips onto her lap. She picks it up, scans the words, and gapes at me.
 
         “Yikes! The Lord is deep.” She thrusts the book back at me and pulls into the traffic.
 
         “He is.” I start thinking about pillow talk, green eyes, and hard warmth.
 
         “Just how good in bed are we talking here?” Kate asks casually, keeping her eyes on the road.
 
         My head snaps to the side to look at her, but she won’t return my stare. “Very,” I reply. The best, amazing, mind-blowing! I want to do it again and again and again!
 
         “Will this be a pinball rebound?”
 
         I sigh, not answering because I’m scared to admit it out loud.
 
         She reaches over and squeezes my knee, smiling thoughtfully. She knows what’s happening here.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Eleven

         
 
         We slow at the entrance of a residential street, and Kate brings Margo to a stop.
         
 
         “Right. Get in the back.”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Get in the back, Ava!” She reinforces her instructions with a batting of my knee.
 
         “Why?” I’m frowning heavily.
 
         She points down the street and realization dawns on me. I look at her, completely wide-eyed.
 
         She has the decency to look a little apologetic. “I’ve strapped, padded, and cushioned, but this street is a fucking nightmare. That cake took me two weeks to finish. If it goes over, I’m fucked.”
 
         I look down the tree-lined street. Cars are parked on both sides and there is just room for one line of traffic down the middle. That’s not what’s bothering me, though. It’s the vicious, black, rubber speed humps dotted every twenty yards that have my attention. Oh God, I’m going to be tossed about like a penny in a tumble dryer.
 
         “Can’t we carry it?” I ask desperately.
 
         “It’s five tiers and it weighs a ton. Just hold on to the box. It’ll be fine.”
 
         I exhale, unclipping my seat belt. “I can’t believe you’ve got me doing this,” I grumble, climbing into the back of the van and wrapping my arms around the tall cake box. “Couldn’t you assemble it on site?”
 
         “Nope.”
 
         “Why not?”
 
         “I just couldn’t. Hold the fucking cake!” she yells impatiently.
 
         I tighten my grip, spreading my legs to keep my balance, and lay my cheek against the box. We’re positioned at the mouth of the road, engine revving and looking like something out of a comedy sketch.
 
         “Ready?” she calls back.
 
         I hear Margo crunch into gear. “Just bloody get on with it, will you?” I snap.
 
         She’s giggling as she slowly starts creeping forward and it’s not long before a car horn starts honking impatiently from behind. “Fuck off, you tosser!” Kate yells as we hit our first speed hump.
 
         I’m propelled into the air, my face squishing against the box, my heels sliding from under me. “Kate!” I screech, landing on my arse.
 
         “Don’t let go of that box!”
 
         I scramble back to my feet, grabbing the box just as the back wheels jolt down the other side of the hump. “Will you take it easy?”
 
         “I need a run up, else she won’t make it over!” she exclaims, hitting another hump.
 
         “Bloody hell!” I’m catapulted into the air, landing with an almighty thud. “Kate!”
 
         She’s laughing hard now, only serving to piss me off more. “Sorry!” she gasps.
 
         “No you’re not,” I grate, pulling myself up again. I kick my heels off to try and get a better balance.
 
         “Oh, no.”
 
         I blow my hair out of my face. “What?”
 
         “I’m not reversing, mister!” she hisses.
 
         I spot a Jaguar driving at us and with only enough width for one vehicle and no space to pull in, it’s a standoff. A string of loud car horns start singing out around us as Kate proceeds forward, knocking me all over the place in the back of Margo.
 
         “I’ll ram you,” she warns Mr. Jaguar, smacking her horn repeatedly. “Is the cake okay?”
 
         “Yes! Don’t you dare let him win,” I yell, landing on my backside again. “Shit!”
 
         “Hang on, only two more to go.”
 
         “Oh God!”
 
         Two jolts later and probably another two more bruises on my behind, we’re double-parked and unloading the stupid five-tier cake. Mr. Jaguar is honking, cursing, and throwing hand gestures all over the place, but we ignore him. My feet are still bare as I help Kate out with the cake, delivering it into the massive kitchen of Mrs. Link, who’s throwing a sweet sixteen for her daughter. I leave Kate to sort the rest and go back to Margo to wait for her, ignoring the car horns as I look for my shoes in the back.
 
         “Move the van, you stupid bitch!” The violent tone pulls my head from the van to find an overweight, balding, middle-aged businessman approaching with a face like thunder. “Are you fucking deaf?”
 
         Oh shit, he’s going to crack me one. I look toward the steps that lead to Mrs. Link’s house, but the front door is still firmly closed.
 
         I gasp when I’m shoved in the back. “Please, give me five minutes.” I plead with the irate twat. If Kate was here, he would be on his arse by now.
 
         “Just move the fucking shed, you dopey cow!” he roars in my face, making me recoil.
 
         I run onto the pavement, stepping on every stray stone on my way, and up the steps to Mrs. Link’s front door. “Kate!” I knock frantically, turning and smiling sweetly at Mr. Baldy Jag, earning myself another torrent of abuse. This guy needs anger management. “Kate!” I shout, banging again. Car horns are blaring all around, I’ve got the angriest man I’ve ever encountered hurling abuse at me, my arse is sore, and my feet are being stabbed by fucking stones! “KATE!!!” My throat is bloody sore now, too. But then I have a thought. Has she left the keys in Margo? I gingerly run down the steps, back onto the street to check Margo’s ignition, going around the back to avoid Baldy.
 
         It would seem that he’s not so willing to let me evade him, though, and I collide with his fat, sweaty body as I reach the driver’s door. “Oh!” I cry, getting a waft of stale body odor.
 
         He grabs the top of my arm, squeezing hard. “If you don’t move that fucking thing now, I’ll slap your skinny arse all over this street.”
 
         I lean back against the van as he tightens his hold on my arm to a point so painful I want to cry out. I’m going to be bludgeoned on a leafy residential street in posh Belgravia and be plastered all over tomorrow morning’s news. I feel my eyes welling up with panicky tears as I’m pinned to the side of Margo with not a clue what to do.
 
         “Get your fucking hands off her!”
 
         The roar that pierces the air around me, blocking out all car horns and London traffic, makes my knees buckle with relief. I turn toward the direction of the most welcome voice I’ve ever heard and see Jesse running down the middle of the road in his suit, looking murderous.
 
         Oh, thank God! I don’t know where he’s come from, and I couldn’t care less. The relief that washes over me is overwhelming. I’ve never been so glad to see anyone in my life, and the fact that it’s a man I’ve known barely a week should be telling me something.
         
 
         Mr. Baldy Jag’s fat, ugly head snaps up in Jesse’s direction, a deep look of panic instantly invading his sweaty features. I feel his grip ease up. Letting go of me and stepping back from Margo, he starts weighing up the mountain of lean tallness that’s running at full pelt toward us. The intention to scarper is clear on his ugly face. He doesn’t get the chance to, though. Jesse charges him before he sets his short legs to work, taking him clean from his feet and sending him crashing to the tarmac.
 
         My God! I was wrong. Baldy isn’t the angriest man I’ve ever seen. I watch as Jesse’s fist collides with Baldie’s face before he kicks him in the gut, causing him to cry out.
 
         “Get off your fat arse and apologize,” Jesse yanks him up from the road, presenting him to me. “Apologize!” he roars.
 
         I look at Baldy, who’s huffing and puffing, his nose clearly broken, blood dripping down his slimy suit. I would feel sorry for him if he wasn’t such a nasty bastard. What sort of man does that to a woman?
 
         “I…I’m s…sorry…” he stutters, looking completely dazed.
 
         Jesse’s fisted hand in Baldie’s jacket shakes him. “Lay a finger on her again, I’ll rip your fucking head off.” His voice is menacing. “Now, fuck off.” He shoves the crumpled heap of a man out of his hands and grabs me, yanking me into his chest.
 
         I fall apart. I’m a stupid blubbering wreck as I sob all over Jesse’s expensive suit, while he holds me against his hard, warm chest.
 
         “I should have finished the bastard off,” he grumbles. “Hey, stop the tears. I’ll get crazy mad.” He spreads his palm over the back of my head and sighs into my hair.
 
         “Where did you come from?” I mumble, pulling out of his chest. I don’t care; I’m just glad he’s here.
 
         He flicks me a look, almost embarrassed. “I…”
 
         I don’t prevent my gasp of shock. “You followed me, didn’t you?”
 
         “And it’s a good job.” He dismisses me. “Where’s Kate?”
 
         Yes, where is Kate? Mayhem has broken out and she’s still nowhere to be seen. I’m going to kill her—after I’ve had my fix of Jesse.
 
         “Hey, what’s going on?”
 
         I look up and see Kate standing at the front of Margo, looking rather bewildered.
 
         “I think you need to move your van, Kate,” Jesse advises diplomatically. He’s not even broke a sweat.
 
         “Oh, okay.” She shrugs, completely oblivious.
 
         Jesse pulls back, running his eyes down my body. “Where are your shoes?” he asks on a frown, his eyes darkening with rage again, clearly thinking I lost them in the ruckus with Baldy.
 
         “They’re in the back of Margo,” I sniffle. “The van,” I elaborate, when his brow knits in confusion.
 
         He picks me up and carries me around to the pavement, sitting me on a wall outside Mrs. Link’s house. “I’m not even going to ask how they got there.”
 
         “I’ll get them,” Kate shouts. She bloody should as well. She comes running over with my heels. “What happened?”
 
         “Where were you?” I ask shortly.
 
         She rolls her eyes. “I got dragged upstairs for a showing of the party dress. It was way too small and pretty painful to watch. It took them ten minutes to stuff her in the thing.” She glances over at Jesse, who’s grabbing my bag from the front seat of Margo. “What happened?” she asks again on a whisper. “He looks fuming.”
 
         “I got roughed up by Mr. Jaguar,” I brush the gravel from the bottom of my sore soles and put my heels on. “Jesse…” I pause, wondering if following could be classed as stalking, “just happened to be passing.”
 
         “Ava, I’m sorry.” She sits on the wall and puts an arm around me. “Thank God for the Lord, ah?” I can detect the suggestion in her tone.
 
         “Kate, you need to shift that van before war breaks out.” He strolls over with my bag as I get to my feet. Damn, they hurt. I rest my bum back down on the wall again, wincing when my arse meets the concrete. Jesse frowns when he catches me flinching. “I’m taking Ava with me.”
 
         “You are?” I blurt.
 
         He raises his eyebrows. “Yes, I am.” His tone dares me to object.
 
         “I’ll see you at home.” Kate kisses my temple and strolls off toward Margo, with absolutely no urgency, looking back and grinning.
 
         I ignore her and gaze up at the tall, handsome beast in front of me—looking edible in his grey suit and crisp white shirt—and find green eyes narrowed on me. “Why are you flinching?”
 
         I stand up, wincing again when my feet take my full weight. “My backside hurts,” I rub my battered bum and reach to take my bag from him. “I was holding Kate’s cake up in the back of Margo.”
 
         “You didn’t have a seat belt on?”
 
         “No. You don’t get seat belts in the back of vans, Jesse.”
 
         He shakes his head and picks me up, cradling me in his strong arms, before striding off down the street. I sigh heavily and let him do his thing, resting my head against his shoulder and wrapping my arms around his neck.
 
         “You didn’t call me. I told you to call,” he grumbles accusingly.
 
         “I’m sorry.”
 
         “So am I.”
 
         “What are you sorry for?”
 
         “For not being here sooner, Don’t do stupid shit, Ava. And call when I tell you to.”
 
         I frown into his shoulder and he looks down at me as if sensing my response to his scold. He grins, brushing his lips on my forehead. My eyes close. I can’t ignore it. There’s definitely something here and it’s knocked the wind right out of my singleton sails.
 
         
              

         
 
         He pulls up outside Kate’s, and I’m not surprised that Margo’s not arrived home yet. The man drives like a loon. I let myself out of the car, but I’m soon scooped up and carried up the path to the front door.
 
         “I can walk.” I laugh, but he ignores me, taking my keys from my hand when we reach the door and opening it himself before kicking it shut behind us. I wriggle and he places me on my feet, his hand wrapping around my waist, pulling me into him.
 
         I’m lifted until my lips meet his, and I sigh, linking my arms around his neck, letting his tongue roll around my mouth slowly and calmly. I’m screwed if I even think I can resist him.
         
 
         “Thank you for the book,” I say against his lips.
 
         He leans back, gazing at me, his green eyes twinkling with pleasure. “You’re more than welcome.” He drops a chaste kiss on my lips.
 
         “Thank you for saving me.”
 
         He smiles that cheeky, roguish smile. “Anytime, baby.”
 
         The front door flies open and Kate bowls in, clocking us in our embrace.
 
         “Sorry,” she mouths, hastily retreating upstairs to the flat.
 
         Jesse laughs lightly and rolls his hips into me, unearthing a delightful drum deep in my stomach. My breath hitches as his forehead meets mine. “If we were alone, you would be against that wall and I would be fucking you stupid.” He rolls again, dragging a whimper from me as the drumming moves into my core. I mentally curse Kate to Hell.
 
         “I can be quiet,” I whisper. “Gag me if you must.”
 
         He smirks. “Trust me, you’ll be screaming. No gag will stifle it.” My body convulses. “Now, tomorrow,” he says assertively, “I’d like to make an appointment.”
 
         “An appointment to fuck me?”
 
         “Mouth.” He starts laughing. “I want you back at The Manor so you can take the details you really need to start working on some designs.”
         
 
         My mouth forms an O and he leans down, plunging his tongue in, attacking me with passion. I let him take me with everything he has, my knees buckling when he rolls those damn, delectable hips again.
 
         I feel lost when he breaks away, panting, his eyes briefly clenching shut. “I don’t make appointments to fuck you, Ava. I’ll be doing that when I please.”
 
         Removing his hooded eyes from mine, he glances up the stairs, and I know he’s cursing Kate for being home, too.
 
         “The Manor at noon,” he states, reaching up and running his finger down my cheek. I nod. “Good girl.” He smiles, pushes his lips against my forehead before turning and striding out.
 
         I sag against the wall, trying to catch my breath, my mind racing. I’m falling. I’m falling hard and fast.
 
         And I’m scared.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
 
         The next morning, I land in the office with an almighty crash—quite literally. I’m sprawled across the wooden floor, surrounded by boxes, with Tom running toward me, horror plastered all over his baby face.
         
 
         “Oh God. Are you okay?” He reaches down to help me up, brushing down my black, fitted skirt before beginning on my sleeveless blouse. “I’m so sorry. I was just moving them into storage.” He flaps around me like a mother hen, babbling about health and safety and accident books.
 
         “Tom, I’m fine. Get your hands off my tits!”
 
         He quickly withdraws his flapping hands from my breasts, giggling. “Oh, and what lovely breasts they are, Red Riding Hood!”
 
         “If you weren’t gay, I would have slapped you by now.”
 
         “Morning.” I hear Victoria before I see her. “Tom, I’m never going out with you again,” she hisses at him, perching herself on her chair.
 
         I look to each of them in turn. “What’s going on?”
 
         “He dumped me again!”
 
         I drop my bag by my desk and watch as Victoria fires all sorts of accusations at a very guilty-looking Tom. With no desire to get involved, I get my phone from my bag and find a text from Kate.
 
         
            Left early, didn’t want to wake u in case u were dreaming of all things Lord like ;-)
 
            Baroque at 1? Have to be back for 2:30 xxx

         
 
         Yes. And daydreams too. My confused mind homes straight in on the thoughts that kept me awake most of the night—the thoughts that are making my heart and head squabble relentlessly. He’s taken me, fought and won, but I’m not sure I’m ready to give myself to a man again, and especially to a man who demands so much. I’m a sensible girl, except, it seems, when it comes to Jesse. I need time to think about this, without him close by to distract me with his touch.
 
         I try to busy myself with e-mails and checking up on contractor progress, while at the same time thinking of all sorts of excuses I can feed Jesse. I should arrange a meeting, make it business and ensure it stays that way, which is far easier said than done when I’m in close proximity to him.
 
         Patrick comes rolling in at eleven with Starbucks. I could kiss him.
 
         “Cappuccino, extra shot, no sugar or chocolate for you, flower.” He clucks my cheek, placing my coffee on my desk. “Don’t forget your appointment with Mikael tomorrow.” He perches on my desk and I hold my breath as it creaks.
 
         “No, I haven’t.” I push my diary across my desk for Patrick to see the big, bold print.
 
         “Good girl. How did you get on at The Manor?”
 
         I blush instantly. I didn’t tell Patrick about my second appointment, but he only has to flick through my diary to see—which he obviously has.
 
         “Fine,” I squeak, my voice a few notes higher than my typical tone.
 
         “Jolly good. Keep me posted.” He lifts himself up from my desk and goes about handing out the rest of the coffees. I instinctively check underneath for splintered wood or loose screws, puffing my cheeks out in relief for both his lack of interrogation and for my desk’s well-being. With all of my distractions, I hadn’t considered the possibility of Patrick finding out about my extracurricular activities with Mr. Ward. This could have a very detrimental effect on my career. I can’t risk that as well as a broken heart. In a moment based on pure instinct, I text Kate a yes to her lunch offer and follow it up with a message to Jesse.
 
         
            I’m sorry. I need to cancel.

         
 
         I can’t even see him on a professional level right now. He’ll push and I’ll cave. No sooner have I placed my phone back on my desk and untangled my finger from my hair, the office door opens and a spray of calla lilies are carted in. It’s the delivery girl from Lusso. I see Tom point to my desk, and I’m instantly flooded with guilt. I re-slump in my chair. I’ve just stood him up and he’s sent me flowers. I accept the flowers, signing the delivery girl’s paperwork before finding the card.
 
         
            I’m looking very forward to my appointment.
 
            You should be too.
 
            Jx

         
 
         I drop my arms on the desk and bury my head in them, telling myself that this is the right thing to do—the sensible thing. His written word has just confirmed that this meeting will not be in the least bit business-related. Fuck!
 
         My phone starts ringing. I don’t have to look at it to know who’s calling. He was never going to accept a brush-off via text, or any brush-off for that matter. It stops, but almost immediately blurts the arrival of a text.
 
         
            Cancel for what?

         
 
         I read the three-word, simple question a dozen times and come up with nothing that’ll appease him, so I bite the bullet and text him back.
 
         
            Just give me some time. This is really intense, really fast.

         
 
         I leave at twelve-forty-five to go and meet Kate, after ignoring ten missed calls from Jesse, who’s clearly not prepared to give me the time I’d like.
 
         When I arrive, the bar is busy, but I spot Kate in the corner with drinks already on the table. She detects my despondency immediately. “Should I ask what the matter is?” she says, just as my phone starts screaming again and I let out an almighty sigh. “Who’s that?”
 
         “Jesse.”
 
         She frowns. “Aren’t you going to answer?”
 
         I lean back in my chair, letting it ring off. “I canceled my meeting with him.”
 
         Kate’s jaw drops open. “Why?”
 
         I think real hard, but it hurts too much. “I’m not sure…” My shoulders sag. “I don’t know.” I was so overwhelmed yesterday, I let a firm chest, hypnotic voice, and soft, lush lips derail my cognitive thinking.
 
         She gives me a sympathetic look, but it quickly transforms into one of immense interest when something catches her eye. “Hello, hottie at three o’clock! Oh, and he’s looking. How’s my hair? Have I got any icing on my face?” Kate starts frantically brushing her cheeks with her palms.
 
         I turn to three o’clock and see the guy from the bar at The Manor, Sam. He has a big smile on his cheeky face as he raises his bottle of beer to me. I raise my hand and turn back to Kate.
 
         “You know him?” she asks incredulously.
 
         “Sam. He was at The Manor. He’s a friend of Jesse’s.”
 
         “Fucking hell! Jesse’s a member of the hot gang.” She giggles, her eyes widening with excitement. “Hey, he’s coming over. Introduce me, please!”
 
         I shake my head at her. It’s one more first date for her to get her teeth into. Sam reaches the table, still smiling and flashing that dimple. He really is very cute, with his unkempt hair and twinkling eyes. He’s in jeans and a t-shirt again. Casual must be his thing.
 
         “Ava, how are you?”
 
         “I’m good, Sam. You?”
 
         “Great. How’s Jesse?” he inquires on a grin.
 
         I feel my face blush, even though I’ve reached the swift conclusion that he’s playing with me. He’s Jesse’s mate; he should know how he is. I shrug, because I really don’t know what to say. When I left him yesterday, he was firing on all sexual cylinders, and I was panting like a desperate, wanton loser. Now, I expect, he’s slightly irate that I’ve canceled our meeting. No, scrap that. I know he’s irate. His persistent calls tell me so.
         
 
         I feel a sharp crack on my shin and look up to see Kate scowling at me. “Oh, Sam, this is Kate. Kate, meet Sam.” I wave my hand between the two of them, watching as Kate turns all angelic, putting her hand out to Sam, who grins before clasping it.
 
         “Nice to meet you, Kate,” he says smoothly, maintaining his grin and running his free hand through his mousey waves.
 
         “You, too.” She giggles as Sam compliments her wild, red hair, their hands still linked.
 
         My phone declares a text, and to escape the blatant flirting going on in front of me, I pick it up and open the message with one eye closed.
 
         
            There better be a GOOD fucking reason for you standing me up & needing time isn’t one! Someone had better be dying. I’m going out of my fucking mind, lady. NO KISS

         
 
         My poor bloody brain feels like it could explode. What’s happening to me? I put my phone on the table and look up to see Kate performing the best flirting act I’ve ever witnessed. And their hands are still clasped.
 
         She drags her attention away from Sam to look at me. “Jesse?”
 
         “Jesse?” Sam repeats, turning his gaze to me.
 
         “Yes,” I reply off-hand, like it doesn’t matter, taking a needed swig of my lunchtime wine.
 
         I sit forever, ignored by Kate and Sam while they chat and laugh. It suits me fine, but it also gives me too much time to think. But it’s no good. I need quiet. Peace. Silence around me and a bottle of wine while I let my heart and brain loose on each other.
 
         I stand, keen to get back to work, and attempt to busy myself. “Kate,” I smile sweetly as she finally drags her greedy blue eyes away from Sam. “Haven’t you got a two-thirty appointment?”
 
         “Nope.” She smiles back, trumping my sweetness level.
 
         I narrow my eyes on her playfully, picking up my bag and phone. “I’ll see you later then. It was nice to see you again, Sam.”
 
         He kisses me on the cheek. “Yeah and you, Ava. Keep it real.”
 
         I turn to leave and find Jesse standing behind me, glaring at me like a rabid dog, but looking delicious in a charcoal suit.
 
         “Who’s dead?” he barks.
 
         I shrink on the spot, as he scowls at me, good and proper. “You don’t get to fuck me off, Ava.”
 
         Kate starts looking anywhere and everywhere but our direction, and Sam does a really rubbish job of looking uninterested. Jesse looks like he’s about to hit something.
 
         “I have to get back to work,” I say quietly, sidestepping him and leaving the bar.
 
         I walk out onto Piccadilly and into the lunchtime crowd, knowing he’s following me. I can feel his penetrating green eyes stabbing at my back, so I quicken my pace, intent on making it to my office where I’m safe from his wrath and interrogation.
 
         I make it through the office door, but no sooner have I made it to my desk, I’m hauled from my feet on a squeal, and I’m on my way back out.
 
         “What the bloody hell are you doing?” I shout at him, but he ignores me, carrying on with his long, even strides out of my office. I brace my hands at the bottom of his back and look up to see Tom, Victoria, and Sally with their faces pushed up against the window, gawping as I’m manhandled into the street. Oh God, please let Patrick be out of the office.
 
         “Jesse, fucking hell! Put me down now!”
 
         He lets me slide down his front—purposely slow so I feel every hard muscle of his delicious chest—stopping me before my feet hit the ground. He holds me around my waist so my lips are level with his, his blatant erection rubbing me in just the right spot. He’s mad and turned on?
 
         A treacherous moan escapes my lips as he pushes himself against me, breathing his hot, minty breath on my lips. My senses have been hijacked again, just from contact, as he holds me in place in front of all my colleagues, who are all squashed at the office door, fighting for the best view.
 
         “Mouth. You stood me up.” He presses his lips to mine before he pulls away, his eyes softening as he looks at me expectantly.
 
         “I’m sorry.” I divert my eyes from his penetrating stare, not knowing what else to say. My conflicting thoughts are becoming frustrating. When he’s still silent a few moments later, I slowly lift my gaze back to him. This could be a mistake.
 
         He shakes his head mildly, and then he attacks my mouth, right in the middle of Bruton Street. He’s reminding me. My fingers thread through his hair as I surrender to his impossibly addictive mouth and he unashamedly consumes me, oblivious to the hustle and bustle of lunchtime pedestrians passing and staring.
 
         “What do you need time for?” He thrusts his groin forward aggressively, coaxing a moan to escape my mouth.
 
         “To think.”
 
         “Don’t think, Ava,” he orders, in a tone that dares me to defy him. “This is how it is. Accept it.” He releases me from his grip and my feet hit the ground, the loss of support causing me to stagger forward.
 
         He grabs the top of my arm to steady me, causing a slight stab of pain to radiate through me, snapping me out of my spellbound state on a sharp inhale. I’m dropped from his hold and he stands back, his soft eyes raging and focused on the scatter of bruises at the top of my arm, courtesy of Mr. Baldy Jag. His jaw starts ticking, his chest puffing, as he stares at my arm.
 
         “I’m fine.” I cover my arm with my palm in the hope that concealing the offending area might snap him out of his fuming state. He looks positively homicidal. “I need to get back to work.” My voice is small, nervous even. I’m not at all comfortable with the darkening of his green eyes.
 
         Eventually, he shakes his head lightly and stalks off, without another word, leaving me standing on the pavement wondering what in the world just happened. I look down to the ground, my eyes darting about, like I might find the answer written in chalk on the slabs.
 
         Is that it? Is it over? The look on his face said it is, but I’m not sure how I feel about that now. One second he’s thrusting his hips into me on a moan, the next he’s looking at me in pure irritation. What am I supposed to make of this? I really don’t know, so I shake myself out of my reverie and head back into the office.
 
         The silence is awkward. Everyone is obviously pretending to look busy.
 
         “You okay?” Tom asks, slowly passing my desk. I look up, seeing his usual nosy expression is dotted with concern.
 
         “I’m fine. Not a word to Patrick.” It comes out harsher than I intended.
 
         “Of course, I’ll say no more.” He holds his hands up in defense.
 
         Fuck! All I need is Patrick to find out that I’ve been caught up with a client. I should have been stronger and resisted his advances. I’m really not very comfortable with how I feel right now. I think…I think it’s somewhere in the realm of…abandonment.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         I practically crawl through the front door in an exhausted heap, finding Kate in the kitchen, hanging out the window having a cheeky cigarette.
 
         “You need to pack that in,” I scold her. She doesn’t smoke much, just a couple here and there, but it’s a bad habit, nevertheless.
 
         She takes a last drag and throws it out of the window before hastily climbing down from the worktop. “It helps me think.” She defends herself. “Where’s the wine?” She grabs my bag from me, pulling it open, before looking at me in disgust. I’ve just committed a cardinal sin—I’ve forgotten the wine.
  
         I shrug. I’ve had other things on my mind. “Sorry.”
 
         She looks at me in sympathy. “I’ll go to the shop, you get changed. Fish and chips?” She grabs her purse from the table as she shoves her feet in her flip-flops.
 
         “Just chips.” I make my way down the hall to my bedroom, feeling completely deflated.
 
         
              

         
 
         I sit with Kate on the couch, picking at the chips on my plate. I have absolutely no appetite, and I’m only half watching the re-run of Friends. My mind is all over the place, and I’m so furious with myself for letting it be.
         
 
         “Come on then, spit it out,” Kate demands.
 
         I turn to face my fiery friend with a chip halfway to my mouth. I was an idiot if I thought I could get away with sulking in peace. I give her a noncommittal shrug, popping the chip in my mouth and chewing lazily. Talking about it will only emphasize the fact that I am actually mooding over it—“it” being a man.
 
         “You like him.”
 
         Yes, I do. I don’t want to, but I do. “He’s bad news. You saw him today.” I grumble.
 
         She makes a dramatic display of rolling her eyes and throwing herself back on the sofa. “Ava, what I saw was a man who’s crazy about a woman,” She puts her plate on the coffee table in front of the sofa.
 
         I frown at her. “Then why did he abandon me?”
 
         Her pale brow furrows. “Abandon?”
 
         I realize my error immediately. “I didn’t mean it like that. He followed me back to the office, told me he wasn’t giving me any space, then stalked off.”
 
         “Have you called him?”
 
         “No,” I answer quietly. This is the space I asked for and it’s also what I need. I didn’t think I’d feel so empty, though. I go for a subject change. “You should know that Dan’s coming home.”
 
         The groan that fills the room is exactly what I expected. “That’s fine, as long as I don’t have to see him.”
 
         “He’s going down to our mum and dad’s first, so you’re safe for a while.”
 
         “Good,” she spits harshly, drifting into thought.
 
         I need to pull her back around quickly. “Sam?” I ask on a raised brow. It does the job. She’s immediately animated.
 
         “Isn’t he yummy? He took my number.”
 
         “You’re a tart, Kate Matthews.” I laugh.
 
         “I know!” she shrieks and turns serious again. “Hey, you’re crafty.”
 
         “What?”
 
         “We were talking about you.”
 
         “I’d rather not.” I lean back and get comfy. “Let’s watch this.”
 
         Kate slowly turns back to the television. “I like him,” she says quietly, almost like she’s afraid to admit it, like it’s wrong to like him. “I’m just saying. He’s rich, steaming hot, and obviously well into you. A man doesn’t behave like that when he’s just fucking about, Ava.”
 
         Well, that may be so, but it doesn’t change the fact that he’s cleared off and my phone hasn’t rung since. It’s undoubtedly a good thing; I have to keep telling myself that. “Do you fancy a proper night out on Saturday?” I ask. It’s a stupid question that I already know the answer to.
 
         The look she fires me is mischievous. I grin back at her.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         
 
         The next day, I breeze into the Royal Park hotel at twelve-fifteen, all set for my appointment with Mikael Van Der Haus. I’m directed into a snug sitting area with plush sofas, gilded frames swamping the walls, and a carved fireplace dominating the space. It’s typically regal. I’m offered tea, which I decline in favor of water—it’s bloody hot, and my black pencil dress is clinging to me—and twenty minutes later, Mr. Van Der Haus enters looking impeccable. He’s really very handsome. He smiles brightly at me, revealing a perfect row of white teeth. What is it with me and older men at the moment? I hastily bat away my wayward thoughts.
         
 
         “Ava, please accept my apologies. I never like to keep a lady waiting.” His mild Danish accent is only just detectable but really sexy.
 
         I rise from my seat as he approaches, putting my hand out to him with a smile, and he takes it but shocks me when he leans forward and kisses me on the cheek. Okay, that’s slightly inappropriate, but I’ll go with it. Maybe it’s a Danish thing.
 
         “Mr. Van Der Haus, it’s not a problem. I’ve not long arrived myself,” I reassure him.
 
         “Ava, this is our second project together. I know you dealt with my partner on Lusso, but I will be involved in The Life Building a lot more, so please, call me Mikael. I hate formality.” He takes a seat in the chair opposite me, crossing his long legs. “So, I’m looking forward to going through some designs with you soon.”
 
         “Yes, I’m looking forward to getting some ideas rolling.”
 
         “Me, too.” He laughs. “I’m being very rude dragging you here at such short notice, but I’m flying back to Denmark on Friday. I have your e-mail. I shall send you the specific requirements. You did such a good job at Lusso. It really does lighten the pressure when you work with proficient people.” He smiles.
 
         Isn’t he going to give me the specifics now? That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? “We could have a quick chat now,” I prompt, waving my pad at him.
 
         He sits for a while, regarding me quietly, before leaning forward in his chair. “Ava, I hope you don’t think I’m being audacious, you see… Well, how can I put it?” He drums his fingers on his chin. I’m a little worried. “I’m afraid I’ve brought you here under false pretenses.” He laughs nervously, shifting in his chair.
 
         “Oh? How so?” I ask, forcing my own awkward laugh.
 
         “I would like to ask you to join me for dinner.” He looks at me expectantly, and I’m sure my face must resemble that of complete horror. I’m burning up. “Tomorrow evening, if it’s convenient with you, of course,” he adds.
 
         Shit! What do I say? If I say no, he might withdraw his business from Rococo Union and Patrick will go spare.
         
 
         “Mr. Van Der Haus…”
 
         “Mikael, please,” he interrupts me with a smile.
 
         “Mikael, I’m not sure mixing business with pleasure is a good idea. It’s kind of a rule for me. I’m very flattered.” I laugh at my own audacity. Since when has that been an issue of late? And why did I say pleasure? I’ve assumed, and suggested, that it would be pleasurable to have dinner with him. It might not be, or it very well could be. Oh God! I mentally throw myself into the lovely fireplace.
 
         “Oh, that is a shame, Ava.” He sighs.
 
         “Yes, it is,” I agree, re-launching myself back into the hearth when he looks up in surprise.
 
         He leans forward. “I admire your professionalism.”
 
         “Thank you.” I’m bloody blushing again.
 
         “I hope this won’t affect our business relationship, Ava. I very much look forward to working with you.”
 
         “I’m looking forward to working with you, too, Mikael.”
 
         He lifts himself from the couch, approaching me with his hand stretched out. Thank God! I take it, letting him gently shake it. Did he really just drag me here to ask me to dinner?
 
         “Once I return from Denmark, I would like to show you around the building. Until then, you can draft some schemes. I’ll have the drawings sent to your office, and I’ll e-mail you the specifics.”
 
         “Thank you, Mikael. Enjoy your trip.”
 
         “Good-bye, Ava.” His long legs take him out of the snug, leaving me to finish my water.
 
         
              

         
 
         By two-thirty, I’m back in the office. I don’t mention to Patrick the strangeness of my meeting with Mikael Van Der Haus, mainly because I’m concerned that in the name of business he’ll demand I go to dinner with him. Patrick will assume it would be a business dinner, but Mikael made it perfectly clear that there would be no business involved. Instead, I just mention e-mails, drawings, and his intention to show me the building upon his return from Denmark. This seems to keep Patrick happy.
 
         I get busy and start making a few notes on Scandinavian design. I know I’ll be basing my plans around clean, white, easy living, but I’m comforted by the fact that it will be tranquil and warm, not sparse and cold.
 
         My phone rings and I grab it, way too hastily. It’s Kate.
 
         “Hi,” I greet in an over-the-top, chirpy voice. I don’t know why I bother. She sees straight through it.
 
         “Faking detachment, are we?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “I thought so. Have you not heard from him?”
 
         “No.”
 
         “Liking monosyllables today, huh?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         She sighs heavily down the phone. “Whatever. Have you asked Victoria and Tom if they’re up for Saturday night?”
 
         “No. I will, though. I’ve just got back from a very strange meeting.” I open my top drawer to grab a paperclip, noticing the calla lily squished down by the side of my stapler.
 
         “Strange how?” She’s intrigued.
 
         “I went to meet the developer of Lusso. Well, one of them. He asked me to dinner. It was really uncomfortable.” I grab the lily and chuck it in the bin, resisting the urge to smell it again.
 
         She laughs down the phone at me. “How old is this one?”
 
         “Mid-forties I guess, but extremely handsome, in a Scandinavian kinda way.” I shrug to myself while guiding my mouse aimlessly around the screen.
 
         “You’re like a mature man magnet at the moment. Are you going?”
 
         “No!” I screech. “Why would I?”
 
         “Why not?” I can’t see her, but I know she has a questioning eyebrow arched. “It might help you get over a certain other client. If you want to get over him, I mean.”
 
         “No, I can’t, because I have a new rule…no mixing business with pleasure.”
 
         “MOVE!” she screams, making me jump at my desk. “Sorry, some prat just cut me up. No mixing business with pleasure, ah?”
 
         “Yes. Are you driving and talking on your mobile, Miss Matthews?” I challenge her. I know Margo doesn’t have a hands-free kit.
 
         “Yeah, I’d better beat feet. See you at home. And don’t forget to tell Tom and Victoria the plans for Saturday.”
 
         “What are the plans?” I blurt before she hangs up.
 
         “Get drunk, Baroque, eight o’clock.”
 
         Get drunk. Yes, that’s a very good plan.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Morning.” I know I sound like a miserable cow, but I’m trying really hard not to be.
 
         Tom looks up from his copy of Interiors Weekly and lowers his glasses to the end of his nose. “Darling, why the long face?” he asks. I can’t even muster up the energy to plaster on a fake smile. I slump in my chair, and Tom’s sprawled across my desk like mature ivy within a second. “Here, this will cheer you up.”
         
 
         He presents me with a feature in the magazine he’s reading and there, sitting casually on the velvet chaise longue at Lusso, is me. “Wonderful,” I sigh. I don’t even bother reading it. I need to eradicate all things relating to Lusso from my mind.
 
         “Man trouble?” He gives me a look of sympathy.
 
         No, not man trouble—there’s no man to be having trouble with. I sulk and reluctantly admit…I really miss him. “I’m fine.” I find the strength to slap a smile on my face. “It’s Friday, I’m looking forward to getting plastered tomorrow night. I need a good night out.”
 
         “Are we really getting plastered? Fabulous!”
 
         Patrick comes barreling into the office. “Guys, have we any work to do, or is it fart around Friday?” He passes us swiftly, heading into his office and shutting the door behind him.
 
         “Let’s get on with some work, shall we?” I shoo Tom away from my desk.
 
         “Oh, I forgot.” Tom swings around. “Van Der Haus called to say he’ll be back in London on Monday. He’ll call you upon his return. He’s e-mailing you the specifics and had these sent over. Is he hot?” His eyebrows jump up suggestively as he hands me an envelope.
 
         He’s the biggest gay tart, but I’ll humor him. “Very.” I take the drawings, widening my eyes for effect.
 
         His baby face screws up in disgust. “How come you get all the dishy clients?” he asks as he walks back to his desk. “What I wouldn’t give to have an Adonis walk in here and throw me over his shoulder.”
         
 
         I wince at Tom’s referral to Jesse’s performance the last time I saw him and start to work my way through heaps of quotations, delivery schedules, and contractor requirements, before calling my live clients to check all is well. An e-mail lands from Mikael, and I scan it quickly, deciding to look at it in more detail on Monday.
 
         Sally comes scuttling up to my desk with a delivery. “Um…I think this may be for you, Ava.” She shifts from side to side with a box in her hand. “Do you want it?”
 
         If it’s a delivery for me, then I guess I want it. Oh, this girl is painfully anxious. I take the box from her hands.
 
         “Thank you, Sally. Will you make Patrick a coffee?”
 
         “I didn’t know he wanted one.”
 
         The panic on her face has me wanting to make her a coffee. “Well, he doesn’t look right. Let’s look after him.”
         
 
         “Is he okay? He’s not ill, is he?”
 
         “No, but I think he could do with a coffee,” I press, trying my hardest not to lose my patience.
 
         “Of course.” She scuttles off, her brown plaid skirt swishing around her court shoes. I couldn’t even hazard a guess at her age. She looks about forty, but intuition tells me she’ll shock me and be nearer my age. I open the box and find all of the material swatches I ordered for The Life Building, but I throw the box under my desk, set to deal with them on Monday, too.
 
         
              

         
 
         On Saturday, I stand in my bedroom ready to go. My hair is behaving—happy that it’s been blow-dried into tumbling waves, courtesy of Philippe, my hairdresser—and the new dress I picked up from Selfridges to make me feel better fits perfectly. It’s black, short, and very tight. With dramatic, smudged eyes and nude lips, I’m looking pretty sultry.
 
         I walk into the kitchen, finding Kate hanging out of the window having a sneaky cigarette. What’s she thinking about now? She looks her usual lovely self, in a cream backless dress.
 
         “Wow!” she blurts. “Someone’s out to impress tonight.” She jumps down from the worktop, slipping her feet into her gold heels. “Short enough?”
 
         I arch an eyebrow at her, running my eyes down her dress. “Pot…”
 
         She laughs her carefree laugh that never fails to bring a smile to my own face. “Here.” She hands me a glass of wine, and I take it gratefully, pretty much necking it. It’s very welcome. “The taxi’s here. Let’s go have fun.”
 
         
              

         
 
         We walk into Baroque, spotting Tom and Victoria at the bar immediately.
 
         “What the hell?” Tom exclaims, running his eyes up and down my black-clad body on a grin. “Ava, you look lethal!”
 
         “Really good, Ava,” Victoria adds.
 
         “Thanks,” I shrug, pulling the hem down.
 
         “What are you having?” Kate asks.
 
         “Rose, but make sure it’s Zinfandel, please.”
 
         Kate orders the drinks, and we make our way to a tall table near the DJ. As the wine flows down, my troubled thoughts flow away. We’re laughing and chatting, and I’m beginning to feel normal again. My mum has always said, “Alcohol makes for loose lips and loose lips sink ships.” This, I have just discovered, is most certainly true because I’m totally lit up, and I’ve filled everyone in on recent events. Considering I wanted to forget about it, I’m doing a bloody good job of hanging on to the memories.
 
         Tom is thrilled about all of the rebound sex I’ve had. “So, he just stalked off and you haven’t seen him since?” he asks critically.
 
         Victoria pipes up. “That’s really un-cool.”
 
         Kate rolls her eyes, looking at the pair like they’re a sandwich short of a picnic. “Isn’t it obvious?” she huffs. Tom and Victoria look at each other, then to me. I shrug. Is what obvious? Kate shakes her head. “You lot are dense. It’s simple…he wants her. No man behaves like that over a quick screw. I’ve told you this, Ava.”
         
 
         “Why would he disappear then?” Victoria leans in, truly captivated by Kate’s explanation for Jesse’s behavior.
 
         “I don’t know! I’m just saying. I’ve witnessed the chemistry. It’s way off the scales.” Kate flops back on her tall chair in complete exasperation.
 
         I laugh. I’m not sure if it’s too much wine, but that’s just…funny. “It doesn’t matter. He was a rebound fuck and that’s it.” My explanation doesn’t seem to satisfy because they all carry on studying me with doubtful looks on their faces. I don’t even think I’m satisfied with my explanation, but it’s been four days and I’ve resisted the overwhelming temptation to call him, and he hasn’t called me. I’m moving on. “Can we change the subject, please?” I groan. “I’m out to enjoy myself, not to analyze the details of my rebound fuck.”
         
 
         “Rebound fuck?” Kate asks on a raised brow. “Is that what we’re calling him now?”
 
         “Yes,” I reply conclusively.
 
         Tom stirs his piña colada. “You know, everything happens for a reason.”
 
         “Oh, don’t start with all that airy fairy crap!” Kate chides him.
 
         “It does. I’m a firm believer in it. Your rebound fuck is a stepping stone to the love of your life.” He winks at me.
 
         “And Matt was a four-year stepping stone,” Kate points out.
 
         “To stepping stones,” Tom sings, raising his glass.
 
         Kate joins the toast. “And shots!”
 
         I finish my wine and raise my glass in agreement.
 
         “Yes, shots!” Tom shouts, dancing off to the bar.
 
         
              

         
 
         We sway down the road to our next destination, The Blue Bar, making it past the doormen, although one does eye Tom’s shirt suspiciously. Tom and Victoria charge for the dance floor when they hear Flo Rida and Sia singing about Wild Ones, leaving Kate and I to get the drinks.
 
         I order a round and take Tom’s and Victoria’s over, putting them on a ledge nearby where they’re getting down with some serious dance moves. When I join Kate back at the bar, she’s talking to a man. She doesn’t know him, and I can tell because she’s notched up her flirting by a few gears.
 
         As I approach, she raises her voice over the music. “Ava, this is Greg.”
 
         I smile, putting my hand out politely. He looks normal enough. “Hi, nice to meet you.”
 
         “Yeah, and you.” He immediately turns his attention back to Kate, resting his palm on her backside and leading her into a corner. She doesn’t stop him.
 
         “Ava!”
 
         I turn toward the familiar voice, spotting Matt heading straight over to me, and it takes every ounce of my drunken willpower not to groan. He grabs me, squeezing me to his chest, throwing me out completely. Never has he hugged me like this, even when we were together.
 
         He pulls away and plants a kiss on my cheek, lingering longer than is necessary. “How are you?”
 
         “Fine.” I break away from him.
 
         “You look nice,” he says cheerfully. “Do you want a drink?”
 
         “No, I’m fine.” I frown at him, completely flummoxed. There’s been no contact since we split and while everyone claims they can remain friends, it never works, especially when one half shagged half of London behind the other’s back. He starts fidgeting, acting shifty and nervous, and it’s making me incredibly uncomfortable. I take a sip of my wine, watching him over my glass as he twitches and plays with the rim of his pint. What’s eating him? 

         He eventually draws a deep breath. “I’ve missed you,” he says, firmly and concisely.
 
         My glass is hovering at my lips as he continues. “I was a total twat. I don’t deserve any second chances…”
 
         I scoff, nearly spitting my wine all over him. “Second chance?”
 
         He drops his head in defeat. “Yeah, okay. I take your point.” He lifts his head, his face all genuine and soppy. “It would never happen again, I promise you.”
 
         Is he having me on? How many times have I heard the same old bullshit? He’s a serial cheater. “Matt, I’m sorry, but it’s never going to happen.” I tell him evenly and calmly. His eyes widen with surprise, and I shake my head lightly to re-affirm my statement. I watch as he drifts into thought, and then his hand lifts and he strokes my arm gently.
 
         “We were so good together.”
 
         “No we weren’t.” I laugh, not meaning to sound so condescending, but it comes naturally. The only person our relationship was good for was him, and that’s because I was a blind twat.
         
 
         I turn to place my empty on the bar, mainly to get Matt’s hand off me without having to shrug it off, and when I turn back, Matt has moved from in front of me. It takes me a few seconds to piece together the events that are unfolding before my eyes, but when I do, I’m appalled.
 
         Jesse has him in a firm grip around his neck and pinned up against a pillar.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
 
         Keep your fucking hands to yourself,” Jesse snarls in a startled Matt’s face. Where did he come from? This is all I need on my night out, supposedly free from arrogant men, and now I have two.
         
 
         “Jesse, let go of him. He wasn’t doing anything.” Matt looks at me gratefully, knowing I’m stretching the truth. I gently stroke Jesse’s arm in an attempt to calm him down, ignoring his warm firmness. He looks like he could explode with anger.
 
         “Who the fuck is this?” he yells, making both Matt and me wince. I don’t want to tell him. Jesus, he looks capable of murder.
 
         “What’s going on?” Kate arrives next to me, quickly assessing the situation and gasping at the sight of my ex being restrained. “Oh…”
 
         “Jesse, let him go.”
 
         He doesn’t appear to be listening. What am I supposed to do with this? I’m feeling derailed already, and he hasn’t even looked at me yet. I can hardly walk away and leave Matt to bear the brunt of Jesse’s unjustified rage, even if I do think he’s a complete tosser.
 
         I’m beyond relieved when Sam turns up on the scene. “Sam, please sort your twat of a friend out.” I turn toward Kate. “Come on.”
 
         Kate’s eyes light up like The Blackpool Illuminations at Sam’s unexpected arrival, and I hear Sam calmly coaxing Jesse from Matt’s throat as I drag Kate away, heading for the dance floor.
 
         “What was all that about?” she asks.
 
         “Don’t.” I groan. If I tell Kate what just went down, she’ll probably fight Jesse off and choke Matt herself. “What happened to Greg?”
 
         “He was a total dick. Come on”—she takes over the lead—“let’s dance.”
 
         Tom and Victoria welcome us with waving arms as we join them on the dance floor, my earlier relaxed state hijacked and drowned out by unease. I’ve been thrown off completely by Jesse turning up, more so than Matt.
 
         After half an hour and a string of some great tracks, I haven’t seen or heard from Jesse. Sam must have ejected him, or maybe the doormen did. I couldn’t care less about Matt. I’m free to resume the great night it had been up until Jesse crashed in, with any pangs of Jesse withdrawal now extinguished by his unreasonable behavior.
 
         I signal to Kate that I’m going to the bar, smiling when she acknowledges with a shimmy and a laugh.
 
         As I wait to get served, that unease increases and I know it’s because he’s still here. Every fine hair on the back of my neck prickles when I turn and see Jesse leaning against the very pillar he had Matt pinned up against not an hour ago. His severe stare is piercing me, while Sam and the other guy from The Manor, Drew, are busy chatting and drinking. Jesse’s not engaging in the conversation, though. No, he’s standing there looking as angry as he did earlier, drilling holes right into me.
 
         The barman knocks my arm to get my attention, and I turn, accepting the drink being held across the bar. I pay him and try to leave, but I can’t move. I can feel his eyes burning into my back. I know I should just walk away, but the magnet effect he has on me sets my body turning toward him instead. I’m instantly swallowed up by his eyes, completely immobilized. All I can think about is his voice, his smell, his touch. The unforgiving power he holds over me trumps my intelligence, and my heart is hammering a wild, uneven beat in my ears.
 
         He starts toward me, and I see Sam look in my direction as Jesse leaves their group, Drew flipping his eyes up, too. They both look uneasy at Jesse’s obvious target.
 
         I momentarily recapture my senses when Sam grabs Jesse’s arm to pull him back but gets shoved out of the way. I plead with my legs to listen to the sensible side of my brain and take me away from here before my stupid side allows me to fall victim to his physical magnetism again. I abandon my drink on the bar and bolt through the crowd, knocking people out of the way as my retreat becomes fraught.
 
         Stumbling out onto the street, I waste no time trying to flag a taxi down, but when I hear him shouting after me, I make a desperate run for it instead. I don’t get far. He captures me easily, lifting me clean from my feet before carting me into a close by side street as I shout and bash my fists on his lower back—for what use it does.
 
         I’m lowered to my feet, and, resting my back against the wall, I try to get some air into my lungs. I can’t look at him; I’ll cave. I need not to be in this fucking position! How did I get myself in this situation?
         
 
         “Ava, look at me.”
 
         I shake my head and make to escape, but I’m pinned in place with ease.
 
         “Goddamn it, Ava.”
 
         “Go away, please.” I whimper, pushing his hands away from me.
 
         “No, fuck! Ava!”
 
         I just have to leave. He won’t restrain me in such a public place. I need to walk away, block it out…block him out. But my second attempt to escape is just as fruitless as the first. I notice his rapid breathing, his black shirt lifting with the rise and fall of his chest. Then I desperately drop my stare to his jeans, knowing that if I look up at his handsome face, I’m at an instant disadvantage.
         
 
         “Ava, look at me,” he demands harshly. I clap my hands over my ears, lowering myself so I’m squatting on the floor. “Ava, why are you doing this?” he asks.
 
         I start humming in my head as I stare down at the floor, but then I feel his palms clamp around my wrists and he pulls my hands away from my ears. “I don’t want to do this here, Ava.”
 
         “Then don’t.” I try to regain possession of my hand. “Please, just let me walk away.”
 
         He slowly crouches down in front of me, still holding my wrists. “Never,” he whispers.
 
         The tears in my eyes spill over, splashing the tops of my bare knees. “Why are you doing this to me?”
 
         Releasing one of my hands, he clenches my jaw, pulling it up so I have no choice but to look at him. His eyes are glazed. “Doing what?”
 
         Oh, the arsehole. His impudence knows no bounds. I use my free hand to roughly brush the dampness away from my cheeks, suddenly horrified that I am, yet again, crying all over him.
 
         “You persistently pursued me, bombarded me with calls and texts, fucked me into oblivion, and then stormed off for four days. I don’t even know why!” I pull my other hand from his grasp. “Now you turn up, trampling all over my night.”
 
         He’s the one to look away now, ashamed. “Watch your mouth,” he murmurs. “You asked for space.”
 
         “But you weren’t prepared to give it to me. What changed so suddenly?” I look at him, and he scowls at me, his frown line deep on his forehead. I can’t cope with this.
 
         I stand up, leaving him crouching, but he reaches up and clasps behind my bare legs. The fear of his evocative touch is completely warranted. I’m immediately on guard as the heat emanating from his palms spreads like wildfire through my bloodstream.
 
         “Let me go, Jesse,” I grate, with all the firmness my quivering vocal cords will allow.
 
         He looks up at me. “No.”
 
         “You seemed to manage just fine on Tuesday.”
 
         He pushes himself up to his feet, sliding his palms up the backs of my legs as he does. It sparks a vicious bang between my legs. “I was mad,” he says quietly as he looms over me.
 
         “You’re still mad.”
 
         “I just found your ex-boyfriend dribbling all over you!”
 
         “He wasn’t dribbling!” I retort, thanking everything holy that he didn’t hear the conversation. “And how do you know who he is?”
 
         “Because I strangled it out of him!” he yells. “You won’t see him again, Ava.”
 
         I ignore his stupid demand. He has no right to enforce rules and regulations on me. The fact that I’ll go out of my way to avoid Matt is beside the point. “Did you know I would be here?” I ask. He stares down at me, but he doesn’t answer. “You knew I would be here, didn’t you?” I push.
 
         “Sam,” he offers, completely unashamed.
 
         “Sam?”
 
         His face is poker straight. “He rang Kate.”
 
         The devious cow! I can’t believe she’s done this to me. There will be some seriously strong words exchanged when I get my hands on her.
 
         “I’m going to kiss you now.” It’s that tone, and I know I’m doomed. “You’re lucky, because if I had you anywhere else, you would be getting a reminder…right…about…now.”
 
         I gasp as he takes the one step forward that’s needed to close the gap between us, and with the wall behind me, there’s no retreating space.
 
         “I like your dress,” he murmurs, stroking my bare arm with his fingertip. “It’s too short, but I like it.” He leans down, nuzzling my neck on a groan. My knees buckle. Damn him. And damn me, too.
 
         My eyes close without command, my head turning into his hot breath on my neck, my willpower scattered to the wind, just like that. It’s impossible. He’s impossible.
         
 
         I feel him crouch slightly, his arm creeping under my backside, and with one effortless pull, he straightens his legs and lifts me from the ground. I’m secure against his chest and looking down into glittering green eyes.
 
         Game over.
         
 
         “Do you have any idea what you do to me?” His husky voice breaks as he looks up at me. “I’m a fucking mess, Ava.”
 
         He’s a mess?
         
 
         He releases his grip on me slightly, causing me to slide down his body until our lips meet and I’m pushed up against the wall. I don’t have time to be concerned by our location; I’m too busy searching for the willpower to stop this. His tongue brushes across the seam of my closed lips, tempting them open, and I’m furious with myself for responding. But I should know by now…it’s unavoidable. I open to him like I always do, meeting his tongue with mine, clamping my hands in his hair.
 
         Groaning deep and low, he locks his free hand around the base of my neck to hold me in place as he pushes his body further into mine, our mouths fused and our tongues colliding, rolling and stabbing together. This is a possessive, demanding kiss, and I’m back to square one. With just one kiss, I’ve surrendered. I’m weak with this man. Helpless.
 
         Breaking away, he leaves me panting and feeling the violent rise of his chest pressing against my breastbone. His forehead meets mine and my nostrils are instantly invaded with his minty breath.
 
         “There she is,” he pants surely.
 
         “You’ve got me again.”
 
         He smiles slightly, circling his nose with mine. “I’ve missed you, baby.”
 
         “Why did you go then?”
 
         “I’ve no idea.” He plants a lingering kiss on my lips and lets me slide down his body. I feel the undeniable hard ridge of an arousal as I slip past his groin and look up at him, finding a dark smile playing at the corners of his lips. “I should force you to sort this out.” He places his hand over his crotch and my eyes widen in shock. Fuck, I probably would as well. He bashes down all of my defenses and tramples my rational thinking. He has a frightening effect on me. “But I’m not having you on your knees out here. We’ll make friends properly later.”
 
         I’m not sure if I’m disappointed or relieved.
 
         He holds his hand out on a smile, and, of course, I take it, letting him lead me back into the bar. “What do you want to drink?” he asks, tucking me under his arm and getting the barman’s immediate attention when we arrive at the bar.
 
         “Zinfandel, please.” I inch closer to him. I can’t get near enough.
 
         He gives me a quick scan over with his inquiring eyes, pursing his lips. “Your friends?”
 
         “Oh, Kate’s a wine, vodka and tonic for Victoria, and a piña colada for Tom.”
 
         His eyes widen. “Tom?”
 
         I smile. “You met him at Lusso, remember.”
 
         Realization dawns on his handsome face, and he shakes his head in dismay, releasing me and turning back to the barman, who’s waiting patiently for Jesse to order the drinks.
 
         Kate and Tom approach us, laughing and eyeing me up, but I shoot her down by flashing her a look.
 
         “Jesse’s ordered your drinks,” I inform them.
 
         “Oh…a god and a gentleman,” Tom gushes, blatantly eyeing up Jesse’s arse. I don’t blame him; it’s a very attractive denim-clad arse.
         
 
         Jesse presents the drinks to Kate and Tom, and I watch in stunned silence as Kate leans in to give Jesse a kiss on his cheek. What is wrong with that woman? I’m even more shocked when Jesse smiles brightly at her before whispering something in her ear. What’s going on?
 
         She turns, winks at me, and leads Tom back to the dance floor as Jesse hands me my wine, opening a bottle of water for himself. He slips his free arm around my waist to pull me close, and I look up at him questioningly.
 
         “Hey, my man.” Sam comes barreling over with Drew, both taking the beers that Jesse hands them. “Ava, where’s the love?” He leans down so I can peck his cheek, flashing me his cute dimple as he does. Drew holds his bottle up as his hello, ever the shrewd, standoffish one.
 
         I smile and lean up to Jesse’s ear. “I’m going to join the others.” He’s with his mates and this is supposed to be a girly night out—Tom doesn’t count. He turns his face into my neck and steals a cheeky nuzzle, taking full advantage of my position.
 
         “I’ll be watching,” he warns in my ear, nipping my lobe and slapping my backside. The soreness has abated, but there’s still evidence of my tumble around in the back of Margo. I pull away and pout playfully, earning me a huge smile and a wink.
 
         Leaving him at the bar, I find the others on the dance floor, all happily lapping up the music and drinks. I laugh at Tom, who’s in a world of his own, and as Justin Timberlake’s “LoveStoned” comes through the speakers, I’m welcomed to the dance floor with gasps and whoops.
 
         In my semi-drunken state, I stupidly down my wine and discard my glass on the designated drinks ledge. If there was ever a track to pull me out of my despair, even if it’s just for a few moments, it would be this one. The timing is impeccable. All bags are thrown unceremoniously into the middle, Justin shouts “Hey,” and the crowd is thrown into a delirious frenzy.
 
         I’m happily enjoying some moves and laughs with Kate when I’m grabbed by the waist and spun around, finding Sam grinning at me and nodding over my shoulder.
 
         “Here he comes. I hope you’re ready for this,” he says.
 
         “What?” I shout over the music.
 
         Sam’s grin widens, displaying his dimple at its deepest. “He thinks he owns JT.”
 
         He clasps my shoulders, rotating me on the floor, and I spot Jesse striding toward me. I’m suddenly worried that he’s going to cause a scene and drag me from the floor. For what, I don’t know, but he’s famous for flinging me over his shoulder as he pleases.
 
         I watch him nearing, slowing my movements down as I concentrate on his approach. I’m not sure what to make of this. His expression is dark and hungry, and I’m completely engrossed by his tall, lean body getting closer. By the time he’s standing before me, as close as he can get but without touching me, I’ve stopped moving completely. My breathing is heavy as he snakes his arm around my waist and hauls me up to his body, prompting my hands to fly up and grasp his flexing biceps as he rests his forehead against mine.
 
         “You’re going to get a lot of men dropped if you keep dancing like that. You like a bit of JT?”
 
         “Yes,” I breathe.
 
         He smiles that delicious, melt-worthy smile, reserved only for women. “Me too.” He drops a kiss on my lips, then, to my utter shock, he grasps my hand and flings me out on a spin before yanking me back into his arms. He’s not going to dance, surely? “And it’s the extended version.”
 
         I look at Sam, who rolls his eyes on a shrug, then back to Jesse, who has the biggest self-assured smirk on his face. He is going to dance.
         
 
         I don’t know if it’s the fact that I’ve drunk my own body weight in wine, or if it’s Jesse’s cocksure demeanor—it’s probably the former—but whichever, it’s got me performing an indecent shimmy down Jesse’s body, while my palms drag, damn right obscenely, from his chest, all the way down to his thighs. There I am, squatting in front of him with my palms partly spanning the front of his magnificent thighs, looking up at the most handsome man I’ve ever laid my eyes on. My dress is probably riding up my bum cheeks in the crudest fashion, but I’m oblivious. All of my attention is on the godlike creature staring down at me with a filthy, promising look on his face. I smile boldly, making a point of smoothing my palms closer to his groin area, before slowly pushing myself up his body, ensuring maximum contact between us. As my face passes his groin, I run my nose up the fly of his jeans, feeling him shudder and jerk before he reaches down, grabs my arms, and hauls me up the rest of the way. My heart is hammering as he breathes in my ear—long, hot, heavy breaths.
 
         “I should bend you over here and fuck you until you scream. That dress is absurd.”
 
         I don’t have time to say “yes, please!” I’m spun out, and I watch as Jesse makes a mockery of Mister JT himself. I’m completely astonished at what’s unfolding before my eyes. Jesse Ward can dance—and dance well.
         
 
         He moves around me, his rhythm flawless, drawing the attention of many delighted women. I snatch quick glances at the others, all sharing in Jesse’s delight, and I laugh. I laugh at the sexy, confident, fluid movements that have come as such a pleasant surprise. This man doesn’t only have moves in the bedroom. Does he do anything badly?
 
         Leaning into me, he gives me a teasing circle of his hips before he sends me on a full three-sixty spin under his arm, pulling me back into his chest and thrusting his hips into my lower stomach, his erection still evident. I cheekily reach down to stroke his denim-clad crotch, raising my eyebrows when he shakes his head in warning.
 
         He starts to lower himself down my body, grinning as he clasps my hips and I jerk. I look at him watching me as he drifts down, landing on his knees in front of me, moving his glorious hips in time to the beat.
 
         All of his attention is on me and me alone, and nothing or no one else exists. I love that he has no misgivings; he doesn’t care what anyone thinks. He’s confident, masculine, and unashamed. It’s refreshing. I’m falling really hard for this man. And I don’t think there’s much I can do about it…or want to.
 
         I glance at the others, seeing Sam flinging Kate around and Drew homing in on Victoria. Drew, in all his smart finery, seems a bit too up his own backside for sassy, sometimes a bit dense, Victoria, but drink has clearly loosened him up because he’s laughing and the suit jacket’s been removed. Tom is just being Tom, throwing himself around like a deranged maniac.
 
         I turn my attention back to Jesse when he grasps my hips and plants a long, languid kiss on my stomach, gazing straight into my eyes before springing to his feet in front of me and dropping his lips to mine. I wrap my arms around his neck, sighing into his mouth.
 
         “It seems I have competition,” he mumbles against my lips.
 
         “No, you win.”
 
         He pulls back, hitting me with his roguish grin. “I’ve won all right, lady.” He releases me and I toss my hair over my shoulder, letting him take me on the floor. We move in complete harmony together. It’s perfect. He’s perfect, and all conflicting thoughts are forgotten as he drowns me in his attention.
         
 
         As the energetic beat slows down, drifting into the smooth, powerful drones of violins and a slow intense beat, I’m short of breath and swathed in Jesse’s body. He thrusts his thigh between my legs and sways us both to the echoes of the extended piece.
 
         I look up at his beautiful face as he sings to me, and I have a frightening moment of pure lucidity. Holy shit, I think I love this man. I know next to nothing about him, but despite my lack of knowledge, he’s completely taken me. I can’t fight this anymore. It just is.
         
 
         I lean up and place my lips on his, and within a few seconds, when he’s moaned into my mouth and tightened his grip on me, we’re entwined in a deep, passionate embrace.
 
         The music starts to fade out, drifting into another track, and I start leaning back in his arms. He bends with me, supporting my back, refusing to break the contact of our lips. Moaning disapprovingly, he finally and reluctantly breaks our kiss but keeps me suspended. It’s not uncomfortable; he’s holding all of my weight, like I’m no more than a feather.
 
         His green eyes twinkle as they penetrate my heart and soul, and he lowers his face to mine so our lips brush lightly.
 
         “You’ve got me, baby.”
 
         Well…that statement is just playing havoc with my drunken mind.
 
         
              

         
 
         I make my way from the dance floor with Jesse’s palm placed in the small of my back, guiding me as he moves people out of the way with his spare arm. He leads me over to a tall table, but all the stools have been claimed elsewhere.
 
         “Wait here.” He positions me by the table and wraps his palm around my neck, pulling me in and planting a kiss on my forehead. “Don’t move.”
 
         I dump my clutch on the table, watching him as he disappears into the crowd, but I don’t have much time with my thoughts—it’s probably a good thing because I have no idea what to make of them—Kate and the others come crashing through the crowd, laughing and sweating, with Sam and Drew in tow.
 
         Sam eyes me on my own. “Where’s Jesse?”
 
         I frown. “I don’t know.” I point in the direction that Jesse left in, just as he reappears back through the mass of people carrying a barstool over his head.
 
         He places it down on the ground. “Sit,” he commands, lifting me onto the stool. “Drinks?” he asks. Everyone nods, throwing their orders his way, leaving him looking slightly harassed as he leans in to listen to what everyone wants.
 
         Sam steps up to the plate. “I’ll give you a hand.”
 
         “Yeah, I’m coming.” Drew follows Jesse and Sam to the bar, leaving the three remaining pairs of eyes on me.
 
         “What?” I ask. I know what. My head is suddenly swimming in wine.
 
         Kate arches a well-plucked eyebrow at me, folding her arms over her chest. “Looking a bit cozy,” she fires.
 
         Tom strokes the oversized lapels of his coral shirt. “Cozy? No, no, no. That wasn’t cozy. That was guaranteed hot sex tonight, darling!” He raises both hands, and Kate and Victoria comply, slapping a hand each in unison.
 
         I scowl lightly at Kate. “Me and you, later.”
 
         She inhales sharply. “Oh, feisty!”
 
         “Did you see him move?” Victoria pipes up.
 
         “He weren’t bad,” Tom pouts, and we all laugh. Someone’s stolen Tom’s dance floor thunder.
 
         “So—” I’m firing this right back at Kate. “Talking of cozy?” I nod at Sam as he walks back through the crowd, balancing three drinks between his hands.
 
         “A bit of fun.” She shrugs.
 
         “And you?” I look at Victoria.
 
         She looks shocked. “Me?”
 
         “Yes, I saw you shaking your thing at Drew.”
 
         Tom throws his hands up in the air in exasperation. “I’m a huffing gooseberry! I want to go to Route Sixty.” He turns to Victoria. “Darling, please!”
 
         “No!” she exclaims, and I don’t blame her. It makes a change for Victoria to be having the male attention, possibly the action, too.
 
         Sam plants the drinks on the table and Drew follows suit, brushing suspiciously close to Victoria. She giggles, fluffing her hair.
 
         Sam grins. “Wine for Kate.” He bows as he hands her the glass. “Vodka for Victoria and I’ve no idea what this is, but it looks camp, so it must be yours.” Sam hands Tom a piña colada on a wink.
 
         My gay friend blushes a bright shade of red and flops a limp wrist at Sam. I don’t believe it. For the first time in his life, Tom is rendered shy! Oh, this is too good an opportunity to miss. “Tom, your face is clashing with your shirt!” I splutter through a helpless fit of laughter.
 
         Everyone turns to stare at Tom, only serving to intensify his blush and, subsequently, his mortification. An eruption of howling laughter breaks out, prompting Tom to huff a few times before storming off.
 
         “What’s so funny?” Jesse asks when he reaches us, placing my wine and a bottle of water on the table. I can’t talk. I’m still recovering from my fits of giggles, frantically wiping at my leaking eyes.
 
         “We’ve just found Tom’s Achilles’ heel,” Kate volunteers when she sees I’m no closer to composure. Jesse looks perplexed as he gazes around at the recovering hyenas that he’s returned to. I see Sam shrug, swigging his beer.
 
         “Sam,” I offer through my abating giggles.
 
         “Sam?” Jesse frowns.
 
         Victoria jumps in. “Tom fancies Sam!” she cries cheerfully.
 
         Jesse shakes his head and reaches for his water, undoing the screw cap and taking a swig. “Here, have some.” He thrusts the bottle under my nose demandingly, and I take it willingly, despite the harshness of his demand. I’m feeling dehydration beginning to set in. I soon return to my wine, though, making quick work of the whole glass.
 
         I sit quietly, vaguely aware of conversation going on around me, but my head is suddenly very foggy. That was the last drink you should never have. The voices begin to muffle and double vision sets in.
 
         Yep, mission accomplished…I’m plastered.
 
         I feel Jesse’s hand at the base of my neck, massaging me over my hair as he chats to Sam, and I close my eyes, absorbing his firm touch as he works my muscles for an eternity.
 
         When I open my eyes, he’s leaning down, looking into my drunken eyes and shaking his head. “Come on, lady. I’m taking you home.”
 
         I don’t argue. I’m too drunk to do anything…even stand.
 
         I’m presented to everyone in turn, all of them planting a kiss on my cheek, while Jesse props me up. Once he’s ensured I’ve said all of my good-byes, he guides me out of the bar, and I’m ashamed to admit it, but if Jesse’s arm wasn’t wrapped around my waist holding me up, I would be flat on my face.
 
         The fresh air hits me, causing me to stagger slightly, but I’m swiftly scooped up from the pavement, feeling the familiar comfort of Jesse’s chest against my cheek as he carries me to his car.
 
         “You’re not going to throw up on me, are you?” he asks.
 
         “No,” I scoff on a slur.
 
         “Are you sure?” He laughs, and I feel the vibrations from his chest pass through me.
 
         “I’m fine,” I garble against his shirt. He sounds like my dad. Is he old enough to be my dad?
 
         “Okay, a few seconds’ warning would be nice, though. I’m putting you in my car now.”
 
         “I’m not going to throw up,” I insist.
 
         I feel myself being lowered into his car and the sensation of cold leather on the backs of my legs as I come to rest in the seat. He leans in over me and fastens my seat belt, his fresh water smell and minty breath invading my nostrils. I recognize it, even in my inebriated state. As he pulls back, hovering in my line of sight, there are two of him. I try to focus, eventually homing in on a huge smile.
 
         “You’re adorable, even when you’re legless.” He leans in, giving me a chaste kiss on my lips. “You’re coming home with me.”
 
         “You’re bossy,” I complain.
 
         “Get used to it.” He starts the car and the vibrations from the engine instantly play havoc with my wine-filled stomach. I hear him laugh to himself.
 
         “Jesse?”
 
         “Yes, Ava?”
 
         “How old are you?”
 
         I definitely hear him sigh. “Twenty-five.”
 
         I really am very drunk and car spin is beginning to set in, even though my eyes are closed. “It doesn’t matter how old you are,” I mumble.
 
         “It doesn’t?”
 
         “No, it doesn’t. Nothing matters—I still love you.”
 
         I hear a sharp intake of breath before I pass out.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
 
         Ouch!
         
 
         I squint at the bombardment of light that’s hammering at my sensitive eyes and snap them shut again, shuffling onto my side. I immediately realize that I’m not in my own bed. My eyes fly open, and I sit up. Oh, ouch!
         
 
         My hands grip my head to try and ease the pain, but short of shooting my brain out, nothing is going to alleviate the thumping. This is a noncurable hangover. I know it.
 
         I gaze around the room, recognizing my surroundings immediately. I’m in the master suite of Lusso, but I’m at a total loss at how I came to be here. I’ve never been so drunk that my memory has failed me. I try retracing my night, instantly remembering the bar and Jesse…
 
         I grasp the bedding, lifting the sheets to look under the covers, finding I have my bra and knickers on, so I can’t imagine any Jesse-style fucking went down. I smile.
 
         Oh Lord, I need a toothbrush and some water, pronto. I gingerly push myself up, untangling myself from the bedding as I go, reveling in the waft of Jesse’s scent as it hits my nostrils. Every slight movement crashes into my poor head and when I’m on my feet, standing in just my underwear, I stagger. I’m still drunk.
 
         “And how is my lady lush this morning?” He saunters over to me, looking too fucking delicious in his tight, white boxer shorts, with his morning messy hair. I know I probably look awful, with my loose hair and crusty makeup.
 
         “Terrible,” I confess moodily. I hear him chuckle to himself. If I could coordinate my movements, I would swing at him. His arms wrap around me, and I’m thankful for the support, burying my head in his chest.
 
         “Do you want some breakfast?” he asks, stroking my hair. Even his soft rubs against my skull are unbearably loud, and I nearly vomit at the thought of food. He must feel my dry heaves and body jerks because he laughs again. “Just some water then?”
 
         “Please,” I mumble into his chest.
 
         “Come here.” He scoops me up and carries me downstairs to the kitchen, placing me on the worktop gently.
 
         “Oh!” Shit, that’s cold!
 
         He laughs, easing his grip away slowly, like he’s afraid I might fall off. I might. I feel god-awful. I grab the edge of the worktop to steady myself and watch through half open eyes as Jesse opens almost every cupboard in the kitchen before he finds the one with the glasses in it.
 
         “You don’t know where you keep your own glasses?”
 
         He rummages through a drawer, pulling out a white sachet. “I’m learning. My housekeeper tried to tell me, but I was a little distracted.” He rips open the sachet and tips it into a glass. The muscles of his back roll as he gets a bottle of water from the fridge, filling the glass quickly, before walking back over to me. “Alka-Seltzer. It’ll sort you out within half an hour. Drink.”
 
         I reach to take it from him, but my arms won’t liaise with my brain, so without a word, he moves between my thighs and lifts the glass to my lips for me. I guzzle the lot.
 
         “More?”
 
         I shake my head. “I’m never drinking again,” I mumble, falling forward onto his chest.
 
         “That would please me to no end.” He strokes my back. “Promise me you won’t get in that state when I’m not around to look after you.”
 
         “Did we argue?” I ask, remembering our dispute outside, but we were friends after that.
 
         He sighs. “No, I submitted power temporarily.”
 
         “That must have been a challenge,” I reply dryly.
 
         He reaches up, snapping my bra strap. “It was, but you’re worth the effort.” He turns his face into me, kissing my hair before pulling back and focusing his stare on my semi-naked state. “I love you in lace,” he says softly, tracing the top of my knickers. “Shower?” I nod, wrapping my arms and legs around him as he slides me from the counter.
 
         I’m carried back through the penthouse, upstairs into the bathroom and put on my feet outside the shower. I’m left feeling wobbly as he turns the shower on, and as soon as he’s in front of me again, I flop forward onto his chest.
 
         “You are feeling sorry for yourself, aren’t you?” He picks me up and places me on the vanity unit. “I have fond memories of you sat exactly here.”
         
 
         I frown to myself, but then realize…our first sexual encounter happened in here on the launch night of Lusso. I look up into hazy green eyes staring down at me. “You finally got me where you wanted me, didn’t you?”
 
         He cups his hand on my cheek. “It was always going to happen, Ava.” He grabs his toothbrush, squirts some toothpaste on, and runs it under the tap. “Open,” he orders.
 
         He sets about brushing my teeth gently, holding my jaw in his free hand. I watch him concentrate on his small, circling movements around my mouth as my dance floor revelation comes back to me—the moment that I finally admitted to myself that I have, most definitely, fallen in love with this man. I wasn’t so drunk when that little realization crashed into my wine-drenched brain.
 
         I reach up to cup his stubbled cheek in my hand, and his eyes jump to mine, his lips parted ever so slightly. He stops brushing and turns his face into my palm, kissing it tenderly. Yep, I love him. Oh God, what am I going to do?
 
         “Spit,” he says quietly against my hand.
 
         I drop my hand from his face and lean over the sink to rid my mouth of toothpaste before returning to face him. “Thank you,” I utter through my cracked voice.
 
         The corner of his mouth cocks into a half-smile. “It’s just as much for my benefit as it is for yours.” He leans in, kissing me soft and slow on the lips, his tongue sweeping through my mouth tenderly. “You’re rubbish at hangovers. Is there anything I can do to make it better?” He pulls me off the unit, so I’m standing before him, and reaches around to clinch my bum, effectively holding me up.
 
         “Have you got a gun?” I ask him seriously. That would cure my pounding head.
 
         He laughs, a proper belly laugh. “That bad, huh?”
 
         “Yes; why is it so funny?”
 
         “It’s not. I’m sorry.” He straightens his face and runs his middle finger down the side of my cheek. “I’m going to make it all better now.”
 
         Oh? Alcohol, quite clearly, has not killed off my libido because every dehydrated nerve ending has just sprung to life. I must look hideous, and he’s getting all fresh with me?
 
         He reaches around my back, unclasps my bra, and removes it before leaning down and giving each one of my nipples a quick peck. They harden instantly under the brief contact from his lips, my breasts becoming heavy burdens on my chest. My body has been completely distracted from the aftereffects of alcohol and is now buzzing all over in anticipation of his touch.
 
         As his head raises and his lips find mine, my hands slide up his arms and delve into his soft, blond mass of hair. Oh God I’ve missed this. It’s only been four days, but I’ve missed it so much it frightens me.
 
         “You’re addictive,” he breathes against my mouth. “We’re going to make friends properly now.”
 
         “Are we not friends?” I ask. My voice is breathy and desperate.
 
         “Not properly, but we will be soon, baby.”
 
         A wave of tremors fly through me as he kisses my nose gently and drops to his knees in front of me, spanning my hips with his big palms, hooking his thumbs into the top of my knickers.
 
         I tense and wait, but he makes no attempt to remove them. I look down at him and watch him kneeling there, his forehead resting on my stomach, as I weave my fingers through his dark blond hair. We remain like that for an eternity, trapped in our own little dream state, just me watching him as he rolls his forehead across my tummy, back and forth.
 
         Eventually, he takes a deep breath and leans in, placing his lips below my belly button, letting them linger there for a few seconds, before slowly dragging my knickers down my legs. He taps my ankle—a wordless instruction to lift—and repeats the same on my other foot.
 
         I look down at him kneeling before me, his head lowered, and I know something’s playing on his mind, so I tug on his hair to snap him out of his daydream, and he turns his face up to me, his eyes meeting mine. His frown line is heavy on his forehead as he reaches up, spreads his palms on my backside, and dips his head, kissing my stomach again. He’s behaving peculiarly.
 
         “What’s wrong?” I can’t keep my concern to myself any longer.
 
         He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “Nothing,” he says unconvincingly. “Nothing’s wrong.”
 
         No sooner am I preparing to challenge him, his face is buried in the apex of my thighs and my legs have buckled.
 
         “Ohhhhh!” My head flies back and my grip on his hair tightens. In one delicious lick, he has me lock, stock, and the niggling urge to press him is forgotten.
 
         He moves his grip to my hips, causing me to jerk wildly. He’s the only thing holding me up. I feel his hot, skillful tongue circle my hypersensitive nub of nerves, rounding with slow, precise movements before delving deep into my core. There is not a single bit of me he’s not exploring.
 
         “I need a shower,” I complain.
 
         “I need you,” he mumbles against me.
 
         I’m sent into a melting mess as he increases the pressure, digging his fingers into my hips as I grind against his mouth. It’s only a matter of seconds before I’m falling to pieces, the surging pressure crashing down into my groin having me holding my breath, with my heart jumping into my throat.
 
         “You taste incredible. Tell me when you’re close.”
 
         “I’m close!” I gasp on a long rush of breath. Holy shit, I’m close!
 
         “Someone’s keen this morning.” A hand is removed from my hip and two fingers plunge into me, sending me into orbit.
 
         “Oh, shit!” I shout. “Please!” I must be ripping his hair out.
 
         “Watch…your…fucking…mouth,” he scolds me, between powerful, even strokes. He can’t tell me off for swearing during these moments. It’s his fault for putting me through this.
 
         He stretches my opening with his fingers, circling and thrusting, while working my clit with his thumb and lapping at my sensitive lips with his tongue. It’s a torturous pleasure that I could endure forever, if it wasn’t for the increasing pressure weighing down on me, demanding release.
 
         “Jesse!” I shout desperately.
 
         With a few more measured strokes of his fingers, thumb and tongue, I’m hurled off the edge of a cliff and freefalling into nothing, the banging of my dehydrated brain replaced with sparks of pleasure. I’m cured.
 
         He laps and sucks, slowly and gently, easing me down at a steady rate, my body relaxing and my heart rate leveling out as I trace slow, light circles in his hair.
 
         “You’re the best hangover cure.” I exhale on a long, satisfied breath.
 
         “You’re the best everything cure,” he counters, his tongue tracing up the middle of my stomach, between my breasts as he rises to his feet. He continues the trail up my neck, tilting my head on a groan as he laps up my taut throat. “Hmmm, now,” he kisses my chin softly, “I’m going to fuck you in the shower.” He tugs my chin so my head comes back down, giving him access to my lips. “Deal?”
         
 
         “Deal,” I agree. What a stupid question. I’ve not had him for four days.
 
         I take my time running my palms down his lovely chest, settling my eyes on his evil scar.
 
         “Don’t even ask. How’s your head?”
 
         I snap my eyes from his scar, back up to his eyes, finding he’s looking at me with a warning look. Yeah, I won’t be challenging that tone, or that face. “Better,” I answer. His face softens, and he looks down at his boxers.
 
         I take the hint, slipping my hand into the waistband, brushing his hair with the back of my hand and skimming over his morning erection. I flick my eyes to his and find them regarding me carefully, and when I move in closer, he takes the opportunity to lower his forehead onto mine, blessing me with his signature minty breath.
 
         We’re surrounded by steam now, condensation settling all over us as I slip my hands around the back of his boxers, smoothing my palms over his tight, extraordinary arse.
 
         “I love this,” I whisper, molding my palms over his cheeks.
 
         He rolls his forehead against mine. “It’s all yours, baby.”
 
         I smile my approval and smooth my palms back to the front, grasping his thick, pulsing arousal at the base. “I really love this.”
 
         He groans in appreciation, swooping down to claim my lips, raiding my mouth possessively, forcing me to release my grip of his hard length and take my hand back to his arse. I’m yanked into his chest, getting a full impact blow of his hardness pushed into my groin. The urgent need to have him inside me has me breaking our kiss and tugging at his boxers to get them down his long, lean legs. He releases one hand from my bum to assist, his boxers soon rid of, his massive erection pointing straight at me. This is going to be a shock and awe moment.
 
         I’m right. I’m swiftly grabbed around the waist and pulled upward against his heaving body.
 
         “Get your thighs around my waist,” he growls against my neck, as he sucks and bites at me. I comply without a thought, wrapping my legs around his waiting body when he lifts me, his arousal slipping over my swollen entrance, causing a desperate cry to escape my mouth.
 
         “Oh God,” I gasp.
 
         He crashes his lips against mine, moaning as our tongues perform a ceremonial dance in our mouths, my hands smoothing down his stubble as he holds me with one arm wrapped around my waist and walks us into the shower. I’m immediately pinned against the tiles, his palm slapping into the wall above my head as he worships my mouth, hot water raining down all around us.
 
         “This is going to be hard, Ava,” he warns. “You can scream.”
 
         Oh Lord, help me. I’m burning all over, and it has nothing to do with the hot water pouring all over us. I move my hands around to grip his back when I feel him rear back, ready to enter me, my thighs relaxing to give him room. Bringing his hand down from the wall, he guides himself to my entrance, looking straight into my eyes as the head of his erection probes at me. I shiver.
 
         “You and me,” he says as he lowers his lips to mine, kissing me ravenously. “Let’s not fight it anymore.” And on a sharp shift of his hips, he thrusts upward, filling me to the absolute hilt, slamming his hand back into the wall beside my head on a roar.
 
         “God!” I scream.
 
         “No, baby, that’s me,” he strains between powerful thrusts, pushing me farther up the tiled wall. “Feels good, doesn’t it?”
 
         I claw at him, trying to get some grip, but the pounding water at his back is making it impossible to hold him.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         “Yes!” I throw my head back, panting and crazy with pleasure, as with each hard strike he pushes me further toward absolute ecstasy. I feel his lips close around my exposed throat, the water making them skim and slide over my flaming skin.
 
         “You feel so fucking perfect,” he groans against my throat, continuing with his strong, voracious tempo. “Remember yet?”
 
         Oh, this is a reminder fuck! He has no need to worry. There’s not a chance I could ever forget.
 
         “Ava, have you remembered yet?” he barks, making a point of slamming out each word.
 
         “I never forgot!” I cry, helpless to his punishing crashes against my body. I release his back, knowing he’ll hold me in place, and pull his face up to mine, my hands brushing away the pouring water that’s trailing down his face. His eyes lift to find mine. “I never forgot,” I cry through hard slams.
 
         Feeling him move inside me, feeling him tremble with the intensity of our joined bodies moving together, has my emotions tackling me from every angle. He gasps, tilting his head to claim my lips. It’s a kiss of significance, and I melt into it. He moans into my mouth as I hold on to his face, soaking up the passion radiating from every pore of his body. He pounds on, hard and fast, and as our mutual hunger assails us and I reach the point of no return, I lock my thighs around his narrow hips, every muscle in my body bracing for the snap and release that’s on the horizon. He shudders, mumbling incoherent words against my lips.
 
         Oh, fucking hell!
         
 
         He throws his head back. “Jesus fucking Christ!”
         
 
         “Jesse, please!” I cry. This is bordering on unbearable. I don’t know what to do with myself.
 
         He brings his eyes back down to mine. They’re dark and hooded. I’m slightly concerned. “Harder, Ava?”
 
         What? Oh God, he’s going to rip me in half.
 
         “Answer the question,” he demands.
 
         “Yes!” I scream. Can this get any harder?
 
         He growls deep in his throat, increasing his thrusts to an even more determined, purposeful pace—a pace that I never would have thought possible. I tighten my thighs to the point of pain, but that just increases the friction and, subsequently, my pleasure.
 
         “Jesse!” I’m thrown over the threshold, erupting around him on a scream, the loud groan that bursts from his lips signaling he’s with me as he holds himself deep inside me, his big body jerking as he bellows my name. I feel the warm sensation of his release within me, and I drop my head to his shoulder, my heart beating a fast staccato in my chest.
 
         Oh my God! I’m held in place with one arm, the forearm of his other resting against the wall, his face buried in my neck. He’s breathless, and my muscles are naturally bonding to his beating length as he rocks gently into me. The shower is pouring down on us, but I can still hear our ragged breaths over the pounding water.
         
 
         “Holy shit,” he whispers through his suppressed breathing.
 
         I sigh. Yes, holy shit, indeed. That was beyond intense. My mind is like jelly, and I know I won’t be able to stand if he tries to put me down.
 
         As if reading my mind, he turns us so his back is against the tiles and slides down the wall, taking me with him so I’m straddling his lap on the shower floor. My face is planted on his chest, and I can still feel him pulsing inside me.
 
         I’m totally wrecked. My hangover has been chased away, but it’s been replaced with complete exhaustion. I close my eyes as I lay peacefully, stuck to his sharp body.
 
         “Lady, you’re mine forever,” he says softly as he strokes my wet back with both hands.
 
         My eyes open and many thoughts invade my recuperating brain, but the loudest one is screaming I want to be. I don’t say it, though. After having my realization, I’m petrified I’m going to be left restoring a broken heart. My damn willpower sucks, but I can’t resist him.
         
 
         “Are we friends?” I ask, resting my lips on his chest and kissing my way around his nipple.
 
         “We’re friends, baby.”
 
         I smile into his chest. “I’m glad.”
 
         “Me too,” he says quietly. “So glad.”
 
         “Where have you been?”
 
         “It doesn’t matter, Ava.”
 
         “It matters to me,” I argue quietly.
 
         “You asked for space. I’m back. That’s all that matters.” He clinches my bum and pulls me closer to him, his softening length of muscle stroking me deliciously.
 
         I sigh and peel myself from his chest, lifting my heavy eyes to his. “I need to wash my hair.”
 
         He pushes my wet locks away from my face and drops a gentle kiss on my lips. “Are you hungry yet?”
 
         I am actually. Hangover sex has built me up an incredible appetite. “Very.” I climb off him, reaching for the shampoo. “Is this it?” I look at the shampoo, then to Jesse. “No conditioner?”
 
         “No, sorry.” He pushes himself up from the shower floor, taking the bottle from my hand and squeezing some into my hair. “I want to do it.”
 
         I relinquish hair washing duties, letting him lather up my hair, his big palms gently sweeping over my head. I close my eyes, let my head fall back, and absorb the rhythmic movements of his hands, but all too soon, he’s positioning me under the shower to rinse away the suds. “What the fuck are they?” he splutters.
 
         “What?” I turn to find out what he’s talking about and catch a glimpse of a shocked expression as he grabs me, turning me so my back is to him again.
 
         “Them!”
 
         I look over my shoulder, finding him gawking at my bum and the faded bruises from my little jaunt in the back of Margo. “I fell over in the back of Margo.”
 
         “What?” he snaps impatiently.
 
         “I was holding up the cake in the back of Margo,” I remind him. “I got chucked about a bit.”
 
         “A bit?” he gasps, running his palm across my bum. “Ava, you look like you’ve been used as a rugby ball.”
 
         I laugh. “It doesn’t hurt.”
 
         “No more cake propping,” he demands. “I mean it.”
 
         “You’re overreacting.”
 
         He grumbles some inaudible words and kneels, planting his soft lips on each of my cheeks. I close my eyes and sigh.
 
         “I’ll be having a word with Kate, too,” he adds, and I highly suspect he will.
 
         Standing again, he turns me back around to face him, sweeping the water from my face. I open my eyes, finding him staring down at me, his face expressionless, but his eyes telling a different story. He’s mad because of a few bruises?
 
         He leans down and rests his lips on my collarbone before running his tongue up my neck and clamping his teeth on my earlobe, tugging gently. His hot breath in my ear has me shuddering. Bloody hell, I could go again!
 
         “Later,” he whispers, and I moan in disappointment. I can’t get enough of him. “Out,” he demands, turning me and clenching my waist from behind to guide me from the shower.
 
         I stand quietly, letting him run the towel all over my body and through my hair to soak up the excess water. He’s being so attentive and caring. I like it. In fact, I like it way too much.
 
         “All done.” He wraps the towel around his waist without drying himself.
 
         The temptation to lean up and lick off the beads of water that are dripping over his shoulders is impossible to resist, but my hand is grasped and I’m pulled back into the bedroom before I can follow through on my intent.
 
         I look around the room for my dress, returning to Jesse when I don’t see it. I drool, watching him pull on some jeans.
 
         “No boxers?” I ask.
 
         He tucks himself in and gingerly zips himself up on a dark grin. “No, I don’t want any unnecessary obstructions.” His tone is suggestive and very confident.
 
         I frown. “Obstructions?”
 
         A crisp white t-shirt is pulled over his wet hair and down his rippling abdominals. I’m gawping. “Yes, obstructions,” he confirms in a low husk. He strides over to my naked form and wraps his palm around my nape to pull my face close to his. “Get ready,” he whispers, pressing his lips hard on mine.
 
         “Where’s my dress?” I ask against his lips.
 
         He releases me. “I don’t know,” he says dismissively, casually striding out of the room.
 
         What? He must have taken it off because I was in no fit state to coordinate a strip. I go into the bathroom to get my underwear. At least I know where that is…no, I don’t. My bra and knickers are gone.
 
         Okay, he’s playing games. I go to his walk-in-wardrobe and find what I expect to be the most expensive shirt on the rail and slip it on before making my way downstairs, finding him in the kitchen. He’s sitting at the island, dipping his finger in a jar of peanut butter. My nose wrinkles in distaste.
 
         His smile dazzles me as he looks up, his lips wrapped around a peanut butter-covered finger. “Come here,” he orders.
 
         I stand in the archway, naked except for a white dress shirt, and frown at him. “No.” I decline, watching as his smile dulls into a straight line.
 
         “Come…here,” he punctuates the words slowly.
 
         “Tell me where my dress is,” I challenge.
 
         He narrows his eyes on me and places his jar of peanut butter calmly and precisely on the work surface. Those cogs are working hard again, and his finger is tapping ferociously on the counter as he stares me down.
 
         “You have three seconds,” he declares, his voice dark, his face straight.
 
         I raise my eyebrows. “Three seconds for what?”
 
         “To get your arse over here.” It’s that fierce tone. “Three…”
 
         My eyes widen. Is he serious? “What happens if you make it to zero?”
 
         “Do you want to find out?” He remains completely impassive. “Two…”
 
         Do I want to find out? Fucking hell, he’s not given me much time to run this over.
 
         “One…”
 
         Shit! I bolt toward his outstretched arms, colliding against his hard body. There was no mistaking the dark look of satisfaction I got a glimpse of before my head was buried in his neck. I don’t even know what happens on zero, but I do know how much I love his arms around me, so it’s a no-brainer really. As my face nuzzles between his pecs and I trace my fingers over his back, I can hear his heartbeat slow and steady under my ear. He exhales and stands, placing me on the island, working his way between my thighs. He rests his palms on the tops of my legs.
         
 
         “I like your shirt.” He skates his palms over my thighs.
 
         “Is it expensive?” I ask on a pout.
 
         “Very.” He smirks. He knows my game. “What do you remember about last night?”
 
         What do I remember? I was ridiculously drunk, shockingly brazen on the dance floor, and I admitted to myself that I’m in love with him. He doesn’t need to know the last revelation. “You’re a good dancer,” I say instead.
 
         “What can I say? I’m a sucker for JT.” He shrugs it off swiftly. “What else do you remember?”
 
         “Why?” I ask on a frown.
 
         He sighs. “Do you remember seeing your ex?”
 
         “Yes,” I confirm, not relishing the reminder.
 
         “Do you remember my request?”
 
         “Yes.” There’s little point in challenging him. I don’t want to see Matt.
 
         “And at what point do you draw a blank?”
 
         “I don’t remember getting home, if that’s what you’re getting at. I do realize I was stupidly drunk and highly irresponsible.”
 
         “You don’t remember anything after the bar?”
 
         “No,” I admit. That’s never happened to me before.
 
         “That’s a shame.” His green eyes search mine for something, I’ve no clue what. He leans down, kissing me tenderly on the lips, smoothing his palms over my face.
 
         “How old are you?” I ask as I look him straight in the eye.
 
         He dips his lips to mine again, coaxing them open and slowly swirling his tongue around my mouth before biting my bottom lip and tugging gently. “Twenty-six.” he whispers, planting soft, skimming kisses all over my mouth.
 
         “You missed twenty-five,” I mumble, closing my eyes in complete contentment.
 
         “No, I didn’t. You just can’t remember asking me.”
 
         “Oh. After the bar?”
 
         He rubs his nose against mine. “Yes, after the bar.” He pulls back and runs his thumb across my bottom lip. “You feeling better?”
 
         “Yes, but you need to feed me.”
 
         He laughs, planting a chaste kiss on my lips. “Are you making demands?”
 
         “Yes,” I say haughtily. “Get me my clothes.”
 
         He narrows his eyes on me, making a play for my hipbone, squeezing it hard and sending me on a jolt across the worktop. “Who has the power, Ava?”
 
         “What are you talking about?” I laugh around his torturous squeezes.
 
         “I’m talking about how much easier we’ll get along if you accept who holds the power.”
 
         Oh, I can’t bear it anymore. “You do!”
 
         He releases me immediately. “Good girl.” He grabs my hair and yanks me forward, landing me with a hard, forceful kiss. “Don’t forget it.”
 
         I melt into him, absorbing his so-called power on a long drawn-out sigh, but all too soon, he leaves me on the worktop and returns a few minutes later with my underwear, dress, shoes, and bag. I scowl at him as I take them.
 
         “Don’t look at me like that, lady. You won’t be wearing that dress again, I can assure you. Put the shirt over it.” He gives the dress a disapproving look before leaving the kitchen to take a call.
 
         I laugh to myself. Who holds the power? Me, that’s who! I throw my clothes on and rummage through my bag to try and find my contraceptive pills, but after searching my makeup bag and tipping the rest of my bag’s contents out, I find no pills.
 
         “You ready?”
 
         I turn to see Jesse in the archway to the kitchen with his hand held out. “Two seconds.” I stuff my things back in my bag and walk over, taking his outstretched hand.
 
         His eyebrows rise. “It’s a good job Cathy isn’t here. You would give her a heart attack in that dress.”
 
         “Cathy?”
 
         “My housekeeper.” He looks down at my dress disapprovingly and sets about fastening the buttons of his shirt. “Better,” he concludes on a small, satisfied smile.
 
         We exit the elevator and I’m pulled through the foyer of Lusso, Clive doing a double take as we pass.
 
         “Morning, Mr. Ward,” he greets cheerfully. “You look better this morning, Ava.”
 
         Jesse nods at Clive but doesn’t slow his long strides. I blush profusely, smiling sweetly as I scuttle along, keeping up with Jesse.
 
         I’m bundled into the Aston Martin and driven home at the usual hair-raising speed, while Ian Brown soothes my ears.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
 
         Outside Kate’s, I let myself out of his car and meet him on the pavement. He looks down at me with those glorious, green eyes. I don’t want him to go. I want him to take me back to his tower in the sky and hide me there forever, in his bed—with him in it, too. I’m a slave to this man. I’ve been completely and utterly taken.
         
 
         I step forward, pushing into his chest and tilting my head up to him, but he stands casually, with his hands resting lightly in his jeans pockets, his twinkling eyes watching me as I reach up on my tiptoes and brush my lips over his. That’s all it takes for him to remove his hands from his pockets and heave me to his chest, plunging his tongue into my mouth, fiercely taking whatever he wants. It’s totally fine. He can have it. My arms find their way around his neck, and I absorb it all as he completely consumes me, but he soon pulls away on a long exhale, leaving me breathless and wanting so much more. I turn on my unsteady legs, taking myself up the path to Kate’s front door, mind racing, heart beating relentlessly.
 
         When I reach the front door, I pivot to watch him drive off but find him close behind, looking down at me. My brow furrows. “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
         “I’m coming in to wait for you.”
 
         “Where am I going?”
 
         “You’re coming to work with me,” he replies, like I should know this.
 
         He’s going to work? Of course, hotels don’t close on weekends, but what am I going to do while he’s working? Do I care as long as I’m with him?
 
         “You just kissed me good-bye.”
 
         A smile plays at the corners of his mouth. “No, Ava. I just kissed you.” He brushes a damp lock of hair from my face. “Get ready.”
 
         “Okay.” I relent far too easily. There will be no complaints from me.
 
         I walk into the lounge with Jesse in tow to find Kate and Sam sprawled across the sofa, a tangle of semi-naked arms and legs, eating cornflakes. Neither of them makes any urgent attempt to cover up.
 
         “Hey, my man,” Sam exclaims when he looks up and sees Jesse.
 
         Jesse’s eyes travel over Sam’s half nakedness, a look of disapproval clear on his face.
 
         “How are you feeling, Ava?” he asks.
 
         “Good.” I glance at Kate with a get-in-my-room-NOW look. “I’ll be as quick as I can.” I leave Jesse in the lounge and retreat to my room, pacing while waiting for Kate.
 
         She swans in, looking all roughed up. “Someone looks thoroughly fucked!” She laughs and gives me a mischievous grin that I match with my own.
 
         “Don’t look at me like that, Kate Matthews. What’s going on with you and Sam?”
 
         “Adorable, isn’t he?” She winks. “It’s just a bit of fun.”
 
         I pull Jesse’s shirt and my dress over my head, flinging them both to the floor. “Just fun?”
 
         Kate rolls her eyes and scoops them up, placing them on my bed before flopping down on my duvet, her red hair fanning around her pale face. “Yep. You’re not the only one getting a good seeing to,” she says seriously. I gape at her. “It’s written all over your face, Ava.”
 
         “I’m going to work with Jesse.” I grab my dryer to try and salvage the damp mess that is my hair.
 
         “Have fun,” I hear her chant as she sashays out of my room. I flip my head upside down and rough dry my hair, ignoring the fact that I’m rushing to get back to Jesse.
 
         When I flick my head back up to the mirror, an image of Jesse propped up against my headboard smacks me in the face. His arms are casually braced behind his head. He practically fills my double bed. I flick my dryer off, turning to face green eyes burning holes into me. I want to crawl up that bed and into him.
 
         “Hey, baby.” He looks me up and down.
 
         “Hey, yourself.” I grin. “Comfortable?”
 
         He bounces himself lightly. “No, I’m only comfortable with one thing under me these days.” His eyebrows raise suggestively.
 
         That look and those words have my knees quivering and coils of craving springing into every crevice of my body. I watch as he pushes himself up from my bed and walks slowly over to me, turning me to face my wardrobe. Reaching over one of my shoulders, he flicks through the rails of clothes, pulling out my cream shirt dress.
 
         “Put this on,” he breathes in my ear. “And make sure there’s lace underneath it.”
 
         I clench my eyes shut and reach forward, taking the hanger from him and moaning when his hand falls down and brushes over my breast, his hips rolling forward into my lower back.
 
         Oh, good Lord, STOP!
         
 
         “Be quick.” He slaps my bum lightly and stalks out, leaving me a wobbly mess and holding onto my cream dress for support.
 
         
              

         
 
         Once I’m dressed in what Jesse has chosen, I pull out every handbag I own, searching for my pills, but they’re nowhere to be found. I find Kate in the kitchen making tea, still in just a t-shirt.
 
         “Have you seen my pills?” I rummage through the junk drawer in the kitchen, housing everything from batteries and phone chargers to lipsticks and nail polish.
 
         “Nope.”
 
         I slam the drawer on a frown. “I always keep them in my makeup bag.”
 
         “Problem?”
 
         I look up, finding Jesse filling the doorway. “I can’t find my pills.”
 
         “Find them later. Come on.” He puts his hand out. “I like your dress,” he says softly, running his gaze up and down me as I walk toward him.
 
         Of course he does; he picked it.
 
         He reaches under the hem to run his forefinger up the inside of my thigh, watching me as my lips clamp together and my hands fly up to his chest. He smirks dirtily and sweeps his finger under my knickers seam, brushing my sex softly. I sigh.
 
         “Wet,” he whispers, circling me slowly. I could weep with pleasure. “Later.” He withdraws his finger and licks it clean.
 
         “You have to stop doing that.”
 
         “Never.” He grins, yanking me out of the kitchen.
 
         
              

         
 
         We drive out of the city, toward the Surrey Hills. I catch a glimpse of him every now and then, watching me instead of the road. Each time, he smiles and squeezes my knee, which has had his palm spread on it for most of the journey.
 
         “How long have you owned The Manor?” I ask.
 
         He throws me a curious, arched eyebrow and turns down the music. “Since I was twenty-one.”
 
         “That young?” I blurt, my tone clearly displaying my shock at his answer.
 
         He smiles brightly at me. “I inherited The Manor from my Uncle Carmichael.”
 
         “He died?”
 
         His smile disappears. “Yes.”
 
         “I’m so sorry.”
 
         “Me, too,” he muses thoughtfully.
 
         I reach over and rest my hand on his knee, giving it a little squeeze of comfort. He smiles at me, and I reflect it with my own. “How old are you, Jesse?”
 
         “Twenty-seven,” he says, completely impassive.
 
         I sigh. “Why won’t you tell me how old you are?”
 
         “Because, you might think I’m too old for you and run a mile.”
 
         “Do you think you’re too old for me?” Given what he has done to me, I’m guessing the answer is no, but as it seems like such an issue, it’s worth an ask.
         
 
         “No, I don’t.” He keeps his eyes on the road. “My issue is your issue.”
 
         I frown. “I don’t have an issue.”
 
         He turns his handsome face toward me, all smoky eyed and glorious. “Then stop asking me.”
 
         I scowl my annoyance, but decide to change the subject. “What about your parents?”
 
         The straight line his lips form has me immediately regretting the question. “I don’t see them.”
 
         I sit back and say no more for the rest of the ride. His contemptuous approach makes me all the more curious, but it also makes me shut my trap.
 
         When we pull up at The Manor, Jesse flips a switch on the dash, opening the gates. I see Big John getting out of his Range Rover, in his usual black suit and wraparound sunglasses. He nods in greeting as I get out of the car and walk around to Jesse’s side.
 
         “What’s happening, John?” Jesse asks, taking my hand and leading me up the steps to The Manor’s entrance. I shiver, thinking about the last time I was here. I never thought I would be back, but here I am. I look up at Jesse as he clasps hands with Big John. He’s turned all businesslike.
 
         “’S’all good,” John rumbles, allowing Jesse and me to pass before following us through to the restaurant. For ten o’clock on a Sunday morning in a hotel, it’s surprisingly quiet.
 
         Jesse orders breakfast, smiling at me when he confirms they serve my favorite—Eggs Benedict with salmon—and gives instructions for it to be sent to his office with a cappuccino made to my liking—no chocolate or sugar. Then grabbing my hand, he hauls me through The Manor, and as soon as the door to his office has shut, I’m thrust up against the back of it, my dress around my waist.
 
         He buries his face straight in my neck, my arms flying up to grip his t-shirt. I’m caught off guard by his ferociousness. Slow, prepared buildup, or hard, fast pounce—the result is still the same. I’m sucking in short, sharp breaths and ready to beg.
 
         The pressure of his body pushing me up against the door increases and his mouth crashes to mine. He bites my lip. “Are you wet?”
 
         “Yes,” I pant, grappling at his t-shirt. I only have to look at him and I’m turned on.
 
         His hands leave my breasts, disappearing south, and I hear the sound of his fly zipper being undone, his no obstruction comment now perfectly clear. My knickers are yanked to the side.
         
 
         I have no time to brace myself for the hard and fast that’s coming. He tugs one of my legs up to his waist, positions himself, and slams into me, thrusting me up the door on a loud shout. I scream.
 
         “Quiet,” he barks.
 
         He gives me no time to adjust. He pounds into me repeatedly, punishingly, over and over, sending me skyward in pleasure. I press my lips together to refrain from shouting out, dropping my head onto his shoulder in delirious despair.
 
         “Do you feel me, Ava?”
 
         Lord give me strength, I think I’m going to pass out. He’s working into me like a madman, urgently thrusting and gasping.
 
         “Answer the question!”
 
         “Yes! I feel you.”
 
         He hammers on, pushing me further and further into a mind-spinning despair. I’m a second from bursting, the one leg I was standing on now off the floor from being pushed up the door.
 
         “Does it feel good?”
 
         “Oh God, yes!” I scream as all breath leaves my lungs and I’m assaulted by his greedy mouth.
 
         “I said, quiet.” He bites at my lip, the pressure bordering on painful.
 
         The blazing fire attacking my core cracks, fizzles, and ruptures, pushing me into a fevered bliss as I climax on a loud cry, his mouth capturing my screams as my mind goes blank. I shake uncontrollably against him, but he drives on, shouting on his own explosion, his erection pulsing and jerking as he spills himself deep inside me.
 
         Oh, good Lord. My head is spinning wildly. I’m in complete awe of what this man does to me.
 
         “I might bring you to work every day,” he breathes against my neck as he slowly pulls out of me, letting me slide down the door. “Are you okay?”
 
         “Don’t let go of me,” I mumble into his shoulder. I can’t find my balance.
 
         He laughs lightly, wrapping his arm around my waist to steady me. I blow my hair out of my face and find his stunning eyes in my field of vision.
 
         I smile. “Hi.”
 
         “She’s back.” He presses his lips to mine and picks me up, carrying me to the sofa and placing me down before he sets about tucking himself in and refastening his fly.
 
         I rearrange my dress and flop back on the sofa, a smile tickling the corners of my lips. The contrast of his persona from wild and demanding to tender and attentive is a real brain burner. But I love both sides.
 
         He comes and sits next to me, pulling me onto his lap. “I thought you could go up to the extension and start drafting some ideas.”
 
         “You still want me to design?”
 
         “Of course I do.”
 
         “I thought you just wanted me for my body,” I tease, earning myself a flicked nipple.
 
         “I want you for a lot more than your body, lady.”
 
         At the sound of a knock at the door, I remove myself from his lap, instantly missing the feel of his firm body beneath me.
 
         “Come in,” he instructs.
 
         The chap from the restaurant walks in with a tray and places it on the coffee table.
 
         “Thanks, Pete.”
 
         “Sir.” He nods at Jesse and flicks a friendly smile in my direction before leaving.
 
         “Eat your eggs, baby,” Jesse instructs, and I waste no time diving in, passing some to him on a fork when he demands it.
 
         Once I’ve cleared the plate, he smiles and reclaims me, yanking me over to his side of the couch and pinning me under his hulking body.
 
         “I want to devour you, but I have to fucking work.” He hits me with a lasting kiss before growling his frustration as he lifts and collects a pad and pencil from his desk drawer.
 
         “I’ll head up to the extension.” I remove myself from the couch, batting away his grappling hands on a laugh when I take the pencils and try to pass him.
 
         “Kiss me.”
 
         “I just did.”
 
         “Don’t make me ask again, Ava.”
 
         I smile and give him what he’s demanded before I’m allowed to leave his office.
 
         When I open the office door, Big John is waiting to escort me upstairs. “I know where I’m going, John,” I offer. He doesn’t have to flank me all of the way.
 
         “’S’all good, girl,” he continues his long strides beside me.
 
         When we reach the stained glass window at the bottom of the stairs to the third floor, I glance up the wide staircase. At the top, there’s a set of wooden doors with pretty circle symbols carved into the wood. They’re closed and quite intimidating, but I’m distracted from the imposing vastness of wood when I hear a door open. I look over the landing, seeing a man walking out of a guest suite doing his fly up. He looks up, catching me staring and my face flames as I look at John, who’s eyeing up the guy, shaking his head menacingly. A wave of worry washes over the guest’s face, and I scuttle off through the archway that leads to the extension to try and escape the embarrassing situation.
 
         I let myself into the farthest room, and with the lack of furniture, I slide down the wall to my bum.
 
         John pokes his head around the door. “Ring Jesse if you need anything,” he grunts.
 
         “I can go find him.”
 
         “No; ring Jesse,” he affirms, closing the door, leaving me frowning at nothing. So, if I need the toilet, have I got to ring Jesse then?
 
         
              

         
 
         A few hours later, my arse is dead and I have a rough draft of an amazing bedroom. I flick the pencil over the paper, shading and blending here and there. He said a big bed was essential, and the huge four-poster, positioned in the middle of the room, screams luxury and sensuality. I study the picture, blushing at my own work. Jesus, it’s almost erotic. Where has that come from?
 
         My line of thought is interrupted when the door opens and I’m presented with Sarah’s pouty face. I inwardly groan. The woman is everywhere—everywhere Jesse is.
 
         “Ava, what a pleasant surprise.” She shuts the door softly behind her before walking into the middle of the room. My unkind thoughts have me wishing she would take a tumble in those ridiculous heels. I really don’t like this woman. She brings out my inner bitch better than anyone I’ve ever known. Pleasant surprise? Sure.
 
         “Sarah. It’s nice to see you.” I clasp a lock of my hair and start fiddling with it, thinking her red lips look super inflated today. She’s definitely had work there.
 
         My sitting position, in relation to her standing position, has me feeling inferior to her. I’d get up, if my backside wasn’t numb and I could be sure I wouldn’t crumble back down to the floor in a heap.
 
         “Working on a Sunday,” she muses as she gazes around the empty room. “Do all of your clients get the same special treatment you offer Jesse?”
 
         “No.” I smile. “Just Jesse.”
 
         She folds her arms under her ample chest. She’s probably had those done, too. “So, what is it about my Jesse that has you giving up your free time to work?”
 
         My Jesse? 
         
 
         “I’m not sure what business that is of yours.” My hackles rise.
 
         “Maybe it’s his money?”
 
         “I’m not interested in Jesse’s wealth,” I retaliate shortly.
 
         “Of course you’re not.” She wanders over to the window before turning back to face me, her face as cold as her voice. “Be warned, Ava. Jesse is not the sort of man you build your dreams on.”
 
         I stare her straight in the eye, trying to mimic her cold face and tone. It’s not hard—it comes naturally with this horrible woman. “Thank you for the warning, but I think I’m grown up enough to decide who I build my dreams on.”
 
         She scoffs mildly. It’s in pity, and it makes me feel like crap. “Little girl, jump out of your fairy tale and open your e…”
 
         The door opens and Jesse strides in, looking at me slumped on the floor before turning his eyes to Sarah. “All right?” he asks.
 
         I recoil on the inside. Why the hell is he asking her? It’s me he ought to be asking. I’m even more stunned when she plasters on a ridiculously fake smile and walks over to him—all straightbacked with her chest thrust forward.
 
         “Yes, sweetie. Ava and I were just discussing the new rooms. She has some fabulous ideas.” She rubs his shoulder.
 
         I want to pry her fake nails off her fingers. The bloody lying bitch! He’s not going to fall for that, surely? The satisfied smile he gives her, before turning it on me, tells me he has. The blind twat!
 
         “She’s good,” he says proudly. He’s making me feel like a fucking kid.
 
         “Yes, very talented,” Sarah purrs, smiling slyly at me. “I’ll leave you to it.” She leans up and kisses his cheek. I burn with rage. “Ava, it was lovely to see you again.”
 
         I muster up the decency to smile at the beast. “And you, Sarah.”
 
         She leaves the room and Jesse and I are alone. What role does that woman play in Jesse’s life? She’s been here every time I have, and she was at the Lusso launch, too. She wants me gone, and there is only one reason she would want that…she wants Jesse. The thought of him being with anyone else makes my heart constrict in pain—makes me want to hurt someone. I’ve never been the jealous type, nor clingy or needy. But I can feel all of these new feelings racing to the surface, swamping my entire being. I’m not comfortable with it. I’m in big trouble here—big, fucking trouble. She said Jesse isn’t the sort of man you build your dreams on. I think I already know that.
 
         “Let’s have a look then, lady.” He slides down the wall next to me, reaching over for the pad. “Wow! I love that bed.”
 
         “So do I,” I admit sullenly. The enthusiasm for my idea has been sucked right out of me.
 
         “What’s all this?” He points to the canopy on the bed.
 
         “It’s a lattice design. All the wooden beams overlap to form a gridlike effect.”
 
         “So you can hang things from them?” He looks at me inquisitively.
 
         “Yes, like material, or lights, maybe.” I shrug.
 
         His mouth forms an O as he grasps my concept. “What colors did you have in mind?”
 
         “Black and gold.”
 
         “I love it.” He brushes his hand over the drawing. “When can we start?”  
 
         Huh? “It’s only a draft. I have to do some mood boards, scale drawings, lighting plans, that sort of thing.” I don’t know if I’ll be doing any of those things. I’ve fallen into a deep state of depression after being warned off by Sarah. I’ve got to seriously re-think what I’m doing here. “Will you take me home?”
 
         His head shoots up, his green eyes laced with concern. “Are you okay?”
 
         I push my numb backside up from the floor, using every ounce of strength I have to plaster a smile as fake as Sarah’s onto my face. “I’m fine. I’ve got some work stuff to sort out for tomorrow.” I smooth my dress down.
 
         “Okay.” He gets up from the floor with ease and hands me back the pad. “Are you sure you’re okay?” he presses.
 
         I maintain my fake smile. “I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?” I fight my hand back to my side when it reaches up to grab a piece of hair.
 
         He eyes me suspiciously. “Come on then.” He takes my bag and fills my empty hand, leading me out of the extension into the main house.
 
         As we land in the entrance hall, Jesse glances around nervously. “Wait here, I need to get my phone and keys. Actually, go and get in the car. It’s open.” I frown as he ushers me out the door before he jogs off toward his office.
 
         I take myself down the steps of The Manor, across the gravel to the DBS, but before I make it to the car, I hear the laughter of a certain acid-tongued, pouty-faced beast. I tense from top to toe and swivel on the gravel, only to find her standing at the top of the steps with Jesse.
 
         “Okay, sweetie. See you later.” She reaches up and kisses his cheek. I heave. “Hope to see you again, Ava,” she calls.
 
         Her icy stare penetrates me as Jesse approaches and gives me my bag before taking my hand again. I’m put in the car, and as soon as the engine is started, my ears are invaded with Radiohead’s “Creep.” I smile to myself. Yes, why am I here?
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
 
         I leave Jesse with a chaste kiss and a look of trepidation all over his stunning face. “I’ll call you.” I shut the car door and hurry up the path to Kate’s house, and I don’t look back, shutting the door swiftly behind me and sagging against it.
         
 
         “Hey!” Kate appears at the top of the stairs with a towel wrapped around her. “You okay?”
 
         I can’t plaster the fake smile on anymore. “No.”
 
         She looks at me with a mixture of confusion and sympathy. “Tea?”
 
         I nod, peeling myself away from the door. I knew this would happen. Not this soon, but this nasty aching heart business was inevitable. I drag myself up the stairs and collapse in one of the mismatched chairs while Kate makes tea. “Has Sam gone?”
 
         She spoons three sugars into her mug, and even though her back is turned away from me, I know she’s grinning. “Yeah,” she says, way too casually.
 
         “Good night?”
 
         She turns, narrowing her bright blues on me before she grins. “The man’s an animal!”
 
         I scoff at her description of Sam. There’s a certain someone else I could nail that descriptor to. “Good?”
 
         She pours boiling water into the mugs and adds milk. “He’s all right.” She shrugs. “That’s enough about me. Why did you leave this morning looking like you’d had a similar night to me, and return a few hours later looking like you’ve been slapped?” She takes a seat, handing me my tea.
 
         I sigh. “I’m not going to see him again.”
 
         “Why?” she cries.
 
         “Because, Kate, without a shadow of a doubt, I’m going to get stung, really nastily. He’s hazardous.”
 
         “How do you know that?”
 
         “He’s a mature businessman, way beyond rich and confident. I’m just a little plaything to him. He’ll get bored, toss me away, and move on to someone else.” I sigh dejectedly. “Trust me, there won’t be a shortage of women throwing themselves at his feet. I’ve seen the reaction he draws, I’ve experienced it. He’s incredibly fierce in the bedroom—and bloody good with it—and that tells me he’s not short of sexual conquests.” I draw breath, while Kate looks at me agape. “He’s a woman magnet, possibly a womanizer. I’m already getting a reaction from Sarah, the woman I thought was his girlfriend.” I slump back in my chair, grabbing my mug of tea.
 
         “You’re not seriously jumping ship because of a few bitchy words from a woman scorned? Tell her to fuck off!”
 
         “No, it’s not just that, although I really don’t need claws digging in my back.”
 
         Kate rolls her eyes. “My friend, you’re blind!”
 
         “No I’m not. I’m sensible,” I defend myself. “And why do you like him so much?”
 
         “I don’t know.” She shrugs. “There’s just something about him, isn’t there?”
 
         “Yes, and it’s dangerous.”
 
         “No, it’s the way he looks at you, like you’re the center of his universe or something.”
 
         “Don’t be stupid! I’m the center of his sex life,” I correct her, suddenly considering the fact that I could, quite possibly, be one of many women he’s showing a good time to. The thought is painful and another reason to walk away while I’m still partly intact. Who am I kidding? I’m already in pieces, but it’s only going to get worse the longer I let this go on.
 
         “Ava, you’re the master of denial,” she scorns me lightly.
 
         “I’m not in denial.”
 
         “Yes, you are,” Kate states firmly. “You’ve fallen in love with him. It’s easy to see why.”
 
         Is it that obvious? I should deny it, but I won’t insult Kate’s intelligence. “I’m going to lie down.” I push my chair away from behind my legs and it scrapes along the wooden floor, making me wince at the piercing sound. The hangover’s back with a vengeance.
 
         “Okay.” Kate sighs.
 
         I leave her in the kitchen to retreat to the sanctuary of my room, flopping on the bed and pulling a pillow over my head. I hate to admit it, but that pouty bitch is right. I can’t build my dreams on Jesse Ward, and the thought is like a knife through my splitting heart.
 
         
              

         
 
         I walk into the office for a fresh week, feeling anything but fresh. “Morning, flower,” Patrick calls from his office.
 
         “Hi.” I try to sound chirpy but fail miserably, throwing my bag by my desk and sitting down to fire up my computer.
 
         Within five seconds, my desk is screaming in protest as Patrick takes his usual pew. “What’s the state of play with Van Der Haus?”
 
         I reach under my desk to retrieve the small box of material samples that I abandoned on Friday. “These came on Friday,” I say, laying some on my desk. “He’s e-mailed me the specifics and sent the drawings over.”
 
         Patrick flicks through the pile of swatches—all in neutral tones of beige and creams, some patterned, some not. “They’re a bit boring, aren’t they?” he grunts disapprovingly.
 
         “I don’t think so.” I pull out a lovely, thick-striped piece. “Look.”
 
         He turns his nose up. “Not my cup of tea.”
 
         “It doesn’t have to be,” I remind him. He’s not going to be buying a posh apartment in The Life Building. “Mr. Van Der Haus is back from Denmark today. He said he would call about a site visit. I’m going to crack on, if you don’t mind.”
 
         Patrick stands, and I perform my usual wince as the desk creaks. “Yes, you carry on.” He eyes me suspiciously. “Tell me to mind my own if you like, but you don’t seem yourself. Is there anything the matter?”
 
         “No, I’m fine, honestly.”
 
         “Are you sure?”
 
         “Yes, Patrick.” I try and fail terribly to sound sure. My phone starts jumping around my desk and Sam Sparro’s “Black and Gold” blares around the office. I frown, picking it up to see Jesse’s name flashing on the screen. He’s been messing with my phone again. My heart flutters and not in a good way. I can’t speak to him. Hearing his voice will knock me back too many steps.
 
         “I’ll let you get that, flower. Keep that pretty little chin up. That’s an order!”
 
         Patrick leaves me as I silence my phone, but no sooner has it stopped, it starts replaying again. I push the button to shut it up, placing it on my desk and throwing myself into some work, finding the e-mail from Mikael. It’s brief, but there’s enough information for me to start compiling my designs.
 
         Fifteen minutes later, my phone is still ringing and my text alert starts chiming, too, but instead of deleting it—which would be the sensible option—I open it.
 
         
            ANSWER YOUR PHONE!

         
 
         Sam Sparro starts playing up again, and I silence my phone…again. I’m never going to get any work done at this rate. Then there’s another text.
 
         
            Ava, speak to me, please. What have I done?

         
 
         I put my phone on silent and try to forget about him. What has he done? Nothing really, but I’m sure if I give him the opportunity he will. Or will he? Oh, I don’t know. But instinct tells me to walk away.
 
         “Sal, if anyone calls the office I’m on my mobile, okay?” I know that will probably be his next move.
 
         “Okay, Ava.”
 
         I start cracking on with my mood boards and drawings for Mikael. I’ve not even seen the apartments yet, but I have a good idea of where I’m going with this and, surprisingly to me, I’m quite excited.
 
         I pop to the deli at lunchtime to grab a sandwich, returning to the office to eat it. I’m informed by Sally that a man called while I was out, but he didn’t leave a message. Of course, I know who it is.
 
         I persistently ignore my phone, except when Mikael calls to arrange a meeting for tomorrow. He’s stuck in Denmark for the rest of the week, so I’m meeting his PA at The Life Building at nine in the morning. As six o’clock hits, I’m satisfied with my productive day and glad I knuckled down. The day has flown by.
 
         
              

         
 
         I arrive at The Life Building the next morning bang on time, but in a bit of a fluster after waking late. My rush was a waste of time. Mikael’s PA is running late, so I sit myself down and take the opportunity to call my mum and check all is well in Newquay. It is, and Dan’s arriving on Monday, which lifts my spirits. When I hang up, I gaze down at my phone and finally muster the strength to acknowledge the mass of missed calls and messages—all Jesse, except a message from Kate last night telling me she was staying at Sam’s. In my rush this morning, I didn’t notice she was missing. I quickly reply, explaining I fell into bed. I can still mentally hear his persistent banging at the door last night as I hid under the covers like a scared child.
 
         “You must be Miss O’Shea.” I look up and see a petite blonde holding her hand out to me. “I’m Ingrid. Mikael advised you that I would be here, yes?” Her Danish accent is very strong.
 
         “Ingrid, call me Ava, please.” I stand and take her hand, shaking it lightly. She looks so fragile.
 
         She smiles and nods. “Ava, of course.”
 
         “Mikael called me yesterday to tell me he’s held up in Denmark.”
 
         “Yes, he is. I’ll give you the tour. Works are not quite finished so you’ll need to put these on.” She hands me a yellow hard hat and hi-visibility vest. I slip on the safety kit, while she presses the button for the elevator. “We’ll start in the penthouse. It’s very similar to the layout of Lusso.” The elevator arrives and we step inside. “You’re familiar with Lusso, of course.” She smiles.
 
         “Yes, I’m familiar with Lusso.” I return her friendly smile. More familiar than you know! I snap a lid on my drifting thoughts immediately and start digging through my bag for my file.
         
 
         “Here we are.” The elevator opens straight into the penthouse. “After you, Ava.”
 
         “Thank you.” I walk into a vast space, immediately noting the size of this penthouse must be almost exactly the same as the penthouse in Lusso.
 
         “You can see we used oak here. All of the windows and doors are bespoke and made using sustainable wood. I’m sure Mikael has advised you of this part of the specification in the e-mail that he sent you.” I glance at her, and she must catch my blank expression because she laughs, shaking her head. “He didn’t mention it in his e-mail?”
 
         “No,” I reply, praying that I read it properly, and in full.
 
         “You’ll have to forgive him. He’s slightly sidetracked with his divorce.”
 
         Divorce? Oh, is that what’s held him up in Denmark? I think it slightly inappropriate that she’s told me such a private part of Mikael’s personal life.
 
         “Consider me advised.” I smile.
 
         Over the next few hours, Ingrid walks me through the entire building. I take photographs of the space, making notes en route. Mikael and his partner certainly know how to deliver on modern, luxury living. The views over Holland Park and the city are incredible.
 
         Eventually we find ourselves back in the main foyer. “Thank you for the tour, Ingrid.” I remove my fetching hat and vest.
 
         “You’re welcome, Ava. Do you have everything you need?”
 
         “Yes. I’ll wait to hear from Mikael.”
 
         “He said he would call you on Monday,” she says as she shakes my hand.
 
         We say our good-byes and I head back to the office, calling my doctor on the way. I need to replace my pills. I get an appointment for four o’clock today, which is a relief. Not that I plan on having much sex anytime soon. I’ve had enough lately to see me through for a while.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Afternoon,” I sing to Tom and Victoria as I walk into the office.
 
         Tom frowns and glances at the clock. “Oopsie! I’m late for Mrs. Baines. She’ll be having kittens! I’ll be back after I’ve pacified the loopy old bird,” he chants, collecting his man-bag and dancing out of the office.
 
         “You okay, Victoria?” I ask as I land at my desk. She’s daydreaming. “Hello?” I call.
 
         “Huh? Oh, sorry. I was miles away. What did you say?”
 
         “Are you okay?”
 
         She smiles brightly, flicking her blond locks over her shoulder. “I couldn’t be better.”
 
         “And why is that?” I ask on a raised brow.
 
         She giggles like a little girl. “I have a date with Drew on Friday night.”
 
         I knew it, although I still can’t wrap my brain around ditsy Victoria and serious Drew. “Anywhere nice?”
 
         She shrugs. “He didn’t say. He just asked if he could take me out.” Her mobile rings and she excuses herself, just as my own phone chimes the arrival of a text. It’s Kate.
 
         
            Just turned our phones on. Was…busy. Have you seen Jesse?

         
 
         Busy? Sam and Kate being “busy” is probably a Godsend.
 
         
            No.

         
 
         I don’t need to say any more than that, and I hope Kate doesn’t find the need to text me back and tell me what I already know. Wishful thinking.
 
         
            Ok. I get the picture. Just so you know, between Sam and I…30 missed calls. And Sam has spoken to him. Not happy, but at least he knows you’re alive now ☺

         
 
         What does he think could’ve happened to me? I turn my attention to my computer, silencing my phone again when it starts blurting “Black and Gold,” but after it’s shouted at me three times on the bounce, I turn the sound off altogether. The man is a persistent pain in the arse.
 
         “I’m off,” Victoria calls, getting up from her desk.
 
         I wave good-bye and start filtering through my e-mails, and then take some copies of drawings to send to my contractors.
 
         When it hits three o’clock, I go to make the coffee.
 
         “Ava?” I hear Sally call me. I poke my head around the kitchen door, seeing her waving the office phone. “A man on the phone for you, but he won’t say who he is.”
 
         My heart jumps into my throat. I know damn well who it is. “Is he on hold?”
 
         “Yes. Shall I put him through?”
 
         “No!” I yell, and poor nervous Sally flinches. “I’m sorry. Tell him I’m out of the office.”
 
         “Oh, okay.” She looks all wide-eyed and confused as she pushes a button on the phone that will connect her back to Jesse. “I’m sorry, sir. Ava is out of the offi…” She jumps a meter into the air, dropping the phone onto her desk with a loud clatter. She scrambles to pick it up again. “I…I…I’m…I’m…sor…sorry, sir…” Poor Sal stutters and stammers all over the place, a good indication that Jesse is yelling down the phone at her. I feel riddled with guilt for putting her through this. “Sir, please…I…I assure you…she’s…she’s not here.”
 
         I watch as she freaks out at her desk, looking at me wide-eyed and stunned as she’s verbally assaulted by Mr. Neurotic. I smile apologetically. I’ll buy her some flowers.
 
         The phone is dropped back into the cradle, and she looks at me in shock. “Who was that?” She’s going to cry.
 
         “Sally, I’m so sorry.” I quickly grab the coffees from the kitchen—the only peace offering I can lay my hands on at the moment—and take Sally’s to her desk.
 
         She blows out a long, exasperated breath. “Someone needs a cuddle!” She starts giggling.
 
         I’m completely stunned on the spot. I was expecting tears and a nervous breakdown, but instead, dull as dishwater Sally has just cracked a joke. I look at the mousey, plain Jane chuckling, and I start laughing, too—a proper bendover, tears-in-my-eyes, stomach cramping belly laugh. Sally joins me in my hysteria as we both fall apart all over the office.
 
         “What’s going on?” Patrick’s voice calls from his desk.
 
         I wave my hand in the air to him and he rolls his eyes, returning to his computer on an exasperated head shake. I couldn’t tell him, even if I was in a fit state to talk. I leave Sally crying and head for the toilet to sort myself out. Oh, that feels so good. I’ve seen Sally in a whole new light. I like sarcastic Sally.
 
         When I’ve gathered myself together and dabbed my running mascara, I let Patrick know that I’m off for a doctor’s appointment. “I’m sorry, Sally. I can’t look at you!” I splutter as I pass her desk and leave the office, hearing her laughing again. I compose myself and make my way to the tube.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         
 
         After receiving a lecture about carelessness from Doctor Monroe, our lifelong family doctor, I collect my new prescription and head over to the chemist to collect my pills. I get home just before six, and am surprised to find Kate isn’t there.
         
 
         I shower, change, and grab my phone from my bag, rolling my eyes at the twenty missed calls. I delete five more texts without opening them, knowing it would be a mistake to read them, and enter the kitchen, just as my phone starts flashing in my hand.
 
         Pulling the fridge door open, I grab some wine and decide some bravery and resilience is required. This is getting stupid. I answer my phone.
 
         “Hello.”
 
         “Ava?” He sounds fraught and out of breath.
 
         “Jesse,” I take a deep breath of confidence. “I can’t see you again.”
 
         “No! Ava, listen to me…”
 
         My bravery is short-lived. I hang up, taking deep breaths as I pour my wine but clatter the bottle against the glass when there’s an almighty bang on the front door.
 
         “Ava!”
 
         I close my eyes, looking for strength. I was tortured last night by his relentless beating of the door. The neighbors will be calling the police.
 
         “Ava!” he roars, banging again.
 
         Walking calmly through to the lounge, I look out of the blind to see Jesse staring up at the window. He looks frantic, but I’m not answering the door. Being face to face with him will be a huge mistake. I watch as he holds his phone to his ear and mine starts flashing in my hand again, but I reject it and look on as he glances at his mobile in disbelief.
 
         “Ava! Answer the fucking door!”
 
         “No,” I whisper, like he might hear me. I nearly have heart failure when I spot Sam pulling up in his Porsche.
 
         Kate gets out and approaches Jesse, who’s waving his arms around like a loon, as Sam joins them on the pavement and rubs his shoulder in a gesture of comfort. They talk for a few moments before Kate leads them up the path to the front door.
 
         “Oh God, Kate!” I stand like a complete lemon in the lounge, hearing the front door swing open, smashing against the wall behind it, and then the stamping of heavy feet flying up the stairs. He crashes through the lounge door, the anger on his face turning to relief before reverting back to pure fury again. His grey suit looks perfectly smooth and unaffected, unlike his disheveled hair and sweaty brow.
 
         “Where the FUCK have you been?” He blasts me with his shout, his breath, literally, breezing past my ears. “I’ve been pulling my fucking hair out!”
 
         I stand staring at him with no idea what to say. Is he under some sort of illusion that I’m answerable to him? Kate and Sam approach behind him, all quiet and apprehensive. I look at Kate, shaking my head, dying to ask if she likes this Jesse.
         
 
         “We’re just gonna pop down The Cock for a drink,” Sam says quietly, grabbing Kate’s hand and pulling her down the landing. She doesn’t try to stop him. I watch them leave, mentally cursing their chicken arses for leaving me alone to deal with crazy man here.
 
         He seems to take a few calming breaths, looking up at the ceiling in weariness, before returning his blazing gaze to mine. It penetrates me deeply. “Does someone need a reminder?”
 
         What? I think I must have a carpet burn on my chin because my jaw has just plummeted to the rug.
         
 
         “No!” I shout, steaming past him into the kitchen. I need that drink! I hear him follow me, watching as I chuck my phone on the worktop and yank the bottle of wine up. “You’re a complete bastard!” I yell, pouring my wine with shaky hands. I’m boiling mad. I swing around and fire him my most evil look. He actually winces slightly, which fills me with immense satisfaction. “You’ve got what you wanted. So have I. Let’s not fuck about,” I spit. I haven’t got what I wanted, not in the least bit, but I ignore the voice in my head screaming that at me. I need to stop this before I get dragged any further into the intensity that is Jesse Ward.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!” he shouts. “What are you talking about? I haven’t got what I wanted.”
 
         “You want more?” I quickly swig my wine. “Well, I don’t, so stop hounding me, Jesse. And stop shouting at me!” I go for brutality, but I fear I probably sound pretty pathetic in my attempt. Something’s got to work. I take another huge gulp of my wine, jumping when it’s swiped from my hand and tossed in the sink. I wince at the shattering of glass that cracks through the air.
 
         “You don’t have to drink like a fucking fifteen-year–old!” he yells.
 
         My fists ball at my sides as I use all of my willpower to calm myself down. “Get out!” I scream. My attempts are failing miserably. I’m becoming frantic—desperate.
 
         I shrink on the spot when he roars in frustration, throwing his fist into the kitchen door, leaving a huge dent in the wood.
 
         Eyes bulging and lips sealed firmly shut, I can do no more than watch his fierce reaction to my rejection. He turns to face me, shaking his hand a little, and looks me square in the eyes, his green stare attacking me.
 
         Fuck me, that’s gotta hurt. I’m about to go to the freezer to get some ice, but he starts to stalk toward me. I brace my hands on the edge of the worktop behind me and watch him approach until we are front to front, his hands laying over mine, effectively trapping me.
 
         Breathing heavily in my face, he scowls at me, and then smashes his lips onto my mouth. My breath is literally sucked out of me as I writhe under him, trying to free myself. What’s he doing? Actually, I know exactly what he’s doing. He’s going to hit me with a reminder fuck. I’m so screwed.
 
         He pushes his lips harder against mine, but I don’t accept his kiss. I keep telling myself that this is bad, so bloody wrong. I’m going to hurt even more if I accept this, I know I will. I halfheartedly try to free myself, but he growls, his hands tightening on mine. I’m not going anywhere. My desperate attempts to halt this are being seriously hindered by his sheer determination to break me down.
 
         His tongue skims my bottom lip as I continue to deny him access, shuddering in an attempt to fight off the reactions he’s drawing from me. I know that if he gains entry, it will be game over, so I stubbornly keep my lips locked shut while mentally pleading for him to give up.
 
         When he releases one of my hands, I instantly grab his biceps to push him away, but it’s no good. He’s a powerhouse of a man and a determined one at that. He’s not affected in the slightest by my meager attempts to free myself.
 
         He grabs my hip tightly and I jerk under him, but I’m pressed back into the worktop. I’m completely trapped, but I still defiantly reject his kiss, keeping my lips shut tight. I turn my head away when he eases up a bit.
 
         “Stubborn woman,” he mutters, pressing his lips against my neck, licking and nibbling his way down to the hollow, circling long, wet strokes before working his way up to my ear and biting at my lobe.
 
         I squeeze my eyes shut, pleading with my self-control to resist his irresistible touch. My fingernails are digging into his tense upper arm and my lips are locked shut for fear of letting out a cry of pleasure.
 
         His hand leaves my hip and moves slowly across my stomach, skimming the waistband of my shorts.
 
         “Please. Please, stop.”
 
         “You stop, Ava. Just stop.” Slipping his index finger under the material, he traces left to right, in slow, soft, measured strokes while continuing the invasion of his lips on my ear and neck. I could cry with frustration.
 
         The warm friction buckles my knees, sending violent quivers over my entire body, and I hear him laugh lightly, deep at the back of his throat, sending vibrations down my spine and a slow steady beat to my core. I clamp my thighs together, moving my hand from his arm to his chest and pushing in total vain. I don’t even know why I’m bothering now. I’m a heartbeat away from surrendering to him. My head feels like it could explode, and I’m not sure if it’ll be in pleasure or confusion.
 
         And then his hand is delving into my knickers, his fingers separating me, causing electricity to spark violently through me. He brushes over my clitoris, so very gently, and I jerk, my mouth opens, and I let out a cry of pleasure. He takes full advantage of my lapse in willpower, thrusting his tongue into my mouth, exploring and lapping every corner, his thumb slowly circling my burning core.
 
         I kiss him back.
 
         “Let my hand go,” I pant, flexing the muscles in my arm.
 
         He must know that he’s got me because my hand is released on a moan and he’s gripping the nape of my neck immediately. I throw my arms around his neck to pull him closer to me—just like that. I orgasm on a shout that’s a mixture of pure Jesse bliss and infuriating frustration.
 
         “Remember yet?” he whispers softly against my lips, pulling his hand free. I sigh, dragging my heavy eyes open to meet his green gaze. I don’t answer him; he doesn’t demand it. He just leans down, dropping a gentle kiss on my mouth.
 
         He lifts me onto the worktop. “Why do you keep running away from me?” His eyes search mine as he rests his hands on either side of my thighs, bending his body, leaning in.
 
         I drop my head. I can’t look at him. What can I tell him? That I’ve fallen in love with him? No, so I shrug instead.
 
         He places his index finger under my chin and tips my head back up so I’m forced to confront his achingly handsome face.
 
         He raises his eyebrows at me expectantly. “Talk to me, baby.”
 
         I sigh. “You’re distracting me. I don’t want to get hurt.”
 
         I look at him as he chews his bottom lip, the cogs of his mind going into overdrive. He doesn’t know what to say to that. “I’m a distraction?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “What am I distracting you from?”
 
         “Being sensible,” I reply quietly. The intoxicating effect he has on my body is settling deeper. He said he would make me need him, and he’s keeping true to his word.
 
         “Ava, know one thing. I’ll do anything to avoid hurting you. Please don’t run away from me.” He leans in and pecks my lips. “I’m going to distract you some more now. We need to make friends.” His low voice is sparking off my desire for him all over again, his words comforting as he grabs me under my bum and slides me off the worktop to straddle his waist.
 
         I wrap my arms around his back as he walks us out of the kitchen, into my bedroom, kicking the door shut behind him, and then placing me on the end of the bed, pulling my top up over my head. My bare breasts spring free, pulling a smile from him as he looks down into my eyes. My top is tossed on the floor and the waistband of my shorts grasped, encouraging me to lift my bum so he can draw them down my legs, taking my knickers with them.
 
         “Stay there,” he orders, reaching up and pulling at his tie. Sparks of anticipation ricochet all around my body as I watch him slowly undress in front of me, my eyes automatically drawn to the sight of his scar. I’m desperate to know where it came from.
 
         “Look at me, Ava.”
 
         His tone pulls my eyes to his as he drags his boxers down his legs, his erection springing free at eye level to me. If I reach forward and open my mouth, I’ll have the upper hand. That would make a nice change. I glance up at him, catching a wicked grin and blazing eyes.
 
         “I’m desperate to be inside you,” he says darkly. “I’ll look forward to fucking your mouth later. You owe me.”
 
         A powerful thud crashes into my core as he leans down and curls his arm around my waist before crawling up the bed above me and placing me down gently beneath him. My thighs are spread by his knee, and he cradles himself between them, resting his forearms on either side of my head as he looks down at me with soft eyes. I could weep.
 
         “We don’t run anymore, Ava.” he says, holding my gaze as he slowly draws back and drives forward, plunging deeply into me. I moan and adjust my grip on his shoulders, shifting under him. The fullness is incredible. He blows out a long, controlled breath of air, the concentration frown flickering across his brow, shiny with sweat and heavy on his forehead.
 
         I resist the urge to contract around him—he needs a moment. His eyes close, his long lashes fanning out against his cheeks, his head dropping to mine as he battles to compose his erratic breathing. I wait patiently, running my hands up and down his firm upper arms, more than happy to lay here looking at this beautiful man so closely. He knows I need gentle Jesse right now.
 
         After a few moments, he gathers himself together and lifts his head back up to look at me. My heart constricts in my chest. I’m so in love with this man.
 
         He lifts his upper body to brace his arms, then lazily drags back and gradually drives forward.
 
         I purr. Oh, good God. He repeats the delectable move, over and over, watching me the entire time.
 
         “Ava, when you’re tempted to run again, think about how you feel right now. Think about me.”
 
         “Yes,” I breathe, struggling to dampen down a fast buildup of pressure. I do think, though. That’s the problem and an unavoidable one. He invades every corner of my mind.
 
         I rock my hips up to meet his every thrust, and he lowers his mouth to mine, taking my lips leisurely and lazily, matching his blazing hip rhythm with his tongue.
 
         I whimper, digging my nails into his arms as he drives slowly forward, circles deeply and withdraws lazily, time and time again. I can’t hold out for much longer. How does he do this to me?
 
         “Does that feel good?” he whispers.
 
         “Too good,” I gasp on a lazy grind.
 
         “It does. Are you there, lady?” he asks against my lips.
 
         I nip his tongue. “I’m there.”
 
         “I’ve got you, baby. Let it go.”
 
         The racking shudder that courses through my body has me clenched around Jesse’s arousal, shaking wildly against him as I moan my release into his mouth. The last, deep thrust, followed by a jerk and hot sensation flooding me, signals Jesse’s release. He holds himself deep and clenches his eyes shut, while paying loving attention to my mouth, moaning low, the pulsating of him triggering my muscles to tense around him, all in time to his throbs. I’m draining him dry.
 
         “God, I’ve missed you,” he whispers, burying his face in the crook of my neck and nuzzling before rolling onto his back. He holds his arm up, and I move into his warm, firm chest, resting my cheek on his pec.
 
         “I love sleepy sex with you,” I muse dreamily.
 
         “That wasn’t sleepy sex, baby.” He brushes my hair from my face with his spare hand.
 
         “What was it, then?”
 
         He kisses my forehead gently. “That was catching up sex.”
 
         Oh, a new one. “I like catching up sex then.”
 
         “Don’t like it too much. It won’t happen very often.”
 
         A stab of disappointment pierces me. “Why?”
 
         “Because, lady, you won’t be running away from me again, and I don’t plan on being away from you very often either.” He inhales in my hair. “If ever.”
 
         I smile to myself, throwing my leg over his thighs. He clasps my knee, rubbing circles over my skin with his thumb while I trace my fingers across the surface of his scar. “How did this happen?” I ask as I follow the line around to his side.
 
         He inhales tiredly. “How did what happen, Ava?” His words leave no room for movement or interrogation on the matter. He doesn’t want to talk about it.
 
         “Nothing,” I whisper softly, making a mental note not to ask again.
 
         “What are you doing tomorrow?”
 
         “It’s Wednesday. I’m working.”
 
         “Take the day off.”
 
         “What, just like that?”
 
         I feel him shrug. “Yes; you owe me two days.”
 
         He makes everything sound so straightforward. It’s okay for him, with his own business and no one to answer to. I, on the other hand, have clients, a boss, and a pile of work to do.
 
         “I have too much to do. Besides, you abandoned me for four days,” I remind him.
 
         “Come with me now, then.” He squeezes me in a little bit more.
 
         “Where?”
 
         “I’ve got to shoot over to The Manor, sort a few things out with John. You can have some dinner while you wait for me.”
 
         Not a chance! I’m not going to The Manor and risk bumping into old pouty lips. “I think I’ll stay here. I don’t want to get in your way,” I say quietly, hoping he doesn’t push this. Another standoff with Sarah will not be a good way to end the day.
 
         I’m rolled onto my back with my wrists pinned to the sides of my head as Jesse looms over me. “You won’t ever be in my way.” He rests his lips between my breasts and trails kisses across to my nipple. “You’ll come.”
 
         My nipple hardens under his gentle, swirling tongue, my breathing fluttering. “I’ll see you tomorrow.” I force the words through pants.
 
         His teeth clamp lightly onto my nipple as he looks up at me, grinning. “Hmmm, sense fuck?” he offers through a mouthful of breast.
 
         I hear the front door crash open and the laughter of Kate and Sam coming up the stairs, and I look down at Jesse still clamped around my nipple, the frustration marring his face leaving me secretly pleased. While I’d take a sense fuck anytime, the sense he aims on fucking into me on this particular occasion makes no sense at all. Why would I want to set myself up for a verbal spar with Sarah?
 
         He huffs childishly, releasing my nipple. “I don’t suppose you can keep your mouth shut while I fuck some sense into you?”
 
         I raise my eyebrows. He knows that’s impossible.
 
         “For fuck’s sake,” he grumbles, pushing himself up, making a point of brushing his knee up the inside of my thigh and over my moist center. The friction has me wanting to yank him back down to me. I don’t want him to go. He leans down and kisses me hard and purposefully. “I’ve got to go. When I call you tomorrow, you’ll answer the phone.”
 
         “I will,” I confirm obediently.
 
         He smiles darkly and grabs my hip, making me squeal like a little girl and flip myself onto my front. Then I feel the sting of his palm meeting my backside.
 
         “Ouch!”
 
         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.” The bed shifts as he gets up.
 
         When I turn over, his shirt is on his back and he’s working the buttons. “Will Sarah be at The Manor?” I blurt, before my brain filters the stupid question.
 
         He pauses briefly before picking up his boxers and stepping into them. “I hope so. She works for me.”
 
         What? “You said she was a friend.” I sound whiny, and I mentally slap myself for it.
         
 
         He frowns. “Yes, she’s a friend and she works for me.”
 
         Marvelous. I roll out of bed and find my top and shorts. No wonder she’s always loitering around. God, I hate that woman. I yank my top and shorts on, and turn to find Jesse pulling his suit jacket over his shoulders. He’s watching me thoughtfully. Does he know what I’m thinking?
 
         “Are you going to put some clothes on?” he asks, looking me up and down.
 
         I look down at my shorts and tank combo and back up to him. His eyebrows are raised. “I’m at home.”
 
         “Yes, and Sam’s out there.”
 
         “Sam doesn’t seem to think anything of walking around in his pants. At least I’m covered.”
 
         “Sam’s an exhibitionist,” he grumbles, walking over to my wardrobe and flicking through the rails. “Here, put this on.” He hands me a chunky knit, oversized, cream jumper.
 
         “No!” I splutter in disgust. I’ll pass out of overheating!
 
         He thrusts it closer to me with a determined, dirty look. “Put the jumper on.”
 
         “No.” I say it slowly and concisely. He’s not dictating my wardrobe, especially not when I’m at home. I snatch the jumper from him and throw it on the bed, watching as he follows its path through the air. He looks at it sprawled on the bed, then slowly returns his eyes to mine. His teeth are going ten to the dozen, chewing his bottom lip.
 
         “Three,” he grates.
 
         My eyes widen. “Are you winding me up?”
 
         He ignores me. “Two.”
 
         “I’m not putting the jumper on.”
 
         “One.” His lips press into a straight line of displeasure.
 
         “Do what you like, Jesse. I’m not putting that jumper on.”
 
         His eyes narrow. “Zero.”
 
         We stand opposite each other, him with an expression of genuine fury mixed with a bit of delight, and me wondering what the hell he’s going to do now.
 
         He shakes his head, exhaling a long, lungful of air, and then he makes his move. I dart across the bed to escape, getting caught up in the mountain of sheets and squealing when I feel his warm palm wrap around my ankle. He yanks me across the bed.
 
         “Jesse!” I cry as he flips me over and straddles me, pinning my arms under his knees. “Get off!” I blow my hair out of my face, finding him looking down at me, his face deadly serious.
 
         “Let’s clear something up.” He removes his jacket, throws it on the bed, and picks up the jumper. “If you do what you’re told, our lives will be a lot easier. All of this”—he strokes his palms over my torso and pinches my nipples through my top—“is for my eyes only.” He moves his hand behind him and digs his fingers into the hollow above my hipbone.
 
         “NO!” I scream. “Please, no!” I start laughing. Oh God, I’ll pee myself!
 
         He continues with the digs and squeezes, sending me on a wild bucking mission. I can’t breathe. I’m between laughter and crying at his torturous touch.
 
         “That’s better.” I hear him say through my bucking frenzy. I feel my hair being brushed away from my face, then his lips pressed hard on mine. “You could have saved us both a lot of trouble if you’d have just put…the…fucking…jumper…on.”
 
         I look up at him and scowl as he lifts his heavy weight from me and puts his jacket back on. I sit up, finding I’m wearing the stupid jumper. How did he manage that? I turn my fierceness onto him. He’s regarding me intently, not a hint of amusement on his face.
 
         “I’ll just take it off,” I spit.
 
         “No, you won’t,” he assures me on a grin.
 
         I get off the bed, heading for the bathroom in the ridiculous jumper. “You’re an unreasonable arse,” I mutter, slamming the door behind me.
 
         I go for a wee and make a mental note never to let him get to zero again. That was my worst nightmare. I rub my poor abused hips, the sensitive flesh above my bones still tingling.
 
         When I’m done, I find Jesse in the kitchen with Sam and Kate, who both run their eyes over my jumper-clad body. I shrug, pouring myself another wine.
 
         “Made up?” Kate asks, perching on Sam’s lap. He separates his thighs, causing Kate to slip between his legs on a squeal. She playfully slaps him before looking at me for an answer.
 
         “No,” I mutter, throwing Jesse a disgruntled look. “And if you’d like to know who has put a hole in your kitchen door, look no further.” I point my glass at Jesse. “He also smashed your wine glass,” I add, like the pathetic snitch I am.
 
         I watch as Jesse reaches in his pocket, palms off a pile of twenties, and slaps them on the table in front of Kate. “Let me know if it’s any more.” he says, keeping his eyes firmly on me. I look down at the table. There must be at least five hundred quid there. And I notice he didn’t apologize, the arrogant arse.
 
         Kate shrugs and scoops the money up. “That should cover it.”
 
         Jesse shoves his hands back in his pockets, saunters over to me, and bends so his face is level with mine. “I like your jumper.”
 
         “Fuck off,” I mouth, before taking a huge swig of wine.
 
         He grins, kissing my nose. “Mouth,” he warns, grasping the back of my head and bunching my hair in his fist, pulling me forward so we’re nose to nose. “Don’t drink too much,” he orders, and then lands me with a searing hot kiss. I try to resist…a little. I don’t at all.
 
         “You might need to remind me of that.” I grin around his lips and he laughs a little.
 
         When I’m free and have regained my senses, I take another glug as I watch him over the rim.
 
         He shakes his head mildly, inhaling deeply, before turning away from me. “My work here is done.” he says smugly as he leaves.
 
         “Bye,” Kate sings on a laugh.
 
         “My man.” Sam holds his hand up on a grin. “Ava, where’s the love?”
 
         “Up his arse,” I mumble, discarding my wine glass and collecting my phone before traipsing back to my room. I hear Sam and Kate laughing as I crawl into bed with my jumper on.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         
 
         I sit at my desk in a complete daydream, my mind racing with thoughts of comforting words and fuckings of various degrees. If—in my perfect little world—I end up in a relationship with Jesse, would this be how it is all of the time? Jesse making commands and me obeying them? It’s that or receiving some sort of fuck, or being subjected to some kind of countdown and torture until I relent, or he manhandles me into complying. I’m not denying the certain element of fun in the fucking side of things, but there has to be give and take. And I’m not sure Jesse knows how to give—unless it’s a Jesse style fucking. Am I already in a relationship with this man?
         
 
         “Ava, you’re here early.” Sally walks into the office, and I immediately giggle to myself. I saw Sally in a different light yesterday.
 
         “Yes, I woke up early,” I say, wanting to add that it’s because a neurotic arse made me wear a winter jumper in bed, causing me to wake up in a pool of sweat.
 
         She settles herself at her desk. “I tried calling you yesterday after you left.”
 
         “You did?”
 
         “Yes, that angry man came into the office shortly after you left.”
 
         “He did?” I should have known.
 
         “He did. And his mood had not improved,” she says dryly.
 
         I can imagine. I smile. “Did you give him a cuddle?”
 
         Sally snorts, flopping back in her chair in another fit of laughter, and I join her, laughing helplessly as I watch Sal fall apart all over her desk.
 
         Patrick walks in and looks at both of us in exasperation before making his way to his own office, shutting the door behind him.
 
         Oh, shit! “Was Patrick here?” I ask.
         
 
         She takes her glasses off and starts cleaning them with the hem of her brown, polyester blouse. “What? When the lunatic came in? No, he was collecting Irene from the train station.”
 
         I let out a sigh of relief. What’s Jesse thinking? He’s a client. He can’t come into my office and start throwing his weight around. I can hardly pass off Jesse’s temper as a normal client grievance scenario. He’s already heaved me out of the office once.
 
         The office door opens and the flower delivery girl—Lusso girl again—trundles in with two lavish sprays. “Flower deliveries for Ava and Sally?”
 
         I watch as Sally nearly passes out at her desk. I bet she’s never had flowers bought for her. I already know who they’re from, though, the smooth bastard. “Me?” Sally gushes, grabbing the colorful bouquet from the delivery girl and shooing her toward my desk.
 
         “Thanks.” I smile, taking the simple spray of calla lilies before signing on behalf of Sally and myself. “What does the card say, Sal?” I call, watching her eyes dart from left to right across the words.
 
         She leans back, placing her hand over her heart. “It says… ‘Please accept my apologies. That woman makes me crazy.’ Oh, Ava!” She looks up at me, all soppy. “I would love to make a man that crazy!”
 
         I roll my eyes, retrieving the card from my own flowers. I bet I don’t have an apology. And Sally wouldn’t be saying that if she was on the receiving end of Jesse’s unreasonable, neurotic behavior. I make him crazy? What a joke.
 
         I open my card.
 
         
            You’re the one I’ve been waiting a long time for…
 
            Jx

         
 
         My soppy side swoons slightly, but then the sensible side of my brain—the part that’s not completely consumed with Jesse—is screaming that The One is actually someone who drops to their knees and obeys his every command, demand, and instruction. While I’m fully aware that I’ve done exactly that, on numerous occasions, I also need to keep a hold of my identity and my mind. It’s bloody hard when I’m so affected by this man. I’m The One. Is he The One? Oh heck, I really want him to be.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         After leaving work late, I wander down our street and see Kate in the distance, jumping around in the middle of the road like the redheaded nutter that she is. As I near, I do a double take, seeing a bright pink van parked up next to Margo, but this one’s brand spanking new. So, Kate’s finally invested in some new wheels.
 
         “Nice wheels,” I say as I approach.
 
         She spins around, her blue eyes dancing, her pale cheeks flushed. “Do you know anything about this?”
 
         I shake my head. “Why would I?”
 
         “I just got home and it was parked here. I admired it for a bit, walked through the front door, and trod on the keys. Look.” She thrusts the keys under my nose, prompting me to look at the note attached to a piece of string on the key ring.
 
         
            ‘No more bruised butts, please.’

         
 
         No! He wouldn’t have, surely? I think back to his fierce reaction to my battered bottom.
         
 
         “Have you spoken to Sam?” I ask.
 
         “Yep. He said I should speak to Jesse.”
 
         “Why would he say that?” I ask.
 
         “Well, obviously, because he thinks Jesse is the mystery van buyer.” She rolls her eyes. “If the Lord has bought me a van so you don’t bruise your arse again, then I’ll…well, I’ll love the fact that you bruise like a peach!”
         
 
         “Kate, you can’t accept it.”
 
         She looks at me in disgust, and I know that there’s not a hope in Hell of her returning the van. I can see it in her delighted eyes.
 
         “No fucking way! Don’t you dare make me give it back. I’ve already christened her.”
 
         “What?”
 
         She spreads her long, pale fingers over the hood. “Meet Margo Junior.” She lays her torso down on the pink metal.
 
         I shake my head in exasperation, making my way up the path to the house.
 
         “I’m taking her for a spin!” Kate yells.
 
         I don’t reply. Instead, I take myself up the stairs and throw myself in the shower, taking my time to wash the day away. As I turn the water off, I hear a Stone Roses track, “The One,” and nearly break my neck scrambling out of the shower to sprint across the landing. He’s been messing with my phone again, but I couldn’t give a damn. The phone rings off, the screen clearing to reveal eight missed calls.
 
         Oh no, he’ll be ripping his hair out. I dial him as I walk across the landing and into the lounge, looking out the window to see if Kate’s back.
 
         She’s not, but Jesse is pacing up and down the garden path, looking his usual godly self, in jeans and a thin, knitted, navy jumper. I smile, tingling from top to toe at the sight of him. He’s frantically punching buttons on his phone and, just like I knew it would, my mobile lights up in my hand.
 
         “Hello?” I say, all cool and casual.
 
         “Where the hell are you?” he barks down the phone.
 
         “Where are you?” I counter. Of course, I know damn well where he is. I stand at the window, watching him rake his hand through his hair, but then he disappears from view into the recess of the front door.
 
         “I’m outside Kate’s kicking the door down,” he snaps. “Is it too much to ask that you answer your phone the first time I call you?”
 
         “I was in the shower,” I say, making my way down to the front door.
 
         “Take your phone with you!” He’s completed exasperated, making me smile. I love every crazy element of him.
 
         “You don’t need to shout at me.” I look out of the viewer, dissolving on the spot when I see him leaning against the wall in the open porchway.
 
         “I’m sorry,” he says softly. “You make me crazy. Where are you?”
 
         I watch him slide down the wall until his arse hits the floor, knees bent, head dropped. Oh, I can’t see him like that.
 
         I open the door. “Here.”
 
         He looks up and drops his phone from his ear, but makes no attempt to get up. He just looks at me, relief flooding his handsome face. I step out and slide down the wall opposite him so we’re sitting across from each other, knee to knee. I half expect him to throw me inside because of my half naked state, but he doesn’t. Instead, he reaches forward and places his big hand on my exposed knee, and I’m less than surprised when it sends hot sparks of fire flying off all over me.
 
         “I thought…”
 
         “I’d run again,” I finish for him, resting my hand over his on my knee. “I was in the shower.”
 
         “Where are your clothes?” He runs his green eyes over my towel-clad body.
 
         “In my wardrobe,” I answer dryly.
 
         His hand disappears under my towel, clasping me above my hipbone, prompting a jerk and the loosening of my towel. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”
 
         “Sorry!” I splutter, relaxing when he releases me. “Sally loved her flowers.”
 
         “Did you love yours?”
 
         “I did. Thank you.”
 
         “My man!”
 
         I look down the path and see Sam walking up, and when I return my eyes to Jesse, he looks like he may very well have a seizure now. His eyes are wide as he jumps to his feet and yanks me up, doing a spectacular job of keeping me covered by the towel.
 
         “Sam, don’t fucking move!” he yells. I’m scooped up and bundled through the door at breakneck speed, hearing Sam laughing as Jesse jogs up the stairs with me in his arms, muttering about ripping prying eyes out. I’m tossed on the bed. “Get dressed. We’re going out.”
 
         I snap my head up. I’m not going to The Manor, I think as I get up from the bed, minus one towel, and go to my dressing table. “Where?”
         
 
         His gaze travels down my naked form. “Well, it occurred to me when I was out running that I’ve not taken you for dinner yet. You have the most incredible legs. Get dressed.” He nods at my wardrobe.
 
         If he means dinner at The Manor, then I’m not game. I’ll avoid that place at all costs if she’s there. And the chances are—given that she works for him—she will be.
 
         “Where?” I ask again as I start rubbing coco butter into my legs.
 
         “A little Italian place I know. Get dressed before I collect on my debt.”
 
         I stand, slowly massaging my cream in. “Debt?”
 
         His eyebrows rise. “You owe me.”
 
         “I do?” I frown, but I know exactly what he’s talking about.
 
         “Oh, you do. I’ll wait outside at the risk of cashing in sooner.” He gives me his roguish grin. “I wouldn’t want you to think this was all about sex.” He leaves me with that little comment before stalking out.
         
 
         Those few words have just made my day. Maybe tonight I’ll find out what goes on in that beautiful, complex mind of his.
 
         
              

         
 
         We pull up outside a small Italian restaurant in the West End. I get out of the car and Jesse comes to collect me, grabbing my hand and pulling me into what can only be described as a sitting room. Dimly lit and with Italian paraphernalia in every nook and cranny, it’s like I’ve stepped back in time to the eighties in Italy.
 
         “Sir Jesse, how very good it is to see you.” A small Italian man approaches. He has a naturally happy face.
 
         Jesse clasps his hand. “Luigi, good to see you too.”
 
         “Come, come.” Luigi gestures us farther into the room.
 
         He settles us at a little table in the corner. The tablecloth is cream and embroidered with the Italia Turrita. It’s very pretty.
         
 
         “Luigi, this is Ava.” Jesse introduces us.
 
         Luigi bows at me. “Ah, a beautiful name for a beautiful lady, yes?” I smile, blushing slightly at his forwardness. “What would Sir Jesse like?”
 
         “May I?” Jesse asks, nodding at the menu.
 
         He’s asking me? “You usually do,” I mutter. His eyebrow arches as he puffs his lips slightly, in a don’t-push-it gesture. I let him get on with it. He obviously knows what’s good on the menu.
 
         “Okay, Luigi. We’ll have two of the fettuccine, with yellow squash, parmesan, and lemon cream sauce, a bottle of the Famiglia Anselma Barolo 2000, and some water.”
         
 
         Luigi scribbles frantically on his pad, backing away. “Yes, yes, Sir Jesse.”
 
         Jesse smiles fondly. “Thank you, Luigi.”
 
         The Italian scurries off, leaving us alone in the quiet corner of the restaurant. “You come here often?” I ask.
 
         His smile broadens into knee-trembling territory. “Are you trying to chat me up?”
 
         “Of course.” I smile as he shifts in his chair.
 
         “Mario, the head barman at The Manor, insisted I try it, so I did. Luigi’s his brother.”
 
         “Luigi and Mario?” I snort, rather rudely. Jesse raises his eyebrows at me. “I’m sorry, that really tickled me!”
 
         “I can see that.” He frowns as Luigi returns with the drinks. Jesse pours me some wine and himself some water.
 
         “You didn’t get a whole bottle for me?” I blurt. “Are you not having any?” Christ, I’ll be on my back.
 
         “No. I’m driving.”
 
         “And I’m allowed?”
 
         His lips press into a straight line, but I can see that he’s trying to suppress a smile at my cheekiness. “You may.”
 
         I grin, picking up my glass and sipping carefully as he watches me. It’s lovely. “You bought Kate a van.”
 
         “I did.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Because I don’t want you being tossed around in the back of that jalopy.”
 
         I shake my head a little at his candidness, and as I gaze over the table at the beautiful, neurotic man, my brain is suddenly bombarded with questions.
 
         “I want to know how old you are,” I state confidently. This whole age thing is really quite stupid.
 
         He circles the rim of his glass with the tip of his finger as he watches me. “Twenty-eight. Tell me about your family.”
 
         “I asked first.”
 
         “And I answered. Tell me about your family.”
 
         I shake my head in despair. “They retired to Newquay a few years back.” I sigh. “Dad ran a construction firm, Mum was a housewife. My dad had a heart attack scare so they took early retirement to Cornwall. My brother is living the dream in Australia. Why do you not speak to your parents?” I watch carefully, almost apprehensively, for his reaction.
 
         He takes a sip of water, and I’m more than surprised when he launches into his answer. “They live in Marbella. My sister’s there, too. I’ve not spoken to them for years. They didn’t approve when Carmichael left me The Manor and all of his estate.”
 
         “He left it all to you?”
 
         “He did. We were close, and he didn’t talk to my parents. They didn’t approve.”
 
         “They didn’t approve of your relationship?”
 
         “No, they didn’t.” He starts chewing his lip.
 
         “What was not to approve of?” I’m completely intrigued now.
 
         He sighs. I can tell he’s not comfortable talking about this. “As soon as I left school, I spent all of my time with Carmichael. Mum, Dad, and Amalie moved to Spain, and I refused to go. I was eighteen and having the time of my life. I stayed with Carmichael when they left. They weren’t happy about it.” He shrugs. “Three years later, Carmichael died and I was left to run The Manor.” He tells the story with no emotion and takes another swig of water. “The relationship was strained after that. They demanded I sell The Manor but I couldn’t. It was Carmichael’s baby.”
 
         I’m stunned. I’ve found out more about this man in five minutes than I have since I’ve known him. Why is he so talkative tonight? I decide to take advantage—I don’t know when I’ll get another chance.
 
         “What do you do for fun?”
 
         His green eyes flash black and he grins wickedly. “Fuck you.”
 
         My eyes widen at his crass answer, but I keep my cool, even though I’ve caved a little on the inside. “You like power in the bedroom,” I state without a trace of a blush. I’m proud of myself. His skill and influence on my entire being has me nervous.
 
         “I do.” His face is completely impassive.
 
         “Are you a dominant?” I blurt, and then mentally stab myself with the fancy silver fork at my place setting. Where did that come from?
 
         He coughs, nearly spitting his water all over me.
 
         Placing his glass down, he picks up his cloth napkin to wipe his mouth as he shakes his head on a half-smile. “Ava, I don’t need that sort of arrangement to get a woman to do what I want her to do in the bedroom.”
 
         “You’re very controlling,” I state coolly, observing the swirling of my wine. I’ll get that one out there, too.
 
         “Look at me,” he demands softly, and like the slave to him that I am, I look, finding his green eyes have softened as he sits back, relaxed in his chair. “Only with you.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         “I don’t know.” He has a quick chew of his lip. “You make me crazy.”
 
         I sigh wearily into my wine glass. I make him crazy? Right back attcha, Ward!
         
 
         “Here’s your pasta.” I look up and see Luigi singing as he approaches.
 
         “Lovely people.” He places two considerable bowls in front of us. “Buon appetito!”
         
 
         “Thank you, Luigi.” Jesse smiles politely.
 
         I stir the pasta with my fork and play with it for a few moments, then I try a bit.
 
         “Good?” Jesse asks.
 
         I nod and we eat in a comfortable silence for a while, occasionally tossing stares at each other.
 
         “When did you buy the penthouse?” I ask.
 
         He pauses with his fork halfway to his mouth. “March,” he answers, taking his last mouthful of food and pushing his bowl away before picking up his water.
 
         “You never told me why you requested me personally to work on the extension of The Manor.” I give up on my pasta, pushing it away.
 
         Jesse looks at the half-eaten dish and returns his eyes to mine. “I bought the penthouse and loved what you did with it. I can assure you, I didn’t expect you to come rocking up, with your perfect figure, olive skin, and big brown eyes.” He shakes his head, as if shaking off the memory. I feel somewhat better knowing he was as shocked to see me as I was to see him.
 
         “You weren’t exactly the Lord of the Manor I was expecting, either.” I do my own little shudder when I recall the effect he had on me; the effect he still has on me. “How did you know where I was on that Monday lunchtime when I bumped into you at the bar?”
         
 
         He shrugs. “Lucky guess.”
 
         “Of course,” I scoff. Followed me, more like.
 
         I look up and see a smile tickling the edge of his luscious lips. “I couldn’t think of anything else after you left The Manor. I had to have you.”
 
         “Do you always take what you want?”
 
         He watches me across the table, his face completely straight as he leans forward. “I can’t answer that, Ava, because I’ve never wanted anything enough to pursue it so relentlessly. Not like I wanted you.”
 
         “And now you have me.” I pause and force myself to ask the one question I can’t shake. “So, with the chase over, do you still? Want me, I mean.”
 
         He sits back in his chair and studies me, stroking his glass of water. “More than anything.”
 
         A little gush of air escapes my mouth. I’m not sure if it’s relief or desire. “Then I’m yours.”
 
         His tongue slowly sweeps across his bottom lip. “Ava, you’ve been mine since you turned up at The Manor.”
 
         “Have I?”
 
         “Yes. Will you spend the night with me?”
 
         “Are you asking or demanding?”
 
         “I’m asking, but if you give me the wrong answer, then I’m sure I can think of something to change your mind.” He smiles slightly.
 
         “I’ll spend the night with you.”
 
         He nods in approval. “Tomorrow night?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Take the day off,” he demands.
 
         “No.”
 
         His eyes narrow. “What about Friday evening?”
 
         “I’ve arranged to go out with Kate on Friday night,” I inform him, resisting the temptation to reach up and twiddle my hair. He can’t assume I’m there whenever he demands. I hope Kate’s free.
 
         His narrowed eyes instantly darken. “Cancel.”
 
         Now this is something I do need to clear up, pronto—his neurotic unreasonableness. “I’m going out to have a few drinks. You can’t stop me from seeing my friends, Jesse.”
         
 
         “How many is ‘a few drinks’?”
 
         I can feel my brow knitting. “I don’t know. That depends on how I feel.” I look at him accusingly.
 
         He starts chewing his bottom lip again, and I can see the cogs of his mind going into overdrive. He’s trying to work out how he’s going to get around this. I haven’t done myself any favors by getting in such a state last Saturday.
 
         “I don’t want you out drinking without me,” he says firmly.
 
         “That’s a bit of bad luck, isn’t it?” God, I’m being rather brave.
 
         “We’ll see,” he muses to himself.
 
         We sit quietly, looking at each other across the table, him scowling, me hiding a small smile. After a few moments, he leans back casually in his chair at a slight angle, his eyes rapt with intention. I don’t shy away from his concentrated stare. I meet it with equal intent, in a barefaced come-on. I want him desperately, despite his challenging ways.
 
         Luigi comes over and clears our plates, intruding on our moment. “You like?” he sings.
 
         Jesse doesn’t fracture the connection. “Great, Luigi. Thank you.” His voice is throaty and he’s tapping the table with his middle finger. I feel his leg brush against mine, and that’s all it takes to hitch my breath up several notches and spring my nerve endings to life. I’m blazing from head to toe…and he knows it.
 
         “The bill, please, Luigi,” he demands, his friendly tone altering into one of urgency.
 
         Luigi seems to get the message because he doesn’t offer us the dessert menu. He just scuttles off, returning almost immediately carrying a black plate filled with mints and a piece of paper. Without looking at the bill, Jesse stands and pulls a wad of notes from his jeans pocket, slapping some down on the table.
 
         He reaches over and seizes my hand. “We’re going.”
 
         I’m hauled from my chair and rushed to the door. “Are you in a hurry?” I ask as I’m guided to the car by my elbow.
 
         He makes no attempt to slow down. “Yes.”
 
         When we reach the car, I’m whirled around and shoved up against the door. His forehead meets mine, our heavy breaths merging together in the small space between our mouths. His erection is painfully hard against my lower stomach.
 
         Oh God, I want him to take me here and now. Damn anyone who wants to watch.
 
         “I’m going to fuck you until you’re seeing stars, Ava.” His voice is harsh as he grinds his hips against me. I whimper. “You won’t be going to work tomorrow because you won’t be able to walk. Get in the car.”
 
         I would, but I already can’t walk. Suspense has rendered me immobile.
 
         After a few seconds have passed and I’ve still not convinced my legs to shift, he pulls me out of the way, opens the door, and gently shoves me into the passenger seat.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty

         
 
         Our journey back to Lusso is the longest I’ve ever endured. The sexual tension bouncing around in his car is excruciating, and Jesse is almost violent when he gets stuck behind a Sunday driver.
         
 
         He skids to a halt outside the electronic gates of Lusso and presses a remote to open them, his hand drumming on the steering wheel as he waits impatiently for them to shift.
 
         I smile. “You’re going to have a seizure if you don’t calm down.”
 
         He pauses with the drumming and looks at me, all smoky-eyed. “Ava, I’ve had a fucking seizure every day since I’ve met you.”
 
         “You’re swearing a lot,” I muse as the gates open and he pulls into the car park, fast and carelessly.
 
         “And you’re going to be screaming a lot. Out,” he orders.
 
         I’ve no doubt I will be, but I do love it when he’s in these frenzies. I take my time getting out of the car, and when I’m finally vertical, I glance up to find him in front of me with a very irked look on his face.
 
         “What are you doing?” he asks incredulously at my leisurely pace.
 
         I gaze around at the black nighttime sky and down to the docks before returning my eyes to him. “Do you fancy a walk?”
 
         His mouth drops open. “Do I fancy a walk?”
 
         “Yes, it’s a lovely evening.” I’m doing a rubbish job of hiding my smug smile.
 
         “No, Ava, I fancy fucking you until you beg me to stop.” He bends, grabs me around the backs of my thighs, and hoists me over his shoulder, kicking shut the door of his ridiculously expensive car.
 
         “Jesse!” My stomach catapults into my mouth at the swift movement. “I’ll walk!”
 
         He strides into the foyer of Lusso determinedly. “Not fast enough. Good evening, Clive.”
 
         I brace my hands on Jesse’s lower back, craning my head up to find Clive observing me draped over Jesse’s shoulder. What must he think of me? The last time I entered Lusso I was being carried too. “I’m not drunk!” I yell, watching Clive disappear from sight as Jesse carries me into the elevator and punches the code in harshly. In my sassy state, I slide my hands beneath his jeans, onto his fantastic, tight arse to feel the tense and swell of his muscles and smooth, warm skin as he strides out of the lift.
 
         “No fucking about. I want inside you now. You fuck about, I swear to God…”
 
         “You’re so romantic.”
 
         “We’ve got all the time in the world for romance, lady.”
 
         I smile to myself as he barges into the penthouse, slamming the door behind him. I’m a touch disorientated when he lowers me to my feet in the kitchen, leaving me standing before him, my hands resting on his shoulders, trying to get my bearings.
 
         “You know, you’re really not going to be in a fit state to work tomorrow.” His hot breath is leaving condensation on my face. “Strip, now.”
 
         I’m shaking—visibly shaking. I try to pull myself together, but it’s impossible when he’s looking at me like this. I feel his hands lay over mine and peel them away from his shoulders. He places them on my stomach.
 
         “Start with the shirt.” His voice is throaty, tinged with a bit of desperation.
 
         I can do this; I can be audacious. “So, am I in charge?” I ask, inwardly bracing myself for his scoff.
 
         It doesn’t come. He looks at me, the slight surprise at my question clear, but he doesn’t laugh. He can’t be in control all of the time.
 
         “If it makes you happy.” He unclasps his Rolex and slides it onto the island.
 
         I take a deep breath and staring him boldly in the eye, raise my hands to my top button, willing my fingers to cooperate. Every button I undo, his face strains harder, and I become bolder. If this isn’t fucking about, then I don’t know what is.
 
         I release my shirt, letting it hang open, and watch as he scrapes his eyes down my torso, his tongue running across his parted bottom lip. Then taking my hands to my shoulders, I pull my shirt away, accentuating the slow push forward of my breasts when I lower it down my arms, and like the wanton sex fiend I am, I hold it out to my side for a few seconds while his eyes travel back up my body. When our eyes meet again, I dramatically open my palm and let it fall to the floor, leaving my arm outstretched and hovering at my side for a few seconds. His eyes are blazing, his forehead damp.
 
         “I love you in lace,” he whispers.
 
         Smiling, I lower my hands to the fly of my trousers and lazily undo one button at a time as he watches, his panting increasing by the second. The drain on his self-control has him chewing his lip to the point of drawing blood.
 
         Once all the buttons are undone and my trousers are gaping open, I stand with my hands tucked in the front, ready to drag them down my legs, but I don’t. I’m too enthralled by his reaction to my shameless strip.
 
         He looks up at me, his eyes blazing and desperate. “I could rip them off in two seconds flat.”
 
         “But you won’t.” My voice is husky and alluring. I’m stunned by my own brashness. “You’ll wait.” I kick my shoes off, sending them flying a few yards across the kitchen.
 
         He follows their course before looking back at me with raised eyebrows. “Taking this a bit far, aren’t you?”
 
         I smile sweetly as little by little, inch by inch, I slide my capri pants down my legs and kick them off until I’m standing in my coral lace underwear before this glorious man. I’ve lost all my inhibitions. It’s an eye-opener.
 
         He lifts his hand to stroke my breast. “No,” I utter firmly, his hand floating over my breastbone. It’s not touching me, but the heat emanating from it has me hyperventilating. My self-control is wavering, but I really love this power.
 
         “Fuck you,” he mumbles, dropping his hand.
 
         “Please do.”
 
         He lifts me from my feet, paces toward the kitchen island, and sits me on the cold marble. Nudging my thighs apart, he edges between them with his hands on my waist and pulls me forward to meet his groin, his erection rubbing me in just the right spot. I moan, placing my hands around his neck.
 
         “I thought I was in charge.”
 
         “Wrong.” He pushes back just enough to pull his jumper up over his head, and then kicks his Grensons off, before making quick work of his jeans and boxers. I sit patiently, more than happy to watch him undress. This man is a god. I drag my eyes down the full loveliness of him, briefly faltering on his scar and settling on his thick, pulsing erection.
 
         “It’s rude to stare,” he says softly.
 
         My eyes jump to his, uncertain as to whether he’s referring to me looking at his scar or his beautiful manhood. He doesn’t elaborate. He moves back into me, reaching around my back to unhook my bra, slowly drawing it down my arms and tossing it behind him.
 
         Resting his hands on the edge of the worktop, he watches me as he leans down and takes a nipple in his mouth, slowly swirling and flicking it with his tongue.
 
         In pure, unashamed bliss, I sigh, reaching up to lace my fingers in his hair as he divides his attention between each of my breasts. My head falls back and I close my eyes, absorbing his attentive mouth.
 
         His tongue starts a lazy trail up the center of my body, finishing with a soft kiss on my chin. “Lift,” he commands, grasping my knickers. I brace myself up on the worktop, letting him pull them down my legs. “I’ll be back. I’m a bit peckish.”
 
         He wanders boldly and with poise over to the fridge-freezer, completely butt naked. I sit rapt by the tremendous view of his impossibly taut arse, long, lean legs, and powerful, smooth back, his gait all the better when he’s naked.
 
         “Enjoying the scenery?”
 
         Looking up, I see him standing watching me. I don’t know how long I was daydreaming. I could watch him forever. He holds up a can of squirty cream, grinning, before taking the lid off, giving it a little shake, and squirting some in his mouth. I watch him carefully. He looks very pleased with himself.
 
         “And that’s a staple food in your world?” I ask.
 
         He saunters back toward me, shaking the can. “Absolutely,” he says seriously, replacing himself between my legs, nudging my chin upward with the tip of his finger. “Open.”
 
         I open my mouth, and he rests the funnel on my tongue, watching me as he presses the notch, releasing a blob of cream into my mouth. I lick my lips and the cream disintegrates in my mouth instantly.
 
         Placing my hands behind me, I lean back as he runs his eyes down my front. “Do your worst, Mr. Ward,” I tease.
 
         His eyes sparkle and he grins that roguish grin. “This might be a little cold,” he warns as he squirts a long trail straight down my middle. I inhale quickly at the initial shock of the freezing cold cream, running from the hollow of my throat all the way down to the juncture of my thighs. He smirks, squirting a little extra where it counts. I look down at the long path of white puffs, feeling my nipples pucker tighter at the chilliness close by. He stands back, his eyes dancing with delight.
 
         “It’s a bit of a cliché, isn’t it?” I grin.
         
 
         He squirts some in his own mouth. “The old ones are the best.” He starts walking away again. Where’s he going? I sit on the breakfast bar coated in cream, watching as he riffles through cupboards. “Here it is.”
 
         Here’s what? He opens a drawer, pulls out a spatula, and walks back over, tapping a jar of chocolate spread mischievously. As he arrives back between my legs, he unscrews the lid and tosses it on the marble counter.
 
         I arch a brow at him questioningly, even though I know damn well what his intent is. The spatula is dipped and twirled, and he scoops out a big dollop, abruptly slapping it onto my breast.
 
         “Ouch!” My skin stings from the smack.
 
         He smirks as he starts circling the chocolate around my nipple, the sting mixed with the rhythmic swirls leaving me purring deep in my throat. I soak it all up, and when the jar is completely empty and he’s satisfied he covered every part of my torso, he puts his instruments down and stands back to admire his handiwork. The smile that spans his handsome face makes me want to dive on him and tackle him to the floor. He looks thoroughly thrilled with himself.
 
         “My very own Ava éclair,” he declares, licking his lips.
 
         I look down at my coated body and back up to his dancing eyes. “I guess now you’ve had your fun, I should go take a shower.” I make to move and he’s on me in a flash, grasping me in his arms as I knew he would. I’m locked to his chest, sliding all over the place. I give a little shimmy on a laugh, just to rub it in.
 
         “Sneak,” he mutters, pulling away, the chocolate and cream stringing between our bodies. He takes my hands, gently pushing me back until I’m flat on my back and looking up at him. “I’ve not even started with the fun part, lady.”
 
         I grin. “I’m filthy.”
 
         “Oh, I love that grin. You won’t be filthy for long.” He leans over me, rubbing his erection against my core, scooping a trail of chocolate from my nipple with his index finger and keeping his eyes firmly on mine as he slides it between his lips and licks it off in the most spectacular fashion. “Hmmm, chocolate, cream, and sweat.”
 
         I shudder under his piercing eyes, the light throb at my sex kicking into high gear, as I writhe on the bar under his intoxicating stare. I reach up to pull him down onto me. I need contact. He lets me take him, dropping his lips to mine and resting his chest on me so we slip and slide all over again. The warmth of his body all over mine catapults me straight to Central Jesse Cloud Nine.
 
         My tongue gently coaxes his from his mouth with small butterfly flicks, and I smile against his lips as he moans and snakes his arm under my lower back, tugging me up from the counter. My arms remain around his neck, working my fingers through his hair as he continues to ravish me, and I continue to writhe.
 
         Straying away from my lips, he begins kissing his way up my cheek to my ear, making a point of grinding his everloving hips against me, instigating the familiar heaviness in my groin. I groan as my fingers curl tightly in his hair and he bites my lobe, slowly dragging it through his teeth.
 
         “Jesse,” I pant, arching myself into him.
 
         “I know,” he hums against my ear. “You want me to take care of it?”
 
         “Yes!”
 
         He drops a tender kiss on the hollow of my ear, easing me down onto my back.
 
         With his upper body braced on one arm at the side of me, he gently brushes the hair from my face. I watch as he studies me thoughtfully, his green pools swimming, the cogs of his mind turning.
 
         “Everything is so much more bearable with you around, Ava,” he says softly, his eyes searching mine.
 
         I absorb his words. What’s more bearable? I can’t cope with the vagueness of this statement, especially not now. There is so much more than meets the eye with this man. I want answers, but as I draw breath to speak, he drops his head to my breast, flicking his tongue over my already taut nipple, circling it and licking the chocolate away. I buck when his teeth clamp over my tight bud, the sharp stab arching my back and pushing my breast up, forcing him to pull away slightly to accommodate me.
 
         “Feel good?”
 
         “Yes!”
 
         “You want more of my mouth?”
 
         “Jesus, Jesse!”
 
         He hums in satisfaction, spreading his attention between my breasts, lapping, nipping, and sucking the chocolate, gradually and meticulously, away.
 
         I moan. I’m a sweating mess. My fingers are clawed in his hair as I squirm under his expert tongue. One touch of my core and I’ll be propelled into a despairing stupor.
 
         “All clean,” he drawls as he lifts his body, his eyes locking with mine. “But she wants more of my mouth.” He licks his lips and backs away from me, my stomach performing a full three-sixty spin.
 
         Oh, Christ. I won’t last a second.
 
         He looms over me, looking straight down to the apex of my thighs, and then eases his palms onto my legs and slowly pulls them farther apart. “Fuck, Ava. You’re weeping.” He breathes in deep, and I see the rise and fall of his chest speed up as he flicks one last gaze up at me before his head drifts down, slowly and provocatively. I clamp my eyes shut, tensing my whole body, as I wait for that first dash of contact.
 
         And there it is—one long sweep of his tongue, straight up the center of my core, with a little dance on my clit to finish off.
 
         “Oh…God!” I groan, and I’m rewarded with two fingers thrust straight in to maximum capacity. I buck and squirm involuntarily as Jesse lays an arm across my stomach to hold me down.
         
 
         “You want me to stop?” he asks. His voice is gravel, my reaction violent. He swiftly returns to my sex, plunging his fingers in deep while lightly stroking my clitoris with his tongue.
 
         In seconds, I feel the peak of an explosion on the horizon, and with one last casual sweep up the very center of my most sensitive place, I burst apart under him. I’m lost. I thrash my head from side to side, a rush of breath escaping my burning lungs on a long peaceful sigh as my thumping heart works its way back down to a steady, safe rate.
 
         He laps gently, helping me ride out the pulses of my orgasm, letting me drift delicately down as I moan in pure satisfaction. He has the most incredible mouth.
 
         In my sublime state, I feel him shift from between my legs. “You’re amazing. I need to be inside you.”
 
         He moves quickly, and in one measured movement, he yanks me forward and impales me on his waiting arousal. I cry out at the shocking invasion, my abating climax resurrected.
 
         “My turn,” he gasps, pulling out and firing forward again. I cry out, throwing my arms over my head as he clamps onto my thighs tightly, pulling me back and forth on the marble to match his momentum. I peel my eyes open and find him sweating, his jaw clenched.
 
         The remnants of the cream and chocolate has me sliding to meet him with ease, tingling sensations attacking me between my thighs, the delicious full drives of his powerful body set to blow my brain clean out of my head.
 
         “Does that feel good, Ava?” he shouts over my cries.
 
         “God, yes!”
 
         “You won’t run away from me again, will you?”
 
         “No!” Never!
         
 
         I’m hauled up onto his body and swung around to meet the wall, my back crashing against it, causing a shocked yell to burst from my mouth. I lied. I’m not used to him, not at all. And I’m not sure I ever will be. He’s so incredibly powerful, forceful, and large. I endure his determined, unrelenting pounds as I’m pushed up the wall on cry after cry, and in my desperation to control my rolling orgasm, I find his shoulder and latch on with my mouth, sinking my teeth into his flesh.
 
         “Oh, FUCK!” he roars. I hear his forehead collide into the wall behind me, his hips powering forward.
 
         That’s it.
 
         I release his shoulder, throw my head back on a harsh cry, and erupt into a splintering follow-up orgasm.
 
         He stills suddenly, his breathing ragged and violent, and then he thunders forward one last, powerful time. “Jesus!” he barks, jerking against me, inside and out. I’m convulsing in his arms with my own fitful breathing, trying to gulp down some valuable air into my overworked lungs.
 
         I clench my arms and legs tighter around him, close my eyes, and melt into his body.
 
         I’m only dimly aware of being transported back to the kitchen island in his arms, the movement causing his semi-erection to stroke the wall of my uterus as I cling onto him, reveling in his heat. I lay back as he lowers me, feeling the comfort of his solid chest rest onto mine, and instinctively curl my arms around his back as he showers my face with tender kisses.
 
         Oh God, I feel so overwhelmed. I’ve never felt so needed or wanted. My time with Jesse, good and bad, strops and affection, has blasted any other feelings I’ve had well and truly out of the water.
 
         I open my eyes, knowing he’s looking at me.
 
         “You and me,” he whispers, gazing down at me.
 
         I close my heavy lids and pull his head down to bury my face in his neck, completely losing myself in him.
 
         “We need a shower.”
 
         I drag my eyes open as I’m being lifted from the breakfast bar. My body is wrapped around Jesse and I have no intention of letting go. “Let’s stay,” I murmur dreamily. I’m so tired.
 
         He chuckles. “Just hold on. I’ll do all the work.”
 
         So I do. I hold on tight, my legs wrapped around his waist, my arms around his shoulders, as he carries me through the penthouse, up the stairs, and into the bathroom.
 
         “Put me in bed,” I gripe as he deposits me on the vanity unit.
 
         “You’re sticky, I’m sticky. Let me wash us both, then we can get in bed and snuggle. Deal?” He goes to turn the shower on.
         
 
         I look up at him through sleepy eyes. “No, put me in bed.”
 
         “Ava, you’re adorable when you’re sleepy.” He scoops me up from the unit and carries me into the shower. I rest my head in the crook of his neck, making no attempt to free myself from his warm body. The water is blissful. “I’m going to put you down,” he says, and I tighten my grip around him. He laughs. “I can’t wash you without any free hands.”
 
         “I want to stay stuck to you.”
 
         Turning his face into mine, he drops a tender kiss on my forehead, humming against my skin. One arm releases me, his knee rising to meet my backside, while he leans over and grasps the shower gel from the shelf, dropping it to the floor before doing the same with the shampoo. He lowers his knee, slips his arm back under my bent legs, and slowly slides down the wall, holding tightly onto me until I feel the firmness of the shower floor beneath him as we come to rest on the floor.
 
         I know I’m restricting him with my arms clenched around his neck, but I don’t move them, and he doesn’t complain. He works around me, holding me with one arm, washing and rinsing my hair with his free hand as best as I’ll allow. His task is unhurried as he cleans away the leftovers of cream and chocolate from my body, his hand gliding over me tenderly in slow, careful circles, wheedling me into a slumber. I keep my hold of him. I don’t want to ever let go.
 
         “I want to look after you forever,” he whispers, pressing his lips against my temple.
 
         I release a hand from his neck, brushing down his chest to his abdominals, slowly circling his belly button. “Okay,” I agree. I’m more than happy with that. I can’t think of anything more natural to me—I doubt I ever will.
 
         He lets out a long, tired breath. “Come on, let’s get you out.”
 
         I lean in to drop a chaste kiss on the center of his chest, and look up at him to find his eyes are squeezed shut, his face turned up toward the ceiling. Reaching up, I kiss his throat to get his attention, but a few seconds pass before he brings his face down to mine.
 
         I smile at him, and he offers a little one in return. It’s not convincing, and it has me wondering what’s causing his anguish.
 
         “What’s wrong?” I ask nervously.
 
         “Nothing’s wrong. Everything is right.” He cups my cheeks in both of his hands, giving me a half-smile, his eyes running all over my face before he turns the shower off and lifts us to our feet, wrapping a towel around his narrow waist.
 
         I walk out behind him, and I’m immediately engulfed in a soft bath sheet. He rubs me from top to toe, working the excess water from my hair.
 
         “You want me to carry you?” he asks.
 
         I nod and he smiles approvingly, scooping my naked body up into his arms and carrying me to the bed. I crawl under the sheets, inhaling deeply as my head rests on the pillow, the delicious waft of Jesse swamping my senses. I’ll sleep well here.
 
         As soon as he’s dropped his towel and is close enough, I crawl into his chest, burying my face under his chin, my hot breath ricocheting off his neck, back into my face. I draw my leg up, resting my upper leg between his thighs. I’m completely swathed in him, and it’s the most soothing place in the world.
 
         “Go to sleep, baby.” He drops a kiss on top of my head and squeezes me to him.
 
         There is no space welcome between us.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-one

         
 
         I regain consciousness with Jesse lying between my thighs, rubbing his nose against mine.
         
 
         “Morning, lady.”
 
         I groan, extending my arms above my head in a long, satisfying stretch. I feel Jesse’s morning hard-on nuzzling between my thighs, a flicker of a smile playing at the sides of his mouth.
 
         I wiggle under him. “Morning, yourself.”
 
         In one swift movement he drives deep into me, and it’s already a great day. I hold on to his tight biceps as he rests on his forearms and works up into a firm, steady rhythm.
 
         He opens his eyes. “I love sleepy sex with you.”
 
         I stare into his calm, peaceful face and let him take me to paradise, but I’m abruptly snapped out of my dreamy state when Jesse rolls us both over, keeping us connected, so I’m straddling him. The sudden gravity sensitizes me to his invasion.
 
         “Ride me, Ava.” His voice is raspy, his hunger-filled eyes glistening in the morning light. He grasps my thighs, and I plant my palms on his pecs.
 
         “I’m in charge?”
 
         “Do your worst, baby.” He flicks his hips up, prompting me to instigate some movement, so staring him squarely in his sleepy eyes, I slowly and carefully rise from his hips, bracing myself up for a few seconds, teasing and watching his face blaze for friction. Then I lower myself back down with equal precision, grinding as far as possible. It sends him into a tailspin.
 
         He throws his head back, moaning so loudly it echoes around the bedroom.
 
         “Again?”
 
         “Fuck, yes!”
 
         “Mind your language, please,” I taunt him as I slowly rise and fall with complete precision, grinding myself against him again. I repeat the torturous move over and over, watching as he crumbles beneath me.
 
         His hands shoot up to cup my breasts, his thumbs working small circles around my tight nipples. I rise again, pausing at my peak. His eyes are skipping, his mouth parted. I’m struggling to keep control above him.
 
         “Down?”
 
         “Oh God, yes.”
 
         I descend and watch his face distort. He won’t endure this for much longer. I can see the strain carved in his tense jaw and creased forehead. He groans, holding my breasts tighter, sending a sharp, shooting pain directly to my core. I’m not going to be able to endure this for long. I’m on the crest of release, and I need him to be there when I fall.
         
 
         I lift myself up, knowing he expects me to slowly lower myself, but I don’t. Instead, I knock the wind right out of him and crash down, completely impaling myself on him. I grind down hard.
 
         “Jesus fucking Christ!” he roars, sweat instantly breaking out across his brow. I roll my hips, ensuring optimum penetration, forcing myself down onto him. “Fuck fuck fuck. Ava, I’m going to come!”
 
         “Wait,” I demand.
 
         His eyes snap open in shock, desperation filling them. I roll again, watching as he squeezes his eyes shut, his frown line the deepest I’ve ever seen it. This is taking everything out of him. I just need one more…
 
         “Ava, I can’t.”
 
         “Shit! Wait.”
 
         “Watch your mouth!” he yells, his eyes still closed in concentration. It’s killing him.
 
         “Fuck off, Jesse!”
 
         Those greens fly back open in warning at my crass words, but I couldn’t give a damn. I clamp my hands over his and use my leg muscles to lift myself again, hovering above him and crashing down so he completely spears me.
 
         I lift again. “Now!” I cry, smashing back down. My body explodes, sending me soaring right into orbit, and I’m only vaguely aware of Jesse’s strangled moans as I feel hot moisture invade me, warming my entire being. I collapse onto his chest in an exhausted heap—job done.
 
         I lay sprawled across him, melting into the rhythm of his fingers circling my back, his semi-erection drumming steadily inside me, our heartbeats clashing together between our chests as we try to regulate our breathing. We’re both totally replete.
 
         “I love sleepy sex with you.”
 
         He kisses the top of my head. “Except for your filthy mouth.” His voice is full of scorn.
 
         I laugh and look up at him, reaching to run my fingers down his stubbly cheek. I love his stubble. He turns his face into my touch, kissing my fingers and returning my smile.
 
         “I don’t think we can call that sleepy sex, baby.”
 
         “No?”
 
         “No. We’ll think of a new name for that one.”
 
         “Okay,” I agree, completely contented. I rest my cheek back onto his chest and trace small circles around his golden nipple. “How old are you, Jesse?”
 
         “Twenty-nine.”
 
         I scoff, but it occurs to me very suddenly that I won’t have a clue when we finally reach his real age. I’m plumping for thirty-four. That’s eight years past me—I can live with that.
 
         I sigh. “What’s the time?” I could do with another hour.
 
         He shifts me from his chest. “I left my watch downstairs. I’ll go take a look.”
 
         “You need a clock in here,” I grumble as he gets out of bed, leaving me cold and bare without him.
 
         “I’ll put in a complaint to the designer,” he replies dryly.
 
         I ignore him, turning over to snuggle down, making do with the pillow. This bed is the most comfortable I’ve ever slept in.
 
         “Seven-thirty,” I hear him shout from downstairs.
 
         I bolt upright in bed. “Shit!” I jump out and race downstairs to the kitchen. “You’ll have to drop me at home.”
 
         He sits, dead cool and casual on the barstool, completely bare-arsed naked, scooping peanut butter from a jar with his finger. “I’m a bit busy this morning,” he says without looking at me.
 
         Oh, the irritating pig! This is, without a doubt, a ploy to keep me here. I’ll get the tube, it’s no bother. I scan the floor where I dropped my clothes—no clothes.
 
         “Where are my clothes, Jesse?”
 
         He sticks his peanut butter–covered finger into his mouth, sucking it off and pulling it slowly from his mouth on a little pop. “I’ve no idea.”
 
         Where has he hid them, the little shit? They can’t be far. I stalk around his apartment, huffing and puffing, pulling open cupboard doors and looking behind furniture, but when I find nothing, I march back into the kitchen, finding him still sitting there, looking infuriatingly naked and handsome, and completely unaffected by my frenzy.
 
         Oh, I’ve not got time for this. I can’t be late for work. “Where are my fucking clothes?” I shout.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         I shake my head at him. He’ll have a bar of soap in my mouth next. “Jesse, I never swore out loud before I met you…. Funny, huh? I need to get home so I can get ready for work.”
 
         “I know you do.” In goes another peanut butter–covered finger.
 
         “So, where are my clothes?” I try calm, but if he doesn’t give me my clothes now, I’ll soon revert back to madwoman. I can’t be late.
         
 
         “They are…somewhere.” He grins around his finger.
 
         “Where is somewhere?” I ask, while thinking about how much I dislike roguish Jesse today.
 
         “If I tell you, you have to give me something in return.”
 
         I feel madwoman coming on. “What?”
 
         “Don’t drink tomorrow night.” His face is deadpan.
 
         I scowl at him as I watch him fighting to control a smirk from breaking out. The conniving pig. He’s got me cornered: naked, late for work, and in need of a lift.
 
         I stand, pondering his trade. If I’m honest, I wasn’t planning on getting particularly drunk, especially after my performance on Saturday. I’ve not even asked Kate if she’s free yet, but I don’t want Mr Control Freak thinking he can dictate my every move. Give him an inch and all that.
 
         “Fine.” How will he know if I have a drink, anyway?
 
         He looks shocked. “That was easier than I thought. What about lunch later?”
 
         “Okay, get my clothes.”
 
         “Who holds the power, Ava?” he asks.
 
         I don’t have time to challenge him on that. “You do. Get my clothes!”
 
         “Correct.” He struts over to the fridge—with a little extra swagger for my benefit—and opens the door. “Here you are, lady.”
 
         They were in the fridge? I snatch them from his hand, and he raises a warning brow at me. I don’t care. I’m going to be so late. He watches me frantically yank my capri pants on and laughs as I hop around gasping when the freezing cold material rests on my skin.
 
         “Have I got time for a shower?” he asks seriously.
 
         “NO!”
 
         He laughs, slaps my bum, and saunters out of the kitchen.
 
         
              

         
 
         Jesse drives me home in his usual driving style—frighteningly fast and ever impatient, but today I’m grateful.
 
         He waits for me in the car, making a few calls while I shower and get ready in record time. I shove on some black, fitted ankle grazers, a white shirt, and my red Dune ballet pumps. I’m dressed for speed today. My hair is having a strop for not being blow-dried last night, so I pin it into a messy up-do. I’ll put my makeup on in the car.
 
         As I rush across the landing, I collide with a half-naked Sam. Has he moved in?
 
         “You’re always in a rush, chick.” He laughs as I sidestep him, darting into the kitchen to get a glass of water and swallow my pill. “Good night?”
 
         I nod over my glass as he stands, bold as brass in the kitchen doorway, looking all roughed up. I won’t ask if he’s had a good night. That much is obvious.
 
         “Where’s Kate?” I ask.
 
         He grins. “I’ve tied her to the bed.”
 
         My eyes widen. I have no idea if he’s serious or not. He’s such a joker. “Tell her I’ll call her later.” I wait for Sam to budge and let me out. “See ya!” I call, running down the stairs.
 
         “Hey, tell Jesse I’m not running today!” he shouts after me.
 
         I rush down the path and onto the street, where Jesse is illegally parked and flipping off a traffic warden from his driver’s seat. I wait for the warden to finish lecturing Jesse, but he seems to be on a roll.
 
         “Move so the lady can get in the car,” Jesse growls, but the warden ignores him, launching into a speech on verbal abuse and lack of consideration for other road users.
 
         “Excuse me.” I try for polite as opposed to Jesse’s aggression. I get ignored. Damn, I’m going to be super late.
 
         “For fuck’s sake!” Jesse swings his door open and strides around the car to meet the warden on the pavement. The poor man visibly shrinks at Jesse’s presence, moving away hastily. He opens the door, deposits me in the car before slamming it, cursing some more and sliding back behind the wheel. We roar off down my street, way too fast.
 
         “They’re just doing a job, you know.” I flip the mirror down to sort my makeup out.
 
         “Power hungry failures who didn’t make cops,” he grumbles. He looks at me and smiles. “You look lovely.”
 
         I snort. “Watch the road. Oh, Sam said he can’t make your run.”
 
         “Lazy bastard. He’s still there, then?” he asks, overtaking a taxi. I grab the side of my seat. My makeup is going to be everywhere.
 
         “He’s got Kate tied to the bed,” I mumble, flicking my lashes with my mascara wand.
 
         “Probably.”
 
         I swing my head around with my wand halfway to my eyes. “You don’t sound shocked.”
 
         “That’s because I’m not.” He looks at me out the corner of his eye.
 
         He’s not? Sam’s into kinky shit? “I don’t want to know,” I mutter, returning to the mirror.
 
         “No, you don’t,” he says quietly.
 
         
              

         
 
         We pull up near my offices, but far enough away so I’m not spotted getting out of Jesse’s Aston Martin. I’m still trying to figure out how Patrick might react to all of this. Jesse hasn’t mentioned the extension since Sunday, and I can’t imagine a pleasant reaction from my boss if I tell him that I’m not designing for Mr. Ward; I’m dating him instead.
 
         “What time’s your lunch?” he asks, stroking my thigh, generating the familiar stabs of pleasure. Now is not the time to get horny, and that touch does it for me.
 
         “One,” I squeak.
 
         He rubs circles on my thigh. I stiffen slightly. “I’ll be here at one then.”
 
         “Right here?” I breathe.
 
         “Yes, right here.” His hand drifts between my legs.
 
         “Jesse, stop.” I close my eyes, trying to fight off the sparks of pleasure.
 
         He runs his hand up my center, over my trousers.
 
         I whimper.
 
         “I can’t keep my hands off you,” he says in that low hypnotizing voice—the one that knocks all sense and reason out of me, “and you’re not going to stop me, are you?”
 
         Leaning over, he wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me toward him, increasing the strokes of my core, and when his lips find my mouth I moan. I’m being worked up into a blissful rhythm as he caresses my tongue with his, slowly and surely, guaranteeing optimum pleasure. I can’t believe I’m letting him do this in his car in broad daylight, but he’s triggered something now, and I can’t walk into that office with the ache of an abandoned orgasm lurking inside me. I need relief, or I won’t concentrate all day.
 
         Coils of craving spread out and build up, my concern at the possibility of being captured indecently disappearing, just like that. I’m all over him. He just does it for me in so many earth-shattering ways.
 
         “Let it go, Ava,” he says into my mouth. “I want you in that office thinking of what I can do to you.”
 
         I hit my climax, crying out as he presses his lips harder on mine, stifling my moans and alleviating the pressure of his hand to slowly work me down again.
 
         “Better?” he asks as he pecks light kisses over my mouth.
 
         “I can work in peace.” I sigh.
 
         He laughs and releases me. “Well, I’m going home to think of you and sort this out.” He cups himself where his running shorts are tenting.
 
         I smile, leaning into him, kissing him chastely on the lips. “I could do that for you,” I offer, reaching down and grazing my palm over his arousal. His eyes widen, sparkling with pleasure as I reach into his shorts and release his throbbing length, squeezing the base and drawing a couple of lazy strokes.
 
         His head falls back against the headrest. “Oh, fuck, Ava. That feels so good.”
 
         It does feel good, but in my mouth it would feel better. I continue with a few more controlled strokes, the tip glistening as he shifts and moans in his seat. He must be close, so I lower my head into his lap and flick my tongue across the pulsing head of his glorious cock, tracing slow circles on his wet tip. His hips buck, he grabs the steering wheel, and he moans deep, long, and low.
 
         Smiling to myself, I lazily slide my wet tongue down his shaft, causing him to buck some more before I wrap my lips around his head and slowly take it all the way to the back of my throat.
 
         He gasps. “That’s it, baby. Take it all the way.”
 
         I pause, feeling the throb beating against my tongue, and on a slow exhale, I work slowly back to the top. He sighs in pure gratification.
 
         “Keep going, just like that,” he encourages me, running his hand over the back of my neck.
 
         I grin around him, releasing his erection from my mouth, letting it spring against his tight stomach. His eyes widen as I straighten up in my seat and wipe my mouth.
 
         “I’d love to, but you’ve already made me late for work.” I jump out of the car, yelping when he makes a grab for me.
 
         “What the fuck? Ava!”
 
         I cross the road quickly, suddenly considering the possibility of him chasing me down and tossing me over his shoulder. Would he?
 
         I turn around when I reach the pavement, seeing him standing by his car rubbing his groin, a dark smile on his face. I feel untold relief.
 
         “How old are you, Jesse?” I shout across the road.
 
         “Thirty. That wasn’t very nice, you little temptress.”
 
         I blow him a kiss and curtsy sweetly, watching as he puts his hand out to catch it, that dark smile ever present. I can see those cogs flying around from here. I turn on my heels and sashay off down the road, feeling rather pleased with myself—for now, anyway. After all, he holds the power.
 
         
              

         
 
         “Meeting at twelve,” Victoria calls as she totters out of Patrick’s office.
 
         I start sifting through my current clients, making notes on current statuses.
 
         “Sally?” I call down the office. She looks up from her computer screen, acknowledging me by removing her glasses. “Can I have a list of payment statuses on clients, please?”
 
         “Of course, Ava.”
 
         “Oh, and me,” Victoria shouts.
 
         Sally looks at Tom, who nods, too. It’s rare to have to chase payment, but highly embarrassing when you do. Patrick’s a stickler for payment deadlines.
 
         The morning passes quickly and just before twelve, Sally places a box on my desk. “This came for you.”
 
         Oh? “Thanks, Sal.” I look down at the white box. Of course, I know who it’s from. I open the box, secretly excited, while glancing around the office to make sure no attention is aimed in my direction. Inside is a chocolate éclair. I laugh out loud, and Tom’s head whips up from his desk. I wave my hand in a dismissive gesture, and he rolls his eyes, returning to his sketching.
 
         I grab the note and open it.
 
         
            Revenge is sweet.

            Jx

         
 
         I smile, pick up the éclair, and sink my teeth in as I grab my folder and head for Patrick’s office, Sally following behind with a tray full of tea and cakes.
 
         Victoria and Tom join as Sally hands out a spreadsheet of clients’ invoice statuses before pouring the tea and settling down. I scan the list of invoices—all marked “Paid” or “Not due” and run my finger across the page when I come across the highlighted “Overdue” section. There’s one client in the column—just one.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Twenty-two

         
 
         What?
         
 
         I inwardly cringe. Any hope I had of evading any reference to The Manor and Mr. Ward has just been spectacularly dashed. The idiot hasn’t paid his initial consultation fee. What’s he thinking? I glance up, seeing Patrick running through the same list as me, along with Victoria and Tom, who both look up at me in unison with the same expression. It’s an, oh dear look. I sag in my chair, waiting for it.
         
 
         “Ava, you need to contact Mr. Ward and give him a nudge. What’s the current position?” Patrick asks.
 
         Oh…dear. I’ve completed no client forms—apart from the initial briefing sheet—I’ve sent no quotations, I’ve not established my role in the project, whether it be to design or design and manage. I’ve done nothing. Well, I have, but nothing you can class as work related. I’ve not even submitted an invoice request for the second so-called meeting that had me running away without my bra. Where is that bra?
         
 
         Oh, fucking hell. I clear my throat. “I’m compiling the consultation breakdown and quotation as we speak.”
 
         He looks up at me, frowning in disapproval. “Your first meeting was nearly two weeks ago and you’ve had a second since. What’s taking so long, Ava?”
 
         I break into a cold sweat. A list of my fee structure is a simple task to complete, according to individual contracts, and usually done before the second meeting. I have absolutely no excuse. I can feel Tom and Victoria staring at me.
 
         “He’s been away,” I blurt. “He asked me to hold off with any correspondence.”
 
         “When I spoke to him last Monday, he was very keen to get cracking.” Patrick counters as he checks his diary. Damn him for making notes on everything!
 
         I shrug. “I think it was a last minute business thing. I’ll give him a call.”
 
         “You do that. And I don’t want you spending any more time on it until he’s coughed up. Now, what’s the current status with Mr. Van Der Haus?”
 
         I exhale in relief, launching into an enthusiastic update on The Life Building, glad to be off the subject of The Lord of the Manor. I’m going to kill him!
 
         
              

         
 
         I leave the office and walk down the street to where Jesse dropped me off this morning. As I approach Berkeley Square, I’m scared half out of my skin by some prat on a motorbike screeching past me. I compose my racing heart and carry on, coming to a stop and leaning against a wall, as I pull my phone out of my bag to check my messages. There are two from Kate.
 
         
            I need some help. Can u pop home & untie me plz?

         
 
         I gape at my phone, quickly looking at the message details and noting it was sent at eleven. Is she still there? I open the next.
 
         
            Don’t panic! Sam’s being a knob. I would love 2 c your face. xxx

         
 
         Oh yes, Sam the comedian. But a small part of me wonders if there’s an element of truth in his joke. Jesse wasn’t at all surprised when I mentioned it to him. Fun, Kate said. Hmmm. I bet.
         
 
         I look at the time, noting it’s five past one. He’s late and I’m offended. As I’m debating how long I should wait, I glance up and see the handsome face I love so much. He’s straddling the screeching motorbike that nearly knocked me down. I feel my lips curve into a semi grin as I push myself away from the wall and walk over to him. He’s just beyond sexy on that death trap.
 
         “Good afternoon, lady.” He sits on the bike with his helmet resting between his thighs, wearing no leather, just jeans and a white t-shirt. I can’t help but think how irresponsible it is. He looks delicious, though.
 
         “You’re a menace,” I scorn, coming to a stop in front of him.
 
         “Did I scare you?” He secures his helmet on the handlebars of his bike.
 
         “Yes. That thing needs a noise risk assessment,” I complain.
 
         “This thing is a Ducati 1098.” He slips his arms around my waist and yanks me onto his lap. “Kiss me,” he breathes, claiming my lips, making a dramatic display for all to see. I hear jeers and taunts from passersby, but I don’t care. I wrap my arms around his neck and let him have me. It’s only been a few hours, but I’ve missed him.
         
 
         Suddenly, it occurs to me that we’re a hundred yards from my office and Patrick could breeze out at any moment. If he sees me cavorting with Mr. Ward, he’ll jump to the obvious conclusion: I’m giving special treatment at the expense of his profitability.
 
         I wriggle to free myself, but he just increases his hold on me, pressing his lips harder to mine until my attempted escape becomes fraught and desperate. Placing my hands into his chest, I push against him, and he eventually frees my lips, but not my body.
 
         He narrows fierce eyes on me. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
         “Let me go.” I strain against him.
 
         “Hey. Let’s get one thing straight, lady. You don’t dictate when and where I kiss you, or for how long.” He’s deadly serious.
 
         “Jesse, if Patrick sees me with you, I’m in all kinds of shit. Let me go!” To my utter shock, he releases me, and I scramble onto the pavement to straighten myself out. When I look up, I’m met with the filthiest scowl I’ve ever encountered. 

         “What the fuck are you talking about?” he shouts. “And watch your mouth!”
 
         “You,” I start accusingly, “have not paid your bill, and now I’m supposed to be giving you a polite reminder. I was forced to give some spiel about you being away.” Could a full-on kiss be considered a polite reminder? Jesse would probably think so.
 
         “Consider me reminded. Now get your arse here.”
 
         “No!” I say incredulously. I’m not risking my job security, just so I don’t upset Mr. Control Freak here.
 
         He looks at me in complete disbelief, dismounting his bike in the most spectacular fashion, his jeans stretching tightly over his magnificent thighs. I shift on my feet. I’m way too affected by this man.
 
         He glares at me. “Three…”
 
         I gape. He wouldn’t. Not in the middle of Berkeley Square. It would look like I’m being abducted, raped, and murdered all at once!
 
         His lips spread into a straight line of displeasure. “Two…”
 
         Think, think, think. “Oh, I’m not getting into a row with you in the middle of Berkeley Square. You’re a child sometimes!” I pivot and start walking away. I don’t know why I’m doing this; he’s like an unexploded bomb, but I’ve got to hold my own here. He’s being stupidly unreasonable, and I’m putting my foot down.
         
 
         I feel him close behind me as I stalk toward Bond Street, but I charge on. There’s a cute boutique up here. I’ll escape in there.
 
         “One!” he yells.
 
         I carry on walking. “Fuck off! You’re being unreasonable and unfair.” I know I’m pushing my luck now, swearing and disobeying.
 
         “MOUTH! What’s so unreasonable about wanting to kiss you?”
 
         “You know damn well what’s unreasonable about it. And it’s unfair because you’re trying to make me feel shitty about it.” I enter the store, leaving him pacing up and down on the pavement, looking through the window every now and then. I knew he wouldn’t come in, but I’m not oblivious to the fact that he looks raging mad and I have to leave the shop at some point. I need a few moments alone to collect myself, though, so I start mooching about.
 
         An overdressed, overly made-up girl approaches me. “Can I help you?”
 
         “I’m just browsing, thanks.”
 
         “This section is all new season stock.” She runs her arm along a suspended rail of dresses. “We have some beautiful dresses. Please, just ask if you need another size.” She smiles.
 
         “Thank you.”
 
         I start cruising through the rails, spotting some truly gorgeous dresses—albeit stupid prices, but gorgeous, nevertheless. I pick up a fitted, cream silk, sleeveless affair. It’s shorter than I usually wear, but lovely.
 
         “You’re not wearing that!”
 
         I snap my head up and see Jesse standing in the doorway, looking at the dress like it could spit poison. Oh, how embarrassing! The sales assistant looks wide-eyed at Jesse and back to me, and I half smile at her. I’m horrified. Who the bloody hell does he think he is? I throw him my dirtiest look, mouth fuck off and watch as the proverbial steam fires out of his ears.
         
 
         I turn to the assistant. “Have you anything shorter?” I ask sweetly.
 
         “Ava!” he barks. “Don’t push me.”
 
         I ignore him, keeping my eyes on the assistant expectantly. The poor girl looks like she could have a panic attack, her gaze flicking, very nervously, from me to Jesse and back again.
 
         “No, I don’t think so,” she says quietly.
 
         Okay, now I’m feeling sorry for her. I shouldn’t be dragging her into this pathetic disagreement over a dress. “Okay, I’ll take this one.” I smile, handing her the dress.
 
         She looks at me, then at Jesse. “Urh…is this the correct size for you?”
 
         “It’s a ten?” I ask. I can literally feel the shop shaking under his wrath.
 
         “It is, but I would recommend you try it on as we don’t offer refunds,” she advises me.
 
         Well, I was going to risk it not fitting, but at that price, maybe not. She shows me to a changing room and hangs the dress on a fancy hook for me.
 
         “Just call if you require any help.” She smiles, pulling the velvet curtain across, leaving me and the dress alone.
 
         I’m being as pathetic as Jesse by doing this; I’m purposely pushing him. We’re talking about the man who made me sleep in a winter jumper in the middle of spring because another male was in the flat. Is this necessary? I decide it is—he can’t behave like this.
 
         I fight my way into the dress, struggling with the zipper where it meets the seam on the bust line. I’m not giving up. I know if I can just get it over that line of stitching, it’ll be just fine. I smooth down the front of the dress. It feels lovely.
 
         Pulling the curtain across, I stand back from the floor-length mirror to take a good look, smiling when I get the full impact.
 
         “Oh, Jesus, Mary, and Joseph!”
 
         I swivel, finding Jesse gripping his hair, pacing up and down. He stops, looks at me, opens his mouth, snaps it shut, and starts with the pacing again. I’m quite amused.
 
         He halts stalking and gawps at me, all wide-eyed and traumatized. “You’re not…you…you can’t…Ava…baby…oh, I can’t look at you!” He walks out adjusting his groin, muttering some crap about an intolerable female and heart attacks. Then I’m alone with the dress again.
 
         The assistant approaches with caution. “The dress looks incredible,” she says quietly, looking over her shoulder for Jesse’s whereabouts.
 
         “Thank you. I’ll take it.”
 
         When I exit the changing rooms, Jesse is inspecting some very high heels. The look of mystification on his beautiful face makes me melt slightly, but then he spots me, shoves them back and scowls at me. And I remember… I’m furious with him. I get my purse from my bag and hand my credit card over, wincing at the thought of five hundred quid for a dress. It is way too extravagant, but I’m being defiant.
 
         The assistant begins wrapping the dress in all sorts of fancy tissue paper. I want to tell her to shove it in a bag and be done with it before Jesse resorts to ripping it apart, but I fear the poor girl might lose her job if she did something as common as that, so I resign myself to shutting up and waiting patiently while she does her thing.
 
         After an age of wrapping, folding, tucking in, and punching in my pin number, the assistant hands me the bag. “Enjoy the dress, madam. It really did look lovely on you.” She flicks a cautious glance at Jesse.
 
         “Thank you.” I smile. Now, how to get out of the store? I turn, finding Jesse filling the doorway, still scowling and still brooding. I walk with purpose I don’t really feel and stop in front of him. I’m really crapping myself, but I won’t let him see that. “Excuse me.”
 
         He looks at me, then at the bag. “You’ve just wasted hundreds of pounds. You’re not wearing that dress,” he says emphatically.
 
         “Excuse me, please.” I accentuate the please, and his lips press into a straight line as he shifts his tall, lean body to the side, leaving a gap for me to pass.
         
 
         Stepping out onto the street, I head toward the office. I’ve only had forty minutes, but I’m not spending the rest of my lunch break arguing over touching in public and my wardrobe choice. Today started so well…when I was complying.
 
         I feel his hot breath on my neck. “Zero.”
 
         I yelp as I’m yanked into an alleyway and shoved up against a wall. His lips smash to mine, his hips grinding against my lower stomach, his raging arousal evident beneath the button fly of his jeans. He’s turned on by getting cranky over a dress? I try and resist the invasion of his tongue…a little.
 
         Damn, it’s no good! I’m instantly consumed by him and the need to have him all over me. I link my arms around his neck, accepting him willingly, absorbing his intrusion and meeting his tongue, stroke for stroke.
 
         “I’m not going to let you wear that dress,” he moans into my mouth.
 
         “You can’t tell me what I can and can’t wear.”
 
         “Stop me,” he challenges.
 
         “It’s just a dress.”
 
         “It’s not just a dress on you, Ava. You’re not wearing it.” He pushes his groin into my lower stomach, a clear demonstration of what the dress does to him, and I know he’s thinking that other men will have the same reaction.
         
 
         Crazy man.
 
         I exhale wearily. Buying the dress is one thing. Putting it on and making it to the pub is another challenge entirely. I’m twenty-six years old, and he said himself that I have great legs. I decide I’m not going to get anywhere with this. Not now, anyway. I do, however, intend to discuss in full detail his illusions that he has control over my wardrobe. In fact, we need to talk about his unreasonableness full stop—but not now. I only have twenty minutes left of my lunch break, and I highly expect that conversation to take considerably longer.
 
         “Thank you for the cake,” I say as he kisses every inch of my face.
 
         “You’re welcome. Did you eat it?”
 
         “Yes, it was delicious.” I kiss the corner of his mouth, rubbing my cheek up his stubble. A low rumble escapes his lips as I hum in his ear and nuzzle into his neck, inhaling his lovely fresh water scent. I just want to crawl inside him. “I’m not supposed to be spending any more time on you until you’ve settled your bill.” I hold on to him, squeezing a little tighter as he nibbles at my earlobe.
 
         “I’ll trample anyone who tries to stop me.”
 
         I’ve no doubt he will. The man is crazy beyond crazy. “Why are you so unreasonable?”
 
         He pulls back and looks at me, surprise at my question evident on his stunning, stubbled face. “Can I ask you the same question?”
 
         My mouth falls open. Me? This man is crazy delusional. His list of misdemeanors goes on and on. I shake my head on a frown. “I’d better get back to the office.”
 
         He sighs. “I’ll walk you.”
 
         “Halfway. I can’t be seen to be entertaining clients for lunch without Patrick knowing, especially ones in debt,” I grumble. “Pay your bill!”
 
         He rolls his eyes. “God forbid Patrick should find out that you’re having your brain fucked out by a non-paying client.” A small smirk breaks the corners of his mouth as I gasp in shock at his crude summary of our relationship. That’s the second time he’s done it.
 
         We walk toward my office, and the silence is uncomfortable—for me, anyway. Is that how he sees me? Like a little plaything he gets to fuck and control? I wilt on the inside and contemplate the agony that I’m setting myself up for. Just thinking about the possible pain hurts.
 
         I feel his hand brush against mine, and I automatically pull it away, but on a slight growl, he tries again. I say nothing but pull my hand away…again. I’m in a mood and want him to know it. When I think he’s got the message, he grabs my hand again, holding it in a vise grip, to the point of pain. It’s what I would have expected. I’m beginning to read this man like a book. I flex my fingers, looking up to see his fixed glower fade into contentment as I give up fighting and let him keep hold of me. Let him? Like I have any other option.
 
         As we near my office, he stops and gently presses me up against the wall with his body. He lowers his face to mine, his hot, minty breath warming my cheeks. “Why are you sulking?”
 
         “No reason,” I say quietly.
 
         He reaches up, grasping my wrist to pull my hand down from my hair. “Tell me the truth.”
 
         How has he picked up on my bad habit so quickly?
 
         “Answer me, Ava.”
 
         I don’t. I keep my mouth shut and my eyes down.
 
         “Is this over a dress, because you’d better get used to that. My eyes only, Ava.”
 
         This lunch hour has been a massive eye opener. He wants complete control of me, and I get absolutely no say in it—none at all. Is this what I want? My head is a riot of mixed feelings and doubts. Why did I have to go and fall in love with the ultimate, unreasonable, challenging control freak?
 
         I push myself away from the wall with some determined effort. “What do you care? After all, you’re just fucking me.” I don’t hang about. I leave him on the pavement and walk back to my office as fast as my shaky legs will carry me.
 
         Pushing my way through the office door, I’m met by Tom and Victoria’s inquisitive faces. I must look as terrible as I feel. I hope they don’t start asking questions about Mr. Ward, or about anything, actually. I think I’ll fall apart. I shake my head at them both as I make my way to my desk.
 
         Sally walks out of the kitchen with a tray full of coffees. “Ava, I didn’t realize you were back. Do you want a tea or coffee?”
 
         I want to ask her if she has any wine stored away in the kitchen, but I refrain. “No, thank you, Sal,” I murmur.
 
         I focus my full attention on my computer screen, trying to ignore the ache dwelling deep inside me. Jesse has some serious issues with control—or power, as he calls it, but stupidly or not, I’m willing to accept that if I get him—all of him, not just his body. I’m addicted to every crazy element of him. And that’s annoying as well as unsettling.
 
         My mobile rings and I’m grateful for the distraction from my turmoil. It’s Mr Van Der Haus. “Hello?”
 
         His light Danish accent rolls down the telephone. “Hello, Ava. How did you find The Life Building? Ingrid has advised me your meeting went very well.”
 
         “Yes, very well.”
 
         “I do hope that lovely head of yours is swimming with ideas. I’m looking forward to meeting upon my return to the U.K.”
 
         “Yes, I received your e-mail, too. I’ll have some schemes ready for you.” I’ve practically finished the mood boards and drawings. It just came to me all of a sudden—at a moment when my brain wasn’t consumed with a certain other client.
 
         “Excellent! I shall be back in London next Friday. Can we meet?”
 
         “Yes, of course. Any particular day?”
 
         “I will have Ingrid contact you. She arranges my diary.”
 
         “Okay, Mr. Van Der Haus.”
 
         I hear him tut. “Ava, please. It’s Mikael. Good-bye.”
 
         “Good-bye, Mikael.” I hang up and retrieve my drawings for The Life Building, spreading them out on my desk. I hear the office door open in the background, but I don’t look up. I’m on a roll with additional ideas. It’s a welcome and very needed distraction.
 
         “Ava,” Tom calls. “It’s someone for you-hoo!”
 
         I look up, nearly falling off my chair when I see Jesse standing as bold as brass at the front of the office. Oh, good God, what is he doing?
 
         He walks with complete confidence over to my desk—all godly in his faded jeans, white t-shirt, and ruffled hair. I notice Tom and Victoria tapping their pens casually on their desks as they follow his path to me, and even Sal has paused mid-fax, looking slightly confused. He lands at the foot of my desk, my eyes traveling up his body to meet his green gaze, the semblance of a smug, satisfied smile tickling the corners of his mouth.
 
         “Miss O’Shea,” he says softly.
 
         “Mr. Ward,” I greet hesitantly. I glance across the office, spotting three pairs of eyes flicking toward me at regular intervals.
 
         “Aren’t you going to ask if I would like a seat?”
 
         I snap my eyes back to Jesse. “Please.” I indicate one of the black tub chairs on the other side of my desk, and he pulls one out, lowering himself slowly into the chair. “What are you doing?” I whisper, leaning across my desk.
 
         He smiles that self-assured, melt-worthy smile. “I’m here to settle an invoice, Miss O’Shea.”
 
         “Oh.” I lean back in my chair. “Sally?” I call. “Can you deal with Mr. Ward, please? He would like to settle his outstanding account.” I watch as Jesse shifts in his chair slightly, throwing me a critical look. I’m not being defiant. It’s not my job to take payment; I wouldn’t know where to start.
 
         “Of course,” Sally calls. I see realization hit her. Yes! It’s the same man who screamed at you down the phone, bulldozed the office, and sent you flowers. I throw her a don’t-ask-just-do look, prompting her to scuttle off toward the filing cabinet.
 
         “Sally will look after you, Mr. Ward.” I smile politely.
 
         Jesse’s eyebrows shoot up, his frown line jumping into position. “Only you,” he says softly, for my ears only.
 
         The familiar thump of Patrick’s approaching footsteps nearly makes me snap my pencil. This day just keeps getting better and better.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         Glancing nervously up, I see my boss standing at the side of my desk, looking at me expectantly, so I wave my pencil in the general direction of Jesse. “Patrick, this is Mr. Ward. He owns The Manor. Mr. Ward, meet Patrick Peterson, my boss.” I throw Jesse a pleading look.
 
         “Ah, Mr. Ward, I know your face.” Patrick puts his hand out.
 
         “We met briefly at Lusso.” Jesse says as he stands and clasps Patrick’s hand.
 
         I see the pound signs ping into Patrick’s delighted blue eyes. “Yes, you bought the penthouse,” he chirps, and Jesse nods his confirmation. I notice Patrick isn’t so worried about his outstanding bill now. Sally approaches with a copy of Jesse’s invoice and jumps a mile when Patrick snatches it from her dainty, pasty hand. “Have you offered Mr. Ward a drink?” he asks a stunned Sally.
 
         “I’m fine, thank you. I’ve just come to settle my account.” Jesse’s husky tones reverberate through me as I sit, stuck like Velcro to my chair, watching the polite exchange going on before me.
 
         How can he be so calm and collected? I’m tense from top to toe, twiddling my pencil nervously in my hand and keeping my mouth firmly shut. It must be obvious that I’m uncomfortable, but Patrick seems oblivious.
 
         Patrick waves Sally away. “You shouldn’t have rushed in just for this.” He flaps the outstanding invoice in the air.
 
         I scoff, following it up with a cough to disguise my reaction to Patrick’s casualness regarding the invoice he huffed about only a few hours ago.
 
         “I’ve been away. My staff overlooked it,” Jesse explains. I release a thankful rush of air.
 
         “I knew there would be a perfectly reasonable explanation. Was it business or pleasure?” Patrick sounds genuinely interested. I know differently. He’s mentally calculating how much money he might be able to make out of Jesse. He’s a dear man, but he’s mad about turnover.
 
         Jesse turns his eyes on me. “Oh, definitely pleasure.”
 
         I shrink further into my swivel chair, feeling my face turning a thousand shades of red. I can’t even look him in the eye. What is he trying to do to me?
 
         “I’d like to make some appointments with Miss O’Shea while I’m here. We need to get a quick turnaround on this.”
 
         Ha! I very nearly remind him that he supposedly doesn’t make appointments to fuck me. But if I did that, then I suspect I would firstly get the sack, and secondly receive a sense fuck to rival all others. So I keep my mouth firmly shut.
 
         “Absolutely,” Patrick rumbles. “Are you looking for a design, or a design consultation and a project manage?”
 
         I roll my eyes. I know the answer to this question. After my perfectly exasperated eye roll is executed, I lift my eyes to Jesse and find him watching me, clearly struggling to maintain his serious face.
 
         “The whole package,” Jesse answers.
 
         “Super!” Patrick claps his hands together. “I’ll leave you with Ava. She’ll take good care of you.” Patrick offers his hand and Jesse takes it, keeping his eyes right on me.
 
         “I know she will.” He smiles, turning his green pools back to Patrick. “If you give me your company bank details, I’ll arrange an immediate bank transfer. I’ll also make an advanced payment on the next stage. It will save any future delays.”
 
         “I’ll get Sally to note them down for you.” Patrick leaves us, but I don’t relax.
 
         Jesse sits back down in front of me, his irritatingly handsome face displaying an abundance of joy at my nervousness. The full package? Definitely pleasure? I should bash him around the head with my paperweight!
 
         Dragging myself out of my dumbstruck state, I shift all of the drawings that are littering my desk and pull my diary over. “When are you free?” I know I sound highly unprofessional and terse, but I don’t care. He’s taking his power trip too far now.
 
         “When are you?”
 
         I look up, finding a green, satisfied stare. I lean in. “I’m not talking to you,” I spit, rather immaturely.
 
         “What about screaming for me?”
 
         My eyes widen in shock. “Neither.”
 
         “That may make business a little tricky.” He pouts, his lips dancing at the corners.
 
         “Will it be business, Mr. Ward, or pleasure?”
 
         “Pleasure, all the way,” he answers darkly.
 
         “You do realize that you’re paying for me to have sex with you,” I whisper on a hiss. “That, in effect, makes me a hooker!”
 
         I watch as a flash of anger passes over his face and he shoots forward in his chair. “Shut up, Ava,” he warns. “And just so you know, you will be screaming later”—he leans back again—“when we make friends.”
 
         I sigh heavily. It would be better all-round if I dropped this contract right now. Patrick will keel over with shock, but either way, I’m totally knackered. I’m losing control here. Losing control? I laugh to myself. Have I ever had control since this beautiful man trampled into my life?
 
         “Is something funny?” he asks seriously.
 
         I make a meal of flicking though the pages of my diary harshly. “Yes, my life,” I mutter. “When shall I pencil you in?”
 
         “I don’t want to be penciled in anywhere. Pencil can be erased.” His tone is smooth and confident, and I look up from my diary to find a large, permanent, black marker pen being waved under my nose. “Every day,” he states calmly.
 
         “Every day? Don’t be so stupid!” I blurt a bit too loudly.
 
         He gives me his roguish grin as he removes the lid from the marker, and reaching over, making a point of brushing his fingers over my hand, he pulls my diary away from me. I shiver, and he gives me that knowing look. Turning to tomorrow’s page in my diary, he coolly runs a line through the middle, writing “Mr. Ward” across the page in big, black letters. He then skims past the weekend. “You’re mine then anyway,” he muses to himself.
 
         I frown, but dare not say anything, mainly because of our location and the fact that he has absolutely no concern. He arrives at Monday’s page and finds my ten o’clock appointment with Mrs. Kent. Locating an eraser from my desk tidy, he slowly rubs it out, looking up at me when he leans down to blow the fragments of rubber from the page. He’s really enjoying this, while I’m sitting back in my chair watching him trample all over my work diary, at the same time trying to gauge how serious he is. I fear he’s completely serious.
 
         He proceeds to put a big, black line through Monday as well. What is he doing? I glance around the office, noticing my colleagues have gotten bored of the Jesse and Ava show, knuckling down with some work instead.
 
         “What are you doing?” I ask calmly.
 
         He pauses, looking up at me. “I’m making my appointments.”
 
         “You’re not happy enough controlling the social aspects of my life?” I’m surprised at how calm I sound. I feel completely ram-raided. This man has untold front and confidence. “I thought you didn’t make appointments to fuck me?”
 
         “Watch your mouth,” he cautions me. “I’ve told you before, Ava. I’ll do whatever it takes.”
 
         “For what?” My voice is barely a whisper.
 
         “To keep you.”
 
         He wants to keep me? What, to fuck me? I don’t ask that, though. “What if I don’t want to be kept?” I ask instead.
 
         “But you do. By me. This is why I’m having such a hard time trying to figure out why you keep fighting me off.” He returns his attention to my diary and sets about putting a line through every day for the rest of the calendar year.
 
         When he reaches the end, he slams it shut and stands. His confidence knows no bounds. And how does he know I want to be kept by him? Maybe I don’t. Christ, I’m trying to lie to myself now. I’m going to have to buy a new diary. I mentally applaud myself for backing up my appointments on my e-mail calendar, a precautionary measure in case I lost my diary, not because some unreasonable control freak might erase them all.
 
         “What time will you be finished with work?”
 
         “Six-ish.” I can’t believe I’ve just answered that without a second’s hesitation.
 
         “-ish,” he mouths, putting his hand out over my desk. He wants me to shake his hand? I reach up, mentally demanding my hand not to tremble, and place it gently in his. The familiar fizzle flies through me when our hands connect, his fingers brushing gently over my wrist as he slowly strokes down the center of my palm.
 
         My eyes fly up to his. “See?” he whispers, before pulling away and striding out of my office, collecting an envelope from Sally’s outstretched hand on the way.
 
         I collapse back in my chair, my heart convulsing in my chest. I’m breaking out in an uncomfortable sweat as I sit at my desk, frantically fanning my burning face with my coffee coaster. How does he do these things to me? Tom looks over at me with wide eyes and I blow out a long lungful of air in an attempt to regulate my hammering heart. He wants to keep me? What? Keep me and control me, keep me to love me or keep me to fuck me senseless? He’s already fucked me pretty senseless. He must have, because I keep going back for more.
 
         I start folding away my drawings of The Life Building before pulling up my e-mail calendar so I can start transferring my appointments back into my diary.
 
         Oh, I’m in some major deep shit. But he’s totally right…I do want to be kept by him. I’m completely addicted.
 
         I need him.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-three

         
 
         I’m the last to leave the office. I set the alarm, lock the office door behind me, and jump out of my skin when I hear the familiar scream of a high-powered engine. I turn around, seeing Jesse pull up to the curb on his bike. He takes his helmet off, dismounts, and approaches me looking like he’s had a perfectly normal day. “Good day at work?”
         
 
         I gape. “Not really.” I answer on a frown, my tone dripping with sarcasm.
 
         He observes me for a while, chewing his bottom lip, the cogs kicking into action. I hope he’s thinking about how unreasonable he’s been.
 
         “Can I make it better?” He reaches for my arm and slides his warm palm down until he’s clasping my hand.
 
         “I don’t know; can you?”
 
         “I think I definitely can.” He smiles, and I drop my head. “I’ll always make it better, remember that,” he adds confidently.
 
         I give myself whiplash when I snap my head up to look at him. “But you made it shitty in the first place!”
 
         He pouts, hanging his head. I think he’s ashamed. Good. He should be. “I can’t help it.” He shrugs guiltily.
 
         “Of course you can!”
 
         “No, with you, I can’t help it,” he states in a matter-of-fact tone—a tone that suggests he completely gets it. I, however, never will. “Come here.” He pulls me over to his bike and presents me with a large paper bag.
 
         “What’s this?” I peek into the bag.
 
         “You’ll need them.” He reaches in and pulls out a pile of black leather.
 
         Oh, no! “Jesse, I’m not getting on that thing.”
 
         He ignores me, unfolding the trousers and kneeling in front of me, holding them open for me to step into. He taps my ankle. “On.”
 
         “No!” He can give me a sense fuck or the countdown all he likes—it’s not happening. No way. Hell will freeze over. He’s trampled all over my day, and now he wants to kill me on that death trap?
 
         He heaves a tired breath and rises to his feet. “Listen to me, lady.” He cups my cheek with his palm. “Do you honestly think I would let anything happen to you?”
 
         I look at his soft eyes, seeing he’s clearly trying to reassure me. No, I don’t think he would let anything happen to me, but what about all of the other road users? They don’t give a toss about little old me on the back of that death trap. I’ll fall off, I know it.
 
         “They scare me.”
 
         He bends down, getting nose to nose with me, his minty breath soothing me. “Do you trust me?”
 
         “Yes,” I answer immediately. I trust him with my life. It’s my sanity I don’t trust him with.
 
         He nods, dropping a kiss on the end of my nose before kneeling back down in front of me. He removes my ballet pumps, feeds my feet into the trousers, and pulls the leathers up my body, fastening them swiftly. Next, he collects a fitted, leather jacket and takes my bag before putting the jacket on me, followed by a pair of boots.
 
         “Take the pins out of your hair,” he orders, putting my pumps and my new taboo dress in my oversized work bag. I’m surprised he didn’t throw it to the ground and trample all over it.
 
         I reach up and start removing my grips. “Where are your leathers?”
 
         “I don’t need them.”
 
         “Why, are you indestructible?”
 
         He holds the helmet above my head. “No, lady, self-destructible.”
 
         “What does that mean?”
 
         “Nothing.” He dismisses my question and pushes the helmet onto my head, effectively shutting me up, and starts adjusting the chin strap, leaving me feeling like my head’s been squeezed into a condom. I flex my neck from side to side, and he flips the visor up.
 
         “You should wear protective clothing,” I admonish him. “You’re making me.”
 
         “I’m not prepared to take any risks with you. Anyway…” he smacks my arse, “you look fucking hot.” He lengthens the strap on my bag, putting it across my body and around my back. “When I’m on, put your left foot on the peg and swing your right leg over, okay?”
 
         I nod and watch admiringly as he puts his own helmet on, swings his long leg over the bike, starts it up, and stands it between his powerful thighs. He looks at me and nods his instruction for me to climb on, so I reluctantly step forward, place my hand on his shoulder, and vault my right leg over, soon finding myself straddling his waist.
 
         “I feel too high.”  
 
         He turns his head. “You’re fine. Hold on around my waist but not too tight. When I lean, gently lean with me and don’t put your feet down when I stop. Keep them on the pegs. Clear?”
 
         I nod.
 
         “Put your visor down,” he orders, flipping his own into position.
 
         I do as I’m bid and lean forward, hugging my arms around his chest and squeezing my knees on either side of his hips.
 
         The vibrations of the engine travel through me as Jesse revs the bike, backing onto the road with his feet. Then slowly and smoothly, he pulls into the traffic. My heart is hammering in my chest, my thighs gripping his hips tightly, but he’s obviously taking it easy with me on board, and I love him all the more for it. He brakes lightly, takes corners smoothly, and I find myself naturally mimicking the bike’s movements. As we break the city limits, I have no idea where we’re going, but I don’t care. My arms and legs are wrapped around my solid hunk of male, and with the rush of air speeding past me, I feel completely exhilarated. Until I recognize the road leading to The Manor. My joy instantly dampens. After the day I’ve had, it would be just perfect for it to end on a helping of old pouty lips. I give myself a mental pep talk, telling myself to rise above her obvious jealousy and bitterness. What I would like to know most, though, is why she’s behaving like this.
 
         The iron gates at the entrance of the grounds open as Jesse pulls off the main road, and he proceeds down the gravel driveway to The Manor, braking gently until we come to a stop.
 
         He flips his visor up. “Off you get.”
 
         I swing my leg over, rather elegantly, and land on the gravel to the side of the bike. Jesse kicks the stand down and shuts the bike off before dismounting with complete ease. He removes his helmet, his blond hair all rough and disheveled from the friction, and he runs his hands through it as he places his helmet on the seat before taking mine off.
 
         Hesitancy is marring his perfect features when my face is revealed. He’s worried I didn’t like it. I grin, launching myself at him, wrapping my legs around his waist and my arms around his neck.
 
         He laughs. “There’s that grin. Did you enjoy that?” He holds me with one arm, placing my helmet next to his, then clasps me with both hands.
 
         I lean back to get his face in my line of vision. “I want one.”
 
         “Forget it! Not a fucking chance in Hell. Never, no way.” He shakes his head, his expression pure dread. “Only ever with me.”
 
         “I loved it.” I tighten my grip around his neck, pulling myself back into him and lowering my lips to his. He moans approvingly as I coax his mouth open, landing him with a deep, moist, and passionate kiss. “Thank you.”
 
         He bites lightly on my bottom lip. “Hmmm. You’re more than welcome, baby.”
 
         I’ve completely lost sight of my doubts. When he’s like this, it kind of trumps his unreasonable, controlling ways. It’s crazy. “Why are we here?” I ask. I can’t help the pang of disappointment at ending my amazing bike ride at The Manor.
 
         “I’ve got a few things to sort out. You can have something to eat while we’re here.” He lowers me to the ground. “Then I’m taking you home, lady.” He brushes my hair from my face.
 
         “I’ve got nothing with me.” I’ll need to shoot home and pick some things up.
 
         “Sam’s here. He brought some of your stuff from Kate’s.” He grabs my hand, pulling me toward The Manor. Sam brought my stuff? That was very forward thinking of him. Oh, please tell me that Kate packed it! The thought of Sam’s cheeky grin as he ploughs through my underwear drawer has me blushing on the spot.
 
         Jesse leads me up the steps, and through the doors into the entrance hall. It sounds busy tonight, with laughter and chatter coming from the restaurant and bar, but we bypass both, heading straight for Jesse’s office. I’m relieved. Avoiding a certain acid-tongued pout is top of my list of things to achieve this evening.
 
         As we pass through the summer room, a few groups of people are gathered, relaxing on the plush sofas, drinks in hand. All conversation halts as soon as they spot us. The men raise their drinks and the women smooth their hair, straighten their backs, and plaster ridiculous smiles on their faces, but the smiles soon disappear when their stares land on me, fully clad in leather, being pulled behind Jesse.
 
         “Good evening.” Jesse nods as we pass swiftly.
 
         A chorus of greetings flood my ears, all of the men acknowledging me with a smile or a nod, all of the women throwing suspicious glares. I’m placing my bets that the luxurious accommodations and surroundings aren’t the only reasons women like The Manor.
 
         “Jesse.” I hear Big John’s low rumble up ahead, and I drag my eyes from the crowd of angry women to find him coming out of Jesse’s office. He nods at me and I nod back.
 
         “Any problems?” Jesse asks, leading me into his office.
 
         John follows and shuts the door behind him. “Small issue in the communal room, now resolved.” His deep voice is monotone. “Someone got a bit excited.”
 
         I frown, looking at Jesse. What’s a communal room? I see Jesse mildly shake his head at John before flicking cautious eyes to me.
 
         “’S’all good. I’ll be in the surveillance suite.” He turns and leaves.
 
         “What’s a communal room?” I can’t keep the interest from my tone. I’ve never heard of such a thing.
 
         He yanks me toward him by the collar of my leather jacket and removes my bag, taking my mouth possessively, completely distracting me from my question. “I like you in leather,” he muses as he unzips the jacket, pushing it down my arms slowly and chucking it on the sofa. “But I love you in lace.” He undoes the zipper of the leather trousers as he circles my nose with his. “Always in lace.”
         
 
         I watch his hands work the fastener, my pulse quickening. “I thought you have work to do,” I whisper.
 
         He picks me up, walks me over to his big desk, and places me on the edge. Both boots are removed and tossed on the sofa before he bends down, braces his hands on the edge, and leans forward so our faces are close.
 
         His green pools of lust are penetrating me. “It can wait.” He snakes his arm around my waist and lowers me to the desk surface. “You drive me crazy, lady,” he says, reaching down and unbuttoning my white shirt as he stands between my open thighs.
 
         “You drive me crazy,” I breathe, arching my back when his hot touch skims my breastbone.
         
 
         He smiles darkly at me. “So we’re made for each other.” He yanks the cups of my bra down, running his thumbs over my nipples, sparking endless shots of pleasure throughout me.
 
         Our eyes connect and lock. “Probably,” I agree. I really want to be made for him.
 
         “There’s no ‘probably’ about it.” He hooks his forearm under my waist and pulls me up from the desk, resting his mouth on my throat. Then circling his tongue, he works his way up my jawbone as I lace my fingers through his soft hair and exhale a contented lungful of air. Perfect. We’re making friends.
 
         The office door flies open, and Jesse yanks me into his chest protectively, and probably to conceal me, too.
 
         “Oh, sorry.”
 
         “For fuck’s sake, Sarah! Knock!” he yells. I’m secretly delighted at the tone he’s taken with her. I might be half-naked and sprawled across his desk, but Jesse is concealing me just fine. He doesn’t let me go as he shifts slightly so he can land Sarah with a filthy look. I catch a glimpse of her in the doorway, wearing a red dress to match her lips, her sour face as plain as the obvious boob job.
 
         “Finally got her in leather, then?” she says on a sly smile, turning on her heels and leaving. The door shuts with a loud bang, and Jesse rolls his eyes in frustration. I don’t think I’ve ever disliked someone so much.
 
         “What did she mean?” I ask, feeling like I’m the butt of a private joke.
 
         “Nothing. Ignore her. She’s trying to be funny,” he grumbles. His mood has changed dramatically.
 
         Well, I don’t find her remotely funny, but his short, abrupt answer makes me think twice about pushing it. Damn, I want him to finish what he started.
 
         I’m lifted from the desk and placed on my feet and after he pulls the cups of my bra back over my breasts, he starts to button up my shirt and peel the leathers down my legs. I’m going to look like a crumpled mess. He fetches my bag from the floor, putting my ballet flats at my feet for me to step into while I start tucking my shirt in, trying to make myself more presentable. I watch as Jesse takes a seat in his huge, brown leather swivel chair. He’s gone quiet. Resting his elbows on the arms and letting his fingertips meet in front of his lips, he watches me thoughtfully as I finish sorting myself out.
 
         “What?” I ask. He looks deep in thought.
 
         “Nothing. Are you hungry?”
 
         I shrug. “-ish.”
 
         A smile tickles the corner of his mouth. “-ish,” he counters. “The steak’s good. Do you want that?” I nod. Yes, I could eat a little steak. He picks up his office phone and dials a few numbers. “Ava would like the steak.” He puts the phone to his shoulder. “How do you like your steak?”
 
         “Medium, please.”
 
         He returns to the phone. “Medium, with new potatoes and a salad.” He looks at me with raised eyebrows. I nod again. “In my office…and bring some wine…Zinfandel. That’s all…yes…thank you.” He hangs up and dials again. “John…yes…I’m ready when you are.” He hangs up before picking up again. “Sarah…fine, don’t worry. Bring me the latest attendance figures.” He puts the phone down again. “Sit,” he orders, pointing at the sofa in the window.
 
         Okay, I’m getting an uncomfortable feeling, my small appetite fading fast. Damn it, I hate coming here. “I can go if you’re busy.”
 
         He frowns, throwing me a questioning look. “No, sit.”
 
         I take myself over to the sofa to settle myself in the soft, brown leather. I feel like a spare part, uncomfortable and awkward and with little else to do, I grab my diary from my bag and start making some notes on the extension of The Manor. I glance up every so often and catch him gazing across his office at me, and each time he lobs me a reassuring smile but it does little to ease my discomfort.
 
         After twenty minutes or so, there’s a knock on the door and Jesse calls an okay for whoever it is to enter. Pete walks in with a tray and follows Jesse’s pointed pen over to me.
 
         “Thank you, Pete.” I smile as Pete places the tray down in front of me and hands me some cutlery wrapped in a white, material napkin.
 
         “My pleasure. May I open your wine?”
 
         “No,” I shake my head. “I’ve got it.”
 
         He nods before leaving the room quietly.
 
         I remove the lid from the plate and a delicious smell invades my nostrils, dragging my appetite back. Unwrapping my knife and fork, I stab at the separate bowl of salad, the most colorful I’ve ever seen—peppers, red onion, and a dozen varieties of lettuce leaf, all drenched in infused oil. I could eat this alone. It’s wonderful.
 
         Crossing my legs, I place the tray on my lap and slice into the steak, humming a satisfied moan around my fork. The Manor does food very well.
 
         “Good?”
 
         I feel Jesse’s chin resting on my shoulder. “Very,” I mumble around my steak. “You want to try?”
 
         He nods, opening his mouth. I slice a piece of steak and hold it over my shoulder for him to take. “Hmmm, very good,” he says around his chew.
 
         “More?” I ask. His eyes widen in appreciation, so I cut him another piece, passing it over my shoulder again. He watches me as he wraps his full lips around my fork and slowly pulls the steak off. I can’t help the big smile that breaks out across my face. His eyes sparkle with pleasure and he struggles to prevent his own smile as he chews and clamps his hands on my shoulders, burying his face in my neck from behind.
 
         He nips playfully at my neck. “You taste better.”
 
         My smile broadens as he makes a meal of chewing at my throat, growling and nuzzling to his heart’s content. I laugh, raising my shoulder when he latches onto my ear, his hot breath causing shudders to course through me. He entices so many extreme reactions from me—extreme frustration, extreme desire, and extreme happiness are just a few.
 
         “You eat,” he says as he kisses my temple tenderly. He starts circling his thumbs into the top of my back. “You’re tense. Why are you tense?”
 
         I roll my neck in gratitude. I’m tense because I’m here—it’s the only reason. How can one woman make me feel so uncomfortable? There’s a knock on Jesse’s office door.
 
         “Yes?” He carries on working my shoulders as Sarah walks in.
 
         Speak of the Devil. The atmosphere instantly cools as she clocks Jesse massaging my shoulders, her facial expression altering significantly. I notice it, but Jesse seems oblivious to the chilly undertones of her presence. I tense further, suddenly wanting Jesse’s hands off me.
 
         “Your figures,” she grumbles, waving the folder and walking casually over to Jesse’s desk to place them in front of his chair. She turns to face us, throwing daggers at me.
 
         “Thanks, Sarah.” He leans down and brushes his lips over my cheek, inhaling deeply before releasing me. “I have to work now, baby. Eat your dinner.” I see Sarah scowl briefly before reinstating the fake smile on her pouty face when Jesse turns toward her. He reaches into his jeans pocket. “Have one hundred thousand transferred into this account ASAP,” he instructs, handing her an envelope.
 
         “One hundred?” Sarah blurts, glancing down.
 
         “Yes. Now, please.” He leaves her staring at the paper, taking his seat behind his desk, completely ignorant to her gaping mouth. She flicks me a murderous look. It’s then I realize that it’s the envelope Sally gave him.
 
         One hundred thousand? That’s way too much! What’s he thinking? Should I say something? I look at Sarah, finding her scrutinizing me, pursing her red lips. I don’t blame her. Christ, she already thinks I’m after his money.
 
         “That’s all, Sarah.” Jesse dismisses her and she turns to leave, but not before throwing a scowl in my direction.
 
         She saunters over to the door, meeting John at the threshold. The big guy nods at her before moving to the side to let her pass, shutting the door behind her. He then flicks me a nod, and I smile before resuming picking at my salad and steak. My appetite has run for the hills. One hundred thousand? I place the tray back on the coffee table to pour some wine, but I notice Pete’s only brought one glass, so I take myself over to the sideboard, collect a tumbler for myself and return to the sofa to pour the wine. When I place the glass on Jesse’s desk, John stops talking and they both look at the glass, then at me.
 
         Jesse picks it up, handing it back to me. “I’m fine. Thank you, baby.” He smiles. “I’m driving.”
 
         “Oh,” I take the glass back. “Sorry.”
 
         “Don’t be; you have it. I got the wine for you.”
 
         I take my place on the sofa, picking up a magazine called SuperBike. It’s the only one so it will have to do.
         
 
         I have no idea how much time passes. I’m completely lost in details of four-stroke engines, horsepower ratings, and the approaching Milan Motorcycle show when I feel warm hands wrap around my neck from behind. I drop my head back to look at his upside down features.
 
         “I’ve started something, haven’t I?” He bends and drops his lips onto my forehead.
 
         “Why haven’t you upgraded to the 1198?”
 
         He smiles. “I have, but I prefer the 1098.”
 
         “Oh; how many do you have?”
 
         “Twelve.”
 
         “Twelve?” I gasp. “Are they all superbikes?”
 
         He laughs lightly. “Yes, Ava, they’re all superbikes. Come on, I’m taking you home.”
 
         I place the magazine back on the table and begin to unravel my folded body. “You know, you should be wearing leathers,” I push casually.
 
         “I know I should.” He takes my hand, leading me to the door.
 
         “So why don’t you?”
 
         “I’ve ridden bikes since I…” he halts mid-sentence and glances down at me, “for many years.”
 
         “You’re going to have to reveal an age at some point.”
 
         I smile brightly, earning myself a return beam from Jesse. “Maybe,” he says quietly.
 
         We walk through The Manor, finding Sam and Drew at the bar. Sam’s obviously not seeing Kate tonight. He looks his usual self, as does Drew, with his black suit and perfectly placed black hair.
 
         “My man!” Sam cheers. “Ava, I love your Little Miss knickers.” He hands me a familiar gym bag.
 
         I die a thousand deaths on the spot, feeling my face flame as I glance up at Jesse and see anger pouring from his entire being.
 
         “Don’t push your fucking luck, Sam,” he warns, his tone super serious. Sam’s grin fades as he puts his hands up in submission, and Drew exhales, shaking his head as he places his beer on the bar.
 
         “There’s a line, Sam,” he says in agreement to Jesse’s reaction toward Sam’s inappropriate comment.
 
         “Hey, I’m sorry,” Sam grumbles, looking at me with a hint of a grin breaking free.
 
         I glance around the busy bar, seeing plenty of people milling about, all chatting, many putting their hands up to acknowledge Jesse, but none of them approach him. I feel the same animosity from the women in here as I did in the summer room. Is Jesse aware of all these admirers? I feel like I’ve poached him, and now I’m certain that their business is based solely on The Lord of the Manor and his devastating looks.
 
         “I’m taking Ava home.” Jesse takes the gym bag from me. “Are you running tomorrow?” he asks Sam.
 
         “Nah, I might be tied up.” He grins at me.
 
         I feel my color deepen. I’ll never get used to his forwardness and lurid comments. “Where’s Kate?” I ask. I should call her.
 
         “She had a few deliveries to do. She got all excited about taking Margo Junior out on her maiden voyage. I’ve been dumped for a pink van.” He takes a swig of his beer. “I’m heading over when I’m done here.”
 
         “Done what?” Drew asks on a raised brow.
 
         “Fuck you,” Sam spits.
 
         I frown, and Jesse starts pulling me out of the bar. “’Bye, lads. Tell Kate, Ava’s with me,” he calls over his shoulder. I wave my free hand to them as I’m hauled from the bar, and they both raise their bottles in good-bye, both grinning.
 
         I’m escorted out of The Manor to Jesse’s Aston Martin, really rather quickly. He opens the passenger door for me to get in.
 
         “I want to go on the bike,” I complain. I’m addicted.
 
         “Right now I want you in lace, not leather. Get in the car.” His eyes have turned wickedly dark and promising. When did that happen?
 
         I get in the car, clenching my thighs together, and wait for him to slide in next to me. He quickly flies off down the driveway toward the gates, clearly on a mission. I glance over at the gorgeous profile of the man next to me, all relaxed as he drives, his eyes flicking to me before returning them to the road. I can tell he’s trying his hardest not to smile.
 
         “One hundred thousand pounds is a massive overpayment,” I say coolly.
 
         “Is it?”
 
         “You know it is.” I look at him challengingly as he fights the smile threatening to break out across his lovely face.
 
         “You’re underselling yourself.”
 
         “I must be the most expensive hooker ever,” I flip, watching his lips press into a straight line.
 
         “Ava, if you refer to yourself in that way again…”  
 
         “I was joking.”
 
         “Do you see me laughing?”
 
         “I have other clients to deal with,” I inform him bravely. He can’t expect me to devote all of my working time to his extension, or to him. I highly doubt he’ll let me get on with it undisturbed, and Patrick will get massively suspicious if I’m never in the office.
 
         “I know, but I’m a special client.” He reaches over, squeezing my knee, and I look up to a dark grin.
 
         “You’re special all right!” I laugh, earning myself a dig in the soft void above my hipbone.
 
         He cranks the volume up, and Elbow settles me back in my seat as I watch the world go by. I’m really in love with him right now, as opposed to just in love with him. Despite the lapse in the middle, it’s turned out to be a beautiful day.
         
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-four

         
 
         The gates to Lusso slowly shift open and Jesse pulls in, parking the car swiftly and accurately. He wastes no time collecting me from my side of the car and dragging me through the foyer toward the elevator.
         
 
         “Evening, Clive,” I call as I’m hauled past and stuffed into the penthouse lift. “Are you in a rush?”
 
         “Yes,” he answers decisively, punching in his code. The doors of the elevator close and I’m swiftly thrust up against the mirrored wall. “You owe me an apology fuck,” he growls, attacking my mouth.
 
         “What’s an apology fuck?” I pant as he thrusts his knee between my thighs, moving his mouth to my ear. I could make a list as long as my arm of all the apologies he owes me. I can’t think of anything that I should be apologizing for.
 
         “It involves your mouth.”
 
         I shake off a tremble as he pushes himself away from me, leaving me a raging bag of hormones, panting and holding myself up by leaning against the wall.
 
         He steps back until his back meets the opposite wall of the elevator, his hooded eyes watching me closely as he removes his t-shirt and begins working the button fly of his jeans. My lips part to allow air into my lungs as I wait for instruction. I’m a quivering mess. He’s perfection incarnate, every sharp muscle flexing and rippling with his movement.
 
         His jeans gape open, revealing his mass of hair, his erection falling out into his waiting palm. He isn’t wearing boxers. No obstruction. I flick my eyes up to his, but he’s looking down, observing himself.
 
         Following his eyes with my own, I watch as he draws long, slow strokes over his arousal, his breath hitching slightly on each draw. Seeing him work himself has pins and needles stabbing at my groin and my body temperature swiftly rising. Good God, he is way past perfect. My gaze travels back up his body, finding the most erotic sight I’ve ever seen. His stomach muscles are tense, his eyes hooded and lust-filled, and that full bottom lip is parted and moist.
 
         He’s staring at me, carefully watching me from across the elevator. “Come here.” His voice is hoarse, his eyes dark. I walk slowly toward him. “On your knees.”
 
         I steady my breathing and slowly lower myself to the floor, sliding my hands down the front of his tight thighs, maintaining our eye connection as I do. He looks down at me, his arousal still being worked slowly in his hand. I’m absolutely transfixed by this beautiful man looming over me, working himself.
 
         He uses his free hand to caress the side of my face as he pants short, strained breaths through his parted lips, and then he taps my cheek with his middle finger. “Open.” I part my lips, running my hands around the backs of his legs to grip the tops of his thighs as he strokes the side of my face in approval and positions himself at my lips. “You’ll take it all the way, and I’m going to come in your mouth.” He runs his moist head over my bottom lip, and my tongue darts out to lap up the bead of creamy cum escaping. “You’ll swallow.”
 
         My stomach twists, my breath catching in my throat as he rears back and slowly plunges into my mouth. I watch as he squeezes his eyes shut, clenching his jaw so hard, I think he could burst a vein in his temple. In my pent-up state, I tighten my grip on the backs of his thighs and pull him forward.
 
         “Fuuuuuck,” he sighs, his fist still wrapped around the base, preventing me from taking him all the way. He moves his other hand to the back of my head as he stills, drawing urgent breaths. I can feel the pressure he’s applying to his thick length, no doubt to prevent himself from climaxing immediately.
 
         After a few moments, he’s regained his composure, and he slowly peels his hand away from his base, placing it on the back of my head to join the other. I watch him puff out a few hard breaths. He’s psyching himself up. I better make this good then.
 
         I draw my mouth back and wickedly skate my hand around to the front of his thigh and between his legs to glide under his heavy sacks, delighting when his grasp on my head tightens as he moans a prayer to the ceiling, his hips shaking. He’s fighting to keep control.
 
         It emboldens me, so, very lightly, I trace the tip of my finger back and forth over the seam of his sack and watch as the cords in his neck tighten to snapping point. I’m enjoying this. He’s defenseless, vulnerable, and I’m in total control. Despite his earlier demands to “kneel” and “open” he’s at my complete mercy. It makes a nice change, and I want to please him.
 
         I’m dimly aware of the elevator doors opening, but I ignore it, completely engrossed in what I’m doing to him. Moving my hand to his base, I hold him firm as I run my tongue over his tip and plant a soft kiss on the end. I look up and see him lower his head, searching for my eyes. When he finds them, he begins working slow circles with his hands in my hair as I lap at his entire length, paying special attention to the underside and taking immense pleasure when he jerks a few times, pushing rapid bursts of air through his teeth.
 
         Refusing to close his eyes and determined to see me work him, he watches as I trail the entire length of him, pushing the tip of my tongue into the slit when I reach his broad head. He gives me that roguish grin, but I wipe it from his face and knock the air clean out of his lungs when I return my hand to the back of his thigh and yank him forward into my mouth.
 
         “Oh Jesus, Ava!” he barks.
 
         I can feel him brushing the back of my throat, and it takes every effort not to retch at the invasion. He feels so thick in my mouth. I start to retreat, but he knocks the wind out of me by thrusting back in, robbing me of breath. His fingers curl in my hair as he slowly withdraws and drives forward again, letting out a long moan of pure pleasure. Any illusion that I was under of me being in control is long forgotten. He knows what he wants and how he wants it. Yet again, he has the power.
         
 
         “You have a fucking incredible mouth, Ava.” He surges forward again, holding me in place with his strong hands, but calmly caressing and stroking my hair at the same time. “I’ve wanted to fuck it since I laid eyes on you.”
 
         I’m not sure if I should be offended or delighted by that statement, so instead of pondering it, I un-sheath my teeth and drag them over his taut skin as he withdraws.
 
         “Christ, Ava. Take it deep,” he shouts, powering forward again. “Relax your jaw.”
 
         I close my eyes and absorb his assault on my mouth. If it wasn’t so damned erotic, it would be pretty brutal. He’s aggressive with his power but tender with his hands. He’s in complete control.
 
         After a few more incredible strikes, I feel him swell and pulsate in my mouth. He’s tipping the edge. One of his hands moves from my head to the base on his length, and he withdraws slightly, taking a firm grip, working back and forth urgently. I circle, lap, and suck his swelling head as he sucks in a sharp, short breath.
 
         “In your mouth, Ava,”’ he yells, and I take his cue, wrapping my lips around his jerking erection and placing my hand over his as he spills hot, creamy cum into my mouth. I take it—all of it. I swallow around him, glancing up to see his head thrown back as he yells into thin air, a throaty cry of satisfaction, his hips slowing their thrusts to a more level, lazy pace as he rides out his climax and I lick and suck the tension away. My debt is settled.
 
         His chest is heaving as he looks down at me with a foggy, green gaze, and he bends to drag me up his body, smothering my lips with his in a complete appreciation kiss. “You’re amazing. I’m keeping you forever,” he informs me, showering my face with kisses.
 
         “That’s nice to know,” I flip sarcastically.
 
         “Don’t try and pull a hurt with me, lady.” He rests his forehead against mine. “You left me high and dry this morning,” he says quietly.
 
         Oh, I’m apologizing for leaving him hanging. That makes perfect sense, but how will he repay me for all of his transgressions?
 
         I lift my arms and rest my palms on his chest, smoothing over his toned pecs. “I apologize,” I murmur, leaning in to rest my lips over his nipple.
 
         “You have lace on.” He wraps his arms tightly around me. “I love you in lace.” I’m lifted, my legs automatically curling around his narrow waist before he scoops up my bags and his t-shirt and carries me out of the lift.
 
         “Why lace?”
 
         “I don’t know, but always wear lace. Keys, back pocket.”
 
         I reach under his arm, feeling in his pocket to drag his keys out before he turns slightly to give me access to the door. It’s soon kicked open and closed again before he throws my bags down and carries me all the way upstairs. I could get so used to this. He hoofs me about like I’m little more than a t-shirt on his back. I feel weightless and completely safe.
 
         I’m placed on my feet. “I’m taking you to bed now,” he whispers softly.
 
         My ears are suddenly invaded by the low sounds of Massive Attack’s “Angel.” My body goes rigid. This is music to make love to. I start burning up as he slowly starts undressing me, his soft, green eyes remaining locked with mine.
 
         The diversity of this man staggers me completely. This man is a brutal, demanding sex Lord in one breath, and a tender, gentle lover in the next. I love all elements of him, every single one. Well, almost every single one.
 
         “Why do you try to control me?” It’s the only element of him that I’m struggling to deal with. He’s beyond unreasonable.
 
         He pushes my shirt from my shoulders and down my arms. “I don’t know,” he says on a frown, his perplexed expression having me believe that he really doesn’t, which is of no help to me in trying to understand why he’s like this with me. He’s known me for a few weeks. It’s crazy behavior. “It just feels like the right thing to do.” He offers the explanation like it should explain everything. It doesn’t in the slightest.
 
         He unfastens the zipper of my trousers and slides them down my thighs, lifting me out of them and leaving me standing before him in my underwear. Stepping back, he takes a good look at me as he removes his shoes and jeans, kicking them off to the side.
 
         He’s hard again. I run my appreciative eyes over his loveliness, finishing back at his twinkling green pools. He’s like a science project of perfection—God’s masterpiece. My masterpiece. I want him to be just mine.
 
         He reaches across to me and pulls the cups of my bra down, one at a time, brushing the back of his hand over each of my nipples, hardening them further. My breath skips, and he flicks his gaze to mine.
 
         “You make me crazy,” he says, completely expressionless. I want to scream at him for being so thick-skinned. He keeps saying this.
 
         “No, you make me crazy.” My voice is a breathy whisper. I mentally plead for him to acknowledge that he’s an unreasonable control freak. He can’t believe this is normal behavior.
         
 
         His lips curve, his eyes twinkle. “Crazy,” he mouths.
 
         I’m lifted against his chest and laid on the bed, his body spreading down the length of mine. Once he’s swathed me, his mouth lowers and his lips take me worshipfully, softly working their way over me, his tongue sweeping through my mouth slowly.
 
         Oh God. I love you. I could weep at this moment. Should I tell him how I feel? Why can’t I just spit the words out? After today and his performances, you would think I would be running as fast and as far as I can. I can’t, I just can’t do it.
         
 
         I feel my knickers being drawn down my legs, and my thoughts well and truly scatter when he shifts his body up to sit on his heels, pulling me up to straddle his waiting lap. He reaches under us to position himself at my opening.
 
         “Lean back on your hands,” he orders softly, his voice like gravel, his eyes intense. I do as I’m bid, his spare arm wrapping under my waist to support me.
 
         He enters me slowly on a rush of air, his lips parted and moist. I moan in pure, delighted pleasure as he fills me completely, my arms shifting a little as I lock my legs around his waist. He feels so good inside me. I could die now a very happy woman. His other hand joins the one wrapped around my waist, his big hands nearly encompassing me, as he starts directing my hips around in slow, grinding circles, lifting me up slowly before pulling me back down and swiveling again. He’s working us in perfect time to the music. Christ, he’s good. I sigh, long and breathy, at the exquisite sensations he’s creating as he lifts, pulls me back down, and circles, his own hips following the movements that he has complete control over.
 
         “Where have you been all my life, Ava?” he moans on a long, grinding circle.
 
         I gasp as I’m lifted and lowered again, the shimmer of a slow-building, highly satisfying climax beginning to gather force. I’m hypnotized by him—completely rapt as I watch his face burning with passion, his chest muscles undulating as he guides my body on his. This is slow, meticulous lovemaking, and it’s doing me no favors with regards to my feelings for him—none whatsoever. I’m as addicted to gentle Jesse as I am to dominant Jesse.
 
         His tongue sweeps across his moist bottom lip and his eyes flicker, his frown line working its way across his brow. “Promise me something.” His voice is soft as he swivels his hips on another mind-numbing grind.
 
         I moan. He’s taking advantage of my mesmerized state by asking me to make promises now. But then again, that was more of a demand than a question.
 
         I study him, waiting for his request. “You’ll stay with me.”
 
         What? Tonight? Forever? Elaborate, damn it! That definitely wasn’t a question, it was an order. I nod my head as I’m pulled back down and he mumbles incoherent words.
 
         “I need to hear the words, Ava,” he says, circling his hips, penetrating me to the deepest part of my body.
 
         “Oh God, I will.” I exhale around the scorching infiltration, my voice quivering from pleasure and emotion as the forceful throb at my core takes over and I tremble in his hands.
 
         “You’re going to come,” he pants.
 
         “Yes!”
 
         “Jesus, I love looking at you when you’re like this. Hold it, baby. Not yet.”
 
         My arms start to buckle under me, prompting him to shift his grip to the middle of my back and pull me up so we’re front on front. I cry out as our chests collide and my new position has him penetrating me further. My hands fly up to grasp his back.
 
         He searches my eyes. “You’re painfully beautiful and all mine. Kiss me.”
 
         I obey, moving my palms to cup his handsome face and lowering my lips to his, soaking up his moans as I plunge my tongue into his mouth.
 
         “Jesse,” I plead. I’m going.
 
         “Control it, baby.”
 
         “I can’t.” I pant into his mouth. I’m helpless to his invasion of my mind and body as I tense my thighs around him and shatter all over him. I cry out and trap his bottom lip between my teeth, biting down.
 
         He shouts, rises to his knees, rears back, and slams into me on his own release, clenching me to his chest and spilling himself inside of me, thrusting up one last, powerful time. I cry out.
 
         “Jesus, Ava! What am I going to do with you?”
 
         His face plummets into my neck as he pumps his hips slowly, back and forth, milking every ounce of pleasure from me. I’m dizzy, my head spinning wildly as his heavy, hot breath spreads across my neck and travels down my chest. Every internal muscle I possess grips him as he pulsates inside me. He’s shaking—proper trembling shakes.
 
         I wrap my arms around him and squeeze him to me. “You’re shaking.” I mumble the words into his shoulder.
 
         “You make me so happy.”
 
         “I thought I made you crazy.”
 
         He pulls back and looks me in the eyes, his forehead shimmering with sweat. “You make me crazy happy.” He kisses my nose and sweeps my hair away from my face. “You also make me crazy mad.” He gives me an accusing look. I don’t know why. It’s his own unreasonable, neurotic behavior that makes him crazy mad, not me.
 
         “I prefer you when you’re crazy happy; you’re scary when you’re crazy mad.”
 
         His lips twitch. “Then stop doing things to make me crazy mad.”
 
         I gape at him, but he presses his lips to mine before I can challenge him on that accusation. The man is crazy deluded, on top of everything else.
 
         He rests back down on his heels. “I would never hurt you intentionally, Ava.” The uncertainty is clear in his voice as he brushes a stray hair away from my face.
 
         I’m absolutely certain of it, but only in the physical sense. It’s the emotional sense that scares me to death. And the fact that he added “intentionally” should be cause for concern.
 
         I look into the hazy green pools of this beautiful man. “I know.” I sigh, but I really don’t. And it scares me to death.
 
         He swivels around onto his back, taking me with him so I’m sprawled across his chest, and I shift slightly so I can trace a figure eight on his stomach, lingering longer over his scar than anywhere else.
 
         It fascinates me in a morbid kind of way, and it’s another mystery behind this man. It’s definitely not a war wound from an operation, and it’s not a puncture wound or a slice. It looks far more sinister than that. The thick, jagged wave looks like someone has literally plunged a knife into his lower stomach and dragged it all the way around to his side. I shudder. I wouldn’t have thought anyone could survive a wound like it. He must have lost a heap of blood. “Were you in the army?” I ask quietly. This could explain it, and I’ve not asked directly.
 
         He pauses from stroking my hair briefly but continues shortly after. “No,” he answers. He doesn’t ask me why I would think that. He knows what I’m getting at. “Leave it, Ava,” he says in that tone—the one that makes me shrink on the spot. 

         “Why did you disappear on me?” I ask a little apprehensively. I need to know.
 
         “I told you. I was a mess, and you asked for space.”
 
         “Why?” I press. I feel him tense beneath me.
 
         “You spark feelings in me,” he answers softly.
 
         “What sort of feelings?”
 
         “All sorts, Ava.” Now he sounds irritated.
 
         “Is that a bad thing?”
 
         “It is when you don’t know how to deal with them.” He lets out a long, tired breath of air, making me stop with my strokes. He doesn’t know how to deal with the feelings he’s having, so he tries to control me? How will that help?
 
         “You think I belong to you.” I start circling my finger again, hoping he’ll confirm it.
 
         “No. I know you do.”
 
         I’m deliriously happy. “When did you establish that?”
 
         “When I spent four days trying to get you out of my head.”
 
         “It didn’t work?”
 
         “No. I was even crazier. Go to sleep,” he orders.
 
         “What were you doing to try and get me out of your head?”
 
         “It doesn’t matter. It didn’t work, end of. Go to sleep.”
 
         I pout to myself, thinking I’ve probably extracted as much information as I’m going to get. Crazier? I don’t think I ever want to meet that man. All sorts of feelings? That, I think, I like the sound of.
 
         I continue with my swirling patterns over his chest, while he strokes my hair and drops a kiss to my head every now and then. The silence is comfortable and my eyes are getting heavy.
 
         Pulling myself further into him, I rest my leg over his thigh. “Tell me how old you are,” I garble into his chest.
 
         “No,” he replies flatly.
 
         I screw my face up in sleepy disgust. I didn’t even get a fake age. I doze off into a peaceful slumber, dreaming of all things crazy.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Twenty-five

         
 
         I wake up feeling exposed and cold, and I know immediately why. I sit up, blowing the hair from my face, to find Jesse on the chaise longue, bending down.
         
 
         “What are you doing?” My throat is hoarse, not yet broken in.
 
         He looks up and dazzles me with his smile, reserved only for women. How come he’s all bright-eyed and bushy-tailed? “I’m going for a run.” He bends back down and I notice he’s tying his trainers.
 
         When he’s finished, he stands up, the full six-foot-three-inches of lean loveliness, all the more lovely in loose black running shorts and a marl grey vest. I lick my lips and smile admiringly. He has stubble. I could eat him.
 
         “I’m quite enjoying the view too,” he says cheerfully, staring at my chest with an arched brow and a half smile on his handsome face. I follow his gaze and find the cups of my bra are still sitting under my boobs. I leave them as they are, rolling my eyes.
 
         “What time is it?” I suddenly have a stomach-turning panic moment.
 
         “Five.”
 
         I gape at him before dramatically collapsing back onto the bed. Five? I have at least another hour of sleep. I pull the sheets over my head and close my eyes, but I only get roughly three seconds of shut-eye before the sheets are whipped off me and Jesse is in my face, a wickedly mischievous grin plastered all over his face. I wrap my arms around his neck, trying to pull him down to me, but he pulls against me, and I end up in a standing position before I realize what’s happened.
 
         “You’re coming,” he informs me, snapping the cups of my bra back over my boobs. “Come on.” He turns, heading for the bathroom.
 
         I scoff indignantly. “No, I’m bloody not.” He must be mad. I don’t mind a run, but not at five in the morning. “I run in the evenings,” I advise his back, falling back to the bed. I crawl to the top and snuggle back down into the pillows, locating the one that smells the most of fresh water and mint, but I’m rudely interrupted from my peace when he grabs my ankle and yanks me to the bottom of the bed.
 
         He leans over, whips the pillow away, and narrows his eyes on me. “Yes, you are. Mornings are better. Get ready.” He flips me over and smacks my backside.
 
         “I don’t have my running kit,” I say smugly, just as a sports bag lands on the bed next to me. “You bought these for me?” I ask incredulously as I sit up. That’s a bit presumptuous. Maybe I don’t like running.
 
         “I saw your trainers in your room. They’re wrecked. You’ll damage your knees if you keep running in them.” He stands with his arms folded, waiting for me to change.
 
         It’s the crack of dawn. I’m not even awake yet, and he wants me pounding the pavement and puffing myself out through the streets of London?
 
         Unreasonable! 
         
 
         He sighs, walking over to the sports bag, and starts pulling out all sorts of running paraphernalia. He hands me a sports bra on a smirk. Oh, he really has thought of everything. I snatch it from his hands and remove my lace bra, replacing it with a reinforced Shock Absorber. Next, he passes me a pair of black running shorts—the same as his but the ladies’ version—and a fitted, pink running top. I put it all on under his watchful eye.
 
         “Sit.” He points to the bed, and I sigh dramatically, plunking myself on the end. “I’m ignoring you,” he grumbles as he kneels in front of me, lifting one foot at a time to put breathable running socks on and a rather swanky pair of black, Nike running shoes. He can ignore me all he likes. I’m not happy, and I want him to know it.
 
         When he’s done, he pulls me up, stands back, and runs his gaze up and down my sporty clad body. He nods his approval. Yes, I certainly look the part, but I’ve always just thrown on my baggy sweatpants and an oversized t-shirt. I don’t want to look better than I actually am.
 
         “Come on, then, lady. Let’s start the day how we intend to finish it.” He takes my hand, leading the way downstairs.
 
         “I’m not running again today!” I splutter. This man really is mad.
 
         He laughs. “That’s not what I meant.”
 
         “Oh, what did you mean?”
 
         He flashes me a dark, dirty grin. “I mean by being out of breath and sweaty.”
 
         I gasp a little. I know which way I would prefer to get out of breath and sweaty, morning, noon, and night, and it doesn’t involve this getup. “You’re not seeing me tonight,” I remind him. His hand tightens around mine and he grunts a few times. “I need a hair tie,” I say, spotting my bags by the door.
 
         He releases me and goes into the kitchen, leaving me to retrieve a hair tie from my bag. I scoop my hair up into a high ponytail, and he’s soon back to collect me. We make our way down to the foyer, finding Clive with his head in his hands.
 
         “Morning, Clive.” Jesse nods formally as we pass, far too alert for this time of day.
 
         Clive grumbles to himself, waving an absentminded hand at us. I don’t think he’s getting the hang of all that equipment.
 
         Jesse stops us in the car park. “Stretch,” he instructs, releasing my hand and pulling his lower leg up to his backside to stretch his thigh. I watch as it bulges under his running shorts and cock my head, more than happy to stay right here and watch him do that. “Ava, stretch,” he orders.
 
         I throw him a disgruntled look. I’ve never stretched in my life—only in bed—and it’s never done me any harm.
 
         On an overexaggerated sigh, I turn my back to him and spectacularly, and oh so very slowly, spread my legs and bend down to touch my toes, thrusting my backside in his face.
 
         “Oh!” I feel his teeth sink into one of my cheeks, followed by the swift sting of his hand colliding with my bum. I turn back around and find an arched brow on a peeved face. The man is serious about his running, whereas I just do a few miles now and again to keep the wine and cake from creeping onto my hips. “Where are we running?” I ask, mirroring Jesse stretching his thighs.
 
         “The Royal Parks,” he answers.
 
         Oh, I can do that. It’s roughly six miles around the circumference and one of my regular runs. No sweat.
 
         “Ready?” he asks.
 
         I nod and make my way over to Jesse’s car, while he makes his way to the pedestrian gate. “Where are you going?” I shout over to him.
 
         “For a run,” he answers coolly.
 
         Realization dawns on my waking brain. He’s going to make me run all the way to the parks, around them, and back again? I can’t do that! Is he trying to kill me off? “Urh… How far is it to the parks?” I try to sound completely blasé, but I’m not sure I’m pulling it off.
 
         “Four miles.” His eyes are dancing with delight.
 
         That’s a fourteen-mile round trip! He can’t seriously run that far on a regular basis; it’s over half a bloody marathon. I choke slightly and disguise it with a cough, determined not to give him the satisfaction of knowing that I’m disturbed by this. I pull my top down and walk over to the cocky, smug, Adonis of a man who has my heart in a tangled mess.
 
         He punches the code in. “It’s eleven, twenty-seven, fifteen.” He glances at me with a small smile. “For future reference.” He holds the gates open.
 
         “I’ll never remember that,” I call over my shoulder as I pass him, starting my jog toward the Thames. I can do this, I can do this. I repeat the mantra—and the code—over and over in my head. I’ve not run for three weeks now, but I refuse to let him get the better of me.
 
         He’s caught up with me and running alongside me within a few yards. I look up to his lean loveliness, wondering if this man does anything badly. He runs like his upper body is disconnected from his lower body, his legs transporting his tall, lean frame with ease.
 
         I get into my stride and we run along the river in a comfortable silence, throwing each other glances every now and then. Jesse is right—running in the morning is really relaxing. The city isn’t quite in full swing, the traffic is mainly delivery vans, and there are no horns or sirens ringing in my ears. The air is surprisingly fresh and cool, too.
 
         Half an hour later, we hit St. James’s Park and follow the green lushness at a steady pace. I feel surprisingly good, considering I’ve run somewhere near four miles already. I glance up at Jesse, who’s putting his hand up to every fellow runner as they pass—all women—who smile brightly at Jesse and eye me suspiciously. I roll my eyes and glance up to gauge his reaction, but he looks completely unaffected by both the women and the running. That was probably just his warm up.
 
         “Okay?” he asks on a half-smile as he looks down at me.
 
         I’m not talking. That’s a sure way to puff me out, and I’m doing really well at the moment. I nod and return my focus to the path ahead of us, willing my muscles not to give up. I have a point to prove.
 
         We maintain our steady pace, making our way around St. James’s Park, eventually reaching The Green Park. When I glance up again, I still see a completely unaffected, virtually refreshed face and body running next to me. I’m feeling it now, and I don’t know whether it’s my fatigue, or the fact that crazy man here is increasing his pace, but I’m struggling to keep up. We’ve got to be knocking on nine miles now. I’ve never run nine miles in my life. If I had my iPod with me I would be hitting the button for my power track right about now.
 
         We hit Piccadilly and I start to feel my lungs burning, my breath getting harder to keep steady and constant. I think I may have hit the proverbial runner’s wall. I’ve never run far enough to hit it before, but I can now completely appreciate the meaning of the statement. I feel like I’m pushing against a ton of bricks wedged in sand.
 
         I must not give up.
 
         Oh, it’s no good. I’m bloody shattered. I detour off the road and into The Green Park, collapsing unceremoniously onto the grass in a sweaty, overheated heap. I lay spread-eagled, dragging valuable air into my overworked lungs. I don’t care that I’ve given up. That’s my personal best achievement. Man, he can run.
 
         I close my eyes and concentrate on taking in deep breaths. I feel sick. The cool morning air invading my sprawled body is most welcome, until it’s swallowed up by a hunk of leanness closing in on me from above. I open my eyes, finding a gaze so green it could rival the trees surrounding us.
 
         “Baby, did I wear you out?” He grins around his words.
 
         Jesus, he’s not even broken a sweat. I, on the other hand, can’t even talk. I heave underneath him like the running loser that I am, letting him smother my face with kisses. I must taste god-awful.
 
         “Hmmm, sweat and sex.” He licks my cheek and rolls us over so I’m sprawled across his stomach, and I proceed to pant and wheeze all over him as he runs his firm palms all over my sweaty back. My chest feels tight. Can you have a heart attack at twenty-six?
 
         When I’ve finally got my breathing under control, I push my hands into his chest and straddle his hips, sitting up on his body. “Please don’t make me run home,” I plead. I think I could possibly die. He places his hands under his head, all casual and amused by my labored breathing and sweaty face. His toned arms look edible as they flex. I could just about muster up the energy to lean down and take a bite.
 
         “You did better than I expected,” he says on a raised brow.
 
         “I prefer sleepy sex,” I grumble, falling forward onto his chest.
 
         His hands come around to secure me against him. “I prefer sleepy sex, too.” He traces circles across my back.
 
         Okay, today, I really, really love him. And it’s only six-thirty in the morning. But I should bear in mind that a lot can change and very quickly with Mr. Jesse Ward. Give it an hour and I might have disobeyed, and then, very suddenly, I’d be dealing with crazy mad Mr. Unreasonable Control Freak and being given the countdown or a sense fuck—I’ll take the sense fuck; I’ll leave the countdown.
         
 
         “Come on, lady. We can’t frolic in the grass all day; you have work to do.”
 
         Yes, I do. And we’re miles from Lusso. I heave myself up from his chest and stand. I’m slightly wobbly, but Jesse, of course, rises to his feet like a dolphin gliding across the calm ocean. He makes me sick.
 
         He wraps an arm around my shoulder and walks us onto Piccadilly, flagging a taxi down and bundling me in.
 
         “You brought money for a taxi?” He knew I wouldn’t make it?
 
         He doesn’t answer. He just shrugs and yanks me across the taxi into his arms.
 
         I feel a little guilty for cutting his run short, but I’m too beat to dwell on it for long.
 
         
              

         
 
         I’m dragged, quite literally, through the foyer of Lusso and into the elevator. I feel like I’ve been awake for a month, when in reality it’s not even been two hours. I’ve no idea how I’m going to make it through the day.
 
         When we reach the penthouse, I collapse on a barstool in the kitchen, resting my head on my arms. My breathing is only just returning to normal.
 
         “Here.”
 
         I look up and find a bottle of water being waved under my nose, and I take it gratefully, swigging the lovely ice liquid and wiping my mouth with the back of my hand.
 
         “I’ll run a bath.” He looks at me in sympathy, but I detect a little enjoyment mixed in there too. The smug bastard! I’m lifted from the stool and carried upstairs in my usual chimplike manner.
         
 
         “I don’t have time for a bath. I’ll have a shower,” I say as he places me on the bed. What I would do to crawl under the covers and emerge sometime next week.
 
         “You have plenty of time. We’ll grab some breakfast and go to The Manor mid-morning. Now, stretch.” He drops a kiss on my sweaty forehead and turns toward the bathroom.
 
         We’ll go to The Manor? Oh, bloody hell. He was completely serious when he permanently marked out my diary for the rest of the calendar year? The one hundred grand is to keep Patrick quiet while he gets his fix of me, morning, noon, and night. What about my other clients—Van Der Haus being the most important other client? He alone will boost Patrick’s turnover tenfold. Oh God, I feel a trample coming on.
         
 
         “Jesse, I need to go to the office.” I try for a calm and reasonable tone.
 
         “No, you don’t. Stretch,” is the straight flat answer, followed by a terse demand that I get thrown back at me from the bathroom.
 
         What am I going to do? I’m too exhausted to run away at the start of a countdown—not that I would get very far, even firing on all cylinders. And a sense fuck will probably finish off my already strained heart.
 
         “All of my equipment is at the office. My computer programs, reference books, everything.” My voice is small.
 
         He presents himself at the doorway of the bathroom, chewing his lip. “And you need all that stuff?”
 
         “Yes, to do my job.”
 
         “Okay, we’ll stop by your office.” He shrugs and returns to the bathroom.
 
         I throw myself back on the bed in exasperation. What in God’s name am I going to say to Patrick? I exhale a weary sigh. He’s led me into a false sense of security by bringing me home in a taxi and carrying my tired body up the stairs when my legs felt like they could give out. I’m just as deluded as he is. I’m never going to be in control.
 
         “Bath’s ready,” he whispers in my ear, snapping me from my unrest.
 
         “You were serious, weren’t you?” I ask as he lifts me up from the bed and carries me into the bathroom. The enormous bath dominating the room is only half full.
 
         “I was serious about what?” He places me on my feet and starts peeling off my wet running gear.
 
         “About not sharing me.”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “What about my other clients?”
 
         “I said I don’t want to share you.” He pulls my shorts down my legs and taps my ankle. I do as I’m bid, lifting my feet in turn.
 
         “I don’t need to be at The Manor to collate designs, Jesse.”
 
         He lifts me into the bath and starts undressing himself. “Yes, you do.”
 
         The water is a welcome relief for my screaming muscles. It’s a shame it won’t relax my screaming brain. “No, I don’t,” I affirm. I’m attempting to put my foot down again.
 
         I look up to a very disgruntled face as he climbs in behind me and pulls my back against his chest. He’s silent for a short while before he takes a deep breath. “If I let you go to the office, you have to do something for me.”
 
         If he lets me? This man is beyond self-assured and arrogant. But he’s negotiating, which is an improvement on demanding or forcing me. “Okay. What?”
 
         “You’ll come to The Manor’s anniversary party.”
 
         “What? Like a social event?”
 
         “Yes, exactly like a social event.”
 
         I’m glad he can’t see my face, because if he could, he would see a screwed up contortion of displeasure. So now I’m between a rock and a hard place. I get out of going to The Manor today, but I’m negotiating delaying the chore, not completely avoiding it. And for a social event? I would rather boil my head!
 
         “When?” I sound less enthused than I feel, and that’s saying something.
 
         “Two weeks today.” He wraps his arms around the tops of my shoulders and nuzzles his face into my neck.
 
         I should be dancing around the bathroom in joy. He wants to take me as a date. It doesn’t matter that it’s the posh hotel that he owns; he wants me there. But I’m not sure I’m prepared to spend the evening under the unfriendly, watchful eye of Sarah. And it’s a dead cert that she’ll be there.
 
         “You’ll come.” He thrusts his tongue in my ear, swirls it around a few times, and kisses under the hollow of my lobe, before thrusting it back in my ear.
 
         I squirm under his hot tongue, my body slipping over his. “Stop!” I shudder.
 
         “No.” He squeezes me to him as I writhe, water splashing everywhere. “Say you’ll come.”
 
         “No!” I laugh when his hand moves to my hip. “Stop!”
 
         “Please,” he purrs in my ear.
 
         I stop struggling. Please? Did I hear him right? I’m stunned on the spot. Jesse Ward said please? Okay, so he’s brokering a deal, and he said please.
         
 
         “Okay, I’ll come,” I sigh, earning myself a super tight squeeze and an over-the-top nuzzle. I reach up and wrap my hands around his forearms. I’ve made him happy, and that, in turn, makes me very happy.
         
 
         So I’m going to be his date. That will please Sarah no end. Actually, I will go, and I’ll look forward to it, too. He wants me there, and that has to signify something. I can’t help the little satisfied smile playing at the corners of my mouth. I’m not usually the competitive type, but I really dislike Sarah and I really like Jesse, so it’s a no-brainer, really.  
         
 
         “I’ve never had a bath before,” he says quietly.
 
         “Never?”
 
         “No, never. I’m a shower man. But I think I might be a bath man now.”
 
         “I love having a bath.”
 
         “Me too, but only if you’re in it with me.” He squeezes me. “It’s a good job the designer of this place anticipated the need for a big one.”
 
         I laugh. “I think she did well.”
 
         “I wonder if she ever considered being in it?” he muses.
 
         “No, she didn’t.”
 
         “Well, I’m glad she is.” He tugs at my earlobe with his teeth as I feel his feet slide down my shins, rubbing across the tops of my feet above the bubbly water.
 
         I close my eyes and rest my head against his chest. Perhaps I should ditch work and stay with him all day, after all.
 
         In my sleepy bath-time slumber, I decide that tub-talk with Jesse is one of my new favorite pastimes. And I might even start running in the morning. Not crazy distances, but around the Royal Parks once or twice every other morning. I must remember to stretch.
 
         “You’re going to be late for work,” he says softly in my ear. I pout to myself. I’m way too comfortable. “Just think…if you didn’t go to the office, we could stay longer.” He kisses my temple and rises to get out, leaving me silently wishing I had relented to his insistence on staying with him all day.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-six

         
 
         After I get myself dressed, I pad back downstairs and find Jesse at the kitchen island on his mobile, dunking his finger into a jar of peanut butter. He glances up at me, nearly knocking me off my heels with his roguish smile.
         
 
         I run my eyes over his grey-suited, black-shirted physique and sigh in admiration. His dirty-blond hair has been ruffled with wax and set in a messy array to one side, and I’m super appreciative that he’s not shaved. He looks rugged and mind-bogglingly handsome.
 
         “I’ll be there after I’ve dropped Ava at work.” He turns himself on the stool, cocking his head to the side. “Yes, tell Sarah I want it on my desk when I get there.” He pats his lap, and I make my way over, fighting the scowl from my face at the mention of her name. “We revoke his membership, simple.” I lower myself onto his knee, smiling when he buries himself in my neck and inhales deeply. “He can kick off all he likes. He’s gone, end of,” he spits harshly. What’s he on about? “Get Sarah to cancel it…yes…okay… See you in a bit.”
         
 
         He hangs up, tosses his phone on the worktop, and snakes his arms under my knees to pull me up from the floor, greeting me with a greedy, full-on kiss. “Breakfast?” he asks.
 
         I glance at the clock on the cooker. “I’ll grab something at the office.” I can’t be late. I wriggle from his arms and grab my bag to get my pills. “Can I have some water?”
 
         “Knock yourself out, baby.” He returns to his jar of peanut butter.
 
         I walk over to the huge fridge, slap my bag onto the worktop, and remove everything, but I find no pills. Nowhere.
 
         “What’s up?” he asks.
 
         “Nothing,” I mutter, dumping everything back into my bag. “Fuck.” I curse under my breath, but then mentally applaud myself for separating the packets and putting some in my underwear drawer.
 
         “Watch your mouth, Ava,” he rebukes me. “Come on; you’ll be late.”
 
         “Sorry,” I mutter. “This is your fault, Ward.” I swing my bag onto my shoulder.
 
         “Mine?” he blurts, all wide-eyed. “What’s my fault and how?”
 
         “Nothing, but it’s your fault because you’re distracting me,” I accuse.
 
         He looks down at me, his lips twitching. “You love me distracting you.”
 
         I can’t deny it. So I don’t.
 
         
              

         
 
         I’m delivered to Berkeley Square in record time. He really is a menace on the roads, in his stupidly expensive car. He parks illegally on the corner and turns himself to face me.
 
         “I love waking up with you,” he says gently, reaching over and running his thumb across my bottom lip.
 
         “I love waking up with you, too. But I don’t like being run ragged at five in the morning.” My legs are really feeling it, and it’s only going to get worse.
 
         “You would prefer to be fucked ragged?” He grins that roguish grin, running his palm down the front on my dress.
 
         Oh, no, you don’t! “No, I prefer sleepy sex,” I correct him, leaning over and planting a chaste kiss on his mouth. I get out of the car, leaving him and his frown line alone. “I’ll be seeing you tomorrow. Thank you for exhausting me before work.” I shut the door and walk off on my abused legs and in the most uncomfortable shoes I own.
         
 
         
              

         
 
         I spend the morning checking on my clients and schedules. I’m pleased everything is running smoothly. I pencil in a few site visits for next week, smiling as I write between the diagonal lines of permanent marker pen. I need to replace my diary before Patrick cops a load of my daily appointments with the Lord.
 
         I gladly accept the cappuccino and muffin that lands on my desk, courtesy of Sally, and frown when I hear a commotion of car horns coming from outside the office. I look up, spotting a pink van double-parked and Kate frantically waving to get my attention. I lift myself from my chair, groaning as my muscles scream in protest, and hiss on every step I take until I’m standing at the side of Margo Junior, smiling fondly at my fiery friend’s excited face.
 
         “Isn’t she pretty?” Kate lovingly caresses the steering wheel of Margo Junior.
 
         “Beautiful,” I agree, shaking my head, but then I remember something. “What are you playing at, letting Sam have free rein on my underwear drawer?”
 
         “I couldn’t stop him!” Her voice is high-pitched and defensive. It bloody well should be. “He’s a cheeky swine.” She grins.
 
         I’ve no doubt that he is. The thought instantly reminds me about the whole tying-up charade. I’m tempted to ask Kate, but I quickly decide that I really don’t want to know.
 
         “How’s Jesse?” Her grin widens. “Have fun?”
 
         “Well, I had a wild ride on a Ducati 1098, had daggers thrown at me by Sarah, and ran nine miles this morning.” I reach down, rubbing my hands over my aching thighs.
 
         “Fuck; is she still at it? Tell her to take a leap.” She frowns. “You ran nine miles? Well, that stinks. And what the hell is a Ducatsiwhatevery?”
 
         “A superbike.” I shrug. I wouldn’t have known that myself a few days ago. “He’s deposited a hundred grand into the Rococo Union bank account.”
 
         “What?” she shrieks.
 
         “You heard.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         I shrug. “To keep Patrick quiet while he hogs me. He doesn’t want to share me.”
 
         “Wow! That man’s crazy.”
 
         I laugh. Yes, crazy man; crazy deluded, crazy rich, crazy challenging, crazy lovable… “Are we out tonight?” I ask. I’ve rebuffed crazy man on the assumption that Kate’s free.
 
         “Absolutely!”
 
         I sag in relief. “Aren’t you seeing Sam then? He’s becoming a bit of a permanent fixture at your place.” I arch a brow. He’s actually a semi-naked permanent fixture, but I don’t point that out.
 
         “It’s just a bit of fun,” she replies haughtily.
 
         I laugh at her casualness. I know different. We’re talking about the girl who hasn’t been on a second date for years. Sam’s cute. I can certainly see the appeal.
 
         A car starts honking its horn from behind Margo Junior. “Oh, fuck off!” Kate yells. “I’m off. I’ll see you at home later. You’re in charge of getting the wine.” The window starts to rise and she grins from ear to ear. I still can’t believe he bought her a van.
 
         I suddenly remember the deal I brokered in exchange for my clothes…no drinking tonight. I smile to myself. He’ll never know.
 
         Kate zooms off down the road and I return to my desk, stretching my legs back out. Yes, I’m really feeling it now. Standing back up, I pull my heel up to my backside, letting out a long, grateful breath when my thigh muscle stretches most satisfyingly. My phone starts jumping around my desk and Placebo starts crooning about “Running Up That Hill.” I don’t even have to look at the screen to know who it is. He has amazing taste in music.
 
         “I like,” I say, by way of greeting.
 
         “Me too. We’ll make love to it later.”
 
         “You’re not seeing me later,” I remind him again. He’s doing this on purpose.
 
         “I miss you.”
 
         I can’t see him, but I know he’s pouting. And as for the “make love” part…well, it’s a massive improvement on “fucking.” I smile, my heart performing jumping jacks in my chest. “You miss me?”
 
         “I do, I miss you,” he grumbles. I glance at my computer. It’s one o’clock. It’s not even been five hours since I left him. “Don’t go out tonight,” he says. It’s not a plea, it’s a demand.
 
         I flop in my chair. I knew this was coming. “Don’t,” I warn, in the most assertive voice I can muster. “I’ve made plans.”
 
         “You know, you may be at work, but don’t think I won’t come down there and fuck some sense into you.” His voice is deadly serious and even a little angry.
 
         He wouldn’t, he couldn’t. Or could he? Bloody hell, I’m not even sure. “Knock yourself out,” I respond, very lightly.
 
         He laughs. “I was serious, lady.”
 
         “I know you were.” I’ve no doubt about it, but he will have to wait until tomorrow to do any sort of fucking.
 
         “Do your legs ache?” he asks, just as I’m stretching them under my desk again.
 
         “-ish.” I’m not giving him the satisfaction of knowing that I’m actually in pain. I’ll have a Radox bath before I go out. Hold up… Was he trying to cripple me so I can’t go out?
 
         “-ish,” he replies, humor clear in his husky voice. “Remember our deal?”
 
         I roll my eyes to myself. I was kidding myself if I thought he would forget about his little deal. And now I’m certain he had me running a marathon at the break of dawn in an attempt to immobilize me. Control freak! 
         
 
         “No reminder fuck required,” I mutter, standing back up and yanking my heel to my arse. He’ll never know. I’m not going to get so drunk that I have a raging hangover—it’s too soon after my last performance.
 
         “Watch your mouth, Ava,” he sighs, tiredly. “And I’ll decide when and if a reminder fuck is necessary.”
         
 
         “Roger that,” I confirm with all the sarcasm it deserves.
 
         “When will I see you?” He sighs.
 
         “Tomorrow?” I really do want to see him.
         
 
         “I’ll pick you up at eight.”
 
         Eight? It’s a Saturday; I want a lay in. Eight? I really won’t be getting drunk, not if Jesse is going to be rocking up at eight. “Noon,” I counter.
         
 
         “Eight.”
 
         “Eleven.”
 
         “Eight!” he barks.
 
         “You’re supposed to meet me halfway!” The man is impossible.
 
         “I’ll see you at eight.” He hangs up, leaving me on one leg with my phone hanging from my ear. I look at my mobile disbelievingly. He can turn up at eight all he likes; I won’t be awake to let him in, and I seriously doubt Kate will be, either. I sink my achy body back into my chair on a few sharp inhales of breath. I’m never running again.
 
         “Tom,” I call. “We’re out tonight; you coming?” I don’t bother asking Victoria because it’s her date night with Drew.
 
         He looks up with a dirty, great big grin on his baby face. “I shall decline graciously.” He bows his head like the gentleman I know he’s not. “I have a date!”
 
         “Another?”
 
         “Yes! This one is definitely a keeper.” Tom nods with the biggest smirk on his face.
 
         I leave Tom with his grin, returning to my computer. They’re all keepers.
 
         
              

         
 
         I leave the office at six, heading straight to the shop to get some Radox and a bottle of wine before making my way to the tube. I fight off the temptation to open the wine here and now. It’s Friday; I’m catching up with Kate tonight and spending the day with my challenging control freak tomorrow. Perfect.
 
         I walk through the front door, finding a half-naked Sam walking out of Kate’s workshop, followed by a fully dressed Kate with a highly satisfied smile on her face.
 
         “Seriously?” I splutter, as I try to direct my eyes anywhere except on Sam’s fine physique.
 
         He blinds me with his ultimate cheeky grin and turns to face Kate, giving me a rear view of his bare back and baggy-jeaned arse. It’s then that I notice a lump of cake mixture at the nape of his neck.
 
         “You missed a bit.” I point to the offending smear of mixture.
 
         Kate swivels Sam back around to face me and licks up the center of his back toward his neck. He smirks at me, and I laugh. What a pair of exhibitionists.
 
         Making my way up to the flat, I hiss at the stabbing pains traveling down my legs with every step I take. I go straight to the bathroom to run the bath, pouring in half the bottle of muscle-relaxing bath soak. Then I take myself to the kitchen to take care of special requirement number two; I pour myself and Kate a glass of wine each and gasp my appreciation as I take my first sip.
 
         Five minutes later, I’m flinging every garment in my underwear drawer over my shoulder in a panic. “KATE!” I know I put them in here, so where the hell are they? If this is Sam’s idea of a joke, I’ll wring his fucking neck!
 
         Kate breezes into my room. “I’ve turned your bath off. What’s up?”
 
         “My pills.”
 
         “What about them?”
 
         “They’re gone.” I turn an accusing eye on her. “I can’t believe you let Sam in here.”
 
         Her eyes widen. “I didn’t let him in. And anyway, your pills weren’t in there. I would have seen them.”
         
 
         I let out a frustrated yell and proceed to turn the rest of my drawers inside out and upside down. I know I put them in here. “Shit!”
 
         “Chill out, you can get some more. Are Tom and Victoria coming?”
 
         I scoop up the contents of my underwear drawer and stuff them back in. “I already did that. And no, they both have dates.”
 
         “Your organizational skills are shocking,” she moans tiredly. “Oh, is it Victoria and Drew’s date tonight?” Kate looks at me with wide, blue eyes.
 
         “Yes!” I meet her wide eyes with my own.
 
         “It’ll never work. Hurry up in that bath; I need a shower.”
 
         I grab my wine and head for the bathroom.
 
         The water is glorious, and I wash my hair, shave everywhere, and then reluctantly pull myself out before downing my wine and brushing my teeth.
 
         
              

         
 
         An hour later, I’ve blow-dried and curled my hair, creamed up, and got half a face of makeup on. My door opens and Kate’s head pops around. “How long?” she asks. Her fire red hair is in rollers and she looks at about the same stage of readiness as me.
 
         “Half hour,” I confirm, opening my underwear drawer.
 
         “Cool.” She shuts the door.
 
         It opens again.
 
         “What?” I ask without looking up from finding suitable underwear.
 
         Within two seconds flat, I’m grabbed, my towel is yanked from my body, and I’m on my back atop the bed with a hulking male looming over me.
 
         WHOA! I’m completely disoriented and still clinging to a pair of knickers that I was deliberating over. I don’t even have a chance to focus in on his face. His lips smash against mine, starting to work my mouth greedily. What the hell? There’s no chance to fight him off or ask what he’s doing here. He flips me onto my hands and knees, his fingers slide over my entrance—no doubt to check my readiness—before he undoes his fly and slams into me on a garbled yell.
         
 
         I cry out, getting a hand clamped over my mouth for my trouble.
 
         “Quiet,” he grates through merciless pounds.
 
         Fucking hell! I’m completely helpless as he thrusts in and out with complete determination and purpose. The depth he’s hitting soon has my vision blurry, my head spinning with desperation and pleasure. His hand leaves my mouth, returning to my hips, pulling me back against each of his hard advances.
 
         “Jesse!” I yell desperately. He’s merciless.
 
         “I said, quiet!” he barks.
 
         As my pleasure builds and builds, I find myself pushing back against him. He groans on each thrust, powering forward at a mind-blasting rate, colliding with my womb and sending me into a haze of shocked euphoria. I try to grab a pillow, but my disorientation has me grappling at nothing but sheets, and I can’t find the strength to lift my head and use my eyes. I’m completely helpless.
 
         I feel his grip on me tighten, the tense and swell of him pounding into me stretching me beyond comprehension. This is a possessive fuck. That’s what this is. Not that I’m bothered. I might be helpless and at his mercy, but I’m still going to have a mind-bending orgasm.
 
         His thrusts speed up and with one last pump and deep slow grind, I splinter straight down the middle, and I’m charged with a mind-blowing orgasm that has me burying my face in the mattress to stifle my scream of release. His hoarse cry echoes around the room as he joins me in my crazy bliss, collapsing on top of me, panting loud in my ear. He’s jerking and shuddering inside and all around me.
 
         That really was shock and awe. I’m completely depleted and grabbing at valuable air to give my lungs some relief. They’ve really been through the mill today.
 
         “Please, tell me that it’s you,” I pant, closing my eyes, soaking up the warmth of his body through his suit. He hasn’t even taken his jacket off.
 
         “It’s me,” he breathes, moving my hair from my back and skimming my bare skin with his tongue.
 
         I sigh happily, letting him nibble and lick me all over.
 
         “Don’t be having another shower,” he orders between tongue strokes.
 
         “Why?” I frown into the sheets. I won’t be, anyway—I haven’t got time.
 
         He withdraws, flipping me over and pinning my wrists on either side of my head. He gazes down at me, his styled hair of this morning now in disarray, but he looks no worse for it. “Because, I want me all over you when you’re out.” He drops his lips to mine, taking a whole other tactic with my mouth, swirling his tongue, humming into me and nibbling my lips. It’s a world away from the ferocious attack I’ve just sustained.
         
 
         “Do men have an instinct for recently fucked women?” I ask around his lips.
 
         “Mouth.” He pulls his face back, giving me a really disapproving look. “You’ve had a drink.”
 
         “No,” I blurt guiltily.
 
         He looks at my wrists when he feels the tense of my natural reflex, then back at me with an arched brow. “No more,” he demands softly, giving me another lavish kiss. “I was hoping to find you in lace,” he hums through our joined mouths.
 
         Releasing one of my wrists, he trails his finger down my side, over my sensitive hips and to the juncture of my thighs.
 
         “You would have ruined it,” I gasp when he plunges two fingers into me. I’ve not even recovered from my last mind-numbing climax, and I’m set to go on another.
 
         “Probably,” he confirms as he circles me deeply, pushing his fingers as far as he can get them.
 
         “Hmmm.” I sigh in total satisfaction, tensing my legs underneath him.
 
         “Don’t be wearing anything ridiculous either.”
 
         I throw my hand out to grab his shoulder and pull him down to my mouth, but he won’t budge. He’s looking at me expectantly and I realize…he’s waiting for a confirmation that I understand his command.
 
         “I won’t!” I cry desperately when he hits me with a delicious sweep of his thumb over my clitoris.
 
         “Are you going to come, Ava?”
 
         “Yes!” I yell at his face. Any moment now, I’m going to have an encore to my previous release, and it’s going to be equally as satisfying and earth-shattering. “Please!”
 
         He moves in closer, his lips as close to mine as they can be without touching. “Hmmm, that feel good, baby?” He pushes in deep and high, brushing my front wall.
 
         “Oh God!” I cry. “Jesse, please.” I lift my head to try and capture his lips, but he pulls back.
 
         “You want me?”
 
         I’m starting to burn, my legs tensing as he strokes between my swelling lips. “Yes.”
 
         “Do you want to please me, Ava?”
 
         “Yes. Jesse, please!” I cry.
 
         I’m completely stunned when he withdraws his fingers and rises from the bed.
 
         What? No! 
         
 
         I’m on the cusp of falling over the edge, and just like that, my pending orgasm has disappeared, leaving me feeling like an unexploded bomb. “What are you doing?” I ask in my stunned state.
 
         “You want me to finish the job?” He cocks his head, tucking himself into his trousers.
 
         “Yes!”
 
         His eyes lock with mine. “Don’t go out.”
 
         “No!”
 
         He shrugs. “My work here is done.” He kisses the air, staring at me through his hooded, green pools, before he turns and walks out.
 
         I’m flat on my back, naked, feeling like I’ve been marked, and I’m desperate for release. I can’t believe he’s just done that. I know what that was. That was a failed sense fuck followed up by a failed finger tease. It’s a complete manipulation tactic.
 
         “I’ll sort myself out then!” I shout as the door slams behind him. I won’t. It would be nowhere near as satisfying if I do it myself.
 
         I huff, taking my naked body over to my underwear drawer to find my most racy set. Pink lace should do it. I slip it on and retrieve the posh boutique bag, smiling as I unfold the tissue paper that’s protecting the five-hundred pound, ultimate taboo dress. She who laughs last, Mr. Ward! 
         
 
         I battle with the zip again, sort out my half-finished makeup and present myself to the mirror. I’m very pleased with myself. The cream, silk taboo dress looks damn good, my skin sun-kissed, my eyes dark and smoky and my hair a mass of chocolate waves. I slip my feet into my cream Carvella stilettos and spritz myself with Calvin Klein’s Eternity.
 
         “Fucking hell!” Kate screeches. I turn to face her, finding her looking up and down my tight, silk-clad body. “He’ll go mad!”
 
         I scoff. “The Lord of the Manor can fuck right off!”
 
         Kate laughs. “Oh, you are feeling brave. I love it!” She walks in, looking her usual stunning self, in a vivid green dress and navy heels. “What did he do to deserve this?”
 
         “He left me pre-orgasm after failing to fuck some sense into me.” I toss it out there casually and Kate falls onto the bed in a helpless heap of laughter. I can’t help but laugh with her. I suppose it is quite funny.
 
         “God love him,” she splutters through her hysteria. “I’m glad I’m not the only one enjoying the best sex I’ve ever had.” She wipes the laughter tears from under her eyes.
 
         I’m not at all surprised to hear that—not at all. Sam isn’t walking around her apartment, semi-naked and with that dirty grin on his face because she’s making him lots of cakes.
 
         “He has me in knots.” I shake my head, returning to the mirror to apply my nude lipstick.
 
         “Have we figured out how old he is yet?” Kate picks up my bronzer brush to give her pale cheeks an extra dusting.
 
         “No idea. It’s a no-go subject, just like the scar on his stomach.”
 
         She pinches her cheeks. “Does it matter? And what scar?”
 
         “No, it doesn’t. And the scar is quite a nasty affair from here to here.” I run my finger from the middle of my lower stomach to my hipbone.
 
         She looks at me in the reflection of the mirror. “You’re in love with him.”
 
         “Crazily,” I finally admit out loud.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Twenty-seven

         
 
         We bowl past the bouncers of Baroque in fits of giggles. We’re not the least bit drunk, but the laughter is just rolling tonight.
         
 
         “What are you having?” Kate asks as a barman approaches us at the bar.
 
         “Wine,” I answer, smiling to myself. That was easy.
 
         Kate gets served and we make our way through the Friday night crowd to find the last available table at the back of the bar. I gingerly lift myself onto the barstool, keeping a good grip on the hem of my dress.
 
         “So, tell me. Sam?” I ask off the cuff, knowing there’s more to this than sex. I don’t know Sam, but I know Kate very well, and for her to be dedicating so much time to a man, he must be pretty special. She hasn’t spent so much time with a man since my brother. I smile at his impending arrival. I can’t wait to see him, but I won’t be talking about Dan tonight—not with Kate.
 
         She shrugs. “Fun.”
 
         “Come on!” I exclaim. “I’ve divulged far too much information on Jesse. Give me something!”
 
         She sips her wine, placing it back down on the table casually. “Ava, he’s not the sort of man you settle down with. I’ll take the fun while it lasts, but I won’t be getting attached.”
 
         I inwardly hiss as Kate reminds me of Sarah’s words about building dreams. “How do you know?” I ask, trying to rein in my drifting thoughts.
 
         “I just do,” she says on a half laugh.
 
         I’m a bit disappointed. Kate’s lively, amazingly laid back, and completely uninhibited—all of the things that Sam seems to be. What’s the issue? “I like him,” I admit. He might be an exhibitionist and a complete pest, but he’s very endearing with it.
 
         “Well, I like Jesse.”
 
         I laugh. Yes, she would like him. He bought her a van. But then I recoil. “You don’t like him like that, do you?” Oh God, I’d never thought that Kate might be attracted to him. Well, everyone’s attracted to him; I’ve been on the receiving end of numerous sneers from admiring women, but I never thought, not for a moment, that Kate might look at him like that.
         
 
         “No!” She looks at me all offended. “I like how much he clearly loves you.”
         
 
         “What? He doesn’t love me, Kate. He loves to fuck me.” I take a long glug of wine to dull the effect that Kate’s statement’s had on me. Or is it the effect of my alternative statement? Clearly loves me, or clearly loves to control me?
 
         “Ava, again, you’re the master of denial.”
 
         “How old do you think he is?” I ask.
 
         Kate shrugs. “Mid-thirties.”
 
         “You could ask Sam.” I don’t know why I haven’t thought of this before. Does Sam even know?
 
         “Tried that.” She smiles and I sag. “I’m going for a quick cigarette.” She slips down from the stool, retrieving her cigarettes from her bag. “Wait here. We don’t want to lose the table.”
 
         She makes her way to the smoking area, leaving me pondering my diabolical situation. I’m in love with the trampling, unreasonable control freak and I don’t even know how old he is. I knew I should have stayed away from him. I can’t help but think that I could have easily rebuffed, denied, and walked away from any other man, but Jesse is another story entirely. I’m addicted to him, and I’m not sure it’s healthy.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         I’m dragged from my brief thoughts by a very familiar voice. It’s also a most unwelcome voice. I swivel on my tight, silk-clad butt.
 
         “Matt.” I sound shocked, which is fine because I am.
 
         “Shit, Ava. You look great.” He runs his smutty eyes up and down my body, making me feel uncomfortable and conspicuous. How does he make my skin crawl now? I loved him for four years. Or did I? What I felt for Matt seems to have paled into insignificance compared to how I’m feeling about Jesse.
 
         “Thanks,” I say politely, taking in his shirt and black jeans. I hate those jeans. What does he want?
 
         “What have you been up to?” He glances around nervously, and I know why.
 
         Fucking. That’s what I’ve been up to—lots of amazing fucking! “Not a lot. Working heaps, looking for a new place.” Matt doesn’t pick up on my hair being coiled around my finger. He never did pick up on my hair twiddling habit—a sign, maybe? But regardless of his ignorance to my habit, he knows there’s another man in my life because he’s had the pleasure of a trampling session.
         
 
         “Not a lot,” he muses thoughtfully, looking at me accusingly. I’ve tensed up, but for what reason I don’t know. I owe him nothing—no explanation, and certainly not my time to explain. “It didn’t take you long, did it?” he says.
         
 
         His accusation pulls my eyes back to his in shock. “Well, at least I waited until we were finished,” I spit, stunned by his cheek.
 
         He rests his elbows on the edge of the table, getting way too close to my personal space. My back straightens, pulling me away. “I was a twat.”
 
         “Yes, you were. Is there a point to this?”
 
         He smiles brightly—it’s false. “I just wanted to apologize again. I was out of line. I wouldn’t blame you if you told me to fuck off.”
 
         I smile sweetly. “Fuck off.”
 
         “There’s no need to be like that. Can I buy you a drink for old times’ sake?” he offers.
 
         For old times’ sake? What, like a celebration of how much of a knob he was? Please! I reposition myself on the stool with caution. This dress is ridiculous, and while I felt perfectly comfortable up until Matt found me, I now feel overexposed and vulnerable under the scrutinizing glare of my ex. “No thanks.”
 
         “Who was that man?”
 
         “None of your business,” I retort harshly, looking around the bar nervously myself.
 
         “He’s a bit excitable, isn’t he?” He laughs.
 
         “Protective.” I’m defending Jesse’s unreasonable behavior now, but I’m not having my snide ex pass judgment, even if he’s part right.
 
         “What the fuck are you doing here?”
 
         My shoulders tense. The sudden ice that emanates from Matt’s body at the sound of Kate’s voice is potent.
 
         “I was just leaving,” Matt hisses.
 
         “Fuck off then!”
 
         He returns his eyes to me. “It was nice to see you, Ava.”
 
         Matt leaves me in peace, until Kate lets loose. “What are you doing talking to that snake?” she blurts across the table as she lifts herself onto her stool.
 
         “I was trying not to,” I defend myself.
 
         “What did he want?”
 
         “I don’t know,” I reply. I do, of course, not that I’d dream of telling Kate. She huffs a little before swigging her wine, and I join her, finishing off my own glass. “I’ll get another.” I take some money from my clutch. “Watch my bag.” I make my way to the bar to order another round of drinks and wait patiently for the barman to get my order.
 
         This is my third glass of wine. I really am being a rebel, but after Jesse’s performance at home, I’m on a private defiance mission to have the last say.
 
         
              

         
 
         A few hours later, the bar crowd is thinning out and we’re probably on our third bottle of wine. We’re giggling like a pair of teenagers, and I’m getting pretty brave with my questioning.
 
         “Were you really tied to the bed?” I ask cheekily. The grin that spreads across her face tells me I wasn’t having my leg pulled. I’m not even that shocked. It must be the effect of the alcohol, or it could be all of the steamy sex that I’ve been getting myself lately. “I knew it.” I laugh. “You need to tell him to put some clothes on when he’s wandering around the flat. I don’t know where to look.”
 
         “Are you mad?” Her eyes bug at me. “What a waste of a fine physique!”
 
         “What does he do, anyway?” I ask. He drives a Porsche and never seems to be at work.
 
         She shrugs. “Rich orphan.”
 
         “Orphan?”
 
         “Apparently,” she begins thoughtfully, “his parents died in a car accident when he was nineteen. He has no siblings, no family, nothing. He lives off his inheritance and plays very hard.” She smirks again.
 
         Sam’s an orphan? I can’t imagine losing my parents at that age—or any age, in fact. I suddenly see the cheeky chap in a very different light. You would never know something so dreadful had happened to him; he’s always smiling and joking.
 
         “How old is he?” I ask.
 
         “Thirty,” she answers, almost reluctantly, like she feels guilty for knowing the age of the man she’s screwing.
 
         I let it pass. It’s not Kate’s fault that I’m clueless. “What do you make of Drew?”
 
         Her eyebrows jump up. “He’s a bit straight and aloof, isn’t he?”
 
         “Yes!” I exclaim. I’m glad I’m not the only one who finds him this way. “Not Victoria’s type at all.”
 
         “Give it two dates, maximum.” Kate points her glass at me, sloshing a bit on the table. “She’ll bore him to death with a run by run account of her latest visit to the tanning salon.” She nods and sips more wine. “Hey, has Jesse mentioned anything about a party at The Manor?”
 
         “Yes!” I blurt. “Are you going?”
 
         “Damn right I am! I can’t wait to see the place.” Her eyes dance with excitement. “I think a shopping trip is in order.”
 
         “Oh, I’ll probably make do with something I’ve got in my wardrobe.” I shrug. I’ve just spent five hundred quid on this stupid, minuscule dress. I go to lean back on my stool, swiftly remembering there’s no back support, prompting me to grab the edge of the table. My wine flies up in the air. “Shit!” I cry, just managing to save myself from falling arse first to the floor.
 
         I join Kate in her helpless laughter, both our wine glasses swishing about as we titter and splutter. I need to stop drinking, right now. I’m on the cusp of falling over the edge of merriment and into the realms of slurring and staggering, and with my unreasonable Lord due at eight in the morning, I need to ensure I’m hangover free.
 
         “I think we need to call it a night,” I hint in my most diplomatic tone.
 
         Kate nods her agreement around the rim of her wine glass. “Yep, I’m done.” She slips off the stool and staggers toward me. “Oh, I love this track. Let’s dance!” she screeches, pulling me toward the dance floor.
 
         “Kate, there’s no one on the dance floor!” I complain. There’s almost no one in the bar either.
 
         “Who cares?” she argues, stumbling toward the music, taking me with her. “We’ll go after thi… Oh!” She clatters to the ground, dragging me down with her on a yelp. “Sorry!” She laughs.
         
 
         We both lay sprawled on our backs across the floor, giggling and looking up at the dim lights of the bar. I would be embarrassed…if I wasn’t so tipsy.
 
         “Do you think the bouncers will come and help us up?” I splutter over my laughter.
 
         Kate wipes a tear away. “I don’t know. Shall we yell?” She reaches over for my arm to support herself as she heaves her body up to a sitting position. “Oh, shit,” she curses, her tone altering considerably from mischievous to serious.
 
         “What?” I push myself up to find out what we are oh shitting about, only to discover Jesse looming over us, arms folded across his chest, with an extremely irked look on his handsome face.
         
 
         Oh shit, indeed. I clamp my lips together for fear of laughing and pissing him off further.
 
         “Oh no, that’s me grounded for a month,” I titter in a low voice for only Kate to hear. She spits all over the place as she tries to suppress her laugh, and I lose the battle to restrain mine.
 
         We both sit on the floor of the bar like a pair of drunken hyenas, whilst the color in Jesse’s face gets redder by the second. Kate laughs harder when Sam rocks up next to Jesse, rolling his eyes. Why can’t my man give me an eye roll, instead of standing there looking like he’s going to self-combust? I’m not even that drunk. My current location is only courtesy of my delinquent best friend leading me astray.
         
 
         A burly, skinhead bouncer approaches, and I nudge Kate with my elbow to signal our imminent ejection from the bar. “Kate, if they don’t allow us in for lunch anymore, then I’ll be really pissed.” I love Baroque’s BLT sandwich.
 
         “You’re already pissed,” she snorts, making another attempt to get up, using me as a prop.
 
         “Jesse, sort your woman out,” the bouncer drawls, clasping Jesse’s hand in greeting.
 
         “Oh, don’t worry.” He hits me with his most menacing glare. “She’ll be sorted out. Thanks for the call, Jay.”
 
         What?
         
 
         “Come on, you pest.” Sam jibes Kate, hoisting her up.
 
         She throws her arms around his neck, giggling in his face. “Take me to bed, Samuel. You can tie me up again.”
 
         I watch as Sam restrains his laughter at Kate’s performance, but he’s not suppressing the chuckles because he’s mad with Kate. Oh no, he’s keeping a lid on it because of Jesse. He’s trampling on my night again. I wasn’t expecting to see him until eight in the morning, so he would never have known that I got myself a little pissed. And what’s all this business with the bouncer calling him?
 
         I return my tipsy gaze to Mr. Unreasonable, pulling my best hacked-off face. His eyes are bulging, and I follow his glare down at my dress. Oh dear, I’ve contravened on two orders. I probably really will be grounded. I start giggling again.
 
         “Up, now,” he snarls through a ticking jaw.
 
         “Oh, lighten up, you bore!” I chide, more confidently than I’m feeling. I put my hand out to him for some help, knowing he won’t leave me to struggle.
 
         He sighs, shaking his head in a demonstration of his exasperation, before reaching down to pull me up. His eyes widen further when he gets the full frontal impact of the dress.
 
         I start giggling again, but quickly calm myself down. “Are you mad at me?” I look up at him in my tipsy state, batting my eyelashes as I grip the front of his grey suit.
 
         “Crazy mad, Ava,” he says threateningly, grabbing my elbow and leading me out of the bar.
 
         We find Sam helping Kate into the front seat of his Porsche, holding the top of her head as he lowers her in. She’s still giggling. It sets me off again.
 
         “Samuel, tonight is your lucky night!” she sings as Sam shuts her in.
 
         Jesse and Sam exchange good-byes while Jesse keeps a firm grip on my elbow.
 
         “See ya, chick.” Sam pecks my cheek, flashing me a quick private grin which I acknowledge with my own, while concentrating hard on not laughing and pissing off my unreasonable man any more than necessary.
 
         I’m led to Jesse’s car, placed in the front seat, gently but firmly, and all in complete silence. He looks really mad, but I’m drunk and defiant, so I don’t care.
 
         He reaches for my seat belt, and I insolently bat him away. “I can put a seat belt on,” I grumble moodily, getting landed with a don’t-push-me look, so, probably quite wisely, I place my hands in my lap, letting him lean across me to secure the belt. I steal an inhale of his scent. “You smell delicious,” I inform him quietly.
 
         He pulls back, his face still straight, his eyes still simmering with displeasure. But he doesn’t say a word. He’s giving me the silent treatment. He slams my door and slides in behind the wheel, pulling into the traffic haphazardly and with no consideration for other road users.
 
         “Kate’s house is that way.” I point out as he roars off in the wrong direction.
 
         “And?” is the terse one-word answer I get spat at me.
 
         “And… it’s where I live,” I state firmly. He’s not completely trampling my night. Kate and I have some of our best discussions over a post-alcohol cup of tea.
 
         “You’re staying at mine.” He doesn’t even look at me.
 
         “No, that wasn’t part of the deal,” I remind him. “I have until eight in the morning before you distract me again.”
 
         “I’ve changed the deal.”
 
         “You can’t change the deal!”
 
         He slowly turns his face to mine. “You did.”
 
         I recoil, giving him my most disgusted look, but I can’t think of anything to say. He’s right; I did break the rules of the deal, but that’s only because his conditions are so fucking unreasonable. I sit back in the soft leather and give up. It’s only eight-ish hours until eight o’clock, anyway.
 
         
              

         
 
         We pull up at Lusso and I groan. The only time Clive ever sees me is when I’m drunk or being carried in from exhaustion. I open the door and take cautious steps, lifting myself to a standing position while Jesse watches me closely, no doubt waiting for me to stumble so he can scoop me up and give Clive the impression that I’m blotto again.
 
         I shut the door softly and start walking toward the foyer. I must not stagger, I must not stagger. I reach the foyer, still in a vertical position, and give Clive a polite nod as I pass, but he doesn’t say a word. He nods back at me, and then flicks his eyes to Jesse, and I know when he puts his head back down, without so much as a greeting, that he must have clocked Jesse’s fierce face. I huff to myself, enter the elevator, and wait courteously for Jesse to step inside.
         
 
         “You need to get this code changed,” I mutter, punching in the developer code. He only has to notify security and they’ll see to it immediately.
 
         He doesn’t say a word. Oh, he’s really working the silent treatment well. I look up, finding him staring at me, studying me closely, completely expressionless. I’m certain that he’s about to pounce and give me some sort of Jesse-style fuck. Would he be fucking sense into me, or would it be a reminder fuck? Oh, it’ll probably be an apology fuck! My tipsy brain relishes the thought, but then the elevator doors open and he steps out before me, leaving me to follow behind. I’m shocked. I would have put my life on the certainty of being jumped.
 
         He opens the door and strolls in without so much as looking at me, leaving me to shut it and follow him into the kitchen, where I find him grabbing a bottle of water from the fridge. He takes a few swigs before thrusting it at me.
 
         I don’t bother pushing it away, mainly because I’m thirsty, not because I’m behaving. I drink the water under his watchful eye, placing the empty bottle on the worktop when I’m finished.
 
         “Turn around,” he orders.
 
         I hold my breath as a million fireworks light up inside me and I follow through on his command, turning away from him, my libido screaming, my skin prickling. The feeling of his warm hands skating over my shoulders has me clenching my jaw and releasing my breath. He grasps the zip of my dress and slowly pulls it down, making a point of sliding his hands down my sides as he drags it down my body, kneeling as he goes. My ankle is tapped and I step out of the pooling material, turning back to look down at him kneeling before me.
 
         Gazing up at me, he slowly rises to his feet, dragging his nose up between my breasts until he reaches my throat. He breathes into my neck. I’m mentally begging for him.
 
         My skin is burning for him to touch me; I want to grab him but I know this will be done on his terms.
 
         “Do you want my mouth on you, Ava?” he asks softly.
 
         My breath catches in my throat as his voice vibrates against my ear, and I sigh, long and breathy.
 
         “You need to say the word.” He brushes his lips over my ear. My knees shake.
 
         “Yes,” I gasp on an exhale.
 
         “Do you want me to fuck you, baby?”
 
         “Jesse.” I jerk as he strokes between my thighs.
 
         “I know. You want me.” He bites down on my earlobe, the metal of my silver studs chinking against his teeth. I shudder, panting and desperate for him. But then he pulls away, leaving me standing a wanton mass of hormones in front of him. “Stay there,” he orders firmly, walking away.
 
         He’s still fully dressed in his suit. He strides away from me and opens a cupboard, taking something out. Chocolate spread? My pulse accelerates.
 
         Calmly, he makes his way back over to me while I run my eyes down his lean physique, delighting in the stiff bulge at his groin. I wait, undemanding and tolerant of his leisurely pace, and when he finally reaches me, he gets up close and personal, breathing his hot, minty breath all over me as his lips skim my cheeks, my eyes, my chin, finally resting gently on my lips.
 
         I hum in pure pleasure, opening my mouth, but he breaks our kiss and starts lowering himself down my body. A barrage of heat floods me, my short, sharp breaths becoming suppressed and ragged. Looking up at me as he descends, his nose grazes my lace knickers, triggering my hands to fly out and grab his shoulders for support. He gives me that knowing smile and starts rising again, pressing his body against mine on his way.
 
         “You’re so affected by me,” he breathes in my ear.
 
         I shiver, catching my breath. “Yes, I am.”
 
         “I know you are. It…really…fucking…turns…me…on.” He steps away from me. What’s he doing? His hands come up, and I register him holding my dress in one, and in the other…a pair of scissors.
 
         He wouldn’t! He calmly opens the scissors and sets them at the hem of my dress. Then, very slowly, he snips up the center as I watch on a gape. It seems he bloody would. A five-hundred pound dress? I can’t even locate the ability to stop him or shout at him. I’m utterly stunned.
 
         Not content with having my five-hundred pound dress in two pieces, he proceeds to calmly chop it up into a further few scraps before placing the mutilated material, calmly and precisely with zero emotion, on the island with the scissors. He turns back to face me.
 
         I find my voice. “I can’t believe you just did that.”
 
         “Don’t play games with me, Ava,” he warns, all calm and controlled. He slips his hands in his trouser pockets and regards me closely as I stand in front of him, unequivocally staggered. All fuzzy tipsiness has completely gone. I’m sound-minded, steady, and absolutely astounded by his demonstration of so-called power.
 
         “You”—I point my finger in his face—“are crazy!”
 
         His lips form a straight line. “I fucking feel it. Get your arse to bed!”
 
         What? Get my arse to bed? The man is way past unreasonable—he’s completely impossible! I feel my brow knit. If I spend any more time with this man, I’ll be having Botox before I’m twenty-seven. “I’m not getting in bed with you!” I kick my heels off and pivot, leaving the kitchen and my simmering control freak behind.
 
         I take the stairs, slamming my feet down, huffing all the way. I could scream! He’s a raving fucking nutjob!
 
         I stomp across the open landing, letting myself into the farthest spare bedroom. I have a choice of others, but this one is my favorite and it’s the farthest away from him! I slam the door behind me and crawl into the wonderfully dressed bed that still looks like it did on launch night. Flinging all the fancy cushions on the floor, I slam my frustrated head down into the pillow, immediately resenting that it doesn’t smell of fresh water and mint, and it’s nowhere near as comfortable as Jesse’s bed, but it will do for tonight. Tomorrow, I’m leaving. The man is deranged! There is just no bloody point even trying to have my own way, because even if he’s gentlemanly enough to give it to me, he tramples all over it later anyway.
 
         “Arse,” I mutter to myself.
 
         The door opens wide, the light from the open landing gushing in, and I watch his silhouette grow larger as he closes in on me. What’s he going to do now? Pump my stomach?
 
         He bends down and scoops me into his arms without a word. If I thought it would get me anywhere, I would fight him off. But I don’t. I let him carry me into his bedroom and place me in his bed.
 
         I roll over onto my front, burying my face into a pillow, closing my eyes and pretending not to relish in the comfort of his scent all over the sheets. I’m mentally exhausted and grateful it’s the weekend. I might sleep for the whole of it.
 
         I hear the shuffles and movements of Jesse getting undressed, and then the bed dips. I’m grasped around my waist and pulled with minimum effort into the hardness of his chest. I try to bat him away, ignoring the warning growl emanating from him.
 
         “Get off!” I snap, peeling his fingers away from me.
 
         “Ava.” His tone is seriously lacking patience. It just incenses me further.
 
         “Tomorrow…I’m out of here,” I spit, heaving myself away from him.
 
         “We’ll see.” He almost laughs as he yanks me back into him, squeezing me to his body.
 
         I stop fighting. It’s a fruitless endeavor. Besides, I can’t help the immense contentment I feel with his arms wrapped tightly around me, his hot breath in my hair.
 
         I’m still boiling mad, though.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Twenty-eight

         
 
         Rise and shine, lady.” His nose is touching mine as I open my eyes.
         
 
         I give my brain a few moments to kick into gear and my eyes time to adjust to the light, and when my focus eventually clears, I find he’s looking down at me with bright green, twinkling eyes. I, on the other hand, want to sleep some more. It’s Saturday, and not even my need to tell him off will get me out of this bed any time soon.
 
         I push him away, rolling over. “I’m not talking to you,” I grumble, snuggling back down into my pillow. He gives my backside a swift slap before flipping me back over and pinning my arms down. “That hurt!” I scowl at him and the corners of his lush lips twitch, but I’m in no mood for roguish Jesse this morning.
 
         I’m swathed from head to toe in him as he gazes down at me, running his eyes all over my face. I should bring my knee up and catch him where it counts!
 
         “Now, today can go one of two ways,” he informs me. “You can stop being unreasonable and we’ll have a lovely day together, or you can continue being a defiant little temptress, and I’ll be forced to handcuff you to the bed and dig you in the tickle spot until you lose consciousness. What’s it to be, baby?”
 
         Me? Unreasonable? My jaw falls open as he watches me with interest. Does he seriously think I won’t challenge him on that little proposal?
 
         I lift my head so I’m right up close to his stubbled, irritatingly stunning face. “Fuck…off,” I say, slowly and clearly, making him recoil and his eyes widen at my brashness. I’m pretty ashamed of myself, too, but he brings out the worst in me with his unreasonable ways.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         “No! What the hell are you doing having doormen advise you of my movements?” That little memory has just landed in my waking brain. But if I’m right, and he’s arranged for bouncers to monitor me, then I’ll boil over.
 
         “Ava, I just want to make sure you’re safe.” He drops his head down, starting to chew his lip. “I worry, that’s all.”
 
         He worries? He’s known me for less than a month, and he’s getting all protective and possessive? He tramples everywhere, derails me, cuts up my dresses, and prohibits me from drinking.
 
         “I’m twenty-six years old, Jesse.”
 
         He returns his eyes to mine. They’re dark again. “Why did you wear that dress?”
 
         “To piss you off,” I answer honestly, wriggling a little in complete vain. I’m not going anywhere.
 
         “But you thought you weren’t going to see me.” His brow furrows. Does he think I was wearing it for someone else?
 
         “It’s principle,” I mutter. I wanted the upper hand, even if he didn’t know it. “You owe me a dress.”
 
         He smiles, nearly blinding me. “We’ll put it on our list of things to do today.”
 
         What list would that be? Right now, I want to go back to sleep. Or he could wake me up another way. I squirm underneath him, and his eyebrows jump up in surprise.
 
         “What’s all that about?” he asks, blatantly trying to hide a grin.
 
         Okay, now I know exactly what his game is. He’s going to deny me, just like he did last night and just like he did before I went out. That’s going to be his punishment for me defying him. He’s cute. It’s the worst thing he could do.
 
         “You don’t need to keep me safe,” I gripe, worming my way free from under him. He can set the gauntlet all he likes.
 
         “That’s how much I care about you,” he calls to my back as I leave him lying on the bed.
 
         Care? I want him to love me, not care. I walk across the bedroom to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me, feeling my heart slowly cracking.
 
         I wash my face and make a grab for Jesse’s toothbrush, only to find my own in the holder with it. Huh? I cake it in paste on a frown and set about brushing my teeth, glancing in the mirror to the shower and spotting my shampoo and conditioner on the shelf, along with my razor and body wash. Has he moved me in? I carry on brushing my teeth, opening the door back into the bedroom, finding Jesse sprawled on his front with his face buried in the pillow. I walk past him into the walk-in wardrobe, nearly choking on my toothpaste when I see a selection of my clothes hanging there.
         
 
         He has moved me in! Did I not get a say? I might very well love him, but I’ve known him for a few weeks. Moving in? What does this mean? Does he want me here to take care of me? Well, if so, he can sod right off. Control me, more like.
         
 
         “Problem?”
 
         I swing around, my toothbrush hanging from my mouth, to find Jesse filling the doorway of the wardrobe, looking slightly apprehensive. It’s a look that I’ve not seen on him before. My eyes drift down his torso, delighting in the flex of his muscles as he braces himself on the door frame with both hands. But I quickly refocus my attention away from his distracting chest, suddenly remembering why I’m in the wardrobe. I garble a load of inaudible words around my toothpaste and brush.
 
         “I’m sorry; run that by me again.” His lips twitch at the corners as I yank my brush from my mouth.
 
         He bloody well knows what’s wrong with me. I garble again, my words a little more comprehensible with the absence of my brush, but the paste is still hindering proper speech.
 
         He rolls his eyes and picks me up, taking me to the bathroom. “Spit,”’ he commands as he places me on my feet.
 
         I rid my mouth of all the paste and turn to face my unreasonable control freak. “What’s all this?” I wave my arm around in the general direction of everything.
 
         He clamps his lips together to suppress a smile and leans forward, licking off the remnants of the paste from around my mouth, his hot tongue sweeping across my bottom lip slowly. “There. What’s what?” He flicks his tongue up to my temple, blowing a long, hot breath in my ear, and I tense when he reaches down to cup my sex, sending chills of pleasure flying through me.
 
         “No!” I push him away from me. “You’re not manipulating me with your delicious godliness!”
 
         He grins that roguish grin. “You think I’m a god?”
 
         I huff, turning back to the mirror. His head is expanding at a rate so fast I might be forced to jump out the bathroom window before I’m squashed against a wall.
 
         Curving his arm around my waist, he pulls me against his front and leans down to rest his chin on my shoulder. He studies me in the reflection of the mirror, pushing his erection between my thighs and circling his hips, sending my hands flying down to catch the side of the vanity unit.
 
         “I don’t mind being your god,” he whispers on a husk.
 
         “Why is my stuff here?” I ask his reflection, willing my body to behave and not get swallowed up by all his lovely godliness.
 
         “I collected it from Kate’s earlier. I thought you could stay here for a few days.”
 
         “Do I get a say?”
 
         He circles those damn hips again, milking a small cry from me. “Do you ever?”
 
         I shake my head at him in the mirror, and one corner of his mouth rises on a mischievous smile as he circles again. I’m not going to react to his damn hip swivels because I know he’s going to leave me hanging again. And what’s Kate playing at, letting all these men rummage through my belongings? There’s more than two days’ worth of clothes hanging in that wardrobe. What’s his game?
 
         “Get yourself ready, lady.” He kisses my neck and smacks my arse. “I’m taking you out. Where would you like to go?”
 
         I look at him, stunned. “I get to choose?”
 
         He shrugs. “I have to let you have your way some of the time.” His face is dead pan. He’s completely serious.
 
         I should grab his offer of power with both hands while he’s being so reasonable, but I’m suspicious. After his reaction last night, his massacre of the taboo dress and the silent treatment, I’m befuddled as to why he’s woken up all balanced and stable.
 
         “So, what would you like to do?” he asks.
 
         “Let’s go to Camden,” I suggest, bracing myself for his refusal. Men hate all that hustle and bustle and roaming around browsing at stuff.
 
         “Okay.” He turns to get in the shower, leaving me at the sink wondering where my challenging control freak has gone.
 
         
              

         
 
         At the bottom of the stairs I hear Jesse talking on his phone, and walking into the kitchen I instantly drool. He looks glorious in some worn jeans and a navy polo shirt, collar turned up—Jesse style. He’s shaved and shoved some wax in his hair. He really is unreasonably handsome, as well as unreasonable everything else.
 
         “I’ll be in tomorrow. Is everything okay?” He turns on his stool, running an eye down my body. “Thanks, John. Call me if you need me.” He places his phone down without looking away from me, folding his arms over his chest. “I like your dress.” His voice is all low and husky.
 
         I look down at my flowing, floral tea dress. It sits on my knee so the length probably meets with his approval. I’m surprised Kate packed it. It’s a bit summery, with its cut-out back and lack of sleeves. I smile to myself. He hasn’t seen the back yet, and I’m not showing him either. He’ll make me change. I know it.
 
         I pull on my thin knitted, cream cardigan, then position my suede bag across my body. “Ready?” I ask.
 
         He pushes himself to his feet, approaching me all moodily. I expect a deep kiss, but I don’t get one. Instead, he slips his Wayfarers on, takes my hand, and pulls me toward the door. I get to spend the whole day with him and he’s not even going to kiss me?
 
         “You’re not going to touch me all day, are you?”
 
         He looks down at our joined hands. “I’m touching you.”
 
         “You know what I mean. You’re punishing me.”
 
         “Why would I do that, Ava?” He pulls me into the elevator. He knows damn well what my point is.
 
         I look up at him. “I want you to touch me.”
 
         “I know you do.” He punches in the code.
 
         “But you won’t?”
 
         “Give me what I want, and I will.” He doesn’t look at me.
 
         I don’t believe this. “An apology?”
 
         “I don’t know, Ava. Do you need to apologize?” He still keeps his focus straight ahead. Even in the reflection of the doors, he still won’t meet my eyes.
 
         “I’m sorry,” I practically spit. I can’t believe he’s doing this. And I can’t believe I’m this desperate for the contact.
 
         “Now, if you’re going to apologize, at least sound sorry.”
         
 
         “I’m sorry.”
 
         His eyes meet mine in the mirror. “Are you?”
 
         “Yes, I’m sorry.”
 
         “You want me to touch you?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         He turns into me fast, pushing me up against the mirrored wall and completely blanketing me with his body. I feel instantly better. That wasn’t too hard at all. “You’re beginning to understand, aren’t you?” His lips hover over mine, his hips pushing into my lower stomach.
 
         “I understand,” I pant.
 
         He takes my mouth and my hands find his shoulders, my nails digging straight into his muscles. Yes, that’s much better. I meet his tongue, melting into him completely.
 
         “Happy?” he asks, breaking our kiss.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Me too. Let’s go.”
 
         
              

         
 
         We pull up in Camden for breakfast. It’s a beautiful day and I’m already too warm in my cardigan, but I’ll suffer for a little longer. There’s still scope for him to take me home in disgrace and make me change.
 
         Jesse collects me from the pavement, leading me across the road to a lovely little quaint café. “You’ll love it here. We’ll sit outside.” He pulls out a large wicker chair for me.
 
         “Why will I love it?” I ask as I sit on the polka dot cushion.
 
         “They do the best Eggs Benedict.” He smiles brightly at me when he sees my eyes light up.
 
         The waitress approaches on a dribble when she spots Jesse in all of his manly godliness, but he’s completely oblivious.
 
         “Can we have two of the Eggs Benedict”—he points at the menu—“a strong black coffee and a cappuccino with an extra shot, no chocolate or sugar, please?” He turns his face up to the waitress, blasting her with one of his smiles, reserved only for women. “Thank you.”
 
         She appears to stagger slightly, and I laugh to myself. Yes, he had that exact same effect on me.
 
         She eventually finds her voice. “Would you like ham or salmon with your eggs?”
 
         He hands her the menu, taking off his Wayfarers so she gets the full impact of his stunning face. “Salmon, please.”
 
         I shake my head in dismay and check my phone while the waitress makes a meal of writing out our basic order. “White or granary?”
 
         “Sorry?” I glance up from my phone and find the waitress still hovering.
 
         “Would you like white or granary bread?” Jesse repeats on a small smile.
 
         “Oh, granary, please.”
 
         He returns his glorious greens to the wilting waitress. “Both granary, thank you.”
 
         She flashes her most willing smile before finally leaving us. “How are your legs?” he asks, but I know that’s not what’s gotten him chomping on his bottom lip.
 
         “Fine. Do you run often?” I already know the answer to this. No one gets up in the middle of the night to run fourteen miles unless they’re serious about it.
 
         “It distracts me.” He shrugs, sitting back in his chair, his expression thoughtful.
 
         “Distracts you from what?”
 
         He keeps his eyes on me. “You.”
 
         I scoff. He’s obviously not running very much at the moment then, because he’s spending most of his time trampling all over me. “Why do you need distracting from me?”
 
         “Because, Ava…” He sighs. “I can’t seem to stay away from you and, even more of a worry, I don’t want to.” His tone harbors frustration. Is he frustrated with me or with himself?
 
         The waitress places our coffees on the table and lingers for a while, but she doesn’t get blessed with another knock-out smile. He’s focused on me alone. His statement is bittersweet. I’m delighted that he can’t stay away from me, but slightly affronted that it seems to annoy him.
 
         “Why would that be worrying?” I ask nonchalantly, while stirring my cappuccino and mentally pleading for some satisfactory answers. But after a few moments have passed and he still hasn’t answered, I glance up, discovering the cogs whirling at a hundred miles an hour, his bottom lip getting a punishing chew.
 
         He eventually exhales noisily, dropping his eyes. “It’s worrying because I feel out of control.” He returns his eyes to me, penetrating me with his fixed, green stare. “Feeling out of control is not something I do well, Ava. Not where you’re concerned.”
 
         Is he admitting that he’s a completely unreasonable control freak? It’s bloody obvious that he doesn’t cope when he’s defied—I’ve seen hard evidence of that.
 
         “If you were more reasonable, you wouldn’t feel out of control. Are you like this with all of your women?”
 
         His eyes widen, then narrow. “I’ve never cared enough about anyone else to feel like this.” He picks up his coffee. “It’s just fucking typical that I would go and find the most defiant woman on the planet to…”
 
         “Try and control?” I raise my eyebrows at him, and he deepens his scowl on me. “What about other relationships?”
 
         “I don’t have relationships. I’m not interested in getting involved. Anyway, I don’t have time.”
 
         “You’ve devoted enough time to trampling all over me!” I blurt over my coffee cup. If this isn’t involved, then I don’t know what is.
 
         He shakes his head. “You’re different. I told you, Ava, I’ll trample anyone who tries to get in my way. Even you.”
 
         Our breakfast lands on the table, smelling divine. Tucking in, I ponder his words. “Why am I so different?” I ask. My voice is small.
 
         “I don’t know, Ava,” he says quietly, slicing his way through his salmon.
 
         “You don’t know much, do you?” It’s all he bloody says when I try and determine a reason for his controlling ways. I spark “all sorts of feelings.” What am I supposed to make of all this?
 
         “I know that I’ve never wanted to fuck a woman more than once. You, though, I really do.”
 
         I recoil in horror, nearly choking on a piece of toast.
 
         He has the decency to look apologetic. “That came out wrong.” He puts his fork down, closing his eyes and rubbing his temples. “What I’m trying to say is that…well…I’ve never cared about a woman enough to want more than sex. Not until I met you.” His temple rubs gets more aggressive. “I can’t explain it, but you felt it, didn’t you?” He looks at me and I think I see desperation for confirmation. “When we met, you felt it.”
 
         I smile lightly. “Yes, I felt it.” I’ll never forget it.
 
         His expression changes instantly—he’s smiling again. “Eat your breakfast.” He points his fork at my plate, and I resign myself to living without the knowledge I so desperately want. If he doesn’t know, there’s not much chance of me ever knowing. Would it make it easier to cope with him if I knew what made his complex mind tick? I might never know, but regardless, he’s just—in not so many words—told me that he wants more than sex, hasn’t he? So he cares about me. Does care equal control? And he’s never had a relationship? I can’t believe that for a second. Women throw themselves at this man. He can’t just screw them all once. Christ, if he’s never fucked a woman more than once, how many have there been? I’m just about to ask this question, but I halt mid-inhale. Do I want to know?
 
         “We need to buy you a dress for The Manor’s anniversary party,” he declares in an obvious tactic to distract me from my pressing questions and thoughts. I’m sure he knows what I’m thinking.
 
         “I have plenty of dresses.” I sound really unenthusiastic, which is fine, because I am. I’m only half comforted by the fact that Kate will be there to help me through an evening of Sarah glaring at me and passing sly remarks. Has he fucked Sarah? I imagine it’s possible if he fucks women only once. The thought makes me stab at my breakfast a little too harshly.
 
         He frowns. “You need a new one.” It’s that tone that dares me to challenge him.
 
         I sigh at the prospect of yet another wardrobe argument. I’ve more than enough options without buying a new dress. Besides, even if I didn’t, I’d find something just to avoid a shopping trip with Jesse.
 
         “Anyway, I owe you one.” He reaches over the table, pushing a loose tendril of hair behind my ear.
 
         Yes, he does owe me one, but I don’t want it because I doubt I’ll have any say in what dress he buys me. “Do I get to choose?”
 
         “Of course.” He places his knife and fork on his plate. “I’m not a complete control freak.”
 
         I nearly drop my cutlery. “Jesse, you’re really very special.” I load my voice with all of the sweetness the statement deserves.
 
         “Not as special as you.” He winks at me. “Are you ready to hit Camden, baby?”
 
         I nod, fishing my purse from my bag while he watches me with a bewildered look. I put a twenty under the salt shaker on the table and observe as he stands on an exaggerated huff, digs into his pocket, and replaces my money with his, snatching my purse from my hand and stuffing my note back inside.
 
         Control freak!
         
 
         My phone starts dancing around the table, but before I can even instruct my brain to pick it up, Jesse has snatched it from under my nose. “Hello?” he greets the mystery caller.
 
         I look at him in disbelief. He really doesn’t have any phone manners. Who is it, anyway?
         
 
         “Mrs. O’Shea?” he says coolly.
 
         My mouth falls open. No! Not my mother! I try to snatch my phone back from him, but he dances away from me with a wicked grin on his maddeningly handsome face.
 
         “I have the pleasure of being with your beautiful daughter,” he informs my mother. I move around the table, and he shifts the other way, frowning at me.
 
         I clench my teeth and wave my hand frantically at him, but he just raises his eyebrows and shakes his head slowly.
 
         “Yes, Ava has told me lots about you. I’ll look forward to meeting you.”
 
         Oh, the irritating twat! I’ve not mentioned much at all to Jesse about my parents, and I certainly haven’t mentioned him to them. Oh God, this is all I need. Glaring at him, I reach over but he jumps back.
 
         “Yes, I’ll put her on. It was lovely to talk to you.”
 
         He hands me the phone, and I seize it from his hand with a vicious swipe. “Mum?”
 
         “Ava, who was that?” My mum sounds as mystified as I expected her to be. I’m supposed to be young, free, and single in London, and now strange men are answering my phone. I narrow my eyes on Jesse, who’s looking rather proud of himself.
 
         “He’s just a friend, Mum. What’s up?”
 
         Jesse clutches at his heart, pulling a wounded soldier impersonation, but his annoyed facial expression doesn’t match his playful act—not in the slightest. I hear my mother hum in disapproval.
 
         “Matt called me,” she states flatly.
 
         I turn away from Jesse to try and hide my wide-eyed look. Why has Matt called my mother? Shit! I can’t talk about this now, not in front of Jesse. “Mum, can I call you back? I’m in Camden; it’s loud.” My shoulders hit my earlobes at the feel of Jesse’s eyes chiseling away at my back.
 
         “Yes, I just wanted you to know. He was all friendly. It doesn’t sit well.” She sounds furious.
 
         “Okay, I’ll call you later.”
 
         “Fine, and remember, carefree fun.” She adds the last bit in a blatant reminder of my status—whatever that is.
 
         I turn back to Jesse, finding the expression I knew I would: very unhappy. “Why did you do that?” I yell.
 
         “‘He’s just a friend’? Do you often let friends fuck your brains out?”
 
         My shoulders sag in defeat. The man’s constant change in reference to our relationship is burning my brain. He fucks me; he cares for me; he controls me… “Is it your mission objective to make my life as difficult as possible?”
 
         His eyes soften. “No,” he says quietly. “I’m sorry.”
 
         Good God, do we have a breakthrough? Has he just apologized for being an arse? I’m more stunned now than when he hijacked my phone and greeted my mother like she was an old friend. “Forget about it.” I sigh, shoving my phone in my bag. I start walking down the street, toward the canal, and his arm is wrapped around my shoulder within seconds. My poor mother is probably giving my poor dad an earache right at this very moment. I know I’ll be hit with twenty questions later. And as for Matt… well, I know his game. He’s trying to butter up the parents, the slimy little worm. He’ll be sorely disappointed. My parents openly dislike him now, as opposed to putting up with him for my sake.
 
         
              

         
 
         We spend the rest of the morning and well into the afternoon wandering around Camden. I love it here—the diversity is the best London has to offer. I could lose myself for hours in the cobbled back streets of the markets and stables. Jesse humors me while I poke about in the stalls, keeping close and constantly touching me. I’m so glad I apologized.
 
         We walk through the food quarter, and I can’t take the heat anymore. It’s not particularly hot, but with all the tourists and crowds, I’m feeling stifled. I remove my bag from across my body, taking my cardigan off to wrap it around my waist.
 
         “Ava, your dress is missing a huge chunk!”
 
         I turn around on a smile, finding him gaping at the cut-out section of my dress. What’s he going to do? Undress me and cut it up?
 
         “No, it’s the design,” I inform him, tying my cardigan around my waist and replacing my bag over my body. He turns me around, pulling my cardigan further up my body in an attempt to conceal the revealed flesh. “Will you stop?” I laugh, wriggling free.
 
         “Do you do this on purpose?” he snaps, arranging his big palm in the center of my back.
 
         “If you want full-length skirts and polo neck jumpers, then I suggest you find someone your own age,” I mutter as he starts guiding me through the crowds with his hand firmly in place. I earn myself a dig in the ribs for my cheek. He’ll have me in a burka next.
 
         “How old do you think I am?” he asks incredulously.
 
         “Well, I don’t know, do I?” I toss back at him. “Do you want to relieve me of my wondering?”
 
         He scoffs. “No.”
 
         “No, I didn’t think so,” I mutter, just as something catches my attention. I quickly detour to a stall full of scented candles and all things hippy, hearing Jesse curse behind me as he barges through the crowds to keep up with me.
 
         I make it to the stall and I’m greeted by a new age type, with wild dreadlocks and plenty of piercings.
 
         “Hi.” I smile, reaching up to grab the cloth bag from the shelf.
 
         “Afternoon,” he says. “Do you want some help with that?” He joins me by the shelf, helping me retrieve the cloth bag.
 
         “Thanks.” I feel Jesse’s warm palm on me again as I open the cloth bag and pull out the contents.
 
         “What’s that?” Jesse asks, looking over my shoulder.
 
         “These,” I shake them out, “are Thai fisherman pants.”
 
         “I think you need a smaller size.” He frowns, running his eyes across the huge piece of black material that I’m holding up.
 
         “They’re one size.”
 
         He laughs. “Ava, you could get ten of you in those.”
 
         “You wrap them around. One size fits all.” I’ve been meaning to replace my worn ones for months.
 
         He moves to the side, keeping his hand exactly where it is, and looks at the pants dubiously. Admittedly, they do look like a pair of trousers for the world’s most obese man, but once you figure them out, they’re super comfy for knocking around the house on a lazy day.
 
         “Here, let me show you.” The stall owner takes the trousers from my grasp and kneels in front of me.
 
         I feel Jesse’s palm tense on my back. “We’ll take them,” he spits out fast.
 
         Oh, here comes a trample!
 
         “You need a demo,” Dreads says cheerfully, jiggling the opening of the trousers at my feet.
 
         I lift my foot to step into the trousers, only to have myself tugged back slightly. I glance up at him, flashing a warning look. He’s being ridiculous.
 
         “You have great legs, Miss.” Dreads says happily.
 
         I cringe. “Thanks.”
 
         “Give me those.” Jesse snatches the pants from Dreads before positioning me with my back to a shelf full of candles. Shaking his head and muttering under his breath, he kneels on one knee and opens the pants for me. I smile sweetly at Dreads, who seems to be oblivious to Jesse’s trampling performance, probably too spaced out to notice. I step into the pants, pulling them up while Jesse holds onto the two gaping sides, his frown line deep on his forehead. God love him!
 
         I quickly take control of the wrapping for fear of Dreads trying to intercept. “Like this, see?” I fold the pants over, tying them on the side.
 
         “Wonderful,” Jesse mocks, looking at them in confusion. His eyes find mine, and I break out in a full smile. He shakes his head, his eyes twinkling. “Do you want them?”
 
         I start to unfasten and remove the trousers under Jesse’s watchful eye. “I’m paying,” I inform him.
 
         He rolls his eyes on a disgusted snort, taking a wad of notes from his pocket. “How much for the oversized trousers?” he asks Dreads.
 
         “Just a tenner, my friend.”
 
         I fold them up, shoving them in the bag. “I’m paying for the trousers, Jesse.”
 
         “Is that it?” Jesse shrugs as he shoves a note at Dreads.
 
         “Cheers.” Dreads thrusts it in his bum-bag.
 
         “Come on.”
 
         “You didn’t have to trample the poor man,” I moan. “And I wanted to pay for the pants.”
 
         He pulls me into his side, pressing his lips into my temple. “Shut up.”
 
         “You’re impossible.”
 
         “You’re beautiful. Can I take you home now?”
 
         I shake my head at my challenging man. “Yes.” My feet are aching, and I have to commend him on his tolerance of my leisurely meander today. He’s been pretty reasonable.
 
         I let him lead me through the crowds until we emerge from the packed alley, where the sound of booming, heavy techno music assaults my ears. I look over, seeing neon lights creeping from the darkness of the factory building and crowds of people gathering at the entrance. I’ve never been in the place, but it’s famed for its off the wall club wear and wild accessories.
 
         “You want to see?”
 
         I look up at Jesse and find he’s followed my gaze to the entrance of the factory. “I thought you wanted to go home.”
 
         “We can have a quick look.” He redirects us to the entrance, leading me into the dimly lit space.
 
         The music pounds my ear drums as we enter, and the first thing I notice is two club dancers, kitted out in hi-visibility underwear, performing some pretty jaw-dropping moves on a metal suspended balcony. I can’t help but stare. You would think we were in a nightclub in the early hours. Jesse directs me to an escalator that takes us down to the bowels of the factory, and as we reach the bottom, my eyes are assaulted, attacked by florescent clothing in every color and description.
 
         “It’s not lace, is it?” he muses, catching me gawking at a bright yellow miniskirt with metal spikes protruding from the hemline.
 
         “Lace, it’s not,” I agree. “Do people wear this stuff?”
 
         He laughs, nodding at a group of people who look like they might pass out with excitement. They must have a million piercings between them. I’m completely engrossed by my surroundings, as we wander around the metal maze of steel corridors and down some more stairs, finding ourselves closed in on every angle by…sex toys. I cringe. The music is louder and absolutely vulgar, and I gape as I listen to some demented woman screaming about sucking cock on the dance floor, while a leather-clad dominatrix type grinds her crotch up and down a black metal pole. I’m not a prude, but this is way past my comprehension. Okay, we’re in the adults department, and I’m feeling extremely uncomfortable. I look up nervously to Jesse.
 
         His eyes are twinkling, his expression displaying an abundance of amusement. “Shocked?” he asks.
 
         “-ish,” I admit. It’s not so much the merchandise—it’s the pierced, tattooed, virtually naked bird in the corner, wearing eight-inch platforms and performing some highly illicit moves. That’s what’s got me scooping my tongue up from the floor.
 
         Does Jesse go for all this stuff?
 
         “It’s a bit over the top, isn’t it?” he muses, pulling me over to a glass cabinet. I exhale a sigh of relief at his statement.
 
         “Wow!” I blurt, coming face to face with a huge, diamante-embellished vibrator.
 
         “Don’t get excited,” Jesse whispers in my ear. “You don’t need one of those.”
 
         I gasp, and he laughs lightly in my ear. “I don’t know. It looks like it could be fun,” I respond, thoughtfully.
 
         It’s him that lets out a shocked gasp this time. “Ava, I’ll die before you use one of those.” He flashes the offending object a disgusted look. “I’m not sharing you with anyone or anything, even battery-operated devices.”
 
         I laugh. He would trample a vibrator? His unreasonableness is off the scales. He looks down at me, giving me his roguish grin.
 
         “I might stretch to some handcuffs, though,” he adds quietly.
 
         “This doesn’t turn you on, does it?” I gesture around the room before tilting my head up to him.
 
         He looks at me with warm eyes, pulling me closer into his side to drop a tender kiss on my forehead. “There’s only one thing in this world that turns me on. And I love her in lace.”
 
         I melt with relief and turn my eyes up to the man I love so much it hurts. “Take me home.”
 
         He gives me a half smile, landing a worshipful kiss on my lips. “Are you making demands?” he asks against my lips.
 
         “Yes. You’ve not been inside me for too long. It’s not acceptable.”
 
         He pulls back and watches me carefully, cogs flying, teeth chomping. “You’re right; it’s not acceptable.” He resumes chomp and refocuses his attention ahead of us, leading me out of the dungeon and back to his car.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Twenty-nine

         
 
         We burst through the door of the penthouse in a tangled embrace. I’ve waited all day for this. I’m about to explode with lust. I need him all over me, right now.
         
 
         He grabs me around my waist so I straddle his hips and he walks us into the kitchen, flicking a few buttons on the remote control. My ears are instantly flooded with Placebo’s “Running Up That Hill.” This only serves to spike my desperation for him more. He’s a man of his word.
 
         “I want you in bed,” he says urgently as he takes the stairs at an alarming rate.
 
         The door to the master suite is kicked open, and I’m placed on my feet at the end of the bed.
 
         “Turn around,” he says softly. I oblige, giving him access to the back of my dress. “Please tell me you have lace on,” he pleads, unbuttoning my dress. “I need you in lace.”
 
         I hear him exhale a long, satisfied breath as he pulls my dress over my head and lets it fall to the floor.
 
         I kick my shoes off and turn back around to face him, finding a lax mouth and hooded eyes. He’s as desperate as I am. He reaches forward, slowly pulling down a lace cup on my bra, brushing his knuckles over my nipple. My heart starts a relentless sprint in my chest. He’s in gentle mode—I love gentle Jesse.
 
         I watch him reach over his back and grasp his t-shirt, pulling it forward over his head. His leanness will never cease to have me panting. There’s not a scrap of fat on him.
 
         “Have you had a nice day?” he asks softly, but he doesn’t touch me. He just stands in front of me removing his shoes and socks, while I’m mentally begging for him to hurry up.
 
         “I’ve had a lovely day,” I say, trying my hardest to ignore the passionate beats of the music surrounding us.
 
         “Me too.” He’s all serious and pensive. I don’t know what to make of it. “Shall we make it even better?”
 
         Oh God. “Yes,” I breathe.
 
         “Come here.”
 
         There will be no countdown necessary this time. I step forward, placing my hands on his solid chest, and tip my face up to meet his stare. We spend a few silent moments gazing at each other before his lips fall to mine, instantly catapulting me to Central Jesse Cloud Nine—my most favorite place in the universe.
 
         I moan, moving my hands up in his hair to hold on to him as he lifts me and secures me against his body, our tongues lapping and circling slowly. He takes me to the bed, laying me beneath him, and places my hands above my head. He doesn’t hold them there, although I know that’s where they’ve got to stay.
 
         He releases my mouth and sits up, leaving me hot, dazed, and panting short, sharp breaths as he looks down at me, the cogs going into overdrive in that beautiful mind of his. I want to know what he’s thinking. He’s been slipping in and out of thoughtfulness for days now.
 
         “I could sit and watch you writhe under my touch all day,” he murmurs as he plays with my breast, yanking down the other cup and lavishing that breast with equal attention.
 
         My nipples twinge, being pulled and elongated by his fingers as he watches himself work me into a crazy wreck, his lips parted and moist. I want them on me now.
 
         “Stay where you are.” He gets up from the bed, pulling my knickers off as he goes, and I whimper slightly at the loss of his weight from me. I watch him slowly unbutton the fly on his jeans and drag them down his thighs, kicking them off calmly before drawing his boxer shorts down his legs. I clench my thighs together to control the dull pulse at my core that’s just advanced into a steady throb at the sight of him bared naked and stunningly spectacular in front of me. Crawling back on the bed, he parts my thighs and runs his tongue straight up the centre of my sex.
 
         “Oh God, God, God!” I cover my face with my palms, sinking my teeth into my own hand as he plunges his tongue into me, withdrawing and circling slowly before dipping back in. I might pass out.
 
         My hips rotate in time to his tempo, seeking further friction, his palm spanning my stomach to keep me from bucking under him. Why did I ever run? Of all the stupid things I could do, running away from this man would get the gold.
 
         He lifts his mouth and blows a cold stream of air across my flesh before returning to his inexorable pattern of torturous pleasure. When my head starts thrashing and I make a grab for his hair, he increases the power and I detonate around him, pushing my hips up on reflex and shouting out on a rush of desperate breath. He closes his mouth around my core, literally sucking the pulses out of me as I shake like a leaf and my back arches to breaking point.
 
         Jesse moans. “Hmmm, I can feel you throbbing against my tongue, baby.”
 
         I can’t even talk. The influence he has over my body is extraordinary. I don’t think I’m weak; I think he’s too powerful—he definitely holds the power.
 
         My overworked heart starts to steady its beats as I weave my fingers through his hair, relishing in his attentive mouth dropping tender kisses down the insides of my thighs, nibbling and sucking as he goes. We’re in tender lover mode, but for how long could be anyone’s guess. I’m not going to try and kid myself that I’ve heard the last of my contraventions from last night, but I’m quite content to lay here with Jesse nuzzling between my legs for as long as he’ll allow.
 
         His teeth clamp lightly onto my clitoris and I shudder, hearing him laugh lightly as he kisses his way up my body until he finds my lips, sharing my release with me, brushing his soft mouth over mine as he gazes down at me. My arms find his shoulders and accept his weight as he buries his face in my neck and sighs, his raging arousal thumping lightly against my thigh. I shift my hips so it falls to my opening.
 
         “You make me so crazy mad, lady.” He breathes into my neck, lifting himself and slowly driving into me on a stifled moan. I whimper, gripping every muscle around him. “Please don’t do that again.” He reaches down and snakes his arm under my knee, pulling it up to drape my leg over his shoulder before bracing his upper body on his forearms. Slowly, he withdraws and lazily works his way in again, his eyes fixed on me.
 
         “I’m sorry,” I murmur, circling my hands in his hair.
 
         He pulls back, driving forward on a groan. “Ava, everything I do, I do to keep you safe and to keep my sanity. Please listen to me.”
 
         I whimper on another deep, delightful plunge. “I will,” I confirm, but I’m aware that I’m raging with pleasure and, once again, he can make me say anything he wants. I don’t need keeping safe—except, perhaps, from him.
 
         “I need you.” He looks despondent, throwing me off completely. “I really need you, baby.”
 
         I’m mindless on pleasure, totally swallowed up by him, but he can’t keep saying things like that—at least not without elaborating. He’s making my brain a knotted mess of coded statements. Is he getting confused with needing and wanting? I’m past the wanting stage and only mildly afraid that I’ve let myself fall into the realms of really needing this man.
 
         “Why do you need me?” My voice is broken and husky.
 
         “I just do. Please, don’t ever leave me.” He plunges forward again, enticing a collective moan.
 
         “Tell me,” I all but groan, clenching at his shoulders but ensuring I keep my eyes fixed on his. I need more than his confounding brainteasers. These shallow waters are becoming muddy as well.
 
         “Just accept that I need you and kiss me.”
 
         I look up at him, torn by my body’s need for him and my brain’s need for information. He’s leisurely working his way in and out of me at the most dreamy pace, gradually encouraging another buildup of pressure to begin. I can’t control it.
 
         “Ava, kiss me.”
 
         My body wins. I pull his face down to mine, worshipping his wonderful mouth as he sinks in and out, rolling his narrow hips each time. The mechanical tense of my body sets in as my pleasure peaks and I start to wobble on the edge of release, short sharp breaths escaping as I try and rein in my impending climax.
 
         “Not yet, baby,” He warns softly, grinding hard on another drive forward.
 
         How does he know? I concentrate hard, but with this music and Jesse working my mouth so delicately, I’m really struggling. I claw my fingers into his shoulders, a wordless signal that I’m tipping the edge, and he moans, biting my lip and jerking forward.
 
         “Together,” he mumbles against my mouth.
 
         I nod my acceptance as he increases his strokes and carries us both closer to ultimate ecstasy, all the time maintaining his controlled, accurate drives.
 
         “Nearly there, baby.”
 
         “Jesse!”
 
         “Hold on, just hold on,” he says calmly, plunging forward again, executing a painfully deep, delicious rotation of his hips, pushing himself forward as far as he can.
 
         We both cry out.
 
         “Now, Ava.” He withdraws, driving forward again, harder.
 
         I let it go, feeling him throb and jerk inside me as we swallow each other’s moans and both roll over, descending into a calm, unhurried fall into nothing. My flesh trembles around his beating cock and my heart is hammering in my chest.
 
         I kiss him adoringly as he relaxes on me, holding my leg over his shoulder and pushing his body further into me, releasing everything he has, moaning in pure, raw pleasure.
 
         The unwelcome invasion of moisture creeps into my eyes, and I fight real hard to prevent the tears from falling and ruining the moment as he continues to accept my reverent kiss, meeting my slow, sweeping tongue stroke for stroke. I’m trying to tell him something with this kiss. I’m desperate for him to recognize it.
 
         I love you!
         
 
         He pulls back, breaking our kiss, and frowns at me. “What’s the matter?” he asks softly, his voice full of concern.
 
         “Nothing,” I reply too quickly, mentally cursing my wretched hand for shifting on the back of his head. He searches my eyes, and I relent on a sigh. “What is this?” I ask as he moves slowly inside me.
 
         “What’s what?” The confusion in his voice is quite clear. I kick myself for opening my big mouth.
 
         “I mean me and you.” I feel stupid all of a sudden, wanting to retreat under the covers.
 
         His eyes soften and he swivels his hips slowly. “This is just you and me,” he says simply, like it really is that simple. He kisses me gently, releasing my leg. “Are you okay?”
 
         “Fine,” I reply, more harshly than I intended. Is this man so thick-skinned he can’t see a woman in love when she’s lying underneath him?
 
         You and me, me and you. That much is bloody obvious. I don’t see anyone else in bed with us. I wriggle a little underneath him, and he narrows his sludgy eyes on me.
         
 
         “I need a wee,” I say in my most convincing I’m-not-pissed tone. I fail miserably.
 
         He latches onto his bottom lip, eyeing me suspiciously, but he pulls out, reluctantly freeing me from beneath him. I reach around to unclasp my bra before I make my way to the bathroom, shutting the door behind me.
 
         Why can’t I just say it? I need to rid my mouth of the words that are causing me so much bloody agony. He must know how I feel. I drop to the feet of this man like a slave, giving my mind and body up to him at the drop of a hat. I don’t believe, not for a moment, that he doesn’t recognize all these signs.
 
         I brace my hands on the vanity unit, letting out a long sigh. This is not where I planned to be but I’m here, skirting precariously close to a broken heart. The thought of my life without him in it… I reach up and rub my chest. The very thought has my heart constricting in pain.
 
         I jump when the door opens and he strolls in, all naked and stunningly glorious. He positions himself behind me, resting his hands on my waist, his chin on my shoulder. Our eyes lock together for the longest time.
 
         “I thought we made friends?” he questions on a slight pucker of his beautiful brow.
 
         “We did.” I shrug. I had expected far more retribution than what I just received. Yes, he shredded the taboo dress, but all things considered, he’s been quite reasonable today.
 
         “Then why are you sulking?”
 
         “I’m not sulking,” I say, oversensitive. It’s bloody obvious that I am.
 
         He shakes his head on a long, tired sigh and circles his hips against my lower back. He’s hard again. He’s going to distract me from my sulks with his unreasonable, sexual manipulation.
 
         “Ava, you’re the most frustrating woman I’ve ever met.”
 
         My eyes widen at his cheek. He thinks I’m frustrating? His mouth clamps onto my neck, penetrating me with heat.
 
         “Are you holding out on me for a reason, lady?”
 
         “No,” I breathe. I never hold out on him. I give myself up to him, unreservedly and willing, every time. A little gentle persuasion is sometimes required, but he gets what he wants in the end.
 
         He reaches down and slowly starts rubbing his palm up and down between my thighs. It’s the perfect amount of friction at the perfect tempo. I hold his eyes in the mirror. Fucking hell, I’m gagging for him again. I drop my head back, giving him perfect access to my neck, his tongue working a firm, heavy trail up the column of my throat, circling at the sensitive hollow under my ear.
 
         “You want it again?” He teases in my ear as he works my core.
 
         “I need you.”
 
         “Baby, those words make me so happy. Always?”
 
         “Always,” I confirm.
 
         He growls his approval. “Fuck, I need to be inside you.” He yanks my hips forward and positions himself at my entrance before hammering into me on an ear-piercing yell that echoes around the vast bathroom.
 
         “Oh, shit, Jesse!” I support myself on the vanity unit, bracing myself for the onslaught.
 
         He crashes forward. “Watch…your…mouth!”
 
         I’m subjected to a relentless, desperate round of punishing blows as he yells like a man possessed, yanking me back, impaling me to the most excruciating depths. My head is spinning, my body abused, and I’m out of my mind on the most intense, painful, and pleasurable drug that is Mr. Challenging himself.
 
         I drop my limp head, and his hands move to my shoulders. “Look at me!” he yells, pounding me with a purposeful blow at his demand. I draw in a sharp breath, drag my heavy head up, and find him in the mirror, but it’s hard to focus. I’m being thundered forward, my arms struggling to hold me as he slaps against my backside on continuous groans. His frown line is so deep, his neck muscles strained. The demanding, brutal sex Lord has returned.
 
         “You’ll never hold out on me, will you, Ava?” he barks through labored grunts.
 
         “No!”
 
         “Because you’re never leaving me, are you?”
 
         Oh, here we go again. All the coded sex talk scrambles my brain more than the formidable assault my body is under. “Where the fuck am I going?” I scream in frustration on another merciless blow.
 
         “Mouth!” he roars urgently. “Say it, Ava!”
 
         “Oh God!” I cry. My knees buckle and his hands move quickly to my waist, capturing me, and my world goes completely silent as I ride out the vibration of waves that piston through me so harshly, I think my heart might have ceased from shock.
 
         “Jesus!” He falls to the floor, rolling onto his back so I’m laying across him, my back to his front, his arms sprawled out at his sides. I’m being heaved up and down on top of him, my mind is a foggy, churned up mess, and my poor body is wondering what the hell just happened. That was a sense fuck if ever there was one. But for what purpose?
 
         “I’m fu…” I snap my mouth shut before I earn myself another scorn, but he still lifts an arm and finds my hip to have a little dig “Hey!” I complain. I suppressed the urge. It’s an improvement.
 
         He engulfs me in his arms and inhales into my neck. “You didn’t say it.”
 
         “What? That I won’t leave you? I won’t leave you. Happy?”
 
         “Yes, I am, but that’s not what I meant.”
 
         “What did you mean?”
 
         He exhales deeply into my ear. “Never mind, want to go again?”
 
         I splutter on a labored breath. I know I won’t be able to say no—for a start, he won’t let me. I feel the slight jerk of a hushed chuckle under me.
 
         “Absolutely. I can’t get enough of you.” I keep my voice steady and serious.
 
         He freezes under me, but then increases his vise-like hold. “I’m glad. I feel exactly the same. But my heart has been through enough in the last twenty-four hours, what with your defiance and lack of obedience. I don’t know how much more it can take.”
 
         “It must be your age.”
 
         “Hey, lady.” He rolls us over so I’m facedown on the bathroom floor and he’s blanketing me. He bites my ear, blowing hot breath into it. “My age has nothing to do with it.” He chomps at my lobe a bit more as I writhe under him. “It’s you!” he says accusingly, grabbing my hip.
 
         “No!” I scream, making a futile attempt to free myself. “Okay, I give in!”
 
         “I wish you fucking would,” he grumbles, releasing me.
 
         “Old man,” I mutter on a grin.
 
         I’m pulled to my feet in lightning speed and pushed up the wall, my arms pinned above my head. I purse my lips to suppress my laugh. “I prefer God,” he notifies me, hitting me with a heart-stopping kiss, thrusting his body against mine and pushing me up the wall. “I really can’t get enough of you, lady.”
 
         I smile.
 
         “You’re my ultimate temptress.” He sweeps over my face with his lips, and I sigh against him. “Are you hungry?” he asks.
 
         “Yes.” I’m famished, actually.
 
         “Good.” He matches my smile. “I’ve fucked you, and now I’m going to feed you.” He tucks me under his arm and walks us into the bedroom. “Put lace on,” he says softly, making his way into the wardrobe and appearing a few minutes later in some green, striped lounge pants. I smile. I love him in sludgy green. “I’ll meet you in the kitchen. Deal?”
 
         “Deal,” I confirm quietly. He winks before striding out of the bedroom, leaving me to find my lace.
 
         I look around the room for any signs of my bags, seeing nothing, so I wander into the wardrobe but only find my dresses and shoes. He said a few days. There’s more than a few days’ worth of clothes in here, all hanging neatly in their own little space. I smile at the thought of Jesse making a little gap for me in his vast wardrobe.
 
         With my towel still wrapped around me, I make my way downstairs to the kitchen, finding Jesse with his head in the fridge.
 
         “I can’t find my stuff,” I inform the fridge door.
 
         His head pops up from behind the fridge, his eyes running up and down my towel-clad body. “I’ll take naked,” he says, shutting the door and sauntering over to me with a jar of peanut butter. “Cathy’s off and the fridge is empty. I’ll order in. What do you fancy?”
 
         “You.” I grin.
 
         He smiles, reaches forward, and whips the towel off, throwing it to the side and running his appreciative gaze down my naked body. “Your god needs to feed his temptress.” He flashes his dancing eyes to mine. “The rest of your stuff is in that dirty great big wooden truck that you had dumped in my bedroom. What do you want to eat?”
 
         I ignore him and shrug. I could eat anything. “I’m easy.”
 
         “I know, but what do you want to eat?”
 
         “I’m only easy with you.”
 
         “You fucking better be. Now, tell me, what do you want to eat?”
 
         “I like anything. You choose. What time is it, anyway?” I’ve lost all concept of time. In fact, I lose all concept of everything when I’m with him.
 
         “Seven. Go and take a shower before I abandon dinner and take you again.” He turns me around, smacking my backside to send me on my way.
 
         I take my naked body back up the stairs to fulfill his instructions, and when I reach the top, I glance down and see Jesse standing by the archway to the kitchen, quietly watching me. I blow him a kiss as I disappear into the bedroom, just catching a glimpse of his knee-trembling smile as he vanishes from view.
 
         
              

         
 
         “I was just coming to find you.” He pauses from forking various dishes onto two plates. “I like your shirt.”
 
         I look down at the white shirt I snatched from his wardrobe. “Kate didn’t pack me any slobby clothes.”
 
         “She didn’t?” He raises an eyebrow, and I know instantly, Kate did pack me some slobby clothes. That or she didn’t pack at all—I suspect it’s the latter. “Where do you want to eat?”
 
         “I’m e…” I snap my mouth shut on a shrug.
 
         “Only for me, yes?” He grins, shoving a bottle of water under his arm and picking up the plates. “We’ll slum it on the sofa.” He leads me into the colossal open space and nods at the gigantic sofa, so I sit in the corner section, accepting the plate he hands me. It smells delicious and it’s Chinese. Perfect.
 
         The doors on the massive television cabinet start sliding across, revealing the biggest, frameless, flat screen TV I’ve ever laid my eyes on.
 
         “Do you want to watch television or would you prefer music and conversation?” He looks at me on a small smile as my fork hangs out of my mouth. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.
 
         I chew and swallow as soon as I can. “I’ll take music and conversation, please.” That was an easy choice. He nods, like he knew that would be my answer, and the next thing I know, the room is swamped in the calming tones of Mumford and Sons.
 
         “Good?”
 
         I glance over and find him facing me, one knee up and his arm resting on the back of the sofa holding his plate. “Very. You don’t cook?”
 
         “I don’t.”
 
         I smile around my fork. “Why, Mr. Ward, is that something you don’t do well?”
         
 
         “I can’t be amazing at everything,” he says, completely straight-faced, studying me closely. He really is an overconfident arse.
 
         “Your housekeeper cooks for you?”
 
         “If I ask her to, but most of the time I eat at The Manor.”
 
         I suppose it makes sense that he’d take advantage of the lovely food at his disposal. I know I would. “How old are you?”
 
         He pauses with his fork midway to his mouth. “Thirty-ish.” He takes his forkful of food, watching me as he chews.
 
         “-ish,” I mouth.
 
         “Yes, -ish,” he counters, a smile playing on the corners of his lips.
 
         I return to my food, not in the least bit bothered by his vague answer. I’ll keep asking, and he’ll keep evading. Maybe I should try with my own versions of persuasion—maybe a truth fuck or a countdown? What would I do to him on zero? I drift into musing over exactly what I could do on zero, between mouthfuls of my Chinese dinner. I can think of plenty, but nothing I could carry out with ease. He’d overpower me, very easily. The countdown is off the menu, so it’s a truth fuck then. I need to invent the truth fuck. What could I do?
 
         “Ava?”
 
         I look up, finding Jesse and his frown line studying me. “Yes?”
 
         “Dreaming?” he asks, his voice laced with concern.
 
         “Sorry.” I put my fork down. “I was miles away.”
 
         “You were.” He takes my plate and slides it onto the coffee table. “Where were you?” He reaches over to pull me into his lap.
 
         I snuggle happily. “Nowhere.”
 
         He shifts up the sofa, taking my place in the corner, and positions me under his arm. I rest my cheek on his bare chest, throw my leg over his groin and inhale him in his entire fresh water splendor, letting the soft music and the feel of Jesse ease me into a peaceful rest.
 
         “I love having you here,” he says quietly, playing with a lock of my hair.
 
         I really love being here too, but not as a puppet. Would it always be like this? I could do exactly this, day in, day out—it’s been a lovely day. But could I live with the controlling, unreasonable side of him?
 
         I run my finger along the line of his scar. “I love being here too,” I whisper.
 
         “Good. So you’ll stay?”
 
         “Yes. Tell me how you got this.”
 
         He reaches down, clasping my hand to prevent any further touching of the area. “Ava, I really don’t like talking about it.”
 
         Oh? “I’m sorry.” I feel bad. That was a plea. Something terrible happened to him, and it makes me feel sick to know that he was hurt in some way.
 
         He pulls my hand up to his face and kisses my palm. “Please, don’t be. It’s not something that’s important to the here and now. Dragging up my past serves no purpose other than to remind me of it.”
 
         His past? So he has a past? Well, everyone has a past, but the way he said it and the fact that we’re talking about a vicious scar here makes me really nervous. I look up at him. “What did you mean when you said that things are easier to bear when I’m here?”
 
         He looks down and places his hand on the back of my head, pushing my cheek back down to his chest. “It means I like having you around.” His tone is dismissive. I don’t believe him for a minute, but I leave it anyway. Does it matter?
 
         I push my lips into the void between his pecs, nuzzling into him, while giving myself a mental ticking off. I’m basking in the sun on Central Jesse Cloud Nine, and I’m loving every minute of it, until the need for another countdown or a sense fuck.
 
         And it will come—I have no doubt.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
 
         I wake abruptly and sit up in bed. I feel refreshed, revitalized, and rested. The only thing that’s missing is Jesse.
         
 
         I peek under the covers, finding I’m still in my underwear, but the shirt has been removed. I don’t remember coming to bed. I sit quietly for a few moments, listening to a constant whirring sound, accompanied by a consistent thud thud thud in the distance.
         
 
         What is that?
 
         I make the long journey to the edge of the bed and out onto the landing, where the sounds are slightly louder but still muffled. Scanning the space below, I see no sign of Jesse, so deciding he must be in the kitchen I make my way down the stairs.
 
         As I approach the archway into the kitchen, I stop and back track, looking through the glass door to the gym, set on an angle just before the kitchen. Jesse is there, in a pair of running shorts, going hell for leather on the treadmill. I watch him running with his back to me, his solid expanse of skin shimmering with sweat beads as he watches the sports news on the suspended TV in front of him.
 
         I leave him be. I’ve already disturbed one run, so I make my way into the kitchen to fill the kettle and go about making myself a coffee.
 
         The familiar sound of my phone’s ring tone fills the room, and I look across the kitchen to see it charging on the worktop. I scoop it up and disconnect it from the charger. It’s my mother, and I’m promptly reminded of her call to me yesterday—the one that I’ve not yet returned and really, really don’t want to. My wide awake, good mood is instantly drowned out.
         
 
         “Hi, Mum,” I greet cheerfully, screwing my face up in apprehension. Here come the twenty questions.
 
         “Oh, you’re alive. Joseph, cancel the search party. I’ve found her!”
 
         I roll my eyes at my mum’s idea of funny. “Point taken. What did Matt want?”
 
         “I have no idea. The man never called us once when you were together. He asked how we were, made small talk, you know. Why is he calling us, Ava?”
 
         “I don’t know, Mum,” I moan tiredly.
 
         “He mentioned another man.”
 
         “He did?” My tone is high-pitched, a complete giveaway to my surprise and probably my guilt, too. Damn you, Jesse Ward, for intercepting my phone. It would have been easier to brush off Matt’s tales if I didn’t have to explain about the mystery man who answered my phone yesterday.
 
         “Yes, he said you were seeing someone else. So soon, Ava. Really?”
 
         “Mum, I’m not seeing someone else.” I do a quick check over my shoulder to make sure I’m still alone. I’m doing more than seeing someone. I’m in love with someone.
 
         “Who was that man who answered your phone?”
 
         “I told you, just a friend.”
 
         “Good. You’re in your mid-twenties, in London Town, and fresh out of a shitty relationship. Don’t be falling into the arms of the first man who shows you a bit of attention.”
 
         I blush scarlet on the spot, even though she can’t see me. I don’t think you could describe what this man gives me as “a bit of attention”. At only forty-seven herself and having had Dan at just eighteen and me at twenty-one, she missed out on all the benefits of being young in London. I know she won’t be pleased if she finds out I’m being swallowed up in lust.
 
         “I won’t, Mum. I’m just having lots of fun,” I assure her. I’m having fun all right. Just not the sort of fun that she has in mind. “How’s Dad?”
 
         “Oh, you know. Golf mad, badminton mad, cricket mad. He has to keep on the go or he’ll go mad.”
         
 
         “It’s better than sitting on his backside all day, though,” I say, collecting a mug from the cupboard and making my way to the fridge.
 
         “He made such a fuss about leaving the city, but I knew he would be dead in a few years if I didn’t get him out. Now I can’t tie him down for anything. He’s always got something happening.”
 
         I open the fridge—no milk. “That’s good, isn’t it? Keeping him active?” I sit myself on the barstool without my needed coffee.
 
         “Oh, I’m not complaining. He’s lost a few pounds too.”
 
         “How much?” This is good. Everyone always said that Dad was a walking heart attack candidate, with his weight, love of a few too many pints, and a stressful job. As it turns out, everyone was right.
 
         “Just over a stone.”
 
         “Wow, I’m impressed.”
 
         “No more than me, Ava. So, what have you got to report?”
 
         Loads! “Nothing much. I’ve been stacked out at work. I secured the next project from the developer of Lusso.” I need to talk work. I’ll have no hair left if she starts prying into my social life.
         
 
         “Brilliant! I was showing Sue the photos on the Internet. The penthouse!” she sings.
 
         “Yeah.” Forget coffee. I need some wine.
 
         “Can you imagine living in such luxury? Your dad and I are not short of a few, but that’s a whole other level of wealth.”
 
         “It is,” I agree. Okay, the subject of work hasn’t gone as I planned. “What time does Dan land tomorrow?” I blurt to divert the conversation.
 
         “Nine in the morning. Are you coming down with him?”
 
         I flop forward onto the worktop. I’ve hardly given Dan’s impending arrival a second thought, what with all the crazy shit going on.
 
         “I don’t think so, Mum. I’m just so busy,” I whine, mentally pleading for her to understand.
 
         “That’s disappointing, but I understand. Maybe Dad and I could come up to see you when you’ve sorted a place of your own?” She’s hinting that I need to pull my finger out. I’ve done nothing in that area of my life.
 
         “That would be really good.” I don’t fake my enthusiasm. I would love for Mum and Dad to come back to London for a visit.
 
         “Wonderful. I’ll speak to your dad. I’d better go. Send my love to Kate.”
 
         “I will. I’ll ring next week when Dan’s there,” I add quickly before she hangs up.
 
         “Lovely. Take care, darling.”
 
         “Bye, Mum.” I slide my phone across the counter and drop my head in my hands.
 
         If only she knew. My dad would probably have another heart attack if he found out about my current state of affairs, and my mum would be moving me down to Newquay. The only reason my dad didn’t drive up after Matt and I split up was because Mum called Kate to find out if I really was okay. What would they think if they knew I was caught up with a neurotic, self-assured control freak, who is—in his own words—fucking me into oblivion? The fact that he’s super wealthy and owns the penthouse would not soften the blow. Christ, Jesse is probably closer to my mum in age than I am.
 
         I swing round on my stool when I hear a commotion coming from outside of the kitchen. Getting up to go and investigate, I’m nearly taken off my feet when Jesse’s naked chest comes flying at me.
 
         WHOA!
         
 
         “Fucking hell, there you are.” He grabs me, lifting me up to his sweat-riddled body. “You weren’t in bed.”
 
         “I’m in the kitchen,” I splutter in my dazed state. He’s squeezing me so tight I’m struggling to breathe. “I saw you running. I didn’t want to disturb you.” I wriggle a little to indicate that I’m being constricted to death and he releases me, setting me back on my feet, his glistening, stubbled face giving me the once over. His panicked features ease a bit as he holds me steady by my forearms in front of him. “I was just in the kitchen,” I repeat. He looks like he could keel over at any moment. What’s wrong with him?
 
         He shakes his head slightly, as if ridding himself of a nasty thought, picks me up, and walks me to the worktop, sitting me on the cold marble. He pushes his way between my thighs.
 
         “Sleep well?”
 
         “Great.” Why does he look like someone’s broken some really crappy news? “Are you okay?”
 
         He blesses me with a heart-stopping smile. I feel instantly at ease. “I woke up with you in my bed wearing lace. It’s ten-thirty on a Sunday morning and you’re in my kitchen…”—he runs his eyes down my front—“wearing lace. I’m amazing.”
 
         “You are?”
 
         “Oh, I am.” He tips my face up, planting a light kiss on my lips. Oh, I could wake up to this every morning. “You’re too beautiful, lady.”
 
         “So are you.”
 
         He brushes the hair away from my face, looking at me affectionately. “Kiss me.”
 
         I fulfill his request immediately, taking his lips calmly and following the slow, gentle strokes of his tongue. We both hum in harmony, but our intimate moment is broken by the loud shrill of Jesse’s phone.
 
         He grumbles and reaches past me, still maintaining our kiss, and glances up at the screen as he holds it over my head. “Oh, go away,” he gripes against my lips. “Baby, I’ve got to take this.” He pulls away and answers, keeping himself firmly between my thighs, his free hand around my waist. “What’s up, John?” He starts chewing his lip. “What’s he doing there?” he asks, dropping a chaste kiss on my lips. “No, I’ll be there…yes…see you in a bit.” He hangs up and studies me thoughtfully for a few seconds. “I need to go to The Manor. You’ll come.”
 
         I recoil. “No!” I blurt. I’m not being yanked off Central Jesse Cloud Nine by her!
         
 
         He frowns. “But I want you to come.”
 
         Absolutely not! It’s Sunday, I’m not working, and I’m not going to The Manor. “You’ll be working.” I search my brain for a feasible excuse for me not to go. “You do what you need to do, and I’ll see you afterward,” I reason instead.
         
 
         “No, you’ll come,” he presses forcefully.
 
         “I’m not coming.” I try to wriggle myself free of his grasp, but I’m going nowhere.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Just because,” I snap, earning myself a mighty scowl. I’m not about to start whining about Sarah and offloading trivial jealousies on him.
 
         He searches my eyes. “Please, Ava. Will you just do what you’re told?”
 
         “No!” I shout.
 
         I watch as he closes his eyes, clearly trying to gather some patience, but I don’t care. He can force me to do many things, but I’m not going to The Manor. I sit on the worktop, waiting for him to disintegrate under my disobedience.
 
         “Ava, why do you insist on making things more difficult?”
 
         “I make things more difficult?” I gape at him. It’s him who needs some sense fucking into him.
 
         “Yes, you do. I’m trying really hard here.”
 
         “Trying hard to do what? Send me crazy? It’s working!” I beat him away from me and storm out of the kitchen, hearing him curse as he follows me up the stairs.
 
         “Okay!” he yells from behind me. “You will wait here. I’ll be as quick as I can.”
 
         “I’ll go home,” I shout over my shoulder, continuing on my way and shutting myself in the bathroom when I get there. I’m not waiting around for him to come back. His being reasonable and relenting to my refusal to go with him has just been trampled by the follow-up of “you will wait here.” I WILL do no such thing! I splash my face with cold water to try and cool down my raging temper. Why has he not given me the countdown? That’s what he usually does when I don’t conform.
         
 
         I hear him in the bedroom on his phone, and wondering who he’s talking to, I open the door.
 
         “See you in a while.” He hangs up, throwing his phone on the bed. Who is he seeing in a while? He stands with his back to me for a long time, his head dropped. He’s thinking, and I feel like an impostor all of a sudden.
 
         Eventually, he exhales heavily and turns toward me. He watches me for a short time before heading into the bathroom to take a shower, leaving me standing in the middle of the room wondering what to do. He’s acting strange. No countdown; no manhandling. What’s going on? Yesterday was so perfect, and now I’m back to mind meltdown. It looks like I didn’t need Sarah to yank me off Central Jesse Cloud Nine after all. I’ve managed to do that all by myself.
 
         
              

         
 
         Ten minutes later, I’m still standing twiddling my thumbs, trying to work out what to do with myself. I hear the shower shut off, and he comes out of the bathroom, heading straight into the wardrobe without a word. I’m troubled by his defeated expression that also harbors a bit of sorrow. I think I actually want him to explode or give me the countdown. I have no idea what he’s thinking, and it’s the most frustrating feeling in the world.
 
         He appears at the wardrobe door. “I need to go,” he utters regretfully. He looks completely tormented. “Kate’s on her way over.”
 
         I frown. “Why?”
 
         “So you don’t leave.” He goes back into the wardrobe, me following swiftly behind.
 
         Pulling some jeans on, he looks up at me briefly but gives nothing away. He grabs a black t-shirt from a hanger, pulling it on over his head quickly before he sets about getting his Converse on.
 
         “I’m going home,” I assert, but he still doesn’t look at me. What’s wrong with him? I can feel my temper flaring at his lack of receptiveness, and not knowing what else to do, I start pulling down my clothes from the hangers, draping them over my arms as I do.
 
         “What are you doing?” He takes them from my hands, hanging them back up. “You’re not leaving,” he growls.
 
         “Yes, I am,” I shout, yanking them back down.
 
         “Put the fucking clothes back, Ava!”
 
         I hear a rip of material as I fight him away, and within a few seconds, my arms are free of clothes and I’m being hauled from the wardrobe. I’m pinned to the bed, struggling against him in complete defiance, but I go nowhere. If he tries to fuck me, I’ll scream!
 
         “Calm the fuck down!” he yells, grabbing my jaw and pulling it to the center so I have to look at him. I slam my eyes shut, puffing and panting like an exhausted greyhound. I’m not going to let him manipulate me with sex. “Open your eyes, Ava.”
 
         “No!” I sound so childish, but I know if I do I’ll be swallowed up in lust.
 
         “Open!” He shakes my jaw slightly.
 
         “No!”
 
         “Fine,” he shouts, while I continue to struggle. “Listen to me, lady. You’re not going anywhere. I’ve told you repeatedly, so start fucking dealing with it!” He shifts his body so he has a firmer grip on me. “I’m going to The Manor, and when I get back we’re going to sit down to talk about us.”
 
         I stop struggling. Talk about us? What? Like a proper discussion about what the hell is going on here? Because I’m desperate to know this.
 
         “Cards on the table, Ava. No more fucking about, no more drunken confessions, and no more holding out on me. Do you understand?” His breathing is heavy, his tone determined.
 
         This is what I’ve wanted all along—clarity and understanding of our relationship. I’m so bloody confused. I need to know what all this is and then, maybe, I can work out whether I need to break away. And what’s this about drunken confessions and holding out?
 
         I open my eyes to sludgy green gazing down at me. He relaxes his grip on my jaw. “Come with me, I need you with me.” He’s almost pleading.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “I just do. Why won’t you come?”
 
         I take a deep breath. “I don’t feel comfortable.”
 
         “Why don’t you feel comfortable?”
 
         “I just don’t,” I snap.
 
         His brow knits and he commences lip chomping. “Please, Ava.”
 
         I shake my head. “I’m not coming.”
 
         He sighs. “Promise me that you’ll be here when I get home then. We need to sort this shit out.”
 
         “I’ll be here,” I assure him. I’m desperate to sort this shit out, too. I’m not going anywhere.
 
         “Thank you,” he whispers, resting his forehead on mine and clenching his eyes shut. I feel immense hope blossoming inside me at his determination to sort this shit out.
         
 
         He lifts himself, without so much as kissing me, grabs his phone, and leaves the room.
 
         I stay on the bed, recovering from my pointless physical battle, wondering what’s going to be established from the laying of cards and sorting of shit. I’m torn between admitting to him how I feel, or waiting to hear what he has to say first. What will he say? So much needs clarifying. What is us? Intense hot affair or more? I need it to be more, but I can’t cope with his trampling and unreasonableness. It’s exhausting.
         
 
         There was no denying the look of pure torment on his handsome face. What’s running through that complex mind of his? Why does he need me? So many questions…
 
         I close my eyes, trying to re-establish some steady breaths, and find myself drifting into a semi-exhausted coma, but the phone next to the bed starts ringing, snapping my eyes open.
 
         Kate! I scramble up the bed and answer. “Send her up, Clive.” I fling a t-shirt on and run down the stairs, throwing the door open as Kate exits the elevator. I’m so glad to see her, but why he thinks I need babysitting is beyond me. I run at her, flinging my arms around her desperately.
         
 
         “Whoa! Is someone happy to see me?” She returns my violent hug, my face buried in her red locks. I didn’t realize how much I needed to see her. “Are you going to invite me into the tower, or are we staying put?”
 
         I pull away. “Sorry.” I blow my hair out of my face. “I’m a mess, Kate. And you’ve been letting men rummage through my things again,” I add on a scowl.
 
         “Ava, he turned up at six in the morning, banging until Sam answered. I just let him do his thing. It’s not like anyone can stop him. The man’s a rhinoceros.”
 
         “He’s more than that.”
 
         She looks at me all sorrowful, taking my hand and leading me back into the penthouse. “I can’t believe he lives here,” she mutters, directing me into the kitchen. “Sit.” She points to a stool.
 
         I rest my backside on the seat, watching as Kate refreshes her memory of the impressive kitchen. “I can’t make you tea because he has no milk. The housekeeper is on holiday.”
 
         “He has a housekeeper,” she says to herself. “Of course he does.” She shakes her head and goes to the fridge, collecting two bottles of water, before coming to sit next to me. “What’s going on?”
 
         “What am I going to do, Kate?” I rest my head in my hands. “I can’t believe he called you here, just so I don’t leave.”
 
         “Doesn’t that tell you something?”
 
         “Yes, that he’s a control freak. He’s so intense.” I look up to Kate, who’s smiling faintly. What’s there to smile about? I’m in turmoil here. “I don’t know where I am with him.”
 
         “Have you told him?” she asks, with a perfectly plucked brow arched at me.
 
         “No. I can’t.”
 
         “Why?” she blurts.
 
         “Kate, I don’t know what I am to him. He can be so gentle and loving, saying things I can’t get my head around, and the next minute, he’s brutally fierce, unreasonable, and controlling. He tries to control me!” I open my water, taking a swig to moisten my dry mouth. “He manipulates me with sex when I don’t jump at his command, tramples anyone, including me, if they get in his way. He’s bordering on impossible.”
 
         Kate looks at me with compassion in her bright blues. “Sam told me he’s never seen Jesse like this before. Apparently, he’s famed for his easygoing nature.”
 
         I laugh. I could describe Jesse with many words. Easygoing would not feature anywhere on my list. “Kate, he’s not easygoing, trust me.”
         
 
         “You obviously bring out the worst in him.” She smiles.
 
         “Obviously,” I agree. “He brings out the worst in me too. He hates me swearing, so I do it more. He has an issue with exposing my flesh to anyone other than him, so I wear shorter dresses. He tells me not to get drunk, so I do. It’s not healthy, Kate. One second he tells me that he loves having me around, the next I’m his current fuck. What am I supposed to think?”
 
         “But you’re still here,” she says thoughtfully. “And you’re not going to get any answers if you don’t ask the damn questions.”
 
         “I do ask questions.”
 
         “The right ones?”
 
         What are the right questions? I look at my best friend and wonder why she’s not kidnapping me from the tower and hiding me away from Jesse. She’s seen him in action—surely that would be enough for any best friend to intervene. “Why are you not telling me to leg it?” I ask suspiciously. “Is it because he bought you a van?”
 
         “Don’t be stupid, Ava. I would toss that van right back at him if you wanted me to. You’re more important. I’m not telling you to leg it because I know you don’t want to. What you need to be doing is telling him how you feel, negotiating acceptable levels of intensity.” She grins. “In the bedroom is fine, yes?”
 
         I smile. “He said he’d make sure I’ll always need him. He has. I really need him, Kate.”
 
         “Talk to him, Ava.” She gives me a little nudge on the shoulder. “You can’t go on like this.” She shakes her head.
 
         I definitely can’t go on like this; I’ll be in an asylum within a month. My heart and brain are being yanked from one side to the other by the hour. If it means slapping my heart down on the table for him to trample all over, then so be it. At least I’ll know where I am. I’ll recover…eventually…I think.
 
         I stand up. “Will you take me to The Manor?” I ask. I need to do this now before I bottle it. I need to tell him how I feel.
 
         Kate springs from the stool. “Yes!” she sings enthusiastically. “I’ve been dying to see this place.”
 
         “It’s a hotel, Kate.” I roll my eyes, but let her have her excitement. My car’s at hers, so I’m kind of stuck without her. “Give me five.” I run upstairs to change into my jeans and ballet pumps, meeting Kate at the front door in record time. I send Jesse a quick text to tell him I’m on my way.
 
         It’s time to lay my cards on the table.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Thirty-one

         
 
         We walk into the Sunday evening sunshine, but I don’t see Margo Junior. I scan the car park for the big, pink van, but it’s not like you can miss the giant heap of metal.
         
 
         “Oh, I hope you don’t mind.” Kate laughs nervously, just as I spot my Mini, roof down and parked in one of Jesse’s spaces.
 
         “You’re a cheeky cow!”
 
         She waves off my insult. “Don’t you narrow those big browns on me, Ava O’Shea. If I didn’t drive her, then she would be sitting outside the house for eternity. It’s a waste.” The indicators flash, and I put my hand out for the keys, which she reluctantly hands over on a huff.
 
         We drive out toward the Surrey Hills discussing the merits of domineering men. We both reach the same conclusion: yes to sex and no to all other aspects of a relationship.
 
         The problem is, Jesse manages to drag sex into all aspects of our relationship, using it, mostly, to get his way. This could all be over within an hour, and even though his overbearing ways are difficult to deal with, the thought sends an unbearable ache to my stomach. But I have to be sensible here. I’m already in way over my head.
 
         I pull off the main road, up to the gates, and they open immediately, letting me through.
 
         “Holy shit!” Kate exclaims as we drive up the long gravel driveway, flanked by trees.
 
         She’s in awe already and she hasn’t even seen the house yet. We eventually emerge into the courtyard. It’s busy.
 
         “Holy fucking shit!” She gapes at the imposing property, leaning forward in her seat. “Jesse owns this?”
 
         “He does. There’s Sam’s car.” I pull into a space next to the Porsche.
 
         “I can’t believe he comes here to have lunch,” she grumbles, joining me on my side of the car. “Holy fucking shit!”
 
         I laugh at Kate’s amazement—she doesn’t shock easily. I lead her toward the steps, expecting to find John greeting us, but he doesn’t appear. Instead, I find the double doors ajar, so I push my way through, looking back at Kate. She’s gazing around, openmouthed and wide-eyed.
 
         “Kate, shut your mouth,” I scorn her lightly.
 
         “Sorry.” She snaps her mouth shut. “This is one fancy place.”
 
         “I know.”
 
         “I want a tour,” she says, craning her neck to look up the stairs.
 
         “Get Sam to give you a tour,” I say. “I need to see Jesse.” I head past the restaurant and toward the bar, spotting Sam and Drew immediately.
 
         Sam gives me a huge, cheeky grin as he swigs his beer, but spits it out when Kate follows in behind me. “Fuck! What are you doing here?” he splutters.
 
         Drew turns, clocks Kate, and breaks out in uncontrollable laughter. I frown, and Kate looks less than delighted.
 
         “I’m pleased to see you, too, dick!” she spits indignantly at a stunned Sam.
 
         He quickly shoves his beer on the bar, pulling a stool up close to him. “Sit!” He bashes the top of the stool, giving Drew a worried look.
 
         “Don’t order me about, Samuel!” The look of disgust on her face is fierce. I’ve never seen Sam so twitchy before.
 
         He pats the stool again, smiling nervously at her. “Please.”
 
         Kate makes her way over, resting her bum on the stool, and Sam pulls her even closer. She’ll be on his lap soon.
 
         “Buy me a drink,” she demands on a half-smile.
 
         “Just one,” he affirms, signaling to Mario. Jesus, he’s breaking out in a sweat. “Ava?”
 
         “No, I’m good. I’m going to find Jesse.” I thumb over my shoulder as I start walking backward.
 
         “Does he know you’re here?” Sam asks, all wide-eyed.
 
         What’s the matter with him? “I sent him a text.” I glance around the bar, seeing plenty of familiar faces from my previous few visits to The Manor. I’m pleased to note there’s no Sarah, but this means nothing, of course. She could be anywhere in this huge house. “But he didn’t reply,” I add. It’s only now I realize how strange that is.
 
         Sam gives Drew a nervous look, prompting Drew to laugh harder. “Wait here. I’ll go and get him.”
 
         “I know where his office is,” I say on a frown.
 
         “Ava, will you just wait here?” Sam’s face is pure panic. It makes me suspicious. He fixes Kate with a stern glare as he gets up. “Don’t move.”
 
         “How much have you had to drink?” Kate asks, eyeing his bottle of beer. Has Kate picked up on his unease too?
 
         “This is my first and last, trust me. I’m going to get Jesse, then we’re leaving.” He looks around the bar nervously. I’m convinced he’s hiding someone or something. I’m beginning to wish Sarah was in here because then I would know for sure that she isn’t with Jesse.
         
 
         He jogs off, leaving Kate and me exchanging puzzled faces.
 
         “Excuse me, ladies,” Drew gets up. “Nature calls.” He leaves us at the bar like a couple of spare parts.
 
         “Oh, fuck this,” Kate exclaims, taking my hand. “Give me the tour.” She pulls me back toward the entrance hall.
 
         “A quick one,” I agree, taking over the lead and guiding her up the massive staircase. “I’ll show you the rooms I’m working on.”
 
         We reach the balcony landing and Kate’s gasps increase as she takes in the opulent splendor of The Manor. “This is some serious special,” she mumbles, gazing around in awe.
 
         “I know. He inherited the place from his uncle when he was twenty-one.”
 
         “Twenty-one?”
 
         “Hmmm.”
 
         “Wow!” Kate blurts. I look behind me, finding her gawking at the huge stained glass window at the foot of the second staircase.
 
         “This way,” I call behind me, walking through the archway that leads to the extension rooms, leaving Kate to scuttle after me. “There are ten altogether.”
 
         She follows me into the middle of the last room, gazing around. I can’t deny, they are mighty impressive, even as empty shells. Once completed, though, they’ll be royal worthy. But will I get through to completion? After our little sorting of shit I might not see this place again. I can’t say that would disappoint me. I don’t like coming here.
         
 
         I wander farther into the room and follow Kate’s gaze to the wall behind the door. “What’s that?” Kate asks the question that’s batting around in my own head.
 
         “I don’t know. It wasn’t here before.” I run my eyes over the huge, wooden, crucifix-style cross propped up against the wall. With giant, black, wrought iron screw eyes bolted to the corners, it looks imposing, but it’s still a fine piece of art. “It must be one of the big wall hangings that Jesse was talking about.” I approach the piece, running my hand over the highly polished wood. It’s spectacular—if a little intimidating.
 
         “Oh. Sorry, ladies.” We both swing around, finding a middle-aged man in overalls holding a sander in one hand and a coffee in the other. “Looks good, huh?” He points up at the frame with his sander as he takes a slurp of his coffee. “I’m just checking the size before I make the others.”
 
         “You made this?” I ask in disbelief.
 
         “I certainly did.” He laughs, joining me by the cross.
 
         “It’s stunning,” I muse. It’ll fit in perfectly with the bed I designed that Jesse loved so much.
 
         “Thank you, miss,” he says proudly. I turn around and see Kate observing the piece of art on a frown.
 
         “We’ll leave you to it.” I give Kate the let’s-be-going nod, and she smiles at the workman before following me out of the room.
 
         We walk back through to the gallery landing. “I didn’t get it,” she grumbles.
 
         “It’s art, Kate.” I laugh.
 
         “What’s up there?”
 
         I follow her gaze up the staircase to the top floor, stopping to look with her. Those intimidating doors are slightly ajar. “I don’t know. I think it might be a function room.”
 
         Kate takes the stairs. “Let’s have a look.”
 
         “Kate!” I start after her. “Kate, come on.”
 
         “Just a peek,” she says, pushing against the doors. “Fuck!” she screeches. “Ava, look at this.”
 
         Okay, my curiosity has been well and truly teased. I run the rest of the way up the stairs and into the function room, skidding to an abrupt halt next to Kate.
 
         Fucking hell!
         
 
         “Excuse me!”
 
         We both look in the direction of the foreign-accented voice, and a dumpy lady, holding cleaning cloths and anti-bacterial spray, comes wobbling toward us. “No, no, no. I clean. The communal room is closed for cleaning.” She shoos us back toward the door.
 
         “Chill out, señorita,” Kate says with a laugh. “Her boyfriend owns the place.”
 
         The poor woman recoils at Kate’s harshness, giving me the once over before bowing. “I’m so sorry.” She shoves the spray in her apron and clasps my hands in her tanned wrinkled fingers. “Mr. Ward, he not say you come.”
 
         I fidget uncomfortably on the spot at the woman’s panic, throwing Kate a disgusted look, but she doesn’t notice. She’s too busy looking around at the colossal room we’re standing in. I smile reassuringly at the Spanish cleaner, who’s got herself in a bit of a pickle over my presence.
 
         “It’s fine, really,” I assure her. She bows again, moving off to the side, leaving Kate and me to try and comprehend our surroundings.
 
         I gaze around, and the first thing that strikes me is how beautiful the room is. Just like the rest of the house, this room has been lavished with beautiful materials and furniture. The space is huge, easily spanning half of the entire building’s floor area, and as I look around I realize that it backs onto itself, circling around the stairwell. We’ve entered the center of the room. The ceiling is high and vaulted, and wooden beams stretch from end to end with over-elaborate, gold chandeliers hanging between them, offering a hazy glow of light. The room is dominated by three arched, Georgian sash windows, dressed in crimson, with blinds edged in gold jute braid. Miles and miles of gold silk, piped in crimson braid, is softly gathered and held in place at the sides by simple gold ombres, and the deep red walls provide a dramatic backdrop for elaborately dressed beds that are positioned around the room.
 
         Beds?
 
         “Ava, something tells me this isn’t a function room,” Kate whispers.
 
         She starts to wander off to the right, while I remain frozen in place, trying to grasp what I’m looking at. It’s an immense, super luxurious, communal bedroom—The Communal Room.
 
         The walls are free of paintings, allowing space for various gold metal frames, hooks, and hoists, which all look innocent enough, like extravagant wall hangings, but as my mind starts to recover from its shocked state, the significance of the room and its contents starts to filter into my brain. A million reasons try to distract me from the conclusion that I’m slowly drawing, but there is no other explanation for the devices and contraptions surrounding me.
 
         The delayed reaction finally crashes down. “Fucking hell,” I whisper to myself.
 
         “Watch your mouth.” His soft voice rolls over me, and I fly around to find him standing behind me, watching quietly, his hands in his jeans pockets, his face completely expressionless. My tongue is like lead in my mouth as I search my brain for something to say. What can I say? My head is invaded with a million memories of the last few weeks—all of the times that I’ve brushed things off, ignored things, or, more to the point, been distracted from things. Things he’s said, things other people have said—things I thought odd but didn’t pursue because I was distracted by him. He’s been distracting me this whole time. He’s been going out of his way to keep all of this from me. What else is he keeping from me?
 
         Kate appears in my peripheral vision. I don’t have to look at her to know she’s probably displaying a similar facial expression to mine, but I can’t drag my eyes away from Jesse to be sure.
 
         He flicks his gaze in Kate’s direction, smiling at her nervously, just as Sam barges into the room.
 
         “Oh, fucking hell! I thought I told you to stay put!” he shouts, fixing Kate with a furious glare. “Damn you, woman!”
 
         “I think we need to go,” Kate says quietly, walking toward Sam and taking his hand to lead him out of the room.
 
         “Thank you.” Jesse nods at them before returning his eyes to me. His shoulders are slightly raised, signaling his tension. He looks really worried. He should be.
 
         I hear Kate and Sam’s hushed, angry whispers as they take the stairs, leaving us alone in the communal room.
 
         The communal room. It all makes sense now. That crucifix downstairs is no wall art. The strange gridlike contraption in the suite was no antique. The women sauntering around the place like they live here are not businesswomen. Well, they might be, but not while they’re here.
 
         Oh God, help me.
         
 
         I watch as Jesse’s teeth start a vicious workout on his bottom lip. My strained heartbeats are quickening by the second. This certainly explains the thoughtful moments he’s been drifting in and out of over the last few days. He must have known I would find out. Was he ever going to tell me?
 
         He drops his eyes to the floor. “Ava, why didn’t you wait at home for me?”
 
         My shock starts to simmer into anger as everything starts clicking into place. “You wanted me to come,” I remind him.
 
         “Not like this.”
 
         “I sent you a text. I told you I was on my way.”
 
         He frowns. “Ava, I haven’t received a text from you.”
 
         “Where’s your phone?”
 
         “It’s in my office.”
 
         I go to retrieve my mobile, but then his words from this morning seep back into my brain. “Is this what you wanted to talk about?”
 
         He lifts his eyes back up to mine, and there’s no mistaking the regret in them. He didn’t want to talk about us at all. He wanted to talk about all this shit.
 
         “It was time you knew.”
 
         My eyes widen. “No, it was time for me to know a long time ago, Jesse. Fuck!”
 
         “Watch your mouth, Ava,” he scolds me gently.
 
         “Don’t you dare!” I cry, slapping the heel of my hand against my forehead. “Fuck fuck fuck!”
 
         “Watch…”
 
         “Don’t!” I pin him with a fierce glare. “Jesse, don’t you dare tell me to watch my mouth!” I gesture around the room. “Look!”
 
         “I see it, Ava.” His voice is soft and placating, but it’s not going to calm me down.
 
         “Why didn’t you tell me?” Oh my God, he’s a glorified pimp.
 
         “I thought you would have grasped The Manor’s operations on our first meeting, Ava. When it became obvious that you hadn’t, it just got harder and harder to tell you.”
 
         My head hurts. This is like the thousand pieces of a jigsaw puzzle slowly clicking into place. He must think I’m something else. He dropped enough hints with his specifications and requirements, but because I was so distracted by him, I missed them all. He owns a sex club? This is fucking awful. And the sex? Oh God, the bloody sex. He really is a sexpert extraordinaire, and it’s not because of previous relationships. He said himself that he didn’t have time for relationships. Now I know why.
 
         “I’m going to leave now, and you’re going to let me go.” I say it with all of the determination I feel. I really have been a play-toy to him. I’m way past dense—I’m completely brainless.
 
         He’s still frantically chewing his lip as I sidestep him, taking the stairs in a complete daze.
 
         “Ava, wait,” he pleads, following me.
 
         I’m swiftly reminded of the last time I fled here. I should have kept running. I block out his voice, concentrating on getting myself to the entrance hall without breaking my leg in a fall. I pass the first floor bedrooms and mentally slap myself again.
 
         “Ava, baby, please.”
 
         I reach the bottom of the stairs and fly around to face him. “Don’t even think about it!” I shout at him. He recoils in shock. “You’ll let me leave.”
 
         “You’ve not even given me the chance to explain.” His eyes are wide and full of fear. It’s not an expression I’m familiar with from Jesse. “Please, let me explain.”
 
         “Explain what? I’ve seen everything I need to see,” I shout. “No explanation required!”
 
         He steps toward me with his hands out. “You weren’t supposed to find out like this.”
 
         I’m suddenly aware of an audience watching our little altercation. Sam, Drew, and Kate are all standing at the bar entrance looking uncomfortable…pitiful, even, and John looks grave as he assesses Jesse. And then there’s Sarah. She looks as smug as can be. I know now that she must have picked up my message on Jesse’s phone. She opened the gates and she opened the door. She’s got her way. She can have him.
 
         I don’t recognize the snide, cocky-looking man standing next to her, but he’s looking at me with an unfriendly glare. I watch him turn his eyes on Jesse with a sneer. “What a fuckup you really are,” he spits at Jesse’s back, his tone full of hatred. Who the hell is he?
 
         I watch as John grabs him by the scruff of the neck, shaking him a little. “You’re no longer a member, motherfucker. I’ll be escorting you from the grounds.”
 
         The cocky creature laughs a cold sinister laugh. “Be my guest. Looks like your tart has seen the light, Ward,” he hisses.
 
         Jesse’s eyes turn black in a nanosecond.
 
         “Shut the fuck up,” John growls.
 
         “Revoked membership,” I whisper. “He got too excited.”
 
         The man directs his cold eyes back at me. “He takes what he wants and leaves a trail of shit behind him,” he snarls, his words punching all the air from my lungs. I notice Jesse stiffen from head to toe. “He fucks them all and fucks them off.”
 
         Turning my gaze back on Jesse, I find his eyes are still black, his frown line a burden on his forehead. “Why?” I ask. I don’t know why I’m asking this. It’s not going to make a jot of difference. But I feel I deserve some sort of explanation. He fucks them all—once—and fucks them off.
 
         “Don’t listen to him, Ava.” Jesse steps forward, his jaw tense to snapping point.
 
         “Ask him how my wife is,” the nasty piece of work spits. “He did the same to her as he did to all the others. Husbands and conscience don’t get in his way.”
 
         And that’s all it takes to tip Jesse over the edge. He turns and flies at the man like a bullet, taking him clean from John’s grasp and to the parquet floor on a loud crash. Sam yanks Kate back and there are a few gasps, as everyone watches Jesse kick ten tons of shit out of the man.
 
         I’m not compelled to scream at him to stop, even though he looks like he could possibly kill him. I walk out of The Manor, get in my car, and wait when I see Kate fly down the steps. She jumps in but doesn’t say a word.
 
         When we reach the gates, they open without me stopping. I’m surprised—I was preparing to ram them down.
 
         “Sam,” Kate says when I look at her. “He said we’re better off out of here.”
 
         I hadn’t considered until now that all of this is news to Kate as well. She seems ever the laid back, take-it-in-her-stride Kate.
 
         I, however, feel like I’m freefalling into Hell.
 
      


    

  
    
      
         
            Chapter Thirty-two

         
 
         I walk through Kate’s front door and straight upstairs to the flat like a zombie.
         
 
         Kate makes no attempt to try and extract more information from me, instead letting me fall onto the sofa in a tear-stained heap.
 
         My eyes widen when the front door slams, and Kate runs out to the banister. “It’s just Sam,” she reassures me as she comes back into the lounge.
 
         “He has a key?” I ask. Kate shrugs it off, but this small snippet of news has me smiling to myself. Will she take it back in light of this newfound knowledge?
 
         My phone rings again and I reject the call…again.
 
         Sam steams into the lounge, looking as nervous as he did at The Manor. We both look up at him as he does a little tennis spectator impression, flicking his eyes from me to Kate and back again a few times before stalking over to Kate and all but hauling her out of the lounge by her elbow. “We need to talk,” he says urgently. I crane my neck around, watching as he practically throws her into her bedroom, slamming the door behind him.
 
         I lie on the sofa, my tea resting on my stomach, and close my eyes. They don’t stay shut for long. Mental images of Jesse are imprinted on my brain. I’m never going to be able to sleep again.
 
         My phone starts again and reaching down, I stab the reject button, staring up at the swirly artex ceiling of the lounge.
 
         I’ve never felt pain like this before. It’s excruciating and way beyond fixable. He owns a fucking sex club? Why couldn’t he be a banker or a financial advisor? Or…a hotel owner.
 
         I knew there was something wrong, something dangerous. Why didn’t I take a few moments to try and gather my senses? I know exactly why—because I wasn’t allowed to, I wasn’t given a chance to.
 
         I sit up when I hear Kate’s high shrill voice travel across the landing, followed by Sam’s placating tones trying to calm her down. She flies out of her room with Sam in tow, struggling to pull her back.
 
         “Get your fucking hands off me, Samuel. She needs to know.”
 
         “Wait a minute…Kate…arhhhhhh! What the fuck did you do that for?” Kate retrieves her knee from Sam’s groin, leaving him in a folded, groaning mess on the landing, before barging into the lounge and punching me with her blue stare.
 
         “What?” I ask apprehensively. “What do I need to know now?”
 
         She throws Sam a filthy look when he appears at the lounge door grasping his groin, and then points at a chair aggressively, silently demanding he sit. He limps over, lowering himself on a painful hiss.
 
         “Ava, he’s on his way over,” she tells me calmly. I don’t know why she chooses this tone. It’s not going to calm me—not at all.
 
         I gasp, looking at Sam in the chair, who’s refusing to meet my eyes. He wasn’t going to tell me? I was stupid to think Jesse would make this easy. “I need to leave,” I wail as my damn phone starts again. “Fuck off!” I shout at the stupid thing.
 
         “Take her.” Kate swings around to Sam. “She’s in no state to drive.”
 
         “Oh no, not me.” He holds his hands up, shaking his head. “It’s more than my life’s worth. Anyway, I need to talk to you.” He jerks his head toward Kate.
 
         We all jump at the sound of an almighty crash at the door, my heart promptly leaping into my throat as I look at Kate. Sam groans, and it’s not because of the pain Kate’s inflicted on him.
 
         “You dirty little turncoat,” she mutters angrily, piercing Sam with her sharp, blue eyes.
 
         “Hey, I didn’t say a fucking word!” He’s on the major defensive. “It wouldn’t take a fucking rocket scientist to work out where she is.”
 
         “Don’t answer it, Kate,” I plead.
 
         A combination of more bangs play out on the front door. God, I don’t want to see him. My defenses are not strong enough right now. I jump at a succession of more bangs, followed by a chorus of car horns.
 
         “For fuck’s sake,” Kate yells, running across the room to look out of the window. “Shit.” She pulls the blind up, getting up close and personal with the glass.
 
         “What?” I join her at the window. I know it’s him, but what’s with the racket?
 
         “Look!” she yells, pointing down below. I force my eyes to follow her hand and see Jesse’s car abandoned in the middle of the street, his driver’s door wide open and a line of traffic starting to build up behind it. He’s not left enough room for cars to pass, causing tempers to flare and car horns to honk. It’s all clearly audible from up here.
 
         “Ava!” I hear him bellow, proceeding to thump the door a few more times.
 
         “Oh, fucking hell, Ava,” Kate carps. “That man’s a walking, talking detonate button and you’ve just pressed it!” She starts stalking out of the lounge.
 
         I rush after her. “I pressed nothing, Kate. Don’t answer the door!” I lean over the banister, watching Kate fly down the stairs to the front door.
 
         “I can’t just leave him out there causing anarchy on the street.”
 
         I panic and run back into the lounge, passing Sam, who’s still in the chair rubbing his sore spot, mumbling inaudible words.
 
         “Why didn’t you tell Kate?” I ask him sharply on my way back to the window.
 
         “I’m sorry, Ava.”
 
         “You need to apologize to Kate, not me.” I turn back, finding no trace of the fun loving, cheeky chap whom I’ve become so fond of. Instead, there’s a tense, uneasy, timid man.
 
         “I have apologized. And I couldn’t very well tell her until Jesse told you. You should know, this has been eating away at him since he met you.”
 
         I laugh at Sam’s attempt to defend his friend and look out the window again. Jesse is still pacing outside, clearly desperate, smashing the buttons of his mobile. I know who he’s calling, and like I knew it would, my phone starts shouting in my hand. I stare down onto the street, panic flooding me when a driver from one of the held-up cars gets out.
 
         Kate walks out, waving her arms at Jesse. He ignores the driver who’s approached, turning to Kate instead. His hand gestures are urgent as they speak, and after a few minutes, Jesse gets in his car. Relief washes over my entire being, but he only moves it slightly so it’s parked in a more considerate fashion, allowing the other motorists to pass.
 
         “Oh God, Kate! What have you done?” I yell at the window.
 
         “What’s going on?” Sam asks from his chair. I don’t answer him.
 
         I stand, unable to move, watching as Jesse leans up against my car, his head dropped in defeat, his arms hanging by his sides. He looks up at Kate, and even from here I can see the anguish riddling his face. She reaches over to him, rubbing her palm up and down his arm. It’s a gesture of comfort. It’s killing me.
 
         After an eternity of watching them on the street, Kate finally turns, making her way back to the flat, but to my utter horror, Jesse starts to follow, and Kate makes no attempt to stop him.
 
         “Shit, no!” I exclaim, throwing my hands to my head in dread.
 
         “What?” Sam shouts anxiously. “Ava, what?”
 
         I quickly consider my options, but it doesn’t take long because there are none, except to stand here and await the confrontation. There is only one way in and one way out of this flat, and with Jesse on his way in, any plans to escape the inevitable altercation are totally floored.
 
         Kate walks into the lounge, looking rather sheepish. I’m furious with her, and she knows it. I pin her with my most filthy stare as she smiles at me nervously.
 
         “Just hear him out, Ava. The man’s a mess.” She shakes her head sorrowfully, then looks at Sam, her expression changing instantly. “You, get in the kitchen!”
 
         Sam scowls. “I can’t fucking move, you evil cow!” He rubs himself again, rolling his head back on the chair. Kate huffs and pulls him up as he groans, closing his eyes and gingerly limping from the room.
 
         I can’t believe her. She backs out of the room, giving me eyes full of sympathy. She wouldn’t have to act so fucking sorry if she hadn’t let him in—the stupid, stupid woman. I turn to face the window before he walks in. I can’t look at him. I’ll dissolve into tears if I do, and I don’t want him to have any excuse to comfort me or wrap his big, warm arms around me. I brace myself for his voice to wash over me, every frazzled nerve ending buzzing and every muscle tense.
 
         For a while, I hear nothing, but as every hair on the back of my neck tingles, standing upright, I know he’s near. My body’s response to his potent presence has me closing my eyes, taking a deep breath, and praying for strength.
 
         “Please, look at me, Ava.” His voice is quivering, full of emotion, and I swallow the tennis ball–sized lump in my throat, fighting back a barrage of tears that are pooling in my eyes. “Ava, please.” I feel his hand brush down the back of my arm.
 
         I flinch. “Please, don’t touch me.” I find the courage I need to turn around and face him.
 
         His head is dropped, his shoulders sagged. He looks pitiful, but I mustn’t be swayed by his sorrowful state. I’ve been influenced too many times by manipulation, and this…this is just another form of manipulation…Jesse style. I’ve been so blinded with lust I haven’t been seeing straight.
 
         His glazed eyes pull themselves from the floor to meet mine.
 
         “Why did you even take me there?” I ask.
 
         “Because I want you with me all of the time. I can’t be away from you.”
 
         “Well, you’d better get used to it because I don’t want to see you again.” My voice is calm and controlled, but the pain that slices through my heart in response to my own words is enough to floor me on the spot.
 
         His eyes swim, searching mine. “You don’t mean that. I know you don’t mean that.”
 
         “I mean it.”
 
         His chest is expanding on each deep inhale, his hair is in disarray, and his frown line is a crater across his forehead. The distress splashed across his face is like an ice spear through my heart. “I never meant to hurt you,” he murmurs.
 
         “Well, you have. You’ve trampled into my life and trampled all over my heart. I tried to walk away. I knew there was more than meets the eye. Why didn’t you let me walk away?” My voice starts to trail off as the gravel in my throat starts to win the battle and tears start to pinch at my eyes. Damn me, I should have listened to my instincts.
 
         He starts chewing his bottom lip. “You never really wanted to walk away.” His voice is barely audible.
 
         “Yes, I did!” I blurt on a sniffle. “I fought you off. I knew I was heading for trouble, but you were relentless. What happened? Did you run out of married women to fuck?”
 
         He shakes his head. “No, I found you.” He steps forward, and I remove myself from his reach.
 
         “Get out,” I say calmly, my body shaking, my breathing hitching—all evidence that I’m far from calm. I barge past him, knocking his shoulder.
 
         “I can’t. I need you, Ava.” His pleading voice is going to haunt me for the rest of my days.
 
         I swing around violently. “You don’t need me!” I fight to keep my voice solid. “You want me. Oh God, you are a dominant, aren’t you?” Flashes of all our sexual encounters pass through my mind at a hundred miles an hour. He’s truly fierce in the bedroom and pretty fierce outside it too.
         
 
         “No!”
 
         “Why the control issue then? And the commands?”
 
         “The sex is just sex. I can’t get close enough to you. The control is because I’m frightened to death that something will happen to you…that you’ll be taken away from me. I’ve waited too long for you, Ava. I’ll do anything to keep you safe. I’ve lived a life with little control or care. Believe me, I need you…please…please don’t leave me.” He walks toward me, but I step back, fighting the instinct to let him swathe me. He stops. “I’ll never recover.”
 
         No! I can’t believe he’s being so cruel as to use emotional blackmail. “Do you think this is going to be any easier for me?!” I scream, the tears starting to flow rapidly.
 
         The little color that was left in his face drains out before my eyes, and he drops his head. He has no comeback to that. What can he say? He knows what he’s done to me. He’s made me need him.
 
         “If I could change how I’ve handled things, I would,” he whispers.
 
         “But you can’t. The damage is done.” My tone oozes contempt.
 
         He looks up at me. “The damage will be worse if you leave me.”
 
         Oh God. “Get out!”
         
 
         “No.” He shakes his head frantically, taking a step toward me. “Ava, please, I’m begging you.”
 
         I move away from him, mustering up my most determined expression, swallowing constantly to keep the lump in my throat at bay. This is so incredibly painful. This is exactly why I couldn’t see him. I’m so angry with him, but seeing him so whitewashed is heartbreaking. I have to keep reminding myself that he’s let me down in the cruelest way. He’s misled me, deceived me, and, essentially, bullied me into bed with him.
 
         You let me fall in love with you!
         
 
         He stares at me, the pain in his sludgy eyes immeasurable. I’ll cave if I don’t look away—so I do. I drop my gaze to the floor and silently beg him to leave before I fall apart and welcome the comfort he always gives me.
 
         “Ava, look at me.”
 
         I take a deep breath, turning my eyes to his. “Good-bye, Jesse.”
 
         “Please,” he mouths.
 
         “I said, good-bye.” The words carry an air of finality that I really do not mean.
 
         He searches my face for a long time, but he eventually abandons trying to find any scrap of hope in my eyes. He turns, and he silently leaves.
 
         I provide my lungs with the desperate rush of breath they need, walking on my unstable legs to the window. The front door slams, vibrating through the house, and Jesse appears, dragging himself to his semi-abandoned car. I flinch, letting out a sob as he smashes his fist through the window of his car, sending shards of glass spraying all over the road before he throws himself in and repeatedly punches the steering wheel. After what seems like years of watching him pound on his car, he roars off, tires screeching, car horns blaring.
 
         
              

         
 
         I get out of the shower and dry my hair before resuming fetal position on my bed. I’m completely numb. I feel like my heart has been ripped out, trampled on, and shoved back into my chest a battered mess. I’m somewhere between grief and devastation, and it’s the most painful thing I’ve ever experienced. My life has fallen apart. I feel empty, betrayed, lonely, and lost. The only person who can make any of this better is the person who’s made it all happen. I don’t feel like I’m ever going to recover from this.
 
         “Ava?” I lift my pounding head from my pillow and find Kate standing in my doorway. The sympathy on her face enflames the hurt a little bit more. She perches on the edge of the bed, stroking my cheek. “It doesn’t have to be like this,” she says softly.
 
         How so? How can it be any other way? I just have to ride out this pain and see if I have the strength to deal with any of it—start all over again. But at the moment I’m content to just lay here feeling sorry for myself.
 
         “Yes, it does,” I reply on a whisper.
 
         “No, it doesn’t.” She’s firmer this time. “You still love him. Admit you still love him. Did you tell him?”
 
         I can’t deny it. I do. I love him—so much it hurts. But I shouldn’t love him. I know I shouldn’t. “I can’t.” I turn my face into my pillow.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “He owns a sex club, Kate.”
 
         “He didn’t know how to tell you. He was worried you would walk away.”
 
         I look at Kate. “Well, he didn’t tell me, and I’ve still walked away.” I settle back down into my tear-drenched pillow. “You heard that man. He destroys marriages. He screws women for fun. Why are you not shocked?” I mutter into my pillow. I know she’s laid back, but this is shocking stuff.
 
         “I am…a bit.”
 
         “You could’ve fooled me.”
 
         “Ava, Jesse is crazy about you. Sam never thought he’d see the day.”
 
         “Sam can say what he likes, Kate. It doesn’t change the fact that he owns a place where people go to have sex and he sometimes joins in.” I shudder, feeling sick at the thought.
 
         “You can’t punish him because of his past.”
 
         “It’s not his past, though, is it? He still owns the place.”
 
         “It’s his business.”
 
         “Leave me alone, Kate.” I beg. Her defending all of this is just pissing me off. She should be supporting me, not trying to justify Jesse’s misdemeanors.
 
         I feel her weight lift from the bed on a sigh. “He’s still Jesse,” she says as she leaves my bedroom, and me alone to mourn my loss.
 
         I lay in silence trying to rid my head of all the inevitable thoughts. It’s no good. My brain is assaulted by flashbacks of the last few weeks—of our first meeting when he floored me, the texts and the calls and then the stalking…and the sex. I flip myself onto my stomach, sinking my face into my pillow.
 
         Kate’s words keep pinballing around in my mind: He’s still Jesse. Do I even know who Jesse is? All I know is a man who swept me up in his intensity and blindsided me with his physical being.
         
 
         Another piece of the puzzle falls into place when I recall him telling me that he has no contact with his parents. They disowned him when his uncle died and Jesse refused to sell The Manor. It makes sense now. It had nothing to do with the inheritance or sharing the estate, and all to do with their twenty-one-year-old son being left to run a super posh sex club. Of course they would be concerned. Their disapproval of Jesse’s relationship with Carmichael is absolutely warranted. Jesse said he was having the time of his life. What young man wouldn’t be in a house where anything goes? He really has had lots of practice, and there’s a distinct possibility that he really has never fucked a woman more than once—apart from me.
 
         It doesn’t take much intelligence to figure out why I was being scrutinized by all of those women when I was at The Manor. They all want him. No, they all want him again.
         
 
         He played it risky by taking me there, but when I think carefully, no one ever approached me—I was never alone, never free to roam. Did everyone know I was oblivious? Were they under instruction to keep quiet, to stay away? He really did go out of his way to keep me in the dark. How did he think he could get away with it? Sarah’s comment on leathers…I push my face into the pillow in complete despair.  
 
         “Ava?”
 
         I look up and see Sam standing in the doorway, looking as deflated as he was earlier. “He beat himself up on a daily basis trying to think of how he could tell you. I’ve never seen him like this before.”
 
         “You mean rejected?” I say sarcastically. “No, I can’t imagine Jesse Ward did get many knock backs.”
 
         “No, I mean crazy about a woman.”
 
         “He’s just crazy, Sam.”
 
         He frowns, shaking his head. “Yes, about you. Do you mind?” he asks, standing at the edge of my bed.
 
         “Help yourself,” I grumble uncharitably.
 
         He perches on the edge of the bed. I’ve never seen him so serious. “Ava, I’ve known Jesse for eight years. Not once have I seen him behave like this over a woman. He’s never had a relationship beyond sex, but you came along and it’s like he found purpose. He’s a different man, and while you might have been frustrated over his protectiveness, as a friend, I was happy to see him finally care so much to behave like that. Please, give him a chance.”
 
         “He wasn’t just protective, Sam.” Protectiveness is just the start of a long list of unreasonable ways.
 
         “He’s still Jesse.” Sam repeats Kate’s words, looking at me pleadingly. “The Manor is a business. Yes, he mixed business with pleasure, but he had nothing else.” He smiles, picking my hand up in his. “If you can tell me that you can walk away from him, no second thoughts or regrets, then I’ll shut up now and leave. If you can tell me that you don’t love him, I’ll walk away. But I don’t think you can. You’re shocked, I realize that. And yes, he has a history, but you can’t ignore the fact that he adores you, Ava. It’s written all over his face, expressed in everything he does. Please, give him a chance. He deserves a chance.”
 
         I’m trying to deal with something I just don’t understand and probably never will. He owns a sex club. This drama doesn’t feature into my idea of a normal, happily ever after. He cares enough to behave like this? He adores me? Does adore equal love? I ignored all of Jesse’s pillow talk in the beginning—all the “you’re mine” talk and rubbish about never letting me leave. He said the word love a lot, but not in the context I so desperately wanted to hear. “I love you in lace,” “I love sleepy sex with you,” “I love having you here.” Should I have looked further into all of it? Was he telling me what I wanted to hear but in a backward way? He persistently sought reassurance from me that I would stay. If all he needed was comfort that I was staying put, then I did that plenty of times, didn’t I? I always told him I would stay. But I didn’t know about The Manor then. And now I do, and I’ve left.
         
 
         He always wanted me in lace, not leather. He claimed me as his. He was possessive to the absolute maximum—unreasonably so. He always wanted to keep me covered, never wanting me to be exposed to anyone but him. Leather, sharing, and the exposure of female flesh must be a regular occurrence at The Manor. Was he was trying to make me the complete opposite of everything he knows? Everything he’s used to?
 
         I sit up. I need to talk to him. I can get over The Manor, I think, but I know for absolutely sure that I’ll never get over Jesse. Seeing him so fraught and desperate must at least mean he’s hurting. He wouldn’t behave like that if I didn’t mean something to him, would he? So many questions. And there’s only one place I’ll find the answers. I owe myself those answers.
         
 
         I look at Sam, and a small smile spreads across his cheeky face. “My work here is done,” he mimics Jesse’s words as he gets up on a little wince. “That evil cow.”
 
         I smile on the inside. This bombshell obviously hasn’t affected Kate in the same way it has me. I throw on the nearest clothes I can find and grab my car keys. Tears flood my eyes and guilt punches a great hole in my stomach. He was the one who wanted the cards on the table. He was going to tell me about The Manor, but was there something else he wanted to tell me? I hope so, because I’m on my way to find out. Sarah’s warning about building dreams on Jesse comes crashing back into my mind as I race down to my car. Maybe she’s right, but I can’t live not knowing.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Chapter Thirty-three

         
 
         I drive to Lusso in a stupid fashion, overtaking, banging my car horn impatiently, and running a few red lights. When I pull up at the docks, I see Jesse’s car parked on an angle, spanning two of his allocated spaces. I abandon my Mini on the road, let myself in the pedestrian gate—thanking all things holy that I remember the code—and rush into the foyer, finding Clive at the concierge desk, looking more cheerful than usual.
         
 
         “Ava! I’ve finally got the hang of all this ruddy equipment,” he declares delightedly.
 
         I brace myself on the high, marble counter to catch my breath. “Great, Clive. I told you it would come.”
 
         “Are you okay?”
 
         “I’m fine. I’m just going up to Jesse.”
 
         The phone on the desk starts ringing, and Clive holds his finger up in a signal for me to excuse him for a second. “Mr. Holland? Yes sir, of course, sir.” He hangs up, scribbling a few notes on his pad. “Sorry about that.”
 
         “That’s okay. I’ll make my way up.”
 
         “Ah, Ava, Mr. Ward hasn’t notified me of your visit.” He scans his screen, and I gape at him. Is he having me on? He’s seen Jesse carry me in and out of this place on numerous occasions. What’s he playing at?
 
         I smile sweetly. “How are you finding the job, Clive?”
 
         He immediately becomes willing and animated. “Well, I’m basically a personal assistant to thirteen filthy rich residents, but I love it. You should hear some of the requests I get. Yesterday, Mr. Daniels asked me to organize a chopper ride over the city for his daughter and three friends and…” he leans over the counter, lowering his voice. “Mr. Gomez up on fifth has a different woman every day of the week. And Mr. Holland seems to have a thing for the Thai birds. But keep that to yourself. It’s all confidential.” He winks.
 
         “Wow, it sounds very interesting. I’m glad you’re enjoying it, Clive.” I broaden my smile at him. “Do you mind if I head up?”
 
         “I need to call first, Ava.”
 
         “Call then!” I huff impatiently, standing and shifting irritably while Clive rings up to the penthouse.
 
         He hangs up and dials again. “I’m sure I saw him pass through,” he mutters on a frown. “Maybe I didn’t.”
 
         “His car’s outside, he must be here,” I push frantically. “Try again.” I point to the telephone and Clive presses a few buttons again as I look on.
 
         He hangs up again, shaking his head. “No, he’s definitely not there. And he hasn’t put a DND on his system, so he’s not asleep or busy. He must have gone out.”
 
         I frown. “DND?”
 
         “Do not disturb.”
 
         “Oh. Clive, I know he’s home. Please, can I go up?” I plead. I can’t believe he’s being so difficult.
 
         He leans over his desk, narrows his eyes on me, and looks to either side, checking the coast is clear. “I can get in serious trouble for not following protocol, but as it’s you, Ava”—he winks—“go on.” He thumbs over his shoulder and straightens his green hat.
 
         “Thanks, Clive.”
 
         I jump in the elevator, punch in the code, praying he hasn’t gotten around to re-programming it in the short time I’ve been gone, and let out a relieved breath of air when the doors close and I start my journey to the penthouse. He’s got to answer the door yet—I don’t have a key.
 
         My stomach does a few three-sixties as the elevator door slides open and I’m faced with the double doors into Jesse’s apartment, but I frown to myself when I see the door is already open. And there’s music—very loud music.
 
         I walk to the door, gently push it open, and my ears are bombarded from every direction by “Angel.” The words hit me like a thunderbolt, immediately putting me on guard. Right now, it sounds so loud and depressing, not soft and ardent like it was when we made love. I need to turn it down, or off. It’s so affecting. And with it coming from all of the integrated speakers, there’s no escaping it. Maybe he’s not here. Maybe the system has malfunctioned because he couldn’t possibly sustain this noise level for long. I clamp my hands over my ears as I glance around the huge space, trying to locate a remote control before running into the kitchen, where I spot one on the island. I quickly find the volume button to turn the music down—a lot.
 
         Once I’ve taken care of the noise levels, I go in search of him. As I reach the stairs, I kick something and watch as it clatters across the floor, but quickly pick up the bottle and place it on the console unit at the bottom of the stairs before taking them two at a time.
 
         I go straight to the master suite, but he’s not in there, so I proceed to frantically search every other room on the floor. He’s in none of them. I get halfway down the stairs, stopping abruptly when my eyes land on the empty bottle that I scooped up.
 
         It’s vodka, or it was. It’s been drained dry.
 
         A wave of uneasiness rolls over me as a million thoughts invade my head. I’ve never seen Jesse drink—not ever. Every time alcohol has been on offer, he’s refused, ordering water instead. It never occurred to me to wonder why. But now, thinking about how carelessly the empty bottle was tossed on the floor, I realize something isn’t right.
 
         His insistence on me not drinking on Friday comes rushing back into my mind like a tidal wave, and the time in The Blue Bar, when he was so keen to feed me water, suddenly doesn’t seem so unusual or unreasonable.
 
         I hear a crash, and my eyes snap from the empty bottle of vodka to the outside terrace. “Oh, please no,” I whisper to myself.
 
         The huge glass doors are open. I sprint the rest of the way down the stairs, across the living space, skidding to a halt at the doors when I see Jesse struggling to get himself up from one of the sun loungers. Have I had my eyes closed for the past few weeks? I’ve missed so much.
 
         He has a towel wrapped around his waist and a bottle of vodka in his hand, which he’s keeping a tight hold of as he fights to push himself up on his free arm. He’s swearing profusely.
 
         I’m frozen on the spot as I watch this man I’ve fallen in love with, a physically powerful, passionate, and captivating man, reduced to a drunken wreck. How did this slip past me? I’ve not even wrapped my head around all of the other shit that’s been landed on me today. And now this on top of everything else?
 
         Once he’s hauled himself up, he turns to face me. His eyes are hollow, his face washed out. It doesn’t look like him.
 
         “You’re too late, lady,” he slurs viciously, glaring at me. He’s never looked at me like this before. He’s never spoken to me like this before, not even when he’s been crazy mad with me.
 
         “You’re drunk,” I blurt, knowing it’s a stupid thing to say, but all other words have run, screaming loudly from my brain. My eyes have been tortured way past repair today.
 
         “That’s very observant of you.” He lifts the bottle and swigs the rest of the vodka before wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “Not drunk enough, though.” He walks forward purposely, and I instinctively move out of his way, knowing he would cause me damage if he crashed into me.
 
         “Where are you going?” I ask as he passes me.
 
         “What’s it to you?” he spits, without so much as looking at me. I follow him into the kitchen, watching as he drags another bottle of vodka from the freezer and tosses his empty into the sink. He starts unscrewing the cap. “Bastard!” he hisses, shaking his hand, and it’s then I notice the mass of swelling and cuts marring it. He perseveres with the screw cap, eventually removing it before knocking back a huge swig.
 
         “Jesse, your hand needs looking at.”
 
         He throws his hand up in front of him, taking another mouthful from the bottle. “Look then. Yet more damage you’ve caused,” he snarls. I’ve caused? “Yeah, you can stand there…stand there looking all bewildered…and…and…confused. I fucking told you!” he shouts. “Didn’t I warn you? I…I warned you!” He’s hysterical.
         
 
         “Warned me about what?” I ask quietly while trying to mentally calculate how much he’s had. This is the third bottle I’ve seen. Can anyone drink that much?
 
         “Fucking typical,” he shouts at the ceiling.
 
         “I didn’t know,” I whisper.
 
         He laughs. “You didn’t know?” He points the bottle at me. “I said you would cause more damage if you left me, but you still left anyway. Now look at the fucking state of me.”
 
         I flinch at his words. I feel like crying, but shock is controlling the tears. This is not the Jesse I know. This man is a stranger—a hurtful, cruel, and merciless man who I don’t love at all. I don’t need this man.
         
 
         He starts pacing toward me, and I back away. I don’t want to be anywhere near him. “That’s it, run away.” He continues stalking forward, gaining on me with every step. “You’re a fucking prick tease, Ava. I can have you, then I can’t, then I can again. Make your fucking mind up!”
 
         “Why didn’t you tell me you’re an alcoholic?” I ask as my back hits the wall. There’s no more retreating space. Why didn’t you tell me everything?
         
 
         “And give you another reason not to want me?” he spits. He then seems to consider something. “I’m not an alcoholic!”
 
         He’s on top of me, looking down at me. This close up, his eyes are even more hollow and dark.
 
         “You need help,” I say on a cracking voice. I’m going to need help, too.
 
         “I needed you and…you…you left me.” His breath is hot, but it’s not his usual minty smell. All I can smell are alcohol fumes, so whoever claims you can’t smell vodka is lying.
 
         I plant my palms on his bare chest to push him away, applying only a little pressure for fear I might push him over. It’s laughable. This tall, lean, strapping man, but he’s so unstable on his feet. His chest feels like him—that I recognize, but it’s the only part of him that I do at the moment.
         
 
         He takes a step back, tipping the bottle to his lips again. I want to grab it and smash it on the floor. “Sorry, am I invading your space?” He laughs. “It’s never bothered you before.”
 
         “You weren’t drunk before,” I retort.
 
         “No…I wasn’t. I was too busy fucking you to think about having a drink.” He looks at me with disgust, leaning forward. “I was too busy fucking you to think about anything. And you loved it.” He smirks. “You were good. In fact, you were the best I’ve had. And I’ve had a lot.”
 
         Rage flies through me like a rocket. So fast I don’t even notice that my hand has flown out and slapped him clean across his face—not until the sting sets in and it starts throbbing.
 
         He holds his face to the side, where my vicious hand has put it, before slowly turning it back to me. He laughs mildly. “Fun, wasn’t it?”
 
         I look at him in complete contempt, shaking my head. I feel like I’m being dragged through a madcap movie. This sort of shit just doesn’t happen, especially not to me. Sex houses, crazy madness, and alcoholic arseholes. How did I get caught up in all of this freakiness?
 
         “You’re one fucked-up sorry state.”
 
         “Watch your mouth,” he slurs.
 
         “You don’t get to tell me what I can say!” I shout. “You don’t get to tell me how to do anything anymore!”
 
         “I’m.A.Fucked.Up.Sorry.State.And.It’s.All.Because.Of.You.” He punctuates each and every word on a slur, jabbing his finger in my face. I fear I might actually punch him in his drunken face if I don’t leave now. But all of my stuff is here, and I need to get it. I don’t want to ever come back.
         
 
         I brush past him, hurrying for the stairs. With any luck, he’s too drunk to climb them and I can snatch my things up without any further vicious exchanges.
 
         I take the stairs fast, barreling into the bedroom and standing for a few moments wondering where he would’ve put my bag.
 
         Finding my overnight case tucked neatly behind some shoe boxes in the wardrobe, I yank it free, pulling down my clothes from the hangers and scooping up my things from the floor at the same time. I rush back into the bedroom, finding Jesse standing in the doorway. It’s taken him a lot longer than usual, but he’s made it up the stairs. I ignore him and run into the bathroom, all but flinging my toiletries into my bag.
 
         “Does this bring back memories, Ava?”
 
         I look up, finding him stroking the top of the vanity unit, his face straight as he caresses the marble counter. I try to blank out our launch night encounter. In this very suite was where I finally surrendered to this man. In this bathroom was where we made love for the first time. No, we fucked for the first time. And now it all ends here, too.
 
         He’s blocking my path with his tall, swaying body, and I notice the bottle of vodka has been abandoned, his towel working its way loose. I try to sidestep him, but he moves with me, hampering my attempts to pass.
 
         “You’re really going?” he slurs softly.
 
         “You think I would stay?” I ask, exasperated. I’d thought I could overcome The Manor and all the crap that accompanies it, but this on top of all that has just catapulted my already crumbled world into complete obliteration. No amount of love or feelings could ever fix this mess. He’s led me on a merry dance. He’s purposely deceived me and manipulated me.
 
         “So, that’s it? You’ve turned my life upside down, caused all this damage, and now you’re leaving without fixing it?”
 
         I look up at him in shock. Does he think that he’s the only one affected by all of this? I’ve turned his world upside down? Even inebriated, the man is delusional.
         
 
         “Good-bye, Jesse.” I push past him, heading straight for the stairs, fighting the urge to look back. The devastating man I fell in love with, the man who I thought would be engraved on my mind’s eye for the rest of my life, has been cruelly replaced by that nasty, drunken creature.
 
         “I wanted to tell you, but you had to be your usual difficult self!” he roars at my back. “How can you walk away?” I flinch at his harshness but keep going. “Ava, baby, please!”
 
         Halfway down the stairs, I hear a loud clatter and a collection of bangs and crashes. This just makes me run faster. Any dream of falling into his strong, loving arms has been sensationally dashed. My happy ever after with my lovable rogue has been chewed up and spat out. I could have tumbled into a relationship with Jesse without a clue about his dark secrets. When would I have eventually found out?
 
         I should be thankful. At least I know now, before it’s too late.
 
         Before it’s too late?
 
         It’s way past too late.
 
         
              

         
 
         I approach Kate’s door in a numb haze and it swings open before I have a chance to put my key in the lock.
 
         “What’s happened?” she asks, her eyes wide and concerned as Sam appears behind her. One look at his face tells me he knows exactly what’s just happened.
 
         Every aching muscle gives way, including my heart, and I collapse to the floor in a heap, sobbing uncontrollably. I’m vaguely aware of arms wrapped around me, rocking me back and forth. But they don’t comfort me.
 
         They’re not Jesse’s.
 
      


    

  
    
       
         
            Bonus Chapter for THIS MAN
 
            Launch night at Lusso—Jesse’s POV

         
 
         What the fuck is this prick rambling on about? He must see that I’m not interested, but it doesn’t shut him up. There’s no need to kiss my arse anymore because I’ve bought the fucking place. He’s earned his commission. Leave me the fuck alone!
         
 
         I nod my head every now and then to the estate agent, even though I can’t hear a word he’s saying. All I’m hearing is an unconvincing, sweet voice telling me she’s not interested. I study her red-covered back closely. I should never have left her place last night, not until she relented and admitted she’s feeling something, too. I know she feels it. I have a newfound determination after spending all day locked in my office achieving fuck all, except mental torture. And now I’m standing in my new home, surrounded by snotty society, resisting the urge to set off the fire alarm to clear the place so I can have her alone.
 
         I smile to myself when I see Ava’s redheaded friend look past her, her eyes widening when she clocks me. She remembers me, and just when I’m about to sack this irritating knob off, Ava turns and clocks me, too. Her eyes do more than widen—they nearly fall out of her head. I don’t have a chance to flash her my smile. She swings back around, clearly shocked by my presence. This only boosts my determination. She wouldn’t act so stunned if she didn’t care.
 
         Turning my eyes back onto the estate agent, I see his mouth moving, but nothing he’s saying is filtering through. “Yeah, thanks.” I slap his upper arm, a completely inappropriate farewell, but I’ve got somewhere I need to be.
 
         I make my way over to her, lip reading her friend’s words. She’s telling her I’m coming. Oh yes, lady. I’m coming.
 
         I arrive by the two girls, Ava refusing to turn, her friend clearly amused, which means this beautiful girl has been talking about me. My already high confidence shoots through the roof.
 
         “Nice to see you again, Kate,” I say smoothly. “Ava?”
 
         She doesn’t acknowledge me, and her friend’s eyes are shooting between us in amusement. “Jesse.” Kate nods at me. “Excuse me. I need to powder my nose.” Placing her glass on the counter, she leaves us alone. I’m grateful.
 
         After a few seconds of waiting, I soon realize she isn’t going to budge, the stubborn woman, so I slowly circle her until I’m confronted with her exquisite face. My cock instantly starts to throb. “You look stunning,” I say quietly, running my eyes over every perfect square inch of her features. I’ve tasted those lips. I don’t know what I’ll do if I don’t get to taste them again.
 
         “You said I wouldn’t have to see you again.” She’s in instant defense mode. It doesn’t bode well.
 
         “I didn’t know you would be here.” I’m all defensive, too, but I have no right to be.
 
         “You sent me flowers.”
 
         I fight to keep the smile from my face. “So I did.”
 
         “Please, excuse me.” She goes to pass me, and I panic, quickly moving to stop her.
 
         “I was hoping for a tour,” I blurt, laughing privately at my own audacity. I know this place inside out.
 
         “I’ll get Victoria. She’ll be happy to show you around.”
 
         “I would prefer you.”
 
         “You don’t get a fuck with a tour,” she retorts harshly, making me recoil. She’s standing in front of me, looking like she’s just literally fallen from the heavens, and she’s using vulgar language like that?
 
         “Will you watch your mouth?”
 
         I expect her to tell me where to go, but she doesn’t. “Sorry,” she mutters, “and put my seat back when you drive my car.”
 
         Now I really can’t help my smile, and I’m filled with immense satisfaction when she starts shifting uncomfortably. I bet she loved my little joke.
 
         “And leave my music alone!”
 
         “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “Are you okay? You look a little shaky.” I can’t help it. I lift my arm, desperate to feel that smooth skin again. “Is something affecting you?”
 
         She pulls away. “Not at all.” She’s lying. I can see her hand twitching by her side as she fights not to reach for her hair. That’s her tell. “Did you want a tour?”
 
         My smile broadens further. “I would love a tour.”
         
 
         She virtually stomps out of the kitchen and starts waving her hand around. “Lounge.” I’ve seen the lounge. I’ve seen everything a million times, so I keep my eyes on the gentle sway of her hips as she leads me around my new home. “You’ve seen the kitchen,” she calls over her shoulder, giving me a little peek of her luscious lips. “View.” She points across London before trekking back into the penthouse and stalking across the open space toward the gym.
 
         People try to stop me as I pick up my pace to keep up with her, but I brush them off with a quick handshake or a polite nod of my head.
 
         “Gym,” she mutters as she enters, before leaving as soon as my Grensons cross the threshold. I laugh to myself as I follow her up the stairs. It takes every single piece of willpower not to grab her and haul her into a bedroom. Fuck me, I want to sink my teeth into her tight arse as it sashays up the stairs.
 
         After opening and closing every door on the first floor and shortly spitting what rooms they are, she paces into the master suite. My bedroom. Oh fuck, does she realize she’s just entered the lion’s lair? This does not assist in cooling down my raging hard-on. “You’re an expert tour guide, Ava,” I muse as I land in front of quite a boring piece of art. But there’s something about the shabby old rowing boots—something charming. “Care to enlighten me on the photographer?”
 
         “Giuseppe Cavalli.”
 
         “It’s good. Is there any particular reason why you chose this photographer?”
 
         She’s silent for a while, and I know it’s because she’s studying me. She likes what she sees, and she likes what she felt when I had her in my arms. I’m not going to let her deny it, so she’d better not even try and insult my intelligence with another rejection.
 
         “He was known as the master of light.” She’s joined me in front of the piece, and I look down at her, almost encouragingly. “He didn’t think that the subject was of any importance. It didn’t matter what he photographed. To him, the subject was always the light. He concentrated on controlling it. See?” She lifts her hand and points out the reflections across the rippling water.
 
         I nod thoughtfully to myself, impressed and quite intrigued, but the woman standing next to me is what I’m more intrigued by, so I turn my stare back down to her as she continues.
 
         “These rowing boats, as lovely as they are, are just boats, but see how he manipulates the light? He didn’t care for the boats. He cared for the light surrounding the boats. He makes inanimate objects interesting, makes you look at the photograph in a different…well, a different light, I suppose.” She cocks her head thoughtfully, lengthening the column on her neck, revealing perfect, smooth, taut skin. Jesus, the woman is like nothing else I’ve seen.
 
         I let her finish her observations, quite happy to just watch her, but then she looks up at me, and I can see she’s mentally battling the urge to fold on me.  
 
         “Please don’t,” she whispers.
 
         “Don’t what?” I know damn well what.
 
         “You know what. You said I wouldn’t have to see you again.”
 
         “I lied. I can’t stay away from you, so you do have to see me again…and again…and again.”  I say it slowly, making clear my intention, and she inhales as she starts stepping back away from me.
 
         I’m not letting her get away this time. “You persistently fighting this is only making me more determined to prove that you want me.” I keep my eyes on hers. “I’m making it my mission objective. I’ll do anything.” I really will.
         
 
         The bed halts her retreat and she throws her hands up. “Stop,” she blurts, and I do, but only because she’s clearly upset. “You don’t even know me.” She’s desperately trying to convince herself that this is crazy. It is, and it scares me, but I can’t walk away again.
 
         “I know you’re impossibly beautiful.” I walk forward, thinking I can make her feel so much better if I can just hold her. “I know what I feel, and I know you’re feeling it, too.” I stop as the fronts of our bodies brush. I can feel her heartbeat through her dress and my suit. “So, tell me, Ava. What have I missed?”
 
         She drops her face, but I waste no time pulling it back up to mine, feeling like a total bastard when I see tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” I slide my hand around to cup her cheek and gently wipe her tears away.
 
         “You said you would leave me alone.” She flicks me a questioning look.
 
         “I lied. I’m sorry. I can’t stay away, Ava.”
 
         “You’ve already said that you’re sorry, yet here you are again. Am I to expect flowers tomorrow?”
 
         My strokes of her cheeks pause, and it’s my face that hides now. I really am a bastard, but I wouldn’t be doing this if I didn’t know for certain that she wants me. Why is she being so stubborn? There’s nothing left for it. I need to remind her—remind her of how it felt. I lift my eyes and slowly start lowering my lips to hers. I need to be gentle.
         
 
         She doesn’t stop me, and when our lips skim just a tiny bit, she’s the one who takes the lead, grabbing my jacket and breathing heavily in my face. I’m shaking like a fucking leaf, relieved and pent up on days’ worth of lust.
 
         “Have you ever felt like this?” I ask, pulling her closer and working my mouth across to her ear.
 
         “Never.”
 
         I sag in relief and nip at her lobe. “Are you ready to stop fighting it now?” I ask softly, licking my way up her ear and back down until I’m at the smooth flesh that meets her neck. She smells and tastes divine.
 
         “Oh God,” she gasps, and I swallow her words of submittal by tenderly plunging my tongue into her mouth, silently grateful when she accepts it.
 
         “Hmmm,” I hum, breaking our kiss reluctantly to get a solid confirmation from this beautiful woman. “Is that a yes?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         A million sparks light up inside of me; hope that I just don’t understand bombarding my entire form. I nod and proceed to show my appreciation by scattering light kisses all over her face. “I need to have all of you, Ava. Say I can have all of you.”
 
         She hesitates, but only briefly. “Take me.”
 
         I don’t waste any more time. I curl my arm around her tiny waist and lift her slight frame from her feet, carrying her to the wall and gently pushing her up against it as our lips become more frantic, more desperate now we’re both on the same page. My hands are everywhere. I can’t help it.
 
         I refuse to release her lips when she starts pushing my jacket away from my shoulders, stepping back just a fraction to help her. Nothing will stop this. When I’m free from my suit jacket, I thrust her back into the wall, a bit harder than I intended, but she doesn’t seem bothered by my eagerness. She’s meeting my franticness perfectly.
 
         “Fucking hell, Ava,” I breathe, “you make me crazy.” I circle my hips to try and alleviate the throb in my cock, pulling a quiet cry from her lips. Her hands are clenching at my hair, the feeling out of this world, and it prompts me to yank her dress up to her waist and roll into her once more. Nipping at her bottom lip, I pull away, breathing uncontrolled bursts of air in her face as I deliver another grind of my groin, delighting in her moans of pleasure. She breaks our eye contact and lets her head fall back, the temptation of her exposed throat way too much to resist. I’m lost.
 
         “Jesse…”
 
         I’m only mildly aware of her panting my name as I bite my way across her skin. “Jesse, people are coming, you have to stop.” She starts squirming in my embrace, rubbing up against my solidness.
 
         Fuck! 
         
 
         “I’m not letting you go, not now.” I groan the words out, silently begging her not to stop this.
 
         “We need to stop.”
 
         “No.” I sound demanding, but I can’t help it. Fuck, I know there are people wandering around, and I fucking hate them for it.
 
         “We’ll do this later.”
 
         “That leaves you too much time to change your mind.” I carry on biting at her neck, unwilling to release her from my grasp for fear of never getting my hands on her again. But then my jaw is grabbed and she pulls me from my happy nuzzling.
 
         “I won’t change my mind.” Our noses are touching. “I will not change my mind.”
 
         She means it; I can see it in her determined eyes…but I’m not risking it. I push my lips hard on hers and tell her so. “Sorry; I can’t risk it.” I pick her up and carry her to the bathroom.
 
         “What? They’ll want to see in there, too!”
 
         “I’ll lock the door. No screaming.” I grin down at her. She remembers my crassness, and I’m glad she’s smiling about it. The delivery of such a tactless line to such an exquisite woman should’ve earned me a slap.
 
         “You have no shame.”
 
         Her grin, followed up by a cheeky laugh makes my cock nearly explode…so I tell her that, too. “No. My cock has been aching since last Friday, I finally have you in my arms, and you’ve seen sense. I’m going nowhere and neither are you.”
 
         I kick the lovely wooden door of my lovely new bathroom shut and place her gently down between the double sink unit before hastily returning to lock the door. Nothing is interrupting this.
         
 
         When I turn to face her, she’s looking at me, her dreamy chocolate eyes shimmering with lust. Fucking hell, this woman can’t be real. Reaching up to my shirt, I slowly start unbuttoning it as I walk slowly over to her. I’m not rushing because I can see clearly that she’s completely given in. This is happening.
 
         I leave my shirt hanging open and hold my breath as I watch when she places her finger in the center of my chest, dragging it lightly down the middle. My hands instinctively find her waist and my body moves between her thighs.
 
         I glance up and find her watching me closely, and my lips twitch in…happiness. For the first time in forever, I feel happy. “You can’t escape now.”
 
         “I don’t want to.”
 
         “Good,” I mouth, dropping my gaze to her lips as she continues with her drifting finger, back up my chest, my throat, until it rests lightly on my bottom lip. I bite down, my happiness intensifying tenfold when she smiles at me and works her hand into my hair.
 
         “I like your dress,” I say, skating my eyes down the gathered material at her waist until I’m focused on her lovely thighs.
 
         “Thank you.”
 
         “It’s a bit restrictive.” I pull at a piece of the red material playfully, smiling to myself when I sense her breathing quicken.
 
         “It is.”
 
         “Shall we remove it?” I tilt my head thoughtfully as she smiles.
 
         “If you like.”
 
         “Or maybe we leave it on?” I pull away and hold my hands up—a stupid thing to do. I already miss the feel of her, so I immediately run my palms around her back to find the zip. “But then again,” I whisper in her ear, “I have firsthand knowledge of what’s under this lovely dress.” And it’s fucking incredible, I think to myself as I breathe in her ear and slowly draw down the fastening. I don’t know why I’m thinking it. I should tell her, so I do. “And it’s far superior to the dress. I think we’ll get rid of it.” She needs to know that I’m seriously pussy whipped.
         
 
         I pick her up and set her on her feet, pushing the lovely dress away, revealing a sight that has been carved on my mind since Tuesday. I kick the redundant dress to the side and absorb her for a few moments, before I lift her back onto the counter, the feel of her in my arms as satisfying as looking at her. I want to carry her everywhere, have her glued to me.
 
         “I like that dress,” she argues.
 
         “I’ll buy you a new one.” I brush off her concern. I know she doesn’t really give a damn about the dress. I take up my position between her legs and take hold of her petite bum, tugging her closer and rolling my hips while we study each other. My cock isn’t going to hold out much longer, but I’m enjoying savoring her at the moment.
 
         Feeling around her back, I unclasp and remove her bra, sighing when my eyes are blessed again by her pert, perfectly formed breasts. And then the little temptress only leans back on her hands, accentuating the subtle push of her chest toward me.
 
         I raise my eyes to hers and lift my hand, covering her entire throat with my big palm. “I can feel your heart hammering.” I sound enthralled. I am enthralled. She completely captivates me. Slowly, I glide my hand down her front until it’s resting softly on her flat tummy. I find her eyes again, just to check she’s real, even though I can feel her perfectly. “You’re too fucking beautiful, lady,” I say firmly. “I think I’ll keep you.”
         
 
         When she bows her back, I smile, and then let my mouth drop to her nipple, taking her other breast in my spare palm, massaging gently as I suck her into my mouth. She’s moaning, her body turning lax, and my aching cock rubs delicious circles into her. I’m fighting to keep control, but I want to worship her first, make the most of this time. She’s unpredictable, with her constant fighting and relenting. It worries me.
 
         She’s getting a little frenzied, her breathing erratic and rushed, so I find my way to her knickers and slip my finger into the side, resisting the temptation to rip them off now. Fuck, she feels perfect everywhere.
 
         “Shit,” she yelps, her body flying up and clenching my shoulders.
 
         I don’t back down. “Language, lady,” I warn, taking her mouth and thrusting my fingers deeply into her, gasping at the rightness of her internal, heated muscles grabbing onto me. She’s moaning relentlessly, pushing her body into mine and greedily contracting around me. I can sense her desperation. I know her already—a stupid thought, given my limited time with her, but the perfection of this convinces me that I need to lengthen this time—make it forever.
 
         “Come,” I demand, pushing deeper and higher, pressing my thumb onto her pulsing clitoris, my heart hammering wildly as I watch her disintegrate into a mass of twitching nerves. When she yells, I quickly tackle her mouth, soaking up her pleasure-filled moans as she shakes in my arms. Her eyes are closed while I devote my time to easing her down, kissing her face everywhere until she finally opens her eyes and gazes at me on a little sigh.
 
         Fuck…me. 
         
 
         I lean in and kiss her again, her whole form like a magnet to me. I can’t get enough of her. “Better?” I slip my fingers out and smile when she hums, running my damp finger across her full bottom lip as we watch each other.
 
         And when her palms lift and smooth down my cheeks, I’m powerless to stop myself from turning into one, kissing it lovingly before letting my eyes find her again.
 
         Her shocked gasp throws me for a moment, until I realize someone is trying to get into my bathroom. I slap my palm over her mouth and smile at her shock.
 
         “I can’t hear anything,” someone says. Ava’s eyes widen further, so I release her mouth and replace my palm with my lips, hushing her quietly.
 
         “Oh God, I feel cheap,” she cries, her head falling to my shoulder.
 
         Cheap? She’s the furthest you could get from cheap. “You’re not cheap. Talk crap like that, I’ll be forced to kick your delicious backside all over my bathroom.” I immediately realize my error. Fuck, did I really just say that? Her confused face tells me I did. I don’t know why I’m concerned. She already knows that I own The Manor, even if she thinks it’s a fucking hotel. Whatever made her think that? And how the hell will I tell her what really goes down there? I don’t want to tarnish this with my dirty history.
 
         “Your bathroom?” Her question distracts me from my dilemma, her puzzled face making me smile.
 
         “Yes, my bathroom. I wish they would stop strangers roaming around my home.”
 
         “You live here?”
 
         “Well, I will as of tomorrow. Tell me. Is all this Italian shit worth the outrageously expensive price tag they attached to this place?” I didn’t mean to say that at all. I love the Italian shit she’s loaded it with.
 
         “Italian shit?” she coughs, and I can’t help laughing at her shock. “You shouldn’t have bought the place if you don’t like the shit that’s in it.”
         
 
         “I can get rid of the shit.” I’m winding her up now, her irritation actually turning me on…even more.
 
         Her eyebrows lift in shock, but soon lower into a scowl.
 
         “Unravel your knickers, lady. I wouldn’t get rid of anything in this apartment,” I land her with a forceful kiss. “And you’re in this apartment.”
         
 
         She’s mine again. She’s meeting my hard tongue lashes stroke for stroke, her hand shooting to my shoulders and clinging on harshly.
 
         That’s it. I can’t wait any longer. I need to have the ultimate with this woman. I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life. Lifting her from the counter, I yank her knickers down her legs, my gentle approach fast disappearing. I cast them aside and ease her back down, making quick work of removing her shoes and mentally thanking her for taking the initiative to start on my clothes. Her awestruck face doesn’t escape my notice, and neither does her recoil when she spots my scar. I don’t need her prying into the whys and wherefores of that, but before I can distract her from it, she screws my shirt up and tosses it to the side.
 
         “I’ll buy you a new one,” she says casually, making me smirk.
 
         Leaning forward, I home in on her lips again and moan when I feel her hands working my trousers, but soon pull away on a surprised furrow of my brow when she yanks my belt free and the bathroom is filled with a sharp thrash of leather.
 
         I’m trying to hide the shock. “Are you going to whip me?”
 
         “No,” she replies slowly, before discarding the belt, her uncertainty reassuring. But then I’m seized by the waistband of my trousers and hauled forward. “Of course, if you want me to…”
 
         I fight a smile onto my face. She’s playing with me. “I’ll bear that in mind.”
 
         Her eyes burn through mine as she unfastens me, and my eyes clench shut when I feel her small palm skim across my throbbing cock. Oh sweet Jesus, I’m twitching uncontrollably, sending a silent prayer to the ceiling to maintain my control, struggling further when I feel the unmistakable heat of her tongue licking up the center of my chest.
 
         “Ava, you should know that once I’ve had you, you’re mine.” I don’t know where the fuck that statement came from.
 
         “Hmmm,” she hums, licking my nipple and pushing my boxers down my thighs, finally freeing my painfully stiff cock.
 
         She gasps, and I smile. Oh yes, lady. And it’s soon going to be claiming you all to itself…forever.
 
         I waste no time removing my remaining clothes, as equally rapt by the nakedness before me as she is. I didn’t think my pulse could race any faster…until she reaches forward and rolls her thumb over the head of my arousal.
 
         “Shit, Ava.” I take her hips, and she gasps. “Ticklish?”
 
         “Just there,” she blurts, tensing in my hold.
 
         “I’ll remember that.” I smash my lips back to hers, my body tingling, my hips thrusting when she starts stroking me. It’s becoming urgent, and when she inhales sharply, I clamp down on her lip. “You ready?” I blurt, wondering what I’ll do if she says no, but her quick nod fires me into action and I bat her hand away from me, grab her under her arse, and pull her up and forward, straight onto my waiting cock.
 
         She cries out. Shit, I’ve hurt her, but damn, she feels incredible—like nothing that’s come before.
 
         “Okay?” I wheeze. “Are you okay?”
 
         “Two seconds. I need a few seconds.” Her legs wrap around my waist, and I swing her around, pushing her up against the wall and letting my forehead drop to hers as I give her the time she needs to adjust. Fucking hell, I’m sweating, panting like a dog as I ease out of her gently, desperate not to put her off. Then I plunge forward, controlled and carefully.
 
         “Can you take more?” I fight the words through my regulated breathing, hoping to God she accepts me. Her breasts push into my chest, a silent message, but I need the words. “Ava, tell me you’re ready.”
 
         “I’m ready,” she breathes, and with that, I rear back and drive forward purposefully. And I don’t stop. I’m growling in appreciation as I pump into her time and time again.
 
         “You’re mine now, Ava.” There I go again. What the hell has gotten into me? She doesn’t object, filling me with contentment—something that I’ve never felt. “All mine,” I reinforce, meeting her forehead with my own and retreating before I really let rip, pounding forward repeatedly, like a crazy man, desperate and sweating.
 
         She screams. It’s music to my ears. I’m claiming her.
 
         And she’s letting me.
 
         I relish in her repeated cries of pleasure, feeling her muscles tightening around me as I take her mouth again, our sweaty bodies slipping and sliding, feeling amazing.
 
         “You’re going to come?” I can feel it. She pulsing and squirming.
 
         “Yes!” She bites me.
 
         Fucking hell! “Wait for me,” I order, more harshly than I intended, increasing my pace.
         
 
         She screams. Shit, she’s going.
 
         And so am I.
 
         “Now, Ava!”
 
         I push into her, holding myself there, heaving into her neck. My fucking legs feel unstable. I’m a wreck. “Oh, fucccckkkkk,” I groan, releasing into her as I lazily circle my hips, wheedling every lazy modicum of pleasure as she moans into my shoulder. We’re doing this again very soon. Shit, I’m dizzy.
         
 
         “Look at me,” I demand gently. I need to check she’s real, and when her heavy head lifts and her face finds mine, I look straight into those eyes and accept something really special has happened here, and I don’t know whether to be delighted by it, or frightened to fucking death.
 
         Softly circling my hips, I kiss her. “Beautiful.” I push her back into the warmth of my chest and transport her back to the counter, resting her down gently and reluctantly slipping out of her.
 
         I take her face between my palms and kiss her. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
 
         She answers by pulling me into her arms and squeezing me tightly, my face naturally finding its place in the crook of her neck and my palms feeling her back. I feel an overwhelming sense of belonging, like after years of stumbling randomly, doing things without thought or consideration, I’ve finally found where I need to be. But will she accept me?
 
         I’m not getting off to the best start—I didn’t use a fucking condom. Pulling back, I stroke her heated face with my knuckles. “I didn’t use a condom.” I feel like a complete tosser. “I’m sorry, I got so carried away. You’re on birth control, right?”
 
         “Yes, but the pill doesn’t protect me from STDs.”
 
         I smile, not in the least bit insulted. I have no right to be. “Ava, I’ve always used a condom”—I peck her forehead—“except with you.”
         
 
         “Why?” she asks, puzzled. I don’t blame her. I’m quite befuddled by it all myself.
 
         “I don’t think straight when I’m near you.” I start dressing myself, wondering why that is. She knocks all rationality right out of me, has me thinking stupid thoughts and behaving like a total nut job.
 
         Taking one of the fancy facecloths from the shelf by the sink, I run it under the tap, hating the idea of wiping myself away from her. When I turn, I find her legs are closed tightly. She’s feeling awkward, and on a small frown, I separate them again. I never want her to feel uncomfortable with me, which is a ridiculous claim, given my recent behavior around this woman. She’s still here, though.
 
         “Better,” I mutter, placing her palms on my shoulders while I reluctantly sweep the cloth across her skin, cleaning her up and flicking a little glance up. I know she’s watching me. “I want to toss you in that shower and worship every inch of you, but this will have to do. For now, anyway.” I give her a quick kiss, resenting having to dress her. “Come on, lady. Let’s get you dressed.” I love that she lets me do it all, and I love the fact that she tenses and spasms when I can’t resist another taste of her neck. She’d better get used to my lips all over her, because I don’t plan on putting them anywhere else ever again.
 
         My shirt is handed to me, and I shake out the creases as best I can. “There really wasn’t any need to screw it up, was there?” I grin as I dress myself and she watches closely.
 
         “Your jacket will cov…” she stops, her eyes widening. “Oh.”
 
         “Yes. Oh.” I snap my belt, and grin further when she flinches, only because she seems alarmed by it. “Okay. You ready to face the music, lady?” I signal for her hand, and she wastes no time giving it to me. Smart girl. “I’d say quite loud, wouldn’t you?”
 
         I break out in a full-on, blast her back smile as she shakes her head. I can’t believe I said that to her, either.
 
         Her face displays an abundance of alarm when she catches herself in the mirror. I don’t know why; she looks just flawless. “You’re perfect.” I unlock the bathroom and pull her out, scooping up my jacket as we pass. As we take the stairs, I don’t like the tensing I sense traveling from her into me through our joined hands—not one little bit, even less when I feel her physically trying to remove her hand from mine. Instinct tells me to keep hold of her…so I do.
 
         “Jesse, let go of my hand.”
 
         “No,” I fire unreasonably and shortly. I can’t help it.
 
         I stop when she does, and turn to look up at her. She’s nervous, her earlier blissed-out state long gone.
 
         “Jesse, you can’t expect me to parade through here holding your hand. That’s not fair. Please, let me go.”
 
         I gaze down at our hands, seeing the evidence of the firmness of my grip by the bulging veins in my hand. I’m not hurting her, I’d never hurt her, but I have a solid grip and I don’t plan on letting go. “I’m not letting you go,” I whisper. “If I let you go, you might forget how it feels. You might change your mind.” It sounds unreasonable, but that’s how it is.
 
         “Change my mind about what?” She sounds confused, confirming my fears.
 
         “Me.”
 
         I’m shocked when my arm jerks and she’s suddenly free. How the fuck did she manage that? Nothing can prevent my annoyance from making its way onto my face. I know I’m looking at her fiercely, and her darting off down the stairs only confirms it.
 
         I watch in a mixture of horror and agony as she escapes me, running into the arms of some girly twat at the bottom of the stairs. Who the fuck is that?
 
         I’m only mildly uncomfortable with the rage flying through me as I steam down the stairs, watching another man dribble all over her, but as I get closer, I relax…a little. He’s gay. Fucking hell, he couldn’t be more obvious if he put on a pair of fishnet stockings and some fake lashes. He’s still a bloke, though, and he’s still got his hands all over my Ava.
 
         My Ava?
 
         Fuck me, Ward. You’re in trouble.
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            Chapter One

         

         I’ve barely mustered up the strength to make it into work today. It’s been five days since I’ve seen Jesse Ward. Five days of agony, emptiness, and sobbing.
         

         Every time my eyes close he’s there, the images flickering from the sure, confident, beautiful man who totally took me, to the hollow, hurtful, drunken creature who destroyed me. Without him I feel empty and incomplete. He made me need him, and now he’s gone.

         In the darkness I see his face and in the silence I hear his voice. There is no escaping it. I’m unaware of the activity around me, every noise a distant hum, every image a slow blur. I’m in hell. Empty. Incomplete. I’m in absolute agony.

         I left Jesse drunk and raging at his penthouse last Sunday. I’ve not heard from him since that day I walked out, leaving him yelling and stumbling around. There have been no phone calls, no messages, no flowers…nothing.

         Sam is still a regular, seminaked presence at Kate’s, but he knows better than to talk to me about Jesse. He keeps quiet and well away. I must be painful to be around at the moment. How can a man who I’ve known a few short weeks make me feel like this? But in those short few weeks I have known him, I’ve learned that he is intense, hot blooded, and controlling, but he is also gentle, affectionate, and protective. I miss that Jesse so much. But the drunken, hollow man I found at the penthouse was not the Jesse I had fallen in love with. I would gladly take all of his frustrating, challenging ways over the ugliness that was Jesse drunk.

         Apparently, Jesse falling off the wagon was my entire fault. He advised me, on a slur, that he’d warned me there would be damage if I left. He had. He just didn’t explain what sort of damage or why. I should have pressed for more, but I was too busy being swallowed up by him. I was distracted from everything, blinded by lust and drowning in his intensity. I never anticipated he would turn out to be Lord of the Sex Manor, and I certainly never anticipated he was an alcoholic. I was literally walking around with my eyes wide shut.

         I’m lucky that I’ve managed to avoid any pressing questions from Patrick regarding Mr. Ward’s project. When one hundred thousand pounds landed in Rococo Union’s bank account, courtesy of Mr. Ward, I was immensely grateful. With so much money paid up front, I could fob Patrick off with an imaginary business trip that’s keeping Mr. Ward out of the country and the project on hold. I know I’ll have to deal with this eventually, I just don’t feel strong enough at the moment, and I’m not sure when I will. Perhaps never.

         Poor Kate has tried so hard to pull me out of the black hole that I’ve put myself in. She’s tried to occupy me with yoga classes, drinks at the pub, and cake decorating. But I’m happier festering in my bed. And she meets me without fail every lunchtime. Not that I can eat anything. It’s hard enough just to swallow without trying to get food past the permanent lump that’s wedged in my throat.

         The only thing I look forward to at the moment is my morning walk. I’m not sleeping, so dragging myself out of bed at five o’clock every morning is relatively easy.

         In the quiet, fresh, morning air, I make my way to the spot in the Green Park where I collapsed with exhaustion the morning Jesse dragged me around the streets of London on one of his torturous marathons. I sit quietly, picking at the dew-coated blades of grass until my backside is numb and sodden and I’m ready to wander slowly back to prepare myself for another day without Jesse.

         How long can I go on like this?

         My brother, Dan, is back in London tomorrow after visiting my parents in Cornwall. I should be looking forward to seeing him, it’s been six months since I last did, but where am I going to find the energy to put on a front?

         My mobile blurts from my desk, dragging me from my daydreams and tapping pen. It’s Ruth Quinn. I inwardly groan. Ruth is a new client and proving to be a challenge already. She rang on Tuesday and demanded an appointment for the same day. I explained that I was busy and suggested someone else may be able to make it, but she insisted she wanted me and eventually settled for my first appointment, which happened to be today. She has since called every day to remind me. “Miss Quinn,” I greet tiredly.

         “Ava, how are you?”

         She always asks, which is nice, I suppose. I won’t tell her the truth. “I’m good. And you?”

         “Yes, yes, fine,” she chirps. “I just wanted to check our appointment.”

         “Four thirty, Miss Quinn.” I reiterate, for the third consecutive day. I think I might be pricing myself out of this job.

         “Lovely, I look forward to it.”

         I hang up and blow out a long, calming breath of air. What was I thinking ending my Friday on a new client, and a difficult one at that?

         Victoria comes breezing into the office, her long blonde locks fanning over her shoulders. She looks different. She looks orange! “What have you done?” I ask, completely alarmed. I know I’m not seeing particularly clearly at the moment, but there is no denying the tone of her skin.

         She rolls her eyes and retrieves her compact mirror from her Mulberry to inspect her face. “Don’t!” she warns. “I asked for bronzed.” She scrubs at her face with a tissue. “The stupid woman used the wrong bottle. I look like a cheese puff!” She continues to scrub her face while huffing and puffing.

         “You need to get yourself some body scrub and head for the shower,” I advise, turning back to my computer.

         “I can’t believe this is happening to me!” she cries. “Drew is taking me out tonight. He’ll run a mile when he sees me like this!”

         “Where are you going?” I ask.

         “Langan’s. I’ll be mistaken for a Z-lister. I can’t go like this!”

         This is a complete catastrophe for Victoria. She and Drew have only been seeing each other for a week, another relationship off the back of my cluster fuck of a life. All I need now is for Tom to walk in and declare he’s getting married. Selfishly, I’m not happy for anyone.

         Sally, our general office dogsbody, comes scuttling out of the kitchen and stops in her tracks when she spies Victoria. “Wow! Victoria, are you okay?” she asks, and I smile to myself as Sally gives me an alarmed look. All of this beautification stuff goes straight over our plain Sal’s head.

         “Fine!” Victoria snaps.

         Sally retreats to the safety of the stationary cupboard, escaping a very riled Victoria and an even more miserable me.

         “Where’s Tom?” I ask in an attempt to distract Victoria from her fake-tan crisis.

         She slams her compact mirror down on her desk and swings around to face me. If I had the energy, I would laugh. She looks terrible. “He’s at Mrs. Baines’s. It would appear the nightmare continues,” she huffs, ruffling her blonde locks around her face.

         I leave Victoria and her glowing face, returning to staring numbly at my computer screen. I can’t wait for the day to end so I can crawl into my bed where I don’t have to see, speak, or interact with anyone.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I arrive at a stunning town house on Lansdowne Crescent right on time, and Miss Quinn answers the door. I’m completely surprised—her voice doesn’t match her appearance in the slightest. I had her down as a middle-aged spinster, piano teacher type, but I couldn’t have been further from the mark. She’s very attractive, with long blonde hair, big blue eyes, and smooth pale skin, and she is wearing a lovely black dress with killer wedges.

         She smiles. “You must be Ava. Please, come in.” She directs me through to a horrendous seventies throwback kitchen.

         “Miss Quinn, my portfolio.” I hand her my file, and she takes it keenly. She has a really warm smile. Maybe I got her all wrong.

         “Please, call me Ruth. I’ve heard a lot about your work, Ava,” she says as she flicks through the file. “Lusso, especially.”

         “Oh, you have?” I sound surprised, but I’m not. Patrick has been delighted by the response Rococo Union has gotten from the publicity of Lusso. I would prefer to forget about all things Lusso, but that doesn’t seem likely.

         “Yes, of course! Everyone’s talking about it. You did an amazing job. Would you like a drink?”

         “A coffee would be good, thank you.”

         She smiles and sets about making drinks. “Please, sit down, Ava.”

         I take a seat and pull out my client briefing folder. “So, what can I help you with, Ruth?”

         She laughs and waves the teaspoon around in the general direction of the room. “Need you ask? It’s hideous, isn’t it?” she exclaims, returning to coffee-making duties.

         Yes, actually, it is, but I’m not about to gasp in horror at the brown and yellow arrangement with faux brick walls.

         She continues, “Obviously, I’m looking for some ideas to transform this monstrosity. I was thinking of knocking through and making it a large family room. Here, I’ll show you.” She hands me a coffee and signals for me to follow her through to the next room. The décor is equally as grim as the kitchen. She seems quite young—midthirties, perhaps—so I’m guessing she’s not long moved in. This place doesn’t look like it has been touched with a paintbrush in forty years.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After an hour of discussions, I’m confident that I know what Ruth is trying to achieve. She has good vision.

         “I’ll draft a few designs in line with your budget and ideas, and get them to you with a schedule of my fees,” I tell her as I’m leaving. “Is there anything in particular I should allow for?”

         “No, not at all. Obviously, I want all the basic luxuries you would expect to find in a kitchen.” She puts her hand out, and I take it politely. “A wine fridge.” She laughs.

         “Absolutely.” I smile tightly, the mention of alcohol making my blood run cold. “I’ll be in touch, Miss Quinn.”

         “Ruth, please!” she shakes her head. “I look forward to it, Ava.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I drag myself down the street toward Kate’s house, hoping she’s not home so I can retreat to my room before she resumes mission Perk Ava Up.

         “Ava!”

         I stop and see Sam hanging out of his car window as he cruises slowly beside me. “Hey, Samuel,” I say on a strained smile as I carry on walking.

         “Ava, please don’t join your evil friend in the Piss Sam Off Club. I might be forced to move out.” He parks and gets out of his Porsche, meeting me on the pavement outside Kate’s house.

         He looks his usual laid-back self, with ridiculously baggy shorts, a Rolling Stones T-shirt, and his mousey brown hair a disheveled mess.

         “I’m sorry. Have you moved in permanently now?” I ask on an arched brow. Sam has his own swanky apartment on Hyde Park with much more room, but with Kate’s workshop on the ground floor of her house, she insists on him staying at hers.

         “No, I haven’t. Kate said you would be home by six. I was hoping to catch you.” He suddenly looks all nervous, which is making me feel extremely uncomfortable.

         “Is everything okay?” I ask.

         He offers a little smile, but it doesn’t reach his dimple. “Not really. Ava, I need you to come with me,” he says quietly.

         “Where?” Why is he acting so shifty? This is not like Sam. He’s usually so carefree and unapologetic.

         “To Jesse’s place.”

         Sam must see the look of horror on my face because he steps toward me with a pleading expression. Just the mention of his name sends me into panic. Why does he want me to go to Jesse’s? After our last meeting, you would have to drag me there kicking and screaming. There is no chance in hell I’m returning to that place—not ever.

         “Sam, I don’t think so.” I take a step back, shaking my head. My body has started shaking, too.

         He sighs and scuffs his trainers on the pavement. “Ava, I’m getting worried. He’s not answering his phone and no one has heard from him. I don’t know what else to do. I know you don’t want to talk about him, but it’s been nearly five days. I’ve been to Lusso, but the concierge refuses to let us up. He’ll let you. Kate said you know him. Can’t you just get us up there? I just need to know he’s okay.”

         “No, Sam. I’m sorry, I can’t,” I croak.

         “Ava, I’m worried he’s done something stupid. Please.”

         My throat starts to close up and Sam starts walking toward me with his hands outstretched. I didn’t realize I was moving backward. “Sam, please don’t. I can’t do that. He won’t want to see me, and I don’t want to see him.”

         He grabs my hands to halt my retreat, pulling me into his chest and holding me tight against him. “Ava, I wouldn’t ask, I really wouldn’t, but I need to get up there and check on him.”

         My shoulders droop, defeated in his embrace, and a quiet sob escapes, just when I thought there were no tears left. “I can’t see him, Sam.”

         “Hey.” He pulls back and looks at me. “Just get us past the concierge. That’s all I’m asking.” He wipes away a stray tear and smiles pleadingly.

         “I’m not going in,” I affirm, my stomach a knot of panic at the thought of seeing him again. But what if he has done something stupid?
         

         “Ava, just get us up to his penthouse.”

         I nod and wipe away the rolling tears.

         “Thank you.” He tugs me toward his Porsche. “Get in. Drew and John are meeting us there.” He opens the passenger door and directs me into the car.

         I climb in and let Sam drive me to Lusso at St. Katherine Docks—a place I swore that I would never return to again.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         As Lusso comes into view, I start hyperventilating. The overwhelming desire to open the door and jump out of Sam’s moving car is hard to resist. He glances at me, an obviously anxious look on his cute face, as if he senses my intention to bolt.
         

         Once we’re parked outside the gates, Sam comes around to collect me, keeping a firm grip on me as he guides us toward the pedestrian gates where Drew’s waiting.

         He’s dressed in his usual finery, all suited and booted, with perfectly styled black hair, but he doesn’t make me feel uncomfortable anymore. I’m more than shocked when he takes over Sam’s hold of me, though, pulling me into him and squeezing me hard. This is the first actual contact I’ve ever had with the man.

         “Ava, thank you for coming.”

         I say nothing because I really don’t know what to say. They’re truly worried about Jesse, and I feel guilty and even more anxious now. Drew releases me and offers a small, reassuring smile. It does nothing to reassure me.

         Sam points up the road. “Here’s the big guy.”

         We turn to see John pull up in his black Range Rover, skidding to an abrupt halt behind Sam’s car. He slides his big body out, removes his wraparound sunglasses, and nods in greeting. This is John’s usual wordless acknowledgment. Good Lord, he looks pissed. I’ve only ever got a brief glimpse of his eyes—they are always concealed behind those glasses, even at night or inside, but the sun is shining now, so why he has taken them off is beyond me. Maybe he wants everyone to know how pissed he is. It’s working. He looks formidable.

         I take a deep breath and punch in the code, pushing the gate open for the guys. I wish this was as far as I had to go. Drew gestures for me to lead the way, ever the gentleman, so I pick my feet up and start my walk across the car park in silence. I see Jesse’s car and notice his window is still smashed. My stomach flips as we enter the marble foyer of Lusso quietly, except for the thumping of our footsteps. My insides start churning, my breathing speeding up. So much has happened in this place. Lusso was my first major accomplishment in design. My first sexual encounter with Jesse happened here, as did my final encounter with him. It all started and ended here.

         Clive looks up from his big, curved marble desk as we approach, his expression screaming tiresome.

         “Clive,” I say on a forced smile.

         He eyes me, and then the three ominous beings accompanying me, before his eyes settle on me again. “Hello, Ava. How are you?”

         “I’m good, Clive,” I lie. “You?”

         “I’m fine.” He’s weary, no doubt after having a few heated encounters with the three men escorting me, and judging by his cold reception toward me, they were not pleasant.

         “Clive, I’d be grateful if you would let us up to the penthouse to check on Jesse.” I load my voice with lashings of confidence, but I feel anything but. My heart is speeding up by the second.

         “Ava, I’ve told your friends here, I could lose my job if I allow that.” He flicks a cautious gaze to the boys again.

         “I know, Clive, but they’re worried,” I say, sounding completely detached. “They just want to check he’s okay, and then they’ll be leaving,” I try with graciousness as I know Drew, Sam, and John would have been a lot less than that.

         “Ava, I have been up and knocked on Mr. Ward’s door and got no response. We’ve checked some of the CCTV, and I have not seen him leave or return on my watch. Security cannot check five days of continuous footage. I have told your friends this. If I let you up, I could lose my job.”

         I’m stunned at Clive’s sudden turnabout in concierge etiquette. If only he had been this professional and stubborn when I came to see Jesse on Sunday, then we might never have had the altercation we did. But then I would still be blissfully unaware of Jesse’s little problem.

         I feel Sam press up against my back. “Let us up, for fuck’s sake!” he yells over my shoulder.

         I flinch slightly, but I can’t blame him for being frustrated. I’m feeling pretty frustrated myself. I just want to get them past Clive and go. I can feel the walls closing in on all sides of me, and I can see Jesse carrying me across the marble floor in his arms. All of the images swamping my brain are now all the more clear for being here.

         I turn and see John with a face like thunder and his hand on Sam’s shoulder, his way of telling Sam to calm down. I didn’t want to do this, but tempers are fraying. “Clive, I would hate to resort to blackmail,” I say tightly, turning back to face him. He looks at me in confusion, and I can see his brain ticking over, trying to think of what I could possibly blackmail him with. “I would hate for anyone to find out about Mr. Gomez’s regular visitors or Mr. Holland’s fondness of a Thai girl or two.” I watch as Clive’s face screws up into a contortion of defeatism.

         “Ava, you play nasty, my girl.”

         “You leave me no other choice, Clive.”

         He shakes his head and motions us onto the elevator while muttering insults under his breath.

         “Brilliant!” Sam chants as they make their way over to the penthouse lift.

         I don’t have any idea how it happens, but I find my feet lifting and taking small steps behind them, following them to the elevator. “Jesse might have changed the code,” I say to their backs.

         Sam swings around, looking alarmed.

         I shrug. “If he has, then there is no way of getting up there.”

         All of a sudden, I’m standing in front of the elevator, taking a deep breath and punching in the developer code. There’s a chorus of exhales as the doors open and they all get in, and I stand on the outside, looking up at Sam. He smiles, jerking his head mildly, encouraging me to board with them.

         I do.

         I get in the elevator, Sam and Drew flanking me on one side, John on the other, and I enter the code again. We travel up in an uncomfortable silence, and as the lift doors open, we’re faced with the double doors that lead into Jesse’s penthouse.

         Sam is the first to exit the lift, striding toward the doors and jiggling the handle calmly before he starts hammering on the door like a madman. “Jesse! Open the fucking door!”

         Drew and John approach and pull him away, and then John tries the door himself, but it doesn’t budge. I can’t help but think I might have been the last person to exit the penthouse. I remember making a point of slamming the door as hard as I could.

         “Sam, mate, he might not even be here,” Drew soothes.

         “Where the hell is he then?” Sam yells.

         “Oh, he’s in there,” John rumbles. “And the motherfucker has been drowning in his sorrows for too long now. He’s got a business to run.”

         I’m still standing in the elevator when the doors start to shut, snapping me out of my dazed state. My natural reflex has my arm flinging up to stop them closing before I step out into the penthouse foyer. I know I said that I would get them up here and leave, I know I should just go, but seeing Sam in such a state has me even more worried, and John’s words are prickling me. Drowning in his sorrows or drowning in vodka? If I stay, am I going to be faced with drunken, raging Jesse again?

         Drew knocks on the door calmly. It’s laughable. If Sam’s relentless hammering doesn’t get a response, then I doubt Drew’s gentlemanly tapping will.

         He steps away from the door and drags Sam over to me. “Ava, have you tried calling him?” Drew asks.

         “No!” I blurt. Why would I do that? I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t want to talk to me.

         “Can you try?” Sam asks pleadingly.

         I shake my head. “He wouldn’t answer, Sam.”

         “Ava, will you just try?” Drew pushes.

         I reluctantly get my phone from my bag and dial Jesse while Sam and Drew watch nervously. I’m not sure what on earth I’m going to say if he answers.

         Drew’s head snaps toward the door. “I can hear it ringing.” He returns to me, obviously waiting for me to speak, but my call goes to voicemail and my heart constricts. He doesn’t want to talk to me. I go to reboard the elevator, the hurt enflamed by his rejection of my call, but then an almighty crash sounds out around the foyer.

         Sam, Drew, and I all whip our heads around to the double doors leading into Jesse’s penthouse and find John on the other side, surrounded by a splintered doorframe. He nods at us, and Sam and Drew fly forward into the penthouse. I find myself following tentatively behind them, remembering the last time I was here.

         Turn around! Get in the elevator! Go, NOW.
         

         But I don’t. I stand in the doorway and from what I can see, nothing has moved. I step a little bit farther into the open area and hear the guys running around upstairs and down, searching for Jesse. And as the bottom of the stairs comes into view, I notice the empty bottle of vodka is still on the console table. Then I see the terrace doors wide open. I take cautious steps toward them, still hearing the guys running around the penthouse, doors opening and closing, his name being called.

         I, however, am pulled toward the terrace. I know why. It’s the same magnetism that pulls me toward Jesse every time he is near. Only this time I know it won’t be my Jesse. Do I want to face him again when he is in such a terrible state, when he is so vicious and hateful? No, of course I don’t, but I can’t seem to turn away.
         

         As I approach the doors, I try to prepare my eyes for a drunken mess, sprawled across one of the sun loungers, clenching a vodka bottle. But instead, I’m greeted by Jesse’s naked, unconscious body face down on the decking.

         I choke on my heart, and my pulse starts pounding in my ears. “He’s here!” I scream, running toward his lifeless body and throwing my bag down as I collapse by his side.

         I grip his big shoulders to try and turn him over. I don’t know where I get my strength from, but I manage it, yanking him over so his head is cradled in my lap. I start desperately smoothing my hands over his bearded face, noticing his hand still swollen and bruised, with dried blood all over his knuckles.

         “Jesse, wake up. Please, wake up.” I plead, giving into hysteria as I look at the man I love, unconscious and unresponsive, lying in my lap. Tears pour down my face and spill onto his cheeks. “Jesse, please.” I desperately run my hands over his face, his chest, his hair. He looks hollow, he’s lost weight, and his jaw is covered in a week’s worth of stubble.

         “Motherfucker,” John rumbles when he finds me on the terrace with Jesse supported in my lap.

         “I don’t know if he’s breathing,” I sob, looking up through glazed eyes to the mountain of a man stalking toward me.

         “Here,” John gestures, kneeling down and taking Jesse’s arm from me.

         I look up and see Sam skid to a halt at the door. “What the…”

         Tears are invading my eyes uncontrollably and everything has gone into slow motion. Sam makes his way over and lowers himself down next to me. He starts rubbing my arm.

         “I’ll call an ambulance,” Drew says urgently as he finds us all crowded around Jesse’s motionless form.

         “Hold up,” John barks harshly, leaning over Jesse and pulling his dried lips apart, inspecting every part of his limp body. “The stupid motherfucker. He’s drunk himself into a fucking coma.”

         I look at Sam and Drew, but I can’t fathom their reaction to John’s conclusion. How does he know this? He could be half dead for all John knows. He certainly looks it. “I think we should call an ambulance,” I push between sniffles.

         John looks at me sympathetically. I’ve never seen anything but a completely impassive expression on his hard face, so the way he is looking at me now, all sorrowful and like I’m a little naive, is strangely comforting.

         “Ava, girl. I’ve seen him like this, more than once. He needs his bed and some care to get him through this. He doesn’t need a doctor. Not that sort, anyway.” John shakes his head.

         Oh? How many times is more than once? John sounds like he knows the drill. He’s not at all concerned by the condition of Jesse lying in my lap, whereas I’m a hysterical wreck. Sam and Drew are not all that good either. Have they seen him like this before?

         John clucks my cheek and hoists himself up off the floor. I’ve never heard him say so much. The big, silent giant turns out to be the big, friendly giant. But I still wouldn’t want to cross him.

         “What happened to his hand?” Sam asks when he clocks the bloodied, bruised mess.

         It really looks terrible and probably needs looking at. “He smashed the window on his car,” I sniffle, and they all look at me. “When we rowed at Kate’s,” I add, almost ashamed.

         “Should we get him into his bed?” Drew asks timidly.

         “Sofa,” John instructs. We’re back to a few words.

         I watch as Sam gets up and collects an empty vodka bottle from under the sun lounger. He looks at it in complete disgust and dramatically smashes it on the side of a raised planter, making me flinch at the loud noise that echoes around us, but more significantly, it makes Jesse flinch, too.

         “Jesse?” I shake him slightly. “Jesse, please, open your eyes.”

         Sam, Drew, and John all crowd around us, and Jesse’s arm starts to rise above his head, flapping around in thin air. I clasp it and place it back by his side, but as soon as I release it, he brings it back up in front of my face, mumbling inaudibly and thrashing his legs about.

         “He’s looking for you, girl,” John says quietly.

         I throw a shocked glance at John, and he nods at me. He’s looking for me? I reach for his hand again and guide it to my face, spreading his palm against my cheek. He instantly calms. His cold palm on my face offers me little comfort, but it seems to soothe him, so I hold it there and let him feel me, horrified that he has, quite possibly, been out here on the terrace for days, unclothed and unconscious. It might be mild in the daytime, but nightfall brings cooler temperatures. Why did I walk out on him? I should have stayed and calmed him down, not walked away.

         “I’ll go and get some bedding from upstairs,” Drew says, heading back into the penthouse.

         “Shall we?” John prompts, nodding at Jesse on the floor.

         I reluctantly release Jesse’s hand and let Sam and John flank him on either side to coordinate a lift. As he’s lifted from my lap, I pull myself up and run ahead to make sure their path is clear and the entire leather corner couch free of a million cushions—all courtesy of me—so it looks more like a bed when I’m done.

         As Drew comes down the stairs with his hands full of blankets, Sam and John wait patiently with Jesse’s naked weight spread evenly between them. I take a velvet throw from Drew and lay it over the cold leather, and then move back so John and Sam can lower him onto the couch before propping his head up on some pillows and laying another throw over his naked body. I drop to my knees at his side, smoothing my hand down the side of his stubbled face, regret washing over me, tears starting to fall again. I could have stopped this. If I hadn’t stormed out, he wouldn’t be in this state now. I should have stayed, calmed him down, and sobered him up. I hate myself.

         “Ava, are you okay?” I hear Drew’s quiet voice over my suppressed sobs, and a hand starts rubbing my back.

         I sniffle and wipe my nose with the back of my hand. “I’m fine, sorry.”

         “Don’t apologize,” Sam sighs.

         I lean over Jesse and rest my lips on his forehead, leaving them to linger for a few seconds, and as I lift myself from the floor, his arm shoots out from under the blanket and grabs me. “Ava?” His voice is cracked and hoarse, and his eyes open slightly, searching around the room. And when they find mine, all I can see are empty pits of nothing; his usual green, addictive eyes are bordering on black.

         “Hey.” I place my hand over his on my arm.

         He starts to lift his head from the pillow, but before I have a chance to push him back down, he gives up trying. “I’m so sorry,” he murmurs, his hand starting to pat its way up my arm to find my face again. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry…”

         “Stop,” I whisper on a quivering voice, helping his hand to reach my face. “Please, just stop.” I turn my lips into his hand and kiss his palm, and when I turn to face him again, his eyes are closed. He’s gone again.

         Taking his hand and placing it under the blanket, I make sure he is tucked in well before pulling myself up and turning to see Sam, Drew, and John, all standing silently watching me tend to him. I had completely forgotten I wasn’t alone with Jesse, but I’m not in the least bit embarrassed.

         “I’ll make some coffee.” Sam breaks the silence and heads for the kitchen, John and Drew following.

         I take another glance at Jesse, my instinct telling me to crawl onto the sofa and snuggle up to him, stroke him and soothe him. I might just do that, but first I need to talk to the guys. I follow them into the kitchen and find Sam and Drew picking up barstools and John heaving the freezer up from the floor. It wasn’t like this when I left on Sunday. Jesse clearly flew into a rage.

         “I’ve got to shoot,” Drew says regretfully, placing the last stool upright. “I’m taking Victoria out.” He looks a little embarrassed.

         “You go, bud.” Sam pushes as he hunts for the mugs. “I’ll call you later.”

         “Last cupboard on the right, top shelf,” I give Sam the directions to the mugs, and he turns, looking at me quizzically as Drew leaves.

         I shrug.

         He transports three mugs of black coffee to the island where John and I have taken our seats. “We won’t risk the milk, that’s if he’s even got any. Black okay?” Sam asks.

         I nod and help myself, John following suit, putting an incredible four sugars into his coffee. I know there is no milk, but it would be pointless sharing this.

         “So,” Sam begins, “now we’ve found him, what are we going to do with him?” he jokes.

         Carefree Sam is back and it’s quite a relief. Seeing him so fraught had only fueled my own worry, and as it turns out, he had every reason to be anxious. I inwardly shudder at the thought of Jesse alone and suffering for the last five days. How much longer would he have been lying there if I had refused to come? They would have surely phoned the police.

         John pipes up. “Everything is running smoothly at The Manor for now. We don’t have to worry about that. He’ll be back to normal after nursing a weeklong hangover.”

         “Doesn’t he need to go to rehab?” I ask. “Or therapy, I don’t know.” I have no idea how these things work.

         John shakes his head and puts his glasses back on, and I start to wonder about his relationship with Jesse. I thought he was just an employee, but he seems to be the one in the know about all of this.

         “No rehab,” John states firmly. “He’s not obsessed with alcohol, Ava. He drank to lighten his foul mood, to fill a gap. Once he starts, he can’t stop.” He offers me a small smile. “You helped, girl.”

         “What did I do?” I don’t know why I sound so hurt by John’s statement. He has just told me I helped the situation, but I can’t help feeling like he’s insinuating that I might have helped with the relapse as well.

         Sam places his hand over mine on the worktop. “His attention was focused elsewhere.”

         “But then I left him,” I say quietly. I’m just confirming what they are both thinking.

         “It’s not your fault, Ava,” Sam reassures me firmly. “You weren’t to know.”

         “He never told me,” I whisper. “If I had known, things would have been different.” Really, I’m not sure how things would have been different if Jesse had told me. But I know I never want to see him like he was last Sunday again. If I leave now, will that happen? My head is a jumbled mess. I prop my elbows on the counter and plant my head in my hands. What the hell am I supposed to do?

         “Ava?” John’s deep rumble pulls my head back up. “He’s a good man.”

         “What made him drink? How bad is it?” I ask. I know he’s a good man deep down, but if I know more I might understand better.

         “Who knows?” John muses, and then looks at me. “Don’t be thinking he was smashed all day every day. He wasn’t. How he is right now, that’s just because of misery, not because he’s an alcoholic.”

         “And he didn’t drink when I turned up?” I can’t believe that.

         John laughs. “He didn’t, although you have brought out some other rather nasty qualities in him, girl.”

         I frown, but I know exactly what John’s talking about, and so does Sam by the look on his cheeky face. I’ve been told Jesse is usually quite a laid-back type, but I have only ever seen snippets of a laid-back Jesse Ward, and that was mostly when he was getting his own way. Most of the time, all I’ve seen is an unreasonable control freak. He even admitted himself that he’s only like that with me…lucky me.

         “I’ll stay, but if he comes round and he doesn’t want me here, I will be calling one of you two,” I warn.

         Sam visibly sags. “That won’t happen, Ava.”

         John nods. “I need to get myself back to The Manor and run that motherfucker’s business.” He gets himself up from the barstool. “Ava, you need my number. Where’s your phone?”

         I look around for my bag and realize that I’ve left it on the terrace, so I jump up and leave Sam and John in the kitchen while I go to fetch it.

         On my way back to the kitchen, I see Jesse is still out for the count. How long will he be like this, and at what point should I really worry? I have no idea what I’m supposed to do.

         I stand silently watching him, his lashes flickering mildly, his chest rising and falling steadily. Even unconscious he looks troubled. Approaching quietly, I pull the blanket up to his chin. I can’t help it. I’ve never looked after him before, but it’s instinctive. I kneel and rest my lips on his cold cheek, soaking up the little bit of comfort I get from the contact, before standing and making my way back to the kitchen. John has gone.

         “Here,” Sam passes me a piece of paper. “John’s number.”

         “Was he in a rush?” I ask. He could have waited for me.

         “He never hangs around for longer than necessary. Listen, I’ve spoken to Kate. She’s bringing some clothes over for you.”

         “Oh, okay.” My poor clothes are going to wonder where they live. They have been transported back and forth to this place on numerous occasions.

         “Thank you, Ava,” Sam says sincerely.

         “Don’t thank me,” I protest, feeling uncomfortable, especially since this is partly my fault.

         Sam shuffles nervously. “I know. It’s just…well, after last Sunday, The Manor shock.”

         “Don’t, Sam.”

         “When he drinks, he really drinks.” Sam laughs lightly. “He’s a proud man, Ava. He’ll be mortified that we’ve seen him like this.”

         I imagine he will be. The Jesse I know is strong, confident, domineering, and a whole heap of other things. Weak and helpless are not included in the long list of Jesse’s attributes. I want to tell Sam that The Manor and its activities have been diluted by this drink issue, but it hasn’t. Not really. Now I’m here and I’ve laid my eyes on Jesse again, it’s all screaming very loudly in my head. Jesse owns a sex club. He also uses the facilities of his own club. Sam confirmed it, even though it was glaringly obvious when I was faced with the husband of one of Jesse’s conquests. I knew deep down that he must have slept around, that he was a pleasure-seeking playboy, but I certainly didn’t ever imagine how.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We spend the next hour collecting empties and cleaning up the penthouse. I empty the fridge of more vodka, tipping it all down the sink, thinking I won’t be drinking it ever again.

         Clive rings up to tell me that a young lady is in the foyer by the name of Kate, and after I’ve advised him of what we’ve found, we go down to meet her, each dragging a black bin bag full of rubbish and empty bottles. I make a mental note to sort the mangled door out.

         When we arrive in the foyer, Kate is waiting under the close observation of Clive. “Hey,” she says cautiously as we approach, dragging the clanging bin bags with us. “How is he?”

         I release the bag, causing more clanging, and give Clive the eyeball, just to let him know that I’m really pissed off with him. If he had let Sam, Drew, or John up to Jesse’s penthouse before now, we may have only found him drunk instead of completely comatose. He has the decency to look apologetic.

         “He’s asleep,” Sam answers her when it becomes obvious that I’m too busy making Clive feel guilty.

         When I turn my attention back to Kate, I see Sam slip his free arm around her and give her a hug. She bats him away playfully. “Here.” Kate passes me my overnight bag. “I just chucked anything and everything in it.”

         “Thanks.” I take the bag.

         “So, you’re staying here then?” she asks.

         “Yeah,” I answer on a shrug. Sam gives me that appreciative stare, and I immediately feel uncomfortable again.

         “How long are you staying?” Kate asks.

         Good question. How long do these things take? He could wake tonight, or it could be tomorrow or the next day. I have a job to do and an apartment to find. I look at Sam for some clue, but he only shrugs, so I look back at Kate and shrug, too.

         I’m suddenly aware that I’ve left Jesse upstairs alone, and I start to panic. He might wake up and no one will be there. “I should get back up there,” I say, looking back toward the elevators.

         “Sure, you go.” Kate shoos me with her hand and takes the bin bag from the floor. “We’ll get rid of these.”

         We say our good-byes and I promise to call her in the morning before I head back to the elevator, instructing Clive to sort out Jesse’s car window and the door to his penthouse on my way. He, of course, gets straight onto it.

         When I arrive back on the top floor, I wander into the living room and see Jesse still asleep.

         So, what do I do now? I’m still in my taupe dress and heels, so I head upstairs and allocate myself the room at the far end of the landing. Then I change into my ripped jeans and a black T-shirt. I could do with a shower, but I don’t want to leave Jesse alone for too long. It’ll have to wait.

         After making my way back downstairs, I make a black coffee and as I stand sipping it in the kitchen, I figure it would be a good idea to read up on alcoholism. Jesse must have a computer somewhere, so I go in search, finding a laptop in his study. I fire it up, and I’m immensely relieved when it doesn’t prompt me for a password. I take it downstairs and settle myself in the big chair opposite Jesse so I can keep an eye on him. Pulling up Google, I type in “alcoholics,” and I’m presented with seventeen million results. At the top of the page, though, is “Alcoholics Anonymous.” That would be a good place to start, I suppose. John might have said that Jesse isn’t an alcoholic, but I’m doubtful.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After a few hours of browsing the Internet, I feel like my brain cells have been zapped. There is so much to take in—long-term effects, psychiatric problems, withdrawal symptoms. I read a piece about severe childhood trauma leading to alcoholism, which leaves me wondering if Jesse had something happen to him when he was a boy, the vicious scar on his abdomen springing to mind immediately. There are also genetic connections, so then I wonder if one of his parents was an alcoholic. I’m bombarded with information, and I don’t know what to do with any of it.

         My mind flicks back to last Sunday and the things he said to me. You’re a fucking prick tease, Ava. I needed you and you left me. Then I had left him…again. I shut the laptop in exasperation and put it on the coffee table. It’s only ten o’clock, but I’m totally spent. I don’t want to go upstairs to bed in case he wakes up, so I gather a few cushions, lay them on the floor next to him, and settle myself, resting my head on the sofa and stroking the hairs on his toned arms. It relaxes me to have the contact, and it’s not long before my eyes are heavy and I’m drifting off.
         

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Three

         

         I love you.”
         

         I’m vaguely aware of his palm holding the back of my head, his fingers running through my hair, and it feels so comforting…so right. I open my eyes and I’m met by a duller version of the green I know so well.

         I jump to my feet and smack my ankle on the coffee table. “Shit!” I curse.

         “Watch your mouth!” he scolds me, his voice gritty and broken.

         I grasp my ankle, but then I wake up fully and remember where I am. I drop my foot and swing my gaze to the sofa, finding Jesse sat up slightly, looking terrible, but at least he’s awake. “You’re awake!” I cry.

         He winces, clasping his head with his good hand.

         Oh, shit!
         

         He must have the hangover from hell, and here I am screeching like a banshee. I walk back the few steps needed to find the chair behind me, and then lower myself onto the seat. I have no idea what to say to him. I’m not about to ask how he’s feeling, that is pretty obvious, and I’m not going to hit him with a lecture about personal safety or disregarding his health.

         I want to ask him if he remembers our fight.

         I want to ask him why he didn’t tell me he owns a sex club or that he has an issue with drink.

         I want to ask him if he’s wondering what I’m doing here and if he wants me to leave.

         I want to tell him that I love him.

         But I don’t. Instead I blurt, “How are you feeling?” and instantly wish I had kept my mouth shut.

         He sighs and inspects his damaged hand. “Shit,” he states sharply.

         He must need some fluids, so I get up and head toward the kitchen.

         “Where are you going?” he asks, slightly panicked and bolting upright on the couch.

         “I thought you might need some water,” I assure him, my heart lifting a little. I’ve seen that face plenty of times. The domineering control freak usually follows, after he’s pinned me down somewhere, but I won’t get my hopes up too high. He hasn’t got the strength to be chasing, pinning, or dominating me at the moment. I’m disappointed.

         He settles at my response, and I carry on to the kitchen, glancing at the clock on the oven as I fetch a glass. Eight o’clock. I’ve slept for ten hours straight. That hasn’t happened since…well, since I was last with Jesse.

         I grab a bottle of water from the fridge and fill the glass before returning to find Jesse sitting up on the sofa with his head in his hands, the blanket pooling in his lap.

         When I reach him, he lifts his gaze to mine and our eyes lock as I hand him the water. With his good hand, he takes the glass, his fingers resting over mine, and I retract mine quickly, the water splashing out of the glass. I don’t know why that happened, and the look on his face makes me feel instantly heartless. He’s shaking dreadfully, and I’m wondering if it’s withdrawal. I’m sure I read shakiness is a symptom, along with a catalogue of other signs.

         He follows my eyes to his hand and shakes his head. This is weird. Things have never been like this between us. Neither of us knows what to say.

         “When did you last have a drink?” I ask. This is pink elephant in the room territory, but I’ve got to say something.

         He sips his water and then slumps back on the sofa, his abdominals looking sharper from his slight weight loss. “I don’t know. What day is it?”

         “Saturday.”

         “Saturday?” he asks, obviously shocked. “Fuck.”

         I’m assuming this means he’s lost a lot of time, but he can’t have been in this penthouse for five days solid, just drinking. Surely he would be dead?

         And then the silence falls again and I find myself back on the chair opposite him, twiddling my thumbs and searching my brain for the right thing to say. I hate this. I wouldn’t usually think twice about diving on him and throwing my arms around him, letting him smother me completely, but he’s so delicate at the moment, which is crazy, considering his tall, if a bit leaner, frame. My strong rogue is reduced to a shaking mess. It’s killing me. This man is not the man I fell in love with. Is this the real Jesse?

         He sits and fiddles with his glass thoughtfully, and the familiar sight of the cogs turning is comforting, it’s a little piece of him that I recognize, but I can’t bear this silence. “Jesse, is there anything I can do?”

         He sighs. “There are lots of things you can do, Ava. But I can’t ask you to do any of them.” He doesn’t look at me.

         “Do you want a shower?” I ask softly.

         He leans forward and winces. “Sure.”

         I watch him struggle to his feet, and I feel like a cold cow for not helping him, but I don’t know if he wants me to, and I’m not sure that I can. The atmosphere between us is so awkward.

         As he stands, the blankets fall to his feet and he looks down at his naked body. “Shit,” he curses, reaching down to retrieve one of the blankets. He wraps it around his waist and turns toward me. “I’m sorry,” he says on a shrug.

         Sorry?

         Like I haven’t seen it all before—lots, in fact. In his words, there is not a place on my body that hasn’t had him in it, on it, or over it.

         My shoulders droop and I sigh as I start walking with him up the stairs to the master suite. It takes a while and we’re surrounded by an uncomfortable silence the whole way, but we make it, eventually. “Would a bath be better?” I ask, walking ahead into the bathroom. He looks exhausted after his trek up the stairs, so standing in the shower isn’t going to be fun. A good muscle soak in the bath will probably help.

         He shrugs again. “I suppose.”

         I turn the giant mixer tap on and run my hand under it until the temperature is right, while trying my hardest not to think about tub-talk and the fact that Jesse is a self-proclaimed bath man now—but only when I’m in there with him.

         I turn and come face to face with the vanity unit. That is where we had our first sexual encounter. This bathroom is where we showered together, bathed together, and had many steamy sex sessions together. It’s also where I last saw him.

         Stop!
         

         I shake my thoughts away and busy myself finding some bath soak and generally puttering about, while Jesse stands propped up against the wall in silence. The bath takes forever to fill, and I begin to wish I had just shoved him in the shower.

         “There,” I say once it’s full, turning to escape the awkwardness.

         “You’re acting like a stranger,” he says softly, just as I reach the door, stopping me in my tracks. This is so very painful.

         I don’t turn around. “I feel like a stranger,” I say quietly, swallowing hard and trying to prevent the shakes that are threatening to invade my body.

         Silence settles again. I really don’t know what to do. I thought the pain couldn’t get any worse. I thought I was in the lowest level of hell already. I was wrong. Seeing him like this is crippling me. I need to leave and continue with my battle to get over this man. I feel like I’ve been knocked back a few steps, now that I’ve seen him again, but the truth is, I hadn’t really made any progression in my recovery.

         “Please look at me, Ava.”

         My heart sprints up to my throat at his words, which are a plea rather than the usual demand. Even his voice sounds different. It’s not the familiar deep, husky, sexy rumble I know. Now, it is cracked and broken. He is cracked and broken, which means I am cracked and broken.

         I slowly pivot to face the man who is a stranger to me, finding his bottom lip wedged between his teeth as he looks at me through hollow green eyes. “I can’t do this.” I turn and leave, my heart hammering, but getting slower at the same time. It’s going to stop soon.

         “Ava!”

         I hear him coming after me, but I don’t look back. He’s not at full strength, so this might be the only time I actually get away from him. What was I thinking coming here? Flashbacks of last Sunday overwhelm my head as I take the stairs fast, my vision blurry, my legs numb.

         As I hit the bottom of the staircase, I feel the familiar grip of his hand around my wrist and I panic, flying around to push him away from me. “No!” I scream, frantically trying to release myself from his harsh hold. “Don’t touch me!”

         “Ava, don’t do this,” he pleads, grabbing my other wrist and holding me in front of him. “Stop!”

         I crumble to the floor, feeling helpless and fragile. I’m already broken, but he can dish the final blow that will finish me off. “Please, don’t,” I sob. “Please, don’t make this harder.”

         He collapses to the floor with me, pulling me onto his lap and smothering me completely. I sob relentlessly into his chest. I can’t control it.

         His face pushes into my hair. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so, so sorry. I don’t deserve it, but give me a chance.” He squeezes me hard. “I need another chance.”

         “I don’t know what to do.” I’m being honest. I feel the need to escape him, but at the same time, I feel the need to stay and let him make things better. But if I stay, will I get dealt that death blow? Or if I leave, will that be the death blow…for both of us?
         

         All I know is the strong, firm, assertive Jesse, the Jesse who broods when I defy him, manhandles me when I threaten to leave him, and fucks me until I’m delirious. This is the furthest away from that man.

         “Don’t run away from me again,” he begs, holding me tight. I notice his shakes have subsided.

         I pull back, wiping my tearstained face with the back of my hand, my eyes fixed on his stomach, his scar bigger and more obvious than ever before. I can’t look at his eyes. They are not familiar to me anymore. They are not dark with anger or sparkling with pleasure—not narrowed fiercely or hooded with lust for me. They are empty pits of nothing, with no comfort to offer me. Despite that, though, I know if I walk out of that door, I’m finished. My only hope is to stay, find the answers that I need, and pray they don’t destroy me. He has the power to destroy me.

         His cold hand slides under my chin and pulls my face up to his. “I’m going to make this all right. I’m going to make you remember, Ava.”

         I stare into his eyes and see determination through the haze of green. Determination is good, but does it eradicate the pain and madness that has come before it? “Can you make me remember the conventional way?” It’s not a joke, although he smiles a little.

         “I’m making it my mission objective. I’ll do anything.”

         His words, a repeat from the launch night of Lusso, are spoken with as much resolve now as they were back then. He kept his promise to prove that I wanted him. A small flicker of hope lightens my heavy heart, and I sink my face back down into his chest, clinging onto him, hearing a quiet exhale of breath escape his lips as he pulls me closer and holds on like his life depends on it.

         It probably does. And mine, too.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Your bath will get cold,” I mumble into his bare chest when we’re still crumpled on the floor in a firm hold some time later.

         “I’m comfy,” he grumbles, and I detect a familiar piece of Jesse in his tone.

         “You need to eat as well,” I inform him, feeling strange dishing out instructions to him. “And that hand needs seeing to. Does it hurt?”

         “Like hell.”

         I’m not surprised; it looks terrible. “Come on.” I pry myself out of his vise grip, prompting him to grumble, but he releases me. Standing up, I put my hand out to him, and he looks up at me with a small smile before taking it and lifting himself from the floor.

         We walk quietly up the stairs and back to the master suite.

         “In you get,” I order quietly, pointing at the bath.

         “Are you making demands?” His eyebrows rise.

         “Sounds like it.” I nod toward the bath.

         He starts chewing his lip, making no attempt to get in the bath. “Will you get in with me?” he asks quietly.

         I suddenly feel awkward and out of place. “I can’t.” I shake my head and step back slightly. I want to, desperately, but I know as soon as I surrender to his affection and touch, I’ll be sidetracked from my aim to straighten my head, to get answers.

         “Ava, you’re asking me not to touch you. That goes against all of my instincts.”

         “Jesse, please. I need time.”

         “It’s not natural, Ava. For me not to touch you, it’s not right.”

         He’s right, but I can’t allow myself to get swallowed up by him. I need to keep a level head, and as soon as he gets his hands on me, I’m distracted.

         I don’t say anything. I just look at the bath again before returning my eyes to him. He shakes his head, unwrapping the blanket from around his waist before stepping into the bath and lowering himself gingerly into the water. I collect a cup from the vanity unit and crouch by the side of the bath to wash his hair.

         “It’s not the same without you in here with me,” he grumbles, leaning back and closing his eyes.

         I ignore his gripe and start washing his hair and soaping his fine body from head to toe, fighting off the inevitable fizzles streaming through me at the contact.

         Lingering around his scar on his abdomen thoughtfully, I quietly hope it will prompt him to explain it. It doesn’t. He keeps his eyes closed and his mouth shut. I have a feeling this is going to be a tough ride. He never volunteers information, and he dodges my questions with a stern warning or by distraction tactics. I can’t let that happen again. This is going to take all of my strength and willpower. It’s just not natural for me to evade him.

         I run my hand along his rough jaw. “You need a shave.”

         He opens his eyes and cups his chin with his good hand, stroking his stubble. “You don’t like it?”

         “I like you however you come.”

         Just not drunk!
         

         The fleeting look that passes over his face nearly has me convinced that he’s read my mind. “I’m not touching another drop again,” he declares confidently, ensuring he maintains our eye contact as he makes his vow.

         “You sound confident,” I retort quietly.

         “I am.” He sits himself up in the bath and turns to face me, lifting his battered hand to cup my face and wincing when he realizes he can’t. “I mean it, never again. I promise you. I’m not a raving alcoholic, Ava. I admit I get carried away once I do have a drink and I find it hard to stop, but I can take it or leave it. I was in a bad place after you left me. I just wanted to numb the pain.”

         My heart tightens in my chest, and I feel a sense of relief mixed with a little doubt. Everyone gets a little carried away when they’ve had a drink, right? I look past him, trying to piece together what I need to say. Millions of words have been trampling my mind for days, but now I can’t think of any of them. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? Is this what you meant when you said I would cause more damage if I left?”

         His head drops. “That was a shitty thing to say.”

         “It was.”

         He returns his eyes to mine. “I just wanted you to stay. I was stunned when you told me that I had a nice hotel.” He smiles a little, and I feel stupid. “Things got pretty intense, pretty quickly. I didn’t know how to tell you. I didn’t want you to run away again. You. Kept. Running. Away.”

         “I didn’t get far, though, did I?”

         “I was going to tell you. You weren’t supposed to come to The Manor like that. I wasn’t prepared, Ava.”

         That much was obvious. All of the times I had been to the supposed hotel, I’d been chaperoned or confined to Jesse’s office. I’m sure people were warned off talking to me, and no one approached Jesse when I was with him. And he’s right, things did get pretty intense, pretty quickly, but that had nothing to do with me. God, there is so much to talk about. So many questions. The nasty little creature who Jesse pounded on at The Manor had some pretty interesting things to say. Has Jesse had an affair with his wife?

         I sigh. “Come on, you’re pruning.” I hold up a towel and he mirrors my sigh before pushing himself up on the side of the bath with his good hand. He steps out and I run the towel over his body as he watches me closely.

         The corners of his lips lift slightly into the semblance of a smile when I reach his neck. “A few weeks ago, I was nursing your hangover.”
         

         “I bet your head is banging a lot harder than mine was.” I dismiss his reminiscing and secure the towel around his waist. “Food and then the hospital.”

         “Hospital?” he blurts, his voice startled. “I don’t need a hospital, Ava.”

         “Your hand,” I clarify. He probably thinks I want to section him.

         I see understanding surface in his eyes as he lifts his hand up to inspect it. The blood has all washed away, but it still looks nasty. “It’s fine.”

         “I don’t think it is.”

         “Ava, I don’t need to go to the hospital.”

         “Don’t go then.” I turn and walk into the bedroom.

         Following me in, he collapses on the end of the bed and watches as I disappear into his huge walk-in wardrobe. I rummage through his clothes, finding him some marl gray sweatpants and a white T-shirt. He needs comfort. I retrieve some boxer shorts from his chest of drawers and walk back over to find him sprawled back on the bed. Just getting him upstairs and bathed has knackered him out. I can’t imagine a hangover on this scale.

         “Here, put these on.” I place the clothes on the bed next to him, and he turns his head to inspect my selection, letting out a heavy, tired breath.

         When he makes no attempt to dress himself, I pick up his boxers and kneel down in front of him, holding them at his feet. He’s done this to me plenty of times. I tap his ankle and he pushes himself up on the bed, looking down at me, a small twinkle lighting his eyes. It’s another familiar trait.

         He silently lifts his feet and stands so I can negotiate the boxers up his legs, but then his towel drops when I’m halfway up his body and I come face to face with his huge arousal.

         I release his boxers and jump back from him, like it might burn me or something. Not all of him is broken then, I think to myself, trying to ignore the steel rod of flesh within touching distance. I flick a glance up to him and for the first time, his eyes sparkle fully, but it’s not what I need right now, although my body is completely disagreeing with my brain. I struggle to control the urge to push him on the bed and straddle him. I’m not risking sidetracking either of us with sex. There’s a lot to talk about.

         He reaches down to pull his boxers up the rest of the way. “I’ll go to the hospital,” he says. “If you want me to, then I’ll go.”

         I frown at him. “Agreeing to have your hand looked at won’t make me fall to your feet in gratitude,” I say curtly.

         His eyes narrow slightly at my harshness. “I’ll let that slip.”

         “I need to feed you,” I mutter, turning and walking out of the room, leaving Jesse to put his sweatpants and T-shirt on.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Four

         

         After showering and changing in the spare room, I head downstairs to find Jesse unconscious on the sofa. I watch the subtle rise and fall of his broad chest for a while, my eyes pleased, despite his evident exhaustion. It takes my mobile to shout and snap me from my daydream, and I quickly track it down, answering without bothering to look at the screen.
         

         “Hello?”

         “Ava?”

         “Dan!” With all that’s happened, I’d forgotten I was supposed to see him today. It’s so good to hear his voice. “Where are you?”

         “Just pulled into Euston.”

         “How are Mum and Dad?”

         “Worried,” he states flatly.

         “They needn’t be.”

         “Yeah, well, they are. And me too. Where are you?”

         Shit!
         

         “Kate’s,” I lie. It’s not like he’ll be talking to her or visiting her to discover the truth. And anyway, Mum knows I’m supposed to be at Kate’s, and I’m certain she would have told him.

         Silence falls down the phone line at the mention of Kate’s name. “I see,” he says shortly. “Still?”

         Oh, the detachment in his voice. They haven’t seen each other for years, but time, it would appear, is not a healer. “It’s just temporary, Dan. I’m looking for somewhere as we speak.”

         “Have you spoken to that twat of an ex?” The spite in his voice is palpable.

         “No, but I’ve heard he’s been in touch with Mum and Dad. That’s very nice of him.”

         “Fucking prick. We need to talk about this. Mum filled me in on her little chat with Matt. I know he’s a snake, but Mum’s worried.”

         “I called,” I defend myself.

         “Yeah, and I know you’ve not given her the whole story. What’s with this new man?"

         I freeze mid-pace. That’s a good question. “Dan, there are some things you can’t tell your parents.”

         “Yes, but you can tell your brother.”

         “Can I?” I blurt. I highly doubt that. Big brother would probably join my dad in the heart attack ward. This is the reason I didn’t go to Newquay: interrogation and nagging. I’ll have to face up to it eventually, but not now. I’ve never been so glad that my parents live so far away.

         “Yes, you can. So, when can I see you?” he asks, chirping up a little.

         See me or squeeze me for information? “Tomorrow?”

         “I thought we were doing today?” He sounds so disappointed.

         So am I. I really want to see him, but then in another way I really don’t. “I’m sorry. I’m looking at a few places to rent, and then I’ve got stacks of drawings to finalize.” I lie again, but I couldn’t possibly muster up the strength to appear reasonably normal in such a short space of time. Maybe by tomorrow I’ll have dragged myself out of my hole of depression and uncertainty. I very much doubt it, but at least I have time to try.

         “Great, we’ll make a day of it.” He confirms my fears.

         A whole day of evading his questions? “Okay, ring me in the morning,” I say, and secretly hope he goes out with all of his mates tonight and suffers a dreadful hangover that delays his call to me. I need time.

         “Sure thing. See you tomorrow, kid.” He hangs up.

         I start thinking of ways to get around this, and after an hour of aimless pacing around the penthouse, I come up with none. I can’t avoid him forever.

         The intercom phone system chimes and I answer it. “Ava, the maintenance man is on his way up to fix the door. Oh, and Mr. Ward’s window has been replaced.”

         “Thank you, Clive.” I hang up and make my way to the door.

         I answer to an old boy who is already inspecting the damage. “You have a rhino ram-raid you?” he asks, scratching his head.

         “Something like that,” I mutter.

         “I can secure it for now, but it’ll need replacing. I’ll get it on order and let you know when it arrives,” he says, placing his tool-box on the floor.

         “Thanks.” I leave him chipping chunks of splintered wood off the door frame and turn to find Jesse half asleep, looking suspiciously at the door.

         “What’s going on?” he asks.

         “John had a fight with your front door when you didn’t open it,” I inform him dryly.

         His eyebrows shoot up, but then he looks worried. “I should call him.”

         “How are you feeling?” I ask, assessing him and concluding that he looks a bit brighter after an hour power napping.

         “Better. You?”

         “Fine. Time to get you to the hospital. I’ll get my bag.” I sidestep him and make my way past.

         His hand flies out and grabs my arm. “Ava.”

         I halt and wait for a follow-up, any words that are going to make this all better, but I get nothing, just his heat seeping into my flesh from his harsh grip on my arm. I look up at him and find him watching me, but he still doesn’t open his mouth.

         I sigh heavily and pull myself free, but then I remember my car isn’t here. How am I going to get him to the hospital? “Shit,” I curse quietly.

         “Watch your mouth, Ava. What’s up?”

         “My car’s at Kate’s.”

         “We’ll take mine.”

         “You can’t drive one-handed.” His driving scares the shit out of me at the best of times. No way do I want to go along for a one-handed ride.

         “I know. You can drive.” He tosses his keys at me, and I panic slightly. He trusts me to drive a car worth more than one hundred and sixty thousand pounds?

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Ava, you’re driving like Miss Daisy. Will you put your foot down?” Jesse moans.

         I throw him a scowl, which he chooses to ignore. The accelerator is so sensitive, and I feel so small behind the wheel. I’m scared to death I’m going to scratch it. “Shut up,” I snap, before doing as I’m told and roaring off down the road. It’s his tough shit if I do bump someone.

         “That’s better.” He looks at me and smiles. “It’s easier to handle if you’re not pussyfooting around on the power.”

         I want to smile, but I don’t. I could pin that statement on him.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After three hours in Minor Injuries and an X-ray, the doctor has confirmed that Jesse’s hand isn’t broken, but he has some muscle damage.

         “Have you been resting it?” the nurse asks. “If it’s been a few days since you incurred the injury, I would expect the swelling to have subsided by now.”

         Jesse looks at me guiltily as the nurse wraps his hand in a bandage. “No,” he says quietly.

         “You should have been,” she reprimands him, “and it should be elevated.”

         I raise my eyebrows at him, and he rolls his eyes while the nurse puts his arm in a sling before sending us on our way. As we get to the entrance, he removes the sling and chucks it in the litter bin.

         “What are you doing?” I gasp, watching him walk out of the hospital doors.

         “I’m not wearing that thing.”

         “You bloody are!” I yell, fishing it out of the bin. I’m shocked. This man has no regard for the well-being of his body. He’s assaulted his internal organs with gallons of vodka, and now refuses to cooperate so his hand heals properly.

         I stalk after him, but he doesn’t stop until he gets to the car. I’m holding the keys, but I don’t trigger the door release. We glare at each other over the top of the DBS.

         “Are you going to open the car?” he asks.

         “No, not until you put this back on.” I hold the sling above my head.

         “I told you, Ava, I’m not wearing it.”

         “Why?” I ask shortly. The stubborn Jesse is back, but this trait I’m not so pleased to see.

         “I don’t need it.”

         “Yes, you do.”

         “No, I don’t,” he mocks.

         “Put the fucking sling on, Jesse!” I shout over the car.

         “Watch your fucking mouth!”

         “Fuck!” I hiss back petulantly.

         He scowls real hard at me. What must we look like in the middle of the hospital car park, shouting “fuck” at each other over the roof of an Aston Martin? I don’t care. He is such a caveman sometimes.

         “Mouth!” he roars, and then winces at the sound level of his yell, his bad hand shooting up to clasp his head. “Fuck!”
         

         I burst into laughter as I watch him dance around in circles, shaking his hand and swearing his head off. That will teach the obstinate fool.

         “Open the fucking car, Ava,” he shouts.

         Oh, he’s mad. I squeeze my lips together to suppress my laugh. “How’s your hand?” I ask on a giggle that breaks out into a full belly laugh. I can’t hold it in. It feels so good to laugh.

         When I recover and straighten up, he’s looking at me fiercely over the car. “Open,” he demands.

         “Sling,” I snap, throwing it over the roof.

         He grabs the material and throws it on the tarmac before returning his furious eyes to me. “Open!”

         “You’re a child sometimes, Jesse Ward. I am not opening the car until you put that sling on.”

         I watch as his eyes narrow on me and the edges of his mouth lift into a concealed grin. “Three,” he says, loud and clear.

         My jaw hits ground. “You are not giving me the countdown!” I screech disbelievingly.

         “Two.” His tone is cool and casual, while I’m stunned. He leans his elbows on the roof. “One.”

         “You can get stuffed!” I scoff, standing firm. I only want him to put the damn sling on for his own sake. It makes no odds to me, but this is principle.

         “Zero,” he mouths, and starts stalking around the front of the car toward me, while I instinctively head around the back. He stops and raises his eyebrows. “What are you doing?” he asks, circling the other way.

         I know that face; that’s his you’re really copping it face. I know he won’t think twice about pinning me to the ground and torturing me until I submit to whatever he demands.
         

         “Nothing,” I say, making sure I keep to the other side of the car. We could be here all day.

         “Come here.” His voice is that low, husky familiar tone that I love, and another piece of him that’s returned. But I’m being distracted.

         I shake my head. “No.”

         Before I can anticipate his next move, he breaks into a full sprint around the car, and I dash off in the opposite direction on a squeal. People are staring as I weave myself through the other parked cars like a deranged madwoman, before I skid to a stop at the back of a high top, four-wheel drive. I peek around the corner to see where he is.

         My heart falls out of my mouth, straight onto the tarmac. He’s doubled over, his hands braced on his knees.

         Shit! 
         

         What the hell am I doing encouraging such stupid behavior when he should be recuperating? I run toward him as a few passersby clock him and start to approach. “Jesse!” I shout as I near.

         “Is he all right, love?” a man asks me as I make it to him.

         “I don’t—what!” I’m hoisted off my feet with one arm and thrown over Jesse’s shoulder.
         

         “Don’t mess with me, Ava,” he says smugly. “You should know by now, I always win.” He reaches up my skirt and rests his hand on the inside of my thigh as he strides toward the car with me draped over him.

         I smile sweetly at everyone we pass, but I don’t bother to fight him. I’m just happy he has the strength to lift me. “My knickers are flashing,” I complain as I reach around to smooth my full dress over my bum.

         “No, they’re not.” He lowers me down his body slowly until my face is level with his, my feet off the ground, his chest firm and warm against me. His eyes have won back a bit of sparkle and they are searching mine. He’s going to kiss me. I have to stop this.

         I wriggle in his arms. “We need to go to the supermarket,” I say, focusing my sight on his chest as I squirm my way free.

         He sighs heavily, dropping me to my feet. “How can I fix things if you keep dodging my attempts?”

         I brush my dress down and return my eyes to his. “That’s your problem, Jesse. You want to fix things by distracting me with your touch instead of talking to me and giving me some answers. I can’t let that happen again.” I trigger the door release and climb into the car, leaving Jesse with his head hanging, chewing his lip.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We pull into the supermarket and I drive up and down looking for a parking space. I’ve learned something new about Jesse today—he’s a crap passenger. I’ve been bullied into overtaking, cutting people up, and jumping lanes, all in an attempt to gain a few yards. This man is a hothead when it comes to driving. Actually, this man is a hothead full stop.

         “There’s a space.” He thrusts his arm across my line of sight, and I bat it out of my way.

         “That’s a parent and child space,” I dismiss, passing it.

         “So?”

         “So…I don’t see any child in this lovely car of yours. Do you?”

         He drops his gaze to my stomach, and I suddenly feel extremely uncomfortable. “Did you find your pills?” he asks, maintaining his stare on my stomach.

         “No,” I answer, swinging into a parking space. I want to blame him for distracting me from my normal personal schedule, but the truth is, my personal organization skills have always been rubbish. I was forced to pay another mortifying trip to Dr. Monroe to replace the second batch of contraceptive pills that I lost in a week, and I made myself have tests to ensure I hadn’t contracted any sexual diseases after constant unprotected sex with Jesse. The suggestion of Jesse’s active sex life left me little choice.

         “Did you miss any?” he asks, his lips pressing into a straight line.

         He’s worried I could be pregnant? “My period came last Sunday evening,” I say. Like an omen or something, I want to add, but I don’t. I switch off the ignition.

         He remains silent as I get out of the car and wait for him to eject himself.

         “Could you have parked any farther away?” he grumbles, joining me on my side of the car.

         “At least I’m parked legally.” I walk to the rack of trollies lined up at the shelter and slip a pound in the top to release one. “Have you ever been to a supermarket?” I ask as we make our way up the canopied walkway. Jesse and a supermarket are not things that fit together naturally.

         He shrugs. “Cathy does it. I usually eat at The Manor.”

         The mention of Jesse’s super-plush sex club has me bristling and losing all enthusiasm for trying to make conversation. I feel his eyes on me, but I ignore it and focus ahead of me.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By the time we get back to Lusso, it’s six o’clock and we find the door has been repaired. Jesse goes to lie on the sofa, exhausted from a few hours out, and I stand in the kitchen after unpacking the shopping, wondering what to do. It’s Saturday evening, and I really feel like settling down with a glass of wine. There is no wine and I can’t settle, so instead, I ring Kate.

         “What are you up to?” I ask as I plant myself on a barstool with a coffee—not wine, but coffee.

         “We’re on our way out,” she says cheerfully.

         “Where are you going?” I can’t help feeling slightly envious at her night out.

         “Sam’s taking me to The Manor.”

         “The Manor?” I blurt incredulously, all envy disintegrating. Is she winding me up?

         “Yes, don’t get the wrong idea. I asked him to. I’m curious.”

         Holy fucking shit! Kate’s coolness knows no bounds. While I fled the scene when I discovered exactly what The Manor was, she wants to go and socialize there? Bloody hell. “And Sam’s happy to take you?” I ask as casually as I can, but there’s no hiding the shock in my voice. I can’t believe he’s agreed to this.

         “Yeah, he’s told me what goes down, and I want to see.” She sounds so matter-of-fact, while I’m in meltdown just thinking about the place. What must it be like to be so open-minded? And what exactly does go down at The Manor, anyway? “How’s Jesse?” she asks, pulling me from my thoughts.

         I can detect the edginess in her tone. “He’s fine. His hand has some slight muscle damage and he insists he’s not an alcoholic.”

         “I’m glad.” Her sincerity is sweet, and I’m relieved she isn’t hurling explicit language down the phone and demanding I walk away.

         “Listen,” I snap my attention back to Kate, “I would say have fun tonight, but I’m more inclined to say…keep an open mind.”

         “Ava, you don’t get more open-minded than me. I can’t wait! Speak to you tomorrow.”

         “Bye.” I hang up and run through my times at The Manor, when I thought it was an innocent hotel. I shake my head at myself. How could I have missed it all when everything seems so obvious now? I should cut myself some slack because I was completely diverted by a tall, lean-framed man with dirty blond hair and hypnotizing green eyes. He was perfect. He still is, if a few pounds lighter and a few issues heavier.

         I make my way upstairs to change out of my dress, throwing on a pair of cotton shorts and a tank top before removing all of the clips from my hair.

         When I get downstairs, Jesse is still asleep on the sofa. I mess around with the TV cabinet for a while, but I can’t get the damn thing to open and reveal a television, so I slump into the chair and watch Jesse sleeping, his mangled hand draped over his solid chest and rising and falling with his steady breaths. As my thoughts wander naturally to chocolate éclairs, calla lilies, and “Angels,” I drift off to sleep.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Five

         

         I love you.”
         

         I come awake in a daze of darkness and rub my eyes as I sit up in the chair. It takes me a few moments to figure out where I am, but when I begin to focus, I find a handsome, dark blond man crouched in front of me.

         “Hey,” he says softly as he brushes my hair from my face.

         “What time is it?” I ask sleepily.

         He leans in and kisses my forehead. “Just gone midnight.”

         Midnight? I’m sleeping for England, and I could drift straight back off again, but I’m properly woken up when the shrill sound of a phone ringtone stabs at the silent air.

         “For fuck’s sake,” Jesse complains.

         I watch as he yanks his phone from the coffee table and looks at the screen. Who would be ringing at this time?

         “John,” he greets calmly. “Why?” He glances at me. “No, it’s fine…yeah…give me a half hour.” He hangs up.

         “What’s the matter?” I ask, fully awake now.

         He shoves his Converse on and stalks for the door, clearly unhappy. “Problem at The Manor. I won’t be long.”

         And just like that, he’s gone.

         So, I’m wide awake, it’s past midnight, and Jesse has just disappeared. I sit in the chair like a loose part and contemplate what is going on at The Manor of such urgency.

         Oh no, Kate is there.

         I run into the kitchen and find my phone to call her, but she doesn’t answer. I try repeatedly, and with each unanswered call, I get more worried. I should just call Jesse, but he seemed pretty pissed off. I pace up and down, make myself a coffee, and sit at the island repeatedly dialing Kate. If my car was here, I would be on my way to The Manor, too. Or would I? It’s easy for me to say yes, especially when there is no way I can.

         After pacing the penthouse for an hour and calling Kate endlessly, I give in and go to bed, crawling into the plush, soft sheets of the spare room bed and curling up.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I love you.”

         I open my eyes and find Jesse looming over the bed. I’m somewhere between sleep and consciousness, and my mouth won’t work. What time is it and how long has he been gone? I don’t get a chance to ask, though. I’m gathered into his arms and transported to his room.

         “You sleep here,” he whispers, lowering me into his bed. I feel him crawl in behind me, and I’m tugged back against his chest.

         If I weren’t so contented, I would be asking questions, but I am, so I won’t. My head hits the pillow, and with Jesse’s warmth surrounding me, I’m gone again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Morning.”

         My eyes open and I’m pinned to the mattress under a heady scent of fresh water and mint. My morning brain is desperately trying to convince me to struggle free, but my body is blocking all of the sensible instructions trying to filter through.

         He sits back on his heels. “I need to do this,” he whispers, clasping my hand and pulling me into a sitting position.

         He takes the hem of my top and slowly pulls it up over my head before leaning into me and kissing the middle of my chest, running his tongue in a light, flicking circle up to my throat.

         I’m tense.

         He pulls back. “Lace,” he says softly as he removes my bra.

         I battle between my body’s desperate need for him and my mind’s strong need to talk. I want to clear the air before I’m dragged back onto Central Jesse Cloud Nine, where I lose all cognitive reasoning. “Jesse, we need to talk,” I say quietly as he kisses my throat and works his way to my ear. Every nerve is buzzing, pleading with me to shut up and accept him.

         “I need you,” he whispers, finding my mouth and claiming it softly.

         “Jesse, please.” My voice is a breathy whisper as I manage to break away.

         “Baby, I do my talking this way.” He grips the nape of my neck and pulls me farther into him. “Let me show you.”

         My body wins.

         I surrender to him like the slave that I am. He wraps his arm around my lower back and eases me back down to the bed, sealing our mouths on the way, my entire being jumping to life as his hot, wet tongue slips gently between my lips and glides slowly around my mouth. We’re in gentle Jesse mode, and it’s as if he knows that this is the best place to take me right now.

         His slow, steady breaths tell me he is in complete control as he rests on his forearm and uses his good hand to run his fingertip from my hip bone all the way up to my breast, a steady wave of tingles traveling up my body in time with his touch, leaving my breath shallow and erratic. He finishes by tracing the edges of my nipple wistfully to match the gentle motions of our tongues.

         I hold on to his shoulders, feeling all of the misplaced emotions flooding back into me under his gentle touch, his attentive mouth, and his hard body flanking me. My fear was completely justified; I’m lost in him again.

         I whimper as he pulls his lips away from mine and sits back on his heels before he uses his good hand to drag my shorts down my legs, taking my underwear with them. “You need reminding.”

         “This is not the conventional way.”

         “It’s how I do things, Ava.” He throws my shorts and knickers to the side and pulls me up, sealing our mouths. “We need to make friends.”

         I can’t fight him anymore. I hook my fingers in the waistband of his boxers and press my lips farther to his as I push his boxers down his thighs. He lets out a long moan, easing me back down onto the bed, causing me to lose my grip on his shorts, so I place my foot into the band and extend my leg to take them the rest of the way. He’s leaning half on me, half off, his hard, lean body spreading the length of me as he claims my mouth, pushing his body farther into mine.

         Weaving my fingers through his hair, I relish the friction of his long stubble against my face. It’s too long to be sharp or coarse, so it feels more like a soft brush is being glided across my face.

         He separates our mouths and buries his face in my hair as he cups me between my thighs and draws his palm up the center of my body, slowly over my stomach, and then gradually up between my breasts, finishing against my throat.

         “I’ve missed you, baby,” he murmurs against my neck. “I’ve missed you so much.”

         “I’ve missed you, too.” I hold his head to me, feeling completely cocooned in strength, but he’s not strong at the moment. I feel protected and safe, but I’m aware that it’s me who’s playing the carer at the moment. I’m overwhelmed, too—completely overwhelmed with intense feelings for this troubled man.

         He moves himself so he’s cradled between my thighs, and I soon feel the wet, slippery head of his morning erection pushing against me. My mind is a jumble of mixed thoughts, but then he rests on his elbows and gazes down at me, like I’m the only thing that exists in his world. Our eyes say more than words ever could. I move my hands from the back of his head so my palms are on either side of his handsome face.

         “Thank you for coming back to me,” he says softly as I stare up at him, drowning in his glorious greens, emotion flooding my entire being.

         I smooth my thumb across his moist lips and slide it into his mouth, withdrawing slowly and resting the tip on his bottom lip. He plants a light kiss on the end and smiles down at me as he lifts his hips while maintaining our eye contact, my pelvis shifting to meet him.

         I sigh in pure, unapologetic pleasure as he slowly, unhurriedly, and reverently slides deep inside of me. My eyes close and my hands slip to the back of his head as he fills me completely and holds still, beating and kicking inside me. His change in breathing to quick bursts of breath is a familiar trait. He’s struggling to maintain control.

         “Look at me,” he demands between pants, and I force my eyes open and gasp a little when I feel him jerk inside me. “I love you,” he whispers, his voice cracking.

         I inhale sharply at the words I’ve desperately needed to hear for so long. Does he know? Is that why he’s saying it now? Does he think that’s all it takes? “Don’t, Jesse.” I close my eyes, my hands falling away from his head.

         “Ava, look at me,” he demands harshly. I drag my swimming eyes open and meet a straight, expressionless face. “I’ve been telling you how I feel the whole time.”

         “No, you haven’t. You were hijacking my phone and trying to control me.”

         He circles his hips into me, drawing a collective moan from both of us. “Ava, I’ve never felt like this before.” He withdraws and pushes deep and high. I try to rein in my scattered thoughts, but a moan escapes. “I’ve been surrounded by naked women with no respect for themselves all of my life.” He places his hands over mine, pinning my wrists on either side of my head.

         Thrust.
         

         “Jesse!”

         “You’re not like them, Ava.”

         Thrust.
         

         “Oh God!” He pulls back and rams back in. 

         “Jesus!” He stills on a few deep breaths. “You’re mine, and mine alone, baby. Just for my eyes, just for my touch, and just for my pleasure. Just mine. Do you understand me?” He withdraws and slowly plunges back in.

         “What about you? Are you just mine?” I ask, shifting my hips up to capture the delightful penetration.

         “Just yours, Ava. Tell me you love me.”

         “What?” I cry, when he hits me with a hard drive.

         “You heard me,” he says softly. “Don’t make me fuck it out of you, baby.”

         I’m stunned. I’m melting beneath him, crippled by pleasure, and now he’s demanding I tell him that I love him? I do, but should I confess under duress? It’s completely as I expected, though. He’s been trying to make me the opposite of everything he knows, keeping me covered, preventing me from drinking, insisting on me wearing delicate lace instead of harsh leather. But what about the sex?

         “Ava, answer me.” He pushes high and grinds firmly, a sweat breaking out across his brow. “Don’t hold out on me.”

         His words hit me like a lightning bolt. Hold out? He’s tried to fuck a love confession out of me before—in the en suite bathroom last Saturday when he rammed into me repeatedly, demanding I say it. I thought he was looking for reassurance that I wasn’t leaving. I was wrong. How did he know?

         There’s another perfect grind, and my internal muscles start to spasm, tremors inching their way into the epicenter of my nerve endings. My legs stiffen. “How did you know?” I cry, throwing my head back in despair, both mentally and physically.

         “Damn it, Ava, look at me.” He hits me with a full, hard strike of his hips, and I drag my eyes open on an angry yell. “I love you,” he shouts, reinforcing his words with yet another slow withdraw and hard, fast attack of his hips.

         “I love you, too!” I scream the words that are literally thrust out of me.

         He stops his movements completely, our breaths rushed and frantic as he holds my hands in place and looks down at me. “I love you so fucking much. I didn’t think it was possible.” His words penetrate me deeply, the intensity of our joining making my heart kick into a higher gear as he looks down at me, tears pricking the backs of his eyes. He smiles faintly and slowly withdraws himself. “Now, we make love,” he says quietly, rocking gently back into me and capturing my lips in a slow, sensual kiss, full of meaning. He releases his hold of me, and my hands fly to his back, slipping across his damp skin.

         His tactic has changed completely. Slowly and leisurely, he drives in and out of me, pushing me up toward complete rapture as I clasp at his damp back, holding as tight as I can. Sex with Jesse has always been beyond compare, but this moment holds a significant power that I never thought possible. He loves me.

         I struggle to keep my emotions in check when he pulls back and holds his face to mine, nose to nose, eyes full of sentiment. I’m coming apart. The consistency of his controlled, deep thrusts has me shuddering and tensing around him as my core convulses and grips his shaft on each and every plunge. The sheen of sweat across his brow and his frown line deep with concentration tell me he’s tipping the edge, too. Tilting my hips up on a thrust, I moan as he fills me to my absolute limit. The feel of his rhythmic, meticulous tempo has me wanting to squeeze my eyes shut, but I can’t drag them away from his.

         “Together,” he says, his hot breath spreading across my face.

         “Yes,” I gasp, feeling him expand and throb in preparation for his release.

         “Christ, Ava.” A rush of air escapes his lips, and his body goes rigid, but he doesn’t remove his eyes from mine. My back arches on reflex when the spiraling rush of pleasure reaches its climax and sends me tumbling into a hurricane of uncontrollable feelings. I cry out in complete despairing pleasure, my body trembling in his hold, my eyes closing to blink back the tears that have developed as my orgasm begins to recede slowly and lazily with his continued, even strokes.

         “Eyes,” he commands softly, and I obey, opening my eyes again.

         He moans deeply, and I tighten all of my muscles at my core to grip him and extract his release. I can see the battle he’s having with his instincts to hammer into me and throw his head back, but he’s keeping a rein on his control. And then you can almost hear the snap of his release as his cheeks puff out and he pushes himself into me, long and hard, holding himself there, my muscles obliging his throbbing erection and continuing with their slow, easy constrictions as he pours into me.

         “I love you,” I say quietly as he looks down at me, his chest heaving. There. I’ve put it out there. My cards are well and truly on the table, and he didn’t technically fuck that one out of me.

         He rests his lips on mine. “I know you do, baby.”

         “How did you know?” I ask. I know I’ve never told him. I’ve screamed it in my head a thousand times, but I have never actually voiced it.

         “You told me when you were drunk,” he smiles, “after I showed you how to dance.”

         I do a quick run-through of the night when I got ridiculously drunk and relented to his persistent pursuing again. I remember admitting it to myself, but I certainly don’t remember blurting it out to him. Mind you, I don’t remember much after Jesse escorted me from the bar. I was in a state. That’s his fault, too.

         “I don’t remember,” I admit, feeling bloody stupid.

         “I know you don’t.” He grinds his hips, and I sigh. “It was so fucking frustrating.” It all comes flooding back. He really was trying to fuck a love confession out of me. He watches me as I figure it out, and his mouth forms an O on a small smile.

         “You knew all along?” Drunken confessions.
         

         I had beaten myself up about it for days and days, and he knew all along? Why didn’t he say something? Why didn’t he just talk to me instead of trying to fuck it out of me? So much could have been so very different.

         His smile disappears and is replaced with a stoic expression. “You were drunk. I wanted to hear the words when you were of sound mind. Women get drunk all the time and confess their undying love to me.”

         “Do they?” I blurt.

         He almost laughs. “Yes, they do.” He drops his eyes, “I wasn’t sure if you still did after…” His teeth start a vicious workout on his bottom lip, “Well, after I had my little meltdown.”

         I inwardly laugh. Little meltdown? Bloody hell, what would be a big meltdown? Women tell him they love him? What women and how many are there? I screw my face up in my own private disgust. I’m extremely uncomfortable with how resentful I’m feeling about any other woman having him or loving him. I need to put these thoughts right out of my mind and fast. No good could come of me knowing.

         “I love you.” I reinforce my words, almost grinding them out, like I’m telling all of those women who claim to love him, too. I feel his whole body relax over me before he continues slowly circling deep inside me.

         Pulling him down, I wrap my entire body around him. I feel like a weight has been lifted from my shoulders, but then it occurs to me that I’m in love with a man and I have no clue how old he is.

         “How old are you, Jesse?”

         He pulls his face up and I can see the cogs of his mind start revolving. I know he’s thinking whether or not he should just tell me his real age and stop with his silly diversion. “I can’t remember.”

         Oh, I might be able to play this to my advantage. “We were at thirty-three,” I prompt.

         He smirks at me. “We should start again.”

         “No!” I pull his face down and rub my nose across his rough cheek. “We got to thirty-three.”

         “You’re a rubbish liar, baby.” He laughs, nuzzling into my face. “I like this game. I think we should start again. I’m eighteen.”

         “Eighteen!”

         “Don’t play games with me, Ava.”

         “Why won’t you just tell me how old you are?” I ask, exasperated. It really doesn’t matter to me. He’s forty, maximum.

         “I’m thirty-one.”

         I sag beneath him dramatically. He does remember. “How old are you?”

         “I just told you, I’m thirty-one.”

         I narrow displeased eyes on him, and one side of his mouth lifts into a semblance of a smirk. “It’s just a number,” I moan. “If you ask me anything in the future, I won’t answer—not truthfully, anyway.”

         His semblance of a smirk falls away immediately. “I already know everything I need to know about you. I know how I feel, and nothing you could tell me will make me feel any different. I wish you felt the same.”

         Oh, that’s below the belt! It wouldn’t make a jot of difference to the way I feel about him. I’m just curious, that’s all. “You said before that I might run a mile if I know,” I remind him. “I’m not going anywhere.”

         He laughs. “No, you’re not. Ava, you’ve found out the worst about me and not run a mile. Well, you did, but you came back.” He kisses my forehead. “Do you honestly think I’m bothered about my age?”

         “Then why won’t you tell me?” I ask, exasperated.

         “Because I like this game.” He resumes nuzzling into my neck.

         I heave a sigh and increase my squeeze around his warm, sweat-dampened shoulders, locking my thighs tightly around his hips. “I don’t,” I grumble, burrowing my face into his neck and breathing him into me. I exhale in contentment and trace my fingers across his firm back.

         We lie silently for the longest time, but when I feel his body shaking, it diverts my thoughts to what lies ahead for us. “Are you okay?” I ask nervously.

         He squeezes me tightly. “Yeah, what time is it?”

         That’s a point. What time is it? I hope I’ve not missed Dan’s call. I wriggle under Jesse and he moans into my neck. “I’ll go check the time.”

         “No, I’m comfy,” he complains. “It isn’t that late.”

         “I’ll be two seconds.”

         He grumbles and lifts himself slightly to slip out of me and then heaves his body off of mine, rolling onto his back. I jump up to go and find my phone, discovering it’s nine o’clock and Dan hasn’t called. That’s a relief, but I do have twelve missed calls from Jesse.

         I walk back into the bedroom and find him leaning against the headboard, brazenly naked and unashamed. I look down at myself. Oh, so am I.

         “I’ve got twelve missed calls from you,” I say in confusion, holding my phone up to him.

         A disapproving look jumps onto his face. “I couldn’t find you. I thought you had left. I had a hundred heart attacks in ten minutes, Ava. Why were you in the other bedroom?” He fires the words accusingly at me.

         “I didn’t know how things stood.” I may as well be honest.

         “What does that mean?”

         He sounds offended.

         “Jesse, the last time I saw you, you were a stranger who told me that I was a prick tease and had caused you untold damage. Forgive me for being a bit apprehensive.”

         His affronted look falls away instantly and is replaced with one of regret. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean any of it.”

         “Right.” I sigh.

         “Come here.” He pats the mattress and I walk over to slide in beside him. We lie on our sides facing each other, our heads resting on our bent forearms. “You’ll never see that man again.”

         I hope I don’t, but I’m doubtful. “Will you never drink again?” I ask nervously. Now is as good a time as any to get the information I need.

         “No.” He places his fingertip on my hip bone and circles lightly.

         I shiver. “Never?”

         He pauses midcircle. “Never, Ava. All I need is you and for you to need me. Nothing else.”

         I frown. “You already made me need you. Then you destroyed me,” I say quietly. I don’t mean to make him feel guilty, but it’s the truth.

         He inches closer to me so our noses are nearly touching and his hot, minty breath is spreading all over my face. “I’ll never hurt you.”

         “You said that before.”

         “Ava, the thought of you in pain, emotionally or physically, is appalling to me. Completely unspeakable. I feel crazy just thinking about it. What I’ve done to you makes me want to plunge a knife straight through my own heart.”

         “That’s a bit over-the-top, isn’t it?” I blurt.

         He scowls at me. “It’s the truth, just like I feel violent when I imagine another man lusting after you.” He shakes his head, as if shaking away images that are cropping up in his mind.

         “You can’t control everything,” I say on a furrowed brow.

         “Where you’re concerned, I’ll try my best, Ava. I already told you, I’ve waited too long for you. You’re my little piece of heaven. Nothing will rob you from me. Nothing.” He presses his lips to mine to seal his declaration. “As long as I have you, I have purpose and reason. That is why I won’t be drinking and that is why I will do everything in my power to keep you safe. Understand?”

         Actually, I don’t think I do, but I nod anyway. His determination and grit are commendable but ridiculously ambitious. What does he think will happen to me? I can’t be stitched to his hip permanently. Crazy man.

         I reach forward to brush my thumb over the jagged line of his scar. “How did you get this?” I try my luck. I know he won’t answer me, and I know it’s a sore subject, but I’m compelled to extract as much information as I can. I now know the worst of him, so what harm can it do?

         He looks down at my hand on his scar and sighs. “Inquisitive this morning, aren’t you?”

         “Yes,” I confirm. I am.

         “I already told you, I don’t like talking about it.”

         “You’re holding back on me,” I accuse, and he rolls onto his back on a heavy sigh and rests his forearm across his face. Oh no, he’s not evading this. I straddle his hips and pull his arm away. “Why won’t you tell me about your scar?”

         “Because, Ava, it’s in my past, where I want it to stay. I don’t want anything affecting my future.”

         “It won’t. It doesn’t matter what you tell me. I’ll still love you.” Does he not understand that?

         I frown when he smirks. “I know,” he says too confidently. He’s pretty cocksure of himself this morning. “You already told me that when you were legless,” he adds.

         Hmm, I told him a lot when I was drunk. “So why won’t you tell me?”

         He places his hands on the juncture of my thighs. “If it won’t change how you feel about me, then there is little point in tarnishing your pretty little head with it”—he raises his eyebrows—“is there?”

         “I’m not going to tell you anything if you ask me,” I sulk.

         “You already said that.” He sits up and seals our lips, my arms mechanically wrapping around him, but then I think of something else.

         “Did you ever find out how the gates came to be open? And the front door?” I try my hardest to sound casual.

         “What?” He pulls away from me, looking perplexed.

         “When I came to The Manor on Sunday, the gates opened without me pressing the intercom and the front door was ajar.” I know it was her.

         “Oh. The gates malfunctioned, apparently. Sarah had it sorted out.” He pushes his lips to mine again.

         “That’s very convenient. Did the manual front door malfunction, too?” I ask, my sarcasm potent. I can’t believe he bought that feeble explanation. I know what happened. The tramp intercepted my message, relishing the thought of me turning up unannounced and discovering The Manor’s offerings.

         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.” He gives me a very scornful look, but I don’t care. That woman is a deceitful tramp. Oh, I feel full of determination all of a sudden, but slightly sympathetic for Jesse. He actually thinks she’s a friend? Should I share my verdict? “What would you like to do today?” he asks.

         Oh shit! I’ve got to see Dan today and I can’t take Jesse with me. What would that look like? I can hardly introduce Jesse to Dan. That’s a disaster waiting to happen, what with Dan’s older brother protectiveness and Jesse’s trampling tendencies. How am I going to play this?

         “Well, there’s just one thing I have—” Jesse’s phone starts ringing, halting my announcement.

         “For fuck’s sake,” he curses, lifting me from his lap and placing me on the bed. He gets up and answers his phone before walking out of the bedroom. “John?” He sounds a little impatient.

         I lie on the bed, running through all of the ways I can break it to him that I really must go and meet Dan. He’ll understand.

         “I’ve got to go to The Manor,” he says sharply, stalking back into the room and heading for the bathroom.

         Again? I haven’t even asked him what dragged him there last night, and I notice Kate hasn’t called me back. “Is everything okay?” I ask. He looks pissed.

         “It will be, get ready.”

         What?
         

         Oh no! I am not going to that place! I’ve still got to wrap my head around it all. I hear the shower turn on and I jump up to go and explain, finding him in the shower already. He smiles knowingly and gestures for me to join him, so I walk in and grab the sponge and shower gel, but he takes them from me and loads up the sponge himself before turning me around and beginning to wash me down. I stand quietly, searching my brain for a way to approach this, as he works the sponge slowly across my body. Surely he won’t have a hissy fit over my unwillingness.

         “Jesse?”

         He kisses my shoulder blade. “Ava?”

         “I really don’t want to come,” I blurt, and then scold myself for not being a little more tactful.

         He pauses with his swirling circles for a few moments before he continues, “Can I ask why?”

         He can’t be so thick-skinned he has to ask that question. “Can you just give me some time to get used to it?” I ask apprehensively, while mentally begging for him to understand and be reasonable.

         He sighs and wraps his forearm around the tops of my shoulders, pulling me back to him. “I understand,” he kisses my temple. “You’re not going to avoid it forever, are you? I still want my new bedroom designs.”

         I’m in shock at his reasonableness. No questions, no trampling or sense fuck—just an okay? Have we turned a corner? This is good, and as for the new extension? I hadn’t given it a thought, but he’s right. I can’t avoid the place forever. “No. Anyway, I’ll have to come to oversee the work once we finalize the designs.”

         “Good.”

         “What’s going on at The Manor?”

         He releases my shoulders and starts washing my hair with his men’s shampoo. “The police turned up last night,” he says, totally detached.

         I tense all over. “Why?”

         “It’s just some idiot playing games. The police rang John this morning to arrange a few interviews. I can’t get out of it.” He turns me around and places me under the spray to rinse my hair. “I’m sorry.”

         “It’s fine,” I assure him. I won’t tell him why it’s fine. I can meet Dan without worrying about a Jesse-style trample. “Kate was at The Manor last night.” The concern in my voice is obvious.

         “I know.” His eyebrows rise. “It was quite a surprise.”

         “Was she okay?”

         “Yes, she was fine.” He kisses my nose and slaps my bum. “Out you get.”

         Once we’ve dried and Jesse has adorned me in lace underwear before leaving, I waste no time. I grab my phone immediately to call Dan and we arrange to meet at Almundo’s, a little coffee-house in Covent Garden. I run across the landing and dress in record time, calling down to Clive to order me a cab between drying my hair and pinning it up. I’m super excited.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Six

         

         I scan the masses of people having brunch and spot Dan in the corner with his face in the Sunday paper. He looks so well, all tanned and dazzling. I fly across the café and all but dive on him.
         

         “Whoa!” He laughs. “Pleased to see me, kid?” He wraps his arms around me, and I fall apart all over him. I’m so happy to see him, and all of the built-up stress and emotion of the last few weeks just spills out of me…again.

         He takes my hand in his. “Get rid of those tears, right now.” He smiles. “This will be the best thing that ever happened to you. You’re well shot.”

         Oh, he thinks I’m in a state over Matt? Should I let him carry on thinking that? The alternative is explaining a whole lot of other shit, and I can’t do that. I would be here for months. I wipe my eyes. “I know. It’s been a shitty few weeks. I’m fine, really.”

         “Forget about him and get on with your life.” He rubs my arm affectionately. “What about this other bloke who Matt’s been whining on about?”

         “His name’s Jesse. It’s nothing. He’s just a friend,” I shrug.

         “Just a friend?” He eyes me suspiciously as my hand reaches up to find a stray tendril from my updo.

         “Just a friend and a few stretched truths.” I need to change the subject. “How are Mum and Dad?”

         He gives me a warning look. “Threatening to pay a visit to London and sort you out. Mum mentioned a strange man answering your phone last week. I suspect he might be the stretched truth?”

         My attempts at diversion have failed miserably. “Yeah, okay. Can we change the subject please?”

         Dan holds his hands up in defense. “Okay, okay. I’m just saying, be careful, Ava.”

         I sag, considering exactly what my parents will make of Jesse, and none of it is good.

         We order and chat about Dan’s job, Australia, and his future prospects. His friend is expanding the surf school business and wants Dan to partner with him. I’m pleased for him, but quietly disappointed for my own selfish reasons. He won’t be coming home anytime soon.

         “How’s Kate?” he asks, while picking at the corners of his pastry, blatantly feigning disinterest.

         I should refrain from mentioning Sam. I can’t imagine Dan would appreciate such information. I abruptly remember that I’ve not taken my pill and start rummaging through my bag. “She’s still Kate,” I say casually. I locate my pill packet and pop one out before taking it with some water, watching over my glass as Dan drops into deep thought. I need to snap him out of that immediately. “What about you? Any female interests?” I ask on an arched brow, swapping my water for coffee.

         “No.” He smirks. “Nothing permanent, anyway.”

         I’m about to lecture him on being a player when my mobile starts dancing around the table and the Temper Trap’s “Sweet Disposition” blares from the ringer. I smile. His telephone manners haven’t improved.

         It’s just gone one o’clock. I thought he would be longer than this, but maybe he’s still at The Manor and just checking in on me.

         “Hey, I love that track!” Dan exclaims. “Let it ring.” He starts singing along to it.

         I laugh. “I just need to take this.” I leave the table with my phone and Dan with a furrowed brow. I know he’s going to be suspicious that I’m removing myself from his presence to take this call. I’ll say it was Kate.

         I walk out into the sunshine. “Hey,” I say cheerfully.

         “Where the fuck are you?” he bellows down the phone.

         I pull it away to save my eardrums. “I’m with my brother, calm down.”

         “Calm down?” he yells. “I get home and you’ve run out!”

         “Fucking hell,” I whisper to myself, but not quietly enough.

         “Watch your fucking mouth!”

         I look up to the sky in despair. “I’ve not run out. I’ve come to meet my brother. He’s back from Australia,” I state calmly. “I was supposed to see him yesterday, but I got a little caught up elsewhere.” I didn’t aim for sarcasm, but it comes naturally.

         “I apologize for inconveniencing you,” he hisses.

         “Excuse me?” I’m stunned by his hostility.

         “How long will you be?” His tone hasn’t changed; he still sounds like a pig.

         “I said I would spend the day with him.”

         “Day!” he shouts. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         Because I knew he would trample it! “Your phone interrupted me and you were sidetracked with problems at The Manor,” I spit.

         It goes quiet down the phone, but I can still hear his labored breathing.

         “Where are you?” His voice has softened slightly.

         “I’m at a café.”

         “Where?”

         There’s not a chance in hell I’m telling him that. He’ll turn up, I know it, and then I will be left explaining to Dan who he is and where he came from. “It doesn’t matter where. I’ll be back at yours later.”

         It goes quiet, and I wait, finally hearing him sigh. “Come back to me, Ava.” It’s definitely a demand.

         “I will.”

         The silence spreads between us again, and I’m very abruptly reminded of the small part of Jesse that sends me crazy. Did I really wish this back?

         “Ava?”

         “I’m here.”

         “I love you,” he says softly, but it’s strained. I know he wants to rant and probably haul me back to Lusso, but he can’t do that if he can’t locate me.

         “I know you do, Jesse.” I hang up and exhale an exhausted breath. I’m beginning to wish I didn’t know about Jesse’s alcohol issue because now I’m worrying myself stupid that I will push him to have another gorging session. I’ve always been an advocate of knowledge is power, but at the moment I’m favoring ignorance is bliss. Then I could hang up and think that he’s an unreasonable control freak and be content to let him stew. But now I know, I’ve hung up, and I’m worried I’ve just dangled the proverbial bottle of vodka under his nose.
         

         “Is everything okay?”

         I turn and see Dan approaching with my bag over his shoulder. I give a small smile. “Fine.”

         “I settled the bill. Here.” He hands me my bag.

         “Thanks.”

         “Are you all right?” He frowns.

         No, I’m bloody not. The stretched truth is stretching my patience. “Yeah, fine.” I plaster on a cheery face. “So, what do you want to do?”

         “Tussauds?” he asks with a big smile. I return it.

         “Absolutely, let’s go.”

         He holds his arm up for me to link and off we go. I’ve lost count of the number of times we’ve roamed the halls of Madame Tussauds. It’s tradition. There’s not one waxwork that we haven’t got a photo with. We’ve snuck around the place, entered restricted zones, and done whatever it took to get the photographs we needed to keep our scrapbook up to date. Childish, but it’s our thing.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We have an amazing day. I’ve laughed so much my cheeks ache. As it turns out, the only new waxworks in Tussauds are royalty. I had a photo with William and Kate, and Dan was captured squeezing the Queen’s boobs. We had dinner at our favorite Chinese in Chinatown and a few cheeky wines in a bar.

         I hug Dan tightly as we say our good-byes at the tube. “When are you going back?”

         “Not for a few weeks. I’m going up to Manchester tomorrow to catch up with some university friends, but I’m back in London next Sunday so I’ll see you again before I leave, okay?”

         I release him from my squeeze. “Okay. Call me as soon as you’re back in London.”

         “I will, take care, kid.” He kisses me on the cheek. “I’m on my mobile if you need me.”

         “Okay.” I smile.

         He strides off and leaves me wishing he could stay forever. I’ve never needed him so much.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As I enter the foyer of Lusso, Clive is on the telephone. I walk straight past his desk on my way to the lift. I really don’t feel like chatting.

         “Thank you, good-bye. Ava!” he shouts after me, and I stop and roll my eyes before turning to face him.

         “Yes?”

         He shoves the phone into its cradle and hurries toward me. “A lady stopped by. I tried calling up to Mr. Ward, but he didn’t answer. I’m afraid I couldn’t let her up.”

         “A lady?” He’s got my attention now.

         “Yes. Mature woman. Nice, with blonde, wavy hair. She said it was urgent, but of course, you know the rules.”

         Oh yes, I know the rules, and for once I’m relieved he’s stuck to them. Blonde, wavy hair? Not Sarah, surely. “How mature?”

         He shrugs. “Midforties.”

         I don’t like Sarah, but she definitely doesn’t look like she’s in her forties. “What time was this, Clive?”

         He looks at his watch. “Only a half hour ago.”

         “Did she give her name?”

         He frowns. “No, she didn’t. I met her at the gate. She was expecting to go straight up to the penthouse, but when I wouldn’t let her through and said I would have to call Mr. Ward, she started getting a bit vague with me.”

         “No worries, Clive. Thanks.” I board the lift and punch in the code. A vague lady who thought she could march up to the penthouse unannounced?

         I exit the elevator to find Jesse’s front door open. Does this man have no regard for home security? I shut the door behind me and instantly feel on my guard. The sound system is playing. It’s not as ear piercing as last time, but it’s the track playing that has me on edge.

         “Angel.”

         I run through the penthouse, leaving the music on. Finding Jesse is more important than turning off the tormenting song that reminds me of the awful day I found him drunk. I head straight for the terrace, but he’s not there. I dump my bag and take the stairs two at a time and bolt into the bedroom. Nothing.

         Panic starts to flood me, but then I hear the shower running, and I fly into the bathroom, coming to an abrupt stop when I see Jesse sitting on the floor of the shower, his running shorts soaking wet and clinging to his thighs. His shirtless back is against the cold tiled wall, his knees pulled up and his arms resting on top of them. His head in slumped as the water crashes down around him.

         Lifting his head to meet my gaze, he smiles, but he can’t hide the torture in his eyes. How long has he been like this? I exhale a long breath of relief, mixed with a little exasperation, before walking straight into the shower fully clothed and settling myself in his lap.

         He buries his head in my neck. “I love you.”

         “I know. How many laps did you do?”

         “Three.”

         “That’s too much,” I scold him. We’re talking twenty miles here. That’s not a quick jog around the park to alleviate some stress. His body is not strong enough for this at the moment.

         “I freaked out when you weren’t here.”

         “I kind of got that,” I say with only a light dash of sarcasm. He shifts his hands to my hips and tweaks my hip bone. I jerk.

         “You should have told me,” he says sternly.

         “I was always coming back,” I assure him. “I can’t be joined at your hip.” And he can’t be running a marathon every time we’re apart.

         He snuggles deeper into the crook of my neck. “I wish you bloody could be,” he grumbles. “You’ve had a drink.”

         I suddenly feel awkward, uneasy. “Have you eaten?” I ask, not knowing what else to say. He’s probably burned off a million calories running like Forrest Gump.

         “I’m not hungry.”

         “You need to eat, Jesse.” I moan. “I’ll make you something.”

         He tightens his grip on me. “Soon, I’m comfy.”

         So, I let him be comfy for a while. I sit on his lap, my dress clinging to my body, my hair sopping wet, and just let him hold me. It can’t be like this every time we’re apart. I’ll never settle. We most certainly haven’t turned a corner, and I’m sorely disappointed.

         “I hate this song,” I say quietly, after we’ve sat in a tight clinch for an age.

         “I love it. Reminds me of you.”

         “It reminds me of a man I don’t like.”

         “I’m sorry.” He nips at my neck, drawing his tongue up the length to my jawbone. “My arse is dead,” he mumbles.

         “I’m comfy,” I mock. He moves his hand and grasps my hip bone, causing me to flinch and yelp. “Stop!” I cry. “I need to feed you!”

         “Yes, you do. And I want my Ava, stripped naked and lying on our bed so I can binge on her.” He stands himself up with me wrapped around his body, and with little effort, considering his injured hand and depleted body.

         My Ava? That’s fine. Our bed? I will file that away for now.

         “I’m all for that, but I need to feed my man. Food now, loving later.”

         “Loving now, food later,” he challenges as he walks us out of the shower and positions me on the vanity unit.

         “Where’s your bandage?”

         He picks a bath sheet up from the pile on the shelf and starts rubbing the wetness from my hair with his good hand. “It was getting in my way.” He drapes the towel around my back and uses the corners to pull me into him, kissing me hard on the lips. I catch him wince.

         “Please, let me feed you.”

         He pulls back on a little pout. “Okay, food now, loving later.” He smirks and nuzzles our noses, then kisses my forehead. “Come on, you need some dry clothes.” He goes to lift me off the unit, but I brush him away. “Hey!” He scowls at me.

         “Your hand. It’s never going to heal if you’re hoofing me all over the place.” I jump down, kick off my sodden ballet pumps, and undo the side zip of my dress before pulling it over my head. I’m then thrown up over his shoulder and carried out of the bathroom.

         “I like hoofing you about,” he declares, chucking me onto the middle of the bed. “Where’s your stuff?”

         “In the spare room.” He makes a point of demonstrating his disgust with an audible grumble before he stalks out of the room and returns moments later with all of my things spread between his good hand, under his arms, and in his mouth. He dumps it all on the bed. “There.”

         I reach into my bag and retrieve some clean knickers and my oversized black sweatshirt, but my comfortable cotton knickers are soon snatched out of my hand. I frown as I watch him riffle through my bag and pull out a pair of lace replacements.

         He hands them to me. “Always in lace.” He nods in approval of his own demand, and I comply without hesitation or complaint, putting the lace knickers on, and then my oversized jumper. I watch as Jesse ditches his wet shorts and swaps them for a blue jersey pair, seeing new definition in his back and arms as his muscles roll and flex when he pulls them up. I sit and admire from my position on the bed before he picks me up again and carries me down to the kitchen.

         First, I turn the music off on a little shudder, then I stand in front of the fridge scanning the shelves. “What do you want?”

         “I don’t mind, I’ll have what you’re having.” He comes up from behind and reaches past me to grab a jar of peanut butter, dropping his lips to my neck.

         “Put that back!” I make a grab for the jar, but he evades me and beats a hasty retreat to the barstool, shoves the jar under his arm to unscrew the cap before dipping his finger in to scoop a big dollop out. He smirks at me as he slides his finger into his mouth and forms an O with his lips as he pulls it out.

         “You’re a child.” I settle on chicken fillets, grabbing them from the fridge.

         “I’m a child because I like peanut butter?” he asks over his finger.

         “No, you’re a child because of the way you eat peanut butter. No one over the age of ten should finger-dip jars, and as I’m being kept in the dark over your age, I assume that you’re over ten.” I fire a disgusted look at him as I find the tinfoil and wrap up the fillets with some Parma ham, then put them in an oven dish.
         

         “Don’t knock it until you’ve tried it. Here.” He thrusts his peanut butter-covered finger over the island and into my line of vision. I screw my face up. I detest peanut butter.

         “Pass,” I say, putting the chicken in the oven. He shrugs and then licks it off himself.

         I get some sugar snap peas and new potatoes from the fridge and load them into the built-in vegetable steamer, then fiddle with a few knobs before it kicks into action.

         Lifting myself up onto the worktop, I watch him on a small smile. “Enjoying that?”

         He pauses midscoop and looks up at me. “I can eat the stuff until I feel sick.” Another finger goes in.

         “Do you feel sick?”

         “No, not yet.”

         “Do you want to stop now before you do and save some room for the well-balanced meal I’m making you?” I fight to prevent a grin.

         He doesn’t. He smirks and slowly screws the lid back on. “Why, baby, are you nagging me?”

         “No,” I correct him. I don’t ever want to be a nag. “I’m asking you a question.”

         He’s watching me carefully, his eyes dancing. I shiver from top to toe. I know that look. “I like your sweatshirt,” he says quietly, running his eyes down my front to my bare legs. It’s oversized and it covers my bum. It’s hardly sexy. “I like black on you.”

         “You do?”

         “I do,” he asserts quietly. He’s trying to distract me again.

         “It’s Monday tomorrow,” I say positively. I don’t know why I choose that tone.

         “And?” He folds his arms over his chest.

         I drum my fingers on the worktop next to me. “And nothing, I was just wondering what you might have planned?”

         A fleeting look of panic sweeps over his stubbled face. “What have you got planned?”
         

         “Work,” I answer, watching as he starts chewing his bottom lip and those bloody cogs start turning again. “Don’t even think about it. I’ve important meetings to keep,” I warn, before he has a chance to spit out what I know he is thinking.

         “Just one day?” He pouts at me playfully, but I know he’s deadly serious. I’m bracing myself for a countdown or a sense fuck.

         “No, you must have lots to catch up on at The Manor,” I affirm assertively. He has a business to run and he’s been unconscious for a whole working week. John can’t be expected to run things forever.

         “I suppose so,” he grumbles.

         I mentally cheer. No countdown? No sense fuck? We really are moving forward.

         “Oh, Clive said there was a woman here earlier.”

         “He did?” He looks surprised.

         “He said that she was trying to get up to the penthouse. She wouldn’t give her name and you didn’t answer your phone when Clive tried to call you. Blonde woman. Mature. Wavy hair.” I watch for his reaction, but he just frowns.

         “I’ll have a word with him. Is my well-balanced meal ready yet?”

         That’s it? He’ll have a word with Clive? “Who was it?” I ask as I get down from the worktop to check the steamer.

         “No idea.” He jumps up himself and gets some cutlery from the drawer.

         “You really don’t have any idea?” I ask doubtfully, while removing the chicken from the oven and putting it in the pan to finish it off.

         “Ava. I really have no idea, but I assure you, I will speak to Clive and see if I can establish who she was. Now, feed your man.” He sits back down and holds his knife and fork in his hands, upright from the counter.

         I go about serving up and present him with the first meal I’ve ever made for him. I hate cooking.

         He tucks straight in. “Yum,” he mumbles around a mouthful of chicken. “How was your day with your brother?”

         “Fine,” I answer, sitting next to him.

         “Just fine? This is really good.”

         It’s good to see him eat something other than peanut butter. He’s like a different man again—so confident and self-assured, but in the next breath he’s falling to pieces. Do I really have that much of an impact on him?

         “We had a great day. We did Madame Tussauds and went to dinner at our favorite Chinese.”

         “Tussauds?”

         “Yeah, it’s our thing.” I shrug.

         “It’s nice to have a thing.” He sounds sincere. “You’ve eaten already?” He looks at my plate and I blush. “Are you eating for two?” he asks, looking up at me. I nearly choke on a potato.

         “No!” I splutter around my food. “Stop worrying,” I grumble, returning to my dinner.

         He continues eating while making appreciative sounds around his fork every now and again. I would think he might be taking the piss, but I’ve tasted it—it’s good.

         Once we’re done, I load the dishwasher and my thoughts start drifting. Him brushing off the mystery visitor is eating away at me. He’s being vague and it’s bothering me.

         I turn to challenge him and crash straight into his hard, naked chest. “Oh!”

         He towers over me, breathing hard, and my eyes weld to his huge erection tenting the front of his jersey shorts. “Lose the sweatshirt,” he demands, his voice low and husky.

         I look up into his green eyes and wisely note that he’s not in a fucking-about mood.

         I grasp the hem of my sweatshirt and slowly draw it up over my head, then drop it to the ground.

         He runs his eyes appreciatively down my body, over my exposed breasts, and settles his gaze on the juncture of my thighs. “You’re impossibly beautiful and all mine.” He links his fingers into the top of my knickers and slowly drags them down my legs, falling to his knees as he does.

         He taps to lift my foot and then repeats on the other before wrapping his big hands around my ankles. His eyes find mine. “I think I’ll let you come first.” His voice is gravelly. “Then I’m going to rip you clean in half.”

         I gasp at his fierce promise as he runs his palms the full length of my legs, from my ankles to the back of my thighs, and then yanks me onto his waiting mouth. His invasion of me reduces me to a moaning mess in his grasp as he works his tongue over every part of me—expertly, meaningfully. My hands find his hair and my hips roll onto his mouth, with no encouragement from my brain.

         My head falls back. “Oh shit,” I groan, the thrum at my sex accelerating into a constant vibration.

         “Mouth,” he mumbles against my flesh, which only serves to propel me that little bit closer to utter ecstasy.

         I feel one of his hands move from the back of my leg and slide up the inside of my thigh. His finger slips inside me, and on a desperate cry, I release his head to lean back on the worktop for support, his circling finger stretching me and brushing my front wall on each rotation. I’m buzzing, my muscles grabbing onto his finger greedily.

         “Tell me when, Ava.” He replaces one finger with two and pushes deeper into me.

         That, and the vibration of his lips on my clitoris, finishes me off. “That’s it!” I cry, pushing my hips forward onto his mouth in an attempt to take the edge off the peak.

         I’m wiped out from the onslaught of his mouth, and I sag against the worktop on a violent round of shakes, my heart clattering in my chest as he reins in his rhythm and laps gently, letting me drift down on a long, satisfied sigh.

         “You’re too good.” I drop my head down to find his eyes.

         He looks up, but keeps his mouth on me, circling gently and thrusting his fingers lazily in and out. “I know,” he gloats. “Aren’t you lucky?”

         I shake my head at his self-assuredness as I watch him slowly crawl up my body, trailing his tongue as he goes.

         When he reaches my nipple, he bites it lightly, and then clasps his arm under my bum, lifting me so I’m eye level with him. “Are you ready to be fucked good and proper, baby?”

         “Knock yourself out,” I challenge, draping my arms over his shoulders.

         He smashes his lips against mine possessively and attacks my mouth. When he’s like this, I forget about his weak moments—the moments when I’m comforting him, holding him, and reassuring him. Not at the moment, though. Right now, he is brutally sexy and domineering. I love it, and I’ve really, really missed it.

         He keeps our mouths fused as he carries me out of the kitchen, toward the gym, and kicks the door open, setting me on my feet as he leans down to maintain our kiss and accommodate our height difference. He bites my bottom lip gently and starts walking forward, prompting me to step back in time with his advance, and after a few steps, he stops and kisses up to my ear, his hot breath igniting all of my senses. I’m mentally begging for him.

         “Fancy a workout?” he whispers.

         “What did you have in mind?” I nuzzle my cheek into him as he laps at my ear, causing the heartbeat at my core to kick in again, subtle and slow. He steps back from me, and the absence of his warm body in front of mine leaves me chilly, wanting to pull him back to me.

         He’s watching me with promising, lust-filled eyes, as he reaches for his shorts and pushes them down his legs, his arousal springing free.

         I gasp. I don’t know why, I’ve seen it enough times, but it still makes my breath hitch. I glide my eyes up, past his scar and to his perfect pecs. I will never tire of staring at the fine physique of the man standing in front of me—not ever. He’s a work of art, carefully sculptured and polished to complete perfection.

         He nods behind me and I slowly pivot, but all I see is the rowing machine and his punch bag, so I turn back and face him. His face is completely impassive, and he slowly nods again, indicating that what he has in mind is, indeed, behind me.

         It dawns on me. He said he was going to rip me in half.

         Oh good Lord!
         

         “Oh,” I whisper.

         He starts walking slowly toward me, and the potential of his intention has me fidgeting on the spot. Taking my hand, he leads me to the rowing machine and then lowers his big, naked body so he’s sitting on the seat. His erection stands up vertically from his body, and the prospect of this scenario suddenly has me panting with anticipation.

         I’m tugged forward to stand in front of him, and he reaches forward with his injured hand to guide my leg over the runner so I’m straddling his legs. I look down at him, my heart kicking into its maximum speed limit as I wait for his next instruction.

         He reaches up and cups my breasts with his big palms and softly, slowly massages them until they ache with heaviness. I don’t miss the small wince on his face, but he doesn’t stop, and I’m not about to try and stop him myself.

         “Hmmm…” My head rolls back and my lips part, letting out short, rapid rushes of air.

         “Ava, you fucking kill me,” he says quietly. I pull my head down so our eyes meet. “I love you,” he whispers, sliding his hands down to rest on my hips. I jerk and the corner of his mouth twitches. “I love how you flinch when I touch you here.” He circles his index fingers in the sensitive hollows. I struggle to keep my legs steady. “I love how wet you are for me here.” He slides his finger into me and I moan. “I love how you taste.” He slips his finger into his mouth and pulls it out slowly while he watches me, then taking my hand again, he tugs me toward him and guides me down onto his waiting arousal.

         I cry out when he impales me, the thick hardness of him completely spearing me.

         He rests his forehead against mine. “I love how it feels to be inside you.” He locks his hands around my lower back. “Wrap your legs around me.”

         I hook my legs around his waist and loop my ankles, pulling myself in closer to him. His breath falters as I reach forward and place my hands on the front of his shoulders.

         “I. Love. You,” he states firmly as he begins to slide us slowly forward on the seat, the abrupt halt at the end of the runner causing me to jerk slightly on a small cry.

         His eyes clench shut.

         Yes, now I am beginning to see the benefits of this. His penetration is deep, but it won’t take many of these slides and hits to have me begging to let go.

         When he opens his eyes, I lower my mouth to his and he accommodates my demand for mouth contact. I love his mouth. I love what he can do with his mouth. I love the words and the tones that come out of his mouth. I love the way he chews his bottom lip when deliberating something important to him.

         “I love you,” I say against his lips.

         He pulls back, his handsome face looking content. “I can’t tell you how happy that makes me.” He slowly slides us back up the runner. “Do you need me?”

         I brace myself for the jolt that I know will come, and when it does, we both moan together. “I need you.”

         “That makes me happy, too. Again?” He’s already on his way back down the runner.

         “Please.” We jolt again at the end of the line, and the ache in my stomach transforms into a slow climb to climax.

         We’re traveling back up the runner, a bit faster this time.

         Jolt!
         

         “Oh!”

         “I know,” he whispers. “More?”

         “Yes!” I plunge my tongue into his mouth desperately.

         He slides us down slowly, but doesn’t let it hit the end this time. Instead, he pushes off with his feet and sends us gliding up the runner. We hit the end with such force, our bodies collide hard and I have to release his lips and bury my face in his shoulder on a choked scream.

         “Oh shit!” He strains, and repeats the same delicious move.

         Slide and hit! 
         

         This is intense. I’ve never felt him so deep. I rest my mouth on his shoulder, resisting the urge to clamp onto him with my teeth, my hands moving onto the back of his head to hold myself steady as he slides us back down the runner, ready for another crash to the top. My insides are furling, and I can feel him twitching and kicking inside me. He catapults us back up the runner, and when we hit the top, my teeth sink into his shoulder and I cry out in pure, exquisite pleasure.

         “Fuck, Ava!”

         I release my teeth and kiss my bite mark as we descend again.

         “Get your teeth back into my shoulder!”

         I do as I’m bid and moan against him as I bite his shoulder on a crash.

         “Shit, I’m going to come,” he yells, letting us roll back down the runner. “You ready?”

         “Yes!” I wrap my mouth around his shoulder and clamp my teeth lightly, ready for his assault.

         He lets loose.

         There are no more controlled movements. He slides and crashes us relentlessly as I clamp onto him with my teeth and fingernails. The intensity of his muscled length pounding me deeply has me screaming his name against his shoulder. I start to feel fireworks fizzing as he continues with the slides and hits, pushing me toward ultimate detonation. The relentless throbbing and beating of his erection deep inside me has me sprinting to the finish and I’m gone, pushed into ecstasy on a loud crash and a cry from both of us. I sink my teeth in once more, sending Jesse into a bucking fit as his hips fly up and he shouts loudly.

         Oh my God!
         

         I’m still pulsing and riding out my orgasm when I’m vaguely aware of being gently rocked back and forth, the slight motion draining everything he has to give me.

         I pull my face away from his shoulder and plant a kiss on the bite mark.

         “You’re a savage, lady.” He twists his head to take a look at himself, and then his eyes flick to mine.

         Taking possession of my mouth, he kisses me deeply and I squeeze him in my arms, joining him in his blissful oblivion. I could stay like this forever, completely encased in Jesse.

         “I’m going to take you to bed and sleep all night buried deep inside you.” He slowly begins to lift, keeping us connected. “Kiss me, now,” he commands as he starts striding out of the gym with me wrapped around his waist. I run my hands through his hair and gently yank it before slowly lowering my lips to his.

         “Savage,” he says against my lips.

         I smirk and open my eyes as he takes the stairs, finding him staring at me as our tongues dance leisurely between our mouths. I hold his eyes with mine the entire way to the bedroom, where he lowers me to the bed under him. I can feel him hardening inside me again. This man is relentless.

         Hooking his arm under my lower back, he shifts me up the bed until my head finds a pillow, our mouths and bodies remaining locked for the whole journey.

         “Stay with me,” he says, pulling back and brushing my hair away from my face. He studies me intently, his eyes sparkling with satisfaction at having me in his arms.

         “I’m here.”

         “Move in with me.” He drops his face and circles my nose with his.

         Does this man know the meaning of the word gradual? He’s being a bit hasty, and we still haven’t discussed any of the more important stuff—like The Manor and work and his challenging ways.

         “I want you here when I go to sleep.” He licks my bottom lip. “And I want you here when I wake up. Starting and ending my day with you is all I need.”

         I’m fully aware that if I don’t give the answer he wants, I’m facing an attack of the sulks or a sense fuck, and I don’t want to spoil this moment. I need this moment. “Don’t you think this is all a bit soon?” I ask.

         He pulls his face up, his expression not quite sulky, but well on its way. “You obviously do.”

         “It’s been two days,” I try to reason with him.

         He frowns. “Two days since what?” He lifts his torso up and slips out from me a little, planting his forearms into the mattress on either side of my head. He plunges forward and my breath catches in my throat. “I want this every morning and every night.” He smirks, knowing damn well what he’s doing to me. He’s going to hit me with a sense fuck. “And maybe a bit in between.” He lazily pulls back and slowly pushes forward again. I clench my eyes closed. I’m not fooled that he is about to make love to me. Maybe, if I agree, I’ll get gentle Jesse, but I’m really not sure about living with him.

         “You only want me for my body.” I feign shock on a rushed breath.

         He gasps and drives long and controlled into me. “You don’t want this?”

         I throw my head back and moan. “You don’t play fair, Mr. Ward.”

         He withdraws slowly. “Say yes!” he shouts as he pounds forward, knocking the wind right out of me, forcing my arms to fly back to brace myself on the headboard. “Have I got to fuck some sense into you, Ava?”

         Oh, here it comes. He’s going to fuck some sense into me that makes no sense at all. Moving in with him? It’s way too soon.

         My muscles tighten and my blood heats, sailing through my veins at a ridiculous speed. I hate that he does this to me. All sensibility is well and truly derailed. “No!” I snap, and he thunders into me again, grunting as he does. He reaches forward with his bad hand and slides his palm under the back of my head, pulling me up to face him. I’m not sure if the scowl on his face is because he’s mad or because his hand is hurting.

         “Say it,” he orders, and then charges forward again.

         I’m not going to give in on this. It really is too soon. He won’t stop this; he’s too far gone himself. “No,” I state firmly and precisely on a pant.

         He growls and hammers forward, pounding mercifully into me. I grip onto him with the muscles of my womb as he forces me farther up the bed. “Fucking hell, say it, Ava!” he roars. A bead of sweat trails down his temple and his frown line jumps into position.

         “No!”

         “Ava!” His shout echoes around the bedroom before he smashes our mouths together viciously. I buck and writhe under his forceful body and greedy mouth as my pending release simmers low in my groin. “You like that?” he gasps against my mouth as he persists with his relentless pounds.

         “Yes!”

         “You want this every day?”

         “Yes!”

         He yanks my hair tighter and grinds his hips harder. “Say it then.” I feel the wound-up coils snapping inside me as I fly into a bottomless pit of pure pleasure beneath him. All reason is lost as he takes ownership of my body, soul, and mind.

         “Yes! Yes! Yes! Fucking hell. Yes!” I scream.

         “Watch your fucking mouth!” His booming voice is piercing as he joins me in my pleasure and releases my hair before punching his fist into the mattress. That had to hurt! He pushes himself into me as deep as he can and holds himself there, his head rolling back.

         He groans.

         I feel his hot release pumping deep into me, and I bring my hands down from the headboard to rest on his chest. His head drops, his eyes find mine, and he slowly circles his hips against me, easing us both down.

         “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” His voice is hoarse and dry.

         I smooth his solid chest under my palms. “I was under the influence,” I say, and then mentally slap myself for my poor choice of words.

         He can’t hold me to this, surely. But then I realize…this is Jesse, my unreasonable control freak. He can, and he will.

         He smiles a glorious, full smile and kisses me tenderly, then rolls us over so I’m sprawled across this chest. His finger traces the column of my spine and he smoothes my hair. I snuggle happily into him.

         “I can’t be with you every second of the day,” I say, though how I feel right now, it’s tempting. Why wouldn’t I want this day and night, and a little bit in between as well?

         He exhales, long and wearily. “I know you can’t. I wish you could.”

         “I have a job, a life.”

         “I want to be your life.”

         “You are,” I argue softly. He can be so vulnerable and delicate, and I know I’m the answer to that. It’s miles away from the domineering brute who just fucked some sense into me. Is it sense, though? Or just pure craziness?

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         I’m freezing cold, and I wince at the invasion of light that’s attacking my eyes as I open them and bolt upright in bed.
         

         Where is he?

         I brush my hair out of my face, jump out of bed, and rush into the bathroom. He’s not there. In a blind panic, I hotfoot it downstairs and skid to a stop at the kitchen entrance.

         “Morning.” He puts his coffee down and gets up from the island, walking casually toward me. It’s like I’m looking at a different man. Have I dreamt the last couple of days?

         He is clad in a charcoal-gray suit, crisp white shirt, and a soft pink tie. He’s clean shaven, his messy blond hair has been manipulated to the side, and his green eyes are twinkling in delight. He looks stunning.

         “Urh…morning,” I stutter.

         He reaches for me and wraps an arm around my waist, then hoists me off my feet and up to his lips. “Sleep well?” He brushes his mouth against mine.

         “Hmmm,” I hum. I’m staggered. I was sure that I would be set for battle this morning with Mr. Challenging.

         “You see, this is exactly why I want you here morning, noon, and night,” he muses.

         “Why?” So he can do this every morning? Maybe moving in with him wouldn’t be such a bad idea after all.

         He lets me slide down his front, then stands back to look me up and down, clasping his newly shaved chin with his bad hand and arching a brow on a mild grin.

         Oh fucking hell! I’m naked!
         

         “Shit!” I turn and make a hasty retreat to the stairs, but I don’t get very far. He catches me halfway up, wrapping his arm around my waist and lifting me from my feet. “Watch your mouth!” He takes me back to the kitchen, sitting me on the breakfast bar.

         “Oh!” I yelp, as the coldness of the marble spreads across my bare backside.

         He laughs and separates my thighs before settling himself between them. “I want you to come down for breakfast every morning just like this.” He trails his finger from my knee to the apex of my thighs. I’m more than awake now. I’m tense, too.

         “You’re confident I’m going to be here every morning,” I say as casually as any woman can when a godlike creature is lightly brushing his forefinger across her pubic hair. He can’t hold me to things when I’ve agreed to them midorgasm.

         He’s fighting a grin. “I am confident, because you said yes. Or was it…” He looks up to the ceiling in deep thought and then back at me. “Oh, I remember. It was…‘Yes, yes, yes, fucking hell, yes!’” The corner of his mouth lifts cheekily as he slips his finger inside me.
         

         “I was caught at a weak moment.” I can’t hide the lust in my voice. He’s got me.

         He circles his thumb over my clitoris and my leg muscles start aching. I shift on the worktop slightly to give him better access. I’m so bloody easy.

         “Do I need to remind you why it was a good decision?” he asks, and then takes my lips, trading one finger for two and plunging straight into me, whipping me into a desperate, wanton state.

         No, he doesn’t. It’s nonsensical, but I’ll take the reminder. I grab his suit jacket, clench my fists, and moan into his mouth. I feel him grin against my lips before he releases them and pushes me down on the worktop. The coldness of the marble radiates through me, but I’m beyond caring. I need him…again.

         With his eyes burning into mine, he undoes his belt and trousers urgently, then yanks his boxers down, freeing his morning erection. In a coordinated set of moves, he clasps me under my thighs and pulls me forward onto his waiting cock.

         “This is another reason,” he growls, pulling back and then hurling forward.

         “Oh God! Jesse!” I drop my head back onto the worktop and arch my back into him. Oh good Lord, he has the moves. He starts a punishing rhythm of drives that have me clamping my hands on the edge of the worktop to stop myself riding up the marble. His breathing is hard and loud, and he lets a gruff bawl escape his lips on each advance.

         “Fuck! You feel perfect, baby.” He rams forward again, hitting me hard, a despairing yelp bursting from my mouth.

         I don’t know what to do with myself; he’s relentless with his momentum as he charges forward over and over and over. I’m dizzy. He places his hand on my breast and massages hard, all in time with his solid thrusts.

         “Remember yet?” he barks, but I can’t answer. Speech has totally evaded me. With each powerful drive, he’s edging me closer and closer. I inhale and hold my breath as I reach the summit. “Answer the question, Ava,” he demands. “Now!”

         “Yes!”

         “You’re staying with me?” His grip of my breast tightens, his hips powering forward relentlessly.

         “Oh God! Oh God! Jesse!”

         “Answer the fucking question, Ava!” His unremitting blows are sending me wild, my head spinning, my core trembling violently.

         “Yes!” I scream on a rushed release of air as I’m rocketed skyward in a deliriously wonderful sensation of satisfaction, buzzing from top to toe, my back arching, my body in fits of spasms.

         “Oh yes!” He collapses on top of me, pinning me to the worktop.

         I flop my arms above my head on an exhausted sigh and let my muscles naturally contract around him as we lie panting and sweating on the island. I’m completely and utterly shattered. I could go back to bed, but I’ve got to go to work and, not that I would admit it to Jesse, I really don’t want to. I would rather he carry me upstairs and love me all day long—maybe longer.

         He lifts his head up to look at me. “God, I fucking love you.”

         “I know you do. You shaved.” I breathe. I really could go back to bed. I feel like I’ve been on one of his torturous runs.

         “You want me to grow it back?”

         I reach up and run my palm down his newly smoothed face. “No, I like seeing all of you.”

         He turns his face into my palm and kisses it, then pushes himself up and plants a kiss on my stomach before withdrawing from me to sort his trousers out.

         He stares down at me as he refastens his belt then wipes his moist, lush lips with the back of his hand. “I’ve got to go. Get out of my sight before I take you again.” He clasps my hand and pulls me off the counter before dropping a long, sensual kiss on my lips. “Now.”

         I debate remaining exactly where I am—I want more, but he seems content with getting on with his day without me, and that has to be a good thing. I don’t want to derail him, so I saunter off butt naked and well aware that he’s watching me. I stop at the archway and turn to face him, finding him standing with his hands in his pockets, his eyes twinkling. He’s studying me very carefully.

         “Have a nice day.” I smile, reaching down and running my finger over my moist cleft, and then up to my mouth. Oh, I really am a little temptress.

         “Fuck off, Ava,” he warns.

         I grin and pivot, taking myself upstairs. I am such a slut! But I don’t care. I’m pleasantly surprised by his happy persona this morning. I had been bracing myself for a challenge, trying to get myself out of the penthouse Jesse-free. This is progress. I’m pleased.

         It’s Monday and I have a lot of work to sort out. I feel powerful and I need to power dress to enhance my confident attitude. Thank God Kate took the initiative to pack some work clothes and…my black, sleeveless pencil dress.

         I shower and make the best job I can with my hair before slipping my dress on and grabbing my red heels on the way downstairs, but I come to an abrupt halt at the door.

         Shit!

         I haven’t got my car and some of the files I need are in there. I exit the penthouse hastily and race downstairs to find Clive taking a delivery outside the foyer. I run out into the sunshine toward him while putting my shades on. “Clive, I need a cab!”

         “Ava, how are you this morning?” He beams at me. “Your transport is here.”

         “My transport?”

         He points toward a black Range Rover, and I see John leaning against the hood on his phone. He has his customary shades on and his black suit, and he nods at me, as per his usual greeting.

         I start walking toward him, but remember something and swing back to face Clive. “Did Jesse speak to you about the visitor he had yesterday?”

         “No, Ava.” Clive makes his way back to his desk.

         Hmmm. I thought not. I carry on my way and as I approach John, I catch the tail end of his conversation.

         “She’s here, Jesse, I’ll be there soon.” His rumbling voice always makes him sound like he’s in a bad mood. He hangs up and nods at the car, his indication that he wants me to get in, so I take myself around the front and climb in. If I weren’t in such a rush, I would probably complain.

         “Why are you here?” I ask as I settle in the passenger seat.

         “Jesse asked me to take you to work.” He doesn’t sound impressed.

         “I need to get my car. Do you mind? It’s at Kate’s, she lives in Notting Hill.”

         He nods his acceptance, lets his window down, and leans his arm on the frame. He looks like one mean motherfucker. 

         “Did you get the gates sorted?” I ask.

         His face turns slowly toward me and I see his forehead slightly wrinkled, an indication that he’s frowning. I hold his stare, but he still doesn’t answer.

         “The gates of The Manor,” I prompt. “They malfunctioned last Sunday.”

         He starts nodding and turns his face back to the road. “All sorted, girl.”

         I bet they are. The niggling need to push this is irritating, but if there is one thing I know about John, it’s that he isn’t a big talker.

         We travel in silence, except for John’s humming, and he drops me at Kate’s. “Thanks, John,” I call, jumping out of his car.

         “S’all good,” he rumbles, and he’s gone.

         It’s eight. I have time, so I run up the path to Kate’s house.

         I head straight through to find her beating a gigantic bowl of sugar and butter. “Hey.” I dunk my finger in her bowl.

         She swats it with her spoon. “Out! I’ve got so much to do! I got absolutely nothing done yesterday.” She’s really flustered, which is a million miles away from her usual calm and collected façade.

         “Oh yeah?” I smirk.

         “Fun!” she snaps, tipping flour onto the measuring scales. I make the sensible decision to leave it right there. “How’s your brother?” she asks.

         “He’s good.” I won’t go into too many details.

         “Jesse?” she asks, her tongue hanging out as she bends down to gauge the scales.

         “Yeah.” I flop down into one of the tub chairs.

         She straightens up and looks at me questioningly. I haven’t got time at the moment to go into too many details, there is far too much to get her opinion on.

         “Ava?”

         I sigh. “He wants me to move in. I said yes, but that’s only because he fucked some so-called sense into me after I said no. He followed it up with a reminder fuck this morning.” Kate gapes at me.

         “Wow!

         I laugh. “Yes.”

         “Isn’t it a bit soon?”

         The question shocks me, but I’m glad she’s of the same mindset as me. “I think so. He wants me day and night and a little bit in between. He’s bad enough already, with his demands, control, and worrying.”

         “Have you told him that?” She tosses the flour into the bowl and starts mixing again.

         “No. Hey, what went down at The Manor on Saturday night and why didn’t you answer any of my calls?”

         She shoots her bright blues to mine. “Nothing!’ she barks defensively. “I forgot to call you back.”

         “I was referring to the police turning up,” I say with a raised brow.

         “Oh!” She returns to mixing her cake a little too frantically. “I don’t know. Jesse turned up and the police left shortly after.”

         “Hey, chick!”

         Sam’s cheerful voice comes from the doorway and we both look up in unison. He’s completely naked, except for one of Kate’s minuscule Cath Kidston aprons, and as he walks past me, my eyes drift and I get a right eyeful of his tight, naked butt.

         I cough, looking anywhere and everywhere, except at Sam. “Hi.” I wave a flappy hand in his direction, feeling my face burning up as I glance at Kate in desperation, silently begging her to do something about the cheeky sod.

         “Samuel, put some clothes on.” Kate scorns him on a small smile.

         “I’ve come to help,” he whines.

         “You’ve already put me way behind.” Kate moans, slapping his naked rump with a spatula full of cake mixture.

         “I hope you’re going to dispose of that now!” I laugh. She shrugs and starts licking the spatula on a smile.

         Sam turns to face me with the biggest grin on his cheeky face, clearly enjoying my embarrassment, too. And then he bends slightly, shoving his arse in Kate’s face. “Now you’re going to have to lick it all off.”

         I jump out of the tub chair in a complete fluster. “I’d better be going,” I blurt, my voice high and squeaky. I don’t want to witness the impending clean-up operation of Sam’s naked buttocks.

         “See ya!” Kate laughs as I make my escape, not daring to look back for fear of what I might see. Kate’s curt response to my enquiry about The Manor is making my head spin. I don’t even want to think what I’m thinking.
         

         
            *  *  *

         

         I arrive at the office on time to a huge bunch of calla lilies lying across my desk. I sigh. How does he arrange for flowers so quickly?

         I find the card.

         
            You’re a savage and a tease.

            You drive me crazy,

            I love you.

            Jx

         

         I drive him crazy? The man is delusional. I fire a quick text to him:

         
            I know u do. Flowers r beautiful. Thank u for the ride…2 work. Ax

         

         I settle at my desk and bring up my e-mail and list of things to do, but I’m quickly distracted from my work when I remember that I’ve not taken my pill. I grab my bag from the floor and rummage through, but after a good few minutes of searching, I have my bag turned upside down on the desk and everything sprawled all over the place.

         “Shit shit shit! Please, not again.”

         “Morning, flower,” Patrick strolls into the office.

         “Morning.” I don’t look up from my futile searching. I deserve a medal for being so bloody careless.

         “Nice flowers.” I don’t miss his questioning tone.

         “Oh yes. My brother,” I blurt out quickly.

         “How lovely.” He smiles, making his way to his office.

         My phone starts dancing across my desk, alerting me of a text.

         
            YOU are beautiful and I know you know. Cheeky! I miss you. Jx

         

         I melt all over my desk. I miss him, too, but I’m now dreading having to go back to Dr. Monroe for the third time. This is ridiculous.

         With my phone in my hand, I decide I may as well get the one call I really don’t want to make out of the way. I dial Matt, and it rings twice before he answers.

         “Ava?” He sounds pleased to hear from me.

         “I could do with picking those bits up,” I get straight to the point. If I didn’t need my things, I wouldn’t call him at all. Talking to him has me physically itching. I was with him for four years. How did this happen?

         “Of course.”

         “Can I swing by after work on Thursday? Say, six-ish?”

         “Sure, I look forward to it,” he replies cheerfully.

         I want to hiss down the phone, Why did you ring my parents, you worm?, but I know he is probably expecting some sort of backlash from me. I’m not going to indulge him.
         

         “Great, see you then.” Why did I say that for? It’s not great at all.

         “Yeah, see you later.” He sounds almost smug.

         I shudder and hang up. If I could, I would send Kate around to get my things, but I know that will just end in tears and possible police intervention. I’ll be in and out in ten minutes. I can resist the urge to pound on him for that long.

         “You want a coffee, Ava?”

         I look up and see Sally fiddling with her ponytail. There’s something different about her. “Please. Did you have a good weekend, Sal?” She shuffles on the spot and blushes ten shades of crimson, and then I notice that her high-necked blouses have been replaced with a scoop-neck top. Wow! Sal has great tits! Who would have thought?

         “I did. Thank you for asking, Ava.” She scuttles off to the kitchen.

         I grin to myself. Our dull, dreary Sal may have had some male action at the weekend. I put my phone down and start working through my files, ready for my appointment with Mr. Van Der Haus on Wednesday.

         As ten thirty approaches, I gather my things to go on a few site visits. “Sal, tell Patrick I’ve gone to check on a few sites. I’ll be back about four thirty.”

         “Will do,” she sings enthusiastically, while filing some invoices. Yep, she’s definitely had some male interest. Do men really have that impact on us women?

         I pass Victoria and Tom at the door.

         “Darling, how was your weekend?” Tom croons.

         “Great,” I say, accepting his air kiss. “I’ve got to dash. I’ll be back about four thirty.”

         “Excuse me,” Victoria barges past me.

         “What’s up with her?” I ask Tom.

         Tom rolls his eyes. “Oh, bugger me if I know. She rang on Saturday declaring she was in love, then I meet her this morning and she has a face like a slapped arse!”

         “Drew?”

         Tom shrugs. “She doesn’t want to talk about it. Not a good sign. I’ll see if I can pump any info out of her. Speak to you later.”

         I make my way to the tube and stop off at the chemist to replace my depleted gloss. I’m drawn to the vitamins, remembering reading about deficiency when I was doing my research on the Internet about alcoholics. I read what feels like a million labels, then decide to speak to the pharmacist.

         After a vague chat, he recommends a few things, but strongly advises seeking medical help if I’m worried. Am I worried? Jesse insists he’s not an alcoholic and he certainly doesn’t scramble for the hard stuff when he sees it. I buy the vitamins anyway. They can’t hurt.

         When I’m walking up Kensington High Street, I hear Bill Withers singing “Ain’t No Sunshine” from my bag. I smile and don’t think twice about answering. I don’t need him flying into panic over a few missed calls and bombarding me during my client visits. I need to keep him stable, and if that means a quick telephone conversation, then so be it.

         “Hey,” I greet.

         “God, I miss you.” He sounds so forlorn. It’s only been four hours since he had me spread on the kitchen worktop.

         “Where are you?” I ask.

         “At The Manor. Everything is under control. I’m not needed here. Do you need me?”

         I can’t see him, but I know he’s pouting. “Always.” I know that’s what he wants to hear.

         “Now?” he asks hopefully.

         “Jesse, I’m at work.” I try not to sound tired, but I have a ridiculously busy day ahead of me.

         “I know,” he grumbles dejectedly. “What are you doing at this precise moment?”

         “I’m on my way to a client and I’ve just got here, so I’ll have to sign off.” He might not be needed at work, but I have a diary to keep.

         “Oh, okay.” He sounds so miserable, and I feel guilty for brushing him off.

         I stop outside my destination and look up to the heavens. “I’ll stay at yours tonight,” I say, hoping this will placate him.

         “I would hope so, you live there!”

         I roll my eyes. Of course I do. “I’ll see you later.”

         “You will. What time?” he presses.

         “Six-ish.”

         “Ish,” he whispers. “I love you, lady.”

         “I know you do.” I hang up and make my way up the steps to the front door of Mr. and Mrs. Kent’s new home. 

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Nice flowers.”

         I look up and see Victoria standing at my desk. She is less orange, but no less miserable than she was this morning. “Are you okay?” I ask, wondering if Tom managed to extract any information.

         “Not really.”

         “Do you want to elaborate?” I prompt.

         She shrugs. “Not really.”

         I try not to look bored, but it’s bloody hard. I haven’t the energy to tease information out of her. I get up and head for the kitchen to get some biscuits. I need a sugar hit.

         I find Sally washing up.

         “Hi, Ava,” she says happily.

         Now, I really am prepared to push Sally for information. I’m dying to know what’s put a huge smile on her face and provoked the introduction of scoop-neck tops. “What did you get up to at the weekend, Sal?” I ask casually as I dip into the biscuit tin. I catch her blushing again. I’m definitely onto something here. If she says she’s done a cross-stitch and cleaned the windows, I’ll hang myself.
         

         “Oh, you know…I went for a drink.” She’s trying to sound casual and failing miserably.

         I knew it! “Nice. Who with?” I feign disinterest. It’s hard. I’m desperate to discover that our Sal—dull as dishwater, plaid-skirt-wearing, high-necked bloused, office dogsbody—is a dominatrix or something.

         “I had a date,” she says, maintaining her failing casual tone.

         “Really!” I blurt. That came out so wrong. I didn’t mean to sound shocked, but I am.

         “Yes, Ava. I met him on the Internet.”

         Internet dating? I’ve heard nothing but bad things about it. They look like underwear models on their profile pictures, but when they turn up they are more akin to serial killers. Sal seems quite happy, though. “Did it go well?”

         “Yes!” she screams. I nearly choke on my biscuit. I’ve never seen her so animated. “He’s perfect, Ava. He’s taking me out again tomorrow.”

         “Ah, Sal, I’m really happy for you.”

         “So am I!” she sings. “I’m off now. Do you need anything before I go?”

         “No, you get going. I’ll see you tomorrow.” She dances out of the kitchen and I remain against the counter as I work my way through another three chocolate biscuits.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I pull up outside Lusso, the gates open immediately. Jesse’s car isn’t here.

         I enter the foyer, weighed down with flowers and bags, and see Clive clicking various buttons on his high-tech surveillance system. “Hi, Clive.”

         He looks up and smiles. “Ava, how are you?”

         Rubbish! I’ve had a ridiculously busy day, I want to shower, get into my sweats, and have a glass of wine. I can do none of those things, and I’m pissed off that Jesse’s made a big fuss about me being here and he’s not even here himself. “Tired,” I mumble, heading for a big sumptuous sofa. I might fall asleep.

         “Here, Mr. Ward left this for you.”

         I look up and see Clive holding up a pink key. He left me a key? So he knew he wouldn’t be here and he didn’t even ring to tell me.

         I walk over to Clive and take the key. “When did he go?”

         Clive continues clicking and switching while studying the monitors. “He dropped by at around five to leave it.”

         “Did he say when he would be back?” Am I just expected to hang around and wait?

         “Not a word, Ava.” Clive doesn’t bother looking up at me.

         “Did he ask you about the woman who stopped by?”

         “No, Ava.” He almost sounds bored.

         He didn’t ask because he bloody knows. And he’s going to tell me.

         I leave Clive playing with his equipment and make my way up to the penthouse, letting myself in with my pink key and heading straight to the kitchen. I go to the fridge and yank the door open and am immediately confronted with rows and rows of bottled water. I shut the fridge door with more force than it deserves—it’s not the fridge’s fault there’s no wine in it.

         I sit myself on a barstool and gaze around the immense kitchen that I designed. I love it and never in a million years did I imagine that I would have the opportunity to live here. Now I have, though, I’m really not sure about it. I love him, but I fear living with him will just encourage his controlling behavior and challenging ways. Or would he be better? More reasonable?

         My stomach does a little flip and a growl, reminding me that I should really get something to eat. I’ve only picked on a few biscuits today. It’s no wonder I feel exhausted.

         I’m just about to convince myself to lift my tired arse from the stool when I hear the front door open, and a few moments later, Jesse walks into the kitchen looking as wiped out as I feel. He doesn’t say anything for the longest time. He just stands there and looks at me, and I notice his hands shaking slightly, his brow looking damp. My craving for a glass of wine diminishes instantly.

         “Are you okay?”

         He slowly walks over and stands me up. Reaching down, he clasps the hem of my dress and pulls it up to my waist and then grabs me under my bum and lifts me up to straddle his waist. He buries his face in my hair and walks us out of the kitchen. I can feel his heartbeat clattering against my chest as I hold on to him while he takes the stairs silently with me in his arms. I want to ask him what’s wrong, I’ve got lots of things to ask him, but he seems so despondent.

         He walks us to the bed and crawls on with me beneath him, settling on top of me with his weight spread all over my body. It’s soothing. Locking my arms around him, I breathe into his neck and soak up his fresh-water smell. I sigh contentedly. He might be a significant contributing factor to my stress and tiredness, but he makes it disappear just as quickly as he triggers it.

         “Tell me how old you are.” I break the comfortable silence after I’ve held him until his hammering heart has returned to its usual, steady speed.

         “Thirty-two,” he says into my neck.

         “Tell me.”

         “Does it matter?” he asks tiredly.

         It doesn’t matter, but I want to know. He might like this game, but I don’t and it’s not going to make any difference to how I feel. I just think I should know. It is mandatory information, like his favorite color, food, or track—all of which I don’t know. I know so little about him. I correct myself in an instant. Black, peanut butter, and “Angel.”

         “No, but I would like it if you told me.”

         He nuzzles in my neck. “All you need to know is that I love you.”

         I sigh and start to think about my introduction of a truth fuck into our relationship. Something has got to wheedle this small, insignificant piece of information out of him. I know my persistently asking him is having no satisfactory results.

         “How was your day?” he asks, his voice muffled in my hair.

         “Stupidly busy, but very constructive.” I’m quite pleased with what I managed to get done, considering I thought my day would be a bombardment of calls and texts. “And you need to stop sending flowers to my office.”

         His head lifts and I’m greeted with a disgusted look. “No. Have a bath with me.”

         I roll my eyes at his stubbornness, but I could think of nothing better than having a bath with him at the moment. “I’d love to.”

         He pulls himself up so I have to release his neck, and he drops his lips to mine. “You stay here, I’ll sort the bath.” He jumps up and takes his jacket off as he goes to the bathroom.

         I hear the water start running and I turn onto my side, feeling content and tranquil. He makes me feel like this, and it’s these times when I know why I’m here. It’s how attentive, loving, and tender he is. Perhaps living with him wouldn’t be so bad after all. But then I give myself a quick reminder that I’m currently on Central Jesse Cloud Nine. I won’t be thinking like this once I’ve not conformed to one of his demands. It will come, and it might even be about all of this moving-in business.

         He strolls back into the bedroom, and I lie back and admire his incredible gait as he pulls his tie loose and throws it on the nearby chaise longue, then starts working his shirt buttons. He lets his shirt hang loose and leans down to take his shoes and socks off. He’s barefoot with his trousers resting on those glorious, narrow hips, his shirt open, revealing the sharp lines of his chest. I could sink my teeth into him. He would probably enjoy that.

         “Enjoying the view?”

         I look up and find green pools studying me. That look alone renders me a soaking-wet mess. “Always,” I answer, my voice all throaty.

         “Always,” he confirms. “Come here.”

         I slide off the bed and slip out of my heels.

         “Leave the dress,” he demands softly.

         I pad over to him, keeping hold of his hypnotizing eyes. My heart is ricocheting off my rib cage, and I part my lips to let subtle streams of air escape, watching him as he slowly runs his tongue over his bottom lip.

         “Turn around.”

         I obey and slowly pivot away from him. I feel his palms rest on my shoulders and the contact, even through my dress, zaps my nerve endings to life.

         He leans down and rests his mouth near my ear. “I really like this dress.” Both of his hands travel inward until they arrive at my nape. He gathers my hair and places it over my shoulder, and then slowly draws the zip of my dress all the way down.

         I flex my neck muscles in an attempt to control my overwhelming need to shake off the shudders that he’s instigating, but I give up when I feel his lips rest against my upper back and his tongue glide up to the nape of my neck. Every fine hair stands on end, and I arch my back in response to his long, hot stroke.

         “I love your back.” His lips vibrate against my skin, generating even more shudders. He moves his mouth back to my ear. “You have the softest skin.”

         My head rolls onto his shoulder, and my face turns into his neck. He adjusts his head so his lips find mine as he hooks his hands into the front of my dress and pushes it down my body.

         “Lace?” he asks.

         I nod and his eyes sparkle with lust as he kisses me gently, like I’m glass. Our tongues slip and slide over each other with little effort from either of us, and I lean back onto him for support. I’m relishing his gentleness and soft touch.

         His hands find my breasts and he pinches my nipples through the lace of my bra, teasing them to firm peaks.

         “See what you do to me?” He grinds his hips into my lower back, demonstrating exactly what I do to him, before dropping a chaste kiss on my lips. “I’ll die loving you, Ava.”

         I know how he feels. I don’t see a future without him in it, and I’m excited and apprehensive about it all at once. It’s the unknown. He is still unknown. I need more than his body, his attention…his challenging ways.

         He yanks the cups of my bra down, exposing my breasts, and skims the flats of his palms over the tips of my nipples. “You and me,” he breathes in my ear, sliding one of his hands down my front and straight to the apex of my thighs.

         My knees wobble when his hand cups me over my underwear, a deluge of liquid fire descending on me, my hips rolling forward against his hand to get more friction.

         “Do I turn you on, Ava?”

         “You know you do.” I pant and then moan as he thrusts his hips forward.

         “Wrap your arms around my neck,” he says quietly. I reach back and link my hands behind his neck. “Are you wet for me?”

         “Yes.”

         He hooks his thumbs in each side of my knickers. “Only for me,” he whispers, dragging his tongue lightly down the edge of my ear.

         “Only for you,” I agree quietly. I need nothing else except for him.

         I feel a sharp tug and a tear, and I look to see my knickers hanging from his index finger in front of me. He lets them slide off the end of his finger and takes his other hand to my hip.

         I jerk slightly, and he laughs in my ear. His fingers shift as his big hand wraps around my hip, spreading from my front to my back, his other hand hovering in front of me.

         “What shall I do with this, Ava?” He flexes his good hand in front of me. “Show me.”

         My hammering heart does nothing to regulate my short, sharp breaths. I want that hand on me. I remove my arm from around his neck and reach forward to take his hand, slowly guiding it down to the inside of my thigh and flattening his palm against my flesh.

         I start applying pressure on his hand and drawing up until his flat palm glides over my sex, the moisture ensuring it travels with ease. I gasp, my hips whipping back and colliding with his groin, provoking a moan to escape his lips and my head to fall back. I need him to kiss me.

         I turn my face into him, and he takes my hint, brushing his lips across mine. My teeth clamp down lightly on his bottom lip, and I pull back to let it slowly drag through my grip, his eyes locked on mine as I continue to work his hand up and down in a slow, steady caress.

         “Don’t come.” His voice is rough.

         I immediately withdraw his hand and bring it up to his mouth and he watches me as he runs his tongue straight down the center and onto his fingers. Oh Lord, I’m desperate for him, but I can’t disobey him—not during these moments.

         My bra is unclasped and I’m turned to face him before he brushes my hair back with his hand. “Promise me you’ll never leave me.”

         I look up into his troubled eyes. I can’t get used to this unsure part of him. I don’t like it, but at least he’s asking, not demanding. “I’ll never leave you.”

         “Promise me.”

         “I promise.” I take his wrists one at a time and undo the cuffs of his shirt, then push it from his shoulders. He lets his arms hang by his side, his head dropped to watch me as I undo the button and zipper of his trousers. My palms slide around his hips and under his boxers to drag his trousers and underwear over the tight, smooth flesh of his arse and down his thighs, his thick, pulsing length jutting straight out from his hips invitingly. It triggers all sorts of desperate wants in me, not helped by his abdominals rippling under my touch as I skate my hands up his torso, marveling at his beauty.

         “I can’t wait anymore. I need to be inside you.” He steps free of his trousers and lifts me to him, my legs wrapping around him. I flinch when his cock brushes against my slickness as he carries me toward the wall, where I’m pushed up against the cold paint, feeling the hot, slippery crown of his erection pushing at my opening, breaching my entrance only a little. He breathes heavily and lets his head fall into my neck, as if preparing himself for his invasion of me. I can’t wait. I swivel my hips and bore down on him, taking him all the way.

         “Oh, you fucking kill me,” he moans as he stills inside me.

         I want to tilt my hips and instigate movement, but I know from the jolting and twitching of him inside me that he’s holding back, so I keep still and sweep my hands through his dark blond hair while he gathers himself, his heart pounding so hard I can almost hear it.

         “Are you holding on to me?” He brings his face up to mine.

         “Yes.” I weave my fingers together around his neck and tighten my thighs.

         He growls with approval and releases his hands from my back, planting them onto the wall on either side of me. Then he slowly eases back on a steady breath before plunging forward on a sharp exhale.

         I moan, the sensation of his hot, throbbing assault of me has me shifting my hands and clawing at his back. Resting his forehead against mine, he slowly begins rocking in and out of me.

         I sigh on every plunge as he works me up steadily. Oh fucking hell, he feels so good. My grip begins to slip on his sweat-dampened skin, our breath mingling together in the close space between our mouths.

         “Kiss me,” he gasps, and I push my lips to his mouth, tackling his tongue.

         I feel a scream bubbling in my throat as he rears back and pushes forward, sending me sliding up the wall. I clench my thighs to lift myself farther and then bore down on him.

         “Good God, woman! What the hell do you do to me?” He thrusts forward again and again, pushing me up the wall, swallowing my small cries as he kisses the life out of me. “I’ve waited all day for this.” He hits me with another thrust. “It’s been the longest fucking day of my life.”

         “Hmmm, you feel so good.” I’m reveling in his attention.

         “I feel good? Fuck, Ava, you do serious things to me.” He bucks forward.

         “Jesse!” I’m a despairing wreck. The calm, smooth motions are fading fast, being replaced with firmer, more aggressive strikes.

         “Ava, wherever I’m going from now on, I’m taking you with me, baby.”

         Thrust!
         

         Holy shit, I’m struggling here. My nails dig harshly into his flesh.

         “Shit, Ava!” He fires into me, beads of his sweat dripping onto me. “You’re going to come.”

         “Hard!”

         He mumbles in my mouth. I can’t hold back anymore. He strikes with ferocious power and I snap, the coils of pleasure peaking and firing off, my nails sinking into his flesh, my teeth gripping his lip harshly. I drop my forehead to his damp, salty skin where his neck meets his shoulder and rock my head from side to side as I jerk uncontrollably against his big body.

         “Ava!” he shouts, as he pulls back and then smashes forward, slowly withdrawing before hammering into me again, finding his own release as wave after wave of contractions sweep through me.

         He moans, then sinks us to the floor and falls onto his back, heaving and sweating. I drag myself up and sit astride of him, planting my hands on his slick chest and gently grinding myself on his hips. His arms fall back over his head as he looks up and watches me work us both down. We are both wet, out of breath, and thoroughly satisfied. I’m exactly where I should be.

         “What are you thinking about?” he puffs, looking up at me.

         “About how much I love you,” I tell him the truth.

         His lips curve at the corners and a look of pure satisfaction spreads across his handsome face “Do I still qualify as your god?”

         “Always. Am I still your temptress?” I grin and circle my hands on his chest.

         “That, baby, you most certainly are. God, I love your grin.” He gives me his own roguish one.

         I reach down and pinch his nipples. “Bath, god?”

         He jolts upright, nearly headbutting me in the process. “Shit! It’s still running!” He jumps up with me still in his arms and still buried inside me, hissing as he grips me too hard with his bad hand.

         “Put me down!” I try to peel my body away from his, but he just increases his grip.

         “Never.” He takes us into the bathroom, where we find the huge bath is not even three-quarters of the way full. He reaches over to the waterfall tap and flips it off.

         “You could leave that bath running for a week and it wouldn’t be full,” I say as he steps in and lowers us down.

         “I know. The designer of all this Italian shit obviously has no regard for the environment or my carbon footprint.”

         “Says he with twelve superbikes,” I quip, and then sigh happily as I’m sunk into the lovely relaxing water, still astride his lap, still full to the hilt with his semierect cock. “I could look at you all day.” I run my fingertip over every square inch of his hard, lightly tanned chest, swirling and flicking as I go. The silence is comfortable as he watches my delicate touch skate all over his body, my fingers working their way up to his neck, his chin, his lips, and they part, his eyes twinkling as I lower myself to rest on his chest, my mouth meeting his.

         “I love your mouth.” I drop kisses all the way around the edges of his lips until I’m back to where I started. “I love your body.” My hands drift down his arms, my tongue slipping into his mouth. “I love your crazy mind, too.” I coax his tongue from his mouth and lap gently as I trail my hands back up his arms until my palms wrap around his neck and my body arches into him.

         He moans. “You make me crazy, Ava. Just you.”
         

         I feel his big palms slide up my back until he’s cupping the back of my head and pushing me into him, our mouths continuing to work each other slowly, our bodies slipping against each other slightly. I know I make him crazy, but he makes me crazy, too.

         I pull back and look at my crazy man. “Crazy.”

         “-ish.” He smiles and lifts me from his lap, turning me until I’m seated between his parted thighs. “Let me wash you.” He grabs the sponge and starts squeezing the hot water all over me, resting his cheek against the side of my head. “I need to talk to you about something,” he says quietly. There is no mistaking his apprehension.

         I tense all over. “What?”

         “The Manor.”

         He has ceased squeezing warm water over me, and I can almost hear those fucking cogs clanking around in his handsome head. I do not like the direction of tub-talk today. I want to get out and have a shower.

         “The anniversary party.” The worry is clear in his tone and it bloody should be.

         “What about it?” I’m not going to get myself worked up because I really, really am not ever, not in a million years, going. Never—no way. Is Kate still going? I cringe. Undoubtedly.

         “I still want you to come.”

         “You can’t ask me to do that. You asked me to go before I knew.”

         “Are you going to avoid my workplace forever?” he asks sarcastically.

         I don’t appreciate his tone of voice—not in the slightest. “I might do.”

         “Don’t be stupid, Ava.” He recommences soaking me in water and presses a kiss to my temple. “Will you please just think about it?”

         I sigh tiredly. “I’m making no promises, and if you even think about trying to fuck some sense into me on this, I’m leaving,” I threaten. I’m being completely dramatic, but I want him to know how much I don’t want to go.

         He nuzzles my ear and wraps his legs around the outside of mine. “I want the woman who keeps my heart beating with me.”

         Oh God! That’s emotional blackmail if ever there was any. Damn you, Jesse Ward, of an age I still don’t bloody know. I let him continue to wash me while I think about using this to my advantage. Maybe I could negotiate his age from him in return for my presence at The Manor’s anniversary party. I need to think hard about how much I want to know his age compared to how much I don’t want to go to the party? That’s a tricky one.
         

         “Did you speak to Clive?” I know he hasn’t. I’m being sneaky.

         “About what?”

         “The mystery woman.”

         “No, Ava, I didn’t have time. I promise you I will ask, though. I’m just as curious as you are. Now, are you hungry?” He circles his tongue around my ear. It could send me to sleep. At least he hasn’t lied about talking to Clive.

         “I’m not going to sleep until you tell me who that woman was.”

         “How can I tell you if I don’t know?”

         “You do know.”

         “I don’t fucking know!”

         I jump at his harshness, and then feel his arms lock tighter around me. “I’m so sorry, baby.”

         “Okay,” I say quietly. But it’s not. I’ll speak to Clive in the morning.
         

         “My lovely lady is exhausted,” he whispers. “Takeaway?” He bites at my earlobe, smoothing the soles of his feet down my shins.

         “You have a fridge full of food. It’s a waste.”

         “Well, can you be bothered to cook?”

         No, I can’t, but I notice he doesn’t offer himself. Then again, he openly admits that cooking is one of the only things he’s not amazing at. He was serious as well, the arrogant arse. “Takeaway,” I agree.

         “I’ll go and order while you wash your hair.” He lifts himself out of the bath and leaves me in the massive tub, and I watch his wet nakedness stroll out of the bathroom, returning a few moments later with shampoo and conditioner. I’m eternally grateful. My poor hair has been mistreated way too much lately. He gives me a grin and leans down to kiss my forehead. “Wear lace.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         I stretch myself out and I’m immediately aware of Jesse’s absence in the bed. Propping myself up on my elbows, I spy him sitting on the chaise longue, bending down.
         

         Oh no!
         

         I lie back down as quietly as I possibly can and shut my eyes. He might not have noticed I woke—if I’m lucky. After a few silent moments, I feel the bed dip, but I keep my eyes firmly shut, silently begging him to leave me alone.

         An age of me pretending to be asleep passes by, and he still hasn’t nudged me, so I cautiously open my eyes and find green pools of delight staring down at me. I groan, very loudly, as I watch the semblance of a small smile tickle his lips. I flip myself over onto my front and cover my head with a pillow, then hear him laugh as the pillow is whipped from my head and I’m turned over onto my back.

         “Good morning,” he chirps, and I screw my face up in disgust at his cheery, break of dawn happiness.

         “Please don’t make me,” I plead, pulling my most solemn face.

         “Up you get.” He grabs my hand with his good one and pulls me into a sitting position. I make a big display of moaning in repulsion at his idea of starting the day, and then nearly start crying when he presents me with my freshly laundered running kit that he, so generously, bought me.

         “I want sleepy sex,” I complain. “Please.”

         He hoofs me off the bed and draws my lace knickers down my legs before tapping my ankles to lift. “It will do you good.”

         I lift as instructed. “This is torture,” I grumble. It’s all right for him, running stupid distances on a daily basis.

         “I like having you with me.”

         I remain grumpy but silent as I let him dress me and lead me down to the foyer of Lusso. We emerge into the dawn sunlight to birds chirping and the hum of delivery vehicles. I start to stretch before any instruction from Jesse, and he smiles as he watches me, at the same time carrying out his own muscle sweep. I want to be a grump, but he is just too delicious in his black shorts and tight white tank, his hair a disheveled mess and his morning stubble at just the right length.

         “Ready?” I chirp, as I bounce off toward the pedestrian gates. I punch in the exit code and start jogging toward the Thames. I feel better already.

         “Just think,” he muses, as he joins my side and we start running steadily together. “We can do this together every morning.”

         I cough on a sharp inhale of air. Fourteen miles every morning? I don’t think so, the mad bastard.

         We jog at a steady pace, and I’m reminded of the relaxing advantages of running at this time of day. It really is very peaceful and mind cleansing.

         After we conquer the Green Park, we make our way onto Piccadilly, passing the point at which I collapsed the last time. I glance across to the spot where I sat every morning, picking at the grass and soaking up the dew through my trousers. I can see myself there—a pasty, empty waif—a half-complete woman.

         “Hey.”

         I snap from my daydream and look up at Jesse, finding a concerned face. “I’m fine,” I puff, shaking my head and giving him a reassuring smile.

         I shake off my sad thoughts and mentally applaud myself. I’m going to do this! I feel Jesse’s elbow nudge me, and I look up to see a look of recognition on his face at my achievement. But then I do a quick calculation in my head and figure that we’re probably only two-thirds done, and at the thought of at least another four and a half miles, I hit the proverbial runner’s wall…again. My lungs seem to drain of all air and my body starts burning up along with them.

         I’m not going to do this.

         I battle on for a few hundred yards, and then enter the park at the next entrance, dramatically collapsing on the damp grass…again. I heave valuable air into my scorching lungs and pant like a dog in heat.

         I watch through my slightly blurred vision as Jesse approaches me and stands over me. “I did better than last time,” I splutter between dragging in long, wheezy breaths.

         He smiles. “You did, baby.” He drops to his knees beside me and lifts my leg, rubbing firm, slow circles into my calf muscle. It has me groaning and him laughing. “I’m proud of you. Give it a few days and you’ll fly through it.”

         What? My eyes bulge under my closed lids. If I had spare breath, I’d cough in disgust, but I don’t so I lie on the grass as he works his magic hands on every burning muscle, but all too soon, he pulls me up into a sitting position and waves a twenty under my nose.
         

         “I came prepared. Coffee?” He nods past me, and I look to see a Starbucks over the road.

         I could kiss him. I throw my arms around him in gratitude for his forward thinking. I’ve been rubbed back to life and now I get a Starbucks. The run was worth it. He laughs and stands with me still wrapped around his neck.

         “Come on.” He pries me from his body and takes my hand, and we stroll over to Starbucks, getting served super quick due to the early hour.

         “Do you want something to eat?” Jesse asks.

         “No,” I answer quickly, dragging my eyes away from the mouthwatering temptations in the glass cabinet.

         He smiles and wraps his palm around the back of my neck, pulling me into him and resting his lips on my forehead before turning his attention back to the swooning sales clerk. “A cappuccino, extra shot, no chocolate, a strong black coffee, and two blueberry muffins, please.” He smiles brightly at the young girl, who giggles nervously. He returns his eyes to me. “Go and get a seat.”

         I find a window seat and flop down in the leather couch. What a perfect way to start the day, ten-mile run aside. I would still take sleepy sex over this, though. I would take sleepy sex over anything.

         It’s not long before my mind starts drifting to Jesse’s plea for me to go to The Manor’s party. What sort of party would it be, anyway? Visions of seminaked people milling around, hazy, dim lighting, and erotic music all invade my worried mind. And hooks, hoists…whips.

         Fucking hell!
         

         It would be like a giant gangbang with kinky toys! Oh Jesus, good Lord above. Not only do I not want to go myself, I’m not that crazy about the thought of Jesse being there either. An assault of jealousy spikes at me repeatedly as I imagine women drooling all over him, trying to entice him with promises of wicked sex. There’s no doubt he’s up for a bit of rough, and he’s bloody good at it, too. He’s used to all of that shit. I’m having a mental breakdown in Starbucks, and again I’m reminded that Jesse has had lots of practice…with sex…and toys and…
         

         Stop!
         

         I saw the look on those women’s faces when I was at The Manor. I was an interloper, and I can imagine the reception I would get if I did go to the party. It certainly wouldn’t be any warmer than my previous visits. I would be, in effect, gate-crashing their gangbang. This is horrible.
         

         “Dreaming?”

         I pull my eyes from the lush greenness of the park across the road, to the lush greenness of my Lord of the Sex Manor. I feel depressed and slightly inadequate all of a sudden. And really, really bitter—resentful and consumed with jealousy.

         I smile a really unconvincing smile, and he eyes me suspiciously while arranging the coffees and muffins on the table. I start picking at the top of my muffin as I stir my coffee. “I’m not coming to the party,” I say to my cappuccino. “I love you, but I can’t do that.” I add the last part in an attempt to soften the blow. My Lord doesn’t take no well. I know he’s watching me, but I can’t muster up the strength to appear fine. I’m not, and after a few silent moments pass, I glance up to establish what expression his handsome face is displaying. There’s no rage or scowl, but his frown line has jumped into position and he is chewing his bottom lip.
         

         “It’s not going to be how you think it will be, Ava,” he says quietly.

         “How do you mean?”

         He takes a sip of his coffee and sets it down on the table before shifting forward in his chair and resting his elbows on his knees. “Has The Manor ever given you the impression of a seedy sex club?”

         “No,” I admit.

         “Ava, there won’t be people wandering around naked and propositioning you. You won’t be manhandled up the stairs to the communal room. There are rules.”

         “Rules?”

         He smiles. “The only places people are permitted to remove their clothes is in the communal room or one of the private suites. The ground floor, spa, and sports facilities are run like any other exclusive resort. I don’t run a brothel, Ava. My members pay a lot of money to enjoy everything The Manor provides, not just the privilege to pursue their sexual preference with likeminded people.”

         “What’s your sexual preference?” I ask quietly. I know I’m blushing, and I could kick myself. Of all the things I could ask, I ask this? What the hell is wrong with me?

         He grins that roguish grin and pops a piece of muffin in his mouth, chewing purposely slowly and watching me as I writhe under his potent gaze. “You.”

         “Just me?”

         “Just you, Ava.” His tone is husky and determined, and I can’t help the small smile tickling the corners of my mouth. He’s just cranked up his sexual magnetism tenfold.

         “Good.” I take my first real mouthful of my muffin, immensely satisfied by his response. Just me. I like that answer. Do I even care about what goes on at The Manor, as long as Jesse isn’t involved? I just have to disregard the fact that he has been. To what extent has he been involved, though? And is it compulsory for me to know?

         We watch each other for a short while, him running his index finger across his bottom lip, me marveling at how damn sexy he looks doing just that.

         “You’ll come?” he asks, instead of demands. He’s being really rather reasonable for Jesse. “Please,” he adds, hopefully, on a pout.

         Oh, I just can’t refuse this man. “Only because I love you.”

         His pout transforms into a killer smile, and I pool on the couch. “Say it again.”

         “What? That I’ll come?”

         “Oh, you’ll come all right. No, tell me you love me again.”

         “I do.” I shrug. “I love you.”

         He grins. “I know you do. I love hearing you say it.” He raises his glorious body slowly and puts his hand out to me. I take it, falling into his chest when he tugs a little. “If you had kept running, we would be at home by now and I would be lost inside you.”

         He drops a long, lingering kiss on my lips and then proceeds to toss me onto his shoulder and stride out to the street.

         I catch a glimpse of the young girl who served Jesse looking longingly at me being carted out over the shoulder of my Adonis. I smile to myself. This is what every woman wants, and I have it. No one is taking him away from me, so if I have to go to the stupid anniversary party just to fight off the pack of lions waiting to sink their claws into him, then I will. I’ll trample.

         I’m tossed in a taxi and subjected to a torturous journey home. I can see the obvious, solid-iron length under Jesse’s shorts, and I’m fidgeting to try and dispel the buzzing hijacking me between my thighs.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Morning, Clive,” Jesse says urgently as he drags me through the foyer. It’s a good job I have my trainers on; I may as well be sprinting. He bundles me into the elevator, smashes his code into the keypad, and pins me against the mirrored wall, attacking my mouth hungrily.

         “I might have to fuck you before my run in future,” he growls into my mouth. His primal tone has me falling to pieces under his hard body. My hands are fisted in his hair and pressing his mouth closer to mine, our tongues urgently battling in our mouths. This is going to be a shock-and-awe moment. We are way past sleepy sex territory and if those elevator doors don’t open soon, that moment might happen here.
         

         The doors slide open and I’m walked into the penthouse foyer backward, our mouths remaining fused and our tongues relentlessly dueling. I don’t know how he manages it, but he gets the door open without breaking our contact, and I’m having my sweaty running kit ripped from my body before the door is closed. He wants in quick, which is absolutely fine by me. I kick my trainers off as he yanks my shorts down my legs, and I start pulling his shirt up over his head. I’m released from his mouth for the few seconds it takes me to get his shirt past his face before his mouth is crashing back to mine again and he’s walking forward, directing my backward steps toward the wall by the front door.

         He turns me around. “On your knees, put your hands on the wall,” he spits urgently, and I waste no time following through on his command while he rids himself of his trainers and shorts.

         I drop to my knees and spread my palms on the cool paint, panting and impatient. He grabs my hips tightly, and I jerk under his hold, but he doesn’t ease up. He pulls my hips back slightly, knees my legs apart, and positions himself behind me.

         “Don’t come until I say. Understand?”

         I nod and clench my eyes shut to try and ready myself for the onslaught of power that I’m about to welcome into my body. I should know by now that when he is like this, no amount of mental psyching up can prepare me for him.

         I feel the head of his cock pushing at my entrance, and as soon as he’s leveled it up, he pounds forward on a garbled yell. He gives me no breathing space to adjust or accept him. He immediately yanks me back onto himself and begins to piston in and out of me ruthlessly. He’s a man possessed.

         Holy fucking shit!
         

         My eyes fly open in shock and I shift my hands on the wall, desperately trying to steady myself as he continues to wildly buck into me. “Jesus, Jesse!” I scream around the delightful invasion of my body.

         “You knew this would be hard, Ava,” he barks, smashing on. “Don’t you dare fucking come.”

         I try and focus on anything but the immense, fast accumulation of pressure that’s building up in my groin, but his relentless and barbaric strikes are not helping my desperate situation. I won’t be able to hold out for long at this riotous rate.

         “Fuck!” he roars frenziedly. “You. Fucking. Drive. Me. Crazy!” He punctuates each word with a hard, sharp thrust. I’m sweating more now than I did on my ten-mile run.

         His hands slide up my back from my hips to grip onto my shoulders, and my head rolls back under his warm, firm hold. I’m delirious with pleasure. The telltale signs of him tensing travels through his arms, straight to my shoulders. I’m relieved. I’m past the point of return, but I can’t fully let go until I get the okay. What the hell would he do if I defied him and gave in to my demanding release, anyway?

         He continues to buck and slap against me, and on an ear-piercing roar, he slams into me with such force, tears stab at my eyes. He stills and leans against my back, pushing me forward onto the wall, circling his hips deeply. I’m buzzing, my body teetering on the edge. He reaches up and grabs my ponytail, pulling my head back to rest on his shoulder, moving his damaged hand around my front to the inside of my thigh.

         He pulls my hair so my face turns into his, my hazy vision met with dark green. “Come,” he demands, softly sliding his finger down the center of my core and sweeping his tongue through my mouth.

         His words and his touch trigger a shift of pressure in my groin that seizes me from every angle, and I explode on a stretched-out, blissful moan into his mouth.

         I sag in his hold and let him softly massage me through my climax. “You are a god,” I mumble against his mouth, moving my hands from the wall to link around the back of his neck.
         

         I feel his grin against my lips. “You’re so lucky.”

         “You’re an arrogant god.”

         He slips out of me and turns me around in his arms. I maneuver with him, draping my arms back around his neck. “Your arrogant god loves you so fucking much.” He showers my sweaty face with kisses. “Your arrogant god wants to spend the rest of his life smothering you with his love and his body.” He stands us up, dragging me with him.

         I’m delighted, but I’m also ignoring the small part of my brain that is trying to remind me that with Jesse’s love and body also comes Mr. Challenging Control Freak.

         “What’s the time?” I ask around his morning-stubbled face.

         “I don’t know.” He carries on with his smothering, and I start walking backward toward the kitchen so I can get a look at the clock. He follows, still wrapped around me and still dropping kisses all over me.

         I catch a glimpse of the cooker clock. “Shit!”

         “Hey! Watch your fucking mouth!”

         I wriggle free of his hold and start running toward the stairs. “It’s quarter to eight!” I yell, as I take the stairs two at a time. Where has the time gone? My arrogant god is too much of a distraction. I’m going to be super late.

         Throwing myself in the shower, I make quick work of ridding my body of sweat and cum. I’m frantically rinsing my hair when I feel Jesse’s hands slide over my wet stomach, and I wipe my eyes to find him towering over me with his dirty, roguish grin spread across his beautiful face.

         “Don’t,” I warn. I’m not being distracted by him anymore. He pouts and works his hands up to my shoulders, yanking me forward onto his mouth. “I’m going to be late,” I argue feebly, trying to fight off the budding craving as he teases my lips with his.

         “I want to make an appointment,” he says, licking my bottom lip, pushing his groin into my stomach.

         “To fuck me? No appointment necessary,” I quip, trying to pull away from him.

         He growls and yanks me back. “Mouth! I already told you, I don’t need to make an appointment to fuck you. I do that whenever and wherever I please.” He rubs his groin back into me, and it’s now I know that I have to escape before I’m swallowed up again.

         “I’ve got to go.” I duck out of his hold and hastily leave him in the shower, sulking like a schoolboy. He just had me, although I could go again, too.

         I brush my teeth and make my way into the bedroom, sitting myself in front of the floor-length mirror with my makeup bag and hair dryer. I commence a fast blast dry, quickly pin it up, and start applying my makeup.

         Jesse walks out of the bathroom, gloriously naked and unashamed. I scowl at his naked back, dragging my eyes away to continue with my makeup. I’m being distracted.

         Leaning forward, I sweep my mascara wand over my lashes and pull back to find Jesse standing to the side of me, leaning into the mirror. I look up and come face to face with the broad head of his semierect manhood. My eyes are fixed, absolutely delighted, and then my greedy stare travels up his naked body and finds him looking in the mirror, coaxing his hair to the side with some wax. He knows what he’s doing.

         I take a calming breath and return to my makeup, but then he makes a point of brushing against me, his firm leg sweeping lightly over my bare arm. I shudder and glance up to find a twitching lip as he tries to feign ignorance. The swine.

         He looks down at me in the reflection of the mirror, his eyes swimming with all sorts of promises, and then he lowers himself behind me until he’s sitting cradling my body. Shifting forward, he pushes his front into my back, wrapping his arms around my waist and resting his chin on my shoulder. I hold his gaze in the mirror.

         “You’re beautiful,” he says softly.

         “You are, too,” I reply, tensing slightly when I feel his hardness pushing into me.

         He fights a smile, knowing damn well what he’s doing. “Don’t go to work.”

         I knew this was coming. “Please, don’t.”

         He pouts. “Don’t you want to fall into bed and let me pay special attention to you all day?”

         I could think of nothing better, but if I relent on this, I’m fully aware that I’m setting a rod for my own back. He can’t keep me to himself all of the time, although I know he doesn’t think that his ambition is unreasonable. “I have to work,” I say, clenching my eyes shut when he turns his lips into my ear.

         “I have to have you.” He circles his tongue lightly in my ear.
         

         Oh God, I need to escape now! “Jesse, please.” I wriggle in his embrace.

         He scowls at me in the mirror. “Are you denying me?”

         “No, I’m delaying you,” I reason, wriggling harder and turning myself around in his arms. I push him down to his back and lie on his front, pushing my lips onto his, his arms falling above his head as he moans around my kiss. “I need to work, god.”

         “Work me. I’ll be a very grateful client.”

         I pull back and smile. “You mean to say that instead of busting a gut keeping clients happy with drawings, plans, and schedules, I should just jump into bed with them?”

         His eyes turn black. “Don’t say things like that, Ava.”

         “It was a joke.” I laugh.

         I’m flipped over and pinned under his body. “Do you see me laughing? Don’t say things that will make me crazy mad.”

         “I’m sorry,” I blurt quickly. I need to cop onto his zero-tolerance approach to lighthearted jokes that suggest me with another man.

         He shakes his head and lifts himself from my body, strolling off to the wardrobe. Taking the loss of distraction as an opportunity, I finish my makeup. I’ve really upset him.

         An unexpected and very unwelcome image of Jesse with another woman jumps into my head, making me do my own little head shake. It’s like my subconscious is giving me a taste of my own medicine. I screw my face up in disgust and throw my eyeliner into my makeup bag. It worked. I feel my flesh prickling with possessiveness.

         After smothering myself in cocoa butter, I slip on my lace underwear and my red shift dress.

         “I like your dress.”

         I swing around and my eyes are assaulted by a devastatingly handsome, navy-suited beast. I sigh in appreciation. He is just too bloody perfect and he’s not shaved. I swoon on the spot. He looks like he’s got over his little strop.

         “I like your suit,” I counter.

         He grins and finishes straightening his gray tie before pulling the collar of his white shirt down. If I were any other woman and I found out about The Manor and the god who owned it, I would join, too.

         I throw my bag on the bed, retrieve my phone, sweep some gloss across my lips, and grab my shoes, all under his watchful eye. I have another futile rummage through my bag for my pills, but I know I’m searching in vain.

         “Lost something?” He splashes some aftershave on.

         “My pills,” I grumble with my head practically inside my oversized leather shoulder bag. I run my fingers around the stitching of the lining to check for rips.

         “Again?”

         I look up at him and smile apologetically. I feel stupid, and I’m not relishing the thought of visiting Dr. Monroe again. I need to sort that today before I miss any more.

         “I’ll see you later.” He lands me with a chaste kiss on my cheek and leaves me to carry on searching for rips in the lining of my bag. Maybe I should just get the jab and save myself all of this embarrassment.

         I freeze on the spot, my brow furrowing, my mind jumping the gun…I think.

         No, he wouldn’t. Why ever would he?

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Nine

         
 
         As I walk into the foyer, I find Clive rubbing the cuff of his jacket on the marble desk, buffing it to a shine.
         
 
         “Morning, Clive.”
 
         “Good morning, Ava,” he says happily.
 
         I return his cheeriness with an over-the-top smile. “Clive, I don’t suppose you could show me the CCTV footage from Sunday, could you?”
 
         “No!” he blurts quickly, suddenly becoming busy and frantically typing on his keyboard.
 
         I eye him suspiciously, but he won’t look at me. “Has Jesse spoken to you?”
 
         “No.” He shakes his head and keeps his eyes down.
 
         “Of course.” I sigh, turning and walking out of the foyer. The Lord is cute, and I’m suspicious.
 
         “Oh, Ava!” I hear Clive coming after me. “Maintenance rang. The door is on order, but it’s coming from Italy so it may be a while.” He walks beside me.
 
         “You should call Jesse and let him know.” I carry on walking, and he carries on flanking me.
 
         “I did, Ava. Mr. Ward advised me that I should consult with you on anything regarding the penthouse.”
 
         I skid to a halt. “I’m sorry?” I sound confused.
 
         Clive looks nervous. “Mr. Ward, he said you live here now and anything concerning the penthouse should be run past you, especially as you designed it.”
 
         “Oh, he did, did he?” I grind, feeling only a little guilty for sounding so menacing. “Clive, do me a favor. Ring Mr. Ward and tell him I don’t live here.”
         
 
         Clive looks like I’ve just told him that he has two heads. “Of course, Ava. I’ll…urhhhh…do it now.”
 
         “Good,” I snap, and carry on outside the building. I’m fuming. He moves me in under the persuasion of a sense fuck followed by a reminder fuck, and then expects me to become Molly Mop? No amount of sense or reminder fucking will work in his favor this time.
 
         I stand and rummage through my bag for my sunglasses and car keys, completely riled, and as I slip on my glasses, Massive Attack’s “Angel” creeps into my ears.
 
         “Oh no!” I screech. I’m even madder now. He knows how I feel about that track. I grab my phone and connect the call. “Stop messing about with my phone!”
 
         “No! Reminds me of you,” he yells. “What do you mean, you don’t fucking live there?”
 
         “I’m not your fucking maid!” I shout back.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         “Fuck off!”
 
         “Mouth!”
         
 
         The cheek! If he thinks I’m going to be playing the dutiful domestic lady, he’s got another thing coming. Looking up, I spot John leaning against his Range Rover. His signature wraparound glasses are on, but I can see his arched brow above them. He’s enjoying this.
 
         “What’s John doing here?” I snap.
 
         “Have you calmed down yet?”
 
         “Answer me!”
 
         “Who the hell do you think you’re talking to?”
 
         “You! Are you listening? Why is John here?”
 
         “He’s going to take you to work.”
 
         “I don’t need a chauffeur, Jesse.” I’ve calmed my voice slightly. How undignified of me, shouting and swearing like a drunken football hooligan, and in front of the newest, most prestigious residential complex in London. John’s grinning. It’s new to me. I’ve never seen him display any humor.
 
         “He was in the area. I thought it would be easier than you trying to park.” Jesse has calmed his tone, too.
 
         “Well, at least tell me what’s happening if it involves me,” I spit down the phone and hang up.
 
         Controlling pig!
         
 
         I make my way over to John and my phone starts singing again en route. I’ll be changing that ringtone. I flash my screen at John as I pass him, and he grins again. “Yes, dear?” I quip, rather bravely, fully aware that I’m digging myself a hole here. But he’s out of touching distance so there’s no risk of any kind of Jesse-style fucking to put me in my place.
 
         “Don’t be sarcastic, Ava. It doesn’t suit you.”
 
         I climb into the Range Rover and put my seat belt on. “You’ll be pleased to know that I’m on my way to work with John.” I glance over at John, and he nods. “Would you like confirmation?” I thrust the phone under John’s nose. “John, make yourself known.”
 
         “S’all good, Jesse.” He smiles and I notice a gold tooth.
 
         I put the phone back to my ear. “Happy?”
 
         “Very!” he snaps. “Ever heard of a retribution fuck?”
 
         The very words send shivers down my spine. I glance at John. He’s still grinning. “No, are you going to demonstrate?”
 
         “If you’re lucky; I’ll see you at home.” He hangs up.
 
         I put my phone in my bag, feeling coils of anticipation springing into my groin. Then I look at the beast of a man sitting next to me. “Were you really in the area?”
 
         John stops with his signature hum. “What do you think?”
 
         As I thought. “How old is Jesse?” I ask casually. I don’t know why I choose that tone. It’s ridiculous that I don’t know his age.
 
         “Thirty-two,” John replies, completely deadpan.
 
         Thirty-two? That’s how old Jesse said he was last night. I look at John, who has started humming again. “He’s not thirty-two, is he?”
 
         He smiles again, flashing his gold tooth. “He said you would ask.”
 
         I shake my head, at a total loss on the subject, but as John seems to be in a talkative mood, I’ll take another angle. “Is he always so challenging?”
 
         “Only with you, girl. He’s actually quite laid-back.”
 
         “I obviously bring out the worst in him,” I grumble.
 
         “Ah, girl. Go easy on him.”
 
         “Do you want to live with him and his challenging ways?” I ask, exasperated.
 
         “So, you’ve moved in then?” His eyebrows appear over his shades as he turns his face to me. I hope John isn’t jumping to the same conclusion as Sarah did—that I’m after his money.
 
         I suddenly have the urgent need to defend myself. “He asked me and pretty much bullied a yes out of me, but I’m not so sure. It’s a bit soon. That’s what that little spat was about. He doesn’t like being told no.” I wave my phone at John.
 
         The corners of John’s lips turn down, and he starts nodding his head thoughtfully. “He certainly has a way with you.”
 
         I scoff and do my own little thoughtful head shake. He certainly does have a way with me. It’s frightening. “How long have you known him?” I may as well get my fill. He might shut up and not start talking again.
         
 
         “Too long.” He laughs, and it’s a deep, rumbling belly sound that has him developing a few more chins as his neck retracts.
 
         “I bet you see some sights at The Manor.” Now that I know what the place is, John’s role is all the more clear.
 
         “It’s all in my job description,” he says casually.
 
         Ah, which reminds me…“Why were the police there?”
 
         John turns an almost threatening face to me, and I wither slightly. “Just some idiot playing games. No need for you to worry, girl.” His attention is turned back to the road, leaving me put firmly in my place. Information. I need some damn information.
 
         I’m dropped off at my office, and John nods his farewell.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         “Morning, Ava!” Sally says cheerfully.
 
         She has on the same top as yesterday but in a different color. Today’s is red. “Hi, Sal. Are you okay?”
 
         “Yes, thank you for asking, I’m very good. Can I get you a coffee?”
 
         “Please.”
 
         “Coming up!” She flashes me a lovely smile and skips to the kitchen. I notice she has nail color on, and it’s not nude or clear. It’s firecracker red! This must be in preparation for her date. I like sparkling Sally. I hope she doesn’t get crapped all over.
 
         I load my computer up, crack on with some estimates, and prepare a heap of invoice requests for Sally. My in-box is flooded with new e-mails, mostly junk, so I start to plow through them.
 
         At ten thirty, I hear the office door open, and when I look up, I see a fan of calla lilies spread across the arm of Lusso girl. I knew he wouldn’t take any notice of my request. She rolls her eyes, and I give her an apologetic shrug. After exchanging flowers and signatures, I retrieve the card.
 
         
            Looking forward to your retribution fuck?
 
            Your god.
 
            X

         
 
         I smile and send him a text. 
 
         
            Yes I am and yes u are. Your Ax

         
 
         I’m well and truly on Central Jesse Cloud Nine. After a morning of knuckling down, I decide to give Kate a call while I’m taking a few minutes out for lunch.
 
         “Well, hello!” she sings down the phone in greeting.
 
         “Hey, you okay?”
 
         “It’s all good in the hood! How’s my favorite boyfriend to a friend?” She laughs.
 
         “He’s fine,” I answer dryly. She only loves him so much because he bought her Margo Junior.
 
         “Listen, I’m on my way to Brighton to drop off a cake in Margo Junior. Do you want to do lunch on Thursday? I’m a bit hectic tomorrow. I’ve got stacks to catch up on.”
 
         “Being distracted, are we?”
 
         “Fun!” she snaps. “Do you want to do lunch or not?”
 
         “All right!” I blurt. Her oversensitivity is making me super suspicious. “Thursday, one o’clock at Baroque.”
 
         “Perfect!” She hangs up.
 
         Blimey, I think I just hit a nerve. Fun my arse! She’s skirting around this and brushing it off far too hastily. I hear the door of the office open and look up to see Tom arriving. “Tom, we need to have a word about your attire!”
 
         He looks down at his emerald-green dress shirt with bright pink tie. Color clash in Tom’s world is highly offensive. “Fabulous, isn’t it?” He strokes his tie.
 
         No, it’s not. In fact, it’s a crime. If I were looking for an interior designer and Tom turned up on my doorstep, I’d shut the door in his face. “Where’s Victoria?” I ask.
 
         “Appointment in Kensington.” He throws his man-bag on his desk and takes his glasses off to clean them on the tail of his shirt.
 
         “Did you find out what happened?’
 
         “No!” He slumps into his chair. “She moped and sulked all day.” He leans forward and scans the office. “Hey, what do you make of our Sal?”
 
         He’s noticed, too. It’s hard not to. “She had a date,” I whisper loudly.
 
         “No!” he gasps.
 
         He puts his glasses back on in a dramatic gesture that suggests he needs to see my face, given the news. It’s ridiculous. They’re a fashion statement and Tom’s attempt to appear professional.
 
         “Yes! And a second date tonight.” I nod.
 
         His eyes bulge again. “Can you imagine how boring he is?”
 
         I recoil, suddenly feeling extremely guilty for engaging him in such a conversation. “Don’t be a bitch, Tom,” I scorn.
 
         Sally walks through the office, stopping our gossip dead in its tracks. Tom raises his eyebrows and grins as he follows her path to the photocopier. If I were close enough, I would kick him.
 
         He turns back to me, catching my disapproving expression and holds his hands up. “What?” he mouths.
 
         I shake my head and return to my computer, but my peace is short-lived.
 
         “So,” Tom calls from his desk. “Victoria tells me you’ve moved in with Mr. Ward.”
 
         I look up from my screen in shock and see him casually flicking through a catalogue. How does she know? Of course…Drew. “I’ve not moved in with him, and I need you to be quiet, Tom.” I carry on deleting junk e-mails.
 
         “Fancy that, living in the ten-million-quid penthouse that you designed,” he muses thoughtfully, still flicking pages.
 
         “Shut up, Tom.” I glare at him when he lifts his eyes from the catalogue that he’s not even reading. He takes the hint this time, shutting up and carrying on about his business.
 
         I don’t know how I’m going to get around this with Patrick. It doesn’t look very good, me dating a client, and all I need is Tom blabbering off in the office for all to hear.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         As five o’clock hits, I sit tapping my pen on my desk, deep in thought, and I have a bloody fantastic idea.
 
         I jump up from my desk and quickly clear it of drawings and files, then grab my bag and flowers and head for the office door. “I’m done, see you tomorrow, guys,” I call, as I all but sprint out of the office. I have half an hour. I can make it.
 
         I head for the tube and to my intended destination.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         After my last-minute shopping trip, I run from the tube to Lusso. I need to be showered and ready before Jesse gets home. I bypass any conversation with Clive and jump into the elevator, puffing and panting from my exertion. My poor body has really taken a hammering today. Flying into the bedroom and throwing my flowers and bag on the chest, I start unpacking all of my purchases, shoving them in the wooden trunk and quickly jumping in the shower, eager to ready myself for the evening ahead. I’m careful not to wet my hair as I frantically wash the day away and not so frantically shave.
 
         Stepping out to grab a towel, I slam straight into a familiar, solid, and very naked chest.
 
         “Oh!” I yelp, shocked.
 
         “Surprised to see me?” His voice is low and threatening.
 
         I slowly lift my gaze to his and find hooded, dark green eyes and a deadly serious expression. Dominant Jesse has arrived, and he’s completely screwed my plan up.
 
         “A little,” I admit.
 
         “Thought so. We have a small issue to resolve and we’re going to do it now.”
 
         I stand frozen in place, dripping wet and clutching the towel, with his menacing, lean frame towering over me. That and his heavy breathing tell me I’m in no position to protest…but I just can’t help myself. “What if I say no?”
 
         “You won’t.” His self-assured tone pumps the blood faster through my veins as he pushes himself into me, the warm, slippery head of his erection probing at my lower stomach, prompting a small gasp of air to escape my mouth. His eyes burn with dark promise as I wait for him to make his move, anticipation having the muscles at my core convulsing.
 
         “Let’s not play games, Ava. We both know you’ll never say no to me.” His fingertip trails the length of my wet arm, across my shoulder and up my neck until it reaches the hollow under my ear.
 
         I close my eyes. He’s got me again.
 
         “Do you believe in fate, Ava?” His voice is silky smooth, but sure and serious.
 
         I open my eyes on a frown. “No,” I answer honestly.
 
         “I do.” He reaches down and cups me, his hot touch making me tense further. “I believe that you’re supposed to be here with me, so you advising the concierge that you don’t live here just fucks…me…off.” He accentuates the last three words clearly and sharply.
 
         He reaches up with his other hand, grasping my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, and starts rolling, elongating my already stiff peak. I close my eyes as I’m sliced in two by waves of pleasure. He slowly inserts two fingers inside me.
 
         “Oh God.” I moan, my head falling back, the towel dropped in favor of Jesse’s shoulders.
 
         He takes advantage of the access to my neck and bends, pressing his lips to the center of my throat, licking a firm, wet stroke all of the way up to my chin, his fingers sweeping big punishing circles inside me, stretching me. He’s preparing me for him.
 
         “I’m going to fuck you until you scream, Ava.” His husky voice is playing havoc with my desperation for him. I have every faith he will.
 
         He yanks my face down to meet his eyes. He’s in control, but so frenzied, too. I don’t know what to make of it. The only thing I seem to be able to concentrate on is the wildfire spreading throughout my body and slamming straight between my thighs on a powerful, determined thud.
 
         “Go and kneel on the end of the bed. Face the headboard,” he throws his order at me, and I follow through immediately, taking myself to the bed, kneeling, and resting my backside on my heels.
 
         What has he got planned?
 
         I feel his chest press up against my back and he reaches in front of me, clasping my hands and flattening my palms. Then he guides them to my breasts and circles my palms over my nipples so they lightly skim the tips, the burning friction having me pushing my breasts forward to get better contact. But he just tsks me and pulls my hands farther away. I protest with a disjointed cry.
 
         He pushes his mouth to my ear. “Do you trust me?” he asks.
 
         “With my life,” I confirm, a little confused.
 
         I hear him growl in approval. “Have you ever been handcuffed, Ava?”
 
         What?
         
 
         Before I have a chance to register what is happening, my arms are yanked behind my back and a pair of handcuffs are snapped over my wrists. Where the fuck did they come from? I jiggle my wrists, hearing the metal clank.
         
 
         “Keep your arms still, Ava,” he chastises me, letting my hands rest at the top of my bum.
 
         Oh Jesus fucking Christ!
         
 
         I’ve never mentally sworn so much. This is so unexpected and has just blown my truth fuck right out of the fucking water! He’s never used playthings before. I do and I don’t want to stop this, but I can’t seem to utter the words.
 
         I still myself and try my hardest to relax my arms while I consider whether he’s done this before. I inwardly laugh. Of course he has, you stupid woman. Why didn’t I see this coming?
 
         He leans into me. “Good girl.” He pulls the pins out of my hair and runs his hands through my long waves, spreading them across my bare back.
 
         I shiver and try to steady my erratic breathing. It’s no good. My heart is sprinting in my chest and nothing is going to slow it down. This is unknown territory to me. I have never, not for a minute, allowed myself to consider the prospect of being trussed up, defenseless, and at a man’s mercy. It’s ironic, really; I’m at Jesse’s mercy with or without handcuffs.
 
         He drags his fingertip slowly down the column of my spine to my arse, down the center crease of my bum, and then I feel his arm wrap around my lower stomach, his other hand pressing into my back. “Down you go,” he says softly as he eases me down to the mattress. I’m face-planted on the mattress at the end of the bed with Jesse standing behind me. I’m completely exposed and vulnerable.
 
         “Do you realize how fucking amazing you look like this?” His tone is full of approval, but I’ll take his word for it. This isn’t me at all. “I’m not going to take your arse.” He drops a kiss at the small of my back and then I feel his solid cock skim my raw, damp flesh. A surge of relief flies through me. I don’t think I could have handled that on top of the handcuffs.
 
         And then he’s pushing at my opening.
 
         He grips my hips harshly, making me jerk. “Don’t move,” he grits through a clenched jaw, and I force myself to still. I feel him enter me, and I instinctively tense around his lush invasion.
 
         “You want it all the way?” His voice is low and dark. I don’t recognize it, but I’m desperate for full penetration.
 
         “Yes,” I splutter. Oh God, help me.
         
 
         He withdraws his half-submerged arousal, and I moan at the loss of fullness. I need all of him. I push myself back impulsively and then feel the sharp thrash of his hand across my backside.
 
         “Fuck!” I scream. The sting radiates across my cheek, and my shoulders tense against the bed.
 
         He pushes into me but only halfway again. “Mouth,” he spits. “Don’t move!”
 
         I start gasping as the sting mingles with the delicious semi-invasion. “Jesse!” I plead.
 
         “I know.” He skates his palm across my cheek as he withdraws again, and I clench my eyes shut, willing my body to relent to my brain’s instructions to relax.
 
         “I can’t do this,” I whimper into the mattress as I pull at the handcuffs. It’s too much and it’s come out of the blue. Or has it? I know his business, I know he can be animalistic during sex and I love that, but he can also be romantic, gentle, and loving. Is this the next level?
 
         “You can do it, Ava. Remember who you’re with.” He powers forward, slamming into me and knocking every ounce of breath from my lungs.
 
         I scream, my throat instantly hoarse.
 
         He pulls out slowly and with control. “What did I say you would do, Ava?” he asks on a grunt, slamming back into me again.
 
         There is no air in my lungs, and he is striking so deeply, my brain is being blown apart. No cognitive thought is possible, let alone speech.
 
         He repeats the mind-blowing move. “Answer me!” he roars and slaps my arse again.
 
         “Scream! You said I would scream!” I choke on the words as he smashes forward again.
 
         “Are you screaming?”
 
         “Yes!”
 
         He groans and then bangs forward again and again and again, driving me into orbit. “Is that good, baby?”
 
         Oh God, it is! The sting of his slaps and the pounding of his cock have taken me to a whole new level of pleasure.
         
 
         “Where do you live, Ava?” he shouts on another ferocious blow.
 
         I want to cry. Cry with shock, cry with pain, cry with delight…cry with absolute mind-numbing pleasure. My brain is in meltdown and my body is wondering what the hell is going on. I can’t think or see straight. This is wild, intense, and fucking amazing, but other more unwelcome thoughts are fighting to the front, worming their way into my scrambled brain. How many women has he done this to? How many women have had the pleasure of a retribution fuck? I feel sick.
 
         “Ava! Where the fuck do you live?” He punches out each word. I’m numb. Numb with absolute, intense, mind-blowing bliss. “Don’t make me ask again!”
 
         “Here!” I shout. “I live here!”
 
         “Damn fucking right you do.” His palm collides with my cheek again, reinforcing his words, before he’s clenching my hips again and pulling me back on each and every hard, punishing blow against my body.
 
         Sparks start launching, the pressure at my core set to detonate loudly. I scream in delighted despair. This is way past severe. I really won’t be able to walk tomorrow. Is this part of his plan to keep me at home? Because if so, it’s going to work.
 
         I feel his palm collide with my arse again, and that last stinging slap rockets me into the most powerful, splintering climax I’ve ever experienced. I scream…very loudly—an echo around the room, sore throat, despairing, thrilling, satisfied scream.
 
         “Fuck!” Jesse roars. I feel him tense and then the grinding circles of his hips against my backside.
 
         He moans.
 
         I moan.
 
         I’m shaking all over. Proper, uncontrollable, tingling, rippling shakes.
 
         One of my wrists is released from the cuffs, and I pull my arm above my head as he collapses on top of me, flattening me beneath him. He holds himself inside me, jerking and kicking as he grinds around and around, extracting every modicum of pleasure from me.
 
         I’m surprised at myself and my revelation. I’m a filthy, kinky minx! The heady combination of pleasure and soreness has totally knocked me out, and despite my reservations, I’m glad I saw it through. That has just proved, beyond a doubt, I could never deny him.
 
         He lays his arms over mine and dots light kisses at the nape of my neck while moaning and lazily gyrating his hips into me. “Friends?” he whispers softly in my ear, nibbling my lobe. His soft velvet voice is a million miles away from the brutal sex lord I’ve just encountered.
 
         “Where did that come from?” I ask. I’m still in shock. I’ve met many levels of his sexual capabilities, but this one has dazed me completely.
 
         He drags my lobe between his teeth. “Tell me we’re friends.”
 
         “We’re friends.” I sigh. “Tell me where that came from.”
 
         He reaches up and releases my other wrist from the cuffs, the absence of the heavy burden a relief. He slips out of me and flips me over, holding my wrists at either side of my head. I look up at him, waiting for an answer, but it doesn’t seem forthcoming. Should I keep my mouth shut?
 
         He eventually speaks. “I like hearing you scream.” He grins. “And I like knowing that I’m the one making you scream.”
 
         Mission accomplished. “I have a sore throat.” I pout.
 
         He drops a kiss on my lips. “Are you hungry?”
 
         “No.” I’m really not, and I’m not getting out of this bed either. It’s not even eight o’clock.
 
         “I’ll go and get you some water and then we can snuggle, deal?” he asks, circling his nose with mine.
 
         “Deal.”
 
         He gives me a light kiss before peeling himself away from me, and I crawl up the bed, settling on my front and reveling in his scent all over the sheets. I’m absolutely bushed and my arse stings a little. If I weren’t so satisfied and sated, I would be enormously pissed off that he has just gotten the upper hand. He doesn’t know it, but he has just derailed my evening plans. I’m way too tired to pursue my truth fuck now.
 
         I roll over onto my back, stare up at the ceiling, and battle away the unwanted thoughts that are raiding my exhausted mind. How many women? I’ve maintained that I really don’t want to know, but unreasonable curiosity is making its unwanted presence in my mind hard to ignore. If I weren’t so shattered, I might give that direction of thought more attention, but I am, so I close my eyes and quietly thank Jesse for draining me of any energy to pursue it.
 
         “Baby, have I fucked you unconscious?” The bed dips and I feel his warm, hard body flank me. I drag myself onto my side. “Strawberry?” He brushes the cool, plump fruit across my bottom lip, and I open to take a bite. “Good?”
 
         “Very,” I say around my mouthful of delicious, ripe strawberry. I’m definitely hungry for these.
 
         He starts grazing on his lip, his eyes darting around the room. Oh no. What’s he thinking? “You didn’t mean it, did you? When you said you didn’t live here?”
 
         I pause midchew and look at the worried face in front of me. His frown line is slowly creeping across his brow. “You want me to live with you, but you won’t even tell me how old you are.” I raise my eyebrows. He has got to see the weirdness in this. There’s a whole lot of other stuff as well, stuff that I’m trying my hardest to ignore—and failing—but I’ll stick to this minor detail for now.
 
         “What difference does my age make?” he asks as he pops a strawberry into his own mouth.
 
         I shake my head, watching him chew. “Okay,” I swallow. “What do I tell my parents when they ask about your profession?”
 
         The cogs commence and he shrugs, slipping another strawberry past my lips. “Tell them I own a hotel.”
 
         I accept his offering but keep talking. I’m not going down easily here. “What if they would like to see this hotel?” I mumble around my munching.
 
         “Then they can see it.” He smiles. “You thought it was a hotel.’
         
 
         I scowl at him. “You had me escorted around the premises by staff and locked me up in your office so no one could talk to me. Are you going to do the same with my mum and dad?”
 
         “I’ll show them around on a quiet day,” he answers swiftly.
 
         Has he thought about this already? I can’t believe I’m talking about the possibility of him meeting my parents. “What if they want to stay at this hotel?” I fire back. “They live in Newquay, so they’ll be staying in a hotel if they come to visit.”
 
         He starts laughing. “Should I put them in the communal room?”
 
         I jab him in the stomach, which only serves to increase his amusement. “I’m glad you find my turmoil so funny.” I grab a strawberry and shove it in my mouth.
 
         He recovers from his laughing fit and turns serious eyes onto mine. “Ava, it would seem you’re looking for any excuse to get out of this.” He reaches over and drags his finger across my bottom lip. “If your parents ask how old I am, then make an age up, however old you want me to be, I’ll be that. If they come to visit, then they will stay here. There are many spare bedrooms, all with bathrooms. Stop fighting it. Now, is that all?” He arches an expectant brow at me.
 
         “Are you going to trample my parents?”
 
         “If they get in my way,” he says seriously.
 
         I have a mental meltdown on the spot. I need to avoid the meeting-my-parents scenario for as long as possible—maybe even forever.
 
         “Why were the police at The Manor?” I shoot at him.
 
         He rolls his eyes. “I told you, some idiot is playing silly games.”
 
         “What sort of silly games?”
 
         “Ava, it’s nothing for you to worry about. End of.” He presents me with another strawberry, and I reluctantly take it. He’s trying to stop me from asking irritating questions by keeping my mouth full.
 
         “What about this mystery woman?”
 
         “She’s still a mystery,” he answers swiftly and shortly.
 
         “So you asked Clive?”
 
         “No, Ava, I haven’t had time.” He’s very annoyed. He bloody has asked Clive, and he’s also asked him to keep his mouth shut. I need to be cute here, too. I scowl at him, but he continues. “When can I take you shopping?”
 
         What?
         
 
         He must catch my alarmed face because his irritated expression softens immediately. “I owe you a dress, and with the anniversary party coming up, I thought we could kill two birds with one stone.”
 
         “I have plenty of dresses,” I grumble. A shopping trip with Jesse is at the top of my avoid-to-do list. I’ll walk out of the store looking like an Eskimo.
         
 
         “Are you going to defy me at every turn today, lady?” He narrows his greens on me, and I give him my own little scowl in return, but I’m too exhausted to quarrel. Instead, I move myself into his chest and snuggle up to him. He might be an arrogant, challenging arse, but I’m completely in love with him and there is nothing I can do about it.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         I peel my eyes open and find myself tucked closely into Jesse’s chest. It’s not quite daylight, which means it’s very early, and Jesse isn’t awake, so it’s definitely before five. My brain snaps awake immediately, and I begin the meticulous task of freeing myself from his body without disturbing him. It’s hard. He seems to hold on to me as tight in his sleep as he does when he’s awake.
         

         I tentatively edge myself away from him, pausing and tensing every time he shifts or sighs in his sleep. My body is rigid as I creep my way to the edge of the bed, and once I’m free, I release the breath that I’ve been holding and look down at my handsome man with two days’ worth of stubble. I want to jump straight back into bed with him, but I resist. What I have planned spurs me to leave him sleeping peacefully while I rootle quietly through my bag for my phone.

         It’s five o’clock. Shit! Okay, I’ve got to be quick or he’ll be waking soon to drag me around the streets of London on one of his torturous marathons. I creep about the bedroom like a naked burglar, retrieving my stash from the wooden trunk and easing out the contents. The bag crumples, and I grit my teeth, freezing in place as he rolls onto his back on a moan.

         I remain like a statue until I’m sure that he’s settled, then make my way over to the bed, padding quietly across the thick carpet.

         I gently grasp his wrist and tug it up over his head to the wooden headboard. I struggle; his arm is heavy, but I manage to get him in position and slip the handcuff over his wrist, then attach it to one of the wooden bars of the headboard. I stand back and admire my handiwork, feeling rather pleased with myself. Even if he does wake up now, he’s not going anywhere.

         I collect the other set of cuffs and make my way around the other side of the bed. I have to kneel on the bed to reach for his arm, but I’m not so worried about waking him now that I have at least one arm secured, although this will work better if he can’t lay any hands on me.

         I maneuver his arm cautiously above his head and fasten the other handcuff around the wrist of his damaged hand. It’s looking much better, but I’m mindful that this could hurt if he fights against them.

         I’m smug. That was way easier than I thought, and he’s still dead to the world. I practically dance my way back over to the bag and finish my preparations before slipping into some stunning black lace underwear that I picked up on my last-minute shopping exhibition.

         Oh God, he’s going to go spare. I make my way back over to my sprawled, restrained, naked god and climb up to straddle his hips. He stirs, and I smile when I feel him begin to harden under me. I sit patiently and wait.

         It’s not long before his beautiful lashes start flickering and his lids start to twitch. His eyes open and find mine immediately, his morning erection now in full firmness beneath me.

         “Hey, baby.” His throat is husky as he squints and gains focus.

         I run my eyes down his torso, his muscles bunched and taut from the position of his arms. “Hey.” I smile brightly and watch closely as he gains full consciousness and then moves his arms, clanging the metal on the wooden headboard. The abrupt yank on his wrists has his eyes snapping wide open, and I hold my breath, watching his sleepy face as he frowns and looks up over his head.

         He jiggles his arms again. “What the fuck?” His voice is still hoarse. He swings his eyes to mine. They are all wide and stunned. “Ava, why the fuck am I handcuffed to the bed?”

         I fight the grin from my face. “I’m introducing a new kind of fuck to our relationship, Jesse,” I state calmly.

         “Mouth!” He rattles his wrists again and takes another look at his restrained hands. I see realization dawn on his handsome face as he turns his eyes back to me. “These are not my handcuffs,” he says warily.

         “No, and there are two pairs. I’m sure you’ve noticed.” I can’t believe how calm I’m being. I’m crapping it. “So, like I was saying, I’ve invented a new fuck, and guess what?” I ask with a little excitement in my voice.

         He doesn’t scorn me this time. Instead, he arches a nervous brow. “What?”

         Oh, I could cuddle him. “I thought of it just for you.” I grind myself onto him teasingly and his chest expands, his jaw tensing. “I love you.”

         “Oh, fucking hell,” he groans.

         I place my hands on his chest and lower myself down to his face. He watches me as I descend, his eyes shimmering in anticipation and short pants of breath escaping his parted lips. “How old are you?” I murmur, brushing my lips lightly over his.

         He lifts his head to try and make better contact, but I pull back. He scowls, dropping his head back down. “Thirty-three,” he pants, and then moans in despair as I grind down again.

         I drop my mouth to his neck and nibble my way up to his ear, licking and lapping as I go. “Tell me the truth,” I whisper, and then bite his lobe gently.

         His cheeks puff out. “Holy shit! Ava, I am not telling you how old I am.”

         I sit up on his chest and shake my head at him. “Why?”

         His lips form a straight, annoyed line. “Undo the cuffs, I want to touch you.”

         Ah! 
         

         “No,” I toss back at him, grinding down again, rubbing him in just the right spot. I’m not unaffected myself, but I have to keep my control here.

         “Fuck!” He yanks his hands and jerks his legs slightly, causing me to jolt forward. “Remove the fucking cuffs, Ava!”

         I steady myself. “No!”

         “For fuck’s sake!” he roars. “Don’t play games with me, lady!”

         Oh, he’s angry. “I don’t think you’re in a position to tell me what to do,” I remind him coolly. He stills, but he’s heaving long, heavy, and very frustrated breaths. “Are you going to stop being unreasonable and tell me?”

         His eyes narrow good and proper. “No!”

         Oh, he really is a stubborn arse. “Fine,” I say calmly. I fall down onto his chest and clasp his face in my palms, and he gazes up at me, waiting for what I’m going to do. I plant my mouth on his and moan as he parts his lips, his tongue darting out, seeking mine.

         I pull back.

         He growls in frustration.

         Shifting off of his lap, I wickedly give his erection a long, slow lick straight up his shaft.

         “Ohhhh, fucking hell,” he moans despairingly. “Ava!”

         I smile, sitting on my heels between his legs before collecting my weapon of mass destruction and holding it up in front of him. His head lifts, his eyes nearly falling out when he registers what I’m clasping.

         “Oh, no! Ava, I swear to God!” He throws his head back on the bed. “You can’t do this to me. Fuck!”
         

         I smile and flick the on switch of the diamanté embellished vibrator that Jesse took an immediate dislike to on our shopping trip in Camden. He really doesn’t want to share me with anyone or anything. The vibrating kicks in and he moans, thrashing his head to the side.

         This is going to kill him. “Wow!” I blurt, getting the full force of the vibrator in my hand. “This is one powerful machine,” I muse to myself.

         His eyes are clenched shut, the muscles of his jaw ticking. “Ava, remove the fucking cuffs!” He grates the words through his clenched teeth.

         I couldn’t have hoped for a better response. I will get his age out of him, even if I have to keep him here all morning. In fact, I hope he holds out for a little while. I think I might enjoy this.

         I turn the vibrator off, placing it down on the bed, and he slowly opens his eyes. I wait for them to fall on mine. “Are you going to tell me how old you are?” I ask, completely composed.

         “No, I’m not.”

         “Why are you being such a stubborn arse?”

         “Am I not your stubborn god?” he asks on a small smirk.

         He won’t be smirking in a minute. I lift myself to my knees and hold his eyes while I tuck my thumbs into the top of my lace knickers. “This morning you’re an arse.” I slowly draw my knickers down my thighs to my knees, and he follows their path with lust-filled eyes. I can see the pulse in his erection beating regularly. “Wouldn’t you like to help me out here?” My voice is seductive and soft as I slowly lick my fingers and slide them down my front to my thighs.

         His cheeks puff out again as he watches my hand slip between my legs. “Ava, undo these cuffs now so I can fuck you until you’re seeing stars.” His voice is calm, but I know he is anything but.

         I slip my fingers over my clitoris and brush gently on a little gasp of air. It’s not Jesse, but it still feels good. “Tell me.”

         “No.” He rests his head back. “Remove the cuffs.”

         I shake my head at my stubborn man and drop my hands to either side of his hips.

         Stars? Oh, he’ll be the one seeing stars. I rest my lips on his lower stomach next to his scar and circle my tongue in a few slow, sweeping laps before crawling up his body and kicking off my knickers on my way. I look down at him, but he refuses to open his eyes, so I kiss the corner of his mouth. It works. His head turns instinctively and his lips part as he takes my mouth. I press down on his groin, my wetness causing me to slide up and down with ease.

         “Oh Jesus, Ava, please.”

         “Tell me.” I bite his bottom lip and drag it through my teeth, but he just shakes his head lightly, so I break our fused mouths. “Fine, have it your way.” I rise and reposition myself back between his thighs and collect my weapon of mass destruction from the bed.

         “Put it down.” His tone is full of warning, but I ignore him. I flick it on again, saying nothing. “Ava, I swear to God!” The anger is returning. I hold his eyes as I slowly take the vibrator down to the apex of my thighs. “Don’t!” He throws his head back in total misery.

         I can’t believe he’s putting himself through this. He can stop it in a heartbeat. Damn it, I want him to look at me. I swiftly change my destination and hold the vibrator out, slowly skimming it over his beautiful, beating cock. He jerks erratically. The bed shakes.

         “Fuck! Ava, fucking fuck, fuck, fuck!” he yells, but his eyes are still firmly closed. I can’t make him look at me, but I’ll make damn sure he hears me. I return the vibrator to myself and rest the drumming head at the top of my clitoris.

         Holy fucking shit!
         

         I gasp, my knees shaking, as I jerk at the full force of its power stabbing me straight at my core. “Ohhhhhhh Goddddd!” I moan, and then increase the pressure slightly. That feels really nice.

         His eyes snap open, his breathing all over the place, and a heavy shimmer of sweat has formed a river in the crease on his forehead. His face is pure torture. I almost feel guilty.

         “Ava, all of your pleasure comes from me.”

         “Not today,” I muse, closing my eyes on a sigh.

         “Ava!” he barks, clanging the cuffs against the headboard. “Fuck! Ava, you’re pushing it!”

         I keep my eyes closed. “Hmmm,” I hum, jerking slightly as the consistent vibrations tickle the tip of my clit.

         “I’m thirty-seven! For fuck’s sake, woman, I’m thirty-fucking-seven!”

         My eyes fly open, and my mouth drops open in shock, the vibrator falling to the bed. He told me? It bloody worked! I want to do a little jig on the bed and scream to the heavens in glory. Why didn’t I think of this before? I’m not going to try and kid myself that I will get away with this again—he’ll probably sleep with one eye open for the rest of his life, so perhaps I should take advantage of his vulnerable state and pump him for some more answers, like where that scar came from, how many women there have been, and what the hell the police are doing at The Manor. Oh, and the mystery woman and Sarah…

         He glares at me, and I’m suddenly yanked straight out of my mental celebration dance and right into panic.

         “Take…the…fucking…cuffs…off.” He emphasizes each word slowly on a hiss.

         Oh bloody hell. In all of my meticulous planning and execution of the truth fuck, I hadn’t given a second thought to the aftermath. He’s seething mad, and now I’ve got to release him. What is he going to do? I sprint through my options, but it doesn’t take long because there are only two: release him and take my punishment or leave him handcuffed to the bed forever.

         I watch him with wide, cautious eyes as he watches me with dark, furious ones. What am I going to do? I place my hands on his strong thighs and inch myself up his body until my face is hovering above his. I need to lighten his mood.

         Smoothing my hands through his hair, I drop my lips onto his. “I still love you,” I mumble around my kiss. Maybe it’s the reassurance he needs. Eleven years is nothing, really. What’s the problem? He’s still my handsome, roguish god.

         He moans as I give his mouth some extra special treatment. “Good, now take the cuffs off.”

         I kiss my way to his neck and nuzzle. “Are you mad at me?”

         “Fucking crazy mad, Ava!”

         I sit up and look at him. He really is crazy mad, and now I’m shitting myself. I give him my best cheeky grin. “Can’t you be crazy in love?”

         “I’m that, too. Remove the cuffs.” He looks at me expectantly.

         I shift to ease myself up and shudder when his arousal falls to my opening, the throbbing, wet head slipping over my entrance.

         He bucks. “Damn it, Ava! Take the fucking cuffs off!” He’s completely deranged and now I know…I’m not taking the cuffs off. I get off the bed and stand at the side, looking at him rage.

         “What are you going to do?” I ask nervously.

         “Take them off.” He looks almost murderous.

         “Not until you tell me what you’re going to do.”

         His breathing is heavy, his chest expanding. “I’m going to fuck you until you beg me to stop, and then you’re going to run fourteen miles.” He raises his head and stabs me with ferocious greens. “And we won’t be stopping for a muscle rub or a coffee break!”

         What? I’ll take the fuck, but I’m not running anywhere, except out of his penthouse. He already made me do ten miles yesterday. That will be his way of regaining control, making me do something that I really don’t want to do, and I definitely don’t want to run fourteen miles.

         “I don’t want to go for a run,” I state as calmly as I can. “You can’t make me.”

         His eyebrows jump up. “Ava, you need to remember who holds the power in this relationship.”

         I back away in disgust and then flick my eyes to his restrained wrists before returning them to him. “I’m sorry, who has the power?” My sarcasm only serves to notch his fury level up a little more—if that was possible.

         “Ava, I’m warning you!”

         “I can’t believe you’re being so cranky over this. It was okay for you to handcuff me!”

         “I was in control!”

         That’s stupid! “You’re a power freak!” I shout back, and he wriggles a little more. “I’m going to get a shower.” I stomp off.

         “I’m only a power freak with you!” he yells at my back. “Ava!”

         I slam the bathroom door and remove my bra. The arrogant, power obsessed, controlling arse! My delight in the fact that my truth fuck worked has been well and truly trampled. I throw myself in the shower and listen to my name being yelled repeatedly. If I weren’t so affronted, I would laugh. He really doesn’t like not being able to touch me, and he really, really doesn’t like relinquishing power.

         I shower and brush my teeth at a leisurely rate. It’s still super early. I have plenty of time.

         When I walk back into the bedroom, I find Jesse has calmed down slightly, but there is definitely still a hint of anger in his expression as he looks up at me.

         “Baby, come and free me, please.”

         His sudden turn in mood has me suspicious and on my guard. I know his game, and I’m not falling for it. As soon as I free him, he’ll be on me like a lion before manhandling me into my running kit and dragging me around the streets of London. I’m not denying that I would love to have him all over me right this minute, but I’m not hanging about to be tortured by fourteen miles. Unfortunately, they come as a package deal.

         I sit myself in front of the floor-length mirror to start drying my hair, glancing at the reflection every now and again, seeing him watching me. But he just scowls and throws his head back like a brooding schoolboy whenever I catch him.

         I apply my makeup and smother myself in cocoa butter, and when I put on the cream lace underwear set that Jesse bought me, I hear him whimper. I smile smugly to myself. I may as well. I don’t know how long I’m going to be holding this power. I slip my white ruffle blouse on with my black, slim-fit trousers and black heels.

         I’m ready. Walking over to my handcuffed man, I lean down to drop a long, lingering kiss onto his parted lips. I don’t know why I’m doing this. My bravado is commendable.

         He sighs and brings his knees up so the soles of his feet are flat on the bed as I reach down and wrap my hand around his still-erect cock. I’m seriously in for it when he catches me.

         He jerks. “Ava. I love you so fucking much, but if you don’t undo these cuffs, I’m going to fucking strangle you!” His voice is a mixture of pleasure and pain.

         I smile around his mouth and give him a chaste kiss on the lips before leaning down and kissing my way from his chest to his solid cock, and then all the way to the tip, finishing off with a little swirl before taking him deep into my mouth.

         “Ava, please!” he moans.

         I release him and retrieve the key to the handcuffs from the chest of drawers. As I walk back over, he lets out a relieved breath. I don’t know why; I’m not freeing him completely. I undo his damaged hand and it falls limply to the bed. A pang of guilt assaults me as he gingerly flexes his fist to try and get some life back into it. Making my way over to the chest, I place the key back on top.

         “What are you doing?” he asks on a frown.

         “Where is your phone?”

         “Why?” The confusion in his face is clear.

         “You’ll need it. Where is it?”

         “It’s in my suit jacket. Ava, just give me the key.” He’s losing his patience again.

         I scan the room and spot his jacket on the floor where he obviously dumped it last night before he pounced on me in the bathroom. I find his phone in the inside pocket and place it on the bedside table, just out of reach. I don’t want him calling for assistance before I make my escape.

         Fetching my bag, I stride out of the bedroom, leaving him a massive mess of unexploded male. I am so going to cop it later, but at least I released one hand. It might be his damaged one, but he’ll be able to sort himself out…if he doesn’t grip too hard.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         Hello, flower.” Patrick comes out of his office as I take my seat. “You’re bright and early this morning.” He sits on the edge of my desk and performs his usual snort of disgust as the desk performs its usual creak of protest. “What have you got to tell me?’
         

         “Not much.” I turn on my computer. “I have a meeting with Mr. Van Der Haus at lunchtime to go over my designs.”

         “Oh, good. What about Mr. Ward? Have you heard from him yet?”

         I feel my face flood with heat as I turn to my computer. “Urhhh, no, I’m not sure when he’s back from his business trip,” I reply, mentally praying he leaves it right there.

         “It’s been nearly two weeks, hasn’t it? I wonder what’s keeping him,” he asks, and I suspect my boss is frowning but I can’t look to confirm it.

         I cough. “I really don’t know.”

         Patrick rises from my desk on a long creak. “Oh, by the way, our Sally is poorly. She won’t be in today,” he says as he makes his way back into his office.

         Sally is ill? That’s not like her. Oh! It was her second date last night. Either it went very well and she’s pulling a sicky to cavort in bed all day with Mr. Mystery, or it went very badly and she’s pulled a sicky to mope in bed all day with a box of tissues. I guiltily suspect it’s the latter. Poor Sal.

         I sag in my chair on a long exhale and then jump when I hear “Angel” seeping from my bag. Oh dear Lord. He’s obviously freed himself. I’m not answering it. It rings off and immediately rings again, but it’s my normal ringtone this time. I scoop my phone from my bag and take Miss Quinn’s call.

         “Good morning, Miss Quinn,” I greet cheerfully.

         “Hi, Ava. Please, it’s Ruth. I was just checking in. Have you managed to get the ball rolling yet?”

         “Yes, I’ve prepared a schedule of fees for my services, Ruth, and I’ve drafted a few ideas to send over.”

         “Brilliant.” She’s so enthusiastic. “I’ll look forward to receiving them. Where do we go from there?”

         “Well, if you are happy with my fee structure and draft ideas, then we can start putting together some firm designs.”

         “Great, I’m so excited!”

         I smile. That much is obvious. “Okay, I’ll get the fee structure and drafts over to you by the end of play today. Bye, Ruth.”

         “Thanks, Ava.” She hangs up, and I immediately set about scanning the designs into my computer. I love working with people who are as passionate about their home as I am.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As ten o’clock hits, I’ve been in the office for three hours and I’ve got mountains of work done.

         I swing around in my chair to go and make a coffee, nearly having a seizure when I’m confronted with my arrogant god, who’s looking down at me with raised, cunning eyebrows. His handsome face spreads into his customary roguish grin. I’m instantly on high alert, and he looks bloody glorious in his gray suit and pale blue shirt, open at the collar with no tie. He has two days’ worth of stubble. My eyes are delighted, but my mind is racing with uncertainties.

         “How lovely to see you, Ava,” he says smoothly as he reaches forward and puts his hand out. His jacket sleeve rides up, revealing his gold Rolex.

         Shit!
         

         I go stone-cold when I see a collection of red welts around his wrist, his Rolex doing nothing to conceal them. It’s his damaged hand, too. I flick my startled eyes up to him and he nods in acknowledgment. I mentally kick my stupid self around the office. I’ve hurt him. I feel hideous. I don’t blame him for being so furious.

         I place my hand in his, but I don’t grip it. I don’t want to hurt him any more. “I’m so sorry,” I whisper the words quietly, full of remorse. My unreasonable desire to know his age has marked him. I really am going to be in for it.

         “I know you are,” he answers coldly.

         “Ah! Mr. Ward.” Patrick’s cheerful voice invades my ears as he approaches my desk from his office. I release my hold of Jesse. “How very good to see you. I was just asking Ava if she had heard from you.”

         “Mr. Peterson, how are you?” Jesse gives him his full-on, melt-worthy smile, usually reserved for women.

         “Very good, how was your business trip?” Patrick asks.

         Jesse’s eyes swing to mine briefly before returning to Patrick’s. “I secured my assets,” he replies, completely composed. “Did you receive the deposit I made?”

         Patrick’s face lights up. “Yes, absolutely. Thank you.” I notice he doesn’t advise Mr. Ward that it is far too much for an initial upfront payment.

         “Good, as I said before, I’m eager to get things moving. My unexpected trip has put us a bit behind.” 
         

         “Of course, I’m sure Ava will sort you out.” Patrick places his hand on my shoulder affectionately, and Jesse’s eyes fall straight onto it.

         “I’m sure she will,” he muses quietly, his eyes still firmly fixed on Patrick’s hand.

         He’s sixty years old, silver haired, and about five stone overweight. Surely Jesse can’t be threatened by my big, cuddly bear of a boss?

         He shoots his eyes back to Patrick. “I was going to ask Ava if she would like to join me for some brunch so we can go over a few things. You don’t mind.”

         That last part was definitely not a question. He’s trampling.

         “Be my guest,” Patrick chirps happily. I notice he doesn’t ask me.

         “Actually, I have an appointment at lunchtime,” I pipe up. I point to the page in my new diary, which is absent of the big, black, permanent marker lines that Jesse put through every day of my last diary. I want to delay this confrontation for as long as possible. I’m not at all comfortable with the wily look all over his handsome face. But then he catches a glimpse of my new diary and he frowns, his jaw ticking wildly.

         Yes, I replaced it!
         

         “That’s not until noon,” Jesse points out, and I cringe. “I won’t keep you too long,” he adds on a husky, promising voice that also harbors a bit of threat.

         “There you go!” Patrick sings as he walks off to his office. “It was nice to see you, Mr. Ward.”

         I sit tapping my front tooth frantically with my nail while I try to think of a way out of this. There is none, and even if I had a valid reason, I would only be delaying the inevitable. Looking up at the man I love beyond measure, I am literally trembling in my heels.

         “Shall we?” Jesse asks, as he puts his hands in his pockets. I collect my phone from my desk and stuff it in my bag, along with my file for the Life Building. I’ll need to head straight to the Royal Park for my meeting with Mikael after my meeting with Jesse.
         

         He holds the door open for me, and Tom comes barreling through before I have a chance to exit. His eyes go all wide and shocked when he clocks who’s holding the door.

         “Mr. Ward!” he splutters. It’s ridiculous for him to be addressing Jesse so formally. He’s been out drinking and dancing with him.

         “Tom.” Jesse nods, all businesslike.

         “I’m just going for a business meeting with Mr. Ward.” I tilt my head to the side and flash a telling look. I hear Jesse laugh lightly.

         “Oh, I see. A business meeting, huh?” Tom chuckles. I could kick him in the shins And when he performs an over-the-top wink, I decide that the next time I see Tom, I will kick him in the shins. Exiting hastily onto the street, I’m relieved to be away from the office and the possibility of being ratted out, but nervous that I am now pretty much at Jesse’s mercy. I’m not deluded enough to believe that just because we’re in public, he won’t have me pinned to the nearest wall as soon as he can.
         

         We walk along, side by side, until we hit Piccadilly. I don’t know where we’re going, but I keep up with him. He makes no attempt to take my hand and he doesn’t speak. I’m getting more apprehensive by the second. I glance up at him and find his face is completely straight and he doesn’t return my gaze, although I know he knows that I’m looking at him.

         “Excuse me, have you got the time?” a mature businesswoman asks Jesse.

         He takes his hand from his pocket and looks at his watch. I wince at the sight of the marks on his wrist. His hand is still bruised from the beating he gave his car, and I’ve added to it. “It’s ten fifteen.” He flashes his smile reserved only for women, and she pools on the pavement in front of him.

         I’m spiked with immense possessiveness as she gushes a thank-you. She’s probably closer to Jesse in age than I am, the brazen hussy. You can’t possibly tell me she hasn’t got a phone she could check, and why didn’t she ask the bald, sweaty, overweight businessman in front? Rolling my eyes, I wait for Jesse to take the initiative and lead on, and after he’s spent a few moments blasting the woman with his knockout smile, ensuring she gets the full-on experience, he carries on his way, me following. As I look back, I see the woman glancing over her shoulder. How desperate and unashamed can someone be? But then I laugh to myself. I’m that desperate when it comes to Jesse, and I’m also completely unashamed.

         We cross the road and approach The Ritz, and I’m stunned when the door is opened for us. Jesse signals for me to enter. We’re having brunch at The Ritz?

         I say nothing as he leads me to the restaurant and we’re seated in the most obscenely regal space. This isn’t Jesse at all, and it certainly isn’t me.

         “We’ll have the Eggs Benedict twice, both on granary; a cappuccino, extra shot, no chocolate; and a strong black coffee. Thank you.” Jesse hands the menu to the waiter.

         “Certainly, sir.” He picks up my fancy, fabric napkin and lays it across my lap and repeats the same carefully executed move on Jesse before backing away from the table. I gaze around at the affluent surroundings, full of well-bred, wealthy folk. I feel uncomfortable.

         “How is your day going?” he asks casually, with no hint of any emotion in his tone. This just increases my unease further, the question dragging me back to his dark presence across the swanky table. He removes the napkin from his lap and places it on the table, his face expressionless as he regards me.

         What the hell should I say? It’s not even ten thirty and I’m already having a pretty exclusive day. So far, I’ve discovered his age, used a vibrator, handcuffed him to the bed and left him there, and now I’m having a late breakfast in The Ritz. They’re certainly not your usual daily happenings.

         “I’m not sure,” I answer honestly, because I have a feeling there are going to be a few more exclusives I can add to that list.

         His eyes lower so his super lashes fan his cheekbones. “Shall I tell you how my day is going?”

         “If you like,” I whisper. My voice is full of nervousness. I’m not even confident that he wouldn’t cause a scene in the most posh hotel in London in front of the most posh people in London.

         He sits back in his chair and hammers me with his potent green gaze. “Well, my morning run was waylaid by a challenging little temptress, who handcuffed me to our bed and tortured me for information. She then abandoned me, leaving me helpless and in desperate need of her.” He starts fiddling with the fork at his place setting, and I wilt under his stare. He takes a deep breath. “I eventually got hold of my phone, which she left just…out…of…reach…” He pinches his thumb and index finger together. “And then waited for a member of my staff to come and free me. I ran fourteen miles in my personal best time to expel some of the pent-up frustrations that she presented me with, and now I’m looking at her beautiful face and wanting to bend her over this wonderfully dressed table and fuck her into next week.”

         I gasp at his crass words spoken with no concern in the middle of The Ritz. Oh God, what must John think of me? I hope he laughed. He seems to find Jesse’s reactions and behavior toward me quite amusing.

         The waiter places our coffees down, and we both nod a thank-you before he backs away again.

         I pick up my fancy—probably solid—silver spoon and start slowly stirring my coffee. “You have had quite an action-packed morning.” I glance up nervously and find him fighting a grin. He wants to laugh, but he wants to be angry with me, too, and it makes me feel so much better.

         He eventually sighs. “Ava, don’t ever do that to me again.”

         “You were crazy mad.” I breathe on a long, relieved exhale, disintegrating on my yellow throne.

         “I was way, way past crazy mad, Ava.” He reaches up and starts circling his temples, as if trying to rid himself of the memory.

         “Why?”

         He pauses midrub. “Because I couldn’t get to you.” He says it like I’m stupid. He must catch my look of confusion because he moves his fingers to his forehead and rests his elbows on the table. “The thought of not being able to reach you actually made me panic.”

         “I was in the room!” I blurt a bit too loudly. I take a quick glance around to make sure I’ve not drawn any attention from the posh clientele.

         He scowls at me. “You weren’t in the room when you left!”

         I lean across the table. “I left because you threatened me.” This is most definitely not a conversation for the plushness of The Ritz.

         “Well, that’s because you made me crazy mad.” He widens his eyes at me. “When did you get those handcuffs?” he asks accusingly as his palms hit the table, the bang silencing the other diners surrounding us.

         I sit back in my throne and wait for them to continue with their conversation. “When I left work yesterday. You kind of pissed all over my plan with your retribution fuck,” I grumble moodily.

         “Watch your mouth. I pissed on your plan?” he asks incredulously. “Ava, let me tell you, nowhere in my plan was it written that you would have me restrained and at your mercy. So it is you who pissed all over my plan.”
         

         We both cease all speaking of plans, retribution fucks, and handcuffs when the waiter approaches with our food. He places it in front of me first and then Jesse, swiveling the plates around so the presentation—which looks more like art—is at its best position for us to admire before we attack it with our knife and fork. I smile my thanks.

         “Is that all, sir?” the waiter asks Jesse.

         “Yes, thank you.”

         The waiter removes himself from the table and leaves us to resume our inappropriate conversation.

         I sink my knife into my dish. It looks too good to eat. “You should know your temptress is extremely pleased with herself,” I say thoughtfully as I wrap my lips around the most delicious piece of granary toast, topped with smoked salmon and hollandaise sauce.

         “I bet she is.” He raises his eyebrows. “Does she know how crazy in love with her I am?”

         I melt on a sigh. I’m in The Ritz, eating the most incredible food and looking across the table at the most devastatingly handsome man I’ve ever laid eyes on—my devastatingly handsome man. All mine. I’m back to basking in the sun on Central Jesse Cloud Nine. “I think she does.”

         He turns his attention back to his dish. “She had better not just think.”

         “She knows.”

         “Good.”

         “What’s the problem, anyway?” I ask. “Thirty-seven is nothing.”

         His eyes flick to mine. He looks almost embarrassed. “I don’t know. You’re in your midtwenties and I’m in my late thirties.”

         “So?” I watch him closely. He really does have a complex about his age. “It bothers you more than it does me.”

         “Maybe.” He fights a smile from his lips. I can see he’s relieved at my lack of concern. I shake my head, returning to my dish. My arrogant playboy has an insecurity, but I love him all the more for it.

         We eat in a comfortable silence, the waiter checking if everything is to our satisfaction at regular intervals. When we’re done, he clears our plates swiftly and Jesse asks for the bill.

         “So, when are we going dress shopping then?” he asks before taking a sip of his coffee.

         I can’t prevent the long exasperated breath of air escaping my mouth. I’d forgotten about that, and I know that if I defy him on this, I’ll be promptly ejected from Central Jesse Cloud Nine. I shrug. “Friday lunch?’

         His frown line jumps into position. “That’s cutting it a bit fine, isn’t it?”

         “I’ll find something.” I finish the most scrumptious coffee I’ve ever had.

         “Put me in your diary for Friday afternoon…all afternoon.”

         “What?” I feel my brow knit.

         He takes a wad of notes out of his pocket and puts five twenties in the leather-bound book that the waiter has just left. One hundred pounds for breakfast? That’s my new dress!

         “Make Mr. Ward a Friday afternoon appointment. Say, one-ish.” His greens are dancing with delight. “We’ll go dress shopping and there will be no rush to get ready for the party.”

         “I can’t book out my whole afternoon for one appointment!” I splutter in disbelief. Mr. Unreasonable is back.

         “You can and you will. I’m paying him enough.” He stands and makes his way to my side of the table. “You need to tell Patrick that you’re living with me. I’m not pussyfooting around him for much longer.”

         I stand, taking the hand he has offered, and let him lead me out of the restaurant. No, he won’t pussyfoot around. He’ll just keep trampling him instead. “It will make things awkward,” I try to reason. “He won’t be impressed, Jesse. And I don’t want him to think that I’m slacking instead of working if I should have any business meetings with you.”
         

         “I couldn’t give a fuck what he thinks. If he doesn’t like it, then you’ll retire,” he says, marching on, dragging me behind him.

         Retire? I love my job, and I love Patrick, too. “You’re going to trample him, aren’t you?” I say warily. My man is like a rhinoceros.

         The valet hands him his car keys and Jesse slips him a fifty. A fifty? Just for parking and returning his car? Granted, it is a very nice car, but still.

         He turns into me, grazes his palm down my cheek and circles his nose on mine. “Are we friends?” His minty freshness hits me like a bulldozer.

         “Yes,” I submit, but judging by the last few minutes’ conversation, I don’t expect we will be for long. “Thank you for breakfast.”

         He smiles. “Anytime. Where are you going now?”

         “The Royal Park.”

         “Near Lancaster Gate? I’ll take you.” He presses his lips hard onto mine and pushes his hips gently forward.

         I gasp.

         He can’t thrust me outside The Ritz! I hear him laugh at my shock before he pulls me toward his car. The valet opens the door for me, and I smile sweetly before climbing in. After Jesse has slid in behind the wheel and given my knee a quick squeeze, he roars off into the midmorning London traffic at his usual alarming speed. “What am I going to tell Patrick?” I turn and look at him. Oh, he’s so handsome.

         “What, about us?” He flicks his eyes to me. His frown line is firmly in place.

         “No, about our business breakfast. What have we discussed?”

         He shrugs. “Tell him we’ve agreed fees and that I want you at The Manor on Friday to finalize the designs.”

         “You make it sound so simple.” I sigh, sitting back in my seat and looking across the parks.

         He places his hand on my knee and squeezes. “Baby, you make it sound so complicated.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jesse screeches up outside the Royal Park and waves a delighted-looking valet away when he approaches to collect the car.

         “I’ll see you at home.” He wraps his palm around the back of my neck and yanks me over to him, taking his time to say his good-bye. I let him, with no concern for the valet standing close by, staring longingly at the DBS.

         “Six-ish,” I confirm as he kisses the corner of my mouth.

         He grins. “Ish.”

         I know it’s not the right time to approach the subject, but it’s going to eat away at me for the rest of the day. He can’t be serious, surely? “I can’t retire at twenty-six.”

         He sits back in his seat, the stupid, sodding cogs kicking into action. It worries me instantly. He is serious. “I told you, I don’t like sharing you.”
         

         “That’s stupid,” I blurt, which was obviously wrong, judging by the scowl that has just flashed across his face.

         “Don’t call me stupid, Ava.”

         “I wasn’t calling you stupid. I was calling your ambitious intention stupid,” I argue quietly. “I’m never going to leave you.” I reach over and slide my hand across the back of his neck. Does he need reassurance on this?

         His lip disappears between his teeth as he stares at the steering wheel of the DBS. “That doesn’t stop people from trying to take you. I can’t let that happen.” He turns tortured eyes onto me. It punches a massive hole in my stomach.

         “What people?”

         He shakes his head. “No specific people. I don’t deserve you, Ava, but by some fucking miracle, I’ve got you. I’ll protect you fiercely—eliminate any threat.” His hands slide over the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white from his harsh grip. “Okay, we need to stop talking about this because I’m feeling a bit violent.”

         I sit and look across at my beautiful, neurotic control freak and wish I could give him the reassurance that he needs. My words won’t ever work. I’m beginning to realize that now.

         I undo my belt and crawl across the car to straddle his lap. Sod the valet. I pull Jesse’s face up to mine, cupping his cheeks and lowering my lips to his. He moans and slides his hands around to clench my bum and pulls me in toward his hips. I want him to take me back to Lusso right now, but I can’t brush off Mikael.

         Our tongues slowly sweep together, rolling, pulling back, and plunging again, time and time again. I ache with need for this man—painful, constant aching, and I know he feels exactly the same about me.

         I pull back and find his eyes clenched shut. I’ve seen that look before, and the last time I saw it, it was because he had something to tell me. “What’s wrong?”

         His eyes fly open quickly. “Nothing’s wrong.” He brushes away a loose tendril of my hair. “Everything is right.”

         I stiffen in his lap. He’s said that before, too, and everything really wasn’t right. “You have something you want to tell me.”

         “You’re right, I do.” His head drops, and I feel sick—stomach-churning sick, but then his eyes lift again and find mine. “I crazy love you, baby.”

         I recoil slightly. “That’s not what you want to tell me.”

         He reduces me to a pool of steam on his lap when he blasts me with his smile, reserved only for women. “Yes, it is. And I’ll keep telling you until you get fed up of hearing it. It’s a novelty to me.” He shrugs. “I like saying it.”

         “I won’t get fed up of hearing it, and don’t be saying it to anyone else. I don’t care how much you like saying it.”

         He grins, a real boyish, cheeky grin. “Would that make you jealous?”

         I scoff. “Mr. Ward, let’s not talk about jealousy when you’ve just vowed to eliminate any threat.”

         “Okay, let’s not.” He pulls me in and rolls his hips upward, unearthing a wicked beat at my very center. “Let’s get a room instead,” he whispers, flicking those damn delectable hips up once more.

         I frantically scramble out of his lap, eager to escape that mind-melting touch before I rip his suit off here and now. “I’m going to be late for my meeting.” I grab my bag and press my lips briefly on his. “I need you waiting in bed when I get home.”

         He smiles a satisfied smile. “Are you making demands, Miss O’Shea?”

         “Are you going to deny me, Mr. Ward?”

         “Never, but you do remember who has the power, don’t you?” He makes a grab for me, but I bat his hands away quickly, jumping out of the car before he completely swallows me up.

         I pop my head back in. “You do, but I need you. So could you please be naked and waiting?”

         “You need me?” he asks, a triumphant look on his face.

         “Always. See you at yours.” I shut the door, hearing him yell “ours” as I walk off. I’m aware of eyes drilling into me, and I turn to find the valet with the biggest grin on his face. I blush profusely and scuttle up the steps into the hotel.
         

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m shown to the same snug where Mikael and I last met, and Mikael is already waiting for me. He has the mood boards laid out on the table and is studying them. He looks more casual today, his suit jacket removed, his tie loose, but his pale blond hair still perfectly styled.

         He looks up when I walk in. “Ava, very good to see you again.” His lightly accented voice is as smooth as ever.

         “And you, Mikael. You received the drafts?” I nod at the boards as I set my bag down on one of the large green leather couches.

         “Yes, but the problem is I love them all. You’re too good.” He puts his hand out, and I take it.

         “I’m glad.” I smile brightly.

         He releases me and turns back toward the table. “I’m veering toward this one, though.” He points to the cream-and-white scheme that I’m favoring myself.

         “That would be my choice, too. I think it encapsulates your aspiration best.”

         “It does,” he agrees, smiling warmly at me. “Take a seat, Ava. Would you like a drink?”

         I perch on a sofa. “Water would be good, thank you.”

         He signals to the waiter at the doorway before lowering himself onto the sofa next to me. “I apologize for the holdup on our meeting. Things didn’t go as swiftly as I planned back home.”

         That would be his divorce then. I can’t imagine things would go smoothly when you are as rich as Mikael. His wife is probably trying to take him for every penny. I don’t say anything, though. I suspect Ingrid shouldn’t have divulged as much as she did, and I don’t want to get her sacked.

         “It’s not a problem, really.” I smile and return my eyes to the mood boards. “So, we’re swinging toward this one then?” I place my hand on the cream-and-white scheme.

         He shifts forward. “Yes, I like the simplicity and warmness. You are very clever. One would think it would come across insipid and cold, but it doesn’t at all.”

         “Thank you. It’s all about the fabrics and tones.”

         He smiles, his blue eyes shimmering. “Yes, I guess it is.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         We spend a few hours discussing the time frames, schedules, and budgets. He is really quite easy to be around, which is a huge relief. After rejecting his dinner invitation, I was worried things would be awkward, but he took my answer on the chin and has said no more.

         “It will all be sustainable materials, yes?” He runs his finger across the drawing of a large four-poster bed I’ve sketched.

         “Of course.” I indicate the many items of other furniture. “I understand the forestry commission in Scandinavia is serious business.”

         “It is.” He laughs. “We all have to do our bit for the environment. We got a little bad press after Lusso.”

         My mind’s eye is flooded with images of twelve superbikes and a petrol-guzzling DBS. “We do,” I agree.

         After a bit more discussion I excuse myself to use the ladies’. I’m pleased with how the meeting is progressing, and I’m eager to get back to the office to start working on the master design. Standing in front of the mirror, I ruffle my hair, pinch my cheeks, and then exit the ladies’, walking across the lobby of the hotel and back to the snug.

         But my positive mood is soon trampled all over when I enter the room and nearly choke on thin air. What the fucking hell is he doing here?

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Twelve

         
 
         Jesse is standing next to Mikael, bold as bloody brass, looking over my designs. Oh, he’s gone too far this time. He’s going to trample my business meeting. Oh God, he is going to trample Mikael, and he doesn’t even know that he’s previously asked me to dinner.
         
 
         I’m at a loss as I stand and watch them chat, all businesslike, while I try to figure out how to handle this. As per my usual reaction to Jesse’s wayward ways, I want to scream at him, but with Mikael here, that’s out of the question.
 
         As if he has sensed my presence—he always does—Jesse turns to face me. I flash him a you’re-pushing-it look and slowly approach them.
 
         “Mikael,” I say, muscling my way between them at the table. I feel Jesse tense from head to toe at my informal acknowledgment to my client. He can go and take a leap off the nearest cliff! The man deserves everything he gets. And he wants me to move in? He can forget it, and there will be no sense fucking to change my mind either.
 
         Mikael smiles at me. I don’t miss the arched eyebrow. “Ava, let me introduce you. This is Jesse Ward. He bought the penthouse at Lusso. I was showing Mr. Ward your designs. He’s as impressed as I am.”
 
         “That’s nice,” I say without even acknowledging Jesse, turning my back on him to face my client instead. “Should we schedule our next meeting now?” I feel ice-cold air emanate from Jesse.
 
         “Yes, that would be good,” Mikael says. “Does Friday afternoon suit? We can meet at Life and get a rough idea on quantities. Maybe I could buy you lunch?” His eyebrows rise suggestively, and while I know I shouldn’t be encouraging this sort of behavior, I just can’t help myself.
 
         “Friday afternoon suits me fine and lunch would be lovely.” I smile, but then feel Jesse’s warm, minty breath on the back of my neck. He’s standing pretty damn close for someone who supposedly doesn’t know me.
 
         “I’m sorry to interrupt,” Jesse pipes up.
 
         Oh God, he’s going to trample Mikael.
 
         He grasps my shoulders, and I watch as Mikael frowns in confusion. He slowly turns me around until my stunned face is looking up at him. “Baby, have you forgotten that I’m taking you shopping?”
 
         Oh fucking hell!
         
 
         He really doesn’t have any regard or shame. Mikael is going to be calling Patrick to complain, then Patrick is going to find out about Jesse, and I’m going to get sacked! I can’t even find the strength to fire him a disgusted look as he looks down at my dumbstruck face, his eyes twinkling.
 
         “I didn’t realize you knew each other,” Mikael says, clearly confused. We’ve just been introduced and neither one of us informed Mikael that we’re already acquainted. We are so much more than acquainted.
 
         Jesse knocks Mikael out with a killer smile. “I was in the area and I knew the love of my life was here.” He shrugs. “I thought I would slip in and get my fix. I’m not going to see her for another four hours.” He bends down and brushes his lips over my ear. “I missed you,” he whispers.
 
         He turns me around so I’m facing Mikael and pulls my back to his chest, wrapping his arm around the tops of my shoulders and kissing my temple. This is so unprofessional. I want to die on the spot. I look up at Mikael and find him observing Jesse’s little trampling session thoughtfully.
 
         “I’m sorry, when you mentioned you were here to meet your girlfriend, I didn’t realize you were referring to Ava,” Mikael says coolly.
 
         “Yes, isn’t she beautiful?” He presses his lips to my temple again and inhales in my hair. “And all mine,” he adds quietly, but loud enough for Mikael to hear.
 
         I feel my face getting hotter by the second, my eyes darting everywhere except in Mikael’s direction. Is he trying to eliminate Mikael? He’s a client, not a threat. Not that Jesse knows of, anyway. God help me if he finds out about my dinner invitation.
 
         My eyes land briefly on Mikael. He’s watching me carefully. I feel so uncomfortable.
 
         “Mr. Ward, if I had an Ava, I’ve no doubt I would do exactly the same.” He flashes me a smile, and I feel my face burning up further. “Perhaps Monday would be more suitable?”
 
         I find my voice. “Of course, Monday will be fine.” I try to subtly wriggle free of Jesse, but he has a firm hold of me, and I know that even the whole British army would struggle to get me from his arms.
 
         Mikael puts his hand out to me. “I’ll call you to arrange a time once I’ve checked my diary.”
 
         I take his offering. I’m ending an important business meeting with a very important client and I’m completely coated in my neurotic, possessive control freak. I’m mortified. “I look forward to it,” I say enthusiastically, earning myself a sharp little nudge in my back. Is he winding me up?
 
         Mikael exits the snug, and I notice him glancing over his shoulder as he leaves. I just about capture the thoughtful look on his pale face, and I can’t help but think that Jesse has just set a challenge for him. I could collapse with exasperation. “I can’t believe you just did that,” I say quietly as I stare at nothing in particular. “You’ve just trampled my most important client.”
 
         I’m swung around in his arms to find his face level with mine as he bends to accommodate the height difference between us. “Who is your most important client?” he asks on a heavy furrowed brow.
 
         I roll my eyes. “You’re my lover, who happens to be a client.”
 
         “I am more than your lover!”
 
         I look at the panicked face close to mine and curse myself for wanting to head straight to the hotel bar and down a large glass of wine. No, actually, make that a bottle.
 
         I exhale in complete despair. “I need to get back to work.” I turn away, but feel his hand clamp around my wrist, the usual heat his touch instigates ever present.
 
         Jesse walks around so he’s in front of me, keeping hold of my wrist. “You encouraged him on purpose,” he shoots accusingly.
 
         Yes, I did! Just like he rocked up to The Royal Park on purpose to hijack my meeting, and for what? I look up at him through the fog of tears glazing my eyes. “Why?” I ask. It’s a simple question.
 
         “Because I love you,” he says quietly.
 
         “That’s not a reason.” My tone suggests I’m completely defeated, which is fine because I am.
 
         His head snaps up in shock, and he pins me in place with his appalled glare. “Yes, it is. And anyway, he’s a known womanizer.”
 
         Okay, now he’s just making up excuses to justify his unreasonable behavior. If he loves me, then he should support me in my work, not try to sabotage it.
 
         “You can’t hijack every meeting I have with a male client,” I say tiredly, with no faith in my attempt to reason with him.
 
         “I won’t, just him. And any other man who may be a threat.”
 
         I want to throw my head back and scream at the heavens. Jesse sees every man as a threat. “I have to go.” I try and regain possession of my body, but he refuses to release me.
 
         “I’ll take you,” he informs me, reluctantly releasing my wrist. “Collect your things.” He walks over to the table and starts scooping up my mood boards. “These are really very good.”
 
         I can’t join him in his enthusiasm. I feel despondent and flat. I can see my dream career flushing down the pan before my very eyes, and worst of all, there is the little niggling fear that I will push him to get steaming drunk if I don’t comply with his unreasonableness. How can I go from being so immensely elated to so incredibly defeated, all in such a short space of time?
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Jesse drops me at the corner of Berkeley Square at my request so I’m not spotted by Patrick getting out of Mr. Ward’s car nearly four hours after I went for a breakfast meeting with him. I need to think about how I’m going to break this to Patrick, and I pray on all things holy that Mikael doesn’t tell him first. This needs to be handled with care.
 
         I give Jesse a chaste kiss on the cheek and leave him watching me, his bottom lip getting a grueling chew as I drag myself from his car. I say nothing, and neither does he.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         “You’ve been a while, flower,” Patrick says, as I settle at my desk.
 
         “Mikael and I had a lot to go through. It’s looking good,” I offer by way of an explanation.
 
         It seems to do the trick. He smiles instantly. “He is happy?”
 
         “Very,” I confirm, and that broadens Patrick’s smile by a few more inches.
 
         “Wonderful!” he exclaims, retreating to his office looking delighted.
 
         I open my e-mail and hear the office door open. Looking up, I see a massive bunch of calla lilies floating toward me. Really? I left him five minutes ago.
 
         They land on my desk, and the young girl sighs. “I don’t know why he doesn’t just buy you the shop. Sign here, please.” She thrusts the clipboard under my nose, and I scribble my name.
 
         “Thanks.” I hand her back the clipboard and find the card.
 
         
            I’m sorry-ish
 
            Jx

         
 
         I fall back in my chair. What he means is…he’s sorry because he knows that he has upset me, but he’s not at all sorry for trampling Mikael or my day. Maybe I should stay at Kate’s tonight. I could do with some time, a big bottle of wine, my own thoughts, and no distractions.
 
         The office door swings open again, and I look up to see Ruth Quinn beaming at me. Why is she here? I only spoke to her this morning. Her blonde hair is shining and bouncing as she struts to my desk, waving excitedly.
 
         “Ava!” she sings.
 
         “Ruth.” I frown, but she doesn’t seem to notice my confusion.
 
         “I was just in the area and I thought I’d drop by.” She places her neat, slender body on a chair in front of my desk.
 
         “Oh?” I say, looking at her to continue.
 
         “Yes.” She smiles, but doesn’t elaborate.
 
         I glance at the clock. It’s not even three o’clock. I’ve got another three hours to get her designs over by e-mail. “Was there something that you wanted to add to the specification?” I ask.
 
         “No. Not at all. I’m sure I’ll love the designs.”
 
         I’m not sure what to say. She’s dropped by for nothing? No reason?
 
         “Are you okay, Ava?” Her smile fades a little.
 
         I shake myself up. “Yes, I’m fine.” I force a happy face. I’m not fine, but I want to mood over it in peace, not make pointless conversation with a client. “I’ve prepped everything, Ruth. I’ll get it across to you before the day’s out.” I know I’ve already told her this on the telephone, but what else can I say? Should I offer her a coffee?
 
         “Lovely.” She strokes her hair, and then flicks it over her shoulder. “Are you doing anything nice this weekend?”
 
         Now I really am frowning. She’s not a clinger on, is she? “I’m not sure.”
 
         “We should have drinks!”
 
         I inwardly groan. She wants to be friends. Never mix business with pleasure—my new rule applies to female clients, too. What should I say? “Sure.” The word slips past my lips and stuns me. I don’t want to have drinks with Ruth.
 
         “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
         “Yes, fine.” I try to smile.
 
         “Man trouble?” Her fair, precisely plucked eyebrow rises.
 
         “No.” I shake my head.
 
         “Ava, I know a woman in turmoil when I see one.” She laughs. “Been there, done that.”
 
         “Honestly, Ruth, there is no man.” I need Kate for this line of conversation, not a client. Wine and Kate.
 
         She gives me a knowing smile and stands. “They’re not worth the trouble.”
 
         I return her smile, but only because I’m pleased that she appears to be leaving. “I’ll get your designs over soon, Ruth.”
 
         “Can’t wait! We’ll talk soon…about drinks.” She breezes out of the office, leaving me to the turmoil she knows I’m in.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         At the end of the day, I don’t go to Kate’s. I leave the office and I’m pulled toward St. Katherine Docks by the magnet that is the Lord of the Sex Manor. I said I wouldn’t leave him, and I need these mounting questions answered, like this mystery woman.
 
         “Evening, Ava.”
 
         “Hello, Clive. Can I speak to security, please?”
 
         “They are all off-site at the moment.” He diverts his attention to his computer, his way of halting this conversation from going any further—his way of dodging me.
 
         “Right.” I sigh, carrying on to the elevator. When the doors open to the penthouse, I let myself in with my pink key and head straight for the kitchen, kicking my shoes off and looking for wine that I know won’t be there before finding a vase to put my flowers in. I remember the bunch upstairs that I hastily dumped on the chest in favor of delivering one truth fuck, so I take the stairs tiredly and enter the master suite to retrieve them.
 
         Oh…dear.
         
 
         My new diamanté-embellished vibrator is in a million pieces all over the far end of the bedroom floor, and there’s a hole in the wall opposite the bed. The bedroom is vast, so he must have lobbed it with some force. I’m suddenly thinking that leaving before he got free was a decision well made.
 
         I look across the room to the bed and see the handcuffs still dangling from the headboard, mental images of Jesse flying into a rage instantly starting to assault my brain. This man has issues—big, unreasonable, bloody issues…with control…with me.
 
         I kneel and collect up all of the pieces, taking them to the bathroom and depositing them in the bin before I start running a bath. Picking up the calla lilies that are in desperate need of some water, I make my way back downstairs.
 
         I get halfway down and hear the front door shut quietly, and I’m halted in my tracks as I watch Jesse come into view. He stops at the bottom of the stairs and looks up at me, his handsome face expressionless and his usually bright eyes a little glazed. He removes his suit jacket and reaches up, undoing his shirt buttons slowly as he watches me. He drops his shirt to the floor to join his jacket, then kicks off his shoes, socks, trousers, and boxers. My eyes are pulled to the red marks around his wrists when he removes his Rolex and throws it on top of his pile of clothes. I’m never handcuffing him again.
 
         “You’re not laying a finger on me until you tell me who that woman was.” This might take all of my strength, especially if he starts the countdown, but I’m not backing down here.
 
         “I don’t know.” His face is completely expressionless.
 
         “So you’ve not asked Clive to stop me from looking at the CCTV?”
 
         He almost smiles. “My beautiful girl is ruthless.”
 
         “My god is evasive.”
 
         “Ava, if I didn’t need you all over me right now, I’d be challenging you.”
 
         “But you do, so you’ll tell me.”
 
         “I slept with her.”
 
         I’m not displaying surprise. That much I had already figured out. “So why was she here?”
 
         “Because she heard I was missing.”
 
         “That’s it. She was worried?”
 
         He shrugs. “Yes. That’s it. Now I get you all over me.”
 
         “Why didn’t you just tell me this before?”
 
         He shrugs. “Because it was no big deal until you made it one.”
 
         He starts up the stairs slowly, completely naked and stunningly spectacular, and scoops me up without stopping, prompting me to drop the flowers and wrap myself around his body. “You made it a big deal by evading my questions.”
 
         He doesn’t reply. I want to rip strips off him for trampling my day. I want to stamp and scream in a temper, but I can’t seem to find the strength or the inclination to do it. He talked, and now I just want him all over me, too. My mind is fuzzy, but my body is fizzing…for him.
 
         He places me on my feet and starts slowly undressing me, watching his hands work over my clothes as I stand quietly and let him do his thing. I would have put my money on a retribution fuck after my performance this morning, but instead I’m confronted with gentle, soft Jesse. I don’t mind. I need soft and loving right now.
 
         Once we’re both naked, he takes me down to the thick, cream carpet and swaths me in his body, burying his face deep in my neck and breathing me into him. I mirror him and take my own hit of minty fresh-water loveliness, wrapping my arms firmly around his back to pull him closer, eradicating any space that may have been between us.
 
         We lie on the floor in the middle of the bedroom and hold each other for the longest time while I stare up at the ceiling and stroke his hair, taking all of my comfort from his strong heartbeat thudding against my chest.
 
         “I’ve missed you,” he mumbles into my neck.
 
         I shudder when I feel his hot tongue running circles around the delicate flesh under my ear. We’ve been apart for less than five hours. I would say he was unreasonable, but I’ve missed him, too. “Thank you for the flowers.”
 
         “You’re welcome.” He kisses up to my lips, brushes my hair from my face, and gazes down at me. “I want to drag you to a desert island and have you all to myself forever.”
 
         He drops a kiss on my lips and rolls us over so I’m straddling his hips. I can feel the evidence of his mood wedged between our bodies and it triggers all of my usual desperate needs for him. My nipples pucker under his watchful eye, and his grin widens into his signature, melt-worthy smile, reserved only for women. I want it to be reserved only for me. An unreasonable pang of possessiveness assaults me.
 
         “I fucking love you,” he sighs.
 
         “I know you do.” I circle my palms over his chest and pinch his nipple. “I love you, too.”
 
         “Even after today?”
 
         “You mean after you stalked me all day?”
 
         He pouts playfully and shifts his arms under his head. I dribble as his muscles bunch and flex. “I was worried about you.”
 
         I raise a mocking eyebrow at him.
 
         “I was,” he argues.
 
         He wasn’t worried about me at all. He had an unreasonable and unwarranted attack of possessiveness. “You were over-the-top and stupidly possessive. My challenging man needs to relax.”
 
         He scoffs. “I’m not challenging.”
 
         “You’re challenging and in denial.”
 
         His brow furrows. “What am I in denial about?”
 
         “Being challenging and unreasonable. Your performance today was way off the scales.” I need to know he won’t hijack every business meeting I have with a male client. He said it would be only Mikael, but then followed it up with and all other male threats. His idea of a threat is a million miles away from my idea of a threat. He’s going to trample all of my male clients, I know it. My work diary is going to be padlocked and so is my mouth. I’m not telling him anything.
         
 
         He looks at me with a little scowl. “Mikael would have made a move on you, and then I’d really have to trample him.”
         
 
         I laugh lightly. He doesn’t need to know that Mikael has already made his move. I will be keeping that snippet of information to myself. “Well, I think you made your point pretty clear. It was embarrassing.”
 
         “It was necessary,” he mutters, and I roll my eyes, making a dramatic display of my exasperation.
 
         “You should run more. Oh, the bath!” I jump up and run into the bathroom.
 
         “No, I need you more,” he calls to my back.
 
         “Don’t you have me enough?” I flip the tap off, thinking he could never leave me a whole day without some kind of trampling session or intrusion on my working day. Would I want him to not interfere? I like the flowers and the messages; it’s the tramples I have an issue with. If I refused to let him speak to me while I was at work, would he be tempted to have a drink to try and get through the day? Could I risk it? My relaxed brain begins to ache…again.
         
 
         I make my way back into the bedroom, finding him still sprawled on the floor. He is just too delicious. I walk over and settle myself back on his hips.
 
         “Have you enough?” he asks. “No, I don’t. I need you every second of the day, just like you need me. Constant contact.”
 
         He reaches up and pinches my nipple, and I jerk on top of him, catching a full-on rub from his erection. He gives me his roguish grin.
 
         “What if you couldn’t have me all day?” I ask. There will be times in the future when he might actually be on a real business trip. Or, perhaps, I will.
 
         His grin disappears instantly and is replaced with a glare pointed straight at me. “Are you going to try and stop me?”
 
         “No, but there may be situations when you can’t have instant access to me. I might be unobtainable.”
 
         A fleeting look of panic flies across his face and his bottom lip disappears between his teeth.
 
         “Would you make a grab for the vodka?” There. I’ve said it.
 
         He laughs, and I frown.
 
         “I promised you I will never have another drink. I meant it,” he says surely. He sits up and rests his hands on my hips. I jerk, and he smiles. “Bath. I want your wet, slippery skin all over mine.”
 
         “Your confidence is commendable,” I mumble sarcastically as I ease myself up and put my hand out to him.
 
         He looks at me with narrowed eyes and reaches up to take my hand, yanking me forward and spinning me onto my back. He rests his big body all over me and drops his lips to mine in a long, lingering kiss. “It is all very easy because I have you. Unravel your knickers, lady.”
 
         Easy for him to say. I’m dealing with a neurotic madcap. “So, tomorrow I’ll be undisturbed all day?”
 
         He pulls his head back to look at me, chewing his lip again. “Lunch?”
 
         “I’m meeting Kate for lunch.”
 
         He pouts. “Can’t I come?”
 
         “No,” I state firmly. I need time with Kate to talk about him and his challenging ways.
 
         “I think you’re being unreasonable.”
 
         I throw my head back on a laugh, but suddenly jerk and buck as he grabs my hip bone and squeezes. “Stop!” I screech.
 
         “No!”
 
         “Please!” Tears jump into my eyes as I try to fight him off. I can’t bear it.
 
         “Lunch,” he says calmly, as he continues tickling me.
 
         “Absolutely not!” I cry through my uncontrollable laughter. This isn’t fair. I’m not submitting. No way!
 
         “Maybe a sense fuck will do it.” He releases my hip and I relax, trying to get my erratic breathing under control.
 
         “Jesse, I can’t be with you every second of the day,” I try to reason.
 
         “If you give up work you could be.” He’s deadly serious.
 
         My eyes widen in disgust. Never! I love my job. “Now who’s being unreason… Ohhhhh!” I lose my trail as he plunges deep into me. Oh God, here comes the sense fuck, but what is he trying to get me to submit to? Lunch or retiring?
 
         He wastes no time breaking me in. He powers into me like a madman. My legs fall open and he pins my wrists on either side of my head. “Lunch?” he asks as he thrusts hard.
 
         My brain has just turned to mush, but it still registers that this is a lunch sense fuck. I’m relieved. Lunch will be easier to relent to, but I still don’t plan on going down easily. Mr. Challenging has a challenge on his hands.
 
         “No!” I shout defiantly.
 
         He growls and surges forward, his firmness stroking me hard and fast as he drives in and out like a wild animal. “You are so receptive to me.”
 
         I am! He lays one finger on me and I’m all over the place. “Jesse, please.”
 
         He hits me hard with his hips and grinds firmly. “Baby, let me have lunch with you.”
 
         I shake my head, holding my breath.
 
         “Do I feel good?”
 
         “Yes!” I shout on a rushed exhale. The crest of a booming orgasm descends on me, and his grip tightens around my wrists.
 
         “Say yes,” he insists harshly, and I know he’s on his way to explosion, too.
 
         What if I don’t say yes? What if I hold out on him? “No!” I’m not giving in. He can’t fuck sense into me every time I don’t agree to something.
 
         He hammers on, my thighs tensing, my mind knotted. “Ava, give me what I want.”
 
         “Jesse!”
 
         “You’re going to come.”
 
         “Yes!” I cry. All of the pent-up stress of the day is going to come rushing out at any moment.
 
         “Oh, fuck, baby, you do serious things to me.” He hits me with another powerful thundering of his hips.
 
         My mind goes blank, and I’m about to detonate when he stops dead in his tracks, subsequently stopping my imminent orgasm dead in its tracks. “What are you doing?” I scream, completely stunned. I tilt my hips to try and get the friction I need to tip me over the edge, but he pulls his own hips back until he is only just inside me. “You bastard!” I spit.
 
         “Watch your fucking mouth! Say yes, Ava,” he pants, but his words are controlled. How is he doing this? I know he’s ready to come.
 
         “No,” I affirm.
 
         He shakes his head and then locks eyes with me as he plunges, oh so slowly, and swivels his hips.
 
         “Ohhh,” I groan. “Faster.”
 
         “Say the word, Ava.” He repeats the teasing move. “Say it, and you’ll get what you want.”
 
         “You don’t play fair,” I complain.
 
         “You want me to stop?”
 
         “No!” I shout in frustration. This is torture at its worst.
 
         He flexes his hold on my wrists. “I’ll ask you one more time, baby. Lunch?” He flicks his hips forward as he asks, and I lose any determination I had to defy him.
 
         “Fuck me,” I cry as he looks down at me, amusement plaguing his expression.
 
         “Watch your mouth.” He’s grinning. “Was that a yes?”
 
         “Yes!” I scream.
         
 
         “Good girl,” he praises, and then powers forward, hammering into me and tossing me straight back into a fast buildup to release. I stiffen from head to toe as sizzling hotness travels through my bloodstream, and my skin heats from the friction of being pushed across the carpet by his manic momentum.
 
         “Jesse!” I’m gripped from every direction by stabbing shots of pleasure flying through my nervous system, exploding at my core.
 
         I scream.
 
         His drives become more urgent and his breathing loud and erratic as he smashes against me on carnal shouts and releases everything he has, my core muscles clenching greedily onto him, my limp, exhausted body completely helpless to his unforgiving blows.
 
         He collapses on top of me in a sweaty heap and rocks gently against me. “My work here is done,” he pants in my ear.
 
         I lie under his hard, warm body, trying to gather my senses and breath, and wonder if it will always be like this. He gets the results he wants, so, yes, it probably will be. I’ve got to learn to deal with this. I’ve got to train myself to repel him. I laugh at such a pointless exercise. I don’t want to repel him.
 
         He pushes himself up on his hands, and it’s only now I notice he doesn’t wince. “Your hand!” I cry.
 
         He lifts it up and I can still see slight bruising, but the swelling has subsided massively. “It’s fine. Sarah had me keep ice on it for most of the afternoon.”
 
         “Sarah?” I blurt without thinking about what tone I should use. It comes out accusingly.
 
         He frowns at me, and I hate myself for sounding so shocked. “She was just being a friend,” he says coolly, but this only heightens my concern. Another woman looking after him doesn’t sit well, and the fact that it’s pouty lips really has my jealous streak racing to the surface.
 
         I suddenly feel extremely uncomfortable with my possessiveness. Good God, I ridicule Jesse for this. I’m a bloody hypocrite, and the way he is staring down at me, gauging my mood, isn’t helping. He’s a very desirable man who assaults women with that fucking smile and has them in puddles at his feet.
 
         I wriggle underneath him to get free and he obliges, letting me up on a frown. I head straight for the bathroom and immerse myself in the hot bath. I’m really not comfortable with these feelings. I’ve never been jealous in my life, and now I’m going to be fighting women off on a daily basis. That’s a full-time job in itself. Maybe I will need to retire.
         
 
         “Has someone got a touch of the green-eyed monster?”
 
         I look up and see him standing in all of his naked glory by the bathroom doorway. “No,” I scoff. I couldn’t be more obviously jealous if I tried.
 
         He walks over to the bath and steps in behind me, lowering his body until I’m cradled between his legs. He drapes his arms over my shoulders and pulls me back to rest on his chest. “Ava, you are the only woman for me,” he says softly in my ear. “And I am all yours.” He picks up the natural sponge from the edge of the bath, dips it to soak up some water, and then starts running it across my breasts.
 
         “You need to tell me more about yourself.”
 
         I feel his chest lift on a sigh. “What do you want to know?”
 
         “Is The Manor strictly business or have you mixed it with pleasure?” The sponge pauses between my breasts for a few seconds, but then he continues smoothing it over my body.
 
         “Dive straight in, why don’t you,” he says dryly.
 
         “Tell me,” I press.
 
         He sighs so heavily I almost turn around to glare at him, just so he knows I don’t appreciate his bored reaction to my question. “I’ve dabbled.”
 
         Dabbled?
         
 
         I’m not sure I like the sound of dabbling, especially in this area of inquiry. “Are you still dabbling?”
 
         “No!”
 
         “When was the last time you dabbled?”
 
         His sponge strokes pause again. Please don’t tell me he has to think about this.
 
         “Way before I met you.” He continues caressing me with the sponge.
 
         “How long before you met me?” I need to shut the hell up. I really don’t want to know about this part of him. But I can’t stop the stupid questions flying out.
 
         “Ava, does it matter?”
 
         “Yes,” I retort quickly. No, actually, it doesn’t, but his short, huffy answer is prickling my curiosity.
 
         “It wasn’t regular.” He’s doing his best to avoid this.
 
         “That didn’t answer my question.”
 
         “Is anything I tell you going to change the way you feel about me?”
 
         That question has me prickling further. What has he done? “No,” I say, but I’m not so sure now. He clearly thinks it will.
 
         “So, can we drop it? It’s in my past with a whole heap of other stuff, and I would rather leave it there.” His tone is final. I feel slighted. “There is only you. End of.” He kisses the back of my head. “When are we moving the rest of your stuff in?”
 
         I inwardly groan. He fucked that sense into me as well. I notice all of this so-called sense he’s fucking into me only makes sense to him. “I’m here,” I remind him. “I’ve got to pick up the rest of my stuff from Matt.” Did I really just say that out loud?
 
         “No, you fucking won’t!” he shouts in my ear, and I recoil at his booming voice. “I’ll send John. I told you, you won’t see him again.”
 
         Right, I’m dropping this. I’m not going to get anywhere with it; I’m not stupid. I’ve already arranged my pickup, anyway, and Jesse will never know. Well, he will, when I’ve got my stuff, but it will be too late for him to stop me by then.
 
         I think of something else. “Tell me where you went when you disappeared on me.”
 
         He tenses beneath me. “No,” he spits the word out fast.
 
         Okay, now I’m getting mad. I turn myself over to lie on his front so he’s forced to look me in the eyes. “The last time you held back on me, I left you.”
 
         His eyes widen slightly, but then narrow. He knows I’ve got him. “I locked myself in my office.”
 
         “For four days?” I ask doubtfully.
 
         “Yes, for four days, Ava.” He looks past me, refusing to meet my eyes.
 
         “Look at me,” I demand harshly.
 
         His eyes fly to mine in obvious shock at my order. “Excuse me?” He almost laughs. It’s patronizing, and I don’t appreciate it.
 
         “What were you doing in your office?”
 
         “Drinking. That’s what I was doing. I was trying to drown out thoughts and images of you with vodka. Are you happy now?” He tries to shift me from his body, but I tense from top to toe in an attempt to make myself a dead weight.
 
         I fight with him, pushing his slippery body back down into the bath. He gives in and lets me. I know he could overpower me if he wanted to, so he doesn’t really want to escape. I slide my body up his so our noses meet.
 
         “I’m sorry,” he whispers. “I’m so sorry, baby.”
 
         “Please, don’t be.” I push myself into him, tackling his mouth, desperate for him to know that I couldn’t care less. I feel responsible…guilty.
 
         “When I saw those bruises on your arms, I realized I was in deep, Ava. Way too deep.”
 
         “Shhhh,” I hush him, covering his whole face with my mouth, kissing every square inch of him. “Enough, now.”
 
         He cups my bum and pulls me up, burying his face between my breasts. “It won’t happen again, I’ll kill myself before hurting you again.”
 
         He doesn’t have to use such strong words. I understand. He’s regretful. I am, too. I should never have walked away from him. I should have stayed, thrown him in a cold shower, and sobered him up. “I said enough, Jesse.”
 
         “I love you.”
 
         “I know you do. I’m sorry, too.”
 
         He releases his hold and I slide back down his body until we’re eye to eye. “What have you got to be sorry for?”
 
         I shrug. “I wish I hadn’t left you.”
 
         “Ava, I don’t blame you for walking out on me. I deserved that, and if anything, it will only make me more determined not to drink. Knowing I could lose you is enough of a motivation, trust me.”
 
         “I’ll never walk away from you again. Never,” I affirm.
 
         He smiles lightly. “I hope you don’t, because I’d be finished.”
 
         I mirror his smile and lay my cheek on his chest, letting him surround me in his warmth and comfort.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I open my eyes and it’s still dark. I’m vaguely aware of the bed vibrating under me, and I’m wet.
 
         It takes me a few moments, but when awareness finally hits me, it really hits me hard. I scramble over to flick the lamp on and the light slams into my eyes like gravel. I squint to gain focus and find Jesse sitting up in bed, rocking back and forth with his knees clenched to his chest. Holy shit, he’s drenched and his pupils are huge black saucers. He looks petrified. “Jesse?” I speak quietly, not wanting to startle him. He doesn’t respond. He just continues with the rocking, but then he starts mumbling.
 
         “I need you,” he says quietly.
 
         “Jesse?” I place my hand on his arm and shake him gently. He looks so scared. “Jesse?”
 
         “I need you, I need you, I need you.” He repeats the mantra over and over. I want to cry.
 
         “Jesse, please,” I plead. “Stop, I’m here.” I can’t bear to see him like this. He’s shaking uncontrollably, and sweat is pouring from his brow, his frown line by far the deepest I have ever seen it. I try to position myself in his line of sight, but he doesn’t acknowledge me. He just carries on with the rocking and mumbling, staring straight through me. He’s asleep. I pull his legs down away from his body and climb onto his lap, wrapping my arms around his sodden back, holding him as tight as I can. I don’t know if he is aware, but his arms come up and grip me, and his face buries deep into my neck.
 
         We sit like this forever while I whisper in his ear, hoping he will recognize me and snap out of his night terror. “Ava?” he mumbles in my neck after an age. His voice is cracked and throaty.
 
         He’s awake. “Hey, I’m here.” I pull back and cup his face with both of my hands. His eyes search mine, looking for something. I’m not sure what.
 
         “I’m so sorry.”
 
         “What are you sorry for?” He’s worrying me even more now.
 
         “For everything.” He falls back, taking me with him so I’m lying across his wet chest. My body is soaking, but I don’t care.
 
         My head rests on his chest and I listen as his heart rate slows. “Jesse?’ I say nervously, but he doesn’t answer, so I lift my head to look at him and see he’s fast asleep, looking peaceful. What was that all about?
 
         I lie on him for hours, my mind racing with reasons for him to be sorry. Bloody hell, maybe I am reading too much into this. There’s plenty for him to be sorry for. Lying to me, deceiving me, drink, his unreasonableness, his possessive streak, his neurotic behavior, trampling my meeting today, his…
         
 
         I doze off, running through all of the reasons why Jesse could be sorry.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         I love you.”
         

         I feel familiar lush lips brush over mine as I come awake, my eyes opening to stunning green shining down at me. “Wake up, my beautiful girl.”

         I raise my arms over my head and stretch. Oh, that feels good. Blinking up at him, I note he’s dressed, and my sleepy brain quickly registers that with Jesse dressed already, there is no danger of being dragged around London on one of his punishing runs.

         “What time is it?” I croak.

         “You’re fine, it’s only six thirty. I’ve got a few early supplier meetings at The Manor. I needed to see you before I go.” He leans down and kisses me, and I get a taste of his minty breath.

         Supplier meetings? What sort of supplies would that be? I snap a lid on those thoughts immediately. It’s too early.

         “My eyes don’t have to be open for you to see me,” I complain, as I reach around his back and pull him down. He smells yummy.
         

         “Come and have breakfast with me.” He pulls me up from the bed, and I wrap my naked body around him in my usual chimp-ish fashion. “You’re creasing me,” he says with zero concern, carrying me out of the bedroom and down to the kitchen.

         “Put me down then,” I bite back, knowing he won’t.

         “Never.”

         I smile smugly as I absorb him in all of his fresh-water loveliness. “I don’t need a reminder fuck. You can still come to lunch.”

         “Mouth.” He laughs. “I’m sorry. I really needed to see you before I go.”

         I stiffen instantly at his words. Well, one word in particular; sorry. Shit! I had forgotten about his midnight meltdown. He places me gently on the work surface.
         

         “You woke up in the night.”

         “I did?” His brow furrows. I don’t know whether to be relieved or worried.

         “You don’t remember?”

         “No,” he says on a shrug. “What do you want for breakfast?” He leaves me on the counter and goes to the fridge. “Eggs, bagel, fruit?”

         “You said you need me.” I throw it in the air and hope he catches it.

         He doesn’t. He lets it drop straight to the floor and tramples all over it. “And? I say that when I’m awake.” He doesn’t even turn away from the fridge.

         “You said you were sorry.” I place my hands under my thighs.

         Now he turns. “I’ve said that when I’m awake, too.”

         This is true, he’s said it all when he’s awake, but he was in such a state.

         He smiles. “Ava, I was probably having a bad dream. I don’t remember.” He turns back to the fridge.

         “You were just a bit frantic, I was worried,” I say timidly. It wasn’t normal.

         He shuts the fridge door, harder than is necessary, and I immediately regret bringing this up. I’m not scared of him, but the way he’s holding himself is making me wary. I don’t want to start a fresh day on a quarrel. It was just sleep talk, after all.

         He wanders over to me chewing his bottom lip, and I watch him with caution. When he reaches me, he muscles between my legs and takes my hands out from under my thighs, holding them between us and stroking the tops with his thumbs.

         “Stop worrying about what I say in my sleep. Did I say I didn’t love you?” he asks softly.

         I feel my brow knit. “No.”

         His green eyes twinkle as one side of his mouth tips upward at the corner. “That’s all that matters.” He plants a kiss on my forehead.

         I pull away from his lips. He’s doing it again. He’s evading. “That wasn’t normal. And I’m getting pissed off hearing that tone.” I scowl. “You either talk, or I’m gone.” His gaping mouth shuts, but he still doesn’t speak. I’ve shocked him. “What’s it to be?” I press.

         “You said you’d never leave me,” he says quietly.

         “Okay. Let me rephrase that. I won’t leave you if you start answering me when I ask you something. How about that?”

         He’s chewing his lip and staring at me, but I don’t look away.

         “It’s not important.”

         I laugh in disbelief and make to move, but he moves in closer, hampering my attempts to get myself down from the counter.

         “I dreamt you were gone.” He fires the words out quickly, almost panicky.

         I stop with my struggle to free myself. “What?”

         “I dreamt I woke up, and you were gone.”

         “Gone where?”

         “I don’t fucking know.” He releases his grip on me and his hands plunge straight into his hair. “I couldn’t find you.”

         “You dreamt I left you?”

         His frown line is fierce. “I don’t know where you went. Just gone.”

         “Oh.” I don’t know what else to say, and he refuses to look at me. He got himself in that state over me leaving him?

         “It wasn’t a nice dream, that’s all.” He won’t look at me, and I suddenly feel a little guilty. This is a serious hang-up.

         “I’m not leaving you,” I try to reassure him, “but we’ve got to talk. I have to torture information out of you, Jesse. It’s exhausting.”

         “I’m sorry.”

         I reach forward and pull him back between my thighs. This is one of those moments—the ones where I’m the strong one. They are becoming more frequent as I’m working out this man. “Have you had bad dreams before?”

         “No.” He accepts my hold and squeezes me tight to him.

         “Because you drank.”

         “No, Ava. I’m not an alcoholic.”

         “I didn’t say you were.” I hold him tightly, feeling a little sad for him, but quietly pleased that he’s opened up.

         “Can I make you a well-balanced breakfast now?” He pulls out from my clinch, clearly keen to take his power back.

         “Yes, please.”

         “What do you want?”

         “Toast.”

         “Toast? It’s hardly well-balanced,” he mutters, releasing me to put some bread in the toaster.

         I lower myself down from the island and take a seat on a stool to admire him as he putters around the kitchen. He looks as handsome as ever this morning. He’s not shaved, and I love the one-day stubble on him. He’s hasn’t got a full suit on, just charcoal-gray trousers and a black shirt. I may change my mind about lunch just so he’s forced to give me a reminder fuck.

         I watch him gather the butter, knives, and plates and place everything in front of me on the island. Then he finds a jar of peanut butter and settles next to me, dunking and sucking on a hum. “So, what’s in your diary today?”

         I choke on my toast, and he frowns.

         “What’s so shocking about wanting to know what you’re going to be doing?”

         I swallow my toast. “Oh, nothing.” I chew a bit more. “If I thought you were genuinely interested and not planning a trampling mission.”

         “I am genuinely interested.” He looks hurt. I’m not falling for it.

         “I’ll meet you at Baroque at one. I’ve still got to ring Kate and advise her that you’re gate-crashing our ladies’ lunch.”

         “She won’t mind. She loves me.”

         “That’s because you bought her Margo Junior.”

         “No, it is because she told me so.”

         “When?”

         “At The Manor.”

         My jaw hits the marble counter. I know they were both at The Manor on Saturday. “What was she doing at The Manor?” I try to sound casual, but by the look on his face, I’ve failed.

         “That is none of our business.” He smiles as he jumps up from the stool and chucks his empty peanut butter jar in the bin. “I’ve got to scram.”

         “Scram?”

         “Skedaddle…go…leave.” He winks at me, and I pool on the stool in a soppy mess. He’s in a good mood this morning, all roguish and playful, and I love it. Easygoing Jesse is becoming a more regular visitor these days.

         “I’ve decided that maybe lunch isn’t such a good idea. I don’t want Kate to think we’re joined at the hip.” I turn away from him and carry on eating my toast in the most blasé manner I can muster. It’s hard when my man is bristling and snarling behind me.

         He grabs me, and I squeal as he flips me around and walks me to the wall, pinning me under his delicious body with my toast still in my hand. His eyes are uncertain, and I almost feel guilty…almost.

         I know what’s coming.

         I fight to conceal the grin that’s tickling the corners of my mouth as he bends, leans into me, and rolls his hips up so I get a full-on stroke at my core. I moan in pure, sneaky satisfaction.

         “You didn’t mean that,” he says, sliding his hand over my stomach, down toward the apex of my thighs.

         “I did,” I challenge, and then jerk as his thumb slips over my sensitive flesh. Oh God, I’ll never get enough of him.

         “Someone is going to be quick,” he muses, as he continues to ride me with his hand. I sigh, savoring his talented touch working me. “Don’t play games with me, Ava.” He withdraws his hand and steps back from me.

         What?
         

         I want to yank him back and shove his hand down below. I look at him, all what-the-hell, and he smirks at me.
         

         “I’m already late because I wanted to make sure you ate. If I knew you were going to play games with me, I would have fucked you first and fed you after.” He steps in and makes a point of grinding his ever-loving hips against me, moaning in my ear. “One o’clock,” he whispers, before he bites into my suspended toast and pulls away. “I love you, lady.”

         “You don’t,” I snap. “If you did, you wouldn’t abandon me halfway to orgasm.”

         “Hey!” he yells. He looks pissed. “Don’t ever question whether I love you. It’ll make me mad.”

         I try and plaster an apologetic look on my face, but in my unexploded state, I’m struggling to convince my brain to do anything other than yank him back into me and make him sort me out. He’s turned on, I can see it. How can he walk away?

         “Have a nice day.” His eyes soften as he leans down and rests his lips on my cheek. “I’m going to miss you like crazy, baby.”

         Oh, I know he will. But it’s only six hours until our lunch date. He’ll live.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Once I’m ready, I make my way downstairs, clinking on my heels through the foyer as I delve through my bag for my sunglasses.

         “Morning, Ava,” Clive calls.

         “Morning.” I slip my shades on and emerge into the sunshine, coming to an abrupt halt when I spot John leaning against his Range Rover.

         Really?

         He lifts his glasses up and shrugs his big shoulders at me.

         I walk over. “John, I can drive to work,” I say in a tired tone. I need my car today so I can collect my stuff from Matt’s after work.

         “I don’t think you can, girl,” he rumbles. What’s he talking about? “Your car’s being cleaned.” He shrugs again and slides behind the wheel. I swing around and see an army of men cleaning my car.

         Oh, for God’s sake. I drag my keys from my bag and find my car key missing. Later, I will be explaining to Mr. Control Freak that snooping through a woman’s handbag—and phone—is bloody rude. This is bad news. I need my car to collect my things from Matt’s after work. I’ll ask Kate.

         I jump in next to John, who’s wearing his usual ensemble of black suit and black shirt. How many black suits can one man have?

         “Do you think he’s unreasonable and challenging?” I ask casually, flipping the visor down to put some lip gloss on.

         “Yes, girl,” he rumbles. “But, like I said, only with you. He’s never cared before you.”

         I sit back in my seat and listen to John commence humming to match his taps. Jesse can’t have never cared for anyone. He’s thirty-seven.
         

         “How old is he?” I ask on a smile, earning myself another dazzler from John.

         “He’s thirty-seven. But you know that now, don’t you, girl?”

         I die a thousand deaths on the spot and turn a thousand shades of red. I’d forgotten Jesse had to be rescued. I bet John got a right eyeful. I start laughing to myself when I think of what John must have walked in on—a bedroom with one naked god handcuffed to the bed, a diamanté embellished vibrator, my black lace, and the aforementioned god then making a hole in the wall with said vibrator. I’m beyond embarrassed, and my sinking body into the passenger seat confirms it.

         We make the rest of the journey in silence, except for John’s humming. He drops me off at Berkeley Square and I run to my office to escape my discomfort, giving him a quick wave over my shoulder while wondering how the hell I’m ever going to face him again. I wander to my desk and see Sally at the filing cabinet. She looks suicidal. The high-necked polyester blouse is back and the firecracker nail polish has disappeared. It is definitely as I suspected. Men are such wankers. I elect not to mention it, she won’t appreciate it.

         “Morning, Sally.” She lifts a heavy head and offers a small smile before returning to her filing. I feel bad for her. “Where is everyone?”

         She shrugs. Oh, this is bad, so I resign myself to shutting up and getting on with things.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I enter the bar at one and spot Kate at our usual table. I sit down and come face to face with a big glass of wine. “Fuck! Kate, get rid of it!” I shove it to her side of the table.

         She gives me daggers. “I thought you might need it.”

         Yes, I really do, but Jesse will be here soon, and what would it look like if I’m sitting here slurping wine? That would be cruel and extremely thoughtless. I make a grab for Kate’s glass, but she throws herself on it.

         “Kate, he’ll be here soon.”

         “Hey! Put the wine down!” she demands in a stern voice. “He’s not my boyfriend.”

         She refuses to let go, and I glare at her as I release her glass. She picks it up and takes a long swig while watching me.

         “You cow!” I toss at her, and she grins around the rim. I grab my wine and down the lot in one fell swoop. Kate bursts into laughter. Oh God, that was good. It’s been almost two weeks since I’ve had a drink, which is an all-time record for me. I let out a long, satisfied gasp.

         “You did need it,” Kate confirms the obvious.

         “Yes. And probably another.” I sulk. Guilt washes over me at my weakness, and I look over my shoulder before running to the bar to deposit my empty. I feel like a delinquent child. “Oh, and don’t tell Jesse you love him. It makes his head swell.” I moan as I sit back down. “Can you run me to Matt’s after work to get my stuff?”

         “Sure, just don’t ask me to speak to him,” she spits. “Shall I pick you up from your office?”

         “At six. Is that all right?”

         “Sure it is. Have you spoken to him?”

         “Yeah, he’s expecting me, but Jesse doesn’t know I’m going and it has to stay that way,” I say warningly. Kate raises her eyebrows but says nothing. “He’ll trample.” I shrug. I think that wine has gone straight to my head. I feel woozy. “How’s Sam?”

         “He’ll be here soon.”

         “He will?”

         “Yes.” Her short, sharp reply leaves no room for further questioning. “He mentioned Jesse joining us, so I thought why not?” I have nothing to say to that, so I change the subject. “Hey, do you know what’s happened with Victoria and Drew?” I ask eagerly. Kate must know something.

         Her eyes widen. “Oh, you won’t believe it!”

         “What?” I sit forward, completely rapt with the obvious sign of dirt to dish.

         “Drew asked her to go to The Manor. Little prissy was not impressed!” Kate is delighted, but I’m suddenly filled with dread.

         If Victoria knows about The Manor, does that mean she knows who owns The Manor? Did Drew tell her everything? Oh good God, I pray not. If she has worked it out, then there would be no doubt that she has told Tom, and the last thing I need is Tom and Victoria on my case and spouting off around the office.

         “What do you want to eat?” Kate asks, snapping me from my worrying thoughts.

         “I’ll have a BLT on granary, please.”

         “What about Jesse?”

         I frown to myself. I have absolutely no idea. I don’t even know what any of his favorite foods are. “Ask if they have peanut butter.”

         “Peanut butter?” She screws her face up in distaste. “Oh, here he is.” Kate tips her glass in the direction of the door, and I turn to look, sighing in appreciation, as does Kate when Sam follows in behind him with Drew. Jesse plants a chaste kiss on my cheek, and then pulls over a chair from another table for himself. He sits down next to me, slightly facing me, resting his hand on my knee. The warmth of his palm spreads up my leg, smacking me straight between the thighs. He does me no favors when he slowly strokes and squeezes, strokes and squeezes.

         “You took my car keys.” I narrow accusing eyes on him.

         “Everyone okay?” he asks, ignoring me and starting to circle his thumb on the inside of my thigh. I glance at him, finding he’s smiling, knowing damn well what he’s doing. I try and pull my leg away but he has none of it. Whenever and wherever.

         “I’m good,” Kate chirps. “And I’m ordering. What’s everyone having?” She gets up.

         Everyone throws their order at her and she disappears to the bar, leaving me with the men.

         Jesse leans into me. “You’ve had a drink.”

         I tense. “It was an accident.”

         “I don’t mind you having a drink if I’m with you, Ava.” He turns his attention back to the boys. He doesn’t mind?

         I sit and watch Jesse be completely normal with Drew and Sam, talking about sports, mostly extreme, and generally carrying on like any normal man would. This is easygoing Jesse. He laughs with them, his eyes twinkling, keeping his hand exactly where it is. I smile to myself. It’s a pleasure to see, and then he glances over at me and winks, and I want to straddle his hips and eat him alive.

         “So, how is Victoria?” Kate chucks the question at Drew as she takes her seat, and everyone looks at him. She is such a shit stirrer.

         “Don’t ask.” He takes a swig from his bottle of beer. I notice no one else seems to be uneasy about the whole alcohol presence. Am I handling this all wrong? “She’s sweet, but God, she’s got to lighten up.”

         I recoil in my chair. Drew’s lightening-up comment is a bit harsh, especially if he’s hit her with an invitation to The Manor. He can’t knock her for being skeptical.

         “Why did you ask her to go?” I blurt the question before my brain engages. Isn’t it obvious why he asked her? Jesse gives me a sideway glance, and I feel my face burning up.

         Drew shrugs. “It’s who I am, it’s what I like.”

         “Amen,” Sam says, and raises his bottle.

         Kate clinks Sam’s bottle with her glass and he grins at her. My eyes widen—she’s had some action at The Manor!

         Holy fucking shit!
         

         Does Jesse know this?

         “Anyway,” Drew continues, “I’ve got to make the most of it. Get to thirty-five and it’s a slippery slope down to a saggy arse and man boobs. I’ll think about a woman who loves me for me and not for my body when I need to.”

         I feel Jesse tense next to me. He’s thirty-seven, but there’s most certainly no saggy arse or man boobs on him. I shift my legs and cross one over the other, prompting him to tighten his grip. Out the corner of my eye, I see his lips form a straight line.

         “Well, I’ve only got nine years left, so I’d better get my fill,” Kate says sardonically.

         My eyes are wide, my mouth gaping. I’m at a table in a normal bar, in normal London, with normal people, and they’re all talking about The Manor like it’s a perfectly regular setup. No, not normal people. How can they be? These three men have all dabbled, and now Kate has been dragged to the dark side, too. I need more wine.

         “It hits us women worse than you lot,” Kate continues, waving her wine glass in the general direction of the men. I catch Sam winking at her. I’m not sure this is a good thing, even though Kate insists it’s just fun.

         “Is that what happened to you, Jesse?” I ask coolly, taking a sip of my water. His hand shifts up my thigh slightly, and I clench my legs shut.

         “No.” He turns to me. “Do you think I’m lacking in the body department?” He arches an expectant eyebrow at me.

         What a stupid question if ever there was one. “You know I don’t.”

         He grins. “So, I’m still your god?”

         I flush and scowl at him at the same time. “You’re an arrogant god,” I mutter.

         He leans in and wraps his palm around my neck, dragging me toward him and hitting me with a completely over-the-top kiss. Despite my surroundings, I let him take me. As usual, my mind goes blank and nothing else exists except for Jesse and his power over my entire being. Swallowed, swamped, taken…

         When he finally releases me, I look at the others, suddenly hugely embarrassed at his blatant display of affection. There is a chorus of mushy vocals and one vomiting gesture. Jesse pulls me into his arms.

         “Seriously, you guys,” Kate scorns. “Here’s the food, so enough with the sloppy shit.”

         Sam reaches over and plants a kiss on her cheek. “Feeling left out?”

         She bats him away as the waiter places our lunch on the table.

         Everyone tucks in, including Jesse, and we chat and laugh between eating. It doesn’t escape my notice that Sam and Drew often flick fond looks over to my and Jesse’s side of the table.

         “I better get back to work,” I say regretfully. It’s been nice being relatively normal at lunch—as normal as it can be when you’re eating with the owner of a super-plush sex haven and two of its members.

         “I’m coming.” Jesse chucks the remaining half of his BLT down on his plate and gets up from his chair.

         “It’s a two-minute walk around the corner,” I say tiredly, but halt any further objections when he glares at me, and instead make my way around the table and kiss them all good-bye, shoving Kate some money for my and Jesse’s lunch.

         She trusts it back in my hand. “Jesse already settled the bill.”

         He did? I look at Jesse, but he is too busy shaking hands with the boys to notice. He collects me and starts leading me out of the bar.

         “Hey!” Kate shouts to my back. “Saturday night, girly drinks?”

         I stop and spin round to face her, flashing a what-do-you-think-you’re-playing-at look. She doesn’t seem to notice my reaction. No, she is too busy watching for Jesse’s reaction to her request. I see Sam and Drew both watching intently, too, waiting for Jesse’s response. I can feel him twitching uncomfortably next to me.
         

         “Maybe next week,” I say as confidently as I can.

         “You can go,” Jesse says quietly.

         I can go? What does he mean, I can go? “No, we have The Manor anniversary tomorrow. I’ll be knackered,” I affirm. I do want to go, but I know he’ll prohibit alcohol, the bloody control freak. I don’t get legless all of the time, and the last time I did, it was his fault. I’ve got so much to dump on Kate as well. Both of us have, by the sounds of things. This little lunch has only clipped the corners.
         

         “Hey, he said it’s cool,” Kate complains.

         “I’ll speak to you later,” I say dismissively, hoping she will take the bloody hint and shut her gob.

         “Oh yes, of course.” She winks. “Later.”

         I want to throw my bag at her, but then I feel Jesse tug me slightly, preventing me from following through on my intention, so instead, I toss another dirty look at her before turning and letting Jesse lead me out of the bar.

         We walk out onto Piccadilly into the lunchtime crowd, and I can feel the mild tension between us. He drops my hand and drapes an arm around my shoulder, pulling me into his side.

         When we turn into Berkeley Street, I stop and face him. “If I go out, I won’t be drinking, will I?”

         “No,” he says flatly. I roll my eyes and carry on walking. “You can have a drink at the party.” He catches up to me and replaces his arm over my shoulder.

         Yes, I can have a drink at the party because he’ll be there to watch over me. The problem is, I’m not comfortable drinking in front of him.

         “Would you get the doormen to spy on me, too?” I grumble.

         “I don’t ask them to spy on you, Ava. I ask them to watch over you.”

         “And call you if I don’t follow the rules?” I quip, earning myself a little nudge on the hip.

         “No, and call me if you are rolling around on the bar floor,” he says dryly, “with your nonexistent dress around your waist.”

         I look up at him and find accusing eyes. Okay, yes, I was on the bar floor, but I wasn’t rolling, and I wasn’t steaming drunk. Not that time, anyway. Kate was and she took me down with her. As for the dress? Well, that’s a trivial issue, and one that’s now in a dozen strips after neurotic man here shredded the damn thing. I could go out, have a couple of glasses of wine, wear something acceptable, and not roll around on the floor. Then no red alert would need to be issued by the doorman. Maybe I could stay at Kate’s so I’m not rubbing his nose in it. I laugh to myself at my ambitious idea. He will never let me stay at Kate’s.

         I let him hold me close to his side as we carry on our way to my office. “You’ve got to let me go now,” I say as we near. Patrick might be there and I’ve not mentioned any sort of business lunch with Mr. Ward. This is painfully difficult.
         

         “No,” he grumbles.

         “What are you going to do for the rest of the day?” This I really want to know. Please let him say that he’s got a stack of business to occupy himself with so I can get to Matt’s and get my stuff without worrying about fobbing him off. Withheld information isn’t the same as lying.

         He pouts. “Think about you.”

         That doesn’t make me feel any better. “I’ll be back at yours as soon as I finish work,” I say, realizing instantly that I’ve just lied. I use every ounce of energy to stop myself reaching for my hair.

         “Ours!” he corrects. “What time?”

         “Six-ish.” Give or take an hour, I add to myself.

         “You like that tag-on, don’t you? Ish…” He narrows his eyes on me, and I feel scrutinized.

         “Ish,” I counter, leaning on him for a kiss.

         He grabs me and leans me back over his arm in a ridiculous theatrical performance before kissing the life out of me in the middle of Berkeley Square. People sidestep us and tut as they pass, but I couldn’t give a toss.

         “God, I fucking love, love, love you.”

         I grin. “I know you do.”

         He pulls me back up to a vertical position and then buries his face in my neck to chew my ear. “I can’t get enough of you. Let me take you home.”

         I’m tempted to jump work and let him, when my phone starts singing, snapping me from my rebellious thoughts. I fish around in my bag while letting Jesse stick to my neck, and when I lay my hands on it, I hold it above Jesse’s head to see who it is. I groan. Of all the times Mikael could call, he calls now?

         Jesse pulls back and looks at me with an inquiring eye. “Who is it?”

         “Just a client.” I shove my phone in my bag. I’ll call him back. “I’ll see you at your place.” I go to walk away, but he grasps my wrist.

         “Damn it, Ava. Ours! Who was it?” His sudden change of temper catches me off guard.
         

         “It’s Mikael,” I grate. “Just a client.” I yank my wrist free from him and start the short remaining distance to my office.

         My phone starts ringing again, and I retrieve it as I enter the office. “Mikael,” I greet.

         “Ava, I’m calling to confirm our Monday appointment.” His soft voice seeps into my ears. It’s really quite sexy. “Would midday suit?”

         I collapse in my chair and swivel to face my desk, horrified to find Jesse standing over me, prowling like a raging beast, his chest heaving. Tom and Victoria are at their desks watching intently, making no attempt to hide their interest. I glance over my shoulder to find Patrick in his office, but, thank God, he’s oblivious, looking completely wrapped up in something on his computer screen.

         “Ava?”

         “Mikael, I’m sorry.” I look up at Jesse questioningly, but he ignores me, continuing with his menacing performance with no regard for our location or spectators. “Yes, fine.” I try to sound professional and assertive. I fail miserably.

         “Ava, are you okay?”

         “Yes, fine, thank you.”

         “Good. So, you broke your own rule?”

         My heart skips a few beats. “Pardon?” I squeeze the word through my sudden nervous breathing.

         “Jesse Ward. He’s a client, yes?”

         I don’t know what to say. No, he wasn’t a client, not when I was working on Lusso, but I’m not stupid enough to point that out. Mikael must know that I’m supposed to be working for Jesse. Supposed to be. I haven’t been back to The Manor yet, and Jesse hasn’t pushed it.
         

         “How long you have been seeing him?”

         My blood runs cold as I search my brain for the right thing to say. “Urhhh, a month-ish,” I stammer down the phone. Why is he asking this?

         “Hmmm. That’s very interesting.” My blood runs even colder. Why would that be very interesting? I’m still staring into the green eyes of the man I would die for, and I’ve got another man on the end of the phone sounding like he’s got something to tell me—something that’s going to send me crashing and burning from Central Jesse Cloud Nine, not that I’m on it at this particular point in time.

         “Why would it be?” I ask. I sound terribly nervous, which is fine because I am. What does he know?

         “We will discuss that when we meet.”

         “Okay.” I hang up. That was unbelievably rude, but I don’t know what else to do or say. Jesse is crowding my desk, looking like he might rip my head off, but for what? Bloody hell, in the space of five minutes, we’ve gone from cavorting on the pavement to a staring standoff.

         We burn holes into each other with our stares, until I relent and flick my gaze over to Tom and Victoria, who seem to have settled in for the show. Then I look back at Jesse, but I’m reluctant to make the first move for fear of it all blowing up and Patrick coming to investigate the commotion. I can’t sit here all day looking at him, though. “I’m at work,” I say quietly and tightly, with no faith in my feigned staunchness. He looks fit to burst with rage.

         “You won’t see him again.” He grinds out the words clearly and slowly.

         “Why?” I don’t bother pointing out that Mikael is a client. He knows that and judging by the look on his face, he doesn’t care.

         “You just won’t. It’s not a request, Ava. You won’t defy me on this.” He starts chewing that fucking lip, still brooding, still shaking with anger.

         I can’t do this here—not in the middle of my office. I also can’t withdraw from the Life contract. “I’ll see you at Lusso,” I say quietly.

         “Yes, you will.” He turns and stalks out.

         I flop back in my chair and release a long rush of breath that I hadn’t realized I was holding.

         “Gosh, that man can do a sexy brood,” Tom chirps. “Been to The Manor lately, darling?” 

         Victoria starts giggling for the first time in two days. So much for wondering if she’s figured it all out.

         I feel fit to burst with frustration and stress, but luckily for Tom and Victoria, Patrick saves their bacon before I let loose on them.

         “Flower,” he says as he perches on the corner of my desk. It creaks its customary protest. “Mikael Van Der Haus has been in touch and insisted on a research trip to Sweden.”

         Oh fuck.

         After we were awarded the design contract at Lusso, Mikael’s partner had demanded genuine Italian everything, so I was sent to Italy on a research and sourcing trip. Mikael has stressed his desire for sustainable materials on Life, but I didn’t anticipate this.

         A trip in aid of Mikael’s project will probably send Jesse to the grave.

         “Is it really necessary?’ I ask. Please say no, please say no.
         

         “Absolutely, Mikael insisted on it. I’ll look at flights.” He creaks his way back up from my desk and returns to his office.

         I’m in trouble here. There is not a chance in hell that I’ll get to Sweden without Jesse trampling someone, and then where will that leave me? Jobless, that’s where. I break out in a sweat.

         “Coffee, Ava?” Sally appears from the stationary cupboard, looking as miserable as she did earlier. I need wine desperately.

         “No thanks, Sally.”

         I look up and see Tom and Victoria with their heads down. Good. I can spend the rest of the afternoon worrying about my life drama in peace. I suddenly wish I didn’t have to pick my stuff up after work. Seeing Matt is the last thing I want to do.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         

         Six o’clock approaches and I start clearing my desk. Everyone else has left, so it’s down to me to do the office checks and lock up. Kate pulls up in Margo Junior and I jump in.
         

         “What’s going on with you and Sam?” I fire at her immediately as I settle and put my belt on. In my huffy state, I begrudgingly marvel at the comfort of Kate’s new van.

         “Nice to see you, too.” She pulls into the traffic.

         “Come on. Spill. What’s going on with you and Sam?”

         She shrugs. “Nothing.”

         I roll my eyes on a dramatic sigh. “Nothing. Of course.”

         “What are you wearing to this big bash?” she asks, in an obvious diversion from my inquiries.

         I inwardly groan. Am I even going now? “I don’t know, Jesse is supposed to take me shopping.”

         “Oh? He is, is he?” she muses. “Make the most of old moneybags.”

         “I’m not looking forward to it. I’ve not been there since last Sunday, and that pouty-faced tramp will be there,” I grumble. I sit back in my seat and think of all the other things I would prefer to do tomorrow night, and now that Jesse is quite clearly raging with me, my enthusiasm has not lifted. It’s me who should be raging. He’s got some explaining to do in light of Mikael’s brainteaser. “I do know how old he is now, though.”

         She grins as she flicks her eyes over to me. “How old, and how did you find out?”

         “Thirty-seven. I handcuffed him to the bed and tortured it out of him.”

         Kate bursts into laughter and I join her. I suppose it is rather funny.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We pull up outside my old flat, and I see Matt’s white BMW. My heart sinks, but I knew he would have to be here to let me in.

         “Do you want me to come in?” Kate asks.

         I mull over the question for a few seconds but decide it’s probably best if she waits in Margo Junior. Kate is a feisty bugger when she wants to be, and all I have to do is get in, be polite, and get out.

         “No, I’ll bring it out to you.” I open the van door and get out, feeling sicker by the minute.

         I make my way up the steps and press the buzzer for our apartment, looking up at my building and feeling unexpectedly sad that I don’t live here anymore.

         “Hi,” Matt’s happy voice comes over the intercom.

         “Hi,” I say as informally as I can. I don’t want to get into friendly conversation with him. I’m still pissed he had the nerve to call my parents.

         “I’ll buzz you in.”

         I hear the door mechanism release and I look back at Kate, giving a little wave to indicate I’m going in. She puts her thumb up and flashes her mobile at me. Nodding my understanding, I step into the corridor of the downstairs entrance hall.

         Making my way up the stairs, I take calming breaths while giving myself a mental pep talk. I must not mention the call to my parents, and I must not get involved in too much conversation.

         When I reach the top, I see the front door open slightly, so shaking myself up, I walk straight in. I don’t shut the door; I don’t plan on being here long. I look in the kitchen and lounge for Matt, but he is nowhere to be seen, so I head for the bedroom and find my stuff piled in bags and boxes. With Matt nowhere to be found, I start collecting a few bags up in my hands, but when I turn to leave the room, Matt is standing in the doorway with a glass of red wine in his hand. He’s wearing his beige suit. I’ve always hated that suit, not that I’ve told him. His dark hair is in its usual side parting and combed neatly.

         “Hi,” he says on an over-the-top smile.

         “Hey, I looked for you,” I explain as I lift the bags. “Kate’s waiting in her van. I’ll take these down to her.” There’s no hiding the hostility that develops at the mention of Kate’s name, but I ignore it and walk with purpose to the door, stopping when he makes no attempt to get out of my way.

         “Excuse me.” My politeness is killing me.

         He smiles at me, then takes a cocky swig of his wine before standing back a fraction, giving me just enough room to slip past and make my way down to Kate. When she sees me emerging from the building, she jumps out of her van and runs around to open the back doors.

         “That was quick,” she says, taking the bags from me.

         “He’s packed for me,” I reply, nodding at the bags on an arched brow.

         She smirks. “That’s very civilized of him.”

         I return to the apartment and grab a few more bags, thinking how much quicker this could be over with Kate’s help, but adding her to the mix is sure to send the situation into anarchy. And with no offer of help from Matt, I traipse back and forth, collecting my worldly possessions by myself.

         “How many more?” Kate asks as she thrusts my ninth and tenth bags into the van.

         “Just one box,” I say on an about-turn. He better have packed everything because I don’t want to come back.

         Making my way back up and grabbing the final box, I turn to make a hasty exit, but I find Matt blocking my escape again.

         “Ava, can we talk?” he asks hopefully.

         I cringe. “Talk about what?”

         “Us.” He waves his hand between our bodies.

         “Matt, I’m not going to change my mind,” I say as surely as I can, but before I know what has happened, he’s on me trying to shove his tongue down my throat. I drop the box and use all the strength I possess to push him away from me. “What the hell are you doing?” I screech.

         He pants a bit and then scowls at me. “Reminding you of why we’re good together.” 

         I actually laugh. It’s a proper belly laugh. He’s reminding me? Of what? How much of a twat he is? Please! A Jesse-style reminder it is not.
         

         “Are you still seeing someone?” he asks.

         “That’s none of your business.”

         “No, but your parents were very interested.”

         I take a long, steady breath to prevent my hand flying out and cracking him one. I’m not even going to justify his actions with a response. “Get out of my way, Matt.” I’m immensely proud of myself for keeping my voice even.

         “You stupid cow.”

         My eyes widen. I’m stunned. I knew he had a nasty streak, but is this really necessary? I see red. “Yes, I am still seeing someone, and do you know what, Matt? He’s the best I’ve had.”

         He laughs a sly, slap-worthy laugh. “He’s a raving alcoholic, Ava. Did you know that? He’s probably drunk out of his skull every time he fucks you.”

         I falter and Matt’s cocky grin widens. He thinks I’m shocked because he’s just dropped the alcohol bombshell on me. I’m not. I’m shocked because he knows something about who I’m seeing. How?

         I want to wipe his smug grin off his face with one swift slap. “Well, even pissed he’s a better fuck than you ever were.”

         “You’re pathetic,” he snarls.

         “No, Matt. I’m making up for four years of shit sex with you.”

         His face drops a little. He doesn’t know what to say. I lean down to get the box from the floor and whip my head up when I hear the thunder of heavy footsteps charging up the stairs.

         Oh fuck!
         

         “Ava!” he roars.

         Any hope I had of leaving Matt and his bewildered expression kind of commotion free has been well and truly trampled. How does he know I’m here? I’ll kill Kate if she’s tattled on me.

         He comes bulldozing through the door and any notion I previously had that I’ve seen him at his angriest is thoroughly obliterated. He looks rampant, and I’m actually afraid. Not for myself, for Matt. Jesse looks capable of murder.

         He looks straight at me and I wilt under his intense, furious stare. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
         

         I physically tremble in my heels, silently wondering how he knows I’m here. But I dare not ask, so instead I stand with my mouth firmly shut.

         “Answer me!” he roars.

         I flinch. It’s pretty obvious what I’m doing here, he doesn’t need my confirmation, and he must have seen the bags in the back of Kate’s van.

         Matt wisely stands back and keeps his mouth shut. He’s been on the receiving end of one of Jesse’s rages before.

         “I fucking told you! Don’t ring him, don’t come here. I said John would do it!” He waves his arms around like a deranged screwball. “Go and get in the fucking car.”

         I hear a snigger escape Matt’s lips, and I whip my eyes around to him. He looks at me and I see a glint of sick satisfaction in his eyes. It tips me over the edge. I’m not standing here being screamed at, especially in front of my twat of an ex-boyfriend. I grab my box and steam out of my apartment, thanking all things holy that Jesse didn’t walk in a few seconds earlier.

         “We kissed.” I hear Matt’s smug voice and then Jesse’s unmistakable fist in his face.

         I could cry. Does Matt not know when to shut the fuck up? Jesse’s thumping footsteps tail behind me as I walk out onto the street and see Kate. Sam is here—oh, and John, too.

         The big guy’s leaning up against his Range Rover—wraparound sunglasses in place—looking as menacing as ever, but his face is completely impassive. Kate is pacing beside her van with Sam standing to the side looking a bit concerned. Is it really necessary for everyone to be here? I give her a don’t stare as I approach her.
         

         She takes the box from me. “Holy fucking shit, Ava,” she whispers, throwing it in the back of her van.

         “Did you tell Sam I was here?” I ask shortly.

         “No!’ she screeches. I believe her. She wouldn’t do that to me.

         “John!” Jesse yells as he emerges from my building. “Put her stuff in the Rover.” He shakes his recovering hand and a flash of concern twangs inside me. The bloody idiot. Couldn’t he have used his left hand? And then his referral to me registers.

         Her?
         

         “Leave it, John!” I shout, halting John in his tracks. “I’m not going with him. Kate, come on.” I start toward the passenger side of Kate’s van and when I get to the door, I look up and see Sam with his hand on Kate’s arm. She looks at Sam and he shakes his head faintly, then she looks back to me. I can see she is torn.

         “Get the bags, John!” Jesse thunders down the steps.

         “Leave them!” I shout.

         I see John blow out an exasperated breath of air and look at Jesse for guidance, but he must decide that my wrath is the lesser of two evils because he starts transferring my things into the Range Rover. He can take my things. It doesn’t mean I’m going. I get in Kate’s van and throw myself back in the seat in total aggravation.

         Within two seconds, the door is flung open. “Out!” His voice is shaking with anger. I couldn’t give a toss.

         I grab the handle to yank it shut, but he moves his body to block me. “Jesse. Just fuck off!”

         “Mouth!”

         “Fuck off!” I scream. My throat is sore, my vocal cords pleading for some calmness. I’ve never shouted so much. I’m shaking, trembling with fury. How dare he? How dare he behave like this after everything I’ve been through with him?
         

         “Watch your fucking mouth!” He leans in and grabs me.

         I fight him off, but my strength compared to his is pathetic. He manhandles me out of Margo Junior and stands me with my back facing his front, while I persistently struggle to bat him away. Wrapping an arm around my waist, he lifts me clean from the ground, carrying me to his car while I kick and scream like a three-year-old.

         “Get off me!”

         “Shut your filthy mouth, Ava,” he grates, which only assists in encouraging me to fight him some more. I’m mortified, being manhandled in the middle of Notting Hill under the shocked stares of my best friend, her boyfriend, and John. I want to scream at the heavens. I struggle some more, trying to pry his grip from my body.

         “Stop making a scene, Ava.”

         Looking up, I see numerous bystanders halted in their daily business, all watching the dramatic happenings unfolding before their eyes. I give in with my struggle, but mainly because I’m thoroughly exhausted. I let him bundle me into his car, batting my arms at him when he tries to put the seat belt on me.

         He grabs my chin and tugs my face to his. “You had better stay fucking put!” His green eyes are brimming with fury as I stare at him defiantly before pulling my face away. I sit in the warm black leather trying to catch my breath as I watch him walk back over to John, Kate, and Sam. They’re talking, but I have no idea what about. Jesse’s head drops and I see Kate place a hand on his arm. Fucking traitor! Why is he the one getting all of the sympathy and reassurance when I’m the one who’s just been abducted by a wild fucking maniac?

         John shakes his head and clips the side of Jesse’s jaw with his knuckles, but Jesse pulls back from it harshly. I lip-read John’s calm down and watch as Jesse walks away, throwing his arms in the air before yanking his dark blond disheveled hair in frustration. John shakes his head and this time I know he just said motherfucker.
         

         Good! This is an indication that John agrees with me. Nasty qualities, I think John said. You don’t get much nastier than this. He’s completely lost the plot.
         

         I look out of the passenger window when he climbs back in the car, starts it, and roars off down the road, flinging me back in my seat. His normal driving mood is frightening enough. I’m not looking forward to this journey.

         “How did you know I was here?” I keep my eyes firmly on the view whizzing past my window.

         I hear him wince as he takes a corner, and out of my peripheral vision, I see him shake his hand. “It doesn’t fucking matter.”

         “It does matter.” I turn and look at his scowling profile. He’s still a handsome beast. “I was fine until you turned up.”

         He whips his head around to face me. I meet his stare with the same fierceness he’s giving me. “I’m fucking infuriated with you. Did you kiss him?”

         “No!” I shriek. “He tried and I beat him off. I was just leaving.” My forehead muscles are aching from scowling so much.

         I jump when he punches the steering wheel. “Don’t ever fucking tell me I’m possessive and over-the-top, do you hear me?”

         “You are stupidly possessive!”

         “Ava, in two days I’ve caught two men trying to get in your knickers. God knows about the times when I’ve not been there.”

         “Don’t be stupid,” I scoff. “You’re imagining things.” I’m fully aware that he’s not. “How do you know Mikael?”

         “What?” he snaps.

         “You heard me.” I can tell by the disappearance of his bottom lip between his teeth that he’s thinking hard about this.

         “I bought the penthouse, Ava. How do you think I know him?”

         “He thought it was very interesting when I told him that we had been seeing each other for a month-ish. Why would he?”

         His head whips around. “Why the fuck are you talking to him about us?”

         “I wasn’t, he asked the question and I answered! Why would he think it’s interesting, Jesse?” I can feel myself losing control. I look away from him, trying to take some calming breaths.

         “That man wants you, trust me.”

         “Why?” I shout, throwing my face in his direction again, but he refuses to look at me.

         He punches the steering wheel again. “He wants to take you away from me!”

         “But why?”

         “He just fucking does!”

         I jump back in my seat, shocked and unsatisfied by his vague, furious answer. This conversation will get us nowhere. He needs to calm down and so do I. I’ll ask my questions when he’s not looking like he may put his fist through the window.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He pulls up outside Lusso and I exit the car before he turns the engine off. I notice John pull into the car park as I enter the foyer, and I completely ignore Clive as he comes out from behind his desk. I head straight for the elevator.

         I expect Jesse to stop the doors from shutting so he can get in, but he doesn’t. He’s obviously concluded that we both need to calm down as well.

         I exit the lift and fish my key from the side pocket of my bag to let myself in before I slam the door behind me and chuck my bag on the floor in a temper. “Fucking man!” I curse to myself.

         “Hello,” a small voice says.

         I look up and see a gray-haired middle-aged woman standing in front of me. I suppose I should be concerned by this strange woman in Jesse’s penthouse, but I’m too angry. “Who the hell are you?” I blurt nastily. The woman recoils slightly and it’s then I clock the can of furniture polish and duster in her hand.

         “Cathy,” she says. “I work for Jesse.”

         “What?” I ask impatiently, but then the anger dominating my entire being gives way to allow that little piece of information to sink in—that and the furniture polish in her hand.

         Oh shit! 
         

         The door opens behind me, and I turn to see Jesse walk in. He looks at me and then at the woman standing in front of us both. “Cathy, you should probably get off now. I’ll speak to you tomorrow,” he says calmly, but I can still detect the anger in his voice.

         “Of course.” She places her polish and duster on the side table and then takes her apron off, folding it hastily, but neatly. “I’ve put dinner in the oven. Give it thirty minutes.” She picks up a carpet bag from the floor and stuffs her apron in the top. God bless her, she smiles at me before leaving. It’s more than I deserve.

         Jesse gives her a peck on the cheek and a reassuring rub of the shoulder as she leaves. I watch her walk out into the foyer, and see John and Clive transporting my bags from the elevator. That’s a waste of time because I’m not staying here. I stomp into the kitchen and yank the fridge open, hoping a bottle of wine might have magically found its way in there. I’m sorely disappointed.

         Slamming the fridge door, I steam out of the kitchen and up the stairs. I can’t even look at him at the moment. As I enter the bedroom and slam yet another door, I stand and wonder…what now? I should just leave—give us both some space to calm down. This is too intense, too quickly. It’s poisonous, crippling.

         I sigh wearily, putting my head in my hands in desolation, feeling the tears brimming and a lump in my throat forming. I’m head over heels in love with a man who has the most extreme temper and challenging ways. At the other end of the spectrum, though, he’s the most loving, sensitive, protective man in the universe. If John’s right, and he is only like this with me, should we be together? He’ll be dead by the time he’s forty from heart failure, and it will be my fault. With Jesse, when times are good, they are incredible, but when they are bad, they are unbearable.

         I thought I was beginning to find out what I needed to know but as time goes on, it’s becoming obvious that I haven’t. And it doesn’t look like I’m going to find out anytime soon—unless I ask Mikael…

         The door flies open and Jesse comes crashing in, looking like he’s been electrocuted. He’s visibly shaking and the main artery in his neck is bulging. He holds up something in his hand.

         “What the fuck is this?” He looks like he could spontaneously combust at any moment. I frown but then realize he’s holding up a sheet of flight details. Patrick must have slipped them into my bag.
         

         Oh Jesus, I’m in for it now.

         Hang on a minute. “You’ve been through my bag!” I’m shocked. I don’t know why, he invades my privacy all the fucking time. He doesn’t look ashamed or apologetic. He just waves the paper in front of my face while his chest puffs in and out erratically.

         I push past him and storm downstairs to my bag, hearing him follow me, his heavy breathing almost louder than his charging footsteps. I rip my bag from the floor and take it into the kitchen.

         “What the hell are you doing?” he shouts. “It’s not in there, it’s here.” He thrusts the paper under my nose as I dump my bag on the island and start rummaging through it.

         I have no idea what I’m looking for.

         “You are not fucking going to Sweden or Denmark or any fucking where, for that matter!” His voice is somewhere between anger and fear.

         I look at him. Yes, there is definitely fear in there. “Don’t go through my bag.” I grind the words out through my incensed frustration and look at him accusingly.

         He backs away a little and chucks the paper on the island while maintaining his infuriated glare. “Why, what else are you hiding from me?”

         “Nothing!”

         “Let me tell you something, lady.” He stalks forward, getting his face right in mine. “I will die before I let you leave the country with that womanizing prick.” A wave of pure dread travels across his face.

         “He won’t be coming!” I shout, slamming my bag down for effect. I don’t know that for sure, and in actual fact, I suspect he probably will. He’s got a plan and a motive.

         “Yes, he will. He’ll follow you there, trust me. He’s relentless in his pursuit of women.”

         I actually laugh. “Just like you?”

         “That was different!” he barks. He closes his eyes and lifts his fingertips to his temples to start rubbing away the tension.

         “You’re impossible,” I spit.

         “And what are you doing taking vitamins?” He scowls good and proper. “You’re pregnant, aren’t you?”

         I grab the vitamins from my bag and throw them at his head. His eyes widen as he ducks stealthily out of the way and they crash against the wall before falling to the kitchen floor. I need to regain some control. I’m losing it in a big way.

         “I bought the vitamins for you,” I yell, and he looks at me like I could possibly be a fruit loop. I’m close.

         “Why?” He looks at the bottle on the floor.

         “You put your body through the mill. Have you forgotten?”

         He scoffs. “I don’t need pills, Ava. I’ve told you.” He stalks forward and grabs my arms, pulling me close to his face. “I am not a fucking alcoholic. If I drink now, it will be because you make me crazy mad!” He shouts the last bit in my face.
         

         “You blame this all on me,” I state. I’m not asking it as a question, because he has already shouted it in my face.

         He drops me and walks away. “No, I don’t.” His hands yank on the back of his hair in frustration. “What else are you keeping from me? Business trips with rich Dutchmen.” He glares at me. “Cozy visits to the ex-boyfriend?”

         “Cozy?” I splutter. He thinks seeing Matt was cozy? “You stupid fucking man!’

         “Mouth!”
         

         “Get lost!” I shout. He’s on another fucking planet! If he knows me as well as he claims he does, then he wouldn’t be throwing such stupid insinuations around.

         “I can’t be around you right now,” he bellows. He clenches his teeth, and I see the muscles of his jaw ticking. “I fucking love you, Ava. So fucking much, but I can’t look at you. This is fucked up!” He stalks out of the kitchen.

         I hear the front door slam and moments later, an almighty crash. I run out to the penthouse foyer, and Jesse is nowhere to be seen, but the mirrored door of the elevator is shattered into a million pieces. Through my derangement, I instantly think of what further damage he has done to his poor hand. Then I cry. Hopeless, howl-at-the-moon blubbering. I feel completely helpless and out of control. I feel like I’m being tested, like he is trying me to see if I have the strength to get him through this total mess, and on top of that, I’m battling with the incessant niggling thought that it’s me who has made him like this. It’s not healthy.

         I walk back into the big open living area and see all of my bags placed in a neat row at the side of the stairs. What should I do with them? Am I staying?

         I leave them, and not knowing what else to do, I go and sit myself on a sun lounger on the decking area and cry to myself—loud, shoulder-shaking, pouring-tears crying, while I try to find some direction and guidance. I’m staring into space and feeling nothing but abandoned. Familiar feelings, all of which I never wanted to feel again, are flooding back into me—the empty feeling, the lost, lonely, and dejected emotions that had me residing in the lowest level of hell while Jesse wasn’t in my life. How have I come to need him so much? How has this happened to me? He’s walked out, and now I’ve got a good idea of how he felt when I did the same to him. I feel like a massive part of me is missing.

         It is.

         I take myself back upstairs and have a shower and stand for an age under the spray, absentmindedly soaping my body. Everywhere I turn I see us—Jesse and me on the vanity unit, against the wall, in the shower. We’re everywhere. I hurry out, suddenly desperate to escape the reminder of our intimacies, and dry my hair before flopping on the bed. I’m not sure how long I’m sitting, staring blankly at the ceiling. Minutes. Hours. The dry tears making my skin stingy and tight should tell me. I try not to, but I reflect back, thinking of the times we have been apart when he’s had a drink. Will he have a drink now? The thought has my heart starting a painful gallop in my chest, working its way up to my mouth. The idea of Jesse mixed with alcohol is enough to have me dashing to the kitchen to get my phone.

         As I enter, I get a waft of something smelling really good. Oh! I run to the oven and turn it off, grab my phone, and dial John.

         His low rumble seeps down the phone after the first ring. “He’s here, Ava.”

         “The Manor?” I’m so relieved but at the same time, I wonder what he’s doing there.

         “Yeah,” John sounds regretful. It makes me straighten up.

         “Should I come?” I don’t know why I’m asking when I’m already on my way upstairs to get dressed.

         He hums down the phone, “Probably, girl. He went straight to his office.”

         I hang up, throw some clothes on, and head for the door. My car keys. Jesse hasn’t given me my car keys back. I dive into the boxes of my belongings, praying I’ll find the spare set, and eventually lay my hands on them.

         I’m in the foyer of Lusso in no time at all, running through, my heels clinking fast over the floor. I notice Clive kneeling down behind his desk but I swiftly pass him without a word. I’ve no time for him this evening. The poor man will wonder what he has done to upset me.

         “Ava!” I hear him yell after me. I wouldn’t stop, but it sounds like something is seriously wrong. Maybe the mystery woman has been back.

         “What’s up, Clive?”

         He runs toward me in a panic. “You can’t go!”

         What’s he talking about?

         “Mr. Ward,” he pants, “he said you mustn’t leave Lusso. He was very insistent.”

         “Clive, I haven’t time for this.” I carry on my way, but he grasps my arm.

         “Please, Ava. I’ll have to call him.”

         I don’t believe this. He’s got the concierge performing prisoner guard duties now? “Clive, it’s not your job to do this,” I point out. “Please, let go of my arm.”

         “Well, I did say as much myself, but Mr. Ward can be very insistent.”

         “How much, Clive?”

         “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says quickly, rearranging his hat with his spare hand. He couldn’t look guiltier if he tried.

         I pull my arm free from Clive’s grasp and walk over to the concierge desk. “Where do you keep Mr. Ward’s numbers?” I ask, scanning the high-tech display screens in front of me. I notice Clive’s mobile sitting on the desk, too.

         Clive walks over with a befuddled look on his face. “It’s all linked to the phone through the system. Why do you ask?”

         “Do you have Mr. Ward’s number on your mobile?” I ask.

         “No, Ava, it’s all preprogrammed into the system. Resident’s confidentiality and all.”

         “Good.” I yank out the wires leading from the phone system to the computer and drop them in a tangled mess to the floor where they meet Clive’s jaw.

         I hear the poor old boy’s shocked mumbling on my way out and feel a small pang of guilt. That will be yet another repair bill falling on the doormat of the penthouse. Jumping in my car, I immediately notice a small back box on the dashboard and knowing what it is, I press it and the gates to Lusso begin to open.

         The whole way to The Manor, I pray repeatedly that I’m not going to find Jesse with a drink in his hand. This will be the first time I’ve been back since my discovery of its offered activities, but my need to see Jesse is overriding any nerves or reluctance I have.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         

         John opens The Manor door before I reach it and offers me a small, reassuring smile. “Has he calmed down?” I ask as we walk past the bar and reach the summer room. There are people scattered around the seating areas, drinking and talking, probably discussing what the evening may have in store, and I’m assaulted by a dozen inquisitive stares. I tense all over.
         

         “Damn, girl, you affect that motherfucker.” John laughs, giving me a glimpse of that gold tooth.

         I let out a rush of breath in agreement. “My man is challenging.”

         John looks over at me and smiles. “Challenging? That’s a word. I call him a fucking pain in the arse. I’ve got to admire his determination, though.”

         “Determination?” I feel my brow knit. “Determination to be challenging?”

         John stops as we reach Jesse’s office. “I’ve never seen him so determined to live.”

         “What do you mean by that?” I can’t help the confusion in my tone. I can’t see any determination to live. All I see is determination to kill himself off from stress. He’s completely self-destructive.

         My breath hitches in my throat.

         Self-destructive. Jesse has said that before—when he took me on his bike.
         

         “Trust me, it’s a good thing.” John looks at me affectionately. “Be easy on him.”

         “How long have you known him, John?”

         “Long enough, girl. I’ll leave you to it.” He takes his mountain of a body and strides off down the corridor.

         “Thanks, John,” I say to his back.

         “S’all good, girl. S’all good.”

         I stand outside Jesse’s office with my hand hovering over the doorknob. John’s unexpected information, albeit vague, has piqued my curiosity more. My mind is racing with thoughts of alcohol, dabbling, lack of leathers, and scars. I turn the handle and walk, with caution, into Jesse’s office.

         And I don’t like what I see.

         Jesse is in his big office chair facing Sarah, who is perched on the corner of his desk. A thud of possessiveness slaps me in the face, but it’s the bottle of vodka on Jesse’s desk that has me more fretful. I can fight off unwanted female attention, as long as it’s unwanted. The vodka is another matter entirely.

         They look up at me in unison, and she flashes me an insincere smile. Then I notice a bag of ice resting on Jesse’s hand. I was right to have a touch of the green-eyed monster. They look, in Jesse’s words, very cozy. Now there is absolutely no doubt in my mind that these two have had a sexual relationship. It’s written all over her face. I feel sick, jealous. and dangerously possessive.

         I look at Jesse, and he meets my gaze. He’s still in his charcoal trousers, but the sleeves of his black shirt are rolled up. His dirty blond hair is a glorious mess on top of his beautiful head, but despite all of his loveliness, he looks fearful and uneasy. I don’t blame him. I’ve just walked in on him looking cozy with another woman and with a bottle of the evil stuff in front of him. It’s my worst nightmares wrapped into one.

         He slowly turns his chair with his feet, away from Sarah and toward me.

         “Have you had a drink?” My voice is even and strong. I feel anything but.

         He shakes his head. “No.”

         I’m uncertain as to whether the small voice is due to the woman or the vodka. He drops his head slightly, and the silence is awkward, but then Sarah rests a hand on Jesse’s arm, and I want to dive on the desk and yank her hair out. Jesse flinches and snaps his eyes to mine.

         Who the fuck does she think she is? I’m not naive enough to believe that she is trying to be a supportive friend. I’m suddenly furious with myself for allowing another woman the opportunity to comfort him, especially this woman. That’s my job.

         “Do you mind?” I look directly at her so there’s no mistaking whom I’m talking to.

         She looks up at me but makes no attempt to remove her hand from Jesse. “Excuse me?”

         “You heard me.” I flash her a don’t-fuck-with-me glare and she smirks an almost undetectable smirk.

         Jesse pulls his arm away and her hand falls to the desk. Then he flicks his eyes nervously between us. God bless him, he’s keeping his mouth firmly shut, but then the bitch only leans down and kisses him on the cheek, letting her lips linger there for longer than is really necessary.

         “Call me if you need me, sweetie,” she says in the most ridiculous seductive voice I’ve ever heard.

         Jesse stiffens from head to toe and looks at me, all wide eyed and alarmed. He’s right to be anxious, especially after the barrel of shit he’s just thrown at me because of a male client and an ex-boyfriend. Matt and Mikael would be a mass of body parts if the boot was on the other foot.

         I grab his office door and open it wide before fixing my eyes on the blonde, larger-than-life tramp. “Good-bye, Sarah,” I say with optimum finality.

         She looks at me with a self-assured face and slides off Jesse’s desk, sauntering across his office at a leisurely pace while giving me the eyeball. I hold her cocky face with my own take-no-prisoners stare, all the way to the door that I’m holding open for her, and as soon as her six-inch platform heels are over the threshold, I slam it behind her and silently hope it collided with her toned arse.

         Now, let’s deal with my challenging man. Seeing him sitting there with Sarah has made something perfectly clear to me.

         He’s mine…end of.

         I turn to face him. He hasn’t moved from his chair, the bottle of vodka is still in the middle of his desk, and he’s chewing his bloody lip, cogs steaming.

         I nod at the bottle. “Why is that there?”

         “I don’t know.” His face is tortured and it kills me to be on the other side of the room from him.

         “Do you want to drink it?”

         “Not now you’re here.” His quiet words register loud and clear.

         “You walked out on me,” I remind him.

         “I know.”

         “What if I hadn’t come?” That’s the operative question here. I’m revisiting the same thing over and over in my mind. He behaves like this is a piece of cake, but then I find him keeping company with a woman and a bottle of vodka because we’ve had words. I can’t worry like this every time we quarrel.

         “I wouldn’t have drunk it.” He pushes it away.

         “Then why is it there?”

         He shrugs casually. It makes me mad. My fear was warranted and he expects me to accept his vague answers and shoulder shrugs? “I wasn’t going to drink it, Ava.” His voice is slightly irritated.

         “Would you drink it if I leave?”

         His eyes fly to mine, panic invading his handsome face. “Are you going to leave me?”

         “You need to give me some answers.” I’m threatening him, but I feel like it’s my only option. There are some things he needs to tell me. “Why is Mikael so interested in our relationship?”

         “His wife left him,” he spits the words out quickly.

         “Because you slept with her.”

         “Yes.”

         “When?”

         “Months ago, Ava.” He looks at me, sincerity in his eyes. “She was the woman who turned up at Lusso. I’ll tell you before you threaten to leave me again.” There’s a dash of sarcasm in his tone, which I ignore.

         “She wasn’t worried about you, was she?”

         “Yes, probably, but she wants me, too.”

         “Who wouldn’t?” I feel incredibly calm.

         He nods mildly. “I’ve made it clear, Ava. I slept with her months ago, and she’d gone back to Denmark. I don’t know why she’s decided to pursue me now.”

         I believe him, and anyway, Mikael has been sorting his divorce out, and divorcing someone takes time. It must have been some months ago.

         “So he wants to take me away from you, like you took his wife from him.”

         He drops his head to his hands. “I didn’t take her away, Ava. She left of her own accord, but yes, he does want to take you away from me.”

         “But you were all friendly, you bought Lusso.” My head is hurting.

         “It’s just a front, Ava—on his part. He had nothing on me, nothing he could hurt me with because I didn’t care about anything. But now I have you.” He looks up at me. “Now, he knows where to stick the knife in.”

         My eyes start to prickle, and I watch as his face falls, his own eyes glazing over. That’s as much as I can take being this far away from him. I walk over to his chair and he opens his arms to me. I ignore his swollen hand and crawl onto his lap, letting him swamp me in his arms and invade all of my senses. His touch and his smell settle me immediately, and the inevitable happens when we unite with each other like this—all of the issues causing us turmoil seem inconsequential and of no importance. It’s just us in our own little sphere of contentment, soothing each other, settling each other.

         “I’ll die loving you. I can’t let you go to Sweden.”

         I sigh. “I know.”

         “And you should have let me deal with your things. I didn’t want you seeing him,” he adds. 

         I’m submitting to him now, but I don’t care. “I know. He knows about you.”

         I feel him stiffen under me. “Knows about me?”

         “He told me you’re a raving alcoholic.”

         He relaxes and laughs. “I’m a raving alcoholic?”

         I look up at him, shocked by his blasé reaction to something so detrimental. “It’s not funny. How does he know?”

         “Ava, I honestly have no idea.” He sighs. “Anyway, he’s misinformed because I’m not an alcoholic.”

         “Yes, I know,” I relent, but I’m pretty sure that Jesse’s issue with drink would register somewhere on the alcoholic scale. “Jesse, what am I going to do? Mikael is an important client.” I suddenly have a horribly unpleasant thought. “Did he rehire me for the Life Building just because of you?”

         He smiles. “No, Ava. He didn’t even know about us until yesterday. He hired you because you’re a talented designer. The fact that you’re also stunningly beautiful was an additional benefit. And the fact that I happened to fall in love with you was an even bigger bonus for him.”

         “You exposed yourself,” I say quietly. “If you hadn’t trampled my meeting, then he might never have made the connection.”

         “I acted on impulse when I saw your diary.” He shrugs. “Anyway, he would have pursued you whether he knew you were mine or not. Like I said, he’s relentless.”

         I remember his eyes bulging and his jaw ticking when he clocked my diary. It wasn’t because I’ve replaced it. It’s because Mikael’s name was plastered all over it. “How do you know? He’s married. Well, was married.”

         “That never stopped him before, Ava.”

         I’m in absolute mental meltdown. I can’t possibly work with Mikael now—not after discovering this. I don’t want to be anywhere near him. Oh God, I’m supposed to be meeting him on Monday. This is going to get horribly messy. I want to yell at Jesse for not keeping it in his pants. I think back to that nasty creature John ejected from The Manor the day I discovered what it really was. He was bawling on about husbands and conscience not getting in Jesse’s way. How many marriages has Jesse broken? How many husbands out there want revenge?

         I’m snapped from my unwelcome thoughts when Jesse cups my face with his hand. “How did you get here?”

         I grin. “I distracted your appointed guard.”

         His eyes sparkle, his lips twitch. “I shall have to sack him. How did you manage that?”

         I lose my grin when I consider the repair bill Jesse will be getting. “Jesse, he’s sixty, if a day. I disconnected his telephone system so he couldn’t advise you of my escape from your tower in the sky.”

         “Our tower. Disconnected?” His frown line is light across his forehead.

         I bury my face back in his chest. “I ripped the wires out.”

         “Oh,” he says flatly, but I know he’s suppressing a laugh.

         “What are you playing at, getting a pensioner to try and keep me indoors?” I ask accusingly. I could have outrun Clive, even in my heels.

         He strokes my hair softly. “I didn’t want you to leave.”

         “Well, you should’ve stayed yourself then.” I pull his shirt out of his trousers and slide my hands up to get my fix of his warm chest. He tightens his hold of me, and I feel his beating heart under my palms. It’s so comforting.

         “I was crazy mad.” He sighs. “You make me crazy mad.” He kisses my temple and burrows deeply into my hair.

         “How’s your hand?”

         “It would be fine, if I didn’t keep smashing it into things,” he answers dryly.

         I wriggle free of his embrace. “Let me see.” I sit up on his lap and he pulls his hand from behind me to rest between our bodies. I gingerly take it. He doesn’t wince, but I flick him a quick glance to check his face isn’t pained. The glass door of the elevator was in a million pieces and I expected his hand to be.

         “I’m fine.”

         “You smashed the elevator door,” I say, stroking his recovering fist.

         “I was really mad.”

         “You already told me that. What about the hijacking of my office this afternoon? Were you crazy mad then?”

         “Yes, I was.” He narrows his eyes on me, but then he grins. “A bit like you were just now.”

         “I wasn’t mad, Jesse.’ I look at his damaged hand with the pity I feel for the pathetic woman I’ve just evicted from his office. “I was marking what’s mine. She wants you. She couldn’t have been more obvious if she’d straddled you and thrust her tits in your face.” I screw my face up in disgust at her desperation, looking up to find his grin has broken out into a full-on, Hollywood-worthy beam. This smile is a step up from his one reserved only for women. This smile is reserved only for me. I can’t help the little smile tickling the corners of my mouth.

         “You look very happy with yourself.” He brushes me away from fussing over his hand.

         “Oh, I am. I like it when you’re all possessive and protective. It tells me you’re crazy in love with me.”

         “I am, even though you are stupidly challenging. And don’t be calling Sarah sweetie,” I mock.
         

         He circles our noses and pushes his lips onto mine. “I won’t.”

         “You’ve slept with her.” It’s a statement, not a question. He recoils, his green pools all wide and wary. I roll my eyes. “A dabble?” I ask.

         His eyes drop down slightly. “Yeah.” His expression and body language scream uncomfortable. He’s not happy with this line of conversation.

         I bloody knew it. Okay, that’s fine. I can cope with this as long as he keeps the hussy at arm’s length—or farther. That might be bloody hard when the woman works for him and follows him around like a lost puppy.

         “I just want to say one thing,” I press. I need to make this clear if I’m ever going to keep company, both socially and professionally, with any men in future, although I’m fully aware that Jesse’s possessive streak is never going to go away completely. “It’s all about you.” I drop a kiss onto his lips to reinforce my declaration.

         “It’s all about me,” he mumbles against me.

         I grin. “Good boy.”

         He pulls back and runs his fingers down my neck, his eyes full of satisfaction. “I love you, Ava.”

         I rest my cheek on his shoulder. “I know.”

         “Take the day off work tomorrow.”

         I’ve not even advised Patrick of my afternoon appointment with Mr. Ward, but I need a break and a long weekend with Jesse is hard to turn down. I’ve no appointments and I’m ridiculously up to date with everything else. Patrick owes me a few days in lieu. He won’t mind.

         I pull myself away from his chest. “Okay.”

         He frowns, like I’m going to retract my answer or add a but to it. “Really?” His eyes twinkle as his lips tip at the edges. “You’re being very reasonable. That’s not like you.”
         

         My eyes bulge at his comment. I know he knows that he’s the unreasonable one. He’s playing on it. I don’t bite. “I’m ignoring you,” I grumble.
         

         “Not for long. I’m taking you home to our tower in the sky. I’ve not been inside you for way too long.” He stands and props me on my feet. “Shall we?” He cocks his arm out and I link it with mine, my stomach clenching at the prospects awaiting me when we get home.
         

         “I fancy a bit of rowing,” I flip casually.

         He raises a sardonic eyebrow at me. “We’ll row another day, baby. I want to make love,” he says softly, looking down at me. I smile.

         He leads me through the summer room, to the entrance hall, and I ignore the disappointed faces on all of the women we pass, all obviously hoping we would be leaving separately. John meets us at the door and gives me his distinguished smile.

         “I’ll see you tomorrow,” Jesse informs him as he opens the door for me.

         “S’all good.” He slaps Jesse on the shoulder and walks off in the direction of the bar.

         Jesse places his hand in the small of my back to guide me out, and as I turn, I catch a glimpse of Sarah standing in the doorway of the bar. She greets John, but her eyes are fixed firmly on me and Jesse leaving The Manor. There is no mistaking the look of bitterness on her pouty face. I predict handbags at dawn.

         “Leave your car, we’ll get it tomorrow,” he says as he opens the passenger door to his Aston Martin.

         I don’t argue.

         As we make our way down the long driveway, we pass Sam’s Porsche headed toward The Manor. I bolt upright in my seat. “Hey, there’s Kate!” I blurt. Sam honks his horn and puts his thumb up to Jesse, and I crane my neck as we pass them. Kate puts a reluctant hand up to me. “What’s she doing here?” I look at Jesse, who keeps his eyes on the road. Oh good God! “She’s a member, isn’t she?” I ask accusingly.

         “I don’t discuss members. Confidentiality.” He’s deadpan.

         “So she is a member!”
         

         He shrugs and presses a button to open the gates. The little minx! Why hasn’t she told me? Is she here for all things kinky in general, or is she here for Sam specifically? Christ, just when I thought my fiery friend couldn’t surprise me more.

         Jesse roars off down the road and plays with a few buttons on the steering wheel, the stereo kicking in and surrounding us with a distinct male voice.

         “Who’s this?”

         He starts tapping the steering wheel. “John Legend. You like?”

         Oh, I do. I reach over to the steering wheel and Jesse slides his hands down to give me access to the controls. I locate the right one and turn it up more.

         “I’ll take that as a yes.” He smirks and reaches over to place his hand on my knee. I cover it with mine.

         “Is your hand okay?”

         “Fine, unravel your knickers, lady.”

         “I need to text Patrick.”

         “Yes, do. I’m looking forward to having you all to myself tomorrow and all weekend.” He removes his hand from my knee and replaces it on the steering wheel.

         I fire a quick text over to Patrick and, as expected, he replies speedily, telling me to have a well-deserved day off.

         Perfect. Three days straight of undisturbed time on Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         

         We stroll into Lusso hand in hand, and Clive gives me a disapproving glare. My apologetic look doesn’t seem to wash.
         

         “Mr. Ward,” he says cautiously, still eyeing me.

         “Clive.” Jesse nods and leads me to the elevator without another word.

         As the doors close, I’m not surprised to be thrust up against the wall, the full length of his body cocooning mine. The powerful throb I’m so familiar with these days drops straight into my groin and has my veins heating immediately. He slips his leg between my thighs and raises it, brushing over my core and, just like that, I’m panting.

         “You’ve upset the concierge,” he breathes, his lips close to mine.

         “Damn.” I force the word out through my strangled breaths, and he crashes his lips to mine, taking them with conviction and purpose, while grinding his beating erection against me. Oh Lord, I want to rip his clothes off, but this most certainly isn’t making love, not that I would even dream of complaining.

         “Why aren’t you wearing a dress?” he asks irritably, between plunging his tongue in and out urgently.

         I’m asking myself the very same question. It would be around my waist by now and he would be inside me. “I’m running out of dresses.”

         He moans into my mouth. “Tomorrow, we buy only dresses.” He thrusts his hips forward and upward, colliding with and rubbing against my core.

         I sigh in pure, uninhibited pleasure. “Tomorrow we buy one dress.” I reach down between us and unfasten his belt as he breaks away from my lips and rolls his damp forehead over mine, his eyes shining with approval, his lips parted. I rub the back of my palm over his trousers, feeling him twitch and jerk beneath my touch while I run a trail across his bottom lip with my tongue. Then I unzip him and reach in to free his raging hard-on, taking a firm grip at the base, squeezing lightly.

         He closes his eyes tight. “Mouth,” he commands gently.

         The elevator doors open onto the penthouse foyer, and I’ve never been more relieved that it’s the only lift that comes up to the top floor. I slide my back down the wall until I’m crouched in front of him, but his hot, throbbing cock is not the only thing that has my interest. His angry scar catches my attention. I’ve made a pact with myself to not ask anymore, but I can’t help my curiosity, especially after what John said about Jesse being self-destructive. I look up at him, finding his arms rigid and braced against the wall above my head, his eyes on me.

         “What are you waiting for?” he asks me, thrusting his hips forward impatiently. All thoughts of mystery scars are expelled as I remember the last time I took him like this—how brutal he was. Will he be like that again?

         I drag my eyes away from his carnal stare and flex my grip on his throbbing cock, then reaching forward, I lap up the leaking bead of cum from his swollen crown and slowly draw my hand forward, hearing him moan low in his throat, his hips shaking slightly. His breathing quickens with each lazy stroke I draw, his lower abdomen rising and falling before my eyes and when I hear him curse, I wickedly lap at his balls before gliding my tongue slowly but firmly up the underside, rising on my legs slightly to ensure I reach the very tip.

         “All the way, Ava,” he pants.

         I’m aware of the door on the elevator closing again and Jesse reaching over, slamming his fist against the button before returning his hand to the wall behind me.

         Wrapping my lips around his head, I circle my tongue slowly, delicately. He shudders. I love doing this to him. I love instigating these sounds from his mouth and the reactions from his body.

         I wait for his surge forward, but it doesn’t come. He’s struggling. I can feel his tension seeping into my body from our contact; I can see his hips shaking slightly in front of me. I put him out of his misery and take him deep into my mouth until he hits the back of my throat. He feels like velvet on my tongue. Perfect. Right. The suppressed bark he releases as I pull back, lap slowly, and take him again fills me with satisfaction and confidence. This time, his hips surge forward, and with my head against the wall, there is no retreating space. He moves his hands to cup the back of my head, padding me as he powers forward on a shout, throwing his head back and driving in and out of my mouth purposefully.

         I remember to relax, my gag reflex working hard, and let my hands drift around his hips to find his tight arse. Then I bury my fingernails into his toned flesh.

         “Harder!” His voice is severe and animalistic. I dig in harder. “Oh fuck.” He continues with his drives, and I know he’s close. I pry one hand off a cheek and reach between his thighs to wrap my fist around his balls. It’s his undoing.

         “Holy shit!” he yelps, pulling out to wrap his own fist around the base. “Keep hold and open your mouth.” His eyes drill into me.

         I do what I’m told, keeping my tight grip of his heavy sac and opening my mouth, maintaining our eye contact. He pistons his fist back and forth, the muscles in his neck bulging, and on a stifled cry, he rests the broad head of his cock on my lower lip and releases into me, hot, creamy liquid hitting the back of my throat and coating the inside of my mouth. I swallow impulsively.

         His strokes slowly and I loosen my vise lock around his sac, dragging my hand, palm up, between his thighs until I meet his slow caresses. Curling my hand around his fist, we work him down together as I lap up the salty essence of him pouring into my mouth.

         “I want one of those every day for the rest of my life.” His face is poker straight, his voice deadly serious, and I hope he means from me. “From you,” he adds, as if reading my mind.

         I smile and return my attention to his steel length, which is still contracting through both of our hands. I circle and lick, ensuring I’ve got every last bit of him, and then drop a tender kiss on the very tip.

         His fingers flex and I release him. “Come here.” He reaches down and pulls me up against his chest. “I love you and your filthy mouth,” he says quietly as he nuzzles my nose with his.

         “I know you do.” I reach down to start tucking him back in and refastening his trousers.

         He lets me finish securing him and then grabs my hand, pulling me out of the elevator toward the penthouse door. “That was a complete waste of time. They’ll be off as soon as I get you inside.”

         He lets us in and the smell of something lovely invades my nostrils. “Oh, dinner!” I’d completely forgotten about that. Thank God I turned the oven off, or we might have returned to fire engines and yet more damage bills.

         He leads me into the kitchen and releases my hand to grab an oven glove, putting it on and pulling out an overcooked lasagna. He dumps it on the side, shaking his head. “I employ a housekeeper and a cook and you still manage to burn dinner.”

         What with our screaming match and subsequent makeup, I had forgotten about the poor woman whom I was so inexcusably rude to. I will have to make amends with her. She probably thinks I’m a total bitch. “Will she come back?”

         He laughs. “I hope so.” He pokes the crusty top layer of the lasagna. “Cathy’s lasagna is delicious.” He focuses his eyes back on me. “It looks like I’ll have to find something else to eat.”

         Slowly stalking toward me, his green eyes full of promise and pleasure, he wraps his arm around my back and carries me tightly against his chest. I reach up and fan my fingers through his soft, messy mop and frown when he bypasses the stairs, heading for the terrace.

         “Where are we going?” I ask as I watch the stairs pass.

         “An alfresco fuck.” He pushes his lips to mine. “It’s a pleasant evening. Let’s not waste it.”

         He carries me onto the terrace, the sounds of London by night clear in the cool evening air, and I’m placed on my feet before he starts unbuttoning my blouse, his big fingers struggling with the tiny gold buttons, his concentration frown tickling his forehead. I reach for his trousers and start undoing his belt and fly. Then, starting at the bottom of his shirt, I undo each button slowly until his delicious chest is warm and firm under my palms. I circle his nipples with my thumbs as he reaches the final button of my blouse before moving to my trousers.

         “Show-off,” he mutters, his lips finding mine as he starts feeling for my trouser fastening. It’s cruel, but I let him search. He feels around the front and then moves his hands to the back, and when he has no luck there either, he growls. “Where’s the zipper?” he moans against my lips.

         I collect his hands from my back, guiding them to the side fastening of my trousers, and he makes swift work of getting it down and lifting me so I can kick my shoes off. He drags my trousers down. “Yet another reason for dresses only,” he complains as he pushes my blouse off my shoulders. “Anything that stops me from getting to you fast has to go.”

         I smile to myself. Now he’s trampling my wardrobe?

         The cool air attacks my skin, puckering my already-solid nipples further. He steps back from me and kicks his Grensons off before removing his socks, trousers, and the rest of his shirt while running his shimmering eyes up and down my body.

         “Lace,” he says approvingly, and then he slowly drags his boxers down his thighs, his cock springing free and ready. I want to drop to my knees and take his deliciousness in my mouth all over again, but the urgent thump in my own groin is demanding attention. I reach around my back and unclasp my bra, letting it fall to the wooden floor, and within a second, his body is pressed up against mine and he’s breathing in my face.

         I feel him slip a finger into the seam of my underwear and brush across my clitoris, prompting my head to drop to his chest and my hands to grab his arms, steadying myself as his touch sends electric shocks to every nerve ending.

         “Wet,” he says, all low and rough, extending the word as he rolls the tip of his finger around and around, applying a little pressure when he reaches the top. “Just for me?”

         “Just for you,” I pant.

         The satisfying rumble that escapes his lips vibrates in the evening air. I will always be his.

         My head lifts and his lips skim against mine, coaxing my mouth to part as my knickers are pushed down my thighs and his tongue slips between my lips on a shallow moan. The taste of him is addictive, and I return every lap, lick, and stroke with my own, until he pulls away and kneels before me, dragging my underwear off my legs. He wastes no time burying his nose in the hair at the apex of my thighs, and then draws a long, hot, excruciating stroke straight up the center of my core.

         I moan, my knees buckle, and an almost painful buzzing starts at the very tip of my sex.

         “Ohhhh.”

         His grip strengthens around my hips as he continues his hot trail straight up the center of my body until he’s at my neck and then in my mouth, taking it with respect and passion, humming into me.

         Releasing my lips, he locks eyes with me, his green gaze seeping into me. “You are my life.” His clear words stab at my heart as he returns to worshipping my mouth delicately, running his palm over my bum and down the back of my thigh. He tugs gently to pull my leg up, so my inner leg cradles his hip. Then he pulls back. “Do you love me?” His eyes search mine.

         “You know I do,” I whisper.

         “Say it. I need to hear it.” His voice is laced with desperation.

         I don’t hesitate. “I love you.” I kiss his moist, full mouth and wrap my arms around his neck, and then gracefully lift myself up his body to straddle him. “I’ll always love you.” I stare him square in his beautiful, cloudy green eyes as he positions himself at my entrance. He hovers there, and I struggle to resist sinking down onto him.

         “Do you need me?” he asks.

         “I need you.” I know this satisfies him as much, if not more, as “I love you.”

         “Always,” he confirms, and then he pushes slowly and with control into me in one patient motion, both of us sucking in sharp breaths as we unite.

         He holds me to him while we stabilize our breathing, and then walks over to the lounger and lowers me onto it, bringing his body down with me so the connection isn’t broken. He stares down at me with the most incredible amount of sincerity gushing from his eyes.

         “Feel how perfect we are together?” He slowly withdraws and sinks back in, setting a smooth, steady foundation for what’s to come. He wants to really make love. “Do you feel it?” he asks softly, repeating the scorching motion, accelerating my need for him.
         

         “I do,” I confirm quietly. From the very first time we connected I felt it, probably even from the very first time our eyes met.

         He continues with his slow, restrained strokes, and I shift my hands down to his back, trailing soft flicks over his firm flesh. “Me too,” he whispers. “Let’s make love.”

         I concentrate on absorbing him into me as he seeps back and forth, swiveling his hips each time and carrying me closer to climax. He’s looking at me with complete awe and devotion, our eyes burning into each other, his patience and willpower to maintain his steady, luscious pace making me love him all the more. He really does make sweet love.

         His frown line swims with moisture that shimmers on his brow, even in the cool air surrounding us. Unable to resist, I cup the side of his face, desperate to feel him, as he stares down at me, his shaking body vibrating all over me. He’s pulsating inside me, and I instinctively contract around him as he lets out a rush of breath.

         “Oh God, Ava,” he breathes, sinking in and grinding down hard. The exact strokes of my inner wall are wreaking havoc with my need to thrust up and capture the orgasm that’s moving forward.

         “I can’t hold on to it anymore,” I pant.

         “Together,” he gasps, and I tense my thighs as he jerks forward again, this time with less control. He puffs uncontrolled spurts of air and rests his forehead on mine as he regains control with another delicious plunge.

         “I’m there, Jesse,” I whimper, feeling my self-control pang and dissipate.

         I shatter underneath him on a loud cry.

         He quickens his last few drives, sending himself over the edge with me. “Oh Jesus,” he yells, thrusting one last time and holding himself deep inside me before collapsing on top of me to join me in my aftermath. His erection jumps and jacks as he comes inside me, filling me, heating me, completing me.

         “Fuckkkkkkkkk,” I muse quietly, my eyes closing in relaxed satisfaction. This man has a direct link to my release switch.

         “Mouth,” he murmurs into my neck through exhausted breaths. “Do you think you will ever stop swearing?”

         “I only swear when you challenge me or pleasure me,” I defend myself and trail the word fuck across his back with my fingertip. He pushes himself up on his elbow, slipping out of me so he can look down into my eyes. Then he takes his finger and slowly trails the word mouth across my breasts before dropping a kiss on each nipple. I grin when he flicks his eyes up to me. They are dancing with mischief as he clamps his teeth lightly on my tight bud.
         

         “Ouch!” I laugh.

         He releases and laps a wet circle around my breast and then grabs my hip. I jump under him on a yelp as he clamps his teeth back down over my nipple. My body stills in a heartbeat as I catch onto his game immediately.

         “You can’t!” I cry, as he slowly starts massaging my hip with the tips of his fingers while he remains locked onto my nipple. I clench my eyes shut and wiggle my feet to try and prevent the reflex reaction of bucking him off me. “Jesse, please stop!” I hear him chuckle and increase the pressure on my hip and nipple. “Please!” I squeal through a giggle. My nipple would probably hurt if I weren’t being distracted by the unbearable hip torture. He’s driving me insane!

         My lungs scream a thank-you as I release a rush of air and muster up the strength to blank out his torture. I still under him, and after what seems like forever, he eases off my hip bone and starts sucking the life back into my nipple.

         I sigh. “You’ll be the one getting a retribution fuck.”

         He grabs my hip again. “Ava!” he scorns me tiredly before returning his attention to my breasts. I heave a huge contented exhale and close my eyes while Jesse lavishes me with his tongue.

         “You’re shivering,” he says against my chest. “Let me get you inside.” He lifts up, and I grumble an audible objection, yanking him back down onto me, making him chuckle. “Comfy?”

         “Hmmm.” I can’t talk.

         “Bed.” He pulls me up so I can wrap myself around him, which I do without delay, sinking my nose into the comfort of his neck.

         Once he’s carried me up to the master suite, I’m lowered into bed, and as soon as Jesse slips in beside me, I crawl onto his chest. He kisses my hair before smoothing his palm up and down my back. I shift closer to him; I can’t get near enough. As always, there is no space welcome between us.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         

         I wake up with Jesse buried deep inside me, his chest to my back as he holds my waist and pumps forward. My brain isn’t the only thing woken up. My body jumps to attention, and I reach back and curl my fingers into his hair, arching my back and tilting my head back to find his lips.
         

         I let him take my mouth, our tongues delving wildly as he pistons forward. I push myself back onto him with each surge, every one cranking me up further and further.

         “Ava, I can’t get enough of you,” he gasps against my mouth. “Promise you’ll never leave me?”

         “I won’t.” I fist my hands in his hair and yank his lips back down to mine. I love his mouth, even when he’s being challenging and I want to sew it shut. Will he always make me swear to stay? I’ll always comply, without a shadow of a doubt, but what I really want is for him to know this without having to ask me to repeatedly swear on it.

         I pull away to look at my uncertain man. He shows such confidence in everything except this. “Please believe me.” He maintains his firm, powerful drives as he looks at me, offers a small smile, then bangs our mouths back together, increasing the tempo of his thrusts further.

         I try hard, but I can’t keep my mouth to his when he’s thundering forward with such intensity. I release him and face forward, gripping the edge of the mattress to keep myself in position as I’m yanked back onto him repeatedly.

         The coil snaps and I jerk as we both yell at the same time and he charges forward manically, throwing me into a bottomless abyss of utter pleasure. I try and catch my breath, my heart fighting to gain control and my body convulsing of its own accord. Jesse swears and bucks forward one last frenzied time, and then the warm sensation of his release floods me.

         “Oh my fucking God,” he puffs, slipping out of me and falling onto his back.

         I roll over and climb onto his body, straddling his hips and lying on his chest, nuzzling my face in his neck. “That wasn’t sleepy sex.”

         “No?” he pants.

         “No. That was a sleepy fuck.” I wince, immediately realizing that I just swore and we haven’t even gotten out of bed yet.

         “For God’s sake, Ava. Stop swearing!”

         “Sorry.” I bite his neck and suck a little.

         “Are you trying to mark me?” he asks, but he doesn’t stop me.

         “No, just tasting.” He lets me have my way, and I spend forever skimming my lips all over his face, his neck, his chest.

         He sighs deeply. “Ava?”

         “Hmmm?”

         “I knew you were the one the second I laid eyes on you.”

         “The one?” I try to lift, but I’m pushed back into his neck. He turns his face and begins nuzzling at my ear.

         “The one to bring me back to life,” he says in that matter-of-fact tone, the one that basically means he’s saying something only he understands.

         I make it out of his embrace this time and find his gaze. “How did you know?”

         He rolls me onto my back, coating me completely, and looks me straight in the eyes. His greens are bursting with meaning. “Because my heart started beating again.”

         A lump jumps into my throat. That is some serious deep, and I’m totally overwhelmed by it. I don’t know what to say. He’s looking down at me, this devastating man, like I’m the only thing that exists.

         I pull at his grip on my wrists until he lets go and throw my arms around his body, my legs around his waist, holding on to him like he is the only thing that exists.
         

         He is, for me.

         I don’t know the whys and wherefores of that statement, but the power of those words really does say it all. He can’t live without me. Well, I couldn’t live without him either. This man is my world.

         He lies still over me and lets me squeeze him until my muscles ache. “Can I feed you?” I ask when my thigh muscles start to scream in protest. He lifts me from the bed, still coiled around his body, and carries me from the bedroom and down the stairs. “I’m going to forget how to use my legs,” I say as he reaches the bottom and heads for the kitchen.

         “Then I’ll carry you everywhere.”

         “You would like that, wouldn’t you?” It would be a perfect excuse for him to have me nailed to him.

         “I would love it.” He smirks at me and parks me on the marble, the coldness radiating through my backside reminding me that we’re both stark, bollock naked. I admire his perfect arse as he walks over to the fridge and collects an assortment of breakfast things and a jar of peanut butter.

         I slide off the island. “I’m supposed to be making you breakfast.” I shove him out of the way. “Sit,” I command in my most demanding tone. He grins and grabs the jar of peanut butter before tweaking my nipple and doing a runner to the stool. “What do you want?” I ask as I shove some bread in the toaster. I turn and see him diving into his fresh jar.
         

         “Fried eggs,” he says around a finger, blatantly trying to suppress a grin.

         I look down at my naked form. I might have to get dressed if he wants fried anything. Looking back up to him, I find he has lost the battle and is grinning, his face delighted. “I’ll cook yours, if you cook mine.” I run my eyes down his naked chest and raise my eyebrows.

         “Savage,” he says, removing his finger from his mouth.

         Both of our heads snap toward the kitchen archway when we hear the front door opening. My wide eyes flick back to Jesse, who has a finger suspended in midair on its way to his mouth. He is looking as equally who-the-fuck?

         Jumping up, he knocks his jar of peanut butter flying off the island, sending it crashing to the floor, where it smashes, scattering glass everywhere. I’m panicking now.

         “Fucking hell!” He looks at me, all wide eyed. “It’s Cathy!”

         Oh good God help me!
         

         I ripped her head off last night and now I’m going to flash her! And to top it off, her burned lasagna is sitting on the side, bold as brass. She’s going to hate me. There is no way out of this kitchen without going toward the source of our distress. I stare at Jesse. He’s frozen on the spot, looking as torn as I am. Cathy probably won’t mind copping a load of him. I smile, but then snap back to the here and now. I finish ogling my finely tuned man and peg it across the kitchen.

         “Shit!” A stab of pain shoots through my foot. “Ouch ouch ouch!” I carry on my way, trying to ignore the pain.

         Jesse is not far behind me, laughing uncontrollably as we run up the stairs. “Mouth!” he splutters, and smacks my arse.

         “Goodness gracious!”

         I hear the distressed voice as we reach the top. Oh, what must we look like? I run full pelt to the bedroom and throw myself under the covers. I feel Jesse land on the bed. “Where are you?” He works his way through the covers until he locates me with my head buried in the pillow. “There you are.” He flips me over and submerges his face in my breasts. “You’ve upset the concierge, and now you’ve really upset my housekeeper.”
         

         “Don’t!” I throw my arms over my face in complete despair.

         He laughs. “Let me see your foot.’ He shifts himself onto his heels and clasps my foot in his hand.

         “It hurts,” I complain when I feel his fingertip run lightly over my heel.

         “Baby, you’ve got a piece of glass stuck.” He kisses the heel of my foot and jumps up from the bed. “Tweezers?”

         I throw one arm off my face and point to the bathroom. “Makeup bag,” I grumble. I can’t believe I’ve just flashed Jesse’s housekeeper. This is horrible—mortifying. I need a dressing gown.

         I feel the bed sink under his weight again and he clasps my foot. “Hold still.”

         I hold my breath and reposition my arms so my palms are flat on my burning red face, but all embarrassment is momentarily eliminated when I feel the warm wetness of his tongue dragging up my instep, licking the trail of blood away. I shiver under his tongue’s stroke and remove my hands to look down at him, shifting a little, my thighs tightening. He smiles knowingly, his eyes sparkling, before he wraps his lips around the offending shard.

         “What are you doing?”

         “I’m getting it out,” he says against my heel. He sucks on my heel and pulls away before taking the tweezers and getting up close and personal with the heel of my foot.

         I grin as I watch his concentration frown appear across his brow.

         “There.” He kisses my foot and releases it. It was pretty pain-free, actually. “What are you grinning at?” He looks at me in amusement.

         “Your frown line.”

         “I don’t have a frown line.” He’s offended.

         “You do.”

         He crawls up the bed and lays himself over me. “Miss O’Shea, are you saying I have wrinkles?”

         My grin widens. “No. It only pops up when you’re concentrating, or if you’re concerned.”

         “It does?”

         “It does.”

         “Oh.” He frowns. “Is it there now?”

         I laugh and he bites my boob, sending me on a little buck under him.

         “Get ready.” He lands me with a hard kiss. “I’ll go and see if Cathy’s run out screaming.”

         My laughing abates at the reminder of Jesse’s poor housekeeper, who has just copped a load of my bare arse. “Okay.”

         “I’ll see you downstairs.” He leans back down and plants a molten lasting kiss on my mouth. “Don’t be long.”

         He jumps up and pulls on a pair of checkered lounge pants, and then leaves me so he can go and placate his housekeeper.

         I distract myself from my despair by having a shower and getting myself ready, slipping on a floral tea dress—probably too short—and my flat sandals. I pull my hair up into a ponytail. I’ll do.

         
            *  *  *

         

         As I walk into the kitchen like a timid waif, all fidgety and nervous, Jesse looks up from his salmon and scrambled egg bagel and gives me one of my smiles. His bare chest distracts me fleetingly from my embarrassment, and I don’t miss his slight scowl when he registers the length of my dress. I ignore him.

         “Here she is.” He pats the stool next to him as Cathy turns from the fridge to look at me. “Cathy, this is Ava, love of my life.” My cheeks burn and I offer her a small, apologetic smile. I feel much better when I detect a red flush in her cheeks. I’ve been so worried about my own mortification, I hadn’t considered how embarrassed she might be. I take a seat next to Jesse and he pours me some orange juice.

         “I like your dress,” he smirks. “Too short but excellent access. It can stay.”

         I look at him in horror and give him a kick under the island. He laughs and sinks his teeth into his bagel. I’m shocked by his behavior but pleasantly surprised he’s not marched me back upstairs in disgrace.

         “Ava, it’s a pleasure to meet you. Would you like some breakfast?” Cathy’s voice is friendly and warm. I deserve neither.

         “You, too, Cathy, I would love some breakfast, thank you.”

         “What would you like?” She smiles at me. She has the kindest face.

         “I’ll have the same as Jesse, please.” I wouldn’t be surprised if she turned around and told me to stuff it up my arse, but she doesn’t. She just nods and carries on about her business.

         I pick up my glass of juice and glance at Jesse, finding he’s looking unapologetically smug. I’m glad he finds my discomfort amusing, but I can’t imagine he’d be so tickled about the situation if Cathy were a man. Reaching over to his lap, I slip my hand into his lounge pants and grab his cock loosely. He jumps, smacking his knee on the marble, and starts coughing around his mouthful of food. Cathy turns around, startled at Jesse choking, and fetches him a glass of water, passing it over the counter to him. He holds his hand up in a thank-you gesture.

         “You okay?” I ask, all concerned, as I start to stroke his hardened length slowly.

         “Fine.” His voice is all high pitched and stressed.

         Cathy returns to preparing my breakfast, and I continue wickedly playing havoc with Jesse’s sanities. He drops his bagel and takes a silent, controlled inhale, looking at me with wide eyes.

         Ignoring his shock, I roll my thumb slowly over his moist tip before drawing down again to his base. I feel the incessant throb under my grasp and the wetness of cum escaping the tip. Gathering the moisture, I glide smoothly up and down his iron-stiff erection.

         I turn my eyes on him. “Good?” I mouth, and he shakes his head in desperation.

         I’m in my element. This has never happened. He must have a lot of respect for Cathy because I know for sure that with anyone else, I would have been hauled out of the kitchen by now.

         “There you are, Ava.” Cathy slides a plate over the island to me.

         I drop Jesse like a hot potato and slip my thumb into my mouth before pulling my plate toward me, hearing a sharp intake of breath, and feeling his eyes burning into me.

         “Thanks, Cathy,” I say cheerfully. I pick my bagel up and take a big bite. “Cathy, this is delicious,” I inform her as she starts loading the dishwasher. She looks at me and smiles.

         I’m aware of scorching eyes still burning into my face as I enjoy my bagel, so I slowly turn to look at him, finding a face full of shock and horror.

         He raises his eyebrows at me and then flicks his head to the kitchen exit. “Upstairs, now,” he says quietly as he gets up. “Thanks for breakfast, Cathy. I’m going for a shower.” He eyes me. I nod.

         “You’re welcome, boy. Can we go through what you would like me to do today? I’m all out of sync and I can see that you have done absolutely zero, except break doors and make holes in walls.” She dries her hands on a tea towel and gives Jesse’s back a disapproving look.

         He doesn’t turn around to face her, because he’s concealing the huge arousal tenting the front of his lounge pants. I mentally chalk a tally for me on a smirk.

         “Ava can sort that out with you as soon as she’s helped me with something upstairs,” he shouts over his shoulder as he disappears.

         Can I? I don’t know what Cathy does or what he wants her to do today, and I have absolutely no intention of following him upstairs to finish what I’ve started.

         I sit exactly where I am, taking a deep breath of confidence. “Cathy, I just wanted to apologize for yesterday and this morning.”

         She rolls her eyes. “Don’t worry, darling, honestly.”

         “I was so rude to you, and then this morning…well, I wasn’t expecting company.” I feel my cheeks burning up again as I pick at the last bits of my bagel.

         “Ava, really, it’s fine. Jesse told me you had a bad day and he failed to notify you of my return. I understand.” She smiles at me as she dusts down her apron. It’s a sincere smile. I like Cathy. With her gray bob, friendly face, and floral skirts, she is typically wholesome.

         “It won’t happen again.” I take my plate to the dishwasher and go to open it, but the plate is whipped from my hand before I have a chance to see through my chore.

         “I’ll take that. You better go and help my boy with whatever it is he needs you for.”

         I know exactly what he needs me for, and I’m not going anywhere. It’s killing me to deny him, but his face was just brilliant. “Oh, he’ll manage.”

         “Okay, shall we go through what I should get on with? I have a roster, but being away for so long, it’s all gone to cock!” She takes a pad and pen from the front of her apron and gets ready to take notes. “I should probably start with the washing and ironing.”

         “Urm, I’m not sure,” I shrug. “I don’t even really live here,” I whisper, wanting to add that I’ve been moved in against my will.

         “You don’t?” Her face is puzzled “My boy said you did.”

         “Well, it’s a conversation yet to be had,” I explain. “He doesn’t like the word no. Well, not from me, anyway.”
         

         Her shiny forehead furrows. “What, my easygoing boy?”

         I scoff. “Yes, so I’m told.” If anyone else says he’s easygoing, I might just trample them.

         “Well, it’s nice to have a lady in the house,” she says, collecting some cleaner from under the sink. “My boy needs a girl.”

         I smile at Cathy’s affectionate referral to Jesse and wonder how long she has worked for him. Jesse had said that she was the only woman he couldn’t live without, although I suspect that has changed now.

         She sprays the worktop down with antibacterial spray and starts wiping. “I’ll wait for Jesse then, if you would prefer.”

         “Yes, thank you. I’m just going to make a few calls.” I notice my phone charging on the side but no bag. “Have you seen my bag?”

         “I popped it in the cloakroom, darling. Oh, and I’ve had Clive sort out the elevator door.”

         I cringe. “Oh, thank you.” I grab my phone and make my way out of the kitchen to retrieve my bag. She probably thinks that I’m a slob, as well as a rude cow, a vandal, and a flasher. I glance down at my phone, noting two missed calls from my mum and a text from Matt. My shoulders sag. I should delete it, but curiosity gets the better of me.

         
            I don’t know what got into me. I’m sorry x.

         

         I bristle from head to toe and delete the message. The last thing I need is Jesse finding it. Matt’s been sorry before, and it’s still bothering me how he knows about Jesse. I should ring my mum first, but I have a friend with some explaining to do. She takes a while, but she eventually answers. I knew she’d be looking down at her screen, wondering what to say.

         “You’re a member!” I blurt accusingly when she finally picks up.

         “And?” She’s aiming for nonchalance, but I’m detecting irritation.

         “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         “It’s none of your business.”

         “Thanks!” I’m completely offended. We tell each other everything.

         “It’s just a bit of fun, Ava,” she huffs impatiently.

         “You keep saying that,” I grate down the phone. “Why won’t you admit there is more to it?”

         “Like what?” Her tone indicates surprise—surprise that I’ve come right out and asked the million-dollar question.

         “Like you really like him.”

         She scoffs. “I do not!”

         “Oh, you’re hopeless,” I snap. Why can’t she just swallow her pride and admit it? What harm would it do, especially to me?

         “Talking of hopeless, how’s Jesse? Fuck me, Ava. That man can lose the plot!”

         I laugh. “Yes, he can. Matt tried to jump my bones before Jesse ambushed the flat. He proceeded to tell Jesse that we had a little snog. I think Matt might be nursing a black eye this morning.”

         “Ha, good!” She laughs, and I can’t help the small smile of satisfaction developing on my face. He deserved it.

         “He knows about Jesse’s little drink issue,” I add. I’m not laughing now.

         “How?” Her shock matches mine.

         “I have no idea. Anyway, I’ve got to ring my mother. I guess I’ll see you later.”

         “Oh yes!” she chirps excitedly. I can’t match her excitement for the anniversary dinner tonight. “See you there!”

         “Bye.” I hang up and dial my mother before she sends out the search party.

         “Ava?” Her shrill voice assaults my eardrums.

         “Mum, not so loud!”

         “Sorry. Matt’s called again.”

         I take myself across to the main open area and sit down. Any hopes of being cheered up by my mother have been well and truly dashed with that little statement.

         “Ava, he said you’ve moved in with a raving alcoholic who has a terrible temper. He beat Matt up!”

         I fall back in a chair and look up to the ceiling in total mental exasperation. Why can’t the prick just crawl into the dark hole he came from and die? “Mum, please don’t speak to him anymore,” I plead. What a lowlife he really is, dumping this shit on my parents. It just reinforces my conclusions about the deceitful, nasty snake.

         “Is it true?” she asks tentatively. I can see her in my mind’s eye flicking a worried glare at my dad.

         “Not exactly,” I can’t completely lie to her. She’ll have to find out where I am eventually. “It’s nothing like Matt says, Mum.”

         “Well, what is it then?”

         Oh, I can’t do this over the phone. There is far too much to explain, and I don’t want her passing judgment on Jesse. I could kill Matt. “Mum, listen. I’ve got to get to work.” A little white lie won’t hurt.

         “Ava, I’m so worried about you.”

         I can sense her despair. I hate Matt for doing this. He said he was sorry. Was that before or after he called my parents to give them an update on my love life? I should send Jesse around to trample all over him. “Please, don’t be. Matt wanted me back. He pounced on me when I went to collect the last of my things and turned nasty when I rebuffed him. Jesse was just protecting me.” I try to cut a long story short and purposely leave out any parts that could tarnish Jesse. There are a few.

         “Jesse? Was that the man you were with when I called last weekend?”

         “Yes.”

         “So, he’s not just a friend?” Her tone is scornful. She’s rumbled me and my white lie, and she won’t be happy about it.

         “I’m just seeing him. It’s nothing serious.” I try and play it down and laugh in my head. I can’t believe I just said that.

         “And he’s an alcoholic?”

         I let out a tired breath that I know she won’t appreciate. “He’s not an alcoholic, Mum. Matt’s being spiteful, ignore him. And don’t answer any more of his calls.”

         “I’m not happy about this. There is no smoke without fire, Ava.” She really doesn’t sound happy, and I can’t blame her. I’ve never been so glad that they live so far away. I don’t think I could face her. “Your brother will be back in London soon,” she adds threateningly. I know for sure she’ll be hanging up with me and ringing Dan immediately to give him the lowdown.

         “I know. I’ve got to go.”

         “Fine, I’ll speak to you over the weekend,” she says on a huff. “Take care of yourself.” She adds the last bit a little more softly. She never ends a conversation on a bad note.

         “I will, I love you.”

         “You, too, Ava.”

         I close my eyes and try to dispel all thoughts of hideous ex-boyfriends and worrying parents. It doesn’t work and as soon as I open them, Jesse’s face is floating above mine, a hand braced on each arm of the chair as he leans over me.

         His big smile disappears when he registers my expression. “What’s up?” he asks, all concerned. I don’t want to tell him. The last thing I need is to rile him after yesterday’s events. “Hey, tell me.”

         “Okay,” I say as he crouches in front of me so our eyes are level.

         He takes my hands in his. “Come on then,” he prompts when I don’t elaborate. I don’t want to start the day on a Jesse rage.

         “Matt phoned my parents and told them I’m shacked up with a raving alcoholic who beat him up.” I blurt it out fast and brace myself for the storm. I can see the color rising in his face already as he chews his bottom lip. I’ve changed my mind; I don’t think I want to send Jesse around to sort Matt out. By the look of his face, he would probably kill him. I sit and wait for him to ponder whatever it is that he’s pondering.

         “I’m not an alcoholic,” he eventually grates.

         “I know.” I give him my most reassuring voice, but I fear I just sound patronizing. He really doesn’t like being called an alcoholic, and now I’m wondering if he’s right or if he’s in denial. He looks so angry. I wish I had kept my mouth shut.

         “Jesse, how does he know?”

         He stands up straight. “I don’t know, Ava. We need to have a chat with Cathy.”

         Is that it? Isn’t he going to try and find out? “Why do we need a chat with Cathy?” I ask shortly.

         “She’s been away. She needs to know stuff.” He puts his hand out to me, and I let him pull me up.

         “Like what?”

         “I don’t know,” he answers on a huff. “That’s why we need to talk to her.” He tries to tug me toward the kitchen, but I pull my hand away.

         “No. You, Jesse. This is your place, she is your housekeeper.” I shake my head. That little comment has just earned me an almighty growl and a glare.
         

         “Ours!” He reaches around me, grabs my bum and yanks me to his body. “You really know how to rub me up the wrong way. Which reminds me,” he rolls his groin into me, “that was cruel and unreasonable.” He arches his brow. “I waited upstairs and you didn’t show.”

         A small chuckle escapes my mouth. “What did you do?”

         “What do you think I did?”

         I burst into fits of laughter at the thought of my poor man resorting to a quick wank because I’m a tease. I’m soon shut up, though, when I feel him grind into me again. I catch his eyes. They are dancing in delight. I know his game, and with Cathy in the kitchen, I also know he has no intention of seeing me through to the end. I wriggle out of his arms and straighten myself out.

         “I’m sorry,” I say on a grin. I’m not.

         He narrows his dazzling greens on me. All of the anger has gone, thank God. “You will be.” He makes a grab for me and positions me back in front of him. “Don’t do it again.” He kisses me hard, grinds his hips, and then removes himself from me, leaving me dazed and disorientated. The bastard.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After Jesse has a quick chat with Cathy while I make peace with Clive, collecting some post and stuffing it in my bag, Jesse and I take off toward the city, the morning rush-hour traffic not bothering Jesse in the slightest. Oasis sings “Morning Glory,” and I watch Jesse as he hums along. He looks so trouble-free and happy with himself. This is the easygoing Jesse who everyone keeps telling me about. I know he has a history, and a pretty sordid one at that, but it’s in his past. He loves me. I don’t doubt it for a minute.

         “What?” He glances across, catching me studying him.

         “I was just thinking about how much I love you.”

         “I know you do.” He reaches over and grasps my bare knee. “Where am I heading then?”

         “Oxford Street. All of the stores I like are on Oxford Street.”

         His face screws up disapprovingly. “All of the stores?”

         “Yes.”

         “Isn’t there just one shop you go to?”

         “I want some new shoes as well. And maybe a bag. I won’t find it all in one store.”

         “I would!”

         I can’t imagine Jesse shopping for clothes. Men’s shopping is a lot simpler than women’s. If he’s expecting a similar experience then he’s in for a shock.

         “Where do you go?” I ask.
         

         “Harrods. Zoe sorts me out every time. It’s quick and pain-free.”

         “Yes, that’s because you pay for the service you get.”

         “The service is second to none and worth every penny. They’re the best at what they do,” he says firmly. “Anyway, you’re not buying the dresses, so I get to choose the shopping style.”

         My head snaps up. “One dress, Jesse, you owe me one dress,” I remind him. He shrugs, completely ignoring me. “One dress.”

         “Lots of dresses,” he counters quietly.

         “You are not buying my clothes!”

         He looks at me like I’ve just grown another head. “I fucking am!”

         “No, you’re not.”

         “Ava, this is not up for discussion. End of.” He removes his hand from my knee to change gear.

         “No, you’re right, it’s not. I buy my own clothes.” I turn Oasis up to drown out any counterattack. I’m not budging on this. I will buy my own clothes. End of!

         We travel the rest of the way with only Oasis filling the silence. I catch him chewing his bottom lip, and the cogs are turning so fast I can almost hear them. I smile because if we were not in public, I would be having a sense fuck right about now. Instead, though, he’s thinking about how else he can go about getting his way.

         He parks the car then turns to face me. “I have a proposition for you.”

         Ah, the cogs at work. I’ve no doubt the end result of this proposition will be Jesse getting his own way. “I don’t care what you propose. You’re not buying my clothes,” I say haughtily, getting out of the car. “And there’s no scope for a sense fuck here, is there?”

         “Mouth! You’ve not even heard me out,” he complains, jumping out and joining me on the pavement. “You already owe me a retribution fuck.”

         “Do I?”

         “Yes, another for your little performance at breakfast.” He arches a smug eyebrow. “You’ll like what I’m going to propose.” He grins. His confident persona is back, and I’m intrigued. I study him for a second and his grin widens. He knows he’s got my attention.

         “What?”

         His eyes twinkle in satisfaction. “You let me spoil you,” he tips his finger under my chin to shut my mouth when I try to object, “and I will tell you how old I am.” He lowers his mouth to mine and seals his deal with a deep kiss.

         What?
         

         I allow him to kiss all of my obstinacy right out of me on the busy London pavement, as he moans into my mouth and tips me back, holding me suspended in his arms.

         “I know how old you are,” I say against his lips.

         He pulls back and gazes down at me. “Do you?”

         I gape at him. “You lied?” He’s not thirty-seven? How old is he then? Bloody hell, is he older? “Tell me,” I demand on a scowl.

         “Oh no. Spoil first, age confession later. You might turn me over. I know my beautiful girl can play dirty.” He grins and returns me to a standing position.

         “I won’t,” I scoff. I will! “I can’t believe you lied to me.”

         He gives me an inquiring eye. “I can’t believe you handcuffed me to the bed.”

         No, I can’t believe I did that either, but it seems the whole episode was fruitless after all.

         He takes my hand and leads me across the road and into the store.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         

         My eyes are immediately blessed with masses of drool-worthy handbags, but I’m not given the opportunity to look. He walks with purpose and meaning as he drags me along behind him, and when we get in the elevator, he presses the button for the first floor. I scan the store guide.
         

         “Hey, I want the fourth floor.” I’d like to avoid the international collections of the first floor. They scream expensive, but he completely ignores me. “Jesse?” I look at him and find his face is completely impassive as he keeps a firm grip of my hand. The elevator door opens and I’m pulled out behind him.

         “This way,” he says, pulling me through the incredible displays of designer clothes and couture gowns. I’m glad he’s bypassing those.

         But my heart quickly sinks when I spot the sign for personal shopping. “No, Jesse, no, no, no.” I try to stop him, but he presses forward, pulling me toward the entrance of the department. “Jesse, please,” I plead, but again, he completely ignores me.

         I want to kick him in the shins. I hate fuss and attention in stores. They kiss your arse and tell you everything looks fabulous and the whole thing makes you feel like you have to buy something. The pressure will be immense, and I dare not even think about the cost.
         

         “I have an appointment with Zoe,” he advises the smartly suited and booted chap who greets us. Why did he ask me where we were heading if he already knew? I want to wring his neck.

         “Mr. Ward?” the assistant asks.

         “Yes,” Jesse says, still refusing to look at me, even though he knows damn well I’m scowling heavily at him and I’m mighty uncomfortable with this.

         “Please, this way. Can I get you any drinks? Champagne, perhaps?” he asks politely.

         Jesse looks at me, and I shake my head. I want to cut and run straight to House of Fraser, where I can shop in peace with a can of coke and minimum fuss.

         “No, thank you,” Jesse replies. The young man leads us into a luxurious private area and Jesse pulls me over to a big leather sofa. I sit down next to him and pull my hand out of his. This is quite possibly my worst nightmare.

         “What’s up?” he asks as he makes a grab for my hand again.

         I look at him accusingly. “Why did you ask me where I wanted to go if you’d already made an appointment?”

         He shrugs. “I don’t understand why you would want to trail around a dozen stores when you can have everything brought to you here.”

         Before I have a chance to respond, a young blonde-haired girl appears and beams at Jesse. She’s pretty and kitted out in a Ralph Lauren cream suit.

         “Jesse!” she sings at him. “How are you?”

         He gets up and she kisses him continental style. “Zoe, I’m good. You?” He smiles at her. It’s one of his knockout smiles—the kind that reduces women to a mass of hormones at his feet.

         “Great, this must be Ava. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” She puts her hand out to me, and I stand to take it, offering a small smile. She’s friendly enough, but I’m still not comfortable here. She sits in the chair opposite us. “So, Ava, Jesse tells me we’re looking for something special for an important party,” she says excitedly. Something special sounds like it’s going to have a special price tag, too.

         “Something very special,” Jesse reiterates as he pulls me back down to the couch. I suddenly feel like I’m overheating, and I’m all claustrophobic in this massive room.
         

         “Okay, what’s your style, Ava? Give me an idea of what you like.” She places her hands in her lap and looks at me expectedly.

         I don’t know what my style is. If I like something and I feel good in it, I buy it. “I don’t have a style really.” I shrug, and her eyes light up. That must have been a good answer.

         “Lots of dresses,” Jesse interrupts. “She likes dresses.”

         “You like dresses,” I mutter, earning myself a nudge of his knee.
         

         She smiles, revealing a perfect set of Hollywood, too-white teeth. “You’re about a ten, yes?”

         “Yes,” I confirm.

         “Not too short,” Jesse spits quickly.

         I look at him with my mouth agape. This is what I knew would happen. I’m not generally a short-dress person, but he’s turning me into one with his caveman attitude.

         Zoe laughs. “Jesse, she has fantastic legs. It would be a shame to waste them. What shoe size are you, Ava?”

         I like her. “I’m a five.”

         “Great, let’s go.” She stands, and I join her. Jesse gets up, too.

         “I can’t believe you’ve done this to me,” I whine as he dips and kisses me on the cheek. I like Zoe, but I would much prefer to be left to my own devices.

         He sighs. “Ava, let me have my fun.” He leans in and crowds me. “I get my own little fashion show with my favorite lady modeling.” He pouts.

         “Who gets to pick the dress, Jesse?”

         He nuzzles my nose. “You do. I’m just observing. I promise. Go on, knock yourself out.” He sits back down on the sofa and starts making a call. I’m relieved. I don’t think I could bear him following us around the store, trampling everything I give a second look at.

         Zoe leads me through the department. “So, you’re being spoiled today?” she asks on a friendly smile. She is lovely, but those teeth are really very white.

         “I am, under duress.” I return her smile.

         “You don’t want to be spoiled?” She laughs, picking up a long, green gown and presenting it to me. It’s lovely but more Kate’s color than mine. I give a little apologetic shake of my head. She mirrors it. “No, I agree. What about this one?” She places a hand on a lovely Grecian-style dress.

         “That’s lovely,” I admit, but it also looks very expensive.

         “It is. We’ll try it. What about this?”

         “Wow!” I blurt at the cream, tight number with a thigh-high slash up the leg. “Jesse can be a bit uptight with overexposure.” I laugh as I hold the slit open. You would have to shave everything off!

         “He can?” She looks at me curiously. If she says… “He’s so laid-back,” she adds.

         I release the dress and move on to a red satin one. “Not with me,” I mutter. “I like this one.”

         Zoe replaces her curious stare with a smile. “Good choice. And this one?” She walks across the way and strokes a stunning cream, strapless affair. Is strapless allowed?

         “It’s lovely,” I agree. I can try it. I’m sure he will make it known if it’s a no-go. My attention is seized across the department, and I’m wandering over before I realize my legs are moving.

         I run my finger lightly down the front of the black, delicate lace gown. It’s beautiful.

         “You absolutely must try that one,” Zoe says, joining me in front of the gown. She takes it down and turns it gently. It’s attached to a security wire, which can only mean one thing. “Isn’t it wonderful?” she asks dreamily.

         Oh, it is. It is also in the realm of ridiculously expensive if the store feels the need to wire it up. Plus there is no price on the tag—another telltale sign that I’ll pass out at the cost. I run my eyes down the back of the fitted dress, which splays midthigh to pool on the floor slightly. The design is simple, with a plunged V-shaped back, dainty capped sleeves that fall slightly off the shoulder, and a flattering deep neckline. It absolutely screams couture.

         “Jesse loves me in lace,” I muse quietly. He also loves me in black.

         “Then we should definitely try,” Zoe hangs it back up. “How long have you been seeing Jesse?”

         The question instantly puts me on guard. What do I say? The truth is, I’ve been seeing him for a month-ish, and a week of that was spent with Jesse drunk and me nursing a broken heart. A sudden nasty thought invades my mushy brain.

         “Not long,” I try to sound as casual as Zoe when I follow it up with, “Does he bring all of the women he dates here?”

         She actually starts laughing. I don’t know if that’s a good thing. “God, no! He would be bankrupt!”

         It’s definitely a bad thing.

         She must catch my expression because she pales a little. “Ava, I’m sorry. That came out all wrong.” She shifts uncomfortably on her heels. “What I meant to say was if he brought all of the women he had slept…” She halts and pales further. I feel slightly sick. “Shit!” she exclaims.

         “Zoe, don’t worry about it.” I turn my attention to another dress. Who am I kidding? I know he put himself about.

         “Ava, he’s never actually dated anyone. As far as I know, anyway. He’s quite a catch. You’ll be fighting the women of The Manor off, that’s for sure.”

         “Yeah.” I laugh lightly. I need to get away from this line of conversation. That thought—the one of Jesse with another woman—pops into my head again. Zoe clearly knows his business. “Where to next?” I plaster on a nonjealous, unaffected face, if there’s such a thing. I’m bubbling on the inside and bristling on the out. Why did he have to be such a slut?

         “Shoes!” Zoe sings, leading me off toward the Egyptian escalators.

         
            *  *  *

         

         An hour later, we return to the plush personal shopping area with a young guy pulling a rail of dresses and shoes. Jesse is still sitting on the sofa with his phone to his ear.

         He smiles brightly and disconnects the call. “Have fun?” he asks as he gets up and smothers my face with his lips. “I missed you.”

         “I’ve been gone an hour.” I laugh, and grip his shoulders as he pushes me back.

         “Too long,” he grumbles. “What have you got?” He brings me back up to vertical.

         “Too much to choose from,” I say. I managed to convince Zoe to abandon the lace gown. In fact, I avoided anything that was attached to a security wire.

         “Go try.” He slaps my bum, and I turn to follow Zoe and the rail into a large fitting room. Zoe’s admiring face doesn’t escape my notice.

         For the next few hours, I’m trussed into dress after dress. I count twenty dresses, all of which are stunning and all of which Jesse approves of.

         Zoe disappears for a while, leaving me to sit and wonder which bloody dress I’m going to choose. They are all too nice. My head jumps up when she walks back in with another rail of dresses, but these are more day dresses and evening dresses, not gowns. I look at her, completely confused.

         She shrugs. “I’m under strict orders to make you try on lots of dresses, so I got these,” she says as she goes to the back of the rail. She comes back to the front holding the lace gown. “And this, too.”

         “What?” I blurt, pushing myself to my feet. I’m in my underwear and gaping like a goldfish.

         “Well,” she starts toward me, “he didn’t say to try this gown in particular, but he did say you must have what you want.” She smiles brightly. “And I know you really want this one.”

         “Zoe, I can’t,” I stutter, trying to convince my brain that the dress is hideous—disgusting. Damn right awful. It’s not bloody working.

         “If it’s the price that’s bothering you, then don’t worry. It’s within the budget.” She hangs the dress on the wall hook.

         “There’s a budget? What’s the budget?” I ask hesitantly.

         She turns and grins. “The budget is: there is no budget.”

         I groan and collapse back into the chair. “Can I ask how much it is?”

         “No,” she replies cheerily. “Put this on.” She hands me a black lace bodice. I start to get myself into it and Zoe turns me around to fasten the row of hook and eyes trailing up the back. I’m distracted from my hesitancy with the thought of Jesse’s face and all this lace. I smile. He’ll orgasm on the spot.

         I’m helped into the gown by Zoe and presented to the oversized mirror. “Holy shit!” she exclaims, and then slaps her hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. That was so unprofessional of me.”

         Holy shit, indeed. I turn slightly to view the back and gasp a little. It clings to every curve I have perfectly and skims the floor when I raise on tiptoes. The lining under the lace is matte, giving the delicate, intricate pattern a shimmery effect, and the deep neckline is perfect with the cap sleeves sitting just off my shoulders, revealing my collarbone. I hear Zoe scuttle off and return.

         She kneels before me. “Put these on,” she instructs. I pull my eyes from the mirror and look down to find a pair of black slingback Dior heels at my feet. I feel a faint coming on. I slip them on and Zoe stands back. “Ava, you have to have this dress,” she says, deadly serious. “Go and show Jesse.”

         “No!” I blurt rudely. “Sorry, I know he’ll love it.” It’s lace and it’s black. He’ll pool at my feet, I know he will, but what about the slight exposure of flesh? Will that be cause for my neurotic control freak to tackle me to the ground and wrap me in his body to stop anyone from seeing my skin? And, finally, how much does the damn thing cost?

         I quickly battle with my conscience over the bloody dress as Zoe hands me a clutch to match the shoes. I want to cry. I knew I shouldn’t have tried it on. “Did he see it?” I turn to face Zoe, and she looks at me all confused. “This dress, did he see it on the rail when you came back?” I ask.

         “No, I think he’s gone to the gents’.”

         I raise my hand to my mouth and start frantically tapping my front tooth with my nail.

         “Okay, I’m having the dress, but I don’t want Jesse to know.” I’m taking a risk with this. Zoe claps her hands together, and I smile at her delighted face. “What’s all this?” I point to the additional rail she’s dragged in.

         “He wants you to have lots of dresses.” She shrugs.

         I laugh. He’s taking the instant access rule way too far. I get myself out of the gown and have another stab of uncertainty as Zoe takes it and gives strict instructions to a young girl not to let Jesse see it. I start on the other dresses. I’m having three maximum, and he better not argue with me.

         I work off a million calories getting myself in and out of dozens of dresses. We build up a “like,” “no,” and a “maybe” pile, and I’m surprised that I’m enjoying myself. Jesse sprawls back on the sofa and watches as I appear and disappear, wearing a different dress each time.

         “She’s like a clotheshorse, isn’t she?” Zoe muses to Jesse when I appear in a very short, gray Chloé dress. I love it, but like all of the other dresses that have a price tag of over three hundred pounds, it will go on the “no” pile.

         I watch as his face turns to shock when his eyes reach my legs and he registers the length. “Get it off!” he spits, and I return to the changing room laughing. He’s right, I love it, but it is way too short. It could pass for an undergarment.

         I’m whacked when I’m finally finished trying everything on. I’ve changed more times in a couple of hours than I have this month. I go through the “yes” pile with Zoe and get a bit anxious when I realize just how many “yes” items there are. I flick through the rail and try to narrow it down.

         “What have we got then?” I hear him approach. I cringe.

         “Oh, she’s got some fabulous pieces. I’m very jealous,” Zoe says. “I’m just going to get this all wrapped and bagged for you.”

         Oh hell! 
         

         I’m even more mortified when Jesse hands Zoe a credit card. She takes it and leaves us alone.

         “Jesse, I’m really not comfortable with this.” I take his hands and stand in front of him so I have his full attention.

         His shoulders sag disappointedly. “Why?” His voice is genuinely hurt.

         I watch Zoe disappear with all of my “yeses.”

         “Please, I don’t want you spending all of this money on me.”

         “It’s not all that much,” he tries to reason with me, but I saw the price tags. It’s way too much, and I don’t even know how much the gown is.

         I look down at the floor. I don’t want to get into a row in Harrods over this. “Just buy me a dress for tonight. That would be acceptable to me.”

         “Just one dress?” he asks unhappily. “Another five dresses and you’ve got a deal.”

         I’m pleasantly surprised by this. “Two,” I counter anyway, returning my eyes to his.

         “Five,” he tosses back at me. “This wasn’t part of the deal.”

         No, it wasn’t, but I don’t care how old he is anymore, and I’ve done this meeting-in-the-middle scenario before. I’ve learned that while I maneuver, Jesse sticks exactly where he started.

         I narrow my eyes on him. “I don’t care how old you are. Keep your silly little age secret.”

         “Okay, but it’s still five,” he says acceptingly. I suspect he was never going to keep his end of the deal, anyway. “I’ve got to make a phone call.” He drops a kiss on my lips. “You go and pick five dresses. Zoe has my card. My pin is one, nine, seven, four.”

         I recoil. “I can’t believe you’ve just told me your pin number.”

         “No secrets?”

         No secrets? Is he kidding me? He strolls off, and I have a sudden, delighted moment of comprehension. I do a quick mental calculation. “You are thirty-seven,” I shout to his back. He stops. “Your pin number. You were born in seventy-four.” I can’t help the triumph in my voice. I’ve totally rumbled him. Men are so predictable. “You didn’t lie at all, did you?”
         

         He slowly turns and flashes me his signature smile, reserved only for me, before blowing me a kiss and leaving me to go and pick my five dresses.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I walk out of the personal shopping area and find Jesse waiting for me. I hand him his card and plant a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you.” I’m not sure whether I’m most grateful for the dresses or for his slipup in revealing that he’s actually thirty-seven. Either way, I’m a very happy girl.

         “You are more than welcome.” He takes my bags from me. “Do I get another show?” He raises his eyebrows.

         “Of course.” I can’t deny him for how reasonable he’s being. “But you don’t get to see the gown.”

         “Which one did you pick?” he asks curiously. He liked all of them, but he didn’t see the gown, which is safely out of view in a suit bag.
         

         “You’ll find out later.” I inhale him into me as he nestles his face in my neck. “So, my man really is knocking on forty,” I rib.

         He pulls away and rolls his eyes before taking my hand and leading me through the store. “Does it bother you?” he asks casually, but I know he’s worried that it does.

         “Not at all. Why does it bother you, though?”

         “Ava, do you remember one of the very first things you said to me?” He looks down at me.

         How could I forget? And I still don’t know where the question about his age came from. “Why did you lie?”

         He shrugs. “Because you wouldn’t have asked if it wasn’t a problem.”

         I smile. “It doesn’t bother me in the slightest how old you are. Is that a gray hair?” I ask deadpan as we board the Egyptian escalators.

         He stands on the step below and turns around to face me. We’re pretty much at eye level. “Do you think you’re funny?”

         I can’t keep a straight face, and when he dips and tips me over his shoulder, I barely suppress a squeal. He can’t behave like this in Harrods! I correct myself. Jesse has no regard for public opinion on his behavior. He’ll pick me up, ravish me, or even be blood-boiling mad with me wherever he pleases. He doesn’t give a toss and, quite frankly, neither do I.

         He carries me out of the store and onto Knightsbridge, setting me on my feet outside, where I straighten my dress, take his offered hand, and we start walking back toward the car. I don’t even scorn him. It’s fast becoming an everyday occurrence for him to hoof me about, whether it’s in private or in public.

         “We’ll grab some lunch at The Manor,” he says as he puts my bags in the boot and then me in the car. He slides in beside me and gives me my smile before slipping his Wayfarers on. “Enjoying your day so far?”

         I was, until he reminded me about our need to go to The Manor. I’ve got to endure a whole night there, too. “Absolutely.” I can’t complain, though, as long as I’m with him.

         “Me too. Put your belt on.” He starts the car and roars into the lunchtime traffic, cranking up the stereo and letting his window down so the whole of Knightsbridge gets a little listen of the Stereophonics’s “Dakota.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         

         Jesse skids to a halt outside The Manor where John is waiting for us on the steps. There are only a few cars, mine included. I forgot it was here.
         

         “Come on. I want to get done and get home so I can have a few hours of you all to myself.” He grasps my hand and leads on.

         “Take me home now then,” I grumble, earning myself a mild scowl.

         “I’m ignoring you,” he mutters.

         “Ava,” John nods as we pass, and then follows us in.

         “Is everything okay?” Jesse asks as he leads me to the bar. It’s empty, except for the staff flying around in a fluster. He sits me down on a barstool and takes one opposite me, resting my hand in his lap. I spot Mario polishing the optics.

         “S’all good,” John rumbles. “Caterers are in the kitchen and the band will be here at five to set up. Sarah has it all under control.” He waves Mario over, and I bristle at the mention of her name.
         

         “Great, where is she?” Jesse asks.

         “She’s in your office sorting out the gift bags.”

         Gift bags? What would you put in a gift bag for a party at a sex club? Oh God, I don’t even want to know.

         Mario approaches and swings his tea towel over his shoulder. His warm smile makes me return one automatically. He’s the sweetest man.

         “Do you want a drink?” Jesse squeezes my hand in his lap.

         “Just some water, please.”

         “Make that two, Mario.” He turns back to me. “What would you like to eat?”

         Well, that’s easy. “Steak,” I say, all wide eyed and enthusiastically. That was the best steak I’ve ever had.

         He smiles. “Mario, tell Pete we’ll have the steak twice with new potatoes and salad, both medium. We’ll eat at the bar.”

         “Of course, Mr. Ward,” Mario chirps happily, placing two bottles of water and a glass on the bar.

         “Are you happy to stay here while I go and check on a few things?” Jesse asks as he drops my hand in his lap and takes a bottle, pouring some water into my glass.

         I arch an eyebrow at him. “Are you going to have Mario guard me?”

         “No,” he says slowly, flicking a cautious eye at me. I hear John’s low, rumbling laugh. “There’s no need now, is there?”

         “I suppose not.” I shrug and look around the bar. “Where is everyone?”

         He stands and places my hand in my own lap. “We close during the day on anniversary night. There’s a lot to get ready.” He kisses my forehead and picks up his own bottle of water. “John?”

         “Ready when you are,” John replies.

         He brushes a hair away from my face. “I’ll be as quick as I can. Are you sure you’re okay here?”

         “I’m fine.” I shoo him away.

         They leave me at the bar among the chaos of staff frantically polishing glasses and restocking the fridges. I feel like I should help, but then I hear my phone shouting from my bag and I pull it out, finding Ruth Quinn’s name illuminating my screen. I should let it go to voicemail, it is my day off, but this could be my opportunity to get out of drinks with her.

         “Hi, Ruth.”

         “Ava, how are you?”

         She’s so friendly—too friendly. “I’m good, and you?”

         “Lovely. I received your fee structure and designs. They’re wonderful!”

         “I’m glad you like them, Ruth.” Her enthusiasm will be a pleasure to work with, I suppose.

         “So, now you’ve shown me how amazing my dire downstairs can look, I’m eager to start.”

         “Okay, well, if you could settle the consultation fee, I’m assuming you’ve received the invoice, then we can crack on.”

         “Yes, I did. I’ll sort a transfer. Do you have the company bank details?”

         “I don’t, Ruth. Could I ask you to ring the office? It’s my day off so I can’t lay my hands on them at the moment.”

         “Oh? I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

         “It was a last-minute thing. It’s not a problem, really.”

         “Are you doing anything nice?”

         I smile. “Yes, I am, actually. Some quality time with my boyfriend.” That sounds weird.

         “Oh.”

         Silence falls down the phone. “Ruth? Are you there?’ I glance at my phone to see if my service has dropped. It hasn’t. “Hello?”

         “Yes, sorry. It’s just that you said there was no man.” She laughs.

         “No man trouble. I meant to say there’s no man trouble.”

         “I see! Well, I’ll let you get back to your quality time.”

         “Thank you. I’ll call you next week and we can proceed.”

         “Great. Bye, Ava.” She hangs up, and I instantly realize that I didn’t pull out of drinks. She didn’t confirm either, though.

         I put my phone back in my bag and spot Mario on his way over with a box full of cocktail ingredients and fresh fruit. “Ava, are you well?”

         “I’m very well, Mario. And you?”

         He heaves the big box onto the bar and I help him by pulling it toward me. “Very well, too. Would you be…” He frowns. “How you say…guinea pig?”

         “Oh, yes!” I sound way too eager. I love all that mixing, shaking, and tasting business.

         He chuckles and passes me a small chopping board and a paring knife. “You cut,” he instructs, handing me a basket of various fruits from the box. I collect a strawberry, hull it, and chop it in half. “Yes, this is good.” Mario nods at me as he starts pouring various liquids into a large silver container.

         I work my way through the whole pile of strawberries, then start on the lemons. Mario sings some Italian opera–style song softly as we sit at the bar, me chopping and watching with interest as he measures, pours, and faffs around with various cocktail equipment.

         “Now we do the good part.” He smiles, slamming the lid on the silver container and proceeding to shake it. He flips it up and grabs it and then tosses it over his head, before spinning quickly to catch it. I’m stunned on the spot as he knocks the container on the side of the bar and pours the dark pink liquid into a long glass with some mint and a strawberry. “Voilà!” he sings, presenting me with the glass.

         “Wow!” I gasp at the sugared-rim glass. “What’s it called?”

         “This is Mario’s Most Marvelous!’ His voice gets higher toward the end of the name. He’s proud of it. “You try.” He pushes the glass toward me, and I lean in to take a sniff.

         It smells lovely, but I remember the last time Mario insisted I try one of his drinks; it burned my throat. I take the glass tentatively as Mario nods eagerly at me. I shrug and take a little sip.

         “It is good, yes?” He dazzles me with his happy face and starts putting the lids on all the tubs of fruit.

         “Yes!” I take a longer sip. It’s delicious. “What’s in it?”

         He starts laughing and shaking his head. “Ah, no, no. This, I tell no person.”

         “What have you got there?” Jesse’s husky tone invades my ears from behind, and I swing around on my stool to see him standing behind me with his frown line firmly in place.

         I hold the glass out and smile. “You should try. Oh my God!”

         He recoils slightly, his frown deepening. “No thanks, I’ll take your word for it.” He sits down next to me. “Don’t drink too much.” He gives the glass a disapproving look, and my brain quickly engages.

         “I’m sorry!” I blurt. “I wasn’t thinking.” I mentally throw myself over the bar and into the waste disposal unit.

         Mario must sense the tension because he soon disappears, leaving me and Jesse alone. I put the drink down and turn back toward the bar. The delicious cocktail doesn’t taste so sweet now.

         “Hey.” He pulls me off my stool and onto his lap, and I bury my face under his chin. I can’t look at him. I feel so stupid. “It’s fine. Unravel your knickers, lady.” He laughs. His facial expression didn’t say it was fine. Or was that because I was drinking it? He leans back to look down at me and pulls my chin up with his finger. His eyes soften. “Stop it and kiss me.”
         

         I oblige immediately, finding the back of his neck to pull him down. I relax completely in his arms and soak him up, humming into his mouth. I feel him smile around my kiss. “I’m sorry,” I repeat myself. I feel so stupid.

         “I said stop it,” he warns. “I don’t know what your concern is.”

         My concern? My concern is his reproachful glare at the alcohol. “Did you get everything sorted?” I ask.

         “I did. Now we eat, and then we go home to bathe and snuggle for a while, deal?”

         “Deal.”

         “Good girl.” He gives me a chaste kiss and shifts me back onto my stool. “Here’s our lunch.” He nods across the bar, and I see Pete carrying a tray in our direction. He places it down. “Thank you, Pete,” Jesse says.

         “It’s my pleasure, as always. Enjoy.” He gives me a pleasant smile. He’s so nice. In fact, everyone who works for Jesse is lovely, with the exception of one person, but I won’t let her ruin my day on Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

         I unroll my knife and fork and plunge straight in to the colorful salad doused in that yummy dressing. I need to find out what it is.

         “Good?”

         I look up around a forkful of salad and see Jesse pop his own fork into his mouth. I moan my appreciation. I could eat this every day for the rest of my life. He smiles at me.

         “Jesse, are you happy for the band to set up in the far corner of the summer room?”

         My shoulders tense as Sarah’s shrill voice washes over me.

         “Fine. I thought we agreed on that?” Jesse turns slightly on his stool to acknowledge her. I don’t. I stay facing the bar and start poking at my salad with my fork.

         “We did, I was just checking. How are you, Ava?” she asks.

         I scowl at my plate. Does she really want to know because I’ll happily tell her. I feel Jesse’s eyes on me, waiting for me to be decent and answer the witch. I swivel on my stool and plaster a big, insincere smile on my face. “I’m good, thank you, Sarah. And you?”

         Her smile is as phony as mine, and I wonder if Jesse is picking up on the clear animosity. “I’m fine. Are you looking forward to tonight?”

         “Yes, I am.” I lie. I might be looking more forward to it if she wasn’t going to be here.

         Jesse pipes up, relieving me of strained pleasantries. “I’m heading off. I’ll be back at six. Make sure everything is in order upstairs. The suites and communal room remain locked until ten thirty,” Jesse points his fork toward the bar entrance. “No exceptions,” he adds sternly.

         Any hope I had of finishing my lunch has completely diminished at the mention of the communal room. I’m going to be watching people drift off upstairs all night.

         “Of course,” Sarah agrees. “I’ll leave you to it. See you later, Ava.”

         “Bye.” I smile and she returns it, but after last night there is no escaping the fact that we dislike each other, so all of this pretending is pretty senseless. I swivel back to face the bar as soon as I can and recommence poking at my salad. I have no doubt she’s playing all friendly for Jesse’s benefit. Surely he must see her for what she is.

         “Why are you not looking forward to this evening?” Jesse asks quietly as he continues with his lunch.

         “I am,” I say without looking at him.

         I hear him sigh heavily. “Ava, stop twiddling your hair. You did it when Sarah asked you and you’re doing it now.” He nudges my knee with his, prompting me to freeze midtwiddle and drop my hair.

         I put my fork down. “I’m sorry if I can’t get excited about attending a party where every time someone looks at me or speaks to me, I’ll be thinking they might want to drag me upstairs and fuck me.”

         I jump as Jesse’s knife and fork clatter against his plate. “For fuck’s sake!” He pushes his plate away aggressively and in my peripheral vision I see him reach up and rub calming circles into his temples. “Watch your mouth, Ava.” My jaw is grabbed and yanked to face him. His green eyes are brimming with anger. “No one will be doing any such thing, because they all know you’re mine. Don’t say things that make me crazy mad.”

         I shrink a little under his stern tone. “Sorry.” I sound grumpy, but it’s the truth. They could be thinking anything. How would he know?

         “Please try and show a bit more willingness.” He shifts his grip on my jaw and cups my cheek. “I want you to enjoy yourself.”

         His beseeching face makes me want to slap my loser arse all over the bar. He’s spent God only knows how much money on a stunning gown and dresses for me and this is a special night for him. I’m such an ungrateful cow. I crawl across to straddle his lap. He, of course, doesn’t give a shit that my legs are wrapped tightly around his waist at the bar.

         “Forgive me?” I bite his bottom lip cheekily and circle his nose with mine.

         “You’re adorable when you sulk.” He sighs.

         “You’re adorable all of the time,” I toss back at him, and seal our lips together. “Take me home,” I say into his mouth.

         He moans. “Deal. Up you get.” He stands with me, and I release my thighs’ iron grip on his hips.

         “What about my car?”

         “I’ll get one of the staff to drop it off.” He dismisses my concern and starts guiding me to his car. I’m looking forward to some tub-time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m relieved when we finally get back to Lusso.

         “Will Cathy be here still?” I ask. I hope not. I want to crawl inside Jesse and stay put for a while.

         “No, I told her to get off as soon as she’s done.” We exit the elevator and Jesse balances my bags as he negotiates the key in the lock. He opens the door and I follow him in before taking the bags from him.

         “What are you doing?’ he asks on a furrowed brow.

         “I’m taking these upstairs to the spare room. You can’t see my dress.” I make my way to the stairs.

         “Put them in our room,” he shouts after me.

         “No can do,” I call, disappearing into my favorite spare bedroom.

         I immediately unpack my dress from the suit bag and hang it on the back of the door, sighing as I stand back to get the full view. He’s either going to come on the spot or disintegrate on the spot.

         I set about unpacking my corset, shoes, and bag and leave the other dresses until later, and it’s not long before I hear a small knock at the door. “Don’t come in!” I blurt, and run to the door, opening it slightly. I find a smirking Jesse with his hands shoved in his pockets.

         “Are we getting married?” he asks.

         “I want it to be a surprise.” I wave him away. “I need to paint my nails. Go.” He wanted willing, so he better not complain.

         He holds his hands up. “Fine, I’ll wait for you in the bath. Don’t be long,” he grumbles, walking off across the landing.

         I shut the door and retrieve my makeup bag from my handbag, finding the post that Clive handed me this morning. I put it on the chest near the door before settling on the bed to paint my nails.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Walking into the bathroom, I find Jesse submerged in bubbly water with a disgusted look on his face. I pull my dress over my head and remove my bra and knickers, his expression changing from affronted to approving as I climb in the bath.

         “Where have you been?”

         “I was waiting for my nails to dry.” I settle between his legs and lie back against his firm chest.

         He hums happily and tangles our legs together, wrapping his arms around me and sinking his nose into my hair.

         “Oh, I forgot. Clive gave me some post for you this morning. I shoved it in my bag and forgot about it. Sorry.”

         “No problem,” he dismisses my concern. “I love, love, love you wet and sliding all over me.” He palms my boobs and bites my neck. “Tomorrow, we stay in bed all day long.”

         I smile to myself, silently wishing we could do exactly that right now, but then I feel his heart beating against my back and it has me thinking about his beating heart comment. “What was the first thing you thought when you saw me?”

         He’s silent for a few moments, before he growls, “Mine,” and bites my ear.

         I squirm above him, laughing. “You didn’t!”

         “I fucking did, and now you are.” He turns my face to his and kisses me gently. “I love you.”

         “I know you do. Did it ever occur to you to ask me to dinner instead of stalking me, asking inappropriate questions, and cornering me in one of your torture chambers?”

         He glances away thoughtfully. “No, it didn’t. I wasn’t thinking straight. You made me crazy confused.”

         “Confused about what?”

         “I don’t know. You triggered something in me. It was very disturbing.” He leans back and I rest my head back again.

         Triggered what? A heartbeat? I would think that a strange statement, but he triggered something in me, too, and that was also very disturbing. “You gave me a flower,” I say quietly.

         “Yeah, I was trying to be a gentleman.”

         I smile. “So the next time you saw me, you asked me how loud I would scream when you fuck me?”

         “Mouth, Ava.” He laughs. “I didn’t know what to do. I only usually have to smile to get what I want.”

         “You should have tried to be less arrogant.” I don’t relish the thought of Jesse smiling and getting what he wants. How many women has he smiled at?
         

         “Maybe. Tell me what you thought.” He nudges me, and I smile to myself. We could be here a very long time. “Tell me,” he presses impatiently.

         “What, so your head can swell further?” I scoff, earning myself a dig in the hip. I jerk, sending water flying over the edge of the bath. “Stop!”

         “Tell me, I want to know.”

         I take a deep breath. “I nearly passed out,” I admit. “And then you kissed me. Why did you kiss me?” I ask in disbelief, performing a little shudder.

         “I don’t know. It just happened. You nearly passed out?” he asks. I can’t see his face, but I would put my life on the likelihood of his roguish grin being firmly fixed on his lush face.

         I crane my head back. Yes, as I thought. I roll my eyes. “I thought you were an arrogant arse, with your touching, tactless comments and inappropriate manners. But I was so affected by you.” I still can’t believe how blind I was to The Manor. I was too wrapped up in fighting off the unwanted reactions I was having to him—then giving in, then fighting again.

         He starts circling my nipples with his fingertips. “I needed to keep touching you to see if I was imagining things.”

         “What things?”

         “My whole body buzzed every time I laid a finger on you. It still does.”

         “Me too,” I agree quietly. It’s the most incredible feeling. “Do you realize the effect you have on women?” I spread my palms over the tops of his thighs.

         “Is it similar to the one you have on me?” He laces his fingers through mine. “Do they stop breathing for a few seconds every time they see me?” He presses his lips onto my temple and inhales deeply. “Do they want to keep me in a glass box so nothing and no one can hurt me?”

         I almost stop breathing.

         He sighs heavily, and I rise and fall on his chest. “Do they think their life would be over if I wasn’t here?” he finishes softly.

         Tears jump into my eyes and I struggle to catch my breath. Okay, the first one for sure, but the other two I think are probably reserved only for me. They are pretty strong words, considering we’ve known each other for a month. This man was relentless, and now I’m so thankful he was. His business and drink issue are irrelevant now. He’s still Jesse, and he’s still mine.

         I turn myself over to my front and slide up his chest, his eyes following mine until they are level with his. “You stole my lines,” I say softly. I need him to know that he isn’t the only one in this relationship who feels unbelievably possessive and protective. It’s crazy, this big domineering man, who has completely and utterly taken me, who has me surrendering to him without question or without much doubt. I’ve given him the power to completely destroy me. He’s as important to me as I know I am to him. It just is. “I love you so much,” I say firmly. “You have to promise me that you’ll never leave me.”
         

         He scoffs. “Baby, you’re stuck with me forever.”

         “Good. Kiss me.”

         “Are you making demands?” His lips twitch, his eyes twinkle.

         “Yes. Kiss me.”

         He parts his lips in invitation as he closes the gap between our mouths, and I’m soon savoring the heat of his minty breath and meeting his circling tongue with equal sentiment as he slides his palms all over my wet back.

         “I know it would make you very happy to stay here all night, but we need to think about getting a move on.” He palms my bum and pulls upward so I slide higher and he has access to my neck.

         “Let’s stay,” I plead unreasonably. I slide back down and catch a perfect rub of him against my entrance.

         He sucks in a sharp breath. “Oh, you have to let me out because if I stay, we’ll be going nowhere.” He kisses me urgently and pushes me up so I’m sitting on my heels in front of him.

         “Stay then.” I pout, pushing against him, wrapping my arms around his neck, and sitting myself on his lap. He makes a poor effort to stop me. “I want to mark you.” I grin and latch on to his pec with my lips.

         He groans and lies back. “Ava, we’ll be late,” he says with zero concern. I clamp my teeth around his flesh and suck. “Fuck, I can’t say no to you,” he moans, lifting me to position himself underneath me.

         He lets me sink down on a united sigh, and I clamp down a little harder with my teeth, starting to work myself into a slow, controlled rhythm, up and down. He circles my waist with his palms and lifts and lowers me onto his body in time to my set tempo.

         “Let me see your face,” he demands. I release my bite and kiss it, before bringing my head up to his level. “Better.” He smiles.

         I brush his wet hair from his forehead and thread my fingers at the back of his head. Our movements remain synchronized as water laps around us and we watch each other closely, the pressure in my groin simmering gently until he flicks his hips up suddenly and my hands fly out to grip the edge of the bath. My cheeks puff out and he smirks at me before repeating the move.

         “Again,” I demand impulsively as the rush of my imminent climax hurdles forward. I cry out and throw my head back when he complies. One hand shifts from my waist and drifts upward until his palm rests on my neck.

         “More?” he asks on a low husk.

         My head falls back down. “Yes.” I manage to gasp the word before he snaps his hips up. I close my eyes.

         “Eyes, baby,” he warns gently, sliding his hand back down my front to my waist.

         I open my eyes, finding Jesse’s jaw tensed, his neck veins bulging. I’m lifted again and brought down to meet his rising hips. I cry out, fighting the impulse to close my eyes.

         “Does that feel good?” he asks, rewarding me with another flick of his hips.

         “Yes!” My knuckles whiten from my fierce grip on the bath.

         “Don’t come, Ava. I’m not ready.”

         I concentrate on controlling the climax pushing forward, Jesse’s steady, controlled movements not helping me in my attempts. His head falls back, but he keeps his eyes firmly on mine, lifting me, yanking me back down, and grinding hard, time and time again. Together, we moan, my head becoming heavy from maintaining eye contact. I just want to throw it back and let go, but I’ve got to wait for the okay. I don’t know how much longer I can.

         “Good girl,” he praises me, gripping my waist harder and guiding me around on his hips. “Can you feel me, Ava?”

         “You’re going to come.” I gasp, feeling his cock expanding inside me.

         He smiles. “Get your fingers around those nipples.”

         I release the edge of the bath and pinch my nipples into stiffer nubs, rolling my fingers under his watchful eyes.

         “Harder, Ava,” he demands, punishing me with another hard blow of his hips. I cry out, clamping down further, the stabs of pain shooting straight down to my sex. “Harder!” he shouts, digging his thumbs into my waist.

         “Jesse!”

         “Not yet, baby. Not yet. Control it.”

         I swallow hard, tensing, every muscle in my body going completely rigid above him. I don’t know how he’s doing this. I can see the strain in his face and his tense jaw, and I can feel it in his throbbing cock. His control is incredible. I’m hurdling toward a furious climax, the pressure of my own grip on my nipples getting harder the closer I get. Then he slides his hand down to my inside thigh and moves it across to stroke lightly, the rise and fall of his hips causing the friction of his fingers to rub in time to his unhurried drives.

         I start shaking my head in desperation. “Jesse, please!”

         “You want to come?”

         “Yes!”

         He pushes his thumb to the top of my clitoris. “Come,” he commands, with another thrust upward, sending me delirious as my body explodes and I scream, the desperate cry echoing around the bathroom.

         On a loud curse, he lifts me back up and yanks me down onto himself, again and again and again. I yell at the shock of punishing blows, and fall forward onto his chest, shaking uncontrollably. I feel him lift my dead weight slightly and bring me back down as he plunges up, holding himself into me, his solid thighs beneath me feeling severe against my limp body.

         “Oh Jesus!” He exhales loudly, water splashing around us. “Ava, tomorrow I’m handcuffing you to the bed,” he pants. “Kiss me now.”
         

         Dragging my head from his chest, I find his lips as he slowly circles his hips, wheedling every last bit of pleasure from us. I could go to sleep right here on his wet chest.

         “Take me to bed,” I mumble around his mouth.

         “I’m ignoring you,” he replies sternly.

         I clamp my palms on his cheeks to hold him in place while I smother his face with my lips in a desperate attempt to convince him that we should stay. “Let me love you,” I whisper, moving my hands to the back of his head to grasp his hair. I just want to stay, but I know I haven’t a hope of getting my way.

         “Baby, don’t. I hate saying no to you. Off you get.” He pushes me away from him so he slides out, and I grumble moodily as he lifts himself from the bath.

         He hates saying no to me? Yes, only when I’m offering my body to him.

         “Wear your hair down tonight,” he says, grabbing a towel.

         I get myself out of the bath and turn the shower on. “I might want to wear it up,” I retort, getting under the water to start shampooing my hair. As it happens, I am wearing it down, but I’m being insolent for the sake of it.

         I yelp when his palm connects with my bum on a harsh sting, and I quickly rinse the shampoo from my hair, opening my eyes to be confronted with a glowering, extremely displeased man. “Shut up.” It’s that tone that dares me to object. “You will wear your hair down.” He skims his lips over mine. “Won’t you?”

         “I will.”

         “I know you will.” He removes himself from the shower. “You get ready in here, I’ll use another room.”

         “Not the cream room!” I shout in a panic. “Don’t go in the cream room!”

         “Unravel your knickers, lady.”

         I watch his wet-beaded shoulders leave the bathroom and me to finish my shower.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty

         

         I’m standing in front of the floor-length mirror gazing at myself, my stomach in absolute knots. My hair has been blow-dried into glossy, tumbling waves, my makeup is delicate and natural, and I’m in the dress. It feels incredible, but my nerves are all over the place. I’m not sure if it’s because of where I’m going, or if it’s because I’m having an unreasonable pang of anxiety that Jesse won’t like the dress.
         

         I turn in the mirror to see the plunging back, which seems so much more revealing than it did in the store. Will he go mad? He nearly had heart failure over a cutout panel in a summer dress.

         Blowing my hair out of my face, I put my simple white gold studs in—the lace won’t allow for anything more—and transfer my gloss and powder into my clutch with my phone. The door knocks and my heart joins my stomach in the knots department.

         “Ava? Baby, we need to go,” he says quietly through the door. He makes no attempt to come in, and that small gesture, accompanied by his soft, unsure voice, tells me he might be nervous, too. Why? Normally he would barge in, no gentle knock or sweet coaxing.

         “Two minutes,” I call. My voice is high and shaky as I spritz myself with my favorite Calvin Klein scent. There is no growling or impatient voice demanding I should get my arse in gear. He just leaves me to sort my nerves out.

         I take a few calming breaths, grab my clutch, and roll my shoulders back. It’s no good. I’m stupidly nervous. I’ve got to face all the members of The Manor. Those women have made it clear that I’m a gate-crasher, and I can’t imagine their opinion will change just because I’m wearing a couture gown or am officially Jesse’s girlfriend.

         Taking a deep breath and gathering the bottom of my gown up a little to admire my shoes, I make my way to the bedroom door and to the top of the stairs.

         As the huge open-plan area comes into view, I hear the low mesmerizing tones of the Moody Blues’s “Nights in White Satin” falling over me from the integrated speakers. I smile to myself. And then I see him.

         I halt in my tracks at the top step and try to catch my breath. It’s like seeing him for the first time all over again. He looks devastating in his black suit, crisp white shirt, and black tie. He’s freshly shaved so I can see him in all of his loveliness, and his hair has been persuaded to the side with some wax. Oh God, I’m going to be doing some serious trampling tonight.

         He hasn’t seen me yet. He’s pacing slowly, hands in his trouser pockets, watching his feet. He’s nervous. My confident, domineering ex-playboy is nervous. I watch in silence as he sits down, clasping his hands together, circling his thumbs briefly, before getting up and commencing pacing. I smile to myself, and like he has sensed I’m nearby, his head snaps up to me and I get a full frontal impact of my stunning man in all of his glory. My breath hitches, and I clasp the handrail on the stairs to steady myself.

         His eyes widen a touch. “Oh Jesus,” he mouths, and I shift on my heels under his intense gaze. Our eyes lock and he starts walking slowly toward the stairs. I would start down to meet him, but my stupid legs are frozen firmly in place, and no amount of mental encouragement is convincing them to move. He might need to carry me down the stairs.

         He takes the steps, all the time keeping his eyes firmly set on mine, and when he reaches me, he holds his hand out on a small smile. I take a deep breath and grasp my dress, placing my hand in his, letting him lead me down the stairs, my legs more solid now that he has hold of me.

         When we reach the bottom, he stops and turns to face me, running his eyes up and down my lace-clad body. He takes a slow walk around to my back, and I clench my eyes shut, praying that I’ve not made a mammoth error with my brave choice of a plunged back. I hear him inhale sharply, and then his warm fingertip meets the nape of my neck. He trails a slow, languid path down the center of my spine, setting off a flurry of pins and needles all over my bare flesh, and finishes at the base of my spine. Then there’s the unmistakable heat of his mouth on my skin as he drops a kiss on the center of my back. I physically relax under the warmth of his lips.

         He slowly makes his way back around to my front and locates my eyes. “I can’t find my breath,” he murmurs, snaking his hand around my waist and pulling me into him. He takes my mouth tenderly, like I’ve become as delicate as the lace encasing me.

         All knots and nerves have been chased away. Now all I have to worry about are the endless women who’ll be throwing themselves at his feet. He pulls away and pushes his hips into my lower stomach, the evidence of a raging erection clear and present. He would never make me undress—not now, surely?

         “I really like your dress,” he says on a small smile. “You didn’t try this one. I would have remembered this one.” He looks down at the dress in awe.
         

         “Always in lace,” I repeat his words, and his eyes fly back up to mine.

         “You chose this dress for me?”

         I nod mildly as he steps back and puts his hands back in his pockets. He starts chewing that lip, the cogs whirling around as he nods knowingly…approvingly.

         His eyes climb back up my body to reach mine. “Like I chose this for you?” He pulls his hand from his pocket, and I see a delicate, platinum, layered chain hanging from his finger.

         I nearly choke on my own tongue as my eyes take in the piece. I saw it in a glass cabinet as I passed through the jewelry department with Zoe this morning. She pointed it out and it had me spellbound immediately, displayed all on its own, with layers of delicate linked platinum and a chunky square-cut diamond suspended on the end. I nearly had heart failure when I read the small card displayed next to it detailing the price.

         My eyes jump to his. “Jesse, that necklace was sixty grand!” I sputter. I won’t ever forget. I counted the zeros repeatedly.

         I start to get really hot all of a sudden as I flick my eyes from Jesse’s to the swinging diamond that’s still dangling from his finger. He smiles and walks around to the back of me, gathering my hair and placing it over my shoulder. My heart is performing jumping jacks in my chest as he brings the necklace over my head and it rests on my breastbone. It feels like a huge burden on my chest. I’m starting to shake.

         His hands skim my back as he fastens the clasp, then he slides his palms onto my shoulders and rests his lips on the nape of my neck. “You like?” he whispers in my ear.

         “You know I do, but…” I reach up and feel the diamond, then instantly want to get a velvet cloth and polish my finger-print from it. “Did Zoe tell you?” I feel sick. I know she is technically in sales, but to tell Jesse that I was completely rapt by an obscenely expensive diamond necklace is taking advantage. Sixty grand? Oh heck!

         “No, I asked Zoe to show it to you.” He turns me around in his arms and runs his fingertips over the necklace and down the center of my chest. “You are crazy beautiful.” He kisses my lips softly.
         

         He asked her? I laugh a nervous laugh. “Are you talking to me or the diamond?”

         “It’s all about you,” he says on a raised brow. “As it always will be.”

         My laughter abates instantly. “Jesse, what if I lose it, what if…” I’m silenced by his lips.

         “Ava, shut up.” He replaces my hair down my back. “It’s insured and it’s a gift from me. If you don’t wear it, I’ll be crazy mad. Understand?”

         His tone suggests I’m not to argue with him on this, but I’m completely overwhelmed and even more nervous than before.

         I take a deep breath and rest my hands on his chest. “I really don’t know what to say.” My voice is slightly shaky, matching my body.

         “You could say you love it.” His lips tip at the corner. “You could say thank you.”

         “I do love it. Thank you.” I reach up and kiss him.

         “You are more than welcome, baby. It’s not as beautiful as you, though. Nothing is.” He takes my hands from his chest. “My work here is done. Come on, you’ve made your god late.” He leads me to the front door and flicks the music off before grabbing his keys and taking us out to the elevator. I notice that the glass has been fixed.

         The doors open, we step inside, and I watch him punch in the code before standing back. He glances down at me and winks.

         “You’re crazy handsome,” I say wistfully, reaching up and dragging my thumb across his bottom lip to wipe the remnants of my lipstick away. “And all mine.”

         He grabs my hand and kisses the tip of my finger. “Just yours, baby.”

         As we walk through the foyer of Lusso, Clive does a double take and gapes slightly. Jesse’s arm goes firmly around my shoulder, and I know this is a sign of things to come tonight, which is fine because I don’t plan on leaving his side all evening.

         He helps me into the DBS and we travel to The Manor at high speed. I’ve made him late for his own anniversary party, but he doesn’t seem that bothered. He tosses his eyes over to me every so often and half-smiles when I catch him looking at me.

         I rest my palm on his firm thigh and relax completely when he places his hand on mine, giving it a reassuring squeeze. I am so in love with him right now and, unexpectedly, I’m looking forward to this evening for the first time. Fun-loving Jesse is out to play tonight and it is these little snippets of time when I can see the laid-back character whom everyone keeps telling me about, but it’s plainly obvious that he is only like this when things are going his way, when I’m doing what I’m told and he’s getting what he wants. But I’m at my happiest, my most content when he’s like this. I am well and truly in my element on Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m not surprised to see John on the steps of The Manor when we pull up. Jesse collects me from the car and leads me to the entrance where John is briefing a dozen men in full valet attire. Jesse chucks his keys at John, who catches them and passes them to one of the valets with strict instructions to only move the Aston Martin if absolutely necessary.

         I put my hand up to John, and he smiles broadly at me as we pass, flashing me his gold tooth. He is in his usual black suit, except he has replaced the black shirt in favor of a white one with a black bow tie. The shades are firmly in position, though, and he still absolutely oozes coolness.

         “There you are!” Sarah’s panicked voice is the first thing to attack my ears as we enter The Manor. She is scuttling toward us, her legs restricted to small shifting movements due to the tight red satin dress that could qualify as a second skin. She must have poured herself into the thing. If there was previously any doubt regarding the status of her breasts, it has just been completely eradicated. They are hoisted up in the strapless dress, and if she lowered her lips, she could kiss them.

         She halts her hasty advance on Jesse and gives me the once-over, her eyes finishing and remaining on my neck, which is hardly surprising, you can hardly miss it, but she isn’t dazzled by the beauty. Not a chance. She’s weighing up the likelihood of who’s given it to me, and judging by her screwed-up, Botox-pumped face, she’s hit the nail right on the head. I instinctively reach up and clasp the diamond, almost like I’m protecting it from her beady eyes. She flicks a begrudging stare at me and then runs her eyes down my lace-clad body. I straighten my shoulders and smile sweetly.

         “I’m here now,” Jesse grumbles, as he pulls me along beside him. We enter the bar and find Mario dishing out firm instructions to the bar staff. The bar has tripled in size, and I realize that the folding doors dividing the bar and restaurant have been opened and tall bar tables and stools have been scattered between the rooms.

         “Here, sit.” He lifts me onto a stool at the bar and calls Mario over before sitting himself opposite me.

         Sarah points at a spreadsheet in her hand. “Can we just go through—”

         “Sarah, give me a minute,” Jesse cuts her off without taking his eyes from me. I could kiss him. “What would you like to drink?”

         I can feel the ice emanating from Sarah as she stands there like a plum and waits for Jesse to tend to me before he gives her the attention she’s demanding. I might take a while to decide. Can I have alcohol? He did say I can drink if he’s around.

         Mario appears, looking rather dapper in his white waistcoat and bow tie, his hair combed precisely to the side and his moustache neatly trimmed. He smiles brightly and I remember the lush cocktail he made for me earlier today. “I’ll have a Mario’s Most Marvelous, please.” I grin at Mario.

         He laughs loudly. “Yes!” He starts faffing at the bar. “Mr. Ward?”

         “Just a water, please, Mario,” Jesse replies, leaning toward me for a kiss. I can feel Sarah’s eyes drilling into me, so, of course, I oblige and let him have his way. Not that I need Sarah around to do that. He has his way wherever and whenever he chooses.

         “Sloe gin, Mario,” she snaps petulantly, and then proceeds to huff while Jesse gets his fix of me. He really doesn’t have any regard for this woman, and I feel all the more comfortable for it. She’s not even really a threat.

         “Jesse, I could really do with you in the office,” she presses.

         He growls, and I’m mentally willing him to trample all over her. “Sarah, please!” he grates, standing up in front of me. “Baby, do you want to stay here or would you like to come with me?”

         I’m not looking at her, but I know she has just rolled her eyes, and while I would love to piss her off more, I’m quite happy to sit with happy Mario and drink my Most Marvelous. “I’m good here. You go.”

         He grabs his water and pushes his lips to my forehead. “I’ll be quick.” He stalks off, leaving Sarah to virtually jog on her eight-inch heels in order to keep up with him, but not before she leans across me to retrieve her gin from the bar on a snarl. I ignore it and accept my drink from a smiling Mario.

         “Thank you, Mario.” I return his smile and take a sip, gasping in gratitude.

         “Miss Ava, may I say how magnificent you are looking this evening?” He smiles fondly, and I blush slightly.

         “Mario, may I say how devilishly handsome you look this evening?” I raise my glass to the small Italian man, whom I have become rather fond of.
         

         He slaps the bar on a sharp burst of laughter, and then his eyes fall onto the diamond that’s suspended around my neck before he tips his eyes back up to me with a high raised eyebrow. “He loves you very much, yes?”

         I give a little embarrassed shrug, feeling suddenly uncomfortable with the friendly Italian. I don’t want everyone thinking the inevitable, just like Sarah did. “It’s just a necklace, Mario.” A sixty-grand necklace, yes, but no one has to know that. I reach up to grasp it again. I have to keep checking it’s there, even though I can feel the weight perfectly.

         “I see that you love Mr. Ward very much, too.” He smiles and tops my glass up. “It makes me happy.”

         He gets distracted by a smashed glass and goes stalking off, waving his arms around and shouting in Italian.

         I sit happily at the bar watching the staff prepare for the evening. Champagne is poured into glasses, the bar is repeatedly wiped down, and Mario shouts instructions, pointing here and there to guide his staff. The little Italian is a perfectionist, making everything just so. The huge room looks stunningly made up, everything arranged precisely and with the utmost attention to detail. The low-hanging chandeliers are shimmering subtly, giving off a soft apricot glow of light—the words sensuous and invigorating springing to mind immediately, words I’ve heard before.
         

         Pete appears with a tray of canapés. “Ava, you look wonderful.” He presents me with the tray. “Would you like one?”

         I take in the glorious smell of smoked salmon and spy the small flatbreads caked in cream cheese. “Ah, Pete,” I place my hand on my stomach, “I’m still full from lunch.” I have no idea how I’m going to manage a three-course meal. I’ll burst out of this dress.

         “Ava, you hardly ate your lunch.” He gives me a disapproving look and carries on his way. “Enjoy your evening.”

         “You, too, Pete,” I reply, feeling immediately silly for telling a member of Jesse’s staff to enjoy their evening of working hard. But he’s right. I didn’t eat my lunch and that’s because I lost my appetite when Sarah rocked up, and it’s probably why I’m not hungry now.

         I turn back to the bar and find my glass has been filled again. I search Mario out and spot him across the bar repositioning some stools. He catches my eye and gives me a cheeky grin, and I hold my glass up and give him a frown. He ignores it and carries on moving stools around. I’ll have to be careful. I’ve had two glasses of this Most Marvelous concoction already, and I have no idea what’s in it. I can’t be falling about all over the place when people start arriving.

         “Ava!”

         I jump into standing position as Kate’s excited shriek hammers me from the side.

         “Whoa!” She skids to a stop in front of me, her eyes popping out of her head. “Fucking hell!”

         “I know,” I grumble. “I’m petrified of the damn thing. It should be in a safe.” I reach up and fiddle with it again, and Kate bats my hand away to cop a feel herself.

         “Wow! That is some serious special.” She drops the diamond and stands back to eye me up. “Look at you! Someone has been thoroughly spoiled today.”

         I laugh. I think what I have been today is way past spoiled. “What about you?” I grab her hands and hold them out to the side. “I love the dress.” I send her on a little twirl. She looks fabulous, as always, in a long green gown, her red locks vibrant and piled high on her head. “Do you want a drink? You have to try this stuff.” I grasp my glass from the bar and hold it up. “Here, sit. Where’s Sam?”

         She pushes herself onto the stool and rolls her eyes. “He wouldn’t let any of the valets park his car. He thinks they’re all driving morons who can’t handle the power of a Carrera.” She laughs. “Where’s Jesse?”

         My smile disappears. “Sarah dragged him off somewhere.” I glance at the clock and note he’s been gone for over an hour. “Anyway, I couldn’t help but notice a certain Carrera, with a certain redhead in it, pulling into The Manor yesterday evening,” I say casually as I sip my drink, eyeing her reaction over the rim of my glass.

         My fiery redheaded friend fires me a glare. “Yes, Ava. You’ve already pointed that out,” she says haughtily. “Get me that drink.”

         I shake my head, but I don’t press her. “Mario?” I call, and he waves his acknowledgment as he walks over. “This is my friend Kate. Kate, this is Mario.”

         “Yes, we’ve met.” Kate smiles at Mario.

         “How are you this evening, Kate?” Mario blesses her with one of his lovely, warm smiles.

         “I’ll be better when you get me one of those.” She points to my glass, and Mario laughs before going to fetch his glass jug of the Most Marvelous stuff.

         Of course they’ve met. But how many times? Mario returns with his jug and I slap my hand over my glass when he tries to fill mine again, throwing him a playful warning look. He shrugs, muttering something in Italian and fighting a smile, clearly trying to pretend he’s offended.

         “Where’s the love?”

         We both turn and see Sam standing, legs spread and arms extended, in the entrance of the bar. He looks unusually smart, compared to his traditional baggy jeans and T-shirt combo. He straightens his suit jacket and waltzes to the bar confidently, shouting for a bottle of beer as he approaches. He may be dressed smartly, but his hair is its usual mop of brown, messy waves, and his cheeky grin and dimple are ever present.

         “Ladies! May I say how damn fine you’re both looking this pleasant evening?” He kisses my cheek and then lavishes Kate with a dramatic sloppy one. She bats him away, laughing. “Where’s my man?” he asks, glancing around the bar.

         I want to correct him and inform him that Jesse is, in fact, my man, but I fear I might be falling into trampling territory. “He’s in his office,” I say, taking another sip of my drink. I’m pacing myself, but this stuff is delicious and going down a treat.

         
            *  *  *

         

         An hour later, the bar is crammed full and Jesse is still nowhere to be seen. Soft jazz is playing in the background and the sound of happy chatter is prominent in the air. The men all look fine in tuxes and suits, and the woman have all gone to town in various gowns and cocktail dresses. I’m not ignorant of the fact that I seem to be the choice of conversation for many groups of people, particularly women, who make a rubbish job at hiding their interest. The thing that is bothering me the most, though, is my unreasonable, inquiring mind wondering just how many of them Jesse has slept with. It’s a depressing thought and one I don’t think I’ll ever shake off.

         I’m sipping cautiously on my third glass of Most Marvelous. Drew has arrived and looks no different from normal, all well groomed and precise. I exhale and relax when I feel two big palms rest on my hips and fresh-water, minty loveliness drift into my nose.

         His chin rests on my shoulder. “I’ve neglected you.”

         I crane my neck to see him. “Yes, you have. Where have you been?”

         “I couldn’t get two yards without someone making a play for me. I’m all yours now, I promise.” He pushes his front into my back and leans over to shake hands with the boys before leaning toward Kate so she can kiss his cheek. I can guarantee that all of the someones who he couldn’t get two yards past were women. “Is everyone good?” he asks as he waves Mario for some water.
         

         “We will be when dinner is out of the way.” Sam grins and chinks bottles with Drew.

         “Ten thirty,” Jesse says sternly. He pulls me off the stool and sits there himself before pulling me down onto his lap and burying his face into my neck. Sam and Drew throw each other disapproving looks, and Kate refuses to look at me, heightening my suspicion and my concern.
         

         “I want to lay you on that bar and take my time peeling all of this lace off,” he whispers in my ear, pushing his groin up into my backside. I stiffen, silently willing him to shut up before I oblige and climb onto the bar for him. “What’s under the dress?”

         “More lace,” I say quietly on a smile, and he groans in my ear.

         “You’re fucking killing me.” He nips my ear, causing shivers to bolt through me.

         “You have to stop,” I warn, rather unconvincingly. It would take him a week to get me out of this dress and back in it again. Actually, it probably wouldn’t take him that long at all. He’d lose his patience and rip it off, in which case, I wouldn’t be putting it back on.

         “Never.” His tongue dips into my ear, and I close my eyes on a sigh.

         “You guys!” Kate playfully slaps Jesse’s shoulder. “Put her down!”

         “Yeah, you’re restraining our sexual needs, but it’s okay for you to sit there and fondle your girl,” Sam complains.

         Jesse lands Sam with a reproachful glare. “Try and stop me. I’ll shut up shop now and take her home.”

         “You’re trampling your mates now.” I laugh, and they all start laughing with me. I feel Jesse resume nibbling at my nape, but my attention is captured by a woman at the entrance of the bar wearing a cream dress. “Who’s that?” I ask.

         “Who’s who?” His head comes up from my neck, and I nod toward the woman. She’s probably early thirties, with black bobbed hair and pretty features. I wouldn’t have paid much attention, but she is staring straight at us and she’s alone.

         She starts walking toward us, and I feel Jesse tense under me. Sam and Drew shut up immediately, which only serves to make me even more wary. Who the hell is she?

         When she reaches our group, she stops, keeping her eyes on Jesse. The tension is tangible, and I glance at Kate to find a heavy frown on her face. Then I’m suddenly standing myself and being positioned back on the stool, minus one Jesse beneath me.

         “Coral, do you want to come to my office?” Jesse asks, way too softly and gently for my liking. She nods, and I can see her eyes brimming with tears. “Come on.” He turns to me, offering an apologetic smile before leading her away with his hand placed at the bottom of her back, leaving me sitting wondering what the hell is going on and mentally demanding him to remove his hand from her.

         John gives him a nod as they pass at the bar entrance and then proceeds to notify everyone that dinner will be served imminently. There is a bustle of bodies that make for the summer room, the women flicking me curious stares as they pass. I ignore them; I’m too busy wondering what Jesse is doing with the mystery woman.

         The silence that has fallen in our little group is broken by Kate. “Who was that?” She helps me down from my stool.

         I glance at Drew and Sam, who both shrug denial of any knowledge, but I can tell by their sudden discomfort that they know exactly who Coral is.

         “I don’t know. I’ve never seen her before,” I say on a frown, following the mass of people into the summer room. “Jesse seems to know her, though,” I add dryly.

         We find our table, and I’m beyond relieved to find myself sitting with Kate, Sam, Drew, and John. I’m not so pleased that Sarah is also with us, though. Another man, whom I’ve not met, joins us. He’s introduced as Niles—a cute, floppy-haired posh schoolboy type, not the kind of man I would expect to find at The Manor at all. But what is The Manor’s type?

         The summer room has been completely emptied of sofas and occasional tables, and in their place are masses of round tables, seating between eight and ten people. I try to count them but lose track at table thirty. The color scheme is black and gold. I wonder if that’s an accident.

         Candles are burning everywhere, enhancing the key ingredient: sensuality. It was on Jesse’s specification for the extension, and at the time, when I was oblivious to The Manor’s activities, it was a weird request. Now it makes perfect sense

         A band is set up in the corner, but it’s four men with saxophones who are providing the music throughout dinner. The chair next to me is still empty, and the one next to that has Sarah perched neatly on it. I’m guessing she arranged the seating plan and was most pissed off when she had no choice but to sit me on the other side of Jesse.

         Where is he?

         Kate picks up a gold, structured satin bag and waves it in the air at me. They must be the gift bags, and I decide that I’m not even going to peek, my decision only reinforced when Kate shoves her nose in and then snaps the bag shut with wide blue eyes. Sam tries to snatch it from her, but she bats him away and he grumbles, grabbing the men’s black equivalent that’s positioned at his place setting. He does the same little rendition as Kate, but instead of a wide-eyed, stunned look, he looks at Kate and grins from ear to ear, prompting her to make a grab for his bag. He pushes her away.

         A starter of scallops is served, and I’m momentarily distracted from my speculating by the divine dish. The Manor really does do food very well.

         “So, Ava, I’m told you carried out the works at Lusso,” Niles says across the table. “Quite a feat.” He smiles, raising his glass to me.

         “It didn’t hurt the portfolio,” I reply casually.

         “You’re modest.” He laughs.

         “She’s good,” Kate pipes up. “She’s working on the extension upstairs.” Kate points her fork toward the ceiling of the summer room in the most unladylike manner.

         “I see. Is that how you met Jesse?” Niles asks, a little surprised.

         “It is,” I confirm politely but elaborate no further. I’m not comfortable talking about me and Jesse, especially with a stone-faced Sarah within touching distance. And Niles’s question has just reminded me that Jesse still isn’t here. “What do you do?” I ask to steer the conversation away from Jesse and my curious mind.

         He puts his fork down and wipes his mouth with his napkin. “I supply Jesse’s stock,” he says on a small smile.

         I manage to stop myself from asking the most stupid question I ever could. He doesn’t supply food or drink to The Manor. No, Niles supplies other essentials—essentials for the top floors of The Manor. I nod my acknowledgment, not wanting to push that line of chat any further.

         Sarah jumps into the gap of conversation, asking Niles how his recent trip to Amsterdam went. I’m thankful, even though I quickly turn my attention away from where that discussion is heading, too.
         

         I look over at Kate, who tosses me a filthy look, and then nods toward Sarah while cupping her breasts on a grin. I try not to smile, but I can’t help the corners of my mouth tweaking at her brashness. She is so unaffected by everything. I love her.

         I finish my Most Marvelous and accept the glass of white wine the waiter offers, taking an immediate sip and laughing when Drew stabs at his last scallop with his fork and it flies into the middle of the table. He gets rather mad with the slippery culprit as he tries to retrieve it, grumbling sulkily as he stabs at it, eventually giving up and grabbing it with his hand. He throws it on his plate in a mood, then glances up at the rest of the table who, with the exception of Sarah, are all delighting in his little performance. He relents and stands to bow, restoring his refined character. His fun, lighthearted performance is a mile away from the standoffish Drew I know.

         Starters are swiftly removed from the table and replaced with salmon and an array of colorful vegetables. I’m thankful dinner is relatively light. I couldn’t stomach much more with Sarah next to me. She hasn’t said one word to me during dinner and has not inquired as to Jesse’s whereabouts, so I assume that she knows. She advises the waiter to remove Jesse’s untouched starter and hold off on his main for the meantime. If Kate weren’t here, I would be getting really cranky now.

         “You didn’t bring Victoria?” Kate tosses the question at Drew and he catches it without an ounce of shock or surprise.

         “No, she’s sweet but hard work.” He takes a swig of wine and sits back in his chair. “I’m happy exactly where I am at the moment.” He raises his glass and everyone joins him, including me, even though I’m not particularly happy about where I am right now. “Anyway, she wouldn’t let me lay a hand on her without the lights off.”

         I nearly spit my wine all over the table, then proceed to laugh—really hard.

         Kate throws a napkin over the table at me, and I grab it, mopping up the wine dripping down my chin, still laughing.

         Drew looks at me and Kate in turn, a smirk breaking the corners of his serious face. “You kind of need to see what you’re doing for what I had in mind.”

         “Stop!” I howl, trying desperately to rein in my chuckles. I glance across at Sarah, and I’m met with a filthy glare. I resist the killing temptation to smash her face into her salmon.

         I sit bolt upright—as does Sarah—when I spot Jesse and the mystery woman emerging from the corridor that leads down to his office. John must catch our sharp reaction because he jumps up from the table and makes his way over. They have an exchange of quiet words before John takes over responsibility of the woman and leads her out of the summer room.

         Jesse looks across the room until he finds my eyes, and then starts making his way over. He’s stopped a dozen times by various men and women as he passes tables, but he doesn’t hang about for conversation. He just shakes hands with the men and leans down to kiss the women, smiling politely before searching me out again. He eventually makes it to me and sits himself down, grabbing my knee under the table. Sam cheers his arrival and pours some water into Jesse’s wine glass, Kate frowns at me, and Sarah drops all conversation with Niles in favor of Jesse.

         He turns into me and gives me very sorry eyes. “Forgive me?”

         “Who was that?” I ask quietly.

         “No one for you to be concerned about.” He nods at my half-empty plate. “How is the food?”

         No one for me to be concerned about? Well, that just makes me all the more concerned. “It’s good, you should eat,” I say shortly, looking for a waiter, but I’m a bit slow on the uptake. It seems Sarah has taken care of that already. His salmon lands in front of him and he tucks in, keeping his palm firmly on my knee, chopping and forking with one hand. When John returns and does his signature nod at Jesse, I throw him a curious stare, which Jesse catches and tramples all over by leaning in and lavishing me with his lips. I only halfheartedly return his kiss, fully aware that he’s trying to distract me again.

         He pulls back, giving me an inquiring eye. “Are you holding back on me?”

         “Are you?” I toss back.

         “Hey,” he grates, quite loudly, considering the close proximity of our company. “Who do you think you’re talking to?” he asks on a scowl, his grip on my knee tightening.

         I shake my head. “Let’s see what your reaction would be if a mystery man pulled me away from you for over an hour.” I look him straight in the eye, noticing Sarah’s sly smile behind him. She can fuck off. I’m in no mood for her.

         His eyes soften, his tense jaw easing up a bit as he releases his grip of my knee and strokes up to the juncture of my thighs. I tense. He knows what he’s doing. “Ava, please don’t say things that will make me crazy mad.” His voice has softened, but I can still detect the slight anger in his tone. “I’ve told you not to worry, so you shouldn’t. End of.”

         I turn back toward the table, ignoring his hot touch through my dress. I’m simmering on the inside with possessiveness. I’m getting as bad as him, and this conversation is going to get us nowhere—not here and now, anyway.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-one

         

         When dessert and coffee have been served and my cheeks hurt from Kate and Sam’s antics at the table, John stands and announces, in his usual booming voice, that everyone should clear the room so it can be readied for the rest of the evening.
         

         Jesse stands and helps me up from my chair, making a meal of showering me with attention, which I petulantly brush off. I’m stopped from walking away from the table when he grabs my elbow and whirls me around so we’re front on front.

         He burns a hole into me with pools of green displeasure. “Are you going to behave like a spoiled brat for the rest of the evening, or have I got to take you upstairs and fuck some sense into you?”

         I recoil at his animosity as he looks past me and smiles, obviously acknowledging someone who is behind me. He returns his eyes to mine, his smile disappearing instantly. Reaching around me, he places a firm palm on my bum, pushing me into his groin and circling those damn hips, hard and slow. I curse my treacherous body for tensing, and my hands for instinctively flying up to grab his shoulders.

         He leans into my ear. “Do you feel that?” He grinds hard again.

         I lose the battle to restrain my moan of pleasure. I do not want to be getting horny here, because there is not a chance in hell I’m going to let him take me while we’re in this place. Not ever.

         “Answer the question, Ava.” He clamps onto my earlobe and drags it through his teeth.

         My grip of his shoulders tightens. “I feel it.” My voice is broken and low.

         “Good. It’s yours. All of it.” He pushes harder, further into me. “So stop with the fucking sulks. Do you understand me?”

         “Yes.” I exhale into his shoulder.

         He releases me and stands back, raising expectant eyebrows at me, and I nod, trying to gather myself together. Will he always have this influence on me? I’m trembling and seriously rethinking my vow to avoid sex at The Manor. I could, quite easily, drag him upstairs to one of the private suites and let him eat me alive.

         I glance past him and catch the viper glare of Sarah, and in a pathetic stamp of ownership, I put myself into Jesse’s chest again and look up at him with sorry eyes.

         He gives an approving nod of his head and leans down to rest his lips on mine. “That’s better,” he says into my mouth. He turns me around and starts guiding me out of the summer room. “I’m struggling to deal with all of the admiring stares you’re attracting,” he says, placing his hand firmly at my lower back.

         I scoff. “You’re attracting quite a bit of attention yourself,” I muse, just as we pass an attractive brunette.

         She smiles brightly at Jesse and strokes his arm. “Jesse, you’re looking as delicious as ever.”

         I can’t help the small shocked burst of laughter that flies from my mouth. She’s got some front, and I’m hugely offended that she clearly thinks I’ll just take her brazen flirting without so much as a word. I’m about to stop and put her in her place, but Jesse pushes me on, preventing me from following through on my intent to confront the shameless hussy.

         “Natasha, you are an intolerable flirt, as ever,” Jesse retorts wryly, draping his arm over my shoulder and landing me with a chaste kiss, obviously sensing my irritation. She smiles slyly and narrows easy eyes on me.

         Has he slept with her, too? I feel my newfound possessiveness simmering steadily inside me. I can’t imagine that I’m going to be spending much time here if this is the response I’ll receive whenever I do. Not that I particularly want to be here, but with it being Jesse’s place of work, it would be handy if I could come here and feel comfortable, rather than feeling like I’m stepping on a million attractive women’s toes. And that’s another point. Does Jesse only offer membership to women of an eight or above on the good-looks scale? Retirement is looking more likely by the day. I want to stay stuck to Jesse so I can fight off all these women.

         As we walk into the bar, we find that the stool I always seem to get positioned on is taken by a man. He soon makes way when he sees us approaching, raising his glass in greeting. I’m lifted onto the stool, and Mario appears without delay, leaving the members of The Manor to be served by one of the other bar staff.

         “What would you like to drink?” Jesse perches on his stool opposite me and takes my hand in his. “Most Marvelous?” He raises his eyebrows.

         I turn to a waiting Mario. “Please, Mario,” I say, and he smiles his usual fond smile, but looks a little more flustered than he did earlier. I’m not surprised; he’s being run off his feet.

         “I’ll have one of those.” Kate joins us and leans on Jesse’s shoulder with a huff. “These shoes are killing me!” she exclaims with a look of true pain on her pale face. “Seriously. A man categorically devised the high heel, and he did it in an attempt to make it easier for you dudes to rugby tackle us womenfolk to the ground and haul us back to your beds.”

         Jesse throws his head back and laughs a proper belly laugh as Sam and Drew find us.

         “What’s the score?” Sam asks as he eyes Jesse laughing hard. He looks at me and Kate and we both shrug on wide smirks. Kate slaps Jesse’s shoulder affectionately. I can’t help but share in Jesse’s amusement at Kate’s dry comment. When he laughs like that, faint lines spring from his twinkling greens and fan his temples. He looks so handsome.

         “I’m sorry, drinks?” he asks, getting his laughter under control and giving me a wink.

         I pool on the stool, sending him a telepathic message to take me home immediately. Basking in the sun on Central Jesse Cloud Nine has resumed.

         Drew and Sam throw their orders at Mario, but he’s already halfway to the fridge to collect their beers. I scoop up our cocktails and pass one to Kate, catching her nodding over my shoulder. I frown at her, so she repeats the jig of her head, and I realize what she is signaling. I lean into Jesse, and he drops his conversation with the boys, instantly turning his face to me.

         “What’s up, baby?” He looks worried.

         “Nothing, I’m just going to use the ladies’.” I lower myself from the stool and grab my clutch from the bar. “I won’t be long.”

         “Okay.” He kisses my hand.

         I walk away and join Kate. “I need a fag,” she spits urgently.

         “Really? I thought you wanted to drag me upstairs,” I flip as she leads me out. “I’m going to the toilet quickly, I’ll meet you outside.”

         “The front,” she calls, making her way to the entrance hall, while I head in the other direction toward the toilets.

         I find the ladies’ empty and let myself into a cubicle before quickly negotiating the dress up to my waist. I’m not alone for long. I hear the door open and a few voices chatting happily.

         “Have you seen her? She is young for our Jesse.”

         I freeze mid-wee and hold my breath. Our Jesse? What? Did they share him? I collapse on the toilet and release my bladder. I’ve started now. I can’t stop.

         “He’s all over her. Fucking hell, did you see the diamond around her neck?” voice number two gushes.

         “You can hardly miss it. It’s obvious what she’s after,” voice number three pipes up.

         How many of them are there out there? I finish up and start pulling my dress back down while contemplating what I should do. What I want to do is go out there and put them straight on the whole money business.

         “Ah, come on, Natasha. Jesse is beyond a fucking god. The money is just a bonus.” That’s voice number two, and now I know that voice number three is Natasha, the incorrigible flirt. And he’s my fucking god!
         

         “Well, it looks like we’ve made all this effort for nothing. I had heard, but I didn’t believe, not until I saw it with my own eyes. It looks like our Jesse has been whipped from under our feet.” Voice number one laughs.

         I stand in the cubicle willing them to leave so I can escape, but I can hear the pops of lips from the reapplication of lipstick and the spray of perfume going on.

         “It’s a shame, he’s the best I’ve had and I’m never going to get to try it again,” voice number three—aka Natasha—muses.

         My hackles rise. He has slept with her. I look up at the ceiling, trying desperately to gather some calming thoughts, but it’s impossible, especially with three tarts out there having a good old chinwag about my god’s sexual capabilities.
         

         “Oh, me too,” voice number one adds, and I stand with my jaw on the floor, waiting for voice number three to pipe up and make it a clean sweep.

         “Well, I don’t know about you two, but he was too good to give up trying.” Voice number two totally finishes me off.

         I can’t listen to this shit. I flush the chain, silencing all three, and make sure my dress isn’t tucked into my bodice before I swing the door open and walk casually out of the cubicle. I smile politely at the three women, all with some sort of makeup suspended in front of their faces, staring completely flummoxed at me as I make my way to a mirror at the other end of the bathroom. I calmly wash my hands and dry them before topping up my gloss, all in silence and under the wary eyes of the three brazen hussies at the other end of the ladies’. I waltz past and leave the bathroom without a word, my dignity still firmly intact.

         My heart is jumping and my legs are slightly shaky, but I make it to the entrance hall still standing. That was horrific. Hearing those women talk about Jesse like that has me more upset than mad. He really has put it about…everywhere…with a lot of women. I think I need a cigarette, too.

         I know I audibly groan when Sarah steps out from the doorway that usually serves the restaurant. She’s been waiting for this moment all night, and after what I’ve just endured, I’m feeling even less tolerant of her than usual. I’m facing the fourth woman in as many minutes—no, probably seconds—who Jesse has fucked. My stomach is turning, I feel sick and in no mood for Sarah and her viper gob. “Sarah, you’ve done an amazing job tonight,” I say courteously. I’ll get in first with the pleasantries so there is no mistaking my attempt to keep things civil, even though it is taking every ounce of strength I have.

         She folds an arm under her chest, boosting it even further while holding her sloe gin in front of her mouth. Her body language screams superiority. “Did you collect your gift bag from the table?” she asks on a smile.

         It throws me. I thought we were past faking pleasantries when Jesse isn’t around. “No, I didn’t,” I answer warily. After seeing Kate’s face, I really didn’t want it.

         She broadens her smile. “Oh, that’s a shame. There was something in there that may have been of use to you.”

         “Like what?” I can’t help the curiosity in my voice. What’s her game?

         “The vibrator. I noticed yours was left in a million pieces on Jesse’s bedroom floor.”

         “Pardon?” I blurt on a laugh.

         She smiles slyly, and I dread the words I know she’s about to say. “Yes, when I rescued him on Wednesday morning after you left him handcuffed to his bed.” She shakes her head. “Not a wise move.”

         My stomach falls into my heels as I watch her weighing up my reaction to her information overload. Jesse called Sarah? When he was bollock naked, handcuffed to the bed and with a vibrator next to him, he chose Sarah to come and release him?

         I thought John freed him. Why did I think that? I can’t even reflect that far back. At the moment, I’m just looking at the nasty creature standing in front of me, smugly delighting in my misery. I’m going to kill him, but first I’m going to wipe that sly smile off of her Botox-pumped face.

         “Have you ever heard of tit tape, Sarah?” I ask coolly. Her face drops, as do her eyes to her chest. I start walking forward. Oh, she is so getting trampled!

         “Excuse me?” She laughs.

         “Tit tape. It’s widely known to keep breasts secure, or…” I shake my head. “Of course, it’s your intention to assault people’s eyes with your overinflated chest.” I stop in front of her. “Less is more, Sarah. Have you ever heard that saying? You would do well to remember it, especially at your age.”

         “Ava?”

         No!
         

         I turn and find Jesse standing with his frown line perfectly in place. Good, because he should be really concerned. And then I hear Sarah’s heels disappear off into the restaurant. Yes, she’s dropped her bombshell and has now fucked off to avoid being hit by the shrapnel.

         “What’s going on?” he asks, his handsome face full of confusion and concern.

         I don’t even know what to say. I glance around the entrance hall of The Manor and see many members making their way upstairs. It must be past ten thirty.

         “Ava?”

         I return my eyes to Jesse as he starts walking toward me, but I step back and he stops in his tracks. “I’m leaving.” My tone is completely resolute. I can’t stay here and listen to women boast about their sexual encounters with Jesse and listen to them pass judgment on why I’m with him. Neither am I watching as he disappears with another woman with no explanation. And I’m certainly not setting myself up for humiliation by Sarah. I turn and walk with purpose to the huge, double doors that will take me out of this hellhole, my heart hammering and tears of frustration brimming.

         “Ava!” I hear him yell, and then the telltale sign of his thumping footsteps coming after me.

         I have no idea what I plan on doing when I get outside. I know he will catch me, and I know he won’t let me leave. I’ll steal a car. I don’t care that I’m way over the limit. I can’t subject myself to this torture anymore. It’s rotting my reasonableness, turning me into a jealous, resentful monster. I shouldn’t have come here.

         “Ava, get your fucking arse here!”

         I make it to the steps and bump into Kate. “Where have you been?” she asks shortly, her eyes widening when she obviously catches sight of Jesse in pursuit of me.

         “I’m going,” I blurt, gathering my dress up, ready to take the steps. She watches me hastily pass her with a what-the-hell look coated all over her pale face. I fly down the steps stupidly fast and collide with his solid, suit-covered chest. That fucking chest! I’m hoofed up and slung over his shoulder with no effort at all.

         “You’re not fucking going anywhere, lady,” he growls, and starts back up the steps to The Manor.

         I flick my hair out of my face and push my hands into his lower back to try and break free. “Let go of me!” I yell frantically as I wriggle, but he has a tight hold, and I know he would die before letting me go. “Jesse!”

         Kate watches with an open mouth as we pass her, before throwing her cigarette butt on the ground and following us in. “What’s going on?”

         “He’s an arsehole! That’s what is going on!” I yell, attracting the attention of all the valet staff, who halt all duties and quietly observe me being jostled back into The Manor. “Jesse, put me down!”

         “No!” He continues through the entrance hall and toward the summer room. “It’s fine, Kate. I just need a little chat with Ava,” he says calmly, increasing his grip on me as I continue to battle his hold.

         Looking up, I see Kate stop at the bar entrance and shrug at me. I want to scream at her, but I know she’ll be of little use in trying to pry Jesse off me. I’m carried through the summer room, where all of the tables have been cleared and a dance floor set up, and the band stops their sound check to watch as Jesse strides through with me draped across his shoulder. I crane my neck around and spot John coming from the direction of Jesse’s office, and he laughs as he shakes his head. It’s not bloody funny. We pass him in the corridor, but he says nothing. He just moves to let us by before carrying on his way, like this is an everyday, normal occurrence. I suppose it is.

         Jesse kicks his office door shut and dumps me on my feet, his face contorted with rage, which only boosts my own fury. He points his finger in my face. “Don’t you ever walk away from me!” he roars.
         

         I flinch.

         He throws his arms up in frustration and walks over to the drinks cabinet as I make for the door again. Will he have a drink if I leave? At the moment, I’m too mad to care. I grab the handle of the door, but make no further progress. I’m grabbed and yanked back before he places me on my feet again and practically kicks a cabinet until it blocks the exit.

         “What the fuck are you playing at?” He grasps my shoulders and shakes me ever so slightly. “What’s going on?”

         I regain possession of my body and walk away from him. He growls but leaves me. It’s not like I can go anywhere now.

         I swing around and throw him the filthiest look I can muster. “I can’t believe you trample all over any man who so much as looks at me, yet you think it’s perfectly okay for you to have another woman in your bedroom while you are lying naked on the bed!” My voice is getting higher. I’m so mad! “I thought John freed you!”

         His face drops slightly as he takes on board what I have just screeched at him. “Well, he didn’t!” he yells. “He was at The Manor, Sam was unobtainable, and Sarah was nearby. What did you want me to do?”

         I gape at him. How can he be mad with me? “Well, I wouldn’t want you calling another woman!”

         “Well, you shouldn’t have left me handcuffed to our fucking bed!”

         “It’s your bed!” I’m poking.

         His eyes widen. “Ours!”
         

         “Yours!”

         He throws his head back and curses at the ceiling. I don’t care. He is not turning this around on me.

         “And, while we’re at it, I’ve just had the pleasure of listening to three women compare notes on your sexual abilities. That, I really enjoyed. And who the hell was that woman?” I try and regain a bit of composure. I’m struggling. The constant thoughts and mental images of Jesse entertaining another woman are poisoning my mind. It’s ridiculous. He’s thirty-seven years old.

         He walks toward me. “You know I have a history, Ava,” he says impatiently.

         “Yes, but have you fucked every female member of The Manor?”

         “Watch your fucking mouth!”

         “No!’ I walk over to the drinks cabinet and grab the first bottle of alcohol I can lay my hands on—which happens to be vodka—and pour some into a tumbler. My hands are shaking as I lift the glass and tip the neat contents down my throat. It’s only now I wonder why he keeps alcohol in his office if he wants to avoid drinking it. My throat burns and I shudder as I slam the glass down on the polished wooden counter. I’m not stupid enough to pour another. I stand with my hands braced on the cabinet, staring at the wall.
         

         He’s silent.

         My throat is sore and gravelly and I feel completely out of control, consumed by jealousy and hatred. “How would you feel if another man laid his eyes all over my naked body while I was handcuffed to a bed?”

         The heavy breath that travels the short distance between us and warms my back tells me my answer. “Murderous,” he snarls.

         “How would you feel listening to someone voice their opinions on my bedroom manner? Saying they weren’t going to give up trying to get me in bed.”

         “Don’t!”

         I turn to find him watching me closely, his jaw ticking wildly. “My work here is done,” I quip, and make my way to the door. That sideboard looks heavy, but I don’t get the opportunity to try and move it. Jesse steps in my way, halting my progress. I take a calming breath and look up at him. “You should know, I’m not leaving, but only because I can’t. I’m going out there and I’m going to have a drink, and tomorrow night I’m going out with Kate. And you are not going to stop me.”

         “We’ll see about that,” he fires confidently.

         “Yes, we will.”

         He starts chewing his lip, his eyes burning into mine. “I can’t change my past, Ava.”

         “I know. And it doesn’t look like I’m going to be able to forget about it either. Will you move the cabinet, please?”

         “I love you.”

         “Move the cabinet, please.”

         “We need to make friends.” His face is deadpan, while my eyes have just widened.

         “No!”

         He takes a step forward, and I take one back. “I’ll trample, Ava,” he warns calmly. I take another step back, watching as he regards me carefully. “Are you going to deny me?” He arches a cautionary eyebrow, and I carry on stepping back until I’m pushed up against the drinks cabinet. If he gets his hands on me, I’m completely done for, and I want to stay mad. I need to stay mad! He reaches me and places his hands over mine. My face is level with his neck and jaw, and I try to block off my sense of smell. I fail miserably.

         “Tomorrow I’m going back to Kate’s,” I say bravely. I need time to try and sort out my unreasonable jealous frame of mind. It would seem that Jesse Ward has brought out some rather nasty qualities in me, too.

         “That’s never going to happen, Ava. But just you saying it makes me really fucking mad.”

         “I am,” I retort. I’m being stupidly daring, but I need him to know how much this is bothering me.

         He bends so he’s at my eye level. “Crazy mad, Ava,” he warns softly. “Look at me,” he breathes in my face.

         I whimper slightly. “No.”

         “I said, look at me.”

         I shake my head faintly and he heaves a sigh.

         “Three.” My eyes instinctively fly up to his, but not because he’s started the countdown and I don’t want him to reach zero. It’s because I’m shocked. I’ve unwittingly complied with his command, and I’m now staring into dark green pools of lust.

         “Kiss me,” he demands.

         I purse my lips and shake my head, attempting to pull my arms free.

         “Three,” he begins again and I freeze, my mouth dropping open in shock. He brushes his lips gently over mine. “Two.”

         This isn’t fair. He could kiss me, but I know he won’t. He wants me to submit and I’m desperately trying to resist, even though my treacherous body is screaming for him.

         “One.” His lips meet mine again.

         I snap my head away and wriggle under his hold, desperately fighting him off. “No, you’re not distracting me, Jesse.”

         He shouts a frustrated yell, releases his grip, and my hands fly up to his chest to push him away. We battle, my flailing hands beating him away from me as he tries to grab at my wrists.

         “Ava!” he yells, securing me and spinning me around. I don’t know why I’m doing this. I could never win, even though he’s obviously handling me with care. “Fucking stop it, you crazy woman!”

         I ignore him, rage and adrenaline spiking my stamina to continue fighting him off.

         “For fuck’s sake!” he shouts, taking me down to the floor and securing me under his body. “Pack it in!”

         I heave under him, every muscle aching, my hammering heart jumping from my chest. I open my eyes, finding a perplexed look on his face. He doesn’t know what to do with me. I’m losing complete control.

         We stare at each other, both of us panting from the exertion of our physical battle. And then we both move forward fast, our mouths crashing together, our tongues dueling urgently.

         It’s a tally for Jesse. He moans, releasing his grip of my wrists and fisting my hair in his hands as he tackles my mouth with as much force as I’m taking his. This is a possessive kiss. I’m reinforcing my claim on him, trying to make him see how strongly I feel about him, how the thought of other women and Jesse makes me just as crazy mad as him. His hand finds my breast and grabs me hard through the material of my dress, kneading and squeezing as he groans.

         My tongue aches, my lips are becoming sore, but neither one of us is letting up. We’re both trying to make a point here. My hands move from his biceps to his head, and I yank his hair before applying pressure, pushing him into me. I’m fizzing all over, burning up completely as I writhe on the floor beneath him, making a damn successful point of ownership. And then he rolls us over and my lips leave his, drifting down his suit-covered torso until I reach the zipper of his trousers. I yank it down and make quick work of releasing him, his cock slipping free, my hand wrapping around his shaft without delay.

         In a complete frenzied mess, my mouth coats him and I take him all of the way, no soft caressing, no light licks or teasing strokes. I attack him, frantic and desperate.

         “Fuck!” he barks, as I feel him hit the back of my throat. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!”

         I don’t gag or heave. I thrust him into my mouth repeatedly, tirelessly, squeezing his base and reaching between his thighs to grasp his heavy sacs. Hard.

         “Jesus!” His hips fly up. “Ava!” His hands find my head and yank at my hair. I don’t know if he’s begging me or scolding me.
         

         I concentrate on reinforcing my desperation for him, working him fast and harshly, his flesh feeling silky on the insides of my mouth, the friction from the speed of my strokes heating us both.

         “Keep me in your mouth, Ava,” he orders, his hips meeting my every advance. My cheeks are aching, but I power on.

         And then I recognize the sign of him expanding in my mouth, his breathing becoming disjointed, and his fists tightening in my hair. I moan around him, increasing my iron grip on his balls and moving my other hand under his shirt. I grab his nipple, squeezing hard.

         He bellows, his groin shoots up and he pushes my head down onto him, his tip pushing against the back of my throat.

         He comes.

         I swallow.

         We both moan.

         “Fucking hell, woman,” he pants, withdrawing from my mouth and pulling me up his body. “Fucking, fucking hell.” He takes my lips again, sweeping his tongue through my mouth, sharing his salty essence. “I take it that means you’re sorry,” he puffs between firm lashes of his tongue.

         I have unwittingly just given him an apology fuck. Am I sorry? For being a complete, unreasonable, possessive fool…just like him? “No, I’m not,” I affirm. I’m really not. Our tongues keep up together, both of our groans and shifting hands working all over each other’s bodies.

         I reach back down and wrap my hand around his semierect length, relentlessly working him while we both tackle each other’s mouths hard…aggressively. I’m not prepared to stop. He pulls away, panting, his chest heaving, but I don’t give up. I push my abused lips back to his, plunging my tongue in, continuing with my frantic handling of his cock.

         “Ava, stop.” He grabs my hand from his groin and turns his face to break our lip contact.

         I don’t give up, even now. I fight him, urgently smothering him with my mouth. He’s never refused me before.

         “Ava! Please!” He loses his patience and pushes me over onto my back, pinning me under his body.

         I feel tears stabbing at my eyes. I’m more desperate than any of those women. I’m not dealing with this well at all. A sob slips through my lips and I turn away from him, completely ashamed.

         “Baby, don’t,” he pleads softly, pulling my face back to his and brushing my wild hair from my face. He gazes down at me, almost in sympathy. “I understand,” he whispers, wiping his thumb under my eye. “Don’t cry.” He skims my lips with his. “It’s always just you.”

         I blink back my tears. “I’m not coping with this.” I reach up to touch his face. “I feel violent,” I admit. I can’t believe I just openly volunteered that information, and I’m stunned I really do feel like that. “Mine,” I say quietly.

         He nods. He gets it. “Always just yours.” He pulls my palm to his lips and kisses it firmly. “Please, ignore them. They’re shocked, that’s all. Their noses have been put firmly out of joint by a young, dark-eyed, breathtaking beauty. My beauty.”

         “You’re my beauty,” I affirm harshly.

         “All of me, Ava. Every single piece.” Shifting his body, he rests himself all over me, completely coating me. He grasps my face in his palms, his green eyes staring down at me. “Ava, you own me.” He places his lips on mine. “Do you understand me?”

         I nod in his hold, feeling weak and needy.

         “Good girl,” he whispers. “You are mine and I am yours.”

         I nod again for fear of wailing if I open my mouth. I didn’t think I could love him more.

         He runs his palms over my cheeks and his eyes scan every inch of my face. “I know this is hard for you, but believe me, I don’t see them. Only you.”

         “I love you.” I just about manage to get the words out.

         “I know you do. And I you.” He sits up and secures himself before helping me up. “We’ll make friends properly later. I don’t want to trample your dress.” He smiles a little and spins me around. “It looks like it needs a bit of patience, and we all know how little of that I have when it comes to you.” He turns me back and rubs his nose over mine. “Better?”

         “Yes.”

         “Good. Let’s go.” He takes my hand and leads me to the door, dropping it briefly to shift the sideboard back, before reclaiming it and leading me back to the party. He understands.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-two

         

         The band has started and people have filtered into the summer room.
         

         “Motown?” I ask, a little surprised, as I’m pulled through the few tables left set up.

         “They’re a great band. You want to dance?” He glances down at me with a half-smile, and I’m reminded that my man has some serious moves.

         “Later.” I’m conscious that Kate is probably wondering what has happened and where I am. He nods and takes me through to the bar.

         My stool is free and I’m lifted onto it. Kate, Drew, and Sam are all holding position at the bar and all seem to be lit up, the alcohol flowing well.

         “Where have you been?” Kate inquires, flicking a cautious glare at Jesse.

         “In Jesse’s office discussing a certain female who he called to free him after I left him handcuffed to the bed,” I blurt it all out quietly while I keep my eye on Jesse to ensure he’s not listening. He’s too busy ordering drinks with Mario.

         “You left him there?” She’s trying not to laugh. I didn’t mention that before.

         “He was really mad.”

         Her lips purse. “And he called Sarah to free him?”

         “Yes,” I grate. “And he’s slept with her.”

         “Oh.” Kate’s eyes widen. “Why would he call her?” She comes in closer, wedging herself between me and Jesse so she is standing in front of me.

         “He couldn’t get hold of anyone else. John was here and Sam was otherwise engaged.”

         “What day was this again?”

         “Wednesday.” I raise my eyebrows and watch as she mentally casts her mind back to Wednesday morning. The penny obviously drops because a guilty look washes over her face. I won’t even ask why Sam couldn’t get to Jesse. “Sarah took great delight in advising me. That and the pleasurable experience of listening to three women compare notes on Jesse’s bedroom skills sent me over the edge,” I grumble.

         “Oh dear.” Kate gives me a sympathetic face. “History, Ava.”

         “I know.” I shake my head disgustedly. “Kate, I’ve got so much to tell you. Can we go out tomorrow night? I need to let off some steam.”

         She nods and then lets out a small yelp as she’s lifted from her feet and placed to the side by Jesse, giving him access to me. She slaps him on the shoulder playfully and giggles.

         “Drink.” He thrusts a glass of water under my nose, and I take it without complaint, watching him smile as I down it and hand him the empty glass. He nods in surprised approval, then replaces the empty with a glass of Mario’s Most Marvelous stuff. “See how much easier things are when you do as you’re told?”

         I narrow playful eyes on him and shake my head at his impertinence. Yes, they are, but his demands are not always as simple as drinking a glass of water. He turns away to catch up with Drew and Sam, but keeps a firm hand on my knee.

         “Oh look,” Kate whispers.

         I follow her gaze and see Sarah with a group of men, laughing, stroking, touching, and generally feeling up every single one of them at every opportunity. Her beady eyes land on me, and she stares with a smug, satisfied look on her face—until I feel Jesse’s lips on my cheek. I leave her seething in the knowledge that her little plan hasn’t worked and turn my attention to Jesse. He winks at me and, standing me up, he collects my arms and drapes them over his shoulders before sweeping his hands around my back and pulling me close, his forehead resting on mine. It’s a gesture of reassurance. I’m grateful.

         “You okay?”

         I smile, pulling back to get an eyeful of his beautiful face. “Perfect.”

         “Good.”

         We both jump at a flash of light and turn to see Kate with a camera pointing at us. Jesse grabs me and suspends me in his arms, my head flying back on a laugh as I register the continuous clicks and flashes of the camera.

         His mouth rests on my throat. “Smile for me, baby.”

         I pull my head back up and find his green eyes shimmering with contentment…with happiness. I make him happy. I make him determined to live. I make him want to leave this lifestyle behind. I smile, lacing my fingers through his hair and pulling his lips down to mine.

         “Okay,” Kate shouts, “that’s enough!”

         Jesse has me, taking what he wants with no regard for our audience or concern of our location, before I’m returned to a standing position and placed back on the stool. My drink is handed to me, and he returns to the male conversation, like he hasn’t just silenced the room with his out of character display of affection. I glance across the bar, finding Sarah spitting nails. “She really doesn’t like me, Kate.”

         “Oh, fuck her!” Kate spits nastily. “Do you care?”

         “No, I don’t. But I’m pissed that I have no choice but to suck up the fact that Jesse will be coming here daily and she’ll be here.” Would he sack her if I asked him to?

         Kate disappears from in front of me when Sam makes a grab for her and hauls her out of the bar. “Ava, dance!” she shouts, as she vanishes from view.

         I’m distracted when a man approaches Jesse with his hand outstretched. I recognize him. Jesse takes it, shaking it mildly as he shifts and flicks his eyes to me. They chat briefly and the guy tips his drink in my direction, prompting Jesse to glance toward me and step forward with him. He’s probably midforties and looks a little tipsy.

         “Ava, this is Chris,” Jesse’s tone suggests he would rather not be introducing me to Chris. “He was the estate agent of Lusso.”

         Of course. I knew I recognized him. He smiles a slimy smile, and I immediately dislike him. “Hi.” I put my hand out reluctantly, and he takes it. His palm is sweaty. “It’s nice to meet you.” I fake a sincere smile and notice Jesse watching my coiled fingers in my hair on a fond smile.

         “It’s an absolute pleasure,” he drawls. I flick nervous eyes to Jesse when Chris moves in closer, keeping a firm hold of my hand. “I love this dress.” He runs his eyes down my front, prompting me to lean back slightly.

         This is one brave man—either that or extremely stupid. Jesse is at his side in a nanosecond, jaw muscles going into overdrive. He’s physically twitching and Chris is soon removed from my personal space by a short, sharp yank of his shoulder. He stands back, where Jesse has put him, and watches as Jesse moves in, picking me up and taking my seat before resting me back down on his thighs.

         “Chris, you’ll do well to keep your hands and your eyes to yourself. Do that and I might not break your fucking legs, understand?” Jesse says it so calmly, but there is no denying the cutting edge to his tone.

         I watch as Chris backs off with a justifiably worried look on his face. “Jesse, I apologize. I assumed she was fair game.”

         “Excuse me?” I cough.

         I feel Jesse tense beneath me and in a panic, I place my hand on his leg and squeeze slightly. The heat is pouring from him and his heart is stabbing my back. I would love to set him on this cheeky swine, but I also want to see the night through without having to put an ice pack on Jesse’s abused fist. Chris here will be slayed if I don’t hold him back.

         He lifts from the stool slightly and pulls me to his chest. “I suggest you fuck off now,” he snarls maliciously.

         I push back against him and throw Chris a fuck-off-if-you-know-what’s-good-for-you look. He backs away vigilantly, and I doubt very much that he’ll be back any time soon.

         I crane my head around and give Jesse an inquiring look. “Murderous?”

         I get my very own scowl followed by a smothered face. “Deadly.”

         “Are all the women fair game?” This is news.

         He shrugs. “You don’t join The Manor if you aren’t sexually adventurous.”

         Oh, lovely. I look around the bar, which has thinned out since the band started and the upstairs opened. The people I’m sharing company with look like any other people, but they are all here for one reason and that has nothing to do with the posh sports facilities that The Manor boasts. One thing is certain, judging by all of the prestigious cars that are often parked outside—they are all very rich people.

         “How much is the membership?” My curiosity is getting the better of me.

         He works his face right into my neck. “Why, do you want to join?”

         “I might.”

         He bites my neck. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.” He pulls me up further onto his lap. “Forty-five.”

         “A month?” That’s not bad.

         He laughs. “No, grand a year.”

         “Shit!”

         He clamps his teeth on my ear and then rolls his hips into my bum. “Mouth.”

         I moan a little at his evident hard state. Forty-five thousand a year is ridiculous money. These people must all be stupid or desperate, but as I look around, there are no particularly ugly men and women. They all look like they could get some if they wanted to.

         “Hey, does Kate pay that?” I know she’s not short of a few quid, but she is very shrewd with her cash.

         “What do you think?” he asks on a little laugh. I don’t know? Did Jesse waive the membership fee because she’s my friend? Would he do that?

         “Sam,” I say in realization. “Sam paid.”

         “At mates’ rates, of course.’

         He applies mates’ rates for membership to his sex haven? I’m on another planet at the moment. This sort of thing is way past my comprehension and here I am, dining and drinking with these people and dating the owner.

         “I wish you had refused,” I grumble. Kate might be laid-back, but I can’t help thinking that she is coasting toward complete disaster.

         “Ava, what Sam and Kate do is their business.”

         I scowl to myself. “How many members are there?”

         He brings his palm up to my forehead and applies a little pressure until the back of my head rests on his shoulder.

         “Someone is very nosey, considering she hates the place.” He kisses my cheek.

         “I’m not nosey.” I shrug casually, but I am interested. It’s made him a very rich man, even if it’s down to Uncle Carmichael.
         

         He laughs lightly. “At the last count, I think Sarah said fifteen hundred-ish, but they’re not all active at the moment. Some we don’t see from one month to the next, some of them meet people and start a relationship, and others take a break from the whole scene.”

         I do a quick mental calculation in my head and come up with a whole lot of millions. “Is the restaurant and bar included?”

         “No!” he says shocked. I don’t know why. For forty-five thousand pounds a year I would want more than an open invitation to have sex with anyone and everyone. “The bar and restaurant are a separate entity. Some members eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner here four or five times a week. I wouldn’t be making much money if I included all meals and drinks in with their memberships. They have accounts they settle on a monthly basis. Turn around, I need to see you.” He nudges me to get up and positions me between his thighs. He brushes my hair over my shoulder and straightens my diamond before taking my hands in his. “Would you like to see upstairs?” he asks, and then commences chomping his lip.

         I withdraw slightly. I know he doesn’t mean the suites, I’ve seen them, or I’ve seen one of them. He means the communal room. Do I want to see it?

         Fucking hell! 
         

         I bloody well do. I don’t know if it’s Mario’s Most Marvelous giving me a bit of spunk, or if it is just pure curiosity, but I really want to be in the know. “Okay.” I utter the word quietly before I talk my way out of it, and he nods ever so slightly, almost thoughtfully.

         He stands and I let him lead me into the entrance hall and to the bottom of the stairs. I gaze up to the massive gallery landing, hearing the comings and goings of people in and out of rooms. Then I let Jesse slowly tug me up the stairs. I know he’s taking it leisurely to give me time to retract my decision, and I want to tell him to hurry up before I do. We reach the top and start circling the landing until we arrive at the stained-glass window. There are people milling around everywhere, all fully dressed, some outside rooms, some just chatting. It’s bizarre.

         “We need to get cracking on those next week,” Jesse says, pointing through the archway to the extension. I can see now why he needs to. “Ready?”

         I know he’s watching me as I stare up at the double doors that lead into the communal room, and my eyes are pulled to his like the magnets they absolutely are. His deep greens pierce me. He knows everything about this place makes me immensely uncomfortable, but he doesn’t seem offended. It’s like he almost approves of my reaction and aversion.

         He moves closer, preserving the eye contact, until we’re standing chest to chest. “You’re curious.”

         “Yes,” I confess.

         “You don’t have to be so apprehensive. I’ll be with you, guiding you through. If you want to leave, say the word and you’re out of there.” His attempt at reassuring me is weirdly working. He squeezes my hand and I’m calmer, more comfortable and at ease as he gives me a gentle tug toward the stairs. I kick my feet into gear and let him lead me up, my heart jumping a little harder as we get closer.

         “There will be various acts in progression. Some will be mild, some not so much. It’s important for you to remember that everything transpiring is because all parties have agreed. Just being in this room doesn’t necessary show your desire to participate in any of the acts.” He looks down and grins. “Not that you ever will. I’m making it my mission objective to ensure that every man knows what the consequences will be if they approach you.” He returns his eyes forward. “I might send a memo out.”

         A small laugh escapes my mouth. He probably would as well. He flicks me mischievous eyes and a soft smile, and my love for him intensifies further.

         I let him lead me through the open, dark-wood double doors and into the communal room.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-three

         

         As the full room comes into view, I concentrate on maintaining my steady breathing. It’s hard. The overwhelming background music is the absolute essence of sex and only increases my heartbeat further.
         

         The vast room is as beautiful as I remember it, with all of the exposed beams prominent and the gold chandeliers dimly lit. The Austrian blinds are all drawn at the Georgian sash windows and that, mixed with the dusky light from the chandeliers, makes the mood sensual and erotic, but not sleazy. I can’t put my finger on exactly what it is. How ironic that I’m surrounded by naked people and I’m admiring the décor and ambiance. Jesse acknowledges numerous naked people as we make our way through the room, the women swooning and straightening their backs when they spot his presence, even though he has a firm hold of my hand. I feel so out of place, mainly because I’m fully dressed. I look up at him and see how unperturbed he is by the surroundings. Why would he be? This is normal for him. Unfolding before my eyes are various scenes, all of which muddle my mind, but at the same time totally captivate me. It’s difficult not to look.
         

         He glances down at me and smiles, giving my hand a little squeeze. “Okay?’ he asks, as he comes to a stop and turns to face me.

         I nod and offer him a small smile and look down at our joined hands when I feel him run his thumb over the top of mine. He has literally drawn all of the anxiety out of me with his touch, and as I gaze back up at him, I find his eyes are watching our hands, too. He continues to smooth his thumb over my skin as he turns to face a young woman who is probably late twenties and trussed up on a suspended frame, just like the one in the extension. She’s blindfolded with black satin and her mouth is slightly agape.

         A man, naked from the waist up with legs slightly spread, stands before her holding a crop in his hand. The look in his eyes is one of pure lust and appreciation as he slowly, deliberately traces the curves of her breasts with the tip. She’s rippling under its touch.

         Jesse’s hand shifts slightly in mine, and I look up at him, but his gaze is set firmly on the scene before us. I return my eyes to the bound woman as the man slowly draws the crop down her front, between her breasts, and toward her abdomen, circling the tip around her belly button in meticulous, measured movements. She’s whimpering.

         I shift on my heels and Jesse flicks me a curious glance, but I ignore him and watch as the man continues his descent until the crop meets the juncture of her thighs, and as she lets out a loud moan, he crashes his mouth against hers to swallow her sounds. He discards the crop and replaces it with his fingers, separating her and beginning a slow friction, up and down, building up her pleasure and her moans. Her body arches, pulling the restraints that are holding her hands secure to the frame, a signal that she’s close.

         I’m sweating, feeling slightly claustrophobic, and my heart rate has accelerated further. Her partner responds to her sounds by speeding up his strokes and hardening his kiss, the sound of tongues knotting and dueling becoming desperate, and in one stifled cry, she reaches climax and her body holds the bonds rigid as he slows his strokes down to work every last bit of pleasure from her. She slumps, dropping her chin to her chest. I involuntarily gasp, feeling Jesse’s hand squeeze mine in agreement. This is intense, and I’m surprised by it all. We’re not the only ones watching the erotic scene in front of us. It has captured the interest of quite a few people, who have gathered around the couple. I look around and recognize various people from the bar and dinner, except now they are all semiclothed or naked. You have to be bloody confident to frequent the communal room.

         Jesse tugs my hand to get my attention. I look up at him, but he just nods toward the scene, and I look to find the man kissing her in gratitude. He recovers the crop from the floor and saunters slowly around to the back of her, dragging it on the floor as he goes. She’s blind to his movements, but her sudden awareness is apparent as her body solidifies and she raises her head, panting. He starts to stroke her back, running his fingertips up and down the center of her spine and then down to the cheeks of her backside. She hums in satisfaction, and I think I might have as well. I feel Jesse’s eyes on me. He heard me, too.

         He caresses her perfect, firm cheeks, rubbing and kneading with the palm of his hand, and he groans as she arches her back and loosens again. After a few minutes of manipulating and stroking her pert bum, he withdraws his hand and I see the woman tense.

         She knows what’s coming. I know what’s coming. Jesse’s increased pressure around my hand confirms it, too, but I can’t drag my eyes away. He raises the crop and in one hard, fast stroke, he brings it down to meet one of her cheeks. She cries out, and I flinch at the sharp snap, turning my head away from the scene and into the hard vastness of Jesse’s chest. Before I’m aware, his free hand is cradling my head, pushing my face into his shoulder and pulling me closer to his body. The pressure of his hand around mine increases further, as I hear another crack. My hand is released and he wraps his arm around my back to join his other, my own arms bunched up in between our torsos. I’m completely cocooned by his body, and despite my surroundings and what is taking place in it, this is the most comforting place I have ever been.

         “This is not your thing, let’s move on,” he whispers in my ear.

         Move on to what? Will that be my thing? I resent the exposure when Jesse releases me from his body, hearing the crack of the crop again and again as I let him take my hand and lead me away. I snap my eyes shut each time, holding my breath. I can’t grasp what I’ve just witnessed. But then I remember being handcuffed and Jesse’s hard slaps across my backside as he slammed into me. I’m not even going to pretend I didn’t enjoy my retribution fuck.

         “What is this music?” I ask as we round a corner and approach a group of people.

         He looks down at me with a smile. “Enigma. Is it making you horny?”

         “No,” I scoff. It is! All of this is, but I’m not going to admit it, although my finger twiddling wildly in my hair is a dead giveaway. He laughs and bats my hand down as he stops me in front of one woman and three men.

         Jesse bends his body so our eyes are level. “Just for the record, none of this will ever happen with us.”

         I look at him and he winks. It’s bitterly endearing, and I’m grateful for the clarification because I wouldn’t share him either. “What about the other stuff?” I try to sound casual and not hopeful. I think I pull it off.

         His eyes snap to mine. “I don’t share you with anyone, Ava. Not even their eyes.” He sounds affronted and I smile, but I didn’t mean in here specifically. There are private suites. Bloody hell, what’s gotten into me? I turn my attention back to the scene before us.

         A woman is laid out on a cushioned fur throw, her hands bound loosely with a strip of soft leather. Her eyes flick to Jesse’s and she licks her lips. I actually let out a little laugh at her shamelessness. Not another one? She is completely naked, and her eyes are full of want as she drags her stare from Jesse and diverts it to the three naked men looming over her. She wants Jesse, too, and I’m certain that what I’m about to see is going to be for his benefit.

         The three men all take position, kneeling at various places around her strewn body and placing their hands on her in different positions. None of them go for the same area; they all know their place on her body. One slowly lowers his head to her breast and begins swirling his tongue around one of her nipples, bringing it to a stiff peak before sealing his mouth around her areola and sucking while massaging the mound under his mouth.

         Another man is performing the same sensual routine on her other breast, working in unison with his fellow member, like they know how best to pleasure her. The woman’s answering sighs and exhalations suggest they are succeeding in their endeavors. I can’t help my own nipples tingling and puckering as I shift on the spot, feeling Jesse’s eyes on me. I look up at him, and he quickly looks away, but he has a smirk tipping the corners of his lips. He knows I’m affected. I cringe and look back to the scene, willing my body to behave. Now the third man has joined in and is stroking and rubbing between her thighs.

         The slickness of her is making his fingers slide with ease over the outer edges of her entrance. He withdraws his hand to reach up and run his wet fingers across her bottom lip, and her tongue darts out, lapping up the wetness. His fingers fall to her chin and then begin a slow trail down the center of her body before reaching her sex. She bucks in response to his touch, letting out a cry of frustration as he removes his hand and lays his free arm across her stomach to prevent her movements. Then he plunges two fingers into her, smiling at her attempts to struggle free.

         I’m watching, completely rapt, as she laps up the attention with intermittent moans, telling them they are making her a very happy woman. I’m shocked to feel hugely turned on. She’s being showered with attention from these men, and their only pleasure is her pleasure.

         I know Jesse’s eyes are on me again; I can’t look at him.

         Just then, the guy at her thighs nods to the two men on her breasts—a silent signal—and they all release her from their touch. She yells at the loss of contact, but then cries out as her legs are pushed up, her knees parted and a mouth is slammed on her swelling folds. I cross my legs as I stand, then feel Jesse’s hand relax around mine before squeezing hard.

         Another of the men takes her mouth in a greedy claim while the last man goes back to her breasts. His hands cup both mounds, teasing and petting, while his tongue runs a trail between them, before he finally divides the attention of his tongue between both of them at steady interludes. Each of the men frequently gaze up to her face, and each time they are rewarded with a look of pure satisfaction, which seems to embolden them. She’s being worshipped by three magnificent males, and you would have to be a nun for it not to turn you on.

         Swiftly, her body noticeably tenses—a visual display that she is about to orgasm. I tense on the spot, too. The attention increases as they get the signal she is close and everything suddenly becomes urgent. The man at her mouth catches her moans with his hard kiss, and her knees spread farther to give the man between her thighs better access. They’re working as a team, building her up for explosion.

         And then she falls apart on a loud cry that is only slightly stifled by one male’s mouth. They work her through her orgasm, slowing the friction and speed of their strokes and licks. She relaxes and goes quiet as the men return to gently caressing her body with their mouths and hands. The man at her mouth releases her lips and reaches up to unbind her hands from the leather bond. He smiles as she rubs her wrists lightly, and after a few minutes, she stretches out on the fur throw, her actions symbolic of satisfaction personified. Her gaze falls on Jesse again.

         I shake my head in disbelief. Does she want to stand up and take a bow? Despite her brashness, though, it was pretty incredible and I was enthralled, but now I’ve got the inevitable niggling feeling of inadequacy. Jesse has been up here, he has done these things and he has done it with plenty of woman, some of whom are in this room. How many and to what extent? I suddenly feel the flex of Jesse’s hand between mine and realize that I have a vise hold on him. I gaze up at him and loosen my grip.

         He’s watching me carefully, trying to work out my thoughts and then he turns his full body to face me and takes my other hand. “You’re not an exhibitionist, Ava, and I love you all the more for it. You are mine and mine only, and I am only yours. Do you understand me?” His voice is laced with concern. He knew what I was thinking.

         My bones turn to mush, my heart misses too many beats, and I stagger forward slightly. He pulls me into him, my forehead meeting his shoulder. He is solid and warm and all mine.

         “Fucking hell,” he whispers on a deep breath. “I can’t tell you how much I love you.” He kisses the top of my head. “Come on, I want to dance with you.” He breaks away and tucks me under his arm to head for the door. After watching all of that, he wants to dance with me? He leans down. “I bet if I checked, you’d be wet.” My breath catches and I hear him laugh quietly. “Only for me,” he reminds me. Not that I need reminding.

         I glance over my shoulder and come to an abrupt, shocked halt, watching as the woman is flipped over onto her hands and knees and one man slams into the back of her as another one of the men kneels in front of her. He thrusts himself straight into her mouth, silencing her shocked yelps. My eyes widen at the sudden change in approach. They both pump into her, one at each end of her body, and the third man starts circling the kneeling mass of bodies. What the hell is he going to do?

         I watch as the third man collects something from the nearby cabinet and then lowers himself to the floor on his knees at the back of her. The other man pulls out and spreads her cheeks, giving him access to her arse. I need to walk away. I need to leave now, but I’m transfixed as I watch him insert something. I have no idea what, but it’s big and it’s only half-submerged when he’s finished. I can’t rip my eyes away. He then leaves to allow the other man to reenter her on a yell before he positions himself on his back under the woman. He grabs a breast with one hand, lifts his head, and takes the other in his mouth, and then wraps his spare hand around his cock.

         Oh good Lord. I feel Jesse tug my hand, and I look up at him, finding a cautious face. There must be no denying the look on mine. Please don’t tell me he has done this sort of stuff.

         “Come on, you’ve seen enough.” He pulls me toward the doors that will take me away from all of this. Jesus, the reality of this place has just slammed right into my poor, innocent brain.

         “Jesse?”

         “Don’t, Ava.” He shakes his head without looking at me. He knows what I’m thinking. The inadequacy has returned, harder, more forcefully than before. “I just need you.”

         “Have…”

         “I said, don’t!” he repeats, still refusing to look at me. I choose not to push it. I can’t think of Jesse like that.

         As we reach the door, Natasha intercepts our escape. She’s naked, except for a microscopic pair of satin knickers, her boobs jiggling all over the place as she comes to a stop in front of us. I don’t know where to look.

         “You’re a bit overdressed, Jesse,” she purrs.

         After what I’ve just endured, this is a surefire way to tip me over the edge. I could slap her. My hand balls into a fist and my jaw tenses, but Jesse diverts us, taking us around to the side. “Have some fucking respect, Natasha,” he snaps.

         My simmering anger transforms into smugness at Jesse’s curt retort as we leave the communal room and an undoubtedly sour-faced Natasha behind.

         “I would like to send a memo, too,” I say sardonically as he guides me down the stairs.

         “Whatever you want, Ava.” He laughs as we approach the bar.

         “Do you want a drink?”

         “Please.” I’m trying not to sound hurt, but I know I’m failing miserably. I’ll never be able to wipe those sights from my mind, but I don’t see strange men up there kneeling or pleasuring. All I see is Jesse. I feel sick, but I asked for it. He’s looking at me thoughtfully, and I can tell he’s regretting taking me up there, too.

         “You want me to be more open,” he says quietly.

         He’s right and I’m regretting that. “I never want to go up there again.”

         “Then you won’t,” he answers immediately.

         “And I never want you to go up there either.” I’m being unreasonable by asking him to avoid the epicenter of his business.

         He studies me carefully. “I’ve no need to go up there. Everything I need is standing within touching distance, and I plan on keeping her that close.”

         I nod my head, my eyes darting across his body. “Thank you,” I say quietly, feeling guilty for making such a demand and even guiltier that he’s submitted with no questions, arguments, or challenging.

         He pushes my hair from my face gently. “You find Kate and I’ll get the drinks.”

         “Okay.”

         “Go.” He turns me around, sending me on my way.

         I make my way through to the summer room, finding the dance floor is busy, and I spy Kate immediately, her red hair a beacon in the crowd. I step onto the dance floor as Otis Redding’s “Love Man” kicks in, and Kate screams, thrilled at my arrival and the track.

         “Where have you been?’ she yells over the music.

         “A tour of the communal room.” I shrug, but then the hideous thought of Kate up there stamps all over my mind. Oh God no!

         Her big blues widen in astonishment, and then her pale face breaks out in a big grin. This does not assist in ridding my head of such unbearably awful thoughts. She grabs my hand and I grasp my dress so I can join her. Sam and Drew are very well oiled and performing some pretty criminal moves as they attract the attention of many women on the dance floor, but Kate doesn’t seem to mind. She keeps her hand in mine and rolls her eyes at her wayward fellow and his cheeky grin. She is as laid-back and unthreatened as ever, but Sam, it would seem, is not so. He soon yanks her away from a man dancing a bit too close for his liking.

         I jump and have a mild panic attack when a back presses up against mine, but his smell soon invades me and I turn my face into the chin that’s resting on my shoulder.

         “Hey, my beautiful girl.”

         “You made me jump.”

         He smiles. “I’m going to dirty you up.”

         He is? He reaches down and shifts my dress up ever so slightly, and then hunkers down behind me, taking me with him. He starts slowly circling his hips, placing his palm on my lower stomach and guiding me around with him. My rotating hips soon catch on to his tempo and we’re in sync and in time to the band, who are doing an amazing rendition of the famous track. I throw my head back on a laugh when his arm appears suspended at the side, drifting up and down as he grinds his hips into mine, our circling speeding up and slowing in unison to the beat as I’m swayed from side to side and back and forth. Kate and Sam are in a tight clinch, and Drew makes a grab for a woman who’s blatantly asking for it.

         I place my hand over Jesse’s on my stomach and let him do his thing, with no reservations and no concern for the dozens of women around us, who are all suddenly well aware of Jesse’s presence on the floor and have all upped their game in the dancing department. Their attempts to catch his eye will be totally in vain. It’s all about me.

         “Oh God, I love you,” he says in my ear, kissing my temple, then clasping my hand and sending me out on a little spin before returning me to his waiting chest. The dancers applaud, and the band kicks into Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition.” I hear Kate squeal from behind me. “More dancing?” His eyebrow arches on a confident grin as he slowly sways me from side to side.

         “Drink,” I plead.

         “You can’t keep up with your god, sweet temptress.” His voice is husky.

         We’re the only ones in an embrace as everyone around us gets down to the current offering from the band. Jesse’s right; they are really very good.

         He runs his nose up the side of my face and then circles it slowly. “Are you happy?”

         “Deliriously.” I don’t hesitate. That is the easiest question I’ve ever had to answer. I pull him closer to me. There is too much space between us.

         “Then my work here is done.” He pushes his face into my neck and breathes in deeply, and I smile in pure and utter bliss as he holds me tight, cocooning me in his arms. I’ve never been so happy, and I know I never will be. I can deal with his past.

         “Your temptress is dying of thirst,” I say quietly.

         I feel him grin against my neck. “God forbid,” he says, releasing me under duress. “Come on, I don’t want to be accused of neglecting you.” He turns me in his arms and starts guiding me from the dance floor, back to the bar.

         “There.” He places me on my customary stool and waves Mario over, who produces my drink immediately from behind the bar, along with two bottles of water.

         I pick a bottle up and start swigging the water willingly before Jesse has the opportunity to demand it.

         He perches on the stool opposite and reaches over to straighten my diamond. “You okay?”

         I stifle a yawn as I nod. “Fine.”

         He smiles. “I’m taking you home. It’s been a long day.”

         John walks into the bar, claps Jesse on the shoulder and nods at me. “You good, girl?” he rumbles, and I nod at him, too. I’ve suddenly lost the power of speech. I’m absolutely exhausted.

         “I’m taking her home. Everything okay upstairs?”

         “S’all good,” John confirms. He nods at me, and I’m yawning again. “I’ll call for your car. Take her home.” He gets his phone out and gives a few short, precise instructions before giving Jesse the nod.

         “I need to see Kate,” I manage to mumble through my tired state.

         John performs that deep baritone laugh that reverberates through my entire being. “I think I may have just seen her disappear upstairs with Sam.”

         Jesse joins John in his amused state. “Do you want to go and say good-bye?”

         “No!” I know my face is screwed up in disgust and they laugh harder. Oh God, will anyone else be joining them? Where’s Drew? I frantically shake my stray, uninvited thoughts away. “Take me home.” I shudder and drop onto my tired feet.

         Jesse and John exchange a few words, but my brain won’t allow my ears to listen. I do, however, home in on him telling John not to expect him in tomorrow, which means I’m getting my lie-in with him, and I’ll be performing an Oscar-worthy hissy fit if he wakes me up with the dawn chorus and presents me with my running kit.

         I say good-bye to Mario and John and let my head fall onto Jesse’s shoulder as he leads me out of The Manor and puts me in his car before sliding in behind the wheel.

         “I’ve had the best day,” I murmur dreamily, as my body molds into the cool, soft leather. I really have, brazen hussies aside.

         I feel his palm fall lightly onto my thigh and circle lazily. “Baby, I’ve had the best day, thank you.”

         “What are you thanking me for?” I yawn again, my eyes getting heavy. It’s me who’s been spoiled and lavished with attention.

         “For letting me remind you,” he says quietly.

         I turn sleepy eyes onto him and smile, watching as he starts the car and pulls out hastily. I close my eyes and give in to my exhaustion. He’s reminded me all right, and I’m so glad I let him.

         “Tomorrow, we get all of your things from Kate’s,” he says as we drive away from The Manor. “On Monday, we tell Patrick. And I think you should be letting your parents know that I’m more than just a friend.”

         I mumble an inaudible acknowledgment of his words. Moving in officially doesn’t seem like such a concern now, but I’m mindful that Patrick and my parents might be a completely different scenario. To the outside world, Jesse might seem like a controlling tyrant, and he is to a certain extent, but he is also a whole heap of other things. I’m not sure my mum and dad will see past his obvious need to smother me and control me. They will see it as unhealthy, but is it unhealthy if you accept it? Not because you’re frightened or vulnerable, but because you love them immeasurably, and the times when you want to scream with frustration, and maybe even strangle them, are trumped by the times like this. He’s challenging all right, and I fight him to a certain extent, but I’m not deluded enough to think that I’m the one wearing the trousers in this relationship. I know exactly why he is like this with me. I know he lives in fear of me being taken away from him, but I live with the same fear. And I’m not sure that Jesse’s fear is an unreasonable one—not with my developing knowledge of his history.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-four

         

         Good morning.”
         

         I open my eyes to an invasion of natural light, the erotic music from the communal room playing in the background. Jesse’s handsome face is floating above mine and he has his morning stubble. He looks delicious.

         I shift my arms in an attempt to grab hold of him, but they go nowhere.

         What the hell?
         

         His face breaks out into his dark, roguish grin, and I know immediately what he’s done. I lift my eyes and find my hands are cuffed to the headboard of the bed.

         “Were you planning on going somewhere?” he asks.

         I return my eyes to his and find them hooded, his long lashes fanned. I should have anticipated this. “What are you going to do?” My morning voice is husky for more reasons than one.

         “We’re going to make friends,” he says on a half-smile. “You want to make friends, don’t you?’ His eyebrows rise expectantly.

         “Sleepy sex?” I try feebly.

         “No, not sleepy sex. I haven’t thought of a name for this one yet,” he says, reaching over to the bedside table and picking up my gold satin gift bag from the anniversary dinner.

         I don’t remember bringing that home, but then again, I don’t remember bringing myself home either.

         He straddles his naked body over my hips and sits the bag on my stomach. “What have we got in here then?”

         Jesse pulls out a gold vibrator. “We don’t need that.” He looks at it with disgust before tossing it over his shoulder. It lands with a thump on the bedroom floor. “What else is there?” He pulls out a small box and throws that over his shoulder, too, with an even more disgusted look on his face. “We don’t need those either.”

         “What?” I ask, but he completely ignores me and carries on rummaging through the bag.

         He pulls out a silver satin thong and gives it a thorough inspection before that gets tossed over his shoulder, too. “Not lace,” he mutters, returning to the bag.

         I look at him in slight amusement, straddling my hips, a scowl firmly in place. He’s not impressed. He pulls out a card, reads it, and scoffs before tearing it up and throwing it to join the other offenders on the floor.

         “What was that?” I ask, completely intrigued.

         He glances up at me briefly. “Nothing you’ll ever need.”

         “What?”

         “A voucher for Botox,” he mutters.

         I laugh and he flicks me a devilish grin. Sarah definitely organized the party bags. I wish he hadn’t torn it up; I would have donated it to her.

         “These bags are crap,” he spits, before taking one last thing out and tossing the bag on the floor with the other criminal contents. “Though this looks interesting.” He holds up a black rubber ring attached to a small, metal, bullet-type contraption.

         “What the hell is that?” I blurt.

         He holds it up and runs his eyes over it before returning them to me. He smiles knowingly and leans forward, plumping a pillow under my head and kissing me chastely on the lips, “I want you to have a good view,” he whispers, before returning to his position over my hips and lifting himself up to his knees.

         He takes the black rubber loop and starts to slide it over his erection, and it all, very swiftly, becomes very clear.
         

         “Oh no! If I don’t get battery-operated devices, neither do you!” I yell, but he ignores me. He keeps his eyes on his hands as he rolls the loop to the base of his arousal and positions the bullet on his shaft. I huff and throw my head back onto the pillow, looking up at the ceiling.

         “Look at me,” he demands, but I keep my eyes firmly pointing upward. I feel the mattress sink next to my head from his fist resting in it, then his other hand clasping my jaw. “Look.”

         His tone dares me to disobey.

         He shakes my jaw lightly, and I find my eyes falling down to his. They are bright pools of green lust and his lips are parted. “Kiss me now, Ava.” He lowers his head and I raise mine to meet him.

         He attacks my mouth with urgency, delving in with his tongue and moaning in satisfaction. I know I’m going to be left panting and squirming and there will be nothing I can do about it. His hard animalistic kiss has my senses saturated with need for more and just like that, he pulls away. I whimper.

         “You’ll watch,” he says, biting my lip.

         “Turn the music off!” I buck a little in defiance.

         He grasps my hipbone sharply, throwing me a warning look. “Why? Are you feeling horny?”

         Oh, this is going to be hell. He lifts away from my face and latches onto my nipple, sucking it hard. My body arches on a moan as I close my eyes and look for somewhere to bury my face. There is nowhere.

         “Open!” he barks, and gives my hip a dig again. My lids fly open as he moves to my other breast and mirrors his sucking, lapping, and biting, elongating my nipples to their maximum. I fight to keep my eyes from clenching shut, my legs from tensing. I want to bend them, but his lower legs are clamped on the outside of mine, preventing movement.

         “You’re cruel,” I moan as I look up into a very satisfied stare. He’s getting revenge all right.

         He rises to his knees and grabs his erection with one hand, flicking the switch of the bulletlike contraption with the other. I hear the steady pulse of a vibration kick in and his mouth parts. “Wow,” he mouths.

         I close my eyes for the briefest of seconds before I’m grabbed on my sensitive hip and they fly open again. I take a deep breath and run my eyes from his, down his hard chest, past his scar, and to the mass of hair at his groin. I find him slowly working himself back and forth, the muscles in his thighs tense and bulging. I cry out in desperation to touch him. Now I know how he felt and it isn’t bloody nice. I want to touch him, feel him, and I can’t. I’m helpless.

         His fist flexes as he draws back, his moist head glistening. “This feels good, baby.” His voice is husky and it spikes at my groin. “Do you want to help me out?”

         My gaze travels back up his body to his eyes. “Fuck you,” I say quietly and calmly. I don’t care about my blue language. It’s not like he can punish me any worse than this.

         “Mouth,” he forces the word out on a moan, and I wriggle with the cuffs. “You’ll mark yourself, Ava. Stop fighting,” he hisses through a broken voice, his fist still slowly gliding over his solid length.

         I wriggle some more.

         “Still!” he barks, and suddenly his strokes are picking up speed. This is absolutely killing me, but good God does he look incredible on his knees above me, working himself. I watch as every muscle on his chest, his arms, and his thighs tense further and the vein in his neck jumps out.

         “Please,” I beg. I need to touch him.

         “It’s not nice, is it?” he asks. “Think of this the next time you stop me from touching you.”

         “I will! Jesse, please, let me go.” I clench my eyes shut, screaming in my head to block the loud music out.

         “Open your fucking eyes, Ava!”

         “No!’ My head starts thrashing from side to side. This is the worst torture. I’m never going to stop him from accessing me again. Not ever. I feel his fingers slide down my sex, gathering some moisture and then spreading it, his finger surging into me harshly. My eyes fly open. “Please!”

         His face strains as he continues working himself. “You’ll watch,” he affirms, his fist suddenly becoming faster, more urgent. “Fuck!” All of a sudden, he’s moving and his knees are braced on either side of my head, his groin in my face. “Open your mouth,” he roars, and I do as I’m bid without a second’s hesitation. He braces his free hand on the headboard and pistons back and forth with his fist. “Oh Jesus!” His head drops as he guides himself into my waiting mouth and spills himself all over my tongue, the saltiness of him sliding down my throat. I take the opportunity to wrap my lips around him and get some contact.

         Jesse’s chest heaves as he slowly works himself down, the vibrations from the bullet traveling down his length and tickling my lips as I lick and lap at him. His cock twitches on my tongue and I roll, lap, and suck to my heart’s content while he shakes above me, attempting to stabilize his breathing. Dragging his eyes open, he looks down at me before his body is shifting and the vibrating stops, the little ping of elastic and small thud telling me the contraption has been relegated to the floor.

         He cradles himself between my thighs and gazes down at me, his face thoughtful as he strokes the exposed underside of my arms. Isn’t he going to let me go? The erotic tones of Enigma are still flooding my hearing and it’s not helping with my pre-exploded state.

         “I might keep you like this forever.” He drops his lips to mine and sweeps his tongue through my mouth. “This way, I will know where you are all of the time.”

         “I think that might be falling dangerously close to sex slave territory,” I mumble into his mouth.

         “And that’s a problem because?”

         “Because I would like to think that you want me for more than my body.”

         “Oh, I want you for more.” He trails his lips up my face and back down, plunging his tongue back into my mouth. “Like my wife.”

         What?
         

         I very nearly bite his tongue off in shock while he continues to take my mouth, like he hasn’t just said that after ejaculating into my mouth with me restrained.

         He eventually pulls back and looks down at my stunned face. “Marry me,” he demands softly.

         “You can’t ask me that when I’m handcuffed to the bed!”

         “Does someone need some sense fucked into them?” he asks quietly, and then takes my lips again.

         I’m completely stunned. He can’t fuck a yes out of me for this! I inwardly laugh because he absolutely could and he probably would.

         He pulls back, drops his eyes, and sighs. “That was a joke, a very bad joke.” He starts chewing his lip and the cogs start whirling in that beautiful mind of his. “You completely consume me, Ava. I can’t function without you. I’m totally addicted to you, baby.” His voice is soft and unsure. My confident, domineering ex-playboy is nervous. “You own me. Marry me.”

         I stare up into his painfully handsome face, still in complete shock. I didn’t see that coming, not in a million years. I only really decided last night that I would move in, although Jesse, in that crazy mind of his, had me moved in a week ago. He’s frantically chewing his lip while he watches me try to figure out what is happening. I’m twenty-six years old, he’s thirty-seven. Why am I thinking about our age difference now? It’s never mattered before. What I should be more concerned about is his challenging ways. I’m not even going to consider that he will change if I agree to marry him. He’s never going to change, but that’s who he is; that is part of the man I love.

         “Okay.” The whispered word falls out of my mouth without much thought at all. This is the natural progression for us. Whether he asks me now or in a year, the answer will always be the same. I want to be stuck to him forever, even with all of his challenging ways. I love him. I need him.

         The stunned expression that was riddling my face has now worked its way onto Jesse’s, the cogs spinning so fast I’m beginning to see them smoke. “Yes?” he asks quietly.

         “It’s instinctive.” I shrug and then realize that I’m still handcuffed to the bed. “No sense fuck required. Can you let me go now?”

         He flies into a panic and jumps up to retrieve the key from the bedside table, making quick work of undoing the cuffs. I grasp my wrists to rub some life back into them, but I’m soon disturbed when I’m dragged up from under him and completely engulfed in his body as he squeezes me to him.

         Holy fucking shit! I’ve just agreed to marry this controlling, neurotic ex-playboy, and I’ve known him for a matter of weeks. Oh God, my parents are going to burst a blood vessel.

         He falls back onto the bed, taking me with him, and buries his face in my neck. He has a vise grip on me, and I haven’t got the heart or inclination to tell him to ease up. I’m not going anywhere—not ever now.
         

         “I’m going to make you so happy.” His voice is broken.

         I wriggle a little to free myself, but he keeps his face exactly where it is, so I work harder, prying myself from him until I find his eyes. They’re glazed. “You already make me happy.” I smooth his face and wipe my thumb under his eye, collecting a stray tear. “Why are you crying?” I battle the quiver in my own voice.

         He shakes his head mildly and rubs frantic palms over his face. “See what you do to me?” He reaches up to clasp my face and brings it down to his, resting his forehead on mine. “I can’t believe you’re in my life, I can’t believe you’re mine. You are so, so precious to me, baby.” His eyes dart across my face and his hands smooth across my cheeks, as if ensuring I’m real.

         “You’re precious to me, too,” I say quietly. I hope he comprehends how precious. He’s everything…my complete world.

         He smiles mildly. “Are we friends?”

         “Always.” I return his smile.

         “Good, my work here is done.” He rolls us over so he’s cradled between my thighs, and then slowly sinks into me. “Now, we have sleepy celebration sex.” He reaches for the remote control and turns the music off. “I only want to hear you when you come for me.” He drops his mouth and moans as I accept his lips and he grabs my hands, holding them above my head. He rears back and pushes forward.
         

         “That was a proposal fuck,” I say around his mouth, feeling him smile against my lips, but he doesn’t say anything, or reprimand me on my language. He just seeps in and out at the most dreamy pace, plunging deeply, swiveling his hips gently and pulling back.

         My earlier blissful state is recaptured as the coils reload and prepare to release, his leisurely drives and grinding hips working their usual magic on my body.

         He pulls back from my mouth, carrying on with his luscious thrusts. “You’ll be Mrs. Ward.” His minty breath heats my face as he gazes down at me.

         “I will.” That will be strange.

         “You’ll be mine forever.”

         “I already am.” That ship has long sailed.

         He clenches his eyes shut as I feel the hints of his imminent orgasm thumping inside me, pushing my own climax forward. “I’m going to worship you every day for the rest of my life.” He shoots forward. “Jesus!”

         “Oh God.” I breathe, stiffening beneath him, my quivering core accelerating into fast, continuous pulsations.

         He pumps forward again and again, kissing me desperately and growling on his forceful grinds, keeping my hands above my head as he plunges incessantly into me. He snaps on a yell, and I wrap my legs around his hips, pulling him in closer, which pushes me into a free fall of intense trembling as lightning attacks my whole body, leaving me panting and sweating underneath him. His head drops into my neck, his breathing erratic and shallow.

         “I can’t breathe,” he says, releasing my hands. They immediately wrap around his warm, solid back and I liquefy under him. I feel his head lift, creeping up the side of my face until he finds my lips. “I crazy love you, baby. I’m glad we’re friends.”

         I smile as he rolls us over and I’m astride his waist. I place my hands on his chest, and he covers them with his as I lazily circle my hips on him. “I know you do. If I’m going to marry you, you have to answer some questions.” I use an assertive voice that’s the equivalent of his dare to defy me tone. I don’t know if it will work, but it’s worth a shot.
         

         His eyebrows jump up. “I do, do I?”

         “Yes, you do,” I say haughtily.

         “Come on then, spit it out. What do you want to know?” He sighs heavily, and I scowl at him. “Sorry.” He has the decency to look apologetic. He keeps his hands over mine, resting on his chest.

         “Who was that woman last night?”

         “Coral,” he says flatly, with no hesitation, like he completely expected the question.

         I roll my eyes. “I know her name is Coral. Who is she?”

         “She’s the wife of the nasty little fucker who got ejected from The Manor the day you found the communal room.”

         Oh? I cast my mind back to that wretched day and remember the snide, spiteful creature hurling harsh words at Jesse.

         “You had an affair with her?”

         “No.” He shakes his head on a frown. “They came to me to source someone to participate in a threesome.”

         I recoil slightly. He doesn’t need to tell me any more than that. “You?” I whisper. He nods, almost ashamed. “Why would you do that?”

         “She asked me to.”

         “She fell in love with you.”

         His eyes widen a little at my conclusion. It’s obvious. He shifts uncomfortably beneath me. “I guess she did.”

         Oh, this has opened a whole new can of further questions. I’m not so surprised that she fell in love with him. It’s her surprise visit to The Manor last night and the amount of time Jesse was in his office with her that I want to know about.

         “What did she want yesterday? You were gone for a long time.”

         He takes a deep breath and pins me with determined eyes. “She left Mike…for me. I don’t know why. I never gave her any reason to believe I wanted her like that.” He pauses momentarily to assess my reaction. I’m not quite sure how I feel. He sighs. “He’s thrown her out, taken her car, and seized her cards. She has nothing.”

         “She came to you for help?”

         “Yes.”

         “And what did you say?” I’m not sure I’m going to like the answer to this question.

         “I said I would do what I can.” He starts chewing that bloody lip.

         I was right. I don’t like the answer. What can he do? Helping her will only encourage her and fill her with hope that things could progress. I cock my head slightly. “Has this got anything to do with the police?”

         He laughs a little. I don’t know why, it’s not funny. “Mike’s playing games. He advised the immigration police that half of my staff are illegal immigrants. It was cleared up quite quickly, no harm done. It was just a bit of an inconvenience.”

         “Why didn’t you just tell me all of this instead of letting my mind race?”

         He frowns. “Why would I trouble you with that trivial shit?”

         I can see his point, but nevertheless, I should know, especially if it involves another woman wanting my challenging man. I hold his eyes as he continues to circle his thumbs over the tops of my hands. “So, you took part in the threesome and that was it?”

         “Yes.” He shifts, avoiding my eyes.

         “You’re lying to me.” My teeth clench together. “That wasn’t it, was it?”

         “Not exactly, no.” He shifts again, still avoiding my eyes. “Do we need to go on with this?” he asks irritably. “She was under the wrong impression that I wanted more, I didn’t. End of.”

         “So you did have an affair with her?”

         “Yes! Okay, yes I did, but it was just sex, nothing more.” His green eyes are fierce. “Now, let’s drop it.”

         “You told me once that you’ve never wanted to fuck a woman more than once, only me.” I will never forget that comment, and as stupid as it undoubtedly sounds, given how many notches Jesse has tallied up on his bedpost because of it, I like the thought of him only having me more than once.

         “I never said I didn’t have a woman more than once. I said I’ve never wanted a woman more than once. It was a means to an end, that’s all. She offered it on a plate.”
         

         “So, you haven’t only fucked me more than once?” I sound hurt. How ridiculous. He was a pleasure-seeking playboy before he met me. And now I’m delving into territory that is, without doubt, going to send my jealous mind into overdrive.

         “Ava, watch your mouth!”

         “No, not when we’re talking about you fucking other women! You’ve not just fucked me more than once, have you?”

         He growls at me, and I scowl at him. “No, I’ve not,” he admits, rubbing extra-fast circles on my hands. “But you have to understand, none of them meant anything to me. I used them, treated them like objects. I’m not proud, but that’s just the way it was. They would take me whatever way I came, Ava. They all wanted more, but they certainly never expected it. Now, though, they’ve seen I can be a one-woman man.”

         I feel slightly nauseous. This conversation was a guaranteed stomach turner. How many of them can I expect to come seeking out my neurotic control freak? Mikael’s wife already has, and now Coral.

         “She’s still in love with you,” I say quietly. That’s another reason why Coral was at The Manor last night. “She can’t have you,” I say. “None of them can,” I add, just so he’s aware that I know there’ll be more. I feel like I’m preparing for war.

         His eyes soften and he half smiles. “She can’t, I told her that. None of them can. It’s all about you.”

         “I don’t want you helping Coral, either. It’s unfair for you to expect me to be okay with that.”

         “Ava, I can’t turn my back on her.” He looks truly shocked by my demand.

         “Okay, I’ll keep working for Mikael then.” I have no idea why I just said that. How stupid of me. The look on his face has gone from soft and reassuring to black and hard. Will I ever learn?

         “You had better retract that statement.” His chest is heaving beneath me and his jaw tenses to snapping point. That’s exactly how I feel about him helping Coral.

         “No,” I blurt, aware that I’m pushing my luck.

         “Three,” he begins.

         “Oh no you don’t!” I go to climb off him, but his grip tightens on my hands, clenching down fiercely.

         “Two.”

         “No! You are not giving me the countdown on this! No way, Ward. You can take your zero and shove it up your fucking arse!” I fight with his grip of me, getting angrier the harder he holds me.
         

         “Mouth!” He flips me over so I’m facedown and he is blanketing me with his body. “One.”
         

         “Get lost!” I’m not backing down on this.

         “Zero, baby.” His fingers move straight to my hip and dig right in…hard.

         I scream, being tossed into hell by his unrelenting digs. Oh, he’s really going for it, and my bladder suddenly feels like a punch balloon. “Okay! Okay, I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” I can’t bear it.

         He stops immediately, and I’m spun over, his body pinning me to the bed. “Kiss me,” he orders, leaning down a little so his lips hover over mine.

         “I’m not doing anything until you accept you’re being unfair.” I can see my words sinking in, those cogs spinning as he considers my words. So I continue before he can interject. “She wants to take you away from me, and I’ll never let that happen. If I’m going to marry you, you have to appreciate and respect my feelings. I don’t want you seeing or speaking to her. I feel pity for her, but not enough to let it impact us, and I hope you feel the same.”

         “Of course I feel the same.” He sighs.

         “Then it shouldn’t be hard to fulfill my request.”

         “It won’t be. I’m sorry.” He rubs our noses together. “I was thoughtless. I won’t see her again. Forgive me.”

         “Forgiven. Kiss me.”

         He wastes no time joining our mouths and kissing the life out of me as he hums into my mouth, a throaty sound of pure satisfaction.

         “Tell me you love me,” he demands.

         “I love you.”

         His green eyes twinkle and a smile tickles his lips. “Tell me you’ll marry me.”

         “I’ll marry you.”

         “And I can’t wait. Now you kiss me.” His husky tone is making my head spin. I throw my hands around his neck and land him with an adoring kiss, feeling his smile under my lips as he rises from the bed with my arms wrapped around him, my thighs finding his hips and curling around. I keep my kiss up as he walks me into the bathroom and uses a free hand to peel my legs from around himself. I grumble in disgust, and he laughs. “You brush your teeth, I’ll start breakfast.” He reaches behind his neck and peels my arms away, placing me in front of the mirror, dropping a kiss on my shoulder before slapping my arse and stalking out of the bathroom.
         

         So, I’m getting married then? I stare at my reflection in the mirror, seeing my dark hair is a mass of ruffled waves, my eyes bright, lips pink, and cheeks flushed. I look well.

         I absentmindedly grab my toothbrush and slap some paste on it while considering how well I feel, too. I’ve never felt so refreshed and alive, and there is only one reason why that is and it’s called Mr. Challenging. Bloody hell, Kate’s going to have kittens, and I can’t even begin to think what my parents are going to make of all this. 

         I lift my toothbrush up to my mouth and start brushing happily, flicking a stray tendril of hair from my face with my spare hand. But something catches my immediate attention.

         What the fucking hell is that?

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-five

         

         I spit toothpaste all over the mirror on a shocked gasp, and the toothbrush clatters into the sink. I stare down at my left hand which suddenly feels like lead, and clench the edge of the vanity unit to steady myself. Then I blink a few times and shake my head, like it might go away, like it’s a hallucination or something. But no, I’m face to face and being blinded by a dirty great big diamond sitting loud and proud on my ring finger.
         

         “Jesse!” I screech, and then start feeling my way along the edge of the vanity unit until I’m close enough to the chaise longue to stagger and collapse onto it. My head goes between my legs as I try to control my breathing and my sprinting heart. I think I’m going to pass out.

         I hear him fly through the bathroom door, but I can’t persuade my heavy head to lift from between my legs. “Ava, baby. What’s wrong?” His voice is freaked as he collapses to his knees in front of me, spreading his hands on my thighs.

         I can’t speak. There’s a lump in my throat the size of the diamond that’s weighing my left hand down.

         “Ava, God help me! What’s happened?” He gently pulls my head up and searches out my eyes. His are flooded with despair while mine are flooded with tears. “Please! Tell me.”

         I swallow in an attempt to spit out some words, but it’s not working so I hold my hand up. Oh God, it feels so heavy.

         I watch through glazed eyes as his frown line jumps into position and he flicks his confused eyes from mine to my hand. “You found it then?” he says dryly. “You took your bloody time. Jesus, Ava. I had a thousand heart attacks.” He takes my hand and presses his lips to the top of it, right next to my new friend. “Do you like it?”

         “Oh God!” I cry incredulously. I’m not even going to ask how much it cost. This is too much responsibility. A rush of breath escapes my lips as I quickly lift my hand up to my chest in search of my other friend.

         “It’s in the safe.” He grabs my hand and pulls it down to join my other in my naked lap. I sag in relief as he rubs his thumbs over the tops of my hands and smiles. “Tell me, do you like it?”

         “You know I do.” I look down at the ring. It’s platinum, the flat band loaded with a dazzling square-cut diamond. I look up at him. I know my brow is wrinkled in confusion. I might need that Botox voucher after all. “When did you put this on my finger?”

         His lips form a straight line. “Right after I cuffed you.”

         My eyes widen. “That’s rather confident of you.”

         He shrugs. “A man can be optimistic.”

         “You call it optimistic; I call it pigheadedness.”

         He grins. “Call it whatever the fuck you like. She said yes.” He dives on me and tackles my naked body down to the cold, hard bathroom floor, rolling me onto my back and burying his face between my boobs. I laugh as he ravishes me.

         “Stop!”

         “No!” He bites my boob and sucks it into his mouth. “I’m marking you.”

         Even if I could stop him, I wouldn’t. He’s the only one who will see me. I let him do his thing and thread my fingers through his hair, gaping again when my eyes fall on the ring. I can’t believe he put it on before he asked me, the arrogant arse. How did I not notice it?

         Distracted…challenged.

         “There,” he kisses his mark chastely. “Now we match.”

         I look down at the perfect circle he has made on my breast and then to Jesse, who’s studying his handiwork with satisfaction.

         “Happy?” I ask.

         “I am. You?”

         “Delighted.”

         “Good, my work here is done. Next job: feed my temptress. Up you get.” He pulls me up to my feet. “Are you coming down anytime soon?”

         “I’ll be five minutes-ish.”

         “Ish.” He leans in to bite my ear. “Be quick.” He slaps my bum and leaves me again.

         A huge smile spreads across my flushed face. I said yes. I have absolutely no doubts, none at all. I belong with Jesse.

         I have a quick shower before grabbing his dress shirt from the floor and putting it on with some jersey shorts. I cross the landing and remember the post that I’ve still not given to Jesse, so taking a quick detour to the cream room, I grab the post from the unit before taking the stairs, ignoring the fact that I have been away from him for twenty minutes-ish and I miss him already.

         I find him in the kitchen with his finger in a jar of peanut butter and looking intently at the screen of his laptop. I sigh at his beautiful face concentrating hard, then wrinkle my nose in distaste as he pops his goo-covered finger in his mouth.

         “Here, I forgot to give you these.” I hand him the post and pour myself some orange juice.

         “You open them.”

         I spot my car keys on the worktop. “My car’s back?”

         “John dropped it off,” he says, continuing to study whatever he has on the screen of his computer. I smile to myself at the image of big John driving my little Mini.

         “Are you religious?” he asks casually.

         I frown into my juice. “No.”

         “Me either. Do you have any preference on dates?”

         “What for?” I sound confused, which is fine because I am.

         He looks up at me with a heavy frown. “Is there any particular date you would like to become Mrs. Ava Ward?”

         “I don’t know.” I shrug. “Next year, the year after.” I grab some toast and start buttering. He only asked me half an hour ago. I need a chance to wake up properly. There is plenty of time for all of that, and I need to speak to my parents, for a start.

         He drops his jar of peanut butter on the marble island, making me jump. “Next year?” he exclaims, with a look of pure disgust.

         “Okay, the year after.” Next year is a bit soon, I suppose. I cut my toast in half and wrap my teeth around a corner.

         “The year after?”

         I look at him and find his handsome face contorted in total disbelief. I really don’t mind. The year after that then, it’s no bother to me. I shrug and carry on chewing my toast.

         His expression morphs into a scowl. “We get married next month.” He picks up his jar and shoves his finger in aggressively.

         I nearly choke on my toast, and then chew frantically to rid my mouth of it. Next month? Is he mad? “Jesse, I can’t marry you next month!”

         “Yes you can and you will,” he snaps without looking at me.

         I withdraw slightly. I’ve not even told my mum and dad that I’m living with him, let alone marrying him. I need time. “No I can’t,” I half laugh.

         His fierce eyes fly to mine and he smacks his jar down. It makes me jump again. “Excuse me?” he says, his voice genuinely shocked.

         “Jesse, my parents don’t even really know about you. You can’t expect me to call them up and break this sort of news down the phone.” I silently beg for him to be reasonable. I’ve seen that face plenty of times and it always suggests that he’s not budging.

         “We’ll go and see them. I’m not pussyfooting around, Ava.”

         I take a nervous sip of my orange juice while he drills displeased eyes into me. The thought of introducing Jesse to my parents fills me with dread.

         I’m wilting under his fierce gaze, but I have to hold my own here. “You’re being unreasonable. We can’t organize a wedding in a month, anyway.” I take another bite of my toast and soak up the resentment emanating from every pore of my challenging man.

         “Do you love me?” he asks sharply.

         I look at him with narrowed eyes. “Don’t ask stupid questions.”

         “Good.” He grunts with utter finality, returning his attention to his laptop. “I love you, too. We get married next month.”

         I drop my toast in exasperation. “Jesse, I’m not marrying you next month.” I get up from my stool and take my plate to the bin to get rid of my half-eaten breakfast. I’ve completely lost my appetite.

         “Come here,” he growls to my back.

         I swing around to face him, finding the fierceness is back. “No,” I toss at him. His eyes widen. “And you are not going to be fucking an agreement out of me. Forget it.”

         “Watch your fucking mouth, Ava.” His face screws up and his lips press into a straight line as he pins me in place with his glare. “Three.”

         “Oh no!” I laugh. “Don’t even think about it!”

         “Two.”

         “No!”

         “One.”

         “Jesse, you can fuck right off!” I scorn myself for my bad language, which has probably just heightened his annoyance.

         “Mouth!” he barks. “Zero.” He starts making his way around the island to me, and I instinctively start circling the other way.

         “Come here.” He grinds the words out.

         I ensure I remain on the other side of the island from him. “No, what’s the rush? I’m not going anywhere.”

         “Damn right you’re not. Why are you delaying it?” He continues calmly coming at me.

         “I’m not delaying. It takes a good year to organize a wedding.”

         “Not our wedding.” He thrusts his body forward threateningly, and I dive in the opposite direction. “Stop running from me, Ava. You know it makes me crazy mad.”

         “Then stop being unreasonable!” I almost laugh when he suddenly changes direction and I dive off the other way.

         “Ava!”

         “Jesse!” I mock, weighing up the likelihood of making it through the arch and up the stairs before he catches me. I don’t fancy my chances.

         He sprints toward me and I screech, darting off toward the archway. I know I’ll never make it up the stairs, so I fly into the gym and try to shut the glass door. He’s up against the other side, pushing against me, but I know he’s holding back so he doesn’t hurt me. “Let go of the door,” he yells.

         “What are you going to do?”

         He immediately lets up on the pressure and looks at me through the glass with slight concern etched on his face. “What do you think I’m going to do?”

         “I don’t know,” I lie. I know damn well what he’s going to do. He’s going to hit me with a sense fuck, but my busy hands pushing up against the door prevent my fingers from delving into my hair. His trepidation seems to intensify and the pressure on the door lessens further. I take advantage and slam it shut, flipping the lock.

         His mouth drops open. “You didn’t just do that!” He tries the handle of the door. I step back. “Ava, open the door.”

         I shake my head. His bare chest starts heaving violently.

         “Ava, you know how it makes me feel if I can’t lay my hands on you. Open the door.”

         “No, tell me we can discuss our wedding reasonably.”
         

         “We were.” He tries the handle again and the door shakes. “Ava, please, open the door.”

         “No, we weren’t discussing it, Jesse. You were telling me how it’s going to be. You’ve really never had a relationship, have you?”

         “No. I’ve told you this.”

         “I can tell. You’re shit at it.”

         His anxious, green eyes flip to mine. “I love you,” he says softly, like that explains everything. “Please, open the door.”

         “Do you agree?” I know how much he hates not being able to get to me and this is taking advantage of his weakness. But it’s the only weakness I know, so if I have to use it, then I will, especially for something of this magnitude.

         His teeth are going ten to the dozen on his bottom lip as he mulls over my demand. “I agree. Open the door.” He grasps the handle, but then I think of something else—something that will have cause for another countdown later. I may as well kill two birds with one stone.

         “I’m going out with Kate later,” I say daringly.

         His eyes bulge, as I knew they would. “What?”

         “Last night, I told you that I was going out with Kate,” I remind him.

         “And? Open the door.”

         “You can’t stop me from seeing my friend. If I’m going to marry you, it’s not so you can control my every move. I’m going out with Kate later, and you’re going to let me…without a fuss.” My voice is calm and assertive, although inside I’m bracing myself for a sense fucking to rival all those that have come before.

         “You’re pushing your luck, lady.” His jaw clenches, and I exhale a weary breath.

         I’m pushing my luck because I want to go out with my friend? I turn my back on him and take myself to the weights bench, sitting down and making myself comfortable. I’m not opening that door until he relents, so I might be here a while.

         “Ava, what are you doing? Open the fucking door.” I watch as he shakes the door frantically. God, I love him, but he’s got to ease up on the unreasonable demands and protectiveness.

         “I’m not opening that door until you start being more reasonable. If you want to marry me, then you need to loosen up.”

         He looks at me like I’m stupid. “It’s not unreasonable to worry about you.”

         “You don’t worry, Jesse, you torture yourself.”

         “Open the door.” He jiggles the handle again.

         “I’m going out with Kate later.”

         “Fine, but you’re not drinking. Open the fucking door!”

         Oh yes, I should be challenging him on that, too, but I think I have probably given him enough heart attacks for one morning. He looks beside himself, which is ridiculous. I’m right here. On a sigh, I stand up and walk to the door, flipping the lock and standing back before I put him in an early grave. He barrels in and yanks me to his chest, taking us to the floor on one of the cushioned mats.

         He completely smothers me with his body and breathes heavily into my hair. “Please don’t do that to me again,” he pleads. His anxiety on this matter is one of his most unreasonable parts. “Promise me.”

         “It’s the only way I can get you to listen to me.” I try and placate him as I stroke his back, feeling his heart hammering against my chest.

         “I’ll listen. Just don’t put anything between us again.”

         “You can’t be with me all of the time.”

         “I know, but it will be on my terms when I can’t be.”

         I laugh and throw my arms over my head. “What about me?”

         He pulls his head back and scowls at me. “I’ll listen,” he mutters grumpily. “You’re being very challenging, wife-to-be.” He buries his face in my neck on a sulk.

         Oh, he is so thick-skinned. I don’t bother arguing with him on that, though. I had expected to be thrust up against the wall and fucked to within an inch of my life after my delinquencies, so the fact he is just holding me is a bit of a surprise. Maybe I’ve found my bargaining tool.

         He sits up and drags me onto his lap. “Why don’t you go to The Manor for a drink?”

         “Absolutely not!”

         “Why?” He looks insulted.

         “So you can keep an eye on me?”

         “It’s logical. You can have a drink, I can make sure you’re safe, and then I can bring you home.”

         He really does make it sound logical, but I’m not making a rod for my own back. I’ll never set foot in the bar again. “No. End of.”

         He pouts, and I shake my head to affirm my answer. And anyway, she will be there, throwing her looks and nasty little comments about. Not a chance.

         “Impossible woman,” he sulks, standing with me in his arms. I’m placed on my feet and given a chaste kiss. “I’m going to get a shower, you’ll come.” He arches a suggestive eyebrow and hits me with his roguish grin. I don’t mind so much when he demands things like that.

         “I’ll be up in a minute. I need to call Kate.” I pull myself from his grip and make my way back to the kitchen. “Where’s my phone?”

         “Charging on the side. Don’t be long.”

         I find my phone and ring Kate.

         “Hello?” Her croaky voice comes over the phone. She sounds hungover.

         “Hey, feeling bad?”

         “No, tired. What time is it?”

         I glance at the oven. “Eleven.”

         “Shit!” she exclaims, and I hear a commotion in the background. “Samuel, you loser. I’m late! Ava, I’m supposed to be in Chelsea delivering a cake! I’ll call you later.”

         “Hey, are we still out tonight?” I shout before she hangs up on me.

         “Of course. Are you still allowed?”

         “Yes! I’ll be at yours at seven.”

         “Brill! See you then.”

         I hang up and my phone immediately alerts me of a text message. I open it as the penthouse monitor system starts bleeping at me, and walking over to the cordless device that will connect me to Clive, I glance down to my screen.

         My blood runs cold. It’s Mikael.

         I don’t want to look at it, but my thumb presses down on the open button before I can convince my brain to delete it without reading it.

         
            I can’t make Monday. I’m back in Denmark temporarily. I will be in touch upon my return to rearrange our meeting.

         

         My stomach flies up to my mouth, choking me, and my phone starts to shake in my hand. What the hell am I going to do? I delete the message immediately, knowing Jesse’s bad phone manners will have him finding it. I don’t reply either. At least I’ve got a bit more time to figure this out and to speak to Patrick. How long will he be gone? How long have I got to prepare for that meeting? I contemplate texting him back to tell him I already know about his wife and Jesse, but then the intercom shrieks again, startling me.

         I answer to Clive. “Ava, there’s a delivery here for you. I’ll be up in a minute.”

         I don’t have a chance to ask what it is or whom it’s from. Clive hangs up. I walk back into the kitchen, apprehensive and nervous, and start scrolling through my phone, searching for the PIN feature so I can prevent Jesse from intercepting any more messages that Mikael might send. He’s going to get so suspicious when he finds it’s got a lock on it, but I would rather deal with his slighted state than deal with a six-foot three-inch whirlwind flying through the penthouse. I open the door and hear the elevator arrive, then the unmistakable sound of Clive grumbling. Curiously walking toward the elevator, I find Clive heaving box after box and bag after bag.

         “Ava, you have a serious problem. I think you are what they call a shopaholic. Do you want it all inside?’ he huffs.

         “Urh, yeah.” I look and see Harrods bags and gift boxes everywhere. What the hell? I’m like a spare part, holding the door open, mouth gaped, as Clive hoofs them all through and dumps them in the penthouse.

         I can’t believe he’s done this. Why didn’t I suspect something was amiss when he so willingly let me have my way when bargaining with him? Or let me think I got my way, more to the point. The man must have blown a ridiculous amount of money yesterday.

         Clive dumps the last bag and starts making his way back to the door. “That’s your lot. Was there anything left?”

         I look bewilderedly up at Clive’s back. “Pardon?”

         He turns and frowns. “At the store, did you buy them out?”

         “Urhhh, yeah. Thanks, Clive.”

         “Oh, a young lady stopped by,” Clive informs me, but then instantly clamps his mouth shut, obviously realizing his error.

         That soon snaps me from my dazed state. “Really?”

         His old eyes are wide. “Urm…I don’t know…” He starts walking back. “Actually, maybe it was for a different resident. Can’t be sure.” He laughs nervously. “It’s my age.”

         “Short, black hair?’ I ask. He said mature when referring to the blonde wavy one, who I now know to be Mikael’s wife—or ex-wife.
         

         “Can’t be sure, Ava.”

         I actually feel a little sorry for him. The poor man shouldn’t have to deal with this. “Let’s keep this quiet, shall we?”

         “Oh?” He looks relieved.

         “Yes, you don’t tell Jesse about the young woman, and I won’t tell anyone about our neighbors’ habits.”
         

         He sucks in a sharp gasp. Oh yes. I play dirty, old man. I walk over and shut the door in his face. Can my poor brain cope with much more? I’m not telling Jesse. I don’t want him contacting Coral, helping her, seeing her. I’m brimming with uncertainties and fear, battling raging jealousy, and I’ve just set myself up for a lifetime of this. I agreed to marry him. Am I stupid?

         Jesse’s phone starts screaming from the kitchen, and I find myself following the ringtone until I’m standing at the island looking down at the screen. Rightly or wrongly, I answer it, disregarding my conscience that is currently advising me I’m a hypocrite.

         “Coral?” I say, evenly and clearly. There is silence, but she doesn’t hang up. “Coral, what do you want?”

         “Is Jesse there?” Her voice is small, and I’m a touch surprised that she hasn’t hung up. “He’s in the shower. Can I help you?” I sound polite, but with an edge of irritation.

         “No, I need to speak to him.” She doesn’t sound polite. She sounds affronted.

         “Coral, you need to stop bothering him.” I need to make myself clear here, as Jesse seems to have grown a conscience.

         “Ava, isn’t it?”

         I’m not sure I like her tone. “That’s right.”

         “Ava, he’ll make you need him, then abandon you. Walk away while you still can.” She hangs up.

         I stand with Jesse’s phone suspended at my ear, my eyes darting around the kitchen, my mind swamped again, and try to convince my brain that she is just envious. All of these women are jealous and slighted because Jesse played them all off, used them and tossed them away when he was bored or finished with them. I know how I felt when I was without him, so if that is how all of these women feel, then I completely get it. I feel very sorry for them, but it’s not my fault they can’t stand the fact that he has changed his ways for me—not for any one of them…for me. He has stopped drinking for me. He has stopped his dabbling for me. It’s his history, a nasty history, but history nevertheless. I straighten my shoulders in my own little private display of determination. I will never walk away from him. He has made me need him, but I know he needs me, too. I’m going nowhere.
         

         Sliding his phone on the counter, I walk back into the living space and stand with my arms hugging my body, looking at the mountain of shopping bags and boxes before me. I don’t know whether to be excited or furious. He disregards my opinions and wishes at every turn, with his neurotic, challenging ways, and now I fear I’m becoming neurotic and challenging as well. I kneel on the floor and gingerly poke one of the bags, peeking inside cautiously, like something could jump out and attack me. Huh? That wasn’t in my like pile. I pull out a navy silk Calvin Klein dress. That was in my maybe pile. I open a box and find a structured, cream and black Chloé dress. That was in the no pile. It was way over my set price threshold.

         Oh no. They’ve mixed it all up. I pull another bag toward me and find a pair of baggy-fitting Diesel jeans. Okay, they weren’t in any pile. I work my way through all of the bags and boxes, also finding lace underwear in every design and color you could imagine.
         

         God only knows how long later, I’m sitting in the middle of the floor, surrounded by a mass of clothes, shoes, bags, and accessories. Every single item I tried on is here, except for the gown—all of the likes, the no’s, the maybes, and a whole lot more that I didn’t try. I know there must be a mistake because even the slate Chloé dress is here, and Jesse would never have willingly bought that for me. I do love it, though.
         

         I flop back onto the floor and gaze up at the high ceilings of the penthouse. This is just way too much—the gown, the necklace, the ring—and now all of this. I’m completely overwhelmed and feeling a bit suffocated. I don’t want all of this stuff. I just want him, without the history, without the other women, and without the complication of Mikael.

         “Hey, baby.” Jesse’s wet, handsome face appears, floating above me. “I’ve been waiting for you. What’s up?” I scoff and signal in the general direction of the designer jumble sale surrounding me. Can he not see it all? He looks around, completely unfazed by the piles and piles of women’s wear flanking me.

         “It arrived then?” I make a dramatic display of throwing my arms back in exasperation, and he exhales to match my drama before lying down next to me. “Look at me,” he orders softly. I turn my face to his and get an injection of his fresh, minty breath. “What’s the problem?”

         “This is too much,” I complain. “I just want you.”

         He smiles, his eyes twinkling with pleasure. “I’m glad, but I’ve never had anyone to share my money with, Ava. Please humor me.”

         “People will think I’m marrying you for your money.” I say it how it is. I’ve already faced the accusation.

         “I couldn’t give a fuck what people think. It’s all about us.” He twists onto his side and pulls at my hip so I’m mirroring him. “Now, shut up.”

         “You won’t have any money left if you spend like you did yesterday,” I grumble quietly.

         “Ava, I said shut up.”

         “Make me,” I counter on a half-smile.

         And he does. He eats me alive amongst half of the Harrods women’s department.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-six

         

         I walk into the bedroom after a fresh shower and shake my head at Jesse, who’s sprawled on his back across the bed wearing only his tight white boxer shorts and making a damn effective point of letting me know he’s not happy. I sit myself in front of the floor-length mirror and start drying my hair. We’ve spent all day carting the obscene amount of clothes and accessories up the stairs. I now have my own side of the colossal walk-in wardrobe and had a very happy man—until I started to get myself ready for my night out with Kate. His contented mood soon dulled, but with Tom and Victoria joining us and a whole heap of shit to dump on Kate, I’m looking forward to it, and Jesse has got to learn to share. I finish my hair and turn the dryer off to hear heaving, huffing, and puffing coming from the bed. He’s behaving like a schoolboy, so I ignore him and make my way into the bathroom to cream up and get my makeup on. I’m mid-mascara application when he walks in, all casual, and lies himself down on the chaise longue with an almighty exhale of air, his lean body reclining coolly and his arms draping over his head, accentuating every fine muscle on his torso. I try to ignore him, but Jesse prancing around in a pair of white, tight Armani boxer shorts is very distracting. He’s doing this on purpose.
         

         I make a hasty retreat from the bathroom to find my underwear and something to wear. That could take some time, especially with Jesse’s critical eyes watching over me, but I don’t even make it to my newly appointed underwear drawer before I’m seized and slung onto the bed, minus one towel. I should have known. He’s going to trample me, mark me, and send me out with his scent all over me, the bloody neurotic control freak.

         I’m flipped over onto my hands and knees, and my legs spread as he grasps my waist, efficiently restraining me. “You won’t come,” he growls as he plunges two fingers into me, stretching me and preparing me.

         The sudden invasion has me burying my face in the bedding to stifle my cry. He’s going to leave me pre-orgasm, I know he is. “This is for my pleasure, not yours,” he grates firmly. He starts circling my entrance, and I moan into the bed in desolation. This is ultimate torture. He knows exactly what he’s doing. I stiffen all over in response to his touch.

         “Relax, Ava. I don’t want to hurt you.” He pushes into me with his fingers, my natural instinct having me tensing my muscles in an attempt to prevent his invasion.

         I cry out.

         “Relax!” he yells, and I will my body to obey his command, but it’s not having any of it. I’m fighting the inevitable, which will be Jesse abandoning me before I explode. I don’t want to go out this evening full of pent-up pressure in my groin. I want to be sated and relaxed, and he can do that. The bloody arse! I feel him position himself at my opening.

         I whimper.

         “Damn it, Ava.” His tone is full of aggravation “Stop fighting me.”

         “You’re going to desert me, aren’t you? You’re not going to see me through.”

         “That’s my call, baby.” He slaps my backside. “Relax!”

         “I can’t!” The sting radiates through me from his swift collide, and he yells in frustration at my nonconformity as he reaches underneath me to brush his fingers over my pulsing center.

         “Ohhhhhhhh!” I relax instantly as the connection of his heated touch blasts my senses and rockets me forward, flicking the switch that he has a direct link to. A sea of intense pleasure drowns me, and I start a hasty buildup toward a furious climax. I try and grab it and keep hold, but he withdraws his fingers. “No!” I shout, completely frustrated.

         “Oh yes.” His fingers reenter me, sweeping through me, his thumb skimming across the very tip of my clitoris, prompting me to push back in a desperate attempt to try and capture more friction. He pulls out, spreading the moisture up my crease.

         “No, Jesse!” I feel his solid cock pushing against my opening. “Please!”

         “You love it, Ava.” He advances, breaching me, slowly and with control. “Oh fuck.”
         

         I could cry with fury and frustration, but it doesn’t stop me from pushing back, taking him all of the way. I know I’m not going to come, but I can’t help myself.

         He yells, grabs my waist, and then thunders forward, knocking every scrap of air from my lungs.

         “Oh God!” I scream as he fills me completely. He charges forward, giving me no time to adjust to him. He means business.

         “Oh Ava,” he pants, holding himself inside me. “You feel fucking amazing, baby.” He grinds himself against me on a long, drawn-out moan, and I concentrate on getting my ragged breaths under control. “Brace yourself on the headboard.”

         I take a deep breath and reach up to wrap my hands around one of the wooden planks, crying out as the change in position has him penetrating me deeper. He holds still as I follow through on his orders, running his palm down my spine gently. The fireworks crackling at my core are bordering painful.

         “Do you have a good grip?”

         “Yes!” I spit shortly, earning myself a swift slap across my backside. I’m going to scream and he’s not even done with me yet. Why the hell am I not stopping this?

         I hear him suck in a sharp breath as he starts withdrawing from me, the fullness alleviating slightly, but then I’m thrust forward as he reenters me on a punishing drive. I scream again.

         “Brace your arms, Ava!” He repeats the delectable move, and I stiffen my arms and rest my sweating forehead on my forearm.

         “Jesse, please,” I beg.

         “It’s feels good, doesn’t it?” he asks, his voice carnal and hungry.

         “Yes.”

         “You love me taking you hard, don’t you, Ava?”

         “Yes!”

         “I know you do.” He shifts his grip from my hips and hooks his hands over my shoulders before he crashes forward again and again, yelling in fulfillment each and every time. He reaches under me and glides over my quivering clit with his fingers.

         I scream and sink my teeth into my arm in desperation as my head starts to spin with a mixture of incredible pleasure and sharp stabbing pains. I can feel my climax approaching, and in a fraught attempt to seize it, I push back against him on each of his incessant blows.

         “Oh no you don’t,” he growls, removing his fingers and withdrawing his cock.

         I cry out in anger as he yanks my hands from the headboard and spins me around, pushing me down on the bed. He straddles my stomach, trapping my arms by my side with his knees and starts lashing his fist back and forth over his pulsing cock. I close my eyes.

         “Open your eyes, Ava!” he shouts, and grabs my hip bone, prompting me to scream and buck under him.

         “You’re a bastard!” I throw him my evilest look. “I’m going to get so drunk tonight!”

         “No, you’re not.” He continues working himself over me as I press my lips together. He falls forward, bracing his free hand on the bed and spills himself over my breasts on a loud yell that resounds around the whole bedroom. Panting above me, he slows his strokes as I wriggle futilely. My breasts are coated in his warn cum, my hair is all over the place, my makeup probably needs redoing, and I’m fit to burst with the immense pressure in my groin. I am not a happy girl.

         “Do you want to come?” he asks, looking down at me, sweat coating his forehead.

         “I’m going out!” I bark, just to make it clear that I am not bargaining with him on this. No way!

         “Stubborn woman.” He reaches down and wipes his palm all over my chest, spreading himself over every square inch of my torso. “My work here is done,” he says on a half-smile, before leaning down and pressing his lips hard on mine.

         My lips part involuntarily, and I soak up the greedy lashes of his tongue, moaning, begging for more, but then he pulls back and I thrash my head from side to side, flipping myself onto my front. I hear him laugh, and then he slaps my arse hard before he gets off the bed. “Don’t shower.”

         “I’ve not got time!” I jump off the bed and set about sorting myself out. My blow-dried waves are now more of a tousled array of brunette and my cheeks are flushed. I look well and truly fucked, which is ironic because I’m not. I clench my thighs together on a groan and grab a washcloth to wipe the remnants of Jesse from my chest. There is no wiping away the huge love bite on my boob. There will be no low-cut anything for me tonight, and not just because of the bruise on my chest.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After refreshing my makeup and getting dressed, I walk down the stairs as quietly as possible. He is nowhere to be seen as I scan the vastness of the penthouse, so I tiptoe to the kitchen and poke my head around the archway.

         “You’re not fucking wearing that!”

         My legs instantly kick into gear at the sound of that fierce voice and I dash for the door, slamming it behind me to hinder his pursuit while praying the elevator is open. I thank all that is holy and dive in the lift, punching the code in frantically. The doors shut just as I see Jesse’s raging face appear through the tiny gape. I give him a cheeky wave and turn to look at myself in the mirror.

         Okay, so the gray Chloé number is a bit on the racy side, but my legs look incredible, if I do say so myself. He asked for this.

         The elevator door opens and I scurry across the marble floor, searching for my keys as I go. He’s got to get some clothes on and wait for the elevator to get back up to the penthouse, so I should be fine.

         I hear him before I see him. I turn and watch as he flies out of the foyer of Lusso, looking like the Devil himself. I clench my lips shut to suppress my laugh. He looks homicidal. He tears toward me, barefoot and gloriously naked except for his fine, tight boxer shorts. I stay where I am. I knew I wouldn’t be going out in this dress. Whether he caught me here or at the bar, I was always going to be hauled home in disgrace and dressed in something more suitable by Jesse’s standards.

         He grabs me and flings me up onto his shoulder, reaching up to hold the hem of my dress down before taking me straight back into Lusso. “It’s just my fucking luck that I go and fall crazy in love with most impossible woman in the fucking world. Evening, Clive.”

         “Mr. Ward,” Clive nods without paying much attention to us. “Hello, Ava.”

         “Hi, Clive!” I sing through my laughter as Jesse gets in the elevator and punches the code in while muttering under his breath.

         “Have you still not gotten that code changed?”

         “Shut up, Ava.”

         “Are we friends?” I grin to myself.

         “No!” He slaps my arse hard and I yelp. “Don’t fuck with me, beautiful girl. You should know by now, I always win.”

         “I know. I love you.”

         “I love you, too, but you’re a fucking pain in the arse.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         We pull up outside Kate’s super late, after I gained Jesse’s approval on a blush dress and matching heels, but I very nearly got handcuffed to the bed again when he saw my engagement ring on the bedside table. Jesse made sure it made it onto my finger, but I managed to convince him to leave the necklace in the safe. I’m not comfortable with this dirty great big rock sitting on my finger as it is. The necklace added to the equation would tip me over the edge of nervousness.

         Kate comes barreling out of her house and Jesse gets out, letting her in the back of the car. “Wow! I like this better than the Porsche,” she says as she gets comfortable in the back. “Don’t tell Samuel I said that. Come on then, let’s have a look.”

         “What?” I shift in my seat so I can see my fiery friend.

         She freezes and throws the back of Jesse’s head a fearful look. “Oh shit!”

         “It’s fine,” Jesse assures her.

         I gape at him. “She knew?”

         “I needed one of your rings to make sure the size was right.” He shrugs and keeps his attention on the road. I hear Kate sigh in relief.

         “Was it romantic? Show me.” She gestures for me to pass her my hand.

         I actually laugh—really hard, and Jesse looks at me out the corner of his eye, his lips pressed into a straight line as he weaves in and out of the traffic. “Yeah, it was romantic.” I snort. If you call handcuffs and being forced to swallow romantic. I thrust my hand at her.

         “Fucking hell!” She grabs my hand with both of hers and gets up close and personal with the diamond. “That is some serious special. So, when’s the wedding?” She drops my hand and fishes around in her bag, pulling out her compact mirror. “Shit, Ava. Have you told your mum and dad?”

         Kate has just innocently hit on two very sore subjects. “Don’t know and no.”

         Jesse shifts in his seat and flicks me a displeased stare. I ignore it. I’m not getting into this now. I turn back around in my seat to face Kate. “Did you enjoy your evening?”

         “Yes, it was fab.” She keeps her eyes in her mirror.

         “What time did you wrap up?”

         “I can’t remember.” She pouts in the mirror and then flicks her big blues to me. “Is there a point to this line of inquiry?”

         Jesse laughs. “I think Ava would like to know if you enjoyed yourself upstairs after I took her home.”

         Kate slaps him on the shoulder. “That, my friend, is none of your business. Well, it is, but it isn’t.” She laughs. I’m surrounded by crazy people.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jesse pulls up outside Baroque and gets out to free Kate from the back.

         “I’ll get the drinks!” she declares as she dances into the bar.

         Jesse waits for me to come around to the pavement. He’s brooding again and it doesn’t escape my notice that he has just given the doorman a nod.

         He pulls me into his chest and sucks in a deep breath from my hair. “Don’t drink.”

         “I won’t.”

         He pulls back and rests his forehead on mine. “I mean it.”

         “I won’t drink,” I assure him. I’m not arguing. It will get me nowhere, except into his car and back at Lusso before I blink.

         “I’ll pick you up. Ring me.” He brushes my hair out of my face and kisses me deeply, a public display of ownership. I’m wearing a colossal diamond; you don’t get more claimed than that. He seems so despondent, I almost don’t want to leave him, but we have got to get over this unreasonable anxiousness at me being anywhere other than with him.

         I cup his face and kiss his stubbled cheek. “I’ll ring you. Go for a run or something.” I leave him on the pavement and mentally pray that he goes home, gets his running kit on, and does twelve laps of the Royal Parks. I smile sweetly at the doorman as I pass and he cocks his head at me, giving me a knowing smile.

         I find Kate at the bar with Tom and Victoria, who are already being served. Victoria looks a little less sulky, and Tom looks delighted to see me. He’s wearing a ridiculous pink-and-yellow candy-striped shirt.

         “Ava!” he screeches. “Wow, fabulous dress!” he croons as he strokes me.

         “Thanks.” God knows what his reaction would have been to the gray number.

         “What are you having, Ava?” Victoria asks over her shoulder.

         “Wine!” I blurt desperately, and all three of them laugh.

         We settle at a table, and I take my first relaxed sip of wine, gasping in pleasure and closing my eyes in appreciation. Oh, that is so good.

         “Oh good Lord! What the hell is that?” Tom dives over the table and grabs my hand, and then proceeds to dribble all over my new friend. “The Adonis?”

         I shrug. “I’m crazy in love.”

         “You’ve known him, what…a month?” Victoria’s disapproving tone riles me. “And he owns a sex club?’

         “And?” I spit at her, feeling defensive.

         She recoils at my hostility. “And nothing, I’m just saying,” she flops back on the stool.

         “When did this happen? The last I knew, you were just sleeping with him,” Tom mimics my own words.

         “Well, now I’m marrying him.” I yank my hand back and take refuge in my glass of wine. I’m conscious of the fact that I’m facing an Olympic gold-medal-worthy interrogation from my parents and Dan. I don’t need it from this lot, too. Oh, Dan’s back tomorrow. With all of the spectacular events of the last few days, it had slipped my mind. A wave of guilt washes over me for forgetting his return, but it’s soon replaced with a twinge of excitement and then, just as quickly, replaced with dread. What will Dan make of all this?

         “How’s Drew?” Kate asks Victoria.

         I’m not so sure that it’s a sensible question, but I’m thankful for my friend’s diversion tactic.

         “I wouldn’t know,” she answers haughtily. “I’m not seeing him anymore. I have a date.”

         “Tonight?” Tom asks, perplexed.

         “Yes.”

         Tom scoffs and sits back in his chair. “Well, thanks a lot! You’re ditching me!”

         Victoria’s eyes bulge at Tom’s huffiness. “You don’t think twice about casting me aside if you’re offered a bit of action!” Her tone is reproachful and quite rightly. He’s abandoned Victoria on plenty of occasions when a gay man has flashed him a promising stare.

         “Still, there are six other days you could have picked. Who is it, anyway?” He stirs his piña colada, trying his hardest to look bored.

         “Just a friend of a friend,” she muses. “Oh, there he is.” She jumps up. “See ya!” She heads toward an average-height, average-looking guy at the bar and they greet each other with an awkward kiss on the cheek and a handshake. She says something in his ear and he nods before they leave. That’s a sensible move. We’d all be watching how the date progresses and Tom would just be a total bitch.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Over the next hour, we laugh, chat about anything and everything, and drink. It’s lovely. I’m reminded why I need to battle with my challenging man on this matter. I need my friends.

         “And how’s Sam?” Tom turns his attention to Kate.

         “Why? Do you still want to screw him?” She winks at me, and Tom flushes from head to toe, flashing Kate a dirty look

         “No.” He tuts and crosses his legs. “I was just being polite. How’s Jesse?’

         “Why? You want to screw him, too?’ Kate jumps in with her tongue-in-cheek question, and I burst into laughter.

         Tom looks between us in disgust. “So, it’s pick on Tom night, is it?”

         “Looks like it,” I say, and raise my glass. “Tom, Jesse would blow…your…mind.”

         “Ava!” he gasps.

         “Oh, please! I have to endure torturous stories of your sexual encounters.”

         Kate laughs. “I’m going for a fag if we’re getting into Tom’s sex life.” She jumps down from the stool and makes her way to the smoking area.

         “I need the lavatory,” Tom grumbles, and clears off to the toilets, leaving me people watching, a pastime I usually enjoy, but then Matt comes into my field of vision and I find myself ducking.

         Shit! 
         

         My ring is suddenly burning through the flesh of my finger and I’m breaking out in a sweat. I didn’t reply to his apology text and I know the slimy worm has been on the phone to my parents again. Just when I think I’ve evaded him, his beady eyes land on me like a kettlebell. I glance around the bar, mindful that the doorman could be watching out for me, and then return my eyes to Matt, catching a glimpse of a healing black eye. I mentally applaud Jesse and suddenly wish I had relented and stayed at home with him.

         “Ava,” he greets cheerfully, as if nothing has happened, as if he hasn’t been calling my parents and feeding them duff information. Well, duff-ish.

         “Matt, I think it’s probably best if you leave.” I maintain a steady, firm voice.

         “Ava, please hear me out. I couldn’t be sorrier, really. I was a complete twat. I deserved everything.” He shifts uncomfortably on his feet and stares into his pint glass. “If you’re with someone else now, then I accept that. I’m gutted, but I accept it.”

         I keep my hands under the table, the ring firmly out of sight. I have to ask, I can’t help it. “How do you know about Jesse?”

         His shocked eyes fly up from his pint glass. “So, you’re still seeing him then?”

         “That’s none of your business, Matt. And why are you ringing my parents, telling them a load of crap?”

         “Is it crap?”

         “Who have you been talking to?”

         “No one.” He won’t meet my eyes, but then he leans his elbows on the table and gets too close. “Ava, I still want you back.”

         My back straightens and I flick my eyes to the entrance to make sure I’m not being spied on. He’s just told me that he has accepted it. How many times do we need to go over the same old crap? I could kiss Tom when he returns from the toilets and gives Matt his roving eye, which Matt responds to by abruptly pushing himself away from the table, knocking my bag to the floor. I jump down from my stool.

         “Oh darling!” Tom crouches down to help me gather my scattered possessions. “He’s still hot!” he whispers to me on the floor.

         “He is not.” I screw my face up and rise to find Matt walking away, holding his hand up in a catch-you-later gesture.

         “Oh, where’s he going?” Tom exclaims, stamping his foot.

         “Hopefully, to jump off a cliff,” I mutter uncharitably under my breath. I finish my wine in one foul swig. After seeing Matt, I could do with another.

         “Matt’s in here!” Kate throws herself on the barstool. “And he has a black eye. High five, Jesse!”

         “Well, it’s been a pleasure, girls, but I need some action tonight and it doesn’t look like I’m going to get it in here.” Tom throws a disgusted look in the general direction of all the blatantly straight men, “I’m going to Route Sixty. Want to come?” he asks hopefully.

         “No!” Kate and I shout in unison, leaving us laughing and Tom stropping out of the bar in search of action.

         “Did the snake speak to you?” Kate asks when she’s stopped chuckling.

         “He tried.” I’m just about to volunteer bar duties when Tom flies back into the bar and collides with the table. He’s huffing and puffing all over the place. Kate and I point frowns at him.

         He gets his breathing under control. “You will not believe who I’ve just seen.”
         

         “Who?” Kate asks before I have a chance to engage my mouth.

         “Sally.” His face breaks out into a big grin and he glances over his shoulder before returning excited eyes to us. “Sally…wearing a miniskirt and low-cut top—a very tight, short miniskirt and a very low-cut top. She has a date!”
         

         “Oh?” I say, a little surprised, but not because of the apparent outfit. I’m surprised because she was suicidal on Thursday.

         “What? Wallflower Sally? Boring office girl Sally?” Kate asks.

         “Yes,” I confirm. “Tom, leave the girl alone.” I return to my glass, promptly remembering that I want another.

         “I might get a picture!” Tom dances out of the bar, getting his phone from his pocket.

         “I’ll get the drinks.” I slide off the stool and grab my purse. “Same again?”

         “Do you need to ask?” She rolls her eyes and waves her empty glass at me.

         I fight my way to the bar and wait my turn, attracting the attention of some muscle-pumped, ponytailed slimeball, but I ignore his leering stare and order our drinks.

         “Hi, can I buy you a drink?”

         I glance around and smile sweetly. “No, thank you.”

         “Come on, just one drink,” he presses, and moves in closer.

         “No, really. I’ve got it, but thanks.”

         The barman places one glass of wine on the bar. “I’ve just got to pop down to the cellar. We’re out.” He leaves me at the bar with ponytailed guy dribbling all over me. I roll my eyes, not that the barman notices.

         “Maybe I could take you out sometime then?” He’s really close now.

         “I’m involved with someone,” I say over my shoulder. He can’t have missed the gigantic diamond on my finger. I take a swig of my wine.

         “And?”

         I turn toward him. “And…I’m involved with someone.” I flash my ring and he nods, but not in an accepting way. I think I’ve just made the challenge more interesting.

         “He’s not here, though, is he?”

         “No, lucky for you, he’s not,” I reply curtly, turning back toward the bar. I’m immensely relieved when I see the barman approaching.

         He places Kate’s wine down and I pass him a note, willing him to be quick. My skin is prickling under the leering eyes of the overinflated man next to me, so I take another long sip of my wine and try to blank him out. I’m beyond exasperated when the barman signals no change. He walks off to the end of the bar and starts faffing about in various tills.

         Ponytailed creep moves in closer. “If you were mine, you wouldn’t be out of my sight.”

         Oh good God! “Listen, I’ve tried to be polite. Back off!”

         “I think we could show each other a good time.” He runs his fingertip down my arm.

         I jump, instantly furious with myself for appearing anxious, but then I’m distracted by the barman returning. Thank God! He hands me my change and I grasp Kate’s drink quickly, keen to escape this toad. Turning a bit too hastily, I drop my coins everywhere.

         Fuck!
         

         I place the glasses back on the bar and retrieve the coins within grabbing distance and leave whatever else there may have been. I’m not that desperate. I grab the drinks and catch my heel awkwardly, causing me to stagger slightly.

         “Shit!” I curse. Now he’ll think I’m pissed and easy.

         I’m met with the twat again when I turn back around. “A bit drunk, sweetheart?”

         “Fuck off!” I’ve tried to be patient.

         “Oh, feisty.” He laughs as I push my way past him, thinking how grateful he should be that Jesse isn’t here. He would be flattened by now.

         I make it over to Kate and place the drinks down a bit too sloppily, spilling a considerable amount. I shake my head mildly and take my position on the barstool, staggering again. Kate frowns at me.

         “Shoes,” I mutter.

         “Are you okay?” Kate leans forward, looking all concerned.

         “Yeah, I’m fine,” I assure her. I’m not drunk. This is only my third glass of wine.

         “Who was that idiot?” She nods in the direction of the self-proclaimed stud as she has a sip of her fresh glass of wine.

         “Exactly that…an idiot,” I say shortly. “Anyway, you have some explaining to do.”

         “I have?”

         “Yes, you have, and don’t you dare brush me off. What’s going on?”

         She glugs down more wine, refusing to meet my eyes. “What are you talking about?”

         I feel myself getting a bit impatient with my fiery friend. She would never allow me to evade her questioning, and I wouldn’t anyway. We tell each other everything. “I’m talking about you, Sam, and The Manor.’

         “Fun!”

         “No! Don’t you dare!”

         “I’m just having some fun, Ava. What are you? The sex police?”

         “So, there’s no feelings?”

         “No!”

         “You know, if you were me, you’d be twiddling your hair.” I take a long swig of my wine. “Okay, try and help me out. Being as you’re refusing to open up, I’ll dump my shit on you. I value your opinion.” I smile sweetly.

         She ignores my snipe, her eyebrows shooting up. “This sounds serious.”

         “It is. You know the developer of Lusso, the one who asked me to dinner?”

         Kate nods. “Yeah, the Dane—handsome in a Scandinavian kinda way.”

         “Yes, Mikael. Jesse slept with his wife. He’s going through a divorce at the moment.”

         “No!” Kate leans in.

         “Yes, and now he’s on some sort of revenge mission to turn Jesse over, and it looks like he’s decided that I’m the best way to do this. I’ve got to meet him, and I know it won’t be work related.”

         “Oh shit!”

         “I know. The wife has been sniffing around, too.”

         “What are you going to do?”

         I shake my head, taking another swig of my wine. “I don’t know, just like I don’t know what to do about that woman, the one who turned up at The Manor’s anniversary.”

         “Who is she?” Kate’s eyes are widening by the second. I’m not surprised. This is information overload.

         “Her name is Coral. Do you remember that nasty man at The Manor the day we found the communal room?”

         “Oh yes! Jesse crushed him. It was frightening, Ava.”

         “That’s her husband. She asked Jesse to be the third in a threesome. She fell in love with him, left her husband, and now has nothing. She wants Jesse. She turned up at Lusso and also rang his phone. I’ve told Jesse about neither, but I answered the call. She warned me off.”

         “Oh my fucking God!” Kate flops back on her stool, and I take another glug of wine.

         Hearing it all out loud, it sounds ridiculous, crazy, unreal.

         I see Kate’s face light up as she follows the path of someone approaching behind me. I don’t have to turn around to see who it is.

         “Ladies!”

         I look up and see Sam grinning from ear to ear. What’s he doing here? It’s supposed to be a girls’ night out, and Kate still hasn’t given her verdict on my current screwed-up situation.

         He shoves his tongue in Kate’s ear, and I huff to myself. The old Kate would never let any man invade her girl time. I pick up my wine and down the rest, watching over the rim of my glass as Kate accepts Sam’s affection willingly. If she tries to tell me tomorrow that this is just fun, then I’ll challenge her…hard!

         “I’m going to the toilet,” I inform them.

         “Okay,” Kate says idly.

         I stand and turn toward the entrance, reaching up to rub my temples in an attempt to soothe my thumping head. As I make my way through the roaring crowd, the sound around me dulls into a faint hum and my head starts spinning slightly. I push my way past the blurry gatherings of people and very nearly have a seizure when I clock Jesse standing a few meters ahead of me in the doorway of the bar.

         Oh shit! 
         

         I freeze on the spot. I knew he wouldn’t be able to leave me be, not even for a few hours to enjoy a few glasses of well-earned wine. My vision might be challenged, but there is no mistaking the pure fury that’s spread across his handsome features. I don’t know why. I’m not drunk. I’ve had a few glasses of wine, and I’ve enjoyed them. He’s the one with the drink issue, not me.

         And with that thought, I stagger slightly again.

         We stand staring at each other for a few moments, then he starts stalking toward me. I make a grab for a table when I feel my legs wobble, and the change in his approaching expression, from rage to pure terror, is the last thing I see before the black sets in and I become weightless.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-seven

         

         Jesse, calm down. She had three glasses of wine. She wasn’t drunk.”
         

         My eyes are attacked by fluorescent lighting and bright white at every wall. I feel like I’ve been bashed over the head with an iron bar. Where the hell am I? I close my eyes again and reach up to brush away a lock of hair that’s tickling my cheek, the soft contact of my hand on my head stabbing at my brain.

         “Ava?” His voice is quiet and his hand clamped around mine. “Ava, baby, open your eyes.”

         I try my best, but it is too bloody painful. Fuck! What is wrong with me? Is this the worst hangover ever? I don’t remember drinking that much.

         “Will someone tell me what the fuck is going on!” he roars.
         

         I snap my eyes open again and gaze around my unfamiliar surroundings. The only familiar thing is that irate voice, and it’s a strange comfort to me, but, God, it’s playing havoc with my sensitive head. I reach up to clasp my aching skull.

         “Ava, baby?”

         I squint my eyes in an attempt to focus, and I’m met with a green, grief-stricken pair. The feel of his warm palm stroking my head has me groaning in protest. It hurts. “Hi,” I squeak. My throat is raspy and dry.

         “Oh, thank fucking God!” He smothers my face in kisses, and I beat him away. I can’t breathe.

         “Ava, chick. Are you okay?”

         I follow the sound of another familiar voice and find Sam leaning over me, looking the most serious I’ve ever seen him. What’s going on?

         “Does she fucking look all right?” Jesse yells in Sam’s face. “For fuck’s sake!”

         “Calm down!”

         I know that voice, too. I flick my sensitive eyes around the room and find Kate sitting in a chair opposite me. “Where am I?” I ask through my dryness. I need some water.

         “You’re in hospital, baby.” He strokes my face and kisses my forehead again.

         What on earth am I doing in hospital? I try to sit up, but I’m met with the full force of Jesse pressing down on me. I slap his persistent hands away and scramble into a sitting position, prompting my hands to fly up and grasp my head when the full force of gravity crashes in around my brain. Holy shit, this really is the worst hangover ever. I groan and cross my legs in front of myself, resting my elbows on my knees and my head in my hands. Something tugs at my arm, and I look across to see an IV line in my arm.

         “Someone get the fucking doctor in here!” Jesse yells, making me wince.

         Kate stays put, but Sam leaves the room.

         “Ava, what happened?” Kate’s voice is laced with complete concern, a rare reaction from her.

         “I don’t know,” I reply, resting my back against the headboard. I feel incredibly sleepy again.

         “I do!” Jesse exclaims, looking at me accusingly.

         I use all of my depleted energy to throw him a filthy look. “I wasn’t drunk!”

         “You pass out from being sober often, do you?” he yells.

         It makes me wince, piercing my tender ears. He has the decency to look remorseful when I reopen my eyes.

         “Don’t shout at her!” Kate defends me. I’m grateful. He throws her a look, stuffs his hands in his jean pockets, and starts pacing up and down the room. “She had a few glasses of wine. She’s got through two bottles before and not passed out.” Kate sits next to me and rubs my arm. “Did you eat?”

         I cast my mind back. “Yes,” I answer. Jesse fed me all day, between shipping clothes up the stairs and getting his fix of me.

         Jesse stops with the pacing, his lip getting a punishing chomp from his teeth. “Are you pregnant?” he asks, watching me carefully and returning to the chomping.

         “No!” I blurt, shocked at his forwardness, but then I freeze.

         Oh good God! 
         

         My pills. I’ve not replaced my pills! I suddenly feel faint again. I’m hot, too. Oh, what a stupid woman I am. I’ve been having sex like a rabbit and with no protection. How did I let that slip? I glance at Jesse and pull my best unaffected face.

         He narrows his eyes on me. “Are you sure?”

         “Yes!” I wince at my own shrill voice, tensing my arm to prevent my natural reflex from giving me away. Jesse will assume my tone is defensive. It’s not—it’s completely freaked.

         “I’m just asking.” He resumes pacing.

         “What do you remember?” Kate asks, continuing to stroke my arm.

         I reflect on the evening, but I’m struggling to remember anything now. All I can think of is how many pills I’ve missed and what the chances are of me being pregnant. I battle to fight off the worry and try to remember something, anything of last night. I remember Matt, but I won’t be mentioning him. Then I remember the swollen, slicked, ponytailed guy, but I won’t be mentioning him either. I shrug. There isn’t a lot I can say without sending Jesse into neurotic orbit.

         Every head in the room turns to the door when the doctor enters, followed by Sam. “I was told you were awake.” He nods. “I’m Dr. Manvi. How do you feel, Ava?’

         “Fine.” I sigh wearily. “My head is banging, but other than that, I’m fine.”

         I hear Jesse growl beside me as he sits and takes my hand in his. “Ava, it is four o’clock in the fucking morning!” He closes his eyes to regain his composure—not that he ever had it. “You’ve been out cold for nearly seven hours, so don’t you dare say you’re fine.”

         Seven hours?

         “We’ll go and get something to eat.” Kate looks at Sam and he nods his agreement at her suggestion. Clearly they don’t want to be around Jesse in his current mood.

         Dr. Manvi shines a light in both of my eyes then pops the pencil-like contraption back in his top pocket. “Ava, what do you remember about last night?”

         “Not a lot.” I feel Jesse’s hand lock harder around mine, the anger still evident. I feel god-awful. I don’t need this.

         Dr. Manvi glances at Jesse. “You are?”

         “Husband,” he states sharply, without taking his greens off me. My eyes widen, but he remains impassive. He forgot to add the “to-be” part.

         “Oh?” The doctor flicks through my papers. “It says Miss O’Shea.”
         

         “We get married next month.” His eyes drill into mine, daring me to challenge him. I don’t have the energy. I flop my head back gingerly on the bed.

         “Oh okay,” Dr. Manvi seems satisfied with Jesse’s explanation of who he is. I’m past caring. “We ran some routine tests.” He pulls up a chair and it scrapes along the rubber floor, making me wince. “When was the date of your last period?” He looks at me with sympathetic eyes, and I want to crawl across the room and into the clinical waste bin.

         “A week-ish ago,” I answer quietly. I don’t need to look at Jesse to know he’s twitching.

         “Right, well it’s routine for us to do a pregnancy test to try and establish what caused the blackout episode.” He pauses, and I brace myself for the hurricane that will be Jesse flying around the room in a complete frenzy. “You’re not pregnant.”

         My head flies up. “I’m not?”

         “Well, I say you’re not, but if it’s only been a week since your period, it may be too early to tell.” He smiles kindly, but it does nothing to settle me. “Do you use the contraceptive pill, Ava?”

         “Yes.”

         “Then I think we can safely say you’re not pregnant.” He gives me a reassuring smile and leans forward. “Ava, it’s important that you try to remember anything of last night, who you spoke to, who you met.”

         Jesse’s animosity travels through our joined hands, attacking me. “What?” he snaps. “What are you trying to say?”

         I don’t bother with scorning him for his rudeness, and Dr. Manvi continues, turning a blind eye. “We proceeded with a further test. Your symptoms prompted it.”

         “Symptoms? What symptoms?” I ask, completely confused.

         The doctor inhales and shifts in his chair. “We found clear evidence of Rohypnol.”

         “What!” Jesse roars.
         

         My eyes widen and my heart starts hammering in my chest. Oh fucking hell!

         Jesse flies up from his sitting position, dropping my hand, and I glance up nervously to find him shaking and sweating, the anger pouring from him. “As in date rape?” he yells at the poor doctor.

         “Yes,” Dr. Manvi confirms my fears and Jesse’s.

         I spiral into panic at the doctor’s diagnosis of my blackout episode. Oh, this is so bad.

         Jesse flies around and throws his head back. “Jesus fucking Christ!” he cries. I see the back of his shirt rising and falling violently as he braces his arms on a nearby metal unit.

         “Ava, I would advise you notify the police. You need to tell them everything you remember.” Dr. Manvi turns to Jesse. “Sir, can you confirm whether she was alone at any point?”

         My mind races with the evening’s events, but my mind won’t allow me to put anything into place. I don’t think I was. I watch as Jesse’s fingertips reach for his temples and start circling. He’s going to explode. He’ll be like a whirlwind flying through the hospital. Suddenly, telling him I could be pregnant seems so much more appealing than this.

         “She wasn’t alone,” Jesse replies, more calmly than I expected. “I watched her hit the deck, I was there in a split second.” He turns to face me, and I stare into his tortured eyes. I feel devoid of any emotion. I think I might be in shock.

         “And you are sure of this?”

         “Yes,” Jesse all but growls.

         “Ava, I would like to do an examination,” he pushes, “for bruises and scratches, initially. Just to be sure.”

         “I’ve checked every square inch of her. There isn’t a mark on her.” Jesse stomps across the room and flings the door open. “Kate?”

         I hear a brief exchange of abrupt, muffled words from outside the door, no doubt Jesse pressing for answers. The doctor flicks a confused gaze from me to Jesse, while I continue to rack my brain for something.

         He’s by my side again. “Baby, Kate said she went for a cigarette, but Tom was with you. Can you remember that?”

         “Yes,” I answer quickly. I definitely remember that. “But Tom went to the toilet while Kate was having a cigarette,” I add.

         “Okay, do you remember what happened during the time you were on your own?” he pushes.

         “Yes.” I won’t tell him why I remember. Holy shit, mentioning Matt would be a grave mistake. “Why?”

         “Because I don’t want anyone poking you about unless it’s necessary. So please, think hard.” He squeezes my hand. “Before I arrived, were you okay? Do you remember everything?”

         “Yes, I do.”

         “That is good,” Dr. Manvi interjects. “But, Ava, I would be happier if you would consent to the examination.”

         “No! I know nothing happened. I have no bruises, no cuts.”

         “If you are one hundred percent sure, Ava, I can’t force you.”

         “Nothing happened. I remember everything until Jesse arrived.” I look at Jesse. “I remember everything.” My voice is shaking. I’m shaking.

         He slides his palm over my cheek. “I know. I believe you.”

         “Okay. Well, all of your vitals are fine,” Dr. Manvi says. “You’ll have a sore head for a while, but other than that, you will make a full recovery. Once I’ve sorted your discharge papers and removed your IV, you can go home.”

         “How long will that take?” Jesse has reverted back to madman.

         “Sir, we are in the aftermath of a Saturday night in central London. How long is a piece of string?”

         “I’m taking her home now,” Jesse says with utter finality. I look up at him and know immediately it’s a battle not worth fighting—not if you want to live.

         I lie back in a complete trance as the IV is removed and the doctor talks to Jesse. I hear nothing. It’s all a muddled garble in the distance. How did this happen? I didn’t once leave my drink unattended. I didn’t accept a drink that was offered. I was careful and sensible. Jesus, what if I had gone to the toilet a few seconds earlier and missed Jesse at the door? I could have been unconscious and completely unaware of anything going on around me. I could have been raped. I’m attacked by unexpected tears and uncontrollable shakes as I start sobbing in my hands.

         “Ava, please don’t cry.” I feel his warmth engulf me, holding me tight as my body jerks under him. “Baby, I’ll get really crazy mad if you cry.”

         I sob relentlessly while he comforts me, muttering his own little curses and prayers above my head. “I’m so sorry,” I heave between sobs. I don’t know why I’m sorry, maybe for defying him and going out anyway. I really don’t know, but I feel so remorseful.

         “Ava, please shut up.” He holds me tightly and strokes my hair. I’m aware of the frantic clatter of his heartbeat under my ear.

         When I’ve finally regained a little control, I wipe away my tears and sniffle. I must look a mess. “I’m fine,” I say, taking a few calming breaths and pushing him away. “I want to go home.”

         I start to clamber from the bed, but I’m met by the fierceness of a tall, lean, green-eyed wall. He picks me up and carries me to the door, meeting Kate on the way. “Get her stuff,” he orders, striding past her.

         “What’s going on?” Sam jumps up from the chair outside the room.

         “She was drugged.” Jesse doesn’t stop to give any further explanation.

         “Oh shit!” The horror in Sam’s voice is clear.

         I hear Kate’s heels trying to keep up with us. “Drugged?”

         “Yes,” he shouts as he proceeds down the corridor with me in his arms. “I’m taking her home.”

         I’m lowered into the DBS and secured in my seat belt. I flinch when the door closes, and then I hear the mumble of voices outside the car. There’s a subtle tap on the window, and when I look, I see Kate giving me the call-me gesture. I nod my acknowledgment and rest my head against the window as Jesse slides in and places my shoes and bag in the foot well. I close my eyes again and drift off.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m being placed into his huge bed, and I’m vaguely aware of my dress being removed and disapproving grumbles coming from Jesse, but I ignore him, rolling over and releasing a contented exhale of breath when I’m greeted with my most favorite smell in the world; fresh water and mint. I know I’m back where I belong.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-eight

         

         Ohhhhhhhhh Goddddddd!” I stretch out and it is the most satisfying stretch I’ve ever executed. Propping myself up, I crane my neck and gaze around the room to find it empty of any other inhabitants, so I gingerly shift to the edge of the bed and sink my bare feet into the lush cream carpet, bracing myself for an attack of dizziness as I stand. But nothing happens. I feel surprisingly steady. I pad across the bedroom and out onto the landing to see Jesse below, sitting back in one of the huge armchairs talking quietly on his mobile. He’s showered and shaved and is wearing some pale blue jeans. He’s naked from the waist up.
         

         I lower myself quietly onto the top step and watch him through the curving glass that leads down to the big open space. He looks fresh but troubled.

         “I don’t know,” he says quietly, picking at the fabric on the arm of the chair. “I swear to God, I’ll claw their fucking eyes out.” He moves his hand from the arm and rubs his eyes. “I’m close, John. I really need it. Fuck, it’s a mess.”

         Oh God, am I pushing him toward drink again?

         As if he’s heard my silent question, his eyes flick up and find mine. I shift uncomfortably on the top step as he studies me. “See what you can find out, John. I won’t be in for a few days…yeah, thanks, big man.” His phone slides into the center of his palm, but his hand remains by his ear, his elbow resting on the arm. I feel like a complete intruder.

         He sits in his chair and I sit on the top step for the longest time, just staring at each other through the glass. I have no idea what to say to him. I wanted to prove that he was being unreasonable with his over-the-top protectiveness, but now I’ve just made it one hundred percent worse. He’s never going to let me out of his sight.

         As I’m contemplating my next move, he rises from his chair and starts walking toward the bottom of the stairs. I follow his slow climb up until he’s standing a few steps below me, looking down at me. His expression is flicking from anger to sorrow, back and forth, and his frown line looks like it’s been set in place for a long, long while.

         “If you are going to shout at me, then I’ll go now,” I say through the dryness of my throat. I don’t need Mr. Neurotic on my case. I just want to forget about it and think myself lucky that it wasn’t worse. It could have been so much worse.

         “I’ve shouted enough,” he replies, and I detect the hoarseness of his own voice. “How do you feel?”

         “Fine.” I rip my eyes away from his and stare down at my bare feet. I’m naked except for my black lacy underwear, and I feel small with him towering over me like this.

         “Ish?” he asks.

         “No, fine.” I sound stroppy.

         He lowers himself to his knees so we’re on a more equal level and plants his hands on the top step, on either side of my body. I glance up from my feet to look at him.

         “I’m crazy mad, Ava.” His voice is soft.

         “I wasn’t drunk,” I affirm sharply. Damn it, I wasn’t even remotely drunk.

         “I told you not to drink at all. I knew I shouldn’t have let you go out.”

         “I’m curious as to why you think you can dictate what I do,” I challenge. “I’m a grown woman. Do you expect me to live a life with you where my every move is controlled?” My voice is quiet, but firm through my dryness. He has to see my point.

         His lips form a straight line and I can hear the cogs start whirling into action. “You’re mine. It’s my job to keep you safe.”

         I drop my eyes on a sigh. “You said you were close. Close to what?” I pull my face up.

         He searches my eyes. He must know that I heard. He looked directly at me after he uttered the words. “Nothing.”

         “Nothing?” I can’t help sounding disbelieving. “You want a drink, don’t you? That’s what you need to deal with this fucking mess.”

         His eyes widen. “Will. You. Watch. Your. Fucking. Mouth! We’re in this fucking mess because you went out and completely defied me.” He pushes his face up close to mine. “We would not be in this situation if you’d fucking listened to me.”

         His insensitive words, and the tone in which he delivers them, sting painfully. “I’m sorry!” I spit. “I’m sorry for not listening.” I stand up, leaving him kneeling on the stairs. “I’m sorry if you feel the need to drown in vodka because of me! I’m obviously bad for your health. I’ll put you out of your misery.” I pivot and stalk into the bedroom, physically shaking with anger.

         “Crazy mad, Ava.”

         I turn and find him stalking toward me with a face like thunder. I back up slightly, and then mentally curse myself for not standing my ground. Why can’t he see that it’s his own unreasonable expectations that are pushing him to complete madness, not me.

         He stops in front of me, his chest puffing, breathing his minty breath all over me. “Kiss me.”

         “No!” The bloody man is deluded!

         His eyes darken and narrow. “Three.”

         He must be joking. “Are you mad?”

         “Crazy fucking mad, Ava. Two.”

         He is completely serious. Oh my God!

         “One,” he whispers.

         I know better than to try and escape this time.

         “Zero.”

         I’m captured as if I was running and pinned on the bed in seconds, my arms held above my head by one of his. His jean-clad legs rest over my thighs, restraining me, not that I’m fighting against him. He breathes down on me, tracing the line of my stomach with his finger, and then up the center of my body to my mouth. He rests the tip on my bottom lip before letting it travel back down my body.

         “Please don’t have a drink.” I would never forgive myself if he put his body through that again because of me.

         “I’m not going to have a drink, Ava.” His voice is flat and unconvincing. It makes me uncomfortable. He pushes himself up to his knees before pulling me up to straddle his lap. He brushes my hair out of my face and clasps my cheeks with his hands. “Last night in the hospital when you wouldn’t come round, I felt my heart getting slower by the minute. You will never know how much I love you. If you were ever taken away from me, I wouldn’t survive it, Ava. I want to rip my own head off for giving you room to defy me.”

         My eyes widen at his confession. His face is deadly serious, and it’s very worrying. He is, in effect, saying he would kill himself, isn’t he? Well, that is just crazy talk, but I don’t think I would do well to point that out.

         “I’m okay,” I say in a futile attempt to lighten him up.

         “But what if you weren’t? What if I didn’t come when I did?” He clenches his eyes shut. “I just came to the bar to check you were okay, and then I was going to leave. Can you imagine how it felt to see you collapse like that?” His eyes open and they’re glazed and haunted. I know now, for sure, that I may as well handcuff myself to the bed forever. This isn’t healthy, for him or me.

         “It was a freak incident, someone playing stupid games. I was in the wrong place at the wrong time, that’s all.” I take his hands from my face and rest them between our bodies. “You will put yourself in a stress-induced coma at this rate, and then what will I do?” I ask quietly.
         

         He shakes his head and starts chewing his lip. “You looked relieved when the doctor said you weren’t pregnant.”

         I look anywhere but at him, instantly mortified. “I missed a pill.” I feel his hand shift and close around mine, and I look up cautiously, finding his accusing eyes and an arched brow. “I missed a few. I lost them again.”

         “You’ve not replaced them?”

         “I forgot.” I shrug.

         “Okay.” He studies me for a while. “So, when did you last take your pill?”

         “Only a few days ago,” I answer quietly. I’m lying through my teeth, fighting my hand from delving into my hair. I can’t believe it’s been nearly a whole week and I’ve not replaced them.

         “So you’ll replace them?”

         “Tomorrow.” A funny look passes over his face. Regret? “Jesse,” I pause, not knowing how to piece together what I’m about to imply.

         “What?” He looks cautious and slightly guilty. He knows what I’m thinking, I know he does, and I’m super suspicious now. He can’t have seriously been trying to get me pregnant? Would he do that? I’m not even sure, but if he has been hiding my pills, then he knows damn well I’ve not been taking them for a week. Or did he think I’d replaced them already?

         “Nothing,” I say, shaking my head. I know he won’t admit it, so I’m playing dumb, but I’ll be searching every square inch of this penthouse at the first opportunity.

         “Your brother rang,” he says in an obvious attempt to distract me from my drifting thoughts.

         I straighten up. It’s worked. “Dan?”

         “Yes.”

         “You spoke to him?”

         He gives me a dubious look. “Well, I couldn’t leave it ringing constantly, he would have been worried. And why is there a lock on your phone?”

         I laugh to myself. I wonder how many combinations he tried to unlock it. “It didn’t stop you answering, though, did it? What did you say to my brother?” My voice is slightly panicked, which is fine because I’m panicking. Dan will be straight on the phone to Mum, and this, on top of everything else, is not something I want to be explaining.

         “Well, I didn’t tell him what had happened. I don’t want your family thinking that I can’t look after you. He said you were supposed to be seeing him.” He looks at me like I’ve committed a serious sin for not telling him of my plans, even though there are no firm plans yet.

         “You told him I’m living with you, didn’t you?” My lips straighten.

         “Yes.” He is completely unapologetic.

         I could kill him! “Jesse, what have you done?” I drop my head onto his shoulder in hopelessness.

         “Hey, look at me.” He sounds angry again. I drag my head away from its resting place and look at him with all the misery I feel. His frown line has joined the argument. “Don’t you think he would’ve been worried? Get over it, Ava.”

         He pulls me down onto his chest, and I notice his heart bucking wildly. “I’m going for a run. You take a shower. I’ll get something to eat while I’m out.”

         “Can’t you stay?” I ask into his chest. I don’t want him to go.

         “No.” He lifts me and directs me into the bathroom. “In the shower.” He turns it on and leaves me in the bathroom feeling affronted and worried. He never wants to leave me.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-nine

         

         A couple of hours later, I walk into the kitchen and find Jesse still in his running gear with his finger in a jar of peanut butter. I screw my face up in disgust as he glances up and gives me a small smile that doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
         

         “Cappuccino extra shot, no chocolate.” He holds up a Starbucks cup, and I take it gratefully. “I got you everything,” he shrugs. “They don’t do salmon.”

         “Thank you.” I smile and take a seat next to him.

         “I hope you’ve got lace on under all of that baggy shit.” He nods at my body as he plunges his finger into his mouth.

         I look down at my ripped jeans and cropped Jimi Hendrix T-shirt and smile. “I have.“ I pull my T-shirt up to display my cream lace, and he nods his approval. “I thought you were getting dinner?” I pull over the nearest paper bag, finding a croissant, and make quick work, sinking my teeth into it.

         “Technically, as you have been asleep all day, it’s breakfast time.” He smiles a little, “What do you want to do this evening?”

         “I get to pick?” I garble around a mouthful of pastry.

         He cocks his head to the side. “I told you, I have to let you have your way some of the time.” He reaches up and knocks a flake of pastry from the corner of my mouth. “I’m all for give-and-take.”

         A burst of laughter flies out and I struggle to keep in my half-chewed croissant as I cough and slap my hand over my mouth. Give-and-take? This man is beyond crazy.

         “Something funny?”

         I look up to a serious face. “No, nothing, it went down the wrong way.” I cough a little more and, God love him, he starts patting my back.

         I regain control as the intercom starts ringing and Jesse leaves me to answer it. “Clive, yes, send him up.” He replaces the phone. “Jay,” he mutters without looking at me.

         “Jay? Who’s Jay?”

         “The doorman. He’s got the CCTV footage from the bar.” He puts his peanut butter back in the fridge and leaves the kitchen.

         Oh fucking hell! 
         

         CCTV footage that will show me talking to Matt?

         I think I’m going to be sick.

         I hear the muffled greetings, and a few moments later, Jesse walks back into the kitchen with Jay. The doorman gives me a small smirk, one that suggests he may have already watched the footage himself and knows what’s coming.

         Yeah, I’m definitely going to be sick. I get down from the stool and start to leave the kitchen.

         “Where are you going?” Jesse asks me.

         I don’t look back. My face must display complete panic. “Toilet,” I call, leaving Jesse and Jay in the kitchen. As soon as I’m out of sight, I race up the stairs and shut myself in the bathroom, where I’m safe from the hurricane that I know is coming. I should have known he wouldn’t leave it. I should have known he would be on a mission to hunt down the perpetrator. Oh God, this is so bad. I sit on the toilet seat, get up, walk circles around the bathroom, and then the door handle jiggles.

         “Ava?”

         I stand looking at the door. “Yes?” It comes out all squeaky and nervous. I’m so nervous.

         “What’s up, baby. You okay?”

         Perhaps I should say no, make out I’m ill so I can stay in the bathroom.

         “Yes, fine. I’ll be down in a minute.” Saying I’m ill would be stupid. He’d break the door down to tend to me.

         “Why is the door locked?”

         “I didn’t realize I’d locked it. I’m having a wee.” I cringe. It’s a good job there’s a giant lump of wood between us because my finger is a knotted mess in my hair.

         “Okay, don’t be long.”

         “I won’t.” I hear his long, even steps take him out of the bedroom.

         I’m panicking. Really panicking and I don’t know why. I didn’t arrange to meet Matt. It was a chance encounter, that’s all.

         Fuck!
         

         Damn him for being so fucking persistent. Why can’t he just let it go instead of having the doorman lift the CCTV footage? I should go down and stamp on the thing. I yank the door open and stomp out of the bathroom, through the bedroom, and out onto the landing. He’s taking this too far. I’m halted mid determined march when the gigantic flat-screen television comes into view. It lights up like a cinema screen, emphasizing everything, making it seem huge. It’s not, though. It’s quite blurry, the movements are disjointed and the screen keeps jumping. Jay starts fast-forwarding the footage, and the whizzing of people passing through the bar, the lights flashing here and there, all make it an even more disordered mush of activity. But then I see myself settling at the table with the others.

         “Slow it,” Jesse orders, and Jay puts the film to normal speed. “That’s it, leave it playing.”

         I lower myself to the top step and watch the television as my night plays out in front of me. Nothing interesting happens, not for a long while. I watch as Tom dives across the table and seizes my hand. I watch as Victoria leaves us to join her date and then Kate leaves the table, and I know all too well what’s coming. I mentally plead for the television to spontaneously combust, but no. Tom leaves, and then Matt approaches. I stiffen from top to toe and watch as Jesse’s shoulders raise, kissing his earlobes. Matt’s back is to the camera, but there’s no mistaking it’s him. I could never fob Jesse off on this.

         “Pause it,” Jesse instructs shortly, walking over to the television, getting way up close to have a good inspection. His head starts nodding thoughtfully. “Keep it going.”

         Jay continues the tape, and Jesse takes a few steps back. This is bad. I’m sitting on the top step, running through the last time Jesse found out I’d seen Matt. I really don’t want a repeat of that. Why didn’t I foresee this? I watch myself jump down from the stool and crouch to gather my scattered possessions with Tom.

         “I need another angle,” Jesse says.

         “There’s another camera,” Jay answers swiftly.

         “Get me it. Did you see her talking to him?”

         “Ward, I do what I can, but if I’m called away to deal with some drunken twat or a few cat-fighting girls, then I can’t watch her.”

         I shake my head to myself. He’ll have a bodyguard flanking me next. This is ridiculous. “I don’t need someone watching me,” I grate. Both of their heads swing around to me, Jay suddenly looking uneasy and Jesse looking stiff and agitated. A few moments’ silence lingers between us. It’s uncomfortable, and I unconsciously wrap myself in my own arms as I sit, while Jesse scrutinizes me.

         “Did you leave your drink unattended at any point?” Jay asks.

         The question shocks me. “No.”

         “When did you start feeling strange?” Jesse pipes up, his arms folding across his chest.

         “I had a little stagger at the bar, but I put it down to my heels.”

         “Did you speak to anyone at the bar?”

         Oh fuck! Should I lie? I’ve seen Jesse’s reaction to a man coming on to me and it wasn’t pleasant. Shit shit shit! I glance nervously at Jay. He knows what I’m deliberating.

         Jesse stares at me with dark, cautionary eyes, his torso rising and falling, his arms still over his chest. “Answer the question, Ava,” he says, more calmly than I know he’s feeling.

         “There was a guy at the bar who offered to buy me a drink. I refused,” I spit the words out quickly, obviously uncomfortable and looking down at my feet, but he’s going to find out for himself when he finishes watching the footage, so I may as well be upfront. “It was fine. I left the bar and returned to Kate,” I try and brush it off before Jesse passes out.

         “Stop saying it’s fine!” he yells.

         I jump and reluctantly take a glimpse at him, finding bulging neck veins and a tense jaw. And then something catches my attention on the television and I look past Jesse. I shouldn’t have. I should have ignored it, and then maybe it would have passed before Jesse got a chance to see it. My blood turns to ice. At the bar is a tall, suited man. It’s too late to feign ignorance. Jesse swings back toward the screen to see what has caught my abrupt attention, as does Jay.

         The silence is back as we all watch the man on the screen shift out of view when I get up to go to the bar. Then there’s the pumped-up, ponytailed creep getting way too close, me dropping my change and gathering it up before I stagger and make my way back to the table. Then the man comes back into view. I squint to try and focus better. Is it him? It certainly looks like it, but his text message said he was in Denmark.

         I can see Jesse in my peripheral vision twitching, indicating he is having the same thoughts as I am, but I’m watching the footage with complete fascination now, also aware of Jesse’s hard breathing, but too rapt by the television to look and confirm what I already know. He’ll be rampant. He thinks it’s Mikael, too. But Jesse doesn’t know that he’s supposed to be in Denmark. Or does he?

         We fast-forward the video until Sam walks in, and I get up from the table. Then Jesse appears in the lower corner of the screen, and I watch as I collapse, hitting the floor hard, the flurry of people gathering around my lifeless body blocking out my view.

         No one says anything— not for a long, uncomfortable time. I turn my eyes to Jesse and find him watching me. I’m not at all comfortable with the blackness in his eyes, and I can feel tears brimming in my own. Should I tell them about the text? Jesse looks sadistic already. Should I add to his obvious fury?

         Jay coughs, pulling my attention back to him. “Have you seen enough?”

         “Yes,” Jesse answers without taking his eyes off me. It’s quite obvious now that Jesse turning up was probably the best thing that could have happened.

         “I’ll be off then.” Jay gets up and retrieves the disc from the player. “I’ll see myself out.”

         Jesse says nothing as Jay leaves, shutting the door quietly behind himself.

         I drop my eyes to my feet. This really could have been so much worse. No doubt Jesse will have something to say about my lack of honesty with regard to Matt’s presence, but he can’t blame me. Why would I openly offer that information? I’m not completely stupid. Well, it would appear I am. I never gave CCTV footage a thought, and I certainly didn’t expect Jesse to start playing Detective Poirot.

         “You didn’t mention Matt before.” Jesse’s calm tone doesn’t fool me, and why has he homed in on that instead of the more important issue at hand…the tall, suited man at the bar. I know he thinks it’s him, too.

         My shoulders rise anxiously, but I don’t look up; I already know he’s angry. I don’t need visual confirmation, and I should think it’s pretty obvious why I didn’t mention Matt. “I didn’t want to upset you.”

         “Upset me?” His voice is high with surprise.

         “Okay, I didn’t want to piss you off.” I look up at him and find a completely impassive expression. I’m surprised; I was expecting boiling mad. “It was a chance meeting.”

         “But you had a few minutes’ conversation. What did you talk about?”

         “He apologized.”

         “And that took a few minutes?” His eyebrows are raised. He’s right, an apology doesn’t even take two seconds, but I can’t remember every detail of the conversation. “I told you not to see him again.”

         I gape at him. “Jesse, I didn’t plan on it. I told you, it was only by chance.” What did he want me to do? Walk out of the bar? “I wanted to know how he knows about you.”

         “Do you care?” He’s reining in his temper. I can see it.

         “No, I don’t.”

         His teeth start working his bottom lip as he watches me. I feel guilty and I don’t know why. I’ve done nothing wrong. He’s not shouting at me, but he’s clearly not happy. What am I supposed to do? I know he’s thinking exactly what I’m thinking about Mikael, but he can’t possibly be mad at me about that, because I didn’t even know he was there—if it was even him.

         “Then leave it.” He starts across the open space of the penthouse and up the stairs. “I’m going for a shower.” He walks straight past me, leaving me stunned by his calm façade. I think I would rather have him blow his top. At least then I would know where I am. I haul myself up and make my way toward the bedroom. I need to establish exactly what is going on in that complex mind of his. I know he’s mad, so why is he holding back his temper? It’s not pleasant, but I would rather he blow his top and clear the air. I feel like I’m hovering over a detonate button. I walk into the bedroom and pad across to the bathroom, finding him under the spray. Even now, I’m drawn to the mass of beauty that stands before me, quaking with anger. It’s potent, but he’s not letting rip.

         “Will you please just rant at me and have it over with.” I sit myself on the vanity unit and put my hands in my lap. I notice for the first time since I woke up that my engagement ring is missing. Did he take it off? The thought is like a stake through my heart. I don’t like this, not one little bit.

         He doesn’t say a word. He carries on soaping himself down before stepping out and grabbing a towel to dry himself off. He leaves me sitting exactly where I am, my eyes darting around the bathroom, uncertainty plaguing me. I lower myself down and walk nervously back into the bedroom.

         “Jesse?”

         He completely ignores me and goes into the wardrobe, appearing a few moments later in some faded jeans. His jaw is ticking constantly, and I can see it’s taking his every effort to hold on to his emotions. I never thought I would want him to fly off the handle. And where is he going, anyway?

         He pulls a gray T-shirt over his head and makes his way back into the bathroom while I stand in the middle of the room, wondering what the hell to do. I follow him again and find him brushing his teeth. His eyes flick to mine in the mirror. I feel anxious…uncomfortable.

         “Please speak to me.”

         He finishes brushing his teeth and splashes his face with water, before bracing himself on the edge of the vanity unit and taking a few deep breaths. I prepare myself for the storm, but it doesn’t come. He walks straight past me and into the bedroom.

         I follow like a desperate soul. “Where are you going?” I ask his back as he makes his way to the door.

         He stops and it’s a few moments before he turns dark, troubled eyes on me. “I need to sort some things out at The Manor.” His voice is devoid of any emotion, whereas I’m close to wailing. I’m petrified.

         “I thought we were doing something this evening,” I remind him desperately.

         “Something came up,” he mutters, and turns to leave.

         “You’re mad with me,” I cry frantically. I don’t want him to go. He would usually insist on me going with him, and I would fight him on it, but now I want to go.
         

         He shakes his head and lets it fall slightly, but he doesn’t face me. I need to see his face. He walks out of the bedroom, and I collapse to the floor and cry. I feel helpless and incomplete. All of this pain because I wanted to have the final say, all of this because I insisted on going out and proving a point. The only point I’ve proved is that I’m at a loss without him.

         I drag myself up and across the room, collapsing onto the bed and finding my way to the place that smells the most of him. It’s a meager substitute for the real thing. Only he can make this better, make all of this go away. And worst of all, I know where he has gone, who will be there, and what he’ll be doing. What am I supposed to do? I’m a mess, my face feels swollen and stingy with tears, and my head hurts from too many disturbing thoughts. Will he crack open a bottle of vodka? I know that if he does, I won’t be seeing him anytime soon—not when he’s like that. I would rather not have him at all than have the hollow beast that is Jesse drunk. I never want to see that man again.

         I sit up on the bed, suddenly remembering something. He’s not here, and I am…and I’m alone. I jump up and run into the bathroom, flinging open the cosmetics unit and staring at the masses of bottles, boxes, and tubes. Starting my search, I shift the contents of the unit to the side, my shaking hands doing me no favors in executing the operation without knocking bottles over. A frustrated yell slips from my mouth, and in a temper, I sweep my hand through all of the shelves, knocking bottles all over the bathroom floor.

         What am I thinking? He’s not stupid enough to hide them in such an obvious place. I leave the bathroom and run into the wardrobe, shoving my hands into every pocket of his suit jackets, inside and out, tipping his shoes upside down, and searching through piles of neatly folded T-shirts. Nothing, but I’m not giving up. My pills are mysteriously disappearing and they have been since I met this man. What’s he playing at?

         I drop myself to the floor of the wardrobe, wiping my still-streaming tears away, and proceed to hunt through his jean pockets, tossing clothes all over the wardrobe in a frenzy but finding nothing. The gold satin gift bag slips out as I yank a suit jacket down from a hanger, the contents spilling onto the floor.

         Condoms.

         We don’t need those.
         

         He is trying to get me pregnant! Fucking hell!
         

         I fly around the penthouse like a madwoman, searching every drawer and cupboard, anywhere he could possibly hide them, but an hour later, still no pills. I halt when I hear my phone ringing in the distance, and I track the sound until it cuts off. “Fuck!” I curse to myself, but then the text message tone starts bleeping and I follow it to the armchair where I found Jesse sitting earlier. I grope down the side and find my phone. The missed call is from my mum. Oh God, has Dan been on to her already? I really cannot be talking to her now, a really uncharitable thought, but I don’t even know where I am myself to be able to tell her. My heart sinks when I see the text is from John.

         
            He’s fine, but you should probably come.

         

         My heart lifts a little at the first part of the message and then sinks just as quickly. I should probably go? Is John playing tug-of-war with Jesse and a bottle of vodka? I fly up the stairs and run into the bathroom to scrub my face and attempt to generally sort myself out. It’s no good, I look like I’ve been wailing and no amount of makeup or washing will help. After retrieving my keys, I make a hasty run for my car.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I make the drive to The Manor in record time, and I’m not at all surprised when I pull up to the gates and they open immediately. John must be looking out for me. My pace up the driveway is fast and frantic in my desperation to get to him. I find The Manor’s door open and run through the entrance hall, ignoring the noise coming from the bar and restaurant. All conversation halts when I run through the summer room. I’m sure if I paid attention, there would be many vicious, scowling faces pointed straight at me, but I don’t have the time or inclination to stop and soak up the resentment.

         As I approach the door to Jesse’s office, I hear a thundering crack that makes me jump. What the hell was that? I hold the door handle and look behind me, but find the corridor empty. I turn the handle of the door and push it open.

         “Ava!” Big John’s loud rumble travels down the corridor, halting my progression, but I can’t see him. “Fucking, motherfucker! Ava, wait!” He appears, moving faster than I would think possible for such a mountain of a man, his glasses in place as he hurdles toward me like a steam train. “Jesus, woman, don’t go in there!”

         I look at the frantic beast rocketing toward me in slow motion and jump at the sound of another ear-piercing snap. It pulls my attention from John’s booming voice and toward Jesse’s office. What is that? I push the door open a little farther until the full room comes into view. And I choke.

         Oh Jesus Christ!
         

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty

         

         I stagger back on a loss of a few dozen beats of my heart. What the fucking hell is going on?
         

         “No!” John crashes into me and grasps me around the waist.

         I lose all feeling as I stare at the hideousness before me, and then fight with the incredible strength of John, who’s trying to haul me out of the room. I don’t know how, adrenaline perhaps, but I break free from John and fall into the room as Sarah raises the evil-looking whip that she’s holding and brings it thrashing down on Jesse’s back. My stomach jumps into my throat, and I feel John’s warm palm wrap around the top of my arm.

         “Ava, darling,” John’s voice is the softest I’ve ever heard it, “you don’t need to see this.”

         I shrug him off and stand, trying to piece together the scene unfolding before me. It’s hard, even though time has slowed and every tiny detail is perfectly clear to me. Jesse is shirtless and kneeling on the floor, his head dropped limply. He hasn’t even looked up. Sarah is standing behind him, kitted out in black leather trousers, a leather bodice, and thigh-high leather boots, looking as evil as the whip in her hand.

         I can’t move. I’m completely rooted to the spot. My legs are shaking, my heart beating so fast it might escape my chest, and I can’t open my mouth. What’s happening?

         Sarah glances up at me, a look of deep satisfaction on her face as she slowly raises the whip again. I want to scream, tell her to stop, but my mouth is dry and not responding to my brain’s commands. Her pouty face screams pleasure at subjecting Jesse to this wicked torture and, no doubt, having me here to bear witness to it.

         She brings the whip crashing down on Jesse’s bare flesh again, and he arches his back, throwing his head back, but he doesn’t make a sound.

         The loud scream echoing around the room is me.

         His head snaps up as my cry seeps into his ears. I’m struggling against John again, who has regained his hold on me. “Let go of me!” I fight harder, twisting my body in his grip, clawing and hitting him.

         “Ava?” Jesse’s voice stills me. It’s weak and broken as his head turns in my direction.

         A desperate cry escapes my mouth as our eyes meet and all I find are empty, glazed holes. He doesn’t look completely with-it. He looks drugged and hollow. He makes to stand but staggers forward slightly in complete disorientation. My eyes fall onto his back, finding at least ten angry welts spread from one side of his back to the other, overlapping and seeping with beads of blood.

         I feel sick. My stomach starts to heave, and as Sarah raises the whip again, I hear John in the distance bellowing her name. My knees give out and I crumble to the floor at John’s feet.

         “Ava?” Jesse makes it to a standing position, but he is nowhere near stable. He shakes his head as if trying to regain his focus, his confused face becoming stricken as he registers my presence. “Jesus, no!” Fear floods his handsome features. Even his voice is unstable. He goes to walk forward, but he’s stopped by Sarah, who’s grabbing at his arm. “Get the fuck off me!” he roars, knocking her backward. “Ava, baby. What are you doing here?” He rushes forward and drops to his knees in front of me, grabbing at my face and searching for my eyes.

         He’s a complete blur through my tears. I can’t speak. I’m just shaking my head frantically, trying to rid my brain of what I have just witnessed. Is this a nightmare? He wasn’t fighting her off at all. He knelt there waiting for the blows in a total trance. I throw my arms out to bat him away from me and scramble to my feet.

         “Ava, please!” he pleads, as I push his grabbing hands from me. I need to get out of here.

         I turn, knocking John out of the way, and run in blind shock down the corridor, emerging into the massive summer room. As I hurry through, I’m vaguely aware of shocked gasps, and I turn to see Jesse and John in pursuit of me. I slap my hand over my mouth as I feel the bile rising in my throat. Oh God, I’m going to throw up. I fall through the toilet door and into a cubicle, slamming the door behind me, and just make it over the bowl before I proceed to evacuate the contents of my stomach on loud, painful retches, my face wet with sweat and tears. I’m in the lowest level of hell.

         The sound of the toilet door crashing into the tiled wall rings out around the ladies’ washroom. “Ava!” He bangs on the door behind me, and I sink to my bum as I feel another round of violent heaves coming on. “Ava! Open the door!”

         I can’t answer him through my persistent retching, even if I wanted to. What the hell am I supposed to say? I’ve just watched him accept a thrashing from a woman I despise—a woman who I know wants Jesse and hates me. My imagination doesn’t stretch to this kind of callousness. I throw up again and fumble for some toilet paper to wipe my mouth as the door continues to bang behind me.

         “Please,” he begs, and a dull thud meets the door. I know it’s his forehead. “Ava, please, open the door.”

         My tears gather force again at the sound of him begging. I can’t possibly look into the eyes of the man I love, knowing he has done this to himself.

         “Who let her in?” His tone has turned fierce, and he punches the door. “Fuck! Who the fucking hell let her in?”

         “Jesse, I didn’t let her in. I would never have let her in.” John’s low hum is soothing. I want to jump to his defense. He didn’t let me in. John’s fretful voice, his attempts to stop me from entering Jesse’s office, it all brings me to one conclusion. He didn’t text me. He didn’t open the gates. She’s done it again. I’ve underestimated her hatred of me. She has more than succeeded in her attempt to shock me, but that doesn’t detract from the fact that Jesse was actively, willingly participating in the appalling activity. Why?

         “What’s going on?” The familiar sound of Kate’s voice gives me hope of escaping this horror scene. “Fuck! Jesse, what the hell has happened to your back?”

         “Nothing!” he snaps.

         “Don’t fucking talk to me like that. Where’s Ava? What the hell is going on? Ava?” She calls my name, and I’m desperate to answer her, but I know if I open the door, Jesse will be in. I can’t see him.

         “She’s in there. She won’t come out. Ava?” he calls. “Please, Kate, get her out.” He bangs the door again. He sounds desperate and frantic.

         “Hey! Tell me why she’s locked in there and why you’re out here bleeding all over the place?” Kate’s voice is fierce.

         “Ava walked in on something she shouldn’t have seen. She’s freaked out. I need to see her.” His talking is strained through his heavy breathing.

         I want to scream exactly why I’ve freaked out, but I’m attacked by another succession of retches, rendering me incapable of speech.

         “If you’ve fucked her over, Jesse!” Kate shouts. “Ava?”

         He’s fucked me over all right, but not in the way she’s thinking. It’s almost worse. It is worse.
         

         “No!” Jesse’s voice is full of defense. “It’s not like that!”

         “Well, what is it like then? She’s in there throwing up. Ava?” The subtle knock of Kate’s fist starts drumming on the door. “Ava, come on. Open the door.”

         “Ava!” Jesse shouts frantically.

         “Jesse, just go,” Kate yells.

         “No!”

         “She’s obviously not going to come out with you here. Hey, big guy. Get him out of here.”

         “Jesse?” John rumbles, and I pray that Jesse listens to him and leaves. I’m not going anywhere with him out there. “Let’s get you sorted out, you stupid motherfucker.”

         I sit with my head in my hands while I listen to the back and forth coaxing of Jesse from the bathroom.

         I eventually hear the door open and close again and then Kate’s subtle knocking on the door. “Ava, he’s gone,” Kate assures me through the door. I lift up and slide the lock across to let my friend into the toilet with me. She pushes through the small gap and screws her face up at the vomit-splattered bowl. “What the hell’s going on?” She crouches on the other side of the cubicle so we’re knee to knee.

         I take a few controlled breaths through my sobs and try to steady my vocal cords. “He had himself whipped.” The sound of those words has me throwing my head back over the toilet pan, but all I’m achieving is choking myself on dry heaves. I feel Kate rubbing my back.

         “He what?”

         I push myself away from the toilet and find Kate’s jaw dropped in shock. Who would believe it? But I saw the evidence plain and clear and plastered all over Jesse’s back. “I walked in on him being whipped by Sarah.”

         Her eyes widen. “The mega bitch?”

         “Yes.” I nod in case the word didn’t make it out of my mouth. “He was on his knees, Kate, like some sort of submissive slave.” My tears start again and my mind is invaded with the horrible images of my strong, self-assured man being willingly beaten.

         “Oh fuck.” She rests her hand on my knee. “Ava, his back is a mess.”

         “I know!” I cry. “I saw it!” That was no kinky kicks. There was no pleasure element in it. Not on Jesse’s part, anyway. Sarah could be a different story, though. Jesse wanted to be hurt. My stomach convulses. “Kate, I need to leave. He won’t let me. I know he won’t let me go.”

         A look of determination invades her pretty, pale features and she rises to her feet. “Wait here.”

         “Where are you going?” My voice sounds panicky. He’ll barrel back in here as soon as Kate exits. I know he will.

         “John’s taken Jesse to his office. I’m just going to check, though.” She opens the door and shuffles past my slumped body.

         I hold my breath, waiting for a commotion, but it doesn’t come. The door opens and closes, and then there’s silence. I’m alone. I stand myself up, but my legs are weak and shaky as I attempt to wipe the toilet down, and then the toilet door opens and I freeze, holding my breath.

         “Ava?” Kate whispers, tapping the door gently. “Jesse’s in his office with John. Sam will get the gates.”

         I open the door and catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror before I’m pulled out of the toilet cubicle and yanked toward the door. I look god-awful. “Wait, I need some water.” I shake Kate off and take myself to the sink, leaning over to splash my face and swill my mouth.

         “Here, have some gum.” Kate shoves a stick in my mouth.

         I’m now weighing up the merits of alcohol. Would I have preferred to have found him drunk? Yes, without a doubt, I would have faced that merciful creature rather than witness him being beaten. He really is self-destructive. Grief turns into anger as I consider his reactions to a few bruises on my backside when I took a trip in Margo senior, and his face when he clocked my bruised arm after my run-in with Mr. Baldy Jag—how over-the-top he was.

         Before I have a chance to declare my intention of tracking Jesse down and demanding some answers, he comes barging back into the toilets in a blind panic. I notice his eyes have cleared of the glaze as they land on me, his chest damp, his dirty blond hair dark with sweat. I can feel Kate’s eyes passing between us as she assesses the situation.

         He starts toward me, and I make no attempt to stop him from doing what I know he’s going to do. He leans down, scoops me up into his arms, and strides out of the toilets toward his office. He keeps his line of sight firmly forward as he walks with purpose, back through the summer room under the watchful eyes of some members, who are still floating around soaking up the spectacle. I’m aware of whispers and pointing as tears invade my eyes and start trailing down my cheeks. I’m in absolute agony, I feel sick to my stomach, and my heart feels like it’s been sliced straight down the center.

         He kicks the door of his office shut and walks straight to the couch, lowering himself down on a wince. My stomach turns. His arms immerse me and his head falls straight into my neck. He’s silent, holding me as close as he can get me while I try to control myself, try to control the shakes that are attacking my body. But it’s a battle I can’t win. My beautiful man has deep issues, and just when I thought I was figuring him out, I’m hit with the worst kind of wake-up call. I don’t know him at all, and I certainly don’t understand him.

         “Please don’t cry.” His muffled voice reaches my ringing ears. “It’s killing me.”

         “Why?” I ask. It’s the only thing I can think to say. It’s all I want to know. Why would he do this to himself?

         “I promised you I wouldn’t have a drink.”

         What?

         He had himself beaten rather than have a drink because he promised me he wouldn’t. “You wanted a drink?”

         “I wanted to block it out.”

         “Look at me,” I demand, but he makes no attempt to lift his head from its secluded location. “Damn it, Jesse, look at me!” I wriggle to try and get a grip of his head and pull it up, but he hisses in pain, and I still immediately. “Three.” I say calmly, not knowing what else to do. I feel him tense under me, but he still doesn’t look. “Two.”

         “What happens on zero?” he asks quietly.

         “I leave,” I say calmly.

         His head flies up, and I whimper at the sight of him, his green eyes clouded, pain spilling out of them, his chin trembling. He gazes straight into my eyes. They are pleading silently to me. “Please don’t.”

         Any ounce of strength that was keeping me marginally together is shredded at the sight and sound of him. I clasp his face in my hands and put my lips on him, but I’m not close enough. I gingerly shift so I’m astride his lap, and then pull him as close as I can get him without hurting him. “Tell me what you were blocking out.”

         “Hurting you.”

         “I don’t understand.” Doesn’t he think that this is hurting me? “I would rather you had a drink.”

         “You wouldn’t.” He says it on a slight laugh that sends a nervous twinge through me.

         I pull back and search his eyes out. “I would rather face you with half a vodka distillery inside you than see what I just saw.”

         He drops his head in shame. “Trust me, Ava, you wouldn’t.”

         “Trust you? Jesse, I feel sick with betrayal.” I’ve not even thought about what I’m going to do to Sarah when I get my hands on her. She has marked my neurotic god, and the more all of this sinks in, the angrier I’m getting.

         I lift myself from his lap and bat him away when he tries to grasp me. “I’m not leaving,” I say a bit too harshly. His panicked expression has me even madder. I start pacing his office, tapping my fingernail on my front tooth under the intense gaze of my challenging man, who just keeps delivering on fucking challenges. God, I thrashed a belt at him on the launch night of Lusso.

         Lowering myself on the sofa opposite him, I rest my aching head in my palms. I can hear him repeatedly drawing breath, as if he wants to say something. I exhale wearily and massage my temples. “Is there anything else I need to know?”

         “Like what?” he asks guardedly. I don’t appreciate it, and how the hell would I know? He knocked me for six with this place, the drinking, and now this.

         “I don’t know, you tell me.” I throw my arms up in annoyance. I desperately want to comfort him. Keeping myself away from him is hurting almost as much as bearing witness to his beating. “Why would I prefer this to drunken Jesse?”

         He leans forward delicately on a clenched jaw, resting his elbows on his knees, rubbing his temples thoughtfully. “Drink and sex go hand in hand for me.”

         “What does that mean?” My voice is high and edgy.

         “Ava, I inherited The Manor when I was twenty-one. Can you imagine a young lad with this place and a whole lot of women ready and willing?” He looks ashamed.

         My mind starts racing. Oh, I can imagine all right, and it’s no wonder the women were ready and willing. They still are. “You drank and dabbled?”

         He exhales. “Yes, like I said, drink and sex go hand in hand. But it’s all behind me.” He sits forward on a wince. “Now, it’s all about you.”

         He reaches across the big table that’s positioned between us, but I pull back. His hand drops and he looks down at the floor. I still don’t understand, and it still doesn’t explain why he has just accepted a thrashing from Sarah.

         “So you didn’t have a drink because you would have wanted to have sex?” My forehead must look like a road map because I am thoroughly confused.

         “I don’t trust myself with alcohol, Ava.”

         “Because you think you will jump the nearest woman?”

         He laughs nervously and runs his hands through his hair. “I don’t think so. I couldn’t do that to you.”

         “You don’t think so?” I’m shocked.

         “It’s not a risk I’m willing to take, Ava. I drink too much, lose reason, and women throw themselves at me willingly. You’ve seen it.” He gives me an embarrassed smile.

         I scoff. “You didn’t look very capable of anything last Friday!”

         “Yeah, that’s not my normal level of intemperance, Ava. I was on a mind-numbing mission.”

         “So, you usually maintain a steady level of drinking and then have lots of sex with lots of willing women?” I think I’m getting my head around this. “You’ve never had a drink when you’ve slept with me?”

         He gets up and shifts the table so he can kneel in front of me and rest his hands on my thighs. He looks straight into my eyes. “No, Ava. I have never been under the influence of alcohol when I’ve had you. I don’t need it. Alcohol blocked things out for me, made me forget how hollow my life was. I didn’t give a fuck about any of the women I slept with, not one. And then you fell into my life and things changed completely. You brought me back to life, Ava. I never want to touch the drink because if I start, I might not stop, and I never want to miss a moment with you.”

         Tears start to prick at my eyes at his confession. “Have you had sleepy sex with anyone else?” I hold my breath. Of all the things to ask, I ask this?

         He sighs heavily. “No.”

         I narrow my eyes on him. “What about a sense fuck?”

         “Ava, no! I’ve never cared about anyone else enough to need or want to fuck any sense into them.” He squeezes my thighs. “Only you.”

         I push his hands away from my thighs and get up, leaving him crouched by the sofa looking lost. “So on Thursday in your office, are you telling me that if you had drunk the vodka, I would’ve found you nailing Sarah on your desk, not just looking cozy with her on your desk?”

         He gets up and stalks over to me, grabbing my hips to immobilize me before bending down to get into my line of sight. “No! Don’t be so stupid.”

         “I don’t think I’m being stupid,” I scathe. “It’s bad enough worrying about you drinking. I don’t know if I can cope with the additional worry of you being drunk and wanting to fuck other women!” I’m screeching, but I can’t help it.

         He recoils. “Will you watch your fucking mouth? It doesn’t make me want to fuck other women. It just makes me want to fuck!”

         “So I had better ensure that I’m with you when you have a drink then, hadn’t I?”

         “I won’t be having a drink! When will you listen to me, woman?” he shouts. “I don’t need drink.” He releases me harshly and stomps off toward the window and then back again. He points at me. “I need you!”

         And we’re back to that. I slap his finger out of my face. “You need me to replace drink and screwing.” I want to cry. All he needs is to remove himself from a lifestyle that would kill him if he kept it up for much longer. I’m his escape from a certain premature death by alcohol poisoning. I think I might throw up again. He really is scared of me leaving, but it has nothing to do with how much he loves me. It’s because he is scared of returning to a hollow life. “You manipulate me.”

         “I don’t manipulate you!” He actually looks offended.

         “Yes, you do! With sex! Sense fucking, reminder fucking. It’s all manipulation. I need you, and you use it against me!”

         “No!” he roars, and then swipes his arms straight across the top of the drinks cabinet, sending dozens of liquor bottles and glasses crashing to the floor, the sound of broken glass thundering around us.

         I jump back, but he stalks forward and grabs the tops of my arms. “I need you to need me, Ava. It doesn’t get any simpler than that. How many times have I got to tell you? As long as you need me, I look after myself…simple.”

         “How is having yourself whipped looking after yourself?!” I scream in his face.

         He drops me and grabs at his hair, virtually pulling it out. “I don’t fucking know!”

         I look to the heavens above. This is hopeless. “I do need you, but not like this.”

         He takes my hands. “Look at me,” he demands harshly. I drop my head back down so we’re at eye level again. “Tell me, how do I make you feel? I know how you make me feel. Yes, I’ve had a lot of women, but it was all just sex. Mindless sex. No feelings. Ava, I need you.”

         I look at my handsome, troubled, neurotic rogue, looking me straight in the eyes, and I want to scream at him, bang his head against a wall, and knock some sense into him the conventional way.

         “How can you need me if I make you do this to yourself?” I ask tiredly. “You’re more self-destructive now than you were before me. I’ve made you need alcohol, not want it. I’ve made you into an unreasonable, crazy man, and I’m certainly not stable anymore. Don’t you see what we’re doing to each other?”
         

         “Ava,” his tone is warning. He knows where I’m headed. “Don’t.”

         “And for the record, I hate the fact that you’ve slept around.” I need him to know this, but then the most horrific thought slams into my head.

         I gasp.

         “When you disappeared for four days…” I can’t even finish. My heart has just jumped into my throat and exploded.

         His eyes widen at my obvious conclusion, his mouth tightening, the muscles in his jaw ticking. “They. Meant. Nothing. I love you. I need you.”

         “Oh God!” I fall to my knees. He hasn’t denied it. “You were fucking other women.” My palms find my face as the tears start again, and a massive hole is punched straight through my stomach.

         He joins me on the floor, clenching my arms, shaking me. “Ava, listen to me. They meant nothing. I was falling in love with you. I knew I would hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”

         “You said you couldn’t do it to me. You forgot to add again. You should have said you couldn’t do it to me again.”
         

         “I didn’t want to hurt you,” he whispers.

         My defeated face comes up. “So to remedy that, you fucked other women?” My stomach is turning. I can’t breathe. “How many?”

         “Ava, please don’t. I hate myself.”

         “I hate you, too!” I cry, my shoulders jerking as I sob relentlessly. “How could you?”

         “Ava, why are you not listening to me?”

         “I am, and I don’t like what I’m hearing!” I scramble to my feet, but he grabs my waist to prevent me from walking away.

         He rests his forehead on my stomach, and I watch through my hazy vision as his own shoulders start jerking. “I’m sorry. I love you. Please, I beg you, don’t leave me. Marry me.”

         “What?” I cry. We’ve not even spoken of the issue at hand and I’m already balancing on the edge of a complete breakdown. This is the death blow. “I can’t marry someone who I don’t understand.” I utter the words quietly through my heaves and feel him sag before me on a sharp intake on breath. I can see the angry welts and beads of blood across his back. I feel sick again. “I thought I was working you out.” My voice is trembling. “You’ve destroyed me again, Jesse.”

         “Ava, please. I was a mess. I lost control. I thought I could fight you out of my head.”

         “By getting pissed and fucking other women?”

         “I didn’t know what to do,” he says quietly.

         “You could have talked to me.”

         “Ava, you would have run away from me again.”

         “All of the apologies you’ve been giving me were because your conscience was eating away at you. It wasn’t because you were drunk or because of The Manor. It’s because you screwed around on me. You said you hadn’t dabbled since way before me. You’ve lied to me. Every time I think we’ve made progress, more bombshells. I can’t cope with this anymore. I don’t know who you are, Jesse.”

         “Ava, you do know me.” He looks up at me with pleading eyes. “I’ve fucked up. I’ve really fucked up, but no one knows me better than you, no one.”

         “Sarah might do. She seems to know you very well,” I say with zero emotion. “Why?”

         He collapses onto his heels and drops his head. “I’ve let you down. I wanted a drink, but I promised you I wouldn’t, and I know what’s likely to happen if I do.”

         I wince at his admission. “So you had yourself whipped?”

         “Yes.”

         My stomach joins my heart in my throat. “I don’t understand.”

         His head remains dropped. “Ava, you know I’ve led a colorful life.” His voice is quiet. He’s ashamed. “I’ve broken marriages, treated women like objects, and taken what’s not mine. I’ve damaged people, and I feel like all of this is my penance. I’ve found my little piece of heaven, and I feel like everyone is going out of their way to take it away from me.”

         The lump in my throat grows further. “You are the only one who’s going to fuck this up. Just you. You drinking, you being a control freak, you fucking other women. You!”
         

         “I could have stopped it all. I can’t believe I’ve got you, Ava. I’m terrified you’re going to be taken away from me.”

         “So you ask a woman I despise, a woman who wants to take you away from me, to whip you?”
         

         He frowns as he looks up to me. “Sarah doesn’t want to take me away from you.”

         I shake my head in frustration. “Yes, Jesse, she does! You doing this to yourself is agony for me. You are punishing me, not you.” I’m desperate for him to see this. “I love you, despite all of the shit you keep landing on me, but I can’t watch you do this to yourself.”

         “Don’t leave me,” he grinds the words out, reaching up and grabbing at my hands. “I’ll die before I’m without you, Ava.”

         “Don’t say that!” I shout at him. “That’s crazy talk.”

         He yanks me back down to my knees. “It’s not crazy. That nightmare I had when you were gone. Just like that—gone. It gave me a clue of what it would be like without you.” He’s in such a state. “Ava, it killed me.”

         His repeated apologies in his sleep make sense now. “If I leave, it would be because I can’t watch you hurt yourself—I can’t watch you torture yourself anymore.”

         “You could never understand how much I love you.” He reaches for my face, and I pull away. That statement just makes me fuming mad. “Let me touch you,” he demands, trying to grab at me. He’s becoming frantic and panicked, and it’s ripping my insides out.

         “I do understand, Jesse, because I feel the same!” I yell. “Even though you’ve fucked me over completely, I still fucking love you, and I fucking hate myself for it. So don’t you dare tell me I don’t understand!”

         “It’s not possible.” He grasps the tops of my arms and pulls me forward on a hiss. “It’s just not fucking possible!” His voice is severe. He really does believe that.

         I let him pull me into his chest and smother me, but I can’t even put my arms around him. I’m emotionally drained and completely numb. My strong, dominant playboy is reduced to a frightened, desperate soul. I want my fierce Jesse back.

         “I’m going to get something to clean you up with.” I struggle from his fighting arms. “Jesse, I need to clean you up.”

         “Don’t walk away from me.”

         I break free and stand myself up. “I said I would never leave you. I meant it.” I turn and leave him on his knees, walking from his office in a complete daze.

         I’m not going to get anything to clean him up. A bit of attention on his wounds isn’t going to prove anything. There is only one way I can get him to comprehend that I understand how he feels. And if that’s what it takes, then I’ll do it.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-one

         

         I bypass the toilets, the busy bar, and the restaurant quickly. It won’t be long before he comes looking for me, so I need to be quick.
         

         I reach the entrance hall and take the stairs two at a time, walking quickly around the gallery landing and ignoring the women’s harsh stares.

         But then I spot her.

         She’s chatting to a few female members, no doubt filling them in on the events of the past hour. She’s still kitted out in her leather gear, whip still in hand. I approach and stop behind her, and the other women silence immediately. Obviously curious about the sudden halt in conversation, she turns to face me. Her expression is superior, with a little sick satisfaction mixed in there, too. It makes my blood boil further as she stands in front of me, relaxed in her pose, twirling the whip in her grasp.

         “You sent me a text from John’s phone,” I accuse calmly.

         She almost laughs. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

         “Of course you don’t.” I shake my head disbelievingly. “You also let me into The Manor when I discovered the communal room.”

         “Now, why would I do that?” she asks cockily.

         “Because you want him.” My voice is amazingly calm, considering I feel lethal and I’m physically shaking. The other women’s stares are burning through my skin as I spread my gaze over all of them. “You all want him.”

         None of them say a word. They just all stand there watching me, probably anticipating my next move.

         Sarah can’t keep her trap shut, though. “No, little girl, we’ve all had him.”

         I snap.

         My fist bunches and flies out, cracking her clean across her Botox-pumped face, sending her staggering back on her heels and to her arse. I don’t stop there. I grab her hair in the most unladylike, cattish fashion and haul her up, pinning her against the wall by her throat. Shocked gasps ring out through the air before silence falls, and the only sound is Sarah’s stunned breathing.

         “You ever lay a finger on him again, requested or not, and I won’t stop until I’ve snapped every bone in your fucking body. Do you understand me?”
         

         Her eyes are wide. I can feel her shaking under my hold.

         “Do you understand me?” I scream the words in her face. I’ve lost control.
         

         “Yes,” she squeaks quietly, shifting under my vise grip on her throat. I’m restricting her breathing.

         I release her and she crumbles to the floor in a heap of leather, gasping and gripping at her neck. I’m shaking with anger as I turn and absorb the shocked expressions of many witnesses, all standing in stunned silence. I don’t need to say any more. I’ve made my point pretty clear to Sarah and every other person standing observing my meltdown. I leave them all and carry on my way to my original destination, shaking violently, breathing heavily. As I reach the bottom of the stairs to the communal room, I waver for a few seconds, but as soon as I remember Jesse’s words, I race up the stairs with nothing but adrenaline and determination coursing through my veins.

         I enter the dimly lit room, ignoring the few scenes playing out in front of me, while trying to blank out the erotic music drowning my hearing. I’m not here to be turned on. I head to the right and find myself where I want to be.

         Two men are talking quietly while a woman puts her underwear back on and as I approach the scene, they all turn their attention on me, the conversation ceasing as I get closer. One of the men watches me cautiously while the other eyes me approvingly, his face breaking out into a dark smile. I kick my shoes off and pull my T-shirt up over my head before throwing it to the floor and unfastening my jeans.

         “Come to play, sweetness?” one of the men drawls as he starts toward me.

         “Steve, leave her,” the other guy warns. He clearly recognizes me. I throw him a filthy look, and he shakes his head.

         “She wants to play, don’t you, sweetness?” His eyes are dark but sparkling at me.

         “She’s Jesse’s girl, Steve. It’s not worth it.” His friend tries to reason with Steve, but he looks like he’s on a mission and doesn’t like being told what to do, which is just what I need.

         “All’s fair in sex and The Manor,” Steve quips on a smirk. “What can I give you, sweetness?”

         “Seriously, Steve, she’s special to him.”

         “She’s special all right. Now she can be special for me, too. Ward has never had an issue with sharing before.”

         His words stir the bile that’s coating my throat, and I watch as the sensible man grasps the woman’s arm and pulls her away with a cautious look all over his face. This Steve, though, he’s cocky and confident, but not in an attractive way. Not that it matters. I’m not planning on kissing him.

         I walk over to the stand by the wall and pick out the fiercest-looking whip I can find before turning and handing it to him with steady hands. Any reluctance will foil me, and this is the only way that I can demonstrate to Jesse how crazy all of this shit is. His face spreads into a wide smile as he accepts the whip and runs his eyes down my seminakedness. I remove my jeans and walk over to stand myself under the suspended gold frame and hold my hands above my head. “No contact, just the whip. Hard.” My voice is clear and totally resolute. I feel resolute. I have no fear or hesitations at all.

         “Hard?” he asks.

         “Very hard.”

         “What about your bra?” His eyes are fixed firmly on my chest.

         “The bra stays.”

         “Fair enough.” He nods and saunters over, tucking the handle of the whip in his back pocket, before reaching up to secure my hands in the manacles on the gold suspended frame.

         “Steve, you need to stop,” another voice calls.

         “It’s none of your business,” I grate.

         “You heard her, she wants this.” Steve looks up at me with hooded eyes filled with lust before he starts walking around the back of me.

         My heart starts a heavy, steady thump in my chest, and I close my eyes, reciting Jesse’s words over and over.

         It’s not possible. It’s not possible. It’s not possible.
         

         I blank my mind of everything, except those words, the music fades, and I brace myself for my own punishment—my punishment for reducing Jesse to a fraught mess of a man, for making him need alcohol, not just want it, for turning him into an uptight, neurotic freak…for making him do this to himself.

         I hear it before I feel it. A fast, sharp whip though the air before it connects with my back. I cry out.

         Holy fucking shit!
         

         The thrash sends a continuous stabbing pain radiating throughout my entire body, and my legs turn to jelly. I keep my eyes firmly shut. It’s only now I realize that we didn’t agree on a number of strikes. I hold my breath and grit my teeth as a second lash falls across my back, and  mentally plead with myself to keep quiet and accept the beating.

         I tense myself, waiting for the next hit, and when it comes, I release my body and hang helplessly from the frame. I’m at the complete mercy of this stranger. The fourth, fifth, and sixth thrashes connect at even intervals, until I’m familiar with when to expect the strikes, and I’ve completely numbed out what I’m doing. I’m unaware of my surroundings, the music is dull in the distance, and the voices around me are quiet. The only thing I’m alert to is the timing between each lash and the air whipping before the leather connects with my flesh. I might be unconscious. I’m not sure. I’m not even tensing anymore.

         Another thrash connects with my back and I jerk again, my back arching, my head flying back.

         “Nooooooooo!”
         

         The roar I know so well snaps me to the here and now as another burning snap spreads across my back. I buck in shock, the metal restraints clanking loudly above my head. I can’t open my eyes. My head is heavy, my body lifeless, and my arms are lacking any blood and feeling in them.

         “Jesus! Ava, no!” His voice is loud but broken. My body starts swinging slightly, and I feel his warm hands all over me. “John, release her hands! Oh God, no, no, no, no, no, no!”

         “Motherfucker!”

         “John, fucking hell, get her down! Ava?” He sounds terrified. I’m grabbed and stroked all over as I feel the tampering of big, clumsy hands on mine. It feels like forever, but it’s probably only a few seconds before my body falls down like lead. I’m limp in his arms. “Ava? Oh God, please! Ava?” I’m vaguely aware of being moved.

         And then the pain kicks in.

         Oh good God!
         

         My flesh feels like it’s on fire, pain emanating from every single nerve ending across my back and beyond. I’m being shuffled about, and I can’t even speak to tell him to stop. I’ve never felt pain like it.

         “Don’t let him go anywhere!” Jesse’s voice is muffled, but I know who he is talking about, and through my haze, I realize that I’ve probably just sent Steve to his death.

         I need to stop that. I asked him to do this, although I’m wondering why the hell I did right now. I really am completely crazy, but then I remind myself of the reasons behind this. He might not be so willing to do this to himself if he is faced with me following suit.

         My crazy side and my sane side are having an argument in my head, and I can hear Jesse’s thundering footsteps and many shocked gasps as I’m carried through The Manor.

         “What the fuck!” Kate’s shocked voice is distant. “Jesse?”

         He doesn’t answer. All I hear is John’s low rumble fading into the background along with all the commotion that I have caused. I don’t care. A door slams and a few moments later, I feel the sofa beneath his thighs as I’m cradled in his lap.

         “You stupid, stupid girl,” he sobs on a cracked voice. I feel him buried in my neck, inhaling into my hair, and frantically stroking my head. “You crazy, stupid girl.”

         I drag my eyes open and stare blankly across his chest. I’m in so much pain, but I have no desire to move or voice my discomfort. I feel sedated, like I’m floating on the outside, observing this shocking scene from afar. What if my attempts to make Jesse see my point of view fail? What if he does punish himself again? I couldn’t bear to go through this again, and not just because I’m in absolute agony—I couldn’t bear to see Jesse on his knees, accepting lashes dished out by Sarah, or by anyone, for that matter. Not that I’ll ever be able to scratch that image from my mind. It’ll be etched there forever.

         I don’t know how long we sit in silence, me staring into the distance, completely detached from the circumstances, and Jesse sobbing into my hair. It feels like hours, maybe longer. I’ve lost all sense of time and reality.

         There’s a knock at the door.

         “What?” Jesse’s voice is fragmented and low, and he sniffs a few times.

         The door opens, but I don’t know who it is. My eyes have been staring into space for such a long time, I think they may have set in place. I hear some movement close by and something being put on the table in front of us, but whoever it is doesn’t speak. They leave just as quietly, the office door shutting almost silently.

         Jesse moves slightly under me, and I inhale on a sharp, painful hiss. He stills. “Oh Jesus.” He sounds fraught. “Baby, I need to move you, I need to see your back.”

         I shake my head mildly and press my face into his bare chest. It’s going to hurt like hell when he moves me. I want to delay it for as long as possible. His own back is a bloodied mess, and he’s leaning back on the sofa with me on his lap pressing into him. He must be in some serious pain himself.

         He sighs and rests his chin on the top of my head. “Why?” he croaks, kissing my head. “I don’t understand.”

         If I could talk, I would be throwing that back at him.

         “Ava, I need to see your back.” He makes to move again and pain slices through me, but I clench my dry eyes shut and let him move me until I’m sitting up on his lap.

         The gravity smacks right into my stomach and I’m suddenly heaving, my stomach convulsing, my body jerking, which only serves to increase the pain further. I double over on his lap.

         “Oh God, Ava!” He places his hand on my back in an instinctive move to soothe me. The hot contact of his hand has me jolting forward on a cry and my stomach deciding that yes, there is something left to evacuate. I throw up all over his office floor.

         “Shit! Ava, I’m sorry. Oh fuck!” He pulls my hair from my face and tentatively moves to get better access to me. “Fuck! Fuck, Ava, what have you done?” His traumatized voice tells me my back must look as bad as it feels. I’m desperately trying to get a handle on the retching in an attempt to minimize the pain. “I’m going to move you now, okay?” He grasps me under my arms and stands. I cry out. “I can’t lift you without touching you.” He grunts a few frustrated curses as he tries to maneuver me to the other couch without catching my back.

         My legs are still wobbly and unsteady. I never imagined this.

         “Get on your front.” He lowers me to the sofa on my stomach, and I put my arms under my head as a pillow. “Ava, I can’t believe you’ve done this.” He kneels by the sofa and pulls over a glass bowl of water with a bottle of purple liquid. He squirts the liquid into the water and takes the roll of cotton wool, tearing some off before dipping it in the solution and squeezing off the excess. “This is going to sting, baby. I’ll be gentle, okay?” He puts his face in my field of vision, and my eyes lift with some effort, finding green pools of total anguish.

         I stare blankly at him, all muscles refusing to work.

         He lowers his lips to mine and kisses me gently, and it’s the first time ever that I don’t have to fight my body’s reaction to his touch. He shakes his head, returning his attention to my back, and I pull in a severe, distressed breath as he unclasps my bra gently, letting the straps fall to the sides. Then I feel the soft cotton wool skimming over my skin. It feels like he is dragging barbed wire across my back. I sob.

         “I’m sorry,” he blurts. “I’m so sorry.”

         I turn my face into my arms and clench my teeth as he attempts to coat me in the solution, refreshing the cotton wool repeatedly and reloading it with the warm mixture for each painful swipe. He curses with each one of my flinches.

         When I hear the bowl scrape across the table, I let out a long, thankful lungful of air. I turn my face back outward and see the purple-tinged water is now stained red, with used cotton wool balls piled in, soaking up the liquid. He gets up from beside me and returns swiftly with a bottle of water and crouches in front of me.

         “Can you sit up?”

         I nod and start the painful process of getting myself up into a sitting position on the couch with Jesse flapping and cursing in front of me. My bra falls onto my lap and I halfheartedly attempt to pull it back on.

         “Leave it.” He pushes my hands away and puts the water into my grasp. “Open your mouth.” I comply without thought, accepting the two pills he puts on my tongue. “Drink.”

         The bottle feels like an iron weight as I lift it to my mouth. He must see me struggling because he places his fingers on the base to alleviate the weight and I welcome the ice water into my dry mouth. Jesse walks over to his desk and grabs his keys and phone, stuffing them in various pockets, before pulling his T-shirt over his head and walking back toward me.

         He gets my clothes from the back of the sofa and crouches back in front of me. “I’m taking you home.” He opens my jeans at my feet and taps my ankle, then helps me pull them up my legs.

         He looks from the T-shirt, to my exposed breasts, and then to me with a slight frown. The thought of anything resting on my skin makes me want to vomit, but I can’t be walking out of here and into Lusso naked from the waist up.

         “Can we try?” He stretches the neck of my T-shirt and pulls my dangling bra from my arms before easing the shirt over my head.

         I start lifting my arms to accommodate Jesse’s hold on the T-shirt, but tears start to stab at my eyes with the effort and painful stings. I shake my head frantically. It hurts too much.

         “Ava, I don’t know what to do.” He sounds desperate as he holds the material away from my body. “Please, don’t cry.” He kisses my forehead as tears stream down my face. “Oh fuck it!” He pulls the T-shirt back over my head and throws it on the sofa. “Come here.” Bending, he curls his arm under my bum and lifts me up with one arm. “Wrap your legs around my waist, arms around my neck. Be careful.” I do as I’m told slowly and carefully. “Are you okay?” he asks.

         I nod into his shoulder and link my ankles around the small of his back, feeling him pull my hair over my shoulder and rest his palm on the nape of my neck, holding me as tight as he can without inflicting further pain. My boobs are squished to his chest, my back completely exposed, but I couldn’t care less. He strides to the door and releases my neck to open it, before replacing his hand securely on my nape.

         “Okay, baby?” he asks, walking down the corridor into the summer room. I nod into his neck, but I’m far from okay. I feel like I’ve been lying directly on the sun, all of my skin burned away, exposing raw flesh. “John!” he yells. There’s a succession of shocked gasps, all sounding more shocked than when I was carried in.

         “How’s the girl?” John’s low voice is close by.

         “How does she fucking look? Get a cotton sheet from the cleaning quarters.”

         “Ava?” Kate’s fretting tone assaults my ears. “Oh, fucking hell. What have you done, you stupid cow!”

         “I’m taking her home.” Jesse’s not stopping for anyone, not even Kate. “She’s fine, I’ll call you.”

         “Jesse, she’s bleeding!”

         “I know, Kate. I fucking know!” I feel his chest rise under me. “I’ll call you.” I don’t hear her again, but I do hear Sam soothing her, his usual chirpy voice layered with concern.

         I know we’re getting close to the entrance hall because the cool air starts to slowly spread across my back. It’s a welcome sensation.

         “Jesse, mate, I didn’t know.”

         We halt abruptly and silence falls, all concerned chatter coming to a complete stop as I hear Steve’s voice drift into my ears. I squeeze Jesse’s body with what little strength I can find, and he nuzzles my neck.

         “Steve, you want to be thanking all that’s fucking holy I’ve got my girl in my arms, because if I didn’t, the cleaners would be scooping up your remains for a fucking year.” Jesse’s voice is acidic, his heart pounding wildly.

         “I…I…” Steve stammers and stutters over his words. “I didn’t know.”

         “No one told you she was mine?” Jesse asks, clearly shocked.

         “I…I assumed…I…”

         “She’s mine!” Jesse roars, jolting me in his arms. I whimper from the flash of searing pain that his movement instigates, and he tenses, pushing his face into the crook of my neck. “I’m sorry,” he whispers. I feel his jaw ticking against me. “You’re a fucking dead man, Steve.” He stands still for a few moments, and I know he’s glaring at Steve with murder carved all over his face. I feel responsible.
         

         “Jesse?” John’s rumble breaks the screaming silence. “S’all good. Priorities, yeah?”

         “Yeah.” Jesse picks up his feet again and the slow-building cool air is suddenly sharp and pelting at my back. He walks slowly down the steps.

         “I’ll get the door.” Kate’s heels clatter down the steps.

         “I’ve got it, Kate.”

         “Jesse, stop being such a pigheaded twat and accept the fucking help! You’re not the only one who cares about her.”

         I’m squeezed against him. “My keys are in my back pocket.”

         Kate’s hand brushes over my jeans as she negotiates the keys out of Jesse’s pocket, and I smile on the inside at my fiery friend living up to her reputation. My eyes open and catch Kate’s.

         “Oh, Ava.” She shakes her head and bleeps Jesse’s car open.

         Jesse turns back toward The Manor. “Everyone needs to fuck off back inside.” He doesn’t want anyone to see me. I hear the crunching of gravel under footsteps as Jesse waits with me in his arms, ensuring everyone has gone before he releases me from his body. “Ava, I’m going to ease you down, you need to turn onto your side and face the driver’s seat. Can you do that?” he asks softly. I loosen my grip on his neck to show my willingness, and he begins slowly lowering me down into the car. “Don’t lean back.”

         I shift slowly on the soft leather until my shoulder is resting against the seat and I’m facing the driver’s side. Fucking hell, it hurts. He then lays a light sheet over me before shutting the door softly without even attempting to get the seat belt over me. My head falls against the seat, my eyes close, and in no time at all, the driver door shuts and Jesse’s scent invades my nose. I open my eyes and adjust my vision until I’m confronted with green, pitiful eyes.

         He reaches over and brushes my cheek with his knuckles. “Stop,” he orders, wiping another tear away, but I’m not crying with pain anymore. I’m crying in desperation.

         Turning the engine over, he drives slowly down the driveway, the rushed roar and madcap driving skills that I’ve fast become accustomed to sidelined for a sensible purr of the DBS’s engine. He takes corners carefully, accelerates and brakes gently, and flicks his eyes to me at regular intervals.

         I remain still and stare blankly at the profile of my handsome, troubled man and wonder whether I could be classed as troubled now, too. My sanity is certainly questionable, but I’m sane enough to admit that. I was a normal, sound-minded girl. I definitely don’t qualify for that anymore.

         The silence of the journey home is filled only by the humming of the car and the background sound of Snow Patrol’s “Run.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-two

         

         I know if I stretch, I’ll yelp really loud. The overwhelming need to spread myself out is playing havoc with my natural instinct to remain still and curtail the aching and stinging. All of the previous day’s events come crashing into my head before my eyes open—all of the hideousness, all of the sounds of whips, the flashes of pain, the anguish and torment. It has all landed in my waking brain with a spectacular wallop followed by a little greeting curtsey. My eyes open and I spy Jesse. His hand is resting on my cheek, his face close to mine, his lips parted and breathing steady, peaceful breaths onto my face. He looks so serene, his long lashes fanning his face, his hair its usual morning disheveled mop of dirty blond. He has his morning stubble, and his untroubled, handsome face close to mine brings a small smile to me. Past all of his annoying, challenging ways is a deeply messed-up man, who drinks, fucks, and has himself whipped to punish himself. And I’m a huge contributing factor to his sorry state.
         

         I watch as his eyelids flicker and slowly open, blinking a few times before he focuses in on me. It takes a few silent moments, but he eventually sighs and inches himself closer to me until we are nose to nose. I don’t feel close enough. I pull my arms from under the pillow and shift myself on a few winces. His hand rests on my hip to steady me, and he moves until our bodies are pressed together.

         “It is possible,” I whisper through the incredible dryness of my throat, “to understand how you feel about me, it is possible.”

         “You did this to yourself to prove you love me?”

         “No, you know I love you. I did it to show you what it feels like.”

         His brow furrows deeply. “I don’t understand. I know what it feels like to be whipped.”

         “I don’t mean that. I mean the agony of seeing the man I love hurting himself.” I bring my hand up and stroke his stubble, and I see him begin to grasp my point. “Nothing will ever hurt me as much as seeing you doing that to yourself. That will kill me, nothing else. If you punish yourself again, then I will, too.” My voice is slightly shaky, just at the thought of ever having to face another day like yesterday. But if he loves me like he claims he does, then my request should be a very easy one for him to fulfill.

         His eyes dart around a bit, and he chews his lip as he starts shaking his head ever so faintly. His eyes fall back onto mine. “You love me.”

         “I do. And I need you. I need you strong and healthy. I need you to understand how much I love you. I need you to know that I can’t be without you either. I would die before losing you.”

         “I don’t deserve you, Ava. Not after the life I’ve lived. I’ve never had anything I’ve valued or wanted to protect. Now I have, and it’s a bizarre mixture of total happiness and complete fucking fear.” His eyes scan every inch of my face. “I crave control with you, Ava. I can’t help it. I really can’t.”

         “I know.” I sigh. “I know you can’t.” I move into his chest and soak up his heat. For once, I feel like I completely understand him. He’s had a life of not caring, of unfeeling, and complete disorder. He doesn’t know what to do with all of this newfound emotion.

         “You’re hurting because of me,” he says into my hair.

         “And you are because of me. We deal with the past. As long as I have you, the strong you, then we deal with it. It’s not your history that’s hurting me. It’s you. The things you are doing now.” I’m pulled from his chest.

         “You’re crazy mad,” he says softly, pushing his lips to mine “Crazy, crazy mad.”

         I welcome his soft lips onto mine. It’s the only part of me I can move without pain slicing me. “I’m crazy in love with you. Please don’t do that to yourself again. My back hurts.”

         He pulls back on a mild scowl. “I’m still furious with you.”

         “I’m not very happy with you either.”

         “I can’t touch you,” he grumbles, kissing me again, all over my face.

         “I know. How’s your back?”

         He scoffs and continues covering my face with his lips. “I’m fine. I’m just pissed at you. We need to get you moving or you’ll seize up.”

         “I’m happy to seize up,” I argue. I’m happy to lie here and have him kiss me from head to toe.

         “Not a chance, lady. You need a lavender bath and some cream on your back. I can’t believe out of all of my members, you picked the most unstable one.”

         “I did?” I wasn’t to know. I just handed the whip to the first man who would take it.

         “You did.” He drags his mouth away from my face and narrows displeased eyes on me. “John and I were due to have a meeting today to discuss revoking his membership. We’ve been monitoring him for a while. His behavior has become a little erratic lately, and while some of the women welcome the rough side of his sexual exploits, others not so much. He makes some women uncomfortable and that’s a problem.” A look of regret washes over his face, and I know he’s thinking that he should have kicked Steve out sooner. “He hadn’t done anything to warrant us getting rid of him until last night.”

         “I asked him.” I try and ease Jesse’s guilt. I don’t want a repeat of all this.

         “There are rules, Ava.” He kisses me, biting my bottom lip lightly. “Did you discuss limits?”

         “No.” I realize how stupid I was now.

         “He’s broken a lot of rules. He’s got to go.”

         “I don’t remember him. He wasn’t at the anniversary party.” I would have remembered that cocky face.

         “No, he was on duty.”

         “Duty?”

         Jesse smiles. It’s a welcome sight. “He’s a cop.”

         I cough and then wince. “What?”

         “He’s a copper.”

         “You threatened to kill a cop?”

         “I was crazy mad.” He pushes my hair from my face and gazes at me thoughtfully. “I’ve been thinking.”

         I don’t like the sound of that. He doesn’t look like he does either. “What about?”

         “Well, about a lot of things. But the first thing is that I need to talk to Patrick about Van Der Haus.”

         I knew I wasn’t going to like what he said, but I can’t see any way around this. Mikael is probably the equivalent of Patrick’s retirement fund, and I know he’s going to pass out with shock when I tell him that I can’t work with Mikael anymore. Oh God! “It’s Monday!” I blurt, shifting a little in an attempt to get myself up.

         His hands swiftly press into my shoulders, pushing me back down. “Do you honestly think I’m letting you go anywhere?” He shakes his head. “Listen, that’s not the only thing I’ve been thinking about.” He commences to chomp on his lip.

         Oh no. “What?”

         He pushes himself in closer to me. “I can’t ever be without you.”

         “I know that.”

         “But it’s not because I’m worried about reverting back to my old ways. I love you because you give me purpose. You’ve filled a massive hole with your beautiful face and your spirit, and while I might be making your life a little more difficult with my challenging ways…” He raises a sarcastic eyebrow. “I want to throw that right back at you.”

         I laugh hard and wince immediately afterward, but Jesse doesn’t join me in my hysterics. His lips purse and his grip increases on my hip.

         “I am not challenging, Jesse Ward.” His eyebrows jump higher. He obviously disagrees, but I slap my hand over his mouth to halt his counterattack. “You just said that I’ve filled a massive hole with my spirit…”

         “And your beautiful face,” he mumbles into my hand.

         I roll my eyes. “Part of that spirit is my incessant need to challenge your challenging ways. You’ll never get rid of that tiny part of me that rebels against you, and you wouldn’t want to. That’s what makes me different from all the women of The Manor, who’ve licked your boots for far too long.” It’s me who raises a sarcastic eyebrow now, and his eyes narrow slightly in return. “I’ve given myself to you completely. Every part of me is yours. No one will ever take me away from you. Not ever. And I know part of your issue is keeping me as far away from what the other women in your life represent.”
         

         “There have been no other women in my life!” he argues through my hand.

         I push it harder to his lips. “But I need to know something.”

         His eyebrows rise. He can’t answer, because my hand is too tight on his lips.

         “You want to keep me as far away from the women of The Manor, but what about the sex?” I ask, feeling him grinning against my palm. I take my hand away from his mouth. Yes, he’s grinning that roguish grin. It’s a beautiful sight, even if I’m not happy about his amusement at my question. He goes out of his way to dress me suitably, according to him, makes me wear lace—that request is suddenly very obvious—and he doesn’t want me to drink.

         Oh God!
         

         The reason for that has just landed with an enormous smack in my brain. “You don’t like me drinking because you think I’m going to do what you used to do when you were drunk. You think I’m going to want to fuck everything in sight!” I practically screech the words at him, and his grin soon disappears. I’ve not even given him a chance to answer my previous question and I’m lobbing him another. Well, not a question, more of a conclusion.

         “Will you stop fucking swearing?” He rolls onto his back without so much as a hiss or spit of pain.

         Oh no. I scramble up, ignoring my own pain, and straddle him. “That’s it, isn’t it? That’s the reason.”

         I watch as he absorbs my words. He can’t possibly argue with it, I know I’ve got him here. He takes a deep breath and opens his mouth to talk, but nothing comes out. He takes another, but still, nothing comes out. He does this three times before he eventually speaks. “It’s not just that, Ava. You’re vulnerable when you’re drunk.”

         “But it is part of the reason, isn’t it?” I know the other is men assuming I’m fair game.

         “Yes, I guess so,” he admits.

         “Okay, what about the sex?” This I really need to know. He wants to make me the opposite of all things Manor-ish, yet he fucks me stupid.

         The grin is back.

         “I already told you this. I can’t get close enough to you.”

         “Sleepy sex achieves that.”

         “Yes, it does, but we have an incredible chemistry. I’ve never felt it before.”

         My heart gallops in my chest and for the first time in nearly a day, it’s with happiness. He’s never felt it before. But he’s slept with dozens of women. Or is it hundreds? My smile disappears. “What feelings?”

         His hands rest on my thighs. “It’s pure bliss, baby. Total gratification. Absolute, complete, earth-shifting, universe-shaking love.”

         My smile is back. “Yeah?”

         “Oh yeah. Complete heaven.”

         I fall forward onto his chest. “Ouch!”

         “Careful.” He pushes me back up. “Does it hurt bad?” A flash of anger flies through his eyes as he waits for my answer, and I pray that John has sent Steve packing before Jesse gets hold of him.

         “It’s fine.” I shift. “What am I going to do about work?” Where has this weekend gone? I inwardly laugh. It’s gone on lavish shopping trips, lavish food, lavish jewelry, lavish lace, a lavish party, a peculiar marriage proposal, lots of incredible sex, a drugging, whippings…

         I groan. It’s been one hell of a weekend.

         “Unravel your knickers. I’ve spoken to Patrick.” Jesse sits up and shifts us to the edge of the bed.

         “Is there anyone in my life who you haven’t trampled?” I ask dryly.

         He stands and places me on my feet, his wonderful nakedness right in front of me. “Don’t be cheeky,” he warns with total seriousness. “There are no whip marks on your arse, lady. Anyway, why does our home look like it’s been ransacked by burglars?”

         Oh, I forgot about that. “I was looking for something.”

         He frowns. “What?” he asks, but I detect a hint of cautiousness.

         I study him, assessing his expression and his body language. I can’t fathom it at all. “Nothing.”

         He turns me away from himself and starts walking me to the bathroom with one hand on my elbow and another cupping my bum. His lack of curiosity as to what I was looking for has only heightened my suspicions. He would never usually accept such a vague answer to one of his questions.

         “What did you tell Patrick?” I ask as he lifts me onto the vanity unit.

         “I told him that you passed out on Saturday and put your back out.”

         Good thinking. “Did he not think it strange that you called him?”

         “I don’t know and I don’t really care.” He starts drawing a bath and comes back over to me. “Look what you’ve done to your beautiful body,” he says quietly, gazing over my shoulder to my bare back in the reflection of the mirror. “I won’t be taking you on your back for a while.”

         A wave of disappointment travels through me as I glance over my shoulder. “Is that it?” I blurt incredulously. I feel like I’ve been skinned alive, and all I’ve got to show for my torture are a few long, red welts and one with a sliver of dried blood.

         “What do you mean, ‘Is that it’?”

         I drag my eyes away from my pitiful wounds on a scowl and look at Jesse, who is displaying a similar expression to mine, but fiercer. I grab his hips. “Turn around,” I order as I push him to guide his reluctant, lean body away from me. His back comes into view and I gasp. He has double the amount of lash marks, more blood, and generally more to show for the shitty day we had yesterday. “See, yours are better than mine.”

         He flies back around and pins me with an incensed stare, grabbing the tops of my arms, shaking me slightly. “Shut up, Ava!”

         “Sorry!” Why am I talking such rubbish? “It just hurts so much. I thought it would look a lot worse than that.”

         “It’s fucking bad enough!” He drops me and returns to the bath, pouring in some lavender oil and swishing the water with his hand.

         I cock my head to the side and admire his firm nakedness as I swing my legs and roll my shoulders in an attempt to work some flex back into them. I need to relax. I can feel my muscles knotting across my shoulders. I sit patiently on the vanity unit while Jesse goes about getting towels and collecting up the mess I’ve made. He does it all in complete silence, not looking at me once. He knows what I’ve been looking for.

         “Off.” He offers his hand and an expectant face, but I decline and slide off the unit with care, removing my knickers and taking myself to the bath. I step in and gingerly lower myself into the stinging water.

         Jesse climbs in and sinks down behind me without so much as a huff of discomfort as the water coats his back. He clasps his hands over my shoulders and gently tugs, easing me back against him. “Don’t fight me.” He bites my ear, and I squirm. His legs bend up and he wraps his arms around my neck so I’m completely swathed in him.

         Right then. Now for the tub-talk.

         I rest my head against his shoulder and relish his morning stubble grazing the side of my face. “So, Steve is out on his arse?”

         “Gone.”

         “No questions asked?”

         “Not one, except whether he would prefer burial or cremation.” His answer, although brutal and a tad over-the-top, is just the response I was hoping for. “Am I hurting you?”

         “No, I’m fine,” I assure him. “So, does the same apply to Sarah?”

         Boom!
         

         He pauses mid-nuzzle, and I continue my slow, feathery circles of his thighs with my index fingers, like I haven’t just asked what I know will be a sensitive question. Steve had no sexual interest in me, not long-term anyway, but Sarah clearly has, and as my thick-skinned man seems oblivious to her romantic pursuit, it’s down to me to instigate damage control.

         “What has Sarah got to do with this?”

         “She hurt you.”

         “I asked her to.”

         “I asked Steve to,” I counter calmly.

         “Yes, but Steve knew you were off-limits, that you are mine. He crossed a clear line that I drew, and not just with who he practiced his shit on, but also how he carried it out. Although the former is my ultimate bone of contention.” He bites my earlobe to make sure I know he means me. Who else? “He accepted a whip from someone he hadn’t met before and never even clarified the limits. You could have been mentally unstable for all he knew.”

         “I probably was at that specific moment,” I mutter. “And anyway, you’re mine. You’re off-limits, too, you know.”

         “I know,” he says softly. “I know, baby. Never again, but I think you’ve demonstrated your grievance with Sarah,” he adds sarcastically.

         I smile smugly. Yes, I have, but I still want her out on her arse. “So, you’re not getting rid of her?”

         “She’s an employee and a close friend. I can’t sack her for doing something I asked her to, Ava.”

         I sigh heavily, blatantly wanting him to be aware that I’m not happy about this. A friend? A close friend? “She planned it, Jesse.”

         “What do you mean, she planned it?”

         “The text I got from John.”

         “What text?”

         “The one she sent from John’s phone saying I should go to The Manor.”

         “You think Sarah lifted John’s phone and sent you a text?”

         “Yes!”

         “Don’t be daft!”

         “I’m not being daft!” I screech. “I have it on my phone, I’ll show you.”

         “Ava, Sarah wouldn’t do that.”

         Oh please! She’s supposed to be a friend, but he obviously doesn’t know her very well. I had the pleasure of her company for only a few seconds before I worked her out. “Do you think I imagined it?”

         “No, I’m thinking that you were drugged on Saturday night and maybe you’ve made a mistake.”

         “I’ll show you.” I sound like a stroppy teenager. “She wants you.”

         “Well, she can’t have me, she knows that. I belong to you.” He presses his lips to the side of my face.

         “You do.” I push my cheek onto his lips, thinking how difficult this is.

         Jesse is right; he can’t dismiss her from his employment for doing something that he asked her to do, which stinks because I can’t imagine Jesse would be of the same opinion if the boot was on the other foot. My only comfort is the knowledge that Jesse has absolutely no interest in her. And of that, I am completely sure.

         “Lean forward so I can bathe your back.” He encourages me to sit up. “I’ll be gentle.”

         “I like you rough,” I whisper cheekily.

         “Ava, don’t say things like that when I’m in no position to violate you.”

         I smile as he takes his time bathing me, sweeping the sponge gently over my back, dropping kisses whenever and wherever he can. My hair is washed and I’m wrapped in a towel and carried to the bedroom where he lays me gently on the bed. “This might be a bit cold.” He straddles my bum and squeezes some cream onto my back. My shoulder blades fly up and tense. “Shhhhh,” he hushes me. “You won’t be doing this again, will you?”

         “I will if you do,” I grumble, burying my face in the pillow, sending a small prayer to God that he won’t.

         He starts small, tender strokes across my back, getting me used to the friction before working the cream into the welts once I’ve relaxed a bit more. The warm fluidity of his big hands gliding all over my back soon becomes hypnotizing, and I’m more than aware of something hard and moist probing at my lower back. I smile to myself. He will never keep his hands off me for long, and I hope he doesn’t. But he’ll be wearing a condom. I’m massaged until all of the tightness has been rubbed away and my back feels something close to normalcy.

         “Hello?”

         Both of our heads snap up at the sound of Cathy’s voice drifting into the room.

         “Shit!” Jesse curses, jumping up from my body. “I forgot to call Cathy.” He disappears into the wardrobe and reappears in some jeans and a pale blue T-shirt. “Up you get.” He grasps my waist and pulls me from the mattress. “I need to feed you.”

         “I’m not hungry.”

         “You’ll eat.” It’s that tone. “Your stomach must be completely empty after you emptied it all over my office floor.”

         I cringe. “Sorry.”

         “Don’t be. Get some clothes on. I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” He kisses me chastely and leaves me to sort myself out.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Good morning, Ava.” Cathy smiles kindly as she looks up from loading the dishwasher.

         Wearing my old, soft, ripped jeans and a white oversized T-shirt that doesn’t grip my back too much, I lift myself up on the stool next to Jesse as he leans over to inhale my freshly washed hair. “Hi, Cathy, how are you?” I beat him away, and he growls at me before wiping a blob of peanut butter across my bottom lip. My tongue automatically sets about clearing it away. “Oh God!” I screw my face up in distaste, and he laughs before pulling me closer and licking it away for me.

         “Yum.” He smiles and plants a wet peanut butter–flavored kiss on my lips. I wipe my mouth and return my attention to Cathy, finding her regarding our little exchange with a small smile on her thin lips. I blush profusely.

         “I’m very well, Ava. Would you like some breakfast? Salmon?”

         “Oh yes, please,” I say gratefully, and she nods her head, wipes her hands on her crisp white apron and heads for the fridge. I glance around the kitchen and see all of my mess has been cleared up.

         “We have some news, Cathy,” Jesse chirps up.

         We do?
         

         I turn a frown on him, but he ignores me. “Ava will soon be Mrs. Ward.”

         My mouth falls open, but he still ignores me. I’d forgotten about that, what with everything else we’ve dealt with over the past couple of days. How could I?

         “Oh, how wonderful!” Cathy places the eggs and salmon on the island and makes her way around to clench me into a tight squeeze. “Oh, I’m so happy,” she sings in my ear. I clench my teeth as she makes a meal of rubbing my back while I’m still sitting on the stool. She pulls back and wraps her palms around my face. “I can’t tell you how happy that makes me. He’s a good boy.” She lands a sloppy kiss on my cheek and releases me. “Come here, you.” She takes Jesse in an equally enthusiastic hug, and he accepts willingly, with no flinch or hiss of pain, while he watches me over Cathy’s shoulder gaping at him.

         After the events of last night, I had—quite mistakenly, it would seem—assumed that matter was up for review. My ring has disappeared from my finger, and when he asked me if I would still marry him, I had said I couldn’t. Don’t we need to figure out the boatload of shit that has developed over the weekend? Our insecurities, Sarah, Coral, Mikael…
         

         He’s completely disregarded me. I’ve not even spoken to my parents yet. If I am marrying this challenging arse, then they should know first.

         “My boy is finally settling down.” Cathy squeezes his cheeks and lands him with a kiss to match my own. She is behaving like a proud mother. It makes me wonder about the history of Cathy and Jesse’s relationship. It seems to be more than an employee-employer concern. She releases Jesse from her slightly wrinkled hands and pulls her apron up to wipe her eyes on a sniffle.

         “Cathy, stop that!” Jesse admonishes her.

         “I’m sorry.” She composes herself and returns to preparing breakfast with a wide smile on her face. “So, where and when?”

         I cringe and reach over for the coffeepot. This is where the fireworks might start flying.

         “Next month at The Manor,” Jesse informs her confidently.

         I clank the coffeepot against the side of the mug and then swing my eyes onto Jesse. “Really?”

         “Really,” he counters coolly. It hasn’t taken long for the challenging arse who drives me insane to return.

         “How lovely,” Cathy chirps.

         My eyes fly from Jesse to her. Does she know what The Manor is?

         “It will be.” Jesse screws the lid of the peanut butter back onto the jar and starts picking at the label, ignoring my stunned expression, which is firmly rooted on his profile. I watch as he looks at me out of the corner of his eye and starts chewing his lip as he rolls up a piece of the label and flicks it onto the worktop.

         I exhale slowly in an attempt to cool my fraying patience and grab the small piece of rubbish from the marble. What happened to discussing our wedding together?

         Lowering myself from the stool, I head for the bin, just for something to do other than kick him in the shins. I pause behind him and push my mouth to his ear. “Who are you marrying?” I ask quietly, before I carry on my way to the bin.

         He growls. “I’ll trample, Ava.”

         “Pardon?” Cathy turns from the hob.

         “Nothing,” we say in unison, before our scowls collide in the space between us. The hostility emanating from his body is palpable. This weekend has just proved that we need to be focusing our attentions on other more important issues, like filling each other with the reassurance that we both obviously need.

         I stamp on the bin pedal and throw my minuscule piece of rubbish in, but something glimmers at me from the dark depths, catching my eye. I reach in on a frown and pull out one half of a silver-and-white card. It’s a wedding invitation. I turn it around and tilt my head before looking back into the bin. I retrieve the other half and hold them together.

         
            Mr. & Mrs. Henry Ward request the pleasure of your company at the wedding of their daughter, Miss Amalie Ward, to Dr. David Garcia.

         

         Oh God!
         

         The invitation is swiped from my grasp and stuffed back in the bin, and I’m yanked back over to the kitchen island in a complete daze. “Sit,” he demands in that tone—the one that I know not to ignore. I’m lifted onto a stool with care, and I look up to find a ticking jaw and bulging neck muscles.

         “Your sister?” I ask quietly.

         “Leave it,” he warns without looking at me.

         My mind starts racing. We haven’t spoken about his parents much, but what I do know is that he hasn’t seen them for years. Is that their choice or Jesse’s? If they are sending him an invitation to his sister’s wedding, then I’m guessing it must be Jesse’s. I study his profile, but dare not say a word.
         

         “Here you are.” Cathy presents me and Jesse with our breakfast and then stuffs a duster in the front of her apron. “I’ll leave you to eat in peace.”

         “Thank you, Cathy,” Jesse says with zero gratitude.

         I can’t even speak. I start picking at the edges of my salmon bagel in awkward silence, and after an eternity of quiet, I finally relent and lower myself from my stool.

         “Where are you going?” he asks shortly.

         “Upstairs.” I make my way from the kitchen, leaving my breakfast untouched. Jesse and the constant challenges surrounding him are doing my appetite no favors.

         “Ava, don’t walk away from me,” he threatens. I ignore him. “Ava!”

         I swing around. “You are more than crazy mad if you think I’m marrying you, Jesse,” I say calmly before leaving a face full of hurt in the kitchen. I half expect to get tackled to the ground, but much to my complete surprise—and worry—I’m allowed to leave the kitchen, taking myself up to the master suite without so much as a countdown or a Jesse-style sense fuck. I’m delicate at the moment, so no manhandling is possible.

         I see Cathy in my favorite spare room, dusting to her heart’s content while singing “Valerie.” She brings a small smile to my face. Shutting the bedroom door softly behind me, I go and brush my teeth. I’ll go to work. I’m not hanging around the tower all day like a spare part, and my back feels all right, if I don’t make too many sudden movements. I would rather face my boss and his certain questioning about my and Jesse’s relationship.

         I flick through the rails and rails of new dresses and settle on one of my old ones. I get changed and slip on my heels before presenting myself to the mirror to put on some makeup.

         The bedroom door opens. “Where are you going?” he asks, with a hint of apprehension in his voice.

         “I’m going to work.”

         “No, you’re not.”

         “Yes, I am.” I carry on with my makeup, ignoring his imposing body behind me. The no touching will be killing him, especially now when he wants to restrain me.

         “How’s your back?”

         I flick my eyes to his. “Sore,” I reply, loading my voice with warning. I take my attention back to the mirror and weep on the inside for the man standing behind me, who really doesn’t know what to do with himself. His way of dealing with my defiance is off-limits. He’s truly stumped. I finish up with my makeup and start putting my bag together. “Where’s my phone?” I ask as he lingers behind me.

         “It’s charging in my office.”

         I’m surprised he volunteered that information. “Thank you.” I pick my bag up and walk to the door but jump back when Jesse lands in front of me, blocking my path.

         “Let’s talk.” He spits the words out like they are garbage in his mouth. “Please, don’t go. I’ll talk.”

         “You want to talk?”

         He shrugs sheepishly. “Well, I can’t fuck any sense into you, so I guess I’ll have to talk some into you.”

         “That is the conventional way of dealing with things, Jesse.”

         “Yes, but my way is much more fun.” He gives me that roguish grin, and I fight to keep the smile from twitching the corners of my lips. I need to keep this serious. He takes my hand and moves into me. “I’ve never had to explain my life to anyone, Ava. It’s not something I relish the thought of talking about.”

         “I’m not marrying someone who refuses to open up. You keep holding information back and then we end up in a huge mess.”

         “I know.” He sighs. “Ava, you know more about me than any other living soul. I’ve never been close to anyone, not like you. You don’t tend to get caught up in conversation and life stories when you’re just fucking someone.”

         I wince at the reminder of his dabbling days, which have only recently ended. “Don’t say things like that.”

         He tugs me toward the bed. “Sit,” he orders, pulling me down. He takes a steadying breath. “The last time I saw my parents it didn’t go particularly well. My sister was a bit underhanded and set us up to meet. My father had a rant, my mother got upset, and I got very drunk, so you can imagine how it ended.”

         “So your sister obviously wants you to make amends.” My voice is small but hopeful.

         “Amalie is a bit stubborn.” He sighs, and I laugh on the inside. Like brother like sister! “She won’t accept that too much has happened, too many harsh words exchanged over the years.” He looks up at me and I see anguish in his eyes. “It’s not fixable, Ava.”

         “But they’re your parents.” I can’t imagine my life without my mum and dad. “You’re their son.”

         He offers me a half-smile, a smile that suggests I just don’t get it, which is fine because I absolutely don’t.

         He sighs. “That invitation only arrived because my sister sent it behind my parents’ backs. They don’t want me there. Their address was scrubbed off and replaced with Amalie’s.”

         “But Amalie obviously wants you there. Don’t you want to see her get married?”

         “I would love to see my little sister get married, but I also don’t want her wedding ruined. If I go, it will end only one way. Trust me.”

         “What happened to make it like this?”

         His shoulders drop spectacularly and he starts circling his thumbs over my hands. I can see this is painful for him, which makes it all the more frustrating to me because it shows that he does care.
         

         “You already know that my Uncle Carmichael left me The Manor when he died. Things were already strained after my parents moved to Spain and I chose to stay with Carmichael. I was eighteen and living at The Manor. I understand that it was any parents’ worst nightmare.” He laughs lightly. “I slipped into a playboy lifestyle and fell harder when Carmichael died. If it wasn’t for John, there probably wouldn’t be a Manor. He practically ran it while I gorged on too much drink and too many women.”

         “Oh,” I whisper. He gorged? I prefer dabbled.

         “I calmed it down, but my parents offered me an ultimatum: The Manor or them. I chose The Manor. Carmichael was my hero, I couldn’t sell up.” He finishes his little speech with utter finality.

         “Your parents knew you were carrying on…” I clear my dry throat. “Well, like you were?” I can’t say it. It makes me feel sick.

         “Yes, and they predicted it, so you see, they were right and they’ve never let me forget it. I’ve lived a pretty sordid lifestyle, I admit that. Carmichael was the family black sheep. No one spoke to him and the family disowned him. They were embarrassed of him and then he died and I filled his shoes. My parents are ashamed of me. That’s it.”

         I recoil at the last part. “They shouldn’t be ashamed of you.”

         “It’s just the way it is.”

         “So you’ve known John a long time?” If he helped run The Manor in the early days, we’re talking sixteen-ish years.

         “Yes, a long time.” He smiles fondly. “He was great friends with Carmichael.”

         “How old is he?”

         He looks up and frowns. “Fifty-ish, I think.”

         “Well, how old was Carmichael?”

         “When he died? Thirty-one.”

         “That young?” I blurt. I imagined him to be a long silver–haired, tanned, smarmy type.

         He laughs at my stunned face. “There were ten years between my father and Carmichael. He was an afterthought on my grandparents’ part.”

         “Oh.” I do a quick mental calculation. “So, there were only ten years between you and Carmichael, too.”

         “He was more like a brother.”

         “How did he die?” I’m probably pushing my luck now, but I’m intrigued. I’m beginning to build a picture of Jesse’s history, and now I’m like a dog with a bone.

         Sadness washes over Jesse’s face. “In a car accident.”

         “Oh,” I whisper, but then realization dawns, and my eyes drift down his stomach, lingering in the area where I know his scar to be. Jesse was in the car with Carmichael. All of those times I’ve probed him and badgered him about it, he said it was too painful to talk about and it really is.

         “Don’t go to work.” He pulls me over onto his lap with care and nuzzles my nose with his. “Stay at home and let me love you. I want to take you out for dinner this evening. I owe you some special time.”

         I melt all over him. My newfound knowledge, coupled with his reasonableness, refuses to let me say no. “I go back to work tomorrow,” I say assertively. I need to resolve some work-related issues, namely Mikael.

         “Fine.” He rolls his eyes. “Right, I’m going for a run to alleviate some of the pressure that my challenging temptress presents me with, and then we snuggle all afternoon and go out for dinner. Deal?”

         “Deal, but I challenge the middle part of that statement and trump it with a deluded god.”

         He gives me his smile, reserved only for me, and falls back onto the bed cautiously. “Kiss me, now,” he demands, and I dive straight in with an appreciation kiss. He’s opened up, and I feel so much better. Basking on Central Jesse Cloud Nine has resumed.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-three

         

         Good morning, baby.”
         

         I open my eyes wide in alarm. Morning? “It’s not, is it?”

         “No, it’s five o’clock. You’ve been asleep all afternoon. How does your back feel?” He crawls up the bed, completely naked, until he is lying flush with me, and I marvel at the beads of water glimmering on his firm shoulders and chest. He’s shaved. He smells divine.

         I wriggle a little. “It feels okay.” I turn into his chest to get a hit of his yummy scent.

         “Just think, if you gave up work, you could do this every day. How perfect would that be?”

         “For you,” I grumble. “Perfect for you because you’ll know where I am all the time.” I push my lips into his chest, contemplating that he might just get his way. I know Patrick well, but not well enough to be confident that he would send Mikael packing when I tell him what’s going on.

         “Exactly.” He threads his fingers through my hair. “You could come to work with me and we would never have to be apart.”

         “You would get sick of me.”

         “Not possible. Are you going to let me take you out for dinner?”

         “Or we could just stay right here.” I slide my hand over his stomach and brush over his scar.

         “Nothing would please me more, but I would like to take you out. Do you mind?” he asks, rather reasonably.

         That’s not like him at all. And him turning down the opportunity to keep me in bed? I’m suspicious.

         “But then again,” he whispers, “I’ve not been inside you for way too long. That is not acceptable.” He eases me over onto my back gently. “Baby, sleepy sex is off the menu for a while, so I’m just going to fuck you. Any objections?” He rests his body half on mine, his eyes instantly smoking out. That, mixed with his lurid words, has me whipped into a lustful frenzy.

         “You’re asking if you can fuck me?” I’m full of suspicion.

         His eyes dance with mischief as he kisses the corner of my mouth and then the other corner. “Watch your mouth. I’m trying to be reasonable.” He circles his groin and hits me in just the right spot.

         “Don’t be!” I blurt.

         He pulls back, his perfect frown line perfectly in place. He ponders my demand for a few seconds. “You don’t want me to be reasonable?”

         “No.” I’m getting a little breathy. He knows exactly what he’s doing.

         “So, let me clarify. I’m a little confused.” He rolls his hips into me, unearthing a persistent thump in my groin. “You really don’t want me to be reasonable?”

         Thrust!
         

         “No!”

         “I see.” He slips his finger into the edge of my knickers and skims my tight bud of nerves lightly, sending me through the roof. “Carte blanche?”

         “Yes!”

         “Well, now you’re just giving me mixed signals,” he says, all controlled as he slips his thumb across my flesh. “I love how wet you are for me.”

         My spine bows, all of the discomfort of my back replaced with sexual anticipation. I’m bubbling. He inserts one long finger and pushes up on the front wall of my entrance. “Soft, hot, and made just for me.” He yanks the cup of my bra down with his spare hand and flicks my already stiff nipple into a bullet. “My mark’s fading,” he muses as he latches onto my breast, biting and sucking. “We don’t want you forgetting who you belong to, do we?”

         I moan as he replaces one finger with two.

          “Do we, Ava?”

         “No.” I breathe.

         He clamps down on my nipple and scrapes his teeth over the end, sending shots of pleasure straight down to my core. “I love how receptive you are to my touch. It gives me the power.” Two fingers turn into three, and with his back in such a mess, I resort to grasping the sheets. “Does that feel good?” He works his fingers in and out of me, circling and thrusting as he watches me undulate under him.

         “So good.” My voice is quivering, just like my body. I really need this.

         “Open your eyes, Ava. Let me see them when you come for me.”

         I peel my eyes open and locate his gaze as he continues to work me up into a despairing mess. “Kiss me,” I order, my hips meeting his hand thrusts. I’m going to fall apart and I need his mouth on me.

         “Who has the power, Ava?” he asks under half-hooded eyes. “Tell me who has the power.”

         “You do.”

         “Good girl.” He lifts up and smashes his lips to mine, circling his thumb on my tight knot of nerves, prompting my hands to fly to his hair and grab on for dear life as he kisses me hard, working me to climax. His tongue rolls around my mouth, firm but slow, harsh but worshipfully. He’s reminding me.

         His firm chest pressed into my side, his wonderful mouth all over mine, and his long, talented fingers working me has my body solidifying, my mind going blank, and my soul reinstated. I’m complete again. A long rippling wave whips through me, and I gasp into his mouth, my body shaking uncontrollably as I hit my climax.

         “Only for me.” He growls the words I know he absolutely means, his carnal possession of my body making me weak with lust. “Only ever for me, do you understand?”

         “Yes.” I sigh, and go lax beneath him, the roaring blood starting to clear from my ears.

         “Up you get.” He links my arms around his neck. “Get those fabulous legs around my waist.”

         I conform and wrap myself around him, letting him lift me from the bed. He strides toward the bedroom door. “Where are we going?” I ask, hope blossoming at the potential of a Jesse-style row.

         “My office.”

         “Wait!” I shout abruptly.

         He halts instantly. “What’s the matter?”

         “Take me to the wardrobe.”

         “Why?”

         “Because we need a condom.”

         “What?”

         “We need a condom,” I repeat, even though I know damn well he heard me right.

         “I don’t have any.”

         “You do. In the wardrobe.” I should be flying off the handle at him; his tense body suggests he is fully expecting it. He knows that I know.

         “Ava, I don’t do condoms with you.”

         “Then we don’t have sex.” I shrug against him. He’s so digging himself a hole.

         “Excuse me?” He pulls back and hits me with a disgusted look.

         I’m fighting to maintain a straight face when I should be furious at the potential of him hiding my pills. “You heard.”

         His disgusted look transforms into a mighty scowl. “For fuck’s sake.” He makes for the wardrobe with me in his tight clinch, releasing one arm and locating the condoms he claimed he didn’t have while grumbling the whole time.

         “You know, my mark is fading, too,” I say, looking down at his pec as he takes us from the bedroom.

         His scowl disappears and he smirks at me “It is?”

         “It needs freshening up.” I raise my eyebrows and watch in lustful delight as his eyes darken further.

         “My girl is possessive. Knock yourself out, baby.”

         I grin and sink my teeth into his pec, and a small moan escapes his lips as I’m carted downstairs and straight into his office. “I want to take you right here, so whenever I have to work, I will see you spread naked on my desk.” He lowers me onto his big wooden desk and chucks the box of condoms down before sinking himself into his leather office chair. He’s completely naked and hard as steel, and my eyes are thrilled as I drag my stare down the full length of him. His fingers hook into the top of my knickers and I brace myself on the edge of the desk to lift my bum so he can draw them down my legs. He opens the top drawer of his desk and drops them in before shutting it again and returning his eyes to mine.

         “You’ve just come all over them.” He rests his palms on my thighs. “I want to be able to smell you, too. Spread your legs.”

         Oh good Lord!
         

         I pull my thighs apart as far as I can, completely exposing myself to him. It’s nothing he hasn’t seen a million times before, but like this, I feel completely laid bare. The chair rolls forward, and he reaches behind me, gently unclasping my bra strap and pulling it down my arms. My breathing has quickened; I’m ready to go again, but I can tell from his mood and approach that this will be on his terms. He has the power, and seated in that chair, entirely naked, his abdominals tight, his mammoth erection resting on his lower stomach, he looks mighty powerful, too.

         “Lean back on your hands.” He puts my matching bra in the drawer with my knickers and sits back in his chair.

         I lean back, pushing my chest forward. I’m nervous, and I don’t know why. He has taken me in all ways, shapes, and forms, in every Jesse temperament I know, but today I’m a little uneasy. He runs his eyes from mine, slowly and leisurely down my body until he comes to rest on my sex. His eyes stay there and he sinks farther into his chair, the reclining mechanism giving under his weight. He’s making himself really comfortable. Me? Not so much.

         I’m sitting here, as naked as he is, and my heart is hammering out of my chest as I watch him stare at my cleft, utterly rapt. “Why are you nervous?” he asks without lifting his eyes, his deep rolling voice doing nothing to settle me.

         “I’m not.” It’s a feeble reply. I feel wide open and scrutinized, which is ridiculous. There’s not a part of me that hasn’t had him on it, in it, or over it.

         He lifts his eyes to mine and the hardness softens immediately. “I love you.”

         My entire being relaxes with those three words. “I love you, too.”

         “Don’t ever doubt it.”

         “I won’t. Have you finished with your observations?” I raise a sardonic eyebrow.

         “No.” He reaches forward and respreads my thighs. I hadn’t realized I had partly closed them. “I’m evaluating my assets.” He sits back and resumes his viewing of my most private place.

         “I’m an asset?”

         “No, you’re my asset.” He keeps his eyes right where they are, and I decide that I may as well drink in my own asset. His flawlessness still makes me salivate. “Would you like to hear my verdict?” he asks.
         

         “I would.”

         Up come his eyes, and the corner of his mouth lifts. “I’m a very rich man.” He rolls his chair forward and picks up my legs by my ankles, resting the soles of my feet on his shoulders. If I was laid bare before, then I have no idea what I would be now. “Don’t hold back on me,” he chides me on a slight frown. He rests his palms over the tops of my feet and turns his lips onto my anklebone, the hot connection catapulting a pulse up my leg to settle deep in my core.

         A small groan seeps from my mouth.

         “Push your hair over your shoulders,” he commands quietly. I prop myself on one hand and gather my hair from my front, releasing it down my back. “Better. Now I can see all of my assets.” He nips at my ankle.
         

         I spasm.

         “Seeing you turned on and knowing it’s me who makes you like this is the most gratifying feeling.” He reaches his hand out and runs his middle finger up my center, finishing with a light pressure at the top of my clit.

         My lips part, and tiny, shallow breaths slip from my mouth repeatedly. I shift with the overwhelming need to clamp my legs shut.

         “Keep them open, Ava. I want to see your flesh pulsating under my touch when you come for me.” His throaty tone spikes my want of explosion under his intense touch and equally intense eyes.

         He trades one finger for two and scissors my clit slowly. My head drops back. I moan. I know I’m committing a massive transgression.

         “Eyes, baby. Keep your eyes on me.”

         “I’m close,” I whimper.

         “I know, but I’ll stop unless you get your eyes back on me. Listen to me, Ava. Show me those beautiful eyes.”

         I pull my heavy head back up with a massive effort as I tremble under his touch. Our eyes lock, and he increases his strokes, his lust-filled eyes and parted lips relaxing my body and escalating my pleasure. The only movements coming from him are his fingers at my core gliding up and down, his pulsing cock, and the sharp rise of his chest. And then he turns his lips onto my ankle and grazes his teeth across the surface.

         I’m a goner.

         I bite back a scream and push into Jesse’s shoulders with my feet as I’m assaulted from every angle by a surge of pressure that explodes and turns my body into a nonresponsive mass of twitching nerves.

         “There it is.” He breathes, kissing my foot and sliding his finger up my cleft. “Ava, you’re throbbing. It’s fucking perfect.”

         My breasts are rising and falling, my skin clammy, and my muscles are contracting harshly. He’s watching me ride out my climax, sitting back with his stare firmly in place at my entrance. The appreciation in his eyes is something else.

         “Come here.” He puts his hands out and I take them, releasing my feet from his shoulders, my legs folding under me so I straddle his lap and hold on to the back of the chair. “Lift,” he speaks quietly.

         “Condom.” I’m panting.

         “Ava, don’t ask me to wear a condom.” He’s almost begging.

         “Jesse, do you realize how lucky we are that I’m not already pregnant?” Introducing a child into our relationship? That would qualify as beyond stupid.

         He shakes his head and pulls me down, positioning himself, but I tense up, trying my hardest to prevent him from entering me. He looks up at me, and his eyes tell me everything I need to know. I push his hand away from under me and settle back down, minus one Jesse buried inside me. I keep my eyes on his, but they drop a little. He knows I’ve got him.

         I turn and pick one of the foil packets from the box and then slide down until I’m kneeling on the floor between his thighs. He watches me rip the packet open and slide out the condom before I reach forward and gently grasp his cock, slip it over his head, and negotiate it down the full length of his shaft. We’re both silent as I crawl back up his body and position myself back on his lap.

         I raise myself, pushing forward so my breasts are within licking distance of his mouth. He takes full advantage, flashing a knowing smile and swirling his hot tongue around each nipple before clamping his teeth on the ends in turn. I’ve had two roaring orgasms, and with his teeth latched onto my nipple, there will be a third on the way soon. How does he do this to me?

         I feel his hand under my backside, and he positions himself under me, the strange sensation of latex skimming my thigh. “Lower gently.” His short, sharp instruction is delivered in a voice that, no mistaking, holds all of the power.

         I do as I’m told, sinking slowly down onto him, and his steel rod of flesh finds my passage and slips past as he draws in a long, controlled breath. His head sinks back into the chair and mine drops onto his forehead, my eyes closed. I’m completely impaled by him. It doesn’t feel the same, but it’s still him inside me.

         “Hold still.” His minty breath heats my face as he wraps his big palms around my waist.

         I wait. I can feel him pulsing inside me, and it takes every bit of strength I have not to contract around him. He needs a moment.

         “You feel so perfect around me. How long do you think you could stand this without responding?” He pecks my lips and trails his tongue across my bottom lip. I wouldn’t be able to hold back for long at all. I push my mouth to his, but he tuts and turns his face from me. “Not long then.”

         I pull back and he returns his face forward. “You’re denying me,” I say softly.

         “It’s a challenge.”

         “You’re a challenge.” I breathe and drop my face back down to try and claim him, but he turns his face again. I try to instigate some movement by rolling my hips, but he clamps his hands around my waist. It doesn’t take much of his strength to hold me still. 

         “You need me.” His voice is raspy, sexy as hell, and doing me no favors as I work hard to control my breathing, his cock still jerking wildly inside me.

         “I need you.” I know that these words mean more to him than I love you. His satisfied expression only confirms it. I lean forward to capture his lips, but he turns his face again. “How would you feel if anyone stopped you from kissing me?” I ask.

         “Deadly,” he states on a growl, returning his eyes to mine. He loosens his grip on my waist, and I take advantage of his lack of hold, bearing down on a moan. His eyes clench and reopen.

         “Me too,” I say firmly, following it up with a grind against his hips.

         His cheeks puff out, and his hands shift to my hip bones, halting me in my tempting tactics. “Who has the power, Ava?”

         “You.”

         His eyes twinkle. “Do you want me to fuck you?”

         “Yes.”

         “Right answer.” He lifts my hips and rams upward, yanking me down on a guttural bark. I scream and grab the back of the chair. “Like that?” he asks as he withdraws and rams straight into me again.

         “Oh God, yes!” My head rolls, my eyes close.

         “Eyes!” he barks on another crash of our hips. “Feel it, Ava. Do you feel it?”

         I drag my eyes open, my vision blurred. The pure, carnal, possessive expression on his handsome face makes me feel like the most desired creature alive. “I feel it.”

         He groans and smashes upward over and over, lifting and yanking me back down to meet every punishing advance of his hips. A sheen of sweat materializes on his brow, his jaw is clenched, and the vein in his neck is bulging. I grip tighter on the back of the chair, turning my knuckles white. I want to kiss him, but for one, he hasn’t said I can, and two, our mouths will never stay joined. My core is twitching, the overused, overworked bud of nerves screaming for a break from such intensity, but I need one more—just one more.

         “I’m close.” My desperate words are disconnected and hardly decipherable. “Jesse, I’m close!”

         “Wait!” He grates, and smashes upward again. The grip he has on my hips is nearly painful. “You’ll wait.”

         “I can’t,” I cry, and he stops instantly, the lack of friction and rhythm chasing my orgasm away.

         “You’ll wait,” he pants. He’s twitching like mad within me, his breathing heavy and labored. “Control it, Ava.”

         “I can’t control anything with you.” I rest my head on his shoulder as the fire in my groin cools slightly.

         “I know.” He turns his face into my hair and kisses me. “I own you, so I’ll control it.” He circles his hips gently, stirring my abandoned orgasm. I can’t argue with that claim. He totally owns me, and I’m under no illusion that he’s talking only of my impending climax.

         “I love you,” I murmur against his damp shoulder.

         He sighs. “I love you, too, baby. Shall we come together?”

         “Please.”

         “Put those lips on me.”

         I slide my lips across his neck, to his jaw, straight onto his mouth, and he starts a lazy, languid rocking of my hips, back and forth, as I drown in his mouth’s attention to mine.

         Gentle Jesse—it’s like I’m in a relationship with a dozen different men.

         “Hmmm. You’re delicious,” he says. “I can feel you tightening around me. It feels so good.” He guides my hips, grinding us together.

         “You feel good.” I clench my thighs and move my hands to his hair to pull him closer.

         “Come for me.” He delivers a few measured rotations, followed by a flick of his hips, and I roll gently over the edge on a long, satisfying groan into his mouth, my third release of the session not as body splitting, but no less earth moving or fulfilling. “Oh Jesus.” His body goes rigid. I can’t feel the sensations of his hot cum flooding me, but all the other signs of his climax are there. He holds me still in his arms. “You. Are. Amazing.”

         I grab onto his jerking cock greedily and draw him into me. It’s pleasure embodied. He is pleasure embodied. “That was so good,” I say, smothering his lips with mine. He lets me have my way, holding me as close as he can get me and circling teasing, feathery strokes on my hip bones. “It wasn’t so bad, was it?”
         

         “No, it wasn’t, but it’s still something between us.”

         “You want to trample the condom.” I grin against his lips.

         “I do.” He pulls back and smiles. “You need to get ready or we’ll be late.”

         I resume smothering his face. “Where are we going?” I could quite happily stay right where I am. “I’m comfy.”

         “For dinner. I made a reservation.” He laughs lightly and cups my cheeks in his hands, pulling my face away. “Shower.”

         “Let me love you.” I dip down and work my way to his ear, biting down gently.

         “Ava,” he warns, pulling me from my nuzzling. His eyes flicker with mischief as he reaches forward and traces the edges of his mark on my boob. “You’ll always have this.” He looks up at me. “Always.”

         I reach forward and draw my own little circle around my mark on his pec. “You should have your name tattooed on my forehead.” I grin. “And then there will be no mistaking who I belong to.”

         He raises his eyebrows and pouts slightly. “Not a bad idea.” He stands with me in his arms, and I resume my customary baby-chimp-style hold.

         He takes us back upstairs, maintaining our connection until he reaches the bed, slips out of me, and lowers me gently to the sheets. He shakes his head on a disgusted snort and pulls the condom off, knotting it and chucking it into the bin.

         “On your front. I need to cream you.” He encourages me over and smoothes his palms over my bum cheeks.

         “I need a shower.” I sigh.

         “I’ll do it again after.”

         “You need cream.”

         “I’m fine. It’s all about you.” He settles himself on my bottom and squirts some cream on my back, making my shoulder blades fly up in shock.

         “Where was the warning?” I gasp.

         “Sorry.” He laughs. “This might be cold.”

         I crane my neck around to look up at him and he dazzles me with his smile, which I know is reserved only for me. “You’re so handsome,” I mumble dreamily, settling my cheek back on the pillow. “I think I’ll keep you forever.”

         “Okay,” he agrees, laughing again.

         “Where are you hiding my pills?” I throw the question into the mix casually, and the sudden stilling of his hands tells me I’m so right. He’s hiding them, I know he is.

         “What are you talking about?”

         “I’m talking about the fact that my contraceptive pills have been growing legs and running away, and it’s only been happening since I met you.”

         “Why would I do that?” His hands are moving in slow, cautious circles over my back.

         “I’m not going anywhere, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

         “No, you’re not.”

         “It’s fine. I’ll go to the doctor’s to replace them,” I say casually, and I’ll be hiding them. I have no idea what I’m going to do if I am pregnant. Die on the spot, I think. “You’ll just have to wear a condom until I can restart my course,” I add.

         “I don’t like wearing condoms with you,” he strains the words out.

         “We won’t be having any sex then,” I conclude smugly.

         “Watch your mouth!”

         I laugh to myself. I don’t know why. I should be raging, panicking, worrying. I can’t even begin to imagine how he would be with me if I was carrying his child. Holy shit, it would be unbearable. I’d be wrapped in cotton wool, locked in a padded cell, and guarded for nine months. And how would he be with his children if he’s like this with me? Waiting for this period is going to be the longest time of my life.

         “You okay?” he asks.

         “Fine,” I answer quickly. “How long has Cathy worked for you?” I ask, diverting the conversation.

         “Nearly ten years.”

         “She’s fond of you.”

         “She is,” he says quietly, and I know he feels the same way about Cathy. “Does she know about The Manor? Ouch!”

         “Baby, I’m sorry!” His lips fall straight to my back, kissing me better. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

         “I’m fine. Unravel your boxers.” I feel him lift, and then the swift connection of his palm on my bum. “Ouch!”

         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”

         “Well?” I ask.

         “Well what?”

         “Cathy. Does she know?”

         “Yes, she knows. It’s not some secret society, Ava. There are no cloaks and daggers.” He lifts from me. “You’re done. Up you get.”

         “You kept it a secret from me,” I mutter indignantly, sitting myself on the edge of the bed.

         “That’s because I was falling hard and fast in love with you, and it scared me to death to think you would run away from me if you found out.” One brow arches accusingly, and I know what’s coming next. “And you did.”

         “It was a bit of a shock.” The events following my discovery still make me shudder, and I want to point out that I came back to him after the whole Manor bombshell. It was the drinking that really made me run. “I knew you were experienced, but I didn’t anticipate it was because you owned a sex club.”

         “Hey!” He closes in on me and lowers me to the bed, dropping a kiss on my lips. “Let’s not revisit old news. It’s all about us, and now and tomorrow and the next day and then the rest of our lives.”

         “Okay. Kiss me.” I grin.

         “I’m sorry. Who has the power?” His lips are twitching as his eyes flick from mine to my lips.

         “You do.”

         “Good girl.” He drowns me in his mouth, giving me exactly what I want, but all too soon he pulls away and I express my annoyance with an over-the-top huff. “I’m ignoring you. Wear your new cream dress.” He gets up and leaves me to shower and prepare for dinner.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I walk into the kitchen feeling very special in my new cream dress, narrow gold belt, and new cream heels. My hair is swishing across my back, and my makeup is light. I skid to a halt on my heels as I get my first eyeful of Jesse. He’s on his phone, listening intently, and he looks mouthwatering in his navy suit and pale pink shirt. My roving eyes work their way from his tan Grensons, up his long, lean legs, past his firm, perfectly toned chest, and to his clean-shaven, devastating face. He’s scowling.

         I frown at him, and his eyes soften as he perches on a stool and pats his thigh. I wander over and rest myself on his lap while I search through my bag to find my gloss. His face goes straight into my hair on an inhale, and his arm snakes around my waist pulling me closer.

         “So, what can you tell me other than that?” He’s speaking with little civility.

         I turn and give him a questioning look as I sweep my gloss wand across my lips. He ignores my obvious curiosity and kisses me lightly on the cheek.

         “It’s fucking convenient that the other camera is broken,” he says shortly. “Have you checked the footage from outside the bar?”

         Oh no!
         

         He seems to take a relaxing breath. I squeeze his thigh and he looks at me, then kisses my forehead. “Fine, let me know what you find.” He chucks his phone on the work top and it slides a good few feet. “It’s a fucking joke.”

         “You think it was Mikael in the footage, don’t you?”

         “Yes, I do.”

         “Do you think he drugged me?”

         “I don’t know, Ava.” He sounds completely deflated.

         “It’s a bit farfetched, isn’t it?”

         “He hates me, Ava. He knows you’re my Achilles’ heel. He’s been waiting for this.”

         I stand, turning to face him. “Should we go to the police?” I ask. Jesse’s concern is really concerning me now.

         “No.” He shakes his head. “I’m dealing with it.”

         “Okay,” I say quietly. I’m not arguing with him on this.

         He smiles mildly, then narrows his eyes on me playfully. “I like your dress.” His hand slides up the inside of my thigh and sweeps through the seam of my knickers.

         “I like my dress, too.” Damn, I’m panting again. My bag tumbles to the kitchen floor, and I grab the front of his suit jacket.

         He slips his finger out and brings it up to my mouth, wiping the wetness straight across my freshly glossed lips. “I’m a very lucky man.” He pulls me onto his lap and tilts me back, pushing his lips against mine on a long, lingering, sensual kiss. When he’s taken what he wants, he pulls back and flashes me his smile, reserved only for me.

         I return it, running my thumb across his full bottom lip. “That color doesn’t suit you.”

         “No?’ He pouts, and I laugh. He stands me up before grabbing the remote control for the sound system. “I want to dance with you.”

         “You do?”

         “I do.”

         I smile when Foster the People’s “Pumped up Kicks” fires from the speakers very loudly. Oh, he really wants to dance. I’m yanked into his chest, his palm rests on my lower back, and his spare hand grasps mine.
         

         I place my other hand on his shoulder and look up at him on a smile. “You make me so happy.”

         His eyes twinkle, his luscious lips tipping at the corner. “I’m going to make you happy for the rest of my life, baby. Let’s dance.” He starts stepping backward out of the kitchen, and as soon as we’re in the vast open space of the penthouse, I’m immediately twirled out and brought back in again before he starts guiding me around the room. I laugh and look up into his shining pools of green pleasure as I’m weaved between the furniture and twirled around while he smiles down at me. I’m guided from one end of the penthouse to the other, out onto the terrace, around the decking before being taken back inside.

         “What are we doing?” I ask as we circle the sofa again.

         “I don’t know. Something between a waltz and a quickstep, I think.” He grins at me as I continue to follow his lead. His eyes look like they could explode with happiness. “I think I enjoy this just as much as being buried inside you.”

         “Really?” I ask, completely shocked.

         “No.” He frowns. “That’s probably the stupidest thing I’ve ever said.”

         My head falls back on a laugh, and he leans down, resting his lips on my throat as he directs me back into the kitchen. He lifts me up to his body, and my legs curl around his tight hips, my hands finding his hair. I hold his gaze and he stops his movements, studying me closely before placing me gently on the counter.

         His palms cup my cheeks, his stare seeping into my eyes. He really doesn’t need to say anything, but I know he will. It’s like he wants to demonstrate how good he is at his newfound talent. He talks to me now.

         His thumbs smooth over my skin. “Who has the power, Ava?’

         I roll my eyes. “You do.”

         “You’re wrong.”

         “I am?” I blurt. He holds the power. He’s made that perfectly clear.

         “You are.” He smiles, and I frown. “You’re the one with the power, baby.”

         “But you always insist it’s you who holds the power.”

         He shrugs. “I like you stroking my ego.”

         I start laughing. “Are you joking?”

         “No.”

         I stop laughing when he doesn’t join me in my humor, even though it’s pretty damn humorous. He burns holes through me with his stunning eyes.

         “I hold the power over your body, Ava. When those beautiful eyes are full of lust for me, that’s when I hold the power.” He releases my cheeks and skates his palms up the insides of my thighs.

         I tense, my mouth parting, my hands shooting up to clench his suit jacket in my fists.

         He smiles, leaning in and placing his lips gently on mine. “See,” he whispers, removing his hands from my thighs and then prying my grip from his chest. “The power’s yours again.”

         I study him on a half-smile, completely getting it. “That’s why you fuck me senseless, give me the countdown, and demand I kiss you when I’m mad.”

         He smiles. “Watch your mouth.”

         “You’ve completely exposed yourself. I’m never going to let you touch me again!”

         He laughs, really hard. His chest expands and he throws his head back. I think I already knew that. That’s why I run at the start of the countdown. I know what he’s capable of when he gets his hands on me. His head comes back down, his eyes scanning my face.

         “Well, Mr. Ward, given how much sex we have, I’d say you’re the majority shareholder of power in this relationship.”

         I grin when he starts with the laughing again. It’s a wonderful sight, the faint lines fanning his greens, making his eyes sparkle. “Baby, we will never have enough sex.”

         “That makes you a very powerful man then.”

         “Oh Jesus, Ava.” He sweeps my hair away from my face and cups my cheeks. “I love you so fucking much. Kiss me.”

         “Feeling weak?”

         He leans in. “I am.” His lips brush gently over mine and I indulge him, handing him the control he craves, letting his tongue saturate my senses as he hums into my mouth and draws all of the power from me.

         “Better?” I ask around his lips.

         “Much. Come on, lady, we have a date.” He places me on my feet before turning the music off and scooping my clutch from the floor. “Ready?”

         “Oh, let me show you the message.” I take my bag and retrieve my phone. I had almost forgotten about that.

         “What message?” he asks on a frown. He clearly has, too.

         “The one sent from John’s phone.” I scroll through my phone, my heart beating nervously. This is it. This is the moment I get this off my chest. I have it plain and clear, so he can’t possibly argue with it. John wouldn’t do this. “There.” I hold my phone up to him and he takes it. His frown line creeps across his brow as he reads the message, a thoughtful look plaguing his expression. His eyes flick to mine and back to the screen. He’s really thinking about this.

         After what seems like forever, with me tense and him staring at the screen, he starts nodding mildly. “I’ll be dealing with this.” He tosses my phone on the counter. He doesn’t look very happy at all.

         I sag a little in relief. I think I almost expected him to defend her or say that it must have been someone else, but who else would do that? I don’t need to say anything more. He knows, and I’m so relieved.

         My phone starts singing and I scoop it up from the counter. Seeing Ruth Quinn’s name flashing up on the screen, I let out a tired sigh and reject the call. She’ll soon call the office and find out that I’m off work today.

         “Who’s that?”

         “A new client. A pain in the arse new client.”

         He takes my phone and slides it back on the work top, then pulls me into his chest. “No work today. Are you ready for our date?”

         I nod into his chest. “Yes.”

         His lips press into the top of my head and he releases me, holding his arm out in a very gentlemanly manner. I smile, thread my arm through his, and let him lead me out of the penthouse to the elevator.

         We reflect in all of the mirrors around us. Everywhere I look, I can see him in all of his beauty, and me with my hand slipped under his suit jacket, unwilling to let him go. He glances down at me out the corner of his eye. “I should make you give me an apology fuck here and now,” he says in a low, quiet voice.

         “Do I owe you an apology?”

         “You do.” He returns his eyes forward, and I find them in the reflection of the doors.

         “What for?” I quickly scan my mind for anything he might be referring to, and I come up with—in Jesse’s world—way too much for him to hold against me. But this morning I’ve been compliant, and he has been quite reasonable.

         “You owe me an apology for making me wait too damn long for you.” His face is completely straight and his words full of meaning.

         I smile and tuck myself into his side. I’ve not really had to wait very long for him at all, two crappy relationships aside. While he was battling numerous demons, I was blissfully unaware and going through the motions of any normal young woman. It’s a strange thought.

         The elevator door opens, and his arm drapes gently around my shoulder as we walk through the foyer of Lusso. “Clive.” Jesse nods at the concierge, who nods brusquely in return before he continues with something that has his attention on his desk.

         We emerge into the cool evening air and Jesse bleeps the DBS. “Oh, Kate rang. You should probably call her back.”

         “You answered my phone again?” I ask, but he just shrugs off my accusation.

         I sigh and open my bag to retrieve my phone, but after a little rummage, I discover no phone. “Jesse, I’ve left my phone in the tower.”

         He makes a long, exaggerated point of demonstrating the inconvenience I’m causing. “Here.” He passes the keys. “Hurry up or we’ll be late for dinner.”

         “I’ll be quick.” I race off, back into the foyer of Lusso, throw a frown at Clive, who still ignores me, and press the code for the elevator. Why is it not on the ground floor still? I wait impatiently for it to return to base, then jump in.

         I exit before the doors have completely opened and shove the key in the door, leaving it in the lock as I run into the kitchen. But I skid to a halt on a shocked gasp when I see two people sitting on barstools, both looking really very menacing.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-four

         

         What…how…when…” I stammer and stutter all over the place. Where did they come from?
         

         “Hello,” Mum says, short and sharp. My dad just sits there shaking his head.

         I can’t work out if she’s mad or not. I want to dive on them both and squeeze the life out of them; I’ve not seen them for weeks and here they are, but I can’t gauge their moods.

         “How did you get in here?” I manage to get a full sentence out.

         “Oh, didn’t you know? Your father is a retired cat burglar.” Mum’s perfectly threaded eyebrow raises at me, and Dad sits there looking all disapproving and moody.

         “Mum?” I frown.

         She sighs and stands. “Ava O’Shea, get your backside over here and give your mother a hug.” She holds her arms out to me.

         I burst into tears.

         “I knew she would do that!” my dad grumbles. “Bloody women!”

         “Shut up, Joseph.” She gestures with her arms again, and I walk straight into them, sobbing like a child and wincing slightly as she rubs my back warmly. “Oh, Ava. What are you crying for? Stop it, you’re setting me off.”

         “I’m so pleased to see you,” I blubber into my mum’s gray blazer and hear my father huffing his displeasure at the two women in his life bawling and sniveling. He’s never been one for showing his emotions, finding any sort of affection highly uncomfortable.

         “Ava, you couldn’t avoid us forever, even if we are miles away. Let me look at you.” She pulls me away from her body and wipes my tears away.

         There is no denying I’m my mother’s daughter. Her eyes mirror mine, all big and chocolaty, and her hair, which matches mine in color, is cut into a short, sweeping style. She looks good for forty-seven—really good.

         “You have sent me and your dad wild with worry these last few weeks.”

         “I’m sorry. I’ve had a crazy few weeks.” I try and sort myself out. My mascara is probably running down my cheeks, and I seriously need to blow my nose. “Hold up.” I look at my mum and then my dad, who shrugs his big shoulders on a grunt. “How did you really get in?” I’ve been so blindsided with shock and emotion, I’ve forgotten that we’re standing in Jesse’s ten-million-pound penthouse.

         “I invited them.”

         I swing around and find Jesse standing in the archway entrance with his hands resting loosely in his trouser pockets. “You never said,” I splutter. I’m confused.

         “I didn’t want to row over it,” he shrugs. “They’re here now.”

         I look at my mother, who is smiling brightly, and I’m mortified to see that she’s obviously affected by Jesse. I don’t know why I’m mortified; he draws the same reaction from all women, and I need to remember that my mother is nearer to Jesse’s age than I am.

         “Urmm, Mum, Dad. This is Jesse.” I gesture between them. “Jesse, this is my mum and dad. Elizabeth and Joseph.” I hadn’t planned for it to be like this. I hadn’t planned it at all, actually.

         “We’ve met,” Jesse says.

         My eyes fly to his. “What?”

         “We’ve met,” he repeats himself, which is not necessary, because I heard the first time.

         His lips are twitching. Okay, I’m thoroughly confused. He sighs and walks toward us until he’s standing in front of me, a bit close for comfort, considering my parents are just there and this is all a bit of a shock for them. And for me.

         “I didn’t go for a run this morning,” he says.

         “You didn’t?” I frown. “You had your running kit on.”

         He laughs lightly. “I know. It’s not what I would have chosen to wear to meet your parents, but desperate times.” He shrugs.

         “You’re making up for it now, Jesse.” My mum pats his suit-clad arm, and my mouth drops open.

         What the fuck is going on here? I want to swear my head off, but my mum hates swearing just as much as Jesse. “I’m sorry.” I reach up and rub my temples. “I’m confused.”

         “Sit.” Jesse takes my arm and leads me over to a stool, taking a seat next to me. Mum resumes position next to Dad. “I spoke to your mum late last night. She was understandably worried about you and asked me lots of question.” He raises his brow at my mum, who laughs lightly.

         “Nosey, isn’t she?” Dad tuts, and Mum slaps his shoulder.

         “She’s my little girl, Joseph.”

         “Anyway,” Jesse continues, “I thought it was best for them to come and see for themselves that I’m not a raving loon, keeping you captive in our tower. So, here they are.”

         “Here we are,” Mum sings. She clearly has no issues with the stunning man who is gently stroking my hand.

         I try and recover from the shock. “So, you met them this morning? Why?”

         “I felt I needed to explain myself,” Jesse says. I look at him and could weep. I can’t believe he’s done this. “Ava, neither of us anticipated each other and for very different reasons. I know your parents’ opinion means a lot to you, and as it means so much to you, it means a lot to me, too. My priority is you. You’re all that matters to me. I love you.”

         I hear my mum hit the deck in her mental faint, and my dad, although emotionally detached, gives an approving nod. “All any father wants is for his daughter to be taken care of.” Dad reaches over and puts his hand out to Jesse. “I believe you’ll do good.”

         Jesse accepts my dad’s offering. “It’s my full-time job.” Jesse smiles, Mum swoons, and I laugh.

         Good God! 
         

         Jesse raises a sardonic eyebrow at me. He knows what I’m thinking. Are my mum and dad aware of how serious he is when he says that? I have to commend Jesse on his speech, though. He’s won them over fair and square, and I do feel like I’ve had a huge burden lifted from my shoulders, but I’m conscious that they don’t know Jesse’s business nature and what he did when he drank. Or about the punishment he subjected himself to because he thought he had failed me, because he thought he deserves retribution—or the fact that I could be pregnant. I could go on forever. That’s a whole other weight on my shoulders. Did he explain to them about the drinking? After Matt’s call to them, they must be wondering.

         Mum gets down from her stool and makes her way around the island, her eyes all glazed. “Come here, you silly sod!” She pulls me down from the stool and throws her arms around me. I hiss a few times, clenching my eyes shut. “You’ve got yourself in a right pickle. You’ve fallen in love, Ava. You should have told me.”

         Oh, I have got myself in a pickle, but for a whole lot more reasons than she knows.

         “Right, are we eating or what? And I’m gagging for a pint.” My dad drags me back to the here and now.

         Mum releases me and straightens herself out. “Do you mind if I use your bathroom, Jesse?” she asks.

         “Sure. Do a right and an immediate right again. By the gym. Knock yourself out.”

         “Pardon?” Mum blurts.

         I laugh.

         “I’m sorry.” He smiles, flicking his eyes to me, then back to my mum. “Go for it. Like I said, right and right again. By the gym.”

         “Oh, thank you.” Mum gives me an oh-the-gym look and grabs her purse from the work top, leaving me, Jesse, and my dad to make small talk.
         

         “So, what do you drive?” Dad starts, and I groan. Dad’s passion for big, expensive cars is going to be fed good and proper now.

         Jesse pulls me back onto the stool. “A DBS.”

         “Aston Martin?”

         “That’s it.”

         “Nice.” Dad nods and does a rubbish job of showing disinterest. “And the hotel is in the Surrey Hills?”

         Jesse must feel me go rigid because he squeezes me slightly. “It is. I’ll show you one day, perhaps on your next visit.”

         “Sure, Elizabeth loves anything luxury.” Dad rolls his eyes. My mum is certainly high maintenance. “It’s a nice place you have here.” Dad looks around the kitchen and then back at Jesse.

         “Thank you, but your daughter is responsible for that.” He starts curling a lock of my hair around his finger. “I just bought the place.”

         “So, this is the big project that stole all of your time?” Dad muses. “You did a good job.”

         “Thanks, Dad.” I’m more than relieved when I hear the front doorbell. Dad and small talk are not a match well made.

         “Do you want to get that?” Jesse pats my bum and I stand.

         “Who is it?”

         “I don’t know. Go and see.” He pushes me away, and I leave Dad and Jesse to continue small talk as I make my way to the front door. No one can come up without knowing the code, so it has to be Clive.

         I swing it open and find Dan, Kate, and Sam, all standing in the penthouse foyer, and my first thought is: Dan and Kate within a mile of each other? Bad news. But then Dan steps forward with a big smile on his face, and I all but throw myself on him, forgetting all back pain and awkward tension between him and my best friend.

         “What are you doing here?” I squeeze him to me and he laughs.

         “I’m doing as I’m told.” He fights me off and holds me back. “You look good,” he says on a bright smile. “Where’s this new bloke I need to give the ‘if you hurt her’ speech to?”
         

         A wave of fear flies through me at the thought of Jesse accepting any such speech. “In the kitchen, but you don’t need to do that.”

         He eyes me warily. “It’s my job,” he states firmly, and then looks past me into the penthouse. “Fucking hell!” he whispers as he cops a load of the space. He drops me and saunters off.

         Kate steps forward with a clear look of trepidation on her pale face. She wraps her arms around me. “This has to be the most awkward situation I have ever put myself in,” she whispers in my ear. “Fucking hideous.”

         I laugh. “Ease up on your grip.” I shrug her slightly. “Does Sam know?” I whisper back.

         “Sorry and no. He’s fucking oblivious.”

         “Hey! Where’s the love?” Sam removes Kate and throws his arms around me gently. “You are one mad woman,” he says quietly.

         “I know.”

         “Don’t do that again. Now, where’s my man?”

         “Kitchen.”

         He drops me and heads for the kitchen. I look at Kate, and she shakes her head. “If I could’ve got out of this, I would have.” She lets out a stressed breath. “Come on.” She takes my hand and we go back to the kitchen, finding Jesse making the introductions. Dan’s cautious eyes flick between Jesse and Sam for a whole lot of different reasons.

         Cathy appears from nowhere with Luigi and three waiters, and Jesse leaves the kitchen island chatter to have a word. I watch as he lets Cathy kiss his cheek, shakes Luigi’s hand, and then points around the kitchen and through to the terrace. Cathy shoos him away and gives me a happy wave.

         “What’s happening?” I ask him when he joins me back by the island.

         “We’re having dinner.”

         “Here?”

         “Yes, I arranged for Luigi to come in and do the honors. We’ll eat on the terrace. It’s a nice evening.” He places me in front of himself and brushes my hair away from my face.

         “I can’t believe you did this.”

         He cocks his head to the side. “Whatever it takes, you know this.”

         My hands slide up his jacket sleeves to rest on his biceps. “You might get the loving brother speech.” I smile apologetically. “Do you think you could humor him?”

         His lips press into a straight line. “You mean another man telling me how to look after you? I don’t think so.”

         My shoulders sag slightly. “Whatever it takes?” I whisper his words. I can’t even begin to imagine how much it pained him to have to talk to my parents. It goes against all of his natural instincts.

         He rests his finger under my chin and drops a light kiss on the corner of my mouth. “Whatever it takes,” he confirms. “Come on.”

         He proceeds to direct everyone out of the kitchen and onto the terrace, where I find everything has been set for a meal. The outside dining table has been superbly laid, the patio heaters have been lit to take the edge off the cool evening air, and bottles of wine and beer are chilling in the drinks fridge by the huge built-in barbeque. I throw Jesse a questioning look. How did he manage all of this? He smiles and gives me a gesture of sleep. While I was snoozing most of the day, he was busy meeting my parents and preparing all of this? I’m still in shock.

         I’m in a half trance as the people I love the most in the world converse, chat, laugh, and drink at the table, while Luigi and his staff prepare and serve a luscious Italian feast. Jesse keeps his hand firmly on my knee, choosing to eat one handed, squeezing every so often, particularly harder when Dan commences his older brother speech. I watch Jesse struggle to remain polite, and when my mother catches the line of conversation, I’m immensely grateful for her intervention. She admonishes Dan and smiles sweetly at Jesse before picking up her conversation with Kate, who has eased up slightly, although you can’t ignore the tension that is bristling between her and Dan. Sam, however, is completely unaware and doing a good job of making my dad laugh hard with God only knows what stories.

         “Kate’s not her normal self,” Jesse observes quietly, as he tops up my water glass.

         “She and Dan have a bit of a history,” I reply. “It’s complicated.”

         Jesse’s eyebrows rise in surprise. “I see. Did you enjoy your pasta?”

         “It was lovely.” I rest my hand over his on my knee. “Thank you.”

         “You are more than welcome.” He winks. “Nothing stands in the way now, does it?”

         “No, the path is clear.” I smile and then melt when he gives me his smile, the one reserved only for me, his eyes twinkling in contentment.

         “I’m glad you said that.” He stands, halting all conversation at the table, all attention turning to him. He pulls my chair out. “Up you get.” I stand on a frown. “Excuse us for a few minutes,” he says to our silent guests before leading me away by my hand.

         “Where are we going?” I ask his back.

         He halts, turns, and drops to his knee in front of me, only a few feet away from the table. I hear my mum’s sharp intake of breath and mine that follows shortly after. I look down at him with a gaping mouth and wide eyes as he takes my hand and looks up at me with crystal-clear greens.

         “Shall we try this the traditional way?” he asks quietly.

         I start to physically shake. “Oh God.” I breathe through the melon-sized lump in my throat. I turn slowly and drink in the table and the occupants, all watching intently. My mum has her hand over her mouth, and my dad has a small smile on his lips. Dan is expressionless, and Kate and Sam are relaxed in their chairs with matching grins.

         My heart commences to gallop in my chest as I return my body to face Jesse, my glazed eyes to his. He’s only just met my parents. He can’t land this on me—not in front of them.

         “I’ve trampled them all,” his eyes twinkle, “delicately…ish. I’ve even asked your father.” The corner of his mouth lifts into a half-smile, and a small sob escapes my lips. “You must know how hard that was for me.” He drops my hand and glides his palms around the backs of my legs to pull me closer, prompting my hands to rest on his shoulders. “Anything it takes, Ava,” he whispers.

         My hands drift up to find the back of his head, and my fingers thread through his dark blond hair as he looks up at me.

         “Marry me, baby.”

         “You’re crazy mad.” I sob, bending to kiss him, my hands moving to the side of his face. “You crazy, crazy man.”

         “Will I be crazy mad and married?” he asks into my mouth. “Please tell me I’ll be crazy mad and married to you.” His hands pull me down to my knees, and he holds my shoulders firmly, his eyes swimming as he searches my face. “It’s all about you and it always will be. For the rest of my life, it’s only you. I love you, beyond crazy. Marry me, Ava.”

         I fall forward onto his chest in a sobbing mess and hear my mum burst into tears.

         “Is that a yes?”

         “Yes.”

         I hear his sharp intake of breath. “I can’t breathe,” he murmurs, falling back, taking me with him so we’re sprawled on the terrace floor. He takes my mouth, kissing me adoringly. Once again, my challenging, neurotic ex-playboy will have me wherever and whenever he pleases. And he’s completely unashamed of it. “I love you so much.” He pulls my hand up and slips my ring back onto my finger before dropping a kiss next to it and engulfing me in his body again, squeezing me hard.

         “I love you, too,” I whisper in his ear.

         “I’m so glad. You’re the best birthday present I’ve ever had.”

         What? 
         

         I pull up and gaze down at him through my glazed eyes. He smiles, almost embarrassed. “It’s your birthday?”

         “It is.” He starts nibbling his lip.

         “Today?”

         “Yes.” He nods as he answers.

         I narrow playful eyes on him. “How old are you?”

         “I’m thirty-eight.”

         I break out in a full beam. “Happy birthday.”

         He blesses me with his smile reserved only for me and pulls me back down to his chest, sinking his nose straight into my neck.

         I melt into him.

         I love this man, in all of his perfection and in all of his challenging, unreasonable ways. He took me hard and fast. He made me fall in love with him. He made me need him.

         He was so unexpected, so passionate, and so absolutely irresistible. And now he is wholly mine, and I am undeniably his.

         I finally understand him.

         I’ve finally got beneath this man.

          

         
            The End

         

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Bonus Scene
 
            Jesse’s POV for Beneath This Man: 
 The Whipping
            

         
 
         I can’t feel the pain of the whip. There’s no stinging or stabbing as the leather connects with my back. The only pain I feel is in my heart. It’s the crippling agony of failure—failure to protect the only thing in my life of value.
         
 
         Drink would’ve numbed this torture, but it also would have caused more pain…more failure. I can barely breathe through my guilt. I can’t bring myself to face up to my wrongs—there have been so many—and all are potential triggers to drive my beautiful girl away.
 
         I know Sarah is enjoying this. I saw the delighted sparkle in her sick eyes when she walked in on me with a bottle of vodka hovering at my lips. I could smell the ignorance and escape that bottle would provide, but I could also smell the remorse that would follow.
 
         Punish myself. That’s my only option. God knows I’ve put Ava through enough. And there’s more for her to know. That is why I found it so easy to drop the bottle, remove my T-shirt, and fall to my knees. It gives me the opportunity to pray, too.
 
         Even in my trancelike state I know this will never be enough, but I’m at a loss. I don’t know what to do to make this better—to make myself miraculously worthy of her love. Maybe I’m beyond hope. Maybe I’ll always fuck up everything good that comes into my life. Maybe this is my penance—God giving me a brief perception of how my life could be, knowing I’ll screw it up, leaving me more hollow and lost than before.
 
         Or, maybe one day, I might get something in my life right.
 
         I think I can hear voices. Or am I dreaming?
 
         My back bows sharply, my head flying back as the leather meets my flesh again. I’ve lost the ability to speak, to make any noise, in fact. So what’s that sound? It only takes me a split second to realize. It’s loud. It’s frightened.
         
 
         It’s my angel.
 
         My head whips up, finding Ava in a physical struggle with John. She’s screaming, yelling, thumping, and hitting him.
 
         “Ava?” I just about form the single word that usually fills my heart with happiness. Just the sound of her name takes me away from all pain. But not now. She stills at the low husk of my voice, her face turning toward me. The distress and pain etched all over her beautiful features cripples me. She’s here. How?
 
         She cries out to me, kicking my dead muscles into action. My need to get to her is desperate. But nothing is working. My legs are like jelly, my mind still partly fogged. She looks me all over before her petite body folds in on itself and she falls to the floor at John’s feet.
 
         “Ava?” I finally convince my fucking legs to play ball and get me into a standing position. Fuck, I feel more pissed than any amount of vodka could achieve. I’m hoping this is all a bad dream, but when I shake my head and gain something near to full focus, my heart slows a little. She’s sobbing, looking at me with nothing but pure agony gushing from those stunning eyes. “Jesus, no!” I start to rush over but something holds me back. It takes a few desperate moments to realize what. “Get the fuck off me!” I practically throw Sarah away and hurry to my girl. “Ava, baby. What are you doing here?” I join her on the floor, feeling her face out so I can see those eyes. When I find them, I hate what I’m confronted with—more pain. It’s intensifying the closer I get, the more I look.
 
         She’s pushing me away, making me drop her from my hold. Panic sets in. “Ava, please!” John gets shoved from her path and she disappears through the door. My strength seems to return at the sight of her running away from me again. I push myself to my feet. “Fuck!”
 
         John flicks a concerned face in my direction, weighing up my next move. He knows better than to ask. He takes his big body quickly down the corridor, and I follow.
 
         I can’t feel my legs, but they’re moving fast. I watch her back disappear into the ladies’ bathroom and I steam in after her, John in tow. The sound that greets me punches a hole through my gut. She’s being sick.
 
         “Ava!” I should be gently coaxing her from the cubicle, but my fear is growing by the second. I bang. “Ava! Open the door!” I hear shifting, but the door doesn’t open. “Please.” I let my head meet the door, my palms and chest pressed into the wood, as if this will make me a little bit closer to her. “Ava, please. Open the door.”
 
         Nothing.
 
         “Who let her in?” I don’t mean to punch the door in anger. “Fuck! Who the fucking hell let her in?”
 
         “Jesse, I didn’t let her in. I would never have let her in.” John’s big palm meets my shoulder, rubbing soothing circles into a piece of flesh that isn’t welted. I don’t need to look at his face to know he’s being up-front.
 
         We both look toward the door when Kate flies in, her pretty face looking back and forth between us. “What’s going on? Fuck! Jesse, what the hell has happened to your back?”
 
         “Nothing!” Fuck! I don’t want the whole fucking world getting their fill of me and my fuckups.
 
         “Don’t fucking talk to me like that. Where’s Ava? What the hell is going on? Ava?”
 
         I flinch at her returned harshness, but I’m in no position to call her out on it. I deserve so much more than a tongue-lashing from Ava’s best friend. I join her at the door. “She’s in there. She won’t come out. Ava? Please, Kate, get her out.” I bang the door again for no purpose at all. She’s not coming out while I’m here. I begrudgingly know that.
 
         “Hey! Tell me why she’s locked in there and why you’re out here bleeding all over the place?” Ava’s spunky friend hits me with a question I can’t avoid.
 
         “Ava walked in on something she shouldn’t have seen.” I’m vague, and Kate’s raised brow confirms she’s already aware of this. “She’s freaked out. I need to see her.” My panic is increasing with every second that I can’t get to her.
 
         “If you’ve fucked her over, Jesse!” she shouts. “Ava?”
 
         “No! It’s not like that!” My hand finds my hair and yanks. What the hell am I going to do?
 
         “Well, what is it like then? She’s in there throwing up. Ava?” Kate starts a gentler tapping of the door. “Ava, come on. Open the door.”
 
         “Ava!” I yell. I’ll bash the fucking door down if I have to.
 
         “Jesse, just go.”
 
         “No!’
 
         “She’s obviously not going to come out with you here. Hey, big guy. Get him out of here.”
 
         “Jesse?” John starts pulling at my arm, his rumble softer than usual, but there’s an edge of don’t fuck with me in his tone. I might be a nasty fucker when I want to be, but I’ve seen John in action, and even though I know I’d give him a run for his money, I don’t have the physical strength required. He’d flatten me with his thumb. “Let’s get you sorted out, you stupid motherfucker.”
         
 
         Reluctantly, I let John lead me from the ladies’, hoping my absence will encourage her out. I give Kate a pleading look, anything to make her see my turmoil. She’ll never understand, but worst of all, I know Ava won’t either.
 
         John practically drags me back to my office. I can feel the stares of the members, the men probably feeling smug seeing me in such a fucking state over a woman, probably thinking I’ve got what’s been coming for many years. They’re all right. The women are probably itching to comfort me, to take my mind off things. It’ll never work. If I lose this woman, there’s only one thing that’ll take away the pain. And I’m more than prepared to do it.
 
         John lets loose once my office door is closed. I stand before his hulking frame and accept the rant I deserve.
 
         “You stupid motherfucker!” His loud boom knocks me back a step. “Of all the fucked-up, sorry shit you do, this takes the fucking biscuit!” He actually prods me in my shoulder, only lightly, but it’s enough to make me stagger. “I fucking told you! Stay away from the fucking drink. That didn’t mean exchange it for the motherfucking whip!” I glance up and watch as he removes his glasses, something only done when he wants someone to appreciate how fucked off he is. He’s really fucked off. The shades get pointed at me. “You are your own worst enemy, Jesse.”
         
 
         “I know,” I agree quietly. I have no defense, nothing that’ll make this acceptable. I’m going to try, though.
 
         Sam’s head pops around the door, disturbing us. He smiles a nervous smile, apologizes for the interruption, and then quietly leaves again.
 
         John’s attention is fired straight back at the sorry state of a man before him.
 
         Me.
 
         “I told you to put your shirt on. I told you to go back to your girl and make things right, not wallow in your own self-fucking-pity and join Sarah in her fucked-up sadistic shit! Be a fucking man, you stupid motherfucker!’ His arms fly up in frustration. “And don’t ever fucking question my security!”
 
         “How the fuck did she get in, then?” I shout, John’s words reminding me of that little mystery.
 
         “I have no fucking idea, but I’m going to find out, you mark my word.”
 
         I’m about to yell some more, until Sam’s random visit to my office quickly registers in my screwed-up brain.
 
         “Fuck!” I curse, barging past John and thundering down the corridor. He was checking up on me, making sure I was out of the way, and he was doing it for a reason.
 
         Barreling back through the Manor and in the door of the ladies’, I halt when I find her standing and watching me, like she fully expected my arrival. There’s a silent understanding that passes between our eyes as we study each other, Kate remaining silently to the side. Not prepared to be deterred, I walk forward and gather her in my arms, leaving the toilets fast. As I make my way to my office, Ava safely in my hold, I feel the most incredible amount of comfort. It’s beyond what I could ever describe, and in this moment, I realize that every word that follows next has got to count. I’ll make them count.
         
 
         My foot kicks the door of my office shut, and I settle on the sofa, keeping her close, trying hard not to flinch at the contact of leather on my raw flesh. The numbness is fading, being replaced with a sting to accompany my slowing heartbeat. My face instinctively finds the soft skin of her neck, the smell of her hair easing me a little. Her tears, however, don’t. “Please don’t cry. It’s killing me.”
 
         “Why?” Her soft question reaches my ears, stupidly catching me off guard. It’s a question I should have expected, and it’s one that now needs answering.
 
         “I promised you I wouldn’t have a drink.” My reply is feeble. Perhaps I’m building up the courage to give her the answers she needs and wants—tell her exactly what a fuckup I really am. I mentally pray to God for forgiveness.
 
         “You wanted a drink?”
 
         “I wanted to block it out.”
 
         “Look at me,” she says harshly, but I can’t face her. I can’t confront the hurt I’ve caused. “Damn it, Jesse, look at me!” She’s moving, attempting to drag me from my cowardly hiding place. My hiss of discomfort stops her tactics. “Three.” Her calm voice makes me go rigid. That and the one word that will lead to the answers much quicker than I’d like. I need to piece this together, make the most of the words I’m about to say. She’s using my own manipulation against me. “Two.”
 
         “What happens on zero?” I already know the answer to this.
 
         “I leave.”
 
         I raise my head fast, the confirmation hurting deeper than I thought it could. “Please don’t.”
 
         Her face drops, all resentment seeming to fall away at my words. I didn’t intend to make her feel guilty. She moves to sit astride me, her arms carefully encasing me. “Tell me what you were blocking out.”
 
         “Hurting you.”
 
         “I don’t understand. I would rather you had a drink.”
 
         “You wouldn’t.” The small ironic laugh isn’t stoppable. She really has no idea.
 
         She sits back, determined to meet my eyes. I could never deny her. “I would rather face you with half a vodka distillery inside you than see what I just saw.”
 
         My head hangs. “Trust me, Ava, you wouldn’t.”
 
         “Trust you? Jesse, I feel sick with betrayal.” Suddenly, she’s removing herself from my body, and the loss of her soft curves against my hard muscle is unbearable. I try to reclaim her but get shrugged off. It slices my soul. “I’m not leaving,” she spits, making me retract my hands in shock.
 
         She starts a dogged march around my office, the usual fond sight of her gently tapping her front tooth in thought doing nothing to relax me. My unease doesn’t improve when she lowers herself on the opposite sofa, making a point of keeping out of my reach. I’m slowly forming words in my head, words to explain or make her feel better, but they’re not in order yet. I’m not sure where to begin. I can do nothing more than watch as she sighs and starts rubbing comforting circles into her temples. I want to do that. I want to do anything I can to make her feel better.
 
         “Is there anything else I need to know?” she asks, watching closely for my reaction to her unexpected question.
 
         I try to hide my tensing body. “Like what?”
 
         The look of disgust on her face is warranted. “I don’t know, you tell me.” Her arms catapult to the ceiling. “Why would I prefer this to drunken Jesse?”
 
         Gritting my teeth, I move forward, trying to close the space between us. My elbows hit my knees and I mimic Ava’s attempt to soothe the brain ache by rubbing circles in my temples, too. “Drink and sex go hand in hand for me.” I say the words that’ll commence the unraveling of my secrets.
 
         “What does that mean?”
 
         “Ava, I inherited The Manor when I was twenty-one. Can you imagine a young lad with this place and a whole lot of women ready and willing?” I’ve never felt so remorseful for my selfish ways.
 
         “You mean the dabbling?” Her voice is quiet and cautious. She’s already beginning to work this out.
 
         “Yes, the dabbling, but it’s all behind me.” I move farther forward. “Now, it’s all about you.” I need her to understand this. It might make the rest easier for her to come to terms with.
 
         “You drank and dabbled?”
 
         “Yes, like I said, drink and sex go hand in hand. Please, come here.”
 
         I’m ignored. “So you didn’t have a drink because you would have wanted to have sex?”
 
         “I don’t trust myself with alcohol, Ava.”
 
         “Because you think you will jump the nearest woman?”
 
         Another ironic laugh falls unwittingly from my lips. “I don’t think so. I couldn’t do that to you.” I should stab myself for my nerve and save her the trouble of dealing with this fucked-up arsehole any longer.
 
         Her eyebrows shoot up. “You don’t think so?”
 
         “It’s not a risk I’m willing to take, Ava.” Not anymore, I add silently to myself. “I drink too much, lose reason, and women throw themselves at me willingly. You’ve seen it.”
         
 
         “You didn’t look very capable of anything last Friday!” she shouts incredulously.
 
         “Yeah, that’s not my normal level of intemperance, Ava. I was on a mind-numbing mission.” Shit, how the fuck am I going to do this?
 
         “So, you usually maintain a steady level of drinking and then have lots of sex with lots of willing women? You’ve never had a drink when you’ve slept with me?”
 
         I can’t do this without contact, so I shove the table aside that’s blocking my access and fall to my knees before her. “No, Ava. I have never been under the influence of alcohol when I’ve had you. I don’t need it. Alcohol blocked things out for me, made me forget how hollow my life was. I didn’t give a fuck about any of the women I slept with, not one. And then you fell into my life and things changed completely. You brought me back to life, Ava. I never want to touch the drink because if I start, I might not stop, and I never want to miss a moment with you.” I’m a bastard. A desperate, hopeless bastard.
 
         I can see the tears forming in her browns. I’m not sure how this can get any worse. “Have you had sleepy sex with anyone else?”
 
         I do a shit job of hiding my exasperation at her silly question, sighing loudly. “No.”
 
         “What about a sense fuck?” She looks fierce.
 
         “Ava, no! I’ve never cared about anyone else enough to need or want to fuck any sense into them.” I find her legs and squeeze some reassurance into them. I don’t expect it to work, but I’m willing to try anything. “Only you.”
 
         My hands are pushed aside and she’s on her feet. “So on Thursday in your office, are you telling me that if you had drank the vodka, I would’ve found you nailing Sarah on your desk, not just looking cozy with her on your desk?”
 
         What? Sarah? Is she insane? I jump up and stalk over to her, taking a firm hold of her small body. “No! Don’t be so stupid.”
 
         “I don’t think I’m being stupid. It’s bad enough worrying about you drinking. I don’t know if I can cope with the additional worry of you being drunk and wanting to fuck other women!” She’s losing control, her scathing words making me jump back in shock, even though I have no right to.
 
         I also have no right to reprimand her on her foul language…but I still do. “Will you watch your fucking mouth? It doesn’t make me want to fuck other women. It just makes me want to fuck!”
 
         “So I had better ensure that I’m with you when you have a drink then, hadn’t I?’
 
         Oh Jesus, yes, she had. But it’s too late already. “I won’t be having a drink! When will you listen to me, woman?” I’m losing control now, too, the plan to try and make these words count falling away fast. “I don’t need drink.” I fear I might tighten my grip too hard, so I release her, removing myself from her space and taking a march across my office to try and gather some calming thoughts. It’s no good. Nothing will work. I jab my finger in her face. “I need you!” It’s quickly brushed aside.
 
         “You need me to replace drink and screwing.”
 
         Where the hell did she get that from? I need her to breathe; it doesn’t get any simpler than that.
 
         “You manipulate me.”
 
         “I don’t manipulate you!” I defend, shocked, but I know I really do. Constant contact, making unreasonable demands, and blowing her mind with our joined bodies are all ways for me to keep her, but it’s to keep her safe, too.
 
         “Yes, you do! With sex! Sense fucking, reminder fucking. It’s all manipulation. I need you, and you use it against me!”
 
         “No!” I yell, thrashing out and sending the poison that has brought me to this hideous place in my life crashing to my office floor. The loud smashing of bottles and glasses recedes, and I find myself holding her arms firmly again.
 
         “I need you to need me, Ava. It doesn’t get any simpler than that. How many times have I got to tell you? As long as you need me, I look after myself…simple.”
 
         “How is having yourself whipped looking after yourself?” she screams.
 
         My hair takes a severe punishing when I yank at it violently. “I don’t fucking know!” I do. Desperation. Hopelessness. Desolation. Fear. There are four, and I’m not finished yet.
 
         “I do need you, but not like this.” Her defeatism worries me further, so I take her hands gently.
 
         “Look at me.” Her head falls and her eyes meet mine. “Tell me, how do I make you feel? I know how you make me feel. Yes, I’ve had a lot of women, but it was all just sex. Mindless sex. No feelings. Ava, I need you.”
 
         “How can you need me if I make you do this to yourself? You’re more self-destructive now than you were before me. I’ve made you need alcohol, not want it. I’ve made you into an unreasonable, crazy man, and I’m certainly not stable anymore. Don’t you see what we’re doing to each other?”
         
 
         Her words slice me, even though the first part of that statement is probably true. The last part, however, isn’t. We’re loving each other, that’s what we’re doing. Everything I do is because I love her. “Ava.”
 
         “And for the record, I hate the fact that you’ve slept around.”
 
         I take a deep breath, silently agreeing with her, but then she gasps and the horror-filled sound pumps fear directly into my veins.
 
         “When you disappeared for four days…” Her words catch in her throat, trepidation splashed all over her beautiful face.
 
         My eyes open farther, like I need her to see my remorse. My time is up. “They. Meant. Nothing. I love you. I need you.”
 
         “Oh God!” She collapses in front of me and starts a pain-filled cry. I’ve never felt more shitty, more unworthy, more desperate. “You were fucking other women.”
 
         I fall to my knees, taking a firm but gentle hold, shaking her a little, for what purpose I don’t know. “Ava, listen to me. They meant nothing. I was falling in love with you. I knew I would hurt you. I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
         “You said you couldn’t do it to me. You forgot to add again. You should have said you couldn’t do it to me again.”
         
 
         “I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
         “So to remedy that, you fucked other women?” Her reasonable question leaves me without an answer. I ask myself the same thing every day, ten times a day. “How many?”
 
         I wince. “Ava, please don’t. I hate myself.”
 
         “I hate you too! How could you?”
 
         “Ava, why are you not listening to me?”
 
         “I am, and I don’t like what I’m hearing!” She’s moving, taking herself away. I make a panicked grab for her hips, placing my head on her stomach, my emotions completely taking over. My body starts to jerk.
 
         “I’m sorry. I love you. Please, I beg you, don’t leave me. Marry me.”
 
         “What?” Her tone is shocked, disgusted, everything I don’t want it to be. “I can’t marry someone who I don’t understand.” And those words finish me off, making me crumble to the floor before her. “I thought I was working you out.” Her voice is trembling. “You’ve destroyed me again, Jesse.”
 
         “Ava, please. I was a mess. I lost control. I thought I could fight you out of my head.” I’m spitting words, frantic and flooded with panic.
 
         “By getting pissed and fucking other women?’
 
         “I didn’t know what to do.” I’m pathetic, but it’s all I have. The overwhelming anxiety, fear, and dread at her being hurt hasn’t improved. It never will. Neither will my dread of losing her. But my ability to run away from pure, raw, intense love has. My excuses for leaving her for those four days will never be good enough. Fear in a man like me is laughable, but that is what this woman reduces me to. A wreck. A tragic excuse of a man. I really don’t deserve the love this woman throws at me. But I’m far too selfish to give it up easily.
 
         “You could have talked to me,” she says.
 
         “Ava, you would have run away from me again.”
 
         “All of the apologies you’ve been giving me were because your conscience was eating away at you. It wasn’t because you were drunk or because of The Manor. It’s because you screwed around on me. You said you hadn’t dabbled since way before me. You’ve lied to me. Every time I think we’ve made progress, more bombshells. I can’t cope with this anymore. I don’t know who you are, Jesse.”
 
         “Ava, you do know me. I’ve fucked up. I’ve really fucked up, but no one knows me better than you, no one.”
 
         “Sarah might do. She seems to know you very well.” Her tone is flat, almost resentful. “Why?”
 
         My body gives, my arse hitting my heels. “I’ve let you down. I wanted a drink, but I promised you I wouldn’t, and I know what’s likely to happen if I do.”
 
         “So you had yourself whipped?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “I don’t understand.”
 
         I don’t show her the shame in my eyes. I don’t need to. “Ava, you know I’ve led a colorful life. I’ve broken marriages, treated women like objects, and taken what’s not mine. I’ve damaged people, and I feel like all of this is my penance. I’ve found my little piece of heaven, and I feel like everyone is going out of their way to take it away from me.”
 
         “You are the only one who’s going to fuck this up. Just you. You drinking, you being a control freak, you fucking other women. You!”
         
 
         “I could have stopped it all. I can’t believe I’ve got you. I’m terrified you’re going to be taken away from me.”
 
         “So you ask a woman I despise, a woman who wants to take you away from me, to whip you?”
         
 
         “Sarah doesn’t want to take me away from you.” I frown, but obviously Ava disagrees, judging by the look of total shock on her face. And I know she’s probably right. I could ignore it before Ava crashed into my life, but not now.
 
         “Yes, Jesse, she does! You doing this to yourself is agony for me. You are punishing me, not you. I love you, despite all of the shit you keep landing on me, but I can’t watch you do this to yourself.”
 
         “Don’t leave me.” My voice has taken on an unwarranted demanding tone, and I grab her hands. “I’ll die before I’m without you, Ava.”
 
         “Don’t say that! That’s crazy talk.”
 
         Can’t she see? I pull her to her knees. “It’s not crazy. That nightmare I had when you were gone. Just like that—gone. It gave me a clue of what it would be like without you.” The reminder brings all of the tormenting images back. Blackness. Emptiness. Indescribable pain. “Ava, it killed me.”
 
         “If I leave, it would be because I can’t watch you hurt yourself—I can’t watch you torture yourself anymore.”
 
         “You could never understand how much I love you.” I clasp her face, but she fights me off again. “Let me touch you.” The panic reignites, the visions of my nightmare now too near real.
 
         “I do understand, Jesse, because I feel the same!” Her shout stops me from grappling to get her back in my arms. How can she feel like this? “Even though you’ve fucked me over completely, I still fucking love you, and I fucking hate myself for it. So don’t you dare tell me I don’t understand!”
 
         “It’s not possible.” Damn it, she has no fucking idea! Anger surges through me at the very claim, and I reach forward, yanking her to me on a sharp intake of breath. “It’s just not fucking possible!”
 
         She doesn’t fight me off this time. She’s given in, letting me feel and hold her for a short while before she gently breaks away from me. “I’m going to get something to clean you up with.” I’m not prepared to let her go, but she finds an incredible strength from somewhere, managing to shrug me off. “Jesse, I need to clean you up.”
 
         “Don’t walk away from me.”
 
         “I said I would never leave you. I meant it.” She walks out on me, leaving me on my knees and ready to pray some more. This is far from done, and despite her words, I’m not convinced she could possibly feel as strongly for me as I do for her. How could she? And there is nothing she can do to prove it.
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            Chapter One

         

         My nerves are shot to bits. I don’t know why. I know I’m doing the right thing, but damn I’m a stupid mass of nerves. I’m alone, my first few reflective moments of the day and probably the last. I need this moment, just me to myself, absorbing the massive leap that I’m taking. I know these moments will likely be precious from this day forward.
         

         It’s my wedding day.

         It’s the day I promise myself to this man for the rest of my life—not that I need a piece of paper or a metal band on my finger to do that. But he does. That’s why only two weeks after he fell to his knee on the terrace of Lusso, I’m marrying this man. And why I’m now sitting in my robe on a chaise longue in one of the private suites of The Manor—the suite where Jesse cornered me all those weeks ago—trying to gather myself.

         I’m getting married at The Manor.

         The biggest day of my life is taking place at the plush sex haven of my Lord. My nerves aren’t only a result of my being the bride. My parents, brother, and family members are all roaming around the grounds of Jesse’s supposed country retreat, poking around, taking it all in. The Manor has been closed to members for two days so preparations could be made, and that alone has cost Jesse a small fortune in reimbursed membership fees. I might be just as unpopular with the male members as I am with the female members now. They must all hate me—the women for snatching their Lord from under their noses, and now the men for putting a halt on their preferred sexual adventures. Jesse has ensured all wooden, crosslike wall hangings and suspended, gold grid frames have been removed from the private suites, and he’s had the doors to the communal room locked. I don’t feel any better about it, though.

         I look up to the ceiling and roll my shoulders in an attempt to dispel some of the growing tension. It’s not working. Pulling myself up, I walk over to the mirror and gaze at my reflection. Despite my unease, I look fresh, I’m glowing, and my makeup is light and natural. My dark hair has been glossed to within an inch of its life, the long, heavy waves flouncing freely and loosely pinned on one side with an intricately jeweled hair comb. Jesse loves my hair down. He also loves me in lace.

         I turn toward the door where my dress is hanging and drink in the vast expanse of lace—lots of lace, with explosions of tiny pearls sewn here and there. Zoe of Harrods came up trumps with this dress. The ivory lace sweeps over my bum, hugs my thighs, and puddles on the floor a meter in every direction. I smile. He’ll stop breathing. This simple gown, with delicate shoulder straps, plunging back, and nipped-in waist will have my Lord on his knees.

         I scoop my phone up from the nightstand. It’s midday. In just an hour, I’ll be meeting Jesse in the summer room and taking my vows. My stomach does a swift three-sixty-degree turn…again.

         Slipping off my robe, I put my knickers on before taking my ivory lace, strapless corset and stepping in, pulling it up over my stomach and arranging my cleavage in the cups. Only just, but it does conceal the perfectly round bruise on my breast. My mark.

         There’s a quiet knock at the door. My quiet, reflective time is up. “Yes?” I call, slipping back into my robe.

         “Ava, darling, are you decent?” It’s Mum.

         I open the door. “I’m decent, and I need your help.”

         She pushes her way in, shutting the door behind her. She looks stunning, adorned in a lovely oyster-colored, satin shift dress, her short, sweeping hairstyle arranged with a feather and pearl hairpiece. “Sorry, darling. I was showing Aunty Angela the spa facilities. I think she’ll be asking Jesse about joining up. She was most impressed. Do you need membership for the spa and gym, or is it just for guests?”

         I cringe. “Just for guests, Mum.”

         “Oh, well, I’m sure he’ll make an exception for family. Your grandparents would’ve thought they were in Buckingham Palace, God rest their souls.” She faffs with my hair, and I bat her fussing hands away. “Have you wiggled your way into your underwear yet?” She runs her chocolate eyes up and down my robe-covered body. “It’s nearly time.”

         I slip my robe off again and drape it on the bed. “Yes, I need you to fasten it.” I turn my back to her and pull my hair over my shoulder. Two weeks of Jesse’s hands working cream into my back has cleared all evidence of my thrashing. The physical marks are gone, but the mental images will be etched on my brain forever.

         She commences securing all of the hooks and eyes. “You’re so lucky to have such a wonderful place to get married.”

         I’m glad she can’t see my face because she would see a painfully uncomfortable expression. “I know.” I’ve seen the summer room and it does look beautiful—Tessa, our wedding planner, made sure of it. Jesse presented me with Tessa the day after I agreed to marry him, a small indication that my challenging man had already sourced her to take on the role of organizing our wedding—the wedding we were supposed to discuss together like adults. And, quite conveniently, The Manor also holds a wedding license. All I’ve done for my wedding is visit Zoe to find my dress. I’ve had no planning stress, just location stress.
         

         “There.” Mum turns me around and sweeps my hair back over my shoulder. She’s looking at me thoughtfully. “Darling, can your mother offer you some advice?”

         “No.” I answer quickly on a small smile.

         She returns my smile and sits me on the end of the bed. “When you become a wife, you become the core of your husband.” She smiles fondly. “Let him think he’s in charge, let him think you can’t live without him, but never let him take your independence or identity, darling.” She laughs a little. “They like to think they’re wearing the trousers, and you have to let them believe it.”

         I shake my head a little. “Mum, this isn’t necessary.”

         “Yes, it is,” she insists. “Men are complicated creatures.”

         I scoff. She has no idea how complicated my creature is.
         

         She pulls my blushing face to hers. “Ava, I can see that Jesse loves you, and I admire his frankness when it comes to how he feels about you, but remember who you are. Never let him change you, darling.”

         “He won’t change me, Mum.” My parents stayed with us for two days after Jesse proposed, so they’ve had the full-on experience of Jesse’s way with me, minus the countdowns and various degrees of fuckings. They have witnessed the smothering, the constant touching and affection, and their quiet observations haven’t gone unnoticed. Not by me, anyway. Jesse is oblivious. No, not oblivious; he just doesn’t care. Whenever and wherever.

         Mum smiles. “He wants to look after you, and he’s made it quite clear you’re precious to him. It makes me and your father so happy to know that you’ve found a man who adores you, a man who’ll walk through fire for you.”

         “I adore him, too,” I say quietly. The sincerity of my mum’s words is tugging at my vocal cords, making my voice a little quivery. “Please don’t make me cry. My makeup will be ruined.”

         She clasps my cheeks in her palms and plants a kiss on my lips. “Yes, let’s stop with the emotional stuff. Just don’t ever do anything that you don’t want to. I can also see he could be quite persuasive.” I actually laugh, and Mum laughs with me. Persuasive? “It’s such a shame his family couldn’t be here,” she muses.

         I wince a little. “I’ve told you, they live abroad. They’re not very close.” I’ve only vaguely outlined the reason for Jesse’s lack of family.

         “Money,” she says and sighs. “It causes more family rifts than anything else.”

         “It does,” I agree. So do sex houses and playboy uncles.

         We’re interrupted by another knock at the door and Mum leaves me on the bed to answer it. “Oh, that’ll be Kate.”

         “I have drinks! Wow, Elizabeth, you look incredible!” Kate’s excited voice creeps into the room before she barrels past my mother and hits me with delighted blue eyes. “Aren’t you dressed yet?” She sets a tray on the wooden chest. She looks fabulous in an ivory satin dress, her long curls a mass of red flames surrounding her pale face—my only bridesmaid, but with the enthusiasm of ten.

         “Just about to.” I stand myself up and adjust my boobs in my cups.

         “Here, have one of these.” She thrusts a glass of pink liquid at me.

         “Oh, yes, you must!” Mum chants, closing the door and hastily making her way over to scoop one up for herself. She takes a long sip and gasps. “Oh, that little Italian knows how to keep a lady happy.”

         I shake my head at the glass that’s floating in front of me. “No, I’m fine.” I don’t want alcohol breath under Jesse’s nose.

         “It’ll sort your nerves,” Kate insists, taking my hand and placing the glass in it. “Drink.”

         She nods at the glass with raised eyebrows and I relent, taking a generous swig of Mario’s Most Marvelous. It tastes as marvelous as ever, but no amount of alcohol is going to settle me.

         “Where’s Jesse?” I ask, setting my glass down. I’ve not seen him since last night. Knowing my mum’s traditional views, I insisted we sleep separately on the night before our wedding. He refused to leave my room until one minute to midnight, and then he did so in a mighty huff when my mum was banging on the door. I could see he was dying to trample all over her, but, surprisingly, he conceded without too much fuss, just a ferocious scowl at my mum as she guided him from the room.

         “I think he’s getting ready.” Kate downs a Most Marvelous.

         “Katie Matthews, take it easy!” Mum scolds, taking the glass from her. “You’ve got all day to go.”

         “Sorry.” Kate flicks me a cheeky grin. I know why she’s hitting the drink so early, and it’s called Dan and Sam combined.

         “What about Dad and Dan?”

         “At the bar, Ava. All of the men are at the bar.” Kate emphasizes all.
         

         I wince. Today is going to be tough for Kate. Dan delayed his return to Australia so he could be here for my wedding, but he hasn’t said much, neither on the night of the proposal or since. He doesn’t need to. It’s obvious he’s struggling with both the direction of my life and being near Kate, especially with an oblivious Sam on the scene. Kate’s struggling, too, although trying to appear unaffected.

         “Come on, then.” Kate claps her hands. “Are you getting dressed or walking down the aisle in that? I’m sure he won’t mind.”

         I smile at my fiery friend. “I’m getting dressed.” I unpack my heels from the tissue paper and slip them on, raising me by four inches. “Right.” I take a deep breath and make my way over to the door, where my dress is waiting for me.

         “Perhaps you should use the toilet before we get you into it,” Mum suggests, joining me by the dress. “Oh, Ava. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

         I hum my agreement, my eyes drifting up and down the full length. “I know. And yes, I need a wee.” I leave my mum admiring my dress and head for the bathroom, catching Kate having another quick glug while my mum’s back is turned. I shut the door quietly before using the toilet and relishing another private moment. Then I hear a loud knock on the suite door, followed by the unmistakable panicked voice of my mother. Wondering what’s going on, I make quick work of sorting myself out and washing my hands before exiting the bathroom.

          “Jesse.” Mum is clearly exasperated. “You and I are going to fall out if you don’t do as you’re told.”

         I look over at Kate, who’s drinking more Most Marvelous while Mum is distracted. She grins at me on a shrug. “What’s going on?” I ask.

         “Jesse wants to see you, but Elizabeth is having none of it.”

         I roll my eyes, turning my attention to the door, where Mum is blocking the small gap between the door and the frame.

         “We won’t fall out, Mum, if you let me in,” Jesse says. I know he’s grinning at my mother, but his playfulness isn’t fooling me. I can detect the threat in his tone. He’s coming into this room, and not even Mum will stop him.

         “Jesse Ward, you do not get to call me ‘Mum’ when I’m only nine years older than you!” she spits. “Now go, you’ll be seeing her in half an hour.”

         “Ava!” he yells.

         I throw my eyes back to Kate, and she nods her head, instantly catching my drift. We both run toward the door, Kate unhooking my dress from the top and me gathering the bottom in my arms before we take it into the bathroom and rehang it on the back of the door.

         Kate laughs. “Will your mum learn or will she continue to try and tame him?”

         “I don’t know.” I smooth the front of my dress down and follow Kate back out, shutting the door behind me. Mum is still guarding the door, her foot wedged at the bottom. That won’t stop him.

         “Jesse, no!” She’s pushing against him now. “It’s bad luck. Have you no respect for tradition, you stubborn man?”

         “Let me in, Elizabeth.” He’s clenching his teeth. I know he is.

         I glance at Kate and shake my head. He’s trampling my mother, just like he promised if she ever got in his way, and she is most certainly in his way.

         Kate takes another drink from the tray and walks casually over to the door. “Elizabeth, just let him in. You’ll never stop him. The man’s a rhinoceros.”

         “No!” Mum is really digging her heels in. “He is not…oh!…Jesse Ward!”

         I smile to myself as I watch my determined mother shoved back slightly before being lifted from her feet and placed neatly to the side. She rearranges her dress and straightens her hairpiece, all the while spitting nails at my challenging man. Then I cast my eyes back to the open doorway.

         I swallow. His green pools are full of desire and studying me closely, his face expressionless, his jaw stubbled. My greedy stare trails slowly down his half nakedness as he stands before me in just his loose shorts, his solid chest damp and his hair dark with sweat. He’s been running again.

         “Well!” Mum huffs. “Ava, tell him to leave!” She’s not happy.

         I meet his gaze. “It’s fine, Mum. Just give us five minutes.”

         His eyes sparkle in approval as he stands patiently waiting for my mum to relent and leave us. Mum won’t appreciate it, but even this small gesture is uncharacteristically respectful. He’s trampling all right, but he could trample harder.

         I see Kate in my peripheral vision approach my mum and take her arm. “Come on, Elizabeth. Just a few minutes won’t hurt.”

         “It’s tradition!” she argues, but still lets Kate lead her out. I smile. There is nothing traditional about my relationship with Jesse. “What’s that bruise on his chest?” I hear my mother ask as she’s pushed from the room.

         The door closes, and we maintain our deep eye connection, neither one of us saying anything for the longest time. I just drink him in, every finely tuned muscle, every perfect inch of pure beauty.

         He finally speaks. “I don’t want to take my eyes away from your face.”

         “No?”

         He shakes his head mildly. “There’ll be lace if I do, won’t there?”

         I nod.

         “White lace?”

         “Ivory.”

         His chest expands slightly. This could be dangerous for my hair, makeup, and underwear if those eyes stray from my face. It could also be dangerous for our strict time schedule. I’m expecting Tessa up here at any moment to check that I’m ready before she hits me with how many steps it is to the summer room and how long it should take me to get there.

         He blinks a few times, and I know he’ll never resist a peek; he’d just better control himself, and I’d better control myself, too. It’s hard. Sweat beads are trailing down his temple, across his neck, and onto his solid chest, before shimmering as they travel the waves of his stomach and disperse in the waistband of his shorts. I shift as his eyes break from mine and lazily drag down my body, his chest heaving more severely as his gaze makes its journey. I’m bombarded with tingles.

         I make my move before he does, walking slowly across the room and stopping close to his sweat-coated body. Then I flick my gaze up to his lush lips. His breathing escalates.

          “You’ve just trampled my mother.” I try to hide the lust in my voice, but fail miserably.

         “She was in my way,” he says quietly, breathing down on me.

         “This is bad luck. You’re not supposed to see me before our wedding.”

         “Stop me.” His head dips so his lips brush over mine gently, but he doesn’t touch my body. “I’ve missed you.”

         “It’s been twelve hours.”

         “Too long.” He runs his tongue slowly across my bottom lip, enticing a quiet moan from me. I’m instantly fighting the natural instinct to grab his big shoulders. “You’ve had a drink.”

         “Just a sip.” He’s like a bloodhound. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

         “You can’t look like this and say things like that, Ava.” His lips push to mine, his tongue seeking entry, encouraging my lips to part and accept him into my mouth. The hot warmth of him dispels my nerves; everything is forgotten as he claims me, but still keeps his hands to himself. Our sweeping tongues are the only contact between us, but it’s as consuming as ever. My senses are saturated, my mind scrambled, and my body begging for him. But he just maintains the slow, fluid movements of his tongue, withdrawing occasionally to tease my lips, before plunging back into my mouth. I hum at his exquisite pace, the inevitable bang dropping between my thighs as he worships me delicately.

         “Jesse, we’re going to be late for our wedding.” I need to halt this before one of us takes it to the next level. It might be me.

         “Don’t tell me to stop kissing you, Ava.” He bites my bottom lip and drags it slowly through his teeth. “Never tell me to stop kissing you.” He lowers himself to his knees and takes my hands, pulling me down. I kick my shoes off and join him. He watches his thumbs circling over the tops of my hands for a while before lifting his glorious greens to find my eyes. “Are you ready to do this?”

         I frown. “Are you asking me if I still want to marry you?”

         His lips tip a little. “No, you don’t get a choice. I’m just asking if you’re ready.”

         I struggle to stop my own small smile at his candidness. “And what if I say no?”

         “You won’t.”

         “Then why ask?”

         His lips turn into a shy smile, and he shrugs. “You’re nervous. I don’t want you to be nervous.”

         “I’m nervous because of where I’m getting married.”
         

         His smile falls away. “Ava, everything has been taken care of. I said not to worry so you shouldn’t. End of.”

         “I can’t believe you convinced me to do this.” I drop my head, feeling a little guilty for doubting he’d keep his word. I know exactly why we’re marrying at The Manor. No waiting list. No other bookings to work around. It’s where he could get me down the aisle without delay.

         “Hey.” He tips my chin back up, making me look at his achingly handsome face. “Stop it now. Ava, baby, I want you to cherish today, not get your knickers in a twist over something that’s never going to happen. They’ll never know. I promise.”

         I shake myself out of my uneasiness and smile, feeling better for hearing his reassuring words. I believe him. “Okay.”

         I watch as he stands and strolls over to a big chest, pulling something from the drawer and returning a few moments later with a bath sheet. My brow furrows as he drops back to his knees and wipes his face, then ruffles his damp hair before laying it across his chest.

         He opens his arms. “Come here.”

         I waste no time crawling onto his lap and letting him surround me in his arms, my cheek resting on his chest through the towel.

         “Better?” he asks, pulling me in closer.

         “Much better,” I whisper. “I love you, my Lord.”

         I feel him jerk a little under me, a silent hint of his quiet laugh. “I thought I was your God.”

         “You’re that, too.”

         “And you are my temptress. Or you could be my Lady of The Manor.”

         I jump off his chest and find him grinning at me. “I am not being your Lady of the Sex Manor!”

         He laughs and yanks me back down, making a meal of stroking my glossy hair and inhaling deeply on a satisfied pull of breath. “Whatever you want, lady.”

         “Just lady will do.” I’m aware of my hands sliding all over his damp back, but I really don’t care. “I’m so in love with you.”

         “I know you are, Ava.”

         “I need to get ready. I’m getting married, you know.”

         “You are? Who’s the lucky bastard?”

         I smile and pull myself away from his body again. I need to see him. “He’s a challenging, neurotic control freak.” I reach up and cup his rough cheek. “He’s so handsome.” I whisper, searching his eyes, which are watching me so closely. “This man stops me breathing when he touches me and fucks me until I’m delirious.” I wait for his scorn, but his lips just press into a straight line, so I lean up and kiss his chin, working my way to his lips. “I can’t wait to marry him.”

         “What would this man say if he caught you kissing another man?” he asks around my mouth.

         I grin. “Oh, he’d probably castrate him, offer burial or cremation, that type of thing.”

         His eyes widen. “He sounds possessive. I don’t think I want to take him on.”

         “You really don’t. He’ll trample all over you.” I shrug, and he laughs. It’s that eye-sparkling laugh, the one that has light creases fanning his beautiful greens. “Happy?” I ask.

         “No, I’m shitting myself.” He falls back, taking me with him. “But I’m feeling brave. Kiss me.”

         I dive right in, smothering his face with my lips and humming in sweet contentment, but I don’t get long to indulge myself.

         The door swings open. “Jesse Ward! Get your sweat-covered body off my daughter!” Mum’s shocked cry pierces the privacy of our moment.

         I start laughing, my mum’s scorn not stopping me from getting my fix of Jesse. And he lets me.

         “Ava! You’ll smell. Get up!” Her angry heels start thumping toward us. “Tessa, help me out here, will you?”

         I suddenly feel a mass of hands grasping at different parts of my body, trying to pull me from Jesse. “Mum! Stop it!” I laugh, gripping Jesse harder. “I’ll get up!”

         “Get up then! You’re getting married in half an hour, your hair is a mess, and you’ve broken an ancient tradition, rolling around on the floor with your husband-to-be.” She huffs and puffs a bit more. “Tessa, tell her!”

         “Yes, come on, Ava.” Tessa’s harsh husk stabs at my skin. She’s nice enough, but the woman is frighteningly fierce with organization.

         “Okay, okay,” I grumble, dragging myself from Jesse’s body.

         “Oh, look at you,” Mum moans, trying to smooth my wild mane. I struggle to keep a straight face as I watch Jesse make no attempt to leave, but rather brace his arms under his head so he can watch as my mum pulls and pokes at me. She turns angry, chocolate eyes onto my challenging man. “Out!”

         “All right.” He rises from the floor in one fluid effort, his delicious muscles bunching and rippling as he does. Tessa’s staring doesn’t escape my notice, but she soon snaps out of her dumbstruck state when she catches me watching her with raised eyebrows.

         “I’ll take care of the groom!” she declares, averting her eyes. “Jesse, come on.”

         “Wait.” He looks at my chest. “Where’s your diamond?”

         “Shit!” My hand instantly flies up to my breastbone, my eyes darting around on the floor. “Shit, shit, shit! Mum!”

         “Ava!” Jesse yells, “Please! Watch your mouth!”

         “Don’t panic!” Mum drops to her knees and starts looking under the bed, while I scan every inch of the plush carpet.

         “Here it is!” Tessa sweeps it up from the floor, and Jesse abruptly snatches it from her hand before making his way over to me.

         “Turn around,” he huffs, and I comply immediately, my heart hammering in my chest. That damn fucking diamond will be the death of me. “There.” His lips fall onto my shoulder, his hips pushing into my bum.

         “That’ll teach you for frolicking on the floor,” Mum huffs. “Now, out!” She starts tugging at Jesse’s arm, but he doesn’t brush her off.

         I turn and wave at him, then curtsy, prompting another huff from my mother and a cheeky grin from Jesse, before he lets Tessa usher him out of the suite.

         “Right. In that dress, Ava O’Shea. Where is it?”

         I point to the bathroom and sit myself on the end of the bed. “Bathroom. And you won’t be able to call me that soon,” I say haughtily.

         She stomps across the room. “You will always be Ava O’Shea to me,” she grumbles. “Up. Your father will be here in a minute to escort you downstairs.”

         I stand and rearrange my underwear. “Is he okay?”

         “Your dad? Nervous, but it’s nothing a few whiskeys won’t cure. He hates being in the limelight.”

         He does. He’ll be keen to hand me over to Jesse so he can escape the attention and blend back into the crowd.

         My dress is removed from the hanger and held in front of me. I rest my hand on Mum’s shoulder and step into it, letting her pull it up my front so I can slip my arms through the delicate straps before she turns me around and fastens the dozens of tiny pearl buttons running down my lower spine. She’s quiet, and she’s stopped moving. I know what I’m going to see if I turn around, and I’m not sure I can cope with it. Then I hear a small sniff.

         “Mum, please don’t.”

         Her hands kick back into action. “What?”

         I turn around, and my suspicions are confirmed. Her eyes are clouded and she lets out a small sob. “Mum,” I warn softly.

         “Oh, Ava.” She runs to the bathroom, and I hear the frantic yanking of toilet paper from the roll. She appears in the doorway, dabbing under her eyes with some tissue. “I’m sorry. I was doing so well.”

         “You were,” I confirm. “Hey, help me out here.” Distraction, that’s what she needs.

         “Yes, yes. What should I do?”

         “Shoes.” I point to my shoes where I kicked them off, and she scoops them up, placing them at my feet.

         “Thank you.” I lift my pooling dress and slip my feet back into my Louboutins. “How’s my face?”

         She laughs. “You mean after you’ve just rubbed it over every inch of Jesse’s?”

         “Yes,” I answer, walking across to the bathroom to inspect it myself.

         “You could probably do with an extra brush of powder.”

         She’s right; I could. I look a little flushed. I sweep my makeup brush across my cheeks before refreshing my nude lips and applying a little extra mascara. My hair isn’t as silky smooth after my little roll around on the floor, but the comb is still securely in place. I feel better. He does that to me. He draws all of the anxiety right out of me with his presence, and now I can’t wait to get my lace-clad arse downstairs to meet him.

         I pull up the hem of my dress and walk out of the bathroom, flicking my hair over my shoulder and blowing out a calming breath. “I’m ready,” I declare, coming to an abrupt halt when I see that my mum is no longer alone.

         “Oh, Joseph, look at her!” Mum cries, turning into my dad’s shoulder and blubbering all over his charcoal suit. Kate reaches up and strokes Mum’s back on a small eye roll, and Dad tenderly wraps his arm around her waist. This is rare. He’s not a touchy-feely man at all.

         I smile at him, and he returns my beam. “Don’t you start,” I warn.

         “I’m saying nothing.” He laughs. “Except how beautiful you look. Really beautiful, Ava.”

         “Really?” I ask, shocked by his open display of affection, even if it is just words.

         “Yes, really.” He nods sharply. “Now, are you ready?” He shifts my mum away from his body and brushes his suit down, pretending he hasn’t just said some loving words to his daughter.

         “Yes, I’m more than ready. Take me to Jesse,” I demand, and that has the desired effect, everyone laughing at my order. Much better. I can’t cope with all of this intensity. Jesse provides me with enough of that.

         Tessa barges in. “Come on, then. What’s the holdup?” she asks, scanning the bodies that are all staring at me. “Elizabeth, Kate, downstairs, please.” She escorts them from the room. “Ava, I’ll meet you at the summer room in three minutes.”

         She exits sharply, leaving me and my dad alone. “You know, Dad, you have to link arms with me now,” I tease.

         His face screws up. “For how long?”

         “Well, for however long it takes you to walk me downstairs.” I pick up my calla lily—just one calla lily.

         “Let’s get our arses in gear, then.” He cocks his arm to the side, and I link it with mine. “Ready?”

         I nod and let my dad lead me down to the summer room, where my Lord of the Sex Manor is waiting for me.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Kate and Tessa are waiting for us outside the doors to the summer room, my wedding planner looking pleased, Kate looking tipsy. Kate bends down to spread my dress neatly. “I can’t believe you’re not wearing a veil.”
         

         “He wants to see my face,” I say quietly, clenching my eyes shut, the enormity of what I’m about to do suddenly overwhelming me. I can feel my chest expanding, and I’m beginning to shake. I’ve known this man for only two months. How did this happen?

         The doors to the summer room open and music immediately drifts into my ears. Only now when I’m hearing Etta James’ “At Last” does it occur to me that I didn’t even pick the music for my wedding. I’ve done absolutely nothing. I have no idea what’s happening or when and I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed. My eyes are flying all over the floor and I’m suddenly feeling tearful.

         Dad nudges me with his elbow, and I glance up at him, finding soft, reassuring eyes. He cocks his head to the side on a small smile, and I follow his indication to look, clenching my lips together and slowly turning my eyes. Damn, I’ve done so well. I know all heads are turned in my direction, but it’s the green-eyed man at the end of the aisle who holds my attention. His hands are joined and draped loosely in front of his gray, three-piece suit, his body turned fully toward me. His lips part and he shakes his head a little, never taking his eyes from mine. Dad nudges me again, and I let out the breath I’ve been holding, forcing my feet to lift and carry me onward, but I make it only two steps before he starts toward me. I hear Mum’s shocked gasp, no doubt reeling at Jesse’s lack of respect for tradition, and I stop, halting my dad’s progression, to wait for him. His face is completely straight, and when he makes it to me, he blisters my skin with his scorching gaze, his eyes running over every part of my face before settling on my lips. Slowly lifting his arm, his hand cups my cheek and his thumb runs over my flesh. I nuzzle into it; I can’t help it. All anxiety is drawn from me by his touch, my heart steadying and my body starting to relax again.

         He bends down and puts his lips to my ear. “Give me your hand,” he whispers.

         I hold out my hand to him, and he pulls away from me, taking my offering gently and placing his lips on the back. Then he snaps a pair of handcuffs over my wrist.

         I gasp, my eyes shooting to his face, finding a small smile tickling the edges of his beautiful lips. But he doesn’t look at me. He keeps his eyes down and makes quick work of securing the cuffs. What the hell is he doing? I glance up at my dad, but he just shakes his head, and then I look across to my mother, seeing her head in her hands, obviously despairing. I’m released from my dad’s hold before he makes his way to the front to join Mum, her shocked whisper attacking him as he arrives by her side. My eyes drift over the congregation, noting all of the people who know Jesse are smiling, the ones who don’t displaying wide eyes and gaping mouths. Kate and Sam are chuckling, John’s flashing his gold tooth, and then there’s my brother. He’s not impressed.

         I find my senses then find his eyes. “What are you doing?” I whisper.

         He leans in and kisses me gently on the lips, then moves across my cheek to my ear. “You look so fuckable.”

         I gasp again, my face flashing red. “Jesse, people are waiting.”

         “Then they’ll wait.” He trails his way back to my lips. “I really, really, really like this dress.”
         

         Of course he does; it’s pure lace. I flick my eyes to my mother, seeing her looking at the registrar all apologetic, and a small smile breaks the corners of my lips. I reach up to thread my fingers through his dark, dirty blond hair and tug. “Mr. Ward, you’re keeping me waiting.”
         

         I feel him grin against my ear. “Are you ready to love, honor, and obey me?”
         

         “Yes. Marry me now.”

         He pulls back and hits me with his smile, reserved only for me. “Let’s get married, my beautiful girl.” He joins our handcuffed hands and starts leading me down the aisle.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Here.” He hands me a half-full flute of champagne. “Take it easy, Mrs. Ward.”

         I take the glass with my free hand before he can withdraw his offer. He’s been even more unreasonable about my drinking lately. “Are you going to remove the cuffs now?”

         “No,” he answers swiftly. “You’re not leaving my side all day long.” He signals for a bottle of water from Mario, and I’m suddenly reminded that I’ll never enjoy a drink with Jesse, not even on our wedding day.

         I glance around the bar, seeing everyone chatting, nibbling on canapés, and drinking champagne. It’s relaxed and calm, just how I feel myself. After Jesse insulted all things traditional, we made our vows and he took it upon himself to drown me in his mouth—prior to getting the go-ahead from the registrar. Then he picked me up and strode out of the summer room, leaving my poor mother chasing behind, demanding he wait for the music. Not a chance. I was placed neatly on my stool at the bar and smothered with his lips while the congregation made their way in behind us.

         Dan catches my attention across the room. He’s being so quiet, his attention constantly pointed in Kate’s direction, which means it’s also pointed in Sam’s.

         “What are you thinking about?”

         I pull my attention back to Jesse and smile. “Nothing.”

         He rests his palm on the back of my neck and massages me. “Are you happy?”

         “Yes,” I answer quickly. I’m delirious. He knows I am.

         “Good, then my work here is done. Kiss me, wife.” He leans down, offering me his lips.

         Reaching up, I pull him down to me, giving him exactly what he wants.

         “Enough!” Mum’s shrill voice stabs at my eardrums. “Get those handcuffs off my daughter!” She starts fiddling with my wrist. “Jesse Ward, you would try the patience of a saint! Where’s the key?”

         He pulls back and narrows his eyes on Mum. “Somewhere you’ll never want to venture, Elizabeth.”

         She gasps and throws irritated eyes at me. “Your husband is a menace.”

         “I love him,” I declare, and she fights a fond smile from her cherry red lips. She’s desperate to maintain her grievance, but I know she loves him, too. I know she loves how much he loves me, and while he infuriates her, he also charms her, as he does all women. Just because Elizabeth happens to be my mother doesn’t make her immune to his potency.

         “I know you do, darling.” She turns her attention to the bar, calling Mario for some of his Most Marvelous.

         “Right!” Tessa dives over and takes my glass from my hand. “The photographer is ready. I thought we’d get the family shots done first, then have you two alone for a few. You’ll need to remove those cuffs.”

         I watch as my glass is placed on the bar before she makes a grab for Jesse’s water, but he swipes it away, leaving Tessa grabbing at thin air. “We’re not in the photos. I told you.”

         “We’re not?” I blurt, completely shocked. He’s trampling that tradition, too?

         “You must be in the photos,” Tessa insists. “What memories will you have?” She looks horrified.

         “I don’t need pictures for memories.”

         I look at him in horror. “We’re not in the family shots?” Oh God, another reason for my mum to despair.

         “No,” he answers decisively.

         “You can’t begrudge her a photo with her daughter!” Tessa pleads.

         He doesn’t answer; he just shrugs nonchalantly, completely unfazed.

         I roll my eyes. “You do it on purpose,” I grumble. “We’re having photos.”

         “No, we’re not.”

         I glare at my delicious husband with narrowed, determined eyes. He is not trampling this. “We are having photographs. This is my wedding, too, Ward.”

         His mouth drops open, his bottle pausing halfway to his lips. “But I want some quiet time. Just me and you.”

         “We’re having photos,” I say, full of authority. I feel a sulk coming on, but I’m not letting him win this one.

         He scowls slightly, but he doesn’t argue with me. Instead, he signals for Tessa to gather our guests and take them into the rear grounds of The Manor. I watch as she flies into commander role, shouting for everyone to follow on.

         “Come on, then,” he grumbles, lifting me from the stool and placing me neatly on my feet. I mentally cheer to myself. He’s learning, or perhaps it’s me who’s learning—learning how to deal with him. I’m not sure, but we’re making immense progress. He knows when to relent, as do I.

         He leads me out into the sunshine, where Tessa is directing people into various positions, but my mother is quickly repositioning bodies as we approach. I look across and see Kate being ravished by Sam, my eyes instantly darting toward Dan and finding what I knew I would. A filthy look. Is she doing this on purpose?

         I look up at Jesse. “Please, just do what you’re told.” The more he plays up, the longer this will take and the more stressed my mum will get.

         “If you promise me quiet time after.”

         “I promise you quiet time,” I say on a laugh.

         “Good. I hate sharing you,” he grumbles, and I smile. I know he does.

         Jesse spends the next hour cooperating completely. He moves when asked, smiles when requested, and even releases me from the cuffs without complaint when I have some shots on my own. On the final click, I’m swiftly scooped up and carried back to The Manor.

         It’s not long before we’re alone in one of The Manor’s suites—the suite where he cornered me and tried to seduce me, the suite where I got myself ready for our wedding. The door closes softly behind us, and I’m led to the grand, satin-adorned bed. He lifts me and crawls up the bed, settling me beneath him.

         Now I’ve got a set of lustful greens gazing down at me. “Quiet time,” he whispers, dropping a soft kiss on my lips before his face burrows straight into my neck.

         “You want to snuggle?” I ask, a little surprised.

         “I do.” He nuzzles further. “I want to snuggle with my wife. Are you going to deny me?”

         “No.”

         “Good. Our marriage is getting off to the best start, then.”

         So I let him snuggle. I absorb his weight, his smell, and his heart beating against my chest. I like quiet time, but as I gaze up at the high ceiling, my mind naturally wanders to the thoughts that have been lingering for weeks—the thoughts that I have tried my hardest to bat away. Impossible. The perfection of this moment, of our love for each other, is clouded by the reality of the challenges ahead.

         There has been no contact from Mikael, so I assume he is still in Denmark. I’ve been spared that challenge for now. There’s been no sight of Coral, either, and Sarah has been kicked out on her arse after admitting to everything I absolutely knew she did. I’ve not heard from Matt, so he’s definitely got the message, but I’m still far too curious about his knowledge of Jesse’s drinking issue. And then there’s my period, which is due on Monday. I’ve never wished so hard for something.

         Jesse would love to have me nailed to his side—he’s made that clear—and perhaps he thinks a baby would achieve that. He would see it as the perfect excuse for me to give up work, something else he would like to happen. But I love my job. I love spending my days designing and interacting with clients. I’ll battle with him on this…if I’m not pregnant. I’ve no idea what I’ll do if I am. I’ve been making him wear condoms for two weeks, and he’s demonstrated his disgust, but if I’m not pregnant, then I want it to stay that way.

         “Will you do something for me?” I ask quietly.

         “Anything.” His hot breath on my neck has my face turning into him, encouraging him to look at me. His head lifts from its hiding place, his hair now a disheveled mess, his greens finding my eyes. “What do you want, baby?”

         “Can you please resist talking to Patrick about Mikael?” I brace myself for his scoff. I’ve managed to keep him from my boss, but with Patrick and Irene arriving later for the evening reception, I’m not sure Jesse can hold himself back.
         

         “I agreed not to visit Patrick if you spoke with him. And I don’t believe you have.” He raises expectant eyebrows at me.

         No, I haven’t, because I have no idea how to approach this. He was shocked enough to hear I was marrying one of my clients. I could hardly hit him with the news that I’m about to jump ship on Rococo Union’s most important client, the client who guarantees Patrick’s comfortable retirement.

         “Give me until Monday,” I plead. “I’ll talk to him on Monday.”

         “Monday,” he affirms, his eyes slightly narrowed. “I mean it, Ava. You’ve got till Monday, and then I’m stepping in.”

         “Okay.”

         He grunts a little, and then buries himself back in my neck. “When do I get to take you away?”

         “I did warn you there would be no honeymoon for a while. You accepted that, remember?”

         He lifts his head and points a scowl at me. “So when am I going to get my wife to myself? When am I going to be able to love her?”

         “You always love me. When I’m not working, I’m with you. And you text and call me often enough, so I’m technically connected to you all day, anyway.” I need to approach this issue, too. He’s relentless.

         “I want you to give up working.” He’s pouting, and I’m shaking my head, just like I have every time he’s suggested this. He’s not demanding yet, but that’s coming, most likely when Mikael rears his ugly head. “Be a lady of leisure,” he presses.

         “How would I be a lady of leisure if I’m permanently nailed to you?”

         His hips push into my groin, enticing a sharp intake of breath from me. “Okay. Be a lady of pleasure, then.” He’s grinning at me, the crafty arse, and I suspect a sense fuck is on the horizon. I’d love him to take me hard. It would make a nice change after the last few weeks of gentle Jesse.

         “Ward, you’re not taking me now. Anyway, we should get downstairs before Mum comes searching for us.”

         He rolls his eyes and sighs. “Your mother’s a pain in the fucking arse.”

         “Don’t wind her up, then.” I laugh.

         He shifts off me and pulls me to the edge of the bed. “She needs to accept who has the power,” he says candidly, starting to recuff me.

         My amusement increases. “You’re touching me. Of course you have the power.” I attempt to pull my hand free from his grip, but the clanging of metal soon tells me he’s already managed to secure me. I look up at him. He’s grinning that roguish grin.

         “I’m sorry.” He shakes our wrists, instigating further clanking. “Who has the power?”

         I scowl at him. “You can have the power for today.” I brush my hair over my shoulder and rearrange my diamond.

         “You’re being very reasonable,” he says quietly, swooping down and tackling my mouth. I grip his shoulder and soak up his attentive tongue and the warmth of his big palm secured at the base of my back. “Hmmm. You taste delicious, Mrs. Ward. Ready?”

         I shake myself back to life. “Yes.” I’m all breathy and hot.

         He goes quiet and his eyes drift down my body, his hand slowly lifting and resting on my stomach. I flinch, and he freezes, his fingers resting lightly on my belly. I don’t know why that happened. He doesn’t look up; he just waits a few silent moments before spreading his fingers, and then circling big, soft rings on my tummy. I wish he would stop doing this. Neither of us has spoken about it, but it can’t be avoided for much longer. He must sense my lack of enthusiasm. This is my biggest burden of all. I don’t want a baby.

         I pull back and his hand drops. “Come on, then.” I can’t look at him. I start toward the door, but I’m soon halted when Jesse doesn’t follow, the metal of the cuffs cutting into my flesh. I wince a little.

         “Are we going to talk about this, Ava?” he asks shortly.

         “Talk about what?” I can’t do this, not now—not on my wedding day. We’ve had weeks of skirting around this, and for once it’s me who’s evading all talk. I’m in complete denial, but it’s hitting me harder each day. I could be pregnant.

         “You know what.”

         I keep my eyes down, not knowing what else to say. Time seems to slow, enhancing the awkward silence between us, and as I hear him draw breath to speak when I’m clearly not going to, the door crashes open and Mum charges in. I’ve never been so pleased to see her.

         “Can I ask,” she starts, all stern, “why you didn’t just run off somewhere to get married? I’m thoroughly fed up of running around trying to control you.”

         “We’re coming.” I pull at the cuffs, but he doesn’t budge.

         “We’ll be a few minutes, Elizabeth,” Jesse counters shortly.

         “No, we’re coming,” I argue, silently begging him to leave this exactly where it is. I give him pleading eyes, and he shakes his head on a sigh. “Please,” I say quietly.

         His hand delves into his hair in frustration and his jaw tightens severely. He’s not happy, but he relents and lets me pull him from the room. I can’t believe he has chosen today of all days to push for a talk on this. It’s my wedding day.
         

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Three

         
 
         The summer room looks incredible. Hints of green foliage peek out from among the masses of calla lilies adorning every spare space. The chairs are draped in white organza with big green bows fastened to the back, and tall glass vases, full of crystal clear water and tall calla lilies, dominate the tables.
         
 
         Simple, understated elegance.
 
         I’ve picked my way through a three-course meal with no wine and indulged anyone who’s approached in conversation. I’ve done anything to avoid looking at Jesse. John has given a short, sweet speech as Jesse’s best man, but there was no talk of their history as friends, or mention of Uncle Carmichael and the early days. John doesn’t do humor, although he seems to find Jesse’s way with me quite amusing.
 
         And my dad. I’m close to tears as I watch him battle his way through his notes, reminiscing on my youth and advising everyone of my feisty streak.
 
         He raises his glass and turns toward us. “Jesse, good luck,” he says seriously, prompting a chorus of laughter from our guests and a huge smile from Jesse, who raises his glass, too, then stands himself, keeping his arm down so he doesn’t yank at my wrist. My dad is applauded as he sits and downs a whiskey, my mum rubbing his shoulder on a smile.
 
         Jesse places his water on the table and turns toward me, dropping to his knees and taking my hands in his. My back straightens, and my eyes make a quick scan of the room, noting all attention is pointed right at us. Why can’t he just play by the rules?
 
         His thumbs are working fast circles on the backs of my hands, and then he plays with my rings, turning them on my finger before straightening them up. He lifts his glorious greens, and I’m blasted by twinkling pools of pure happiness. “Ava,” he says quietly, but I’ve no doubt the whole room can hear him. “My beautiful girl.” He smiles mildly. “All mine.” Leaning up, he kisses me sweetly. “I don’t need to stand up and declare to everyone here how much I love you. I’m not interested in satisfying anyone of that. Except you.”
 
         A lump is forming in my throat, and he’s only just started.
 
         He sighs. “You’ve taken me completely, baby. You’ve swallowed me up and drowned me in your beauty and spirit. You know I can’t function without you. You’ve made my life as beautiful as you are. You’ve made me want to live a worthy existence—a life with you. All I need is you—to look at you; to listen to you; to feel you.” He drops my hands and smoothes his palms over my thighs. “To love you.”
 
         I’m ruined. My mum’s ruined. Everyone in the room is ruined. My teeth are clamped on my bottom lip to prevent a sob escaping. I’m choking on the lump in my throat and my eyes are welling with tears as I look down at Jesse’s handsome face.
 
         “I need you to let me do all of those things, Ava. I need you to let me look after you forever.”
 
         I hear my mum’s sobs, and I can’t help mine. Not now. He used to cripple me with just his touch. Now he cripples me with his words, too. I’m destined for a life of devastating pleasure, melting tenderness, and heart-stopping emotion. He’s going to incapacitate me at every turn.
 
         “I know,” I whisper.
 
         He nods and exhales a long lungful of air before standing and pulling me up to his body. My face falls straight into his neck, and I breathe him into me, his fresh, minty scent prompting me to close my eyes on a contented sigh.
 
         The room is no longer silent. When I pull out of Jesse’s hold, I see people standing everywhere, a steady, respectful clapping of hands resonating through the room. I should feel embarrassed, but I don’t. He’s just spoken to me like we were alone, proving that he really doesn’t care where he is and who’s there—wherever and whenever, as it always has been and as it always will be.
 
         I watch as my mum approaches and throws her arms around Jesse. “Jesse Ward, I love you,” she says in his ear as he holds her with one arm, “but please remove those handcuffs from my daughter.”
 
         “Not going to happen, Elizabeth.”
 
         She releases him and slaps his shoulder, and then Kate dives on him. “Oh my God. I wanna kiss your feet.”
 
         I roll my eyes, getting my arm yanked all over the place while people congratulate my neurotic ex-playboy on his little speech. It’s our wedding day, and I don’t want to be here. All of these people, including Kate and my mother, are getting in my way. I want him all to myself.
 
         After I’ve been kissed on the cheek a million times, and Jesse has shaken hands with everyone, he starts leading me from the summer room.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         I turn, finding my brother close behind. I almost wish he wasn’t here. He’s struggling, and it’s incredibly painful to see. Looking down at my wrist, I start wondering how I can convince Jesse to release me. He wouldn’t for my mum, and I haven’t much faith that he will for my brother. They’re wary of each other. It can’t be ignored.
 
         I turn my eyes up to Jesse and find him watching me. He knows what I’m thinking, and I know he’s not happy about it, but he still reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small key.
 
         Without a word, he releases me from the cuffs and leaves them dangling from his wrist. “Go,” he says quietly, flicking threatening eyes at Dan.
 
         Dan gives as good as he gets, flashing an equally warning glare. I don’t need this, not with two of the most important men in my life.
 
         I lean up to kiss Jesse’s cheek and feel his hand glide around my hips, smoothing over my bum before he rips his eyes away from Dan and turns his face into my lips. “Don’t be long,” he says, releasing me and striding off.
 
         “Come on.” I hold my hand out to Dan, and he takes it, letting me lead him out to the gardens.
 
         We’re silent for a short while as we wander down the gravel path, past the tennis courts, finding ourselves in the woodlands. The low evening sun is fighting through the canopy of trees and scattering dashes of sparkling light across the ground before us, and I focus my attention on tracking the puddles of light as they dance across the forest floor at my feet. There has never been discomfort between us, but the tension now feels really uncomfortable.
         
 
         Dropping Dan’s hand and lifting my dress, I step over a large twig and catch my heel, causing me to stagger. “Oh!”
 
         “Careful.” Dan grabs my elbow to steady me. “I don’t think those shoes were made for hiking.”
 
         I relax immediately. “No.” I laugh, straightening myself out.
 
         “Ava…”
 
         I give him a tired look. “Just say it, Dan. Whatever you’ve been dying to say since you’ve met Jesse, just say it.”
 
         “Okay. I don’t like him.”
 
         I recoil a little. “Okay.” I laugh uncomfortably. “I didn’t think you’d be so blunt.”
 
         He shrugs. “What do you want me to say?”
 
         “You don’t even know him. The only attempt you’ve made to speak with him, to get to know him, was when you tried to warn him.” Mum might have intercepted Dan’s older-brother speech, but he still made a start, and Jesse’s ticking jaw was a clear indication of what he thought of Dan’s intended caution.
 
         “Explain about this drink issue, then.”
 
         My eyes widen. “What are you talking about?” I don’t like the reproachful look on his face, not at all.
 
         “I’m talking about the drink issue Matt brought up—the drink issue that hasn’t been mentioned since. The fact he hasn’t touched alcohol all day hasn’t gone unnoticed, Ava. Not on my part, anyway.”
 
         I knew it was too much of a good thing. I don’t need Dan unearthing an issue that really isn’t an issue. Jesse hasn’t had a drink since I found him at Lusso. He doesn’t need it if he has me, and he most definitely has me.
 
         “And where’s his family?” he asks.
 
         “I’ve told you. He doesn’t speak to them.”
 
         “Right.” He laughs. “That’s convenient. And to think I disliked Matt.”
 
         “So now you’re suddenly a Matt advocate, are you?” I snipe nastily. I point my finger in his face. I feel really fucking mad. “There is no issue. He has no family, so back off. Let’s talk about what’s really eating you up. Let’s talk about Kate.”
 
         It’s his eyes that are wide now. Yes, I’ve just homed in on the real issue here. “Nothing’s eating me up!” he yells. “I couldn’t give a fuck about Kate!”
         
 
         “Of course!” I laugh. “That’s why you’ve barely pulled your eyes away from her all day.”
 
         “Who the hell is that Sam?” His tone only confirms I’ve hit a nerve.
 
         I might not be thrilled with Kate’s life direction at the moment, but I would prefer her carrying on with Sam, rather than heading for guaranteed disaster with Dan. It ended in tears before and it will again. “He’s good for her,” I spit out. “You need to leave this exactly where it is.” I gather up my dress, ready to make a retreat, but he grabs my arm.
 
         “What if I don’t want to?”
 
         “Get your fucking hands off her.” The familiar, rampant growl pulls my head around fast. Jesse is standing nearby, his chest heaving, a murderous look on his face.
 
         “It’s fine. We’re done,” I say, yanking my arm free. I need to get Jesse away before he tramples all over my brother. And it won’t just be a verbal trample.
 
         Dan steps forward. “She’s my sister.”
 
         Jesse closes the gap between them, his eyes black. “She’s. My. Wife.”
 
         My brother laughs a little, not a good thing, judging by Jesse’s darkening glare and the balling of his fists by his side.
 
         I place my hand on his arm and he flinches, too focused on Dan to realize it’s me. As soon as he does, though, he breaks the glowering deadlock and turns his eyes to mine. They soften immediately.
 
         “Let’s go,” I say quietly, sliding my hand down his arm to grasp his.
 
         He nods and turns with me, not giving Dan another look. I’m grateful. Dan’s not in a good place, and I know how tenacious he can be when he’s on the defense.
 
         “Give me your hand,” Jesse orders, reaching down as we head for The Manor. I let him take it and recuff me. “Don’t ask me to remove them again.”
 
         “I won’t,” I grumble. I wish he’d never released me in the first place. Then I might not be seething with Dan’s obvious issue with Kate and his inquisitiveness with regards to Jesse’s issue. “Throw away the key.”
         
 
         His eyebrows raise. “Wishing you’d stayed nailed to me?”
 
         “Yes,” I admit. “Don’t free me again.”
 
         “Okay,” he agrees. “Would you like a drink?”
 
         We continue toward the house, recuffed and reunited. “I’d love a drink.” I’ve hardly touched a drop all day, and I’m a little surprised that he’s offered.
 
         “Come on.” He pulls me in and kisses my forehead. “I won’t stand for it, Ava. Even if he is your brother.”
 
         “I know,” I agree quietly. I’m surprised by his self-control. It doesn’t matter to Jesse who he eliminates, and Dan has not helped his cause. He’s just tried to restrain me, the worst thing he could do. I don’t want my husband and brother to battle, but I know Jesse would never back down when it comes to me, and Dan would never lose face.
 
         This is an issue.
 
         The evening guests have arrived, and as we make our way through the bar, we’re accosted, kissed, and wished well with every step we take. I’m finally placed on my stool and handed a glass of water. Water? I look at the clear glass and back to Jesse, who is doing a damn fine job of ignoring my obvious disbelief.
 
         Tessa comes steaming over, looking as wound up as poor Mum. “Where have you been?” she asks incredulously, flicking her eyes from me to Jesse. “You were supposed to cut the cake!”
 
         Jesse opens a bottle of water and takes a long swig, not in the least bit perturbed by Tessa’s concern. “It’s fine.”
 
         Tessa shakes her head in disbelief and stomps off toward the entrance hall. “Don’t you want to cut the cake?” I ask, my wrist being lifted as Jesse secures the lid on his water bottle. “Kate went out of her way to make it at such short notice.”
 
         He reaches forward and straightens my diamond. “Then let’s not ruin it.”
 
         “You’re impossible.” I sigh, glancing across the bar, spotting Sam and Drew entertaining my dad, who’s looking a little rosy cheeked. My mum is reveling in the attention, undoubtedly offering tours of the grounds, and Kate is looking drunk. Tom flaps a limp wrist at me, Victoria gives a girly wave, and poor Sal just looks like she’s trying to fit in. She’s still sparkling, but her new fellow isn’t here. I smile and turn my attention back to Jesse, just as Tessa storms back into the bar.
 
         “Okay, I’ve spoken to Elizabeth,” Tessa huffs. “We’re cutting the cake and having the first dance shortly, so don’t disappear again.” She storms off. She’s definitely regretting taking this job.
 
         “You okay, baby?” His warm palm slides across my cheek.
 
         “Yes, fine,” I answer, but I’m not. I’ve fallen out with my brother, and that has absolutely never happened.
 
         “You don’t look fine. I said I wanted you to enjoy today.”
 
         I inwardly laugh. Then he should let me have a drink and he shouldn’t have broached the subject that has my brain the most twisted at the moment. “I’m fine.” I sigh, taking a long sip of my water. Fucking water.
 
         Patrick and Irene approach, my cuddly bear of a boss brandishing a huge ivory gift bag, his wife adorned in a mass of animal-print material. I think it might be a dress. I quickly direct my eyes to Jesse. “Here’s Patrick. You said Monday, remember?” I need to get that in quickly.
 
         Jesse looks over his shoulder. “Yes, Ava. Just until Monday, though.”
 
         “Flower!” Patrick thrusts the gift bag at me, kisses my cheek, and then holds his hand out to Jesse. “Mr. Ward,” he greets, a frown popping up onto his wrinkled forehead when he clocks the cuffs.
 
         “Please, it’s Jesse. Thank you for coming.” Jesse takes Patrick’s hand.
 
         My boss drags his eyes away from our wrists. “This is Irene.” He signals to his wife as she wobbles over with the biggest grin on her face. I smile to myself. She’s affected.
 
         “Nice to meet you,” she says and giggles.
 
         “And you.” Jesse hits her with his smile, and she disintegrates on the spot. “Please, the bar staff will see to you.”
 
         “Thank you!” she gushes. “This hotel is just wonderful!”
 
         “Hello, Irene,” I say on a smile. She drags her greedy eyes away from my husband and brings them onto me. She’s a frightening woman, but not at the moment. She’s too busy straightening her back and pulling in her stomach. “How are you?”
 
         “Delightful!” she sings in my face.
 
         Patrick grasps his wife’s elbow and guides her away. “We’ll get a drink.” He rolls his eyes, and I smile fondly at my boss. I know he finds his wife exasperating.
 
         “Interesting woman,” Jesse muses, looking a little alarmed at her leopard-print body, wobbling away from us.
 
         I laugh. “She makes Patrick’s life miserable.”
 
         “I can imagine.”
 
         “Here’s John,” I say, glancing past Jesse at the big guy strolling over, wraparounds in place and his usual menacing expression plastered all over his face. His stare is pointed at the cuffs before he gives me the nod. I nod back.
 
         “A word, Jesse,” he rumbles. He’s too serious. I don’t like it, and Jesse’s quick flick of his eyes to me doesn’t make me feel any better.
 
         Jesse reaches into his pocket and pulls out the key to the handcuffs, and I watch as he brings it to my wrist. “What are you doing?” I ask, yanking my arm away.
 
         “John wants a quick word.”
 
         “Oh no.” I laugh. “You don’t get to release me when it suits you. No way, Ward.” I look at John, who’s still expressionless.
 
         “Ava, I’ll be back shortly.” He pulls my wrist back to him.
 
         “No! Where are you going?” I look at John. “Where is he going?”
 
         “’S’all good, girl.”
 
         “No. It’s not all fucking good!” I yell, a bit too loudly, earning myself a frightening scowl from Jesse. I don’t care. He doesn’t get to do this. He doesn’t get to brush me off when it suits him. It’s my wedding day.
 
         “Watch your mouth!” he grates, leaning into me. “I’ll be a few minutes. You’ll stay fucking put, Ava.”
 
         I recoil at his animosity, completely stunned as he makes quick work of the handcuffs before striding out with John. I’m perched on a barstool, the bride in a stunning gown, adorned with diamonds, all of our guests laughing, chatting, and drinking, and I want to go home. I feel tearful, slighted, and very, very hurt. I lower myself from the stool, deciding to escape to the toilets. I might have a little cry, too. I need to get away from these people before the tears start flowing freely.
 
         “Where are you going, darling?” Mum asks as she makes her way over.
 
         I spread a fake smile on my face. She’s had too much Most Marvelous. Her hair isn’t perfect and she doesn’t seem to care, a clear indication that she’s feeling a bit squiffy. “Toilet. I won’t be long.”
 
         “Do you want some help? I’m not sure where Kate’s gone.” She looks around the bar.
 
         “No, I’ve got it.” I leave my mum and head for the toilets, looking forward to some privacy.
 
         Pushing my way through the door, I place myself in front of the mirror to look at my sorry face. I’m not a blushing bride anymore. There is no twinkle in my eye or happy smile on my lips. I sigh heavily and pinch my cheeks in an attempt to get some color back into them.
 
         “Ohhh myyy Goddd!”
 
         My head flies up and my body swings around to face the source of the long moan. I still myself, holding my breath as I hear shuffling and shifting from one of the cubicles. Someone is having sex in the toilet? No! I quickly gather my dress up to leave. This could be embarrassing. I take my first urgent step, but then freeze when the door swings open and Kate stumbles out.
 
         I gasp, my dress dropping from my hands. “What are you doing?” I blurt, shocked. I know Sam was slightly miffed that all things kink have been removed and stored temporarily, but they could’ve waited.
 
         She stiffens from head to toe, her red hair a wild mane of curls, half covering her shocked face. “Oh shit!” she says quietly, rearranging her dress.
 
         “Couldn’t you have waited?” I ask, horrified but relived that I haven’t just caught one of our guests in the act.
 
         “Ava…” she begins, and then a man strolls out behind. And it’s not Sam.
 
         My mouth falls open. “Dan?” I don’t believe this. “What the hell are you doing?”
 
         He shrugs, refusing to look at me, keeping all of his attention on refastening his trousers. My eyes are batting between them, waiting for an explanation, but I get nothing from either of them. They’re just standing there, both looking anywhere except at me.
 
         I throw furious eyes at Dan. “I told you to leave it!” I shout, before turning my fury on Kate. “And you’re pissed! What’s the matter with you two? Haven’t you learned?”
 
         “None of your business.” Dan says flatly, and then strides out of the ladies’, leaving me and my delinquent friend alone.
 
         “Kate?” I push, but she’s still refusing to meet my eyes. “What about Sam?” I ask. The poor bloke is out there, completely oblivious. “I can’t believe this.” The heel of my hand meets my forehead, my brain aching with information overload.
 
         She hiccups and giggles before reaching for the sink to steady her swaying body. “Fun,” she says haughtily. “And it’s got nothing to do with you.”
 
         “Oh, okay,” I exclaim, lifting my dress. “I’ll leave you to have your fun in that case.” I turn and leave the toilets, heading straight to Jesse’s office. Today couldn’t get any worse.
         
 
         The summer room has been cleared of tables but is now full of people, the band enticing everyone to the dance floor with classic Motown. I skirt through our guests, smiling, trying my hardest to look like the elated bride and cutting any lengthy conversation very short. I’ve fallen out with my brother, and now Kate, too. I want to escape with Jesse and be alone when we’re at our happiest—when the world and its problems are not interfering with our little bubble of contentment, where we have only our own issues to contend with.
         
 
         I steam down the corridor and straight into his office, my heart falling straight into my Louboutins as soon as I lay my eyes on the occupants.
 
         There are just two people.
 
         Jesse…and Coral.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Four

         

         My day just got a whole lot worse.
         

         They’re seated at opposite ends of a couch, and both heads fly toward me while I just stand there feeling a little lost. All of my anger, all of my frustrations of the day have just transformed into unbearable pain. I can feel my eyes welling up with tears and my heart is thundering in my chest. I feel completely crushed.

         Not knowing what else to do, but knowing for certain I don’t want this woman to see me break down, I slowly step back, closing the door quietly behind me. I walk numbly down the corridor in a haze of misery and escape the happy chatter and dancing bodies of our guests, heading down the gravel pathway toward the woodlands.

         Sitting my defeated arse on an old log, I start picking at the dried bark, crumbling it into grains between my fingers, while the cool evening air spikes at my exposed skin. They were just talking, but he knows how I feel about her—how I feel about any other woman who Jesse’s had—yet he still sacrificed time with me on our special day to see her. I want to scream at him, bash my fists on his chest, and yell in his face. But I don’t have the energy. All of the fight has been sucked out of me. My spirit has been stripped down by drama, mine and others’, and it’s left me feeling exposed and vulnerable. And doubtful, too. On my wedding day of all days, I’m doubtful I can maintain the strength I need to spend my life with Jesse—spend my life fighting off women and problems…issues. The tears I’ve been holding back jump straight from my eyes and onto my lace. I’m powerless. I can’t make these women go away, I can’t strip Jesse’s past from him, and I can’t control other people and what they do. The one thing I could do, though, is take my pills so I don’t get pregnant. I drop my head in my hands and sob quietly to myself. I’ve not even got the energy to cry properly.
         

         Through my low, pathetic weeping, I hear him approach behind me. I can smell his fresh water and minty scent. Even through my total numbness, I can still feel his presence. Every part of my being senses him, but I don’t want to look at him.

         I brush my tears away. “I know you’re there,” I say quietly, keeping my gaze downward.

         “I know you do.” His evenly spaced steps crunch over the ground, getting louder as he nears, and in my peripheral vision I see him lower himself next to me. But he doesn’t touch me. His hands are clasped in front of him, his thumbs circling each other slowly. I can hear the tail end of his heavy breathing subsiding from where he’s been running around the grounds like a madman trying to find me. And now he’s just sitting next to me, all silent when he should be explaining himself, explaining why he abandoned me on our wedding day so he could see a woman who’s in love with him—another woman who’s in love with him.

         I laugh to myself. “Isn’t it funny how we’re so in touch with each other, yet you sit here now and don’t know what to say to me?” I see him shift next to me, and then his hand drifts across the space between us and rests on my thigh, his heated touch doing things I really don’t want it to do. I look down at his spread fingers, his flat, platinum and diamond band sparkling as he flexes his hand and squeezes my thigh. “So he touches me,” I say quietly.

         “He loves you,” he whispers. “He wishes he could eliminate the past that’s hurting you.”

         I turn my face to his and see green puddles of regret. “Then why did you see her? Why did you desert me on our wedding day to see her?”

         “I couldn’t leave her at the gates with guests arriving, Ava.”

         “So tell her to go away.”

         “And cause a scene?”

         “What did she want?” I ask. She was here for a reason. “Did she know we were getting married today?”

         His frown line crawls across his brow and sets firmly in place, his lip disappearing between his teeth. “Yes, she knew.”

         So he’s spoken to her? “And she still came? Was she hoping to stop it? Was she going to barge into the summer room and declare that we shouldn’t be joined in holy matrimony?” This is laughable.

         “I don’t know, Ava.” He looks away.

         “When did you speak to her?”

         He sighs. “She’s been calling and turning up at The Manor. I’ve told her repeatedly I’m not helping her. I’m not sure what else I can do, Ava.”

         “What’s your definition of an affair?” I ask.

         His eyes swiftly return to mine, all confused by my question. “What do you mean?”

         “I mean, she’s in love with you, and you’ve said it was only sex. It was obviously more to her.” I assess him, trying to gauge his reaction.

         “Baby, I’ve told you before, just sex. They always wanted more, but I never gave them any reason to expect it. Never.”

         I wince at the referral to they. He means many—many women who want him, many women who’ve had him, many women who have fallen in love with him. I want to tell him what Coral said about him making her need him, but then he’ll know that I intercepted her call. And after having him, who wouldn’t want him again, maybe even think they need him? I know that I did, but now my need is a lot deeper than his physical touch. Now I need him to breathe. “I don’t want you to see her again.”
         

         He returns his eyes to mine. “I’ve no need to.”

         I take a deep breath and return to scanning the ground. “I’ve had enough of my wedding. I’d like to leave.”

         “Ava, look at me.”

         “Jesse, don’t start making demands when I’m feeling like this.”

         “Perhaps you didn’t hear me right. I said, look at me.” He’s not asking gently now, but my despondency prevents me from defying him.

         “What?” I ask, following through on his unreasonable order.

         He falls to his knees in front of me and takes my hands. “I’ve fucked up. I’m so sorry, but I was trying to keep her away from you. I panicked. I didn’t want her kicking up a stink on your special day.”

         “It’s your special day, too,” I remind him quietly. “You should’ve just told me.”

         “I know.” He leans up and wraps me in his arms. “Let me make it up to you. What do you want me to do, baby?”

         I relax into him. “Just take me to bed.”

         “Deal.” He stands me up and reinforces his apology with a deep, meaningful kiss. “We’ll make friends properly.” He scoops me up and starts back toward The Manor.

         We enter the summer room and are immediately attacked by my mother’s infuriated glare. “There you are!” She scuttles toward us, still tipsy, but obviously annoyed. “You’ve not cut the cake and you need to have your first dance. Tell me, are we having a wedding?”

         I want to do none of those things. Evening guests are here, and we should socialize, but I just can’t be bothered.

         “I’m taking Ava upstairs. She’s tired.” He doesn’t stop for my mum, and he doesn’t put me down. I’m being carried through the summer room, through all of our guests, and he isn’t stopping for anyone.

         “But it’s only ten o’clock!” She’s horrified, as I expected. “What about your guests?”

         “There’s a bar, a band, and plenty to eat, Elizabeth. I’m sure they’ll survive.” His tolerance of my mum is lessening by the hour.

         “Ava, please. Talk some sense into him.” She’s pleading, and I suddenly feel terrible. This is a special day for her, too, and my Lord has trampled all over it.

         I clamp my palms around Jesse’s cheeks as he continues with his long strides, and Mum continues to flank us. “A little longer,” I say quietly, and he halts in his tracks.

         “You’re tired.” He’s frowning a little. Yes, I am tired, but not physically. I’m mentally exhausted. “Let me take you to bed, baby.”

         “Dance with me.” I run my nose up his cheek and take a full-on hit of fresh-water loveliness. “Let’s dance.” I feel him turning, while pushing his cheek into my nuzzle.

         “Thank God!” Mum cries, following keenly behind.

         I’m placed on my feet in the middle of the dance floor before he makes his way over to the band and speaks into the lead singer’s ear. He nods and smiles, and then everyone clears the floor, and it’s just me, feeling conspicuous and exposed. And then the singer removes himself from the stage, along with all of the other band members, and Snow Patrol breaks the silence with “Chasing Cars.” He turns to face me and just stands there, watching me for the longest time. I’m tearing up, and I know that if I look at Mum she’ll be blubbering, so I don’t. I keep my eyes on my husband and watch as he slowly crosses the floor and takes me in his hold, pulling me close to his chest. My cheek rests on his shoulder, and he starts swaying us, holding me firmly in his big, strong arms. My hands slide around his back and my eyes close, my body naturally following his slow, soft movements.

         “I’m sorry, baby,” he says quietly into my hair. “I’m sorry I left you earlier.”

         I sigh and squeeze him a little, a silent indication of my forgiveness.

         He exhales and pushes his lips to the back of my head. “The harder I try not to hurt you, the more I do. I’m hopeless.”

         “Be quiet.”

         “Okay, but I’m still sorry.” He holds me firmer still. “I can’t wait to crawl into bed with you.”

         “Me either,” I agree. Once again, everyone is in our way. “Tomorrow, we stay in bed all day.”

         “We need to go home first.”

         I sag in disappointment at his reminder. We’re staying here tonight. All of the rooms have been prepared for guests, mainly for my family. “We go home first thing in the morning, then.” I know it’s rude, leaving our guests, but I don’t want to face Kate, and I definitely don’t want to face Dan.

         “We do,” he agrees, “after we’ve soaked in the bath and had breakfast with your parents.”

         I let him gently rock me, my eyes closing again and my mind relaxing a little, letting Jesse draw all of my stress away. “I wish you had taken me away. Somewhere quiet, just us.”

         “I wish I had, too. But your mother would’ve had something to say about it.”

         I smile to myself. Opening my eyes, I see her pull my reluctant dad to the floor, and then Kate and Sam follow with Victoria and Tom. I let my eyes close again and melt into Jesse and his movements.

         “Mrs. Ward, are you falling asleep on me?” he asks quietly.

         “Hmmm.” I’m far too content, held tight in his arms, all of the other couples around us invisible as I remain in the dark, just feeling him, smelling him.

         “I love you.” He pushes his nose into my hair and inhales deeply. “I love you so fucking much.”

         “I know,” I whisper, turning my head into him and capturing his lips. He hums happily, pulling me up from the floor so I’m locked tightly against his chest, our tongues gliding softly between our mouths. “Mr. Ward, you’re drawing attention.”

         “Fuck them. Wherever, whenever, baby. You know that.” He pulls away. “Let me see those eyes.”

         I show him immediately. “Why do you always demand to see them?”

         He only smiles mildly, but his greens still twinkle madly. “Because when I look into them, I know for sure that you’re real.”

         I match his faint smile. “I’m real.”

         “I often wonder. I didn’t tell you how beautiful you look.” He pecks my lips and keeps swaying us gently. “I thought it, but my beautiful girl renders me stupid every time I lay my eyes on her.” He searches my eyes and sighs. “You keep my heart beating, baby. And it will only ever beat for you. Understand?”

         I really do understand. I nod mildly and move my hands to the back of his head, relishing the feel of his hair between my fingers. “I need you to take me to bed.”

         The corners of his lips tip a little. “Will my delightful mother-in-law allow that?”

         I shrug. “I don’t care. I just want you to myself. Take me to bed.”

         “Deal.” He drops me to my feet and swoops down to kiss me chastely. “You don’t have to ask me twice, Mrs. Ward.”

         “I just did.”

         He frowns. “That’s your fucking mother’s fault.” I’m turned in his arms and led from the floor, sidestepping all of the couples in tight clinches.

         “Oh, look at Clive and Cathy!” I say, spying our concierge and Jesse’s housekeeper stuck together as Clive shuffles her from side to side. They look so sweet. I hear Jesse laugh a little as I spy Kate being held up by Sam. And then I spot my brother in the distance, his attention and scowl pointed directly at my best friend. Jesse gives me a little tug, and I look up to see he’s noticed who I’m focused on.

         “It doesn’t look like history to me.” He raises his eyebrows, and then lowers his body to pick me up, just as Snow Patrol fades out and is replaced with something else—something much louder and upbeat. I can feel my face breaking out in a smile as I watch Jesse freeze midbend. And then the male’s voice kicks in.

         “Hello, Justin,” I say quietly, watching him straighten up. He steps back thoughtfully and grabs the lapels of his suit jacket, giving them a little tug before brushing them off and hitting me with wide, excited eyes.

         “Oh, Mrs. Ward.” He shakes his head mildly. “I’m about to tear that floor up.” He grabs my hand and pulls me urgently back to the dance floor, weaving us through the crowds of drunken dancers until we’re right in the middle of them. I’m grinning like a complete idiot as I watch him shrug his jacket off and dust his hands down before I’m seized and reminded of my god’s moves. He does, indeed, tear the floor up.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Five

         

         A whole hour later, after Jesse has won my mum over and graced everyone with his dance floor presence, I’m finally on my way upstairs in Jesse’s arms. My heels have been kicked off and Jesse is holding them as he takes the staircase with my heavy head resting against his shoulder. My eyes won’t stay open. I hear my heels tumble to the floor and a few moments later, I’m placed on my feet.
         

         My forehead falls straight to his chest. “We need to consummate our vows,” I mumble, rolling my head and drawing his scent into me. It’s the most soothing smell in the world.

         He laughs lightly. “Baby, you’re too tired. We’ll consummate in the morning.” He clasps the back of my neck and pulls me out of his chest so he can look at me. I try my hardest to open my eyes fully, but it’s just too much like hard work.

         “I know.” I try to push my forehead back, but he holds me firmly in place, scanning my face—every square inch of it. “What?” I ask quietly.

         “Tell me you love me,” he demands.

          “I love you.” I don’t falter in the slightest.

         “Tell me…”

         “I need you,” I interrupt him. I know the drill.

         He smiles thoughtfully. “You’ll never know how happy that makes me.”

         “I do know,” I correct him. I know very well because I feel exactly the same.

         He dips and kisses me lightly. “I want you naked and spread all over me. Let me get this dress off.” He turns me around and starts unbuttoning the dozens of tiny pearls running down my spine. “What’s happening with your brother and Kate?” he asks.

         The question immediately snaps my sleepy eyes open. “I don’t know.” Nothing, I hope, but I won’t hold my breath. I won’t be telling Jesse about what I discovered in the toilets.

         “Either you’ve learned to control your bad habit, or you’re telling me the truth.” He pushes my dress from my shoulders and takes it down to my feet so I can step out of it.

         “I’m telling the truth,” I say, turning to face him. He straightens himself up and walks over to the door to hang my dress. “I think seeing each other has sparked memories, that’s all.”

         “Memories?” he asks, making his way back to me.

         I’m turned around again so he can access my bodice. “They were bad for each other,” I say. “They clashed terribly. It was best for them both when Dan left.”

         “But now he’s back.”

         “Yes, but he’ll be gone soon. What about Kate and Sam?”

         “I’ve told you, that’s none of our business.”

         “But she’s a member of The Manor.” I sound accusing, which is fine because I am. “Why did you allow that?”

         “It’s not my job to ask potential members why they want to join, Ava. I check for criminal records, medical issues, and financials. If they can pay, they’re clean, and have no serious offenses, then they’re in.”

         I scowl at thin air in front of me. “Members could screw anything between visits to The Manor and catch something, or be arrested for violence. How would you know?”

         “Because they’re required to undertake monthly tests, and I obtain regular reports. There is no penetrative sex without condoms, and their honesty and disclosure form part of their agreement.” He reaches the final fastener and removes my corset. “These people are respected members of society, Ava.”

         “Who love having kinky sex with strangers and weird contraptions?” I grumble.

         “None of my business.”

         That’s just it. It is his business, and it was also his pleasure. I wince at the direction of my thoughts and try to concentrate on the feel of him gathering my hair and pulling it to the side. The unmistakable heat of his lips on my nape makes me shiver, and he laughs.
         

         “She’s going to get hurt,” I say quietly.

         His arm snakes around my bare tummy, pulling me back against him. I’m more than awake now. “What makes you think that?”

         My shoulders tense. “I know she likes him.”

         His hips push forward into my lower back and slowly grind, lazily, purposefully. “And I know Sam likes her.”

         I moan as he dips and pushes upward, moving his mouth to my ear. I’m not even going to bother trying to sound unaffected. “Then why can’t they date like any normal couple?”

         “None of our business,” he whispers.

         That’s it. That voice, those damn fucking hips, and the sharpness of his chest through his suit has me lock stock. I spin around and start walking forward, pushing him back toward the bed. “This marriage is getting consummated.” I shove him on the bed and climb up to straddle his hips. He’s looking up at me, thoroughly amused. “Mr. Ward, I’m taking the power. Any objections?”

         He grins. “Knock yourself out, baby.”

         I smile and reach forward, grabbing his tie and yanking it so he’s forced to sit up or be strangled. His eyes widen in alarm as I get nose to nose with him. “Who has the power?” I ask quietly.

         “It looks like you do, for now.” He’s fighting a grin. “Don’t get used to it.”

         I match his grin and push my lips to his, a collective moan mingling between our mouths as I force my body into his, pressing him back down to the bed, while our mouths work each other in perfect harmony. I’ve been getting far too much gentle Jesse lately, but I’m going to remedy that now. I break away from his lips and work my way into his neck, savoring the feeling of his big hands sweeping across my naked back.

         “Damn you, woman,” he moans.

         “You don’t want me?” I tease, nibbling at his ear, circling wet, firm strokes in the hollow below his lobe. His scent is intoxicating.

         “Don’t ask stupid fucking questions.” He pushes against me, and I know he’s going to spin me over, seize control, and then probably instigate sleepy sex, so I force myself back down onto him.

         “Oh no, Ward.” I watch his chest heaving, his stunning face strained. He is clearly fighting instinct to take over here, but I’m not giving in. I know he could tackle me onto my back in a split second, and with little energy or strength, but he won’t. On top of being far too gentle with me, he’s trying hard to prove a point—that he can relinquish the power, that he can be reasonable. He’s trying so bloody hard…and failing.

         I reach forward and take his hand, and he watches carefully as I lift it, the cuffs chinking as they unravel. My eyes flick to his to gauge his reaction, and I find a look of understanding surfacing. Then his arm tenses. I tug gently, but he won’t budge. This is the ultimate test. I know how he feels when he’s unable to access me, but it’s an unreasonable fear, and we have got to get past it. I tug again with slightly raised eyebrows. He’s reluctant, but he lets me guide it to the headboard.

         “You won’t leave this time,” he pants. “Promise you won’t leave me this time.”

         “If you promise you won’t get mad.” I snap the cuff over the wooden bar and look down at him. “Don’t get mad with me.”

         He shakes his head faintly and takes a deep breath. I know how hard this is for him. “Kiss me,” he orders harshly.

         “But I’m in charge,” I remind him.

         “Jesus, baby, don’t make this harder than it already is.” He reaches out with his free hand and grasps the top of my arm, pulling me down so I’m flush to his chest again. My lips land on his and his marvelous mouth saturates me.

         I start working his tie loose, yanking it from his neck, as he claims me with his tongue. Then I begin on the buttons of his shirt until I’ve got the lusciousness of his hard chest under my palms.

         Slowing our kiss down, I pull away and he growls, his eyes clenching shut, but I ignore his obvious displeasure and start trailing my lips down his neck, onto his chest, across his solid stomach until I reach the zipper of his trousers. My nose runs the length of his cock over the material, and his hips jerk up, a suppressed bark flying from his mouth. My plan is working. I’m going to work him up into a frenzy so when I release him, he’ll be rampant and hopefully fuck me unconscious. We’ve got way too much hard fucking to catch up on.

         His hand lands on the back of my head, and he yanks at my hair a little, making me smile in smug satisfaction as I slip the button of his trousers and slowly pull his zipper down, sliding my hand into his boxers and firmly grabbing his rock-hard length.

         His hips fly up, the metal of the cuffs clanking loudly. “Fuck, Ava! Fucking hell!” His head shoots up and he hits me with desperate, hungry eyes. “Mouth, now!”

         I crawl back up his body and grab his cheeks in my palms. “You want me to take you in my mouth?” I press my lips to his…hard.

         “Do it.”

         “Who has the power, Jesse?” I bite his lip, and he moans.

         “You do, baby. Mouth.”

         I smile against him and drift straight back down, pulling his cock free and licking a teasing, wet lash straight up his shaft.

         “Oh fuck.” He groans. “Oh Jesus, Ava.”

         “Good?” I ask, taking him halfway, before drawing back again.

         “I knew I married you for a reason.”

         I bite into his flesh lightly, warningly. “All the way?”

         “Yes.”

         I wrap my lips around him and glide down, until he hits the back of my throat. He groans loudly, his groin pushing up. I try to relax my mouth, try to accept the invasion, but my gag reflex fails me and I’m suddenly retching.

         What the hell?

         I drop him fast and leap up from the bed, my stomach convulsing, a sweat breaking out across my brow. I’m going to throw up. I fly into the bathroom and collapse in front of the toilet, then proceed to evacuate the contents of my stomach, trying to hold my hair out of my face while aiming right.

         “Ava!” he bellows. The sound of cuffs start clanging loudly. “Ava!”

         “I’m…” I throw up again, choking as I try to talk, try to assure him that I’m fine. Shit, I need to release him.

         “Jesus, Ava!” The persistent clattering of metal on wood rings out through the suite, accompanied by Jesse’s panicked yells. “Fucking hell, Ava!”
         

         I can’t talk. My throat is blocked, my eyes are watering, and my stomach is aching from turning so much. What the hell is wrong with me? I’d hardly started. I’ve taken him endlessly like that and it’s never had this effect. Shit, I feel queasy. I grab some toilet tissue and dab at my forehead. I really need to get a grip and get my arse back in there to release him before he has heart failure.

         “Ava!” There’s an almighty crash, and then he steams into the bathroom, shirt open, trousers undone, and a look of pure dread on his face.

         I try to wave an arm at him, anything to reassure him that I’m okay, but I’m quickly grasping the side of the toilet again, bracing my arms as I continue to gag and choke.

         “Jesus, baby.” He sounds so worried, the neurotic fool. I’m only being sick. I feel him close in behind me and gather my tresses, holding them and rubbing my back.

         “I’m fine.” I wipe my face and rub my palms over my cheeks when I know I can’t possibly throw up anymore.

         “Clearly,” he mutters dryly. “Let me look at you.”

         I shuffle around on a sigh. “Still want to fuck me?” I ask in attempt to soothe his obvious worry.

         He rolls his eyes. “Ava, please.”

         “I’m sorry.”

         “Lady, you’ll kill me off, I swear.” He pushes my hair from my face. “You okay?”

         “No, I feel sick.” I collapse forward, my cheek colliding with his bare chest where his shirt is open.

         “Why do you think that is?” he asks quietly.

         I stiffen. I’m really not ready to deal with it yet. I haven’t got the energy right now, so I keep my mouth shut, but I need to take my head out of the sand and face reality—the reality that I’m most certainly pregnant. “Take me to bed, please.”

         I hear him exhale deeply. It’s an obvious demonstration of frustration. I won’t be allowed to live in denial for much longer, but his need to care for me at the moment is getting me off the hook. He stands and pulls me up. “You are the most frustrating woman on the fucking planet. You want to brush your teeth?”

         “Please.”

         He smiles down at me and brushes his knuckles across my cheek. “Everything will be fine.”

         Will it? Fine for him. He gets what he wants. “Okay,” I agree feebly, catching a glimpse of a hanging handcuff from his wrist…and a huge red blister. “Jesse! What have you done?” I grab his hand and turn it over, discovering that the inner side on his wrist displays a mass of angry red welts. I suck in a shocked breath. Shit, that looks sore.

         He pulls his wrist from my grip and removes the cuffs, throwing them to the floor. “You keep my heart beating, baby, but you can also make it fucking stop.” He shakes his head and lifts me onto the counter. “You said you couldn’t live without me, didn’t you?”

         “Yes.”

         He narrows accusing eyes on me. “Then stop trying to kill me off.”

         I feel a grin surfacing. “You’re such a drama queen.”

         “There is nothing dramatic about being worried when my wife throws up after I’ve just thrust my cock in her mouth.”

         I burst into laughter. My head falls back, my eyes close, and I laugh. Really hard. I have tears and all. I can’t stop, and he lets me have my moment, waiting patiently with my toothbrush hovering in front of my mouth. “I’m sorry!” I chuckle. “I’m really sorry.” I wipe my eyes and home straight in on a pair of curious greens, a raised brow, and a chewed lip.

         “I’m glad you find it amusing. Open your mouth.”

         I let my jaw drop open and he sets about brushing my teeth for me before running a cool washcloth over my brow and then scooping me up and transporting me to the bed. My eyes widen when I see the mangled headboard with strips of wood all splintered and hanging off. He’s trampled the bed.

         “In you get.” He places me on the edge, and I waste no time crawling up and snuggling down, letting out a long, contented sigh as I turn over and watch him undress, my greedy gaze drinking in his perfection.

         “I can’t believe I’m spending my first night as your wife in one of your torture chambers.” The unpleasant thought has me shifting slightly and wondering who has been in this bed and what has gone down. I want to get out.

         He knows what I’m thinking. “No one has slept in this bed, Ava.”

         I frown. “They’ve not?”

         He smiles as he shrugs his shirt off. “No one has been in this room since I cornered you.” He’s watching me closely. “And the bed’s new.”

         “Really?” I blurt, a little shocked.

         He laughs. “Really.”

         “Why?”

         “Because I’m not having you in a bed that others have…” His frown line surfaces again. “Frequented.”

         “And no one has been in this room since me?”

         He kicks his trousers off and draws his boxers down his legs. “Only me. Get your underwear off. I want you naked.”

         I reach down and push my knickers from my legs. “Did you sit in here quietly and think about me?” I ask on a grin.

         He strides over to a unit of drawers and pulls the top one open. “More than you know,” he answers quietly, turning and holding up a bra.

         “That’s my bra!” I blurt. I have a sudden flurry of flashbacks. I left my bra when I ran, and he stored it there all this time?

         He chucks it on the top of the drawers and shrugs sheepishly, then paces over to the bed and slips in beside me. I immediately crawl onto his chest and settle myself all over him, my face nuzzling straight into his neck.

         “Comfy?”

         “Hmmm,” I hum, my hands wandering all over the place, needing to feel him and relish in the flesh-on-flesh contact. He sat in here quietly and thought of me. He kept my bra. No one has been in here, except me. And he’s replaced the bed.

         “How do you feel?” he asks, letting me smother him.

         “I’m fine.” I sigh.

         He matches my sigh. “She’s fine.” I’m held tighter, his heartbeat thumping against my breastbone. “Go to sleep, my beautiful girl.”

         And I do. My eyes slowly close and I’m gone.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Six

         

         I open my eyes and stretch. It’s an over-the-top, completely contented extension of my body all over the bed. Then I smile to myself, listening to him in the bathroom—the sound of the tap jetting out streams of hot water, him collecting all of the cosmetics he’ll need, and then the unmistakable sound of him swishing the water to instigate some bubbles. My self-professed bath man is keeping to his word. We’re going to have a long soak in the bath and undoubtedly some tub-talk while we’re there. Do I want tub-talk today?
         

         Shuffling myself to the edge of the gigantic bed, I take my naked form over to the suite’s bathroom and lean up against the door frame. He’s sitting on a chair by the window, elbows resting on his knees, looking out across The Manor’s grounds. He’s naked too, every finely tuned muscle protruding from his back and his dark blond hair damp from the condensation filling the vast space. I could stand all day and watch him, but even from here and with his back to me, I can see the cogs of his mind racing at a hundred miles per hour. He’s probably thinking about my denial, and he’s undoubtedly thinking about how he can keep me at home. It’s Monday tomorrow.

         My unreasonable, challenging, neurotic control freak.

         My ex-playboy.

         And now my husband.

         I need to touch him.

         I approach quietly, my eyes getting more delighted the closer I get, my skin starting to prickle with the usual sparks that simmer between our bodies. “I know when you’re near, beautiful girl.” He doesn’t look around. “You’ll never get away with that.”

         Moving in front of him, I climb onto his lap, planting my cheek on his chest.

         His arms engulf me and his face plummets into my hair. “How are you feeling?”

         I smile into his chest. “Fine.”

         “Fine,” he replies, pulling me in closer. “Don’t go to work tomorrow.”

         I sag in his lap slightly. I had agreed to marry him quickly if he accepted that there would be no honeymoon, and if he agreed to chill out on the overprotectiveness and unreasonableness. My instincts told me he’d fail on all counts.

         I pull myself up and face him. “I need to work.”

         He shakes his head. “You don’t need to work at all. We need to be together.”
         

         “We are together.”

         “You know what I mean,” he grumbles.

         I’m going to get nowhere with this, so I remove myself from his lap and head for the bath.

         “What are you doing?”

         I don’t need to turn around to confirm the scowl that I know will be on his face. “Having a bath.” I climb in and settle back, but almost instantly move forward to give him space.

         He climbs in and settles behind me, pulling me back to rest on his chest and homing straight in on my ear, giving a little growl and a nibble. “I’ve told you before, don’t fight me off.”

         “Then stop making unreasonable demands.”

         He bites down harder on my lobe. “And I’ve also told you that before. There is nothing unreasonable about wanting to keep you safe.”

         “You mean keep me to yourself.” I close my eyes and let my head relax against him, my palms sliding onto his strong, wet thighs.

         “No.” His fingers lace through mine. “To keep you safe.”

         “You use that as an excuse for your unreasonable behavior.”

         “No. You make me crazy.”

         “You make yourself crazy. I’m going to work tomorrow and you are going to let me, and you’re not going to make a fuss of it. You promised.”

         I feel his mouth at my ear again, and I use every modicum of strength to restrain my moan. “But you promised to obey me. I think marriage vows override any promises that were made before.” He pushes himself up against my bum. “Does someone need some sense fucked into them?”

         I jerk, sending water swishing around us. I’d love some sense fucked into me, but I still won’t relent. “You also promised to stop fucking sense into me because it was agreed that all of the sense only makes sense to you.” I’m beginning to wish we’d never made that agreement. Sense fucking equals hard fucking.

         “Love, honor, and obey,” he whispers, and my face naturally turns toward that low, husky voice, my lips finding his. “That makes sense, doesn’t it?”

         “No.” I breathe. “Hardly anything you demand makes sense.”

         “We make sense.” He swamps me with his mouth. “Tell me we make sense.”

         “We make sense.”

         “Good girl. Sit up so I can bathe you.” He drops my lips, leaving me feeling deserted, and pushes me forward. “We’ll have breakfast with your family, and then I’m taking you home. Deal?”

         “Deal.” I can’t wait to go home, but I absolutely can wait to go downstairs and face Kate and Dan. I’m not even going to try and work out what the hell Kate’s thinking. Will she even remember? She was pretty pissed. And Sam. I inwardly groan. How am I going to face Sam knowing this?
         

         “What are you thinking about?” Jesse asks, pulling me back to the here and now.

         “Kate,” I answer immediately. “I’m thinking about Kate and Sam.”

         “I’ve told you, A—”

         “Don’t tell me it’s none of my business, Jesse. She’s my best friend. I feel like I’m watching a car crash in slow motion. I need to stop it.”

         “No, you need to mind your own business, Ava,” he scorns me harshly. “You’re done.” He places the sponge on the edge of the bath and rises behind me, stepping out and grabbing a towel. “Wash your hair.” He rubs himself down and wraps the towel around his waist. “Maybe you could show as much concern for a little detail in our relationship that needs addressing.” He drills holes into me with an expectant look, and I immediately forget all issues relating to Sam and Kate, but I don’t embrace his newfound talent for talking—a talent only used on subjects of his choice. Instead, I slide down into the bath and immerse myself in the bubbly water. I’m not looking at him, but I know he’s just rolled his eyes. He can roll his eyes all he likes. I’m dealing with this in my own way. And that way is to wedge my head as far underground as I can get it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We walk into restaurant of The Manor hand in hand and are immediately greeted by loud clapping and cheering. The first things I notice, apart from the noise, are Kate’s obvious hangover, and across the room, Dan’s glacial glare, pointed right at Jesse.

         My husband either notices neither or ignores them both, because he scoops me up and strides through the tables, places me neatly on a chair opposite Mum and Dad, then takes one up next to me.

         “Darling!” Mum’s excited shriek hammers at my ears. “What a wonderful day it was, despite a certain difficult man.” She glares across the table at Jesse.

         “Good morning, Elizabeth.” Jesse beams at my mum, and she rolls her eyes, but I can tell she’s restraining a fond smile. “How are you, Joseph?”

         My dad nods while carving through a sausage. “Very well. Did you two enjoy your day?”

         “We did, thank you. Are you being looked after?” Jesse casts his eyes around the restaurant, checking that the staff are seeing to the remaining guests.

         “Too well.” Dad laughs. “We’ll be hitting the road after breakfast, so I’ll take this opportunity to thank you for your hospitality.”

         I smile at my dad and his graciousness, his manners never failing him. “Is Dan going back with you?” I ask, trying to sound casual.

         “Oh no, has he not told you?” Mum asks.

         Jesse butters some toast and takes my hand, placing the bread in my grasp and nodding at it, his silent instruction to eat. “Told me what?” I ask before wrapping my lips around the edge.

         “He’s staying in London for a while.” Mum starts cutting the fat off Dad’s bacon, and I cough.

         “He’s what?”

         “Staying in London, darling.”

         I swing my eyes across the room to Dan, finding his full attention is on Kate. “Why?” I ask. “I thought he has the surf school to expand.” This is bad news. I drop my toast on my plate and Jesse immediately picks it up and puts it back in my grasp.

         “He says there’s no rush, and I’m not complaining.” Mum accepts a coffee from Pete, and then he places one in front of me, too.

         “No chocolate and no sugar, Ava,” he confirms.

         I look up at him and smile fondly. “Thank you, Pete.” I place my toast back on my plate and Jesse immediately picks it up again.

         “Eat.” He thrusts it in my hand.

         “I don’t want the fucking toast!” I spit out harshly, halting all chopping and sipping at our table.

         “Ava. Mouth!” Jesse recoils, and I can feel my parents’ shocked stares from across the table. I’m shocked myself, but I don’t need him trying to force feed me, and I most definitely don’t need Dan hanging around and complicating an already complicated situation.

         I ignore Jesse’s incredulous stare and my parents’ dumbstruck faces, and get up from the table.

         “Where are you going?” Jesse stands with me. “Ava, sit down.” His tone is a warning, even in front of my parents, but I should know by now that he couldn’t give a flying fuck where he is and who is present. He’ll be mad at me or ravish me wherever and whenever he likes. My parents aren’t going to stop him.

         “Sit down and eat your breakfast, Jesse.” I go to pass him, but his hand flies out and grasps my wrist.

         “Excuse me?” He laughs.

         I look him straight in the eye. “I said, sit down and eat your breakfast.”

         “Yes, I thought you did.” He pulls me back down onto my chair and places my toast in my hand, then leans into me, pressing his mouth to my ear. “Ava, this isn’t the time or the place for you to start throwing your weight around. And have a little respect in front of your parents.” His hand moves to my knee and strokes up the inside of my bare thigh. “I like this dress,” he whispers.

         I smile sweetly at my parents across the table, who have resumed eating their breakfast. He has a nerve. Have some respect for my parents? My teeth clench when he brushes the seam of my knickers and blows in my ear. He was losing the battle, so he saturates me with his touch to regain the power. Damn him. I squeeze my thighs together and pick up my coffee with shaking hands while he continues to wreak havoc on me with his hot breath in my ear. Mum and Dad have spent time with us, and they have fast become used to Jesse’s craving for constant contact.

         He pulls away and hits me with a smug, satisfied stare. Yes, he’s won now, but only because he’s absolutely right. This really isn’t the time or the place, especially with my mum and dad here.

         “Jesse is right, Ava,” Dad pipes up, completely shocking me. “You should watch your language.”

         “Yes,” my mum agrees quickly. “It’s not very ladylike.”

         I don’t have to look at my husband to know his smugness has just expanded into slap-worthy territory. “Thank you, Joseph.” His knee knocks mine under the table, and I knock him right back.

         “So, when are you two honeymooning?” Mum smiles across the table at us.

         “When my wife says so,” Jesse replies dryly, eyeing my toast. “When will that be, lady?”

         I nibble a corner of toast and shrug. “When I have time. I’ve got a lot to sort out at work. My husband knows that.” I turn accusing eyes on him, and he grins at me. “What are you grinning at?”

         “You.”

         “What about me?”

         “Everything about you. Your beauty, your spirit, your need to drive me insanely crazy.” He reaches over and straightens my diamond. “And the fact you’re mine.”

         I see my mother in my peripheral vision swaying with giddiness at my challenging man and his open need to drown me in his adoration. “Oh, Joseph,” she croons. “Do you remember being that much in love?”

         “No, I don’t.” Dad laughs. “Come on, I want to get on the road.” He brushes his mouth with his napkin and stands.

         Mum doesn’t reply. She’s too busy smiling fondly across the table at us. Dad leaves the restaurant, and I turn my attention to Kate. She looks terrible, her skin looking even paler than usual and her vibrant red hair appearing dull. She’s picking at some cornflakes while Sam chats buoyantly to her, seemingly oblivious to her despondent state. It’s obvious that she’s struggling with more than just a bad head and a queasy tummy. Sam can’t be that ignorant. My eyes leave Sam and Kate and travel back across the room to Dan. He’s still staring at her.
         

         “You’ve noticed it, too?” Jesse asks quietly when he’s obviously caught the direction of my gaze.

         “Yes, but I’ve been warned to mind my own business,” I answer without taking my eyes from Dan.

         “You have, but I didn’t say you couldn’t tell your brother to back off.”

         My eyes shoot to Jesse’s profile, but he ignores my shock and stands when my mum rises from the table. “I’ll be back soon to say my good-byes.” She brushes her skirt down and leaves the room, giving Kate a shoulder rub en-route. Kate smiles a little, then looks over at me, but quickly diverts her eyes. I sigh to myself and wonder what on earth I’m going to say to my usually fiery friend. She looks in complete turmoil, but I can’t help but be mad with her.

         I quickly remember what Jesse said before my mum left the table. “You want me to warn my brother off?” I ask.

         He looks at me carefully as he sits back down. “I think he needs to be told. I don’t want to upset you by doing it myself, so perhaps you should have a word with him.”

         I’ve already tried to have a word, and I know it fell on deaf ears, but I won’t be telling Jesse that because it will undoubtedly prompt him to intervene. “I’ll speak to him.” I put my unfinished toast back on the plate. “And before you start, I’m not hungry.”

         “You need to eat, baby.” He makes a play for my breakfast again, and I slap my hand over his.

         “I’m not hungry.” I load my voice with lashings of confidence. “Can we go home now?”

         He shifts his hand and grips mine firmly, looking at me thoughtfully. “We can go home now. Come on.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         After seeing my parents off, ignoring my brother, and telling Kate I’ll call her later, I’m deposited in the DBS and taken back to Lusso. My home—the place where Jesse and I will live together as husband and wife.

         I open the door and step out, letting out a shocked yelp when I’m swept off my feet. “I have legs.” I laugh, linking my hands over his neck.

         “And I have arms, and they were made to hold you.” He plants a chaste kiss on my lips and kicks the car door shut before striding into the foyer of Lusso. “I’m putting you in our bed, and I’m not letting you out until morning.”

         “Deal,” I agree, but he better be set for some hard action. I’m not feeling like softly, softly.

         My attention moves to the concierge desk when Jesse stops abruptly and his eyes widen.

         My eyes widen slightly, too. Standing behind the desk with a phone to his ear is a man—and it’s not Clive. It most certainly is not Clive. I purse my lips and grin to myself. Oh, this is going to provoke some serious possessive, trampling-like behavior. I remain silent as I assess the situation. It doesn’t take much assessing, though. Jesse is standing in the middle of the foyer, the new concierge is still speaking on the phone, and they are both staring at each other. The new concierge’s eyes fall on me, and I almost laugh when I hear a growl emanate from Jesse. Oh good Lord, this poor man is going to get trampled to within an inch of his life. I firm up my grip on Jesse’s shoulders and wait for him to take the initiative and walk on, but he’s rooted to the spot.
         

         “Where’s Clive?” he asks the new guy, disregarding his phone conversation. I wriggle a little to try and free myself, but Jesse flips me a glare and tightens his hold. “Stay where you are, lady.”

         “You’re behaving like a caveman.”

         “Shut up, Ava.” He returns burning greens of displeasure back to the poor, young concierge, who has since ended his call. “Clive,” Jesse prompts shortly.

         The new concierge steps out from behind the desk, and I can’t help it when my eyes naturally run the full length of him. He’s cute. His blond hair is neatly trimmed, his brown eyes are happy, and his tall frame is lean. He’s nowhere near Jesse’s league, but he’s still a bloke and that makes him a threat—in Jesse’s world.

         “I’ll be working alongside Clive, sir,” he says warily as he walks forward and puts his hand out. “I’m Casey, sir. I look forward to assisting you with anything you may…well, need assistance with.” He shifts awkwardly.

         I wriggle again to free myself, feeling like a complete idiot locked in my possessive Lord’s grasp while the new concierge introduces himself. He seems sweet and sincere enough, but Jesse isn’t letting me go.

         “Mr. Ward,” Jesse says shortly, ignoring Casey’s outstretched hand.

         “Nice to meet you, Casey. I’m Ava.” I put my hand out to him, but Jesse steps back. Oh, for the love of God! I look at him, noting his eyes planted firmly on the young man in front of us. He’s being ridiculous. I force myself from his grip with some effort and step forward, offering my hand again. “Welcome to Lusso, Casey.” I smile and he takes my hand, shaking it mildly. The poor guy won’t come back if I don’t intervene. Clive has been here nonstop since the residents moved in. He’s no spring chicken. He needs the relief.

         “Thank you, Ava,” He smiles, and it’s a cute smile, but I don’t miss the cautious look he directs over my shoulder. “Oh, you’re in the penthouse?”

         “Yes, that’s us.”

         “Maintenance called to say your new front door has arrived from Italy.”

         “That’s great, thank you.”

         “Have maintenance fit it without delay,” Jesse snorts.

         “Already done, sir.” Casey smiles proudly, grabbing some keys from his desk and holding them up.

         Jesse swipes them from the poor guy’s hand before virtually throwing his car keys at him. “Bring the cases up.” I’m pulled toward the elevator in an amused daze, and as I knew I would be, I’m pushed inside and thrust up against the mirrored wall. “He fancies you,” Jesse growls.

         “You think everyone fancies me.”

         “You’re mine.” He slams our lips together and takes me fiercely, pushing me up the wall with the pressure of his body. I’m delighted. This is not gentle Jesse. This is powerful, forceful, dominant Jesse, and I’m bracing myself for a fuck to make up for all those I’ve been missing out on. I throw my arms around his shoulders and tackle him with as much force—probably more.

         “I’m yours,” I pant between hard lashes of his tongue.

         “You don’t need to reassure me.” His hand feels up my leg and cups me harshly, triggering hot wetness to invade me and an excited thud to attack my core. I really need this. His finger slips past the seam of my lace. “Wet,” he purrs into my mouth. “Just for me. Understand?”

         “I understand.” My muscles grip his finger as he enters me. “More.” I beg unashamedly. I need more.

         He separates our mouths and withdraws his finger, reentering with two. He pushes hard and high. “Like that, Ava?”

         My head falls back against the mirror, my mouth gaped, my eyes closed. “Just like that.”

         “Or would you prefer my cock slamming into you?” His voice is carnal and a massive surprise, given his delicate approach to my body in recent weeks. If this is the effect that Casey will have on my Lord, then I hope he stays forever. I’m being claimed and reminded of who I belong to—not that I ever need a reminder, but I’ll always take it. I drop my head and find his greens, then reach forward and slip the buttons of his fly free, before sliding my hand into his boxers and wrapping my palm around his hot, throbbing cock. He pulls in a short breath. “You haven’t answered my question.”

         “I want this.” I squeeze his base and draw a long stroke to the tip. He sweeps one last circle with his fingers before removing them and lifting me to his body, my legs wrapping around his waist, my hands seeking out his nape.

         “I knew you were a sensible girl.” The elevator doors open, I’m carried out into the penthouse foyer, where the door is opened without delay, and we’re quickly on our way upstairs to the master suite. “You make me a desperate fucking mess, Ava.” I’m placed on the edge of the bed and my dress is pulled up over my head quickly before he yanks his T-shirt off, kicks his Converse to the side, and pushes his jeans down his legs, taking his white boxers with them. He really is desperate, and I’m all the more delighted for it. He’s going to fuck me.

         I’m pushed back onto the bed and my knickers are pulled down my legs, my bra disposed of just as quickly. He’s working fast, but it’s still not quick enough. My impatience is my undoing—that and his glorious nakedness looming over me. I need to touch him. I sit up and slide my hands around his solid arse and pull him forward so he’s standing between my spread thighs, his lower stomach at my eye level. Placing my lips gently over his abdomen, I trail kisses across to his scar, but it doesn’t make me wince anymore. It’s a massive imperfection, a mar on his beautiful body, but it makes him all the more perfect to me. My perfect imperfect Adonis. My God. My husband.

         I feel his fingers thread through my hair, and my eyes creep up the firmness of his abs, then his chest, until I’m staring into green eyes filled with…love. Not hunger or carnal want—it’s love.

         He’s not going to fuck me. He’s going to make sweet love, and he does it so well, but I’m desperate for his ferocity, desperate for him to stop treating me like I’m breakable. My hands flow back down his torso until my palms are resting on the edges of his perfect V. I lean in and kiss his stomach again before working my way up, standing as I go until I’m feeling his neck out and pulling him down to meet my lips. I lift myself gracefully to his body and link my legs around his waist as he accepts my demand for mouth contact.

         Heavy mouth contact.

         Indulgent mouth contact.

         All-consuming mouth contact.

         He doesn’t lower me to the bed. He walks me into the bathroom and straddles the chaise longue, standing me over him. He looks up at me. “We need to make friends.” I’m yanked down and our mouths crash together. “Mine,” he says around our lips’ relentless colliding and tongue battling.

         I pull at his hair, trying to draw out his animalistic traits. He knows what I want and need right now. He damn well knows it, and he’s going to give it to me.

         “My girl wants it hard.” He breaks away, and I’m the one growling this time. He stares up at me, panting and sweating. He wants to give it to me as well; I can see it in the glaze of his green stare. They’re smoking out, darkening with desperation.

         I’m gently tugged down as he holds himself upright, ready to enter me, but I stiffen, preventing him from seizing me. I might be desperate for him, but I still have to maintain my sensibility, just like I’ve done over the past few weeks. He’s not wearing a condom, and judging by the sharper tug on my arm, he knows exactly why I’m holding back.

         “Jesse.” My breathlessness is completely giving away my pent-up lust.

         “Ava, I’m taking you now, and you’re not going to stop me with trivial fucking requests.” He yanks me down and seals our lips, working into my mouth with deadly determination. I don’t try to resist, and I really don’t want to. This might be the hard fuck I’ve been waiting for.

         He keeps our mouths locked, and then levels himself up and slides straight in. My legs naturally snake around his waist and lock at the ankles, pulling us closer together.

         “Oh Jesus.” He pants against my mouth. “Fucking perfect.”

         It does feel perfect. I’m swiftly reminded of the perfection that is no barrier between us. Just flesh on flesh. Me on him. I’m gasping into his shoulder and digging my nails into his biceps.

         “Move,” I demand. “Please move.”

         “In time, baby. Just let me feel you for a moment.” He takes my hands and guides them around the back of his neck where my fingers naturally feel out his hair and tug gently. Then his big hands slowly skate down my sides, over my breasts, and onto my waist. He holds me still. The only sounds in the air around us are our strained breaths. They are heavy and desperate.

         Tightening his grip on my waist, he lifts me on a deep moan before letting me slide gently back down onto him. My eyes close in pure, comforted bliss, and I gasp, removing my hands from his hair so I can get them onto the firm warmth of his chest. I marvel at his solid, bunched muscles, just flawless hardness before me, screaming to be touched, begging me to feel his perfection. My insatiable hands wander all over him as I’m lifted from his body again and grinded down, slowly and meticulously.

         “Don’t try to tell me it doesn’t feel right,” he moans. “Don’t try to tell me this isn’t how we’re supposed to be.” He works me, circling his groin firmly. “Not ever.”

         “Don’t come inside me.” I might be overwhelmed by his potency, but a small part of me is still aware of what I’m doing.

         “Don’t tell me what to do with your body, Ava. Kiss me.”

         I’m blinded by his carnal words and his claim over me, my body refusing to deny him. He’s holding the power, and he knows it. My mouth drops to his and my body presses into him, a clear invitation to take me how he pleases. His head tilts back to maintain our mouth contact as I’m raised again and plunged back onto him. I groan into his mouth—a low, alluring message of submittal. I’m not thinking straight. My mind is scrambled by his energy, the painfully accurate momentum and strikes of his hips, sending me into delirious indulgence.

         I hum as I’m slowly and easily lifted, time and time again. The pressure of him pushing into the deepest part of me is pleasure embodied.

         “You feel so good,” I pant. “Jesse, fuck me.” I need this harder.

         “Mouth, Ava,” he warns me. “Just like this. We stay just like this.” His eyes clench shut. He’s being too gentle with me. I need shock and awe. I need him to take me hard. It has been like this for weeks. And I know why.

         “Why are you being so gentle with me?” I nuzzle into his neck, sucking and biting at him.

         “Sleepy sex,” he moans.

         “I don’t want sleepy sex.” That won’t have the desired effect. Yes, I’ll come, I’ll moan in pleasure and shake all over him, but I need to scream a release. I need scrubbing, not dabbing. “Fuck me, Jesse.”

         He sucks in a sharp breath as I force myself down, hard. “Mouth, Ava. Jesus!”

         “Yes!” I lift and smash back down.

         “Ava!” He holds me still above him. “No, damn it.”

         I can feel him throbbing inside me, his heaving chest pushing against my torso. I’m panting into his neck, my fists clenched in his hair. I tighten my grasp. “Stop treating me like glass.”

         “You are glass to me, baby. Delicate.”

         “But I’m not breakable. I wasn’t two weeks ago, and I’m not now.” I try to lift myself. I need movement, but he’s got a harsh hold on me. This is another reason why I hope to God I’m not pregnant. I can’t stand this. I pull out of his neck and look into his eyes. “Hard. I need you hard.”

         He shakes his head. “Sleepy.”

         “Why?” I ask. Will he admit to what I already know?

         “Because I don’t want to hurt you,” he whispers.

         I try to keep ahold of my temper. Doesn’t want to hurt me, or doesn’t want to hurt his baby, who may not even exist? “You won’t.” I feel him relax slightly, so I take the opportunity to whip myself up and right back down on a sharp, satisfied shout. He shouts, too. I know he wants to smash into me, wants to take me hard, rule me, and indulge me, but he won’t and it’s driving me fucking insane.

         “Fuck!” he yelps. “Fucking hell, Ava! No!”

         “Do it.” I grasp his face and take his mouth hungrily. If I keep on, I’ll have him. “Own me,” I demand, skating my lips across his cheek.

         He catches them as they pass his mouth again, and his tongue enters, frantic and rushed. I’ve nearly got him.

         I wickedly rise and collide with him again, prompting a sharp bark. “It feels good, doesn’t it? Tell me it feels good.”

         “Jesus, Ava. Please don’t.”

         Up and down I go, harder, heavier. I’m driving him crazy, and I know he wants this because he could easily stop my teasing moves. “I need you.”

         Those words are his undoing, as I knew they would be. He releases a frustrated yell and takes over my movements, squeezing my waist and wrenching me up and down on him. “Like that,” he shouts, almost angry, and I know it’s because he can’t resist me.

         “Yes!” I scream.

         He’s suddenly standing, my legs still wrapped around his waist as he walks across the bathroom and thrusts me up against the wall. “You want it hard, baby?”

         “Fuck me!” I shout, frenziedly, tightening my legs and moving my hands to his dark blond mass of hair.

         “Damn it, Ava. Stop swearing!” He withdraws and hammers back in, over and over, my screams of satisfaction ringing through the air. “Better?” he grunts, hitting me hard and deep. “You wanted it, Ava. Is that fucking better?” He’s really mad.

         I’m pinned against the wall, absorbing his ferocious attack, and I want it even harder. I’ve had two weeks of gentle Jesse. I’ve had enough of gentle Jesse, but I can’t speak. I bore down on every advance, my signal that I do want it harder. I want it so much harder.
         

         “Answer the fucking question!”

         “Harder!” I scream, grappling at his hair.

         “Fuck!” His hips piston forward repeatedly, his momentum and stamina staggering, and I’m loving every hard, forceful strike.

         The pit of my stomach starts to burn, and I’m knocked out by a climax that rushes forward so fast, I don’t have a chance to prepare myself for it. I explode, my eyes clenching shut, my head thrown back on a desperate scream.

         “I’m not done yet, Ava!” he shouts, shifting his hands under my thighs and powering forward.

         Neither am I. That orgasm has sent me dizzy, but there is another on the way, assisted rapidly by his relentless power. I find his lips and kiss him deeply, tightening my legs around his hips to the point of pain, my screams and his yells colliding between our mouths. I throw my head back. “Oh God!”

         “Eyes!” he shouts severely.

         I obey immediately and fist my hands in his hair as he stops dead, heaving and sweating. The fire at my core recedes immediately, but then he groans and rears back, and I brace myself for more power. He strikes, really hard. My back smashes against the wall on a shocked yell, but he doesn’t give me time to gather myself. He pulls straight back and hits me with another forceful pound. He’s lost any control he had. This is going to be really hard. I strengthen my grip on his hair and try to flex my legs, giving him the access his body’s demanding.
         

         “Hard enough for you, Ava?” he shouts, thrashing into me again.

         “Yes!” I scream. He’s unforgiving. He repeatedly drives into me, each hit getting harder. My mind is blanking out, my body has gone lax, and I’m sky high on pleasure. But then I feel my back leaving the wall as I’m yanked forward and taken to the bed. He practically throws me down and flips me onto my hands and knees before taking a standing position behind me and grabbing my hips. He reenters me on a brutal pound and a frenzied bark, yanking me back to meet him with each advance of his powerful hips. My face goes straight into the sheets, my hands grasping at the material, a full-on sweat breaking out. I’m soaking wet.

         “Jesse!” I scream his name in delirious, delightful despair.

         “You wanted it, Ava. Don’t fucking complain.” He bangs into me again, harder still. He’s releasing all of the pent-up, animalistic power he’s been suppressing for way too long. He’s really lost control, and a small part of me is wondering if he’s doing this on purpose—trying to shock me or scare me back into the realms of sleepy sex. He’s going to fail miserably if that’s his plan. My body needs this. I need this.

         I drag my twisted mind back to now and focus on meeting his power with acceptance. I accept all of it, the violent accumulation of pressure in my belly working its way straight to my core, ready for detonation. This is going to blow my brain clean out of my head.

         “Harder!” I shout, grasping at the sheets.

         “Ava!” His fingers flex on my hips and clamp down, the unforgiving hold on my sensitive area not bothering me in the slightest. I’m too busy concentrating on the body-splitting orgasm that’s looming.

         And then it hits me, taking me by surprise again and sending me out of this world on pleasure. I scream. He yells. Then I collapse on the bed, Jesse following me down, his leanness completely covering me. His breathing is harsh in my ear and our sweat-ridden bodies are flush and heaving severely. I feel completely replete. I’m utterly exhausted, but I feel so much better. It feels like us again.

         He groans, his groin circling deeply, the fire of his release heating me and putting me back together again. “Thank you,” I pant, closing my eyes and finding immense comfort in his strong, frantic heartbeat clattering against my back. He doesn’t say anything. The only sound in the colossal master suite is our collective, erratic breathing. It’s loud, it’s heavy, and it’s satisfied. But then he breaks away from me, and the absence of his warmth coating my body makes me immediately turn over to see what he’s doing. He’s walking away, his hands clenching his head as I watch his naked back disappear into the bathroom. I’m still fighting to get my heartbeat steady and my breathing paced, but instead of feeling sated and blissful, I feel uncertain and guilty. I’ve made him lose his restraint. I’ve pushed him, tempted him, and sent him over the edge of self-control, and now, even though I got my way, I feel guilt-ridden. He’s been struggling to rein in his command over my body, although why is what I should be worried about. I’ve accepted that I’ll never completely understand him. I’ve accepted all of his flaws and challenging ways. They are all part of the man I love deeply—the man I share a connection with that is so potent, it’s sent us both crazy. We share an intensity that cripples us both.
         

         He appears in the bathroom doorway, still naked, still wet and with his chest still rising and falling noticeably. I’m staring at him. He’s staring at me.

         Sitting up and pulling my knees to my chest, I feel small and awkward. It shouldn’t be like this between us.

         “I’ve been taking your pills.” His jaw ticks and his neck muscles bulge.

         The words, spoken with no remorse or regret, widen my eyes and straighten my back. His face is expressionless, and even though I knew, I’m shocked. Hearing him say it aloud, confessing to it, is increasing my already speeding heart rate.

         “I said I’ve been taking your pills.” He sounds angry.

         This can’t be ignored any longer. I can feel the dormant anger sizzling inside of me, pushing me to release it. My period is due tomorrow, and I’m certain it’s not going to arrive. This man, my crazy husband, has just completely and unashamedly confessed to stealing my birth control pills, and now my denial is converting into blood-boiling fury.

         “Ava, for fuck’s sake, woman!” His hands fly to his head in frustration. “I’ve been taking your fucking pills!”

         I don’t even try to reason because there is absolutely nothing reasonable about this.

         I snap.

         My naked body flies up from the bed and as I pace toward him, he watches me closely, cautiously, until I’m standing before him. Then I slap him clean across his face. My palm is instantly on fire, but I’m too angry to focus on the pain. His head has turned to the side, his eyes are down, and I can still only hear our fitful breathing, except now they’re not sated, heavy breaths; they’re anger-fuelled gasps. He brings his face back up and before I’m aware of what I’m doing, my hand is flying out again, but this time he catches my wrist in front of his face. I yank myself free and proceed to thump his chest with both fists in a frenzied lashing out of anger. And he lets me. He just stands there and takes my deranged beating, my fists persistently striking him as I scream and wail, and when I think I might collapse with exhaustion, I step back and lose control of my tears.

         “Why?” I shout at him.

         He doesn’t try to touch me or come toward me. He just remains standing in the doorway, still with no emotion on his face. His frown line isn’t even there, but I know he must be concerned, and he must be really concentrating on not restraining his deranged wife.

         “You were ignoring it, Ava. I need you to acknowledge this.” His voice is soft and even. “I needed to spike a reaction from you.”

         I thought I just needed to hear him say it—to admit that he’s been underhanded and deceitful. I was wrong. Now I want to know why, and the burning anger inside of me is telling me that no excuse is going to calm me.

         “Tell me why the fucking hell you did this to me!”

         “Because I wanted to keep you forever,” he whispers.

         It’s not good enough.

         I turn and head for the wardrobe, wasting no time grabbing my jeans and yanking them on once I’m there.

         “What are you doing?” His voice is full of the fear I knew it would be. He’ll never cope with this, but neither will I if I stay. This has suddenly hit me very hard.

         I don’t answer him, instead focusing on getting my bra and T-shirt on before I tug down an overnight bag.

         “Ava, what the hell are you doing?” The bag is snatched from my hand. “You’re not leaving me.” His words are somewhere between a demand and a plea.

         “I need some space.” I seize the bag back and start stuffing my clothes in.

         He grips my arm, but I pull myself free. “Ava, please.”

         “Please what?” My clothes are being yanked and rammed into my bag viciously, but I worry I might turn on Jesse again if I don’t focus on this, and I can’t bring myself to look at him. I know what I’ll see.

         Fear.

         “Please, Ava, don’t go.”

         I turn and storm past him, heading for the bathroom to collect my toiletries. He’s not restraining me, and I know why. It’s the same reason he’s been delicate with me for weeks. Because he thinks he’ll hurt his baby.

         He’s behind me, I know he is, but I continue gathering my things, fighting the overwhelming need to lash out, but at the same time, fighting the need to comfort him. I’m so confused.

         “Ava, please, let’s talk about this.”

         I swing around in shock. “Talk?”

         He nods sheepishly. “Please.”

         “What is there to talk about? You’ve done the most underhanded thing possible. Nothing you could say will make me understand this. This is my life!”

         “But you knew I was taking them.”

         “Yes, I did! But perhaps because of all the other shit you’ve thrown on me since I’ve met you, I didn’t consider how fucked-up this really is. Wanting to keep me isn’t good enough. That’s not a decision you get to make on your own!” I try to calm myself, but I’m fighting a losing battle. “What about me?” I scream in his face. “What about what I want?”

         “But I love you.”

         My grip on my bag tightens until my fingers are numb. I’m seriously losing the plot. I walk past him and quickly make my way downstairs.

         “Ava!”

         I ignore him and keep going. The anger bubbling inside me has shocked me as much as it’s shocked Jesse. This is past controlling. This is unforgivable. I don’t want a baby.

         “Ava, stay. I’ll do anything.” His heavy footsteps are close behind me, but he’s nude, and as much as I know that he has no shame, I know he wouldn’t run out in public completely naked.

         When I reach the door, I turn to face him. “You’ll do anything?”

         “Yes. You know that.” His terrified face nearly makes me throw my arms around his big shoulders. But if I let this one go, then I’m setting myself up for a lifetime of manipulating. I can’t do that. We need some time apart. This is too intense, and perhaps I should have thought about that before I married him, but it’s too late now. I might have made the biggest mistake of my life.

         “Then you’ll give me some space.”

         I walk out.

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Seven

         
 
         Kate’s not at home, so I let myself in and make my way upstairs to my old room. After sitting on the bed for an eternity ignoring Massive Attack’s “Angel,” I finally drag myself up and have a long shower. Under the hot spray, I soap everywhere, running the sponge absentmindedly over my body and pausing when I reach my stomach. I feel devoid of any emotion. There are no natural motherly instincts in me that make me want to caress my tummy. I’ve never given motherhood a second thought. I’m too young, and I have a flourishing career to concentrate on. He had no right to do this. But he had no right to claim me so aggressively, yet he did. He has no right to dictate what I wear, but he does. And he has no right to trample all over my life with his overbearing, unreasonable, and challenging ways…but he does. And I let him. I fight him on many things, but he mostly gets his way. Not on this, though. I have accepted many things where Jesse is concerned, but I absolutely cannot accept this. And I won’t.
         
 
         I remove myself from the shower and dry myself off before crossing the landing to my room and throwing on a baggy T-shirt and some sweatpants. Then I crawl into the cold sheets of my old bed. It’s hard, it’s lumpy, and it hasn’t got Jesse in it, but I’m on my own, and it’s where I need to be right now.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I wake up to shouting—very loud shouting. Pulling the sheets back, I slip out of bed and pad across my room, opening the door quietly.
 
         “I said it’s over!” Kate screams. “This isn’t going anywhere!”
 
         Oh shit, I shouldn’t be listening to this, but my curiosity is getting the better of me. I can see Kate’s back down the hallway, and I pray the next person who I’m going to see will be Dan. But it’s not. It’s Sam. My already aching heart takes a further nosedive for my troubled best friend.
 
         “Kate, come on.” Sam’s voice is beseeching and a little confused.
 
         “Just go, Sam.” She stomps off across the landing, straight into the kitchen where she’s obviously opening and slamming every cupboard door in sight. Sam follows her in.
 
         “What’s brought all this on?” he asks. “What’s changed?”
 
         “Nothing!” There’s a further collection of bangs before she’s coming back out of the kitchen and marching into the lounge. I catch a glimpse of her pale face, looking no brighter than this morning. I know that expression. That’s her stubborn, I’m-not-being-honest face. I could throttle the stupid cow.
 
         “Obviously something has!” Sam almost laughs, but it’s a nervous laugh. It’s a laugh that clearly indicates worry. Sam really does like Kate. A lot.
 
         “Just go,” she spits out shortly.
 
         “No! Not until you tell me what the fuck is going on!”
 
         I can’t see them, so I creep out quietly, scolding myself for being so nosey, but I need to hear this because I’m just as intrigued as Sam. I suspect I know, which is just spiking my already fraying patience.
 
         “I don’t owe you an explanation.”
 
         He laughs properly this time. “Yes, I think you do!”
 
         I catch a glimpse of Sam trying to hold Kate in place, but the stubborn cow just shrugs him off. “No, I don’t. We were fucking, nothing more. It was fun while it lasted.” Her cold words slice through me, so I can only imagine what they’ve done to Sam.
 
         He doesn’t say anything, but I see the slight shake of his head. “Fun?” he repeats. “Just fun?”
 
         “Yes. Not anymore, though. I’ve had all the fun I’m going to have with you.”
 
         My mouth gapes: just when I thought she couldn’t be any colder. She’s on fire. Sam’s body shifts, and I know he’s leaving, so I creep slowly and quietly back to my room and push the door shut.
 
         I hear the front door slam, and then the unmistakable sound of sobbing. Kate’s crying. She never cries. I’m infuriated with her, but feeling incredibly sorry for my stupid best friend. I can’t help but think that this never would have happened if Dan wasn’t here.
 
         I could stay in my room and let her have her tears, but instead of letting Kate grieve in peace, I step out and walk across the landing to the lounge. I’m not letting her brush this off later. If I witness her turmoil, then she has to admit that she is, in fact, in turmoil. She’s not evading me this time.
 
         I lean up against the door frame and watch for an eternity as her shoulders jerk and she cries relentlessly. My instincts tell me to sit beside her and cuddle her, but I don’t, and after a good ten minutes, she harshly brushes her cheeks and stands, turning and immediately clocking me in the doorway. As I knew she would, she plasters on an unaffected face and tries to smile. It’s insulting to my intelligence and our friendship.
 
         “Hey,” she chirps on a suppressed sniffle.
 
         “All right?” I ask, not removing myself from the doorway.
 
         “Sure I am. What are you doing here?” She straightens her T-shirt out, diverting her glazed eyes all over her body instead of facing me.
 
         “My car’s outside. You didn’t see it?”
 
         She still doesn’t look at me. “No. What are you doing here?”
 
         I ignore her repeated question. I’m not going to allow her to change the subject. And what would I tell her, anyway? I’ve been married for less than a day and I’ve turned up at her flat with a packed bag. “You probably didn’t take much notice. You know, as you were fighting with Sam.”
 
         Her eyes whip to mine. “Oh,” she says quietly, then insults me further by smiling brightly. “Tea?”
 
         “No,” I answer coolly. “An explanation would be good, though.” I know my eyebrows have just risen expectantly, and I must sound like a nagging parent, but I’m not caving in.
 
         She laughs a little. “An explanation to what?”
 
         “Well, we could start with your little performance last night with my brother, and then you could try explaining why you’ve just finished with Sam.”
 
         “There was nothing to finish.”
 
         “What about my brother?”
 
         “It’s none of your business.” She goes to walk past me, but I shift, blocking her escape. “Move, Ava.”
 
         “No. You’ll sit and talk to me. We’re supposed to be friends.” I grab her arm and drag her over to the couch, pushing her reluctant body down onto the soft cushion. “What’s going on, Kate?”
 
         She flops back irritably. “Nothing.”
 
         “Oh, you make me mad,” I spit out. “Start talking, Matthews.”
 
         She bursts into tears. I’m so relieved. I was on the cusp of slapping her for being so tenacious, but now my arm is around her and she’s sobbing into my chest. I don’t know about Kate, but I feel so much better for this. She does care.
         
 
         I try to soothe her. “Let’s start with Sam.”
 
         “I told you, it was only meant to be fun.” Her words jerk with her fitful breathing.
 
         “Was?” I ask. “So it’s more than fun?”
 
         “Yes…no…I don’t know!” She sounds so confused, just like me.
 
         “I knew this would happen with Dan arriving.” I sigh. If I was talking to my brother, I’d be shouting down the phone at him. “Kate, you need to remember every reason why you and Dan called it quits.”
 
         “I know. We’re so bad for each other, but we connect, Ava. When we’re together, we connect so well.”
 
         “You mean the sex.” I wince and screw my face up a little. I can’t think of my brother like that.
 
         “Yes, but everything else fails so horribly.”
 
         “It does,” I agree. I’ve witnessed the violent rows, the incessant need to rile each other, and the unhealthy flow of their doomed relationship. They had no respect for each other—not mentally or physically. It was all just about the sex. At the time, I ignored it all, simply because the thought of my best friend and my brother being in love was so ideal. That was the problem, though. They weren’t in love. It was just lust.
 
         She shifts in my embrace and sits up, taking a few calming breaths. “I hate men,” she declares.
 
         “You shouldn’t, especially when there’s one who obviously thinks the world of you.”
 
         She looks at me curiously. “Sam?”
 
         I almost slap her for her blindness. “Yes, Sam.”
 
         “Ava.” She laughs. “Sam doesn’t think the world of me. I make the world move for him, that’s all—in the bedroom.”
         
 
         “You mean you connect so well?” I raise my eyebrows at her. “Except with Sam, you also get the mental connection.”
 
         She scowls at me. She knows I’m right. “It was just fun.”
 
         It’s me who flops back on the couch in irritation this time. “You’re unbelievable.”
 
         “No, I’m a realist,” she argues. “It was sex.”
 
         “So why the hell were you blubbering like a baby?”
 
         “I don’t know.” She stands up. “I feel like shit. It gets the emotions going. You want tea?”
 
         “Yes,” I huff, standing to join her before following her into the kitchen.
 
         She reaches up to the cupboard and grabs a couple of mugs. “Why are you here, anyway?”
 
         The question makes me falter midlowering of my butt to the chair. Should I tell her? A brush-off here is not going to suffice, but she openly admits to her fondness of Jesse, and this could change her opinion dramatically. Even though I’m seething with anger at him, I hate divulging any information that’ll have my loved ones questioning him. And questioning me, for that matter. Questioning my sanity.
 
         I decide that I do need my best friend on this. I bite the bullet. “You know my pills that mysteriously kept disappearing?”
         
 
         She turns and frowns before stuffing a teabag in each of the mugs. “Yes, you and your ridiculously unorganized life.”
 
         “Hmm, that’s what I thought.” I stare at her back, waiting for her to click, but she’s happily topping up the mugs with water, and then milk. “At first, anyway.”
 
         She stirs the tea and brings it over to the table, plunking herself down into one of the mismatching chairs. “At first?” Her confused face tells me that she really isn’t copping on. Maybe it’s the hangover.
 
         “Jesse has been taking them.” I blurt it out quickly, before I can change my mind.
 
         Now her confused face is frowning heavily over the rim of her mug. “He what?”
 
         “He’s been taking my pills. He wants me pregnant.”
 
         Eyes wide and with a slightly gaped jaw, she puts her mug down carefully. “He told you that?”
 
         “Yes,” I breathe. “Although I kind of already knew.”
 
         “You knew he was taking them? When you replaced them that time and lost them again?”
 
         “I was distracted.”
 
         “Why the hell would he do that? And didn’t you use any protection?”
 
         “No, not always,” I mutter indignantly, bracing myself for a lecture on carelessness. I was pretty careless, but I’m now blaming Jesse for the whole diabolical situation, not for just lifting my pills. Yes, I should’ve made him wear protection every time, but I forgot. Lame excuse, but I did, and that is because my crazy man distracts me far too well.
         
 
         Kate still looks shocked. I’m not surprised; it’s shocking. “So if you knew all along, then why didn’t you take him to task on it?”
 
         “He would never have admitted it, Kate. He’s a madcap.” I sigh. It’s probably me who’s the insane one—insane and stupid.
 
         “But only with you,” Kate says.
 
         “Yes, only with me.” I take a sip of my tea. She’s watching me, but not expressing her thoughts. She must have some.
 
         “Why would you ignore it?” she asks.
 
         I was dreading that question, but completely expecting it, and I’m wondering the same thing myself. “I have no idea.” I feel so frustrated. I have no decent excuse.
 
         Kate shakes her head, making me feel smaller. “I don’t understand you, and I certainly don’t understand him.”
 
         “He was scared I’d run away,” I mumble quietly. What’s my excuse for being so dim?
 
         “You’ve married him!” She laughs. “Fuck me, Ava. What is wrong with that man? Hey, I know he’s a bit crazy but—”
 
         “A bit?” I scoff.
 
         “Yeah, okay, understatement of the fucking century, but his way with you has always been so endearing to me. How much he loves you, frets, and protects you. We all know his behavior is way past unreasonable, but stealing your pills? I didn’t think that man could shock me, but he’s outdone himself this time.”
 
         “He has,” I muse, swirling my tea in slow, careful circling motions.
 
         “So if you knew, and he knew you knew, then why the big bust up now?”
 
         “He may have succeeded in his attempts.”
 
         Kate chokes on her tea. “You’re pregnant?” She coughs.
 
         The words spike the dormant lump in my throat to swell, and before I can even think about controlling them, tears start streaming down my cheeks. I drop my tea to the table and cover my face with my palms…and I sob.
 
         “Oh, fuck! Oh, shit!” Kate’s chair scrapes across the kitchen floor and the next thing I know, she’s standing behind me with her arms wrapped around my shoulders, hushing me quietly. I feel so stupid all of a sudden. Really, really stupid. Stupid for ignoring my suspicions for so long, stupid for not allowing the pieces to click sooner, and stupid for letting Jesse distract me from the enormity of his actions.
 
         “My period is due tomorrow. I know it’s not coming, and so does Jesse.” I sniffle and Kate leaves me, hurrying over to a unit of drawers. “I’ve been ignoring it, which has frustrated Jesse, but I’m not ready for this, Kate. And now I just feel furious with myself and even more incensed with him. I let things pass sometimes, but this is taking control to a whole new level. I can’t let him do this.”
 
         She hands me a tissue, and I set about wiping my nose as she takes a seat next to me. “I completely agree,” she says. I can’t believe how relieved I am to hear her say that. I know she’s very fond of Jesse, and generally nothing fazes her, not even my husband in all of his challenging ways, but this has shocked her. And I’m so glad. “What are you going to do?” she asks. “Make him sweat?”
 
         “Have an abortion.”
 
         Kate’s mouth hits the table. It doesn’t help.
 
         “Kate, can you imagine what he’ll be like? He already smothers me, and I like it to a certain extent, but being pregnant?”
 
         She scoops her chin up. “Oh God, Ava. You’ll send him to the loony bin.”
 
         “That’s not a good enough reason,” I reply quietly. I know what this will do to him, but he hasn’t considered what any of his actions will do to me. I’m not ready for this, and he hasn’t stopped once to contemplate how I might feel. “It’s not just that. I have a career. I’m twenty-six years old. I don’t want a baby, Kate.”
 
         “I don’t even know what to say.”
 
         “Just say I’m doing the right thing.”
 
         She shakes her head a little. I need her to understand. “Okay,” she says reluctantly. She doesn’t think it’s okay at all, but her willingness to halt any guilt trip is enough for me. I feel guilty enough already. I need to regain control.
 
         “Thank you,” I whisper, picking up my tea and taking a shaky sip.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         It’s Monday. I wake at the crack of dawn and cry silently to myself. I’m only delaying the inevitable. I need to see Dr. Monroe.
         

         I exit Green Park tube station onto Piccadilly and stop for a few moments, absorbing the frantic rush hour blur of people. I miss this. I miss the chaos of the tube and walking the few blocks to my office—all of the hectic scrambling, the dodging of bodies, and the loud voices, mostly shouting down a mobile phone. That, coupled with the screeching of cars and buses, the honking of impatient horns, and the ringing of cyclist bells, all strangely bring a small smile to my face, until I get nudged in the back, and then ridiculed for keeping the frantic stream of pedestrian traffic from flowing. I snap out of my daydream and shift my feet into gear, heading for Berkeley Square.

         “Morning, flower.” Patrick’s big body strides out of his office toward my desk.

         I take my seat and swivel to face him. “Good morning.” I fake chirpiness on a stupidly over-the-top level.

         He perches on my desk, prompting the usual shriek of strained wood and my usual tensing in anticipation. It’s going to give one day. “How’s the blushing bride?” He clucks my cheek affectionately and winks.

         “Perfect.” I smile, laughing at myself and my ability to choose the most inaccurate word to describe how I’m really feeling. Perfectly distraught, that’s what I am.

         “It was a wonderful reception. Thank you.”

         “Oh, you’re welcome.” I brush off my boss’s appreciation. “Where is everyone?” I ask, desperate to divert the conversation from my shambolic wedding, and probably shambolic marriage, too.

         “Sal’s in the stationary cupboard having a tidy up, and Tom and Victoria should be here by now.” He looks at his watch. “Van Der Haus.” He returns his eyes to mine, and I struggle to look relaxed at the mention of my Danish client’s name. “Has he been in touch yet?”

         “No.” I load my computer up and jiggle my mouse to get the screen on. It doesn’t escape my thoughts that I’ve been given a deadline of today to inform my boss of Mikael’s revenge mission, but given my current state of affairs and the fact that I’ve left Jesse, I’m thinking my Lord will not be pressing me on this issue. “He said he’d be in touch once he’s back in the U.K.”

         “Fair enough.” Patrick shifts on my desk, and I will him to at least be still if he insists on torturing the poor thing. “And anything to report on your other clients? The Kents, Miss. Quinn…Mr. Ward.” He chuckles at his own little joke, and although I’m in turmoil with my new husband, I’m grateful for Patrick’s acceptance of mine and Jesse’s relationship. If there will even be a relationship after the next few days.

         “All great. The Kents are in full swing, Miss Quinn’s work starts tomorrow, and Mr. Ward would like me to commission the beds as soon as possible.”

         Patrick laughs. “Ava, flower, you don’t have to call your husband Mr. Ward.”

         “Habit,” I grumble. I could think of a lot of things I could call him at the moment.

         “You mean those lovely lattice style beds?”

         “Yes.” I pull out the design from my drawer and present it to Patrick.

         “Stunning,” he says simply. “Bet these will cost a few quid.”

         Stunning? Yes. Expensive? Ridiculously. But Patrick doesn’t realize the benefits of these beds in a place like The Manor. To my big cuddly bear of a boss, The Manor is still just a lovely country retreat. “He can afford it.” I shrug and take the design back when he hands it to me.

         I’m happily filing the drawing away when the sharp cracking of splintering wood rings out through the quiet of our office, and I watch in shock as Patrick crashes to the floor with a look of alarm on his face.

         “Bloody hell!” he shouts, rolling around among the many pieces of broken wood and stationary that graced my desk, including my flat computer screen. A rip roaring giggle is bubbling in my throat, and it’s taking every modicum of power to hold it back. This is just too funny.

         I lose the battle. A burst of laughter flies from my mouth. “I’m sorry!” I chuckle, regaining control of my twitching body. “Here.” I put my hand out to him and he reaches up to take it, his stretch straining his shirt buttons. It flies open, scattering buttons all over the office floor and revealing Patrick’s potbelly. This does me no favors, and my earlier laughter returns full force.

         “Drat!” he curses, keeping a tight hold of my hand. “Double drat!”

         “Oh God!” I cry, bending over to stop myself from peeing my knickers. “Patrick, are you okay?” I know he is. He wouldn’t be rolling around and cursing if he was seriously injured.

         “No, I’m bloody not. Will you control yourself and help me out?” He tugs at my hand.

         “I’m sorry!” It’s no good. I’m crying, mascara probably pouring down my cheeks. I throw all of my strength into heaving Patrick up from the floor, making quick work so I can get to the toilet. And I do just that when I’ve finally got him to his feet. “Excuse me!” I laugh, running to the ladies’, passing a shocked-looking Sal as I fly past the stationary cupboard.

         When I’ve sorted myself out and composed my jerking body, I walk back into the office to find Tom and Victoria have arrived and Sal’s on her knees collecting up a million paperclips.

         “What happened?” Victoria whispers.

         “My desk finally gave in.” I smile, and try my hardest to keep the giggling fit from returning again. If I start, I won’t stop.

         “I missed it!” Tom cries incredulously. “Damn it.” He hangs his man-bag on the back of his chair. “Darling! How is the bride?”

         “Fine,” I answer.

         “Oh yes!” Victoria pipes up. “When I get married, it’ll be just like your wedding, except perhaps not at a se…”

         I dart warning eyes to my ditsy work colleague, and she acknowledges her near error by snapping her mouth shut.

         I kneel down to help Sal. “It was beautiful, Ava,” she muses dreamily. “You’re so lucky.”

         Sal’s sweet words only enhance my gloom—until my phone starts singing “Angel” from my bag. I glance across at it, sitting amid the chaos of broken-up desk. I can’t speak to him. I’m a little surprised that it’s taken him until now to call me, and even more surprised he wasn’t so persistent last night. These signs are all an indication of one thing and one thing alone. He knows he’s pushed the boundaries. I can’t even imagine what he’s doing with himself, besides running continuous laps of the Royal Parks.

         Sal looks at me expectantly, but I just smile and continue picking up paperclips and popping them in a pot. It’s only now I wonder why out of all the things we could be clearing up, we’re collecting the smallest things of all. “I’ll call him back,” I say to Sal, while thinking how therapeutic this actually is.

         When we’re done, Sal gets up and heads to the kitchen to make coffee, while I pull myself up and head for Patrick’s office. I knock on the door and poke my head around. He’s sitting at his desk, a little red-faced, combing his hair. “Are you okay, Patrick?” I ask, biting my lip furiously to contain my grin.

         “I’m fine,” he huffs. “I think Irene might see this as a sign to lose some weight.” He grins a little, making me feel a whole lot better about laughing at him. “I’m glad I’ve made your day, flower.”

         “I’m sorry, but you must have heard the creaks every time you sat there.”

         “Yes, I did. Stupid cheap tat!”

         “I’m sure,” I agree on a serious face. There was nothing cheap about my desk. “Would you like a coffee?”

         “No,” he grumbles. “I need to go home and change.”

         “Okay.” I slip out of his office and return to my pile of wood, rummaging around the lose parts until I find my bag. I locate my phone, clear the missed call from Jesse, then dial my doctor.

         “Is he okay?” Tom asks on a chuckle, Victoria joining him.

         “He’s fine, but keep a straight face when he leaves to go and change out of his burst shirt.” I grin.

         “He popped his buttons?” Victoria laughs, flopping back in her chair.

         Tom looks over at Victoria and joins her laughter. “Oh, flipping heck!”

         I manage to hold my giggles and slip into the stationary cupboard when my call connects, and after getting past the guard dog of a receptionist, I finally get an appointment for four o’clock.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The day passes swiftly, with only a few missed calls from my Lord. The calls were expected, but what wasn’t expected was his lack of persistence. He didn’t call the office, he didn’t stop by, and he didn’t ring off the hook. I’m not sure if I should be satisfied that he seems to accept my request for space, or worried that he’s uncharacteristically giving it to me. I miss him, but I need to override this. I need to stick to my guns and the only way I can ensure that happens is if I don’t see or speak to him. It’s frightening what he can do to me when I’m determined to hold my own.

         I collect my bag and get up from my makeshift desk, which happens to be a paste table. “I’m off. See you tomorrow,” I say as I pass all three of my colleagues. “I’ve cleared it with Patrick.”

         A chorus of good-byes ring out as I shut the door behind me and make my way to the tube, “Angel” sounding from my bag the whole way there. So much for his lack of persistence.

         As I’m approaching the station, I jump on a shocked gasp when a tall, lean, green-eyed wall lands in front of me. My hand flies up to my chest, resting on my heart as I breathe heavily. Then I get mighty irritated. “What are you doing?” I ask shortly.

         “You wouldn’t answer your phone.” He points to my bag. “Maybe you didn’t hear it.”

         I look up at him and find an accusing stare. He knows damn well I could hear it. “You were following me.” I can be accusing too.

         “Where are you going?” He steps in closer, but I move back. I can’t let him touch me. And shit, where am I going?

         “A client,”’ I blurt out.

         “I’ll take you.”

         “I told you. I need space, Jesse.” I’m aware of fellow pedestrians stepping around us, some moaning, some throwing filthy glares, but I’m not concerned and neither is Jesse. He’s just staring at me, looking shockingly spectacular in a gray suit and blue shirt.

         “How much space and for how long? I married you on Saturday and you left me on Sunday.” He reaches forward and grasps my upper arm before sliding his touch downward until he’s holding my hand. As always, my hairs stand up on end and a shiver reverberates through me. I watch him just stare at our joined hands, his fingers weaving through mine slowly. “I’m struggling, Ava.” He looks up at me and lands me with a green-glazed stare. “Without you, I’m really struggling.”

         My heart breaks for him, and I clench my eyes shut, desperately fighting my natural instinct to step into him and hold him. If he’s not getting his way with fuckings of various degrees or a Jesse-style countdown, then he’s breaking me down with heart-wrenching words.

         “I really need to go.” I turn, fully expecting to be held back, but he releases my hand and I’m walking away, shocked and actually quite worried.

         “Baby, please. I’ll do anything. Please, don’t leave me.” His pleading voice halts me dead in my tracks, pain slicing through me. “Let me at least drive you. I don’t want you on the train. Just ten minutes, that’s all I’m asking.”

         “It’ll be quicker on the tube,” I say quietly amid the roaring crowds. I turn to face him.

         “But I want to take you.”

         I can’t tell him where I’m going. He’ll have a seizure. I quickly wrack my tired brain and come up with only one option. I’ll ask him to drop me off around the corner from the doctor. There are some residential properties close by. He won’t know any different.

         I sigh. “Where’s your car?”

         The relief that washes over his face is obvious, and it emphasizes my guilt. Why I’m feeling guilty is beyond me, though. He lifts his arm and takes my hand gently, then slowly leads me back toward a hotel car park. The valet produces the keys from his cabin and hands them to Jesse, and he releases me only when we get to the car so I can get in.

         Pulling out onto Piccadilly, he drives with consideration for the other road users and shifts gears gently, too. His driving style is matching his mood, subdued.

         “Where am I going?” he asks as he turns the music system on and The XX “Islands” filters through the speakers. Even the music is passive and soft.

         I scan my brain for a road name around the surgery, and only one comes to mind. “Luxemburg Gardens. Hammersmith,” I say, looking out of the window.

         “Okay,” he answers quietly. I know he’s looking at me. I should turn and challenge him, prompt him to explain himself better, but my despondency is getting the better of me. He’d better not mistake it for submission. I’m not surrendering on this. I just need to get myself to the doctor, minus one Jesse, and get my awful situation remedied.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He pulls into Luxemburg Gardens and drives slowly down the tree-lined street. “Here will do.” I indicate to the left, and he pulls over. “Thank you.” I open the door.

         “You’re welcome,” he murmurs. I know if I turn and look at him, I’ll see cogs whirling and a concerned frown set in place on his handsome head, so I don’t. I step out of the car. “Will you have dinner with me tonight?” he asks urgently, like he knows his chance is slipping.

         I take a deep breath. “You just asked for ten minutes, and I gave them to you. You said nothing.” I leave a despairing face of hurt and make my way across the road, but suddenly come to an abrupt halt when it occurs to me that I have no client’s house in which to disappear. I need to backtrack at least half a mile, and I can’t do that with Jesse sitting at the curb in his car, so I pull my bag open and feign searching for something while mentally praying for him to leave. I listen for the roar, or possible purr, of the DBS and after what seems like forever, it finally reaches my ears. It’s a purr. I look over my shoulder and watch his car disappear down the street before I head back the way we came. I feel nauseous. I’m not sure how I’m going to approach this. After my numerous visits to our family doctor, seeking replacement pills and the lectures I received from her each time, I’m facing a grilling and an even sterner talk on carelessness. She’ll think I’m a glutton for punishment. I think I probably am.
         

         I check myself in and pick up a magazine from the waiting room table, then spend twenty minutes pretending to read it. I’m fidgeting and pulling at my clothes to try and cool myself down. I really do feel sick, and my nauseous state only worsens when, like an omen, I come across an article expressing the arguments for and against termination. A despairing laugh falls from my lips.

         “Something funny?”

         I freeze as Jesse’s familiar brogue washes over me, and then I snap the magazine shut. “You followed me?” I ask, completely stunned as I turn to face him.

         “You’re a rubbish liar, baby,” he states factually, but softly. He’s right; I’m shit at it. “Are you going to tell me why you’re at the doctor’s and why you lied to me about it?” He rests his hand on my bare knee and circles it slowly as he watches me intently.

         I throw the magazine back on the table. There is no escaping this man. “Just a check-up,” I mutter to my knee, trying to shift it from his grasp.

         “A checkup?” His tone has altered significantly. He’s not soft and soothing anymore. There’s an edge of anger to it.

         He cannot dictate this. “Yes,”

         “Don’t you think we should be doing this together?”

         Together? My shock makes my angry eyes swing straight to his, finding curious greens greeting me. His hand eases up on my knee and I yank my leg away. “Like the decision you made to try and get me knocked up? Did we do that together?”

         “No,” he answers quietly, turning away from me.

         I stare at his perfect profile, unwilling to relent and turn away. He has some nerve and my despondency has been thoroughly chased away and replaced with my earlier anger, only now it’s amplified. “You can’t even look at me, can you?” I ask tightly. “I pray to God I’m not pregnant, Jesse, because I wouldn’t inflict the shit you put me through on my worst enemy, let alone my baby.”

         It’s he who looks shocked now. His eyes are narrowed, his hair starting to dampen at his temples from a stressed sweat. “I know you’re pregnant, and I know how it’ll be.”

         “Oh?” I don’t bother restraining my laugh. “How’s that, then?”

         His face softens and he makes my heart slow when he reaches for my cheek and gently strokes it. “Perfect,” he whispers, flicking his eyes to mine.

         Our gazes are locked for a short time, but I’m snapped from the spell that he places me under when my name is called and I’m swiftly brought back to where I am and why. My anger swiftly returns, too. It wouldn’t be perfect. Maybe for him, but for me it would be torture. I stand up, causing his hand to fall from my knee and his other from my face, but to my utter shock, Jesse quickly rises, too. Oh no! He is not coming in with me. This is going to be mortifying enough without my neurotic Lord trampling all over my doctor’s office. Anyway, if I am pregnant, I need Jesse not to know. He would never let me terminate his baby, and I hate to think of what lengths he’d go to in order to stop me.
         

         “Don’t you dare!” I grate, and he recoils. “Sit!” I point to the chair and flash him the most threatening face I can muster. It’s hard. I could vomit at any moment.

         Much to my utter shock, he wisely lowers himself down to the chair gingerly, his expression truly dazed by my outburst. I turn and leave him looking like he’s been slapped in the face, and I take a deep, encouraging breath before entering my doctor’s office.

         “Ava! Good to see you.” Doctor Monroe is probably one of the nicest women I have ever met—early fifties, a little bit of middle age spread, and a sharp blond bob.

         “And you, Doctor,” I reply nervously as I perch myself on the end of a chair.

         She looks concerned. “Are you okay? You look a bit green.”

         “I’m fine; I just feel a bit icky. It’s probably the heat.” I fan my face. It’s even hotter in here.

         “Are you sure?”

         I feel my chin start to tremble, only serving to increase the concern on her round features. “I’m pregnant!” I blurt out. “I know you’ll give me a hard time about the pills, but please don’t make me feel any worse. I know I’m a fool.”

         Her concern transforms into sympathy immediately. “Oh, Ava.” She reaches for my hand, her empathy only making me feel like even more of a hopeless fool. “Here.” She hands me a tissue. “When was your period due?”

         “Today,” I answer swiftly.

         Her eyes widen. “Only today?” she asks. I nod. “Ava, what makes you so certain? Your period can be a few days late, just as it can be early.”

         “Trust me, I know.” I sniffle. I’m no longer in denial, and I’m facing this head-on.

         She frowns and reaches into her drawer. “Take this to the toilet,” she says, handing me a pregnancy test.

         I waste no time. Leaving Doctor Monroe’s office, I peek down the corridor and spy Jesse’s back. He’s still sitting down, but he’s leaning forward, elbows braced on his knees with his head in his hands. I don’t dwell on his obvious despair and walk quickly into the ladies’.

         Five minutes later, I’m back with my doctor and staring at the test, which is neatly positioned at the other end of her desk. She taps away on her keyboard while I frantically tap my foot on the floor and then hold my breath when she reaches over and picks the test up, looking down at it briefly before turning her eyes to me.

         “Positive,” she says simply, holding it up for me to see myself. I knew it would be, but the confirmation makes it even more of a reality, and it also enflames the hurt and madness that has brought me to this point in my life.

          “I want a termination,” I say clearly, looking straight into Doctor Monroe’s eyes.

         I watch as she visibly sags in her chair. “Ava, of course, this is your decision, but it’s my job to give you the options.”

         “Which are?”

         “Adoption, support. There are many single mothers out there who manage just fine, and with your parents’ support, I’m certain you’ll be well looked after.”

         I cringe. “I want a termination,” I repeat, ignoring all of her advice and sincerity. She’s absolutely right, though. I would be looked after by my parents…if I was single. But I’m not. I’m married.

         “Right.” She sighs. “Okay, you’ll need a scan to determine how far gone you are.” She starts retapping away on her keyboard, while I sit feeling small and stupid. “I’m prescribing some more pills so once you’ve sorted yourself out you can make sure you keep protected. The hospital will give you plenty of information with regards to aftercare and side effects.”

         “Thank you,” I murmur, taking the prescription from her. She doesn’t release it immediately, and I look up at her.

         “You know where I am, Ava.” She looks at me questioningly, obviously doubting my decision, so I offer a small smile to reinforce that I really am fine, that I’m making the right choice.

         “Thank you,” I repeat, because I don’t know what else to say. I leave her office and prop myself up against the wall outside, feeling sicker and hotter.

         “Ava! What’s the matter?” He’s at my side in a heartbeat, his voice spiked with panic. He hunkers down to get to my eye level. “Jesus, Ava.”

         A sweat breaks out across my forehead and my mouth is suddenly invaded with saliva. I’m going to throw up. I dart across the corridor and crash into the ladies’, then proceed to eject the contents of my stomach in the first toilet I find. Jesse’s big, warm palm is gently circling my back as I heave.

         “I’m fi—” My stomach convulses again, and I let rip another evacuation as I crouch and slump in front of the toilet. Why the hell do they call it morning sickness when it hits you randomly throughout the day?

         The door to the ladies’ opens.

         “Oh dear, should I get you some water?” It’s Doctor Monroe.

         “Please,” Jesse replies.

         I hear the door close again and Jesse squats down behind me, cradling me from behind. “Are you done?” he asks softly.

         “I don’t know.” I still feel terrible.

         “We can stay. Are you okay?”

         “I’m fine,” I say haughtily.

         He doesn’t say anything. He takes the water from Doctor Monroe when she returns and assures her that I’m in good hands. I don’t doubt him. I always feel safe in his hands. If it wasn’t for the small problem of him being so sly and underhanded, he would be perfect. We would be perfect.

         He remains crouched behind me, holding my hair back and offering me water every now and then while I compose myself. “I’m good,” I assure him as I wipe my mouth with tissue. I know there’s no more to come up. I feel empty.

         “Here.” He pulls me to my feet and settles my hair down my back. “Do you want some more water?”

         I take the glass from him and walk over to the sinks to wash my hands. I sip, swill, and spit to clean my mouth out, and as I look up into the mirror, I see Jesse standing behind me. He looks worried. I brush my cheeks and ruffle my hair.

         “Let me take you home,” he says as he comes to stand closer.

         “Jesse, I’m fine.”

         He reaches around me and strokes his hand down my cheek. “Let me look after you.”

         “I’m okay.” I step back and pick my bag up.

         “You’re not okay, Ava.”

         “Something hasn’t agreed with me, that’s all.” My hand is twitching by my side.

         “For fuck’s sake, lady! You’re at the fucking doctor’s, so don’t tell me you’re fine!” He clutches at his hair and shouts as he swings his body away from me in frustration.

         “I’m not pregnant,” I blurt quickly, but then suddenly contemplate the horrific thought of him not wanting me if he thinks that. My heart constricts painfully in my chest. I feel sick again.

         “What?” He’s quickly facing me, his eyes shocked, his body twitching. He really does want this badly.
         

         I fight my natural reflex, trying desperately to keep my hands by my side. “I’ve had it confirmed, Jesse.”

         “Then why are you throwing up all over the place?”

         “I have a bug.” My excuse is feeble, but by the look on his face, which I’m definitely not mistaking as devastation, he believes me. “You failed. My period came.”

         He doesn’t know what to say. His eyes are flicking all over the bathroom, and he’s still twitching. My fear is only strengthened by his reaction to my lie. I’m confused, exhausted, and utterly heartbroken. No baby equals no Jesse. It’s all very clear now.

         “I’m not happy about this. I’m taking you home where I can keep an eye on you.” He takes my hand, but I pull it away, bristling immediately at his words.

         “You’re never happy with me.” I look him square in the eyes. “I’m always doing something to upset you. Have you thought that perhaps you would be less not happy without me around?”
         

         “No!” He looks horrified “I’m worried, that’s all.”

         “Well, don’t be. I’m fine,” I snap, leaving the ladies’ in a complete haze.

         I walk out of the doctor’s, straight into the pharmacy and hand my prescription over the counter, then sit myself in a chair and watch as Jesse paces up and down outside with his hands shoved into his trouser pockets. Returning my body forward, I notice the pharmacist glancing up at me every now and again, and it’s then I realize that he’s probably wondering what I’m doing with all of these pills. The temptation to explain myself nearly makes me stand and approach the counter, but he calls my name, and I’m approaching to take the paper bag from him instead.

         “Thank you.” I smile before making my escape, but only to go and face my brooding man.

         “What’s that?” His eyes are fixed on the bag.

         “Backup pills.” I hiss in his face. “Now that we know I’m not pregnant, I want to stay that way.”

         His shoulders slump and his head drops. I’m battling consuming guilt at his reaction to my news, but I have to ignore it. Sidestepping him, I start walking away, my legs a little shaky, my heart pounding relentlessly in my chest.

         “You’re not coming home, are you?” he calls after me.

         I squeeze the bulge back in my throat and march on. His words carry an air of finality, and, more worryingly, he’s not demanding that I stay with him. If I remove this baby from my life, it’s becoming quite obvious that I’ll be removing Jesse, too. I walk against the breeze, my face wet with tears.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         The empty feeling was inevitable. The hollow, desolate, miserable feeling was inevitable. But the overwhelming guilt that has swamped me was not so expected. I fought off twinges here and there, but now I’m consumed by it. And I’m furious for feeling like this. The lack of urgency to chase my scan appointment is also screwing with my mind.
         

         It’s Friday. It’s day number four without Jesse. My week has been a steady torture, and I know it’s never going to get better. My heart is slowly splitting, each day widening the crack, until I know I’ll probably cease functioning. I’m close already. What hurts the most, though, is the lack of contact, leaving me wondering if Jesse is drowning in vodka, which also means he’s probably drowning in women.

         I jump up from my desk and run to the toilets, throwing up immediately, but I don’t think this is morning sickness. This is grief.

         “Ava, you really should go home. You’ve not been right all week.” Sally’s concerned voice comes through the cubicle door. I heave myself up on a sigh and flush the chain before exiting to splash my face and wash my hands.

         “Stupid bug hanging around,” I mutter, glancing at Sal and admiring her gray pencil skirt and black blouse. The dowdy A-line skirts and high-necked shirts are a distant memory. I haven’t asked, but with this consistent new attire, I assume dating is going well. “Are you still seeing that Internet bloke?” I ask. I would refer to him by name, but I have no idea what he’s called.

         “Mick?” She giggles. “Yes, I am.”

         “And it’s going well?” I turn and lean against the sink, watching as she starts brushing down her skirt, then proceeds to smooth her high ponytail.

         “Yes!” she squeals, making me jump. “He really is perfect, Ava.”

         I smile. “What does he do?”

         “Oh, some professional nonsense. I don’t pretend to understand.”

         I laugh. “Good.” I was just about to say be yourself, but I think it’s too late for that. I hear my phone shouting from my new desk. “Excuse me, Sal.” I leave her in the mirror, reapplying her red lipstick.
         

         Approaching my new L-shaped desk, I ignore the deep-seated disappointment because I’m not hearing “Angel,” but I can’t ignore my exasperation when I see the caller is Ruth Quinn, my tiresome but infectiously enthusiastic client.

         “Hi, Ruth.”

         “Ava, you sound terrible.”

         I know, and I probably look terrible, too. “I’m fine, Ruth.” That’s because I’ve just emptied my stomach again.

         “Oh good. Can we arrange a meeting?”

         “Is there a problem?” I ask, hoping to God there isn’t. I’m trying to keep this project as smooth as possible because even though Ruth seems pleasant enough, I predict a tricky customer if things don’t go her way.

         “No problem. I just want to clarify a few details.”

         “We can do that over the phone,” I prompt.

         “I would prefer to see you,” she informs me, and I sag in my chair. Of course she would. “Today,” she adds.

         I sag farther on an audible groan. I am not ending my shitty week with Ruth Quinn. I practically started it with Ruth on Tuesday, and I’ve had a midweek interlude on Wednesday. Anyway, it’s three in the afternoon. Does she think she’s my only client?
         

         “Ruth, I really can’t do today.”

         “You can’t?” She sounds irritated.

         “Monday?” Why did I say that? I’ll be starting my week with Ruth Quinn again.

         “Monday. Yes. Eleven okay?”

         “Great.” I flick through my diary and pencil her in.

         “Lovely.” She’s back to chirpy Ruth. “Have you anything nice planned for the weekend?”

         I stop writing, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable. I don’t have anything nice planned for the weekend, apart from nursing my breaking heart, but before I can really consider what I’m about to say, I come right out and say it. “No, nothing much.”

         “Me either!” She’s going to do it again. I know it. “We should do drinks!”

         My forehead hits the desk. She either can’t, or simply won’t, take a hint. I pull my heavy head up. “Actually, Ruth, I said nothing much, but I’m visiting my parents in Cornwall. It’s not much really, not fun, anyway.”

         She laughs. “Don’t let your parents hear you say that!”

         I force myself to laugh along with her. “I won’t.”

         “Well, have a nice weekend doing nothing much with your parents. I’ll see you on Monday.”

         “Thanks, Ruth.” I hang up and glance at the clock. Another hour and I can escape.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I drag my exhausted body up the stairs to Kate’s flat and head straight for the kitchen, opening the fridge and being immediately confronted with a bottle of wine. I just stare at it. I don’t know for how long, but my eyes are fixed on the damn thing. It takes the sound of a very familiar voice to pull my eyes away, and I turn, seeing Kate, but hers wasn’t the familiar voice that caught my attention. Dan walks in, and they both look as guilty as sin.

         “What’s going on?” I ask, slamming the fridge door. Kate flinches, but remains quiet. My brother doesn’t, though.

         “None of your business,” he snipes, slipping his hand around Kate’s waist and kissing her cheek. This is the first time I’ve seen or spoken to him since my wedding, and it’s not playing out to be a happy reunion, either. He frowns at me. “Maybe I should ask you what’s going on. Why are you here?”
         

         I freeze in position and flick wide eyes to Kate, catching her very faint head shake. She’s not told him. “Just swinging by after work.” I return my eyes to Dan. “When are you going back to Australia?”

         “Dunno.” He shrugs, brushing off my question rapidly. “I’m off.”

         “’Bye,” I spit out, turning and reopening the fridge to grab that bottle of wine. Kate is asking for trouble, and I’m liking my brother less and less by the day. I never thought I’d be glad to see the back of him. I ignore the exchange of good-byes going on behind me and focus my attention on pouring a big glass of wine.

         By the time I’ve sipped half, I hear footsteps going down the stairs, and I turn to face my stupid, redhead friend. “Are you fucking mad?” I wave my wine glass at her.

         “Probably,” she grumbles, sitting herself down on a chair and signaling for some wine. “How are you feeling?”

         “Fine!” I grab another glass and pour some, passing it over the table to her. “You really are getting yourself in a mess.”

         She scoffs and takes a quick slurp. “Ava, shall we reevaluate the situation here? You’re the one who’s been married for less than a week, left your husband, and is knocked up.”

         I recoil at her harshness as she eyes up the glass I’m clenching. I’m instantly on the defense. “I’m a few weeks. Some women don’t find out until they’re three months.” I’m trying to dampen down the burning guilt that’s smoldering in my gut.

         She gets up, climbs onto the worktop, and lights a cigarette. “A few drinks won’t hurt you, not that it matters,” she says, opening the kitchen window and draping her arm over the ledge.

         “Not that what matters?” I frown, and take a more reluctant sip.

         “Well, you’re getting rid of it, aren’t you?”

         The insensitive words spike at my conscience, but it doesn’t stop me slurping more wine. I think I’m more in denial now than I ever was. “Yes,” I mutter, sinking onto a chair, my thoughts wandering off somewhere.

         “Right!” Kate’s assertive tone snaps me from my reverie. “We’re going out.”

         “Are we?”

         “Yes. I’m not letting you mope around any longer. Has he called?” She takes a drag of her cigarette and looks at me expectantly.

         I wish I could say yes. “No.”

         Her lips purse, and I know she’s thinking it’s strange, too. “Get showered. We’re going for a quiet drink. Not too much, though.” She looks at my glass. “Not that it matters, I suppose.”

         “I don’t think so.” I shake my head, her further blasé words eating me up inside.

         She sighs and flicks her cigarette butt from the window before lowering herself down. “Come on, Ava. Just a sensible glass and a chat, not about Jesse or Sam or Dan, just us two like old times.” By old times, she means post-Matt and pre-Jesse. We did have some laughs in those four weeks, before The Lord of the Sex Manor trampled my life.

         “Okay.” I get up from the table. “You’re right. I’ll get ready.”

         “Fab!”

         “Thank you for not telling Dan why I’m here.”

         She smiles as we leave the kitchen together to get ready for a quiet drink and a chat.

         
            *  *  *

         

         He’s constantly on my mind, and I’m trying my hardest to put him to the back, but when we walk into Baroque and the first person I see is Jay, the doorman, I give in. He frowns at me as I walk past, dropping all conversation with a fellow guard, but I proceed to the bar without a word.

         “Wine?” Kate asks, as she muscles in at the bar.

         “Please.” Casting my eyes around, I immediately spot Tom and Victoria. I tap Kate on the shoulder and she turns her head slightly. “Did you know they would be here?”

         “Who?”

         I nod in the direction of Tom and Victoria, who are dancing over. They have no idea what’s happening in my life. “Barbie and Ken,” I quip dryly. I can tell by Kate’s eye roll that she didn’t.

         “Love the dress!” Tom croons, stroking my midriff.

         I look down at the tight black dress that I borrowed from Kate. “Thanks.” I take the glass being handed over Kate’s shoulder.

         “You okay?” I ask Victoria.

         She fluffs her hair and sweeps it over her shoulder. “Amazing.”

         Oh? Not good or great, but amazing? “That good?” I ask, wishing she could transfer some of that amazing over to me.
         

         “Yes, that good.” She giggles.

         “She’s in love again.” Tom nudges Victoria in the side, spiking a heavy scowl from the pretty blonde.

         “I’m not, and that’s rich, coming from the man-whore here!”

         Tom looks genuinely shocked, and for the first time in days, I laugh. It feels good. Kate joins us, and with a lack of free tables, we just stand near the bar, chatting. He’s still floating around in my mind, of course, but my cunning best friend is doing a great job of distracting me for a while.

         That is, until I look up and see him.

         My heart doesn’t speed up…it stops. I’ve not seen him since Monday, and if it’s even possible, he looks more devastating than ever. I know immediately that Jay has called him, and I also know I’m probably going to be hauled from the bar, but that doesn’t stop my eyes from slowly dragging up his jean-clad legs, onto his white shirt, up his neck, and finally onto his face—the one that sends my eyes delirious with pleasure, even when I’m mad with him. He doesn’t look mad, though, and he doesn’t look like he’s been drinking. He looks fresh, healthy, and as spectacular as ever. And every other woman in the bar thinks so, too. They have noticed this breathtaking male, who’s striding across the bar, some even following him. His sparkling greens land on me briefly and my heart resumes beating…very, very fast. His face is expressionless as he stares at me for a few seconds before he slowly pulls his gaze away without so much as an acknowledgment to my presence. Then he continues to the bar with a flurry of women in tow.
         

         I’m crushed, my racing mind thinking up all sorts of explanations for his quiet absence over the last four days—where he’s been, what he’s been doing. He’s clearly not mourning his loss. He looks arrogant, confident, and sickeningly handsome—just like he did on the day I met him. They are all familiar traits to me, but right now, they are all enhanced.

         Uncertainty and raging jealousy are strangling me, and I’m still staring at him, watching as he assaults the women surrounding him with that fucking face, making them disintegrate on the spot.

         Oh yes, there he is, my husband, looking like he’s just landed from planet fucking perfect. My eyes narrow as I watch a woman in a red dress stroke his arm, and I literally hold myself back from physically removing her. I’m very aware of the silence in our group, so I drag my eyes away from my bastard of a husband and see Kate watching me closely, Tom dribbling along with the other hussies, and Victoria scuffing her ridiculous heels on the bar floor. I shake my head on a little laugh and take a massive swig of the wine I’ve been carefully sipping, flicking my eyes briefly over in his direction. He knows I’m watching. If he wants to play games, then I’m willing, and I don’t plan on settling for anything less than gold.

         “Let’s dance.” I down the rest of my wine and slam the glass on the bar before pushing my way through the small crowds until I find myself on the dance floor. When I turn around, I find my three loyal friends have all joined me.

         Kate looks nervous. I make a snatch for her wine, but she swipes it away. “Don’t be stupid, Ava,” she warns in my ear. “I know you’re still pregnant.”

         I’m trying to piece together something to strike back with, but nothing is coming to me, so in an act of complete stupidity, I turn and stomp over to the bar. I know he’s watching me, and I know Kate is, too, but it doesn’t stop me from ordering and downing a fresh glass of wine before returning to the floor.

         “What are you trying to prove?” Kate yells at me. “Because if it’s that you’re a fucking twat, then you’re succeeding.” Her words would probably hit a nerve if the alcohol wasn’t getting in the way. I don’t care.

         I’m distracted from Kate’s wrath by Tom’s squeal, his eyes lighting up when the DJ launches Rob D “Clubbed to Death.” He pounces on me. “Get me a whistle, shove me in some hot pants, and put me on that podium! Ibiza!”
         

         I shut my mind down, canceling out all thoughts of my infuriating man, and let the music take me, my body falling into sync with the track, my arms rising above my head and my eyes closing. I’m in a world of my own. My only awareness is of the loud music and me at the center of it.

         I’m lost.

         Numb.

         Silently devastated.

         But he’s near.

         I can sense him. I can smell his fresh-water scent closing in, and then there’s his touch. My arms slowly fall as I feel his palm slide across my stomach, his groin pressing into my lower back, his hot breath in my ear. I’m surrounded by him, and even though I should be pushing him away, I can’t. My blank mind remains blank, and I start moving with him as he kisses my neck, his hardness pushing into my back. I’m powerless to stop my head from falling to the side, giving him better access. My throat’s taut, making me hypersensitive to his firm tongue, which is trailing straight up my vein until he’s at my ear, breathing heavy, hot, controlled breaths. The music seems to get louder, his handling of me more severe, and before I can open my eyes, I’m being dragged from the dance floor. I could try to stop him, but I don’t. I follow his lead until I’m being pulled through the corridor toward the toilets, everything around me seeming slow and slurred as I focus only on his broad back in front of me. As we approach the end of the passageway, I glance back and see Jay watching us, and then I look to Jesse and see him give the doorman a nod before opening the door to a disabled toilet and pushing me inside. The door is swiftly shut, the lock flipped, and within a second, I’m pushed up against the wall by his body. The music is louder, and I look up, seeing integrated speakers in the ceiling, but my face is soon yanked back down. Our eyes meet. His greens are dark, completely smoked out, and his lips are slightly parted. I’m panting as he takes my wrists and pulls them up, pinning them on either side of my head before he leans in and takes my bottom lip between his teeth and bites down, then pulls away, dragging it between his grip. I’ve lost all control of my bodily reactions. My belly is turning, shifting the thump that’s hammering away inside of me straight down to my core. I’m desperate for him, but the placing of my hands and his hard body compressed to mine is preventing me from moving anything but my head, so I reach forward with my lips. He ducks my aim. This is going to be on his terms. His lips hover over mine, only millimeters from my reach, his hot, minty breath heating my face, but then he pulls away. He’s teasing me.

         My husky voice breaks. “Kiss me.” I’m begging. I’m aware of it, but I don’t care. I want and need him all over me.

         His face is completely impassive as he flexes his grip on my wrists and increases the pressure of his body against mine. He slowly moves his face forward, his green orbs penetrating me completely, and tickles my lips with his. I moan and try to capture them, but he pulls away again, still poker-faced, still completely controlled. Not me, though. I’m about to go crazy with desperation.

         “Kiss me,” I demand harshly.

         He ignores me and shifts one of my arms across to meet the other, then takes both of my wrists in one grasp. With his other hand, he reaches down and places his fingertip on my knee, and slowly, lightly, starts a painfully tormenting trail up my thigh, over my hip, across my ribs, my breast and up, up, up, until he has my neck completely encased by his palm, his thumb resting on the hollow of my throat, his fingers splayed at my nape. My pulse has accelerated, my heart is bucking wildly in my chest, and my knees could give at any moment. And all of the time, he is burning holes through me with his addictive eyes. I could scream with frustration, which is no doubt his plan. I lean forward again, but he dodges my lips stealthily and homes straight in on my chest, nudging my dress down with his chin and latching onto my breast. He’s freshening up his mark.

         My head falls back against the wall and my eyes close in hopelessness. The continuous buzzing between my thighs is excruciating, and I fear he’s going to leave me like this. He’s done it more than once. He’s trampling me. He has no right to, but I’m craving this touch, and now that it has started, I never want it to stop.

         With the music pumping loudly around us, you would think all other sounds would be drowned out, but they’re not. My feverish breaths are thick and piercing. Jesse’s breathing, though, is slow, shallow, and controlled. He is in complete control. He knows what he’s doing.

         I’m about to shout in frustration, but I’m spun around and pushed back into the wall, my body crashing harshly against the tiles. I turn my face and rest my hot cheek on the coldness, and his knee comes up, separating my thighs. He takes my hands and places them, palms flat, against the shiny surface. He doesn’t need to verbally tell me to keep them there. His firm placing and the slow removal of his grip tell me what’s expected of me. That and his lips pushed to my ear. When his palms rest on the outside of my thighs and clench the hem of my dress, my breathing hitches further, and I begin to physically shake. He slowly pulls it up to my waist, and then I hear the fly of his jeans being pulled down. Impatient, I push my arse out invitingly, only to have his hand collide with my cheek, the instant sting on my bareness spiking a scream.

         “Fuck!” I pant, earning myself another swift slap. “Jesse!” I turn my face toward the wall, resting my forehead against the tiles, my scorching breath steaming up the black, shiny surface. How long is he going to do this? How long will he make me suffer? But then my hips are pulled back, my knickers yanked to the side, and he slams into me. I yell at the shock, fast invasion, but he’s silent, not even panting, not even shaking. He slowly pulls back, holding himself steady for a few moments, before he powers forward again. My stomach twists and my head is whirling. I don’t know what to do with myself. I’m struck again, hard and fast, and I scream, but the music drowns me out. Slowly, he pulls out, and I feel a hand leave my hip, sliding up my body until he’s holding the back of my neck. His grip twists, prompting my head to turn out to the side, and then his lips are on mine. I moan, accepting his hard mouth and delighting in the familiarity. I don’t get nearly enough, just a little teaser of what I’ve been missing out on, before he leaves me craving so much more.

         Keeping deadly still for a few seconds, he then shifts his feet and rears back before letting go of his control. I’m yanked back to meet him over and over again, each forceful, punishing blow assisting me in achieving my main aim: ultimate detonation. And just when I think I’m there, he pulls out and spins me around, lifting me up to straddle him. He slips straight back in, my arms fall around his neck and he charges forward, quickly recapturing my bubbling orgasm. My head falls back and the warmth of his mouth is straight on my throat, biting, sucking, and licking. I start trembling as the pulses riddling my entire body all collect together and find their way to the tip of my clitoris. I’m screaming before I’ve even climaxed, but then the rush of pressure soars and flings me into an abyss of intoxicating pleasure and I shatter, screaming louder, and I know he’s come too, even though he remains silent. My head drops, finding a sweat-covered face, glazed greens, and still a straight, unemotional, unaffected face. It completely baffles me. I shift my hands to his hair and pull him forward, but he resists, instead moving his hands to my legs and pushing them down from his body. I find my feet, keeping myself relatively stable by leaning against the wall while I watch him slide his hand into my knickers to collect the wetness, and then run his palm all over my chest before he wipes his brow, refastens his trousers, turns, and walks out.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         After standing in a stunned silence for a while, the music suddenly unbearable, I straighten myself out and do my best to compose my ruffled state. It’s no good. I’m shocked. He never said one word from finding me on the dance floor to leaving me alone in the disabled toilet of a bar, where he’s just fucked me. Not made love or even had wild sex. He just fucked his wife, like I’m some whore he picked up in a bar. I’m injured, my uncertainties even stronger than ever before. What do I do now?
         

         I fly around when the door swings open and Kate barrels in. “There you are! We’re leaving!”

         “Why?”

         She looks panicked. “Sam’s here.”

         Is that all? “You can cope with that, can’t you?”

         “And your brother,” she adds dryly.

         “Oh…”

         “Yes, oh. Come on.” She grabs my hand and pulls me from the toilet. “Where’s Jesse?” she asks as we pass the bar entrance.
         

         I glance through and see him standing at the bar, a glass of clear liquid in one hand, and in his other…a woman’s arse.

         I see red.

         I yank my hand from Kate’s and steam toward my fucked-up, fucking twat of a husband.

         “Hey, Ava! I need to leave!” Kate calls.

         I ignore her and fight my way through the crowd. He looks up and clocks me, but his eyes don’t widen. He doesn’t look guilty or like he’s been caught out. Why would he? I catch a glimpse of Sam, who looks more fearful than Jesse at my determined approach, and the first thing I do when I reach him is snatch the glass from his hand and down it. It’s water. I drop it to the floor, the smashing of glass only just breaking the loud roar of music and chatting. Then I pivot toward the woman, who now has her hand on my neurotic Lord’s tight arse.
         

         “Fuck off,” I yell in her face, physically removing her hand from Jesse. I don’t need to repeat the move when it comes to Jesse’s palm on her backside. That has already been wisely removed, and there is no need for me to repeat my words, either. The woman’s eyes widen and she backs away cautiously. It’s probably the most sensible move she’s ever made. I feel lethal. “What the fuck are you doing?” I scream.

         His eyebrows slowly raise, a hint of a smirk breaking the corner of his lush mouth. It’s the first emotional reaction I’ve gotten from him since he walked into the bar. But he doesn’t say anything.

         “Answer me!”

         He shakes his head and turns away from me, signaling the barman over. Oh, he asked for this. I turn and see all three of my friends, plus Sam and my brother, all standing in shocked silence. I’m shocked myself, but I’m far from silent.

         “Move!” I shout and push my way between them, striding determinedly toward the dance floor. It doesn’t take me long to find what I’m looking for; I get plenty of offers when I hitch the hem of my dress up. I take a few brief seconds to scan the selection and home straight in on a tall, dark-haired, blue-eyed man. A hot man. I don’t give myself time to consider rejection. I walk straight up to him, let him drink me in for a few moments, before I slip my hand around his neck and move in. He accepts willingly, pushing his tongue into my mouth without delay and slipping his arm around my waist. I scorn myself for thinking how good he is, and I soon fall into his steady rhythm, until he is suddenly gone.

         I open my eyes and see the strange man scowling at Jesse. “What the fuck?” he shouts incredulously, to which Jesse replies by drawing his fist back and punching the poor guy straight in the face…hard. I watch in horror as his nose splatters and blood sprays everywhere. It doesn’t stop him, though. He goes straight back at Jesse, tackling him to the floor, fists flying, throats being squeezed, and everyone moving back to give the two big men room to fight.

         “Ava, what the fuck were you thinking?” Sam’s angry voice stabs at my ears from the side, and I look up to find an accusing stare. I don’t know what I was thinking. I don’t think I was thinking at all.

         I follow Sam’s gaze back to the floor, just as Jesse takes a clean swipe of a fist to his jaw. I wince. “Sam, please stop them.” All I can see is Jesse’s white shirt smothered in red and the other guy’s face mangled, his nose clearly broken.

         “Are you fucking mad?” Sam laughs.

         I’m just about to start begging when Jesse gets to his feet and drags the man up, pinning him against a pillar before bringing his knee up and striking with a full-on, hard blow to the ribs. The man crumbles to the floor with his arms wrapped around his torso. I feel horrible, and not because I’m watching my husband rub his sore jaw. I feel responsible for the poor stranger, who I targeted to get the crap beaten out of him. What the hell is wrong with me?

         I gasp as I’m shoved out the way and Jay charges through, doing a quick assessment of the situation before practically diving on Jesse and manhandling him out of the bar. I move back as they pass me, but Jesse fights against the skinhead and grabs hold of me. “Get your fucking arse outside,” he growls.

         I’m suddenly very aware that I’ve made a grave mistake, and not wanting to face the music that will be a raging beast of a man outside, I decide my safest option is to remain in the bar. I struggle against Jesse, and he struggles against Jay.

         I can hear the doorman cursing as he battles with us. “Out!” he shouts, and I’m abruptly lifted from my feet and secured against the doorman’s chest. “I’ll carry her out if you remove your stubborn fucking arse from the bar!” he yells at Jesse.

         It works, but not before Jesse snarls at the doorman, “Keep your fucking hands exactly where they are.”

         In my crazed state, I register exactly where Jay’s hands are—one holding me around my waist and the other clenching my forearm. I defiantly wriggle. “Get the hell off me!”

         “Ward, how the fuck do you put up with this?” Jay asks as he paces out of the bar.

         What? 
         

         “She drives me fucking crazy,” Jesse answers, flicking me a critical stare before refocusing his attention forward and rubbing his jaw. “Be careful with her.”

         I’m gently placed on my feet and given a disapproving headshake by Jay while he claps hands with Jesse and leaves us on the pavement. We’re both glowering at each other when everyone comes rushing out of the bar, including Dan. I don’t need him seeing this.

         “Fuck off, all of you!” Jesse roars.

         Dan steps forward. “You think I’m leaving her with you?” He laughs. I pray for Dan to just shut the hell up because after what I’ve just witnessed, there is absolutely no question that Jesse will annihilate my brother. I turn slowly back to face Kate with a help face, but all I get is Kate’s pursed lips and the rest of them frantically flicking eyes from Dan to Jesse. They have seen madman Jesse. They’re not going to help.
         

         Jesse takes my elbow and points his glare at Dan. “You don’t mind if I take my wife home.” It’s a statement, not a question.

         “Yes, actually, I do.” Dan’s not going to back down here. I can see it in the steely sheen of his dark eyes.

         “Dan, it’s fine. I’m fine. Just go.” I turn to face the rest of the group. “All of you, please, just go.”

         But no one makes the first move to leave.

         Jesse’s grip on me increases. “What the fuck do you think I’m going to do?” he bellows. “This woman is my fucking life!”

         I recoil at his fierce declaration, and so do the others, including Dan. If I’m his life, then where has he been for the last four days? Why did he take me like I’m nothing more than an object? And why did he have his hands on that woman at the bar? I wrench my arm from him and step back, taking a quick glance at my friend. I’m not sure what for—guidance, maybe, because I don’t know what to do. She gives me a subtle shake of her head. It’s a don’t-kick-up-a-stink shake.

         With the encouragement of Kate’s reassuring look, I walk over to her while pulling the hem of my dress down, and stupidly or not, in one last act of defiance, I grab her wine and down the lot.

         “Ava!” She tries to stop me, but I’m on a mission now.

         “See you later,” I say as I grab my clutch from her other hand and turn toward Jesse. His lip is curled in warning, but I couldn’t care less. Everything he has done tonight is playing on repeat in my head and with each replay, I’m getting angrier. “Don’t bother following me.”

         He looks down at me, the fury in his expression more than evident. I hope my displeasure is obvious, too, but just in case it’s not, I throw him a contemptuous look before I push past him and use all of my concentration not to stagger. I shouldn’t have drunk that wine, for more reasons than one.

         I haphazardly step into the road to hail a cab, but I don’t even get my arm in the air. “Don’t step out into the fucking road!” he growls, slinging me over his shoulder. “You stupid woman!”

         “Fucking hell, Jesse!” I’m taken from the road, back to the pavement. “Put me down!”

         “No!”

         “Jesse, you’re hurting me!”

         I’m immediately lowered and instantly have concerned greens running all over my body. “You’re hurt? Where?”

         I smack my palm on my chest. “Here!” I scream in his face.

         He recoils, but then performs the same little rendition, thumping his own chest over his bloodstained shirt. “Join the fucking club, Ava!” he roars.

         I flinch before turning on my slightly drunken heels and storming off.

         “The car is this way,” he shouts from behind me. I stop and carefully carry out an about turn before marching back in the other direction. There is little point in trying to get away. I’m tipsy, and he’s determined. “I don’t like your dress,” I hear him snarl from behind me.

         “I do,” I counter, walking on.

         “And why is that?”

         I stop and swing to face him. “Because I knew you wouldn’t!” I shout, drawing a little attention from passersby.

         “You’re right!” he yells back at me.

         “Good! Is that the only reason you’re pissed, or is it because I’m drunk, or is it because I kissed another man?”

         “All of the above but kissing another man gets the fucking gold!” He’s shaking with anger.

         “You had your hand on another woman’s arse!”

         “I know!” He glares at me, and I glare right back.

         “Why? Getting bored of keeping it for just one woman?” I screech, and then tense, looking around to see who has heard my little outburst. I’m relieved to see our friends have all escaped the scene.

         He narrows his dark green eyes on me, his lips forming a straight line. “You fucking asked for it, woman!”

         “Me? How?”

         “You left me! You promised you would never leave me!”

         We stand opposite each other, staring each other down like a pair of circling wolves, neither one of us backing down.

         “You shouldn’t have taken it upon yourself to decide my future,” I say more calmly and carry on to the car, staggering slightly toward the curb. I’ve no idea where it is parked, but I’ve no doubt some directions will be barked at me soon enough.

         “You’re a fucking pain in the arse,” he snaps. “And I was thinking about our future.” He scoops me up from behind and carries me in his arms.
         

         “Jesse, put me down,” I complain weakly. My meager attempt to wriggle free is pathetic.

         “I’m not putting you down, lady.”

         I give in. My body is weak, my mind even weaker and my throat sore and raspy from too much shouting. I let him carry me to the car and deposit me in the passenger seat, not even kicking up a stink when he leans over to buckle me in. He mumbles incoherently as he pulls the hem of my dress down and then slams the door. I’m aware of him getting in the car, and I’m vaguely aware of the pleasant sounds of Ed Sheeran, but then mental exhaustion overwhelms me and my forehead hits the passenger window. I stare blankly at the bright lights of London by night, flashing past the window.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Oh dear!” I hear Clive’s disapproving tone as I come round, bobbing up and down in time to Jesse’s strides. “Should I get the elevator for you, Mr. Ward?”

         “No, I’ve got it.” Jesse’s voice vibrates through me. “Fucking dress is ridiculous,” he mumbles as he steps into the elevator.

         I come to in his arms and writhe to free myself. “I can walk,” I snap.

         He scoffs and lowers me to my feet, but only because there’s nowhere for me to escape and there are no cars that I can walk in front of. The elevator door opens, and I’m the first to exit while fishing around in my clutch for my keys. I find them remarkably quickly, considering my disorientated hands, but getting one in the lock is another matter entirely. I close one eye to try and focus as I slowly guide the key to the lock, hearing him grumbling under his breath behind me, but I ignore him and carry on trying to insert the key. He must get fed up of waiting because there is suddenly a hand wrapped around my wrist, holding it steady and guiding it to the lock successfully.

         The door opens. I kick my shoes off and trample through the colossal open space, taking the stairs carefully. When I reach the top, I don’t veer left to the master suite, instead taking a right and letting myself into my favorite spare room. I collapse in the bed fully dressed and without taking off my makeup, a clear indication of thorough exhaustion and drunkenness. I don’t let it concern me for long, though. My eyes close of their own accord, and I feel myself slipping into a drunken slumber.

         “Let’s get rid of that.”

         I feel my dress being peeled from my body. I’m half asleep; I know I’m still slightly drunk and my eyes are semistuck together with mascara. “Are you going to cut it to pieces?” I mumble irritably.

         “No,” he says calmly, his strong, familiar arms wrapping around me and lifting me from the bed. “I might not be talking to you, lady,” he whispers, “but I want to be not talking to you in our bed.”
         

         My arms automatically reach up and around him to hold on, and my face buries in his neck. I might be a little drunk and massively pissed off, but I recognize my favorite place. He lowers me to the bed and a few moments later, he’s laying the full length of my back and pulling me into his chest.

         “Ava?” he whispers in my ear.

         “Hmmm?”

         “You make me crazy, lady.”

         “Crazy in love?” I mumble sleepily.

         I feel him squeeze me closer. “That too.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “I love you.”

         What is that? I splutter and rip my mascara-clogged eyes open.

         “Drink,” he commands softly.

         I groan and roll over into my pillow. “Leave me alone,” I whine, hearing him chuckle. My head is banging. I’ve not even lifted it off the pillow and it already feels like Black Sabbath are having their practice session in my skull.

         “Hey, come here.” He curls his forearm around my waist, and then drags me across the bed, onto his lap. I feel his palm smooth my hair and pull it from my face, and I peek through my eyes to see a glass of fizzing water being held to my lips. “Drink,” he presses. I let him tip the glass to my mouth, and I sip the welcome cool, fizzing liquid.

         I finish the whole glass and then collapse against his bare chest.

         “How bad is it?” he asks.

         “Bad,” I croak. My eyes are heavy, and I’m far too comfortable to open my mind to the events that have united me and this stinking hangover—united me with this maddening man.

         I feel him shift on the bed and then lean back, taking me with him. At least he’s talking to me enough to look after me in my pitiful state. What sort of person punishes the alcoholic love of her life by going out and getting drunk? And when she’s pregnant, not that he’s aware. What sort of person torments her crazily possessive husband by shoving her tongue down another man’s throat? The same sort of person who hides the love of his life’s pills to try and get her pregnant on the sly, that’s who. We’re made for each other.

         “I’m sorry-ish,” I say quietly.

         He kisses my hair. “Me too.”

         I lay in a sorry heap across him, drifting in and out of sleep and in and out of thought.

         “What are you thinking?” he asks quietly, almost apprehensively.

         “I’m thinking we can’t go on like this,” I answer honestly. “It’s not good for you.” I leave out the fact that it’s not good for me, either.

         He sighs. “I don’t care about me.”

         “What are we going to do?” I press.

         He’s silent for a few moments, and then he shifts me onto my back and nudges my thighs apart to cradle himself between them. He takes a deep breath and drops his forehead to my chest. “I don’t know, but I do know how much I love you.”

         I sag and look up at the ceiling. I know that as well but the saying love conquers all is being tested to its limit here. He plays the love card every time, like it’s an acceptable excuse for his neurotic ways.
         

         “Why did you do it?” I ask. I don’t have to elaborate further. He knows what I’m referring to.

         He looks up at me, his frown line crawling across his forehead. “Because I love you,” he says defensively. “Everything is because I love you.”

         “You treat me like trash, fuck me in the toilet of a bar, and then walk out to go and feel up another woman? Did you do that because you love me, too?”

         “I was trying to prove a point,” he argues quietly. “And watch your mouth.”

         “No, Jesse, you were trying to be a wanker.” I shift slightly under him, and he looks up at me anxiously. “I need a shower.”

         He searches my eyes but eventually rolls off to let me up. I drag myself from the bed and into the bathroom, closing the door behind me before brushing my teeth and getting in the shower. I feel completely deflated and want to crawl back into bed and forget about everything, but my racing mind is venturing into frightening territory, making my head ache further. I’ve not seen him for four days. I’m trying my hardest not to venture there, but I really can’t help it, especially in light of his last disappearing act.

         I jump when I feel his hand slide around my stomach and his lips rest on my shoulder. “Let me,” he whispers, taking the sponge and turning me around. He kneels in front of me and takes my foot, resting it on his thigh, before starting to sweep the soapy sponge up my leg.

         His frown line is nowhere to be seen. He looks content, peaceful, and relaxed, just how I like him to be. “Where have you been since Monday?” I ask as I watch him closely. He doesn’t tense or flick me cautious eyes; he just continues slowly washing me as the water beats down around us.

         “In hell,” he answers softly. “You left me, Ava.” He doesn’t look at me, and he’s not using an accusing tone, but I know he’s pointing out that I broke my promise.

         “Where were you?” I push, dropping my foot back to the shower floor and lifting my other when he taps my ankle.

         “I was trying to give you space. I realize how I am with you, Ava, and I wish I could stop myself. I really do.”

         He still hasn’t answered me. I know all of that. “Where were you, Jesse?”

         “Following you,” he whispers. “Everywhere.”

         “For four whole days?”

         He looks up at me and stops with the sponge sweeps. “My only comfort was seeing how lost you were, too.” He reaches up and takes my hand, pulling me down to him so I’m kneeling, too, mirroring him. He pushes my wet hair from my face and leans in to softly kiss my lips. “We’re not conventional, baby. But we’re special. What we have is really special. You belong to me, and I belong to you. It just is. It’s not natural for us to be apart, Ava.”

         “We drive each other crazy. It’s not healthy.”

         “Not healthy would be my life without you in it.” He encourages me up onto his lap and links my arms around his neck before circling my waist with his big hands. “This is where you’re supposed to be.” He squeezes my waist to reinforce his point. “Right here, always with me. Don’t ever kiss another man again, Ava. They’ll be locking me away for a long time.”

         I reach up and caress his jaw. There’s no bruising or marks. “You need to stop with the crazy shit.”

         He clenches my cheeks and pushes his lips to mine. “And you need to stop with the defiant shit.” He’s grinning around my lips.

         “Never.” I soak him right up, there in the soaking shower.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eleven

         

         We spend most of Saturday making friends. I’ve relished in the sleepy sex, and I’ve disagreed with almost everything Jesse has said, just to get some sense fucked into me. I then swiftly forgot what I’d agreed to during the sense fucking, instigating a reminder fuck. We had an alfresco fuck right after we ate on the terrace, followed by a retribution fuck when Jesse decided that breaking my promise warranted one. I’ve been fucked in every way, shape, and form, and I’ve loved every single second of it. I’m back to relaxing sweetly on Central Jesse Cloud Nine. With the absence of a pregnancy, he’s back to taking me how and when he wants and any which way, too. Yesterday has more than made up for my lack of dominant Jesse in recent weeks. I couldn’t be happier. But there is really no lack of a pregnancy.
         

         Kate checked in, and I’m sure I heard my brother in the background, but she denied it, proceeding to ask me if Jesse and I had made friends. Yes. She also asked if I’d told Jesse that I’m pregnant. No. After a full day of being indulged in him and having things completely back to normal, just how they should be, I’m sure this is the right decision.

         “Are you going to lie there all day, or are you getting dressed so we can shoot to The Manor?” He stands in the bathroom doorway gloriously naked, rubbing a towel over his dark blond locks.

         I push myself up and crawl to the bottom of the bed, then flop down on my front, propping myself up on my elbows and resting my chin in my palm. I know what I’m doing, and so does he by the look in his twinkling greens. Not that I don’t want to go to The Manor. With the absence of a certain whip-wielding witch, Jesse’s country estate is a far more pleasant place to be.

         “I might.” My voice is inviting and low, just how I intended it to be. “You’re hard.” I nod at his groin and flick my eyes back up to him, struggling to hold back my grin. I bite my lip and watch him closely.

         “That would be because I’m looking at you.” He drapes the towel over his shoulders and leans on the door frame.

         I drool at the mass of pure, tempting gorgeousness. “You’re hard everywhere.”

         “Except here,” he says, all deep and coarse, tapping his chest. “Here, I’m as soft as shit. But only for you.”

         I smile seductively. “You can be hard-hearted sometimes,” I muse, rolling over onto my back, my head hanging off the end of the bed.

         “You’re a temptress, Mrs. Ward.”

         I watch his upside-down body approach slowly until he’s standing looking down at me, his steel shaft brushing my top lip.

         “You want it?” he asks, clasping the base and guiding himself from side-to-side across my lips. The hot dampness has my tongue darting out to taste, but he pulls back, his lips tipping at the corners. “Say please.”

         “Please.” I reach up and run my fingertips down the center of his chest, and he moans, guiding his cock back to my lips. I open slowly while watching as his face contorts with anticipation, then close my lips around him.

         “Ava, that damn fucking mouth of yours.” He groans, clenching his eyes shut.

         “Should I stop?” I bite down lightly and drag my teeth across his smooth flesh. “Do you want me to stop?”

         “I want you to shut the fuck up and concentrate on what you’re doing.”

         I smile and release him before flipping myself over and sitting on the end of the bed between his thighs. I grab his cock and squeeze…hard.

         “Stop teasing me, lady.” His hands find my hair, his fists clenching, and he pushes me on to him.

         I don’t put up any resistance. I love taking him like this. My head drifts forward and my fingernails grip onto his firm arse.

         “Oh fuck!” he barks, holding my head in place. “Just stay there.”

         He’s brushing the back of my throat, and I’m struggling to stop my stomach from convulsing, but I keep quiet while he spasms against me, his head dropped back and his fists tightening in my hair. I need to keep control here. I can’t be throwing up. I’ll never explain it; so instead of concentrating on my mouthful of solid cock, I focus solely on keeping myself from retching. I close my eyes and inhale through my nose. What is wrong with me? If pregnancy brings aversions and mine is a sudden intolerance of Jesse’s manhood in my mouth, then I never want to be pregnant again.
         

         I relax a little when he withdraws and quickly drop him from my mouth before crawling up his body and wrapping my legs around him. I need to play this perfectly, especially judging by the incredulous look on his handsome face. He doesn’t like me halting things. That’s his call. I lean in and bite his lip. “I want you inside me.”

         “I was quite happy where I was,” he splutters in disbelief. It makes me laugh. “I’m glad you find it funny, Ava.”

         “I don’t. I’m sorry.” Pushing my lips to his, I wave the need card. It’s my only option. “I need you inside me now.”
         

         He pulls back and narrows his eyes. It worries me, but then he knocks me out with his smile, reserved only for me. “You’ll never have to ask me twice, baby.” He lowers me to the bed and comes down with me. “Get rid of the towel.”

         I yank the bath sheet from around his neck and fling it across the room.

         “Put your hands in my hair,” he orders. I comply immediately, lacing my fingers though his mass of wet, dirty blond. “Pull it.” He leans down and licks my lips as I tug at his hair on a moan. “Kiss me hard, Ava.” His stern tone just spikes my need further. I tackle his mouth with desperation and conviction. “Stop,” he orders, and I do, even though I really don’t want to. “Kiss me softly,” he whispers, and I sigh, gently sweeping my tongue through his mouth, so very lazily. It’s heaven. “Enough,” he says harshly, and again I stop. He pulls back and drops a loving kiss on my lips. “Why can’t you do everything I ask that quickly?”

         I grin and pull him in closer, reclaiming his mouth. “Because your power-hungry persona is rubbing off on your wife.”

         He laughs and rolls over so I’m astride his hips. “Take the power, baby.”

         “Okay,” I agree quickly, lifting myself from his groin. He reaches down, and I slap his hand away. “Excuse me.”

         “Oh, sorry.” He grins sheepishly. “Don’t fuck about, though, will you?”

         “You’re forgetting, God.” I grab his erection and guide him to me. “You’ve just relinquished the power.” I lower gently, his grin soon disappearing, being replaced with thorough appreciation.

         He moans and grabs the tops of my legs. “I might give you the power more often.”

         I lift and slowly sink back down, running my hands all over his chest. “You like?”

         “Oh, I love.” He looks up at me and starts smoothing his hands over the tops of my thighs.

         “You’re so handsome.” I lift and lower gently again on a sigh.

         “I know,” he says simply.

         “You’re arrogant.”

         “I know. Up you go.”

         I raise my eyebrows. “Who has the power?”

         “You do, but you won’t for long if you abuse it. Up.” He’s restraining a smile, and I scowl, but lift myself anyway. “Good girl,” he pants. “Faster.”

         Sinking back down, I grind gently. “But I like it like this.”

         “Faster, Ava.”

         “No. I have the power.” I work my way back up, but don’t get the chance to tease my way down. I’m flipped onto my back and pinned down.

         “You lost your chance, lady.” He drives straight in with purpose. “I’m taking the power back.”

         Bang!
         

         I yell, my legs falling open.

         Bang!
         

         “Fuck!” I scream as he hits my womb.

         “Mouth!”

         Bang!
         

         “Jesse!”

         “You pushed your luck, baby,” he grunts, flexing his grip of my wrists and hitting me over and over and over. My eyes close. “Eyes!” I rip them open on a shocked yelp. “Better.” Sweat is pouring down his face, dripping onto my cheeks. I need to hold onto him, scratch him and bite him, but I’m completely powerless, just as he likes me.

         “Let me hold you,” I cry, pulling at his grip as he thunders on.

         “Who has the power?”

         “You do, you fucking control freak!”

         “Watch,” Bang! “your,” Bang! “mouth!”
         

         I scream.

         “Fuck!” he yells. “Come for me, Ava!”

         I can’t. I’m trying to focus on the climax that’s lingering somewhere deep, but every time I think I’ve captured it, he hits me again with those punishing hips and knocks it back. My eyes close and I can do nothing more than accept the assault my body is under.

         “Jesus, Ava. I’m going to come!”

         And with that he shouts, grinds, and collapses on top of me, releasing my hands from his fierce grip. His breathing is chaotic, his body twitching, and his skin wet. I’m all of those things, too, minus one satisfying climax.

         “You didn’t come,” he says, panting into my neck. I can’t talk, so I hum and shake my head, my arms flopped limply at the side of my head. “Baby, I’m sorry.”

         I hum again and attempt to lift my arms to cuddle him so he knows that I’m fine, but my muscles are on shut down. Our sweaty chests are compressed together and our erratic breathing is loud. We’re both completely shattered. I want to stay in bed, but then I feel the absence of his weight, and I’m being lifted into his arms. I mumble an audible protest as I’m carried to the bathroom. He turns the spray on, grabs a towel from the shelf and chucks it on the floor of the shower before laying me down on it. I just about muster up the strength to frown up at him as he lowers himself to the floor and spreads my legs.

         “Let’s bring you back to life.” He flicks the shower to cool and settles between my thighs before really waking me up with a stretched out, agonizingly soft stroke of his tongue, right up the center of my core.
         

         My back arches, my lifeless arms spring to life, and my voice comes back. “Ohhhhh Godddd!” I grab his wet hair and push him farther into me, the previously deep, misplaced orgasm now gushing forward. I don’t even try to control it. I start panting, my stomach muscles tensing, my head lifting, as the cool, fresh water rains all over me. He’s everywhere, licking, biting, sucking, trailing kisses down the insides of my thighs and slowly back up again to plunge his tongue in deep.

         “Awake yet?” he mumbles around my flesh, then bites lightly on my clit.

         “More!” I demand, yanking at his hair. I hear him laugh a little before he follows through on my order and seals his mouth completely around me and sucks me gently to climax.

         I burst. I see stars. I moan and throw my hands over my head. Way too good. Just way way too bloody good. I’m pulsing against him and completely limp, and the cool spray is divine, the consistent purring of the shower relaxing.

         “I love love love feeling you throb.” He kisses his way up my body until he finds my lips, giving me more special attention. I only respond with my mouth, unable to convince my muscles to move, and not bothering to make much effort of it, either. “Am I redeemed?”

         I nod against his kiss and he laughs, pulling back to study me. My eyes are still working fine. He’s just beyond fucking beautiful. “I love you.” I just about manage to squeeze the words past my fitful breaths.

         He dazzles me with that smile…my smile. “I know you do, baby.” He gets up, far too spritely for my liking. “Come on. Now that I’ve fulfilled my godly obligation, we need to go to The Manor.”

         He takes my hand and heaves me up with absolutely no effort at all, then spends some quiet time rinsing me down and washing my hair.

         “You’re done, lady. Out.” He slaps my arse and sends me on my way, while he finishes his shower.

         We have lots to catch up on. We’ve broke the back of it, and this is all the more reason for me to remedy the situation that will undoubtedly take me back to being treated like I’m breakable if I remain pregnant.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I walk into the kitchen and find Jesse rummaging frantically through the cupboards. With his arms raised, his broad back is accentuated by the pull of his white polo T-shirt, the vast expanse of firmness making my hands twitch at my sides and my eyes blink to confirm he’s real. I smile. He’s real all right, and he’s also mine.

         “What are you doing?” I ask, pulling my hair up into a messy mass of wildness on top of my head.

         He turns around and looks at me in alarm. “I’ve run out of Sun-Pat.”

         “What?” I laugh at his genuine distress. “You’ve run out of peanut butter?”

         “It’s not fucking funny!” He slams the cupboard door shut before stalking over to the fridge, yanking it open, and shifting endless bottles of water. “What the fuck is Cathy playing at?” he barks to himself.

         I can’t help it. I double over with laughter. This is not the normal behavior for someone who merely likes something. He’s addicted to it. My Lord is addicted to peanut butter and, quite possibly, is going to have a seizure if he doesn’t get his fix soon. I’m happily tittering away when I hear the fridge door slam. I bolt upright and do a rubbish job of restraining my grin. I’m clamping down painfully on my lip to prevent it.
         

         “What are you grinning at?” He scowls at me, good and proper.

         “Why the compulsion for peanut butter?” I ask quickly, before reclamping down on my lip.

         He folds his arms across his chest, still scowling. “I like it.”

         “You like it?”

         “Yes, I like it.”

         “You’re in a bit of a pickle, considering you just like it.” My lip drags through my teeth as I completely lose the battle to keep back my smirk.
         

         “I’m not in a pickle,” he argues on a small laugh. “It’s no big deal.”

         “Okay.” I shrug, still grinning. It is such a big deal.
         

         He walks across the kitchen and around the island toward me, his eyes widening as my lower body comes into view. “What the hell are they?” he blurts.

         I look down at myself and back up to shocked green eyes. “Shorts.”

         “You mean knickers?”

         I’m grinning again. “No, I mean shorts.” I grab the hem on each leg of my denim shorts and pull them up. “If they were knickers, they’d look like this.”

         He gasps a little, still studying the offending garment. “Ava, come on, be reasonable.”

         “Jesse,” I say and sigh. “I’ve told you. If you want long skirts and roll-neck jumpers, then go find someone your own age.” I pull my shorts back down and kneel to tie the laces of my Converse, ignoring the grumbling and bristling emanating from every delicious fiber of my unreasonable man. “I might go for a swim at The Manor.” I look up at him, finding his grumpy face is back to horror.

         “In a bikini?”

         I laugh. “No, in a snowsuit. Of course in a bikini.” I’m really pushing my luck here, and I know it.

         “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”

         “I’d like to go for a swim.”

         “I’d like to strangle you,” he snaps. “Why do you do this to me?”

         “Because you’re an unreasonable arse and you need to loosen up. You may be an old man, but I’m only twenty-six. Stop acting like a caveman. What’ll happen if we go on a beach holiday?”

         “I thought we could go skiing.” He’s the one smirking now. “I’ll show you how good I am at very extreme sports.”
         

         I grin and jump up to his body, my nose diving straight into his neck. “You smell luscious.” I inhale his yummy scent as he carries me out to the car, still wearing the short shorts.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We pull up at The Manor, and I’m quickly collected from my side of the car before being pulled up the steps and into the entrance hall. I hear the distant hum of chatting from the bar and smile when I see John approaching, looking ever the frightening mountain of a man.

         “Ava would like to go swimming,” Jesse grumbles as John joins us.

         The big guy looks down at me, his eyebrows peeking above his wraparounds. “You do, girl?”

         I nod. “It’s hot out there.”

         The small smile flashing across John’s face is an indication that he knows damn well what I’m doing. Yes, I’m trying to bash all unreasonableness out of my husband.

         We pass the bar, and I spot Sam. I can’t see his face, but his body slumped on a stool is a clear indication of how he’s feeling. My best friend is an idiot. She’s running away from something good, just to reignite something that’s terribly bad.

         As soon as we enter Jesse’s office, he drops my hand and goes straight to the integrated fridge. He pulls out a jar of peanut butter, immediately unscrews the lid, and plunges his finger in. John doesn’t bat an eyelid, instead taking a seat on the other side of Jesse’s desk while I look on with a smile. Jesse walks casually over to his chair and takes his seat, slipping his finger into his mouth and sighing. “What’s happening?” he asks John around his finger.

         “Camera three is out. The surveillance company is scheduled to come sort it out.” John shifts in his seat and pulls his phone from his pocket. “I’ll chase them up.” He dials and puts his phone to his ear before standing and walking over to the window.

         “Baby, you okay?”

         I flick my eyes from John’s back to Jesse, finding a concerned look on his face. “Yes, fine.” I start toward his desk and sit myself down in the chair next to John’s. “Daydreaming. Sorry.”

         His finger slips into his mouth again. “What about?”

         I smile. “Nothing. Just watching you settle now that you have your peanut butter.”

         He looks down at the jar and rolls his eyes. “Want some?”

         “No.” My nose wrinkles in distaste, and he laughs, his eyes twinkling, his soft lines springing from his greens as he screws the lid on and slides the jar onto his desk. “How’s Sam?” I ask.

         “Shit. He won’t talk about it. How’s Kate?”

         “Not good.”

         “What do you know? Why did she end it?”

         I shrug as casually as possible. “Who knows.” I dare not even mention my brother. “It’s probably for the best.”

         He nods thoughtfully. “Do you want to swim or stay with me?”

         “What are you going to do?” I ask, eyeing up the piles of paperwork on his desk. I’ve never seen it so messy, and I know why. No Sarah. But I’m not feeling in the slightest bit guilty about it, even if it means Jesse’s desk looks like a bomb’s gone off on it.
         

         He looks at the paperwork, too, and sighs. “This is what I’ll be doing.” He flicks through one of the piles.

         “Why don’t you employ someone else?”

         “Ava, it’s not that straightforward in this line of work. You have to know someone, trust them. I can’t just call the job center and ask them to send along someone who can type.”

         Okay, now I am feeling a little guilty. He’s right. We’re talking about people of high society, people with high-powered jobs. Jesse has told me that they delve into the history of these people to determine their financial status and medical history, including any criminal convictions. I suppose there is a confidentiality issue. “I could help,” I offer reluctantly, even though I wouldn’t have the first idea where to start, but his overwhelmed expression as he scans the masses of paper on his desk is really nudging the guilt.
         

         His eyes fly up. “You would?”

         I shrug and grab the first piece of paper I can lay my hands on. “An hour here and there, I suppose.” I scan the text in my hands. It’s a bank statement. At least I think it is. The figures look more like international telephone numbers. I glance up at him. He’s grinning.

         “We’re very rich, Mrs. Ward.”

         “Fucking hell!”

         “Ava…”

         “I’m sorry, but…” I try to focus on all of the digits but lose my place. “This sort of stuff shouldn’t be lying on your desk, Jesse.” It has his account numbers on it and everything. “Wait…Did Sarah look after your finances?”

         “Yes,” he says quietly.

         I bristle. I don’t trust the woman. “Do you have any idea where your money is? How much there is?” I place the paper back on his desk.
         

         “Yes, look.” He takes the piece and points at it. “I have this much and it’s in this bank.”

         “You have just one account? What about business accounts, savings, pensions?”

         He looks a little alarmed, and almost irritated. “I don’t know.”

         I gape at him. “She did everything? All of your accounts?” I don’t like that thought at all.

         “Not anymore,” he grumbles, throwing the paper back down. “But you’ll help?” He’s smiling again.

         How can I not? This man is stinking rich and has no idea where and how any of his money is stored. “Yes, I’ll help.” I grab a pile and start sifting through, but then I have a very worrying moment of realization. My head snaps up, finding a contented face staring straight at me. “I said I’d help; that’s all. A few hours here and there, Jesse.”

         He visibly sags at my words. “But it’s the perfect solution.”

         “For you! The perfect solution for you! I have a career. I am not giving it up to come here every day and file paperwork!” The cheeky swine. He wants me to replace Sarah as his office girl. Not a chance. “And anyway”—I dump the pile back on the desk and stand—“I don’t know how to lash a whip, so I think I’m a little underqualified.” I don’t know why I said that. It was unnecessary and really quite spiteful.

         He’s shocked. He’s sitting far back in his chair with a mixture of disbelief and anger on his face. “That was a little childish, don’t you think?”

         “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it.”

         John joins us again and breaks the uncomfortable silence. “They’ll be an hour.” He slips his phone back in his pocket. “Before I forget, we’ve had a further three memberships cancelled.”

         Jesse’s eyebrows raise in curiosity. “Three?”

         “Three,” John confirms as he walks toward the door. “All female,” he adds, leaving the office.

         I watch as Jesse’s elbows hit his desk and his face falls straight into his palms. I feel rotten. I make my way around his desk and push him back in his chair before sitting on his desk in front of him. He watches me as he chews that lip. “I’ll sort all of this out,” I indicate the paperwork everywhere. “But you need to get someone on this. It’s a full-time job.”

         “I know.” He clasps my ankles and pulls them up so my feet are sitting on his knees. “Go for a swim. I’ll make a start on this, okay?”

         “Okay.” I study him closely and he studies me studying him.

         “Go on, beautiful girl. Spit it out.” He’s smiling a little.

         “They’re withdrawing their memberships because you’re no longer available to fu—” I bite my tongue. “To have sex with.” That makes me immensely happy and it’s obvious.

         “It would seem so, wouldn’t it?” He narrows his eyes on me. “I can see this pleases my wife.”

         I shrug, but I can’t hide my pleasure at this news. “What’s the ratio of women to men?”

         “Members?” he asks.

         “Yes.”

         “Seventy thirty.”

         My mouth drops open. I remember Jesse saying there were roughly fifteen hundred members. That’s a thousand women who are potentially after my Lord. “Well,” I say, brushing off my shock. “You might have to turn The Manor into a gay club.”

         He laughs and dangles my feet back off the desk. “Go take a swim.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         The changing rooms are empty. I wriggle into my bikini, remove my diamond, retie my hair high on my head, and stuff my things in one of the wooden lockers. In all of the time I’ve been with Jesse, I’ve never used the spa and sports facilities, but I’m reliably informed that there’s no skinny-dipping allowed, so I’ll brave it and put Jesse to the test at the same time. I wander through the area, looking for any sign of life, but it’s completely deserted. It’s lunchtime on a Sunday. I would have thought it would be a peak time for members to utilize this part of The Manor.

         Stepping into the huge glass building, I scan the area, finding all of the Jacuzzis, the huge pool, and the sun loungers are empty. It’s eerily quiet, the only sound a distant hum of water pumps. Laying my towel on a wooden sun lounger, I gingerly take the first step into the water and sigh. It’s tepid. Lovely. I wade down the rest of the steps, push myself into the water, and start a breast stroke to the other end of the pool.

         I’m relishing in the calmness and quiet as I swim length after length, no one joining me, no one venturing in to use the Jacuzzis, and no one coming to relax on a sun lounger. But then I hear movement, and I stop midlength to see who appears from the entrance that leads to the changing areas. Jesse emerges, wearing a loose pair of black swimming shorts. I sigh in appreciation, and he blasts me with his smile, before diving straight in, his body stretching out, making minimal noise or splashing as he slips below the surface. I float in the middle of the pool and watch the shadow of his tall body approaching me under the water until he’s right in front of me, but he remains submerged beneath me.

         Then I feel his palm wrap around my ankle, and I squeal as I’m yanked under the water, just catching a lungful of air before I disappear, my eyes naturally clenching shut. His lips meet mine, his arms surround me, and he rolls us around under the water, our skin slipping all over each other, our tongues dancing wildly.

         My lungs scream a thank-you when we surface, my legs clenching around his waist and my arms around his shoulders. I try to grab ahold of my bearings and attempt to open my eyes, and when I do, I’m greeted by a dirty great big grin. I know he can’t touch the bottom himself, so he must be treading water frantically with my dead weight clinging to him. You would never know it, though. He looks like he’s just floating effortlessly in front of me.

         I push his wet hair from his face and match his grin. “You closed the pool, didn’t you?”

         “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He shifts me around to his back and starts swimming to the side.

         “I don’t believe you.” I rest my chin on his shoulder. “You couldn’t stand the thought of me in a bikini and others seeing. Admit I’m right.” I’ve got my Lord worked out.

         He reaches the edge of the pool and pulls me from his back, pushing me up against the side. “I love the thought of you in a bikini.”

         “But for your eyes only?”

         “I’ve told you before, Ava. I don’t share you with anyone or anything, not even their eyes.” He slides his hands down my sides and onto my thighs. “Just for my touch,” he whispers. It makes me immediately clench my thighs as he leans in and kisses me gently before scanning my face. “Just for my eyes.” His finger slips into the side of my bikini bottoms, and I hold my breath as he strokes me softly. “Just for my pleasure, baby. I know you understand me, don’t you?”

         “I do.” I shift in front of him and drape my arms over his shoulders.

         “Good. Kiss me.”

         I dive right in and show my appreciation with a long, hot, passionate kiss that draws a low moan from each of us. His hands shift to my waist, his big hands circling me completely as he holds me tight, and we kiss for the longest time—there in the middle of the pool, just me and him, drowning in each other, consuming each other, loving each other.

         Everything that happens between us is a result of the potent, sometimes poisonous, love we share. It pushes us to behave erratically and unreasonably. In reality, we’re probably level pegging in the crazy department, or maybe I’ve overtaken him. What I’m planning definitely qualifies me as crazy. And if my crazy husband finds out, then I’ve no doubt I will see him tip over the edge of craziness.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twelve

         

         I love you.”
         

         The low whisper makes me smile as I roll over and blindly grab at him. “Hmmm,” I hum, pulling his body down to mine.

         “Ava, it’s seven-thirty.”

         “Sleepy sex,” I demand, my hand drifting down his thigh until I find what I’m looking for. I grasp him loosely.

         “Baby, I’d love to, but when you wake up properly, you’re going to fly into panic and leave me halfway finished.” He grabs my hand and pulls it up to his face, kissing my fingers sweetly. “It’s Monday morning. It’s seven-thirty.”

         My eyes open, seeing his wet face suspended over mine. He’s had a shower, which means he’s been for a run, which means it’s late. I bolt upright, and he quickly moves to avoid being head-butted. “What time is it?”

         He smiles fondly. “It’s seven thirty.”

         “Jesse!” I jump up and run into the bathroom. “Why didn’t you wake me?” I flick the shower on and turn to the sink, loading my toothbrush with toothpaste.

         “I didn’t want to disturb you.” He leans on the door frame and watches me frantically scrubbing my teeth. He’s grinning, no doubt at my little fluster.

         “Never…bother…’fore.” I spit around my mouthful of paste.

         His grin widens. “Pardon?”

         I shake my head on an eye roll and return to the mirror, finishing up and rinsing out. “I said it never bothered you before.” I step in the shower and make a quick job of washing my hair and shaving before stepping out and practically running into the walk-in wardrobe. I stand and stare at the rails and rails of clothes, mostly all with tags still attached. It’s too much like hard work trying to choose; there’s way too much, so I yank down my old red shift dress.

         By the time I’ve rough dried my hair, haphazardly slapped on my makeup, and landed downstairs, Jesse is suited up and collecting his car keys.

         “I’ll take you.”

         “Where’s Cathy?” I eye him up. All of him. That’s my husband.

         He frowns a little. “I don’t know. It’s not like her to be late.” Grabbing my hand, he starts leading me from the penthouse.

         We make our way down to the foyer of Lusso and as we approach the concierge desk, I see Cathy leaning up, chatting with Clive. I grin and look up to Jesse, but he ignores me, even though he knows damn well I’m looking at him and probably what I’m thinking, too. “That would explain,” I say on a little laugh.

         “They’re just talking,” Jesse grumbles, leading on.

         “They look very friendly.” I watch Cathy fidget and giggle as Clive entertains her with words and hand gestures.

         She spots us. “Oh! I was just on my way up!”

         “No problem.” Jesse doesn’t sound impressed, and he doesn’t stop. I, however, would love to hang around and see the developments. My grin widens as I pass, and Cathy and Clive both blush profusely. “I’m out of peanut butter,” Jesse calls back crossly.

         “There’s a whole box of it in the cupboard, my boy. Do you think I’d let that run dry?” Cathy sounds irritated by Jesse’s critical comment. It makes me laugh, especially when Jesse starts grumbling under his breath.

         “Don’t be so moody. They’re only talking,” I rebuke him as we emerge into the sunshine and Jesse slips his Wayfarers on.

         “It’s not right.” He shudders and releases my hand.

         I start rummaging through my bag for my own shades. “Ooh, she might be inviting him up when we’re not there. I did notice the sheets in the spare room were a little…ruffled.”

         “Ava!” he yells as he points a screwed-up face of displeasure to the heavens. “Don’t!”

         I laugh. “Stop being ageist.”

         “I’m not.” His disgusted face disappears immediately. He’s grinning now.

         “What are you smirking at?” I ask.

         He removes his shades and closes the distance between us, stooping down so our noses touch. “I’ve bought you a wedding present.”

         “You have?” I rest my lips on his. “What?”

         “Turn around.”

         I pull back and watch his delighted eyes as he nods over my shoulder, so I slowly pivot and stand for a few moments, scanning the car park for whatever I should be looking for. His arm appears over my shoulder and dangles a set of car keys in my face. It’s then I spot a dirty great big, bright white, sparkly wheeled Range Rover Sport. Or tank—whichever.

         Oh no!
         

         I can’t even think of any words. I squint as the keys are jangled in front of me, like he doesn’t realize that I’ve clocked my present and he’s trying to hint further. No need. I can see it. And I hate it!

         “Over there,” he prompts, jangling the keys again.

         “You mean that spaceship?” I ask dryly. I’m not driving that thing, no matter how many countdowns or sense fucks I get as a consequence.

         “You don’t like it?” He sounds hurt.

         Oh shit, what do I say? “I like my Mini.”

         “It’s not safe.” Now he sounds affronted. He makes his way around me and looks down at my shocked face. “This is safer.”

         I can’t help the incredulous look my face is naturally morphing into. “Jesse, that’s a man’s car—a John car. It’s fucking huge!”

         “Ava! Watch your fucking mouth!” He scowls at me. “I got it in white. That’s a lady’s color. Come on, I’ll show you.” He takes my reluctant shoulders and leads me over to the giant snowball. The closer I get, the more I hate it. It’s far too showy. I love my Mini. “Look.” He opens the door…and I gasp.

         It gets worse.

         White … everywhere. White leather steering wheel; white leather gearstick; white leather seats. Even the carpets are white.

         I look up at him, my deluded husband, and shake my head, but I can’t be ungrateful. He looks so pleased with himself. “I don’t know what to say.” I really don’t. “You could’ve just bought me a watch or a necklace or something.” I wish he had bought me a watch or necklace or something.

         “Jump in.” He ushers me forward.

         I gasp. Oh no! Stitched in the headrest of the front seat is “Mrs. Ward.”

         Now that’s going too far. “I am not driving this!” I blurt, before my brain filters the insulting declaration.

         “You fucking are!”

         Well, that just got rid of any guilt I had and now I’m really digging my heels in. “I am not! Jesse, it’s way too big for me!”

         “It’s safe.” He picks me up and places me on the driver’s seat. I feel small. “Look.” Reaching in, he presses a button and a compartment pops open, revealing a computer screen. “Everything you’ll need. I’ve loaded all of your favorite music.” He grins, pressing a button, and Massive Attack seeps through all of the millions of speakers. “You can think of me.”

         “I think of you every time you call and I hear that track.” I jump out. “I want your car. You can have this.” I signal to the gleaming heap of metal.

         “Me?” A worried looks passes over his face. “But it’s a bit…” He runs his eyes over my present. “…girly.”

         “It is, and I know your game, Ward.” I look inside and my mind conjures up images of baby seats and child booster seats…and a pram in the boot. I turn and storm off toward my lovely little Mini, in which there is no chance of squeezing a pram in the boot.

         I’m stunned when I make it into my car without any Jesse-style intervention. I look in the rearview mirror as I settle in my seat and see him leaning against his own car with his arms folded over his chest. I ignore the heavy glower on his stunning face and start my Mini, quickly reversing out of the space and heading for the gates. “Impossible man,” I mutter to myself, reaching up to smash the button on the little black device that will open the gates.

         It’s not there.

         “What!” I yell disbelievingly to absolutely no one. “Fucking hell!” I slam my brakes on and jump out, finding the glower has morphed into a dazzling smile.

         “Planning on going somewhere?”

         “Oh, fuck off!” I yell across the car park, grabbing my bag from the front seat and leaving my car exactly where it is, driver’s door open. I stomp my angry heels toward the pedestrian gate, but I’m not lucky enough to avoid a Jesse-style intervention this time. I’m swiftly grabbed and hoofed back to my shiny new wedding present.

         “Will you watch your fucking mouth!” He places me in the driver’s seat and puts the seatbelt on me before whipping the keys to my Mini from my hand. “Why do you have to defy me on absolutely everything?” He starts transferring all of my keys onto my new car key ring.

         “Because you’re an unreasonable arse!” I shift irritably in my seat. “Why can’t you take me to work?”
         

         “I’m already late for a meeting because my wife won’t do as she’s told.” He grabs the back of my neck and yanks me forward. “Anyone would think you’re after a retribution fuck.”

         “I’m not!”

         He grins and hits me with a full-on, hot, melt-worthy kiss. A long one—one of those kisses that bashes all of the obstinacy right out of me. “Hmmm, you taste delicious, baby. What time are you finishing work?”

         I’m released and, as ever, breathless. “Six.”

         “Come straight to The Manor and bring your files so we can finalize the orders for the new rooms.” He pushes another button, lowering the driver’s window, before shutting the door and leaning in. He looks so smug. “I love you.”

         “I know,” I mutter, turning the key in the ignition.

         “Have you spoken to Patrick yet?” he asks, halting my strop and reminding me that I have yet to fulfill his request.

         “Move my car!” I snap, not knowing what else to say.

         “I’ll take that as a no. You’ll speak to him today.” It’s not a question.

         “Move my car,” I repeat touchily.

         “Anything you want, lady.” His eyes are giving me a thorough warning, but I ignore it.

         “Where the hell am I going to park this thing?”

         He starts laughing and strolls off to move my car before jumping in his DBS and screeching out of the car park.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After driving around the nearest car park for an age, I finally find two spaces to straddle. Bursting through the office door, the first thing I see is a bunch of calla lilies spread on my desk and as I get nearer, a little box.

         “Darling!” Tom’s croon doesn’t distract me from the small box.

         “Morning,” I greet, taking a seat and picking it up. “You okay?”

         “Chirpy chirpy. You?” Tom sounds curious now and that does have my eyes dragging away from the box as I remember the last time I saw him.
         

         “I’m good.” I brush it off and watch as his face spreads into a cheeky grin.

         “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. God, that man can do a sexy brood!” He starts fanning his face with a coffee coaster. “Hot!”

         I scoff and turn my attention back to the box. What’s he bought me now? “Who delivered this?” I ask, holding the box up.

         “Flower girl.” Tom shrugs and returns to his computer, leaving me to unwrap the neatly covered gift box. I sigh when I open it up and come face to face with a graphite and gold Rolex. It’s the women’s equivalent to Jesse’s and stunning, but more responsibility.

         “Wow!” Sally gushes as she catches sight of the contents. “Wow, wow, wow! That’s beautiful!”

         I smile at her enthusiasm and take it from the box, slipping it over my wrist. It really is. “I know,” I say quietly. “Thanks, Sal.” I move the flowers from my desk and slip the box into my bag.

         “Would you like a coffee, Ava?” Sal heads for the kitchen.

         “Please. Where are Patrick and Victoria?”

         “Patrick has a personal meeting and Victoria is on a site visit.”

         “Oh, okay.”

         After putting my flowers in water, I get stuck into my work, preparing my file to take to Ruth Quinn’s, and then printing off all of the details for the obscenely expensive beds that Jesse wants made for The Manor.

         At ten o’clock, I abruptly come over all queasy and disappear into the toilet to try and throw up, but it’s just not happening. I slump on the toilet, feeling hot, bothered, and tearful. I need to chase up my hospital appointment. Suddenly a little determined, probably because of how crap I feel, I exit the toilets to do exactly that, but I’m soon halted midresolute march when the main office comes into view and I clock someone sitting in one of the tub chairs opposite my desk.

         Sarah.

         I don’t feel ill anymore. I feel angry. What the fucking hell is she doing here?

         “Ava?”

         I bristle further at her voice. “Sarah,” I say flatly. She’s looking rather understated, her hair softer than usual and her boobs tucked neatly behind a substantial cropped jacket, the short dresses sidelined for a respectful knee-length matching skirt. “Why are you here?” I ask.

         “I was hoping we could talk.” She shifts in the chair uncomfortably, her usual cocky demeanor nowhere in sight.

          “Talk?” I ask cautiously. “About what?” I’ve got nothing to say to this woman.

         She glances around the office, as do I. Tom is looking curiously across at the strange woman who’s sitting at my desk. “Perhaps I could buy you a coffee?” she asks, returning her eyes to mine.

         While I should be telling her where to go, curiosity is getting the better of me. I walk over to my desk and grab my bag. “I have half an hour,” I say curtly, leaving her behind and walking out of my office. My heart is pumping too fast for my liking. I thought I’d seen the back of this whip-wielding witch, and now that I’ve clapped eyes on her again, all of the torment and drama she’s caused is fresh and clear in my mind. All I can see are lash marks on Jesse, his tortured face, and my pitiful body draped over him. She has a nerve.

         I walk into the nearby Starbucks and settle in a chair. I know my face is plastered in a look of contempt as she approaches the table, but I can’t help it. I don’t want to help it. I want her to know how much I hate her.

         “Would you like a drink?” she asks politely. This is not the Sarah I know and despise.

         “I’m fine.”

         She smiles a little. “Well, I think I’ll get one. I don’t think the management would be very happy about us taking up a table. Are you sure?”

         “Yes.” I watch her go quietly to the counter, ensuring she’s busy ordering before I pull my phone from my bag to text Kate.

         
            The cheeky bitch has turned up at my office!

         

         She replies immediately. Granted, it wasn’t the sort of text that you could cast aside with the intention to reply soon.

         
            No!!!!! Really? Ava, stop talking in fucking code! Who’s the cheeky bitch?

         

         I almost let an exasperated curse fall from my lips.

         
            Sarah!

         

         Her reply is instant again.

         
            Noooooooooooo!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

         

         My fingers work fast across the pad as I look up to check that Sarah’s still being served.

         
            Fucking yes!!!!! Will call u.

         

         I shove my phone back in my bag when Sarah approaches with a coffee, crossing my legs and maintaining a look of complete hatred. I do hate her. I hate everything she represents, but most of all, I hate her for inflicting pain on Jesse. I should stop thinking. I’m getting angrier.

         She lowers herself and stirs her coffee gingerly, looking down at her cup. “I wanted to apologize for everything that’s happened.”

         “You do?” I laugh.

         She pauses and looks up at me nervously. “Ava, I’m so sorry. I guess I was a little shocked at your arrival.”

         “Oh?” I say on a frown.

         “I’ve behaved dreadfully. I have no excuse.”

         “Except that you’re in love with him,” I say frankly, and her eyes widen in surprise. “Why else would you behave like that, Sarah?”

         She looks away, and I think I detect tears in her eyes. Oh, she’s really in love with him. Have I underestimated this issue? “I’m not going to fob you off, Ava. I’ve been in love with Jesse for as long as I can remember.” She returns her eyes to mine. “It doesn’t excuse me, though.”
         

         “But you whipped him.” I don’t get it. “Why would you do that to someone you love?”

         She laughs mildly. “That’s what I do. I dress in leathers, hold a whip, and thrash men before I fuck them.”

         I wince. “Okay.”

         “Jesse was never interested in that.”

         “But you’ve still fucked him,” I say candidly. Jesse has admitted that to me, and I know he was never whipped before that horrible day when I found them in his office. She must have been in her element, especially when she managed to entice me to The Manor to witness the whole horror scene.

         She looks surprised. “Yes, but just once.” She’s definitely holding back tears. I’ve really misjudged this issue. “Funny, isn’t it? Even when he was smashed he didn’t want me. He’d take them all, but never me.”
         

         I’m beginning to understand this now, even if I’m not overly happy about the reminder of Jesse’s history. He screwed all over the place, took anything, anytime…except Sarah. The Manor is full of willing women, none more than Sarah, and he never wanted her. “You were hoping he’d fuck you after you thrashed him?” The words turn my stomach. I feel sick again.

         She shakes her head. “No, I knew he wouldn’t. He was too screwed up over you. I never thought I’d see the day when Jesse Ward would fall to his knees for a woman.”

         “You mean you hoped you would never see the day.”
         

         “Yes, I hoped. I also hoped that you’d run a mile when you found out about The Manor.”

         I did run a mile, but I went back. I look at the woman across the table from me, and I feel sorry for her. I hate myself for it, but I do.

         She frowns and returns to stirring her coffee. “After what you did, and seeing how he reacted to that, it made me realize how stupid I’d been. He deserves happiness. He deserves you. You love him despite The Manor, what he did, and his problem with alcohol. You love him in his entirety.” She smiles. “You’ve made him feel. I should never have tried to take that away from him.”

         I’m sitting in a stunned silence, just staring at her, with not a clue of what to say in response. What do I say to that? “You want your job back.” So I say that.

         Her eyes widen. “I don’t think that can happen, do you?”

         No, it couldn’t. Despite her confession, I could never trust her or even like her. I can feel a little sorry for her, but I could never invite her back into our lives. “You must have seen him with many women. Why target me?” I ask, although I already know the answer to that question.

         “You were different; that was obvious. Jesse Ward doesn’t pursue women. Jesse Ward doesn’t take women back to his home. Jesse Ward doesn’t not drink. You’ve changed that man. You’ve done what many women have tried and failed to do for many years, Ava. You’ve won The Lord.” She stands up. “Congratulations, Mrs. Ward. Take care of him. Make him happy. He deserves it.”
         

         She leaves.

         As I watch her back disappear out of Starbucks, I feel tearful again. I’ve won The Lord. I’ve changed him. I’ve made him stop drinking and fucking around. I’ve made him feel and love. And he does love. He loves really hard. Fiercely. I need to see him. I really need to see him. Damn Ruth Quinn and her demanding arse.

         I jump up and race to the car park to collect my present, calling Kate on the way.

         “What did she say?” she screeches down the phone before it’s even rung.

         “Apologized.” I’m a little breathless. “Anyway, I’m keeping the baby.”

         She laughs at me. “Of course you are, you stupid cow.”

         I smile as I run to my car, keen to get my appointment with Ruth out of the way so I can get to Jesse.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Ava!” Her smiley face almost irritates me.

         “Hi, Ruth.” I practically push past her into the shell of a kitchen, doing a quick analysis. Everything looks like it’s on track. Nothing is jumping out as being a problem. “I can’t stay long, Ruth. I have another meeting.” I turn to face her.

         “Oh? Coffee?” She looks hopeful.

         “No, really. What’s the problem?” I ask, trying to prompt her along, but she doesn’t look like she’s in a hurry as she meanders over to a makeshift table and starts faffing with a mug.

         “I’ll just make myself one, and we can go sit in the lounge where it’s less dusty.”

         I screw my face up in frustration. “I’m sorry, Ruth. Can we rearrange?” I’m feeling panicky.

         “Oh. It won’t take long.” She carries on about her slow business, while I shift impatiently behind her. “Did you have a good weekend with your parents?”

         The question throws me, but I quickly engage my brain before I drop myself in it. “Oh. Yes, thank you.”

         She lazily strolls over to the fridge to get the milk. “It’s funny. I was sure I saw you on Friday evening,” she says casually. “In a bar. What’s it called?” She pours the milk leisurely and stirs even slower. “That’s it. Baroque on Piccadilly.”

         “Oh?” Shit! “Yes, I joined a few work friends. Nothing much. I left Saturday morning to visit my parents.” My fingers are twisting wildly in my hair. Why am I even lying to her? What I do and when I do it is none of her business.

         She turns with a smile, but then her eyes fall on my left hand and there is no mistaking the eye bulge. I look at my diamond-adorned ring finger and suddenly feel uneasy. “You’ve never said you’re married.” She laughs. “I feel so stupid! There’s me, telling you to steer clear of all men, and all along you were married!” She actually starts blushing, and a horrible realization kicks in.

         She’s gay! Oh no! That would explain it—all of the invitations to drinks, the persistent calling and meetings, and now her eyes bulging at my rings. She fancies me. Now I really do feel uncomfortable.

         “Wait there.” She frowns. “I remember you saying you had a boyfriend.” Her frown deepens. “And you didn’t have any rings on last week.”

         I shift on my heels. “I only recently got married.” I’m not going into this. “My rings were being resized.” I can’t look at her. She’s attractive, but not like that.

         “Why didn’t you say?” She sounds offended.

         Why didn’t I say? Lots of reasons! “It was a low-key affair. Just family.” Would she have expected an invite, or would she have tried to stop me? All this talk is making me want to get to Jesse even more. Should I tell her that I’m pregnant, too? By the look on her face, it would probably finish her off. “Ruth, I really must get going. I’m sorry to do this.”

         She makes an obviously bad job of hiding her alarm and giving me a fake smile. “No, you go. It can wait.”

         I’m relieved. Maybe this was the best thing that could’ve happened. Will she ease off on the persistent offers of drinks and meetings? I can’t believe I didn’t see this before. I don’t dwell on it for long, though. I’m itching to escape, and not just because I have a female admirer.

         “Thank you, Ruth. We’ll rearrange.” I don’t hang around. I exit hastily and wave my arm over my shoulder as I do, running down the path and jumping into my shiny new car, nearly breaking down in tears when “Angel” hits my eardrums.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I frantically stab at the button on the intercom, but after a few agonizing minutes, the gates still aren’t opening, so I dive into my bag and retrieve my phone to dial him. It rings once.

         “Ava?”

         “The gates won’t open!” I sound distressed and crazy, but I’m going out of my mind with the need to see him.

         “Hey, calm down.” He sounds equally anxious. “Where are you?”

         “I’m at the gates! I’ve been pressing the button, but no one’s opening them!”

         “Ava, stop it. You’re worrying me.”

         “I need you,” I say and sob, finally giving in to the overwhelming guilt that’s been looming deep inside of me for days. “Jesse, I need you.”

         I can hear his labored breathing down the phone. He’s running. “Pull down the sun visor, baby.”

         I look up through my tears and yank down the white leather, finding two small black devices. I don’t wait for his instruction. I press them both and the gates start to swing open. I throw my phone on the passenger seat and bang my foot down on the accelerator, immediately zooming forward. I’m crying hard now, painful, aching, heavy tears as I weave up the tree-lined driveway in a blur until I see Jesse’s Aston Martin come speeding from the other direction. I slam my brakes on and jump out, running at full pelt toward him.

         He looks absolutely terrified as he flies from his car, leaving the door open, and sprints toward his crazy, hysterical wife. I can’t help it, I’m freaking him out, but this sudden clarity has sent me into a panic attack. I’ve lost control of my emotions. The cold-hearted bitch I’ve been is suddenly melting and letting me see things clearly.

         Our bodies crash together, and I’m immediately engulfed by him, every hard muscle pushed up against me as I’m lifted and held tight to his body. I sob relentlessly into his neck as he paces around the driveway just holding me. I’m so stupid. I’m such a stupid, selfish, heartless cow.

         “Jesus, Ava,” he says, panting into my neck.

         “I’m sorry.” I still sound frantic, even now when I’m in his arms.

         “What’s happened?”

         “Nothing. I just needed to see you.” I grip him tighter. I can’t get him close enough.

         “Fucking hell, Ava! Please, explain!” He tries to release me, but I firm up my already iron hold, refusing to let him put me down. “Ava?”

         “Can we go home?”

         “No! Not until you tell me why the fuck you’re in such a state,” he shouts, battling with my clutching arms. I’m no match for him. He soon detaches me from his body and stands me in front of him, scanning every square inch of my figure as he holds the tops of my arms. “What’s going on?”

         “I’m pregnant.” I sob. “I lied to you. I’m sorry.”

         He physically starts twitching and drops me, stepping back, his eyes wide, his frown line deep. “What?”

         I brush my rolling tears away and drop my eyes to the floor. I feel so ashamed of myself. He’s no saint, but while he was trying to make life, I was thinking about destroying it.

         “You make me so mad,” I whisper pitifully. “You make me mad and then you make me so happy. I didn’t know what to do.” It’s a feeble and pathetic excuse.

         When a few silent moments have passed, and he still hasn’t spoken, I chance a glance at him. He looks in shock.

         “Fuck! Ava, are you trying to get me sectioned?” His hands delve into his hair, and he looks up to the sky. “Are you fucking with my mind because I really don’t need this, lady. I’ve just got my head around you not being pregnant, and now you are?”
         

         “I always have been.”

         His head drops and so do his hands. They just dangle by his sides as he studies me closely, a disbelieving look on his face. “When were you going to tell me?”

         “I don’t know. When I accepted it myself.” Maybe I was trying to make the most of dominant Jesse before he started treating me like glass again. I don’t even know. I’ve been so stupid.

         “We’re having a baby?” He barely whispers the words. I nod my confirmation, and his eyes fall from mine to my stomach, lingering for a while. Then I see a tear trickle down his cheek. It enflames the guilt further, but when he drops to his knees, I lose complete control of my own weeping. I’m just standing and crying, watching his slumped body silently shedding tears in front of me. My natural response to my beautiful, neurotic man’s reaction is to walk straight to him and join him on the floor. My arms creep over his shoulders and hold him tight to me as he sobs into my neck, his hands drifting all over my back, like he’s checking that I’m really here.

         “I’m so sorry,” I say quietly.

         He doesn’t speak. He stands and lifts me with him before taking me to his car and depositing me in the passenger seat, remaining silent as he buckles me in. Taking his phone from the inside pocket of his suit jacket, he shuts the door before walking off and making a call while he moves my new car to the side of the driveway.

         He returns and puts my bag between my feet before driving us home in complete silence.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirteen

         

         He still hasn’t said a word by the time we pull up at Lusso. He gets out and collects me, walking me straight past a cautious-looking Casey and putting me in the penthouse elevator. I glance up at him, but he’s keeping his gaze pointed forward, not even meeting my eyes when I look at him in the reflection of the doors. When he opens the door into the penthouse, Cathy appears from the kitchen, her happy smile dropping away as soon as she notices her cheerfulness isn’t being reciprocated.
         

         “Is everything okay?” She assesses us both, then looks to Jesse for an answer, but he just hands me my bag and nods toward the stairs. I look at him, silently begging for some words. He doesn’t indulge me. He nods again.

         “Boy?” Cathy prompts warily.

         “Ava’s not feeling too well.” He lightly pushes into my back with his hand, urging me forward.

         “Are you coming?” I ask.

         “I’ll be up in a minute. Go.” He reinforces his words with a firmer push of his hand, and I leave him with Cathy.

         As I’m passing Jesse’s sweet housekeeper, she reaches out and gently strokes my shoulder, giving me a small smile. “I’m glad you’re home, Ava.”

         I return her smile. It’s a feeble smile. I feel uncertain and a little concerned by Jesse’s despondent state. “Thank you.” I make my way upstairs, entering the master suite and settling on the end of the bed.

         My eyes are brimming with tears again as I clutch my knees to my chest and wait for him. I know that right now is when we’ll talk about this, now that we have both acknowledged what is happening, but in order to have a talk, both of us need to be speaking, and Jesse doesn’t look like he plans on saying anything. I have no idea what is going through that crazy mind of his and the strained atmosphere is pushing doubts back into me. I need reassurance, not silence, not time to talk my way back out of this.
         

         My head snaps up when he enters the bedroom, but he doesn’t look at me. Instead, he goes straight to the bathroom. I hear the waterfall tap of the bath start pouring and his movements as he follows through on his usual bath time routine. We’re having a bath?

         After way too long just sitting on the bed, listening to the water running and Jesse’s quiet activities, he eventually walks soundlessly into the bedroom. Taking my hand and pulling me up from the bed, he strips me down, removes my diamond and my Rolex before picking me up and carrying me into the bathroom.

         He lowers me gently into the bath. “Is the water okay?” he asks softly, releasing me and kneeling by the side of the tub.

         “It’s fine,” I answer, watching as he removes his suit jacket and unbuttons the cuffs of his shirt before pushing them up his arms. He collects the sponge and dips, then squeezes some soap on it and turns me away from him. He starts gliding it across my back in gentle, steady strokes.

         I’m confused. “Aren’t you getting in?” I ask quietly. I want him to lay behind me so I can feel him, take comfort in him. I need that.

         “Let me look after you.” His voice is low and unsure. I don’t like it.

         I turn myself around to face him, finding glazed green eyes and a stoic expression. It pulls at my heart. I’ve really fucked with his mind this time. “I need you closer than this.” I reach up with my wet hand and lay my palm on his cheek. “Please.”

         He watches me carefully for a few moments, like he’s deciding whether he should, but he eventually sighs and drops the sponge, then stands and slowly removes his clothes. Stepping in behind me, he lowers himself to cocoon me completely. I feel immediately better with his warm hardness cradling me, but I can’t see him, so I turn over and sit on his lap, encouraging his knees up so I can lean back and look at him. I take his hands and interlace our fingers, and we both watch in silence as we play with each other’s hands, our tangled fingers glimmering now and then when our rings catch the reflections of the water. It’s not a difficult silence anymore.

         “Why did you lie to me, Ava?” he whispers, still watching our snaking fingers working together.

         My movements falter for a few moments but don’t stop completely. “I’m scared.” He needs to know that this whole situation terrifies me.

         “Of me,” he says simply. “You’re scared of me.”

         “I’m scared of how you’ll be.”

         “You mean more crazy,” he confirms, keeping his eyes on our entwined fingers.

         “It wasn’t even definite and you were treating me like a priceless object.”

         He exhales softly and takes both of our hands to his chest, resting them over his heart, but he still doesn’t look at me. “You also think that I might love our child more than you.”

         The words make me go rigid. They’re the words I have refused to acknowledge every time they’ve whirled around in my head. I am worried that he’ll love our child more than me. Selfishly, yes; it frightens me to death.
         

         “Would you?” I ask quietly. I’m not sure how he’ll answer. All I’ve got to go on is how desperate he is for a baby.

         His eyes lift slowly, revealing a sadness I’ve never seen before. “Do you feel that?” He flattens my palms on his chest and holds them there firmly. “It was made to love you, Ava. For too long it was useless, redundant, not required. Now it’s gone into overdrive. It swells with happiness when I look at you. It splinters with pain when we fight. And it beats wildly when I make love to you. Maybe I go overboard with my love, but that’s never going to change. I’ll love you this fiercely until the day I die, baby. Children or not.”

         I’m crippled more than ever before. It really isn’t possible for me to love this man more. “I never want to be without your fierce love.”

         He reaches up and slides his hand around the base of my neck, pulling me down so our foreheads meet. “You won’t be. I’ll never stop loving you hard. It’ll only get harder because every day that passes we create more memories. Memories I’ll treasure, not memories I want to forget. My mind is being filled with beautiful images of us, and they are replacing a history that lingers. They’re chasing away my past, Ava. I need them. I need you.”

         “You have me,” I breathe, shifting my hands up to his shoulders.

         “Don’t ever leave me again.” He kisses me gently. “It hurt so badly.”

         I sit up on his lap and pull him up with me, wrapping my arms tightly around him and pushing my mouth to his ear. “I’m crazy in love with you,” I whisper. “Fiercely, too. That’s never going to stop.” I kiss his ear. “End of.”

         His head turns into me, catching my lips. “My heart’s swelling.”

         I smile a little as he reinforces his happiness with his kiss, drifting back down in the tub until I’m sprawled across his chest. We just kiss, for a long, long time. It’s gentle and sweet, but it’s what we both need right now. Pure, unapologetic, powerful love. It’s potent. It cripples us both.

         He pulls back and encases my face with his hands. “Let me bathe you.”

         “But I’m comfy.” I just want to lie on his chest and stay until the water cools and I’m forced to vacate the giant tub.

         “We can be comfy in bed and you can fall asleep in my arms where you’re supposed to be.”

         I frown. “It’s not even midafte—” I halt. “I’ve not gone back to work!” I start to scramble off him to call Patrick, but I’m swiftly restrained and pulled back down to his chest.

         “I took care of it. Unravel your knickers, lady.”

         He turns me around in his lap and retrieves the sponge from the water.

         “What did you tell him?”

         “That you’re ill.”

         “He’ll be sacking me soon.” I sigh and lean forward, dropping my heavy head between my propped-up knees and letting Jesse soak me all over with lazy rubs and squeezes of the sponge. The silence is comfortable, my mind serene. I close my eyes and absorb the love that’s flowing into me from our contact through the sponge. That’s how powerful it is. It can battle through any obstacle that’s placed between us, be it an inanimate object, such as a simple sponge, or a living, breathing person, such as a Coral or a Sarah…or a Mikael. Nothing can tear us apart…only us.

         When he’s looked after me for a while, he wraps me in a towel and sits me on the vanity unit. “Stay there,” he orders gently before dropping a chaste kiss on my lips and leaving me with a furrowed brow.

         “Where are you going?” I call after him.

         “Just wait.”

         I hear him rummaging and the crumpling of paper, and he’s soon standing in front of me again, holding up a paper bag with slightly raised brows. “What’s that?” I ask, pulling my towel in a little more.

         He takes a deep breath and opens it up, thrusting it toward me so I can take a peek. I throw him inquisitive eyes and lean forward to look in the bag, quickly bolting upright on a shocked gasp when I register the contents. “You don’t believe me?”

         He rolls his eyes and reaches in, pulling out a pregnancy test. “Of course I do.”

         “Then why do you have a paper bag with—” I grab it and tip it upside down, emptying the little boxes into the sink next to me. I start picking them up and chucking them on the counter. “One, two, three… eight! Why do you have eight pregnancy tests?” I wave one of the boxes under his nose.

         He shrugs sheepishly and bats the box away. “There are two in a box.”

         “Sixteen?” I blurt.

         He starts opening one of the boxes. “Sometimes they don’t work properly. They’re just backups.” He slides a stick out and takes it to his mouth, ripping off the plastic packaging before he thrusts it at me. “You have to pee on this bit here, look.”

         I watch him pull the cap off and point to the only nonplastic part of the stick. “I did one at the doctor’s, Jesse. Why won’t you take my word for it?”

         His lip slides straight between his teeth and starts to receive a nervous chew. “I do take your word for it, but I need to see for myself.”

         I feel a little offended, although I have no right to be. “How long have you had these?”

         He pouts and shrugs guiltily, dropping his eyes. He doesn’t need to say. I put my hand out and his eyes lift. They are sparkling again.

         “Give.” I nod at the stick and watch as his lip slips through his bite and he smiles. He really really smiles. I think this smile even tops his one reserved only for me. I quickly bat away the silly pang of jealousy that stabs at me because of it and jump down from the unit. “Some privacy, please.”
         

         He recoils, a look of disbelief on his face. “I’m staying!”

         “I’m not peeing on a stick in front of you!”

         He sits down on the floor in front of me, his towel gaping open and revealing…everything. “Move me.” He’s fighting a smug grin from his lush lips.

         “I’ll use another bathroom,” I retort haughtily as I sidestep him to exit the bathroom, but I yelp as my ankle is grasped and I’m suddenly trying to pull a dead weight to escape. “Jesse!” I tug my leg, but it’s completely hopeless. I turn to find him lying on his stomach, now with both palms wrapped around my one ankle.

         He’s looking up at me with adorable, shimmering eyes, and he’s pouting. “Humor me, baby. Please.” He actually bats his long lashes at me.

         I try my hardest to restrain my smile. “Can you at least turn around?”

         “No.” He jumps up and whips his towel off, his beauty hitting me like a sledgehammer. “Does this make you feel better?” He holds his arms to the sides, and I can’t stop my appreciative gaze dragging down his solid loveliness.

         I sigh happily. “No, that just distracts me,” I muse, continuing to drink him in—all of him. Every wondrous, magnificent, sickeningly perfect inch of him. I reach his face. His eyes have smoked out, and I know mine have, too. “You wield that physique unfairly.”

         “Of course I do. It’s one of my best assets.” He reaches forward and yanks my towel off. “It comes a close second to this one.” His eyes leisurely skate down my nakedness, and he sighs to himself. “Just perfect.”

         “You won’t say that when I’m fat and swollen,” I grumble, suddenly realizing that I will, in fact, get fat and swollen. “And if you say there will be more of me to love, then I might divorce you.” I snatch the towel up and rewrap myself, ignoring his obvious annoyance at my concealing his best asset.

         “Don’t say the word ‘divorce,’” he threatens, taking my hand and leading me to the toilet. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll eat for two, too.” He’s looking down at me with a smirk.

         “Promise you won’t leave me when I’m unable to reach your cock with my mouth because my belly is in the way.”

         He throws his head back on a laugh. “I promise, baby.” I’m turned around and positioned in front of the toilet. “Now, let’s pee on some sticks.”

         I hitch up my towel and reluctantly lower myself to the toilet, while Jesse crouches in front of me. I hold the stick between my thighs and release my bladder.

         “There.” I pull my hand out and hand him the test, and he takes it, immediately giving me another. “What?” I ask, frowning at the new stick.

         “I told you, sometimes they don’t work. Quick.” He thrusts it forward.

         My head rolls back in complete exasperation, but I take the stupid stick and repeat the same routine, only to finish and have another one shoved at me. “Jesse, come on!”

         “One more.” He removes the lid.

         “For God’s sake.” I snatch it on a scowl and shove it between my thighs. “That’s it!” I drain the rest of my bladder, making sure it’s completely empty so I physically can’t pee on any more sticks. “There.” I yank some tissue from the roll and sort myself out while he takes all three tests to the unit and places them neatly in a row.
         

         Despite my irritation, I can’t help smiling as I watch him standing there, naked and bent slightly, bracing his hands on his knees and getting his face up close and personal with the tests.

         “Are you okay there?” I ask, joining him and copying his position in front of the unit.

         “I think they’re broken. We should do some more.” He makes to shift, but I grab his arm.

         “It’s been thirty seconds.” I laugh. “Here, wash your hands.” I take his hands and hold them under the tap while he keeps his eyes on the test.

         “It’s been longer than that,” he scoffs. “Much longer.”

         “No, it hasn’t. Stop being neurotic.” I resume knee brace in front of the unit, as does he.

         Peeking out of the corner of my eye, I meet his sideways glance, my lips curving at the corner. He raises defensive eyebrows at me.

         “Are you taking the piss out of me, lady?”

         “Not at all.”

         The silence falls again, and we both remain motionless, braced and waiting. Time seems to slow slightly while we both stare in silence as some faint letters appear on the first test. My heart picks up pace as my eyes drift over to the next test and find the slow development of the same letters. My heart is now trying to break free from my chest and our heads inch to the left a little to watch as the very same letters form on the third and final test. I realize I’m holding my breath, and I let it gush out as I sense Jesse next to me twitching. I turn my face to his, feeling completely overwhelmed with emotion. His head turns, too, until he’s facing me. We’re still bent over the unit, we’re still both bracing our arms on our knees, and we’re both completely expressionless.

         “Hi, Daddy,” I whisper, my voice quivering slightly as I watch him scanning my face.

         “Fuck me,” he whispers back. “I can’t breathe.” He collapses to the floor on his back and stares up at the ceiling.

         I straighten myself out and roll my shoulder blades a little. I feel all stiff. “Are you okay?” I ask, looking down at him. This wasn’t what I expected, but then his mouth starts twitching and his greens land on me. He jumps up and seizes me in his arms, lifting me clean from my feet on a shocked squeal. “What’s the matter with you?”

         He paces quickly into the bedroom and places me on the bed way too gently, yanking my towel away before crawling up above me and settling his body between my thighs and resting his chin on my stomach. He looks up at me with the most incredible amount of contentment in his eyes. They are twinkling madly; his damp hair is all over the place and his frown line and chewed lip are nowhere to be seen. How could I have ever doubted this when he’s looking so relaxed, like I’ve just given him life? Well, I have, I suppose. Or he has given life to me. Either or, my husband is one happy man, and now that I may have gotten my own head around this, I can see clearly—very, very clearly. He has more than enough love to share. This devastating man, this ex-playboy, will be an amazing daddy, if a little overprotective. I’ve not just given him life, a life revived and worthy, by giving him me. I’ve given him new life, too—a part of him and a part of me combined. And seeing him so unbelievably euphoric has chased away every single doubt. I can have a baby with this man.
         

         “I love you,” he says quietly. “So much.”

         I smile. “I know.”

         He presses his lips to my stomach tenderly, and then strokes it softly. “And I love you, too,” he whispers to my flat belly. He circles his nose around my bellybutton before he works his way up the bed and lays himself all over me. My hair is brushed from my face and he gazes down at me. “I’ll try to be better. With you, I mean. I’ll try not to smother you and make you crazy.”

         “I like you smothering me. It’s the unreasonableness that we need to work on.”

         “Give me specifics,” he prompts.

         “You want to know exactly what drives me crazy?”

         “Yes, tell me. I can’t try to control it if I don’t know exactly what bothers you.” He drops a chaste kiss on my lips, and I struggle to prevent a laugh. He doesn’t know? We could be here for the rest of the year, but I’ll focus on my main grievance for now.

         “You treated me too gently. When you thought I was pregnant, you stopped being fierce in the bedroom and I didn’t like it. I want my dominant Jesse back.”

         He pulls back and his eyebrows shoot up. “What the hell have I done to you?”

         “You’re addictive, and lately I’ve been having Jesse withdrawal.” I’m frank and honest with my answer. I need to get this out because another eight-ish months with gentle Jesse might send me crazy.

         His frown line flickers straight across his brow. “I’ve taken you hard lately.”

         “Yes, but only when you thought I wasn’t pregnant, and when you thought I was, I had to provoke you into it. I want shock and awe.”
         

         His frown deepens further. “Don’t you like sleepy sex?”

         I sigh and reach up to grab his cheeks. “You won’t hurt it, you know.”

         “It?” He laughs. “Let’s get one thing straight, lady. We will not be calling my baby it.”
         

         “It’s hardly a baby at the moment.”

         “What is it, then?”

         “Well, it’s probably more like a peanut.” I watch as his eyes sparkle delightedly and a cheeky grin spreads across that otherworldly face. “Oh no, Ward!” I laugh.

         “What?” He leans down and rubs his nose up my cheek. “It’s perfect.”

         “I am not referring to our baby as peanut! End of!” I yelp as I’m grabbed on my sensitive hipbone, and I start bucking under him, somewhere between delight and torture—the torture for obvious reasons and the delight because this is normal. This is us. “Stop!” I cry.
         

         And he does. “Shit!” he curses.

         “What are you doing?” I shout angrily. He looks down at my stomach and then back up at me, his expression shamed. “See.” I hit him with critical eyes. “That is what I mean! If you don’t reinstate some of your normal behavior soon, then I’ll be moving to my parents’ for the rest of this pregnancy.” I’m not even being dramatic. I absolutely will. “I mean it, Ward. All of the fierceness, the rough, the countdowns and fuckings of various degrees, I want them back, and I want them now.”

         He’s just looking at his wife like she’s a complete nutcase. I think she is. “Calmed down yet?” he asks seriously.

         “That depends on whether any of this is sinking into this thick skull of yours.” I reach for his hair and yank it.

         “Ouch!” He laughs a little and then sighs, rolling over onto his back and taking me with him. His knees come up to support my back, and he studies me thoughtfully. I let him. I sit and wait for him to piece together what he wants to say until he inhales deeply. “Do you remember when I found you at the bar, when I showed you how to dance?”

         I smile as I relax against his thighs behind me. “That was the night I realized I’d fallen in love with you.”

         “I know because you told me.”

         “Hmm. Must have been the dancing.”

         “I know.” His shoulders jump up casually. “I’m good.”

         I shake my head at his impertinence. “You’re arrogant.”

         “It would seem that I’m a little brighter than my beautiful wife,” he says, wrapping his palms around my ankles.

         “You’re really arrogant.”
         

         “No, not this time. This time I’m just honest. You see, I realized that I was in love with you way before then.”

         I pout. “Does that make you cleverer than me?”

         “Yes, it does. The whole time you were running, I was so frustrated. I was thinking there must’ve been something wrong with you.” He smiles shyly. “You know, because you wouldn’t submit to me.”

         “Like the others did.”

         He nods, and I sigh.

         “It was only because I knew I’d get hurt. Even though I didn’t know you, it was obvious you…” I pause briefly. “Were experienced.” I was going to say a womanizer, but I don’t think Jesse could be labeled that at all. Women threw themselves at his feet, made it easy for him, so he didn’t need to resort to chasing. Until he met me.

         His fingertips start tracing up my shins, and he watches their path. “When I left you for those four days…”

         “Don’t!” I blurt. “Please don’t talk about that.”

         “Just let me explain something. It’s important.” He reaches up and pulls me down so we’re nose to nose. “I was so confused by what I was feeling. It took that time away from you to piece together exactly what it was. I couldn’t work out why I was behaving like a madman. I really did think I was going fucking crazy, Ava.”

         I absolutely do not relish these reminders. I already know why he left me. I don’t need to hear it all again.

         He has a little nibble of his lip, right under my nose, and then presses on. “I spent day three and four reliving every single moment with you. I replayed them repeatedly until I was torturing myself, so I came to find you. Then you fucking ran again.”

         Of course I ran again. My instincts didn’t fail me. Even if I wasn’t wholly sure of why I should be running, I knew I had to.

         “Ava, the night you told me you loved me, everything became so fucking clear, but at the same time it was a massive blur. I wanted you to love me, but I knew you didn’t really know me. I knew there were things that would make you run again, but I also knew that I belonged to you, and it scared me to fucking death to think that once you started unraveling it all, you’d be off again. I couldn’t risk it, not after it took me so long to find you.” His eyes close and he takes a further deep breath of confidence. “I took your pills that night.”

         I’m not even shocked. He’s confessed, not only to stealing them, but why he did. It makes sense to him in his crazy world, and, worryingly, it kind of does to me.

         His lips press to mine softly. “I sat there all night and watched you sleeping, and all I thought about was every reason for you not to want me. I knew it was wrong to take them, but I saw it as collateral. That’s how desperate I was.”

         I relax into him, my face falling into his neck. “So you don’t want a baby? You just want to keep me?”

         He pulls me out of his neck and hits me with his smile, reserved only for me. “I want everything in the world with you, baby, and I want it all yesterday.”

         Deep down, I think I knew that, too. “Thank you for my watch.”

         He smiles and reaches up to drag his finger across my bottom lip. “You’re more than welcome.”

         I fall to his lips and lose myself in him. It’s slow, it’s soft, it’s exquisite. It’s just how it’s supposed to be in this moment.

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Fourteen

         
 
         The familiar sound of whirring and banging wakes me, and knowing where to find him. I take myself down to the gym. I stand on the other side of the glass door and watch his sweat-drenched back flexing and rippling as he pounds the treadmill. Opening the door quietly, I wander in and take myself around the front of the machine, sitting my naked arse on the weight bench in front of him.
         
 
         He’s running very fast, and when I lean back on my arms, he slams his fist on the slow button and starts a steady pace down until he’s stopped completely. My sleepy eyes are beside themselves, watching as he grabs a towel and runs it through his hair and over his face. He’s a mass of pure, solid, shimmering sweatiness. I could eat him.
 
         I’m being watched very closely as he bends forward and rests his forearms on the front of the machine. “Morning.” His eyes run down my front and all the way back up again until he’s back at my eyes.
 
         “Morning yourself. Why are you running in here?”
 
         “I fancied a change.”
 
         I throw him a questioning look, but don’t bother challenging him on it. If pregnancy stops him from dragging me out of bed at sunrise for a trek around London, then I’m looking more forward to the next eight months. “I don’t remember falling asleep.”
 
         “You went out like a light. You’re sleeping for England, baby.”
 
         At that comment, I yawn and stretch my arms over my head. “What time is it?” Just as the words leave my lips, I hear the front door open and shut, and then the cheerful calling of Cathy. If Cathy’s here, then it’s got to be eight o’clock-ish, and I’m stark bollock naked! I jump up. “I’m naked!”
 
         He smirks and steps down from the treadmill. “So you are.” He laughs, walking over to me. “Whatever will Cathy think?”
 
         I do a quick scan of the gym, looking for a towel or anything to conceal my naked form so I can escape upstairs with my dignity still intact. I laugh to myself. I lost my dignity the morning Cathy walked in on us both naked. My eyes land on the towel in Jesse’s hand, and I quickly snatch it from his grasp to flap it out.
         
 
         “I don’t think that’ll quite cover it,” he muses smugly.
 
         He’s right. It’s little more than a face cloth. “Help me.” I lift pleading eyes to him and find a soft smile.
 
         “Come here.” He opens his arms, and I walk right into them, lifting myself up in my usual chimpish manner. His damp skin is slippery and smells delicious.
 
         Walking to the gym door, he opens it and sticks his head out. “Cathy?” he calls.
 
         “Yes, boy?”
 
         “Where are you?”
 
         “In the kitchen.”
 
         With that confirmation, he slips out and takes the stairs quickly. I watch over his shoulder as we rise, praying that Cathy doesn’t come to investigate. She doesn’t. I make it to the safety of the master suite with my dignity still whole.
 
         “There.” He places me on my feet and drops a kiss on my forehead.
 
         “What time is it?”
 
         “Ten to eight.”
 
         I roll my eyes and point an accusing glare at him. “Why didn’t you wake me?” I walk off to the bathroom.
 
         “You needed to sleep.”
 
         “Not for fifteen hours.” I flip the shower on and step straight into the water, not bothering to wait for it to warm. I need waking up.
 
         “You obviously do need it,” he mumbles from the other side of the glass as he removes his running shoes.
 
         I slip past him, dry my hair, apply my makeup, and get dressed in ten minutes flat, then head downstairs.
         
 
         “Morning, Cathy.” I take my phone off the charger and slip it in my bag.
 
         “Ava, you look a little brighter.” Cathy dries her hands on the front of her apron and does a little assessment of me. “Yes, much brighter.”
 
         “I feel it.”
 
         “What would you like for breakfast?”
 
         “Oh, I’m late, Cathy. I’ll grab something at work.” I throw my bag over my shoulder.
 
         “You’ll eat!” Jesse’s stern, take-no-shit voice hits me from behind, and I turn to find a scowl fixed to his face as he fastens his tie. “She’ll have a bagel, Cathy. With eggs.” He seems to consider something for a second. “Actually, no eggs.”
 
         My eyes widen. “Cathy, thank you, but I’ll eat at work.” I walk out of the kitchen, leaving Jesse with his jaw slightly gaping.
 
         I slam the penthouse door behind me. No run. I will eat. No eggs. My contentment was short-lived. I stab at the elevator keypad, but it doesn’t open, so I restab, getting myself more and more worked up. “No eggs?” I yell at the row of numbers when the door still doesn’t shift.
         
 
         “You okay?”
 
         I swing around and find my neurotic control freak with his hands draped loosely in his trouser pockets, watching me lose my temper with the innocent keypad.
 
         “I can eat eggs!” I yell at him. “What’s the new code?”
 
         “Excuse me?”
 
         “You heard.” I bash the pad with the side of my fist.
 
         “Yes, I heard. But I’m giving you a chance to retract that tone.” He’s completely straightfaced and unaffected by my little outburst, while my eyes have just bulged at his insolence.
 
         I walk up to him, calm and composed, and reach up on my tiptoes so I’m as near as possible to his nauseatingly splendid face—the one I want to smash in at this particular moment in time. “Fuck…off.” I breathe on him before stomping off toward the stairwell, praying he hasn’t taken the initiative to change the code on this door yet. He hasn’t. I smile smugly as I push my way through. Thirteen floors is going to kill me, but I start tackling them anyway.
 
         By floor seven, I’ve removed my heels and by floor four, I have to stop and take a breather. I’m hot, sweaty, and I feel sick. “Fucking man,” I grumble, taking a deep breath and carrying on my way. I push my way through the fire door and walk straight into that damn chest, before being pushed back into the stairwell. I don’t even try to battle free from his grasp. I’m absolutely beat.
 
         I’m lifted from my feet and held in place against the concrete wall. I’m damp with sweat and panting heavy, exhausted breaths in his face.
 
         “You’re not getting an apology fuck,” I practically wheeze all over him. I’m struggling to fight off his potency, but I’m not yielding to this. It’s no eggs today, but it’ll be something more extreme tomorrow.
 
         His lips form a straight line and his green eyes narrow. “Mouth!”
 
         “No! You are not—” That’s as far as I get before his mouth hits mine, attacking me full force. I know exactly what he’s doing, but that doesn’t stop my bag from dropping to the ground and my hands from grappling at his suit-covered back. This is the Jesse I know and love. I couldn’t be happier. I moan. I yank at his jacket. I pull his hair and bite at his lip.
 
         “Stubborn woman.” He works up to my ear and bites down. “Someone’s gagging for it.” He kisses the sensitive void under my lobe, and I shudder from top to toe. “Shall I make you scream in the stairwell, Ava?”
 
         Oh good Lord, I want him to fuck me in the stairwell. “Yes.”
 
         He pulls away, letting me slide down the wall to my feet, and then rearranges his groin area while observing my shocked face under hooded eyes. “Would love to, but I’m late.”
 
         “You bastard,” I spit out, trying desperately to compose myself. I stoop and grab my bag before pushing the door open and clinking on my frustrated heels through the foyer.
 
         “Good morning, Ava.” Clive’s fresh, happy tone irritates me.
 
         I just about manage a low grunt as I pass, walking out into the sunshine and putting my sunglasses on, immediately loving the fact that my present isn’t here, but my Mini is. He’ll have to let me out, and he’d better. I jump in and start her up, and there’s an immediate tap on my window. “Yes?” I ask as the glass pane lowers.
 
         “I’ll take you to work.” It’s that tone.
 
         I do the window back up. “No, thank you.” I reverse out of the space before pulling my phone from my bag and dialing Lusso. “Morning, Clive.” My greeting is a million miles away from the grunt that I’ve just given the old boy.
 
         “Ava?”
 
         “Could you open the gates?”
 
         “Of course. I’ll do it now.”
 
         “Thank you, Clive.” A smug, private smile breaks the corners of my lips, and I chuck my phone on the passengers’ seat as the gates start to open. I don’t hang around. I drive straight out of the car park, catching Jesse’s arms waving around above his head before he stalks back into the foyer.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I fall through the office doors a whole half an hour late. I’m still slightly sweaty, I’m even more out of breath, and my frustration is obvious, especially when I throw my bag across my desk and it takes my pen pot with it, the loud clatter attracting the attention of my work colleagues.
 
         “Feeling better?” Tom asks, his inquisitive gaze running the length of my clammy form.
 
         “Yes!” I bark, wrenching my bag to the floor and collapsing into my chair. I take a few calming breaths and turn my swivel chair, finding three sets of raised eyebrows. “What?”
 
         “You look terrible,” Victoria pipes up. “Maybe you should’ve stayed off work.”
 
         “I can pick you a Starbucks up,” Sally offers sweetly.
 
         I soften my scowling face at the expressions all pointed at me, which have now turned from curious to concerned. I forgot that I was supposedly ill yesterday. “Thanks, Sal. That would be lovely.”
 
         She walks over to her desk and pulls some money from the petty cash tin. “Anyone else?”
 
         Tom and Victoria both shout their orders at Sal, who barely holds back to hear them before leaving the office promptly. I turn my computer on and load up my e-mail account. Tom and Victoria are standing at the end of my desk in a blink of an eye.
 
         “You look pasty,” Tom observes, twirling a pen in his fingers, his turquoise shirt and yellow tie playing havoc with my tired eyes.
 
         “Really pale, Ava. Are you sure you’re okay?” Victoria sounds and looks more concerned than Tom, who just looks damn right suspicious.
 
         I start flicking through my e-mail, highlighting and deleting the mass of junk. “I’m fine. Where’s Patrick?” It’s only now I’ve noticed my boss hasn’t come to investigate the noise.
 
         “Personal meetings,” they chant in unison, and I look up on a frown.
 
         “Wasn’t he in private meetings yesterday?”
 
         “He’ll be in tomorrow,” Tom tells me as he strolls off to his desk, Victoria following.
 
         The office door opens and a woman with a basket draped over her arm walks in. “Ava Ward?” She looks at Tom, and then follows his pointed pen over to me.
 
         “Hi,” I say as she makes it to my desk and rests her hamper on the edge. “Can I help you?”
 
         She pulls the gingham towel from the top of the carrier and my eyes naturally follow her hand into it. “Breakfast.” She smiles, placing a paper bag in front of me, and then reaches back in and pulls out a takeaway coffee cup. “My coffee wasn’t good enough, so he had me pick one up from Starbucks. Cappuccino, extra shot, no chocolate or sugar. Enjoy.” And with that she turns and walks out.
 
         I sigh and push the bag to the side. I’m not in the least bit hungry, but I’m dying for some coffee. I take a sip and immediately screw my face up at the bitter taste. “Ewww.”
 
         “All right?” Tom frowns across the office at me.
 
         “Fine.” I stand and take myself into the kitchen, removing the lid from my coffee and tipping sugar into the cup before giving it a good stir and taking another sip. I hum in sweet satisfaction.
 
         “Coffee for Ava!” Sally walks into the kitchen, waving a Starbucks cup at me. “Oh?” A look of complete confusion invades her face as she watches me gulping down the hot, sweet liquid.
 
         I exhale happily. “Delivered, courtesy of my husband.”
 
         She melts. “That’s so sweet.”
 
         “No, actually, it wasn’t, but I added a few myself.” I walk past a puzzled Sal, back to my desk. I’m digging through my bag when I hear my phone shout the arrival of a text.
 
         
            Are you eating your breakfast?

         
 
         I take another swig of my coffee and text back:
 
         
            Yummy.

         
 
         I don’t get a chance to put my phone down before it chimes again.
 
         
            I’m so glad our marriage is based on honesty.

         
 
         My eyes instinctively lift and there he is, holding a bunch of calla lilies and with an annoyed glare drilling into me. I can’t prevent the long, drawn out exhale of air that rushes from my mouth as I lower myself to my chair. He strides over, giving Tom and Victoria a nod in greeting, before sinking his tall leanness into a chair on the other side of my desk, placing the flowers in front of me. “Eat,” he orders flatly, nodding at the paper bag that’s been shoved to the side.
 
         “I’m not hungry, Jesse.”
 
         He leans forward, looking worried, his eyes evaluating my face. “Baby, you look pale.”
 
         “I feel like rubbish,” I admit. Finally morning sickness at the correct time of day. There is no point in feigning fine because I absolutely don’t feel it and I clearly don’t look it.
         
 
         He rises and comes to stand behind my chair, leaning down and placing his palm across my brow and his lips to my ear. “You’re hot.”
 
         “I know.” I sigh, pushing my cheek to his mouth, my eyes closing with no instruction from my brain. “I hope you feel guilty,” I say quietly. I’m feeling sorry for myself.
 
         I’m released and he swivels my chair around to face him. He crouches in front of me and takes my hands. “Let me take you home.”
 
         “It’ll pass.”
 
         “You’re impossible sometimes.” He reaches up to cup my cheek. “Pregnancy is making you moody and even more defiant.”
 
         I force a small smile. “I like keeping you on your toes.”
 
         “You mean you like keeping me crazy.”
 
         “That, too.”
 
         Sighing, he leans in and kisses me sweetly. “Please eat.” He’s begging, not demanding. “It might make you feel better.”
 
         “Okay,” I agree. I’m willing to try because even though the thought of swallowing food makes me want to gag, I couldn’t possibly feel any worse than I already do.
 
         He looks a little surprised at my lack of disobedience. “Good girl.”
 
         I’m turned back toward my desk and presented with the paper bag. As I open it, the waft of bacon hits my nose and I do actually gag. “I don’t think I can.” I snap the bag shut again, but it’s soon whipped from my hand, the bagel unpacked and placed on a napkin in front of me. As I gingerly pick at a corner and bring it to my lips, I’m fighting the overwhelming desire to run to the toilets and shove my fingers down my throat. I chew slowly for an age, under the watchful eye of my worried husband, then swallow. I don’t retch.
         
 
         He smiles. “Do you see how happy you make me when you do what you’re told?”
 
         I ignore him and pop the bread in my mouth, each chew becoming easier, each swallow instigating less stomach turning. He just stands and watches me until I’ve worked my way through most of my breakfast. “Happy?” I ask. I know I am. I feel better already.
         
 
         “Your color’s back. Yes, I’m happy.” He scoops up the remains and throws it in the bin, and then bends down, getting nose to nose with me. “My work here is done.” He pushes his lips to mine. “Now I’ll leave my wife to work in peace.”
 
         I scoff. “No, you won’t.”
 
         Pulling back, he hits me with a cheeky grin. “I might check in once or twice.”
 
         I scoff again. “No, you won’t!”
 
         “I won’t make a promise I can’t keep. Is Patrick here?” His question reminds me that I still haven’t spoken to my boss about Mikael.
 
         “No. He’s in meetings all day.”
 
         He straightens, flicking his eyes to my hair, clearly looking for signs of my fiddling fingers. “You’ve made me late,” he says, looking down at his Rolex.
 
         “You make yourself late.” I shoo him away and pick up my flowers to put them in water. “Go.”
 
         He holds his hands up and starts backing away from me. “Feeling better?”
 
         “I do. Thank you.”
 
         Blessing me with his smile, reserved only for me, he winks, blows a kiss, and walks out, leaving me with a little grin on my nonpale face. Victoria and Sal are smiling fondly and Tom’s swooning at my Lord’s back.
 
         They’re all still so affected.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I make it to the end of the day with my breakfast still in my stomach. I feel so much better. Jesse has texted me five times, each time asking how I feel. My answer is the same for every reply. Better.
 
         The final message asks a different question, though.
 
         
            I’m still at The Manor. Come? We’ll have steak.

         
 
         The last bit gets me.
 
         
            On my way x

         
 
         I pack my desk up and wave a good-bye to all of my colleagues, meeting a woman holding a bunch of flowers at the door.
 
         “Ava O’Shea?” she asks. It’s not the usual florist, and she called me by my maiden name. Jesse would absolutely never do that.
 
         “That’s me.” I sound cautious, which is fine because I am. I’ve just noticed the flowers are not calla lilies and they are far from fresh. In fact, they’re dead. She places the flowers in my arms and thrusts the clipboard under my nose. She wants a signature for dead flowers? I shift my full arms and manage a rough scribble across the paper.
 
         “Thanks,” she says casually as she turns to walk away.
 
         I look down at the flowers a little puzzled. “They’re dead,” I call to her back.
 
         “I know,” she replies, not in the least bit troubled by that.
 
         “You think it’s okay to deliver dead flowers?”
 
         She turns and laughs. “I’ve had stranger requests.”
 
         I flinch. Like what? I find the card and remove it from the tiny envelope.
 
         
            HE SAYS HE NEEDS YOU. HE DOESN’T. YOU THINK YOU KNOW HIM. YOU DON’T.
 
            I DO. LEAVE HIM.

         
 
      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Fifteen

         
 
         My heart stops beating in my chest and one name springs to mind immediately.
         
 
         Coral.
 
         I should feel concerned, but I don’t. I feel deadly possessive at the suggestion. A lightning bolt of Jesse’s famous attribute flies through me, leaving me dropping everything in my arms to the floor and tearing the malicious warning up slowly. Who the hell does she think she is? A fuck, that’s what she was, nothing more than a convenient fuck. Has she been in touch with Jesse again? Should I ask him and prick his curiosity, because I don’t want him to know about this. I don’t want anything tipping him over the edge. I can deal with empty threats. Leave him, or what? After gathering my things from the ground, I make my way to the car park, the desperate urge to be with him suddenly overwhelming me.
 
         I come to an abrupt halt when I see the parking space where I left my Mini this morning is empty. No car. I glance up at the board displaying the floor number and note that I’m in the exact right place. So where the hell is my car?
 
         “’S’all good, girl.” John’s low rumble pulls my body around to find him leaning out of the window of his Range Rover. “In you get.”
 
         “My car’s been stolen.” I wave my arm at the empty space and turn back to check that I’m not imagining things.
 
         “It’s not been stolen, girl. Get in.”
 
         “What?” I turn startled eyes back to the mountain of a man. “Where is it, then?”
 
         John has a clear look of embarrassment on his mean face. “Your motherfucking husband had it picked up.” He nods his head to the passenger side.
 
         “Are you winding me up?” I laugh.
 
         His eyebrows appear over his wraparounds. “What do you think?”
 
         I take a deep, calming breath and make my way around to the passenger side and climb in. Yes, he needs me all right. He needs me to drive me fucking crazy! “I might strangle him,” I mutter, yanking my seatbelt around and clipping it in place.
 
         “Take it easy on him, girl.” John commences strumming on the steering wheel as he drives out of the car park, back into the daylight.
 
         “John,” I start in a matter-of-fact tone, “I like you. I really do, but unless you can enlighten me on an acceptable reason for my husband’s neurotic ways, then I won’t be taking any notice of your request to take it easy on him.”
 
         He laughs a deep, rolling belly laugh, his neck retracting and revealing those chins he keeps hidden. “I like you, too, girl.” He chuckles, reaching under his glasses and wiping under his eyes. I’ve never seen this big, menacing beast so vivacious. It makes me smile, thoughts of challenging husbands and threatening notes soon making way for the giggles. But then John’s face straightens all too quickly, and I’m left laughing alone with wraparounds pointed at me. The sudden change in his expression snaps me right from my hysterical state.
 
         “He might get worse. I believe congratulations are in order.” His face dips, an indication that he’s looking at my stomach, before he returns to face the road.
 
         “He’s told you?” I ask disbelievingly. I don’t want anyone to know yet. It’s way too soon.
 
         “Girl, he didn’t need to.”
 
         “He didn’t?”
 
         “No, when I found Harrods baby department on the screen of his computer, it kind of let the cat out the bag. That and the smile on the motherfucker’s face all day.”
 
         I sink into my seat, wondering what people might think. Shotgun, that’s what. A rush job because he’s knocked me up. My contentment waivers. And what about my parents and Dan?
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         John pulls up at The Manor, and I waste no time jumping down from his Range Rover and making my way up the steps.
 
         “He’s in his office,” John calls.
 
         “Thanks, John.” I head straight for the back of The Manor, passing through the summer room and smiling to myself at the sudden silence that falls. I cast my eyes across the gathering of women, all with drinks in their hands and all with sour faces. “Evening.” I smile brightly and receive a chorus of mumbles in return for my trouble. My smile widens at the thought of those faces souring further when they learn of my pregnancy.
 
         As I approach Jesse’s office, the door opens and a man exits, looking tense but relieved all at once. It’s Steve. He looks different, fully clothed and without a whip in his grasp. I halt dead in my tracks, completely shocked, mainly because he’s in one piece. “Hi,” I stammer, the surprise clear in my tone.
 
         His eyes lift and he smiles, a little embarrassed. “Ava.”
 
         I’m staring at him, and I realize it’s rude, but I’m not sure what to say. There are no bruises or black eyes; he’s not limping and he doesn’t look like he’s just been offered burial or cremation. “How are you?” I ask, when my brain fails to give me anything better to say.
 
         “I’m good.” He slips his hands into his jacket pockets, looking no less uncomfortable. “You?”
 
         “Yes, I’m fine.” This is so awkward. The last time I saw him, he had me trussed up and was whipping the crap out of me. He was cocky and smarmy, but there is no trace of that man now. “You’ve been to see Jesse?”
 
         “I have.” He laughs. “I’ve avoided it for long enough. I needed to apologize.”
 
         “Oh.” My brain is failing me. He looks sincere enough, but if I was a man and I had Jesse vying for my blood, I think I would face the shame of groveling, too.
 
         “I should apologize to you, too.” He stammers through his words. “Yeah…urm…I’m…I’m sorry.”
 
         I shake my head. I’m the one who’s embarrassed now. I asked him to whip me. It’s me who should be feeling remorseful for setting him up for certain annihilation. “Steve, I shouldn’t have asked you. It was wrong of me.”
 
         “No.” He smiles, but this time it’s a sweet offering. “I’d been walking a fine line for too long, getting carried away, losing respect for the women trusting me. You actually did me a favor, but, of course, I wish I’d never hurt you.”
 
         I smile back. “I’ll accept yours, if you accept mine.”
 
         He pulls his car keys from his pocket and starts to pass me. “Accepted. I’ll see you.”
 
         “See you,” I call, watching his back disappear down the corridor.
 
         I push through Jesse’s office door and find him on his knees in the middle of the floor, my mind suddenly awash with painful memories. But he’s fully dressed in his suit and there are piles and piles of paperwork spread on the floor in front of him. He looks up, and my heart constricts at the exasperated look on his beautiful face.
 
         “Hey.” I shut the door behind me, and his look changes from mentally exhausted to contented in a split second.
 
         “Here’s my beautiful girl.” He sits on his arse, knees bent and with his feet flat on the floor, opening his arms. “Come here. I need you.”
 
         I walk slowly over. “Need me, or need me to sort all of this out for you?”
         
 
         He pouts and waves him arms impatiently. “Both.”
 
         I sit myself between his thighs and shuffle back until my back is pressed to his front. His arms wrap around my shoulders and his nose goes straight into my hair, taking a long, loud inhale. “How are you feeling?”
 
         “Better.”
 
         “Good, I don’t like seeing you poorly.”
 
         “Then you shouldn’t have been underhanded and knocked me up,” I retort dryly, earning myself a nudge of his leg. “I saw Steve leaving.”
 
         “Hmm,” he hums in my ear, nibbling at my lobe.
 
         “Did you offer burial or cremation?” I grin to myself when I’m nudged again.
 
         “I offered him an olive branch, actually. Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”
 
         I’m pretty speechless. I would’ve put my life on the imminent demise of the poor Steve. “What’s made you so reasonable?”
 
         “I’m always reasonable. It is you, beautiful girl, who’s the unreasonable one.”
 
         I don’t bother challenging him. I don’t even bother scoffing or laughing, but his little comment has just reminded me of something. “What’s so reasonable about having my car stolen? And how did you manage it without any key?”
 
         “Tow truck,” he replies with absolutely no shame or further explanation.
 
         I reach forward and pick up a few pieces of paper, anything to stop myself from countering his ridiculous claim of not being unreasonable, or shouting at him for stealing my car.
 
         “How was your day?” he asks.
 
         I try to prevent the slight tensing of my body. “Productive. Shall we make a start?”
 
         He groans but releases me. “Suppose so.”
 
         Over the next hour, we sort through endless papers, bills, contracts, and invoices. I’ve collated them all in date order, stacked them in neat piles, and secured them with elastic bands. Jesse slumps in his office chair and starts fiddling with his computer, and I watch as I finish binding the final pile of papers. He’s guiding his mouse around, his frown a perfect line on his brow. Curious, I get up to go and see what he’s so rapt with, and as I walk around his desk, he flicks his eyes quickly to me, and then hastily shuts his screen down.
 
         “Dinner?” He stands.
 
         I give him suspicious eyes and lean past him, turning the screen back on. It’s as I thought: baby paraphernalia everywhere. I turn my face to his with a questioning look, but I can’t possibly be cranky with him, especially when he shrugs sheepishly and starts biting at his bottom lip.
 
         “Just doing a bit of research.” He actually looks down and starts scuffing his shoes on the office carpet. I melt at his feet. I could hug him. So I do. Tightly.
 
         “I know you’re excited, but could we hold off telling people?”
 
         “I want to shout about it,” he complains. “Tell everyone.”
 
         “I know, but I’m only a few weeks. Women usually wait until their first scan, at least.”
 
         “When’s the first scan? I’ll pay. We’ll get one tomorrow.”
 
         I laugh and pull away. “It’s far too early for a scan, and anyway, the hospital will do it.”
 
         He looks at me like I’ve just grown another head. “You are not having my baby in an NHS hospital!”
         
 
         “I—”
 
         “No, Ava. This is not up for discussion. End of.” It’s that tone—the one I know for absolutely sure never to challenge. “Never, no way.” He shakes his head. He’s horrified at the thought, clearly.
 
         “What do you think they’ll do?”
 
         “I don’t know, but I’m not giving them the chance.” He takes my hand and starts leading me from his office.
 
         “You pay your taxes and so do I. It’s a privilege to have the National Health Service. You should be grateful.”
 
         “I am. It’s wonderful, but we won’t be utilizing it. End of.”
 
         “Neurotic,” I mutter, looking up at him on a grin.
 
         My grin is returned, even though I can see he’s trying to remain serious. “-ish.” he replies. “I like your dress.” His eyes wander down the front of my nude structured pencil dress, as do mine.
         
 
         “Thank you.”
 
         “I want to show you something. Come on.” He opens the door and places his hand on the small of my back to guide me.
 
         “What?” I ask, letting my body be gently pushed from his office.
 
         I shiver when I feel his mouth at my ear. “You’ll see.”
 
         I’m curious, and I’m also feeling a little breathless. From just a few whispered words and his hand on my body, I’m mentally begging for him. Pregnancy might be responsible, or it could just be him. No, it’s the latter, for sure, but combined I could be in a whole heap of sexual trouble.
 
         We pass the members of The Manor in the summer room, Jesse nodding, me smiling, and make our way up the stairs until we’re walking down the corridor to the extension.
 
         He opens the door to the very last room, the one I fled from, the one I sat on my arse sketching drafts in, and the one in which I received my warning from Sarah. I don’t particularly like this room, but as I’m pushed through and the whole area comes into view, I gasp.
 
         It’s no longer an empty shell of raw plaster and a rough wooden floor. It’s now a palatial space, garnished in sumptuous materials, all in black and gold. I gingerly wander in, gazing around, drinking in the stunning space. The huge bed that I sketched has come to life and dominates the room, dressed in pale gold satin. The windows are adorned with heavy gold drapes of the same material, and the floor is soft and squidgy under my heels. I trail my eyes across the walls, finding the paper I picked on one wall and the three remaining walls painted in a dull gold to match the bedding and curtains. It’s almost an exact replica of my rough drawing.
 
         I turn to face Jesse. “You did this?”
 
         He shuts the door quietly. “I gave someone your drawing and told them to create it. Is it close?”
 
         “It is. When?” I ask.
 
         “It doesn’t matter when. What matters is if you like it.” He’s trying to gauge my reaction, looking a little cautious and maybe even a little nervous, too.
 
         “It’s perfect.”
 
         “It’s ours.”
 
         My eyes widen a little. “Ours?” What does he mean by that? Does he want us to live here?
 
         He must catch the worry on my face because he smiles mildly. “No one has ever been in this room. This is our room. If I’m working and you’re with me, maybe you’ll want a sleep or some rest.”
         
 
         “You mean when I have swollen ankles or exhaustion from carrying too much weight?” I’m suddenly contemplating the awful thought that we’re having a baby, we are starting a family, and The Manor will be a huge presence in our lives. My baby’s daddy owns a sex club. Once I have this baby, I’ll never want to bring it here, and with Jesse working I’ll hardly see him. He’ll hardly see us. The terrifying, unsure feelings are still lying dormant, but with this realization, they are threatening to rear their ugly heads and send me back a few paces. He’ll never sell this place. He’s already confirmed that. It was Carmichael’s baby.
         
 
         “I mean if we need it, it will be here,” he says quietly.
 
         I don’t want to need it, although I don’t say that. He’s gone to all of this trouble for me, so instead, I break my eyes away from Jesse’s thoughtful greens and cast them around the pale gold walls. There’s no wall art, no pictures or decorative pieces.
 
         Except the cross.
 
         My eyes remain fixed on the giant, dark wooden crucifix, and I notice at each end of the horizontal piece of wood spanning two-thirds of the way up, there are manacles—shiny, gold, intricately carved pieces of metal bolted to the far edges to hold something in place.
 
         To hold a person in place.
 
         I slowly turn my eyes back to Jesse’s and find his are still on me, watching carefully, assessing my reaction to the piece of art. “Why is that here?” I ask quietly.
 
         “Because I had it put in here.” He’s just as quiet, and his hands are draped loosely in his pockets, his legs slightly spread.
 
         “Why?”
 
         “I think it might…help.” His eyes are smoking out, his lip chewed.
 
         Help? Jesse just stands there with rapt intention written all over that heart-stopping face, and it’s playing havoc with my vital signs. “What do we need help with?” My voice is a husky murmur, full of want and longing, and all of those vital signs escalate further when he slowly starts walking toward me.
 
         “You want it hard,” he says quietly. “and I’m not very comfortable with that when you’re carrying my baby.” He removes his Grensons and socks, then slides his jacket off his shoulders and drapes it on the bed. “So I thought carefully and came up with the compromise fuck.”
 
         My exhale falters in my throat and for some reason unbeknown to me, I step back. I don’t know why: I trust him, but I’m a little shocked by his obvious intention. “I don’t understand.”
 
         He reaches up and pulls at his tie before slowly unfastening his shirt buttons. “You will.” He leaves his shirt draping open, teasing my eyes with only a sliver of his flesh, and walks across the room, opening a cupboard door and fiddling with something. Then the whole room is swamped with a slow building hum of spiritual, tingle-provoking music.
 
         I go rigid. “What is this?” I ask as he walks slowly back to me, reaching my body and breathing down on me.
 
         “This is Amber ‘Sexual.’” he says gently. “‘Afterlife.’ Appropriate, don’t you think?”
 
         I couldn’t agree more, but my mouth refuses to speak and tell him so.
 
         “It doesn’t always have to be hard, Ava. I hold the power, no matter how I take you.” He pushes me back gently until I’m positioned in front of the cross. “It’s not the hard you love, anyway. It’s me taking you so unapologetically.” His voice is low and sure. It should be. He’s totally right. It’s the power he has over me, not just the power of his body.
 
         “You’ll never fuck any sense into me again?” I ask, just as low, but not so sure.
 
         His lips break into a concealed smile. “Will you defy me again?”
 
         “Probably,” I breathe out.
 
         “Then I’ve absolutely no doubt I will, my temptress.” He rests his finger under my chin and brings my face up to his. “If I want to fuck you hard and make you scream, then I will. If I want to make love to you, Ava, and make you purr, then I will.” He places his lips gently over mine, and my eyes close. My breathing hitches quietly. “If I want to bind you on this cross, then I will.” He reaches around my back and lazily draws the zipper of my dress down before pulling it away and lowering himself with it so I can step out. Working his way back up my body, he takes my hand and kisses my wedding ring. “And you are mine, so I’ll do what I like with you.”
 
         My eyes are still closed, my head dropped low. My breathing is weak and shallow, too, and my ears are saturated by the sensual tones of the calm music. My flesh screams for his touch. However he wants to do it. However he wants to take me.
 
         I feel my bra being removed, and the slow lift of my hand to meet the gold manacle. It clips into place and he kisses me again before slowly guiding my free hand to the other gold shackle.
 
         I’m bound, spread on the cross, and at his mercy. But I’m one hundred percent safe, and I’m one hundred percent comfortable.
 
         “Look at me, baby,” he whispers, stroking my cheek.
 
         My heavy lids lift and I’m crippled by dark green pools of pure love. Sliding his hand around the nape of my neck, he pulls me forward slightly so our faces are as close as can be without touching. “Better.” His mouth meets mine tenderly, and I close my eyes, opening to his soft lips willingly, but not frenzied. I feel calm and serene as he leisurely works his tongue through my mouth, rolling, lapping, and withdrawing before evenly plunging back inside to continue lazily seducing me. He’s holding my neck firmly, kissing me like I’m glass, and I have no physical hold of him. His mouth is giving me everything I need. Trailing his lips to my ear, he runs his tongue up the edge of my lobe, my cheek pushing into his jaw, his light stubble comforting and so familiar. I’m riddled with tingles, every scrap of my form buzzing to the erotic routine of his lips. And then they leave my ear and he pulls away. “Eyes, baby.”
 
         I rip my eyes open with some determined effort and watch as he shrugs off his shirt, the revealing of toned, smooth flesh attacking my eyes. My gaze drifts all over the hard vastness of his chest, over his pecs, over his abdomen, over his scar. The sight makes me shift in my heels and wish that I wasn’t bound. But I’m quickly distracted from my need to lay my hands on him when his belt is unfastened, along with his button and zipper, and he’s pushing his trousers down his robust thighs.
 
         He’s standing before me, uncovered and unforgivingly phenomenal. I’m not serene any longer. I’m fighting the instinct to wrestle with my restraints and shout a demand for contact. He must catch my pending loss of control because he’s pressed up to my body in a split second and looking down into my desperate eyes.
 
         “Let the music sink back in, Ava. Control it.”
 
         I try, but with his naked muscles spread all over my restrained frame, it’s just way too hard. “I can’t,” I admit unashamedly. I’m not ashamed. I’m consumed. I close my eyes again, willing some strength from my weakness to obey him. My hands are suddenly warm from his palms encasing the fists I have formed and I flex them silently, showing my cooperation. He releases me before lightly dragging his fingers up the insides of my arms, a flurry of goose bumps tracking their path, until he’s on my chest and cupping both of my breasts. My eyes are still closed, but I know his mouth is moving in. I can feel his breath spreading further over my skin the closer he’s getting. And then there is the unmistakable heat of his mouth completely closed around my right breast. His tactic is exact. He sucks deeply, rolls his tongue slowly, and pulls back to kiss my nipple sweetly before repeating, sucking, rolling, and kissing. My head falls back, and I moan, a low, raspy noise of surrender. I soak up the attentive motions as I quietly sigh and let my head go completely limp. A buzzing has developed between my thighs and is beating a steady, consistent thrum.
 
         I feel his teeth clamp painfully onto my nipple and my head flies up on a small cry. He doesn’t release me, even though it’s obviously painful. He just gazes up through his long lashes at me struggling to deal with the pressure. He smiles a little around my breast, and my nipple is released, the blood rushing back in as he sucks it back to life. I release a quiet gasp.
 
         “My beautiful girl is learning to control it,” he muses, drawing my knickers down my thighs and tapping each ankle to lift. Pecking his way between my breasts, up my throat, and back to my lips, he cups me delicately and then slowly pushes two fingers inside of me. I’m panting immediately.
 
         “Shhhh,” he whispers. “Soak it up, Ava. Feel every single bit of pleasure that I bless you with.” His fingers pull free and firmly drive forward again, deep and high. He might be measured and soft, but my muscles are gripping him harshly. And then they’re gone, but before I can voice a frustrated complaint, I feel the soaking wet head of his cock meet the very tip of my clit. I don’t miss the slight, sharp intake of breath from him, but I’m too drunk on his heated touch to tell him to control it. He guides himself around, rolling the steel, slippery head across me, getting his face up close to mine and breathing heavily all over my lips. Our eyes lock, complete adoration clashing between them, and he slowly lowers his lips to mine. It’s a kiss of passion and it’s full of heat and devotion.
 
         This time, we both groan, we both lose our breath, and we both shift on the spot to steady ourselves.
 
         “Are your arms okay?” he murmurs into my mouth.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Are you ready for me to take you, Ava?”
 
         “I’m ready.”
 
         He stoops and hovers at my entrance, then releases my lips. “Open your eyes for me, baby.”
 
         I instantly comply, the magnetism of his own pulling me straight to where they should be, and I watch him as he unhurriedly breaches my opening and slides into me. “Oh God,” I breathe, maintaining our eye contact, refusing to break this incredible intimacy.
 
         “Jesus.” His cheeks puff slightly; he shakes his head very mildly and a shimmer of sweat materializes across his brow as he reaches down and takes the backs of my thighs and lifts them to his narrow hips before drawing back and pushing forward on a low, throaty moan, dipping his head and latching onto my throat. My head naturally falls to the side. My eyes close as he lazily licks up the column, finishing with a tender kiss under my ear. “I set the pace,” he murmurs, “and you follow.”
 
         His words make me swallow hard and turn into his mouth, capturing his lips and worshipping him while he truly blesses me with the consistent, calm, and controlled advances of his hips.
 
         In and out. In and out. In and out.
 
         We’re surrounded by this calming music, gliding against each other’s bodies and completely out of our mind on pleasure. Out he pulls, and in he goes again. He’s filling me wholly and not just with each and every perfect stroke. My heart is full, too. It’s full of fierce, powerful, undying love.
 
         He pushes forward, but this time I hear a clear, harsh pull of breath. “You’re going to come.” My words come out on a quiet rush of breath.
 
         “Not yet.” I watch as his eyes clench shut and his frown line trails the entire width of his brow, but he still maintains his steady pace. He is remarkably controlled, but I’m moving fast to where I need to be. Just looking at that face has sent the spiraling rush of pressure descending downward, and now I’m worried that I’ll break before Jesse.
 
         I pant and rest my lips on his again, and he eagerly accepts, his tongue darting into my mouth and mimicking my big sweeping circles. His fingers dig into the backs of my thighs, lifting me higher so he can get more leverage, and then he hits me firmly and yells into my mouth. I free his lips and take refuge in the crook of his neck on a suppressed cry as I’m attacked by feverish spasms. He’s grinding firmly, retreating slowly, and flowing back in, so controlled.
 
         “Jesus fucking Christ,” he mumbles quietly, drawing back and striking precisely and expertly one last mind-splitting time.
 
         “Jesse!” I latch onto his shoulder and bite down hard, while I ride out the violent pulsations firing off all over my body. He bucks, yells, and squeezes my thighs as he comes, the feeling of his scorching essence filling me, warming me, completing me. I’m lightheaded and limp.
 
         His face is buried in my neck, mine in his, and despite the calmness of that whole lovemaking session, the ending wasn’t a calm roll over into orgasm, and it wasn’t a frenzied rush to explosion. We just found our middle ground—a mixture of pure, gentle Jesse, and the dominant sex Lord I love.
 
         “That was perfect,” I whisper in his ear. I really need to hold him, but I don’t need to ask. He’s already grasping me with one arm and reaching across with the other to undo me. He then swaps arms and releases my other hand. In spite of the slight ache and lack of life in my limbs, they still find their way around Jesse’s strong shoulders. I smother him completely, my thighs tightening and my cheek resting on his shoulders as he carries me to the bed and takes us down, me beneath him. The cool satin is a welcome sensation across my hot, clammy back, and it doesn’t escape my notice that he isn’t spreading his full weight all over me, instead opting to hold himself up slightly across my tummy.
 
         “Do you like our room?” he asks into my hair.
 
         I smile up at the ceiling. “Are we going to have a cradle put in here? You know, for when we bring our baby to The Manor.” My question is enough to plant the seed, and judging by the stilling of his heaving body, my seed has settled well.
 
         He slowly pulls himself up and shifts to my side, resting the side of his head in his palm on his propped elbow. His fingertip starts circling around my bellybutton while he studies me. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”
 
         I put on my most innocent face. I know it won’t make a jot of difference. He’s cottoned right on to my little dig. “Just a question.”
 
         His eyebrows slowly rise and serious eyes skate down my body to watch the slow rotations of his finger. “You have a bump.”
 
         I shrink into the mattress on an offended snort. “Don’t be stupid! I’m barely pregnant.”
 
         “I’m not being stupid.” His hand flattens and strokes softly. “It’s faint, but it’s there.” He leans down and kisses my belly before propping his head on his bent arm again. “I know this body, and I know it’s changing.”
 
         I frown and look down at my stomach, but it looks perfectly flat to me. He’s seeing things now. “Whatever you say, Jesse.” I’m not arguing after that perfect moment, even if I do want to slap him for insinuating that I’ve put on weight.
 
         He leans down again and gets his mouth up close to my abdomen. “See, peanut? Your mother’s learning who has the power.”
 
         “No peanut!” I throw my head up and lob him a mighty scowl. He’s grinning at me. “Think of another name. You’re not referring to our child as something disgusting that you obsess about and devour daily.”
 
         “I obsess about you. I also devour you daily. But I can’t call our baby a defiant little temptress.”
         
 
         “No, that would be wrong.”
 
         He jumps up and straddles my hips, pinning my wrists down, but still not resting himself on my stomach. “Let me call our baby peanut.”
 
         “Never.”
 
         “Sense fuck?”
 
         “Yes, please,” I reply way too hopefully, grinning.
 
         He laughs and kisses me chastely. “Pregnancy’s making you a monster. Come on. My wife and peanut must be hungry.”
 
         “Your wife and baby are very hungry.”
         
 
         His greens twinkle and he pulls me up from the bed, dressing me first before he pulls on his own clothes. I step into his chest and remove his hands from his collar, taking over the fastening of his buttons while he watches me quietly. Reaching around his back to tuck his shirt into his trousers, my cheek rests on his chest as I take my time making him look presentable.
 
         “Belt?” I ask, as I pull away from him. He stoops down and retrieves it from the floor, handing it to me on an amused smile. I take it, returning his smile, and start feeding it through the loops of his trousers and buckling it up. “You’re done.”
 
         “No, I’m not.” He nods at his shoes. “If you’re going to do a job, do it properly.”
 
         I ignore his insolence, instead pushing him down so he’s sitting on the end of the bed. I kneel in front of him, resting my bum on my heels, and start putting his socks on. “Is this okay for you, Lord?” I yank at a few of the dark blond hairs at the bottom of his shins.
 
          “Fuck!” He reaches down and rubs his shin. “There was no need for that.”
 
         He slips his feet in his shoes and stands, grabbing his jacket and stuffing his tie in the pocket, all the time frowning at me. “You really are a monster.”
 
         I smile sweetly, prompting his frown to iron out and his lips to twitch. “Ready?” I ask.
 
         He shakes his head and takes my hand, leading me from our room, down to the bar. I’m placed on my usual stool, and Mario is with us in a heartbeat.
 
         “Mrs. Ward!” His cheerful accented voice draws the usual response from me.
 
         I smile. “Mario, it’s Ava,” I scorn him lightly. “How are you?”
 
         “Ah!” He flips a bar towel over his shoulder and leans forward. “Very well. What would you like?”
 
         “Two waters,” Jesse interjects swiftly. “Just two waters please, Mario.”
 
         I flip critical eyes straight to my husband, who has seated himself on the stool next to me. “I might like some wine with my dinner.”
 
         He’s not at all perturbed by my reproachful glare. In fact, he doesn’t even look at me. “You might, but you’re not having any.” Mario scoots straight off, while I glare at Jesse, but he still refuses to face me, instead signaling Pete over. “Two steaks, Pete. One medium, one well-done. No blood whatsoever.”
 
         The confusion in Pete’s face is obvious, and the disbelieving look on mine must be clear, too. “Urhh…yes, Mr. Ward. Salad and new potatoes?” Pete asks. His puzzled eyes have drifted across to my dumbstruck face. I can feel them on me, but I’m too busy staring at my impossible husband to acknowledge him.
 
         “Yes, just make sure one steak is thoroughly cooked.” Jesse accepts the bottled water from Mario and starts pouring mine into a glass. “Is there egg in that salad dressing?”
 
         I actually choke on a cough, not that it makes a bit of difference. Poor Pete has no idea what’s going on. “I’m not sure. Should I check?”
 
         “Yes. If there is, leave the salad with the well-cooked steak undressed.”
 
         “Okay, Mr. Ward.”
 
         Mario backs away, as does Pete, and we’re alone at the bar, me in a stunned silence and Jesse busying himself with water pouring duties to avoid facing his astonished wife. He knows that I’m gawking at him; he damn well knows it.
 
         I turn myself back to the bar, all calm and unruffled, but I’m quietly raging. He just can’t help himself. “If you don’t go to that kitchen, change my order, and get me a glass of wine, then I’m one step closer to moving in with my parents for the rest of this pregnancy.” I know he’s looking at me now. I can feel his shocked greens burning a hole in my profile. I take my glass of water and slowly turn my face to his. “You are not trampling my diet, Ward.”
 
         “You’ve already got yourself pissed while you were pregnant,” he spits quietly. He’s not happy, but neither am I.
 
         “I was mad with you.” I still sound calm, but now I feel guilty, too.
 
         His eyebrows shoot up. “So you thought you would take it out on my baby?”
 
         I soak up the resentment pouring from him. “You keep saying my baby. It’s ours.”
         
 
         “That’s what I meant!”
 
         “Then say it!” I snap.
 
         I’ve shocked him because he’s not coming at me with a counterattack. He’s just severely chomping on that bottom lip. His mind’s cogs are racing at a million miles per hour, and he finally sags, swinging away from me on his stool, his hands diving straight into his messy array of dark blond. “Fucking hell,” he curses quietly. “Fucking, fuck, fuck, fuck!”
 
         “I mean it, Jesse.” I reinforce my threat. I was wrong to go out and get myself pissed, aware that I’m pregnant, but it was only a result of what this man does to me—what this man spikes in me. I won’t be getting pissed again, but a small glass of red wine won’t hurt and a half-cooked steak is harmless. Don’t even get me started on the eggs.
 
         I see his eyes clench shut and he takes a deep breath before turning toward my calm face. He takes my water and places it on the bar, and then holds my hands in his. “I’m sorry.”
 
         I very nearly fall off my stool. “You are?” There’s no escaping the shock in my voice. Even if I was threatening him with confidence, I had absolutely no faith that he would take any notice of me.
 
         “I am. I’m sorry. This is going to take some getting used to.”
 
         “Jesse, this is hard enough to cope with without dealing with an enhanced control freak.” I let out an almighty sigh and stand up, positioning myself between his legs. “I want my baby to have a daddy. Please, try to reduce the risk of a stress-induced heart attack by chilling out a little.” I kiss every part of his face that I can lay my lips on, and he lets me.
 
         “Hmmm. I’ll work on it, baby. I’m really trying, but can we at least compromise?”
 
         “Compromise how?”
 
         I feel his hand slide onto my head and grasp my hair, pulling my busy lips away from him. He pouts. “Please don’t drink.” His eyes are pleading with me, and I realize all too quickly how important it is to him. He’s a recovering alcoholic, even if he won’t admit it. For me to drink in normal circumstances would be thoughtless. While I’m carrying his baby would be way past that. It would be cruel.
 
         “I won’t,” I agree, and the relieved look that washes over his face makes me feel awful. Really, really awful. “Go and get me a medium-cooked steak.” I peck his lips and pull out of his hold, placing myself back on my stool. “And I’d like that dressing on my salad.” I nod past him.
 
         He gives my cheek a quick stroke and leaves me at the bar to go and fulfill his obligation of getting his pregnant wife a medium-cooked steak.
 
         As my eyes wander around the bar, I immediately notice that it’s busy. Did they hear anything? Oh God, have we just revealed to a bar full of members that I’m expecting? My eyes flick across various groups, all drinking and chatting. The curious interest that always surrounds me when I’m here is everpresent. I spot Natasha in the corner with voice one and voice three, and I’m mortified when her eyes drop to my stomach. My face heats, and I swing back toward the bar, hastily escaping her inquisitive look. It’s so easy to forget there’s a world happening around us when we’re so wrapped up in each other, whether we’re arguing, making friends, or just plain getting our fix of each other.
 
         “Evening, Ava.” Drew’s reserved tone pulls my attention away, and I’m more than thrown to find him in jeans. He has a formal shirt tucked in and his black hair is perfectly placed, as usual, but jeans?
 
         “Hi.” I can’t help my eyes making repeat up and down motions over his body, and when he shifts uncomfortably, I realize that he’s caught me making my examinations. I quickly snap myself out of my rude observations. “How are you?”
 
         “I’m good.” He nods at Mario, who promptly collects a beer from a fridge and delivers it to Drew. “Oh, congratulations.” He raises his bottle and takes a swing.
 
         I gape at him. He knows, too?
 
         “Never thought I’d see the day.” He shakes his head.
 
         “Yes!” Mario sings. “A baby!”
 
         My exhale of exasperation is loud, just as I intended it to be. I hope it reached the ears of my husband in the kitchen. “Thank you,” is all I can think to say. That is until Jesse walks back into the bar, and I start mentally preparing my words as he walks toward me.
 
         He gets in first, though. “Just remember, none of our business.”
 
         “What?” I frown at him as he gives me a warning look, which would be fine if I knew why I was receiving a warning. “What are you talking about?”
 
         He rolls his eyes and grabs his water from the bar, and then I see them.
 
         Sam and Kate.
 
      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Sixteen

         
 
         What the hell?” I jump up from my stool, only to be placed back on it before I can launch into my rant.
         
 
         “Ava.” His tone is clipped and stern, not that I’ll take any notice, but then it very quickly occurs to me that Sam is oblivious to Kate’s straying ways, as is Jesse, so I aim my aggravation at my husband instead. “Who else have you told?”
 
         His warning face soon drops. “A few.”
 
         My lips purse. “You’ve told everyone, haven’t you?” I can’t believe this man. My poor parents don’t even know that they’re going to be grandparents yet.
 
         “I might have.”
 
         “Jesse,” I moan, completely deflated.
 
         His adorable face takes the edge off my irritation slightly, and then he shrugs guiltily, completely diminishing the rest of my exasperation. “Can we visit my in-laws this weekend?” he asks quietly.
 
         “Well, yes. We’d better before news travels and makes it to Cornwall before we do.”
 
         He grins at me and stoops down to seal our mouths, his hand landing on my stomach and caressing my nonbump, while his tongue caresses my mouth. “You make me a very happy man, Mrs. Ward.”
 
         “That’s because I’m letting you trample all over me at the moment.”
 
         “No, it’s because you’re beautiful, spirited, and all mine.”
 
         “My man!” Sam’s happy greeting distracts us from our moment. He claps Jesse’s shoulder and stands me up, looking me up and down. “I can tell,” he says, staring at my tummy before lifting his sparkling blues. “You’ve got that healthy glow about you.”
 
         I actually laugh, and I’m dying to ask if any of these happy well-wishers know of the circumstances surrounding my pregnancy. “That’s funny because I mostly feel like shit,” I quip.
 
         “Mouth, Ava!” Jesse snaps, but I snub him and move past Sam to take Kate’s hand. “Let’s sit in the corner.” I smile sweetly and lead her away from the bar. Her pale face is cautious, and it bloody well should be, but she doesn’t resist, letting me direct her away from the men to a little table in the quietest part of the busy bar.
 
         I practically push her into a chair. “Okay, Matthews. Spill.” We’ve got way past the fun excuses, so she’d better not even try. Not now that my brother is involved.
         
 
         “So,” she begins, all chirpy and unfazed by my sharp order. “It’s official, then?”
 
         “What?” I sit down opposite her.
 
         “The baby.” She nods at my stomach. “You’re not getting rid of it.”
 
         “Kate!” I blurt on a shocked whisper, her hardhearted words hitting a nerve, and for the first time since all of this sank in, my hand rests on my tummy protectively. I feel untold guilt.
 
         She smiles. “Ava, I knew you’d never see that through.”
 
         I’m a little speechless. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
         “You needed to figure it out.” She looks across to the men, who are all chatting at the bar. “I don’t get him, but look at that face,” she says, smiling fondly at Jesse. “I was a breath away from telling him, Ava.”
 
         I knew she would be. I follow her eyes and see a very happy man, but he’s always happy when we’re together, or he’s always happy when I’m conceding to him and his impossible ways. Jesse catches my eye and flips me a wink, sending a comforting, warm shot of contentment deep into my heart, but then I remember that I have a friend with some explaining to do.
 
         “Hey!” I blurt across the table. “It’s time to explain.”
 
         Kate gives me a tired look. I don’t appreciate it. “I’ve told your brother to go back to Australia.”
 
         “Oh?” I lean forward, utterly rapt by this news. “And will he?”
 
         She shrugs. “I don’t know, but I haven’t heard from him since Saturday.”
 
         “I knew he was there.” I’m scowling. “What happened?”
 
         “Sam happened,” she answers quietly. “We’re only going to have sex with each other from now on.” Her face is somewhere between amusement and complete seriousness—amusement because I know my mouth has just fallen open, and seriousness because I know that despite her openmindedness and blasé approach to her relationship with Sam, she really likes him, and that has never happened.
 
         I close my gaping mouth. “I’m happy for you.” I’m ecstatic, in fact. “So why are you here then?”
 
         “There are private suites.” She grins.
 
         “Your bedroom is private!”
 
         “It is, but it’s not”—her grin widens—“furnished suitably.”
 
         My lips clamp shut, my eyes widen…and I laugh. Holy shit, the filthy little minx! I’m really laughing, tears and all. “I can’t believe you.” I snort. “And who have you and Sam invited to play? Before you made this new rule, I mean.”
 
         Her blue eyes dance in delight. “A certain dashing, black-haired moody type.”
 
         “No!”
 
         She nods with wide eyes. “Just as moody in the bedroom. It’s hot!”
 
         “Fuck off!”
 
         “I will not!” She measures out at least eight inches between her palms. “And he’s fucking brilliant with it.”
 
         “Oh God! Stop!” I blurt on a hushed snort.
 
         She falls back in her chair and fights to keep her laughter under control. “He might be good, but he can’t match Sam for stamina and skill.” She sighs on a smile. “And he doesn’t make me laugh like that adorable twat.”
 
         I can’t help the huge smile invading my face. We have a breakthrough, and I’m so happy. “You don’t know how pleased I am to finally hear you say that.”
 
         “Yes, I do,” Kate retorts dryly, leaning across the table. “Let me just tell you one more thing, and then we speak no more of Mr. Moody, okay?”
 
         “Ooh, this sounds interesting.” I mirror her pose, leaning in so our faces are only a few inches away from each other. “Dish.”
 
         “He has a piercing.”
 
         “Nipple?” I ask, far too enthralled, but she shakes her head. I sit up straight and measure roughly eight inches between my palms. She nods. “No!” I look over to the reserved, standoffish Drew, my eyes automatically dropping to his crotch.
 
         “You won’t see it through his jeans, Ava.” Kate chuckles, and I’m off again, too. Uncontrollable, belly clenching, might-pee-my-knickers laughter. Through my tears, I see Kate stick her tongue in her cheek. “I nearly cracked a tooth.”
 
         “Please!” I’m falling all over my chair. I’m helpless.
 
         “Something funny?”
 
         I battle to pull myself together and wipe my eyes, looking up at my Lord of the Sex Manor, who’s staring down at his giggling wife with a bemused look plastered all over his face. “No, nothing.” I bet he knew about this, which was why he persistently told me to mind my own business.
 
         Jesse sits down next to me. “Here’s your dinner.” He signals Pete, who’s wandering over with a tray.
 
         “Ooh, I’m starving.” I get myself comfy in my chair and smile a thanks when my steak is placed in front of me. “Medium?” I ask.
 
         Pete smiles fondly. “Just to your liking, Ava.” He hands me a knife and fork, and then sets Jesse’s plate down. “Can I get you anything else, sir?”
 
         “No, thanks, Pete.”
 
         “I’ll leave you to eat.” Kate makes to stand, but I wave my knife at her.
 
         “It’s fine. Sit down.”
 
         She lowers to the chair again. “Okay, you don’t have to get all violent on me.”
 
         Jesse’s hand is suddenly wrapped around my wrist and pulling it down to the table.
 
         I look at my knife, which is now safely set on the side of my plate. “Sorry.” I start carving my way through my steak and sigh, long and satisfied, as I plunge a piece into my mouth.
 
         “Good?” Jesse asks, and I look at him, finding a pleased beam around his fork.
 
         “As always,” I confirm before returning my attention to Kate. But I quickly realize that our new company is preventing any further questioning. In fact, I can’t think of anything to talk about now. All of the interesting stuff is now off the cards, even more so when Sam and Drew join us.
         
 
         My chewing slows down, and I watch as Drew sits on one side of Kate, Sam on the other. I’ll never look at them the same again, and damn if my eyes won’t stop wandering into Drew’s lap. A piercing? And a piercing there? I fail to prevent the small chuckle that spurts from my mouth around my mouthful of steak. Kate catches my eyes and sticks her tongue back in her cheek.
 
         I choke.
 
         I’m coughing and spluttering all over the place. Jesse’s cutlery hits his plate and his hand lands on my back. He starts smacking me. “Fucking hell, woman. Slow down.”
 
         This doesn’t help me in the slightest. I’m gasping for breath, trying to swallow down my half-chewed piece of meat and through the tears that have sprung into my eyes, I can see Sam and Drew staring at me with perplexed looks on their faces, and my delinquent best friend with the biggest smirk spread across her pale features. “I’m okay,” I wheeze, coughing again to clear my throat. “Went down the wrong way.”
 
         “Here.” Jesse takes my knife and fork and replaces them with a glass of water. “Drink.”
 
         “Thank you.” I accept the glass and gulp it all down, striving to avoid Kate’s gaze across the table, but failing miserably. Her mischievous mood is like a magnet to my vulnerable state. This time she’s mimicking a blowjob, her fist casually wanking thin air in front of her mouth. I spit my water across the table, all over Drew and Sam, and I aim well because I catch Kate, too. Sam and Drew fly up from their chairs, but Kate stays exactly where she is, laughing.
 
         “Fucking hell, Ava.” Jesse grabs a napkin. “What the hell is wrong with you?” He starts dabbing at my mouth while I fall apart all over the place, hearing Sam and Drew cursing to themselves and Kate’s continued giggles.
 
         “I’m sorry,” I say, laughing. “I’m so sorry.” I look at Sam and Drew, both patting themselves down with napkins. I refuse to look at Kate.
 
         “Are you okay?” Jesse’s concerned voice drags my attention back to him.
 
         “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.” I do, and the wicked cow is sitting opposite me, silently willing me to look at her. I don’t. I take my cutlery back and turn my eyes down to my plate, and that’s where I’ll be keeping them until I’ve finished my dinner.
 
         “Is this what pregnancy does to women?” Sam asks on a chuckle.
 
         “It’s better than mood swings,” Kate snickers.
 
         “Yeah, let me know when they start,” Drew pipes up. “I can handle being spat at, but I’m not up for a tongue lashing.”
 
         Oh, good Lord! I can feel my shoulders starting to jerk up and down, and I know Kate is grinning at me again, but this time I control it. I keep my head down and work my way through the rest of my dinner.
 
         “I take it you’re done?” Jesse says to my empty plate.
 
         “Hmm.” I fall back in my chair. “That was heaven.”
 
         “We can see.” Drew’s eyebrows are raised as he watches Pete clear the table.
 
         “Say your good-byes, lady. It’s getting late.” Jesse leans over the table and shakes hands with the boys before standing and giving Kate a peck on the cheek.
 
         “Ring me,” I whisper to Kate as I lean in to kiss her, too.
 
         “I will,” she sings.
 
         As we exit the bar, Jesse looks down at me with inquiring eyes. “Gathered yourself together now, Mrs. Ward?”
 
         I meet his stare with a questioning look. “You knew, didn’t you?”
 
         “About what?”
 
         “About Kate, Sam, and Drew.” I let him guide me through the entrance hall, but keep my eyes on him.
 
         There’s no denying the flash of surprise that flies across his face. “Is that what you were laughing about? She told you?”
 
         “Yes,” I confirm, wanting to add that she actually told me a lot more—a lot, lot more. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
         
 
         “And give you something to get your knickers in a twist over?”
 
         “I wouldn’t have,” I announce confidently, as we crunch our way across the gravel. “Shall I take my giant snowball?”
 
         “No, you’re coming with me.” I’m directed into the passenger seat of the DBS, but I don’t complain.
 
         He starts the engine and cruises sensibly down the driveway, and it’s not until I feel his hand rest over mine that I realize mine is laid flat on my stomach. I don’t need visual validation that he’s looking at me, so I continue to watch the trees slowly passing the passenger window as I feel his fingers lace through mine and squeeze gently.
 
         I smile to myself. This is just so right.
 
      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Seventeen

         
 
         There’s that familiar whirring again as I come awake. I sit up and immediately feel gut wrenchingly sick. Flopping back to my pillow on an enormous groan, I soon appreciate my error when my stomach turns, indicating that I haven’t got time to lay here and determine just how crap I feel. I’m going to be sick.
         
 
         I dive from the bed, straight into the bathroom, where I just about make it to the toilet before I decorate it with last night’s dinner. “No,” I whine to myself. It doesn’t feel so right now. My body is completely rejecting my contented thoughts. I hug the toilet for an age, my head resting on my arms as I fight off the sweats and moan under my breath. “Rubbish,” I grumble. “Why are you doing this to me?” I look down at my stomach. “You’re going to be challenging like your father, aren’t you?”
 
         On a long, drawn-out sigh, I pull myself up and go to the bedroom, tugging on Jesse’s discarded shirt from last night. I don’t bother to try and make myself look better. I want him to see me suffering. I go downstairs and meet him as he rounds the corner from the gym, looking all spectacular in his running shorts with a towel draped across his naked shoulders and his hair a mess of damp loveliness. It makes me feel sicker.
 
         “Oh, baby,” he mumbles sympathetically. “Crap?”
 
         “Terrible.” I try to pout, but my exhausted body won’t allow it. I’m just standing in front of him lifelessly, my arms hanging limply by my sides.
 
         He picks me up and carries me into the kitchen. “I was going to ask why you’re not naked.”
 
         “Don’t bother,” I grumble. “I’ll throw up on you.”
 
         He laughs and sits me on the worktop, brushing my wild mane from my pasty face. “You look beautiful.”
 
         “Don’t lie to me, Ward. I look like shit.”
 
         “Ava,” he scorns me gently. I hear the front door open and close, and then the chirpy sounds of Cathy singing. All I have on is Jesse’s shirt, but I can’t even find the strength to be concerned by that, so I remain exactly where I am, unbothered and very unwell.
 
         “Morning!” she sings at us as she places her huge carpet bag on the worktop. “Oh dear. Whatever’s the matter?”
 
         “Ava’s not feeling too good,” Jesse answers for me.
 
         I scoff at his understatement and direct my forehead straight to his chest. I feel positively dull—dead, even.
 
         “Oh, the dreaded morning sickness? It’ll pass.” Cathy declares. She knows, too, then. I shouldn’t be surprised and I’m not.
 
         “Will it?” I garble into Jesse’s chest. “When?” I feel his hand stroking my back and his mouth in my hair, kissing me dotingly, but he remains silent.
 
         “It depends. Boy, girl, mum, dad.” I hear her flick the kettle on. “Some women have a few weeks of it; some struggle throughout the whole of their pregnancy.”
 
         “Oh God,” I howl. “Don’t say that.”
 
         “Shhh,” Jesse hushes me and increases the rubs of my back.
 
         “Ginger!”
 
         That one random word drags my splattered face from Jesse’s wet torso. “What?”
 
         “Ginger!” she repeats, rooting through her bag. I look at Jesse, but he looks as equally confused. “You need ginger, dear.” She pulls out a pack of ginger biscuits. “I came prepared.” She pushes Jesse from in front of me and opens the packet, presenting me with a biscuit. “Have one every morning when you wake up. Works wonders! Eat.”
 
         I wisely note that with Jesse hovering in the background, there’s little point in refusing, so I take the biscuit and have a little nibble.
 
         “It’ll settle your stomach.” She gives me one of her warm smiles and cups my cheek with her hand. “I’m so excited.”
 
         I can’t match her enthusiasm, not when I’m feeling like this, so I smile weakly and let Jesse place me gently on a barstool.
 
         “The new boy gave me these.” She hands Jesse a pile of mail. “Cute little bugger, isn’t he?”
 
         That makes me laugh, especially when Jesse lets out a disgusted snort and snatches the envelopes from Cathy’s wrinkled fingers. “He’s very sweet,” I confirm, suddenly finding the energy to form a whole sentence.
 
         I’m happily chatting away to Cathy, eating my breakfast and filling her in on my recent bouts of sickness, when it strikes me that Jesse has been silent for an eternity. He also hasn’t moved. And his bagel is sitting untouched in front of him.
 
         I push his plate toward him. “Eat your breakfast.”
 
         He doesn’t move, nor does he acknowledge me.
 
         “Jesse?” He looks like he’s in a trance. “Jesse, are you okay?”
 
         He flips an envelope over and runs his eyes across it. So do I.
 
         
            Jesse Ward.
            
 
            Private and Confidential
            

         
 
         “What is that?” I ask.
 
         He turns his eyes to mine. They are glazed and wary. I don’t like it. “Go upstairs.”
 
         I frown. “Why?”
 
         “Don’t make me ask you again, Ava.”
 
         I recoil at his harsh tone, but this is one of those times when I know not to argue. He’s starting to shake and though I have no idea what about, I’m certain it’s not for Cathy’s ears. I excuse myself, leaving the kitchen and walking quietly up the stairs, all of the time wondering what on earth is wrong with him. I don’t get long to ponder it. He strides into the room, still holding the paper and envelope.
 
         He’s bubbling with anger. I can see it in the slight shaking of his hands and in the flash of black in his eyes. “What the fuck is this?”
 
         My eyes fall naturally to the paper that he’s holding up. “What is it?” I ask nervously.
 
         He chucks the papers into the space between us. “You were going to kill our baby?” He says it so calmly.
 
         The ground falls away from under me, and I feel like I’m free-falling into a black hole of nothing. I can’t face him. My eyes are burning up with hot tears as they trace every square inch of the floor at his feet. My brain has failed me, but even if it did give me some inspiration and load my mouth with the right words, I would be lying and he would know.
 
         “Answer me!” he roars, and I jump, but I still can’t bring myself to face him. I’m completely ashamed of myself, and having spent the last few days with Jesse and seeing how truly blissful he is, how caring and attentive he’s being, the guilt couldn’t get any worse. I thought about terminating this pregnancy. I thought about ridding my body of this baby. His baby. Our baby. I’m inexcusable. “Ava, for fuck’s sake!” Before I can even think to try and form any words, he’s grasping the tops of my arms and bending to get his face in my line of sight. But I still evade his greens, not being able to bear facing what I know will be there. Contempt…disgust…disbelief. “Damn it, look at me.”
 
         I shake my head faintly, like the pathetic coward I am. He deserves an explanation, but I don’t know where to begin. My mind has completely shut down, like I’m protecting myself from the inevitable that will be Jesse flying off the handle. He’s pretty much there already.
 
         My jaw is grasped harshly and pulled up so I’m forced to acknowledge him. My eyes are glassy with red-hot tears, but I can see with one hundred percent clarity the hurt on his face. “I’m sorry.” I sob. It’s the only thing I can think to say. It’s the only thing I should say. I am sorry for having such horrid thoughts.
         
 
         His face crumbles before me, enflaming the guilt further. “You’ve broken my fucking heart, Ava.” He drops me and stalks into the wardrobe, leaving me a pathetic form of shaking body parts. Sickness has moved aside and made way for crippling shame.
 
         He appears again with a handful of clothes, but he doesn’t stuff them in a bag or go to the bathroom to get anything else. He just walks out. My throat has closed off on me, so I can’t even scream for him to stay. I’m paralyzed on the spot, nothing working, except my eyes, which are releasing a relentless flow of tears. Then I hear the front door slam, and I find myself in a heap on the floor, silently sobbing to myself.
 
         “Ava, dear?” Cathy’s soft, warm voice is only just detectable through my heaving. “Ava, my goodness, whatever is the matter?”
 
         I feel her squidgy body against me, and I instinctively turn into her apron-coated body, wrapping my arms around her back.
 
         “Oh dear, oh no.” She starts rocking me gently, shushing me and whispering quiet words in my ears. “Oh, Ava, come on, dear. Tell me what’s happened.”
 
         I try to form some words, but it just results in me crying even harder. My compulsion to spill my guilt, to share my remorse, is just emphasizing how incredibly selfishly I was thinking.
 
         “Come on. Let me make you a cup of tea,” Cathy says, hauling her round body up from the floor before tugging on my arm, encouraging me to stand. I just about manage it, and then I’m cradled under her arm and guided down to the kitchen.
 
         She hands me a hanky from the front of her apron, then sets about making a pot of tea. I watch her in silence, except for the odd judder of breath that escapes as I try to gain control of my shaky body and erratic breathing. I’m trying my very hardest, but it’s inevitable for me to think about all of the other times I’ve sent him crazy mad, except this time he really looked unhinged. This time I’ve really sent him over the edge.
         
 
         Cathy sets a pot of tea down on the island and pours two cups, putting a few sugars in mine. “You need the energy,” she says as she stirs, then picks it up and places it between both of my palms. “Drink up, dear.” She takes her own, blows across the top, and a wave of steam streams through midair and disintegrates in front of me. I stare at it until it’s gone, and I’m left gazing blankly at nothing. “Now, tell me what’s got my boy in such a pickle and you in this state?”
 
         “I was thinking about having an abortion.” I don’t want to see the look of horror that will have undoubtedly jumped onto the face of Jesse’s sweet, innocent, wholesome housekeeper.
 
         Her silence and the mug of tea that I can see in my peripheral vision, hovering at her lips, only confirms my thoughts. She’s shocked, and having heard the words aloud, so am I. “Oh,” she says simply. What else can she say?
 
         I know what I should be saying. I should be explaining myself and the reasons, but not only do I feel like I’ve let Jesse down and trampled all over his happiness, I feel protective of him. I don’t want Cathy to judge him if I tell her how I ended up pregnant, which is ludicrous. It’s the only reason I considered a termination, and the fact that I didn’t think I was ready, but the last few days have proved me wrong. Jesse has unearthed a deep feeling of hope, happiness, and love for this baby growing inside of me. Now the thought of ridding it from my body is absolutely abhorrent. I’m disgusted with myself.
         
 
         I turn toward Cathy. “I would never have seen it through. I soon realized I was being stupid. I was just so shocked. I don’t know how he’s found out.” Now that I’ve calmed slightly, I’m wondering how he does actually know.
         
 
         That paper. The envelope.
 
         “Ava, he’s obviously shocked. Give him time to come round. You’re still pregnant and that’s all that matters.”
 
         I smile, but Cathy’s words haven’t made me feel any better. She doesn’t know what happened the last time he walked out on me. “Thank you for the tea, Cathy,” I say, getting down from the stool. “I’d better get ready for work.”
 
         Her wrinkled brow furrows, and she looks at my mug. “But you’ve hardly touched it.”
 
         I quickly scoop it up and take a few hot sips, eager to get upstairs where there’s a piece of paper lying on the floor of the master suite, screaming for me to read it. I give Cathy a quick peck on the cheek before I escape the kitchen.
 
         I run upstairs fast and pick the paper straight up. The letter is a scan appointment and stapled to it are pamphlets with information on abortion. As I lift my eyes to the top of the letter, I notice my name and address. No, not my address. It’s Matt’s address.
 
         I gasp, throwing the paper at the wall on an infuriated yell. I’m so fucking stupid. I’ve not changed my address with the surgery. I’ve not changed my address with anyone. He must’ve been in his element to find this. At the risk of lashing out on the door or the wall or anything I can lay my hands on, I throw myself in the shower instead.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I’m still shaking with anger when I walk out of Lusso. John’s here. He shrugs, and I shake my head. “I’m not coming with you, John.” I fire my key fob at my Mini and start across the car park.
 
         “Come on, girl. Let’s not push it.” His voice is a low rumble, even though he’s pleading with me.
 
         “John, I’m sorry, but I’m driving myself today,” I insist in the firmest tone I can find. I stop and swing around to face the big friendly giant. He’s standing at the hood of his Range Rover, holding his big arms out to me pleadingly. “Is he okay?”
 
         “No, he’s gone motherfucking crazy, girl. What’s going on?”
 
         “Nothing,” I say quietly, feeling so thankful that John is unaware of why Jesse has lost the plot. He’s probably too ashamed of me to admit it to anyone, and he has every right to be.
 
         “Nothing?” He laughs, but then his frightening face turns deadly serious. “It’s nothing to do with that Danish motherfucker?”
 
         “No.” I shake my head.
 
         “Are you okay?” His wraparounds are still firmly in place, but I know he’s looking at my stomach. He thinks something has happened to the baby.
 
         I nod, my hand naturally sliding across my dress and onto my navel. “Fine, John.”
 
         “Ava, girl, let me take you to work so I can at least tell him I got you there safely.” He gestures toward his shining heap of black metal.
 
         It’s hard for me to refuse John. He’s thinking about Jesse, and I know that he cares about me. Under any other circumstances, I would, but I have an ex to deal with, and I can’t wait to rip him to shreds. “I’m sorry, John.” I jump in my car and dial Casey to open the gates. No code, no gate device. Anyone would think that he was trying to keep me prisoner. I leave a clearly exasperated John in the car park of Lusso and drive myself to work.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         The look I flash all of my work colleagues the second I walk into the office makes them cautiously put their heads back down to work. I’m left to get on in peace, until Patrick perches on the edge of my new desk. “Flower, update me. We’ve not spoken for a few days. My fault, I know.”
 
         I don’t need this. My brain is awash with everything, except work, and I’m dreading the Mikael question. I’m living on borrowed time here, I realize that, but I can’t broach this now. “There’s not a lot to report, really.” I continue composing the e-mail that I’ve been working on for the last hour.
 
         “Oh, everything’s in order, then?”
 
         “Yes, everything.” I sound short and terse, but I’m trying my best not to be.
 
         “Are you okay, flower?” My boss’s concern is clear, when he should actually be telling me to buck up and answer him properly.
 
         I stop typing and turn to face my cuddly bear of an employer. “I’m sorry. Yes, I’m fine, but I’ve got a heap of things I want to get done before the day’s out.” I mentally applaud myself for blagging my way through that whole little speech.
 
         “Excellent!” He laughs. “I’ll leave you to it, then. I’ll be in my office.” He lifts from the desk and for the first time in four years, it doesn’t creak, but I still wince anyway.
 
         “Ava, I’m sorry to bother you,” Sal says, sounding apprehensive.
 
         “What’s up, Sal?” I look up at our plain-Jane turned office siren, and force a smile, until I see the plaid skirt. It’s back, and I was so busy throwing cautionary looks at everyone when I arrived this morning that I hadn’t noticed. I also hadn’t noticed the lack of polished nails or scoop neck top. Or the face that looks like it’s just been dealt the most dreadful news. She’s been dumped.
 
         “Patrick has asked me to run through all of the invoices due for payment. Here’s a list.” She hands me a printout of clients. “He’d like you all to gently remind your clients so we get the payments on time.”
 
         I frown and cast my eyes over the spreadsheet. “But they’re not due yet. I can’t remind them when they’ve not even forgotten.”
 
         She shrugs. “I’m just the messenger.”
 
         “He’s never asked us to do this before.”
 
         “I’m just the messenger!” she snaps, and I recoil in my chair. Then she bursts into tears. I should be jumping up and soothing her, but I’m just sitting here, watching her wail all over my desk. She’s snorting and sniffling, attracting the attention of everyone, including Patrick, who has ventured from his office to see what the commotion is all about, but he retreats hastily when he spots Sal in tears. Tom and Victoria sit tapping their pens, neither one of them rushing over to comfort Sal, so it’s down to me to sort her out. I stand, taking Sal’s elbow and leading her into the toilets, where I stuff her hands full of tissue and wait silently for her to pull herself together.
 
         After a good five minutes, she finally speaks. “I hate men.”
 
         My heart breaks a little for her. “Things not too good between you and—”
 
         “Don’t say his name!” she blurts out. “I never want to hear it again.”
 
         It’s a good job because I can’t remember it. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
         She rubs away at her cheeks. There is no makeup transferring onto the tissue. She has well and truly returned to boring Sal.
 
         “He’s here, then he’s not. He calls, then he doesn’t. What does that mean?” She looks at me expectantly, like I might know the answer.
 
         “You mean he’s messing you around?”
 
         “I’m on call when he wants, so yes. I sit around waiting for him to ring me, and when he does want to see me, it’s lovely, but all he wants to talk about is me. My friends. My job.” She sniffles a bit more. “When will he want to have sex?”
 
         I cough on a laugh. “You’re worried because he hasn’t tried to get you into bed?”
 
         “Yes!” She collapses against the wall. “I don’t know how much more we can talk.”
         
 
         “It’s nice that he wants to get to know you, Sal. Too many men are after one thing.” Is she sexually frustrated? Or is she sexually clueless? Has she ever even had sex? I can’t imagine it, and if I go by the deepening red of her cheeks, then I think I might have my answer. Sal’s a virgin? Fucking hell! How old is she, anyway?
 
         Victoria’s head pops around the door, halting my intended interrogation tactics. “Ava, your phone’s ringing off the hook.” She can’t resist a quick inspection of herself in the mirror before she leaves.
 
         “Sal, I’d better get that.” It might be Jesse, and he’ll be beside himself. “Will you be okay?”
 
         She nods, sniffles, and blows her nose before running her teary eyes all over me. “Are you feeling better?” she asks.
 
         “Yes.” I frown, forgetting my recent absences from work. I’m not ready to share my news yet.
 
         “You don’t look it. What’s wrong, anyway?”
 
         I search my brain for a feasible reason for my constant dashing to the toilet and bad moods. “Tummy bug” is the best that I come up with.
 
         “And married life? Good? Honeymoon?”
 
         I stand for a few silent moments, wondering how this turned around on me and where her usual genuine tone has gone. “All great,” I lie. “Maybe we’ll catch a holiday soon. Jesse’s busy.” I lie again, but Sal is one of the few people in my life who hasn’t worked out my bad habit, so I’m confident that I’ve not been rumbled. I leave her before she can pry any further and rush back to my desk, hoping to find a mass of missed calls from Jesse. I’m sorely disappointed. It’s Ruth Quinn. I haven’t spoken to her since I abandoned our meeting, and I’m not sure I want to, but it starts wailing again in my hand. I don’t need to call her back. She’s going to call me until I answer, and I can’t avoid her forever.
 
         “Hello, Ruth.” I sound normal enough.
 
         “Ava, how are you?” She sounds normal, too.
 
         “Good, thank you.”
 
         “I was waiting for you to call. Did you forget about me?” She laughs.
 
         Actually, I did. Her lesbian crush has made way for other more important things. “Not at all, Ruth. I was going to call you later.” I’m lying through my teeth.
 
         “Oh, well, I beat you to it. Can we meet tomorrow?”
 
         I sink into my chair, my mind whizzing through a million excuses to put her off, but I know I have to face this head on. I can be professional. “Sure. How about one-ish?”
 
         “Perfect. I look forward to it. Bye!” She hangs up, and I hang my head, but soon snap it back up when Tom coughs.
 
         He lowers his fashion specs to the end of his nose. “She’s been dumped?” he asks.
 
         “It’s complicated.” I brush him off and start to mark up some drawings, but something catches my attention outside the office.
 
         My brother.
 
         He’s standing on the pavement looking into the office and after what seems like an age of us staring at each other, he pushes his way through the door. “Hi.” He smiles.
 
         My hand comes up in a little wave. “Hi,” I whisper. We’re in that awkward place again.
 
         “Lunch?” he asks hopefully.
 
         I smile and collect my bag, joining him at the front of the office. My simmering anger has cooled, but I’ll restoke it later. Right now, I want to fix things with Dan, get things on track before he goes back to Australia. He’s been a complete arsehole, but I can’t hold grudges, not with my brother. “Tom, I’ll be back in an hour.”
 
         “Hmmm,” he replies. I look back and see him staring dreamily at Dan. “Bye, Ava’s brother,” he croons, waving a limp wrist. I purse my lips and shake my head, especially when Dan’s eyes widen in alarm and he starts walking backward.
 
         “Urm, yeah.” He coughs and straightens his shoulders in an obvious attempt to make himself look more manly. “See ya.” His voice has gone deeper, too.
 
         I laugh. “Come on.” I push Dan through the door. “You have an admirer.”
 
         “Great,” he quips. “Not that I’m homophobic or anything. You know, whatever tickles your fancy.”
 
         “I think Tom wants to tickle your fancy.”
         
 
         “Ava!” He looks at me in horror, but then breaks out in a grin. We’re going to be okay.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         Dan sets down the coffees and his sandwich, and I immediately tip three sachets of sugar into my cup, momentarily unaware that what I’m doing is completely out of character, until I look up and see Dan’s brow all knitted as he watches me stir it in. “Since when have you taken sugar in your coffee?”
 
         I freeze midstir, frantically searching my brain for a viable excuse. We’ve not talked, but things are comfortable. Advising him that I’m pregnant will catapult us straight back to awkwardness. “I’m knackered. I need a sugar hit.” It’s the best I come up with.
 
         “You look tired.” He sits down, eyeing me suspiciously.
 
         “I am tired,” I admit. No hair twiddling needed.
         
 
         “Why?”
 
         “Work stress.” Half true, but now I’m fighting my hands to keep them on the table. “So, you’re okay?”
 
         “Kate told me to take a leap, but I’m sure you know that already.” He unwraps his sandwich and takes a bite.
 
         “You should never have gone there, and you really shouldn’t have gone there on my wedding day.”
 
         “Yeah, I was out of line. I’m sorry.” He reaches over and places his hand over mine. “We’ve never had cross words.”
 
         “I know. It was horrible.”
 
         “It was my fault.”
 
         “It was.” I grin, and he dips his finger in the froth of my coffee and flicks it at my nose. “Hey!”
 
         “Congratulations, anyway.” He smiles.
 
         “What?” I blurt.
 
         “I never congratulated you on your actual wedding day. I was too busy being an arsehole.”
 
         “Oh, thanks.” The relief that takes hold makes me sag in my chair, but just as quickly, I’m stiff as a board. Matt knows, and he has been doing a fantastic job of keeping my parents informed and up-to-date on my love life. He’ll be like a pig in shit over this. That cooling fury has just boiled over into the realms of panic. I quickly disregard the possibility that he’s called my parents already because if he had, then Dan would know, and he wouldn’t be sitting opposite me happily chomping his way through a tuna melt. I need to get to Matt before he gets to my parents. Or I could just ring my parents and tell them myself. But I want to see them with Jesse. I want to do this bit right, make it special.
 
         “You okay?” Dan’s worried tone pulls me from yet more mental meltdown.
 
         “Yeah, so when are you going back?”
 
         “I need to check flights.” He dabs his mouth with his napkin and proceeds to launch into a proper apology speech.
 
         I spend the next half hour listening, nodding, yes-ing and no-ing, but I’m a million miles away from the conversation, my head struggling to decide on what to do for the best. Why hasn’t Matt called them already?
 
         “You’ll get sacked.”
 
         “Huh?” I glance down at my Rolex, noting it’s two fifteen. I’m already late, but I feel no sense of urgency to hurry back to the office. The only urgency I have is to resolve my little Matt issue once and for all. “Yeah, I’d better shoot.”
 
         “Nice watch.” He nods at my wrist.
 
         “Wedding present.” I stand and brush myself down. “Which way are you headed?”
 
         “Back to Harvey’s.”
 
         “Okay, will you call me? I mean, you won’t just leave, will you?”
 
         His eyes warm and he stands before pulling me into him and giving me the biggest cuddle. “Of course not.” He kisses my head. “Let’s not fall out again, okay?”
 
         “Okay. Keep it in your trousers then.”
 
         “I promise,” he assures me. “Take care.”
 
         “You, too.” I leave Dan, but instead of going to the office, I call in sick again and go to get my car. I’m walking on thin ice, but this really cannot wait. Matt won’t be home, but he’ll be at his office, and I really don’t care where I verbally bash him.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Eighteen

         

         But he’s not at his office, and he hasn’t been for weeks. After driving across the city in midafternoon traffic, I pulled up at the firm where he works, only to be told that Matt lost his job a few weeks ago.
         

         Despite his misfortune, though, I don’t feel pity or concern. Nothing is going to damp down my resentment and contempt. I sit in my car and pull my phone from my bag, full of determination. I’ll track him down.

         It rings once. “Ava?”

         I was expecting a voice laced with smugness and deep satisfaction, so when I hear this one, which is broken and strained, I’m thrown completely. It takes me a few moments to piece a sentence together and when I do, it’s not at all what I had intended to say. “Are you okay?”

         He laughs, but it’s weak. “Why don’t you ask your husband?”

         The back of my head hits the headrest of my seat, and I stare up at the ceiling of my car. I should have predicted this. “How bad?”

         “Oh, just a couple of broken ribs and a black eye. Your husband knows how to do a job properly, I’ll give him that.”

         “Why did you do it?”

         “Because I want everything he has with you. Or I did. Kate took great pleasure in telling me you were marrying him, and then that letter fell on my doormat and I wondered why you would be seeking an abortion if you were married, so I guessed he didn’t know. I took a chance. Why are you having an abortion?”

         “I’m not.”

         “Then why—”

         “Because I was shocked!” I shout defensively. I’m not explaining myself to him. An uncomfortable silence falls down the line, but I’m the first to break it. “I think this is where you give up, Matt.”

         “Well, I won’t be setting myself up for another beating from your unhinged husband. Not even you are worth the pain I’m in right now. Oh, and don’t worry about Elizabeth and Joseph. I’ve been given a little taste of what will happen if I share your news. Can I suggest that you get your address changed so I don’t receive any of your shit in the future?” He hangs up, and I stare down at my phone in disbelief. I didn’t blast him with half of the words I’ve been mentally preparing throughout the day. I didn’t get to spit my hatred at him, or even slap his face. Despite that, though, it’s one more thing ticked off my list of issues. Sarah has apologized, for what it’s worth, but she’s gone and that’s all that matters. Kate and Sam are together, and Kate and Dan are not. I’ve made friends with my brother, and Matt has been trampled. But what I really need to be doing is finding my husband and making friends with him. I chuck my phone on the passenger seat and make my way back toward the city.
         

         I feel like I’m on a cleansing mission, and it’s right now that I decide to tackle the final issue tomorrow. Mikael. I’ve still not heard from him, but I’ll call him. I’ll beat him to the punch. I’m full of determination to eradicate this final issue. There’s nothing he can say, nothing he can tell me, so I don’t know what the point of our meeting will be.
         

         As I’m driving over London Bridge, I glance up to my rearview mirror and spot a familiar car. Jesse’s car. He’s dipping in and out of the traffic in his usual haphazard style, overtaking and generally causing traffic mayhem in his wake. I spend a few moments flicking my eyes between the road and my rearview mirror, the potential of what I’m about to face slowly settling in the pit of my stomach. He’s been following me, which means he has followed me to Matt’s office, which means he is going to hit the fucking roof. I’m not going to try and convince myself that Jesse wouldn’t know where Matt worked.

         I know it’s him, but that doesn’t stop me taking a right, and then a right, and then a right again, bringing me back to where I started, and as I knew it would be, the DBS is still tailing me a few cars behind. I feel around on the seat for my phone and stab at the buttons.

         “Yes?” he spits out, curt and clipped.

         “Nice drive?” I ask.

         “What?”

         “Are you having a nice drive?” I repeat myself, this time the words pushed through clenched teeth.

         “Ava, what the fuck are you talking about? And when I send John to fetch you, get in his fucking car.”

         I glance back up to my rearview mirror, just to check I’m not imagining things. I’m not. “I’m talking about you following me.”

         “What?” he yells impatiently. “Ava, I haven’t got time for fucking riddles.”

         “I’m not talking in riddles, Jesse. Why the hell are you following me?”

         “I’m not following you, Ava.”

         “So I suppose there are hundreds of Aston Martins driving around London, and one just happens to be following me.”
         

         Silence falls down the phone line, then his heavy breathing starts. “You’re driving?”

         “Yes!” I shriek. “I’m driving around in bloody circles, and you’re following me. You’d make a shit detective!”

         “My car’s following you?”

         “Yes!” I actually hit my steering wheel in a temper.

         “Ava, baby, I’m not driving my car. I’m at Lusso.” He doesn’t sound impatient anymore. He sounds concerned.

         I take another look in my mirror and find the DBS is now only one car behind me, drifting in and out of my sight. “But it’s your car,” I say quietly.

         “Fuck!” he roars, and I instinctively pull the phone away from my ear. “John!”

         “Jesse? What’s going on?” My stomach is suddenly a knot of panic at his reaction.

         “My car’s been stolen.”

         “Stolen?”

         “Where are you?” he asks.

         Frantically looking around, I search for something familiar. “I’m on the Embankment, driving toward the city.”

         “John! The Embankment. City bound. Call her in two.” I hear car doors closing. “Baby, listen to me. Just keep driving, okay?”

         “Okay,” I agree, my earlier anger giving way to pure fear.

         “I’ve got to put the phone down now.”

         “I don’t want you to,” I murmur. “Stay on the phone, please.”

         “Ava, I’ve got to put the phone down. John’s going to call you as soon as I hang up. Put it on loudspeaker and place it in your lap so you can concentrate. Understand?”

         He’s trying to stay calm, but he’s failing to conceal his distress. It’s thick in his husky voice, and I’m frightened by it.

         “Ava, baby, tell me you understand!”

         “I understand,” I whisper, and then the distinctive roar of a motorbike pours down the line. One of Jesse’s bikes. The phone goes dead.

         My heart has gone berserk and is punching its way through my chest, my hand is visibly shaking on the wheel and my eyes are glazing over with panic-fuelled tears. When my phone starts ringing, I fumble with the keypad until I manage to connect the call.

         “John?”

         “Hey, girl, are you on hands free?”

         “No, wait.” I quickly place the call on loudspeaker before dropping my phone into my lap and replacing my hand on the wheel, gripping harder to try and stop the shakes. “I’m done. I’ve done it.”

         “S’all good, girl.” He sounds so calm. “Just take a quick peek and tell me how far back Jesse’s car is.”

         I do as I’m told. “It’s only one car behind.”

         He hums a little. “I want you to drive as slowly as possible, without looking suspicious. Just below the limit, you got it?”

         I instantly ease off the accelerator a little. “Okay.”

         “Good girl. Now, tell me exactly where you are.”

         I glance to my left. “I’m approaching Millennium Bridge.”

         “That’s good,” he muses. “Concentrate on the road now.”

         “Okay. Why are you so calm?” An air of serenity is traveling down the line and calming me, which is crazy, considering the source of it—a giant, mean-looking, wraparound-wearing black man, who oozes terror.

         “One crazy motherfucker is enough, don’t you think?”

         I manage a small smile through my growing fear. “Yes.”

         “Now, tell me how you’ve been today.” He asks it like we’re having a perfectly normal conversation.

         “Fine. I’ve been fine.” What sort of question is that when I’m being chased down in a car?

         “He’ll be an extraordinary daddy, Ava.” John’s softly spoken words seep from the phone and seem to linger in the closed air around me, briefly pulling me away from this awful situation and putting a smile on my face.

         “I know.” I can’t see John, but if I could, I know I would see that gold tooth.

         “So you two are going to stop fucking about and sort this shit out?” He sounds like a father, and my fondness grows for the burly beast of a man.

         “Yes,” I agree. “Oh!” I’m suddenly thrust forward in my seat and my seatbelt locks, pulling straight across my collarbone and burning the skin beneath my dress.

         “Ava?” John’s voice is distant and muffled, and I can’t work out why. “Ava, girl!”

         “John?” I feel around on my lap, but there’s nothing. “John!”

         Bang!
         

         I’m jolted forward again, my arms instinctively locking on the wheel and sending a sharp flash of pain straight up to my shoulders. “Shit!” I look in the rearview mirror and freeze when I see the DBS now directly behind me, but it’s quite a way back. “John?” I yell. “John, can you hear me?” My eyes are moving constantly from the road ahead to the mirror, back and forth, and each time they’re back on the mirror, Jesse’s car is closer. I attempt to step on the accelerator, but all body functions are failing me, except my eyes, which are watching in horror as the DBS gains on me.

         Bang!
         

         “No!” I cry, as I swerve and struggle to regain control of my Mini. I don’t stand a chance. My brain is being inundated by a million different orders, but I can’t gather any cognitive thought to establish my best move. I straighten up my car to be immediately hit again. Now I’m crying. My emotions are taking hold, telling me that I should be crying, that I should be frightened. And I am. I’m terrified.

         Crash! 
         

         This time I lose complete control. I scream as the wheel starts spinning of its own accord, and I’m suddenly traveling sideways down the carriageway. Then I’m hit again and facing forward once more. I frantically grapple with the steering wheel, but it’s got a mind of its own and in a total panic, I yank at the handbrake. I’m not sure what happens next, but I’m thrown forward and back again, and dizzy, blurred images whirl past the windows—buildings, people, and cars all spinning around me until eventually a loud crash rings through my ears, my body jolts violently, and my eyes close. I don’t know where I am. But I’m still. I’m not moving anymore.

         I flex my neck on a groan and open my eyes to look out of the window. The traffic has stopped. All of it. And people are getting out of their cars and wandering over to me. I shuffle my legs and move my arms, quickly noting that I have feeling in all of them, before I unclip my belt and let myself out of my car. People are walking toward me, but I’m walking away. I’m walking toward the DBS, which is sitting a few yards away, the engine still purring. I should be running in the other direction, but I’m not. I’m running toward it. The desperate need to know who would do this has suddenly flattened my fear. Drugged, threatened, and now this? I’m only a few yards away when the engine starts revving, like some sort of eerie fucked-up threat. It doesn’t stop me. What does, though, is the sound of a high-powered machine getting louder and louder. I halt and stand rooted to the spot as I watch the DBS screech off, and then John’s Range Rover go sailing past in pursuit. This isn’t happening to me. I want to pinch myself, slap myself across the face, or, at the very least, wake up. I slowly turn when that high-powered machine sounds like it’s speeding around in my head. He skids to a stop and throws his bike down before sprinting toward me, no leathers, no helmet, just some faded jeans and a plain black T-shirt protecting his body. I can’t move. All I can do is wait for him to reach me, and he soon does, his hands starting to work fast strokes all over my stunned face as I stare blankly into his green eyes, which are drowned in pure terror.

         “Ava? Jesus, baby.” I’m pulled into his chest, one hand cradling the back of my head, the other wrapped around my waist to hold me tight. I want to hold him, I need to hold him, but nothing is happening when I tell it to happen. I hear Jesse’s phone ringing and he releases my head to fish around in his pocket. “John?”

         Being buried under Jesse’s chin, I can hear the low rumble of John’s pissed-off voice, and I distinctly hear him asking why the fuck he has to own such a stupidly fast motherfucking car.

         “Where are you?” Jesse asks, kissing my head between words.

         This time I can’t hear him. All I can hear are sirens—coming from every direction are sirens. I pull out of Jesse’s chest and find a mass of police cars and two ambulances. Just for me? But then I notice a crumpled heap of a car, and it’s not mine. Neither is the one wrapped around a lamppost nearby. I search through the chaos of people and abandoned cars and spot my Mini crunched up against some railings that are separating the road from the pavement. I shudder.

         “John, don’t stop until you’ve found out who’s in my fucking car.” Jesse hangs up and stuffs his phone back in his pocket. He pulls at my chin. “Look at me, baby.”

         I gaze up at him. “Where’s your helmet?”

         He takes a deep breath and claps my cheeks in his palms. “Fucking hell.” He kisses me hard on the lips. “Why do you refuse to play ball?” He kisses my nose, my lips, my eyes, my cheeks. “I sent John to get you, Ava. Why didn’t you let him take you to work?”

         “Because I wanted to shred Matt,” I admit. “But you beat me to it.”

         “I was so angry, Ava.”

         “I would never have seen it through. I wouldn’t have killed our baby.” I know I need to say this, at the very least.

         “Shhh.” He continues placing his lips all over my face and my arms finally lift to hold him tightly. I never want to let go.

         “Excuse me, sir.” The strange voice pulls our attention to the side, where a policeman is standing. “Is the young lady okay?”

         Jesse looks back at me and starts doing an all over visual assessment. “I don’t know. Are you okay?”

         “I’m fine.” I smile awkwardly.

         “You’re very lucky. Shall we get you checked over before we run through some questions?” The copper smiles and signals over to an ambulance.

         I feel all dramatic and a bit of a bother. “I feel fine, honestly.”

         Jesse growls and tosses me a fierce scowl. “I’m going to take that fine in my palm and slap you all over the arse with it.”
         

         “I am fine.” My car’s not, though. It looks terrible.
         

         Jesse makes a meal of exhaling and flopping his head back. “Ava, don’t defy me on this, please. I have no problem with pinning you down in the ambulance so they can confirm you’re okay.” His head drops back down. “Are you going the easy way, or the hard way?”

         “I’ll go,” I agree quietly. I’ll do anything he says. I free myself from his chest. “My bag.”

         “I’ll get it.” He sprints away.

         “My phone’s on the floor!” I call after him, but he just waves his arm over his head to acknowledge that he’s heard. He’s back in seconds, and the policeman leads us to the ambulance, pushing his way through the growing crowds of pedestrians.

         A paramedic on the back puts his hand out to me, but I don’t get the chance to grasp it. I’m lifted and placed in the white van. “Thank you.” I smile down at Jesse and watch as the copper gets a pad and pen from his pocket.

         “Sir, while she’s being taken care of, do you mind answering a few questions?”

         “Yes, I do. You’ll have to wait.”

         “Sir, I’d like to ask you a few questions.” The policeman isn’t asking nicely this time.

         Jesse turns his full body into him, the edge of threat clear in his stance. “My wife and child are in the back of that ambulance and the only way you’re going to stop me from seeing to them is if I’m dead.” He steps back and holds his hands out to the side. “So fucking shoot me.”

         The policeman looks up at me, and I smile apologetically. The last thing I need is Jesse being arrested. I don’t know whether it’s put down to emotions running high, but the copper nods and gestures for Jesse to join me. My trampling Lord’s glower is still fixed to his face as he turns back toward me, but it soon falls away. His face is level with my stomach, but his eyes are currently dropped and looking at my bare legs.

         Reaching forward, he runs his finger up the inside of my calf. “Baby, you’re cut.”

         I glance down. “Where?” I can’t feel anything. I pull at my dress, hitching it higher, but there is no sign of any cut. Higher it goes; still more blood but no cut. I look at Jesse in confusion, but he’s frozen as he watches me searching for the source of the blood. His eyes lift to mine. They are wide and uneasy. It doesn’t sit well. I start shaking my head as he moves forward, taking my dress up as far as it can go.

         There is no cut.

         The blood is coming from my knickers.

         “No!” I cry out, realization crashing into me like a tornado.

         “Oh Jesus.” He yanks the hem of my dress back down and jumps up to the ambulance, engulfing me in his arms. “Fucking hell, no.”

         “Sir?”

         “Hospital. Now!”

         I’m placed on a gurney gently and hear the slamming of metal doors, making me jump. I turn into his chest, clutching at his T-shirt and hiding my face from him. “I’m sorry.”

         “Shut up, Ava.” He grabs the back of my hair and pulls me out. His eyes are a cloud of green. “Please, just shut up.” His thumb drags under my eye, collecting some tears. “I love you.”

         This is my punishment. This is my penance for having such toxic thoughts. I deserve it, but Jesse doesn’t. He deserves the happiness I know this baby would’ve given him. It’s an extension of me. I’ve destroyed his dream. I should have seen things clearer sooner. I should have changed my address at the surgery. I should have let John take me to work. I shouldn’t have gone to Matt’s office. There are so many things I have and haven’t done that could have changed how things are playing out.

         My shame is eating away at me and it will for the rest of my life. It hasn’t happened how I had stupidly first thought, but the end result is the same. I’ve killed our baby.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Nineteen

         

         The silence surrounding us is painful. The whole way in the ambulance I sobbed and Jesse constantly told me how much he loves me. I can’t help but think it’s simply because he doesn’t know what else to say. There’s no comfort or reassurance coming from those three words. He hasn’t said it doesn’t matter because I know it does. He hasn’t said it’s not my fault because I know it is. He hasn’t said that we’ll be fine, either, and I don’t know if we will be. Just when I was beginning to see light at the end of the never-ending tunnel of issues, we’re hit with the worst kind of devastation—a damage that can’t be fixed. He’ll resent me forever.
         

         He carries me from the ambulance, rejecting the wheelchair that’s brought out by a nurse, and silently follows the doctor down the busy corridor, all of the time looking straight ahead and flipping one-word answers to anyone who asks him questions. I can’t feel anything except Jesse’s thundering heartbeat pulsing into me.

         After what seems like an eternity of gently bobbing up and down in Jesse’s arms, I’m lowered onto a huge hospital bed in a private room. He’s gentle and all of his actions are tender and loving as he strokes my hair, props my head up slightly, and covers my legs with the thin sheet that’s lying at the foot of the bed. But there are still no comforting or reassuring words.

         We’re closed in from every direction by machines and medical equipment. A nurse stays, but the ambulance men leave after giving a brief rundown on me, what has happened, and the observations they have already performed on the way to the hospital. The nurse takes notes, sticks things in my ear, and holds thing to my chest. She asks questions, and I answer quietly, but the whole time, I keep my eyes on Jesse, who’s sitting in a chair with his face in his palms.

         The nurse pulls my reluctant eyes away from my grieving husband when she hands me a gown. She smiles. It’s a sympathetic smile. Then she leaves the room. I just hold it for a while, until so much time has passed, I think it could be next week, or even next year. I want it to be next year. Will this crippling pain and guilt be gone by next year?

         I finally slide myself to the side of the bed, my back to Jesse, and reach around to unzip my dress and stand. In the quiet, I hear him move.

         “Let me,” he says softly. He’s in front of me, but my stinging eyes remain on the floor.

         “It’s okay. I can manage.”

         “You probably can.” He pulls my dress up over my head. “But it’s my job and I’d like to keep it.”

         My chin starts to tremble as I fight to restrain the persistent tears. “Thank you,” I whisper, still keeping my welling eyes from his line of sight.

         It’s an impossible task, especially when he bends and pushes his face up into my neck, forcing my face up to his. “Don’t thank me for looking after you, Ava. It’s what I’ve been put on this earth to do. It’s what keeps me here.”

         “I’ve ruined everything. I’ve lost your dream.”

         He pushes me down onto the bed and kneels in front of me. “My dream is you, Ava. Day and night, just you.” My vision is hazy and blurred, but I can clearly see the tears trickling from his green eyes. “I can manage without anything, but never you. Not ever. Don’t look like this, please. Don’t look like you think it’s the end. It’s never the end for us. Nothing will break us, Ava. Do you understand me?”

         I nod through my quiet weeping, unable to form words or even say them if I could.

         He brushes the back of his hand roughly across his cheeks. “We let these people tell us you’re going to be okay, and then we go home to be together.”

         I nod again.

         “Tell me you love me.”

         A loud sob spills from my mouth and my arms find his shoulders and pull him into me. “I need you.”

         “I need you, too,” he whispers. His hands all over my back, despite being cool and a little shaky, give me all of the comfort I need. We’ll be okay. Heartbroken, but okay. “Let me get you into this gown.”

         I’m pulled up from the bed, but he remains kneeling and starts peeling my bloodstained underwear away from my body. I can’t look. I clench my eyes shut and feel instead of see my knickers being slowly drawn down my thighs. The familiar feel of his fingertip tapping my ankle prompts me to step out, but all of the time I keep my eyes clenched shut. For the briefest of moments, I know he has moved from in front of me, and then I hear a tap running before he’s back and gently sweeping a wet cloth up the inside of my thigh. My heart constricts painfully in my chest.

         “Arms.” Jesse’s soft instruction encourages me to open my eyes. I find him holding the gown in front of me. My arms thread through, and I’m turned so he can fasten it. “Up you get,” he orders. I shift myself back into position just as there’s a knock on the door. Jesse calls an okay.

         The same nurse has returned, but this time she has a male doctor with her. He shuts the door softly and nods at Jesse, who is suddenly more alert, and I know why.

         The doctor has a fiddle with the machine at the side of me, and then perches on the edge of the bed. “How are you feeling, Ava?” he asks.

         “Fine.” The one word that Jesse has threatened to spank my arse with just slips right out. “I’m okay, thank you.”

         “Okay. No aches or pains, cuts or bruises?”

         “No, nothing.”

         He smiles mildly and folds back the sheet that’s covering my stomach. “Let’s see what’s going on. Would you like to pull the gown up so I can feel your tummy?”

         Even now, when we are in the darkest most desperate place, I can feel Jesse’s tension at the prospect of another man laying his hands on me. I glance over to him and give pleading eyes, but he just shakes his head. “I might step outside,” he says quietly, stepping back toward the door.

         “Don’t you dare!” I cry. “Don’t you dare leave me!” I know he’s struggling, but he can overcome that now. He has to overcome that now.
         

         The doctor looks between us, a little baffled, and waits for Jesse to take the initiative and join me at the bed. It feels like an eternity, but then he inhales a long, controlled gathering of strength and comes to sit next to me. My hand is picked up and encased in both of his before he brings the bundle to his chest and drops his head to it. He can’t watch.

         I’m flanked on both sides, one man pushing my gown up and feeling around on my stomach, the other breathing deeply and squeezing my hand. I just rest my head back and stare up at the ceiling, wishing this could be over so Jesse can take me home and we can start painfully processing what has happened.

         “This will be a little chilly,” the doctor says as he squirts some gel on my abdomen. He rolls the device around while he watches the screen, and the small room is instantly filled with a wishy-washy distortion of crackling and whirring. He hums and makes odd noises as he flicks switches with his spare hand and pushes the gray contraption firmly into my stomach. It doesn’t hurt. Nothing hurts because I’m still totally numb. And then he stops moving his hand and stops flicking buttons on the huge machine. I sneak a peek at the doctor, finding him looking intently at the screen. He eventually looks at me. “Everything is okay, Ava.”

         “I’m sorry?” I whisper. My dying heart has suddenly roused and is climbing up to my throat, set on choking me with shock.

         “Everything is okay. Light bleeding in early pregnancy can be perfectly normal, but given the circumstances, it’s wise for us to be cautious.”

         I can feel Jesse’s hands tightening around mine, slowly constricting until I hiss a little with pain. He eases off immediately and slowly raises his head until his eyes find mine. They are wide green pools of shock and his cheeks are drenched. I shake my head mildly, like out of all the horror today had brought, it’s this bit that I must be dreaming about. We’re both just staring at each other, neither one of us knowing how to handle this news. He goes to speak, but nothing comes out. I go to say something, too, but no words materialize.

         He stands up, sits back down again, and then restands, letting go of my hand. “Ava’s still pregnant? She’s…she’s…there’s…we’re…”

         The doctor laughs a little. “Yes, Ava is still pregnant, Mr. Ward. Sit down, I’ll show you.”

         Jesse turns stunned eyes to me briefly before directing them toward the monitor of the machine. “I’ll stand, if you don’t mind. I need to feel my legs.” He leans over the bed slightly, his eyes squinting. “I don’t see anything.”

         It’s hard, but I pull my eyes away from my dazed husband and take a look myself, but all I can see is a black-and-white jumble of fuzz. The doctor points at the screen. “There, look. Two perfect heartbeats.”

         I frown to myself. Two heartbeats?

         Jesse recoils and almost scowls at the doctor. “My baby has two hearts?”

         The doctor laughs and turns amused eyes onto us. “No, Mr. Ward. Each of your babies has one heart, and both are beating just fine.”

         His mouth falls open and he starts walking backward until the backs of his legs hit a chair and he collapses, his arse colliding loudly with the seat. “I’m sorry, say that again,” he murmurs.

         The doctor chuckles. He finds this funny? I don’t. I’ve gone from having one baby, to having no baby, to having two babies? At least, that’s what I think he’s saying. The doctor turns his body fully toward Jesse. “Mr. Ward, let me put this into plain English, if it will help.”

         “Please,” Jesse whispers.

         “Your wife is expecting twins.”

         “Oh fuck.” He gulps. “I had a feeling you were going to say that.” He looks at me, but if he’s expecting any words, a facial expression, or anything, then he’s looking in vain. Twins?

         “About six weeks, I would say.”

         Yes, I’m stunned, but I know damn well that that’s impossible. I had a period five-ish weeks ago. I can’t be any more than four weeks. “I’m sorry, that can’t be right. I’ve had a period within that time and was on the pill previous to that.” He doesn’t need to know that I missed a few here and there. It’s irrelevant now.
         

         “You had a period?” he asks.

         “Yes!”

         “That’s not unusual,” he flips casually. “Let me do some measurements.”

         It’s not? I glance across at Jesse warily, seeing nothing but a lean physique frozen in place. He looks like he’s been fossilized. Is he so excited now? I don’t know, but he had better get used to it. This is revenge at its best. He didn’t bargain on this, and if I wasn’t so shell-shocked, then I think I’d be smug. My challenging, neurotic ex-playboy has a challenge on his hands, and it’s called a hormone-frenzied wife and two screaming babies. I actually smile to myself as I lie back on the pillow and drift off to a fantasyland of chaos, where Jesse is pulling his hair out while I look on, smiling as our two toddlers run around his ankles, vying for his attention—a fantasyland that’s going to be all too real very soon. My Lord is going to have some stiff competition in the demanding department because one thing I wholeheartedly wish for most is that both of these babies have every irritating trait that he does. I hope they take after their father, and I hope they challenge him every day for the rest of his life. I look at his motionless frame and smile on the inside. I also hope they are just like him because he’s beautiful and bursting at the seams with pure, intense love. Love for me, and love for our babies. I’ve just landed softly on Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

         
            *  *  *

         

         After he told me to take it easy for a day or two, the doctor printed off a picture and sent us on our way. We strolled out of the hospital hand in hand, with Jesse holding the little black-and-white scan picture gently at the corner. I guided him the whole way because he was too rapt by the photo to look where he was going. John picked us up and dropped us at Lusso, and laughed the hardest I’d ever seen when I told him the news that we’d just received. I told him because Jesse still wasn’t talking, not even to ask John if he caught the DBS. So I did. He lost the motherfucking thing.

         We passed Casey, who looked a little shocked that he wasn’t growled at, and I directed Jesse into the elevator and just about coaxed the new code from him. He didn’t tell me it. He just absentmindedly punched in the four digits.

         3, 2, 1, 0.

         We’re now in the kitchen, Jesse slumped on the stool, still staring at the picture, and me sipping a glass of water, waiting for him to spring back to life. I’ll give him half an hour, and then I’ll chuck some cold water over him.

         I go upstairs, call Kate, and listen to her gasp in shock—first at the news of my dramatic car chase, then at the news of twins. I take a shower and dry my hair, then throw on my Thai fisherman pants, smiling when I realize that these will grow with my belly.

         When I get back downstairs, Jesse is still sitting motionless at the island, staring at the scan picture.

         Feeling a little frustrated, I sit next to him and pull his face to mine. “Are you going to speak anytime soon?”

         His eyes roam all over my face for so long, until they eventually land on mine. “I can’t fucking breathe, Ava.”

         “I’m shocked, too,” I admit, although clearly not as shocked as he is.

         His lip slowly slips through his teeth, which seem to clamp down severely, his cogs firing into action in his head. It makes me immediately wary.

         He speaks in a near whisper. “I was a twin.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty

         

         I shrink back on my stool and drop his chin, and for the millionth time in one day, I can’t form any words. Nothing. Absolutely zero inspiration is coming to me. I’m more shocked now than at any other point during this long day.
         

         He smiles mildly. “My spirited girl is speechless.”

         I am. Well and truly floored, in fact. You would think I’d be used to shock and surprise from this man, but no, he gets me every bloody time.

         Reaching up, he strokes my cheek gently and slides his hand onto my neck, circling his thumb on my throat softly. “Have a bath with me,” he says quietly, rising from the stool and pulling me up. “I need to be with you.”

         I’m lifted up to his body, my arms sliding around his shoulders and my legs finding their favorite place as he walks us upstairs. It takes no thought or any mental encouragement for my lips to find his neck and kiss him. Just kiss him and smell him and feel him, all of his minty freshness and all of his hard edges comforting me deeply. I’m not going to press him for information. He could’ve easily used our recent news as the reason for his shock and I would have believed him, but he didn’t. He’s shared something, a part of himself. He’s confessed that he was a twin, not that he is a twin. And now his wife is pregnant with twins, and it has clearly unearthed something from deep within him.
         

         He places me on the vanity unit in the bathroom and sets about his usual bath-time routine of testing the temperature, pouring in the bath soak, and swishing to instigate some bubbles. Then he returns to me once he’s done and the bath is full. He reaches to pull my tank top up, resting his lips on mine as he does, and we fall straight into a slow massaging of each other’s tongues as he works my clothing, only pulling away briefly to get my top past my face before we find ourselves again and continue with our sweet, lingering kiss. It’s a special kiss. A really special one, and I delay pulling off his T-shirt, just so I don’t have to leave his lips. This kiss is not leading to an intense lovemaking session. This kiss is leading to him sharing something painful. Right now, when he’s pouring his love into me through our kiss, is his way of finding the strength to tell me his story. It’s his way of ensuring that I’m real before he offloads a past of pain.

         My hands find their way under his T-shirt and to the hard, rippling waves of his stomach. “Take it off,” he says between our mouths. “Please, take away everything between us.”

         His request makes me falter slightly, but when his lips press a little harder, I find my flow again. That wasn’t just a plea to remove his clothes. I work fast. The urgency to get his bare skin on mine is very quickly my top priority, so I drop his mouth and pull his T-shirt up, then start on his jeans, pushing them down his legs so he can kick them off. I’m pulled down from the unit, my Thai pants are removed and my lace knickers are drawn down my thighs. I don’t miss the quick check for blood. There is none. Our babies are okay. I’m lifted to him, my hands sliding straight into his hair and my lips falling straight to his mouth as he steps into the bath with me wrapped around him and lowers to his knees.

         “Is the water okay?” he mumbles as I settle on his thighs.

         “Fine.” I press my body into his, my breasts flattening against his chest, my elbows resting on his shoulders while my hands roam all over his head and my lips work relentlessly but softly.

         “Always fine,” he whispers.

         “Always perfect if I have you.”

         “You have me.” His fingers thread through my hair and grip before he pulls me back. “You do know that, don’t you?”

         “You married me. Of course I know.”

         He shakes his head and grabs my hand, pulling off my wedding ring and holding it up. “Do you think this signifies my love for you?”
         

         “Yes,” I admit quietly.

         He smiles a little, as if I just don’t get it. I don’t. “Then we should get these diamonds removed and have it reencrusted with my heart.” He slowly slides it back onto my finger, and I dissolve in his lap, reaching forward and resting my palm on his chest.

          “I like your heart exactly where it is.” Leaning down, I place my lips on his skin. “I like how it swells when you look at me.”

         “Just for you, baby.” He pushes our mouths together and spends a few moments reinforcing exactly that. “Let me bathe you,” he mumbles, working his lips down to my throat. “Turn around for me.”

         I begrudgingly let him shift me from his lap so he can come off his knees and sit back before he arranges me between his thighs and starts with his bathing routine. I sigh contentedly but say nothing. And I don’t plan on instigating tub-talk, either. Not this time. This is for him to lead. Of course, my curious mind has gone into overdrive, but I won’t be the first one to break the comfortable silence. My Lord’s past holds no significance to our future. He has said that before and now, more than ever, I know just what he meant.

         “Are you fine?” he asks, working the sponge around the base of my neck.

         I smile down into the water. “I’m okay.”

         I watch the water ripple, the little waves lapping around me as he moves in closer and rests his mouth at my ear. “I’m a little worried about my defiant temptress,” he whispers.

         I don’t want to come over all hot and tingly, but it’s something I’ll never prevent when he’s near, let alone breathing in my ear. I push my cheek into him. “Why?”

         “Because she’s too quiet when there’s information to be had.” He kisses my temple and lays back, taking me with him.

         “If you want to tell me, then you will.”

         His chest jolts beneath me on a silent laugh. “I’m not sure I like what pregnancy is doing to my girl.” His hands rest on my stomach. “First of all, she’s developed a phobia of my cock in her mouth.” He lifts his hips into my lower back, as if demonstrating what I’m missing. I know exactly what I’m missing, and I’m not liking it. “And second, she’s not blessing me with her forceful demands for intelligence.”

         I shrug nonchalantly. “My Lord isn’t blessing me with his wide range of expert fuckings, so we’re even, aren’t we?”

         He laughs, and I’m a little annoyed that I’m not facing him because if I was, I know I’d see the sparkle in his eyes and the light fans at the corners. “But she’s still blessing me with her filthy mouth.” He gives me a tweak above my hipbone, and I perform a jerk and a yelp before he lets me settle again. The silence settles, too.

         He eventually sighs and starts circling tiny rings with his fingertips on each side of my bellybutton. “His name was Jake.” He doesn’t say any more than that, so I lie quietly on him, waiting for him to elaborate. “He idolized me. He wanted to be me. I’ll never understand it.” He sounds angry, and I’m suddenly moving, being turned around to face him. I’m now on my stomach, spread all over him and looking up into green grief. “I can’t do this on my own, baby. Help me.”

         My instincts kick in and I push myself up his body, settling higher so I can get my face in the crook of his neck. “Were you not alike?”

         “We were the furthest away from alike you could get. In looks and personality.”
         

         “He wasn’t a god?”

         His hands caress my back gently. “He was a genius.”

         “How is that far away from you?” I ask.

         “Jake had his brain to get him by; I had my looks and I used them, as you well know. Jake didn’t use his brain. If he did, he wouldn’t be dead.”

         Questions are popping into my mind left, right, and center, and I can’t hold them back. “How did he die?”

         “He got hit by a car.”

         “How would that be not using his brain?”

         “Because he was pissed when he staggered into the road.”

         Realization is dawning, and it’s dawning very fast. “Carmichael isn’t the only reason you don’t talk to your parents, is he?”

         “No, the fact that I’m responsible for my brother’s death is a major contributing factor.” He says it with no emotion at all, almost sarcastically. “Carmichael and The Manor came after and kind of put the nail in the coffin.”

         “Jake was their favorite?” I hate saying that. It makes me angry to think it, but I’m slowly working this out. I don’t know Jesse’s family, and I have no desire to after he told me that they’re ashamed of him.

         “Jake was everything they wanted from a son. I wasn’t. I tried to be. I studied, but it didn’t come as naturally to me as it did to Jake.”

         “But he wanted to be like you?”

         “He wanted the small piece of freedom I gained through being considered the one with the least potential. All of their attention was focused on Jake, the genius—the one they could be proud of. Jake would go to Oxford. Jake would make his first million before he was twenty-one. Jake would marry a well-bred English girl and breed well-spoken, polite, clever children.” He pauses. “Except Jake didn’t want any of that. He wanted to choose the direction of his own life and the tragic thing is, he would’ve chosen well on his own.”

         “So what happened?”

         “There was a house party. You know, full of drink, girls and…opportunities.”

         Yes, I know, and I bet Jesse was a regular at these house parties.

         “We were coming up to our seventeenth. Of course, it was my idea.”

         “What?” I’m not sure I like where this tale is heading, but I know I’m going to find out.

         “To go out and be teenagers, get away from the constant grind of studying and to stop trying to live up to our parents’ expectations. I knew I’d pay for it, but I was prepared to face my parents’ wrath. We were going to have a few drinks together, like brothers. It was just one night. I never expected to pay so severely.”

         My heart is breaking for him. I pull myself from my snug place in his neck and sit up. I need to see his face. “You got carried away?”

         His eyebrows shoot up. “Me? No! I’d had a few, but Jake was throwing back shots like he’d never drink again. I virtually carried him out of that house, and then it all came out. How much he hated the suffocation, how he didn’t want to go to Oxford. We made a pact.” He smiles fondly. “We agreed to tell our parents together that we didn’t want to do it anymore. We wanted to make our own decisions based on our dreams, not based on what would impress the snotty fuckers our parents socialized with.” Now he really smiles. “He wanted to race motorbikes, but that was considered uncouth and common. Reckless.” His eyes clench shut and reopen, and he loses his beam. “I’d never seen him so happy at the thought of rebelling with me, doing what we wanted for once, not what we were told to do. And then he walked out into the road.” He keeps his eyes on mine, gauging my reaction. He wants to know if I think it’s his fault.

         “You can’t be held responsible.” I’m feeling a bit mad.

         He smiles and brushes my hair from my face. “I’m held responsible because I am responsible. I shouldn’t have dragged Jake off the perfect path. The stupid idiot shouldn’t have listened to me.”
         

         “It doesn’t sound like you dragged him anywhere.”

         “He wouldn’t be dead, Ava. What if—”

         “No, Jesse. Don’t think like that. Life is full of what-ifs. What if your parents hadn’t suffocated you? What if you stood up sooner and said ‘enough’?”

         “What if I had played ball?” His face is straight. This is a question he has asked himself repeatedly and never found the answer to.

         I’m about to give it to him.

         “You would never have found me.” I can feel my emotions squeezing at my vocal cords. “And I would never have found you,” I whisper, the very thought finishing me. Tears start streaming down my face. It’s unthinkable. Unbearable. Everything happens for a reason and if Jake was still alive, then I’ve no doubt that Jesse’s life would have taken a different direction, and then we would never have found each other.

         His head rests back, and he looks at my tummy. “Everything that’s happened in my life has led me to you, Ava. It’s taken forever, but I’ve finally found where I belong.”

         I grab his hand and hold it against my stomach. “With me and these two little people.”

         His eyes drift up my body and his other hand grabs my waist, pulling me down. “With you and those two little people,” he confirms. “Our little people.”

         Jesse’s reaction to our news is understandable now, and the more he speaks of his parents, the more I dislike them. The unreasonable need to keep up appearances tore their family apart. “What about Amalie?” I ask.

         “Amalie would marry well and be a good wife and mother, and I believe she might have fulfilled her obligation. It said Doctor David, didn’t it?”
         

         “It did.”

         “There you are, then.” His tone carries an air of bitterness, which I can’t help but feel, too.

         He really did go all out after Jake died, like he was on a defiance mission to make up for Jake’s absence; like, in a weird kind of way, he was avenging his brother’s death. He was doubling up on the delinquencies, ensuring he didn’t break the pact. “You started spending more time with Carmichael after Jake’s death?”

         “I did. Carmichael knew the score. He’d been through it himself with my granddad.” His hands slip all over my back. “Are you comfy?”

         “Yes, I’m fine.” I brush off his concern quickly, wanting him to continue.

         “It was a relief. I escaped the daily reminder that Jake wasn’t with me anymore, and I distracted myself with jobs that my uncle gave me around The Manor.” He shifts a little. “Are you sure you’re comfy?”

         “I’m bloody comfy!” I tweak his nipple, and he laughs. This is good. He’s at ease sharing this with me.

         “She’s comfy,” he muses.

         “She is. What jobs did you do?”

         “Everything. I’d collect the glasses in the bar, mow the lawns. Dad went through the roof, but I didn’t let him stop me. Then they announced that we were moving to Spain.”

         “And you refused to go.”

         “Yes. I hadn’t ventured into the rooms of The Manor at that point. I was still a Manor virgin.” He’s grinning. I know he is. “But on my eighteenth birthday, Carmichael let me loose in the bar. Worst thing he could’ve done. I slipped right in. It came naturally. Too naturally.” I look up at him. The grin has gone. “If simply being at The Manor took my mind away from all of my troubles, then being drunk and having sex at The Manor eliminated them completely.”

         “Escapism,” I whisper. He escaped the guilt that his parents landed on him by drinking excessively and dabbling with too many women. “What did Carmichael think of all this?”

         He smiles. “He thought it was a phase, that it would pass. Then he went and died on me, too.”

         “And your parents tried to make you sell The Manor.” I already know all of this.

         “Yes, they soon flew home from Spain at the news of my uncle’s death. They found me, a younger version of the family black sheep, lording it up, drinking, and gorging on women. I’d experienced freedom, without them trying to mold me into suitable son material. I’d grown cocky and confident, and now I was also extremely wealthy.” His lips press into a straight line. He is full to the brim with resentment. “I told them where to shove their ultimatum. The Manor was Carmichael’s life, and then it became mine. End of.”

         I thought so much was clear, but today’s tub-talk has put all other enlightenment to shame.

         “Our children will be whoever they want to be.” I bite his chin. “As long as they don’t want to be playboys.”

         My bum cheeks are clenched in his palms and squeezed tightly. “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”

         “I think it does.”

         “You’re right; it does.” He slides me up and kisses my nipple. “My mark is fading.”

         “Freshen it up, then.” I push my chest into him, like the little temptress he knows me to be, and he wraps his lips around my puckered bud and laps gently. I moan, long, low, and deeply satisfied, my nose rubbing through his wet locks and taking a hit of his delicious scent.

         “Nice?” he asks, clamping down with his teeth.

         “Hmmm.” I feel peaceful, enlightened.

         His lips drift across to the site of my fading mark, and he begins to suck gently, drawing the blood to the surface. “Ava, I’m not sure how I feel about our babies taking to your breasts.” He releases me and I slide back down, brushing across something very hard. His eyes widen, and he inhales sharply. “Oh no, we can’t.” He shifts me and sits up. “I won’t, Ava. And don’t you dare kick into temptress mode, either.”

         I scowl at him. “Cornwall,” I threaten, and he recoils in horror, but soon matches my scowl, his probably fiercer.

         “You’re not going anywhere!” he asserts on a growl as he stands, his beautiful, smooth iron rod of flesh just at the right level for my kneeling form. I seize it quickly before he can step out of the tub, wrapping my palm around him and clamping down. “Fuck, you little fucking temptress.”

         “Are you going to walk away from me?” I pull a long, slow draw.

         He shakes his head. “Ava, there’s not a fucking chance on this planet that I’m taking you.”

         “Sit down.” I nod to the side of the tub and flick my tongue across the wet head of his huge cock.

         He hisses and looks up to the ceiling. “Ava, if you leave me hanging to throw up, I’ll lose my fucking mind.” He thrusts forward gently.

         “I won’t.” I don’t know that for sure, but there are other ways to do this. “Sit.” I push him down onto the side of the tub and kneel between his thighs, but I don’t get a chance to be creative.

         He grabs my arms. “If I’m sitting on this side, then you’re sitting on the other.” He hits me with a hungry kiss and pulls away panting, his eyes completely smoked out. Anticipation is making my tummy clench. “With your legs wide open.”

         I gasp a little, and immediately curse myself for it. He’s luring me in to that place where he takes all control. He’s goading me with those eyes, which are full of promise and pleasure, daring me to refuse. Slipping his hands under my arms, he lifts me to my feet before gently pushing me back. I find my place and rest my bum on the edge of the giant tub. It’s hard under my wet flesh, not that I’m particularly concerned. I can’t seem to focus on anything, other than this man sitting opposite me, all smoldering and hard. Then he runs his tongue across his bottom lip, and I find myself mimicking him.

         “Lick your fingers, Ava,” he orders. He’s in dominant Jesse mode. I know there will be no hard fuck to wrap this up, but it’s that look, that stance, that commanding tone.

         I take my fingers to my mouth and slide them between my lips, slowly and precisely, never removing my eyes from his. I couldn’t if I tried. The usual addictiveness is hard enough to pull away from, but when they are all hooded, his lashes fanned and hunger oozing from them…impossible.

         “Slide your hand down your front,” he says roughly. “Slowly.”

         I comply and lazily drag my palm down my body, brushing my nipples and skimming my stomach until I arrive at the juncture of my thighs.

         “Stop.” He rips his eyes from mine and they wander down, taking their time, drinking in his asset before they reach my hand. “One finger, baby. Slowly slide one finger in.”

         Doing as I’m instructed, I insert one finger on a deep inhale of breath.

         “Remember, that’s mine.” He flicks his eyes to mine. “So be gentle with it.”

         Those words, the way he says them, and the fact that he absolutely means them, pushes me to close my eyes and mentally gather my wits.

         “Eyes, Ava.”

         Using breathing exercises to try and calm myself down, I follow through on his order.

         “Good girl.” He reaches down and takes a loose hold of himself. My heart rate multiplies. “Taste.”

         I don’t feel shy. I never have, no matter what he does or asks me to do. My hand glides back up my body, and then I slowly, seductively, teasingly slide my finger into my mouth and shamelessly moan as I do.

         “Good?” He’s drawing easy strokes of his arousal as he watches me. It’s sending me wild with want, but I know that I’m not moving from this side of the tub. I know who has the power.

         I give him heavy, lustful eyes as I lick and suck around my finger, working myself up into a desperate wreck of trembling nerves.

         “I’ll take that as a yes.” He jerks a little and pauses with his lazy rhythm, seeming to gather his own wits. “Fucking hell, Ava.”

         Knowing his self-control is slipping, I take advantage and drift back down to my entrance, scissoring my fingers and beginning a measured, meticulous caressing of myself. My back arches, my legs spread farther, and my head rolls on a groan. I’m rippling all over and releasing uncontrolled bursts of breath as my pleasure builds with my own rhythmic touch.

         “Damn it, Ava. Look at me,” he hisses. My eyes and head drop at his command. He’s tipping the edge, too. His body has solidified and his fist is working firmer and faster. This only encourages me, my own fingers speeding up, my own body tensing. “You’re close, baby.”

         “Yes!” I’m losing it.

         “Oh Jesus, not yet. Control it.”

         “I can’t!” I shout, the thought of him stopping this making me panic slightly. I’m brimming. It’s coming. “Oh God!”

         “Ava, fuck, control it!” Now his fist is moving urgently, his head is rolling, but he’s keeping those greens right on me.

         I attempt everything. I tense all over, my legs splashing the water as I jerk and fight the convulsions riding through me. “Jesse,” I cry desperately. The buzzing at my core is getting out of control.

         “Ava, you look fucking amazing.” His unrestrained movements get the better of him and he moans, falling to his knees in the water and letting out a suppressed bark.

         I move my hand immediately when his head falls between my thighs and his mouth takes over, while he continues to work himself in front of me. The warmth of his lips all over my sex pushes me that little bit further into ecstasy. I’m yanking at his hair, pushing him farther into me. I’m going to burst at the seams with pleasure.

         And then I do.

         My thighs clamp to the sides of his head as I let go on an elongated shudder of comforting bliss and a heavy rush of air. My lungs burst. I go lax. He rolls and laps gently, softly flicking his tongue, and then works his way up my body until he finds my mouth. He pulls me down to my knees and takes my hand, replacing his with mine around his steel shaft. He hasn’t come. “My turn,” he whispers. “Hold it against you.”

         The wet tip of him meets my clit, pushing against me, taking the edge off the persistent buzz. I take over, holding him lightly and massaging him to climax. His hands are free now, and they are encasing my neck, holding my head firm as he works my mouth with the same care as I’m working him with my hand. This isn’t urgent and frenzied. This is controlled and relaxed. He can control it so much better than I can.

         “Just keep it like that,” he mumbles into my mouth. “I could stay like this forever.”

         “I love you.” I don’t know why I feel the need to say this now, but I do anyway.

         His tongue sweeps gently through my mouth. He pulls back, he plays with my lips, and then he’s back in my mouth, flirting with my tongue. And the whole time, I just soak up his attention and keep up my seduction of his velvet hardness against me. It’s working me down perfectly and working him up just as well. “I know,” he murmurs, and with a small whimper and hardening of his kiss, he comes, the hot essence of him pouring all over me as he throbs in my hold and moans around our kiss.

         After I’ve worked him slowly down, he sits on his heels, pulling me onto his lap. “Are you cold?”

         “A little.” I shrug and seek warmth by pushing myself into him.

         “My lady’s tired.” He kisses my nose. “Snuggle?”

         I nod, and he lifts me from the bath. We dry each other off in silence and find our way to the bed, falling in together and immediately finding our snuggle places—him on his back, me spread all over his chest, my face in his neck and his hands running all over me.

         “I’ll never love one more than the other,” he proclaims quietly.

         I don’t answer him. Instead, I kiss his neck and snuggle deeper.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-one

         

         I could lie here forever, just watching him sleep, the peaceful streams of air intermittently reaching my face, reinforcing the deep sense of belonging inside of me. The tender placing of his palm on my tummy is strengthening my love for this man. And the close perfection of his body is swelling my desire for his touch. There are a million things about this man that make me despair, but there are endless things that make me adore him. Some of those despairing things I even adore.
         

         Unable to resist, I reach forward and run my thumb down his stubbled cheek and onto his parted lips, smiling as he twitches a little and then sighs and settles again, his hand on my belly unconsciously starting to circle. The flawlessness of his beautiful face will amaze me until the day I die—his lightly tanned skin, his almost girly long lashes, the faint crease across his brow. It would take me a lifetime to run through all his stunning features. My devastating man, in all of his challenging ways.

         My wandering hand floats across his face; my fingertip traces the taut flesh of his throat and my palm skims his solid chest. I sigh, all dreamy and content as I spend this quiet time exploring his body and face.

         “Have you finished feeling me up?” His rough voice drags me from my daydreaming, my hand pausing on his scar. His eyes remain closed.

         “No, just be still and silent,” I order quietly, carrying on with my fondling.

         “Anything you say, lady.”

         I grin and lean forward, hovering my lips over his. “Good boy.”

         His closed lids flicker and the corners of his mouth blatantly restrain a smirk. “What if I want to be a bad boy?” One of his eyes opens cheekily.

         Nothing will prevent me from smiling at that face. “Morning.”

         He moves too fast. I’m on my back and pinned under his body in a nanosecond, my arms held over my head. I don’t even have time to register his attack or let out a squeal of shock. “Someone has sleepy sex on their mind.”

         “No, I have Jesse Ward on my mind, which means I also have various degrees of fuckings on my mind.”

         His eyebrows rise slowly, thoughtfully. “You’re insatiable, my beautiful girl.” He kisses me hard. “Watch your mouth.”

         I quickly return his kiss, but he halts me by pulling away. I scowl. He smiles. It’s that smug smile. I scowl harder, but I’m ignored. “I’ve been thinking.”

         My scowl falls away immediately. Jesse thinking is almost as worrying as him trampling all over the place. “What about?”

         “About how dramatic our married life has been.”

         I can’t argue with that. “Okay…” I drag the word out slowly, meaning I’m not sure it’s okay at all.

         “Let me take you away.” His green eyes are pleading with me, and now he’s pouting, too. Is he beginning to realize that this face has just as much impact as a sense fuck? “Just us two on our own.”

         “We’ll never be alone ever again,” I remind him.

         He lifts and glances down at my stomach, and I see him smile and shift down to kiss my tummy before returning those puppy dog eyes to mine. “Let me love you. Let me have you to myself for a few days.”

         “What about my job?” My commitment recently has been really questionable.

         “Ava, you were in a car accident yesterday.”

         “I know,” I concede. “But I have appointments and Patrick is—”

         “I’ll sort Patrick.” He cuts me straight off. “He’ll deal with your appointments.”

         My eyes narrow. “Sort Patrick or trample Patrick?”

         He pulls that hurt face. I’m not buying it. “I’ll speak to Patrick.”

         “Delicately.”

         He grins. “-ish.”

         “No, Ward. No ‘–ish’ about it. Delicately. End of!”

         “Is that a yes?” he asks hopefully. I could cuddle him, the adorable pain in the arse that he is.

         “Yes,” I agree. He needs the break just as much as I do, probably more. Yesterday’s events will not help his worrying. “Where are we going?”

         He springs into action, jumping up from the bed like an excited child on Christmas morning. “Anywhere. I don’t care.”

         “I do! I’m not skiing!” I sit bolt upright in bed at the very thought of being kitted out in padded skiwear with some giant planks of wood attached to my feet.

         “Don’t be stupid, woman.” He rolls his eyes and disappears into the wardrobe, appearing moments later with a suitcase. “You’re carrying my babies in there.” He points to my stomach. “You’re lucky I’m not chaining you to the bed for the rest of this pregnancy.”

         “You can if you like.” I hold my wrists against the headboard. “I won’t complain.”

         “You’re a temptress, Mrs. Ward. Come pack.” He goes back into the wardrobe, leaving me hanging on the bed. On a grumble loud enough for him to hear, I shuffle to the edge and follow him. He’s pulling down clothes haphazardly and chucking them into a pile by the case.

         “Where are we going?”

         “I don’t know. I’ll make a few calls.” He continues happily packing his case, but then he looks up at me, where I’m leaning on the door frame, silently observing him. “Aren’t you going to pack?”

         “Well, I don’t know where I’m going. Hot, cold? Car, plane?”

         “Car,” he asserts firmly, turning to reach for more T-shirts. “You can’t fly.”

         “What do you mean, I can’t fly?”

         “I don’t know. Cabin pressure.” His naked shoulders shrug. “It might squish the babies.”

         I laugh because if I don’t, I might bash him around the head instead. “Tell me you’re joking.”

         He slowly turns to face me. He’s not impressed by my humor. It’s written all over that bloody perfect face. “I don’t joke when it comes to you, Ava. You should know that.”

         “Cabin pressure won’t squish our babies, Jesse. If you’re taking me away, then you’re taking me on a plane.” I very nearly stamp my foot to assert my order.

         He looks a little shocked by my demand, and he slips into thought, munching his lip, the cogs slowly starting to kick into action. “It’s not safe for pregnant women to fly,” he says quietly. “I’ve read about it.”

         “Where have you read about it?” I ask on a laugh, fearing he’s about to produce some sort of Guide to Pregnancy manual. I stop laughing immediately when he reaches between his suits and produces a Guide to Pregnancy manual.
         

         “In here.” He holds it up sheepishly. “You should also be taking folic acid.”

         I gape at the book being dangled in front of me and watch with a mixture of astonishment and amusement as he starts flicking through the pages. There are pages folded over at the corners, and I think I even see a glimpse of a passage highlighted in neon pen. He knows what he’s looking for, and I can do nothing more than stand and stare as my beautiful, neurotic control freak finds it.

         “Here, look.” He shoves the book under my nose and points to the center of the page, where a section has been highlighted in neon pink. “The Department of Health recommends that women should take a daily supplement of four hundred micrograms of folic acid while they are trying to conceive, and should continue taking this dose for the first twelve weeks of pregnancy when the baby’s spine is developing.” He frowns. “But we have two babies, so maybe you should take eight hundred micrograms.”

         My heart swells to bursting point. “I love you,” I say on a smile.

         “I know.” He flicks some more pages. “The flying bit is here somewhere. Just…”

         I smack the book from his hands and we both follow its fall to the floor, where it bumps around before settling. He looks up at me with narrowed eyes, his lips pressing into a straight line. It just makes me smirk, which makes him scowl harder. I kick the book. He gasps.

         “Pick the book up,” he snarls.

         “Stupid book.” I kick it again. I’m still grinning.

         “Pick the book up, Ava.”

         “No,” I snap back petulantly. I know exactly what I’m doing here. My eyes are delighting at the fierceness seeping from his refined physique.

         He raises those eyebrows. He’s thinking really hard about this. He knows my game. Then three fingers appear in front of my face. “Three.”

         My grin widens as I bat his hand away. “Two,” I counter.

         He’s trying his hardest to conceal his own grin. “One.”

         “Zero, baby,” I finish for him and squeal in delight as I’m hoofed up over his shoulder, with conviction but care, and carted into the bedroom. I’m laughing hard as I’m dropped to the bed, with way too much precision, before he blankets me and brushes my hair from my face.

         “Lady, when will you learn?” he asks, cupping the back of my head and raising it to meet his nose.

         “Never.”

         He smiles that smile, reserved only for me. “I hope you don’t. Kiss me.”

         “What if I don’t?” I ask. I so will. And he knows it.

         Reaching down, he rests the tip of his finger on the hollow void above my hipbone. I hold my breath. “We both know you’re going to kiss me, Ava.” His lips tickle mine. “Let’s not waste valuable time when I could be losing myself in you. Kiss me now.”

         My tongue slides from my mouth, meeting with his bottom lip, and I perform my own little tease, lightly skimming until he submits and lets his own tongue make an appearance. We meet in the middle and circle sweetly until he moans and attacks my mouth with brute force.

         “Hmmm.” I sigh, matching the purposeful lashes of his tongue. This is what we need. We need a few days with each other, loving each other and getting used to our imminent future together. A future that now has two babies in it. I need Jesse to myself for a while, with no distractions, except him, and with no issues, except us.

         “It didn’t really say I can’t fly, did it?” I ask, stupidly or not. I know it couldn’t have, because I’ve seen pregnant women on planes before. This is just another one of Jesse’s stupid pregnancy rules.

         My lip is bitten and sucked. “It’s logical.”

         “No, it’s neurotic,” I argue. “Pregnant women fly all of the time, so you are taking me on a plane to somewhere hot and you’re going to let me feast on you the whole time. Constant contact. I want constant contact.” I know this will please him and when he lifts his head, sucking my lip as he does, the wonderful smile on his face confirms it.

         “I can’t fucking wait.” He kisses my nose and gets up. “Come on, then. We’re wasting valuable feasting time.” He winks, turns, and leaves me wallowing among the white sheets. This really is Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I pull my case down the stairs and it bumps as it goes.

         “Hey!” The shout makes me jump and falter midstep, causing me to clutch the handrail to steady myself. A loud gasp rings through the air, followed by thundering footsteps up the stairs. I’m grabbed and held still. “What the fuck are you doing, woman?”

         My fright turns to anger. “For fuck’s sake, Jesse. Fucking hell! That was your fucking fault!” I immediately realize my slipup, the growl coming from Jesse confirming that I have, most definitely, just swore like a sailor. Three times…all in one rant. I brace myself for it, closing one eye on a wince.

         “Will you watch your fucking mouth!” He takes my case. “Wait there!” he barks, and I do, but mostly because I’ve been shocked into stillness and silence by that infuriated yell. He practically throws my case down when he reaches the bottom, muttering and cursing under his breath, before coming back up the stairs and picking me up. “You’ll break your fucking neck.”
         

         “I was carrying a case! It was you who made me jump.” I don’t wriggle or try to break free.

         “You shouldn’t be carrying anything, except my babies.”

         “Our babies!”

         “That’s what I fucking said!” He puts me on my feet. “No doing stupid shit, lady.”

         I rearrange my top, huffing and puffing as I do. “How is carrying a case stupid?”

         “Because you’re pregnant!”

         Oh, I can’t bear this. “You’d better rein it in, Ward.” I point my finger right in his face. “Cornwall!”

         He actually starts laughing, which only serves to notch my frustration up a few more levels. He should be worried, not laughing. “How many times are you going to threaten me with fucking Cornwall?” he asks cockily, like he knows I’ll never see my threat through. I might do, although, I don’t relish the thought of spending my whole pregnancy with my parents, but anything has got to be better than this.

         “I’ll go now!” I shout in his face.

         “Come on, then. I’ll take you.” He picks my case up and walks to the door, looking back over his shoulder at me standing startled on the spot. “Are you coming?”

         He’s pulling my leg. “Have you called Patrick?” I ask, following behind. There’s no way on this earth Jesse will voluntarily take me to my mother’s.

         “Yes,” he answers, short and sharp. “You need to be back in work by Tuesday.” He shuts the door behind me before calling the elevator.

         We travel down in silence, me looking at him in the reflection of the mirrored doors while he makes a call to John. The doors open, and he nods to them as he continues his conversation, telling John to get Steve on it before advising him that he’s taking me to my parents’. I still don’t believe it. And get Steve on what?

          “Hi, Ava.” Casey’s cheerful tone quickly has a bright smile replacing my fixed furrowed brow.

         “Mrs. Ward!” Jesse barks, between words with John as we pass the concierge desk.

         I ignore him. “Morning, Casey. Are you okay?”

         “Very well, thank you. It’s a lovely day.” He nods outside, and I look to find bright sunshine. “Have a nice day, Ava.”

         “Thank you.” I’m all dreamy as I emerge into the muggy air, instantly noticing my wedding present has miraculously made its way back to Lusso, but my bright white Range Rover is forgotten when I see an Aston Martin.

         “Yeah, thanks, big guy.” Jesse hangs up and walks straight to the boot of the strange car, slipping the case in.

         “What’s this?” I ask, pointing to the DBS.

         He shuts the boot and clasps his stubbled chin thoughtfully. “I think it might be a car.”

         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, God. I mean, where has it come from?”

         “It came from a garage to replace mine until it’s located.” He takes my elbow and directs me in.

         “They’ve still not found your car?”

         “No,” he answers quickly and finally, with no room for pushing on the matter, not that it stops me.

         “What’s Steve doing?” I ask, and he pulls back, momentarily faltering in his purposeful stride of actions.

         “Nothing.” He’s lying, and I raise my eyebrows suspiciously. “He’s looking into a few things for me,” he huffs, reaching across to belt me up.

         I bat his fussing hands away when he adjusts the lap belt across my tummy. “Will you just stop?” I push him out and shut the door on him, leaving a brooding mass of male on the other side of the window, glaring at me. I’m beginning to wish he was taking me to my mum’s. I don’t know if I can stand it, and I’m not going to even try and convince myself that he can stop. Double babies looks like double mollycoddling. Jesse mollycoddling. And I know damn well what Steve’s looking into. Jesse likely only left Steve intact on the condition that he investigates my drugging, and now the accident, too. I throw my head back against the headrest and turn a little to watch Jesse settle in the driver’s seat. “Why didn’t we just take my car?” I ask, nodding across to my shiny snowball.
         

         He freezes and looks at me out of the corner of his eye. “You can’t drive too far.”

         I smile on the inside. “No, but you could.” I should throw a hissy fit and make him drive the damn tank. I wouldn’t be surprised if it was bulletproof as well.

         “Yes, I could, but I have this now.” He brushes me off and starts the engine, revving it loudly on a satisfied smile. “Listen to that.” He sighs, whacking it into gear and pulling off.

         I begrudgingly admire the guttural roar of the DBS as I keep my relaxed head facing him, admiring his stunning profile. “Where are you taking me, then?” I ask, retrieving my phone from my bag.

         “I told you, your mother’s.”

         I roll my eyes dramatically. “Okay.” I sigh, dialing Kate.

         “Give me your phone.” His hand comes toward me, his fingers grasping in the space between us. “No phone.”

         “I need to call Kate.”

         My phone is seized and turned off. “I’ve called everyone who needs to know that we’re going away, including Kate. Unravel your knickers, lady.”

         I don’t try to reclaim it. I don’t want it.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Ava, baby, wake up.”

         I open my eyes and stretch, my hands hitting the ceiling above me. Confused, I look up and see the roof of a car. Then my sleepy eyes fall to the side and come face to face with my lovely control freak. He’s smiling brightly at me. “Where are we?” I rub my eyes.

         “Cornwall,” he replies quickly.

          “Stop it,” I snap. I’m a little grizzly. “I need a wee.” I shift in my seat and clasp the handle to get out, catching the first glimpse of our surroundings. I recognize it. The low wall circling the small graveyard, the little hut you can walk through to take the winding path down to the beach, and the mixture of sand and leaves that gather in the gutter. It’s all familiar. Too familiar.

         I swing to face him. “You weren’t kidding!” I double check, but the line of hanging wetsuits in the garden across the road only confirm my fears. “You’re dumping me on my mum?” I sound hurt. I am hurt. Perhaps he can’t cope with his ridiculous overprotectiveness either.

         I feel his hand slide across my neck and grasp my nape, turning my face to his. “Don’t threaten me with Cornwall.” He’s grinning. And I start crying, like a stupid, hormonal pregnant woman. Through my unreasonable tears, I see his grin vanish and a look of anxiety replace it. “Baby, I’m joking. Anyone would have to slice their way through me to get to you. You know that.” He pulls me over onto his lap, and I burrow into his neck, sobbing stupidly. I’m being completely unreasonable, I know that. He would never leave me. What’s the matter with me? “Ava, look at me.”

         I sniffle into him and reluctantly pull my head up so he can see my tearstained mess of a face. “I’m going to be so fat. Massive! Twins, Jesse!” My smugness from the hospital has long gone. All of the thoughts of torturing him with screaming babies and mood swings have just diminished. I’m going to be stretched to within an inch of my life. I’m twenty-six. I don’t want saggy bits and stretch marks. I’ll never pull off lace again. “You won’t…” I can’t think it let alone say it.

         “Desire you.” He finishes for me. I nod my head, feeling guilty for being so selfish, but that look in his eyes when he has me in his arms, or anytime he looks at me, in fact—I don’t know what I’d do if I never had it again. He smiles a little and places his hand on my cheek, his thumb brushing gentle circles. “Baby, that will never happen.”

         “You don’t know that. You don’t know how you’ll feel when I’ve got swollen ankles and I’m walking like I’ve got a melon wedged between my thighs.”

         He laughs, really hard. “Is that how it’ll be?”

         “Probably.”

         “Let me tell you, lady, I desire you more with every day that passes, and I believe you’ve been carrying my babies for quite a few weeks.” He gives my tummy a little rub with his spare hand.

         “I’m not fat yet,” I mutter.

         “You’re not going to be fat, Ava. You’re pregnant, and let me tell you, the thought of you keeping a piece of me and you warm and safe makes me fucking deliriously happy, and…” He slowly thrusts his hips upward. He’s solid. “It makes me desire you even fucking more. Now shut up and kiss me, wife.”

         I give him a cynical look, and he gives me an expectant one, delivering another thrust. It catches me perfectly, and I practically dive on him. I decide right here in this moment that I’m not going to let it happen. I shall be doing those pelvic floor things until I’m blue in the face. I’ll be running, too, and wearing lace when I’m in labor.
         

         “Hmmm, there’s my girl,” he hums when I let him up for air. “Shit, Ava, I would love to rip those lace knickers off and fuck you stupid right now, but I don’t want an audience.”

         “I don’t care.” I assault him again, raiding his mouth with my tongue and pulling at his hair viciously. He just said he’d love to fuck me. I don’t care where we are.

         “Ava.” He struggles against me on a laugh. “Cut it out or I won’t be responsible for my actions.”

         “I won’t hold you responsible.” I don’t give up. I’m pulling at his T-shirt, grinding myself down on his erection.

         “Fucking hell, woman,” he groans.

         I’ve nearly got him, but then there’s a hard rapping on the window right next to my head, and I pull back and gasp, quickly gathering my near-on unquenchable lust. We look at each other for a few seconds, both of us panting, and then slowly turn our heads in unison toward the window.

         There’s a policeman. And he doesn’t look very happy. I’m quickly shifted from Jesse’s lap and placed on my seat, where I smooth my hair down and blush a million shades of red. Jesse grins that roguish grin as he watches me sort myself out. “That’ll teach you.” He lets his window down and turns his attention to the copper. “Sorry about that. Pregnant. Hormones. Can’t keep her hands off me.” He’s suppressing a laugh, and I gasp, smacking his thigh. He chuckles, grabbing my hand and squeezing. “See?”

         The policeman actually coughs and blushes himself. “Yes…well…urm…public place.” He signals around in thin air. “Move on, please.”

         “We’re visiting.” Jesse does the window back up, blocking any further stuttering and stammering from the red-faced policeman, before turning his mischievous face back to me. This is easygoing Jesse. He’s shameless, just like any other time, but adorable and lovable and all roguish. “Ready?”

         “I thought you were taking me on a plane?” I love Newquay, and I can’t wait to see my parents, but Jesse all to myself is what I want right now.

         “I am, after we’ve told my delightful mother-in-law that she’s going to be a grandmother.” He jumps out of the car and leaves me all horrified and suddenly not so keen on seeing my mum and sharing our news. The door opens next to me. “Out you get.”

         I close my eyes, trying to gather some confidence. “How did you know where to come?”

         “I called and asked for the address, and I believe that’s your father’s car.” He points to my dad’s Mercedes. “Am I right?”

         “Yes.” My parents are obviously expecting us.

         As we approach the front door, Jesse lifts my hand and kisses it sweetly, giving me a little wink. I smile at the irritating rogue. Then he snaps a pair of handcuffs over our wrists.

         “What are you doing?” I pull against him, but it’s too late. He works those cuffs well. “Jesse!”

         The front door swings open and Mum stands there, looking all lovely in a pair of cropped jeans and a cream jumper. “My girl’s home!”

         “Hi, Mum,” Jesse chirps, lifting our cuffed hands and waving on a grin. I knew he would do that, and even though my poor mum has just staggered in shock, I can’t help breaking out in a huge smile. He’s all playful, and I love it.

         She gets herself in a fluster and does a quick scan on the outside area before grabbing Jesse and hauling him into the hallway. “Get those cuffs off my daughter, you menace.”

         He laughs and removes them promptly, quickly restoring Elizabeth’s smile. “Happy?”

         “Yes.” She knocks his shoulder before moving in and squeezing me to her bosom. “It’s so good to see you, darling. I’ve got the spare room ready for you.”

         “We’re staying?” I ask, accepting her hug.

         “We fly out in the morning,” Jesse pipes up. “I thought we’d run a visit in before your mum starts thinking that I’m keeping you from her.”

         Mum drops me and takes Jesse in her arms. “Thank you for bringing her to visit,” she says, squeezing him extra tight.

         I smile as I watch him accept her hug, rolling his eyes over her shoulder at me. All of this isn’t for him. I know that he’d rather have me to himself any day of the week, but he really is trying, and I love him all the more for it.

         “Make the most of it because I’m kidnapping her in the morning.”

         “Yes, yes, I know.” She releases him. “Joseph! They’re here! I’ll make tea.”

         We follow her down to the kitchen, and I gaze around, taking in the ever perfect neatness and preciseness of my parents’ home.

         My dad is sitting at the kitchen table, reading a newspaper. “Hi, Dad!” I lean over his shoulder and kiss his cheek, and, like always, he tenses at my show of affection.

         “Ava, how are you?” He closes his paper and puts his hand out to Jesse, who has made himself comfy in the chair next to Dad. “Is she keeping you on your toes?”

         “Of course.” Jesse flicks me a look and I scoff.

         After visiting the bathroom, I settle at the table with my dad and husband and watch quietly as they chat at ease while Mum makes tea, throwing little bits into the conversation here and there. It’s a wonderful sight. I’m so happy.

         “I thought we could go down to The Windmill for dinner tonight.” Mum places the tea on the table. “We’ll stroll down. It’s going to be a lovely evening.”

         Dad grunts his agreement, no doubt looking forward to a few pints. “That sounds like a plan.”

         “Perfect.” Jesse places his hand on my knee and squeezes.

         Yes, perfect.

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Twenty-two

         
 
         Ladies first.” Jesse holds the door open, and Mum and I slip past. “Joseph.”
         
 
         “Thank you, Jesse.” My dad walks ahead, leading us to a table by the fireplace that is lit with an array of candles rather than the usual logs and flames that crackle during the winter months.
 
         “Drinks?” Jesse asks, pulling out a chair for me, but soon stopping me from resting my bum down when he notices it’s hard wood and free of anything cushioned. Leaving me standing, he quickly swaps it for a nearby high-backed chair with arms, upholstered in a regal green velvet.
 
         “I’ll have a glass of white.” Mum perches neatly down and takes her glasses out to read the menu.
 
         “Pint of Carlsberg for me, please,” Dad says.
 
         “And for my beautiful girl?” Jesse asks, pushing me down onto the soft seat.
 
         “Water, please.” I place my order with absolutely no thought, until my mum’s head flies up from the menu.
 
         “No wine?” Her face is shocked as she looks over her glasses at me.
 
         I shift on my seat and feel Jesse fidgeting behind me as he tucks me in closer to the table. “No, we need to get away early,” I flip casually, picking up a menu.
 
         She still looks surprised, but she doesn’t push the matter further, instead pointing out the specials on the menu.
 
         I feel Jesse’s hot breath at my ear. “I love you.” He kisses my cheek, and I reach up to feel out his stubbled cheek.
 
         “I know.”
 
         He leaves us at the table to order the drinks, and I watch as Mum reads out everything on the menu to my dad, and then proceeds to recite the daily specials from the various blackboards dotted around the bar.
 
         “Have you heard from Dan?” I ask.
 
         “Yes, he called earlier, darling,” Mum tells me. “He said that you met for lunch yesterday. How lovely. I told him you were coming down before you go on holiday, but he didn’t know. I’m surprised Jesse didn’t think to tell him.”
 
         I’m not surprised, but Mum seems to be blissfully unaware of the animosity batting between my brother and my husband. “This was last minute.” I shake my head dismissively. “Jesse probably forgot.” I feel a tad guilty. It didn’t cost me a thought to let Dan know that I was out of London for a while.
 
         I’m saved from further interrogation when a tray is placed on the table. Everyone takes their drinks, and my parents both gasp appreciatively around the rims of their alcohol-filled glasses. I look at my own clear-filled highball with as much enthusiasm as I feel for it, and then at my mum’s wineglass on a sigh.
 
         “What are you having, then?” Mum asks. “I think I’ll go for the seafood platter.”
 
         I lean over to Jesse and share his menu, my hand falling to his knee. He picks it up and absentmindedly kisses it, not taking his eyes from the menu. “What would you like, baby?”
 
         “I’m not sure.”
 
         “I’m having the mussels in garlic,” Dad declares, pointing at the board, which is displaying a mouthwatering selection of seafood dishes. “Bloody delicious.” He smacks his lips and takes a swig of his pint.
 
         I’m torn. Seafood is a must, especially being so close to the sea, but what shall I have? The seafood platter, full of cockles, mussels, crab, and king prawns, or the mussels drenched in garlic butter with warm, freshly baked bread? My stomach growls, pushing me to hurry and fill it up. “I can’t decide.”
 
         “Tell me what you’re thinking, and I’ll help you.” Jesse looks over, waiting for me to enlighten him on my quandary.
 
         “Mussels or the seafood platter,” I muse.
 
         His eyes bug. “Neither!” he blurts, drawing the attention of my parents, who both pause with their drinks halfway to their mouths.
 
         “Why?” I turn a frown on him, but very quickly realize exactly why. He’s read something in that bloody book. “Oh, come on, Jesse!”
 
         He shakes his head. “No way, lady. Not a chance. There’s some sort of mercury in fish that can damage an unborn baby’s nervous system. Don’t even try to defy me on this one.”
 
         “Are you going to let me eat anything?” My brow is completely furrowed. I love seafood.
 
         “Yes. Chicken, steak. Both are high in protein, and that’s good for our babies.”
 
         I let out a frustrated protest and grab my water viciously. I’m going to lose my mind and probably be on Prozac by the time these babies arrive.
 
         I’m so busy having a mental sulk, it takes me a few moments to register my parents’ stunned faces across the table.
 
         Oh shit!
         
 
         “Do it in style, Ava,” Jesse mutters, placing his menu on the table. I shoot incredulous eyes to him. Me?
         
 
         “You’re pregnant?” Mum blurts out, the information overload obviously registering.
 
         “Ava?” Dad presses when I remain focused on Jesse, who is remaining focused on the menu that he’s just laid down.
 
         I take a deep breath of confidence and bite the bullet. “Surprise,” I whisper, like a feeble copout.
 
         “But you’ve been married for five minutes!” Mum gasps. “Five minutes!”
 
         I watch as my dad places a calming hand on her arm, but that isn’t going to stop her. I can feel a rant coming on, in which case, I also feel a Jesse-style trample coming on. I can’t imagine him taking a critical speech from my mother too well. She’s right, though. We have only been married for a few short weeks. Not quite five minutes, but it may as well be. I dare not tell her how far pregnant I am. She’ll work out the time frames fast enough and soon calculate just how soon after meeting this man I got myself knocked up. I remain quiet, as does Jesse, as does my father, but not my mother. Oh no, she’s only just getting started. I can tell by the flex of her fingers on her wine glass and the drawing of deep breaths.
         
 
         And then I get really worried because her eyes widen and swing toward Jesse. “It was a shotgun wedding, wasn’t it? You married her because you had to!”
 
         “Thanks!” I laugh, thinking how obscene it is for her to say such a thing.
 
         “Elizabeth.” Jesse sits forward, all stern, his jaw ticking. I fear the worst. “You know better than that.” He sounds so calm, but I can detect the irritation in his tone, and I can hardly blame him. He’s insulted, and so am I.
 
         Mum huffs a little, but Dad interjects before she can retaliate. “So you didn’t know at the wedding?”
 
         “No,” I answer quickly, taking my glass with both hands to prevent my natural reflex from failing me.
 
         “I see,” Dad says and sighs.
 
         “I can’t believe it,” Mum whines. “A pregnant bride suggests only one thing.”
 
         “Then don’t bloody tell anyone,” I snap, feeling immensely pissed off with my mum and her reaction. I can’t blame her. It is shocking, more so than she’ll ever know, but to suggest I was rushed down the aisle because of it? That just makes me fuming mad. I don’t know how Jesse must be feeling. His twitching, tense frame should be a clue, and when he takes my left hand and starts twirling my wedding ring, I know that my mum is about to be trampled.
 
         He leans forward, and I close my eyes. “Elizabeth, I’m not an eighteen-year-old lad being forced to do the right thing after a quick fuck about with a girl.” He’s not quite snarling at my mother, but as I open my eyes to gauge exactly how much fierceness we’re dealing with, I immediately notice him fighting a curling lip. “I’m thirty-eight years old. Ava is my wife, and I’m not having her worked up or upset, so you can accept it and give us your blessing, or you can carry on like this and I’ll take my girl home now.” He’s still twirling my ring, and even though he has just firmly put my melodramatic mother in her place, and quite harshly, I could kiss him. And slap him, too. He doesn’t want me worked up? Coming from him, that’s bloody hilarious.
 
         “Now, let’s all just calm down a little, shall we?” my dad says, all calm and softly, ever the mediator. Not only does he avoid affection, but he’s not all that keen on confrontation, either. I notice he gives my mother a sideways glance in warning, something rare from my father and only delivered to his wife when he thinks it’s absolutely necessary. It is definitely necessary right now.
 
         “Ava,” Dad says, smiling at me across the table, “how do you feel about this?”
 
         “Fine,” I answer quickly, feeling Jesse squeeze my hand. I need to find a replacement for fine. “Perfect. Couldn’t be happier.” I return my dad’s smile.
         
 
         “Well, then. They’re married, financially stable,” he laughs, “and they’re bloody adults, Elizabeth. Get a grip. You’re going to be a granny.”
 
         I’m feeling pretty mortified. After what has just transpired, you would think we were a pair of teenagers. I smile apologetically at Jesse, who shakes his head in complete exasperation.
 
         “I will not be a granny!” Mum chokes out. “I’m forty-seven years old.” She fluffs her hair. “I could be a nana, though,” she muses thoughtfully.
 
         “You can be whatever you like, Elizabeth.” Jesse picks the menu back up, clearly fighting to leave it there.
 
         “And you should watch your language, Jesse Ward!” She reaches over the table and flicks the top of his menu, but he doesn’t apologize. “Wait!” she shrieks.
 
         “For what?” Dad asks.
 
         Mum’s eyes are passing between me and Jesse, back and forth, again and again, before finally resting on Jesse, who has raised brows, waiting for her to advise us on what we’re waiting for. “You said ‘babies,’ plural. You said ‘our babies.’”
         
 
         “Twins.” Jesse smiles brightly, all irritation and trampling signs disappearing in a split second. He rubs my tummy lightly. “Two babies. Two grandchildren.”
 
         “Well, I’ll be damned.” Dad laughs. “Now that really is very special. Congratulations!” His chest swells a little in pride, making me smile fondly.
 
         “Twins?” Mum jumps in. “Oh, Ava, darling! You are going to be exhausted. What are—”
 
         “No, she won’t,” Jesse says, cutting her off completely before she can dig herself any further into his trampling pit. “She’s got me. End of.”
 
         Mum sits back vigilantly and shuts her trap, and I melt on a little sigh. Yes, I have him.
 
         “And you have us, darling,” Mum says quietly. “I’m so sorry. It’s just a bit of a shock.” She leans over and puts her hand out. I take it. “You’ll always have us.”
 
         I smile, but realize instantly that I won’t actually have them. They live miles away from London, and with Jesse’s family well out of the picture, there will be no calling the grandparents to pop over and relieve me for an hour. There will be no popping in to see my mum for a cup of tea and a chat so she can see her grandchildren. I feel Jesse’s hand tighten around mine, dragging me from my unexpected, unwelcome thoughts. I look at him, and he gazes straight into my eyes.
 
         “You have me,” he affirms, as if he’s read my mind. He probably has.
 
         “Have you decided?”
 
         I look up, finding a waitress armed with a pad and pen, ready to take our order. She’s smiling brightly, and she’s smiling brightly at Jesse. “I’ll have the steak, please,” I say, my hand slipping onto his knee instinctively, indicating the beginning of my own little trampling session. She makes no attempt to write anything down and doesn’t ask how I’d like it cooked. She just hovers, all starry eyed and dreamy as her greedy eyes run continuous trails up and down my god’s seated frame. “I’ll have the steak,” I repeat, minus the please. “Medium.”
         
 
         “Pardon?” She rips her eyes away from Jesse, who is hiding a small smirk as he pretends to read the menu.
 
         “The steak. Medium. Would you like me to write it down for you?” I ask tightly. I hear Jesse chuckle.
 
         “Oh, of course.” Her pen hand kicks into action. “And for you?” she asks, looking at my parents.
 
         “Mussels for me,” Dad grunts.
 
         “And the seafood platter for me,” Mum sings. “And I’ll have another wine.” She raises her glass.
 
         The waitress scribbles it all down before turning back to Jesse. She’s smiling again. “And for you, sir?”
 
         “What would you recommend?” He blows her back a few meters with his smile, reserved only for women.
 
         I roll my eyes as I watch her pull at her ponytail and blush profusely. “The lamb is good.”
 
         “He’ll have the same as me.” I collect up the menus and shove them at her, smiling sweetly. “Medium.”
 
         “Oh?” She looks at Jesse for confirmation.
 
         “The wife has spoken.” He leans in and drapes his arm over my shoulder, but keeps his eyes on the waitress. “I do as I’m told, so it looks like I’m having the steak.”
 
         I scoff, Mum and Dad laugh, and the waitress swoons all over her pad, almost certainly wishing that she had a god who did what he’s told. “You’re impossible,” I say quietly, as my parents chuckle and look across the table fondly at Jesse making a meal of eating my neck.
 
         “Ava, that was really quite rude,” Mum chastises me. “Jesse can make his own meal choices.”
 
         “It’s okay, Elizabeth.” He sucks on my neck a bit more. “She knows what I like.”
 
         “You like to be impossible,” I quip, rubbing the side of my face into his stubble.
 
         “I love watching you in trampling action,” he whispers in my ear. “I could bend you over this table and fuck you really hard.”
         
 
         I don’t gasp or recoil at his crass words, spoken with no concern for the company we’re sharing. They were definitely for my ears only. I turn into him, pushing my mouth to his ear. “Stop saying the word fuck, unless you’re going to fuck me.”
         
 
         “Watch your mouth.”
 
         “No.”
 
         He laughs and bites my neck. “Cheeky.”
 
         “Let’s raise a toast!” Dad’s cheerful tone pulls us out of our private moment. “To twins!”
 
         “To twins!” Mum chants, and we all clink our glasses in acknowledgment to the fact that I’m going to get really fat.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         After Jesse pays the bill, we take a slow wander back to my parents’ house, Mum pointing out all of the sites to Jesse as we walk and chat. When we get home, Dad takes his usual seat in the window, armed with his remote control, and Mum fills the kettle.
 
         “Bedtime tea?” she asks.
 
         Jesse looks across the kitchen to me, clocking me yawning. “No, I’m taking Ava to bed. Come on, lady.” He walks over and rests his hands on my shoulders, then proceeds to direct me out of the kitchen. “Say good night to your mother.”
 
         “Good night, Mother.”
 
         “Sleep well,” she says, flicking the kettle on.
 
         “Say good night to your father,” Jesse instructs as we pass the lounge.
 
         “Good night, Dad.”
 
         “Good night, you two.” Dad doesn’t even crane his neck around from the television.
 
         I’m pushed up the stairs and guided down the hallway until we reach the guest room, where he begins to strip me down. “That was nice,” I muse as my dress is pulled up over my head.
 
         “It was, but your mum is still a pain in the arse,” Jesse replies dryly. “Give me your wrist.”
 
         I hold my hand up to him and watch while he removes my Rolex and slides it onto the bedside table. “You trampled her again.” I’m smiling.
 
         Reaching up to my neck, he starts unknotting my cream lace scarf. “She’ll learn eventually.” My scarf is removed, revealing my diamond, and he smiles, straightening it out. “Are you looking forward to a few days of constant contact?”
 
         “I can’t wait,” I answer without a second hesitation, reaching up to unbutton his shirt and pushing it from his shoulders on a sigh. “You’re just too perfect.” I lean in and kiss his chest, leaving my lips lingering.
 
         “I know,” he agrees, with no humor or sarcasm. The arrogant arse.
 
         I drop his shirt and start working the button fly of his jeans before sliding my hands into the back and working them over the solidness of his arse. “I love this.” I dig my nails in as I pass.
 
         “I know,” he concurs again, making me smile. When I’m down to his thighs, I slip my hand around the front and grasp him loosely. He’s solid, as I knew he would be. “And you know how much I love this.”
 
         He sucks in a hiss of breath through his teeth and pulls his groin away, but I maintain my hold. “Ava, baby, there is no way in hell I’m taking you under your mother’s roof.”
 
         “Why?” I pout. “I can be quiet.” I’m drifting into temptress mode.
 
         He looks at me doubtfully, and so he should. I can’t guarantee that at all. “I don’t think you can.”
 
         I lower to my knees and unlace his shoes, and he lifts each in turn for me to remove them, along with his socks. Taking the waist of his jeans, I slowly pull them down his legs. “I think you’ll be surprised by what I can do. Lift.” I tap his ankle.
 
         “You mean I’ll be surprised by what I can make you do.” He lifts in turn, so I can remove his jeans and boxers. “And I’m never surprised. I have that effect on you.”
         
 
         Instead of stroking his overinflated ego, I stoop down and kiss the top of his foot before moving my lips to his ankle, circling my tongue and kissing my way up his legs. I take my time, flattening my palms on the fronts of his thighs, just feeling him as my lips skim every naked inch of his flesh, but I soon find myself at his neck, despite my determination to drag out the whole episode.
 
         I inhale his scent and lift up on my tiptoes to reach his chin, which is higher than usual because he’s looking up at the ceiling. I can’t reach. “What’s the matter?”
 
         “I’m trying to control myself.” His voice is all gravelly.
 
         “I don’t want you to.”
 
         “Don’t say that, Ava.”
 
         “I don’t want you to,” I repeat, all low and throaty, biting at his neck.
 
         He moves fast. His arm snakes around my waist, and I’m pushed up against the nearest wall on a growl. I’m ecstatic and trying to play it cool, but my lips are parted and I’m breathing shocked gasps. “You seem to be making some noise,” he observes quietly, holding one side of my face and pushing his mouth to my ear. I close my lips, clench my eyes shut, and rest my head against the wall. I need to focus because he’s going to make this hard for me, even if he doesn’t give it to me hard. “Now, listen very carefully.” He unhooks my bra while keeping a hand on my cheek and his mouth at my ear. “Your parents seem to like me. Don’t fuck it up.”
         
 
         Oh good Lord, my confidence is diminishing fast. I bite painfully down on my lip, determined to keep quiet, as my lace bra is pulled away from my body and dropped to the floor before he leans down, taking my nipple in his mouth and sucking my nub gently until it’s tingling and stiff. I hit my head against the wall, my face distorting as I try urgently to withhold a moan of pleasure.
 
         I fail.
 
         “Ohhhh God,” I groan, banging my head against the wall again.
 
         “Oh dear.” He’s at my lips immediately. “You just can’t control it, can you?”
         
 
         I shake my head, unashamedly agreeing with him. “No.”
 
         “Which just confirms what we both know, doesn’t it?” He rolls his naked hips upward, forcing me onto my tiptoes to try and escape the rub that will have me losing further control.
 
         I fail again. “Yes,” I say and pant, uncontrolled and grappling at his naked shoulders.
 
         “And what is that, Ava?” He bites my lip and keeps hold while he waits for me to answer.
 
         “You have the power.”
 
         His eyes sparkle in approval, and I reach down to stroke him, but he pulls away from me on a mild head shake.
 
         “I thought we just clarified who has the power.” My hand is pushed away. “And I need to safeguard my current favorable standing with your parents, so you’ll keep quiet.” He’s staring at me, obviously waiting for confirmation that I understand. I do, but I absolutely cannot guarantee my silence. “Can you be quiet, Ava?”
 
         I lie. “Yes.” I’ve been ambushed by him and his potency, and I’m not saying no if it means he’ll tuck me up in bed to snuggle. Pregnancy is doing serious things to me. I’m more desperate than ever, if that’s at all possible.
         
 
         His eyes blink lazily, an almost undetectable smile flashing across his face, as he reaches up and pulls my hand away from my hair. “It looks like we have a problem,” he whispers. “Don’t move.” He backs away and picks something up, and I’m distracted as he slowly comes toward me again, concealing whatever he’s holding behind his back.
 
         I’m fidgeting, squirming, and thinking real hard about what the hell he’s hiding, but I’m not left suffering for too long. He brings his hands around to the front of him and holds up my lace scarf, then wraps it around his fists and pulls it taut.
 
         “I think we’ll call this one the quiet fuck.” He brings the scarf to my mouth and slips it between my lips. “Keep your tongue relaxed,” he instructs softly, taking it around the back of my head and tying it firmly but not tightly. “If you feel the need to scream, bite down. Understand?”
 
         I nod, my eyes following him as he leans down and removes my knickers. Soon I feel his hot tongue running up the inside of my leg. I don’t want to scream, but I bite down on the scarf anyway, my eyes closing, my drumming heart beating an even pulse in my chest. He makes a point of breathing heavily in my ear as he laces his fingers through mine and pushes my hands up to the wall behind me before kissing down the sensitive flesh of my inside arm, softly and painfully slowly. I quickly fear that the only screaming I’ll be doing will be in impatience. “I think we’ll do this lying down.” His low, sure voice has me praying for control as he brings our hands down, fingers still laced, and then starts walking backward, encouraging me to step with him. Not that I need any encouragement. I’ll follow this man wherever he goes, whether it’s to a bed or to the end of the earth.
 
         He places me gently on the bed, and the tip of my nose is kissed, my hair smoothed from my face, and then I’m turned onto my side slightly, my leg lifted and bent so he can straddle the one still flush with the bed. He edges forward, holding himself with one hand and keeping my leg up with the other, watching what he’s doing, getting closer until he skims my opening. If I could, I’d yelp, but I’m resorted to reaching behind me to grab the headboard. My back bows, even though he’s just holding himself there. It’s torturous.
 
         “Ava,” he says, kissing my foot, “nothing can beat this.” He sinks slowly into me, his head falling back. I overcome the overwhelming need to close my eyes in utter bliss, just so I can watch his face. His jaw tenses, his grip of my ankle increases, his free hand rests on my waist, and his torso sharpens, the lines of every muscle defined and protruding. I so want to feel him there, but I’m immobilized by pleasure, rendering me incapable of moving. He’s right. Nothing can or ever will beat this. It’s agonizingly good, and I’m transfixed on him, completely captivated by him. So incredibly in love with him.
 
         “Do you like what you see?” he asks as he withdraws slowly. I’m so fixated on the movement of his muscles, I’ve not noticed his head has now dropped and he’s studying me. He gags me, inflicts this pleasure on me, and then expects the impossible. He wants me to reply? I shouldn’t need to, he knows the answer very well, but I nod anyway. He doesn’t smile or show any approval of my answer. He just gradually works his way deep inside of me, as if rewarding me for my silent response. “I like what I see, too.” I’m blessed with a precise grinding of his hips. I might not be able to cry out in pleasure, but I can moan. So I do.
 
         Pulling out slowly, he plunges straight back in. He’s starting to work up a steady rhythm. It remains controlled, it remains exact, and it remains profoundly powerful, but without the force I know he’s capable of. He’s determined to make his point. I’m being thoroughly indulged. I’m being doted upon. I can live with this for the next few months.
 
         I’m moaning again as he grinds, and when I feel his teeth graze my ankle, my head flies back and I’m unexpectedly overcome with heated tingles stabbing all over my skin, but more intensely between my thighs.
 
         “She’s losing control,” he gasps quietly, lifting up higher on his knees, taking my lower body with him. I start shaking my head, tightening my grip on the headboard, and twisting my body to try and get onto my back. I’m attempting in vain. I could never overpower him. He has a firm hold on my hip, keeping me where he wants me. “Don’t fight me, Ava.” He strikes firmly but carefully. It’s nowhere near the power that I know he’s capable of. But it’s still good.
 
         I don’t need it. I crave it. Big difference, but my insatiable want has been fed good and proper, and now it’s expected. In he goes again on a suppressed hiss. I bite down on the scarf and let out a muffled yell.
         
 
         “Am I making you crazy, baby?” he asks, the tinge of smugness clear as he reverts back to a smooth, even pace.
 
         I don’t look at him. I close my eyes and turn my attention to catching the booming beat at my core before he tells me to control it. He’s ruling me, and even though it’s slow and almost effortless, it’s still very deep and it’s still very pleasurable, and I’m still going to erupt.
 
         “You’re doing well, Ava.” In he sinks, around he grinds, out he comes. “My temptress is getting stronger.” Back in, back around, back out.
 
         I whimper, flexing my hands on the headboard. The flowing of his body into mine is inconceivably good. So good. Holy shit! I try to shout his name, but all I achieve is a stifled, inaudible howl.
 
         “Ava!” he whispers loudly. “Shut the fuck up!” With that harsh demand comes a less controlled buck of his hips. It just pushes another yell from me, but it’s no more decipherable. That cusp of pleasure is teasing me as he turns his mouth into my leg and bites down, and then reaches down to circle his thumb over my clitoris. That does it. I gulp, my body being yanked into a rigid arch as every muscle starts to spasm and I bite down on the lace scarf. If I could talk, I would be firing fucks off all over the place, so it is undoubtedly a good job that I can’t. I’m shaking, moaning, and Jesse is still plunging into me, still solid and still biting on my ankle. I’m riding out the pleasure, but it’s just going on and on and on.
         
 
         I’m immensely grateful when my leg is released and I’m allowed to roll onto my back. I’m wrecked, and still relentlessly contracting around Jesse as he keeps himself buried deep and arranges my legs so he can settle between my thighs.
 
         “Good?” he asks, his brows raised confidently as he looks down at me. I nod, my eyes closing, no matter how desperate I am to keep them on his damp, handsome face. I also want to feel his hair out and give it a little yank, but my arms are welded to the headboard. “You’ll never know how much satisfaction I get from watching you fall apart under my touch,” he whispers, and I flick my eyes open briefly, seeing him raising his torso so he’s braced on two muscle-swelling arms. He doesn’t make any attempt to get any friction, instead seeming quietly content to just hover above me, and after a few moments have passed and he’s unmoved but still twitching within me, I force my eyes open properly. He’s gazing down at me, waiting for my eyes. “She’s back.”
 
         Yes, only just and she’s still pulsating around his throbbing cock. I attempt to say something, my exhausted mind having forgotten that I’m gagged, but as soon as I realize my limitation, I convince my arms to lift and sandwich his face between my palms. His stubble is nearly two days’ worth. I love it.
 
         He turns his head and kisses my palm before lowering himself onto his elbows and tucking his fingers under the scarf, pulling it down over my chin so it rests on my neck. I can talk, but funnily enough, I don’t want to say anything now. I’m holding Jesse’s face, soaking up the happiness oozing from his beautiful greens, and I’m happy to do just that.
 
         “I want to kiss you,” he declares, but while his little proclamation is sweet, it’s also light-years away from the usual kiss me demand. That is probably why my brow is completely furrowed and Jesse’s eyes are sparkling in amusement.
         
 
         “You do?”
 
         “Hmm.” He drags his thumb across my bottom lip and watches intently. “I really do.”
 
         “You can kiss me.” Being gagged has dried my throat out, making my voice rough and low.
 
         His thumb reaches the corner of my mouth, and then sets off again, back across my lips. “I’m not asking permission.” His eyes close and reopen, landing directly on mine. “I’m just thinking out loud.”
 
         “Why don’t you stop thinking and do.” I raise my hips, signaling that kissing me is not the only thing I’d like him to do. Jesse working himself up is really going to work me down. I’m still buzzing, his arousal still held snugly inside of me.
         
 
         “Are you demanding, Mrs. Ward?”
 
         “Are you denying, Mr. Ward?”
 
         “No, but you do—”
 
         “I know who has the power,” I interrupt, and he gives me that roguish grin as he slowly dips, his lips finding mine and taking what I’m so willing to give.
 
         “I’ve never tasted anything so good.” His hips swivel, sweeping through my remnants of pleasure.
 
         “Not even an Ava éclair?” I ask around his lush, wet mouth.
 
         “Not even an Ava éclair,” he confirms, nibbling his way up to my ear. “Not even peanut butter,” he murmurs, reaching down and hooking his arm under my knee. He pulls my bent leg upward and plants his fist in the mattress so my leg is draped over his arm. “Just pure,” he sucks my earlobe, “raw,” he bites down, “naked,” and then drags it teasingly through his teeth. I shudder as he skims across my cheek and plunges his tongue into my mouth. “Ava,” he finishes on a whisper. “Pure, raw, naked, Ava. And I’ve got her for three whole days…all…to…myself.”
 
         I smile around his lips and find his hair, unable to resist a playful yank as he moans and pleasures me with those damn delectable, wonderfully talented hips. Deep grinds. Firm dives. Easy retreats. I sigh, and when I feel the rolling waves of his muscles tensing around my body, I know that he’s tipping the edge, so I harden my kiss, yank at his hair a little more, and moan. He’s blazing, and he pulls away on a gasp. My hands move straight to his neck. The throbbing in his neck vein is matching his labored breaths, and our eyes lock, his full of hunger, mine full of surrender.
 
         “My heart’s bucking wildly,” he murmurs, pushing into me one last, deep, steady time and just holding himself there as he inhales severely and begins to shake. “Fuck, that feels good.”
 
         I’m not joining him in his climax, but it doesn’t stop me from whimpering shallowly and sucking in my own sharp breath, my thighs finding his waist and my arms moving to his shoulders to pull him down. I kiss him deeply, invading his mouth forcefully, helping him through the twitching and jerking of his body.
 
         “Good?” I ask around his mouth.
 
         He keeps our kiss up and bites my tongue lightly. “Don’t ask stupid fucking questions.” He rolls onto his back and lifts his arm for me to find my happy place. My fingertips find his scar and start their usual trailing from side-to-side as he pulls me in snugly and breathes into my hair. “Okay?”
 
         “Don’t ask stupid fucking questions.” I grin into the side of his chest.
 
         “Ava, one day I’m going to shove a bar of soap in your mouth.”
 
         He probably would. “What time are we leaving?”
 
         “Seven-ish. We’re flying at noon from Heathrow.”
 
         “Heathrow? We’ve got to drive all the way back to London?” Is he kidding me?
 
         “Yes. It was the only place where I could get a flight at such short notice.”
 
         “You could’ve got something from Bristol, at least.” I just can’t help myself.
 
         “Shut up. Let’s talk about our plans for the weekend.”
 
         “Have you made plans?”
 
         “Yes, it involves lots of lace and even more naked flesh.”
 
         Just me, Jesse, and lots of naked flesh, after lots of lace has been removed…slowly. I smile, snuggle deeper, and let my sleepy mind wander to all things Jesse-ish.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-three

         

         Have you got everything?” Mum’s still in her dressing gown as she faffs all over the driveway.
         

         “Yes.” I sigh with optimum exasperation, for the tenth time.

         “It was brief, but I’m so happy you came to see us.” She clasps my cheeks and kisses me. “You must take care.”

         I roll my eyes, but hug her.

         “Are you insinuating that I can’t look after my wife?” Jesse asks seriously as he shuts the boot of the car.

         She throws a small scowl over to him. “I would never insinuate that you couldn’t look after my daughter.” She’s poking him. It’s like the O’Shea women have a compulsion to goad Jesse Ward.
         

         Jesse strolls over, leaving my dad browsing around the loaned DBS. “She doesn’t need to take care because I do that for her.” He pulls me from my mum’s grasp. “Mine.” He grins and smothers me to make his point.

         “Menace,” Mum huffs, trying not to smile. “Joseph! Don’t get any ideas.”

         We all turn to see my dad running his palm down the gleaming bonnet of the Aston Martin. “Just admiring,” he says. “I thought yours had black leather?”

         I glance at Jesse and send a telepathic message to think of something fast to explain why the interior has gone from black leather to cream. “Mine’s in for a service. It’s a courtesy car.” He reels off the explanation with complete ease.

         Dad laughs. “I don’t get courtesy cars like this from my garage.”

         Jesse smiles and leads me to the passenger side, pushing me down gently and buckling me in before adjusting the lap belt. I bat his hands away, earning myself a growl. “I’m not incapable.”

         “No, you’re very capable,” he says, narrowing annoyed eyes on me, “of driving me fucking nuts!”

         “You drive yourself nuts,” I retort, pushing him away and shutting the door. I let the window down. “Bye!” I blow my parents a kiss and watch as Jesse shakes hands with my dad and kisses my mum chastely on the cheek before making his way around the front of the car, drilling holes into me through the window as he does.

         He slips in and starts the engine. “This weekend will be a lot more pleasant if you do as you’re told,” he grumbles, pulling away from my parents’ house. He starts flicking a few switches on the steering wheel. “No sickness this morning?”

         “No.” I sigh. “You shoving a ginger biscuit in my mouth the second I woke up took care of that,” I quip, bolting upright when the car stereo kicks in and Mr. JT himself joins us. I turn eyes mixed with surprise and amusement to Jesse. He knows that I’m looking at him, but he’s ignoring it. “You had them put this CD in, didn’t you?” I’m using every ounce of willpower not to grin.

         He frowns at the road. “Don’t be stupid.”

         “You did. On the special request part of the form that you completed, you wrote… ‘Please load the disc player with Justin.’” I pause. “Did you put a love heart and a few kisses on it, too?” I’m most certainly grinning now.

         He slowly turns unamused eyes to me. “Do you think you’re funny?”

         “Yes.” I reach forward and crank the volume up, and then start jigging in my seat, singing along and generally taking the piss out of my JT fanatical god. “Hey!” I yelp when his fingers squeeze my hipbone and the music is suddenly low again. “I was enjoying that.”

         “You should. He’s a very talented man.”

         “You’re a very talented man.”
         

         “I know.” He shrugs. “We have a lot in common. He’s a great guy.”

         “You’ve met him?”

         “No, he keeps putting his requests in, but I’m too busy.” It’s him concealing a grin now.

         I laugh, and he slips his Wayfarers on, but not before giving me a wink and a little jiggle of his shoulders.

         Laid back Jesse. God, I love this man.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Jesse takes us on an adventure around the airport, dipping and weaving past cars, taking turns in the wrong direction, and generally just seeming like he has no idea where he’s going. I watch the sign for the airport car park go sailing past my window and frown to myself. Then I look at the clock. It’s eleven thirty and we’re supposed to be flying in half an hour. We haven’t checked in, done security, or anything.

         “Shit!” I blurt out, grabbing my bag up from the floor.

         “Ava, mouth! What’s up?” He takes a corner too hard, and my hand shoots out to steady myself on the door.

         “Will you take it easy?” I snap irritably.

         “Ava, there’s no place you’re safer than in a car with me. What’s the matter?”

         “My passport,” I say, diving into my bag, looking in complete vain because I know it’s not in here. I didn’t put it in here, and my rummaging slows when I realize exactly where my passport is. He’ll go spare. “I’ve left my passport in my box of junk,” I tell him, mentally cursing myself for not sorting that box out yet.

         He reaches forward and flips the glove compartment open. “No, you haven’t, but you have forgotten to get your name changed, Miss O’Shea.” He drops it on my lap and tosses me a reproachful look.

         “So I’m traveling a single?” I ask, opening it up and admiring my maiden name.

         “Shut up, Ava.” He screeches to a stop and jumps out, making quick work of getting around to my side and opening my door. I would have done it myself, but I’m just staring out of the windscreen with my mouth slightly agape. “Come on.”

         I look up as a well-suited and booted man approaches with a man in a captain’s uniform. My passport is whipped from my grasp, hands are shaken, paperwork and signatures are exchanged, and then our luggage is removed from the boot.

         “Are you going to sit there all day, lady?” He holds his hand out to me, and I take it automatically, letting him pull me from the car.

         “What’s that?” I ask, nodding at the toylike plane sitting a few yards away from us.

         “That’s a plane.” There is humor in his voice. I’m pulled toward the jet, not feeling any more enthusiastic as we get closer because it’s not getting any bigger, and I’m not filled with any further confidence when Jesse has to dip to enter the damn thing to avoid smacking his head. I halt on the ridiculously small amount of steps that will have me boarding.

         “I’m not getting on this thing.” I’m attacked by an unreasonable bout of fear. I’ve never been afraid of flying, but this little plane is really pumping the anxiety through my veins.

         Jesse smiles, but frowns at the same time. “Of course you are.”

         My arm is tugged gently, encouragingly, but I’m not shifting. In fact, I’m backing away.

         “Ava, you’ve never said you’re scared of flying.” He redips and stands up straight, back on the outside of the jet.

         “I’m not in big planes. Why are we not going on a big plane?” I look behind me and see heaps of big planes. “Why can’t we go on one of those?”

         “Because they’re probably not going where we need them to,” he says softly. I feel my arm go lax in front of me from where he’s getting closer, and then his palm is on my cheek. “It’s perfectly safe,” he assures me, pulling my gaze away from all of the big planes that I’d like to board instead.

         “It doesn’t look safe.” I glance past him and see a perfectly positioned woman with perfectly styled hair, perfect makeup, and a perfect smile. “It looks too small.”

         “Ava.” His soft voice pulls my eyes back to his. He’s smiling down at me. “This is me, your possessive, unreasonable, overprotective control freak.” He kisses me gently. “Do you really think I’d willingly put you in danger?”

         I shake my head, fully aware that I’m being a complete baby.

         “Answer my question.”

         “No, I don’t.”

         “Good.” He rounds me and clasps my shoulders, pushing me gently up the steps. “You’ll love it; trust me.”

         “Good morning!” The perfect woman, who’s still standing perfectly in place, greets us, holding her arm out in a signal of where to go. It’s really not necessary. There are one of two ways, and I’m not going anywhere near the cockpit.

         Peering inside, I notice just a few chairs, all massive, all leather, all reclining, and just two rows of them—one on each side of the jet. I’m directed to the middle, turned around, and eased down into the soft plumpness. I keep quiet and resist the urge to bolt as Jesse secures my seatbelt and takes a seat opposite me. He immediately lifts my feet to his lap.

         “Champagne, sir?” Perfect lady is back, and I spy her beaming at my god, but I’m too busy gathering my pathetic anxiousness to trample.

         “Just water,” Jesse answers shortly, with no smile, no acknowledgment, and no “please.” She beats a hasty retreat, and Jesse slips my ballet pumps from my feet, dropping them carelessly to the floor before getting comfy and repositioning my feet so they’re at a good angle for him to massage. “Okay?” he asks.

         “Not really.” I wiggle my toes. “I haven’t got swollen feet yet, you know.”

         His thumbs are working delicious, firm circles into the insteps of my feet. “Close your eyes and make yourself comfy, baby,” he orders tenderly, and I do. My eyes slowly shut, and the last image I see is of my god lovingly massaging my feet, trying to ease me out of my unwarranted fit of nervousness.

         I let my mind shut down and drift into a semiconscious state of bliss. It’s not a difficult task to achieve when he’s touching me, even if it is just my feet. It’s the usual scenario of Jesse drawing all of my troubles out of me, whether it’s justified troubles or completely trivial, unnecessary troubles, like a sudden fear of flying. My subliminal state only barely notes that regardless of trivial or justified troubles, Jesse is the maker.

         And then my mind moseys through all things Jesse-ish—the lace, the calla lilies, the peanut butter, the scorns for swearing—and I mentally smile. All of the various degrees of Jesse-style fuckings, the temper, the playfulness, the gentleness. I might really be smiling now. The handcuffs, the lace gag, the crucifix, the rowing machine, the Ava éclair. My heart has sped up. The dirty blond, the addictive, sludgy but bright eyes, the sculptured perfection, the one and two days’ worth of stubble. The way he flicks the collar up on his polo shirts, his various smiles—for women, for me, and now for my tummy, too. His fierceness, his protectiveness, his dominant ways. The way he walks and the way he tramples, and all of the ways in which he loves me, with unapologetic, raw adoration. The way I return that love.

         I shift in my seat and in my subconscious, I hear his laugh. The soft, low one. Then I feel the wet warmth of his tongue on my toe. I smile, being snapped from all of my mental assessments of my beautiful husband. Then I open one eye, and I’m greeted by his smile, reserved only for me.

         “Dreaming?” he asks, biting down on my little toe.

         “Of you.” I sigh. “Tell me when we take off so I can put my head between my legs.”

         “I’ll put my head between your legs.” He sucks my toe, and I shudder.

         “Just tell me.”

         “Look out the window, baby.”

         I frown and gaze out, expecting to find runways and planes, but instead, I find clouds. My relaxed state falters, just for a split second, before I register no movement. There is hardly any sound, either. It’s really peaceful. I look to the side and see our waters placed on a highly polished table, and then I peek down the aisle and see the perfect woman pottering around at the other end of the jet. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

         He kisses my toe. “And miss the sounds and looks you were making?” He drops my foot. “Come here.” I don’t stall for a second. I unclip my belt and virtually dive onto his lap, nestling my head under his chin and wrapping my arms around his neck. “Go back to sleep and dream of me, lady.”

         He doesn’t need to ask twice.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I come to, still tucked into Jesse’s body. I can hear him quietly speaking, but it’s all muffled. A little groggy, I pull myself up and find the perfect woman hovering over us. “Welcome to Malaga, Mrs. Ward.” She blasts me with a part-of-the-job smile.

         “Thank you.” I return her smile, although mine is weaker. Malaga? Like Spain Malaga? Like near to Marbella Malaga?

         “My beautiful girl’s back.” He kisses my cheek. “Enjoy your flight?”

         I look at him through my fog of sleepiness and note a stubbled, hazy, smiling face, and a disheveled mop of dark blond. “Do I yank your hair in my sleep?” I croak, reaching up to pat it down.

         “You do a lot in your sleep. I could watch you forever.”

         I make to move, but get absolutely nowhere. “I need to stretch,” I complain, wriggling.

         I hear a click, and I’m instantly free. “I needed to belt you in.” He helps me to my feet and watches as my arms raise, nearly touching the ceiling of the plane. “Aren’t I supposed to be belted into my own seat for landing?” I ask. “With my seat in the upright position, my table stowed away, and all of my belongings tucked neatly under the seat in front?”

         He raises a sardonic eyebrow. “Yes. I very nearly had to trample the lovely lady.” He stands himself and pulls my blouse down, which is riding up my navel from my stretched position. He holds it in place until I’ve finished. “Done?”

         “Yes.” I yawn, as he releases the hem of my top. I know this is probably a sign of things to come over the next couple of days, but he’d better lighten up and fast because I’ve packed my bikinis, and I’ll be wearing them.

         As we emerge into the bright sunlight I smile, the heat hitting my face and warming me to the core. Or warming me further. I already have a lovely, peaceful warmth coursing through me, and that’s only going to increase over the next few days. Taking the steps down to the tarmac, we’re immediately greeted by a smart Spanish man, who hands Jesse a set of keys. Then I spot the DBS.

         “Really?” I blurt. “We couldn’t have taken a taxi?”

         He scoffs and signs the paperwork presented to him. “I don’t do public transport, Ava.”

         “You should. It’ll save you a fortune.”

         Handing back the paperwork, he makes quick work of putting me in the wrong side of the car, throwing me off a little. Once he’s buckled me in and I’ve gathered my bearings, I settle in the familiar, if a little warmer, softness of the leather seat and listen to the bumping and banging of the luggage being loaded into the boot.

         Jesse jumps in and slips his shades on. “Are you ready to be binged on for the next three days?”

         “No, take me home.” I grin and lean across, planting a kiss on his lips.

         “Not a chance, lady. You’re all mine, and I’m going to make the most of it.” He returns my kiss, palming the back of my head to pull me closer.

         “I’m always yours.”

         “Correct. Get used to it.” I’m released before he hastily rams the Aston in gear and screeches away from the jet.

         “I am used to it,” I muse, resting my elbow on the door and settling my head so I can watch the unfamiliar world go by. It’s all very boring and concretelike for a while as we make our way out of the airport and away from the hustle and bustle of central Malaga, but then we hit a coast road, and the sight of the Mediterranean meeting the sky holds my attention for the rest of the journey. Mansun sing about a “Wide Open Space,” and the smell of heat mixed with the kicked-up dust of the well-worn road overpowers the usual lingering scent of fresh water, leaving me resentful of its intrusion on my nose. We cruise along in a comfortable silence, the stereo in the background keeping us company, Jesse’s hand resting on my knee, and mine clutching it. I sneak a peek of his profile and smile before I close my eyes, relax farther into the leather, and think of the tranquil, undisturbed time ahead of us.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m not asleep, but my eyes come open when the road beneath the tires becomes bumpy and the car starts jolting all over the place. I look to the road ahead and the first thing that strikes me is the appalling condition of it. There’s rubble all over the rut-riddled surface, leaving Jesse negotiating the prestigious car with care. “Where are we?”

         “This is paradise, baby,” Jesse says, deadly serious. I almost laugh, but worry is preventing it. I’ve seen paradise, in pictures mainly, and this couldn’t be any further removed. There is nothing, only this dusty shambles of a road and a few houses—if you can call the ramshackle structures that.

         I’m starting to feel nauseous from being tossed around in this lovely car when a colossal set of wooden, planked gates come into view and my attention is captured by the high, whitewashed wall stemming from each side and stretching out into the distance. And then I see it.

         PARADISE.
         

         There is a sign on the wall next to the gate and it says “Paradise.” He cannot be serious. My tranquil mind isn’t feeling so tranquil, not now that I’m surrounded by this most untranquil vista. Yes, it’s quiet, but the whole deadness of our surroundings is just making it feel eerie, rather than peaceful.

         “Jesse…” I’m not sure what to say. He doesn’t seem in the least bit perturbed by all of this, which leaves me thinking that he’s been here before. If he has, then why would he return? I’m not given any explanation. He just flips a switch and smiles fondly as the wooden gates start to creak open.

         We breach the gates and we’re immediately closed in by darkness, a canopy of the greenest green I’ve ever seen draping over us and the driveway ahead. Clusters of white flowers are spotted here and there among the foliage and the most potent fragrance is seeping into the car, even with all of the windows closed.

         “That smell.” I sniff deeply and exhale on a sigh.

         “This is nothing. At nightfall it’s pungent.” Jesse breathes in deeply himself, humming in pleasure as he exhales.

         The sunlight flickers toward the end of the concealed driveway and makes me squint, even through my shades. It’s like a light has been abruptly switched on and all of a sudden, I’ve been transported to…

         Paradise.

         My breath catches in my throat, and I unclip my belt to sit forward, blinking to ensure that I’m not imagining this. The grimy, concrete, and wasteland jungle is no more, and in its place is an idyllic haven, bursting with greenery, neatly trimmed lawns, and pergolas dripping in pompoms of red flowers. We’re suddenly not moving anymore, and I waste no time ejecting myself from the car, shutting the door, and absorbing my new, improved surroundings. I start walking across the rumbled, cobbled driveway toward the terracotta villa up ahead, not bothering to wait for Jesse, or even to check that he’s following. I take the steps up to the veranda that circles the entire property and turn to get the full view of the grounds.

         Paradise.

         When I think that I’ve taken it all in, I turn my attention back to Jesse, finding him sitting on the bonnet of the DBS, legs stretched and crossed at the ankles. His arms are folded over his chest, too. And he’s smiling. “What’s my beautiful girl thinking?”

         My hand reaches out and pulls a stray leaf from the shrubbery hanging from some trellis on the veranda. I smell it and sigh. “I’m thinking that I’ve just officially arrived on Central Jesse Cloud Nine.”

         “Where?” The confusion and amusement in his tone is clear.

         I grin, drop the leaf, and start running toward him, only vaguely registering his increased amusement as he stands and readies himself for my attack. I launch myself at him, my body taking up the usual baby-monkey-style hold, and I tackle his mouth, full of enthusiasm. He doesn’t stop me. He holds me under my bum and smiles around my brute force.

         “It’s my most favorite place in the world,” I say, easing up on his lips and looking down at him, noticing immediately that his Wayfarers are still fixed to his face. I pull them off so I can see all of him.

         “Are you happy?” he asks.

         “Delirious.” I thread my fingers through his hair and give it my usual little tug.

         “Then my work here is done.” His mouth goes to my neck and bites lightly before he disconnects me from his body. “Let me get the cases.”

         “I’ll help,” I say, automatically following him to the rear of the car but immediately backing off when he turns and flashes me a cautionary look. “Okay, I won’t help.” I hold my hands up and fetch my bag from the car instead, then follow Jesse to the single-story villa.

         He drops the cases briefly while he unlocks the door, and then I’m ushered in to complete darkness, with only slices of light penetrating the gaps between the closed shutters. I can’t see much, but I can smell, and that perfume is rife inside, too, the potency incredible and lingering everywhere.

         “Wait here,” Jesse instructs, dumping the cases by the door and disappearing outside again. I stand, gazing around the walls for a light switch, but I can’t see a thing, even with the faint light pouring in from the doorway. And then it’s like a spotlight has hit a blackened stage when a sudden gush of sunlight shoots across the room and collides with the wall opposite. Then there’s another, and another, then another. I watch as the space transforms into a busy crossroads of light lines until there’s no more darkness, just sunlight streaming in from every window and door. My sensitive eyes want to close, but it’s impossible when there is so much to focus on. The walls are smooth and white, the floor is laid in giant honey-colored flagstones, with cream rugs scattered randomly, and a giant U-shaped couch facing the doors that lead to a pool surrounded by bright green grass. And beyond that, a beach.

         “Oh wow,” I breathe out, walking tentatively forward, my excitement building the closer I get. Before I know it, I’ve crossed the terrace, padded my way over the lawn, and I’m standing, fiddling with a cast-iron gate that’s getting between me and the beach.

         “Here.” Jesse’s hand is suddenly on mine, and a key is inserted into the lock, opening the gate and allowing me to pass through.

         Ten wooden sleepers formed as steps and covered in sand and grass take me down to the beach. It’s deserted, and as I look each way for any sign of life, I realize we’re in a bay. There are no other properties in sight—no beach bars, no hotels, not anything. It really is just us, this beautiful villa, and the midnight-blue warmth of the Mediterranean.

         “Still on Central Jesse Cloud Nine?” he whispers in my ear, slipping his forearm around the tops of my shoulders and pulling me back to rest against his chest.

         “I am. Where are you?”

         “Me?” he asks, kissing my cheek softly and sliding his palm onto my tummy. “Baby, I’m in paradise.”

         I close my eyes on a contented smile and sink into his body, my hand finding his on my stomach, our fingers intertwining and feeling each other. Central Jesse Cloud Nine really is Paradise.

         
            *  *  *

         

         We spend the rest of the afternoon unpacking and taking delivery of groceries, and Jesse gives me a guided tour, showing me the six en-suite bedrooms, all with doors leading to a different part of the veranda. The kitchen, which is white and modern, has wooden stained worktops and little touches like the suspended wooden grid with cast-iron pans hanging over the cooking area to maintain the rustic feel of the villa. As an interior designer, I’m in awe. I couldn’t have done a better job myself. The bedrooms are all plain-walled, but with sumptuous fabrics dressing the beds and billowing voile hanging at the windows. Sporadically placed canvases take the edge off the sparseness and all of the randomly placed rugs break up the vastness of the flagstone flooring that runs through the entire villa.

         Now we’re sitting at the gigantic wooden table in the kitchen with a jug of ice water, and the questions are not prepared to stay in my brain for much longer. This place holds significance somewhere in Jesse’s life and my curious mind is struggling to hold back.

         He watches me with a small smile as I lift my glass to my lips before he proceeds to quench his own thirst, still keeping his eyes on mine. I’m desperate to ask, and he knows it, but he’s making me suffer. “Would you like something to eat?”

         I can’t prevent the surprised look from jumping onto my face. “Are you going to cook for me?” There’s no Cathy here, and he knows I hate cooking.

         “I could’ve had staff, but I wanted you to myself.” He grins that roguish grin. “I think you should look after your husband and fulfill your obligation as my wife.”

         I cough a little at his arrogance. “When you married me, you knew I hated cooking.”

         “And when you married me, you knew I couldn’t cook.”
         

         “But you have Cathy.”

         “In England I have Cathy to feed me, which is a good job as my wife doesn’t.” He’s serious now. “In Spain I have my wife. And she’s going to make me something to eat. You did a good job with the chicken.”

         He’s right, I did, but that doesn’t mean I enjoyed it, although I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t enjoy watching him eat it. I was looking after him for a change, and with that thought, I’m oddly keen to prepare him a meal. “Okay.” I stand up. “I’ll fulfill my obligation.”

         “Oh good. It’s about time you did what you’re told,” he says candidly, no smile, no humor. “Get to it, then.”

         “Don’t push it, Ward,” I warn, leaving him at the table and making my way to the fridge. It doesn’t take me long to decide what to cook. I grab some peppers, chorizo sausage, rice and mushrooms, along with some lamb cutlets, and transport them to the worktop before locating a chopping board and a knife.

         I set to work, halving the peppers and deseeding them, and then chopping the mushrooms and sausage finely and frying it all off. I boil the rice, chop some fresh bread, and pan fry the lamb. And the whole time he sits and watches me busy myself, with no offer of help and no attempt to make conversation. I’m halfway through stuffing the peppers when he appears in front of me, leaning across the counter from the other side. “You’re doing a great job, lady.”

         I pick my knife up and wield it at him. “Don’t patronize me.”

         I’m shocked when his relaxed face flashes black and the knife is snatched from my hand. “Don’t fucking wave knives around, Ava!”

         “Sorry!” I blurt out, glancing at it in his hand and quickly appreciating my stupidity. It’s a nasty-looking blade, and I’m brandishing it about like it’s a rhythmic gymnast’s ribbon. “I’m sorry,” I repeat.

         He places it down carefully and seems to gather himself. “It’s okay. Forget about it.”

         I gesture toward the table for anything to do other than apologize again. “Do you want to lay the table?”

         “Sure,” he says quietly, maybe thinking that he’s gone a bit over-the-top; I don’t know, but his withdrawn mood and my scorned state have formed a clear tension.

         Jesse leaves me and quietly lays the table for two while I finish preparing dinner.

         “Here.” I slide his plate in front of him, but before I can pull my hand away, he grabs it and looks up at me with sorry eyes.

         “I overreacted.”

         I feel better already. “No, it’s fine. I shouldn’t be so careless.”

         He smiles. “Sit.” He pulls my chair out, but as soon as I’ve lowered myself, he stands. “We’re missing something,” he informs me, striding off and leaving me wondering where he’s gone. It’s not long before he’s back, holding a candle in one hand and a remote control in the other. He finds some matches, lights the candle, and places it in the center of the table, then pushes a few buttons on the remote control, filling the villa with a distinct male voice. I recognize it immediately.

         “Mick Hucknall?”

         “Or God. Either will do.” He smiles as he takes his seat.

         “You’re willing to share your title?”

         “He’s worthy,” he replies casually. “This looks good. Eat up.”

         I acknowledge his nod at my plate with a small smile and carve my way through a piece of lamb, resisting the urge to brandish my knife again when Jesse leans over, looking at my meat. He’s checking how well it’s cooked. I help him out, turning my plate so he can see the center of my lamb. I like my steak medium, but I love my lamb cooked thoroughly.

         I stab a piece with my fork and bring it up to my lips. “May I?” I ask, completely serious and with no hint of a smile on my face, which is good because I’m matching Jesse.

         “You may,” he says, slicing through his own lamb and taking his first bite. He chews, nods, and swallows. “You can cook, wife.”

         “I’ve never said I can’t. I just don’t like doing it.”

         “Not even for me?”

         “I don’t mind,” I answer coolly.

         “I like you cooking for me,” he muses. “It’s kind of normal.”

         I pause and place my knife down. “Normal?”

         “Yes, normal. Like what normal married people do.”

         “Normal, like the wife cooks and the husband eats? That’s a bit chauvinistic.” I laugh, but he doesn’t. He’s still concentrating on his careful cutting and eating. He wants normalcy? Then he should try being a bit normal himself. But do I want him to be normal? He wouldn’t be Jesse if he was normal. We wouldn’t be us if he was normal. I take another bite of lamb to busy my mouth. We’ll never be normal, not completely, and I hope we’re not.
         

         He shrugs, rests his cutlery on the side of his plate, and sits back in his chair, slowly raising his eyes to mine as he chews purposely slow. What’s going on in that head of his? The greenness of his gaze has me engrossed, making me slow my own chews down to mimic his. “Isn’t this normal?” he asks, his voice low and throaty.

         “You mean having dinner together?”

         “Yes.”

         I shrug a little. “Yes, this is normal.”

         He nods mildly. “What about if I spread you on this table during dinner and fuck you? Would that be normal?”

         My eyes widen a little in surprise. I don’t know why because that would be perfectly normal for us. “Our normal is you taking what you want, when you want it. You can chuck in a meal cooked by your wife, if you like.”

         “Good.” He collects his knife and fork. “I like our normal.”

         I frown at him. What was the point of all that? “Is something worrying you?”

         “No.” He answers far too quickly.

         “Yes, there is,” I fire back, and I think I know what it is. “Are you suddenly considering the possibility of no wherever and whenever with two babies around?”
         

         “Not at all.”

         “Look at me,” I demand, and he does, but he’s looking at me in shock. I don’t give him a chance to ask me who the hell I think I’m talking to. “You are, aren’t you?”

         His shock turns to a glower. “Wherever, whenever.”

         “Not with two babies around.” I could laugh at him. He’s suddenly well aware that his possession over my body is going to be curbed. I return to my dinner, delighting in this revelation. “They’ll need a lot of my attention.”

         He points his fork at me. Not his knife, but his fork. “Yes, your primary role will be the care of our children, but a close second, and I mean a very close second, will be for my indulgence. Wherever, whenever, Ava. I might need to control my craving for you to a certain extent, but don’t think I’m going to sacrifice devoting my life to consuming you. Constant contact. Wherever, whenever. That’s not going to change, just because we have babies.” He stabs at a piece of lamb and yanks it off the fork with his mouth.

         If wanting me to cook for him was chauvinistic, then I have no idea what that little speech would represent. “Even if I’m knackered from night feeds?” I’m poking.

         “Too tired for me to take you?” he asks, shocked.

         “Yes.”

         “We’ll get a nanny.” His lamb takes another vicious stabbing, and I mentally laugh my socks off.

         “But I’ve got you,” I remind him.

         He sighs and drops his knife and fork to his plate. “You do.” His fingertips go to his temples and start rubbing calming circles. “You do have me, and you always will.” He reaches over and takes my hand. “Promise me you’ll never say ‘I’m too tired’ or ‘I’m not in the mood.’”

         “You’re the one who tells me I’m too tired!” I practically screech. “It’s okay for you to knock me back.”
         

         “That’s because I have the power,” he says frankly. “Promise me.”

         “You want me to promise you that I’m here for you to take as and when you please?”

         He looks away, only very briefly, before returning thoughtful eyes to me. “Yes,” he says simply.

         “What if I don’t?” I’m being insolent for the sake of it. I’ll never be too tired for this man, but his sudden epiphany is really quite amusing. He should have thought about all of this before he nicked my pills.

         He laughs, and then the arrogant swine only leans back and pulls his T-shirt over his head, revealing himself in all of his clean cut perfection. He looks down at his chest, as if refreshing his own memory of just how incredibly flawless he is. My eyes are on that chest, too. I might even be salivating all over my lamb, but I’m defiantly resisting his tactics. I drink in his godliness, my eyes skipping over every hard piece of him, my mind making a mental note to refresh my mark. It’s fading. “You’ll never resist this.” He gestures to his torso.

         My eyes whip back up, seeing self-assured, bright greens. “I’m used to it.” I rip my greedy stare away from the equal perfection of his face and back to my plate. My eyes are not happy and are pulling in my sockets to get another fill. “It kind of gets the same old after a while.” I add as casually as I can.

         He’s on me in a second, pulling me from the table and taking me down to a rug. I don’t get a moment to register what’s happened until I’m barely breathing and he’s coating me completely. “You’re a shit liar, baby.”

         “I know,” I concede. I’m crap at it.

         “Let’s see how used to it you are, shall we?” He moves my arms to my sides and sits astride of me, pinning me in place. I’m immobile and suddenly very concerned by this situation. I’ve been here plenty of times before, and most of them I came out the other end a very unhappy girl.

         “Jesse, please don’t,” I beg, for very little purpose. He’s in a trampling mood, his sudden realization of how he might be sidelined sparking his animal instinct to stake his claim. He’s like a lion.

         “What?” he asks. “You’re used to it.”

         He’s fully aware that I’ll never get used to it. I’ll look at him this way, appreciate him this way and become consumed with desire this way for the rest of my days. And I can’t wait. That desire is coursing through my veins right now. It’s always lying dormant in the background, simmering gently, ready for a few right words or a touch. Then the simmering transforms into a fizzing, deep in my tummy, and then impatience, and then torturous pleasure until explosion, whether it’s of the soft, rollover kind, or the mind-bending, screaming kind. I’m starting to fizz now. My tummy muscles are squeezing and he’s probably aware because unlike previous encounters lately, he’s resting on my stomach. Has he had enlightenment that he won’t hurt his babies?

         My current position and the relentless beat between my thighs isn’t helped when he raises to his knees and starts unbuttoning the fly of his jeans. This is going to be painful. If he’s going to go full-force into dominant Jesse, then I want to make the most of it, and I have no hope of seizing the opportunity with my body and arms pinned down. I feel a yell of frustration brewing and as hard as I try to pull my insatiable eyes away from those abdominals as his hands work his jeans, I’m failing miserably. Used to it? Fucking ridiculous thing to claim.

         “Jesse, let me up.” I don’t bother wriggling because it will only tire me out, and I’m storing my energy for what I hope is to come.

         “No, Ava.” He pushes the waist of his jeans down a little, revealing his tight, white Armanis. This is getting harder.

         “Please,” I plead.

         There’s a glint of victory sparkling from his hooded eyes, even though we both know he’s not done yet. “No, Ava.” He slips his thumb into the waistband of his boxers.

         I catch a glimpse of his dark blond mass of hair and the unmistakable taut, smooth flesh of his cock. “Oh God.” I close my eyes in hopelessness, hating him and loving him all at once. Keeping myself in darkness, I’m beyond mystified when I don’t get the familiar bark to open. I’m not mystified for long, though. Not when I feel movement, and then the sensation of something solid and wet slipping across my lips. Natural instinct kicks in and my lips open, but I don’t get mouth penetration, so I open my eyes to be met by his stomach from where he’s dropped a hand by my head and is leaning over me. Glancing up to find his face, I know what look I’ll see; I know it’ll drive me insane with lust. And I know that I’ll be able to do fuck all about it. But I still look anyway.
         

         And there it is. My Lord, braced on one stupidly solid arm, his obscenely addictive eyes dropped low, his sickeningly long lashes fanning that stunning face and with a little flick of my eyes, I’m staring at that stomach and chest, which should be deemed a hazard. With the added bonus of him holding himself, grazing my lips with the broad magnificence of his cock, I’m ruined. “Mouth,” I demand calmly.

         “What do I do to you, Ava?” he asks, clearly confident of the answer and teasing me with another dash of contact to my lips.

         “You fucking cripple me!” I yell on a pointless writhe.

         “Watch your fucking mouth.” He practically groans the words out, only heightening my simmering state and my aggravation.
         

         “Please!”

         “Are you used to me?”

         “No!”

         “And you never will be. This is our normal, baby. Get used to this.” He slides himself into my mouth on a moan, and I accept willingly, elatedly, eagerly. I moan around his invasion. I suck, lap and bite, but I don’t have full control. He’s retaining the power, but I don’t care. It’s contact.

         “Keep it gentle, Ava.” He forces the words out, and I glance up to indulge in the strain on his face as he watches my mouth indulge on his arousal. “I love your fucking mouth, woman.” His free hand creeps behind my neck and locks on my nape, holding me in place while he gently thrusts forward, slowly, evenly, deliciously. No hard necessary, but that’s not to say he isn’t fulfilling his obligation to be dominant Jesse. He’s worked out the happy medium in our normal relationship, even if I haven’t, but I’m beginning to get it, and he is doing a bloody fine job of showing me the way.
         

         Biting down gently midway up his steel length, the telltale signs of a regular throb, accompanied by the tensing of his legs, which are securing my arms, give me all the prompt I need. My licks and strokes become more forceful, ignoring his demand to keep it gentle. He’s going to come. I moan around him, he bucks on a round of explicit language, but then he’s not in my mouth anymore. He pushes himself up to his knees, fists his swollen cock, and watches me with parted lips as he finishes. I’m annoyed, but one of my favorite mental images of all time is being refreshed—the erotic, extraordinary vision of Jesse working himself to climax, but this time it’s better because he has just reached up and swept his wet hair from his face, trailing his hand through his dirty blond mass, ripping the muscles of his chest further. I nearly choke with satisfaction. Given a few more moments, I think I’d orgasm just watching this. Holy shit, he looks divine.

         “Jesus!” he barks, resting back on his heels and yanking my top and bra down before positioning his erection between my breasts and spilling his seed all over my chest. He pants, sweating and wet, rolling himself around, spreading himself everywhere.

         Marked.

         “Wherever, whenever, baby,” he puffs out, leaning down and hitting me with a forceful attack of his lips. I accept this willingly, too, letting him continue to take whatever he wants. “Fucking perfect.”

         “Hmmm,” I hum. It was perfect. He is perfect.
         

         “Come here.” He sits up, rearranges my bra and top before standing and lifting me. He carries me to the table, puts me on my chair, and points at my plate. “Finish your dinner.”

         “I didn’t throw up,” I say, almost proudly.

         “Well done.”

         “Why didn’t you come in my mouth?” I ask, as he buttons up his fly.

         His serious face falters, but only a little. Taking his seat, he nods at my knife and fork in a silent instruction, and then takes his own. “Might poison the babies.”

         If I had a mouthful of lamb, I’d choke, but instead I splutter all over the place in a helpless fit of laughter. “What?” I giggle.

         He doesn’t repeat himself. He just winks, and I fall in love that little bit more. “Eat your dinner, lady.”

          Grinning at my plate, I resume my meal, utterly satisfied, despite my lack of orgasm. I’m still bubbling slightly, but I’m not concerned. “What are we doing tomorrow?”

         “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m bingeing.”

         “You’re keeping me locked up in Paradise all weekend?” I don’t mind, but it would be nice to go for a walk, perhaps, or maybe even dinner.

         “I wasn’t going to, but locks can be arranged.” He slips his fork into his mouth and pulls off a piece of stuffed pepper slowly as he looks at me with raised eyebrows. I’m putting ideas in his head.

         There’s no comeback from me. I just widen my grin, consumed with happiness as I continue my attempts to finish my meal.

         “God, I love that fucking grin. Show me,” he demands.

         I’m not grinning now. I’m smiling properly, and he blesses me with his one reserved only for me, twinkling eyes and all. “Happy?” I ask.

         “Fucking delirious.”

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-four

         

         I know I’m smiling in my sleep.
         

         Opening my eyes, the first thing I see is a ginger biscuit, some folic acid, and a glass of water. I smile, collecting the pills and swallowing before munching my way through the biscuit. I shuffle to the edge of the bed and don’t bother with underwear or clothes. We’re alone on a deserted beach, and I haven’t forgotten his demand for me to come down to breakfast just like this every morning. I take my naked form out into the main part of the villa to find my Lord, but after a few moments of searching, no Lord. I notice the voile at the doors of the living area are flapping as the light wind gusts through, so I fight my way through the mass of moving material until I’m on the wooden veranda and taking a deep inhale of fresh air. Perfect. It’s early because the sun is low, but the heat is intense, only slightly weakened by the breeze, which is whipping my hair all over my face. I fight to secure it in a loose, messy knot and once my vision is clear, I see him in the distance. He’s running, and he’s running in loose shorts, no T-shirt, and no trainers. I lean on the wooden balustrade and happily watch him get closer and closer, his muscular frame shimmering under the morning sun. He could be a mirage.

         “Morning,” I chirp when he’s a few yards away, sweating and actually a little out of breath. This is unusual. He’s a robot when running, never displaying any signs of fatigue or overexertion.

         He grabs a towel that’s draped over a railing and starts rubbing himself on a smile. “Good morning, indeed.” His eyes travel down my nakedness, which is only slightly concealed by the posts that I’m standing behind. “How do you feel?”

         I have a quick think and do a bodily assessment, concluding that I feel perfect. I don’t feel sick at all. “Fine.”

         “Good.” He approaches the pavilion and looks up at me. “Give me a kiss.”

         I lean over and peck his lips, his signature smell enhanced by the clean sweat riddling his body. “You’re soaked.”

         “That’s because it’s fucking hot.” He pulls away. “Breakfast?” He asks it as a question, but he doesn’t mean it as a question. If I say no, then without question, I’d be growled at and possibly hauled in and force fed.
         

         “I’ll make you breakfast.” I start walking across the veranda, toward our bedroom.

         “Where are you going?” he calls after me.

         “To put something on.”

         “Hey!” he shouts, and I turn to see a face awash with disgust. “Get your naked arse in that kitchen, lady.”

         “Excuse me?” I laugh.

         “You heard.” He’s looking at me expectantly, daring me to defy him.

         I look down at my bareness and sigh. He won’t be making such demands when I’m fit to burst. I’ll put him off his food, but for now, I’m comfortable in my skin and he’s clearly comfortable looking at it, so I retrace my steps and enter the villa, receiving a swift slap on my backside as I pass Jesse.

         
            *  *  *

         

         If our normal is me preparing and eating breakfast with both of us butt naked, then I love our normal. If our normal is taking three hours to get ready because neither one of us can keep our hands off each other, then I really love our normal. If our normal is me putting on a summer dress and being looked at like I’ve totally lost my mind, then I’m not so keen on our normal.
         

         “Think again, lady.” He rummages through my clothes, cursing and scoffing to himself as he assesses and tosses each of my beach dresses aside. “You’ve done this on purpose.”

         “It’s hot.” I laugh, standing in the center of the room in my lace.

         “But Christ, Ava!” He holds up a strapless playsuit with very short shorts.
         

         “You said I have great legs,” I argue.

         “Yes, you have great fucking everything, but that doesn’t mean I want everyone to know it.” He chucks the playsuit aside and grabs a long, floaty black dress with spaghetti straps. “My eyes,” he affirms. “Just for my eyes.”
         

         “What the hell is wrong with you?” I snatch the dress from his hands. “You were fine with the gown at the anniversary party and my denim shorts.”

         “I wasn’t fine at all. I made an exception, but I saw the way men were looking at you.”

         “I see how women look at you!”

         “Yes, and could you imagine how they’d look at me if I was prancing around half naked?” He nods at the dress. “You can wear that.”

         “You’re often shirtless,” I point out. “You don’t see me rugby tackling you to the floor to conceal your body. Lighten up!”
         

         “No!”

         Our scowls are in competition, but his has definitely got the edge. “You’re unreasonable,” I spit out. “I’m wearing what I like.” I chuck the black dress at him and retrieve my dusky pink, halter-neck summer dress, stepping in and pulling it up my body.

         “Why do you do this to me?” he asks impatiently.

         “Because it’s unreasonable for you to think that you can dictate my wardrobe, that’s why.” I knot the dress behind my neck and smooth it down, ignoring the low, rumbling growl emanating from my unreasonable Lord. I’ll never back down on this element of our normal relationship. “It’s not so bad.”
         

         “You’re too fucking beautiful.”

         I smile and slip my feet into my flip-flops. “But I’m your beautiful girl, Jesse.”
         

         “You are,” he replies quietly. “Mine.”

         I take a calming breath and step into his chest. “No one will ever take me away from you.”

         He sighs. “I know, but is it necessary to pick the tiniest dress on the fucking planet?”

         I kiss his cheek. “You’re overexaggerating.”

         “I don’t think I am,” he grumbles, pushing his freshly shaved cheek into my lips. “Can we compromise?” He squats and picks up a cardigan, and I start shaking my head.

         “No way, Ward. I’ll pass out.”

         Making a ridiculously over-the-top point of demonstrating his exasperation, he drops it and rises from his squatting position. “Fine, but I won’t be held accountable if some prick looks at you funny.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Paradise just gets better. While letting Jesse have his way by keeping me locked up at the villa was really very tempting, I wanted to explore with him, walk along holding hands, have lunch, and be together. I know he’s taken pleasure from me in another way today. His arm around my shoulder has kept me snugly tucked into him and when we ate at a beach bar, he made me sit close to him so he could keep his contact.

         It’s dusk by the time we’re bumping down the potholed road, back to the villa. The familiar fragrance hits my nose as we slip through the wooden gates and drive down the cobbled road beneath the canopy of green and white.

         “Have you had a nice day?” he asks, shutting the engine off and looking at me almost hopefully.

         “I have, thank you. Have you?”

         “I’ve had the best day, baby. But now I get to pick what we do for the rest of the evening.” He unclips my belt and leans across to open the door for me. “Out.”

         I follow through on his order, ejecting myself from the soft leather. “What are we doing?”

         “We’re going to play a game.” He’s on my side of the car now, looking down at me with a crafty, raised brow.

         “What sort of game?” I’m too curious, and it’s obvious.

         “You’ll see.” My hand is grasped, and I’m led to the villa. “Meet me on the rug in the lounge,” he instructs, dropping a kiss on my bewildered face and leaving me like a loose part by the front door.

         My frowning face watches his back disappear out of the room, and with little else to do except follow through on his instruction, I drop my bag and make my way over to the designated rug, sitting myself down in the soft, thick pile. My curious mind is racing, but not for long. He reappears shuffling a pack of cards.

         “We’re playing cards?” I ask, trying not to sound disappointed.

         “Yes.” His short, simple reply is an indication that we will, indeed, be playing cards, no matter how much I protest.

         “Wouldn’t you rather binge on me?” I try temptress tactics, with little confidence. I know when I’m going to win, and now isn’t going to be one of those times.

         He eyes me warily as he lowers his arse to the rug, leaning up against the back of the couch with his long legs spread at full length in front of him. “We’re playing strip poker.”

         I’m promptly fidgeting in my seated position. “I don’t know how to play poker.” I’ll lose, but is that such a bad thing? “It won’t be a fair game if I don’t know how to play.” I decide that it will be a bad thing. He’s smug, and I want to wipe that cocky look clean from his face. My competitive side races to the surface.

         “Okay,” he says slowly, shuffling carefully to match his thoughtful word. “How about pontoon?” He must catch my confused face because he smiles a little. “Twenty-one? Stick, twist, burn?”

         I look at him blankly. “Nope, sorry. I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I stretch my legs out and lean back on my hands. “Snap?”

         He laughs, that head thrown back, fanning temples laugh—the one I adore. “Snap?”

         “Yes, I’m really fast.”

         “Ava, let’s save Snap for when the babies arrive.” He chuckles to himself and deals us two cards each. “Okay, I’m the banker and you need to take a look at your cards.”

         I shrug and pick them up, noting a ten and a six. “Okay.”

         “What do you have?”

         “I’m not telling you!”

         He rolls his eyes. “We’ll call this a trial run. Tell me what you have.”

         I hold my cards to my chest. “A ten and a six,” I say suspiciously.

         “Sixteen, then?”

         “You add them together?”

         He’s going to regret this. He might be already. “Yes, you add them together.”

         “Right. In that case, I have sixteen.” I flash him my cards.

         He nods his acknowledgment. “So the winner’s the one who is the closest to twenty-one when all players have made their move.”

         “What moves?” I restrain my grin when he flops his head back, looking up at the ceiling in exasperation.

         “The moves I’m about to explain, Ava.”

         “Oh, okay. Explain away.”

         His head comes back down and he blows out a tired breath. I bet he’s wishing he had opted for bingeing. “Right. You have sixteen and you need to get as close to twenty-one as possible, without going bust. Bust means over twenty-one. Got it?”

         “Got it.”

         “Good. With a total of sixteen, you should twist, which means I deal you another card. Got it?”

         “Got it.”

         He pushes another card toward me, and I pick it up stealthily, like he doesn’t already know what I’m holding in my hand. “What have you got?” he asks.

         “A king.” I’m not a card genius, but I know that makes me bust. I throw my cards on the floor. “I didn’t want to twist.”

         “You can’t stick on sixteen, Ava.”

         “But at least I wouldn’t be bust!”

         “No, but it’s likely I’ll beat sixteen, so you may as well risk it.” He turns his own cards over, revealing a jack and a queen.

         “Twenty,” I confirm quickly.

         “Correct. And I’ll stick, so I win.” He gathers the cards back up and starts shuffling them again. “Get it?”

         “Oh, I’m gonna whoop your arse, Ward.” I rub my hands together and make myself comfortable.

         He smiles at my competitiveness, probably thinking that I’m deluded. After all, Jesse Ward is amazing at everything. “We need to talk about stakes, baby.”

         “I’m not hungry, thank you. You’ve fed me enough today.”

         His head falls back again as he laughs really hard. I’m trying to keep a serious face, but I so love him when he laughs. “I mean what we’re playing for.” His green eyes land on me. “God, I fucking love you.”

         “I know. What are we playing for?” I’m liking this game more and more.

         “How many items of clothing do you have on?” His eyes run the full length of my body, as if he’s mentally working it out.

         Playing cards doesn’t seem so bad now. “Three. Dress, bra, and knickers.”

         “I have two.” He pulls at his T-shirt and his shorts.

         “What about your boxers?”

         “Obstruction,” he flips casually, dealing us two cards each. I absolutely know where this is going. No obstructions. “The first one naked loses.” He grins at me. “The winner takes the power. I’m being reasonable.”

         I gasp and snatch my cards up carefully, holding them close to my face. He’s as confident as ever, giving me an extra item of clothing. “There is nothing reasonable about bargaining for the power in our relationship.” I glance down at my cards, seeing two sevens. “I’ll twist.”

         He slides a card over to me, maintaining his grin. “There you go.”

         “Thank you,” I reply politely, pulling my card from the floor and placing it with my others. It’s an eight. I dramatically huff and toss them between us. “Bust,” I grumble.

         He smiles and turns his own cards over, revealing a jack and a nine. “I think I’ll stick,” he muses. “You lose.”

         I shake my head as I watch him put the cards down and slowly crawl over to me, his eyes burning into mine with rapt intention. My heartbeat is quickening at the sight of his prowling frame, and when he’s up close, he slowly raises his hands to the back of my neck. “Let’s lose the dress,” he whispers, pulling the straps free of the knot. “Up you get.”

         I force myself to stand when all I want to do is collapse onto my back and let him take me right now. He can keep the power. I don’t want it. Ever. I watch with lust-filled eyes as he grasps the hem of my dress and lifts it up over my head, standing as he rises and chucking it onto the couch when it’s separated from my body.

         Leaning into my ear, he bites my lobe. “Lace,” he murmurs, blowing a soft stream of hot air onto my skin. I tense, despite my best efforts not to, and just like that, he leaves me standing like a built-up bag of desire and resumes position on his arse. “Sit.”

         I close my eyes and collect my senses. I need to be strong because this really is a game to him. I sit back down in my lace and like the complete temptress I am, I spread my legs wide and lean back on my hands. “Deal again, Lord.”

         The knowing smile that creeps across his handsome face indicates his awareness. His temptress is living up to her reputation. He deals the cards. I cautiously look, and then immediately declare my intention to stick. He nods thoughtfully and turns his own cards over. He has a nine and a queen. “Stick.” He looks at me, and I grin, chucking my two kings down cockily before making my way over on my hands and knees.

         I straddle his thighs and take the hem of his T-shirt. “Lose the T-shirt,” I whisper, pulling it up. He lifts his arms willingly, and I throw it behind him, sighing and leaning in to kiss his chest. “Hmmm, hard.” I grind myself into his lap wickedly, instigating a sharp intake of breath from him, but then I remove myself from his lap and resume my position across the rug. “Deal.”

         It’s quite obvious he’s fighting the urge to tackle me to the rug. He’s really concentrating, and I’m really loving it. The view is improving with each hand I win, too. Just one more and he’s mine, power and all.

         He deals again, and I sweep my cards up, quickly calculating a total of fourteen. “Twist, please.” I gesture for him to pass a card. A two. Total: sixteen. Crap, I really don’t know what to do. “Stick. No, twist!” He goes to pass me another card on a smile. “No! No, I’ll stick.” I wave away the card, and his smile turns into a grin.

         “Indecisive?” he asks, taking his leaning body back upright, putting way too much emphasis on that chest.

         I blink back my peeping eyes, determined not to lose my concentration. I’m not being distracted, but it’s hellish resisting the urge to steal a look. Or even just gawp at it. “No, I’m sticking,” I affirm snootily.

         “Okay.” He’s desperately fighting a smile as he turns his cards over. “Hmmm, sixteen,” he muses. “What to do?”

         I shrug.

         “I’ll twist,” he says, turning a card over.

         I don’t know how, but I manage to keep a straight face when he reveals a six. “Oh dear,” I whisper, taking my eyes from his cards, up his torso, his neck, and then onto his lovely face. “You risked it.” I chuck my cards at him—the ones that collectively total sixteen. “I didn’t. Lose the shorts.”

         He examines my cards on a faint curve of his lips, shaking his head. “You beat me, baby.”

         “I have the power.” I start crawling my way over to him, not wanting to delay getting my hands on him. That was the longest card game ever. “How do you feel about that?” I unzip the fly of his shorts.

         He doesn’t try to stop me. He pushes his back into the couch to raise his butt so I can negotiate them down his thighs, and with the revealing of his arousal, I struggle to contain myself.

         “I’ll ask you the same question,” he rumbles, low, throatily, and with one hundred percent sex in his tone.

         “I feel powerful.” I throw his shorts over his head and take the pack of cards from his hand, placing them neatly to one side.

         He reaches forward and rubs his thumb over my bottom lip, dragging it, his lips parting, his eyes flicking to mine. “What has my little temptress got planned?”

         I should push his hand away, but I don’t. “She’s going to surrender the power,” I whisper, placing my hands on his thighs and reaching up until we’re touching noses. “What does my god say to that?”

         He smiles that glorious smile. “Your god says his temptress has learned well.” His big hands curl around my wrists and pull my hands up to rest on his shoulders. “Your god says his temptress won’t regret surrendering to him.” His lips press to mine, and his tongue takes a slow sweep through my mouth. “But this god and his temptress both know how our normal relationship works.” He cups me over my lace knickers and rests his forehead on mine. “And it works perfectly.”

         I bear down on his palm to get some friction. “You’re perfect.” My lips find his and my hands automatically seek out his hair. I’m yanking at it again.

         “I know,” he mumbles around my demanding lips, sliding his hands around my waist and onto my bum. “I thought you surrendered the power.”

         I couldn’t stop if my life depended on it, and I’m mentally praying that he doesn’t stamp his authority because I’m desperate, craving, needing. “Please don’t stop me.”

         He groans, pulling me into him and showing no sign of halting this. He’s letting me have my way with him. “You know I can’t say no to you.” He stands with me wrapped around him, and I don’t even know it’s happened. I’m too consumed, but when the cool night air attacks my bare back, I’m pulling myself into his body, holding tighter and kissing harder. My brain isn’t given any space to think about where we’re going. I don’t care.

         The light rushing sound of the night waves gently lapping at the shoreline is the first thing I hear. Then I smell the salty essence of the Mediterranean. There’s a chill in the air, but the warmth of his body fit snugly to mine eliminates any discomfort. I’m burning up. The wooden sleepers are taken with care as he carries me down to the sea’s edge, but he doesn’t take me into the water. He kneels and places me down on the soft, damp sand, ensuring our lips remain locked the entire time. My hands are wandering all over his muscular frame, my legs are writhing beneath him, and I’m fast losing my breath, my labored breathing not helped when a gentle wave gushes up and breaks around my sprawled body, surrounding me in a shallow puddle of cool, salty seawater. My shocked, quiet yelp isn’t containable. My fingernails dig into his biceps and my back arches to try and escape the freshness, my lace-covered breasts pushing into his bare chest.

         “Shhhh,” he calms me. “Hush now.” His soft words relax me in an instant as he kisses his way into my neck, biting and sucking before he’s kissing his way across my face again. “I love you,” he whispers. “I fucking love love love you.”

         “I know.” My mouth skims his. “I know you do. Make love to me.” It’s what we need to do right now. No fucking. No hard. Just love.

         “I never planned on doing anything else.” He’s pulling at my lace and pushing my knickers down my legs. “We’ll call this one sleepy twilight sex.”

         My hands are sliding up his arms until my palms are cupping his cheeks. His face is perfectly clear to me, despite the blackness surrounding us. Sleepy twilight sex may be a new favorite. “Deal.”

         His arm slips under the small of my back and lifts me a little so he can access the back of my bra. It’s removed with one hand and slid down my arms where I leave it suspended between my two wrists that refuse to release his face. I want to keep my lips on his, the gentle caressing of his tongue on mine sending me right to the highest level of Central Jesse Cloud Nine. My nipples pucker further, tingling with coolness but mostly with desire. And then he’s pulling his face from my hands on a moan and rearing back. He studies me for a few moments before sinking into me meticulously, perfectly, halting when he’s only half submerged.

         His face is unreadable, but those greens are telling a whole other story. They are seeping into the deepest part of me. “All the way?” he asks, so quietly I almost don’t hear him above the light rush of waves.

         I nod, tipping my hips, and he inhales a shaky breath, quickly lifting me when another wave creeps up on us. I cry out at the coldness again, but his sudden full penetration is more of the cause. He’s holding me against him as the water recedes, my cheek pressed to his throat, and then I’m on my way back down to the sand. My hands find their place on his shoulders and his forearms find their place on either side of my head. And we just look at each other. This in itself is beyond pleasurable. He’s completely filling me, and I can feel him pulsating. I’m even contracting around him, but neither one of us has any urgent need to hurry this along. It’s chilly, we’re both wet, but we’re perfectly happy. Nothing around us exists, just how we like it.

         “Do you want me to move?” he drops his mouth to mine. “Tell me what you want, baby.”

         “Just you. However you come.”

         “I come with uncontrollable love for you. Is that good enough?”

         It’s more than good enough. I kiss him instead of answering him, but he pulls away, his heavy, hooded eyes looking for a verbal reply. “It’s good enough.” I accept on a quiet sigh, feeling like I’ve probably just sanctioned his challenging ways. But it is good enough.
         

         “I’m glad.” He rocks his hips, drawing a quiet intake of breath from me and strained neck muscles from him. “You feel so fucking good. I don’t know how I ever survived without this.” He pulls gradually out and pushes lazily back into me, pressing his lips to mine to capture my small cry of pleasure, mixed with shock as another wave surprises me. “Now I live. And it’s only for you.”

         “I understand,” I say around his mouth, because I know that’s his next question. “I understand all of that.”

         “Good. I need you to.” Out and in again, and there’s a sigh and tensing from both of us. “I love our normal.”

         I smile and squirm beneath him on another meticulous plunge. I love our normal, too. Our normal is Jesse loving me so violently, it drives him crazy. It’s me returning that love. And it’s me accepting him in all of his challenging ways. I’m so over it.

         I’m not even feeling the coolness of the sea lapping around me now. Desire is coursing through my veins, heating my skin, and I’m grabbing on to every drive with every muscle I possess. I equal his passion with my own, kissing him and feeling him, yanking at his hair and moaning. He’s swaying those hips back and forth so precisely, so evenly, that each thrust is hitching me steadily closer to climax. The softness of his tongue exploring every part of my mouth and the hard velvet of his cock sliding in and out of me is utter ecstasy, as always.

         I let my displeasure be known when he breaks our mouth contact, but he ignores me, pulling back to study me while he maintains his pace. “I need to see you,” he says, breathily. “I need to see those eyes smolder when you come for me.”

         “Jesse.” I’m panting. He won’t have to wait very long at all. The switch is flicking, courtesy of my Lord and his expert ways. Knowing I’ll get chastised if I close my eyes, I work hard to resist the temptation of throwing my head back and clenching them shut. It’s hard when he’s doing this to me.

         He lifts his upper body and braces himself on his fists. “Control it, Ava. Don’t make me stop.” He increases his pace, never allowing his eyes to leave mine.

         “Please, don’t stop.” My hands find their way to his arse and grab on hard, pushing him into me.

         “You know what to do, then.” He circles firm and deep, almost purposely making this more difficult for me. I bite back a cry, mustering up all of my strength to delay the inevitable until he’s ready. This calls for deep, controlled breaths, so I swallow hard and begin a sequence of breath-regulating exercises. There is a faint shimmer of a knowing smile looking down at me, and he’s quickening his strokes. His biceps are bulging, too, indicating a shifting of his fists in the sand where he’s trying to gain more leverage to torment me with his punishing lovemaking. And, god, does he succeed. Every single time it just gets better and better.

         I’m lying under him, soaking up his attentiveness, biting harshly on my lip, and I’m sizzling, bubbling, dying to let go. Through my wild sensuality, I’m searching for any sign that he may be close, and I begin to despair when I find nothing, but then his greens disappear behind his eyelids, only very briefly, and his hips jerk. He’s struggling, and fearful that he might slow to gather himself, I quickly wrap my legs around his waist and use every leg muscle I own to push him into me. It’s his downfall. He hisses, bucks again, and I shout my appreciation, moving my hands to his forearms and gripping hard.

         “You little…FUCK!” His head flies back and his smooth pace rapidly advances into faster strokes. I take the opportunity of his gaze away from mine to squeeze my eyes shut. I hold my breath, too. “Eyes!” My darkness was brief. My lids are open again, and they are looking at a damp face of frustration. Frustration that he can’t control it. “Fucking hell, lady,” he pants. “You want to come?”

         “Yes!”

         “I know.” He pistons into me, yells explicitly, time and time again, and then he barks, “Come,” and I’m besieged, my whole body going into meltdown as it’s attacked with violent shakes and is palpitating from the consistent bursts of release that just keep coming and coming and coming. I’m heated completely, his cum flooding me as he stills, moaning and grinding.

         His breathing is sharp. My breathing is challenged. He’s still braced on his arms and he’s sweating profusely, while I’m rolling my head from side to side, almost disorientated from the intensity of my climax.

         “You made me lose control, Ava,” he huffs down at me. “Damn it, woman, you send me fucking crazy.”

         My arms fall above my head into the wet sand, immediately noting another receding puddle of water, not that my body feels it. I’m scorching hot. “You won’t hurt them.”

         He shakes his head, like he’s also all disorientated, before he slides from within me and falls to his forearms, taking my nipple between his lips.

         “That feels nice.” I sigh, finally closing my eyes for a reasonable length of time while he feasts on my breasts. “Just keep doing that.”

         “You taste so good,” he mumbles, latching onto the area where I know my mark to be and sucking deeply.

         I happily leave him to his own devices while I concentrate on stabilizing my breathing and racing heartbeat, but I’m still burning up. “Take me into the water,” I pant. “I need to cool off.”

         He shakes his head and releases my breast to look up at me. “No can do, lady.” He goes back to my chest with no more of an explanation.

         “Why?” I press.

         Each of my nipples are kissed before he brings his face up close to mine. His eyes are sparkling pools of mischievousness. “It might freeze the babies.”

         I don’t laugh, but I do grin. “It will not!”

         My hair is pushed from my face and his hands creep up my arms until his fingers lace through mine above my head. “How do you know for sure?”

         I lift my head, just to get my lips on him, the crazy, lovable arse. “Even if that were true, which it isn’t, right now my current body temperature is off the charts, so I’m probably roasting your babies as we speak.”

         He gasps in an obviously dramatic display of horror and jumps up, pulling me to my feet. “Fucking hell, lady. We need to cool you off.” He throws me up onto his shoulder and slaps my arse.

         “Ouch!” I laugh, delighting in his playfulness. “Go slow so I can get used to it.”

         “Oh no.” He wades in quickly, leaving me fearing the worst. “We don’t have time to fuck about. We’re at risk of having a pair of well-done babies.” He grabs my hips, instigating a yelp and a wriggle, but he has a firm grip of me. I’m held above him with my hips resting on his big palms, my hands on his shoulders, and I’m looking down at a crafty face that’s trying to be serious. I’m grinning so much, my cheeks are aching. “Hello up there, beautiful girl.”

         “Hi.” I’m bracing myself. I know what’s coming, or I hope I know what’s coming.

         He loses his battle and blisters my skin with his smile, bending his arms and lowering me to plant a hard kiss on my lips. “Good-bye, my beautiful girl.” His powerful arms straighten fast, and I’m launched into the black air on a squeal, my legs and arms flailing everywhere in deranged delight. I hit the water, still screaming, but quickly get stifled by the water as I go under. The dull muffle of frantic activity in the water surrounding me is definitely not just my doing, so I kick my legs urgently and work my way to the surface, emerging on a gasp and quickly doing a three-sixty turn to look for him. He’s nowhere to be seen and apart from my fitful inhalations, it’s deathly silent. I freeze as best I can, limiting my legs to a calm paddling beneath me. Damn it, where is he? Silent swells of water ripple away from me, and I can’t work out if it’s me causing the stir in the water or something in the depths below—something tall, lean, and beautiful, something that can hold its breath for a bloody long time. I don’t know why, but I hold my breath, too, silently deliberating on my next move. Do I remain still and silent or do I make a dash for the shore?

         Dash, remain, dash, remain.

         I release the stored air from my lungs. “Shit, shit, shit.” I’m totally torn, my heart racing as I battle my indecisiveness, but then I hear a splash behind me and with no instruction at all, my legs kick into action. I swim like my life depends on it, like Jaws himself is in pursuit of me. I’m squealing like a girl, too. “Oh fuck!” I yelp, piercing the night time air with my filthy mouth, as my ankle is grasped and I’m pulled under. I’m a rolling mass of wild arms and legs, probably kicking and punching him, but I can’t control it. It serves him right, anyway. My fright has turned into a little anger now, and I’m batting at the hands that are grasping at me. My eyes keep getting attacked with salt every time I attempt to open them, and my lungs are going to explode. And now his head in between my thighs.

         I break the surface and immediately release the air in my lungs on a furious shout. “Jesse!” I’m on his shoulders being carted out of the sea, his arms locked over my shins on his chest.

         “What’s up, baby?” He’s not even panting.

         “You!” My hands smack his head a few times before I swoop down and grab his chin, yanking his head up. “Let me see you,” I spit out aggressively.

         He laughs. “Hello.”

         “You’re a menace.”

         He seems to find his feet with no effort, rising from the water like some kind of otherworldly creature. “You love me.”

         I lean down, but I can’t reach him. “I want to kiss you,” I whine.

         “I know you do.” In a stealthy set of coordinated moves, I’m whipped from his shoulders and laying across his arms in a nanosecond. “And now you can.”

         This grin feels like a permanent fixture on my face, and his sparkling eyes are deeply set and showing no sign of fading. We’re so happy. Laid-back Jesse is full-on and drowning me in lust and roguishness. Central Jesse Cloud Nine doesn’t get any better than this.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-five

         

         I could get so very used to this. I could lay every morning and stretch happily, feel the breeze all over my nakedness and wander out onto the veranda to admire my god from a distance, running the curve of the bay. I could prepare him breakfast, despite the fact that I absolutely hate cooking, and I could sit naked at the table while he demolishes it with constant hums of approval around his fork before plunging his finger into a jar of peanut butter, which I’m sure he packed because it’s Sun-Pat. I could open my mouth when instructed so he can feed me, and I could reach over and stroke his bare, sun-kissed chest, just because I feel like it. I could puddle on the chair when he winks and yanks me onto his lap to ravish me, and then continue with his breakfast with one hand while he holds me with the other, offering forkfuls of salmon to me. I could slip into my bikini within the privacy of Paradise, receiving no look of horror or demand to put something more substantial on, and go for a swim in the giant freshness of the villa’s pool. I could be pulled out by my hand and dried off, then wrapped up and taken to the shower, where I’m soaped down and served in every shower-time way possible. Every shower-time way possible…and a little more. I could get very, very used to this.
         

         It’s our last day in Paradise, and I’m feeling a little forlorn. It’s our last day of indulging solely in each other, with none of the distractions or issues that are all currently awaiting us in London. I’m sitting on the bed with tissue wedged between my toes and a bottle of pink nail polish in my hand. It’s gone noon. We’ve spent all morning doing all of our normal, and I’m now prepping and preening for an afternoon down at the port and a twilight dinner. I don’t want to go home. I want to stay in Paradise forever, just me and Jesse.
         

         I look up, seeing Jesse rubbing his dirty blond mass of wet hair with a towel. I lean back on my pillow and savor the delightful view. He’s naked. I’m dribbling.

         He saunters over and crawls up the bed until he’s sitting on his knees by my feet. “Let me.” The towel gets laid across his thighs and he takes my foot in his strong hands.

         “You want to paint my toes?” I ask, a little amused at my manly husband taking on such a girly task. He flicks me an indifferent look, clearly not bothered to be tending to his wife to this extent.

         “I may as well get some practice in,” he informs me, straight-faced and all matter-of-fact. “You won’t be able to reach them soon.”

         My foot lashes out on reflex, jabbing him straight in his stomach, not that it has the desired effect. He grins down at his lap and repositions my foot. “I don’t want to go home,” I say quietly.

         “Me either, baby.” He doesn’t seem shocked to hear it, like he’s read my mind, or clearly been thinking the exact same thing. He gives my big toenail a stroke down the center with the brush, then one on each side.

         “When can we come back?” I ask, watching as his concentration frown emerges. It makes me smile and momentarily forget my dispiriting thoughts.

         “We can come back whenever you like. Just say the word, and I’ll put you on that plane.” He wipes across the flesh at the base of my nail and sits back to observe his handiwork. It’s not bad at all, considering his big hands and the tiny brush. He looks up at me. “Have you had a nice time?”

         “Paradise,” I muse, resting my head back. “Continue.” I nod at my foot in his lap.

         His eyes narrow playfully. “Yes, my lady.”

         “Good boy.” I sigh dreamily, relaxing into the pillow. “What happens when we get home?”

         He continues with the painting of my nails, not giving my question the acknowledgment it deserves. Something needs to be done, preferably by the police officially, not by Steve as a favor to a man he’s pissed off.

         “What happens is that you’ll go to work and finally fulfill your promise to enlighten Patrick of Mikael.” He tosses me an expectant look, which I ignore.

         “Do you think Mikael stole your car?”

         “I have no fucking clue, Ava.” He places my foot down and picks up the other. “I’m dealing with it, so don’t worry your pretty little head.”

         “How are you dealing with it?” I can’t help the question. I really want to know because something tells me that like most of Jesse’s ways, it won’t be conventional.

         As I knew I would, I get landed with a warning look, and I’m mindful that by pushing this, I may very well get tossed off Central Jesse Cloud Nine before we arrive back in London.

         “End of,” he says simply, and I know it really is.

         So I relax and let him finish the intricate task of painting my toenails as I silently appreciate both his attentiveness and the fact that he’s scrunched over, leaning down close to carry out his task, yet there is not a roll of fat on that stomach, whatsoever.

         “You’re done,” he declares, screwing the lid back on. “I’m even amazing at this.”

         I pull my feet up and lean over to take a look, half expecting to see a set of pink-colored feet, but no. Jesse is, indeed, amazing at painting toenails. “Not bad,” I flip casually, feigning the wiping of some stray polish that isn’t even there.

         “Not bad? I’ve done a better job than you’d ever do, lady.” He jumps up from the bed. “You’re so lucky to have me.”

         “Aren’t you lucky?” I ask incredulously.
         

         “I’m luckier.” He winks, and I’m speedily dragged from my offended state on a sigh. “Come on, lady. Let’s go exploring.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         We pull off a roundabout and up to a security gate that leads down to a port. Jesse lowers his window and flashes a plastic card at a screen and the gate opens instantly, allowing him to drive through. “Where are we?” I ask, edging forward in my seat to look down the road.

         “This is The Port, baby.” He proceeds at a crawl and turns onto a pedestrianized area, people mechanically moving to make way, not giving the DBS a second glance. I would’ve thought this strange, but I quickly register the dozens of prestigious cars, all parked in bays along the front. And not just the odd Merc or BMW. I’m looking at rows of Bentleys, Ferraris, and even another Aston Martin, all screaming billionaires. My attention is speedily drawn from the row of expensive vehicles when I clock the rows and rows of boats. No, not boats. These are yachts.
         

         “Fucking hell,” I whisper as Jesse slips into an empty bay.

         “Ava! Please, watch your fucking mouth.” He heaves a tired breath and gets himself out of the car, making his way around to my side. I’m stuck in my seat, astounded by the bright whiteness of many huge floating mountains on the marina. “Out you get.”

         I absentmindedly eject myself with the assistance of Jesse’s hand while keeping my eyes on the boats. “Please don’t tell me you own one of those.” I look at him with wide eyes. I don’t know why I sound so shocked. This man is beyond wealthy, but a yacht?

         He smiles and slips his shades on. “No, I sold it many years ago.”

         “So you did have one?”

         “Yes, but I didn’t have a fucking clue how to sail the stupid thing.” He takes my hand and leads me away from the car, to a pathway where we’re safe from moving vehicles.

         “Why did you buy it in the first place then?” I ask, looking up at him, but he just shrugs my question off and points out across the sea.

         “Over there is Morocco.”

         I follow the direction of his hand, but all I see is open water. He’s trying to divert my enquiring mind. “Lovely,” I say with lashings of sarcasm, just so he knows that I know his ploy.

         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.” He pulls me under his arm and makes a meal of biting at my ear. “What would you like to do?”

         “Let’s mooch about.”

         “Mooch?”

         “Yes, mooch,” I repeat, looking up at an amused expression. “Like browse, peruse—mooch about.”

         He smiles down at me, almost fascinated. “Okay. I feel another Camden coming on.”

         “Yes, exactly like Camden, but no funny sex shops,” I finish quietly.

         Now he’s laughing. “Oh, there are plenty of funny sex shops on the back streets. Want to see?”

         “No, I don’t,” I grumble, reflecting back to our very own little pole-dancing treat by that leather-clad, dominatrix type. I inwardly gasp. A Sarah type. Holy shit, she looked just like Sarah, minus the whip, instead playing with a pole. Sarah may very well have a pole, who knows, but my sudden comprehension is overshadowing the similarities of the women. “You didn’t find that attractive, did you?”

         My chin is grasped and pulled to face him. “I’ve told you before. There’s only one thing that turns me on, and I love her in lace.”

         “Good.”

         He kisses my forehead and takes a deep breath into my hair. “Come on, Mrs. Ward. Let’s mooch.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         I’m thoroughly fed up of mooching by the time we’re back on the marina front, and I know Jesse has humored me to within an inch of his life, insisting on buying everything that I picked up or looked at in a bid to reduce my browsing time. This wouldn’t have bothered me too much if it wasn’t for the kind of stores in which we were mooching. This is no Camden. Yes, there were a few knickknack stalls, but I was mainly directed into the abundance of designer stores, leaving me feeling a million times more conspicuous than I ever did in Harrods. The quiet, minimal spaces were dressed with just a few key pieces, not leaving much scope for mooching at all.

         He’s weighed down with bags now, and God bless him, he looks harassed. “I’ll put these in the car. Wait there.” He leaves me on the side of the pedestrianized area, coating my lips in Chapstick, while he goes over to the car to dump the bags. Then he makes his way quickly back over and grabs me. I stifle a yelp as I’m suspended in his arms and ravished. “God, I’ve missed you.” His mouth slides over my freshly moisturized lips with ease as he takes me for all to see. As always, I’m oblivious to our location and company, letting him do as he pleases with me. “Hmm, you taste good.” He pulls back and pouts, his own lips shimmering slightly from the transfer of my Chapstick.

         “If you want to wear ladies’ lipstick, then do it properly.” I reach up to apply, and he does nothing to stop me, even puckering to make the coating easier. “Better,” I conclude on a smile. “You’re even more handsome with shimmery lips.”

         “Probably,” he agrees, with complete ease, smacking his lips together. “Come on, I need to feed my wife and peanuts.” He returns me to a vertical position and starts to reposition the slipping straps of my yellow sundress. “These need tightening.”

         Shrugging his fussing hands away, I lead on, pulling my own straps into place and disregarding the grunts of protest coming from behind me. “Where are you feeding me?” I ask over my shoulder, keeping up my stride. I’m not striding for long, though. My wrist is seized, and I’m suddenly pulling against a dead weight.

         “Don’t walk away from me,” he practically growls, spinning me around to face him. He’s scowling while I’m grinning. “And you can wipe that grin off your face.” He proceeds to tighten my straps, muttering some rubbish about an insufferable wife, who drives him fucking crazy. “Better. Ridiculous dress.” He takes a deep breath of patience. “Why do you insist on being so difficult?”

         “Because I know it drives you crazy.”

         “You just enjoy reducing me to a crazy madman.”

         “You make yourself a crazy madman.” I laugh. “You need no help in that department, Jesse. I’ve told you before; you do not dictate my wardrobe.”

         His eyes burn with green displeasure, but I don’t shy away from his hulking fierceness. I’m really rather brave. “You drive me crazy,” he repeats, because he doesn’t know what else to say.

         “What are you going to do?” I ask smugly. “Divorce me?”

         “Watch your fucking mouth!”

         “I didn’t even swear!” I’m really laughing now.

         “Yes, you fucking did! The worse word, in fact. I forbid you to say it.”

         Oh, now I’ve really got the chuckles. “You forbid me?”

         His arms fold over his chest in an act of authority, like I’m a bloody child. “Yes, I forbid you.”

         “Divorce,” I whisper.

         “Now you’re just being childish,” he huffs, just like a child.

         “-ish.” I shrug. “Feed me.”

         He scoffs loudly and shakes his head. “I should fucking starve you and reward you with food when you do what you’re fucking told.” My shoulders are clenched, I’m turned around, and then I’m guided to a seafront restaurant. “I’ll feed you here.”

         We’re shown to a table for two on the outside terrace and settled by a happy Spanish man with slicked black hair and a moustache to match. “Drinks?” he asks in a thick Spanish accent.

         “Water, thank you.” Jesse sits me down and tucks me under the table before taking a seat opposite and passing me a menu. “The tapas are sublime.”

         “You pick.” I hand the menu back. “I’m sure you’ll make a suitable choice.” My eyebrows are raised cheekily, and the menu is taken from my hand thoughtfully, but with no scorn or reproving look.

         “Thank you,” he says slowly.

         “You’re welcome,” I counter, pouring us a glass of water each when the waiter places an ice-cold jug on the table. I down the whole glass in one fell swoop and immediately pour another.

         “Thirsty?” He watches in astonishment as I make quick work of the second glass, nodding over the rim. “Be careful,” he warns. I’m frowning over the rim, but unable to stop gulping the icy liquid. “You might drown the babies.”

         I cough a little on a laugh and place my water down to grab a napkin. “Will you stop with that?”

         “What? I’m just showing some fatherly concern.” He looks hurt, but I know better.

         “You don’t think I can look after our babies, do you?”

         “Yes, I do,” he retorts softly, with absolutely zero conviction. He really doesn’t. I’m shocked, and my face probably shows it, even if he’s refusing to meet my eyes so he can see for himself.

         “What the hell do you think I’m going to do?” I regret the question the second it falls from my mouth, even more so when his head snaps up and I’m hit with a skeptical look. “Don’t,” I warn, my voice cracking and tears of regret immediately burning the back of my eyes. I work hard to blink them back, mentally beating myself up for my cold-hearted thoughts. I feel terrible enough all on my own, without Jesse enflaming the guilt.

         He’s sitting next to me in a heartbeat and pulling me into his side, stroking my back and burying his mouth into hair. “I’m sorry. Don’t get upset, please.”

         “I’m okay.” I brush his concern away. It’s plain to see that I’m not okay, but I can’t lose control of my emotions in the middle of a restaurant for all to see. I’m already being stared at by a woman a few tables away. I’m in no mood for nosey parkers, so I flip her a look before pulling out of Jesse’s chest. “I said I’m fine,” I snap shortly, picking my glass up, just for something to do other than cry.

         “Ava,” he says quietly, but I can’t look at him. Will he ever let me forget this? “Look at me.” He sounds harsher, firmer now, but I disobey, noticing that bloody woman still staring. I meet her eyes, enhancing my fuck off look, which quickly prompts her to return to her dinner. “Three…”
         

         I actually roll my eyes, but not because he’s started the countdown. No, it’s because I know I won’t be getting any Jesse-style fuck or trample when he reaches zero.

         “Two.”

         It’s like he’s dangling a carrot that I’m never going to get a bite of. Stupid, I know, but the need for Jesse and all of his talent for fucking me into submission has become engrained in me, pregnancy only seeming to enhance my desire for it.

         “One.”

         I exhale tiredly and start fiddling with my fork, refusing to submit, probably only shortening his fuse.

         “Zero, baby.” I’m snatched from my chair before my brain filters the final call of the countdown, and I’m on the floor, wrists pinned above my head and Jesse straddling my waist. My eyes are wide and the restaurant is silent. You could hear a pin drop. I’m staring up at Jesse, who is unashamed and most unconcerned by our surroundings. He’s got me sprawled on the floor in a restaurant. What the fucking hell is he playing at? I dare not even look away from him. I can feel a million sets of shocked eyes drilling into the spectacle Jesse has created. I’m mortified.

         “Jesse, let me up.” I wouldn’t put much past him, but this? This is way past unashamed. Fucking hell, what if someone tries to pull him off me?

         “I did warn you, baby.” His face is awash with amusement, while I’m simply horrified. “Wherever, whenever.”

         “Yes, okay.” I wriggle. “You’ve made your point.”

         “I don’t think I have,” he says casually, making himself comfortable, suspending his face over mine. “I love you.”

         I want the ground to swallow me up whole. Ravishing me and kissing the living daylights out of me on a busy street is one thing. Pinning me to the floor in a busy restaurant is insane. “I know. Let me up.”

         “No.”

         Oh God, I can’t even hear the chinking of knives and forks, which tells me all eating has halted. “Please,” I beg quietly.

         “Tell me you love me.”

         “I love you.” I grate the words through clenched teeth.

         “Say it like you mean it, Ava.” He’s not going to give up, not until I follow through on his stupid, unreasonable order to his satisfaction.

         “I love you.” I sound softer, but still uneasy.

         He eyes me suspiciously, and I’m beyond relieved when he shifts and pulls me to my feet, choosing to remain on his knees in front of me. I take my time straightening myself out, anything to avoid facing the masses of diners who are undoubtedly looking on in shock. After I’ve spent much more time than is really necessary brushing myself down, I chance a quick look around the restaurant, then proceed to die a thousand deaths on the spot. I’m tempted to run for it, but I notice Jesse still on his knees in front of me.

         “Get up,” I say on a hushed whisper, despite the obviousness of being heard. It’s still eerily silent.

         He walks forward on his knees until he’s flush with the front of my legs, and then slides his hands around to my arse, looking up at me with puppy dog eyes. “Ava Ward, my beautiful, defiant girl.” My face is heating further by the second. “You make me the happiest man on this fucking planet. You married me, and now you’re blessing me with twin babies.” He slips a hand from my arse and onto my tummy, circling adoringly before dropping a kiss in the center. There’s definitely a few sighs from our spectators. “I love you so fucking much. You’re going to be an incredible mummy to my babies.” I can do nothing more than stare down at him as he makes his public declaration, the embarrassing fool. And there are more sighs. He kisses his way up my body until he’s in my neck. “Don’t try to stop me from loving you. It makes me sad.”

         “Sad or crazy?” I ask quietly.

         He emerges from his hiding place in my neck and gathers my hair, draping it down my back before cupping both of my cheeks in my palms. “Sad,” he affirms. “Kiss me, wife.”

         I’m not up for any further embarrassment, so I conform and give him exactly what he wants. This way I get to escape sooner. But then clapping starts, and I’m soon missing Jesse’s lips on mine as he takes a bow and sits me back down. We’re staying?

         “I love her.” He shrugs, like that explains why he has just manhandled me to the floor and demanded a declaration of love, before announcing to a bunch of strangers that we’re expecting twins.

         “Twins!”

         I jump at the excited, broken English of the waiter, who waves a bottle of champagne in front of us. “You must celebrate.” He pops the cork and pours two glasses. I cringe. It’s very thoughtful, but there’s no way either of us are drinking it.

         “Thank you.” I smile up at him, praying he doesn’t hang around to watch us clink glasses and swig. “That’s very kind.” He backs away, leaving me assessing the surroundings. People have returned to their meals, some flicking fond looks every so often, but the interest seems to have died down. That woman is still staring, though. I frown at her, but I’m distracted when Jesse’s hand lands on my knee. I turn and find a face full of mischievousness. “I cannot believe you did that.”
         

         “Why?” He pushes the champagne flutes away from us.

         I’m about to argue my case, but I can feel eyes on me again, and I know who it is. I turn slowly, finding her staring again. She’s quite a few tables away, and there are masses of people between us, but a small gap in the crowd is giving me a clear view, and it’s obviously giving her one, too. “Do you know that woman?” I ask, keeping my eyes on her, even though she’s returned to her meal.

         “What woman?” Jesse asks, leaning over me to see where my gaze is directed.

         “There, the woman with the pale blue cardigan.” I almost point across the restaurant, but quickly rein in my lifting hand. “Can you see?”

         After what seems like forever has passed and he still hasn’t answered me, I turn and watch as the color drains from his face, leaving a pasty shocked one in place of the tanned content one.

         “What’s the matter?” I instinctively slap my hand on his forehead to gauge his temperature, noting with just a second’s touch that he’s stone cold. “Jesse?” He’s staring blankly past me in a complete trance. I’m worried. “Jesse, what’s wrong?”

         He shakes his head, like he’s shaking off a concussion, and turns haunted eyes onto me. I can see that he’s trying to look okay, but my husband is failing miserably. There’s something seriously wrong. “We’re leaving.” He stands, knocking a glass over, attracting a little bit more attention. Throwing a pile of notes on the table, he wastes no time lifting my perplexed arse from the chair and leading me out of the restaurant.

         He strides with complete purpose toward the car, virtually pulling me along behind him. “What is wrong with you?” I try again, but I know it’s in vain. He has completely shut down.

         The car door is opened, and I look up at him as he starts to guide me in, but I get nothing. No acknowledgment, no expression, no explanation. I do notice his shoulder tense and rise, though, and his chest is beginning to heave. He’s looking past me, yet still trying to push me into the car.

         “Jesse?” The unfamiliar female voice pulls my attention away from my spaced-out husband and to a woman behind me. The woman. I stare at her in confusion, feeling Jesse’s hand grip me tighter. I can hear his breathing now, too. I’m completely bewildered, but I still manage to take her in, running my eyes up and down this stranger who has spent the best part of her time in the seafront eatery staring at me, or Jesse, or us. I’m not sure. But the longer I’m looking at her, the clearer it’s all becoming.
         

         Jesse tries to reposition me to get me in the car, but I shrug him off, too intrigued by who I’m looking at. “Ava, baby, we’re going.” He’s not demanding or shouting at me impatiently, despite my defiance. It makes me want to cry.

         “Jesse, son.” The woman steps forward and my fears are confirmed.

         “You don’t get to call me that,” Jesse says tightly. “Ava, get in the car.”

         I get in. That was all the confirmation I needed. I don’t need to hear anything else, no shouting matches or explanations. That’s Jesse’s mum.

         I shift my body in the seat and watch him make his way around the back of the car, feeling concerned when I see his mum hurry past the front to intercept him. I watch as she places a hand on his arm and he shrugs it off. I hear as she pleads for a chance to talk, and then I see as she presses her body up against the driver’s door to prevent him from accessing the car. His hands fly to his hair and yank, the pain on his face breaking my heart. He won’t physically remove his mother, which leaves him out there vulnerable. I can’t just sit here and watch him struggle like this, so I get out and make my way around to Jesse and his mother, with nothing but determination coursing through me.

         I stand in front of Jesse, like a protective shield, and look her square in the eye. “Please, I’m asking you to move.”

         He leans over me. “You shouldn’t be here. Why are you here?” Jesse’s voice is broken and shaky, as is his body. I can feel the vibrations seeping into my back. “It’s Amalie’s wedding weekend in Seville. Why are you here?”

         Realization dawns. I didn’t read far enough into the invite to note a date or location, but Jesse obviously did. Why else would he bring me here, unless he knew his parents would be gone? But they are here. And it’s sent Jesse spiraling into turmoil.
         

         “It’s your father,” she begins. “The wedding, it got postponed because your father had a heart attack. Amalie tried to get in touch after you never replied to her wedding invite.”

         Jesse’s chest presses into my back. “So tell me why Amalie tried to contact me? Why not you?”

         “I thought you would answer your sister,” she replies quickly. “I was hoping you would answer your sister’s calls.”

         “Well, you were wrong!” he roars over my shoulder, making me wince. “You don’t get to do this to me. No more, Mum. Your influence already fucked my life up, and now I’m making it right all on my own!”

         She flinches, but she doesn’t defend herself. Her green eyes—just like Jesse’s—are all clouded and desperate. So many thoughts are racing through my brain, but my priority is Jesse and his obvious distress.

         “Twins,” his mum whispers, reaching forward with her hand.

         I freeze. I can’t move. Her eyes are studying my stomach, and I see pain etched all over her wrinkled face. I’m pulled back, just avoiding a skimming of her hand on my tummy. It snaps me from my daze and makes me reassess the situation. It doesn’t take long. I need to get Jesse away.

         “Ava.” His voice has softened in my ear. “Please, get me out of here.”

         My heart splits straight down the middle. “I’m asking you nicely.” I look at his mother, whose eyes are still focused on my midriff. “Please move.”

         “It’s another chance, Jesse.” She’s sobbing now, but I don’t feel any sympathy for her. Jesse doesn’t speak. He remains still and quiet behind me. I think he might have fallen into a trance. Those few words have only heightened my determination and turned my building sadness into pure anger. I can’t lash out at his mother, though.

         I turn and slide my hand onto Jesse’s arm. “Come on,” I say softly, tugging at his arm. He lets me take him. I’m guiding him for once, and I make fast work of it. I’m determined to remove my husband from this situation, which is causing him anguish. I’ve only ever seen him like this a handful of times and every one of those times has ended in heartache. I’m not prepared to set him or myself up for any further difficulties in our relationship.

         I open the passenger door and gently guide him in, while he stares blankly at the thin air in front of him. I’m more than relieved when I see Jesse’s mum come around the front of the car because it means I can hurry around the back and jump in the driver’s seat. The first thing I do is locate the door locks and flick the switch before I search Jesse for the keys. I’ve never driven on the wrong side of the road before, or on the wrong side of the car, but now is not the time to get myself in a panic over something so trivial. I start the DBS up and barely look behind me as I reverse carelessly out of the space before whacking it into first and pulling away a little more cautiously. I chance a look in the rearview mirror and see a man taking Jesse’s mum in his arms. His dad.

         My eyes do a quick check of the road ahead, noting the exit gates, but I don’t have a chance to panic about finding the card that will open them. They shift automatically and I’m getting farther away from Jesse’s parents by the second. I glance at him, and I don’t like what I see—a troubled man, staring blankly out of the window, showing no emotion. If he was angry I would feel better, but he’s not. The only familiarity is the deep crevice across his brow and the cogs of his complex mind spinning out of control. Strangely, these little traits offer me some comfort. What he could be thinking about, however, does not.

         Another chance? That’s what she said. I can’t blame Jesse for his meltdown, not when his mother has just suggested that everything can be righted by the birth of his own twins. That’s cruel and selfish, and it will never make up for the years of sorrow and betrayal that have come before.

         These babies and I are Jesse’s chance at happiness, not his parents’ opportunity to right all of their wrongs. If she intends to use my babies as some sort of family therapy, then she can think again.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The familiar fragrance of Paradise finally has me relaxing completely as I make my way up the cobbled driveway to the villa. He gets out of the car and strides toward the veranda, leaving me to follow tentatively behind. I don’t know what to do. I know we won’t be talking, so I need to do what instinct is telling me and that’s to just be there for him. Not fish for information to ease my own inquisitive mind.

         Following him into the villa, I find him standing in the middle of the room. I’m quiet as I approach behind him, but he doesn’t flinch when I slide my hand into his. He knew I was close, as he always does. I lead him into the bedroom and start to unbutton his shirt. There is no sexual tension ricocheting between us, or heavy desperate breaths. I’m just looking after him.

         His head is dropped, he’s completely despondent, but he lets me undress him until he’s standing before me naked and quiet. I go to direct him to the bed, but he stands firm and turns me back to face him, then sets about unzipping my dress and pulling it over my head, encouraging me to lift my arms. I let him do his thing, anything to drag him from his melancholy state. I stand quietly while he sees through his task, unhooking my bra before kneeling and taking my knickers down my legs. I’m lifted to his body, my legs finding their place around his hips, and he positions himself on the bed, back against the headboard so I’m sitting on his lap, pressed against his chest. He’s not prepared to have any space between us, which is fine by me. His arms are completely encasing me, his nose is in my hair, and his heartbeat is slow and steady under my ear. This is all I can do, and if need be, I’ll do it until the day I die.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-six

         

         I feel different this morning. I’m on my back, but I’m not sprawled across the bed with a light breeze tickling my naked skin, and I’m unable to stretch. It takes a few seconds to register why. I’m cocooned beneath Jesse, who is half laying on me, half off, so he isn’t putting pressure on my tummy. His face is nuzzled in the space between my jaw and my shoulder, his palm is flat on my abdomen, and his hot, minty breath is heating my neck. My rousing brain speedily kicks into gear, reminding me of the events of last night, the pain, the anguish, and the shock. Paradise was turned upside down.
         

         My fingers slip into his hair as I gaze up at the ceiling and massage gently. This man has a troubled history, but I’m fixing all of that hurt and suffering. I’m his little piece of heaven, and I’ll never allow him to fall back into his hellish, hollow past.

         As I lay there giving myself a little mental pep talk, I feel the slight flicker of his long lashes against my neck, but I remain quiet, allowing him to have his thinking space, my fingers keeping up the gentle twisting of his hair.

         “I would never have brought you here if I had known.” His raspy voice breaks the silence. “I never wanted my life with you to be stained by my past.”

         “It hasn’t affected us,” I assure him. “So please don’t let it.”

         “They have no place in my life, Ava. Not before, and even less now.” His hand starts a slow movement across my stomach.

         His babies will not replace Jake. They will not ease Jesse’s parents’ guilt. And I know for sure they’ll never be reason for reconciliation. Some things are unforgivable, and your parents doing anything other than loving and supporting you are just a few of them. My dad has always said that he could never tell me what to do, only advise me. He has said he would never force my hand in anything, knowing it would make me unhappy. He said he would always be there, despite my choices and he would make things better if it was the wrong choice. And he did. Many times. That’s what parents do.

         “You don’t need to explain anything to me. You and me.” I repeat his words to enforce my own.

         He rolls onto his back and pulls at me, encouraging me to crawl onto his chest. I find my way and start my slow, light trailing of his scar. “This place was Carmichael’s,” he says quietly. “It was part of his estate, as was the boat.”

         “I know.” I smile to myself.

         “How did you know?”

         “Why else would you have a villa so close to where your parents live?”

         I can’t see him, but I know he’s smiling. “My beautiful girl is frightening me.”

         “Why?” I ask, frowning into his chest.

         “Because she’s usually so demanding for information.”

         I have to agree, but I’ve found out more since I convinced myself to keep my trap shut than I ever did when I was stamping and screaming. “There can’t be anything else you could tell me that would convince me to run away from you again.”

         “I’m glad you’ve said that.”

         If there was anything he could say that would make me stiffen and wish I could retract my words, then that would be it. I know I’m not going to like what I’m about hear. It’s like I’m unintentionally pulling confessions from this man.

         “Ava?” he says quietly.

         “What?”

         “I need to tell you something.” He goes to move, but I make myself a dead weight, ensuring optimum difficulty for him, not that it makes a blind bit of difference. I’m removed from his chest with minimal effort and turned onto my back. He straddles my waist, but doesn’t rest himself fully on me, and chews his lip for a few moments while I look up at him, a skeptical expression plastered all over my face. I know knowledge is power is the sensible option, but given what Jesse has presented me with in the knowledge department, it scares the fucking life out of me.

         He takes my hands and holds them tightly. “I’ve had Sarah at The Manor while we’ve been gone.”

         “What?” My head lifts and my throat is instantly hoarse.
         

         “She’s dealing with things while I’m gone. John can’t do it on his own, Ava.”

         “But Sarah? You said she was gone, end of!” I’m livid. My blood is instantly boiling and it’s heating my face, all thoughts of absconded parents and painful histories eradicated at the mention of her name. “Why after everything she’s done would you allow that?” I snatch my hands from his and try to push him away. “Get off!”
         

         “Ava, will you calm down!”

         “Why? Worried I might injure your babies?” I spit at him.

         Those words just changed his concerned look to one of displeasure. He’s scowling at me, but I couldn’t give a toss. “Don’t talk fucking shit.” He manages to seize my flailing hands and secure them above my head.

         “You think it!” I yell in his face. “Your constant monitoring and overprotectiveness tells me all I need to know.”

         “I’ve always been overprotective, so don’t brandish that card, lady!”

         He’s right, he has, but I’m pissed and I’ll use anything against him, which reminds me that we’ve steered off course a bit. “She goes, or I do!”

         He actually rolls his eyes. I don’t appreciate it. I buck myself, and he releases me, but it’s only because he doesn’t want me to hurt his babies. It makes me madder. “Ava, I was in a mess. You refuse to work for me, and I need someone who knows what they’re doing.”

         I stop and swing round. “So she’s working for you again?” I don’t believe this. Her compassionate little speech at the coffeehouse stood for shit. She’s probably delighting in this.

         He gets up and walks toward me.

         “Stop where you are, Ward!” I point my finger in his face. “Don’t try to placate me or convince me that this is all fine because it fucking isn’t!”

         “Watch your fucking mouth!”

         “No! She’s in love with you. Do you know that? Everything she has done really is because she wants to take you away from me, so don’t even think about trying to convince me that this is a good idea.”
         

         “I know.”

         I snap my mouth shut and retreat a little. “What do you mean, you know?”

         “I know she’s in love with me.”

         “You do?”

         “Of course I do, Ava. I’m not fucking stupid.”

         I scoff. “You obviously are! You’ll trample anyone who tries to take me away from you, yet right under your nose, she’s doing the best job and you’re choosing to ignore it!” I swing around and stamp my way into the kitchen. I need some water to soothe my scratchy throat.

         “I didn’t just let it go unsaid, Ava. I had it out with her and she admitted and regretted it all.”

         “Of course she regrets it. She failed! She’s probably regretting not doing a better job!” I slam my glass down on the worktop. “And you may as well have let it go unsaid. Did you offer burial or cremation?”

         His face screws up. “What?”

         “The usual option you give people who hurt me. Did you offer it to Sarah?”

         “No, I offered her a job in return for her word that she’ll never interfere again. I told her that if you say so, she’s out.”

         “I say so!” I shout. “I say she’s out!”

         “But she hasn’t done anything.”

         I look at the thick-skinned idiot across the worktop in disbelief. “She’s not done anything?”

         His eyes close and he exhales long and wearily. “I mean she’s not done anything since I reinstated her. And you rewarded her with a tidy crack to the jaw for the stuff that came before.”

         “Why are you doing this? You know how I feel, Jesse.”

         “Because she’s desperate, Ava. She has no life past The Manor.”

         “You feel sorry for her?” I ask more calmly. I love everything about this man, except his sudden empathy for all of these women who are trying to sabotage our relationship.

         “Ava, first of all, I want you to calm down because it’s not good for you or the babies.”

         “I am calm!” I screech, lifting my glass with wobbly hands.

         He sighs and cocks his head to crack his neck, almost like he’s alleviating some stress. I have no idea what he’s so stressed about. Let me tell him that I’ll continue to work for Mikael and see what reaction that sparks. It’s the same principle, kind of.

         He walks over to me, takes the glass from my hand, and picks me up, placing me on the worktop. My jaw is seized and pulled up to meet his face. I maintain my scowl, looking at him through pissed-off eyes.

         “Sarah has nothing. I kicked her out when she came clean and thought no more of it.” He takes a deep breath. “Until John spoke with her and she was saying all kinds of fucked-up shit, the most worrying part mentioning death being better than living her life without me.”

         My suspicious mind instantly makes me think that it’s another ploy to nab him. I can’t help it. “Attention seeker,” I snipe, still scowling. Her past actions are a clear indication to what lengths she’ll go to.

         “I thought so, too, but John wasn’t so sure. He found her. She’d slashed her wrists and taken a pile of painkillers.” He raises his eyebrows as I recoil. “It was no cry for help, Ava. There was no attention-seeking about it. John only just got her to the hospital in time. She wanted to die.”

         My brain is failing me on all counts. There are plenty of sensible questions that I should be asking, but nothing is coming to me. I’m blank.

         “I don’t want another death on my conscience, baby. I live with Jake’s every single day. I can’t do it.”

         I choke on sympathy. “She came to see me,” I say. I don’t know where it comes from.

         “She told me.” He reaches up and cups my cheek. “But I’m surprised you never mentioned this before.”

         What can I say? That Sarah’s words were, in fact, the reason for my clarity? That she was the reason I turned up at The Manor in such a state and confessed my pregnancy? “I didn’t think it was important,” I answer feebly.

         “It was Sarah who told Matt about my drinking.” He starts biting his lip.

         I recoil further, and his hand drops from my face. That’s how Matt found out? “Is that how you knew I was collecting my clothes from Matt’s, too?”

         He nods. “She said she’d overheard you on the phone, telling someone you were intending to pick your stuff up. I was too mad to piece it together. I saw red, acted on impulse, and asked questions later.”

         So her list of misdemeanors goes further. I desperately do not want to feel sorry for her. “She said she couldn’t work for you anymore,” I tell him. “So how come she is?”

         “I asked her. I’ll never find someone else to do the job, which means I’ll have to do it, and I’m not prepared to give up my time with you. And you should know, she only accepted on the condition that you were okay with it.”

         So the future of Sarah has been placed in my hands? If I say no, will she try to top herself again? And if I agree, will I be facing another round of Sarah trying to split us up? “You’re not giving me much of a choice,” I mutter. I’m trying and failing to be logical here. I don’t want to lose Jesse to The Manor’s demands at the best of times, not least to piles of paperwork that will stress him out. I’ll never see him, but if I accept this, then I’m accepting what she has done to us, and I don’t think I can do that, not even when she’s tried to kill herself. But Jesse’s words keep running on repeat in my head.

         I live with Jake’s every single day. I can’t do it.
         

         And I can’t do it to him. My anxieties are justified, but Jesse’s guilt isn’t, and I can’t put him through any more than he’s already dealt with. It would be cruel and selfish. I love him too much.

         He recups my cheeks and pierces me with green eyes full of sincerity. “I’ll tell her it’s a no-go. I’m not prepared to see you so unhappy.”

         I crumble on the inside. He’s prepared to live with the potential of further blood on his hands, even though none of this is his fault, just to keep me happy? I shake my head in his grasp. “No, I want you with me more than I want her gone.”

         “You do?” He sounds surprised.

         “Of course I do, but you have to promise me something.”

         “Anything. You know that.” He kisses my forehead.

         This is not strictly true because he wouldn’t ask this of me. I’m trying to disregard the mitigating circumstances, but it’s hard to ignore a woman who has attempted suicide because my husband doesn’t want her. “When the babies arrive, you won’t be at The Manor day and night. You’ll be with me as often as you can. I don’t know if I can do this.” The fear of being alone with twins is scaring me. One baby was frightening enough. Two babies? I’m terrified, and he needs to know.

         His lips curve at the edges. He finds my panic funny? “Ava, you’ll have to bury me six feet under before I have it any other way. You can do it because you have me.” He wraps me in his arms and pulls me off the counter so I’m left little choice but to cling onto him with my legs around his naked hips and my arms around his naked shoulders. “We’re going to be okay.”

         “I know,” I admit. I’m feeling needy, like I’m seeking constant reassurance. He’ll always give it to me, but he must be slightly concerned by my anxiousness. I’m hardly showing any motherly tendencies. Shouldn’t it be the woman reading the books and buying folic acid?

         “Let’s not fight. It makes my heart split in pain, and I don’t want you stressing out. We have to watch your blood pressure.” He paces back to the bedroom.

         I link my fingers at the nape of his neck and lean back so I can see him. “I’m confiscating that book.”

         He grins at me. “That’s my book, and I’m keeping it.”
         

         “We need to make friends.” I straighten my back, pulling my body into his so my nipple is at his mouth. “Did you read the part of the book that says a husband should service his wife as she demands?”

         He bites down gently and swirls his tongue in a deliciously slow rotation, spiking a moan from me and a chuckle from him. “I did, but our plane is scheduled for takeoff in two hours. I need more time, so I’ll service you when we get home. Deal?”

         “No deal,” I retort, thrusting my chest to his mouth again. “I want to stay in Paradise.”

         “You’re incorrigible, and I love it.” I’m lowered to the bed on a disgusted snort. “But we need to catch that flight.”

         “I need you.” I grasp his cock loosely, teasingly, and he jumps away.

         “Ava, when I have you, I like to take my time.” He plants a chaste kiss on my lips. “Pack.”

         I flop back on the bed in complete pregnancy-fuelled exasperation. My time in Paradise is up.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-seven

         

         It’s the morning after we arrived home and I’m not a happy bunny. He’s woken, gone for a run, showered, and dressed, all without me, but he left my ginger biscuit and folic acid by the bed with some water. I’m standing in front of the floor-length mirror in my lace, drying my hair, when I see him in the reflection, strolling into the bedroom. He’s not shaved and he has on my favorite gray suit, black shirt, and a tie, but it doesn’t improve my mood, even if he does look edible.
         

         “Morning,” he chirps, all happy and awake.

         I flip him a scowl and chuck my hairdryer on the floor before stalking into the wardrobe to find something to wear—something I know he won’t approve of. I exit the wardrobe and slip my feet into my black suede heels, and then head straight for the bathroom. I’m aware of his large frame to the side of me, following my every move, and I snatch a quick look as I pass, seeing his hands resting lightly in his trouser pockets and an amused expression on his face. I don’t humor him with my time or silver tongue, instead finding my way to the bathroom mirror and making fast work of my makeup.

         He walks in and comes to stand behind me, his fresh-water loveliness smacking me right in the nose. “What do you think you’re doing?” he asks, still displaying amusement on his face.

         I pause, midmascara application, and pull back from the mirror. “I’m putting my makeup on,” I answer, knowing this is not what he means.

         “Let me rephrase that. What do you think you’re wearing?”

         “A dress.”

         His eyebrows hit his hairline. “Let’s not start the day on a bad note, lady.” He holds my black pencil dress up. “Put the dress on.”

         I take a deep breath of calm and turn to take the dress before exiting the bathroom without a word. I’ll put the dress on, but only because I’m worked up enough. Not only have I been snatched from Paradise, but, as predicted, I’ve also been tossed off Central Jesse Cloud Nine. London does our relationship absolutely no favors. No, let me rephrase that. Jesse in London does our relationship no favors.

         I go out of my way to make the biggest deal of demonstrating the inconvenience he’s causing, not that he’s bothered. He stands patiently and observes as I remove my unauthorized dress and replace it with the one he’s sanctioned. Reaching behind my back, I grasp the zipper and pull it up my back, but I only get halfway before I lose my grip of the little piece of metal. I quickly locate it again, but the same thing happens.

         I close my eyes, hating having to ask the smug arse for assistance. “Will you zip me up, please?”

         “Of course,” he chirps, and the next second he’s pressed against my back, his mouth at my ear, instigating a ferocious wave of treacherous tingles to ride through me. My hair is grasped and draped down my front before he takes the zip and tugs. “Oh dear.”

         “What? Is it broken?”

         “Urm…” He tries again. “No, baby. I think you may have grown out of it.”

         I gasp, completely horrified, and turn to see my back in the mirror. There’s a good inch of bare flesh revealed and the material is not stretchy. I sag on the inside and out. And so it begins. All of the pregnancy side effects will be accelerated because I have two peanuts, not one. I refuse to cry, although I could, quite easily. I need to embrace this. I need to match Jesse in the enthusiasm stakes. It’s all right for him; he’s still going to be a god at the end of all this, whereas my body will probably be ravaged. I turn to face him, finding an apprehensive face around a chewed lip. He thinks I’m going to disintegrate. “Can I put my other dress on now?” I ask quietly.
         

         He visibly relaxes and even fetches my other dress for me, helping me out of the now too small one and into the newly authorized one. “Beautiful,” he says, “I need to scram. Cathy’s downstairs and she’s made you breakfast. Please eat it.”

         “I will.”

         He can’t hide his surprise at my easy submission. “Thank you.”

         “You don’t have to thank me for eating,” I mutter, grabbing my bag and making my way out of the bedroom.

         “I feel like I should thank you for everything you do without arguing with me about it.” He follows me down the stairs.

         “If you were still fucking sense into me, then I would argue.”

         “Are you pissed because I didn’t service you this morning?” he asks, amusement rife in his tone.

         “Yes.”

         “Thought so.” He grabs my hand and swings me around so my body crashes against his hard chest. Then he eats me alive. I’m taken with purpose and conviction, and I don’t stop him. It’ll never make up for the sex we didn’t have this morning, but it might quench my thirst until later. “Have a nice day, baby.” I’m spun back around and my arse is slapped before I’m guided to the kitchen archway. “Make sure my wife eats her breakfast, Cathy.”

         “I will, boy.” She waves a whisk over her head, but doesn’t turn around.

         “I’ll see you later. And don’t forget to speak with Patrick.” He strides out without waiting for confirmation that I will, indeed, talk to Patrick. I know my time is up on that matter.

         “Ava, you look so well!” Cathy sings at me from across the kitchen. “All glowing and fresh!”

         “Thanks, Cathy.” I smile at her kindness. “Can I take my bagel with me? I’m running a little late.”

         “Of course.” She starts wrapping it in cling film. “Did you have a nice time?”

          My smile broadens as I approach her to collect my breakfast. “We had a lovely time,” I say, because we did, despite the last horrific evening.

         “I’m so glad. You both needed a break. Tell me, are the biscuits working?”

         “Yes.”

         “I knew they would. And twins!” She shoves my bagel in my bag and clasps my cheeks. “Do you realize how lucky you are?”

         “I do,” I answer, actually meaning it. “I should get going.”

         “Yes, yes, you go, dear. I’ll get started on the washing.”

         I leave Cathy sorting whites and darks, and board the elevator after punching in the new code. I’m quickly delivered into the foyer of Lusso, where I find Casey sorting out the post. “Morning, Casey,” I greet as I bounce past.

         “Mrs. Ward! You’re back.” He joins me as I head for the brightness of outside. “Did you have a nice time?”

         “Casey, you don’t need to call me Mrs. Ward. We had a great time, thank you.” I slip my shades on and retrieve my keys from my bag. “How are you enjoying the new job?”

         “More, now you’re back.”

         I skid to a halt. “Pardon?”

         He blushes terribly and starts fiddling with the envelopes in his grasp. “That came out wrong. Sorry. It’s just, well, did you know that you’re the only woman in the whole building?”

         “Am I?”

         “Yes. All these rich businessmen don’t say a word. They just grunt at me or make demands down the phone. You’re the only one who takes the time to speak. I appreciate it, that’s all.”

         “Oh, okay.” I smile at his awkwardness. “You mean rich businessmen like my husband?”

         He blushes further. “Okay, now I’m just digging myself a hole.” He laughs uncomfortably. “It’s just nice to see a cheerful face around here again.”

         “Thank you.” I smile, and he returns it, his steel blue eyes twinkling. “I’d better be going.”

         “Sure. I’ll catch you later.” He backs away before turning and strolling off casually, back to his desk. I need to get my backside in gear. It’s my first day back, and I’m going to be late. I need to be in Patrick’s good books today.

         I don’t even falter in my steps when I emerge from Lusso and see John waiting for me. He doesn’t shrug apologetically like he usually would, either. I had fully expected this. “How are you, John?” It’s good to see him again. I’ve missed the big friendly guy.

         “’S’all good, girl.”

         I jump in and secure myself with the seatbelt, watching as John takes his seat beside me on a frown.

         “You’re not going to kick up a stink today?” he asks, his voice plagued with laughter.

         “I think I’d be signing my own death warrant if I did,” I answer dryly.

         John laughs, shifting his big body in the seat before starting his Ranger Rover up. “I’m glad. I was under strict instructions to manhandle you with optimum care if you resisted.” He looks across at me through his black wraparounds. “I didn’t want to resort to that, girl.”

         I grin at him. “So are you my assigned bodyguard now, then?” I know if there was anyone else Jesse would trust me to, it would be John.

         “If it keeps that motherfucker happy, I’ll do whatever he wants.” John swings out of the car park. “Are you and the babies okay?” He keeps his eyes on the road.

         “Yes, but now there are three of us for Jesse to get his knickers in a twist over.”

         “Crazy motherfucker.” He laughs, revealing his gold tooth. “How are you feeling?”

         “Do you mean being pregnant, or after the accident?” I keep my eyes on him, gauging his reaction. I want to know if there have been any developments since we’ve been away.

         “Both, girl.”

         “Fine, on both counts, thank you. Any news on Jesse’s car?” I sweep straight in. I’m comfortable enough with John to ask what I want.

         “Nothing for you to worry about, girl,” he answers coolly. I might be comfortable enough to ask, but I need to remember that John is also comfortable enough to brush me off. “How was Paradise?” he asks in a blatant change-of-subject tactic.

         “It was paradise,” I muse. “Until we bumped into Jesse’s parents.” I’m not sure if I should be divulging this, but I’ve said it now and judging by the look that’s just flashed across the ever-cool giant’s face, I’ve shocked him. I nod my head, confirming that he heard me right, and his shiny forehead wrinkles above his shades. “Amalie’s wedding got postponed because Jesse’s dad had a heart attack,” I continue. John must be aware of the wedding, the invite, and Jesse’s parents living near to Paradise. He’s been around forever, according to Jesse.

         “Henry had a heart attack?” he asks, surprised. “And what went down?”

         “What went down?”

         “Yes, did they speak? How was Jesse?” John sounds really curious, which is pricking at my own curiosity.

         I spill it all while he drives me to work and when I’m done, he nods his head thoughtfully.

         “Was that it?” he asks.

         “Yes, I got him away from her. He was so upset.”

         “And afterward, he didn’t drink?”

         “No.” I sigh. “But I have a feeling he would have, had I not been there.” I keep seeing his face, the face that resulted in binge drinking and whippings. “Did you know them?”

         “Not really. I don’t ask questions.”

         I’m nodding to myself. I know John has been around forever, and he was Carmichael’s best friend, so he must know more than he’s letting on. “How’s Sarah?”

         He shifts and turns that menacing face to mine. “Better than she was.”

         I wilt in my seat. I have nothing to say to that, so I shut up, unwrap my bagel, and let John drive me the rest of the way in silence.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I audibly sigh when John pulls up at the curb. “What’s up, girl?”

         I gather my bag and exit the car before I can convince John to drive me to The Manor. “It’s time to advise my boss of a certain Danish client.”

         “Oh,” he says slowly. “Good luck.”

         I think I actually blow the sarcastic sod a raspberry. “Yeah, thanks, John,” I quip, slamming the door and hearing that deep baritone laugh getting quieter as the car door comes between us. I take a deep breath of confidence and stride into my office. Tom’s screech is the first thing I hear. “Oh my God! Ava!”

         Then I hear Victoria. “Oh wow, you have a real tan!”

         Then I see sparkling Sal, sparkling again. “Ava, you look so well.”

         Then I clock my desk and stop dead in my tracks. Balloons…everywhere. With babies on them. There’s a pack of nappies on my desk, too, and a how-to guide on becoming a mother. But the worse thing of all, and I pick them up to check I’m seeing right, are the gigantic maternity jeans laying across the back of my chair, or covering my chair completely, more to the point. As if my morning wasn’t depressing enough, with my dress not fitting and the lack of a Jesse wake-up call, I’ve now been reminded that I’m going to look like a whale. He really has told everyone. I’m going to kill him.

         “I knew it!” Tom scurries over to my desk. “I knew you were pregnant. But twins! Oh wow, this is so exciting! Will you name one after me?”

         I discard the maternity wear and flop into my chair. I’ve been here two minutes and I’ve already had enough. Double babies means double excitement, as well as double weight gain and double anxiety. “No, Tom.”

         He gasps dramatically. “What’s wrong with Tom?”
         

         “Nothing.” I shrug. “I just won’t be naming any of my babies it.” He snorts his disgust and stomps off, without even wishing me congratulations.

         “Congratulations, Ava.” Sally bends down and hugs me. I knew I could rely on Sal. “Coffee?”

         “Please. Three sugars.” I return her hug, getting Sal’s great tits thrust in my face from my seated position. “How are you, Sal?”

         “Amazing!” she gushes, dancing off to the kitchen. I quickly conclude that Sal’s love life must be back on track.

         “Where’s Patrick?” I ask no one in particular because there’s no one standing at my baby-infested desk anymore. Tom is sulking across the office, obviously ignoring me, and Victoria is daydreaming, staring at me. “Hello.” I wave my hand at her.

         “Oh, sorry! I was just wondering what shade you would call that.”

         “What?”

         “Your tan. I’d say deep bronze.” She scribbles something down, and I know it says deep bronze. “So, babies now?”
         

         I take instant defense to her tone. “Yes.” My short, snappy answer pulls her head quickly from her writing pad and the long blond locks get flicked over her shoulder as she smiles. If it’s fake, then she’s doing a great job. “Congratulations, Ava.”

         “Thank you.” I smile, doing a terrible job. “And thanks for all this.” I gesture to the balloons wafting around my head.

         “Oh, that was Tom.” She returns to her computer.

         “Thanks, Tom!” I throw a pencil across the office, catching him a treat on the side of his head, knocking his glasses off kilter. He gasps in shock. “Sorry!” I press my lips together to suppress my laugh.

         “Workplace bullying!” he squawks, and I lose the battle to keep quiet. I start jerking in my chair as Sally places my coffee in front of me on a frown, and then turns to see what I’m laughing at. She starts chuckling, too.

         “Where’s Patrick, Sal?” I ask, having not gotten any answer from Victoria.

         “He’ll be in at noon,” she answers. “He’s not been around much.”

         “No?”

         She shakes her head, but says no more and returns to the pile of invoices at the filing cabinet.

         “Ava,” Tom begins, straightening out his fashion specs. “You need to call that Ruth. She hounded the office phone yesterday.”

         My laughing abates fast. “What did she say?” I ask casually, riffling through my bag for my phone when it occurs to me that I’ve still not turned it on. It’s been off since Thursday morning when Jesse impounded it.

         “Not much.” He straightens his aqua tie. “Everything’s fine with the works. I kept your appointment with her on Thursday, but she wasn’t impressed to see me.”

         I shrink into my chair on a wince as my phone comes to life in my hand and immediately starts alerting me of dozens of missed calls, texts, and e-mails. I filter through, responding to Kate’s Welcome home! text, and my mum’s Call me when you’re settled text, before counting the missed calls from Ruth. There are eleven, but despite the bombardment of calls from her, it’s the two missed calls from Mikael that start my heart pumping fast. I can’t avoid this any longer and for the first time, I sit and think hard about who could be responsible for drugging me and trying to run me off the road. And then there are the dead flowers. They were from a woman; I don’t doubt it for a moment, which leads me to the same conclusion: Mikael couldn’t possibly be responsible. He’s a businessman, and a respected one at that. But what about the CCTV footage from the awful night when my drink was spiked? It was Mikael, I’m certain. Maybe the incidents aren’t connected at all. My money is on Coral, the ex-lover, or perhaps Sarah. The flowers came after Sarah’s apology, though. So did the car chase. Is she playing games still? I drop my phone to the desk. My brain aches.
         

         I twiddle my pencil, scanning my mind for my next move. It doesn’t take long. I swipe my phone up and dial Mikael. I don’t even register it ringing before his smooth, mildly accented voice comes down the line. “Ava, how very good to hear from you.”

         “I’m sure,” I reply dryly. “Did you manage to sort your divorce out?” I go straight for the jugular and judging by the silent span of time that follows my question, I’ve succeeded in my strategy.

         “I did,” he says cautiously.

         “Oh good. What can I do for you, Mikael?” I’m stunned by my own confidence. I could be dealing with a lunatic here, and I’m talking to him with absolutely no respect, as a client or as a potential lunatic.
         

         He laughs lightly. “It’s time we met, don’t you think?”

         “No, I don’t,” I retort briskly. “I think we both know that our business relationship is over, Mr. Van Der Haus.”

         “Why ever would that be?”

         His question stops me in my tracks, but I soon gather myself. “You said it was very interesting that I’d been seeing Jesse for a month-ish.” I’m not shying away from this.

         “Yes, except now you’re married to him and expecting his twins. I’m brokenhearted, Ava.”

         I don’t gather myself so quickly this time. How the hell does he know? “Mr. Van Der Haus—” I’m sure to keep my voice down, scanning the office constantly. This isn’t the time or the place, but I’ve started now. I’m not finishing this conversation until I’ve said what needs to be said. I get up, beating away balloons, and pace into the conference room, shutting the door behind me. “Is this about Jesse and your wife?” I know I hear a falter in his breathing, and it boosts my confidence. “Because I already know, so you’re wasting your time.”

         “Oh, Mr. Ward’s been confessing?”

         “Your ex-wife turned up at Jesse’s home, Mikael. I’m sorry for what has happened, but I don’t see what this is going to achieve.” I’m not sorry at all, but maybe, just maybe, I can make him see sense.

         He laughs, and it prickles at my deeply bronzed skin. “Ava, I couldn’t care less about my ex-wife. She’s a money-grabbing whore. I care only for your well-being. Jesse Ward is not the right man for you.”

         I flinch at his harsh referral to his wife and rest my backside on the edge of the conference table. “And you are?” I stammer over the words, mentally scolding myself for showing any hesitance. He cares for my well-being?

         “Yes, I am,” he says candidly. “I won’t entertain other women behind your back, Ava.”

         I nearly drop my phone. He knows that, too?

         “Nevertheless”—I’m desperately trying to find my stride again—“I think too much has happened for us to continue working together.”

         “Too much has happened?” he asks. “And you know what he got up to when he left you?”

         “Yes,” I grate, wondering how the hell he knows. I’ve managed to keep that issue quiet. “My relationship with Jesse has nothing to do with you, Mikael. I know what he did.” It kills me to say it. “I’ll be speaking to Patrick and withdrawing from The Life Building project. You’re welcome to take my designs and have someone else see the contract through.” I hang up and exhale a relieved breath. I don’t know why I feel like a weight has been lifted when I’ve still got to tell Patrick, and listening to Mikael for the last few minutes has stirred more questions. I’m not sure whether I would put my life on it, but I don’t think he would go to the extremes of drugging me and trying to ram me from the road, not if he wants to take me away from Jesse so I can be with him. What use am I dead? I laugh out loud in my own little private moment of comprehension. Someone tried to kill me. This is insane.

         My phone dances in my hand and a quick glimpse at my screen tells me my day has only just begun. Dealing with Ruth Quinn at the moment, though, doesn’t seem like such a chore. “Hi, Ruth.”

         “Ava!” She sounds surprised. “You never said that you were going away.”

         “Last minute, Ruth. Is everything okay?”

         “Yes, fine, but I’ve changed my mind on the cabinets for the kitchen. Can we meet to discuss?”

         “Of course.” I only just suppress my sigh. “I’ve got piles of paperwork to get through, so can we say tomorrow?”

         “Twelve?” she counters, not demanding today, which is a pleasant surprise.

         “I’ll see you then, Ruth.” I hang up feeling empowered, like I’m taking charge of things rather than letting them take charge of me.

         I land at my desk and spend the rest of my Tuesday clearing the buildup of paperwork.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Six o’clock comes around fast, and I’m the last the leave the office. Patrick didn’t return to work as planned, but called to assure me that he’d be in tomorrow. I’ll talk to him then, but I’m disappointed. I feel the compulsion to rid myself of this burden without delay.

         I get straight into the big black Range Rover without a sigh, falter, or complaint. “Hi, John.”

         “Girl.” He pulls off into the traffic. “How was your day?”

         “Constructive. Yours?”

         “Magnificent.”

         I get the feeling he’s being cynical. “Where are we going?” I slouch back in my chair, hoping he says Lusso, but I won’t hold my breath. Jesse would’ve collected me himself if we were going home.

         “The Manor, girl. How did it go with your boss?” He flicks his covered eyes to me, a curious look traveling across his face.

         “It didn’t. He wasn’t in today.”

         “That’ll please the crazy motherfucker.” He laughs.

         I smile my agreement. I know it will.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I jump out the second John pulls to a stop and take the steps fast, pushing my way through the doors. “He said to wait in the bar for him, girl,” John calls to my back, but I pretend not to hear him. I’m not waiting in the bar. After having him to myself for three whole days, my first day back at work has been the longest ever. I hotfoot it past the stairs and through the summer room before John can catch me. The usual gatherings of members are here, but I don’t hang around to gauge the reaction to my presence.

         I steam straight into Jesse’s office, without knocking and without stopping to think that I could be barging in on a business meeting. I’ve had some shocks when doing this before.

         And I’m shocked now.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-eight

         

         Dan?” I say warily, staring at my brother’s back. He’s sitting opposite Jesse at his desk, and he turns at the sound of his name. “What are you doing here?” The sudden astronomical consequences of his visit hit me hard.
         

         “Hey, kiddo.” He stands, all smiling, and makes his way over to me, stooping to hug me. “Congratulations.”

         “I might get to tell someone myself soon,” I grumble, landing Jesse with a reproachful look over my brother’s shoulder. He shrugs sheepishly and pouts before mouthing I love you.
         

         “So what are you doing here?” I repeat, cocking my head at Jesse, but he just shrugs again and remains quiet. It’s a novelty.

         “Making amends.” Dan releases me and runs his hand through his dark mop. “I didn’t want to go home without sorting this out.”

         “Oh?” I look at Jesse again, who just shrugs…again. “So you’re friends?”

         “Something like that. Anyway, I need to shoot. I’m meeting Harvey up west.” He turns to Jesse. “Thanks.”

         “No problem.” Jesse nods, not bothering to be civil and stand to see Dan out. That and all of the nonchalant shrugs are increasing my suspicion.

         “When are you heading back?” I ask when he’s facing me again.

         “I’m not sure. Depends on flights. I’ll call you, okay?” He kisses my cheek and heads past me, meeting the big guy at the door. John shakes his menacing head at me before escorting my brother from Jesse’s office.

         I point my suspiciousness at Jesse. “What was all that about?”

         “What?”

         I walk over to the sofa and drop my bag down before taking the seat my brother has just vacated. “Look at me.” Those three words always do the trick, but not because he’s obeying me. It’s because he’s always shocked to hear them. I don’t care. He can look at me stunned all he likes. “Why was Dan here?”

         He stands and picks his phone up from the desk. “He apologized.”

         I laugh in his face. Dan would never apologize, not to Jesse. I’ve known him my whole life, and I know he’s far too proud to back down. “I don’t believe you.”

         “That makes me sad, baby.” He pulls a solemn face, which raises my suspicions further. “Now, tell me. What did Patrick say?”

         I know my suspicious glower has just transformed into guilt, and it’s me evading his eyes now.
         

         “You’ve not told him, have you?” he asks with an edge of anger in his tone. “Ava?”

         “He wasn’t in the office,” I blurt quickly. “But he will be tomorrow, so I’ll speak to him then.”

         “Too late, lady. You’ve had your chance. Again and again and again.”

         “That’s not fair,” I argue. “I told Mikael I won’t be working with him anymore, so you can’t say I’m not trying to resolve this.” I know immediately that I’ve made a grave mistake when his shoulders stiffen and his greens widen.

         “You did what?”

         “I don’t think he drugged me, Jesse. He said he wanted me, so why would he hurt me?” I need to shut the hell up. Those words have just made his mouth drop open.

         “What the fucking hell are you doing talking to him?” He rests his fist on the desk, like a silverback gorilla getting ready to charge. It makes me sit back in my chair.

         “He knows that you’ve…” I say and start a frantic tap on my front tooth with my nail, “entertained other women while we’ve been together.” I hold my breath, knowing that I’m increasing the building fury.

         “We agreed never to speak of that again.” He virtually grinds the words out, his jaw tense to snapping point.

         “It’s hard when people keep reminding me of it.” I’m leaning forward now, finding a momentary spurt of bravery. “How does he know?” I figure the answer out before he can deny even knowing it. The chewed lip and quite a few other things, mental comprehension, mainly, bring me to a fast conclusion. Mikael’s ex-wife. “She was one of them, wasn’t she?” I ask. His eyes close, and I stand up and lean across the desk, mirroring his threatening stance. He doesn’t need to reply. “You said months. You said you hadn’t been with her for months, that you didn’t understand why she was suddenly sniffing around. You’ve slept with her more than once, too!”
         

         “I didn’t want to upset you.” He’s still hostile. It’s a blatant defense mechanism.

         “Tell me. Did you call them up and have them make a queue outside your door?”

         “No, they hear that I’m on the drink and they’re like flies around shit.”

         “I hate you.”

         “No, you don’t.”

         “Yes, I do.”

         “Don’t make my heart crack, Ava. Does it matter who it was?”

         “No, what matters is that you lied to me.”

         “I was protecting you.”

         “And it’s hilarious that every single time you do that, you end up hurting me.”

         “I know.”

         “So, have you learned?”

         “Every fucking day.” He grabs my jaw aggressively, but says softly, “I’m sorry.”

         “Good.” I nod decisively in his hold, suddenly registering that our faces are now touching as we both lean in over his desk. We’re burning each other with angry gazes, mixed with a ton of lust. “How did this happen?” I ask the question out loud when I was only intending on thinking it.

         “Because, my beautiful girl, we’re meant to be stuck together. Constant contact. Kiss me.”

         “I’ve accepted that you’re an arsehole, so there’s no need to try and get me submitting to your touch now.” I will, though.

         “I missed you, baby.”

         I climb up onto his desk and inch my way closer on my knees until I’m wrapped around him and my lips are all over his. Stupidly, I’ve missed him, too. One working day after Paradise and I’m feeling hard done by—short changed. I’ve been suffering Jesse withdrawal and now I’ve finally got my next hit. “I wish you were pure and untouched,” I mumble, trailing my lips over every inch of his face. Of everything, this I wish the most—that no one came before me, or even during me. I’ve forgiven him, I truly have, but I’m struggling to forget.

         “I am.” He sits down in his leather chair and jostles with me until I give in and let him sit me on his lap. “The most important part of me is untouched.” He takes my hand and twirls my rings for a few thoughtful moments before flattening my palm and placing it on his chest. “Or it was until you stepped into my office. Now it’s being stamped all over and is exploding with pure love for you.”
         

         I smile. “I like feeling it beating.” I move in, opening his jacket up and lowering my ear to his shirt. “I like hearing it, too.” It’s one of the most comforting things in the world.

         His arms wrap around me and pull me in closer. “How was your day?”

         “Crap. I want Paradise.”

         He laughs and kisses the top of my head. “I’m in Paradise whenever I’m with you. I don’t need a villa.”

         “You were more relaxed in Paradise.” I say it how it is. I know being back in London will slowly draw my neurotic control freak back to the surface.

         “I’m relaxed now.”

         “Yes, that is because I’m sitting on your lap, coated in you.” I reply sardonically, earning myself a little dig in the hollow space above my hips. I laugh and turn myself around on his lap so I’m facing his desk. “How was your day?”
         

         His hands slide around onto my tummy and his chin rests on my shoulder. “Long. How are my peanuts?”

         “Fine.” His notepad catches my eye. “Why’s my brother’s name written down there?” I reach forward to pull it closer, but too slowly because it’s soon whipped from under my nose and shoved in the top drawer of Jesse’s desk. I pull my hand back on a shocked jump at his fast movement. “Daniel Joseph O’Shea?” I frown to myself, thinking I definitely saw numbers on that paper, and it wasn’t a telephone number. “Why have you got Dan’s bank account number written down?”

         “I haven’t.” He quickly dismisses my question, and he’s tense. Damn him, he hasn’t learned at all.

         I remove myself from his lap and place myself to the side of him, punishing him with a stare equal to his don’t push it glare. “I’m giving you three seconds, Ward.”
         

         His lips press into a straight, aggravated line. “The countdown is mine,” he claims, childishly.

         “Three.” I even hold three fingers up, in the most provoking fashion possible. I’m just as bad as he is. “Two.” I lose a finger, but I don’t get to one or zero because I have an obvious moment of lucidity. “You’re giving him money!”

         “No.” He shakes his head in the most unconvincing way possible, shifting his feet in his seated position. He’s becoming as bad at lying as I am.

         “You’re a shit liar, too, Ward.” I swivel on my heels and make a run for it, mainly to catch my brother before he leaves, but also to escape Jesse before he catches me.
         

         “Ava!”

         I take no notice of the threatening shout of my name, and break into a full-on run when I reach the summer room. I pass the kitchens, the bar, and the restaurant and skid on my heels when I find Dan standing by the huge round table in the entrance hall. He’s not doing anything or talking to anyone; he’s just standing there looking confused. John is here, too, and I know why that is. It’s the same reason why John accompanied me everywhere in the early days. I watch in apprehension as Dan looks around and John tries to usher him on, but he’s not shifting, not even for the big guy.
         

         Jesse’s chest hits my back, and I’m picked up and turned in his arms. He’s not happy. “For fuck’s sake, woman! You’ll give the babies brain damage! No running!”

         If I wasn’t so concerned by my brother’s location and behavior, I would laugh at the crazy idiot holding me firmly in his arms. “Get a grip!” I wriggle free and swing around, finding Dan watching us. His brow is completely furrowed, and John looks on edge.

         Dan takes a leisurely gaze around the entrance hall again, and then his inquisitive eyes land on Jesse. “If this is a hotel, then where’s the reception area?”

         “What?” Jesse’s tone is impatient, almost defensive, and I wish it wasn’t. It’s a dead giveaway and I’m praying for him to think up something quickly.

         “Where do your guests pick up the keys to their room?” He looks up at John. “And why the need to have a gorilla escorting me everywhere?”

         I cringe, Jesse tenses, and John growls. My brother is a bit quicker on the uptake than me. I’m wracking my blank mind for something, anything, but it just isn’t happening. I, or we, have been caught completely off guard. And then I hear a voice and it’s the only voice in the world that I would wish not to hear right now.
         

         Kate.

         I visibly sag on the spot, and I feel Jesse’s hand on the small of my back. Why isn’t he saying anything? I watch and listen in horror as Kate and Sam dance down the stairs, giggling, feeling each other up, and generally looking all sexed up. This is a disaster. I can’t help elbowing Jesse in the ribs, a silent demand to say something. Oh God, please say something!

         Kate and Sam are completely oblivious to the silent peanut gallery awaiting them at the bottom of the stairs, as they fondle and pet each other, saying inappropriate things, of which one sentence definitely included the word dildo. I’m in hell, and no one has even said anything, except my delinquent best friend and her cheeky chap of a boyfriend, not that they are aware…yet. I’m stuck in limbo. It’s the closest I’ve come to watching a train crash, all very slowly. Dan and The Manor; Dan and Kate; Dan and Sam; Dan and Jesse. The shit is going to hit the fan in a big way.
         

         “Oh!” Kate’s delighted shriek echoes around the entrance hall, followed by Sam’s sexed-up growl. Then they land at the bottom of the stairs in a messy bundle of entwined arms and frantic lips, eating each other alive. They should have stayed in the suite because they are nowhere near done. “Sam!” She laughs and falls back over his arm, catching my eye, her happy face beaming further, until she clocks my brother. She’s not laughing now. In fact, she looks close to seizure. She scrambles up and slaps a disgruntled Sam away before smoothing down her wild red hair and pulling at her disheveled clothes. But she doesn’t say anything and neither does Sam as he looks to and fro between the quiet observers.

         Dan breaks the screaming silence. “Hotel?” He’s drilling holes into Kate and Sam at regular intervals, back and forth, before turning his questioning eyes to Jesse. “Do you often let your friends carry on like this in your establishment?”

         “Dan.” I step forward, but I don’t get very far. Jesse places himself in front of me.

         “I think you should come back to my office.” Jesse’s voice is intimidating, as is his body language.

         “No, thanks.” Dan almost laughs, keeping his eyes on Kate. I’ve never seen her looking so uncomfortable, and Sam must be wondering what’s going on. “You’re whoring it up at a brothel?”

         “What the fuck?” Sam shouts. “Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to?” Sam’s moving forward, but Kate catches his arm, pulling him back.

         “This is no brothel, and I’m no whore.” Her voice is shaky and unsure as she holds on to Sam. I want to jump to her defense, but no words are forming and Jesse saves me the trouble, anyway.

         He approaches Dan, wraps his palm around the nape of my brother’s neck, and leans in, whispering something in his ear. It’s the most threatening act possible. I don’t even want to consider what he has said, especially when Dan shows his willingness to follow Jesse’s lead, with no further persuasion. I go to follow, too; I want to hear this, but I’m halted.

         “Wait for me in the bar, baby.” He tries to turn me, but I’m feeling a little defiant. I’m not happy with Jesse taking Dan to his office alone.

         “I’d like to come.” I have no faith in my feigned confidence.

         I’m picked up and taken to my stool. “You’ll stay put.” He kisses my cheek like it will appease me. It won’t. My eyes are throwing daggers right at his back as he stalks out of the bar in long, even strides.

         “Ah!” Mario’s happy voice draws my attention away from my husband’s disappearing back. “Look at you, all…how you say? Like a flower. Blooming!” He clucks my cheek across the bar and passes me a bottle of water. “No more Mario’s Most Marvelous for you!”

         I grunt but smile, taking a long swig of the icy water, leaving Mario to go and tend to other members. Sam wanders in, looking all chirpy and with his dimple in its usual spot. I’m confused. “Hey, Mama!” He has a cheeky rub of my stomach. “How are you feeling?”

         “Fine…” The word trails from my mouth slowly. “Where’s Kate?”

         “Ladies’,” he replies quickly, waving Mario for a beer.

         I look past him, wondering if I should go and see her. “Is she okay?”

         “Yeah, she’s fine.” He doesn’t look at me, but I have a feeling he knows there’s a face full of confusion focused on him. He looks out of the corner of his eye to me, and then sits on a sigh. “I know you all think it, but I’m not stupid.”

         My back straightens. “I don’t think you’re stupid,” I say, defending myself. He’s a little oblivious, maybe, but not stupid.

         He smiles. “I’ve worked out Kate and Dan. I know why she called it off with me, and I know that something went down at your wedding.”

         I know I look as guilty as sin, and I’m wondering if Kate is aware of this. “Why have you kept quiet?”

         “I don’t know.” He tips his bottle to his lips, clearly pondering that, too. “She’s a great girl.” He shrugs.

         I nod thoughtfully, smiling on the inside. I could happily bang their heads together. I could also cry for Sam. Something tells me he’s never shared his orphan history with many women, if any, but Kate knows and while they both act so casual and carefree, I know there are a whole lot of feelings here that both seem to be playing down. “I think I’ll go and find Kate.” I stand and give Sam a shoulder rub—a silent gesture of understanding, to which he responds with a cheeky grin, leaning down and whispering some mushy rubbish to my navel before he lets me leave.

         I push the door of the ladies’ open and find Kate braced over the sink, her red hair completely concealing her face as she looks into the bowl. “Hey,” I say, treading carefully, not wanting her to go on the defensive.

         She pulls her head up with some effort and shows me glass-blue eyes full of despair. “Do you think I’m a whore?”

         “No!” I’m shocked that she would even ask. A little reckless perhaps, but never a whore. I’m very suddenly seeing the ladies of The Manor in a different light. I know for sure that many of them are only here for one purpose and that purpose is a tall, lean god who is no longer available. Memberships are being cancelled to prove it, as well as some of the relentless ones taking things further. Like drugging me, or trying to run me off the road, or sending me a threatening note. Suddenly, it becomes a very frightening thought that any one of these women could be behind this. Has Jesse got any inkling?

         “What the hell have I got myself into, Ava?” Kate’s question snaps me from my disturbing thoughts.

         “Love?” I blurt before I can think of whether or not it’s a good thing to say. Her wide blues tell me it’s not. “You’re going to deny it again, aren’t you?”

         “No,” she whispers. “I think we’re past all that bullshit.”

         “We’re past it?” I laugh. “Kate, we were past it weeks ago.” I’m completely exasperated, but so relieved. My blind friend has finally seen the light. “He’s at the bar, and he…” I pause, quickly reining in what I was about to say. I’m not forewarning her that Sam knows about Dan. That’s for them to sort out.

         “He what?” She looks all panicky, which just reaffirms my decision to hold back.

         “He’s waiting for you.”

         Her whole body relaxes and an air of contentment seems to form a haze around her. “So I should go?” she asks, looking for reassurance. It’s rare to see her doubt herself or ask for encouragement or guidance.

         “You should go,” I confirm on a grin. “You have to take a chance, Kate. I think you’ll be surprised where Sam leads you.”

         “Do you?”

         “I really do.” I smile and take my unsure friend in my arms and squeeze all of the uncertainties out of her. “Please go and talk to him. And let him talk, too.”

         “Okay,” she agrees. “I will.” She pushes me off her, pulling a disgusted face. “Quit with the slushy shit.”

         “Of course, it’s all me.” I turn to the mirror, along with Kate, and we both start rubbing under our eyes.

         “What do you think Jesse is saying to Dan?” Kate’s question reminds me quickly that they’re alone.

         “I don’t know,” I say on a frown, “but I’m going to find out. You good?”

         “Fan-fucking-tastic.” She drops a quick peck on my cheek and leads the way from the ladies’, her going right toward the bar, me heading left to Jesse’s office.

         I burst in, my eyes almost closed, like I’m protecting them from the certainty of seeing my brother held against the wall by his throat. He’s not, though. They’re in the same seated positions as the last time I walked in on them.

         “Why are you taking money from Jesse?” I ask assertively in an attempt to make both of them see that I mean business. I definitely don’t mistake the rise and tense of Dan’s shoulders. He might have rumbled Jesse’s establishment, but I’ve rumbled this little agreement. “Are you going to answer me?”

         Dan doesn’t, but Jesse does. “Ava, I told you to stay put.”

         “I’m not talking to you,” I counter fearlessly, spiking an incredible scoff of disbelief.

         “Well, I’m talking to you.”

         “Shut up.” I approach the desk and poke Dan in the back. “You’re keeping quiet. Have you nothing to say?”
         

         “See what I have to deal with?” Jesse’s palms face the heavens in hopelessness.

         I flip Jesse a scowl and smack my brother on the shoulder. “Speak. What’s going on?”

         “I’m broke,” Dan says quietly. “Jesse’s agreed to help me out.”

         “You asked?” I blurt in disbelief. That’s brash, given the history of my husband and brother’s relationship.

         “No, he offered, and there were no strings attached…until ten minutes ago.”

         “You’re bribing my brother?” I swing my gaze to Jesse, whose hands are now forming a thoughtful steeple in front of his mouth. “You’ve paid him to keep quiet?”

         “No, I’ve lent him some money and added a little clause to the contract at a later date.”

         I’m appalled, but stupidly relieved. Jesse said my parents would never know, and he’s ensuring that he keeps his promise. “What about the surf school? And why haven’t you asked Mum and Dad? They would’ve lent you some money.”

         “We’re not talking a few quid, Ava. I’m up to my eyeballs. I’ve got myself a massive loan to fund my share of the business and my partner did a runner with it. I’m fucked.”

         I crumble. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

         “Why do you think?” He looks truly humiliated. “I was turned over, Ava. I have nothing left.”

         My sorry eyes fall back on Jesse, who’s remaining extremely quiet, but studying me closely. “How much?” My question makes my husband look all uncomfortable, and Dan is shifting in his chair next to me, which can only mean one thing. “Five thousand? Ten thousand? Tell me.”

         “Just a few,” Dan interjects before Jesse can tell me himself. I don’t believe him for a moment.

         “Jesse?” I push, holding him in place with a determined glare. I need to know how much trouble my brother’s in.

         His eyes break from mine for a few moments and aim for Dan before he takes a deep breath and starts rubbing his temples. “I’m sorry, Dan. I’m not lying to her. Two hundred, baby,” he says on a long exhale. I might need some temple rubs myself. I’m hoping by two hundred, he means pounds, but I know I’m hoping in vain. I stagger back in shock and Jesse is out of his chair in the blink of an eye. He looks mad.

         “Damn it, Ava.” He holds me in place by my shoulders. “Are you okay? Are you dizzy? Do you want to sit down?”

         “Two hundred thousand!” I yell. “What sort of bank lends two hundred thousand?” I shrug a faffing Jesse away as my shock allows for the information to sink in, turning my disbelief into anger. “I’m fine!”

         “Don’t push me away, Ava!” he yells back at me, taking my elbow and leading me around his desk. I’m pushed gently onto his massive office chair. “Don’t be getting your knickers in a twist, lady. It’s not healthy.”

         “My blood pressure is fine!” I snap petulantly, but I suspect it’s probably just gone through the roof. “Two hundred thousand? No bank in their right mind would lend that sort of money for a surf school!” They would laugh in anyone’s face if they rocked up with a request on that scale. How much can a few surf boards cost?

         “No, you’re right.” Dan’s shrinking farther into his chair, making himself smaller and smaller. It’s an indication of how he feels—small and stupid. “A loan shark would, though.”

         “Oh God!” My head falls into my palms. I know how they work. “What were you thinking?” I can feel Jesse’s palm rubbing soothing circles into my back, but it doesn’t soothe me at all.

         “I wasn’t thinking, Ava,” he says and sighs.

         I uncover my face, just so Dan can see the disappointment on it. I thought he was smart. “Is that the only reason you came home?”

         “They’re looking for me.” Dan’s defeated face yanks at my heart strings. “You don’t get away with nonpayment with these types.”

         “You said you were doing well,” I remind him, but I get no explanation, just a shrug. “Just stay here.” I sit forward in my chair. “Don’t go back.” I hear Jesse’s quiet laugh and see Dan’s soft smile. Both reactions to my remedy are not being taken seriously. They are also a clue that both men find my naiveté endearing. I don’t see a problem, though. Australia is on the other side of the planet.

         “Ava,” Dan says, sitting forward, too. “If I don’t go back, then they will come here. I’ve already been warned, and I believe it. I’m not putting Mum, Dad, or you at risk and…” Dan’s interrupted midsentence by a cough from over my shoulder, pulling his stare from me to Jesse. I don’t need to turn around to know what expression will be on my husband’s face. Dan continues. “These people are dangerous, Ava.”

         My head hurts, and Jesse’s hand rubs are becoming firmer. I rest my head back on the chair and look up at Jesse. “You can’t just deposit that kind of money into a bank account. Isn’t it laundering? I don’t want you involved, Jesse.” I feel terrible saying that, given my brother’s sorry situation and knowing Jesse is his only hope, but we have enough of our own issues, without Dan adding to them.

         He smiles down at me. “Do you honestly think I’d do anything to put you and my babies at risk?” He nods at my stomach. “I’m transferring enough money into Dan’s account to get him back to Australia. I have the details of an off-shore account where I’ll transfer the two hundred. They won’t know where the money has come from, baby. I wouldn’t do it otherwise.”

         “Really?” I’m looking for reassurance.

         “Really.” His eyebrows rise and he lowers to kiss my cheek. “There are ways. Trust me.” His confidence makes me wonder if this is something he’s handled before. I wouldn’t be at all surprised.

         “Okay,” I concede, accepting his kiss before feeling his face out. “Thank you.”

         “Don’t thank me.”

         I look across the desk to my brother, who has noticeably eased up. “Have you thanked my husband?” I ask, suddenly feeling a little resentful.
         

         “Of course,” Dan retorts, offended. “I never asked, Ava. Your husband’s been doing some digging.” Dan’s tone shouldn’t be, but it’s accusing.

         “Has he?” I swing my eyes upward. “Have you?”

         He almost rolls his eyes, like he thinks I’m stupid for not seeing something was amiss myself. “I know a man in the shit, Ava.”

         “Oh,” I whisper. This is too much. I feel exhausted. “Can we go home?” I ask.

         “I’m sorry.” Jesse pulls me up from his chair and does a quick scan of my body and face. “I’ve neglected you.”

         “I’m fine, just tired.” I sigh and pull my depleted form over to Dan. “When are you leaving?” I sound short and stroppy, but I can’t help it. I know exactly why Jesse is doing this, and it’s not just to keep Dan quiet. That was an essential add-on when needed. He’s doing it, first, because he won’t risk the Australian mafia turning up in London, and second, because he knows I’ll be a wreck if anything happens to Dan, which is highly likely if Jesse doesn’t get him out of the diabolical situation that the idiot has got himself into.

         “Tonight.” Dan stands. “They’ll be on their way over if I’m not back by Thursday, so I guess this is good-bye for a while.”

         “You weren’t going to tell me you were leaving?” I ask.

         “I would have called you, kiddo.” I can sense his shame, but it doesn’t ease the hurt. “I’m not your favorite man anymore,” he adds on a smile. I’m not going to disagree. He’s not. He always was, even during my relationships with Matt and Adam, but not anymore. My favorite man is currently holding my tired body up and massaging my tummy with his comforting touch.

         “Take care.” I force a smile.

         “Can I?” he asks for Jesse’s permission with his arms open, stepping forward.

         “Sure.” Jesse hand reluctantly leaves my stomach, but he still holds me until Dan has me in his embrace.

         I don’t want to, but I do. I let a few tears escape and soak into Dan’s jacket as I return his tight clinch. “Please be careful,” I beg.

         “Hey, I’ll be fine.” He holds me at arm’s length. “I can’t believe your husband owns a sex club.”

         I smile as he rids my cheeks of tears with his thumb and kisses my forehead. “Look after her.” Dan puts his hand out to Jesse, who takes it without even a snort of disgust at my brother’s insulting demand. He just nods and reclaims me before Dan has fully released me.

         “You can tell them the money will land in their account before the week is out. You have the proof.” Jesse’s fingers work through my hair softly as he speaks. “And no trouble when you leave.”

         I know what that means, but I don’t know what the proof is. My washed-out mind is too exhausted to even ask. I watch as Dan nods his acceptance and then strides out of Jesse’s office, not looking back.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Twenty-nine

         

         I want to show you something,” Jesse says as he collects me from the car outside Lusso. “Do you want me to carry you?” I don’t know why he’s asked me because I’m draped across his arms before the question registers in my useless brain.
         

         “What do you want to show me?” I ask, resting my head on his suit-covered shoulder. These are the first words I have spoken since watching Dan leave Jesse’s office, and not because I haven’t been spoken to. I couldn’t even muster up the strength to growl a warning at Sarah as we passed her in the entrance hall of The Manor. She smiled awkwardly, refrained from laying her wandering hands all over Jesse and stepped back, almost warily, like she was fully expecting a backlash from me. The surprise was clear when I ignored her presence, choosing to walk on and leave Jesse to talk business with her. And I know that’s all it was and all it ever will be. Business.

         “You’ll see.” He strides into the foyer of Lusso, and I smile when I hear Clive’s cheerful voice. He’s not as easy on the eye as our new concierge, but I’ll always favor Clive’s ageworn and jolly face, rather than Casey’s fresh, pretty one.

         “Congratulations!” he chants. I’m not surprised. Either Jesse really has broadcasted it, or Cathy’s been getting excited. “Wonderful news!” His voice is getting closer as I’m carted across the marble toward the elevator. “Let me get that for you, Mr. Ward.” He jumps in front of Jesse and pushes in the code for the penthouse lift.

         “Thanks, Clive.” Jesse sounds just as cheerful.

         “Very good, Mr. Ward, very good. You look after yourself, Ava.” His instruction is stern, and I smile fondly as his crabby face disappears when the doors meet in the middle.

         “You let Clive call me Ava,” I point out casually.

         He looks down at me with raised, cautionary eyebrows. “Your point being?”

         “Just saying.” I find the muscle power to curve my lips into a grin, my husband’s possessiveness providing the amused strength necessary.

         “I’m ignoring you.” He’s fighting his own grin as we exit the lift and he lets us into the penthouse, kicking the door shut behind me.

         “You won’t be able to carry me soon,” I grumble, holding on extra tight. I’ll miss it so much, but when I’m bursting at the seams and double the size, I can’t envision being carried with such ease, like I’m just an extension of his own body.

         “Don’t worry, lady.” He kisses my forehead and turns to push his back into his office door. “I’ve already increased the weights I’m lifting in preparation.”

         I gasp and reach up to pull his hair. “Hey!” I’m placed on my feet, but I still have hold of his hair.

         “You’re a savage, lady.” He laughs, his head lowered to prevent the pull. “Are you going to let go?”

         “Say sorry.”

         “Sorry.” He’s still laughing. “I’m sorry. Let go.”

         I release him and kick my shoes off. “Why are we in your office?”

         “I wanted to show you something.”

         “What?” I ask. He looks shifty all of a sudden, uncomfortable and all boyish. “What’s up with you?”

         “Turn around,” he commands softly, resting his hands in his pockets.

         I look at him questioningly, but he remains silent and his frown line remains fixed in place. He’s concerned, which makes me concerned, and very, very curious. I slowly pivot, wanting to close my eyes, but far too inquisitive to do it. And then the wall slowly comes into view, and I stop breathing. A choked gasp flies from my gaping mouth, and I know I’ve taken a step back because Jesse’s chest is pressed up against me. I can’t even take it all in. My eyes run from one side of the large wall, the length of his office, to the other end.

         It’s completely coated in…me.

         Every square inch is me. Not framed pictures or canvases or photographs. It’s wallpaper, although you would never know it. Each seam is so incredibly perfect, it looks like one giant piece of art—an homage to me, and the biggest piece, the center piece, is me spread on the cross in our room at The Manor. I’m naked, my eyes are dropped low, and my lips are parted. My hair is a mass of glossy waves, framing my lust-filled face, and the sensual vibes pumping from my body in the still shot is tangible. I can feel it as I’m standing here.

         My gaze starts to drift, absorbing it all. There’s too much, and I’m gasping again as I spot a motion shot of my back as I rush down the steps of The Manor. It wouldn’t be particularly strange, but I can clearly see the head of a calla lily extending from the side of my fleeing body. And I register my dress. It’s my navy pencil dress. It’s the dress I wore to my very first consultation with Mr. Jesse Ward.

         “That was the first one I took,” he murmurs. “It became a bit of an obsession after that.” His voice is quiet and unsure. I swing around, my mouth still gaping. I can’t possibly speak. He’s biting his lip, watching me closely. I swallow and turn back to the wall.

         The Ava Wall.

         I’m everywhere. I’m at the launch night of Lusso; I’m sitting on the bench at the dock side after our encounter; I’m in the shower, the kitchen, on the terrace. I’m in Harrods’s changing rooms, and I’m sitting on my stool in the bar at The Manor. I’m kitted out in my biker leathers, and I’m storming away from him in an oversized, cream knitted jumper. I smile, noting so many shots of my back from where I’m running away from him, probably after I’ve received the countdown or I’m having a strop. I’m naked in countless, or just in lace. And then there’s me in handcuffs on the bed, and another of me swimming in the pool at The Manor. I’m laughing with Kate; I’m brushing my hair from my face; I’m eating lunch in Baroque; I’m dancing with my friends, and I’m tapping my front tooth with my fingernail. I also see myself slouched in the passenger seat of the DBS, clearly drunk. I’m running toward the Thames and I’m collapsed on the grass in The Green Park. I’m pushing a trolley around the supermarket, I’m getting changed into my baggy shit, and I’m brushing my teeth. I’m asleep on the jet and standing on the veranda in Paradise. I’m poking about on the market stalls, kicking the sand on the beach, and cooking breakfast in the villa. We only returned from Spain yesterday. How did he do this? I’m asleep in his bed and asleep in his arms—there are so many of me asleep in his arms. Every facial expression imaginable and every habit I have is displayed in one of these pictures. It’s like my life in images since I met this man. And I wasn’t aware of any of it. He really is obsessed with me, and if I had known about this in the early days, like when he persistently pursued me, I think I would have ran faster and farther. Not now, though. Now I’m just reminded after a tiring day of this man’s love for me.

         I’m unaware that my feet have taken me to the foot of the wall. I’m slowly walking the length of it, absorbing it all, each flick of my eyes finding another picture that I didn’t see before.

         “Here.” Jesse’s quiet husk pulls my bewildered eyes from the Ava Wall, and to a black, permanent marker pen. That alone makes me smile. “I want you to sign it.”

         I take the pen and look up at him, unsure if he’s playing or not. “Sign it with my name?” I ask, a little confused.

         “Yes, wherever.” He waves at the images.

         I glance back at the wall and laugh lightly, still dazed by what I’m confronted with. I step forward and pop the lid from the pen, looking for a spare space for me to scribble my name, but then I spot the first shot that he ever took of me and I approach it, armed with my pen. Smiling to myself, I write beneath the shot of me fleeing The Manor.

         
            Today I met you.

            This day was the beginning of the rest of my life.

            From this moment, I was your Ava x

         

         Then I make my way over to the image of me sitting by the docks on the launch night of Lusso.

         
            Today I realized how deep I was.

            And I wanted to be so much deeper with you.

         

         I move along the wall to the picture of me drunk in Jesse’s car and smile as I write,

         
            Today I learned that you can dance. I also admitted to myself that I was in love with you, and I think I might have told you too.

         

         I’m in my stride now. I quickly locate the picture of me in the chunky jumper, after he manhandled me into the damn thing.

         
            Today I found out that I’m just for your eyes.

         

         Then I’m writing underneath the picture of me walking naked from the bedroom after I found him collapsed at Lusso, and after he showed me how he does his talking.

         
            Today I learned that I’m for your touch and for your pleasure only. But my favorite part of today was when you told me that you love me.

         

         My pen drifts over to the shot of me handcuffed.

         
            Today you introduced me to the retribution fuck.

         

         I quickly scan the wall and find a picture of me walking in front of him through the foyer of The Ritz.

         
            Today I found out how old you are…and that you don’t like being handcuffed.

         

         I can’t stop. Each and every image brings a thought, and I find myself marking picture after picture with my memories in words. He doesn’t stop me. I just keep going, like I’m writing a diary of the last few months of my life. I don’t need to record it; each and every moment is etched on my brain, good and bad, but these are all good. And there are so so many of them.

         My hand is aching by the time I reach my final picture—my final picture for now, anyway. I’m sure I’ll be thinking of more captions to add. It’s the one of me standing on the veranda in Paradise. I push my pen to the wall.

         
            Today I decided that you’re right. We will be okay.

            And yes, I do have a bump…ish, and I love you for giving it to me.

            I’ll always love you.

            End of.

         

         Replacing the lid on the pen, I take a deep breath and finally face my Lord, bumping into his chest and getting a waft of his fresh, minty scent. I look up at him, finding a straight face and clouded green eyes. “I’m done,” I whisper quietly, but he’s not looking at me. He’s studying all of my captions, his eyes traveling across the wall and pausing every now and then to read what I have written.

         He takes the pen and moves toward the picture of me fleeing The Manor, and then gets up close and personal with the wall. I can’t see what he’s writing, and I shift to try and look around his body, but he’s too close. He finally moves away, and I see it, scrolled across the top of the image.

         
            Today my heart started beating again.

            Today you became mine.

         

         I press my lips together and watch as he moves across to an image of me seated in the long grass of The Manor’s grounds in my wedding dress, top to toe in ivory lace and with the sun shooting bullets of light through the trees behind me. I’m looking away, probably at the photographer. Again, Jesse gets up close to the wall, and then moves away, chewing the end on the pen. He’s drawn a perfect halo above my head and written:

         
            My beautiful girl.

            My defiant temptress.

            My lady.

            My angel.

            My Ava.

         

         I smile and step forward, taking the pen from his mouth and dragging him from his daydream. I replace the lid and drop it to the floor, then gracefully climb up him until I’m wrapped around his big body.

         His palms are cupping my bum and his eyes are burning into mine. “Ava, today has been the longest fucking day of my life.”

         Those words have me pushing his suit jacket from his arms and my lips crashing to his, ravenously.

         “Easy,” he warns gently, moving each arm in turn so I can rid him of his jacket. “What’s the rush?”

         I force my lips to slow their devouring of him—easier said than done when I haven’t had him for two full days. “It’s been too long,” I mumble, pulling at his tie, probably strangling him in the process, but I’m not releasing his lips to confirm it.

         He places me on my feet, breaking our kiss, and pulls his tie over his head before kicking off his Grensons and socks. His eyes are ablaze and virtually burning my dress from my body. “Take your dress off.”

         It takes me three seconds flat to unzip my dress and pull it up over my head, leaving me standing in my lace. My hand slides onto my navel, my rings sparkling as I rub slow circles around my bellybutton. A piece of me and a piece of Jesse, two pieces, in fact, are growing inside of me, and the very thought has me overcome with a sudden sense of warmth that I’ve never felt before—a warmth that deepens when Jesse’s hand lays over mine and he stoops down, nuzzling my face so he can access my mouth.

         “Incredible, isn’t it?” he asks, reattaching me to his body with an effortless pull of my upper thighs.

         “Just like you.”

         “And you.”

         “Show me how incredible you are. I’ve forgotten.” I provoke his arrogance with those words and bow my back, lifting myself higher to him so he has to drop his head back to maintain our kiss. The low rumbling growl emanating from deep inside of him travels through our joined mouths and warms me further.

         He starts walking from his office through the vast openness of the penthouse, where I’m laid on the huge corner couch and my backside is pulled to the end so my lower body is propped up on the arm. He removes his trousers and boxers, revealing the beauty of his cock, hard, ready, and within touching distance, but he kneels down at the end of the couch, taking it clean from my view. I don’t have time to complain. My knickers are removed, my legs are pulled apart, and his mouth is on the inside of my thigh fast, kissing gently, shifting to the other thigh and teasing softly. Forward and back he goes, moving from one side to the other, getting higher with each set, his hands spreading me farther as he makes his way to my pulsing center.

         “Jesse.” I take in air, my legs needing to move. My hand flies up to grasp the leather on the backrest of the couch, my other cupping the back of his head.

         “Have you remembered how incredible I am?” he asks seriously, pulling back and blowing over my raw flesh.

         “Yes!” My hands are twitching as his cool breath spreads over me and travels down my thighs. “Shit!” I try to close my legs when I feel the first dash of contact from his tongue on my clitoris, but he’s just teasing me, giving me a taste of what’s to come, and my legs are going nowhere, except where he decides, which is wider, making me sensitive, more open, and more frenzied.

         “Mouth, Ava.” His tongue enters me and then licks an unspeakably delicious stroke up my middle. I cry out, my head thrashing from side to side. “Incredible?” He’s cocky and sure, and has earned that privilege. “Tell me how it feels, baby.”

         My fisted hand that is now clenching at his hair should tell him all he needs to know—that and my inaudible mumbling. I’m seeing stars, my belly is aching, and my poor legs are unable to move. And then his fingers are inside me and my hands leave the sofa and his hair in favor of my own head. My stomach muscles are rigid as I lift my upper body up to try and quench the charging surge of pressure that’s descending from my tummy to my core. I decide in my fevered bliss that I want to see him, so I prop myself up on my elbows and gaze down the length of my body, seeing his palm resting on my stomach, while his fingers fuck me slowly.

         “Tell me.” He pushes, sweeping through me with agonizing precision.

         “It feels like you were made to fit me.” My words are even and as sure as the expression on his face. He thinks that, too.

         He smiles and leans in, tenderly kissing my sensitive skin before rising to his feet and grasping me under my thighs, lifting my lower body to position himself. I find my upper body lifting, too, my hands palm down behind me so I have the best view of him entering me. And it really is the best view. We both focus on his rigid cock as he brings it to me, meeting my entrance and hovering for a while, just skimming my damp void, teasingly. I’m ever impatient, my lower legs curling around his lower back and pulling him toward me, but he’s going nowhere. Not until he says so. And he doesn’t say so. He just smirks that almost undetectable smirk while he keeps his eyes down, still teasing me with irregular and torturous skims of his slippery head across the very tip of my oversensitive small nub of nerves. He’s killing me, and I’m dying to lay myself back down, but I’m too engrossed by his cruel pleasure.

         “Shall we try penetration?” he asks, but he still won’t look at me. I’m going out of my mind, but that defiance in me, coupled with his self-assured attitude, has me determined to match his poise.

         “If you like.” My calm, aloof words have his greens leaving their rapt focus point on a surprised twinkle.

         “If I like?” He pushes into me, only very slightly, but enough to force me to repress a moan. “What about if you like?” In a little farther he goes. I know my lips have just parted, and I know my chest is expanding fast. I’m held in place with one arm while his other hand reaches forward and yanks the cups of my bra down. Each nipple is given a sharp pinch, and I bite back a scream of pleasure mixed with intense pain. “My beautiful girl is trying to play it cool,” he muses, adjusting his grip of me, ready to pound forward. “It’s a shame she’s shit at feigning casualness.” He doesn’t pound forward, though. He eases in lazily, and my head rolls back on a groan. “That’s more like it.” He’s completely submerged within me now, the tip of his impressive cock brushing my womb. “Show a bit of appreciation, Ava.” He extracts himself, and this time he really does pound forward, surprisingly hard. My arms begin to shake, followed by my head in despair.
         

         “Again,” I demand. He’s teased me too far this time. “Again!”

         “That depends.”

         “On what? You said it doesn’t always need to be hard.” I’m battling to catch my breath, swallowing repeatedly. “Then you do this to me. Have you finally read the part of the book that confirms you won’t hurt the babies?”

         “Yes.” He strikes with utter accuracy, buckling my arms, but then holds still again. “It’s a good book.”

         “It’s a good book now.”

         “It was always a good book, but it did say you must listen to your body.” He slides out again and pushes forward on a moan.

         “I’m listening, and it’s saying harder.”

         “The babies are protected. I read that.” He hisses and blows out a controlled breath. “And I can spank you, apparently.” His palm collides with my arse on a loud smack, and I yelp.

         “You’ve already slapped me!” I remind him on a shout as he reenters me.

         “But I didn’t think you were pregnant then.” He reminds me on another sharp assault of his palm across my bum. “Good?”
         

         “Yes!” I persuade my head to lift and when it does, I go dizzy with gratefulness. My tongue leaves my mouth of its own accord and journeys across my bottom lip slowly, enticingly. “You look amazing.” I breathe, watching each finely tuned muscle on his abdomen bunch and his biceps bulge from holding my lower body to him.

         “I know.” He grinds smooth and slow.

         “Oh God!” My arms finally give in, collapsing and leaving me flat on my back.

         “I know,” he agrees. “I fucking know.”

         “Jesse, I’m going to come.”

         “I’m not!” Out and in he slides all over again. “Are you listening to your body, Ava?”

         “Yes! And it’s telling me I need to come!”

         Slap! “Don’t be fucking smart!” He swivels, pulls free completely, and slips his cock straight up my center, instigating a stupidly satisfying friction of his flesh against mine. He’s shaking. I can feel it traveling through his arms and into my legs, but he maintains his silky smooth thrusts. “Fuck, I need to be all over you.” My lower body is dropped and my hands grasped, pulling me up to his standing body with an easy tug. I’m on the rug, beneath him in no time at all, my nipples being teased by his tongue and his hand between my thighs, guiding himself back to me.
         

         Now that I can feel his skin, I notice just how sweaty he is. My hands are feeling out every inch of him. “Kiss me,” I plead, and he doesn’t mess about. Our mouths are together, he’s sliding back inside of me, and our bodies are touching in every place possible. His momentum is perfect, and I’m rocking my hips up to meet him on every drive, capturing the spikes of pleasure that each one of his plunges is instigating. My hands land on his arse and my nails dig into his solid cheeks as he ravishes me with his mouth, our tongues dancing wildly and hungrily.

         “I think…” He’s on my cheek, pushing on. “You should…” Now he’s at my neck, then he’s biting at the lobe of my ear. “Quit your job.”

         I shake my head, tipping my hips up on a long, happy moan. “No.”

         “But I want to spend every day doing this. Give me back your mouth.”

         I turn my head into to him. “You’ll have to wait until I get home.” I’m biting his lip now and pushing my hands into his arse to gain some friction.

         He bites me back. “Wherever, whenever.”

         “Except when I’m at work. Deeper.”

         “Oh, so she can make the demands, then?” He doesn’t go deeper, the bastard.

         “I’m not quitting my job.”

         “And how do you expect to look after my babies if you’re working?” He asks the arrogant question around my mouth on a painfully perfect rotation of his hips.

         “But you want me at home to do this, not to look after your babies.”

         “Now you’re just being awkward.” He abandons my mouth and leans down to bite my nipple before kissing his way back up my body. “Deeper?”

         “Please.”

         “Okay.” He goes deep. Very deep. So lusciously, amazingly deep.

         “Hmmmmm.”

         He stills and concentrates on kissing the life out of me. “Do you see? I’m giving you what you want.”

         He most definitely is, but I know where this is going, and it’s called a sense fuck without the brute force. I need to be careful here. “Ohhhhh!” I’m tinkering on the edge of orgasm obliteration, but this is so nice—just steady lovemaking, feeling each other, and taking our blissful time.

         He swallows my sated moan, continuing to explore my mouth, like he’s never had it before. Our sex sessions, whether steamy or romantic, hard or soft, are always like the first time all over again. “You should show your gratitude.” He leaves my mouth and braces his upper body on his arms. “Don’t you think?” He looks down between our bodies as he rears back, and I look down, too, seeing the full length of him emerging from my passage. “Look at that.” He sighs and holds himself, just breaching my opening, and then he looks up at me. “Just fucking perfect.” He sinks in, smooth and slow on a long rush of hot breath that warms my face, even from his raised position. I’m starting to tremble and my useless arms fall back over my head. “She’s beginning to pant,” he states, dropping to his forearms. “She’s trembling all over.” His hips falter in their meticulous assault and judder forward.

         I’m holding my breath now, tensing everywhere ready to ride out my climax.

         “I think she wants to come.”

         I start shaking my head, even though I mean to nod and scream yes. I’m squirming under the hard, cut beauty of his body, our sweaty skin blending and sliding. My redundant arms and hands are rapidly rising, deciding all on their own that there is something they’d like to do. My fingers thread through that dirty blond mass and grip hard.
         

         “She definitely wants to come.” He sounds self-assured and cool, but his own body is having a fit of spasms as he tries to maintain his stable tempo. He’s failing on every level. His hip movements have become unpredictable, indicating his pending orgasm and his fast loss of control. “Fuck!”

         And that word seals the deal. He’s way past the point of return, so I seize my opportunity, pulling harder on his hair and reaching up to sink my teeth into his sweat-glistened shoulder in an attempt to suppress my scream of release and encourage his. It works, as I knew it would.

         “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” He’s working harder and faster into me, burying his face into my hair. “Now, Ava!”

         I’m done for. I unclamp my teeth from his flesh and join him in his frantic oblivion of raw, carnal pleasure, throwing my arms around his neck and rolling my hips up to meet the last thorough thrash of his body into mine.

         He collapses onto me carefully, but grinds slowly as he nibbles on my neck through his labored breathing. “Please quit,” he begs. “Then we really can stay like this forever.”

         I can’t find my vocal cords, except to mumble some objection, which I do with an increase of pressure of my arms around his neck.

         “Was that a yes?” He licks up the salty skin of my cheek and across my lips. “Say yes.”

         “No.”

         “Stubborn woman.” He pecks my lips and rolls onto his back, ensuring he remains snugly inside me and I’m comfortable on his lap. “We need to renew our vows.”

         I frown and take a few moments to gather enough air in my lungs to form a sentence. “We’ve not even been married a month.”

         My hips are seized and I tense, but then I watch as his eyes drift onto my stomach and his warning look transforms into a smile as he shifts his threatening hands to my small-ish bump and starts caressing it. “Yes, only a month and you’ve already forgotten a significant part of your promise.”

         “You can take your obey and swivel on it.” I manage to get those words out just fine. I also manage to lift my heavy arms and wrap my palms around his neck.
         

         He feigns a choke on a grin and pulls me down by the tops of my arms, curling his big palms around my neck. We’re both ready to strangle each other. “Who’d win?” he asks, getting nose to nose with me.
         

         “You.”

         “Correct,” he agrees. “I’m thirsty.”

         I give a little shake of his neck, making him laugh. “I’ll get some water.”

         “You can’t pick and choose when you fulfill your wifely duties.” He pushes me from his strewn body and lifts slightly to catch a slap of my arse as I walk away. “Water, wench!”

         “Don’t push it, Ward,” I caution, snapping the cups of my bra back over my breasts and taking my mostly naked form into the kitchen.

         “Don’t even think about coming back in here until I can see your breasts again, lady!” he shouts after me.

         I have the biggest grin on my face as I open the fridge and collect two bottles of water. I also snatch another item that’s sitting all on its lonesome on the bottom shelf. I’m grinning again.

         “Didn’t you hear me?” Jesse’s affronted tone is the first thing to hit my ears when I reappear. He’s staring at my bra-covered chest.

         “I heard you.” I drop the bottles on the couch and keep my Jesse surprise behind my back.

         He’s still flat on his back and he’s looking up at me with suspicious green eyes. “My wife has a crafty look on her beautiful face.” He slowly sits up and positions his back against the couch, then pats his lap. “And she’s hiding something from me.” He reaches behind him and grabs a bottle of water, having a long swig before screwing the lid on slowly.

         “Crafty-ish.” Taking his cue, I lower onto him and shift forward when he drops the bottle and cups my arse with both big palms.

         “There’s no ‘–ish’ about it.” One of his hands leaves my bum, but only long enough to yank the cups of my bra down again. Then it’s firmly replaced. “What are you hiding?”

         “Something,” I tease, moving to the side when he tries to crane his neck to get a peek. “No,” I warn, and he huffs a little before resting back against the couch. I unscrew the lid behind my back and drop it before presenting the jar to my god, whose curious eyes have just sprung wide open in delight at the sight before him.

         “I’m in control.” I grin.

         His eyes widen farther but this time in outrage. “Oh no. Not where that’s concerned. Forget it, no way, never.” His hand makes a grab for it, but my stealthy move whips it from under his nose.

         “Relax.” I laugh, pushing him back against the couch. The urge to cuddle him overwhelms my teasing streak when I see his concerned frown wriggle its way onto his brow, and that bottom lip is being nibbled away as he watches my hand move slowly to the jar and my finger disappear within the depths of creamy goo. I actually grimace as my finger squelches back out, and I know my nose has just wrinkled in disgust at the sight of a huge dollop all over my index finger.

         “Don’t tease me with it, baby.” His eyes are fixated on my coated finger, and they follow my trail as I bring the gloop down and wipe it all over my nipple. It’s freezing cold and disgusting, but the look of thorough exhilaration that has just landed on my rogue’s face is enough of an incentive to battle forward.

         His eyes flick to mine. “Oops.” I grin as his head leisurely creeps forward, all slow and casual, which is absurd because I know he’s dying to clean it all off, and not just because he wants my breast in his mouth.

         The hum of happiness has me giggling and writhing under his hot tongue. “Holy fucking shit.” He laps away, making a completely over-the-top spectacle of demolishing my breast with his tongue before flopping back and licking his lips. “I didn’t think it could taste any better. More.”

         I’m grinning like an idiot as I delve back into the peanut butter. I hold my finger up. “Would sir like the right breast or the left breast?”

         His face is truly torn as he swings his eyes from one breast to the other. “I don’t have time to waste. Slap it on both.”

         I laugh, but follow through on his urgent order, and he’s on me again before I’ve barely removed my finger from the smothering of the first breast. “Unravel your boxers, god.” My nose falls into his hair as he ravishes me and bites my nipple for my cheek. “Ouch!”

         “Sarcasm, lady.”

         “Tasty?”

         “I’m never eating it any other way again, so now you do have to quit work because I need you to be available to lick when I please.” He surfaces with a smear on his nose, and I home right in to suck it off. “I thought you hated peanut butter?”

         “I do, but I love your nose.” I kiss the end and resume my position. “Will you do something for me?”

         His facial expression changes considerably. He’s all wary again, but I’m not hiding anything this time, only a plea, which he’ll soon hear. He relaxes a little and strokes up the sides of my body. “What do you want, baby?”

         “I want you to say yes before I ask,” I demand quietly and very unreasonably, but we’ve broached this before, and I got nowhere.

         “You’ve been trying to butter me up.” His lips tip at the edge, and I screw my face up in irritation, placing the jar beside us.

         “That’s a crap joke.”

         “Pick the jar back up, lady.” He’s not grinning anymore. “We’re not done yet.”

         I roll my eyes and redunk and resmear. “Happy?”

         “Ecstatic.” My nipple is clean in no time at all. “Now, tell me what you want.”

         “You have to say yes,” I press, with absolutely no faith in my strategy. Even if he does say yes, he’ll soon retract it if he wants to.

         “Ava,” he says and sighs. “I’m not agreeing to anything without knowing what I’m agreeing to. End of.”

         I pout. “Please.” I drag the word out and slide my freshly coated finger into his mouth.

         “You’re adorable when you sulk,” he mumbles. “Just tell me.”

         “I want you to revoke Sam and Kate’s memberships to The Manor.” I blurt it all out quickly and hold my breath. I’m desperate for Jesse to help me out here. I know Sam and Kate seem to have hit a significant point in their relationship, and I hope they talk, but without the temptation of The Manor, they stand a far better chance. I brace myself for his none of our business speech, but it doesn’t come. Nothing comes, actually. He doesn’t scoff, and he doesn’t refuse. He’s just looking at me on a small smile.
         

         “Okay.” He shrugs and dives into the jar with his own finger, spreading it on my breast.

         “What?” I know I’m displaying a look of complete confusion, which is absolutely fine because I’m really confused. I didn’t even need to morph into temptress.

         “I said okay.” He’s on my breast again, while my eyes are looking down at the back of his head.

         “It is?” I should be showing my appreciation, not questioning him on his reasonableness.

         His perfect smiling face appears in my line of sight, and his palms surround my cheeks. “Sam already canceled.”

         I gasp. “I thought you were finally doing as you’re told.” I should’ve known, but my disgruntled state doesn’t detract from the happy knowledge that they will be pursuing a conventional relationship. I’m delighted.

         Jesse is standing and laying us back down on the sofa in an instant. “I always do as I’m told. Come here.” The jar is taken from my hand and placed on the floor beside the couch, and then I’m pulled down to his chest. “Snuggle,” he says, exhaling contentedly.

         I snort in disbelief at his ridiculous claim before nuzzling myself right up into his neck and resuming my usual skimming of his scar with my fingertip.

         “Are you warm enough?” he asks, snaking his legs with mine and completely engulfing me with his strong arms.

         “Hmmm.” I sigh and close my eyes, relishing in every element of his loveliness—his scent, his touch, and his heart beating against mine.

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Thirty

         
 
         My sweet dreams are interrupted by coughing. I think it’s coughing. It sounds like coughing, but neither my brain nor my body are ready to greet the day yet, so I dismiss the raspy choke and push myself further into the hardness beneath me.
         
 
         There it is again, and it’s becoming hard to ignore. In fact, it’s irritating the hell out of me. Peeling one eye open, the first thing I see is Jesse’s serene beauty. My irritation subsides, and I reach up to catch a feel of day number three stubble.
 
         There’s that cough again. I think nothing of turning to locate the source of the noise, exposing a full-on frontal of nakedness to…Cathy.
 
         “Oh shit!” I splatter myself back on my front against Jesse’s chest, the abrupt movement stirring him. “Jesse!” I whisper, like she won’t hear me. “Jesse, wake up!”
 
         He’s smiling before his eyes open and his wandering hands cup both my bum cheeks and squeeze in acknowledgment to my voice. “If I open my eyes, I’m going to see big chocolate fuck-me ones, aren’t I?” His voice is all deep and husky, and coupled with those words would usually have my stomach clenching with sexual anticipation. But not this morning.
 
         “No, you’re going to see big, wide, disturbed ones,” I whisper. “Open your eyes.”
 
         He does. He reveals his greens on a furrowed brow and looks over my shoulder when I cock my head. “Oh. Morning, Cathy.”
 
         “You two love birds need to buy some pajamas.” Cathy’s amused tone makes me cringe further. “Or at least keep your underwear on. I’ll be in the kitchen preparing breakfast.”
 
         I hear her scurrying footsteps leaving our naked display, and I exhale in despair, dropping my head back onto his chest. He’s chuckling. “Morning, baby.” He shifts his legs so they spread and my body falls between them. “Let me see your face.”
 
         “No.” I push it farther into his neck, like my embarrassment might disappear if I hide for long enough.
 
         “She’s all bashful.” He’s grinning. “Shall we get you upstairs?”
 
         “Yes,” I grumble, knowing full well that time must be knocking on with Cathy’s presence, not that I care. It’s like I’m trying to get myself sacked so I don’t have to give Jesse the satisfaction of quitting because he demanded it.
 
         I sit up cautiously and check for Cathy’s whereabouts, then laugh loudly when Jesse sits up, too, popping his head over the back of the couch to check. He looks at me, eyebrows raised, slightly bemused by my little outburst. “What’s tickled you?”
 
         “You look like a meerkat!” I giggle, falling back and completely exposing myself. Through my uncontrollable fit of chuckles, I reach up to arrange my bra over my chest, because that’s really going to save my modesty when I’m knickerless. “Wind your neck in!” I laugh.
 
         He snorts a mixture of amusement and umbrage at his hysterical wife and gently pushes my body away to free his legs before standing and taking hold of my shaking body. I’m tossed up onto his shoulder, still laughing and now with the glorious view of his solid arse as he strides toward the stairs. “Where I’m from, that means something entirely different.” He slaps my arse. “It is you who needs to be doing the winding.”
 
         “I know what it means. I was being ironic.” I run my palms over his back. “And there will be no winding of necks here.”
 
         “A man can live in hope.” He takes the stairs two at a time, but I don’t jump and jolt all over his shoulder and he doesn’t puff or pant. No, he flies up the back-lit onyx staircase like some sort of freakishly fit paratrooper. “There.” He places me on my feet and turns the shower on. “In you get.”
 
         “I hope you’re going to lock your office door now,” I say as a mental image of Cathy’s sweet, innocent face turning to horror pops into my mind’s eye.
 
         He laughs. “Only for our eyes, baby. I have a key and I’ve hidden one among the piles of lace in your underwear drawer. Okay?”
 
         “Okay,” I agree. I’m really late already, but that doesn’t stop me from stepping forward and grasping his morning erection. He flinches, and I smirk as I circle my thumb slowly over the broad head, keeping my eyes on the throbbing rod of flesh.
 
         “Ava,” he warns weakly, stepping back, but that just means he gets a full-on stroke of my hand down the length. He hisses and his palms lift to cover his face. I’ve got him. He rubs his cheeks in a gesture that suggests it might restore some control. “If I don’t take you now, my cock is going to be aching all day long.”
 
         “Take me,” I say quietly, remembering the words so well. I step forward to close the gap he’s made, and his palms come down, his face full of recognition.
 
         “Oh, I will,” he replies, picking me up and placing me on the vanity unit. “You can’t escape now.”
 
         “I don’t want to.”
 
         “Good.” He leans in and kisses me sweetly. “I like your dress.”
 
         “I’m not wearing one, so we can’t lose it.”
 
         He smiles around my lips, and I open my eyes, finding bright green pools of sincere happiness. “Fond memories?”
 
         “Very. Can you pin me against the wall now?” I’ve always found him irresistible, but this incessant need to constantly have him is taking my life over. I’m late for work, I couldn’t give a shit, and I know he won’t either. His smile broadens and his face slowly starts drifting toward mine again, his eyes holding mine. His lips part. My lips part. He’s making me be patient. I’m struggling.
 
         On the launch night of Lusso, it was a jangling of the door handle that whipped our heads to the side in shock. This time it’s Cathy’s distressed shouting. My back straightens, and I’m snapped right out of my wanton condition.
 
         Jesse has disappeared before my eyes and I’m sitting in the bathroom, still on the unit, wondering what on earth is going on. I quickly jump down and run into the walk-in wardrobe, grabbing the first shirt that I can find, before sprinting over to the chest to retrieve some knickers, while shoving my arms in the sleeves of Jesse’s shirt and buttoning it on my way. I’m halfway down the stairs when the front door comes into view, and I see Jesse in just his white boxers removing Cathy from the doorway, where she’s doing a good job of keeping whoever is on the other side out.
 
         “I thought it was Clive.” She wheezes, clearly exhausted from her battle.
 
         “Cathy, I’ll deal with it.” He places her to the side and gives her arm a reassuring rub as she straightens her apron and hair.
 
         “Who the hell does she think she is?” she spits nastily. I’ve never seen Cathy cross before.
 
         “Cathy,” Jesse placates her gently. “Please, go and sort out some breakfast for Ava.” He’s whispering as he effortlessly holds the door shut, like he doesn’t want me to hear him, but the persistent banging from the other side is letting him down.
 
         I look on as Cathy marches off, hissing and spitting to herself, and then my eyes fall on Jesse as I reach the bottom of the stairs. He’s spotted me, and the wary look all over his face instantly has me on edge. “What’s going on?” I ask.
 
         “Nothing, baby.” He tries to smile but fails miserably. He’s all jittery. It doesn’t sit well. “Cathy’s making your breakfast. Go.”
 
         “I’m not hungry,” I reply flatly, staring him down.
 
         “Ava, you didn’t eat last night. Go and have some breakfast.” His tone is altering to impatient by the second and all the while, the banging continues.
 
         I can’t believe he honestly thinks that his demand for me to eat is going to pull me away from the mystery behind the door. “I said I’m not hungry.” I stand firm, my eyes burning red rings of furious fire into his greens.
 
         The door jolts, and Jesse lets out a frustrated growl, his jaw ticking wildly as he looks up to the heavens for strength. I would like to think that it’s the tenacious idiot hammering on the penthouse door who’s causing his mounting anger, but I know it’s me. “Ava, why the fuck can’t you do what you’re told?” His head drops, and I know instantly he means business. “Go. And. Get. Your. Breakfast.” He speaks each word slowly and concisely, but I mean business, too.
 
         “No.” I steam forward, not in the least bit bothered by my half-naked body, and grasp the door handle. I pull, for what use it is, which is none at all. “Jesse, let go of the fucking door!”
 
         “Watch your—”
 
         “Fuck off!” I snap, yanking at the door like a deranged, hormone-pumped pregnant woman.
 
         “Ava!” He holds it in place as I fight pointlessly to pull it open. I’ll never win, but I’m not backing down. No way.
 
         But then we both freeze in place when a voice interrupts our spitting match, and it’s neither of ours. If I was a little cranky before, I’ve just been catapulted into the realms of psychotic. There will be no need for him to open this door because at any moment I’m going to be flying around this apartment like the Tasmanian Devil himself, and I’ll smash it down.
 
         I look up at him with clenched teeth. He visibly sags. “What the hell is she doing here?” I use his lapse in concentration and his defeated hold to my advantage and pull the door open, coming face to face with Coral. “What the hell are you doing here?” I hiss, looking her up and down in utter contempt. Her hair is tied up today, her short black bob giving her a pathetic excuse for a ponytail—such a bitchy thought, but it’s going to be the first of many, I can feel it. And they might not just be thoughts.
         
 
         She blanks me completely and looks straight at my bare-chested god. Why the hell didn’t he put some jeans and a T-shirt on? “I need to speak to you.” She sounds determined. “Alone,” she adds, flicking an impertinent look at me. Her fortitude will be of zero help. She’ll have to rip him from my dying hands before I leave them alone.
 
         “You’ve got more chance of having tea with the Queen,” I snarl. My fury is building by the second, and I absolutely cannot control it. “What do you want?” I feel Jesse’s hand rest lightly on the small of my shirt-covered back. It’s a silent demand to calm myself down. It’ll never work. The more I look at this impudent hussy, the angrier I’m getting, if that’s possible. I feel like a pressure cooker set to explode. “I asked you a question.”
 
         “Ava,” Jesse’s calming voice just infuriates me further. “Calm yourself down, baby.” His palm slides around to my front to hold my tummy. He’s worried about my blood pressure, the anxious fool. My blood pressure should be the least of his worries. Blood spilt, that’s what he should be concerned about.
 
         “I’m calm.” I’m clearly not. “I won’t ask you again.” I push Jesse’s hand away from my stomach, but he doesn’t let me get away with it. He pulls me back so I’m slightly behind him, and then holds his arm out to the side in silent warning. It won’t work, but he starts speaking before I can wrestle his arm out of my way.
 
         “Coral, I’ve told you before. It’s never going to happen.” His tone is tinged with anger, but after my little performance, I can’t be sure if his fury is for my benefit or Coral’s. “You need to fuck off and find someone else to stalk.”
 
         I’m mentally cheering him on, even though I’m sure that I’m in for it when she concedes and clears off. I must look ridiculous in Jesse’s shirt, my hair a wild mass, yesterday’s makeup on, and restrained by my virtually naked husband.
 
         Coral’s eyes cross from Jesse’s to mine a few times before she settles her smug stare on my god again. I don’t like that look. It’s bold, and I’m sure her next words will be, too. She’s going nowhere until she’s said what she came to say, and I’m annoyingly curious of what that is exactly.
 
         “Have it your way.” She shrugs nonchalantly and holds a piece of paper out to Jesse.
 
         “What the fuck is that?” he barks.
 
         “Take a look for yourself.” She flaps the paper, encouraging Jesse to take it. I can’t help it; my neck is craning to try and see for myself, but his arm pushes me back again.
 
         He snatches it, and I watch as his head drops to look, and then I look at Coral, who is performing the best sly smirk I have ever had the pleasure of witnessing. My eyes are on Jesse’s back, which is as stiff as a board, his muscles protruding, indicating his tension.
 
          “What is it?” The question I don’t want to ask just slips right out. But he doesn’t answer.
 
         Coral does, though. “That is a scan picture of his baby.”
 
         I know I stagger back, and I know he has turned to steady me, but everything is a blur. “Fucking hell.” His worried voice is nothing but a drowned-out rush of noise, and I know it’s because all of the blood is draining from my head. I feel dizzy. “Shit, Ava.” My feet disappear from under me, but I don’t hit the floor. I’ve not passed out. I’ve been scooped up, and in a split second, I’m sitting on the couch with my head being pushed between my legs. “Breathe, baby. Just breathe.” His palm is on my head, rubbing soothing, fast, anxious circles. “What the fuck are you playing at?” he yells away from me. “You stupid fucking woman! I’ve not slept with you for months!”
 
         “Four months, and I’m four months gone.” She answers quickly and proudly. “Do the math.”
 
         I need to get my breathing under control because the rush is still whirring and the black is starting to set in. I’ll fall flat on my face if I stand.
 
         “You can’t be,” Jesse snaps anxiously, sounding far too unsure. “Fuck!”
 
         This is it. That baby will be born before either of mine and knowing Jesse’s desperation for a child, he’ll take the first one he can lay his hands on. He’ll leave me. I’ll be alone with two screaming babies and no help. My babies will be fatherless. Who’s going to rub my feet when they’re swollen? Who’s going to love me in lace when I’m covered in stretch marks? Who’s going to make me eat when I’m not hungry and feed me folic acid and lick peanut butter from my breasts and paint my toenails when I can’t reach them? I start to choke on panic, but then my eyes fall onto the little piece of paper that Jesse has dropped to the floor in favor of tending to me. He didn’t look at that picture like he did of our babies’ picture. He didn’t drop to his knees or grab Coral to hug her. What is wrong with me? I feel like a mixed bag of overexaggerated emotions. I stoop and pick up the black-and-white scan picture. I’m being watched, by both of them, but I take my time, first noting Coral’s name. This is definitely hers. But what isn’t on this scan picture is a date. Neither is there an estimated gestation. I study the picture more closely.
 
         “Ava, what are you doing?” Jesse asks, trying to get me in his field of vision, but I ignore him.
 
         “Yes, what are you doing?” Coral hisses.
 
         I point at the picture. “I’m just trying to figure out whether you’re four or five weeks pregnant,” I muse, keeping my eyes on the picture. “I’m guessing just four.”
 
         “I’m four months. Not weeks.”
         
 
         “No, you’re not.” I look up at Jesse. He’s holding his breath. “When was the last time you slept with her?”
 
         “Four, five months.” He shakes his head, his frown line doing a worried dance across his forehead. “Ava, I can’t think that far back. I didn’t exist before you.” His hands rest on the tops of my thighs and squeeze. “I always used a condom; you know that.”
 
         “I know,” I agree, but there is one other possibility and it kills me to ask, especially in front of this interloper. I clench my eyes shut. “Was she one of the…” I swallow around my words. “Did you…”
 
         He stops me from my struggling. “No.” He says the word softly and secures the nape of my neck in his palm. “Look at me,” he demands, just as softly, and I do. I lock eyes with him and he shakes his head, only very faintly. “No,” he repeats.
 
         I nod on a quiet exhale and offer a small smile of trust. There is no need for a confession because he has nothing to confess. Our quiet exchange of understanding almost makes me forget that Coral is standing nearby.
 
         “You’re going to stay with him when he’s having a baby with another woman?” she asks on a laugh. “Where’s your self-respect?”
 
         “I’m going to trample now,” I tell him quietly, looking for his permission this time.
 
         He smiles and drops an accepting kiss on my cheek. “Knock yourself out, baby. But please, let’s just make this one a verbal trample.” He nods at my tummy, and then stands and turns a contemptuous look onto the brazen slut, but he doesn’t say anything. He’s leaving this one to me.
 
         “What are you two talking about?” Her smugness is disintegrating by the second. She has no idea what to make of this.
 
         I join Jesse in his standing position and look up to him. “Get me your picture.”
 
         My question pulls his condemning eyes from Coral down to me. He looks at me all gone out. “What picture?”
 
         I roll my eyes. “The one that you carry everywhere. I’m not stupid. Where is it?”
 
         “In my suit jacket,” he admits sheepishly.
 
         “Go and get it.”
 
         “No. I’m not leaving you with her.” He doesn’t even grace her with a look this time.
         
 
         “‘Her’?” Coral blurts incredulously. “Is that the way you’re going to speak to the mother of your child?”
 
         He swings around violently. “You are not the fucking mother of my child, you deluded freak!” His anger is building again. I need to remedy this once and for all.
 
         I leave them and head straight to Jesse’s office, finding his suit jacket where he discarded it last night, and rummage quickly through his pockets, finding a neatly folded wedge of notes and his phone before locating the picture from his inside pocket. It’s a little worn, no doubt from being transferred from pocket to pocket. I exit hastily armed with exhibit B and find the distance between Jesse and Coral has closed. Jesse is still in the same location, but Coral is moving forward.
 
         “We had something special, Jesse.” She goes to touch him, but he yanks his arm away.
 
         “Special?” He laughs. “I screwed you for a while. I fucked you and then kicked you out. How the fuck is that special?”
 
         “You came back for more. That has to mean something.” Her tone is hopeful. She really is deluded. “You made me need you.”
 
         Those words prickle at my skin. I want to interrupt, but I want to hear how he responds to that.
 
         “No, you made yourself need me. I barely even spoke to you when I was screwing you. You were a piece of meat that was handy to have on call.” He moves in and leans down, making her pull back slightly. Jesse’s tone is full of venom, and intended to be. He’s doing a damn good job at trampling all over her himself. “You’re just like the rest of them, but even more desperate. Get a good seeing to and you think your life depends on it.”
 
         I almost laugh. My life really does depend on it, even more now that I’m a raging bag of pregnant hormones.
 
         Jesse looks her up and down, and I get the glimpse of the conceited man who treated women like objects for so long—the man who drank, fucked, and threw them out.
 
         “What the hell makes you think that I’d leave my wife for you?”
 
         “Because I’m having your baby.” The smugness has fallen away completely now. She knows she’s losing the battle.
 
         “You’re lying,” he retorts, but there is definitely an element of uncertainty in his tone.
 
         “She is lying,” I interject, uncomfortable with seeing Jesse so close to her, even if he is snarling in her face.
         
 
         “I’m not. You have the proof there.” She points at the picture in my hand.
 
         “Yes, I do.” I turn it around and push it in her face. “This is a six-week scan picture.”
 
         She frowns “No, it’s a four-month scan picture.”
         
 
         “This isn’t your baby, Coral.”
 
         “Whose is it then?” she asks slowly. She’s beginning to catch my drift.
 
         “This is my baby.” I look at the tatty piece of paper fondly. “And Jesse’s.”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Well, I say baby. What I actually meant was babies. You see, we’re having twins, and I know you’re trying to pull a fast one because this really is a six-week scan picture. And there are two peanuts here, smaller than your one blob, I know, but I can get a feel for it. I don’t know. Maybe it’s motherly instinct.” I shrug. “Is that all?”
         
 
         Her mouth is slightly agape and while I’m still reeling on the inside, I’m beyond proud of myself for maintaining my composure. Jesse is right. I can’t go rolling around on the floor, as much as I’d love to rip her hair out.
 
         “Unless you can miraculously produce this missing strip that’ll confirm your dates, I think we’re done?” I give her an expectant look, but she’s saying nothing. I throw her picture into the space between us. “Now fuck off and go find the real father of your spawn.” I don’t remove my eyes from her and I won’t until that door is shut and she’s firmly behind it. “Are you leaving, or do I have to drag you out?” I ask, stepping forward.
 
         She bends and picks her picture up before backing out the door, her eyes flicking nervously from Jesse to his deranged, pregnant wife, and as soon as her body is over the threshold of the penthouse door, I slam it in her face, then turn to look at my ex-whore of a husband. He’s chomping nervously on that bottom lip and maybe I shouldn’t be, but I’m mad with him, too. I steam past him and up the stairs, finding the shower still flowing when I arrive back in the en-suite. Stripping down, I scrub my teeth, then step in and make no rush to get done quickly. I’ve been up for less than half an hour and I already feel like it should be the end of my day.
 
         My eyes are closed as I rinse my hair, but I can feel him behind me. He’s not touching me, but I know he’s there. And he’s all worried. I can sense the anxious vibes shooting into my wet back. The evidence of his uncertainty at Coral’s claim just reinforces my concern. Have I now got to add potential baby mommas to my list of things that could cause us issues? We’ve been back from Paradise for just two days, and I’m mentally exhausted already. A life of peace and comfort, that’s what I want and need, and every time I think we’re close to exactly that, something jumps up and obliterates it.
         
 
         The familiar feel of the natural sponge connects with my back, as does his palm with my tummy. He’s cautious, and he should be. “Jesse, I’m not in the mood.” I step away from him and finish rinsing my hair. He doesn’t know what to do, so as usual when he finds himself in this situation, he tries to win me back over with his touch. I expect to hear a snort of disbelief or even a scorn for denying him, but I don’t. I do, however, feel his hand slide back around my stomach. “I said I’m not in the mood,” I snap harshly, shrugging him off and grabbing a towel to dry myself.
 
         “You promised you’d never say that,” he murmurs sullenly.
 
         Securing myself in the towel, I glance up and see him standing under the pounding water with his hands hanging limply by his sides. “I’m late.” I leave him, with trepidation written all over his face, to get myself ready for work.
 
         For the whole twenty minutes it takes me to get ready, Jesse sits on the bed, cautiously watching me, cogs spinning, teeth nibbling. I’m just about to exit the bedroom when he blocks the door, all dopey eyed and sad. “Baby, my heart’s splitting. I hate fighting with you.” He makes no attempt to close the distance between us.
 
         “We’re not fighting.” I brush off his solemnity. “You need to get the code on the elevator changed. And find out how she got up here, too.” I walk out, but barely make it to the top of the stairs before the warmth of his palm is around my wrist, stopping me from going anywhere.
 
         “I will, but we need to make friends.”
 
         “I’m dressed. We are not making friends now.”
 
         “Not properly, no. But don’t make me spend all day knowing that you’re not talking to me.” He drops to his knees in front of me and looks up. “The days are long enough already.”
 
         “I’m talking to you,” I mutter.
 
         “Then why are you sulking?”
 
         I sigh. “Because a woman has just invaded our home and tried to stake a claim on you, Jesse. That is why I’m sulking.”
 
         “Come here.” He pulls me down and wraps me in his arms. “I love it when you trample.”
 
         “It’s tiring,” I mumble into his chest. “I really need to go.”
 
         “Okay.” He kisses my hair and pulls back, securing my cheeks in his hold. “Tell me we’re friends.”
 
         “We’re friends.”
 
         He blasts my moodiness with his smile—my smile. “Good girl. We’ll make friends properly later. Go get your breakfast. I’ll be two minutes.”
 
         “I need to go,” I remind him, glancing down at my Rolex. “It’s eight thirty already.”
 
         “Two minutes,” he repeats, returning me to standing. “You’ll wait for me.”
 
         “Hurry up then!” I push him away and go to find Cathy in the kitchen. She’s wrapping a bagel and still muttering under her breath. She soon stops when my presence is noted.
 
         “Ava.” She scurries over, wiping her hands down her apron. “I tried to stop the vindictive little minx!”
 
         Something tells me Cathy has had an encounter with Coral before. “Don’t worry, Cathy.” I smile and give her a rub of her arm. “You know her, then?” I press lightly.
 
         “Oh, I know her, and I don’t like her.” She starts muttering again as she returns to the island to finish wrapping my breakfast. “She’s been turning up for months, pestering my boy and claiming poverty. I told her! I said, look here, you conniving little tramp! Leave my boy alone and try fixing your marriage.” I smile as I watch her aggressive hand movements, virtually bashing away at my bagel. “I don’t know how many times my boy has sent her packing. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.” She looks up at me. “Have you taken your folic acid?”
 
         “No.” I walk to the fridge and collect a bottle of water before taking the pills that Cathy hands me, followed by a ginger biscuit. “Thank you.”
 
         “You’re welcome, dear.” Her wrinkled face grins. “You certainly put her in her place.” She laughs and retrieves my bagel, and then stuffs it in my bag. “You eat that, I mean it.”
 
         “You sound like Jesse.” I down my pills.
 
         “He cares, Ava. Don’t condemn him for that,” she scolds me lightly, looking over my shoulder. “Here he is, and he’s dressed!”
 
         “I’m dressed,” He laughs, straightening his tie. “As is my beautiful wife.”
 
         I roll my eyes, but I don’t feel embarrassed at all. She’s seen it all before, and Coral’s visit has taken the edge off any mortification. “Can I go to work now?”
 
         He pulls his collar down and rubs his three days’ worth of stubble. Two minutes didn’t give him time to shave. “Have you taken your folic acid?”
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Have you had your breakfast?”
 
         I tap the side of my bag.
 
         “You better eat that,” he warns, taking my hand. “Say good-bye to Cathy.”
 
         “Bye, Cathy!”
 
         “Bye, dear. Bye, my boy!”
 
         I’m a little wary when we leave the penthouse, and even more wary when we step out of the elevator into the foyer of Lusso, but she’s nowhere to be seen. Clive is, though, and I wince as we pass, knowing he’s about to cop it in a big way.
 
         “Morning, Ava. Mr. Ward.” The old boy’s cheerfulness is going to be short-lived once Jesse lets loose.
 
         “Clive,” Jesse begins, “how the hell did a woman make it past you and up to the penthouse?”
 
         The confusion on Clive’s face is clear. “Mr. Ward, I’ve just come on shift.”
 
         “Just?”
 
         “Yes, I relieved the new boy…” He glances down at his watch. “Only ten minutes ago.”
 
         I cringe further. It’s Casey who’ll be copping it. Chancing a peek at my man, I note a look of pure irritation. Casey might do well never to return. “When’s he back on shift?” Jesse asks shortly.
 
         “I finish at four,” Clive confirms. “Did he do something wrong, Mr. Ward? I have advised him of protocol.”
 
         I’m pulled toward the sunlight outside. “For what fucking use it’s done,” Jesse mutters. “John’s taking you to work,” he tells me as we emerge.
 
         “When do I get my Mini back?” I ask, spotting the big guy across the car park, leaning up against the driver’s door.
 
         “You’re not. It’s a write-off.”
 
         “Oh,” I say quietly. I love my Mini. “Well, when do I get to drive myself to work, then?”
 
         Jesse opens the passenger door of John’s Range Rover and lifts me in. “When I find out who stole my car.”
 
         “Why aren’t you taking me to work?”
         
 
         He pulls my seatbelt across and secures me before dropping a kiss on my forehead. “I have a few meetings at The Manor.”
 
         “Then why did you make me wait for you?” I ask on a scowl.
 
         “So I could put you in John’s car and remind you to speak with Patrick.”
 
         I know I audibly groan. “You’re impossible.”
 
         “You’re beautiful. Have a good day.” He kisses me once more and shuts me in, giving John a brief nod before making his way to the DBS. I’m suspicious of that nod and when John climbs in next to me, I make sure I direct my suspiciousness at him.
 
         “What’s up, girl?”
 
         “Him.”
 
         “Nothing’s changed, then.” He laughs that deep, rumbling laugh.
 
         “No, nothing has changed.”
 
      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Chapter Thirty-one

         
 
         I’m a whole hour late for work, but I’m not going to get away with it today. Patrick is here, and he’s standing over my desk when I finally burst through the door.
         
 
         “Flower?” His round face is questioning “What time do you call this?”
 
         It’s one of the only times I’ve seen a displeased look on my boss’s face. “I’m sorry, Patrick.” I can’t lie and feed him any rubbish on a client appointment, so I leave it at just an apology.
 
         “Ava, I know your life has been moving pretty quickly lately—congratulations, by the way, but I need dedication.” He takes his comb from his inside pocket and sweeps it through his silver mop.
 
         I’m a little shocked. Congratulations, by the way? That was hardly sincere. “I’m sorry,” I repeat, because I’m stumped for anything else to say. He goes back to his office, shutting the door behind him.
         
 
         I collapse in my chair and decide, wisely or not, given my boss’s annoyance, to call Kate. A friendly voice. That’s what I need to hear right now.
 
         She grunts down the phone in greeting.
 
         “Are you still in bed?” I ask, firing up my computer.
 
         “Yep” is the one-word, swift reply that shoots down the phone.
 
         I smile. “Is a certain cute, messy-haired, dimpled-faced man with you?” I pray for a yes, then hear shuffles and definitely a giggle, making my smile widen. I might have wanted to hear a friendly voice, but this will do the trick, too.
 
         “He is.”
 
         “Okay, I’ll go.” I have things to share, but I’m more than happy to hold off.
 
         “No, Ava!”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Wait!” she demands. I hear more shuffling, definitely a few slaps, and then a door close. “I just wanted to know how you got on with Dan.” She’s whispering, for obvious reasons.
 
         That wipes the smile clean from my face. Kate doesn’t need to know the gory details. I’m just as ashamed of my brother as he is of himself. “Fine. It’s fine. He’s gone back to Australia, and Jesse convinced him to keep quiet.”
 
         “I feel responsible.”
 
         “Kate, he’d already worked it out before you made the entrance of the year.” I can joke about it now. “Did you and Sam talk?” I ask tentatively, tapping my pen furiously on the table and wondering if there’s still scope for a bit of head bashing.
 
         “Yes, we talked. He knew about Dan.” She pauses, and I know she’s waiting for a shocked gasp from me, but too much time has passed for me to fake one now.
 
         I try, anyway. “Really?” I practically shriek, receiving three sets of wide, startled eyes shot straight to me from every corner of the office.
 
         “Whatever, Ava,” she mumbles. “I felt like such an idiot. He’s not as daft as I thought.”
 
         “I know,” I agree. “So, everything is okay?”
 
         “Yes, everything is fine. Perfect, in fact.”
 
         I’m smiling again. “No more Manor?”
 
         “No more Manor,” she confirms. “How are you? Throwing up? Achy legs? Any stretch marks?”
 
         “Not yet.” I look down and notice my hand resting on my stomach. “I might not be the only one getting all of those things, though.” I prick her curiosity. There’s no way in hell I’ll ever keep this one to myself.
 
         “Ooohhhh, who’s preggers?” she asks, obviously intrigued. “Not boring Sal?”
 
         “No!” I look over at boring Sal and instantly register that she is, in fact, boring Sal again. I cave on the inside for her.
 
         “Who then?” Kate’s impatient voice pulls me back to her pressing need for answers.
 
         “Coral.”
 
         “Fuck off!”
 
         “No, Coral is pregnant and she claims it’s Jesse’s.”
 
         “What?”
         
 
         I pull my phone away from my ear, certain that the whole office, perhaps even the whole of London, heard her. “It’s not, though.”
 
         “Wait, wait, wait.” I hear the unmistakable scraping of a chair across her kitchen floor. She’s sitting herself down. “How do you know?”
 
         “Because she tried to pass off a peanut as a walnut.”
 
         “What the fucking hell are you on about?”
 
         I sigh and continue filling Kate in while absentmindedly scrolling my e-mail account. “She has a scan picture. She’s claiming it’s a four-month scan, but it’s clearly not and she’s cut all of the evidence away—the date, everything.”
 
         “The crafty fucking bitch! Is she that desperate?”
 
         “Very. She’s four-ish weeks, maximum. I swear to god, Kate, I was this—”
 
         “Hold up!”
 
         “What?”
 
         “Fucking hell! Sam!” she shrieks, and I jump in my chair.
         
 
         “Will you stop yelling in my ear?” I hear thundering footsteps, then the sound of a door crashing open. “Kate?”
 
         “Ava, fucking hell! Drew slept with Coral.”
 
         I sit up in my chair. “When?”
 
         “Oh, about four or five weeks ago.”
 
         “How do you know?”
 
         “Sam told me. Drew was rat arsed; Coral nabbed him. The poor bloke knew nothing about it and probably wouldn’t if Sam hadn’t turned up at his place. He caught her sneaking out.”
 
         “Oh shit.” I’m not scrolling my e-mail casually anymore. I’m tapping my pen wildly on the side of my desk. “How did she think she’d get away with it? I mean, the baby would be three months overdue!”
 
         “Desperate people do desperate things, my friend. Sam’s on the phone to him now. Are you okay? That must have been a shock, even if she was lying.”
 
         “Yeah, I’m used to shock with Jesse.” I brush it off with the apathy the whole episode deserves. Drew won’t be able to, though.
 
         “Good. You need to be careful now, don’t you?” She asks it sweetly as a question, but there is a tinge of menace in there, too.
 
         “I do, I am, and I will. Listen, I’d better go. Lunch tomorrow?”
 
         “Perfect. Call me.” She hangs up, and I cast a skeptical gaze around my office. It’s only ever this quiet when I’m here on my own. I glance over my shoulder to Patrick’s office and see his door shut. I’m dying to call Jesse and offload my new knowledge, but I would be pushing my luck further and I know Sam will be calling him up, anyway. I should prep for my meeting with Ruth Quinn.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         At eleven thirty, Patrick still hasn’t come out of his office and I’m feeling nervous when I knock on his door. I wait for his okay and when it comes, I poke my head around and smile sweetly. “I have an appointment with Miss Quinn.”
 
         “Fine. You need to be back by two. We’re having a meeting.” His tone is clipped, and he doesn’t look at me, choosing to keep his attention on his computer screen.
 
         “Okay.” I shut the door with care and leave the office bewildered and concerned, being greeted by a moped courier at the door. “Delivery for Ava O’Shea.” His voice is muffled through his helmet.
 
         “That’s me.” I murmur apprehensively, the sound of my maiden name sending a chill down my spine.
 
         “Sign here, please.” He thrusts a clipboard under my nose and I sign away, taking an envelope from him when I’m done. I don’t want to accept this delivery, but when John pulls up, the courier jumps on his bike and zooms off down the road without another muffled word. It’s not until John leans over and pushes the passenger door open that I realize I’m frozen in place, still with the envelope in my hand.
 
         “What you got there, girl?” he asks, his smooth, shiny forehead creasing above his wraparounds.
 
         “Nothing.” I stuff it in my bag and jump in, pulling my seatbelt on. “What are you doing here?”
 
         He pulls straight into the traffic and starts the therapeutic tapping of his palm on the steering wheel. “You have an appointment, girl.”
 
         My inquisitive eyes bore into the side of his head. He can’t possibly know that because I’ve ensured my work diary remains under lock and key, just like my mouth. “How do you know?” For the first time since I’ve known this big, menacing black man, he looks awkward, and he’s refusing to look at me. “He’s making you follow me, isn’t he?” His tapping increases momentum, and I give him time to think about his answer, but I can tell by the look on his face that he knows I’ve got him.
 
         “Girl, someone tried to ram you off the road. You cannot blame him for being a little jittery. Where am I heading?”
 
         “Lansdowne Crescent,” I reply. “So what’s your excuse for all of the other times he’s stalked me?”
 
         “I don’t have one. Those times he was just a crazy motherfucker.”
 
         I laugh and John joins me, his neck retracting just how I like it. “Don’t you get bored?” I ask, thinking that he must see me as a royal pain in the arse. This definitely can’t be in his job description.
 
         “No.” He quits with the laughing and turns to me, smiling fondly. “That crazy motherfucker isn’t the only one who cares about you, girl.”
 
         I have to press my lips together before my stupid pregnant emotions get the better of me and I let out an embarrassing sob. “I don’t mind you, either.” I shrug his affection off because I know he’ll appreciate that, and his quiet laugh confirms it.
 
         “I’ve been reading,” he informs me, leaning over and opening the glove compartment. He takes a book out and hands it to me before resuming tapping the wheel.
 
         I read the title, and then again to make sure I have it right. “Bonsai trees?”
 
         “That’s right.”
 
         I start flicking through the pages, admiring the pretty little trees and imagining John bent over one, delicately clipping at the fragile branches. “It’s a hobby?”
 
         “Yes, very relaxing.”
 
         “Where do you live, John?” I don’t know where the question comes from. John and bonsai trees would never be two things that I would naturally put together, but with this strange, new knowledge, I’m compelled to know.
 
         “Chelsea, girl.”
 
         “Alone?”
 
         “All alone.” He laughs. “Me and my trees.”
 
         I’m astonished. I would never have thought it. This is a man who on first sight I thought was a member of the mafia—this huge, black, mean-looking geezer, who patrols The Manor, keeps overexcited men, and perhaps women, too, in their place, and now I find out that he lives with trees? Fascinating.
 
         “Are you going to wait outside for me?” I ask John playfully when he pulls up outside Ruth Quinn’s house.
 
         His gold tooth flashes, and he reaches over to take the book. “I might read a few pages, girl.”
 
         “I’ll be as quick as I can.” I jump out and dash up the path to Ruth’s home.
 
         The front door is open before I even knock. “Ava!” She sounds far too happy to see me.
 
         “Hi, Ruth. How are you?”
 
         “Fabulous! Come in.” She looks over my shoulder on a slight frown and ushers me in quickly.
 
         I let her be curious because explaining John will take too long, and I don’t want to stay any longer than is necessary. I need to keep this as professional as possible.
 
         She leads me down the corridor, into the kitchen. “Did you have a good weekend?” she asks.
 
         Brilliant and awful. It seems like light-years ago. “Yes, thank you, and you?” I settle myself at the huge oak table and get my files out.
 
         “Wonderful,” she sings, taking a seat next to me.
 
         I smile politely and open her file. “So, what did you want to discuss? Cupboards?”
 
         “No, don’t worry about the cupboards. We’ll stick with the original. Now, the wine fridge, remind me: did we opt for the single or double width?”
 
         If that is what she’s dragged me here for, I will be most upset. “Double,” I say slowly. I’m not at all comfortable. She could have called for both of those points. My phone starts ringing from my bag, but I ignore it, even though it’s “Angel.” I don’t plan on being here for much longer, and there is absolutely no need for me to be, so I can call him back as soon as I escape. “Was that all?” I ask dubiously. My phone rings off, then starts again immediately.
 
         “Do you want to get that?” she asks, looking at my bag.
 
         “It’s fine.” I shake my head mildly. She doesn’t know it, but it’s in disbelief. “Was there anything else Ruth?”
 
         “Urm…” She looks frantically around the kitchen. “Yes, I’ve changed my mind about the walnut floor,” she says, dragging a magazine over from the other side of the table. “I quite like this.” She points to an oak alternative on the cover of the magazine.
 
         I start to voice my reasons for sticking to walnut when my phone cuts me off. My shoulders sag.
 
         Ruth pushes my bag toward me. “Ava, perhaps you should answer. Whoever it is obviously wants to talk to you.”
 
         I close my eyes in a give-me-strength gesture and reach into my bag to retrieve my phone before getting up from the table and making my way into the hall. “Jesse, I’m in a meeting. Can I call you back?”
 
         “I’m having Ava withdrawal,” he murmurs. “Are you having Jesse withdrawal?”
 
         “Is there a cure?” I ask on a grin, knowing damn well what the cure is.
 
         “Yes, it’s called constant contact. What time are you finishing work?”
 
         “I’m not sure. I have a meeting at two with Patrick.” I glance over my shoulder and see Ruth flicking through the design magazine. She may not be paying any attention, but she must be able to hear me. Maybe that’s a good thing. I’m happily married, most of the time. And I’m pregnant, too. Should I slip that into the conversation?
 
         “Oh good. You’re finally going to see through on your promise to talk with Patrick,” Jesse says.
 
         “Yes.”
 
         “Well, it won’t take that long, will it?”
 
         “No, probably not, but it doesn’t matter because John will be waiting for me, won’t he?” I answer his question with my own.
 
         “He will.” I can hear his grin in his tone. “How are my babies, lady?”
 
         “Our babies are fine.” I realize immediately what I’ve just said, and I also notice my hand caressing my belly. “Jesse, I need to get back. I’ll see you later.”
         
 
         “What am I supposed to do until later?”
 
         “Go for a run.”
 
         “I already did that,” he counters proudly. “Maybe I’ll go shopping.”
 
         “Yes, go shopping.” I encourage him, hoping he lands in Babies “R” Us and doesn’t emerge until gone six. “I love you.” I end the conversation on something that’ll placate him for a little longer.
 
         “I know.” He sighs.
 
         “Bye.” I smile and hang up, making my way back to the kitchen. “Sorry about that.” I wave my phone as I sit back down. “So, oak then?”
 
         She looks lost in thought as she studies me for a while, and then her stare drops to my tummy, which is tucked neatly under the table. I know she must have heard.
 
         I start scribbling down a load of complete nonsense. “I’ll get a price on the oak. The fitting and labor will be the same, but I’ll check it out, anyway. Are you sure we’re ditching the walnut?” I wait for her confirmation, but when I’ve run out of things to write and she still hasn’t answered, I look up and find her still daydreaming. “Ruth?”
 
         “Oh, sorry! I was miles away. Yes, please do.” She jumps up. “Ava, I’m so sorry. I’ve not even offered you a cup of tea. Or maybe wine. We could have a cheeky lunchtime wine.”
 
         “No, honestly. I don’t drink.”
 
         “Why?”
 
         Her abrupt question increases my unease. “Not in the week. I don’t drink in the week.”
 
         “I see. Yes, we can all get a bit carried away.” She smiles, but it goes nowhere near her blue eyes. “How’s your husband?”
 
         I can’t help the sharp inhale of breath. Not when she’s linked alcohol, getting carried away, and my husband all in two close sentences. “He’s good.” I start to pack my things away, keen to leave. She may have innocently touched a nerve, but she’s still gazing longingly at me, and it’s becoming unbearable. “I’ll get those quotes and call you.”
 
         I make to stand a bit too hastily and catch my heel on the leg of the chair, causing me to stumble slightly. She’s on me in a second, holding my arm to steady me. “Ava, are you okay?”
 
         “Yes, fine.” I collect myself, trying my hardest not to appear uneasy, but now she has ahold of me and she’s not letting go. In fact, she’s trailing her hand up my arm. I tense from top to toe as it makes it to my cheek and strokes me gently.
 
         “So beautiful,” she whispers.
 
         I should move back, but I’m too shocked and my lack of recoil is allowing her to caress my cheek to her heart’s content. “I should go,” I say quietly, finally letting some sensibility filter into my brain. I step back and her hand falls away, a shimmer of embarrassment washing over her face.
 
         She laughs and looks away. “Yes, perhaps you should.”
 
         I hurry down the hall to the front door and swing it open. John spots me rushing down the path and jumps out of his Range Rover. “Ava, girl?” he questions as he runs a quick all over scan of me, checking I’m physically okay. Once he’s satisfied himself that I am, he looks past me and slowly reaches up to remove his sunglasses. I slow my escape and turn to see what’s caught his interest, seeing the front door to Ruth’s home close as I do.
 
         “What’s up, John?” I ask, feeling better now that I’m away from my friendly client, who now just seems creepy.
 
         “Nothing, girl. Get in the car.” His glasses are replaced and he nods at me, so I climb in and wait for him to join me. He slides in and turns to face me. “What’s got you in a state?”
 
         I sag and pull my seatbelt on, feeling a little stupid. “I think I have a female admirer.”
 
         I expect a laugh or at least a shocked gasp, but I get nothing, just a nod of acknowledgment and a face that turns away from me. “Something else to send the motherfucker crazy,” John rumbles dryly. “What’s her name?”
 
         “Ruth Quinn. She’s strange.”
 
         He nods thoughtfully. “Back to the office?”
 
         “Please, John.” I throw my bag between my feet, dislodging the envelope that I tucked neatly in there earlier. It pokes out, reminding me of its presence, and I reach down, curiosity getting the better of me.
 
         “What’s that?” John asks, nodding at the brown A4 envelope that I’m holding.
 
         “I’m not sure.” I sound as apprehensive as I feel. “A courier delivered it.” I’m being totally honest because if this turns out to be another warning, then I’ll be telling Jesse anyway, so it’s of no consequence if John knows, too. I peel the seal and pull out a piece of card and as soon as I clock the cut out letters, I lose my breath.
 
         “What is it?” John asks, his voice laced with concern.
 
         I can’t speak. As I stare down at the message, assembled with various newspaper and magazine cuttings, my casual disregard of my previous warning seems quite reckless.
 
         “It’s another warning,” I manage to splutter through my racing breath. I feel sick.
 
         “Another?”
 
         “Yes, I had one with some half-dead flowers. I just chucked it in the bin and put it down to a jilted ex-sexual conquest.” I open the window to get some needed fresh air.
 
         “What does it say?” John keeps flicking his sunglass-covered eyes over to the piece of card that I’ve dropped in my lap. I read the message to him.
 
         
            I told you to leave him.
            

         
 
         A frustrated curse shoots into the air. “What did the other one say? Was it like that one?”
 
         I try and collect my scattered thoughts and attempt to recall the exact wording of the other message. “Something along the lines of me not knowing him. They said they did.” I shake my head in frustration. “I can’t remember. The other was handwritten.” I’m furious with myself for getting rid of it when I should have been sensible and told Jesse. He’s got Steve investigating the car incident and my drugging and, stupidly, I kept something from him that could’ve assisted in dealing with this. It may have sent him off the deep end initially, but the long-term benefits to him knowing far outweigh the meltdown that would be guaranteed—the meltdown he’s going to have very soon because now he will know, and I’m going to be facing a seriously pissed-off male. I’ve been so stupid.
         
 
         “Okay, girl.” He doesn’t say I’ve been foolish, but I know he’s thinking it.
 
         “I thought it was Coral,” I say quietly.
 
         “Even after the dressing down that you gave her this morning?” He’s restraining a small smile, I can tell.
 
         “No, I thought it was Coral before. Not now.”
 
         “Do you want to tell him, or should I?” John asks seriously. I know what he means. No further elaboration is required and when he looks at me and nods at my pleading face, I know he understands. “I’ll tell him, girl.”
 
         “Can you try to calm him down, too?”
 
         “If we were talking about anything else, I’d say yes. But this is you. I’m not promising anything.”
 
         I sigh, but I appreciate his frankness. “Thank you. Are you going back to The Manor?”
 
         “No, girl. I’ll call him. You just get done at work, and I’ll be waiting for you.”
 
         “Okay,” I agree, feeling anxious, stupid, and way too vulnerable.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         The office is still uncomfortably silent when John drops me off. No one acknowledges me when I pass through and Sally doesn’t offer me a coffee, so I dump my bag and head through to the kitchen to make one myself.
 
         I’m just tipping my third sugar into the mug when my shoulders rise and tense at the sound of my beloved husband’s ringtone. If I could get away with it, I’d ignore him, but he’ll be calling the landline and failing that, charging into the office. Abandoning my coffee, I take deep breaths of courage as I go in search of my phone. This isn’t going to be a call that I can take in the openness of my office, so I hurry to the conference room and close the door behind me before connecting myself to what will be a raging mass of angry male.
 
         “Please don’t shout at me!” I blurt down the line, immediately holding the phone away from my ear once I’ve made my plea.
 
         I was right. “What the fucking hell were you thinking?” he yells. “You stupid, stupid woman!”
 
         My eyes close, and I quietly accept his rant, keeping my phone at a safe distance.
 
         He’s breathing erratically between scorns. “I’ve been pulling my fucking hair out, trying to work with Steve and figure this shit out, and all along you had a handwritten threat?” I hear a door slam. “And you tore it up? Evidence, Ava. Fucking evidence!”
 
         “I’m sorry!” I’m close to tears.
 
         “Fuck!” Silence falls after his curse, and I can see a clear mental image of him slumped in his office chair, rubbing a furious circle on his temple with his fingertips. “Tell me you’re not leaving that office this afternoon.”
 
         “I have a meeting with Patrick. I’ll speak to him about Mikael.” I’m trying to tell him what I know he wants to hear.
 
         “This isn’t the work of Mikael, Ava,” he says more calmly than I know he’s feeling. “Steve confirmed that Mikael has been back and forth to London over the last few weeks, but completely legit. He couldn’t have drugged you and he couldn’t have been driving my car because both of those times he was in Denmark.”
 
         “What about the man in the CCTV footage?” I ask tentatively.
 
         “I don’t know, Ava.” He sighs. “My car was found yesterday. Steve’s looking into it. The tracker’s been deactivated.”
 
         I rest my tired arse down on one of the plush chairs surrounding the conference table. “Should I come to The Manor after work?” I ask.
 
         “No, John will take you home as soon as you’ve spoken to Patrick. I’ll meet you there. Given this new information I’ve just found out, I’ve got Steve swinging by.” His sarcasm doesn’t go unnoticed and neither does the edge of anger. I don’t point out that my working day may not be over after I’ve spoken to Patrick because it will serve no purpose other than instigating further growling down the phone. I really do need to play by his rules this time. “Don’t leave that office, and once John’s taken you home, you stay put. Do you understand me?”
         
 
         “I understand,” I whisper.
 
         “Good girl. I’ll speak with Steve, but I’m out of here the second I’m done.”
 
         “I love you,” I blurt out urgently, like I won’t ever get to tell him again.
 
         He sighs. “I know you do, baby. We’ll have a bath when I’m home. Deal?”
 
         “Deal,” I agree, his soft words and promise of tub-time making me feel a little better.
 
         He hangs up, but I don’t take my phone from my ear. I know he’s gone, but I hold it there for a few moments anyway, maybe hoping that I’m mistaken and his deep husk will install some further reassurance.
 
         It’s only when the door to the conference room swings open and Patrick appears that I finally pull my mobile away and accept he’s gone.
 
         “There you are.” He doesn’t look impressed as he stands holding the door open. “Are you ready?”
 
         “Yes.” I go to rise, but he waves me back down.
 
         “No, stay there. We’re having the meeting in here.” He shouts through to the others and one by one, they filter in, all puzzled and all deadly quiet. Something is going down; everyone can obviously sense it.
 
         There are no trays of tea brought in by Sal and there are no fresh cream cakes to dive into. Patrick looks tired and harassed, whereas we all look majorly confused by this sudden change in meeting etiquette. What happen to the relaxed affair, where we all huddle around our boss’s desk and stuff our faces with cake while Patrick brings himself up to date on client progress?
 
         “Right.” He sits his big body down in a chair at the head of the table and undoes his suit jacket to prevent the pull over his rounded stomach. “I’ve not been here much lately, and I’m sure you’re all wondering why.”
 
         We all murmur our acknowledgment.
 
         “Well, there is a perfectly good reason,” he continues. “And I’m now in a position to disclose it. It has been tough keeping you all in the dark. You all know I value each and every one of you, but things needed to be ironed out and finalized.” His hands rest on his stomach and he relaxes back in his chair. My eyes travel from Tom to Victoria to Sal, and back again a few times, trying to gauge their reaction to the news of news, but they are all just staring blankly at Patrick. “I’m retiring.” He sighs. “I’ve had it.”
 
         There is a collective hum of relieved breaths coming from everyone, except me. If he’s retiring, then what happens to Rococo Union? Have none of them thought of that yet?
 
         “You’ve all still got your jobs. I’ve made sure of that.” More collective sighs. “But I can’t do it anymore. The rat race of London is wearing me out, so Irene and I are moving up to the Lake District.”
 
         My first thought is…Patrick full time with Irene? What is he thinking? And my second thought is…who am I going to be working for? I don’t have to wait long to find out. The door opens and Mikael walks in.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-two

         

         Meet the new owner of Rococo Union!” Patrick sings.
         

         Tom and Victoria swoon a little, but Sally is definitely with me in the shock department. We’re both visibly choking on thin air, but while I know damn well why I am, I have no clue what’s gotten into Sal.

         “Of course, you already know him in some capacity,” Patrick continues. “Mr. Van Der Haus and I have been thrashing out a deal over the last few weeks, and we’ve finally settled on mutually agreeable terms.”

         “And I can’t wait to get stuck in.” Mikael smiles, ignoring the other members of staff and keeping his blues right on me.

         I predict that the hum of agreement comes from only three people in this room. I don’t agree and it doesn’t look like Sal does, either. There will be nothing coming from my mouth because my throat has closed up. I watch him round the table and shake hands with Patrick before formally introducing himself to my colleagues. When he makes it to Sal, he barely looks at her and she burns bright red and looks down to the floor.

         She’s been seeing Mikael!

         My mouth gapes as I watch her fidget. That is how he knows I’m married. That is how he knows I’m pregnant and that I’m pregnant with twins. That is how he knows everything!

         The room is suddenly filled with Massive Attack’s “Angel” and everyone looks at me, sitting in the chair like a statue, holding my phone limply in my hand.

         “Would you like to take that?” Mikael asks on a smile, which I don’t reciprocate. Then the office door bursts open and John steams in, panting and doing a quick assessment of the scene that he’s just barged in on. Now I can safely say that my career at Rococo Union is over.

         John steps forward, with no regard for the people all looking wide-eyed at him, and grabs my phone from my lifeless hand, answering it quickly. “She’s fine.”

         My stunned brain gets up to speed with what’s happening as I watch John pace the conference room. Everyone is watching him, but no one is questioning him. He must have seen Mikael enter the office and called Jesse. I almost want to yell at the big guy, but the latest stroke Mikael has pulled is the nail in the coffin for me and my employment at Rococo Union—that and the huge, mean mafia type stomping around the conference room.

         Mikael doesn’t need an interior design company. This is ridiculous, and crossing the line of obsessive…a bit like my husband did.

         John looks at me and nods, me nodding back because speech still hasn’t found me. Then he hands me the phone, and I look at him in horror. I can’t have what I know will be a heated conversation with Jesse here and now. I push myself back farther into the chair, but John gives me a look to suggest that I’m not going to get away with it. Jesse wants to talk to me, and I know I’m going to get nowhere refusing.

         Nervously taking the phone, I stand up and leave the room. “Jesse?”

         “What the fuck is he doing there?” He’s rampant, probably yanking chunks of hair from his head.
         

         “He’s bought the company.” I say the words quietly and calmly.

         He’s hyperventilating down the phone. “Get your bag, get John, and leave. Do you hear me?”

         “Yes,” I confirm quickly, knowing I have no other option.

         “Do it now while I’m on the phone.”

         “Okay.” I let my phone leave my ear and reenter the office, getting six sets of eyes pointed straight at me. The tension in the air is heavy as I pick my bag up and look at John, who nods again.

         “Ava?” Patrick’s familiar, concerned voice pulls my eyes to my boss, or ex-boss.

         “I’m sorry, Patrick. I can’t work for Rococo Union anymore.”

         “Why ever not? Exciting things will be happening. Mikael has assured me that you’ll be made a profit-sharing director. I made it part of the deal, flower.” He’s standing now and approaching me with a wrinkled brow. “It’s an amazing opportunity for you.”

         I smile and glance at Mikael. He seems to be speechless himself now. “I’m sorry. I should’ve said that I can’t work for Mikael.” Now all eyes are on the Dane. “Mikael has been actively pursuing me for some time. He won’t take no for an answer.” I swing my bag onto my shoulder. “Sal, he’s been using you to keep tabs on me. I’m sorry.”

         She’s hiding her face, but I can see that she’s crying. I feel terrible for her.

         “Are you so desperate that you’d destroy someone as sweet as Sally?” I ask Mikael. “Are you so desperate to get revenge on a man that you’ll buy the company his wife works for?”

         “Revenge on that womanizer is just an advantage. I’ve wanted you from day one.” He confirms Jesse’s suspicions in that one sentence. “He doesn’t deserve you.”

         “He does deserve me, and he has me. He’ll always have me. We’ve fought off bigger issues than you, Mikael. Nothing you can tell me will ever sway me from my decision to be with him.” My body might be shaking, but my voice is steady and firm. “I have nothing more to say to you.” I turn to leave, but stop briefly at the door. “I’m sorry, Patrick,” I say, but my boss is too stunned to speak.

         John follows me, his giant hand set firmly on my back. I feel sad, but strangely resolute.

         “Ava.”

         The light Danish accent that I used to find quite sexy now just makes my skin crawl. John tries to push me on, but a stupid sense of curiosity has me fighting against the big guy’s strength and turning toward Mikael.

         “He fucked other women when he was with you, Ava. He doesn’t deserve you.”

         “He does deserve me!” I scream the words in his face, and he steps back, shocked.

         John’s hand moves to my arm, but I shrug him off. “Ava, girl?”

         “No! No one gets to pass judgment on him, except me! He’s mine!” I scream. I’ve forgiven him, and given the chance, I could probably forget. “You’re blinded by resentment.”

         “It’s more about you.” The Dane flicks a cautious glance at my bodyguard.

         I laugh and shake my head. “No, it’s not. I’m married and preg—”

         “And I still want you.”

         My mouth snaps shut, and John lets out a warning growl. “The girl is taken.” He tries to maneuver me onward, but I’m fixed in place.

         “Did you drug me?” I ask, but the horrified look that instantly invades his pale face tells me what I need to know.

         “Ava, I would never hurt you. I’ve bought this company for you.”

         I shake my head on a disbelieving laugh. “You’re consumed with the need for vengeance. You don’t even know me. We’ve shared no intimacy, connection, or special moments. What’s wrong with you?”

         “I know a good thing when I see it, and I’m prepared to fight for it.”

         “You’ll be fighting in vain,” I say calmly. “And even if you succeed in your attempts to break us—which you never will—you couldn’t have me afterward.”

         His skin gathers on his forehead when he frowns. “Why?”

         “Because without him, I’m dead.” I turn and leave my workplace, knowing I’ll never return. I’m a little sad, but knowing what’s waiting for me past this point in my life puts the biggest smile on my face.

         
            *  *  *

         

         When I’m settled safely in John’s Range Rover and we’ve pulled away from the curb, I register my phone in my hand and remember that he’s on the other end of the line. I don’t want to hear him, I want to see him. “Jesse?”

         It’s silent for a while, but I know he’s there. His presence travels through the line and kisses my skin. “I don’t deserve you,” he says quietly. “He’s right, but I’m too selfish to give you up to someone who does. We’ll never be broken and you’ll never be without me, so you’ll be living forever, baby.”

         Tears stab at my eyes and I think of how grateful I am that he is such a selfish man. “Deal,” I whisper.

         “I’ll see you in the bath.”

         “Deal,” I repeat because I know I’ll never manage more than one word without coughing all over them. He hangs up and I lose myself in thought as I watch London fly by the window.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Let’s get you in, girl.” John parks and jumps out, leaving me to unbuckle and join him at the front of his car.

         “You don’t have to escort me in,” I say, but he pulls a face that suggests he does. “Jesse’s told you to sweep the penthouse, hasn’t he?”

         “Just a little check, that’s all, girl.” He takes my elbow and leads me into the foyer of Lusso.

         I’m surprised to see Casey here, but he’s not in uniform. “Hi, Casey,” I call as I’m led past, not being given a moment to converse, or maybe warn him that he’s going to be facing the wrath of Jesse very soon. I do notice how smart he looks in his suit, though, and I definitely spot the look of alarm on his face at the sight of the big guy escorting me. John punches the code in and stands back to let me enter the elevator before he joins me. He taps the code in again.

         “You know the code?” I ask, hoping to God he doesn’t know the significance of the code.

         He smiles down at me, and I can’t work out if it’s a knowing look or not. “The motherfucker was sensible this time, but you’d think he would be a little bit more creative.”

         I cough a little, thinking just how creative Jesse can be when he reaches that zero. Wonderfully creative, in fact. Mind-blowingly creative. I need to run that bath, but as the doors of the elevator open, I uncharitably remember that it’s early and Cathy is more than likely still faffing around the penthouse.

         Letting us in, I immediately head to the kitchen and dump my bag on the island, but I find no Cathy, so I set off upstairs in search of her, set on relieving her for the rest of the day.

         “Ava, girl.” John’s thundering footsteps come after me. “Let me check.”

         “John, really?” I stop and let him pass.

         “Peace of mind,” he rumbles. “Quit with the complaining.”

         I let him open and close doors while I prop myself up against the glass bannister, arms folded across my chest, patiently waiting. There is no way I should be whining about this, given our surprise visitor this morning.

         “All clear,” he grunts once he’s done.

         I watch him stomp off downstairs. “No Cathy?” I ask his back.

         “No Cathy,” he confirms, heading for the penthouse phone system, but his mobile starts ringing before he makes it to the landline. “Yes?” he grunts, detouring into the kitchen. “We’re here now. Cathy’s already left, but I’ll stay until you arrive.” His voice is getting quieter as the distance between us grows, but I know he’s talking to Jesse. “Blue door, needs painting,” John says on a purposed hush. I can still hear perfectly, though. That’s the disadvantage to having such a low, rumbling voice. He may sound menacing, but he can’t whisper for shit. “Lansdowne Crescent. I can’t be sure. I only got a glimpse, but if it’s not her, then she has a doppelgänger.”

         I’m walking toward John’s voice. His attempt to keep this from my earshot, coupled with the mention of Ruth Quinn’s address and the fact that John obviously recognizes her, makes me need to see his face to gauge his expression. I know it’s not going to be good, not when he’s talking to Jesse, which means Jesse knows Ruth Quinn. My blood is running colder the nearer I get to John’s low, hushed tone.

         “There’s no one there?” John’s pacing the kitchen at the far end. “Ruth Quinn. I already told you. I know my eyesight isn’t as good as it used to be, but I’d put my life on it. You need to call the police, not go looking for her, you crazy motherfucker.”

         My blood is ice and my body frozen in place as I watch John turn slowly and register my presence. He might be black, but he has definitely just paled. “Who is she?” I ask him.

         His huge chest expands and he reaches up to take his glasses off. I wish he had left them on because the rare sight of his eyes has just confirmed my fears. They are worried, and the big guy doesn’t do worried. “Jesse, you need to get your arse back here. Leave it for the police to deal with,” John’s says, and I hear Jesse’s angry yell down the phone.

         “Who is she?” I grate, my breathing starting to accelerate. I’m anxious and panicking, but I don’t know what about.

         John sighs, defeated, yet he still doesn’t answer, instead turning his back on me. “It’s too late. She’s standing right here. You’d better come home.”

         I hear an angry yell, and I think I catch the sound of something hitting something, like a fist on a front door—a worn, blue front door. I can feel my patience fraying. My lack of knowledge in something I should know about is reheating my frozen veins fast.

         John hands me the phone, and I don’t delay swiping it from his hand. “Who is she?” I remain calm and clear, but if I don’t get an answer, then I’ll be raging very quickly. And it’ll be the blood-pressure-raising kind of furious.

         He’s heaving down the phone, his purposeful, thumping footsteps evident in the background. “I’m not sure.”

         “What do you mean?” I’m shouting. He didn’t answer, not satisfactorily. He knows who Ruth Quinn is.

         “I’m on my way home. We’ll talk.”

         “No, tell me!”

         “Ava, I didn’t want to say anything until I was sure it’s her.” The screeching of tires makes me wince. “I’ll explain when I can sit you down.”

         “I’m not going to like this, am I?” I don’t know why I’m asking. Even the big guy looks all concerned by what’s transpiring.

         “Baby, please, I need to see you.”

         “You didn’t answer my question,” I remind him quietly, resting myself on a barstool. “What else could you possibly have to tell me, Jesse?”

         “I’ll be home soon.”

         “Will it make me run?”

         “I’ll be home soon,” he repeats and hangs up, leaving me with John’s phone suspended limply by my cheek and a stomach churning with trepidation. The penthouse phone screeches, making me jump, and John thumps his heavy feet across the kitchen, now with his glasses back in place. I won’t waste my breath trying to extract any information from him.

         He returns to the kitchen, looking too fraught for such a menacing man. Now I’m really worried. “I’m needed downstairs. You’ll lock the door behind me and you won’t answer it unless I call you to say it’s me. Where’s your phone?”
         

         “What’s happening?” I stand, starting to shake.

         “Where’s your phone?” he presses, taking his own from my trembling hand.

         “In my bag. John, tell me.”

         He tips the contents of my bag out and quickly locates my mobile. He sits it neatly on the island and picks me up, placing me gently on the stool. “Ava, now isn’t the time to argue with me. There’s someone the concierge is suspicious of and I’m just going to check it out. It’s probably nothing.”

         I don’t believe him. Nothing suggests I should, not the tone of his voice or his body language. Everything is suggesting that I should be terrified, and I’m beginning to feel it. “Okay,” I agree reluctantly.

         After nodding and squeezing my shoulder affectionately, he carries his big body from the kitchen, and I soon hear the front door close, leaving me still shaking and with a racing mind. I just want Jesse. I don’t care what he’s got to tell me. I clench my phone and run up the stairs to the bedroom, quickly locating the key to Jesse’s office from my underwear drawer before rushing back down and making quick work of unlocking the door. I know I’ll feel better when I’m sitting in his big office chair, like he’s wrapped around me in a sense.

         I burst through the door, frenzied and out of breath.

         And the first thing I see is a woman.

         She’s standing in the middle of the room, staring at my wall.

         Ruth Quinn.

         My legs buckle, making me stagger forward and my heart stop in my chest. But my dramatic entrance and gasp of shock doesn’t seem to faze her. She maintains her rapt stare, not giving me a second glance. She’s spellbound and if it wasn’t for Jesse and John’s recent words and reactions to this woman, then I would be thinking that she not only has a crush on me, but she is insanely obsessed.

         Too much time has passed before my brain registers that I should be running, but when I slowly start stepping back, she looks at me. She looks hollow, not the usual bright-eyed, fresh-skinned woman whom I’ve become used to. It has only been a few hours since I’ve seen her, but you would think it was years.

         “Don’t bother.” Her voice is cold and carrying an air of loathing, and it immediately eliminates any thoughts I had that this woman is crushing on me. Now I know, with absolute certainty, that she hates me. “The lift will be out of action and Casey will stop you on the stairs.”

         I might be in shock, but those words register loud and clear. So does the mental flashback of Casey in his suit…and in the CCTV footage from the night I was drugged. I even manage to ask myself the sensible question of how the hell she got in the penthouse let alone Jesse’s office.

         Then she’s dangling a bunch of keys in front of her. “He made it too easy.” She throws them on Jesse’s desk, and my eyes follow their path until they clatter and eventually still. I don’t recognize the set, but I’m not stupid enough to wonder what they’re for. “Your husband’s stupidity and my lover’s desperate need to make me happy has almost made this boring.” She looks back to the wall. The Ava Wall. “I think he’s a little obsessed with you.”

         I remain exactly where I am, racing through my options. I have none. No escape, no chance of anyone getting to me, and with the new concierge keeping guard, I’m helpless.

         The tip of her finger meets the wall where Jesse has written something. “My heart started beating again?” She laughs, a cold, sinister laugh, increasing my already potent unease. “Jesse Ward, the obnoxious, woman-using arsehole is in love, married, and now expecting twins? How perfect.”

         I’m facing another scorned ex-lover, but this one is on a whole new level. She hates him, and in turn, hates me. Frightening clarity, plus the way she has now turned and is staring at my stomach, informs me that she also hates our growing babies. My fear has just catapulted to the highest level, and I know for certain that my babies and I are in grave danger.

         I acknowledge her getting closer, but I don’t acknowledge that I’m moving, too. Not fast enough, though, because she’s in front of me in seconds and now stroking my stomach thoughtfully.

         Then she draws her hand back and punches me. I scream, my body folding over protectively, my arms wrapping around my tummy, instinctively trying to protect my babies.

         She’s screaming, too, grabbing at my hair and yanking me from Jesse’s office into the openness of the penthouse. “You should have left him!” she shouts, pushing me to the floor and kicking me accurately.

         Pain slices through me and my eyes tear up, flowing freely. If I could get my mind past the incredible pain and shock, then I think I could find the strength to find my anger. She’s trying to kill our children.

         “What is it about the immoral bastard that has you hanging around, you pathetic bitch!” She pulls me to my feet and slaps me around the face, but the raging sting and flaming skin won’t pull my arms from my stomach. Nothing will, not even the need to fly back at her. I even have my phone in my hand still, but I can’t risk giving her clear access to my stomach.

         My overloaded brain is urgently trying to guide me, give me instruction, but all I can think to do is accept her derangement and pray that all three of us come safely out the other end. If I’ve ever thought that I might have been in hell, then this moment is proving me wrong. This is below the lowest level of the underworld.

         Her fist connects with my forearm on an angered, frenzied scream and my body concaves on a frightened, painful one. I’m not going to get through this. I’m nowhere near dead, but the look in her eyes through my hazy vision tells me she won’t stop until I am. She’s demented. Completely unhinged. What the hell did he do to this woman?

         The front door crashes open and she’s suddenly gone from in front of me. I struggle to turn, still clutching at my stomach, still crying in agony. I see her back disappear into the kitchen, and then my pouring eyes land on Jesse. His whole body is heaving. He’s run up the stairs, and his fist is visibly swollen. His frantic eyes are running all over my body, his forehead is pouring with sweat, and his face is a mixture of pure, raw terror and incensed, body-shaking anger. It takes him a few moments to gather himself, and I can see he’s torn between tending to me or dealing with the crazy woman who’s broken into our home. I can’t talk, but I’m mentally screaming at him to do the latter. A choked sob escapes my mouth, prompting him to shake further and then break into a full-on sprint into the kitchen. My feet instinctively fly into action, and wisely or not, I follow him. Now every modicum of fear is for him.

         I skid to a halt, seeing Jesse standing across the room, and then I quickly locate Ruth across the breakfast bar from him. We’re standing in a perfect triangle, all breathing heavy, all flicking eyes to each other, but Ruth is the only one brandishing a knife. My phone drops from my hand, clattering loudly, but it doesn’t draw her attention. The huge blade glimmers as she turns it casually in her hand. It’s pointed in my direction, but the sight of the evil, razor-sharp metal doesn’t just make my fear rocket. It also makes my eyes fall onto Jesse’s abdomen in horror.

         “Oh my God,” I whisper, so quietly I know that I’ve not been heard over the distressed rush of breaths coming from all three bodies in the room. He said that it happened in the car accident. That’s what he said. I search my brain, trying to locate the exact words, but I don’t find them because they’re not there. What’s there, though, is the silent conclusion that I drew myself. I’m horribly mistaken in my assumption and the real reason is standing here now, playing threateningly with a knife—a knife I know that she’s prepared to use. I don’t think anything else I could face will terrify me more. Now all four of us are in danger.

         “Nice to see you, Jesse,” she spits out, steadying her stance by shifting her feet farther apart. She’s getting ready to pounce.

         “No, it’s not,” Jesse replies calmly through his labored breathing. “Why are you here?”

         She smiles coldly. “I was happy to let you wallow in misery, drink your life away, and try to fill the void that you created by mindlessly fucking about, but then you went and fell in love. I can’t let you have happiness when you’ve destroyed mine.”
         

         “I’ve paid tenfold for my mistakes, Lauren.” His referral to Ruth has my head snapping from the shiny blade to Jesse’s sweaty face. Lauren? “I deserve this.” It’s almost a plea, and it slices straight through my heart. He’s trying to convince himself that he deserves me and the thought of him seeking approval from this deranged woman momentarily makes me forget about the dull ache in my stomach and the heated sting of my face. I feel anger simmering.

         “No, you don’t. You took my happiness, so I’ll take yours.” She waves the knife at me and Jesse shifts nervously, his haunted greens flicking over to me briefly before settling back on Ruth—or Lauren. I don’t even know.

         “I didn’t take your happiness.”

         “Yes!” she screams. “You married me, and then left me!”

         I gasp and swing my eyes to Jesse. He’s chewing his lip, his eyes darting constantly between me and…his ex-wife? He was married? I’m choking on nothing, my mind racing in circles and failing to comprehend what I’ve just heard.

         Ruth looks at me, snapping instantly from her angry outburst and smiling. “You didn’t know? Well, there’s a surprise. It might also explain why you’ve stuck around.”

         Her smugness teamed with Jesse’s despair cripples me completely. “Nothing can break us.” My words travel through the air and wipe the smile from her face, but they also make Jesse noticeably tense. I hold his wary gaze and determine from the emptiness in it that he disagrees. My head starts shaking mildly, my bottom lip trembling. The feeling of my palm sliding across my stomach is comforting, but the look on his face isn’t. His eyes fall from mine to my navel and a wave of desperation travels slowly across his face.

         “I’m so sorry,” he murmurs. “I should have told you.”

         He really has saved the best shocker ’til last, but I don’t care. I mean it. Nothing can break us. “It doesn’t matter.” I try to assure him, but I can see defeatism swallowing him up.

         “It does matter,” Ruth spits out, pulling our attention away from each other and back to the knife-wielding psychotic bitch who has invaded our lives. “She knows nothing, does she?”

         I hope she’s mistaken. I hope Jesse nods and explains that I know everything. The Manor, the drinking, now her…everything. But his head starts to shake, quadrupling my uncertainties.

         “She doesn’t know about our daughter?” The room starts to spin, and Jesse goes to move. “Stay where you are!” Ruth shouts, flicking the knife to him.

         “Ava…” He desperately needs to get to me. I know I’m swaying on the spot as I try to let that information sink in. He has a daughter? My life is ending here and now. That tips the iceberg of shocks from this man. He’s trying to compensate for his lack of involvement in her life.

         “Yes, we were married and he left me when I was pregnant,” she spits out.

         “I was forced to marry you because you were pregnant. I didn’t want to and you knew it. We were seventeen years old, Lauren. We fooled around one time.” His voice is broken and unsure, like he’s trying to reassure himself that he did the right thing.
         

         “Don’t blame your decision on your parents!” She’s burning with fury again, her hand shaking uncontrollably.

         “I was trying to right my wrongs. I was trying to make them happy.”

         The room is still spinning wildly while I try to piece together what I’m hearing. I can’t make any sense of it, especially now when I’m in such a hazardous situation. Through my confusion and alarm, I do, however, realize the importance of keeping myself safe. I need to get out of here. I start to back away, hoping her attention and anger will remain on Jesse as I quietly attempt my escape. I know this is going to end with her gunning for me, not Jesse. She wants to punish him, and she’s going to do that by making him live without me. She’s got it all worked out and so have I.

         “Don’t move!” she screams, halting me dead in my tracks. “Don’t even think about trying to leave because this knife will be in him before you make it out the door.” That threat foils my plan completely. “You’ve not even heard the best part, so it would be nice if you stick around to hear me out.”
         

         “Lauren,” he grates in warning.

         She laughs—a sly, delighted laugh. “What? You don’t want me to tell your young, pregnant wife that you killed our daughter?”

         He’s moving fast now, nothing will stop him, and I know it’s because I’m swaying, set on free-falling to the ground. My world has just exploded, splintering into a million pieces along with my overloaded mind. But I register her moving, too. I register the knife coursing toward me fast and with absolute intent. And I also register Jesse coming between me and the blade. He manages to break my fall before tackling Ruth to the floor and punching her straight in the face on an infuriated roar. She laughs. The psychotic bitch just laughs, goading him, pushing him on with her hysterical fit of amusement.

         “I didn’t kill my daughter!” he punches her again, the sound of his fist colliding with her joyful face sending shockwaves through me.

         “You did. The moment she got in that car you sent her to her death.”

         “It wasn’t my fault!” He’s straddling her, trying to control her flailing hands.

         “Carmichael should never have taken our daughter. You should’ve been watching her! I spent five years in a padded cell. I’ve spent twenty years wishing I’d never let you see her. You left me without you, and then you killed the only piece of you I had left! I’ll never let you replace her! No one else gets a piece of you!”

         Jesse roars and with a last reinforced swing of his fist, he knocks her out cold. I’m scrambling into a sitting position, watching his whole body convulsing with exhaustion and anger. I heard and fully comprehended every single word that they just shouted at each other, and I’m shocked, but I’m saddened more than anything else. Every tiny little piece of pure craziness I have endured since meeting this man has just been justified. All of his overprotectiveness, unreasonable worry, and neurotic behavior have just been explained. He doesn’t think he deserves happiness, and he has been protecting me. But he’s been protecting me from himself and the darkness of his history. It wasn’t him in that car with Carmichael. It was his daughter. All of the people he has truly loved throughout his life have died tragically, and he thinks he is responsible for each and every one of them. My heart bleeds for this man.
         

         “Nothing will break us.” I sob, trying to stand, but not making it past my knees. He thought this would but it won’t. I’m relieved. Every little thing is making perfect sense to me now.

         He heaves his tall body up from the floor and turns foggy green, tormented eyes on me. “I’m so so sorry.” His chin is trembling as he starts to walk to me.

         “It doesn’t matter,” I assure him. “Nothing matters.” I hold my arms out to him, desperate for him to know that I accept him and his history, no matter how shocking and dark it might be. A sense of serenity travels between our bodies, like a silent, mutual understanding as I wait for him to get to me.

         My impatience is growing. He’s taking too long, seeming to get slower and slower with each step he takes until he collapses to his knee on a strangled gasp and clenches his stomach on a hiss. My confused eyes search his face for some clue of what’s wrong, but then he pulls his jacket back, revealing a blood-soaked shirt and the knife submerged in his side.

         “No!” I scream, finding my feet and rushing to his side. My hand hovers over the handle of the knife, not knowing what to do. “Oh God! Jesse!” He falls back, choking, his palm patting at his wound around the blade. “Oh God, no no no no no. Please no!”

         I collapse to my knees, all searing pain in my stomach and across my face being shifted straight to my chest. I’m struggling to breathe. I pull his head up onto my lap and madly stroke his face. His greens are getting heavy. “Don’t close your eyes, Jesse,” I shout, frenzied. “Baby, keep your eyes open. Look at me.”

         He drags them open, the effort clear. He’s panting, trying to get words out, but I shush him, resting my lips on his forehead, crying hysterically. “Ava…”

         “Shhh.” I gain a second of rationality and start riffling through the inside pocket of his jacket, quickly locating his phone. It takes three scrambled attempts to key in the same digit three times, and then I’m screaming down the phone, shouting instructions and begging the woman on the other end to hurry. She tries to calm me down. She tries to give me instructions, but I can’t hear her. I hang up, too distracted by Jesse’s paling face. He looks gray, his body is completely limp, and his dry lips are parted, wheezing in shallow breaths. His labored breathing doesn’t blank out the eerie silence surrounding us, though.

         “Jesse, open your eyes!” I yell. “Don’t you dare leave me! I’ll be crazy mad if you leave me!”

         “I can’t…” His body jerks as his eyes close.

         “Jesse!”

         He opens them again and his arm tries in vain to lift, but he gives up, letting it flop back down to the floor. I can’t stand the sound of him struggling to breathe, so I grab his phone and dial my mobile, hearing “Angel” start from a few feet away. I rock him, unable to control my sobbing. Every time my phone stops, I dial again, repeating over and over and over, the sound of his track dulling down the sound of his raspy wheezes. He’s staring blankly up at me. There’s nothing in his eyes. I search for anything, but there’s nothing.

         “Unbreakable,” he murmurs, his eyes getting heavy until he loses the battle to keep them open.

         “Jesse, please. Open your eyes.” I desperately try to part them. “Open!” I scream the word at him, but I’m pleading to nothing.
         

          I’m losing him.

         And I know this because my own heart is slowing, too.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-three

         

         I haven’t looked into those eyes for two weeks. It’s been the longest two weeks of my life. Any notions of desolation or misery that have come before this point in my life have been trampled all over by the feelings crippling me right now. I’m lost. I’m helpless. I’m missing the most important part of me. My only comfort has come from seeing his peaceful face and feeling his warm skin.
         

         Four days ago the doctor removed his breathing apparatus. I can see him better now, all bearded and pasty, but he refuses to wake up, even though he surprised them by breathing on his own, albeit shallow and strained. The blade sliced clean through his side, puncturing his stomach, and his lung collapsed during surgery, complicating matters. He has two perfect mars on his perfect torso now, the new one a neat slice rather than the jagged mess that she made of him the last time. I’ve watched it be re-dressed daily and watched them drain the buildup of blood and nastiness from behind the wound. I’m used to it already, the imperfection a horrid reminder of the worst day of my life, but now another part of him to love.

         I’ve not once left his bedside. I’ve showered in seconds when my mum physically put me in there, but each time I’ve made her swear to scream if he stirs. He hasn’t. I’ve been told each day by the same doctor and surgeon that it’s a waiting game. He’s strong and he’s healthy, so he has the best chance, but I can’t see an improvement since they left him to breathe on his own.

         Not one hour passes without me begging him to wake up. Not a minute passes without me kissing him somewhere, hoping the feel of my lips on his skin will spark something. It hasn’t. Each day my heart slows more, my eyes become sorer and my tummy is growing larger. Each time I take a split second to look down at myself, I’m reminded that my babies may never meet their father, and that is an injustice far too cruel to accept.

         “Wake up,” I demand quietly, my tears beginning to roll again. “You stubborn man!” I hear the door open and turn to see my mum through my hazy vision. “Why won’t he wake up, Mum?”

         She’s at my side in a second, working around my refusal to move so she can hug me. “He’s healing, darling. He needs to heal.”

         “It’s been too long. I need him to wake up. I miss him.” My shoulders start to shake and my head collapses onto the bed in hopelessness.

         “Oh, Ava.” My mum is despairing, feeling helpless and useless, but I can’t make anyone else feel better when I’m in desolation myself. “Ava, darling, you need to eat,” she says softly, encouraging me to lift from the bed. “Come on now.”

         “I’m not hungry.”

         “I’m making a list of your disobediences, and I’ll be telling Jesse about each and every one of them when he comes round,” she threatens, her own voice quivering as she presents me with a light boxed salad.

         The silly notion that eating will please him is the only reason I open the box with one hand and start picking at the cherry tomatoes.

         “Beatrice and Henry have just arrived, darling.” Mum’s voice is wary, but I’m past the contempt I feel for Jesse’s parents. I have no room for any feelings, except grief. “Can they come in?”

         I selfishly want to refuse. I want him all to myself, but I couldn’t prevent the papers from splashing the news of a stabbing all over London. News travels fast, even across Europe. They arrived two days after Jesse was admitted, his mum and sister emotional wrecks and his dad just silently looking on. I could detect the regret in his blank face, which is scarily similar to Jesse’s. I heard all of the explanations, but they didn’t really sink in. In the endless, quiet time I’ve had, just sitting here with nothing to do but cry and think, I’ve drawn my own conclusion. My conclusion is simple: Jesse’s own guilt for many tragic things that have happened in his life has pushed his parents away. They may have been a contributing factor, with their pushy ways and demands for his cooperation, but with common sense and knowing my challenging man and now everything else, too, I know his own stubbornness was what essentially caused this rift. By distancing himself from everyone who reminded him of his losses, he thought it would ease the guilt—the guilt he should never have felt in the first place. He didn’t give himself the chance to be surrounded by the people who love him and who could have helped him. He waited for me to do that.

         “Ava?” My mum’s voice and shoulder rub drags me back into the room, which is too familiar to me.

         “Just for a few minutes,” I agree, giving up on my salad and pushing it away. Mum doesn’t argue with me, nor does she try to negotiate more time for them. I’ve allowed them five minutes here and there, but I’ve not allowed it privately.

         “Okay, darling.” She disappears from the room and a few moments later, Jesse’s mum, dad, and sister quietly enter. I don’t acknowledge them. I keep my eyes on Jesse and my mouth firmly shut as they crowd the bed. His mum starts to weep, and I see Amalie in my peripheral vision comforting her. His dad definitely brushes at his face. Three sets of eyes, all green, all glazed, and all grief stricken, are staring at my lifeless husband.

         “How has he been?” Henry asks, moving around the bed.

         “The same,” I answer, reaching up to brush a stray blond hair from his forehead, just in case it’s tickling him in his sleep.

         “And what about you, Ava? You need to take care of yourself.” He’s speaking softly, but sternly.

         “I’m fine.”

         “Will you let us take you for something eat?” he asks. “Not far, just down to the hospital restaurant.”

         “I’m not leaving him,” I affirm for the millionth time. Everyone has attempted and everyone has failed. “He might wake up, and I won’t be here.”

         “I understand,” he soothes me. “Perhaps we can bring you something, then?”

         His concern is genuine, but not wanted. “No, thank you.”

         “Ava, please,” Amalie presses, but I ignore her plea and shake my head, digging my stubborn heels in. Jesse would force feed me, and I wish he could.

         I hear a collective sigh, then the door opens and the night shift nurse enters, pulling the familiar trolley, loaded with a blood pressure machine, thermometer, and endless other equipment to check his stats. “Good evening.” She smiles warmly. “How is this fine specimen of a man today?” She says the exact same thing every time she starts her shift.

         “He’s still asleep,” I tell her, shifting only to give her access to Jesse’s arm.

         “Let’s see what’s going on.” She takes his arm and loads his bicep with the material band before pressing a few buttons and triggering the automatic inflation of the device. Leaving it to do its job, she takes his temperature then checks the printout from his heart monitor and notes down all of her findings. “Just the same. You have a strong, determined man, sweetheart.”

         “I know,” I agree, praying for his continued endurance. He’s no better, but he’s no worse either, and I have to hang on to that. It’s all I have. The nurse injects some medication into the driver on his arm before changing his catheter bag and drip, then collecting her things and leaving the room quietly.

         “We’ll leave you in peace,” Henry pipes up. “You have my number.”

         I nod my acknowledgment and let them all attempt to rub some comfort into me, then watch as they take turns kissing Jesse, his mum going last and spilling tears on his face. “I love you, son,” she murmurs, almost like she doesn’t want me to hear, like she thinks I’ll condemn her for having the cheek. I would never. Their anguish is enough of a reason to accept them. My mission is to restore Jesse’s life to what it should be. I’ll do anything, but I don’t know if he’ll be around to accept it and appreciate it.

         More tears fall.

         I look up and watch them filter out, passing Kate, Sam, Drew, and John at the door. Civil hellos and good-byes are exchanged, and I can’t help the tired sigh that slips from my mouth at the arrival of more people. I know they are all just worried about Jesse and me, but the effort to answer questions when I’m asked requires energy I just don’t have.

         “You good, girl?” John rumbles, and I nod, even though I’m clearly not, but it’s easier to let my head fall up and down rather than from side to side.

         I look up and offer a small smile, noticing the bandage from his head has been removed. He beat himself up for days, but what could he do when Casey called him down under false pretences and caught him off guard, clouting him around the head with an iron bar as he exited the elevator?

         “I’m not staying,” John continues. “I just wanted you to know that they both appeared in court today and both have been remanded.”

         I should be pleased, but I can’t even find the strength for that, either. I’ve answered endless questions that have been thrown at me by the police, and Steve has been a regular, keeping me up to date on their findings. It’s quite simple. Ruth, or Lauren, is the psychotic ex-wife of Jesse, and Casey is her pussy-whipped lover, who did exactly what she asked in an attempt to please her. “Okay.” I look up, registering four more sets of eyes, all sympathetic. I’m sick of seeing it. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I don’t have the ener…” My voice trails off, my spare hand reaching up to dab at my sore eyes again.

         “Ava, go home, have a shower and get some sleep.” Kate pulls a chair up next to mine and drapes her arm around my shaking shoulders. “We’ll stay. If he wakes, then I’ll call you immediately. I promise.”

         I shake my head. I wish they would all give up. I’m going nowhere unless Jesse is with me.

         “Come on, Ava. I’ll take you,” Drew volunteers, stepping forward.

         “There, see?” Sam joins the persuasion party. “We’ll stay and Drew can take you home for a while.”

         “No!” I shrug Kate off. “I’m not fucking leaving, so just stop it!” I look straight to Jesse, waiting for my scorn, but nothing. “Wake up!”

         “Okay,” Kate treads gently. “We’ll stop, but please eat, Ava.”

         “Kate.” I sigh tiredly, trying my hardest not to lose my temper. “I’ve eaten some salad.”

         “I don’t know what else to do.” She stands and steps into Sam’s arms when he opens them. Drew looks at me sorrowfully, and I’m reminded that he must be having a tough time himself at the moment, dealing with a woman who used him to try and trap my husband. I’ve heard the odd word from Kate when she’s tried to distract me with conversation, but I don’t know the full story. I do know that Drew has committed himself to the situation, though. Not to Coral, just the baby, a commendable thing to do, given how she’s deceived him.

         “We’ll go,” John prompts, turning to the others and virtually pushing them from the room. I’m grateful, just managing to be courteous enough to croak a good-bye before returning all of my attention to Jesse.

         My head rests back down on the bed and I fight the heaviness of my eyes for the longest time until my defiance fails me. They slowly close, sending me to a land where I’m refusing to do anything he asks me, just so he resorts to his touching tactics. I’m in a happy place, reliving every moment with this man, all of the laughter, passion, and frustrations. Every word exchanged and every touch between us is on replay through my mind. Each second, each step we’ve taken together, and each time our lips have met. I don’t miss a moment. His tall, lean body rising from his desk the first time I met him, his beauty growing with every pace he took toward me until his scent saturated me when he leaned in to kiss me. And his potent touch, which sparked the most incredible feelings within me. It’s vivid, it’s clear, and it’s blissful. From the moment I stepped into that office, I was destined to be with this man.

         “My beautiful girl is dreaming.”

         I don’t recognize the voice, but I know it’s him. I want to answer him, take my opportunity to tell him so many things, yet my desperation still doesn’t help me find my voice. So I settle for the lingering echo of his words and his continued touch, gently caressing my cheek.

         A loud bleeping sound stuns me from my happy slumber and my head flies up hopefully, but I find his eyes are still closed and his hands are where I’ve held them—one in mine and the other draped lifelessly by his side. I’m disorientated and wincing at the screaming noise, which I soon realize is his drip, shouting that he’s out of fluids. Pulling myself up, I reach up to call the nurse, but jump when I hear a muffled moan. I don’t know why I jump; it’s low and quiet, not at all fright worthy, but my heart is racing anyway. I watch his face closely, thinking that perhaps I’ve imagined it.

         But then his eyes move under his lids and my heart rate increases. “Jesse?” I whisper, dropping his hand in favor of his shoulder so I can shake him a little, which I know I shouldn’t be doing. He moans again and his legs shift under the thin cotton sheet. He’s waking up. “Jesse?” I should be calling the nurse, but I don’t. I should be shutting that machine up, but I don’t. I should be talking quietly, but I’m not. “Jesse!” I shake a little more.

         “Too loud,” he complains, his voice broken and dry, his eyes going from relaxed closed to clenched closed.

         I reach over him and punch the button on the machine to shut it up. “Jesse?”

         “What?” he grumbles irritably, lifting his hand to clench his head. Every fear and grief-stricken emotion flows freely from my body and light engulfs me. Bright light. Hopeful light.

         “Open your eyes,” I demand.

         “No. It fucking hurts.”

         “Oh God.” My relief is incredible, almost painful, as it courses like lightning through my depleted body, bringing me back to life. “Try,” I beg. I need to see his eyes.

         He groans some more, and I can see him struggling to follow through on my unreasonable order, but I don’t relent. I need to see his eyes.

         And there they are.

         Not as green or addictive, but they have life in them and they are squinting, adjusting to the subtle glow of light in the room. “Fucking hell.”

         I’ve never been so pleased to hear two words. It’s Jesse and it’s familiar. I stupidly dive on him, kissing his bearded face, only stopping when he hisses in pain. “Sorry!” I blurt out, pushing myself away and causing him more discomfort.

         “Fucking hell, Ava.” His face screws up, his eyes closing again.

         “Open your eyes!”

         He does, and I’m beyond thrilled to see him scowling at me. “Then stop inflicting fucking pain on me, woman!”

         I don’t think I’ve ever felt so happy. He looks terrible, but I don’t care. He can keep the overgrown facial hair. He can swear at me every second of every day.

         “I thought I’d lost you.” I’m sobbing again as overpowering relief takes hold and my cheeks fall into my palms to conceal my wrecked face.

         “Baby, please don’t cry when there’s fuck all I can do about it.” I hear his shifting body, followed by a string of bad language. “Fuck!”

         “Stop moving!” I scold him, wiping my sniffling face before pushing lightly on his shoulders.

         He doesn’t argue with me. He relaxes back into his pillow on an exhausted sigh, then lifts his arm and focuses on the needle hanging out, before taking a confused glance around at all of the machinery surrounding him. I see understanding settle across his face and his head whips up, his eyes wide and frightened. “She hurt you.” He struggles to sit up, hissing and wincing as he does. “The babies!”

         “We’re okay,” I assure him, forcing him back down to the bed. It’s hard. His sudden realization has injected some strength into him. “Jesse, we’re all okay. Lay down.”

         “You’re okay?” His hand lifts and feels its way through thin air until he finds my face. “Please tell me you’re okay.”

         “I’m fine.”

         “And the babies?”

         “I’ve had two scans.” I rest my hand over his and help him feel me. It relaxes him completely, my words assisting, too. His eyes close, making me want to prod him to open, but I let him rest them. “I should call the nurse.”

         “No, please. Let me wake up before they start poking me about.” His hand slides from my cheek to the nape of my neck and he applies a light pressure, silently telling me to come closer.

         “I don’t want to hurt you,” I protest, pulling against him, but his face strains and his strength increases. “Jesse.”

         “Contact! Do what you’re told,” he snaps drowsily. Even now, when he’s clearly in tremendous pain, he’s impossible.

         “Are you in much pain?” I ask, lowering myself gently to his side.

         “Agony.”

         “I need to get the nurse.”

         “Soon. I’m comfy.”

         “No, you’re not.” I almost laugh, working around his wound to gently rest against him. I’ll give him five minutes, and then I’m getting the nurse, and there is nothing he can do to stop me—literally, for once.

         “I’m glad you’re still here,” he murmurs, using more valuable energy to turn his face into mine and kiss me. “I’d have given up if I didn’t constantly hear your defiant voice.”

         “You could hear me?”

         “Yes, it was strange and fucking annoying when I couldn’t tell you off. Will you ever do what you’re told?” There is no humor in his tone. It makes me smile.

         “No.”

         “Thought not.” He sighs. “I have some explaining to do.”

         Those few words make me tense. “No, you don’t,” I blurt out, trying to pull away from him so I can get the nurse, but I’m going nowhere.

         “Fuck!” he spits out. “Fucking, fuck, fuck, fuck!” He’s still fighting against me, the stupid man, but I’m the one who relents, more concerned for him than he is for himself. “Just stay put and listen,” he demands harshly. “You’re not going anywhere until I’ve told you about Rosie.”

         Rosie. The name signifies unbearable heartache and years of self-torture. He should have confessed this long ago. It would have explained so many of his neurotic ways.

         “Lauren was the daughter of my mum and dad’s good friends,” he begins, and I brace myself, realizing that I’m about to get the whole story. Not just the bits that I’d like to hear about his daughter, but the parts about the psychotic woman who nearly robbed him from me. “I’m sure you can imagine the type—well-bred, rich, and highly respected in the snotty community that we were forced to tolerate. We fooled around once and she ended up pregnant. We were seventeen, young, and stupid. Can you imagine the scandal? I’d really done it this time.” He shifts, flinching and cursing some more. “Emergency meetings were called between Lauren’s family and my own, and her father demanded I marry her before word got out and ruined both of our families. Jake had not long died and I went along with it, hoping my compliance might build some bridges with my parents.”

         I clench my eyes shut and hold on to him a little tighter, remembering our visit to my parents and his reaction to my mother implying that he’d married me because I was pregnant.

         “The joint effort of both families did an amazing job of convincing the community that we were hopelessly in love.”

         “She was,” I whisper, knowing the direction in which this story is heading.

         “And I wasn’t,” he confirms quietly. “I was married off and moved into her parents’ country estate within a month. Everyone was happy, except me.” His fingers play idly with my hair, and he draws a painful breath before continuing. “Carmichael gave me an escape, and I finally plucked up the courage to call a halt on the whole diabolical farce, but when Rosie arrived, I was determined to be a dad. That little girl was the only person on the planet who loved me for me, no expectations or pressure; she just accepted me in her innocence. It didn’t matter that she was a baby.”

         All of this is filling me with immense pride, but this story doesn’t have a happy-ever-after. And it crushes me.

         “She was a real daddy’s girl,” he says fondly. “I could do no wrong, and I knew I never would in her eyes. That was enough to make me evaluate the lifestyle I’d slipped into while Lauren was pregnant. Carmichael got the best solicitor involved to try and gain me full custody because he knew that she was my redeemer, but Lauren’s family dug up every dirty little secret, from Jake to The Manor to my brief lifestyle from when I’d left Lauren until Rosie was born. I didn’t have a hope.”

         “And your parents had moved to Spain by then?” I ask.

         He jerks on a hiss as he laughs quietly. “Yes, they escaped the shame I’d brought on the family.”

         “They abandoned you,” I whisper.

         “They wanted me to go with them. Mum begged, but I couldn’t leave Rosie full-time with that family. She’d be frowned upon as an illegitimate child, even though she had me. Not an option.”

         “So then what?”

         “Rosie was three and I made the worst mistake of my life.” He pauses, and I know he’s munching on that bottom lip. “I slept with Sarah.”

         “Sarah?” I’m frowning heavily into his neck. How does Sarah play any part in this?

         “Carmichael and Sarah were together.”

         “They were?” I’m scrambling with care from his hold now, but this time he lets me. He is chewing that lip and he’s holding his breath, too. “Sarah and Carmichael? But I thought he was a playboy.”
         

         “He was. With a girlfriend…” He flinches as he inhales. “And a child.”

         “What?” I’m sitting up fully now. “Go on,” I push. This story isn’t taking the direction that I thought it would at all.

         He takes another long, painful breath. I should tell him to stop and rest, but I don’t. “Carmichael walked in on me and Sarah. He hit the roof, got the girls, and left.”

         Oh good Lord. “The girls?” I ask. I don’t know why. I know who the girls are.

         “Rosie and Rebecca.”

         “Your Rosie and their Rebecca,” I whisper. “The car accident?”

         He nods mildly and clenches his eyes shut. “I didn’t just kill my uncle and my daughter. I killed Sarah’s girl, too.”

         “No.” I shake my head. “That can’t be your fault.”

         “I think you’ll find that my poor decisions have been the cause for everything, Ava. I’ve fucked up on so many levels so many times, and I’ve paid for it, but I can’t pay for it now, not now that I have you. What if I make a bad decision again? What if I screw up again? What if I’m not done paying?”

         His demand for compliance on everything is crystal clear. Too clear. He really does live in terror, but it’s far worse than I ever imagined. He blames himself for everything, and maybe his carelessness played a small part, but ultimately he’s not responsible. He wasn’t driving the car that hit Jake. He wasn’t driving the car with the girls. He didn’t want to get married and he definitely wanted to be a proper father. And Sarah? That has totally floored me. She had a child with Carmichael, but was in love with her boyfriend’s nephew? Fucking hell, this is complicated stuff. Sarah really does have nothing, and after losing both her daughter and her lover, she sought solace in The Manor, a little bit like Jesse did. Two tortured souls drowning themselves in whips, sex, and drink, but never in each other. That was Jesse’s choice, though. Not Sarah’s.

         “You are more than done paying.” My eyes land on his stomach. He’s paid physically and mentally, and it’s made my husband a neurotic control freak now that he has something he cares about again.

         Me.

         “When did she hurt you before?” I ask, needing that final piece to secure this colossal puzzle and lay it all to bed.

         “After Rosie died she tried so hard to make me see that we needed each other. She had always been a little unpredictable, but when I continually rebuffed her advances, she really started behaving erratically. We’re talking full-on bunny-boiler style.” He smiles at me, but I can’t smile back. She’s tried to kill him twice. This is no laughing matter.

         “Did she get pregnant on purpose?”

         “Probably.”

         “And she stabbed you?”

         “Yes.”

         “Did she go to prison?”

         “No.”

         “Why not?”

         He’s sighing again. “Her family got her help and kept her away from me in exchange for my silence.”

         “But look at the mess she made of you.” I point to his old scar. “How did you pass that off?”

         “It’s pretty superficial.” He looks down at his stomach. “She did a better job this time.”

         “You didn’t even go to hospital, did you?” I’m horrified. That is one nasty scar and far from superficial. “Who stitched you up?”

         “Her dad. He was a doctor.”

         “Oh my God!” I move and collapse onto the chair. “And where were your parents while all of this was going on?” I sound like a lecturing fishwife, but holy shit, where did it end?

         “They’d already returned to Spain.”

         “Jesse…” I snap my mouth shut, trying to think hard of what I can possibly say, before I blurt out just anything. As always, I’m blank. This man renders me speechless on every level. “Your mum in Spain.” I think hard. “Second chance?” She hadn’t been referring to Jake at all. She’d been referring to Jesse’s lost daughter—a chance for him to be a good father again.

         “You really do know everything now.” His dry voice is still disjointed and his searching eyes are looking for mine. But he won’t let our gazes connect. “Are you leaving me?”

         If my heart was breaking for him before, then now it’s just shattered. That simple, perfectly reasonable question and the unsure tone in which he’s asked it has tears stabbing painfully at the backs of my eyes. “Look at me,” I demand sharply. He does, showing me unthinkable hurt. It cuts so deep and the tears roll freely. So do his. I know I’m his savior now. I’m the key to redemption for him. I’m his angel. “Unbreakable,” I weep, crushed by sadness for this man. Two weeks of emptiness has been flooded by happiness, but soon is replaced with sorrow.

         He gasps, but I’m not sure whether it’s in pain or relief. “Hold me,” he begs, weakly lifting a heavy arm out to me. The no-contact will be killing him, especially when he has to depend on me to feed his need.

         Gingerly crawling onto the bed, I settle carefully around tubes and dressings. I’m pulled in closer. “Jesse, be careful.”

         “It hurts more if I’m not touching you.”

         His fingertip connects with my chin and pulls my face up to his, and I reach up to catch a stray tear before running my palm all over his overgrown face. “I love you,” I say quietly, pushing my lips gently to his.

         “I’m glad.”

         “Don’t say that.” I pull back and hit him with a disappointed glare. “I don’t want you to say that.”

         His confusion is clear. “But I am.”

         “That’s not what you usually say,” I whisper, giving his too long hair a warning yank.

         My savageness tips the corner of his lips. “Tell me you love me,” he demands, probably using far too much of his energy to sound stern.

         “I love you.” I comply immediately, and he breaks into his full-on, glorious smile, reserved only for me. It’s the most incredible sight, even if there are tears accompanying it and he’s a little too washed out.

         “I know.” He kisses me sweetly, then hisses, losing his momentum, then rides out the pain to kiss me again.

         “I’m getting the nurse now,” I tell him determinedly. “You need some painkillers.”

         “I need you,” he grumbles. “You’re my cure.”

         Reluctantly releasing his lips, I prop myself up and clasp his face in both hands. “Then why are you still tensing and hissing in discomfort?”

         “Because it fucking hurts.”

         I give him one last peck and peel my body away from him before rearranging the sheets over his waist. While it’s horrible seeing him so weak and helpless, the thought of looking after him and nursing him back to health is something I’ll cherish.

         “What are you smiling about?” he asks, lifting his arms to let me tuck the sheets in.

         “Nothing.” I reach over and finally press the call button for the nurse.

         “You’re going to love this, aren’t you?”

         I pause midplump of his pillow and break out into a smile when I catch his disgruntled face. He’s a big, powerful man, who has been reduced to a weak, injured soul. This will be hard for him. “I have the power.”

         “Don’t get used to it,” he says with a grunt, just as the door swings open and the nurse hurries in.

         “Oh! Oh my!” She’s by his bed and checking the machinery in a second, faffing around and feeling for his pulse. “Welcome back, Jesse,” she says, but he just grunts some more and looks up to the ceiling. “Feeling groggy?”

         “Shit,” he confirms. “When can I go home?”

         My eyes roll, and the nurse laughs. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Eyes, please.” She gets the pen light from her pocket and waits for my grouchy Lord to drop his greens for her, and when he does, she falters slightly before resuming medical duties. “Your wife has told me all about these eyes,” she muses, flicking the pen from one to the other. “They really are quite something.”

         I smile proudly and raise on my tiptoes to look over her bending body, finding him grinning from ear to ear. “Is that all she told you about, nurse?” he asks cheekily.

         The jolly woman cocks a warning eyebrow. “No, she’s told me about that roguish grin, too. Bed bath?”

         He recoils on a grimace, and I laugh. “No, I’ll shower.”

         “No can do, young man. Not until the doctor checks you over and we remove your catheter.” She is putting him firmly in his place.

         His horror increases, and the nurse lifts his catheter frame to demonstrate the obstacle. The mortification all over his handsome, hairy face is really quite a picture. “For fuck’s sake,” he mutters, dropping his head back to the pillow and closing his eyes to hide from his embarrassment.

         “I’ll call the doctor.” She chuckles as she leaves the room and I’m once again alone with my poor, dependant husband.

         “Get me out of here, baby,” he begs.

         “No way, Ward.” I pour him some water and stick a straw in the plastic cup, then put it to his dry lips. “Drink.”

         “Is it bottled?” he asks, eyeing up the jug on the side.

         “I doubt it. Stop being a water snob and drink.”

         He takes a few sips. “Don’t let that nurse give me a bed bath.”

         “Why not?” I ask, placing the cup on the unit next to the bed. “It’s her job, Jesse, and she’s been doing it very well for the past two weeks.”

         “Two weeks?” he blurts. “I’ve been out for two weeks?”

         “Yes, but it felt more like two hundred years.” I rest my backside on the edge of the bed and take his hand, twirling his wedding band thoughtfully. “Don’t ever complain to me about having a long day again.”

         “Okay,” he agrees. “She hasn’t really been sponging me down, has she?”

         I smile. “No, I have.”

         I’m stunned when his eyes sparkle and he pouts playfully. How can he even think about that? “So while I was naked and unconscious, you were…fondling me?”

         “No, I was washing you.”

         “And you didn’t have a sneaky touch?”

         “Of course.” I brace my hands on either side of his head and float my face over his smug one. “I needed to lift your limp dick to get to your saggy balls.” I’m not able to prevent my grin, especially when his eyes widen before narrowing fiercely. This is a man who prides himself on his body and sexual capabilities. I shouldn’t tease him like this.

         “I’m in hell,” he mutters. “Fucking hell on earth. Get me a doctor. I’m going home.”

         “You’re going nowhere.” I kiss him chastely and leave him brooding and muttering on the bed while I nip to the loo. It’s the first time in weeks, probably my whole life, that I’ve carried out the mundane chore with a huge smile on my face. My heart is beating strongly in my chest. I might even be giving our babies a headache.

         When I reenter his room, the doctor is examining Jesse. I stand quietly to the side while listening to the questions and one word answers that are exchanged between the two men. I make mental notes and watch carefully as the Doctor redresses the wound and removes the drains. He seems happy with the healing and delighted with Jesse’s alertness. The doctor isn’t so keen to remove Jesse’s catheter, though, and not even a five-minute heated exchange of words between them convinces him.

         “Maybe tomorrow,” he tries to appease Jesse. “We’ll see if you’re up for a little walk about tomorrow. You’ve just come round, Jesse.”

         “What about this, then?” Jesse indicates the needle in his arm, but the doctor shakes his head and Jesse snorts his disgust.

         After seeing through his observations, the doctor leaves and I settle back in the chair. “The more you cooperate, the sooner you’ll be released.”

         “You look tired,” he says, changing the subject and directing the concern onto me. “Are you eating?”

         “Yes.” My traitor fingers dive into my messy hair, totally giving me away.

         “Ava,” he moans. “Go now and get something to eat.”

         “My mum fed me a salad. I’m not hungry.”

         His eyes widen at the mention of my mum. I know what’s coming. “What have you told them?”

         “Everything,” I admit. I blubbered my way through it all while my mum soothed and hushed me. She was quietly tolerant. It was bizarre. “Except your four-day absence.”

         He nods thoughtfully, almost acceptingly. He must know I could never have avoided it. “Okay,” he says quietly. “Go and get something to eat.”

         “I’m not hun—”

         “Don’t make me tell you again, lady,” he snaps. “Piss bag or not, I’ll march you down to that fucking restaurant myself and shove some food down your throat!”

         I wisely halt all further arguments. I’m really not hungry, but I know he absolutely would, so I drag my tired body from the chair and retrieve the twenty that my dad left for me in Jesse’s bedside cabinet. “I’ll get you something, too.”

         “I’m not hungry.” He doesn’t even look at me. He’s lost in thought. He’s ashamed, but he shouldn’t be. I’m not, so neither should he be.

         His mood, and my affronted state, goes nowhere near to dampening down the elation dancing through me. The presence of his arrogance and challenging ways really is a sign that I have my Jesse back. I wouldn’t have him any other way.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-four

         

         I’m munching my way through a Dairy Milk as I round the corner that leads back to Jesse’s room, and I halt as soon as I see Sarah hovering outside Jesse’s door. She goes to take the handle, but pulls back again, then turns, deciding to leave but spots me and freezes, looking out of place and awkward. I haven’t seen her here since Jesse was admitted, and I thought she had stayed away, but seeing her now, hanging around the corridor, I realize that she’s probably been here most days. I know if I had seen her before, I might have lashed out in grief, but not now. I’ll never forgive her for what she’s done, but having learned of her history, I’d be inhuman if I didn’t feel some compassion for the woman. She lost a child. It’s tragic and she’s put up a hard-faced front to protect herself. She wanted Jesse. She saw a reason to unite and soothe each other’s grief, whereas he saw her as a reminder of what he lost because of a poor decision. Two suffering souls who used each other in different ways, except Jesse found his salvation elsewhere. And Sarah still wants him to be hers.
         

         “Are you okay?” I ask, not knowing what else to say to her. I’ve shocked her with my question. She looks tearful, but she’s trying to keep up a hard persona. I quickly realize that she doesn’t know he’s awake. I’m sure John has been keeping her informed, but he doesn’t know either. “He’s come round.”

         Her eyes snap to mine. “He’s okay?”

         “He will be, if the stubborn idiot listens to the doctor.” I hold up a miniature jar of peanut butter that I found in the restaurant. “And eats.”

         She smiles. It’s a nervous smile. “I hope you’ve got more than one of those.”

         “Ten.” I lift my arm where a paper bag is dangling. “But it’s not Sun-Pat, so he’ll probably reject it.”

         She actually laughs, but stops quickly, and I know it’s because she thinks it’s inappropriate. It probably is, not because the situation isn’t funny, but because she’s laughing with me.
         

         “I know everything, Sarah.” I need her to appreciate that my empathy is only because of my new knowledge. “I’ll never forget what you tried to do to us, but I think I understand why you did it.”

         Her red lips part, her mouth falling open in shock. “He told you?”

         “About your little girl. About Rosie. About Carmichael, the car accident, and why the girls were with Carmichael in the first place.”

         “Oh.” Her eyes fall to the floor. “It’s always been ours.”

         She means their story and connection. And I’ve severed it. I do feel sorry for her, but nothing will ever make me stand down. Not scorned ex-lovers, high-class sex clubs, drink problems, psychotic ex-wives, the shock of a lost daughter, or the desolation of Sarah. Neither will the madness that surrounds all of those reasons. This Man has thrown everything at me, and I still don’t plan on going anywhere. Unbreakable.
         

         “Can I see him?” she asks quietly. “I’ll understand if you refuse.”

         I should refuse, but compassion prevents me. I need closure on this, and she does, too. “Sure. I’ll wait here.” I sit myself down on a hard plastic chair and watch her disappear into his room.

         I don’t need to hear what will be said. I have a good idea, anyway, so instead I finish my chocolate bar, my body thanking me for the instant sugar hit.

         “Ava?”

         I look up and see Jesse’s mum and sister hurrying down the corridor. “Hi,” I speak around a mouthful of chocolate.

         “The nurse said he’s awake. Jesse’s awake.” Beatrice looks over at the door, then back to me.

         I nod and chew fast, swallowing so I can give her the information she needs. “He’s fine. Grumpy but fine.”

         “Oh, thank you, Jesus!” She turns and throws her arms around Amalie. “He’s going to be okay.”

         I watch as Amalie smiles over her mum’s shoulder at me. “Grumpy?”

         “Or stubborn—whichever.” I shrug on a smile, and her green eyes glimmer in understanding.

         “The latter, for sure,” she confirms, holding her sobbing mother in her arms. “It’s good to see you eating.”

         “Where’s Henry?” I ask.

         “Just parking the car. Would you mind if we see him?” Amalie asks.

         I’m very abruptly hit with the hard realization that Jesse doesn’t know they’re here. And I have no idea how to handle it. After our last encounter with his parents, I should avoid subjecting him to the potentially stressful situation, but my conniving mind is jumping all over the fact that he can’t escape. And while I might be taking a huge risk, I know it will be my only opportunity to get them in the same room together. He will have to listen. If he doesn’t like what he hears, then so be it, but I’ve watched his family grieving. I saw it clearly, even through my own grief. Now is the time to put all wrongs right, no matter who is to blame.
         

         This is what I hope, but it’s his choice, and I’ll stick by whatever he decides.

         “I haven’t had the chance to tell him you’re here yet,” I explain, almost apologetically. “As soon as he woke, the doctors were on him and now a friend’s in there.”

         “Can you do that?” Beatrice breaks away from Amalie and retrieves a tissue from under the cuff of her cardigan. “Can you tell him we’re here?”

         “Of course, but—”

         Amalie cuts me off. “We don’t want him upset, so don’t push it.”

         “You’ll try, though.” Beatrice clasps my hands pleadingly. “Please, try hard for me, Ava.”

         “I will.” I feel the pressure, but I also feel the desperation that’s seeping from every pore of this lady. I’m the key to her re-connecting with her son. She knows it, Amalie knows it, and I know it.

         We all turn when the door to Jesse’s room opens and Sarah steps out. She’s been crying, and as she lifts her hand to wipe her eyes, the sleeve of her jacket rides up and I see a bandage around her wrist. But I’m distracted from this when I feel the hackles on Jesse’s mother rise.

         Sarah’s tear-drenched eyes widen in shock. “Beatrice?” she splutters, shutting the door.

         “What the hell are you doing here, you vindictive bitch!”

         “Mother!” Amalie yells, shocked.

         I’m shocked. Sarah is definitely shocked, and then the door to Jesse’s room swings open and he’s standing there, shocked. I gasp and rush over to him, noting he’s wrapped in a thin sheet at the waist and has practically dragged his drip and catheter frame with him. “Jesse, for God’s sake!”

         “Mum?” He looks so confused and a little unsteady.

         Jesse’s mother’s screwed-up face of hatred softens immediately at the sight of her son looking so pale and weak. “Oh Jesse, you stupid man. Get back in bed now!”

         I look up and find nothing but puzzlement on his bearded, dazed face, and then I turn, seeing Beatrice clearly fighting her motherly instinct to put him back in bed herself. This is an incredibly bizarre situation, but as I watch Sarah skulk off quietly and see Amalie and Beatrice scanning Jesse’s tall frame worriedly, I quickly snap back into action. “Give me five minutes, Beatrice,” I say, pushing Jesse back into the room and shutting the door behind me. “What do you think you’re playing at? Get in bed!”

         His mouth falls open to yell at me, but soon snaps shut again when he starts to sway.

         “Oh shit!” I’ll never catch him. “Shit, shit, shit!” I drop my bag and frantically guide him back to the bed, but I can do nothing more than let him collapse in a heap of hard muscle. “You’re an idiot, Ward.” I’m so mad with him. “Why can’t you do what you’re bloody told?” I sort his drip and catheter out before heaving his heavy legs into place and recovering him with the sheet.

         “I feel pissed,” he slurs, lifting his arm and draping it across his head.

         “You got up too quickly.”

         “What are they doing here, Ava?” he asks quietly. “I don’t want to see them.”

         I quickly check his dressing before sitting on his bed and pulling his arm away from his hiding face. He looks at me with beseeching eyes. It kills me, but I’m going to try anyway.

         “You have me, and I’m all you need, I know that, but this is a chance to put everything in your life right. Just give them a few minutes. I’m here forever, no matter what, but I can’t let you pass up an opportunity to find peace in this part of your life, Jesse.”

         “I don’t want anything to ruin what I have,” he grates the words through his clenched teeth, squeezing his eyes shut.

         “Listen to me.” I grab his cheek and wiggle it, prompting him to open his eyes. “After everything we have been through, do you really think there is anything else that could possibly fracture what we have?” If that is his only concern, then I’m even more determined to repair this. “It’ll be done on your terms. We’ll take it slow, and they will accept it.”
         

         “I only need you.” He slips his hand under my T-shirt and finds my tummy. “Just you and our babies.”

         I sigh, placing my hand over his. “You don’t have to want something to need it, Jesse. We’re having twins. I know we have each other, but we’ll need our families, too. And I’d like our children to have two sets of grandparents. We’re not normal, but we should make our children’s lives as normal as possible. It won’t change us or what we have together.”

         I can see him grasping my logic. His pale face mulls over my statement until he nods lightly and gingerly pulls me down, engulfing me with his arms. I relax into him, thankful that he will at least attempt to do this. I won’t hold my breath for an instant remedy or reunion, but it’s a start.

         “Tell me you love me,” he says into my hair.

         “I love you.”

         “Tell me you need me.”

         “I need you.”

         “Okay.” He releases me. “Plump my pillow, wife. I need to be comfy for this.”

         I ignore his insolence and make him comfy. “I’m going to give you some privacy,” I tell him, standing and making my way to the door.

         “You’re not staying?” he blurts out, his green eyes bulging in panic.

         “No. I don’t need to. You’ll be fine.” It takes every effort not to sit and hold his hand through this, but he needs to do this for himself. I might have played the babies card, but my reasons are far deeper than the need to have more family around us. Jesse needs to heal physically and mentally. Forgiving his parents will play a massive role in that.
         

         I open the door and smile at Beatrice and Amalie, who have since been joined by Henry. I say nothing. I leave the door open for them and lose myself for a time while I let a lost family find themselves again.

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Chapter Thirty-five

         

         I’m in Paradise.
         

         After Jesse got the all-clear from the doctors a full week after he awoke, we left the hospital, me leading him. He refused the wheelchair that was delivered to his room, which I wasn’t surprised about at all. My big, strapping man had been laid up for three weeks, dependant on others to care for him, so I couldn’t deny him the dignity of walking out of the hospital, even if it took us an hour. We returned to Lusso, where Cathy fussed and flapped around like a mother hen, ensuring cupboards were full, washing was done, and the whole place looked like it did on the launch night before it had been lived in. Then I gave her a few weeks off. We needed privacy in our home. I needed to look after Jesse. I needed to nurse him back to the man I know and love.

         The first week was a washout. Streams of constant visitors plagued the penthouse, including Jesse’s parents. It’s still odd and a little strained, but I can see a light in my husband’s eyes that I never have before. It’s different to the sparkle of lust or the deepening in anger. This is peace.

         The police paid numerous visits during that first week. It was probably too soon, but Jesse insisted on getting the chore out of the way so we could resume our normal. Patrick stopped by with my work colleagues, expressing his sincere apologies for putting me in such an awful situation, but he wasn’t to know, and neither was poor Sal. She’s well and truly back to dreary, plaid skirt-wearing Sal, but she seemed happy enough. Mikael withdrew from the deal to buy Rococo Union and Patrick offered me my job back, but I politely declined and Jesse didn’t try to convince me otherwise. I can’t return to work, and I really don’t want to.
         

         For the following three weeks after that first hectic one, there was constant contact, just how he likes it. We bathed every morning and indulged in hours of tub-talk. I redressed his wound; he rubbed Bio Oil into my tummy. I cooked breakfast; he fed it to us—both naked. He read his pregnancy manual out loud; I listened intently. He chose to skim past the parts that would put his ridiculous worries to rest, and I chose to snatch the book from his hand and read those parts aloud to him. He would scowl; I would grin. He wanted lots of sex, but I didn’t want to hurt him, which is ironic after the constant battle we’ve had in this aspect of our relationship since I’ve been pregnant. It’s been hard. My raging hormones are not improving.
         

         Now, four weeks later, I’m spread-eagled on the bed in the main bedroom of Paradise. I’m naked and I’m basking at the highest level of Central Jesse Cloud Nine.

         “Comfy?”

         My head lifts so my eyes can locate the whereabouts of my Lord, finding him standing in the doorway of the bathroom, naked, just how I like him.

         “No, because you’re not in here with me.” I pat the mattress, and he blasts me with his smile, reserved only for me. He doesn’t lie next to me, though. He spreads my legs and crawls up between my thighs, resting his freshly shaved chin on my growing tummy and looking up at me with those glorious greens.

         “Good morning, my beautiful girl.”

         “Good morning.” My fingers seek out his wet hair, and I sink farther into the bed on a contented sigh. “What are we doing today?”

         “I have it all planned out,” he declares, nibbling on my midriff. “You will do what you’re told.”

         “Does it involve cards?” I inquire casually, but far too hopefully. I’ll ensure that I lose this time, so there will be no need for the transfer of power.

         “No.”

         I’m disappointed. “Does it involve sleepy twilight sex?”

         I feel him grin around the flesh that he’s nibbling on. “Maybe later.”

         “Then I’ll do whatever you want,” I advise him, my thighs clenching at the thought of sleepy twilight sex, and my mind wishing the day away so later gets here faster.

         “Your day starts right now, Mrs. Ward.” He plants a set of loud kisses around my bellybutton before sitting up and straddling me. He reaches over to the bedside cabinet and retrieves an envelope. “Here.”

         “What’s this?” I ask on a frown, gingerly taking it from him. I don’t like surprises from this man.

         “Just open it.” My nerves increase when he commences nibbling that lip and I see cogs starting to fly.

         I’m not sure that I want to open it, but curiosity is drowning my apprehension, so I slowly pull it open, flicking eyes back and forth between Jesse and the envelope. Slowly pulling out the piece of paper, I unfold and read the first line.

         
            Haskett and Sandler property management.

         

         That means nothing to me. I read on, but I can’t make heads or tails of the legal lingo. I can make sense of the obscene amount of numbers that follow the pound sign halfway down the page, though.

         “You’ve bought another house?” I blurt out, looking over the paper at him. I say house but judging by the figure, which I now notice has the words “For the sum of” written next to it, it could be a castle…or maybe even a palace.

         “No, I’ve sold The Manor.” The lip biting has just sprung into the realms of cannibalism. He’s chomping furiously as he gauges my reaction to that statement.

         “You’ve what?” I’m trying to sit up, thinking maybe being upright might lessen the shock, but I won’t find out because I’m being pushed back down to the bed.

         “I’ve sold The Manor.” He lays down over me and clasps the sides of my face in his bag palms.

         “I heard you. Why?” I don’t understand. I planted the seed, I know, but I never expected him to take a bit of notice.

         He smiles down at me and lowers his lips to mine, teasingly. I’m desperate to know what has instigated this, but I’m also desperate, as always, for his magic mouth. I drop the document and fall straight into the rhythm he’s set, finding his big shoulders and feeling my way up to his jaw. I’m distracted for now, but he won’t get away without an explanation on this. The Manor is all he knows, even if he’s not utilizing the facilities anymore.

         “Hmmm, you taste heavenly, lady.” He bites my bottom lip, pulling back so it drags through his teeth lightly.

         “Why?” I press, keeping him close to me and wrapping my thighs around his narrow hips. I’m not letting go until he spills.

         He gazes at me thoughtfully for a few moments before drawing breath. “You know when you’re a kid? At primary school, I mean.”

         “Yeah,” I say slowly, my brow scrunched up, my eyes undoubtedly inquisitive.

         “Well…” He sighs. “What the hell would I do if the babies asked me to go in for one of those open days these schools have?”

         “Open day?”

         “You know, when daddies stand up and tell their kids’ classmates that they’re a fireman or a copper.”

         I squeeze my lips together, desperate not to laugh at him when it’s clearly a worry.

         “What would I say?” he asks seriously.

         “You’d tell them you’re The Lord of The Sex Manor.” It’s no good. I’m laughing. God love this man. My fast disappearing hipbone is grasped and my laughter increases. “Stop!”

         “Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, lady.”

         “Please stop!”

         I’m released and recovering from my bout of hysteria when I catch his concerned expression. He really is worried. “You would tell them that you own a hotel, just like we’d tell the babies.” I can’t believe I’m trying to give him an out.

         He rolls onto his back, and I quickly resume position and sit myself on him. He grasps the tops of my thighs and looks up at me. “I don’t want it anymore.”

         “But it was Carmichael’s baby. You wouldn’t sell it when your mum and dad demanded it, so why now?”

         “Because I have you three.”

         “You’ll always have us three, anyway.”

         “I want you three and nothing to complicate that. I don’t want to lie to our babies about my job. I would never allow them to spend any time there, which means my time with you and the babies would be limited. The Manor is an obstruction. I don’t want any obstructions. I have a history, and The Manor should be part of it.”

         I feel untold relief and the smile invading my face is proof of that. “So I get you all day, every day?”

         He shrugs sheepishly. “If you’ll have me.”

         I dive on him, smothering him all over his wonderfully handsome face. But I’m quickly sitting up again when I think of something. “What about John and Mario? And Sarah? What about Sarah?” I have no loyalty to the woman, despite my compassion, but I don’t want her attempting suicide again. However, John and Mario I love.

         “I’ve spoken to them. Sarah’s taking up an opportunity in the U.S. and John and Mario are more than ready for retirement.”

         “Oh,” I say in acceptance, but I suspect they’ve all picked up a tidy little sum for their services to The Manor, no matter in what capacity they served. “And will the members renew under the new owners?”

         He laughs. “Yes, if they like playing golf.”

         “Golf?”

         He smiles. “The grounds are being converted into an eighteen-hole golf course.”

         “Wow. What about the sports facilities?” I ask.

         “They’re all staying. It’ll be pretty impressive. Not much different to my setup, except the private suites really will be hotel rooms and the communal room will serve as a conference room for businesses.”

         “So that’s it, then?”

         “That’s it. Now, I need to get you ready for the rest of your day.” He goes to sit up, but I pin him back down.

         “I need to freshen up my mark.” I point to his pec, where my perfect circle has nearly disappeared. Then I look down at my own barely visible bruise. “And you need to work on mine, too.”

         “We’ll do it later, baby.” I’m lifted and placed on my feet. “Go take a shower.” He slaps my bum, sending me on my way, and I wander off without complaint and with a stupid smile on my face. No Manor, no Sarah, and Jesse all to myself…and the babies.

          

         After soaking myself under the lovely hot water and shaving everywhere, I dry my hair roughly and start rummaging through the wardrobe for something to wear.

         “I’ve picked something,” he says from behind me, and I turn to see him wearing a pair of loose swimming shorts, holding up a short lace sundress.

         “It’s a bit short, isn’t it?” I run my eyes up and down the delicate piece of clothing, with tiny straps and a floaty skirt.

         “I’ll make an exception.” He shrugs and unzips it before holding it at my feet. By that little statement, I assume we’re not going anywhere public. I watch him kneel before me so I can step into the dress, and he secures me before standing back and clasping his chin in his hand thoughtfully. “Cute.” He nods in approval and takes my hand, pulling me to the double doors that lead to the veranda.

         “I need shoes.”

         “We’re paddling.” He dismisses my concern and leads on, walking around the veranda and over the grass until we’re at the gate that leads down to the beach. “Can we paddle on our backs?” I ask cheekily, and he stops, looking down at me with amused eyes.

         “Pregnancy does wonderful things to you, Mrs. Ward.”

         I know my forehead has just wrinkled. “I always want you this much.”

         “I know you do. You’re missing something.” He produces a small calla lily from behind his back and tucks it behind my ear. “Much better.”

         I reach up and feel the fresh flower, smiling up at him a little bemused, but far too content to inquire further. He winks, kisses my cheek, and leads on, turning when we get to the sleepers to ensure I take them carefully. “Watch that piece of splintered wood,” he says, pointing to a jagged edge on one of the sleepers. “Careful.”

         “You should have let me put some shoes on, then,” I say, skipping that step and leaping down to the next.

         “Ava, no jumping. You’ll shake the babies up.”

         “Oh, shut up!” I laugh, jumping my way down the rest of the steps until my feet are warm and sinking into the golden sand. “Come on!” I start to run down to the shore, but as soon as my head lifts from my feet to look where I’m going, I stop dead in my tracks.

         They are all looking at me. Every single one of them. My eyes run down the line of people, noting everyone I know, including Jesse’s family. I gasp, a little delayed, and swing round, finding Jesse towering over me, looking down at me on a smile.

         “What are they doing here?” I ask.

         “They’re here to witness me marrying you.”

         “But we’re already married,” I remind him. “We are, aren’t we?” I’m suddenly considering the possibility of him announcing that we’re not married at all, that The Manor, in fact, had no license.

         “Yes, we are. But my mum and dad missed our day, and we should have done it this way before.” He takes my hand and tugs my reluctant body gently, until I follow his lead down to the shoreline, where both of our families and all our friends are waiting, all smiling, all relaxed. They part, letting Jesse pull me through, and I look at each of them in turn, but all I get are happy faces. I can do no more than shrug a little, demonstrating my surprise. It’s only now that I register Jesse’s shorts are white and so is my sundress. We’re getting married again?

         I’m positioned in the wet sand with the gentle waves lapping at my feet, and then we’re greeted by a man who looks as relaxed in his attire as Jesse, me, and all of our guests. I’m quiet and accepting as he welcomes us and joins our hands in the space between our close bodies. I repeat the words being asked of me as I look up into Jesse’s addictive eyes and smile around each and every word I say to him. I reaffirm everything. I renew my promise to love, honor, and obey him and I reach up to kiss him gently on his luscious lips when I’m done. I’m on autopilot, just doing what is asked of me, but not because I don’t know what else to do, but simply because it’s what I’m supposed to do. Despite everything, I entrust myself to this man. He leads the way and I follow. Because I know it’s where I belong.

         When it’s his turn to speak, the registrar steps away and Jesse moves in closer, lifting both of my hands with his and resting his lips on them, leaving them lingering for the longest time. “I love you,” he whispers, stroking his thumbs where his lips have just left. “An eternity with you wouldn’t be enough, Ava. From the moment my eyes fell on you, I knew things would change for me. I plan on devoting every second of my life to worshipping you, adoring you, and indulging in you, and I plan on making up for empty years without you. I’m taking you to Paradise, baby.” He stoops and clasps me under my bum, lifting me high so it’s now him looking up at me. “Are you ready?”

         “Yes. Take me,” I demand, running my hands into his hair and giving it a yank.

         “Oh, I took you long ago, Mrs. Ward. But right now is where it really begins.” He kisses me hard. “No more digging to get beneath me. You know everything there is to know. And no more confessions because I have nothing left to tell.”

         “I think you have,” I whisper, nuzzling into his neck and taking a hit of him in all of his fresh water, minty loveliness.

         “I do?” he asks, carrying me into the glimmering coolness of the Med.

         “You do. Tell me you love me.”

         He pulls back, green eyes sparkling, my smile gracing his perfect mouth, and his dirty blond hair a glorious, disheveled mess with my hands tugging demandingly at it. “I love you so fucking much, baby.”

         I smile, dropping my head back and closing my eyes as he starts spinning us in circles, the sun warming my face and his body close to mine warming everywhere else.

         “I know!” I scream, laughing before we’re under the water and homing straight in on each other’s lips. I cling on to him like my life depends on it because it absolutely does.
         

         
            *  *  *

         

         This is it. This is us. This will be our normal forever and ever, no more shocking discoveries and no more confessions. His two perfect mars on his insanely perfect stomach are a constant reminder of our journey together, but the relentless gleam of happiness in his shockingly green eyes is a continuous reminder that I still have this man.

         And I always will.

      
	

    
	
		 
         
            Epilogue
 
              
 
               
              Five Months Later
            

            

         Life is good. Actually, it’s fucking amazing. Constant contact. And I’ve had it for six straight months. If this is my angel’s idea of Central Jesse Cloud Nine, then it’s my most favorite place in the world, too.
         
 
         Her pregnant belly is perfectly round, and I’ve definitely noticed it drop over the past few weeks. I’ve also noticed an air of tranquility floating around her in recent days. It’s the most beautiful sight. Nothing will ever beat the vision of her glowing face as she potters around the penthouse with my babies growing inside of her. I think she might be at that nesting stage. I’ve read about it. Everything is spotless, but she keeps going over the same routine, even after Cathy’s seen to it all. She seems to have developed a bit of a growl, too, so I’ve stopped trying to intervene with her pregnancy habits—the best habit of all being me. I’m close to fucking exhaustion, not that I would dream of telling her so, or dream of denying her. If she wasn’t so irresistible herself, I might feel used and abused.
 
         Kicking my feet up onto my desk, I rest my head back and stare at my wall, smiling when I hear the Hoover kick in upstairs. Works are still underway on the new house, our little manor, but I’m keeping the penthouse. Everywhere I look, Ava is there, whether it be one of those irritating scatter cushions, a huge lump of furniture…or her face splashed all over my office wall. My eyes only. That’ll never change.
 
         A smile of utter contentment spreads across my face but soon drops away when I jump at the sound of an almighty crash above my head. What the fuck was that? I fly up from my chair, my heart pounding instantly. “Ava!”
 
          I sprint from my office and take the stairs four at a time, crashing into our bedroom, my eyes darting all over the place until they land on my girl. She’s clenching her tummy.
 
         “Ava, fucking hell!” I’m by her side in a second, my hands running all over her face. She turns those deep chocolate eyes onto me. They’re full of fear. I’m starting to shake, despite my best effort to remain calm and collected. “Fucking hell! Is it time?” I barely get the words out. Fuck me, I’ve been preparing for this, training myself to be all calm, but I can’t stop my damn heart from clattering in my chest. “Shit, Ava, tell me! Is it time? Are the babies coming?”
 
         She straightens, releases her tummy and grins that little fucking grin. “No.” She takes my hand and kisses my wedding ring. “But it’ll never get old.”
 
         I practically crumble to the floor in relief. “Damn it, Ava, you’ll fucking kill me off!”
 
         She gasps again, her hands resuming position on her bump.
 
         “Oh no!” I laugh. “You have to leave at least ten minutes between pranks.” She’s taking this too far now. But then I hear an audible pop followed by a gushing sound. “What the fuck was that?” I look down, seeing liquid running down her bare legs. My heart beats up to my throat and chokes me. I can’t breathe.
 
         “My waters.” She exhales, then doubles over on a shriek that nearly bursts my eardrums. “Fucking hell, Jesse!”
 
         I don’t know what to do. She’s not playing now, I’m certain, and rather than gathering her hospital bag and calmly walking her to the door, I scold her instead. “Ava, watch your fucking mouth!”
 
         “Oooooohhhhh, shit!” She starts panting, short sharp breaths, just how we practiced. “Fucking hell! Ward, you’d better get some fucking earplugs. Fuck!”
         
 
         “Ava!” I’m useless, just standing here doing nothing except registering her string of foul language.
 
         “Jesse.” She’s still panting. “Remember how we practiced this a million fucking times?”
 
         Yes, we did, but I can’t remember a fucking thing. Phone! I scoop her up and go in search of my mobile, taking the stairs fast down to my office.
 
         “Jesse, leave me on the bed!”
 
         “I’m not leaving you alone, lady.” I burst into my office and place her in my chair, immediately swiping up my phone and calling the big guy. “John! It’s time. It’s time!” I start pacing up and down, my eyes darting to Ava every few seconds and noting a pained, sweaty face. “They’re too early! Fuck, they said four weeks early, not six!”
 
         “I’m on my way. Do you remember the drill?” John asks me calmly.
 
         “No! I can’t remember fuck all!”
 
         “Is she okay?”
 
         “I don’t know!” I yell, just as Ava lets out a strangled gasp.
 
         “You?” he asks. I can hear humor in his tone. He’s laughed his way through this pregnancy.
 
         “Shit, John, I’m fucking useless,” I admit, making it to Ava and stroking her sweaty brow as she draws long breaths.
 
         “You need to time the contractions, you stupid motherfucker.”
 
         “Right!” I immediately glance down at my watch. “Hurry up.” I hang up and swivel my office chair so she’s facing me. “Tell me when the next one comes, baby.” I crouch between her thighs.
 
         “Now!” she screams in my face, nearly knocking me on my arse. “Fuck fuck fuck!”
 
         I hold back on my scorn for fear of being punched in the face and stand her up like we practiced, placing her hands on my shoulders and watching my Rolex over her head. Her short nails sink into my flesh through my T-shirt as she braces herself on me and wails and moans. She even sinks her teeth into me, and it’s the only time in the history of our relationship that the action hasn’t made my cock immediately hard.
 
         I can do no more than whisper encouraging words in her ear, accept her vicious scratching and biting, and hold her up. And the whole time, my heart pounds with fear and excitement. It’s time to meet my babies.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         “Twenty-four fucking hours!” I yell, doing an about turn and marching back down the corridor. “This can’t be fucking normal!” I’m scowled at by a passing couple, but I couldn’t give a fuck. “What the hell are you looking at?” I yell, making them walk faster to escape the loon prowling the hospital corridor.
 
         John shakes his head and strides over, grabbing my shoulders with his big palms and holding me in place. “Calm the fuck down, you stupid motherfucker.”
 
         “I am!” My hands find my hair and yank. “It’s too fucking long. She’s exhausted, John. Fucking hell, when is enough enough?”
 
         “You heard the midwife. It’s all perfectly normal and she’s doing great.” He knocks my jaw with his big fist on a laugh. I don’t know what he finds so fucking funny. “You need to calm the fuck down and get back to your girl.”
 
         “Oh Jesus, John, I don’t know if I can take any more. It’s killing me.” I feel like a complete wanker for saying such a thing, given the pain my angel is going through, but fuck me, I’ve never felt anything like it. I’m powerless.
 
         He shakes me and lands me with a furious glare. “Pull your shit together, Jesse. She needs you.”
 
         Those words snap me straight out of my meltdown. She needs me. I barge back into the room, just as the midwife shouts, “Push, darling!”
 
         “Jesse!” she screams, her head flying forward, her face bright red. “Where the fuck have you been?”
         
 
         The midwife doesn’t bat an eyelid at Ava’s foul mouth, instead cocking her head at me to shift my arse. “Mr. Ward, you’re of no use in the corridor.”
 
         My eyes are wide, my body frozen on the spot until the midwife shakes her head in exasperation and comes to retrieve my static body from the doorway, guiding me over to the bed and placing me next to Ava.
 
         “Pull yourself together, for goodness’ sake,” the midwife says calmly, like my wife isn’t in fucking agony. “Okay, Ava,” she says and places a reassuring hand on Ava’s bent knee, “we’ll have a few more goes, and then we might need to think about other options, darling.”
 
         “No!” Ava snaps, then commences panting again. “I’m having these babies naturally!” I don’t have the mental power to tell my eyes to roll. She’s insisted on no drugs and no scars, my stubborn, beautiful girl.
 
         The midwife starts laughing. “Things don’t always go to plan during labor, Ava. Especially when twins are involved.”
 
         “There’s another coming!” She puffs out fast spurts of air and holds her hand out to me. “Jesse!”
 
         My hand flies out and clasps hers and I move right in, doing what feels right. I put my face straight into her wet neck, crowding her completely. “I love you,” I whisper, like an idiot, not knowing what else to say. “What the fucking hell did I do to deserve you?”
 
         She moans into my neck, rolling her head from side to side. “Make it stop. I can’t take any more.” Her lips push into my flesh, her fists clamping in my hair.
 
         “One last try, baby.” I turn my face into her to find her lips, kissing her softly. There are no sparks of desire, just pure, raw love. “Together, okay?”
 
         She nods against me and resumes her nuzzle in my neck. Then I feel her whole body tense; her mouth opens against my throat and her grip of my hair crosses the line into violence. She screams, her teeth sinking into my flesh, one hand pulling my hair, the other digging into my bicep. I blank it out, all of the pain she’s inflicting on me, even though I’m certain it’s nothing compared to what she’s experiencing right now…which means she must feel like she’s being fucking tortured. I clench my teeth. Fucking hell! I’m yanked about, released from her punishing bite so she can scream some more before her teeth go straight back in and her nails scratch at me, my hair probably coming out in fistfuls.
 
         “That’s it, Ava!” the midwife shouts before calling for her colleague’s assistance. “Oh my, we have a girl!”
 
         Those words hit me like a sledgehammer. I can’t feel anything now, not a thing, but I can hear. A rush of activity is happening behind me, Ava is still intermittently screaming, my heart is pounding in my ears…and there’s something else—something that has just injected further life into me. A baby crying. I have a little girl. I’m a daddy again.
 
         “Another push, Ava. Come on, girl!” The midwife sounds excited.
 
         “No more,” Ava cries in my ear. “Please.”
 
         Through my numb state, I inject some strength into my muscles and use everything I have to squeeze some comfort into her, nestling into her hair and latching onto her neck with my teeth. I lightly bite her before kissing her, lightly biting and kissing, again and again and again. I can’t talk—can’t speak any words of encouragement, so I focus all of my attention on touching her, feeling her, speaking to her through our contact. It’s our silent language, in which we are both fluent. She returns my squeeze, acknowledging me, and then lets out an ear-piercing yell. It’s an angry yell. And it goes on and on until she eventually sags beneath me, every harsh grip she has of me loosening to allow me to relax into her.
 
         There’s another cry.
 
         “A boy!”
 
         My heart has just burst, an incredible sense of peace and serenity engulfing me.
 
         We both remain huddled on the bed, Ava heaving, me unable to hold my tears any longer. I sob relentlessly into her neck. My exhausted heart is showing no sign of letting up and I know it probably won’t for the rest of my life. I haven’t even placed my eyes on them yet. I haven’t smelled them, felt them or told them how much I love them. But my heart is beating faster than ever before, and I never would have thought that possible. Now I have three angels.
 
         “Mr. Ward?”
 
         I hear the distant voice, and I know I should be jumping up, but I can’t move and when a few moments pass and I’m still frozen in place, I feel Ava shift under me. “Can we have a few moments?” she asks.
 
         “Of course,” the midwife says softly.
 
         “Are they okay?”
 
         “They’re perfect, Ava. Have your moment, but don’t be too long. You’re a mummy now.”
 
         “Thank you.” Ava’s voice is soft and calm as she resumes her hold of me and sighs into my neck, softly stroking my hair and dropping small kisses on my skin every now and then. No words need to be spoken—not for a very long while. It’s her comforting me now. And I need it. I need to keep hold of her. It’s one of the only ways I can be sure that all of this is real. She eventually pulls back, searching out my clouded eyes, and as soon as hers land on mine, reality is confirmed. My reality. I’m not dreaming. “Go and meet your babies,” she says, smoothing her small palm down my rough cheek. “It was twenty-six years before I found you. Don’t make them wait for you a moment longer than they have to.” She pecks my lips and then looks over my shoulder and I muster up the courage to slowly turn and finally introduce myself to my babies.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         “Let Daddy tell you a story,” I whisper. “A story about a defiant little temptress and a godlike creature. That’s me, by the way. The god. The temptress is your beautiful mother.” I look down at my babies lying on my bare chest, one curled on each pec, both sleeping peacefully. I push my lips to the tops of their heads in turn, closing my eyes and inhaling them into me, like it might make me physically closer. Maddie stirs, and I still as she nuzzles her face into me, her eyes clenched tight, her little fists balled by her tiny mouth. And then Jacob whimpers in response, performing the same little string of movements before they both settle together. Damn it, I’m going to fucking cry again.
 
         “You okay?”
 
         I look up and find Ava standing in the doorway of the nursery, only one of my shirts covering her petite frame. “Shhhh.” I cock my head gently, urging her to come join me. She pads softly across the carpet and eases down next to me, working around the babies to push her lips into my cheek. “I’m telling them a bedtime story.”
 
         Her head rests on my bicep, her palm spread across both of our babies’ little rumps. “Does it have a happy-ever-after?” she asks quietly.
 
         “It does.” I sigh.
 
         “Can I listen, too?”
 
         I smile and nestle my face between the babies’ heads again, taking another hit of that incredible baby scent. “There was this man,” I begin quietly. “Good-looking fucker, fit, toned, confident, strong… pretty much amazing at everything—”
 
         “Except cooking,” she interrupts, turning her mouth onto my bicep and gently sinking her teeth in.
 
         “Except cooking,” I agree, my smile widening. “He was a little lost when she found him. She was his angel.” Her face turns up to me and our eyes lock as she reaches up to kiss me. “This man was quite taken by the angel,” I say against her lips, feeling her smile. She cuddles back into my side on a sigh and I resume my own nuzzle between my babies’ heads. “Every time she was near, this funny feeling came over him and he had no idea what to make of it. It kind of sent him a little crazy.”
 
         She hums quietly and begins stroking my forearm.
 
         “She was too beautiful for words,” I whisper. “And this man had seen some beautiful women in his time.” I smile when she nudges me, but she doesn’t say anything. “But this woman was something else. He didn’t think she could be real, but when he looked into her eyes, something happened.”
 
         “What happened?” she asks quietly, snuggling closer, warming me further.
 
         “His heart started beating again.” I know she knows this, but her tender kiss on my arm confirms she likes hearing the words. “For the first time in forever, he felt alive.” Jacob stirs, rubbing his nose into my bare chest on a tiny whimper.
 
         Ava’s palm shifts to his back and starts circling softly. It settles him immediately. “Shhhh,” she breathes. The sight of her natural way with them only enhances my constant sense of bliss.
 
         I watch my three angels settle again and take a long pull of breath. “He knew she wanted him,” I say on a steady exhale.
 
         “How?”
 
         “Because those eyes told him so. Every time he looked into them, he saw salvation for him and addiction for her.”
 
         “She’s still addicted to him,” she proclaims, making me smile.
 
         “I know. She couldn’t resist him, and that was the only hope he had. He made it his mission objective to turn that addiction into need and if he could do that, then he hoped that need would turn into…love. He wanted to look after her forever. Nothing and no one existed anymore—just her and the incredible feelings they shared. She smiled and set his heart alight. She spoke and made his ears ring with pleasure. She touched him and he would stop breathing for a few moments before his heart sped up some more. She became his everything.”
 
         “Those feelings are still incredible,” Ava murmurs, sounding sleepy.
 
         “It’s still bliss, baby. Total gratification. Absolute, complete, earth-shifting, universe-shaking love.” I drop my gaze down to my perfect babies and sigh, my eyes brimming with tears of pure, powerful love. “And now we get to share that love with these two little people and live happily ever after.”
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         
            Five Years Later
            

         
 
         Fuck me, how long have I got to endure my home being bombarded and my wife and babies being hogged? Too fucking long, that’s how long. I should snatch their gifts and throw them a piece of cake before shutting the door in their face. I smile on the inside, picturing Elizabeth’s face if I did exactly that. This is going to be painful, and to rub salt into my moody wounds, we have school friends this year, too. And their mothers—lots of women, who have taken Ava up on her offer to stay, if they would like to. And, of course, they would like to.
 
         My stroppy feet are pounding down the staircase of our lovely little Manor, as I button up my shirt and chew my lip, thinking of any excuse to avoid this. I come up with nothing. My babies are five years old today, and not even Daddy’s amazing negotiation tactics will convince them that a party is a bad idea—not now that they have their own minds. I’ve tried for the last four years and fallen flat on my face, but only because my beautiful wife always intervened on their behalf. I know this year, though, if I got them alone, I could break them down with something. Skiing again, perhaps?
 
         Hitting the bottom of the stairs, I take a quick glimpse in the mirror and smile. I get better looking every day. I’ve still got it, and she still can’t resist me. Life is fucking good.
 
         “Daddy!”
 
         I spin around, and my hard muscles liquefy as I watch my baby boy running down the stairs, his dark blond hair a tousled mess around his handsome little face. “Hey, birthday boy.” His greens sparkle as he launches himself at me, the good-looking little fucker. “Whoa!” I laugh as he slams into me, crawling up my body.
 
         “Guess what?” he asks me, eyes wide with excitement.
 
         “What?” I’m not feigning interest. I really am curious.
 
         “Nana ’Lizabeth said we can sleep at her house tonight. She’s taking us to the zoo tomorrow!”
 
         I try to conceal my scowl and match his excitement. “Nana ’Lizabeth lives too far away, and Daddy likes taking you to the zoo,” I say, throwing him up onto my shoulders and turning back toward the mirror. “See how handsome we are?”
 
         “I know,” he replies flippantly, making me smile. “Nana and Pappy live ten minutes away. I timed it on Mummy’s phone.”
 
         I’m swiftly reminded that my dear mother-in-law does, in fact, live ten minutes away. The beauty of Newquay couldn’t keep Elizabeth and Joseph away from their grandchildren—or my babies, more to the point. “Hey, I was thinking…” I go for subject change, or distraction tactics—whichever. “We should go skiing again.” I’m speaking in a stupidly overenthusiastic voice, hoping to snare him.
         
 
         “We already are.” His little hands rest on my forehead, covering the frown that’s just jumped into place.
 
         “We are?”
 
         “Yes, Mummy said so, and she said not to listen to you if you try to put us off our party.”
 
         My shoulders sag, and I make a mental note to deliver on one retribution fuck, the conniving little temptress. “Mummy needs Daddy’s money to do that.” I’m shameless.
 
         “Why don’t you want us to have a party, Daddy?” His little forehead matches mine in the frown department, and I instantly feel like a bag of shit.
 
         “I do, mate. I just don’t like sharing you,” I admit.
 
         “You can play, too.” He reaches down and kisses my rough cheek. “Mummy will be pleased.”
 
         “Why will she?” I know why she’ll be pleased. She’s intercepted me. Make that two retribution fucks—one for her interception and one for her smugness.
 
         “Because you’ve not shaved.” He rubs his palm up and down a few times, and I smile at my handsome little man before striding toward the kitchen.
 
         I halt at the doorway and spend a few moments drinking in the sight of my angel frantically stirring a big mixing bowl of some brown shit, the curve of her perfect arse holding me rapt. Fucking perfect. My little man doesn’t pester me to push onward. He just sits happily on my shoulders, waiting for his spellbound father to snap back into action. He’s used to me daydreaming, especially when his mother’s around. I have no fucking clue what I’ve done to deserve this woman and these beautiful kids, but I won’t be arguing with the destiny gods.
 
         “Shit!” she curses as a blob of chocolate flies up and lands on her olive cheek.
 
         “Mummy! Watch your mouth!”
 
         She swings around, armed with a wooden spoon lathered in chocolate, and scowls at my grinning face before turning her big brown orbs onto our son. “I’m sorry, Jacob.”
 
         My grin widens and her scowl deepens. I’m so smug, and I’ll pay for it later. She can’t play the defiant little temptress with our babies around, and I love it. “What you making, baby?” I ask, lifting Jacob from my shoulders and placing him on a stool. I hand him my phone to play with before heading to the fridge and collecting a jar of Sun-Pat.
 
         “Peanut butter cups.” She’s all flustered, but I’m not offering my help. She knows I’m shit at cooking, and I’m not making this easier. Next year, I’m predicting skiing.
 
         I’m behind her, looking down into the bowl, and I’m thinking that I might stick to jars. God bless her, she’s tried a million times, but she’ll never match my mum’s famous peanut butter cups. “How many jars of my peanut butter have you wasted on that?” I ask, pushing myself into her back and not missing the opportunity to feel her neck out with my lips. She smells too good.
 
         “Two.” She pushes the bowl away. “I want Cathy back.”
 
         I laugh and spin her around, pushing her into the worktop, the wooden spoon waving in my face. I’m firming up, damn it. I can’t help it. I lean in, as I watch her watching me, and lick her cheek clean.
 
         “Don’t start something you can’t finish, Ward,” she whispers on a husky, alluring voice. I’m solid now.
 
         Fucking hell!
 
         She pushes me away on a knowing grin. “I need to finish. Guests will be arriving.” She’s smug again, earning herself a third retribution fuck. She knows what she’s doing—she knows there will be no countdowns or trampling with the babies around.
 
         Or baby.
 
         “Where’s Maddie?” I discreetly adjust my groin area before facing my baby boy, who’s oblivious to the goings on around him. It’s not unusual to see Daddy loving Mummy. I’ve had to seriously work on my control, though.
 
         He doesn’t look up from my phone, but I can see his little face screw up in disgust. “She’s putting on her party dress. It’s all frilly. Nana bought it.”
 
         My eyes roll, knowing that I’m going to find my baby girl looking like candyfloss has exploded all over her. “Why does your mother think my daughter needs to look like she’s been attacked with the pink stick?” I sit myself next to Jacob and put the jar between us so he can help himself. And he does. His chubby little finger dives right in and scoops out the biggest dollop. My chest swells with pride, and I exhale around my own finger, looking back up to Ava for an answer.
         
 
         Her eyebrows are high as she shakes her head at Jacob on a fond smile, but then her eyes are on me and she’s not smiling anymore. What did I do? “Don’t wind her up, Jesse.”
 
         “I won’t!” I laugh. I bloody will, and I’ll enjoy every moment of it.
 
         “Nana calls you a menace.” Jacob looks up at me, his finger still hanging from his mouth. “She said you always have been and always will be. She accepts it now.” His little shoulders shrug.
 
         A burst of laughter escapes and now Ava is laughing with me, her dreamy chocolate eyes sparkling, her succulent lips begging me to take them. Then she ditches the apron, revealing her tight, tidy little figure. I’m not laughing now. I’m panting and reaching under the table to try and bash myself down. It’s a constant fucking battle. “I like your dress.” My eyes take a lazy jaunt down the length of her black fitted dress as I plan on how I’ll remove it later. I might be kind and let her wear it again. She really does look amazing in it, but by later, I know I won’t be in any fit state to take my time.
 
         “You like all of Mummy’s dresses,” Jacob pipes up tiredly, snapping my eyes from that body—the one that sends me insane with want.
 
         “I do,” I agree, giving his messy mop of blond a ruffle. “Speaking of dresses, I’m going to find your sister.”
 
         “Okay,” he says, turning his attention back to my phone and redipping his finger.
 
         I jump up and go in search of Maddie, taking the stairs two at a time and bursting into her pink-infested room. “Where’s my birthday girl?”
 
         “Here!” she squeals, appearing from her wendy house.
 
         I nearly choke on thin air. “You are not wearing that, little lady!”
         
 
         “Yes, I am!” She runs across the room when I start marching toward her. “Maddie!” What the fucking hell? She’s five! Five fucking years old, and I’m already ripping hot pants and cropped T-shirts from her tiny body. Where the fuck is that frilly pink thing?
 
         “Mummy!” she screams, as I catch her ankle on the bed. She can scream the fucking house down. She is not wearing that. “Mummy!”
         
 
         “Maddie, come here!”
 
         “No!” She kicks me—the little sod kicks me and dashes out of the room, leaving me a pathetic heap of stressed-out daddy on her pink, fluffy bed. I’ve been outdone by a five-year-old little girl. But that little girl is the daughter of my beautiful wife. I’m fucked.
 
         I stand and straighten myself out before going in pursuit. “Don’t run down the stairs, Maddie!” I yell, practically throwing myself down them after her. I watch her tiny little hot-panted arse disappear into the kitchen as she searches for the backup of her mother.
 
         I skid to a halt and watch her scrambling up Ava’s body. “What’s going on?” Ava asks, looking at me like I’ve lost my mind. I might have.
 
         “Look at her!” I wave my hands at my baby girl like a deranged screwball. “Look!”
 
         Ava places her on the floor and crouches down, pushing my baby’s chocolate waves over her little shoulders and pulling the hem of that ridiculous T-shirt down. She can pull it down all she fucking likes. It’s not staying on my baby’s body. “Maddie.” Ava’s gone into pacifying mode, something, perhaps, I should have thought about before blurting the death words. I should have learned by now; don’t tell Maddie no. It’s rule number fucking one. “Daddy thinks your T-shirt is a little small.”
 
         “I do,” I cut in, just for clarification. “Way too small.”
 
         My little lady flips me a scowl. “He’s being unreasonable.”
 
         I gasp and point an accusing glare at Ava. She has the decency to look apologetic. “See what you’ve done?”
 
         “Daddy has the power!” Jacob sings, halting any chance I had of scoring a win.
 
         It’s Ava who’s gasping now. “You need to remember, Ward. These little ears hear everything.”
 
         I do the sensible thing and shut the fuck up. My wife can’t hide her exasperation, and I don’t expect her to. I expect her to remove that pathetic excuse of a T-shirt from my baby girl’s tiny body.
 
         “He can’t dictate my wardrobe!” Maddie fires across the kitchen, her chubby arms folding across her little chest. I look at my defiant temptress, noting she’s failing to hide that fucking beautiful grin.
 
         Fucking hell! My hands fly to my hair and yank. I’ll have none of the fucking stuff left soon, especially when Ava gets her hands on it. I momentarily forget my turmoil and smile, mentally feeling her tugging at it while I slam into that beautiful body. But I’m soon back to reality with my little lady drilling displeased brown eyes into me.
 
         I watch as Ava reasons with her before grasping her little shoulders and turning her toward me. “Maddie is ready to compromise.” Ava tilts her head with a humor her look.
         
 
         It doesn’t make me feel any better. I’ve humored Maddie before, and it resulted in me carting her out of Waitrose over my shoulder while she screamed the place down and kicked me to death. I look back to Ava with pleading eyes, pouting like an idiot, but she just shakes her head and gently urges my wilful little lady toward me.
 
         She’s smiling at me now, her arms reaching up for me to take her. She melts my fucking heart but, Jesus Christ, what the hell am I facing in the years to come? I’ll be bald or maybe even dead. Or I could be in prison because if any little fucker lays his hands on her, I’ll rip their fucking heart out. I scoop her up and leave Ava to help my easygoing boy put his Converse on.
 
         “Dad, you need to calm down. You’ll give yourself a heart attack.” She snuggles into my neck and my raging, crazy love for my defiant little lady is fully restored. But my wife gets her fourth retribution fuck of the day.
 
         “It’s Daddy. And you need to stop listening to your mother.” I take the stairs fast and burst into her room, throwing her on the bed. My heart bursts, listening to her squeal in delight before she jumps straight up and starts bouncing up and down, her long, chocolate locks flying all over the place. “Right.” I rub my hands together in an attempt to make what I’m about to suggest exciting. Where will I find her jeans and jumpers? I pull her pink wardrobe doors open and start skimming through the rails, immediately laying my hands on something full and frilly. I pull it out and hold the hideous thing up. She mirrors my look of disgust. “Your nana needs to stop buying you dresses.”
 
         “I know.” She sits down and crosses her legs. “Will you trample her today, Dad?”
 
         “Daddy,” I retort, shoving the dress on the top shelf, out of sight. “I might do.”
 
         “It’s funny,” she says and giggles.
 
         “I know.” I pull out a cute little sailor dress. There are no sleeves, but I’ll find a cardigan. “How about this?”
 
         “No, Dad.”
 
         “Daddy. What about this?” I present her with a lemon, shin-length brocade thing, but she shakes her defiant little head. “Maddie,” I sigh. “You are not wearing that.” God give me fucking strength quick before I wring her stubborn little neck.
 
         “I’ll wear tights.” She jumps up and pulls the drawer of her pink chest open. “These ones,” she says, holding up some candy-striped things.
 
         I tilt my head on an agreeable nod. I can work with that. “What about the T-shirt?”
 
         She looks down and strokes her little belly. “I like this one.”
 
         “Then how about we buy it in a bigger size?” I’m compromising. I pull down a long sleeved, mint green T-shirt covered in love hearts and hold it up, all keen and smiley. “I love this one. Make Daddy happy.” I’m fucking pouting like a sad, desperate twat, and I can tell her five-year-old mind thinks I’m a twat, too.
 
         “Okay.” She sighs heavily. This is stupid. She’s the one humoring me.
         
 
         “Good girl.” I pick her up and stand her on the bed. “Lift.” She throws her arms in the air and lets me rid her torso of the half T-shirt before replacing it with the green one that I love so much. Then I get her out of the shorts and cover her little legs with the delightful candy-striped tights before replacing the little denim things. “Perfect.” I stand back and nod my approval, then collect her silver Converse hi-tops from the wardrobe. “These?” I don’t know why I’m asking; she refuses to wear anything else.
 
         “Yep.” She falls to her cute little butt and holds her foot up for me to slip them on. “Daddy?”
 
         I tense from head to toe at the sound of the name I’m constantly demanding she call me. She wants something. “Maddie,” I reply slowly, cautiously.
 
         “I’d like a little sister.”
 
         I nearly fall on my arse with laughter. Another girl? Fuck me, you’d have to drug me and string me up to extract my seed. Not a fucking chance, no way in hell, never, no way.
 
         “What’s so funny?” She looks at my laughing face, all puzzled.
 
         “Me and Mummy are happy with just you two,” I say to pacify her, quickly getting the other shoe on, eager to escape this room and the conversation.
         
 
         “Mummy wants another baby,” she informs me, and my shocked eyes fly up to serious chocolate ones. Ava wants another baby? But she hated pregnancy. I loved it. She hated it. I loved everything about it, except the birth. She really got her revenge during that hellish twenty-four hours. I was stabbed with nails, yelled at constantly, and threatened with divorce on numerous occasions. And her mouth was like a fucking sewer. But what killed me the most was seeing her in so much pain and being unable to stop it. I could do fuck all about it, and I never plan on putting her through that again.
         
 
         “We just need you two,” I affirm, lifting her from the bed and placing her on her tiny, silver-coated feet.
 
         “I know.” She runs off laughing. “Mum said your eyes would bug and they did!”
 
         I actually laugh, but not because it’s funny. It’s not. It’s because I’m so fucking relieved. I could never refuse Ava if she did want another baby, not after my fucked-up, creative way of getting us our adorable carbon copies of each other. I smile, a full-on smile, the one I save only for my babies. I’m so glad I hid those pills.
 
         
            *  *  *

         
 
         It really is the longest afternoon of my fucking life. Dozens of kids run around screaming, and their mothers pretend to be watching their offspring, but I’m under constant surveillance by the desperate bunch of bored housewives. Maybe I should ditch the personal training and invest some time in advising the husbands of these women how to please them—lessons in various degrees of fucking, perhaps. I’m nodding thoughtfully to myself when my mum appears in my line of sight. She’s got that look, and I know I’m about to be lectured.
 
         “Son, take it easy.” She eyes up the bottle of Bud in my hand, prompting me to take a swig.
 
         I walk over to her and tuck her anxious body into my side. “Mother, stop your fussing.” I start leading her over to the decking, where my father, Amalie, and Doctor David are all sitting, chatting happily. My babies couldn’t keep my parents away, either.
 
         “I just…” she stammers over her words, placing her wrinkled palm on my stomach and rubbing lightly. “I just worry, that’s all.”
 
         I know she does, but she has no need to. I can enjoy a few beers, just like the rest of them, and I can do it in a relaxed atmosphere with my family. I still don’t touch the vodka, though. “Well, I said you shouldn’t, so you won’t. End of.” I encourage her to take a seat next to my father. “Do you want a beer, Dad?”
 
         He looks up at me on a smile. “No, son. I promised Jacob a few bounces on that inflatable thing.” He points across the lawns and I turn, seeing dozens of kids, pumped up on E-numbers, jumping and screaming on the bouncy castle.
 
         “Good luck!” David laughs, resting his hand on his pregnant wife’s bulging belly. I smile fondly and watch my dad slowly make his way over to Jacob, who’s frantically waving for his granddad. And then I spot Elizabeth kneeling in front of Maddie, tying her locks in fucking bunches.
 
         “Leave her alone, Mum!” I shout across the garden, earning myself a filthy look from Elizabeth and a giggle from my little lady.
 
         “Trample, Daddy!” Maddie shrieks, batting her nana’s hand away from her hair and running off to reclaim her tree house.
 
         I’m grinning as I watch Ava’s long-suffering mother pull herself to her feet. I can’t help it. She turns a frighteningly dirty look on me, making me grin further. Nothing gives me greater pleasure than rubbing her up the wrong way, but she doesn’t do a bad job of returning the favor, so I’m not going to beat myself up about it. I’ll just keep enjoying it.
 
         “Why did your daughter have to be like you?” she yells across to me.
 
         I nearly spit my beer out. “Me?”
 
         “Yes, you! Challenging!”
 
         I scoff. She has to be joking. “I think you’ll find that my little lady is the prodigy of your daughter. Defiant!”
         
 
         She huffs and puffs, straightening out her blouse before heading toward the kitchen to help Ava. Challenging? The stupid woman doesn’t know what she’s fucking talking about.
 
         Leaving my mum with Amalie and David, I stroll over to our friends, who have all, unsurprisingly, taken up residence by the bar.
 
         “My man!” Sam slaps my back and John nods as I dip so Kate can kiss my cheek.
 
         “Everyone good?” I ask, collapsing into one of the chairs. “Where’s Drew?”
 
         Kate laughs, pointing to the bouncy castle where Drew is scrambling through the masses of kids to find his daughter. “He’s making sure that Georgia returns to her mother with no cuts or bruises.”
 
         “Talking of kids…” I point my bottle between Kate and Sam, and fail to maintain my seriousness when John’s body starts shaking, making the whole fucking house vibrate behind me with that deep, rolling laugh.
 
         “Jesse,” she says, exhausted by the constant question. “I’ve told you. There is not a maternal bone in this body.”
 
         “You manage my babies all right,” I point out. She’s great with them.
 
         “Yes, that is because I get to hand the adorable creatures back to you when I’m fed up with them.” She grins, and I match it, raising my bottle for her to chink.
 
         “I’m going to find my wife.” I stand back up, keen to locate her and advise her on what exactly I plan on doing to her later.
 
         Where is she?
 
         I find her in the kitchen with Cathy, who has taken over food preparations. “There’s my boy!” my old housekeeper sings, reaching up to kiss my cheek before exiting the kitchen with a tray full of tiny sandwiches, crusts cut off. “I’ll tell Clive to gather the children. Wonderful day!”
 
         Watching her leave, I turn slowly until my eyes find what they’re looking for. She’s watching me closely, and those eyes are smoking out. She’ll never get enough of me.
 
         “I’ve missed you.” I stalk forward, placing my bottle on the worktop as I pass. The tea towel is dropped from her hands, and she’s leaning back on the counter, willing me on, the little temptress.
 
         I’m not gentle. I grab her and pin her to the wall, my mouth falling to the sweet flesh of her neck. “Jesse, don’t,” she says and exhales, arching herself into my chest.
 
         “Later, I’m ripping this dress off and I’m going to fuck you into next year.”
 
         She moans, raising her bare knee and rubbing it lightly over my solid cock.
 
         Control, control, control. Fucking control! 
         
 
         “Deal,” she wisely agrees, not that she has a choice. Wherever, whenever, she knows that. But not fucking now.
 
         I growl my frustration and rip my body from hers. “I fucking love you.”
 
         “I know.” She smiles, but it doesn’t make her eyes sparkle like usual.
 
         “What’s up, baby?” I hunker down to get my face level with hers. “Tell me.”
 
         She sighs and flicks me almost nervous eyes. “I wish Dan was here.”
 
         It takes every ounce of my love for this woman not to roll my eyes or growl in frustration. The bloke rubs me up the wrong way; I can’t help it. “Hey, you know he’s fine,” I remind her. Fuck me, the prick’s cost me near on half a fucking million since I’ve known him, not that I will ever share that with Ava. She knows about the first bailout, but not the subsequent two. She’ll only get her knickers in a twist. He just can’t keep himself out of trouble. “It’s too hard for him.” I say what I know will ease her. “With Kate and Sam, you know.”
 
         “I know,” she agrees. “I’m being stupid.”
 
         “No, you’re not. Kiss me, wife.” I need to distract her. She doesn’t waste any time. She’s on me immediately, moaning into my mouth and yanking at my hair. It always works. “You taste delicious.” I’m growling. Fucking hell, I’m going to lose my fucking mind. I bite her lip and push my hips into the curves of her perfect body. “I’m getting rid of them,” I declare. “Fucking imposters.”
 
         She grins that fucking grin, hardening me further. “Stop being unreasonable.” She laughs. “It’s your babies’ day.”
 
         “There is nothing unreasonable about my wanting you and my babies all to myself.” I try to focus on cooling down my raging hard-on, but with my body pushed up to hers, those eyes begging for me to claim her, it’s fucking impossible. “I can’t look at you,” I mutter, stepping away and exiting the kitchen sharply before I bend her over the countertop.
 
         I’m about to trample the party.

         
            *  *  *

         
 
         I virtually kick the last people out, who happen to be Ava’s parents and they’re taking my babies for the night, so I’m delicate-ish. I lean into the back of Joseph’s car, my heart pounding happily at the sound of my babies giggling when I take turns to smother them. “Be bad for Nana.” I wink, get another collective giggle, and then a scold from Elizabeth before shutting the door and sprinting back into the house on the prowl.
 
         “Ava?” I shout, poking my head around the kitchen door. “Ava?”
 
         “You have to find me!” She laughs, but I can’t figure out from which direction that silky voice came.
 
         Damn it, she’s playing fucking games. “Ava, don’t make me crazy mad,” I warn. Where the fuck is she? “Ava?” She’s silent now, and so copping it when I get my hands on that body. “For fuck’s sake!” I yell, taking the stairs four at a time and crashing into our bedroom. “Ava?”
 
         Nothing.
 
         I stand in the middle of the bedroom contemplating my next move. It doesn’t take me long. “Three.” I say it evenly and with optimum confidence. I am confident. She can’t resist me. “Two.” I keep still, listening for any sign of movement. Nothing. “One,” I say quietly, my cock twitching wildly. I know she’s near.
 
         “Zero, baby,” she whispers from behind me, her seductive voice pulling the corners of my lips up. I turn and nearly stagger back at the sight of her standing before me, in just a small pair of lace knickers. Fuck me, she gets more beautiful every day. Despite my urgency, I take my time absorbing her in all of her flawlessness, my eyes dragging over her firm, perfectly formed breasts, over her ridiculously flat stomach, and down those fabulous legs. I’m throbbing as I watch her slide her lace down her thighs, and I take my time unbuttoning my shirt and removing my jeans. She doesn’t seem to mind. Her big brown eyes are enthralled by my leanness. Nothing changes.
 
         “Do you like what you see?” My voice is low and tempting, although this woman needs no tempting when it comes to me.
 
         Her lips part and her tongue creeps along her full bottom lip. I’m rigid. Everywhere. “I’m used to it,” she whispers, her eyes flicking across my chest.
 
         I’m on her in a flash, my mouth attacking hers with brute force, and she doesn’t stop me. She never will. Her legs wrap around my hips, her arms around my neck, and she’s all mine again.
 
         “How loud do you think you’ll scream when I fuck you?” I ask, ramming her up against the wall, breathing in her face.
 
         “I’d say quite loud,” she pants, grappling at my hard back before shifting her hands into my hair and yanking, hard.
 
         I smile, rear back, and slam into her, my head falling back on a yell, my hearing saturated by the sound of her screaming. My heart beats wildly in my chest.
 
         I don’t demand to see her eyes anymore. I don’t need to check she’s real.
 
         As long as my heart keeps beating, I’ll know that she is.
 
         End of.
 
      
	

    
	
		
         
            About the Author

         
 
         Jodi Ellen Malpas was born and raised in the Midlands town of Northampton, England, where she lives with her family. Working for the family construction business fulltime and with the prospect of taking it over once her father retired, she tried to ignore the lingering idea of writing a novel until it became impossible. She finally found the time and courage to release her creative streak and in October 2012 self-published This Man as an ebook. She took a chance on a story with some intense characters, notably Mr. Jesse Ward, the Lord of the Manor, and sparked incredible reactions from women all over the world. Two months later, Jodi made the decision to give up her day job to concentrate on her new and very unexpected career in writing.
         
 
         Learn more at:
 
         JodiEllenMalpas.co.uk
         
 
         Twitter, @JodiEllenMalpas
 
         Facebook.com/JodiEllenMalpas

      
	

    
	
		
         
            Also by Jodi Ellen Malpas

         

         This Man
         

         Beneath This Man
         

      
	

    
	
		

         Thank you for buying this ebook, published by Hachette Digital.


         To receive special offers, bonus content, and news about our latest ebooks and apps, sign up for our newsletters.


         Sign Up
         


         Or visit us at hachettebookgroup.com/newsletters
         


         [image: BOOKish]


         For more about this book and author, visit Bookish.com.


      
	

    
Contents

  	Title Page

	Welcome

	Dedication

	Acknowledgments

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-one

	Chapter Twenty-two

	Chapter Twenty-three

	Chapter Twenty-four

	Chapter Twenty-five

	Chapter Twenty-six

	Chapter Twenty-seven

	Chapter Twenty-eight

	Chapter Twenty-nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Chapter Thirty-one

	Chapter Thirty-two

	Chapter Thirty-three

	Chapter Thirty-four

	Chapter Thirty-five

	Epilogue

	About the Author

	Also by Jodi Ellen Malpas

	Newsletters

	Copyright




    Navigation
   

   	
     
      Begin Reading
     
    

    	
     
      Table of Contents
     
    

   

	
		
         
            This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
 
            Copyright © 2013 by Jodi Ellen Malpas
 
            Cover photograph by Diane Luger
 
            Cover copyright © 2013 by Hachette Book Group
 
            All rights reserved. In accordance with the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, the scanning, uploading, and electronic sharing of any part of this book without the permission of the publisher is unlawful piracy and theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), prior written permission must be obtained by contacting the publisher at permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.
 
            Forever
 
            Hachette Book Group
 
            237 Park Avenue, New York, NY 10017
 
            hachettebookgroup.com
            
 
            twitter.com/foreverromance
            
 
            First ebook edition: July 2013
 
            Forever is an imprint of Grand Central Publishing.
 
            The Forever name and logo are trademarks of Hachette Book Group, Inc.
 
            The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.
 
            The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to www.hachettespeakersbureau.com or call (866) 376-6591.
 
            ISBN 978-1-4555-7835-1
 
            E3

         

      
	

    3/images/00003.jpeg
= BO0Kz/





3/images/00002.jpeg
“This Man

&t






3/images/00001.jpeg
This Man
Confessed

e ENe

S

JODI ELLEN MALPAS

9

FOREVER





1/cover.jpeg
This
Man

Jodi Ellen Malpas





2/cover.jpeg
1 New Vork Times
Bestselling Series

Beneath

This Man

Jodi Ellen Malpas

~
&

¥

T

=

53 S





2/images/00003.jpeg
= BO0Kz/





2/images/00002.jpeg
PBeneat

“This Man






2/images/00001.jpeg
Beneath
This Man

D) O

s

JODI ELLEN MALPAS






1/images/00003.jpeg
= BO0Kz/





1/images/00001.jpeg
This Man

g e
A

JODI ELLEN MALPAS

FOREVER

Niw York Boston





1/images/00002.jpeg
This

Man





cover.jpg
This
Man

Jodi Ellen Malpas





3/cover.jpeg
#1 New York Times
Bestseller

This Man

Jodi Ellen Malpas






