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For M.,
who makes my world sing
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I’m so nervous that my hands are shaking. To stop others from noticing, I’ve been keeping them buried in my lap or play absentmindedly with my seat belt buckle, snapping it open and closed. We’re almost there. It’s not long to go now. At last …

“Miss, you need to keep your seat belt fastened. We’ve started our descent.” The flight attendant, who seemed to have appeared out of nowhere, is tall, blond, tanned, and incredibly thin. She points at the illuminated sign on the console above our heads. I nod quickly and reinsert the metal latch. She doesn’t notice my apology, but smiles briefly at the man sitting next to me in the window seat. He looks up from his newspaper and—as he does whenever she comes by—beams warmly at her. Then she goes on her way. The man watches her go. When he notices that I’m looking at him, he frowns reproachfully and gives me an angry look, as if it were a crime to annoy the flight attendant, before immersing himself in his newspaper again. I think it’s the first time since we took off from Chicago that he’s really noticed me at all.

That’s not necessarily a bad thing, though, since I don’t really care whether he finds me attractive or not. It’s just frustrating somehow, because even if I did find him attractive, I wouldn’t stand a chance against the tall blond—as usual. I’m the exact opposite of her—short and pale. Well, actually, I’m blond too—but a strawberry blond, more of a redhead than a blond, with the emphasis on the red. That’s actually the only striking thing about me. But I have that kind of redhead coloration that makes me go as red as a lobster in the sun and never really tan. So frankly, it’s a distinguishing feature I wish I didn’t have after all.

My sister, Hope, always tries to see the bright side of things by saying I look like an English rose. But she’s probably just trying to make me feel better because she herself is one of those golden-haired, tanned beauties who make a much stronger impression than I do on men—just like the one in the seat next to me. I’m watching him surreptitiously out of the corner of my eye. Actually, he’s rather good-looking—dark hair, nicely groomed, with a well-tailored suit. He took his jacket off at the beginning of the flight and, when he lifts his arms up, I can smell the sweat beneath his aftershave. But, luckily, I won’t have to put up with it much longer because we’ll soon arrive. My hands begin to play with my seat belt buckle again. I’ve forgotten the man in the window seat and, instead, am staring at the blue fabric of the seat back in front of me. My heart starts beating faster again because I’m so nervous.

I’m finally on my way to England! I can’t quite believe it yet. It’s my first trip abroad—well, except for a week’s vacation in Canada with my family when I was thirteen—but that doesn’t count. And this time it’s not just for a few days but for three whole months.

I heave a deep sigh. I was sure that it was going to be a great experience, but the fact that I am now so far away from everything I’m used to is making me feel a bit scared. It’s going to be fine, Grace, I tell myself, soothingly. Of course it will be …

“Didn’t you hear what the flight attendant said, love? You need to keep your seat belt fastened.”

The nice old lady in the aisle seat has jolted me out of my reverie. She pats my hand affectionately as I hurriedly fasten my seat belt again. She looks at me questioningly.

“Are you really that nervous?”

I bite my bottom lip and nod. I’d love to tell her the whole story again, all about my journey and what’s in store for me at my destination. But I’ve already kept her awake listening to it for the past few hours, so I keep quiet. She told me that she could never sleep a wink on planes anyway. But perhaps that’s just her British politeness, and she’s actually really tired and thinks I’m out of my mind.

Her name is Elizabeth Armstrong and she’s from London. She’s just been to visit one of her three sons who lives in Chicago, but she’s very happy to be on her way back home now. I know even more about her than that—actually, I know everything about her. How many grandchildren she has—three, which is far too few, in her opinion—that she doesn’t like flying—who does—and that she still misses her husband, who died eight years ago. He died very suddenly, of a heart attack. His name was Edward.

Planes are cramped and transatlantic flights are long, which makes it impossible not to get to know each other well—if you are a talkative kind of person and not an antisocial type obsessed with blonds, like the sweaty guy in the window seat. So Elizabeth Armstrong knows everything about me, too—that my name is Grace Lawson, that I’m twenty-two, majoring in economics at the University of Chicago. And that I’m on my way to London because I got an unbelievably, monumental, totally inconceivable lucky break. Because I got the highly coveted internship at Huntington Ventures, which I had pinned all my hopes on.

I don’t even know how many times during the long flight I had recited the company’s profile, which I now know by heart, to my patient neighbor. That the company has been around for eight years and that, in that time, it had developed into one of the most successful investment firms in the world. And that their success is largely thanks to the company founder, Jonathan Huntington, and his innovative and very impressive idea—namely bringing together patents and fresh ideas in the fields of technology, industry, and commerce with the right financial backers to create profitable new products and projects. To be perfectly frank, I’m also very eager to meet the man behind it all: Jonathan Maxwell Henry Viscount Huntington, a member of the British aristocracy, always busy expanding his various business enterprises, and, according to the local tabloids, one of England’s most eligible bachelors.

I showed Hope a picture of him I’d found in a magazine, and she thought he looked handsome, but very arrogant. And she’s right about that. But that’s hardly surprising. If I were as successful as he, maybe I would be arrogant too.

I remember that photo well. He was with two beautiful, glamorous women, models with perfect, scantily-clad bodies draped all over him, worshipping him. But neither of them was his girlfriend, if what was said in the accompanying article is true, because he doesn’t have one. And he’s not married either, which comes as a surprise to me,because, with his dark hair and striking blue eyes, he really is incredibly good looking. Why is such an attractive man still unattached?

I heave another sigh. It’s not your problem, Grace, I remind myself. You probably won’t even meet him. After all, he’s the head of the company and will hardly have time to meet every intern personally, even if they have come from a long way away …

“Is someone going to pick you up from the airport, then?” Elizabeth Armstrong sounded quite concerned.

It takes me a moment to get back to reality.

“No. I’ll take the subway into town—or get a taxi.” If I have to take a taxi, it will make a big dent in my savings. It’s my plan B, just in case the subway thing goes totally wrong. I just hope that I can get my bearings quickly, get on the right subway, and get to my destination on time. Otherwise, I’ll have to take a taxi because time is short.

The plane I’m on was the cheapest possible flight from Chicago to London, but it’s scheduled to land at eight o’clock—in fifteen minutes—and at ten o’clock I have a meeting with Annie French, an employee of Huntington Ventures, who’ll be waiting for me at their reception to show me around and brief me on my job. And the company is based in the city of London, right in downtown. When you allow for the fact that I still have to wait for my suitcase at luggage claim, then I’m cutting it pretty darn close and I can only hope that the London rush hour isn’t really as crazy as everyone says it is.

***

We end up landing at Heathrow almost twenty minutes late and it takes an eternity for the plane to taxi to its final parking position. I drum my fingers impatiently on the arm of my seat and count the minutes slipping through my fingers. It’s a long way to luggage claim, too, and of course, we arrive to find that our suitcases haven’t made it out yet. The conveyor belt isn’t moving, and the screen showing our flight number is blinking.

I realize that I should use the time to freshen up and get changed, so I run to the nearest women’s restroom and examine myself critically in the mirror—something I have already done several times during the flight—while always coming to the same conclusion: everything’s still OK.

I slip quickly into one of the booths, take off the comfortable slacks I’ve been wearing, and change into the tight black skirt and silk stockings I’ve had in my carry-on all this time. I also change out of my green polo shirt into a black blouse. My only concession to flair is a brightly colored silk scarf, which goes with my red hair. I stuff the stale clothes back into my bag, which is so big I could probably fit half my wardrobe in there—which is exactly why it goes everywhere with me—and stand in front of the mirror. Perfect. My mother would find it too gloomy—she always wants me to wear something ‘cheerful’—but I like to look like this. I feel so grown up. And I’m colorful enough already, with my red hair. I really don’t need to draw any more attention to myself.

My hair no longer falls onto my shoulders in perfect waves as it did before take-off, but, with a bit of a touching up, I quickly get it to look nice again—thank God for styling mousse! And my makeup, which I applied pretty sparingly to begin with, can be easily touched up with a bit of powder, mascara and lip gloss—there, all done.

My green eyes look tired. It was a long flight and I’m beginning to feel it. But what the heck, I’m young and prepared to put up with a little lack of sleep for the two hundred dollars I saved by taking the red-eye flight.

Elizabeth Armstrong suddenly appears next to me in the mirror, replacing the woman who had just been standing there. I turn to look at her, surprised but pleased.

“Are you doing a little primping, my dear? Unlike me, you really don’t need it.” She winks at me, then yawns vigorously, and rinses her hands with cold water.

I knew it—she’s tired and it’s my fault because I wouldn’t let her sleep. She’s still smiling though, as we both wash our hands, and I find myself smiling back at her.

She reminds me a bit of my grandmother, Rose, back home in Lester, Illinois, the small town where I grew up. Grandma looks totally different from her—she’s worked outside all her life, and there’s no comparison between her and Elizabeth, who is so delicate. But they do have the same mischievous sense of humor.

“I need to look good, because they’re going to meet me,” I explain superfluously. My travel companion knew that perfectly well already, after I had explained to her what seemed like three hundred and seventy times over the past few hours just how important this internship is to me. She just nods.

“Perhaps someone will come and pick you up after all,” she says, and goes over to the hand dryers to let the jet of air blow the water off her hands. The dryer makes such a loud hum that I almost don’t hear my cell phone start to ring. I had switched it back on as soon as I got off the plane—just in case Huntington Ventures had left me any important messages. But I obviously overestimated my importance to the firm because the only person to have sent me a text message was my sister. And she’s also the one calling me now, as I see from the display. I hurriedly wipe my fingers dry on my skirt and take the call.

“Hi Gracie! Did you land safely?”

It’s so good to hear Hope’s familiar voice that I suddenly feel a lump in my throat.

“Yeah, I just landed. I’m just waiting for my suitcase. Just a sec.”

I press my cell phone against my chest and say goodbye to Elizabeth, who pats me on the arm and wishes me luck, before taking lipstick out of her purse and bending forward to reapply it. Elizabeth winks at me again in the mirror, and I wave to her before pushing the door open and exiting into the luggage claim area with my cell phone pressed to my ear. The suitcases are just arriving, and while I’m waiting for mine—of course one of the last to appear on the conveyor belt, as usual—I give Hope the lowdown on the flight. It’s fun to talk to her. She makes things seem reassuringly normal and, in my current nervous state, I really need that.

“Well, what now?” she asks as I lift the black brute off the conveyor belt. I’d borrowed it from my mom because I’d have to travel with three bags in order to take as much as I was able to fit in there. Once I have the suitcase in front of me, I push the handle up. Thank God it has wheels, even if it’s still so heavy it nearly dislocates my arm. I pull it doggedly toward customs.

“I’m going to have to hurry, if I still want to get there on time.”

“Are you wearing the black skirt and the black blouse?”

“Yes, why?”

Hope giggles. “Because I was afraid you would.”

“Doesn’t it look good?” I’m seized by panic. Couldn’t she have told me earlier?

“Of course it does, it’s just that it’s so like you to try to hide. You really don’t need to, Gracie. You’re so pretty. The English men are going to notice that, believe me. And, anyway, black doesn’t suit you at all—it’s not the right color for spring.”

I wish I could believe her. I really do. It’s easy for Hope to say, with her dream figure. If I were five-foot-seven, blond, and athletic, I probably wouldn’t wear anything at all—or, at least, I’d wear a lot less than I am now. You can certainly see that she has Scandinavian roots. As for me, I seem to have inherited our family’s few remaining Irish genes from some ancestor or other, since no one in my family is a redhead, not even my father—at least, as far as I can remember, since it’s been ages since I last saw him. And I’m also the only short and curvy one. I’m not fat, it’s true, but I’m rounded in places where enviable women like my sister and the flight attendant are athletic and toned.

“Black is slimming, okay?” I excavate my passport from my purse because I’ll have to show them soon. “I’ll call you right back.”

Hope’s voice suddenly sounds worried. “Look after yourself, won’t you, Gracie? And promise me that you’ll call me tonight and tell me everything—every last detail.”

I promise and hang up with a wry smile. She’s my little sister—but she acts like my mother. And perhaps she’s right. In many ways, Hope’s the more experienced of the two of us. I put my cell phone away with a sigh. At least she’s never been to England. That’s one advantage I have over her now.

The man behind the counter only glances briefly at my passport and the customs officers don’t frisk me either—as I said, apart from my hair, I’m completely unremarkable, nobody pays any attention to me—so it’s quickly over, and I arrive at the exit leading out of the airport building.

When I get through the door, there are so many more people than I was expecting that I stop, shocked, and the man behind me has to swerve around me. He gives me an annoyed look before hurrying on. Thank you. You’re welcome. Same to you.

People are streaming past me. Friends and relatives are waving and hurrying toward each other. People are holding up signs with names on them, reunions are happening, people hugging each other, welcoming each other back. Elizabeth walks past me, toward a young man who is clearly happy to see her again. He takes her in his arms. She pays no further attention to me.

I don’t want to feel lost, so I straighten my purse decisively. It’s time to get going. I jolt into motion again, ready to seek directions to the subway—only to stop again a second later, when I catch sight of a man who stands out among the crowd. He’s just standing there casually, with his eyes fixed on the exit. Watching me.

My heart stops for a moment and then immediately starts thumping again when I see the smile on his lips. He nods at me almost imperceptibly.

Jonathan Huntington.

No, it can’t be. I blink, but he’s still there. It’s him, it’s definitely him, even though he looks much more attractive in real life than in the magazine photo.

He uncrosses his arms, which he had folded across his chest, and his posture shifts. He’s not waiting anymore; he’s ready. Even though he’s not moving, he’s poised to go. He’s looking at me. He’s …been expecting me.

Oh. My. God.

My feet seem to move of their own accord. I walk toward him in a kind of trance.
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“Hello, Mr. Huntington.” I’m standing right in front of him and holding out my hand. “I’m Grace Lawson.”

As I walk toward him, he doesn’t take his eyes off me for a second. Those eyes of his were mesmerizingly blue in the photo. But in real life they look …different somehow. Deep. Shimmering. I stare at him, soaking in every last detail.

He’s tall, much taller than I thought, and is dressed in black from head to toe: black pants, black shirt, black jacket. Just like me. Only he isn’t wearing a colorful scarf, of course. Ha ha. His hair is black, too, and rakishly long, covering his forehead and reaching to just below his collar. Unlike mine, his skin is tanned, which makes the contrast with his blue eyes even more striking. And he clearly didn’t shave today; there’s a five o’clock shadow on his cheeks.

I notice all this in the seconds during which my hand is hovering in the air between us—but he doesn’t take it. My gaze shifts to his mouth. There is no longer a smile on his lips and his blank expression suddenly makes me feel uneasy.

He’s looking at me as if he has no idea what I want from him. I clear my throat and leave my hand outstretched.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you—sir.” He’s an aristocrat, isn’t he? How do you address someone like that? Darnit. I don’t know what to say. “I mean, I really wasn’t expecting you to come and pick me up. But I …I’m looking forward to it. To the internship. Very much, actually. It’s really a …huge …”

The last words come out in a disjointed stammer. Something isn’t right about this.

“Jonathan?” I hear a deep voice with a strange accent that I can’t place, coming from right behind me and, when I look up, startled, there’s a man standing there. A Japanese man. He’s not quite as tall as Jonathan Huntington, but he’s tall enough to make me feel like a dwarf next to the two of them. There are two more men behind him, also Japanese, but shorter. They must belong to the same party as the first man. And it’s only now that I notice a blond giant and a somewhat shorter dark-haired man, both in suits, have come up behind Jonathan Huntington, as if rushing to his aid. And they’re all looking at me with the same puzzled expressions. Oh my God. My cheeks are burning as I realize what an incredibly embarrassing mistake I’ve just made. Jonathan Huntington isn’t here to pick up his new intern from Chicago from the airport. He’s been waiting for the Japanese businessman behind me, who, by some unlikely coincidence, arrived at exactly the same time as I did. I’ve just made a complete fool of myself. More than a fool, a total idiot. A complete and utter imbecile.

For a few excruciating seconds no one says a word while I stand there squirming. I shut my eyes in despair and, almost immediately, I feel a warm hand enclosing mine, which I’m still holding out.

When I open my eyes again, Jonathan Huntington is looking at me. It’s his hand that’s holding mine. Gripping it firmly. Pleasantly. Reassuringly. He’s smiling and I notice that one of his canine teeth has an entire tip missing. It gives his smile a youthful quality, which I wasn’t expecting and makes me go weak at the knees. Or perhaps it’s just that I feel so incredibly embarrassed that my legs simply don’t want to hold me up anymore.

“Miss Lawson, what a pleasure.” He still has no idea who I am. But he’s rescuing me. The warmth from his hand is spreading through my body.

You should excuse yourself and leave, a voice inside me is saying loud and clear, but, as if frozen to the spot, I keep on staring at Jonathan Huntington’s face as if hypnotized. I just can’t get over how attractive he is.

Then he lets go of my hand and I return to my senses. He indicates the tall Japanese man, whose age I find hard to guess.

“May I introduce Yuuto Nagako, a business associate of mine, who has just arrived from Tokyo?” I turn around and nod at the man who is observing me with an odd, penetrating gaze. Jonathan Huntington says the names of the other four and they silently bow their heads, but I can only remember that the tall blonde is called Steven—I forget the other names right away. My brain doesn’t seem to be working properly.

“And this is our new …intern, Miss Lawson?” Jonathan Huntington continues. He says it in a joking sort of way; it sounds condescending. Something in his tone makes me feel defensive. He really is very arrogant. That’s what my sister called him, when we looked at his photo together. She was obviously right about that.

On the other hand, it gradually dawns on me that he didn’t expose me for my idiotic mistake and my gratitude soon outweighs all other feelings. If that’s what they mean by proper English manners, I’m willing to put up with a little bit of arrogance.

“I …yes. From …Chicago,” I stammer, as if I were trying to explain why I behaved so incredibly stupidly. I can tell the Japanese man is getting impatient. I have the feeling that I wouldn’t have gotten away with it so lightly if I’d made a scene like that in front of him—at least, that’s how I interpret the way he’s still staring at me.

At last my brain seems to have started working again. I feel lucky. I was so naïve; it hurt. Now at least I won’t have to spend the rest of my life praying the ground will swallow me. But if I stand around for much longer, that might change.

“I must get going—to catch the subway. Because I’ve got an appointment to get to.” I look at Jonathan Huntington and the whole thing seems so absurd that I shrug my shoulders and can’t suppress a smile. “With you.”

He raises his eyebrows in astonishment. “With me?”

“Um, yes, no, I mean—with your company. You know. The internship.” Now I’m squirming again. For God’s sake, Grace, don’t try to be funny. After this performance, he’ll probably cancel their partnership with the University of Chicago because he’s had quite enough of the dim-witted American girls they’ve been bringing into the country. I should go before I make things even worse. “Well. Goodbye.”

I grip the handle of my suitcase and pull it after me. The men step in closer to each other and start talking right away, closing the gap in their circle, as if they had just been waiting for me to finally leave. I turn around briefly once more, but when my eyes meet those of the Japanese man, who’s talking to Jonathan Huntington, I turn my head away at once. I sincerely hope they are talking business and not about me.

I close my eyes for a moment, feeling the weight of the suitcase tugging at my arm, as I roll it along after me. Well, that was it—I met Jonathan Huntington. You did a great job, Grace, a really great job. When I meet him again at the office I can only hope he’s forgotten what I look like—or else I’d better hide behind a filing cabinet for the next three months. I feel a hand around my arm, stopping me from moving. I turn round, startled—and find myself looking straight into Jonathan Huntington’s blue eyes.

“You’re coming with us, Miss Lawson,” he explains, in that same condescending tone which leaves no room for argument.

If I could get my breath back, I’d be able to respond. But Steven, the blond giant, is standing behind him and, before I realize what’s happening, he’s grabbed my suitcase and is pulling it away, back toward the Japanese businessmen. Jonathan Huntington is still holding onto my arm. And at last, my brain starts functioning again.

“Hey!” I free myself from his grasp. “No! Wait!” I shout at the blonde’s retreating back and he stops right away. But Jonathan Huntington gestures for him to carry on. Then I feel his hand on my back, pushing me forward with determination.

“My assistant just wants to help you with your luggage,” he explains and looks at me again as if I might be nuts. But then again, maybe I am.

“I can’t go with you,” I tell him, and stop dead. It’s only logical; he must realize that. He has something unbelievably important to talk to that Japanese man about, at least I assume so, because otherwise he wouldn’t have met this man who came all the way from Japan at the airport, and I’m just in the way. Besides—I don’t like the way he makes it sound like an order. And I also don’t want anyone to take my suitcase away. “Please, can you tell that man—can you tell your assistant to give me my suitcase back? I really have to get to the subway, or I’m going to be late.”

His lips curl upward, in obvious amusement, and I spot the little missing tip of tooth again. If it were anyone else it would be a blemish but on him, I found it incredibly attractive. I’m suddenly breathless again.

“Late for an appointment with me?” he asks and he sounds unmistakeably mocking. Now I can breathe again. I stick out my chin.

“No. Late for an appointment with your company.” His laughter is suddenly making me angry. Now I’m really not having any trouble breathing at all. “I don’t think it makes any sense for me to take up any more of your time. You have an important appointment and I would feel very uncomfortable being a further burden to you, after our misunderstanding.” It occurs to me once again that it was actually pretty nice of him not to have let me become a laughing stock. “Thank you, by the way.”

“What for?”

Oh no. Grace, for heaven’s sake, think things through before you open your mouth, for once. “You know what for. You could have—been less kind just now.”

“And why are you turning me down now, when I’m kindly offering to take you with me?”

Is …is he trying to confuse me? If he is, then it’s a resounding success. “I just don’t want to be late,” I say, almost in despair now.

“Then come with me. You’ll get there quicker by car than by tube.”

I’m still reluctant, even though I’m not really putting up much resistance to his big, warm hand on my back. I keep on walking. “But your friend, I mean, your business associate. Surely you have things to discuss.”

“He won’t mind if you come with us, believe me.” The way he says this irritates me. He sounds sarcastic and there is a tone in his voice that sends a shiver down my spine. But I’m too flustered to give it much more thought because, at that moment, we’ve gotten back to where the other men are standing.

“Miss Lawson will accompany us,” Jonathan Huntington explains, as if this isn’t obvious from the way he dragged me back, with his giant assistant pulling my suitcase. He sounds satisfied. No wonder. He probably always gets what he wants.

The Japanese men nod in that typically Asian way, a little brusquely, while Steven and the dark-haired man watch with an impersonal kind of interest, the way you might look at a traffic accident as you drive past. Well, I suppose that’s what I am—an unexpected accident.

We all set off in silence.

Jonathan Huntington and the tall Japanese man are walking behind me, and I can feel their eyes on my back. The two of them are talking quietly—in Japanese. Perhaps that’s why bringing me with them wasn’t a problem—I can’t understand anything anyway.

For a moment, I feel uneasy. Am I completely insane for having even considered turning down this offer? I mean, Jonathan Huntington is going to be my boss for the next three months—and I’ve got nothing better to do than to first force myself on him and then to make a big deal about nothing, as if he wanted something from me? Get real, Grace, I admonish myself. You had more luck than sense just now. It’s time to make the best of it.

But, in the car—a rather long limousine with two rows of upholstered leather seats facing each other in the back—my doubts return and I’m certain that it was a mistake not to take the subway after all.

I’m sitting facing forward, on a seat next to Jonathan Huntington and the dark-haired man, with the head Japanese man sharing the opposite seat with one of his assistants. The other Japanese man is sitting next to Steven the giant, who is driving the car. The Japanese assistant, who’s sitting in the back with us, is balancing his briefcase on his lap, and the dark-haired man is making calls and sending text messages on his cell, while clearly keeping one ear open to listen in to the two bosses’ conversation. Jonathan Huntington and Yuuto Nagako—I’ve just remembered his name—are both leaning back, relaxed and chatting, still in Japanese. I have no idea how old the Japanese man might be, because his face looks so smooth and Asian, but since his temples are already gray, I estimate that he must be at least ten years older than Jonathan.

While he’s talking, Yuuto Nagako keeps looking at me in that unsettling way which I don’t like and I even almost get the impression that they are talking about me. But that’s just as ridiculous as this entire situation.

I don’t know when I last felt so uncomfortable. So completely out of place. I’ve never in my life been in such a swanky car, and that alone would have been enough—that and the completely unfamiliar sensation of driving on the left—to overwhelm me. But I’m so busy feeling small and unimportant among these strange, tall men that I don’t even get around to giving my surroundings the attention they deserve. Jonathan Huntington is the only one who seems familiar to me. That doesn’t make me feel much more relaxed, though, since it’s only because Hope and I spent so much time sitting gazing at his photo. I’m simply completely out of my league.

The worst thing is that I’m sitting so close to him, I can smell him. And, unlike the man on the plane, he doesn’t repel me. No, he smells good, of very pleasant aftershave. So pleasant that I catch myself inhaling deeply—in order to fill my nostrils with more of it. Perhaps that isn’t aftershave at all. Maybe that’s just how he smells. Whatever it is, it’s definitely going to my head. And that really isn’t good because that means that I am becoming even more focused on him, and having even more trouble getting my nerves under control.

Feeling uncomfortable, I clamp myself into my seat and pray that we get there soon. Because every time the big car goes around a curve, I’m pressed up against Jonathan Huntington. At least I would be, if I didn’t resist it with all my strength. The bucket seats are upholstered in a very soft material and would actually provide plenty of room for two people. But there are three of us sitting on the seat and the hollow in the seat, together with the laws of gravity, keeps making me slide dangerously close to him. There’s nothing I can do about it. I sit there completely rigid, staring out of the window, hoping no one will notice I’m there.

Until Jonathan Huntington suddenly puts his arm on the seat back behind me. It means that his broad shoulder is now no longer in the way, and I have more room. But his shoulder was a kind of buffer zone. It was the place where our bodies had the most contact, when I couldn’t hold on tightly enough. Now there’s nothing there and when the car takes the next right-hand bend a second later, I slide up against him. For real. With full body contact. Suddenly, we’re sitting there side by side and, since I instinctively tried to break my fall, I still have my hand on his chest and I feel him put an arm around me and hold my upper arm. Perhaps it was a reflex. He wanted to catch me.

For a second, the world stops. I can feel the warmth of his body but also, the way he is stiffening under my hand. His gaze slips from my face to my breasts, and back. I look down and find that my blouse has shifted and is now displaying a considerable view of my cleavage. When I look back up at him, he’s not smiling and his eyes have gone dark. I can’t breathe; I can only stare at him. My skin suddenly feels prickly at every point we’re touching, and I can feel the blood rushing into my cheeks.

I hurriedly push myself away—pushing off his chest, there’s no other option—and scoot along, back into the corner. His arm releases me.

“Sorry,” I mumble and I can hardly conceal my dismay. I’ve really got to get out of here—urgently.

He takes his arm off the backrest and we’re back to sitting as we were before. Luckily, the Japanese assistant is talking to the dark-haired man about some appointments. Yuuto Nagako is the only one not taking part in the conversation, but staring at me just as he’s been doing the whole time. He says something to Jonathan Huntington in Japanese, something, which makes him turn to me.

“How long will you be with us, Miss Lawson?”

The fact that he is suddenly speaking to me directly makes me even more nervous than I already was. And he doesn’t ask as though he were just making harmless small talk, but in a kind of formal, detached way. As if it’s important information that he needs to know for some reason.

“Three months,” I answer, wetting my lips. My whole mouth is terribly dry.

“And where are you from again …?”

“Chicago.”

“Right. Yes, you told me.”

He’s turned his head to one side and he’s giving me a look that I can’t evade. We are definitely sitting too close to each other, even if now if our shoulders are the only parts of our bodies touching. I can feel how hard his arm is under his jacket, and I pull away a little. I can still feel his warmth, which is radiating through to me, too.

“So, you are studying with Professor White?”

I nod. I’m gradually recovering from the shock. It looks like he just wants to make a little small talk after all. A harmless conversation is exactly what I need right now. “Do you know him?”

“Not personally, no. But my partner, Alexander Norton, is a good friend of his. As far as I know, he’s the one who put us in touch.”

Professor White never mentioned anything about this, but it explains why a British company would offer a paid internship for American economics students. The salary is not enough to make me rich, but still, it’s enough to enable me to afford to rent an apartment in London during my stay.

“What attracted you to economics, Miss Lawson?”

The other men have finished talking and it’s silent in the car when Jonathan Huntington asks me that. Everyone looks at me and suddenly; I really would like to disappear into thin air. But then I frown, because my brain has just registered the undertone in his voice when he asked the question. He sounds mildly amused again. As if it were a subject that isn’t suitable for someone like me, as if economics and I were two incompatible opposites. OK, perhaps up to now I haven’t exactly proven myself to be the most intelligent representative of my gender, but there’s no reason to treat me so patronizingly. I’m good at what I do. Otherwise I wouldn’t have gotten the internship. I had to apply for it—and they chose me.

“I like working with numbers,” I say in an emphatically casual way and smile slightly, as confidently as I can, as if the real reason were far too complicated to explain right now. If you can do it, so can I, I think, and I’m pretty satisfied with my performance. Until he asks his next question.

“And what attracted you to Huntington Ventures?”

I swallow. I gave the university’s selection committee more than ten reasons. I spoke eloquently and persuasively on this topic. But now I am gazing into the company founder’s blue eyes and I can’t seem to get a single word out.

But luckily I don’t have to say anything else because we’ve arrived at our destination. The car stops at the entrance of a modern, glass office building. It has at least ten stories and a facade that curves gently outward. One side is straight but the other slopes slightly inward, giving it a very interesting, almost conical form.

I’m sitting on the driver’s side and cars are rushing by one after the other, so I wait for the men on the other side to get out and then follow them. As I’m climbing out of the car, Jonathan Huntington reaches out a hand to help me and, although I’m hesitant at first, I take it. It would have been childish to ignore his gesture, and I’ve already embarrassed myself enough for one day. But touching him definitely does my heart rate no good. As soon as I reach the sidewalk, I let go.

The blond giant gets my black case out of the trunk and wheels it through the glass door into the building.

“After you.” Jonathan Huntington indicates that I should go first, and the Japanese men also let me go into the lobby before them. It’s very big and elegant. The chauffeur has left my suitcase in front of the reception desk, which is made of beautifully crafted wood and glass. There are two young women standing there, one in front of the counter and one behind it, and they are both watching us with interest.

Jonathan Huntington greets them and speaks to them briefly. I snatch a glance at my watch. Half past ten. Damn.

The young woman in front of the counter comes up to me. She’s around my age and has short brown hair, which she’s wearing in a way that’s somehow both incredibly casual and yet very stylish. She’s wearing a light green, corduroy suit with a matching batik top and a simple but striking silver necklace. It’s an unusual outfit for the office, but not exaggeratedly so—and somehow it suits her.

“Hello,” she says. “I’m Annie French. I’ve been waiting for you, Grace.”

Her informal tone surprises me a bit. But it’s also welcome after the horrible journey. At last, I’m dealing with someone who doesn’t make me feel completely inadequate.

“I’m late,” I say unhappily as I shake her hand.

“Not if you’ve come with the boss,” she answers, grinning at me. I like her.

Before we can keep on talking, Jonathan Huntington is suddenly standing beside me again. The other men are waiting by the elevator and looking over at us.

“Good luck with your internship, Miss Lawson,” he says. “I hope you like it here.”

I swallow. “Thank you.”

“Black suits you, by the way. It’s a beautiful color.” He looks down at himself for a moment. When he looks up again, there is a glint in his blue eyes and a slight smile on his lips, which makes my knees go weak again.

Before I can answer, he turns around and heads off in the direction of the elevator. I gaze after him, uneasy, wondering if I really ought to be wishing to see him again.
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Once all six men are inside the elevator and the door has closed behind them, Annie French looks at me.

“How did you manage that?,” she asks, raising an eyebrow.

“Manage what?” I’m still so busy thinking about the perplexing Jonathan Huntington that I’m not really listening.

Annie gives me a nudge, bringing my attention abruptly back to reality and to what she’s saying. “Well, come on—you’ve just arrived with the boss. How did you manage that? Tell me!”

“It was …a coincidence. We met at the airport and he offered to give me a ride with him and his associates.” It actually sounds quite credible. But Annie isn’t fooled. She cocks her head to one side.

“And how did he know who you are? Do you know each other?”

She’s got me. I can feel my cheeks getting hot and I take her aside because I don’t want the receptionist to overhear, and she’s keeping an eye on us and is clearly very interested. “No. I …I went up and spoke to him,” I confess quietly. “It was a mistake. I thought—he had come to pick me up.”

Annie looks at me, completely dumbfounded. And then she laughs, as if it were the best joke she’s heard in ages. “You thought the boss had come to pick you up, in person?”

“Yes, I know,” I groan and roll my eyes. “Don’t rub it in. I’m already embarrassed enough. Can we change the subject, please?”

“Of course.” Annie is still grinning broadly. “For the time being, at least.” She indicates my suitcase. “You can leave that here with Caroline and pick it up later. First, I’m going to show you your new area of operations.” Her smile is so contagious and friendly, and she’s so disarmingly open that I can’t help feeling comfortable around her.

We leave the suitcase with Caroline, who shoves the thing behind the counter and assures me that she’ll take good care of it, scrutinizing me with obvious interest all the while. Then it’s our turn to get into one of the two elevators, which are adjacent to each other. It has a mirrored interior and, like everything else here, looks very grand and luxurious. One glance at my reflection reveals that I look unnaturally pale—probably the after-effect of meeting one of England’s most eligible bachelors.

While we’re going up, Annie explains that she is twenty-three and has been working as a junior assistant in the investment department at Huntington Ventures for a year.

“It’s my means of entry into the industry,” she says. “And it could have been much, much worse.”

I am a bit envious that, although we are almost the same age, she’s so much further along than I am. It’s true that it won’t be much longer until I’ve finished school, but would I be able to get a job at such a great company?

I’m not only envious of her position at Huntington Ventures but also of her self-confident, cheerful manner, and her relaxed approach to things.

“This is the department where you’ll be working,” she explains, as we get out on the fourth floor and walk down a long hallway. Everything looks light and spacious. Glass doors lead to a variety of large offices with floor-to-ceiling windows and very busy-looking people sitting in them. This is where they plan the new projects Huntington Ventures is going to be involved in. We do all the research, check the market odds, and carry out all the preliminary discussions—and then management deals with the rest.

She accompanies me into each office and introduces her colleagues to me—but there are too many of them for me to remember right away. Only a few names stick in my mind: the secretary, a very friendly older woman, is named Veronica; the head of department, a man of about forty with thinning hair, introduces himself as Clive; and then there’s Shadrach, a younger colleague, possibly of Pakistani origin, whom I guess to be in his late twenties and shares an office with Annie. There are more of them, at least a dozen in total, whom I’m bound to get to know better over the coming days. They’re all very friendly, but I still think Annie is the nicest.

“I’ll show you the other departments here in the building some time, if you’re interested.” Out in the hallway, Annie hands me a folder. “You’ll find everything you need to know about our company in there.” And she gives me yet another photocopy with a complicated drawing on it. “And that’s our organogram—so you can get an overview.” I cast an eye over the intricately branching network and am amazed by the number of jigsaw pieces that make up the company. I’m familiar with many of them from my own research, but some of the points here are completely new. And, as I leaf through the folder in which the company’s further activities are printed on high-gloss paper, I realize that Huntington Ventures is much more than just an investment company. It’s an empire, with international connections and wide-ranging areas of influence. They have holdings not just in high finance and construction but also in almost every industrial and commercial sector, and they also fund cultural projects. My respect for Jonathan Huntington’s achievements has just gone up a lot.

When I look up again, Annie is grinning. “Impressive, isn’t it?”

I know that she’s talking about the company but I can’t stop thinking about the man who runs it. I nod silently.

Annie walks on and pushes open the door of an office at the end of the hallway. It also has an outer wall made of glass but it’s very small. There’s a desk in front of the window and one wall is completely covered in filing cabinets, leaving not much room to move.

“The intern’s office,” Annie announces, and grins at me again in her unabashed, candid way.

I sigh. What had I been expecting—a red carpet? And, after all, it’s not so bad. It may be almost at the far end of the hallway, but it’s not far from Annie’s office, which I find a little reassuring. After all, she’s the only one I know here—so far. Apart from Jonathan Huntington, but I need to stop thinking about him so much.

“And what do I do in here?” I ask, moving behind the desk, to take a closer look at my workplace.

“What all interns do—make tea and coffee.” Annie indicates the door opposite. “That’s the kitchen, you see—it’s very convenient for you.”

For a moment I’m speechless. “You’re not serious, are you?” Did I say I liked her? I was wrong, I find all English people strange.

For a moment she just stands there, leaning against the doorframe with a neutral expression, but then she can’t keep a straight face anymore and bursts out laughing. “No, of course not. The room over there really is the kitchen and you can make yourself tea and coffee in there, if you like—we’re fully equipped. But otherwise, of course, you have rather more demanding duties.”

I look at her, relieved, and have to smile. “Who am I going to be working with?” I ask.

Annie grins. “Who would you like to be working with?” For some reason my stomach gives another lurch because the only person who occurs to me is Jonathan Huntington. The blood rushes into my cheeks and Annie seems to guess the direction of my thoughts. Her grin becomes even broader.

“I’m sorry, but I’m afraid you won’t make it to management level quite that fast. Our boss might have brought you here but he doesn’t normally take a personal interest in the interns. You’ll have to make do with me.”

“Of course—I’d much prefer that,” I assure her, quickly.

“Did you really just go up and speak to him?” Annie obviously still can’t quite believe it. I nod and squirm inwardly once more, remembering the embarrassing incident at the airport. “But it was his idea to bring me here. I wanted to take the subway, as soon as I realized what a stupid mistake I’d made.”

Annie frowns. “He was the one who offered to bring you here?”

“Yes, why? Is that so unusual? I mean—he was probably just trying to be nice.”

Annie snorts, as if that were a completely absurd idea.

“Jonathan Huntington—the nice boy next door?”

I feel obliged to defend him. He could have ignored me or just left me there, after all.

“I thought he was nice,” I insist.

For the first time since we met, Annie’s facial expression turns really serious.

“Let me give you a piece of friendly advice, Grace, don’t start reading anything into it.”

I’m confused. “What do you mean?”

She’s looking at me with a slightly despairing expression on her face. “Listen, we’re not all blind here. The boss is bloody good-looking and you’re not the first one to get all starry-eyed looking at him. Most of them worship him from afar but it’s pointless, believe me. And those who’ve worked with him more closely, and who’ve really had it bad, have left at some point. Just last month, there was a woman from the press office who had a lot of dealings with him because of a project. They all leave the company voluntarily, for good reasons, because they’ve found another job or because they are looking for new challenges—but, if you ask me, they left because they couldn’t be the woman at Jonathan Huntington’s side.” She gives me a penetrating look. “Remember that and keep your hands off him. You’re just wasting your time.”

As if I didn’t already know that. But now I’m curious.

“Why doesn’t he have any girlfriends? Is he …?”

“Gay?” Annie finishes the sentence for me, and then laughs. “No, definitely not. But he’s no prince, even if he does have a title. So listen to me and don’t give him the starring role in your own personal fairy tale. He’s too much for you to handle.”

I sigh. I probably ought to be offended by Annie, trying to set my head straight like this—we hardly know each other, after all. What’s really embarrassing is how it’s so obvious that meeting Jonathan Huntington made such a big impression on me. But she means well, I can tell—she really does want to warn me, to save me from getting disappointed later. And perhaps this is exactly the kind of brutal, candid talking-to I need. Maybe the idea that I could be the great Jonathan Huntington’s next victim is not completely out of question.

“Don’t worry, I’m not that naive,” I tell her, managing a lopsided smile. It’s not true, actually, I’m darn naive when it comes to men—but that’s something I really don’t want to discuss with my new colleague. “And I’m unlikely to see Mr. Huntington again anyway. Or does he stop by often?”

Part of me hopes he does, although I know how stupid that is—especially after the warning I just received.

Annie shakes her head. “No, actually, very seldom. But then he doesn’t usually give interns a lift. Just be careful, that’s all I’m saying.” The tone of her voice is deadly serious and I’m uneasy. Is she afraid that Jonathan Huntington might be interested in me? That’s completely absurd. And even if he were—why would I need to be careful?

I’m about to open my mouth and ask her what she means by that but, with a determined gesture, Annie indicates the papers on the desk. Clearly, the topic is closed for her.

“I’ve put your first task on the desk for you. They’re project reports, to be decided on soon. Read them and get an idea of what they’re about, so that you can take part in the follow-up discussions. And don’t take it lightly, because we’re going to ask you which you think is most promising and why.”

“Is it a test?” I ask.

She smiles broadly again. “Yes, in a way, it is. Does that bother you?”

“No.”

“Good, because it’s in your own interest. When we know how good you are, we’ll have a better idea of where to assign you.” She looks at the clock. “Will you be OK on your own for now?” I nod. “Then I’ll leave you to it. If you have any questions, you can ask me for help. You know where to find me.”

When she’s almost out of the door, I stop her once more.

“Can I use the telephone later?” I ask, pointing to the phone on my desk. “I’m renting an apartment nearby and I need to call the landlord to find out when and where to pick up the keys.”

“Of course,” Annie says. “We want you to settle in.”

She almost closes the door, and then sticks her head back in. “By the way, it’s great to have you here,” she says, and she sounds so honest that it gives me a warm, fuzzy feeling. I turn to the reports I’m supposed to be studying with renewed vigor. I’m going to have a wonderful time here; I can feel it. What could possibly go wrong?
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Looking up from the papers and my notes on them, a little later, I’m astonished to realize that it’s already almost three o’clock. I was so absorbed in the reports, that I didn’t even notice the time.

I rub my eyes. I’m tired. Now I’m really feeling my lack of sleep, so I go into the kitchen to make myself a stimulating beverage. Annie wasn’t exaggerating; the room has every modern convenience and little luxury you could possibly wish for. There is a tea-maker and one of those very expensive coffee machines that allows you to choose what type of coffee you want. I deliberate for a moment, and then decide to have tea. I’m in England, after all, so I might as well get used to it.

I take my mug to the window, and look out at the city of London. Huntington Ventures is in a modern building, but directly opposite, there’s one of those historic buildings downtown is famous for. I don’t know if it’s the Stock Exchange or the Bank of England, but I’m sure I’ll eventually find all that out. After all, I have plenty of time to explore the city at my leisure. It’s only the beginning of May, and my flight back to Chicago isn’t till the end of July, which means that I have twelve weeks to explore.

I smile and look up at the sky. It’s not cloudy anymore like it was when I arrived but rather a clear blue. They’ve got the air conditioning on in here but the bright afternoon sun reflected in the windows of the building opposite suggests that it’s pleasantly warm outside.

I’m about to turn away and go back to my office when I look down at the street and see a long black car pulling up. I recognize the limousine I rode in earlier today and, a second later, my heart gives a little lurch when I see two men stepping out onto the sidewalk directly beneath me. I recognize Jonathan Huntington right away, even at this distance, and the other one must be the Japanese man, Yuuto Nagako. They’re talking to each other as they get in and a second later the limousine drives off again and merges into traffic. It turns the corner and disappears from sight.

There he goes, I think, feeling a little melancholy. Jonathan Huntington—the man you should keep your hands off. I snort quietly and shake my head. As if he wanted me to get my hands on him! Dream on, Grace. Or, better still, stop dreaming. Wake up.

I quickly leave the kitchen and walk down the quiet corridor. Two of the glass doors up ahead are open, but it’s quiet nevertheless, everyone is working. Although I’ve finished the tasks they gave me, I don’t want to disturb anyone, so I return to my office, sit down at my desk and search for the number of the landlord I still need to call.

The apartment, a small studio, is in Whitechapel, a neighborhood nor far from downtown London, centrally located, with good subway connections. At least, that’s what it said in the description. I was incredibly happy when I found the place online and jumped at it immediately, since the price was right too. Not that I had any idea what kind of a neighborhood it was in or how far it would be from work—but on the map it looked relatively close and the photos were fine, the rooms looked clean and halfway decently maintained. I had to pay a three-hundred-pound deposit in advance, converted from dollars, into the landlord’s bank account, but he assured me that I’d get it back when I moved out as long as nothing in the apartment was damaged. We had a lively email exchange and he seemed really nice.

I finally find the number I’d jotted down where could reach him at in my little notebook. Someone picks up after only the second ring. It’s a woman. “Can I speak to Mr. Scarlett, please?” I say politely.

For a moment, the line goes silent.

“There’s no Mr. Scarlett here. You’ve got the wrong number,” the woman tells me.

“But …that’s not possible. Listen. I’m Grace Lawson. I’m renting the little apartment in Adler Street. Mr. Scarlett gave me this number, so that I could get in touch with him when I got here. I arrived from America today and I really need to speak with him.”

“Sweetheart, I told you there’s no Mr. Scarlett here. As much as I’d love to help—you’ve got the wrong number.”

That just isn’t possible. “But you live in Adler Street in Whitechapel?” I try once more.

“I live in Spitalfields,” the woman says, distinctly annoyed. “And I don’t know any Adler Street.”

Spitalfields is right next to Whitechapel; I’d seen that on the map. Perhaps I just got the neighborhoods mixed up. Or the street name is wrong.

“Are there apartments in your building?” I’m clutching at straws now. I wait with baited breath.

“Yes, there are apartments here,” she answers. “But they’re all occupied, there aren’t any available for rent, as far as I know.”

The air escapes from my lungs. That was my last hope. When I don’t answer right away, I can hear the woman on the other end sighing, annoyed.

“Listen, I can’t help you, OK, love?”

“But Mr. Scarlett …”

“I’m really sorry, dear. Have a nice day.”

There is a click. She hung up.

I sit there, frozen, with the receiver in my hand. I feel rising nausea and I suddenly go cold, as I realize what this all means.

The man I thought was my landlord was obviously a con artist who just wanted to get his hands on the three-hundred-pound deposit. The apartment doesn’t even exist—but how was I to know that? It looked real online, affordable, and close to the center of town.

I mentally slap myself. That was probably the whole point! That’s what made me find the offer appealing and I had no chance of checking it out properly from the US. I was satisfied with the email confirmation, which probably isn’t worth the paper I printed it out on. Gosh darnit!

But that’s not even my biggest problem. If the apartment doesn’t exist, I can’t take my black monster suitcase and move in. I have no roof over my head, and no idea how to find another affordable apartment quickly enough. I could stay at a hotel or a bed and breakfast, of course, but that won’t work in the long run.

Hot tears are stinging my eyes. It’s not just about the money I’ve lost and the fact that I now have to search for an apartment again. It’s that I feel so let down. By London. By my dream of a lovely time here. I hadn’t imagined it would be like this.

I wipe my eyes with the backs of my hands and quickly go over to Annie’s office. Luckily, she’s alone right now; her colleague’s desk is empty.

“What’s wrong?” she asks at once, sounding worried, as I let myself fall heavily onto the free desk chair.

In a broken voice, I tell her what happened to me. By the end, I have to fight back tears of anger and disappointment.

“It’s so unfair,” I complain.

“And what did you say the bloke was called, who pretended to be your landlord?”

“Will Scarlett,” I tell her.

“You know that’s a famous character out of Robin Hood, right?”

I look at her blankly. “No,” I admit. I feel dumb. I’d better get used to that feeling, as it seems to be a permanent condition. In order to explain myself at least a little, I add: “I don’t know much about literature.”

Also that seems embarrassing. But, as I already told Jonathan Huntington, I like working with numbers, not letters. When I find art appealing, it’s not the written word I’m drawn to but works of art, paintings, and sculptures—something concrete.

And even if I had been better read, the connection probably wouldn’t have made me suspicious. I would have just assumed it was a coincidence. I mean, these things happen, sometimes people have funny names.

I shake my head and sigh. Other people aren’t as easy to cheat as I am. Which probably says a lot about how incredibly naive I am. Naive and dumb. And homeless.

“Shit.” I say it out loud before I’ve had time to think about how inappropriate the word is. But it does me good. There’s no other word to describe my situation, after all.

But I look over at Annie. Did I just shock her? The corners of her mouth are twitching.

“Yes,” she says, “it’s pretty shitty.”

We both start to laugh at almost the same moment.

“Perhaps your fake landlord really is a modern avenger of the poor. Then at least you can comfort yourself with the thought that your deposit has gone to a good cause.”

Haha. I smile, but then I turn serious again. “Do you think there’s any point in going to the police?”

Annie nods. “We’re definitely going to do that, it won’t hurt,” she says, and I love her for that; ‘We.’ Does that mean that she’s not going to abandon me? “But that won’t solve your accommodation problem.” She peers at me, frowning.

“I could go to a B&B for now,” I say, but even I can tell how pathetic I sound. Exhaustion has finally hit me with its full force, and the thought of having to spend ages looking for a suitable room depresses me more than I can say. My eyes are glistening with tears again; I can’t help it.

“No.” Annie looks at me staunchly. “I’ve got a much better idea.” Grinning broadly, she places her arms on the desk and bends over toward me. “For now, you’re coming back to my place.”

“Do you mean it?” The offer sounds so tempting that I can hardly believe it.

She nods. “I share an apartment in Islington with two nice guys. We have a spare room at the moment; you can definitely stay there tonight. And then we’ll work something out. What do you think?”

What do I think? I think that I’m the luckiest person in all London and that my world is suddenly OK again and that I could hug Annie French.

“You’re the greatest,” I say, and as we smile at each other, I can tell that I’ve made a new friend.

“That’s settled then,” she replies, with a mischievous smile. “And now back to work.” She looks at the clock. “The department meeting starts in ten minutes. Have you read through the reports?”

I confirm that I have and she nods, satisfied. Her colleague Shadrach Alani returns and takes a stack of papers from his desk. He smiles at me. “You coming?” We leave the office together and I feel at ease with my fate once more.
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We take the Northern Line and in twenty minutes we’re at the subway stop with the pretty name, Angel, where we get off.

“We still have a bit of a walk from here,” Annie explains and I groan inwardly because the suitcase is a real impediment. I wish we were already there.

But once we’re walking, I forget about the weight I’m dragging after me and look around fascinated. Islington is a really pretty neighborhood. An unbroken row of two-story houses, some modern, some old but lovingly renovated, extends along the tree-lined street and there are all kinds of small stores and boutiques with weird and wonderful displays: vintage clothes, art, furniture, gourmet food, and baked goods. My heart leaps when I realize this is the London I definitely want to conquer.

Annie sees my look of longing and laughs. “Fancy going on a lengthy shopping trip with a Londoner sometime soon?”

I nod enthusiastically. “You bet I do.” Perhaps I’ll have a chance to discover my new roommate’s fashion secrets after all.

We walk a little further then Annie turns left onto a short street that ends in a cul-de-sac ending at a wall. Almost all the houses here look identical: two-story, brown brick buildings with pretty white-bow windows. There are only a few completely white ones, and one single three-story brown one. Annie stops in front of it.

“We’re here,” she announces, and indicates an entrance at ground level. Standing in front of it, she presses the top bell several times, while from the sidewalk, I examine my new home with curiosity. My tiredness seems to have vanished into thin air. Actually, it’s rather lucky that the Whitechapel apartment didn’t work out, I think. This will probably be much better.

“Don’t you have a key?” I ask Annie, feeling confused, when I see that she is still ringing the bell.

She grins. “Yes, of course I do. But I don’t fancy carrying that thing up the stairs.” She points her chin at my monster suitcase.

“What floor do you live on then?” I ask, horrified when it dawns on me that I probably can’t carry my luggage up the stairs. It’s going to be rough.

“Right at the top—but, as I said, I think the staff are on their way.”

And in fact the door bursts open then and there and there’s a young man standing in the doorway. He has light brown hair and looks athletic and well built. He looks at Annie in shock.

“What’s up? Did you forget your key?” His accent is very obviously American, which makes me like him right away. A compatriot, hooray!

Annie holds up her fat bunch of keys and jingles them. “No, I didn’t.”

The young man raises his eyebrows. “And you couldn’t open the door because …”

“There was no point. The thing is, we need you. It’s an emergency.” She turns to me and indicates me with an upturned hand. “Marcus, may I introduce Grace Lawson from Chicago–Grace, this is Marcus, an exchange student from Maine who’s come to spend two semesters in our beautiful city. Grace is the new intern at our company and unfortunately currently homeless—it’s a long story, we’ll tell you about it later—so she’s going to be staying with us tonight, in the spare room.”

Marcus seems to have only just noticed me and he looks at me with just as much curiosity as I had just done. Then he notices the suitcase next to me.

“I see—Marcus, the butler, right?” he says, but he’s smiling. He obviously finds it as difficult to be mad at Annie as I do. He bounds down the front steps and sticks out his hand when he reaches me. “Hi, Grace.”

“Hello, Marcus.” I shake his hand and marvel at the firmness of his grasp.

“Well, let’s get you moved in then.” He grins. “We Americans need to stick together.”

Annie rolls her eyes behind his back as he heaves the suitcase up and carries it up the steps to the front door. He disappears into the house with it.

“It’s really nice of you,” I call after him. “Thank you very much.”

“Think of it as a favour we’re doing you, big boy. You need to get in shape,” adds Annie. When I look at her blankly, she explains: “Marcus is studying sport science and he’s got a few more competitions coming up this summer—in athletics.”

“And lifting weights will help?” I ask, skeptically.

“He likes it, believe me. He’s really eager to help,” she reassures me, as we climb up the long flight of stairs to the top floor.

“I just wonder how long he’ll feel that way, if you keep taking advantage like this,” I answer, because the whole thing still makes me a bit uncomfortable.

Marcus is already waiting for us in front of the open door of the apartment. He doesn’t have the suitcase with him anymore, it’s probably already inside. He’s breathing heavily, which makes me feel even guiltier. He probably already hates me. Not a good start to my night at the apartment.

“Thanks,” I repeat timidly. “That was really great of you.”

“No problem.” He smiles and lets us go in first. The hallway, which starts at the door, is long, with high walls and old wooden doors branching off it on either side. There are colorful pictures and posters on the walls, and books on the narrow shelves between the doors, giving it a very cozy feel. There’s an orange sheet fastened over one of the doorframes and the whole apartment smells good, like a combination of Asian spices, which immediately makes me realize I’m starving. No wonder. After all, I haven’t eaten anything substantial all day—only a few of the cookies that were on the table at the meeting.

“It looks as if the men in London are being nice to you today,” Annie whispers in my ear, as we hang our jackets on the coat rack behind the door, which is so full that it looks like it’s going to collapse at any moment. She gives me a playful dig in the ribs and when I realize that she’s alluding to our conversation about Jonathan Huntington, and I go bright red again. But before I can answer, she’s already walking down the hallway to the door at the very end. “I’m going to see if Ian needs my help with the cooking. Show her to her room, would you, Marcus?”

I stand there awkwardly in the corridor with Marcus the athlete. He must be about the same age as me, perhaps a little older, and he’s wearing a white t-shirt that shows the firmness of his impressive muscles, and tight jeans. He has a nice smile, and he’s attractive, I can’t deny it. But if I could choose which of the men in London I’d prefer to be particularly nice to me from now on I’d definitely still choose Jonathan Huntington …

“OK, this way,” Marcus says, interrupting my thoughts. He leads me a little further along, to the door next to the one with the sheet hanging over it, and pushes it open. I look past him and am pleased to see a spacious room with a bed, a desk in front of the two windows, a closet, and several bookshelves, which are empty. It looks very clean and is obviously unoccupied. My suitcase is on a rug by the bed, on its own. “That’s your room for tonight, then,” he explains, although I had already guessed as much.

I enter hesitantly and look around. It looks bare and not as lively as the hallway, with its posters and books, but that’s hardly surprising. “Has the room been empty for a while?,” I ask.

“For just over a month,” Marcus replies. “Claire, who used to live here, moved back to Edinburgh. She worked for Huntington Ventures too, in the press department. It was a good job, actually, but she found something else. It was rather sudden. She had paid her rent for the month, and we just haven’t got around to looking for a new roommate.”

I’m shocked by the news. So the woman from the press department Annie was talking about earlier was not just a colleague but also a friend? Is that why Annie was so insistent when she warned me about Jonathan Huntington? What does she know about him that she’s not telling me?

“Is anything wrong?” Marcus asks. He looks concerned and I smile quickly, so as not to let on.

“No, no,” I reassure him and go back into the hallway.

Marcus points out three more doors, without opening them to show me the rooms behind them. “That’s my territory, Ian lives over there, and that’s the boss’s residence.” He says it affectionately. You can tell that the two of them get along well. “And here,” he opens the door next to my room “is the bathroom.”

It’s not particularly big and it’s in urgent need of renovation but it’s got everything you might need and it’s clean—a bathtub with separate taps, which looks pretty antiquated, a rather worn shower curtain, a toilet, and various cabinets. Some of the cabinets are open and contain an impressive collection of men’s and women’s toiletries. There are also several stacks of towels of every color, clearly thrown together from various people’s belongings. A colorful beach towel, still wet, is hanging over the edge of the bathtub to dry. There’s a large picture on the wall opposite the bathtub, showing the sea at sunset. “And now we reach the heart of our kingdom, the kitchen,” Marcus continues, walking on to the end of the hallway, which leads to a large bright room with a kitchenette. It’s not a designer kitchen—it doesn’t even have a proper countertop. It’s just a few old closets, an oven, which is clearly pretty old, a large stainless steel fridge, which looks very modern and doesn’t go with anything else, a wooden table with chairs, and a bench by the window.

Another young man is standing at the stove with Annie. The two of them have their arms round each other and he’s whispering something in her ear, which is making her laugh. The sight of them astonishes me. Annie didn’t tell me that she was with one of the boys from the apartment, but you can tell she is, just from the way they look at each other, all starry-eyed.

When they see us coming, they separate and the young man turns to me, smiling. I examine him closely, curious. He’s shorter than Marcus, with a wiry appearance. He has long blond hair tied into a ponytail. There are various piercings along his left ear and, where the T-shirt isn’t covering his skin, I can see tattoos on his arms and on part of his neck.

“Hello, I’m Ian,” he introduces himself, wiping his hand on a tea towel before holding it out to me. His handshake is firm. “Annie told me that you’re going to be a refugee here for the night.” He sounds like he has a Scottish accent, which I find funny. He seems to be a real character, in fact—unique.

“That smells delicious,” I say, pointing to the pots he’s stirring.

“It’s my speciality: curry à la Ian. Go ahead and sit down, it’s almost ready. Marcus, can you open the wine? The bottle’s over there.”

Marcus tackles his task of opening the bottle of red wine, which is on the sideboard. I side down next to Annie, who’s sitting on the bench at the kitchen table, leafing through a newspaper.

“Well, do you like your room?” she inquires.

I nod but I’m still worrying about the question I can’t seem to get out of my head. “Annie, why didn’t you tell me that the woman from the press department, the one you told me about this morning, was a friend of yours?”

Annie puts the paper away. “Because she wasn’t, that’s why. We lived here together, and she was nice, but I could never really understand her.”

“Because she fell in love with Jonathan Huntington?”

“Yes, that too.”

“How old was she?”

“Twenty-seven. Someone Ian knew. She came from Edinburgh and she’s gone back there now. She had such a great job here, a real career opportunity. And she gave it up because …” She breaks off.

“Because what?”

“Because she couldn’t get that man. Because he …oh, I don’t know. Listen, she didn’t tell anyone exactly what happened but I can tell you one thing: there’s something wrong with Jonathan Huntington. So, as I said before, for the last time, stop thinking about him!”

“I’m not. Not at all,” I hurriedly defend myself.

“So why don’t you just let it go then?”

She’s right. But somehow, I just can’t.

“Do you think it has something to do with his being an aristocrat?”

This makes Annie laugh. “Because all English aristocrats are a bit eccentric? Grace, you’ve seen too many films. That really has nothing to do with it. Besides, he’s not an aristocrat at all. He’ll be the next Earl of Lockwood when his father dies. But right now his father is still the Earl and resides at Lockwood Manor in all its glory. Lockwood is a stately home south of here, on the southern coast. Our boss will inherit all of that, together with a seat in the House of Lords, but he won’t actually become a member of the aristocracy till the old Earl departs this life. Viscount is just a courtesy title they give the oldest son, and Jonathan Huntington is actually still a commoner—an ordinary person, like you and me. For now, at least.”

“I had no idea.” I’m horrified to remember that I addressed him as sir at the airport. God, I made such a fool of myself.

Annie grins. “You might as well forget it again. Because if you addressed him as Lord Huntington–you could, if you wanted, it would be correct–he’d probably just give you a dirty look. He has a right to that title but that’s not important to him. And now I don’t want to talk about Jonathan Huntington anymore, OK? Our last roommate was already obsessed with him–don’t you start too.” She gives me a nudge and smiles. “Why don’t you enjoy Ian’s excellent food instead? He runs a tattoo parlour a little further down the street and has so much to do that he hardly ever has time to cook.”

We each take a glass of wine from Marcus and, shortly afterward, when Ian puts the steaming plates of fantastic-smelling curry on the table, I really do manage to stop thinking about Jonathan Huntington for a while. I’m enjoying the relaxed atmosphere in the kitchen. Ian is telling funny stories from his tattoo parlor and, of course, Marcus wants to know exactly where I’m from. I like finally not being the only non-English person there, and I’m enjoying his familiar accent. And the more times I tell the story of my landlord—the others can’t seem to hear it often enough and they find it funny every time—the more I am able to laugh about it myself.

At some point, I’m full, a little drunk, and so tired that I can hardly keep my eyes open. I call Hope one more time because I promised her I would, and tell her about my bad luck and how happily it’s all turned out. Then I say good night to the others, who are still sitting in the kitchen, and go to bed. When I come out of the bathroom, I discover that Annie has already made my bed and I’m so grateful to her that she has become about my favorite person here. I have just enough strength to get my nightgown out of my suitcase, pull it over my head, and slip under the covers.

Although I imagine I would fall asleep right away, despite my completely exhausted body, my head keeps running, replaying the images from the exciting day I’ve had. And always lingering over one particular image. Darn it! Annie’s right, I have got to stop constantly thinking about Jonathan Huntington. I’m going to see him a few more times at most, from a distance. He has nothing to do with my life. So forget him, Grace!

He’s a future earl, with a seat in the House of Lords; who grew up in a stately home. As if his wealth and the company and everything else weren’t enough already. We are worlds apart. So tomorrow I’m finally going to start being sensible, I’m not going to think about him anymore, I’m going to focus on my work. That’s my last thought before sleep overcomes me.
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“Are you serious?” I’m staring at Annie, as the subway, which is called the Tube here, hurtles over a switch and we are shaken through and through. It’s half past seven in the morning and the subway car is full of people like us who all want to get to the city and to work on time. We have to stand, holding on to the bar above our heads.

“Would I have suggested it otherwise?” Annie grins. “The boys and I discussed it, after you’d already gone to bed, and we were all in favour.” She winks at me. “Especially Marcus. I think you’ve made an especially lasting impression on him.”

“That’s so nice of you.” I still can’t believe my luck. I can stay at the apartment for the whole of my internship! That’s the offer Annie’s just made me and I’m so happy, I could kiss her. I woke up this morning dreading the prospect of looking for a place to stay. “I’ll start paying rent right away,” I explain resolutely.

Annie waves the suggestion away. “We’ll see about that. First you’re going to have to cope with the loss of your three hundred pounds. Speaking of which, we can go to the police after work today and report it, if you like. Who knows, perhaps they can get the guy.”

“Yes, let’s do that,” I answer, even though I’m secretly no longer at all sad that the Whitechapel apartment didn’t work out. The alternative is so much better! I don’t have to spend my evenings sitting by myself in a lonely apartment. Instead, I can spend my time with three really nice people. I’ve found a real home in this foreign city and that’s a great feeling. Everything could have worked out so differently.

We walk from Moorgate tube station to the Huntington Building by London Wall. It’s a magnificent day again: the sky is blue and cloudless, reflecting my current state of mind. On the way up in the ‘lift’, Annie explains which departments are situated on which floors.

“And which is the management floor?” The question slips out before I have time to think about it.

She raises an eyebrow. “You’re starting that again.”

“I just want to know,” I defend myself and Annie gives in. She points to the top of the strip of buttons. “Right at the top. There’s a fantastic view of the city from there.”

The doors open onto the fourth floor and we go down the department hallway again. But we don’t get as far as our offices because, as we’re passing the secretary’s office, Veronica Hetchfield stops us.

“Just a moment, Miss Lawson. The boss just called. He wants to speak to you.”

I literally freeze. The boss? Then I realize that she must mean the Head of Department. “Thanks,” I say, and start to move off, in the direction of Clive Renshaw’s office. But she stops me.

“Wrong direction. Mr. Huntington’s office is upstairs.”

I swallow so hard it almost hurts. “Mr. Huntington?” I repeat hoarsely. “You mean, Mr. Huntington is the boss?”

She looks at me with raised eyebrows. “Exactly. Mr. Huntington is the boss,” she repeats and I realize what a stupid question that was.

“I mean, so he’s the one who wants to speak with me?”

“That’s what he said when he called just now.” She makes an impatient hand gesture. “Go on then, don’t keep him waiting. He hates that.”

Annie, who’s still standing next to me, opens her eyes wide. Veronica also seems to find the fact that I’ve already been summoned to the management floor on my second day unusual. She’s examining me closely, which only makes me even more nervous.

Well, OK then. I give Annie my purse and my light summer coat, and then I turn back to the same elevator we just got out of. I can feel my heart in my throat.

“Go right up to the top, they have their own reception. The secretary will take you to him,” Annie calls after me, and I nod at her over my shoulder, smiling uneasily, and then set off.

The elevator takes an agonizingly long time to get to the top floor and when the doors open, I’m amazed to find myself stepping into the power hub of Huntington Ventures. Wow. The lobby is enormous and, just like everywhere else in the building; the outer walls are made of floor-to-ceiling glass, which really does give you a breathtaking view of the city. It’s silent here because the soft carpet seems to swallow every sound. Including those I make as I walk on it, past two expensive designer chairs arranged in the middle of the room, between the four doors and obviously meant for waiting visitors. These doors aren’t made of glass, as they are on the lower floors, and don’t let you see what’s behind them.

An attractive dark-haired woman looks up as I approach, and smiles at me.

“Ah, Miss Lawson,” she says, as if I’d been here a hundred times before, and stands up. “Mr. Huntington is waiting for you.”

She comes around the desk and goes toward the door on the far right. Her sapphire-blue suit looks expensive and very elegant, and I am suddenly conscious that I can’t begin to compete with her, as far as fashion sense is concerned.

I’ve swapped yesterday’s black look for a light-colored skirt and a pale green blouse. Standing in front of my suitcase–which I haven’t unpacked yet–this morning, I remembered what Hope said and looked for the most spring-like thing I could find.

I smooth my tight skirt down nervously. Now I wish I hadn’t. The green skirt isn’t anything as bright as the blue one the receptionist is wearing. Quite the contrary; it seems really boring by contrast. I look down at myself quickly and undo another button on my blouse. Now you can see the lacy edge of my slip, and I feel a bit more attractive.

The woman opens the door and tells someone inside that I’m here. She nods to me to go into the room and I do so hesitantly. As soon as I’m through the door, it closes behind me and I’m alone—with the boss.

Jonathan Huntington is sitting at a broad, elegantly curved wooden desk with a beautiful sheen at the end of a long room, as big as the conference room downstairs we sat in yesterday—no, bigger. There is a seating corner with brandy-colored leather couches on my right and light-colored wall cupboards, which go with the timeless and minimalist, but probably very expensive, decor. The wall behind the desk is completely made of glass. I could see London’s magnificent skyline beyond.

What a view, I think. I don’t know what I find more impressive: the city or the man who is now getting up and coming toward me.

“Miss Lawson.” His voice is smooth and deep. I like it so much it sends a small shiver down my spine. I walk toward him, across the thick carpet, with my heart beating wildly. I don’t have the faintest idea what he wants from me, and I feel terribly uneasy.

The nearer we get, the better I can recognize his features: his angular chin, high cheekbones, and full lips. I again notice his blue eyes, which look particularly striking against his tanned skin, and the slight smile that made me so nervous yesterday.

He’s dressed in black again and his hair is falling onto his forehead—but today, he’s clean-shaven.

Then we’re standing in front of each other and I can smell his cologne, which still makes my knees go weak. He stretches out his hand and I take it. His handshake is warm and firm but it only lasts a second before he lets go again and indicates the visitors’ chair in front of his desk. Upholstered in leather, it matches his desk chair

“Have a seat.”

Gingerly, I let myself sink into the broad chair, while he returns to the desk and sits down again.

“No black today?” he asks, indicating my clothes.

“Er …no,” I answer, feeling annoyed with myself for having listened to Hope. The man liked my black clothes. But how was I to know that I was going to meet him again today?

He leans back. “How was your first day with us, Miss Lawson? Are you content?”

I stare at him in surprise. He wants to know how I am? Is this some kind of a test?

“I …thank you, I like it here. My colleagues are nice, especially Annie …Annie French. She’s helped me a lot.”

“Yes, I heard. There was a problem with your apartment?”

Now I’m really confused. He knows about that? Who told him? I didn’t tell Clive Renshaw. But Veronica found out, when we were leaving yesterday. Did Jonathan Huntington ask her about it? Why would he be interested anyway?

“Unfortunately, I was the victim of a con artist,” I explain, when I realize that he is expecting an answer. “The so-called landlord charged me a deposit on an apartment that doesn’t exist. But Miss French let me stay over at her place, so I wasn’t homeless.”

He leans forward. “We certainly wouldn’t want one of our interns to have to sleep on the street,” he says, and his voice almost feels like a caress. I’m having trouble concentrating on what he’s saying. Pull yourself together, Grace!

He’s talking again. “Our legal department will take care of it. We’ll file a thorough report and hopefully the police will be able to catch the man, so you can get your money back. I assume you have documentation of the bank transfer you made?”

“No …I mean, yes, I have documentation. But you really don’t need to deal with it. I can go to the police myself.” Just the thought that he might be about to ask me the name of my fake landlord is making me break out in a sweat. I would die of shame if I had to admit to Jonathan Huntington that I didn’t know much about one of England’s most-famous folk tales. It’s embarrassing enough already.

“You should take advantage of our services. I insist,” he repeats. “And I’ve already found a solution to the problem of your apartment. You can stay at an apartment belonging to the company, very close to here, for the remainder of your internship. My chauffeur, Steven—whom you have already met—will take you there and show you round.”

I feel rather offended. I stare at him, trying to work out what I think of his offer. He’s found an apartment for me. That’s nice of him. Wow. Very nice, actually. But he could have asked me what I wanted. Or needed. It makes me mad, somehow, that he’s deciding everything again. Because people basically always do what he tells them. Well, they probably do, I remind myself. That’s why he’s so successful. However, he might have been able to persuade me to take him up on his offer last time, but this time I’m determined.

I smile at him. “That’s very nice of you, Mr. Huntington but I’ve already sorted out the problem myself. Miss French has a spare room in her apartment and this morning she told me that I could move in for the duration of the internship.”

He frowns. “A room in a shared apartment is hardly comparable to the apartment in question. It’s a penthouse suite which is usually available for our business partners when they’re in town.” He obviously has no doubt which I’m going to choose. But however good-looking he may be, and however interesting I might find him, he can’t make me do anything. And I wouldn’t give up my room in Islington for the world.

“Maybe it is. And I’m very grateful for the offer,” I tell him. “But I feel very comfortable at Miss French’s apartment and I’d prefer to stay there.”

“Ah.” He can’t hide his surprise—and annoyance. “Well, it’s your decision.” His tone of voice makes it pretty clear what he thinks of this personally and, for a moment, I have a guilty conscience. By now, he probably thinks I’m extremely stubborn, because continuously protest allowing him help me out. But I really don’t want to sit in some penthouse apartment on my own, when I could be having fun with Annie and her friends.

He frowns, clearly still annoyed by my answer and I avoid his critical eyes by looking down at his chest. His rather broad chest. He’s not wearing a tie today, either, and his close-fitting shirt is slightly open at the neck. I am mesmerized by the glimpse of tanned skin it reveals and my mouth suddenly goes dry. I hurriedly lift my gaze again and meet his eyes.

“Is that everything?” I ask, sliding back and forth uneasily in my chair. That must be everything. What else could he want from me?

“No, that’s not everything,” he tells me decisively and I immediately sit stock still again, waiting.

I have no idea what’s coming but this visit is agonizing. Why can’t he take pity on me and finally let me go? I mean, nothing’s changed. He’s the boss and I’m a nobody, just someone who’s getting a bit of experience at his company. Perhaps I managed to attract his attention—thanks to an embarrassing coincidence—but it won’t stay that way for long. The gulf between us is simply too wide. This will be over soon and, if I’m really lucky, I won’t make too much of a fool of myself in the process.

He leans back again in that extremely relaxed way of his, which exudes so much self-assurance. His hair is falling onto his forehead and he carelessly smoothes it back with a hand. It’s not a vain gesture. It’s something he doesn’t even seem aware of, which makes him seem very laid back. Once again, I find myself musing about how much I like his hair that length. It wouldn’t suit everyone but it suits him. For a moment, I ask myself what his hair must feel like, whether it’s as soft as it looks. And then I notice that he’s saying something and I try to concentrate on his words again.

“Clive told me that you made a good impression at your first meeting yesterday. It appears that you are highly dedicated and have a feeling for the kinds of projects that department of Huntington Ventures specialises in, which, incidentally, is one of our company’s key departments and especially important to my partner and me.”

“I know …I mean, not that I made a good impression, I didn’t know that but I know that supporting innovations is very important to you. That’s …well, it’s part of your company philosophy.”

What am I saying? I’ve got to get out of here, I think. Urgently.

He smiles and I am completely captivated again. Jonathan Huntington would still be extremely attractive if he had a row of perfect teeth. But that small missing bit gives his smile a certain uniqueness that I can’t take my eyes off of. It makes him more authentic somehow—and more vulnerable. How did that happen, I wonder.

“You’re well-informed,” he says, in his deep, caressing voice. “And you should be very pleased with yourself, Miss Lawson. Because from now on you’ll be working for me.”

“Ah …I thought I already was,” I reply, confused.

His smile widens. “Perhaps I didn’t express myself clearly. Of course you’re already working for me but from now on you’ll be working with me.”

What? My heart is racing. “With you? I don’t understand …”

“I’m going to give you a glimpse of the way this company is run. You can shadow me as a kind of—assistant. There will be a few exceptions but you’ll be present at most of the talks I give and can ask questions about whatever you find interesting. You won’t be involved in the decision-making process itself, of course, but I am most certainly willing to hear your opinions, whenever you have something to say.”

It’s clear from his tone that this isn’t a question, he’s not making me an offer, and I don’t have a choice—it’s an order. But I’m still hesitant.

Part of me—the ambitious part—is overjoyed. You hit the jackpot, Grace. You can shadow Jonathan Huntington and look over his shoulder as he runs the company. You’ll get insights you couldn’t have dreamed of. It’s an incredible opportunity.

But there’s another quieter voice warning me. Warning me about the man whose nearness makes it hard for me to think straight. And whom I should be wary of, according to Annie. Does he really want to give me an opportunity—or does he have other reasons for making me this incredible offer?

“Why are you offering me this?” I ask the question without thinking it through properly. It just slips out.

He raises his eyebrows and then he snorts quietly and shakes his head, smiling. He obviously finds this pretty amusing.

“Would you rather stay in the investment department?” He says it in that tone again, which lets me know loud and clear that I’m obviously not right in the head. “If you don’t want to take advantage of this opportunity, then …”

“Yes, of course I do.” The ambitious side of me is quick to reassure him, before the other side has a chance to think it through. “I …I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“Why?”

This man is going to drive me crazy. I look at him almost despairingly because I don’t know if I trust myself to ask this question—but I can’t get it out of my head.

“Do you do this often?” This time, the warning voice gets the upper hand and asks the question. If he does this kind of thing often, then I’m nothing special. But if not—why me?

He looks at me in that half-amused, half-angry way again, and pushes his hair from his forehead.

“Do I often make kind offers? No, I don’t. And I might not bother in the future. Because you seem to have a real problem with it, Miss Lawson.”

“No, you misunderstand, I …” I inhale deeply. And even if it is the case, I think, recklessly disregarding both Annie’s warnings and my own misgivings. Even if he does have an ulterior motive, of whatever kind—do I really want to pass up the opportunity he’s giving me? I mean, hello? Jonathan Huntington wants to be nice to me. You can’t say no to that. “I’m thrilled. Really. I would like that very much.”

He’s silent for a moment, looking at me fixedly with those far-too-blue eyes of his. Testing me. As if waiting for me to change my mind again.

“Well,” he continues, standing up. “We should toast to that.”

He goes over to one of the cupboards near the leather sofa and, when he opens it, I see that it’s a bar. I look at the clock, surprised. It’s only half past eight. Does he really want to drink alcohol this early?

A moment later, he turns around. “Come here,” he prompts. He’s holding two tall glasses filled with a dark orange liquid. When I reach him, he hands me one. I examine it skeptically.

“What’s that?”

“A fruit juice cocktail.” He lifts one of the corners of his mouth, mockingly. He obviously read my mind. “I put in long days and a few vitamins in the morning can’t hurt. I don’t usually start drinking quite this early.”

“No, of course not,” I answer and I groan inwardly at the fact that I’m so transparent.

There is a brief knock at the door and a moment later the dark-haired secretary enters the room. “Mr. Huntington, I need to speak to you for a moment.”

“One moment,” he tells me, putting down his drink on the glass table in front of the couch. “I’ll be right back.”

I stand there indecisively, with my fruit juice cocktail in my hand, all alone in the big office. I’m still completely overwhelmed but then I suddenly feel a prickle of excitement. I’ve only just fully realized what this all means for me. What an opportunity!

For a minute or two, I’m rooted to the spot. But since it looks as though he won’t be back right away, I take a good look around the room for the first time—and spot a door in the wall that I hadn’t noticed at all before. It’s opened a crack.

Feeling curious, I walk around the couch and approach it. But the crack is so narrow that I can’t see through it. So I cautiously push the door a little wider and then, when I see what’s behind it, open it all the way. It’s—a bedroom. There’s a wide bed with a mesh headrest, covered by a light brown bedspread, and tall fitted closets on the walls. A further door leads to a washroom or small bathroom. The outer wall is made of glass here, too, but there are curtains in front, which could be closed when necessary.

I look at the room with astonishment. I would never have thought that he could spend the night at his office. But perhaps he often works long hours. Or perhaps …the thought of what else he might do sends blood rushing to my cheeks. Suddenly I feel a gust of air against my cheek and spin around quickly. Jonathan Huntington is standing right behind me, looking at me. He’s holding his glass again. I didn’t hear him coming.

“Oh, I’m sorry,” I stammer. “I didn’t mean to be nosy, but …”

“But you were,” he finishes my sentence for me.

For a moment I thought I’d ruined everything. I violated his personal space and now he’s mad at me and is going to take back his offer. With baited breath, I wait for the hard words, the scolding. But he gives me one of his disarmingly charming smiles. “When it gets very late, I often don’t feel like going all the way back to Knightsbridge. So I sleep here,” he explains. “But,” he lifts his hand and I think he’s going to touch me, but instead he rests it on the door frame behind me, “I never mix business and pleasure. So don’t worry.”

I simply stare at him because I can tell that my voice isn’t under my control, and ask myself what exactly he means. Why should I worry—or not worry? Surely not about the thing I was thinking about just now. Or should I? I simply can’t think straight with him standing right there.

His arm is very close to my face and I can feel the warmth coming off his body. My gaze strays from his eyes to his lips, as if it had a life of its own. It’s only for a second, but a sigh escapes me before I can stop myself. His smile disappears and he grows serious and looks at me the way he did in the car, when I slid up against him. My chest is rising and falling and my pulse is racing, as I lose myself in his blue eyes. For a brief eternity or only a few seconds—I don’t know which—we stand there in front of each other. Then he lowers his arm.

“Well,” he lifts his glass, “here’s to successful teamwork—Grace.”

With a shock, I jolt out of my trance as he clinks his glass against mine.

“Yes. To successful teamwork,” I breathe, and wonder if this means that he wants me to call him by his first name too. But I’d better not try it, because I don’t want to make any more mistakes.

I watch in fascination at his Adam’s apple moving as he drinks. Then I realize that I am staring at him and I quickly bring my glass to my lips. But I lift it too quickly and as the sweet juice floods my mouth I choke and have to cough. I feel him slap me on the back as I try to get my breath back. Darn it, Grace, can’t you do anything without embarrassing yourself, when Jonathan Huntington’s in the vicinity?

“Is everything OK?”

When I lift my head, I can see the amused twinkle in his eyes. I make a face and nod.

“Yes, I’m fine now.”

He goes back into the room and puts his glass down on the sofa table.

“You’d better go and collect your things from downstairs and tell them that you’ll be working with me, up here, from now on. Then we’ll discuss things further,” he says and goes back over to his desk.

“Yes, well …see you shortly,” I say and head in the opposite direction, still a little stunned. “And—thanks.”

He’s standing behind his desk and just nods. I can’t see the expression in his eyes from here. “Hurry up. We have our first appointment in an hour.”

With burning cheeks and beating heart, I walk past the dark-haired woman and back to the elevator.
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“He did what?” Annie is staring at me, completely stunned. “You can’t be serious.”

We’re standing in the kitchen because I wanted to talk to her alone. I’ve just told her the news.

“It’s great, isn’t it?” I say hopefully. In the elevator, I decided to take it for what it is—a unique opportunity which will certainly never happen again. “I obviously passed that test you were talking about yesterday.”

Annie shakes her head. “That’s a departmental matter, the boss has nothing to do with it.”

“Oh.” I thought I had it figured out because it seemed plausible to me. “He told me he had spoken to Mr. Renshaw and I’d made a good impression at the meeting yesterday, so I thought …”

Annie frowns. “Something’s not right about this, Grace.”

“But you said it yourself, I shouldn’t read too much into it,” I say, in my defense. “And, be honest, would you have turned down an offer like that?”

Annie purses her lips thoughtfully. “That’s just it. The offer is far too good to turn down.”

“Exactly,” I answer stubbornly. She’s making me uneasy and that annoys me. When she hears the sour note in my voice she looks at me apologetically.

“Grace, he’s never done anything like this before. We have interns here all the time but not one of them has had any personal contact with him, let alone been allowed to more or less work with him. It’s …odd. And besides …” She doesn’t finish her sentence.

“Besides what?”

She looks at me almost pleadingly. “It’s just not right. Not when you already worship him so much. And don’t deny it, you do, I can tell. You were already a hopeless case when he brought you here from the airport.”

I can’t help thinking about the moment in the limousine, when I got so close to him. Luckily, Annie doesn’t know anything about that.

“Well, so what,” I say defensively.

“It’s not going to go well,” Annie insists, and her concerned look suddenly raises my ire. There’s probably nothing behind the gesture, and even if there were—would it be such a disaster if Jonathan Huntington was interested in me?

“So you’re completely ruling out the idea that he might actually like me, for whatever reason, are you?”

Annie withstands my angry stare. “In my experience, yes, that’s how it is.”

“Whose experience? Yours? Why don’t you just spit it out? Why is Jonathan Huntington so damned dangerous that we have to be so suspicious of him?”

Annie puts her mug away and puts an arm round my shoulders. She looks at me piercingly. “I just don’t want him to hurt you, OK?” “But he’s not doing anything to me—he’s giving me an opportunity.”

Annie lets go of me again, with a deep sigh. “Listen, perhaps I’m wrong. Of course it’s a great opportunity and it sounds fantastic. But don’t agree to anything you don’t want to do. Anything at all.” She looks up. “And don’t fall in love with him. Under any circumstances. Do you understand?”

“OK,” I say, although I’m not sure how I’ll be able to prevent that. Can’t a person fall in love, if they want to? “If you’ll leave me in peace.”

She smiles again at last and gives me a friendly shove. “At least you didn’t accept his offer of an apartment. You’ll be coming home with me in the evenings and I can make sure you don’t get up to any mischief.”

“You sound like my little sister,” I say, laughing because I’m happy she isn’t mad anymore. “She’s always worrying about me too.”

“She probably has good reason,” Annie replies. “And now get yourself back upstairs. You heard Veronica. The boss doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

I hug her again. “See you this evening.”

“I’ll wait till you’ve finished upstairs,” she says, pointing a finger at the ceiling. “Then we can go home together. The boys and I have already lost one roommate after all, because she spent too much time on the management floor. We won’t let that happen again.”

I nod, guiltily. I know she means well—but I’m looking forward to spending the day with Jonathan Huntington, despite Annie’s warnings. I simply can’t help it.

We leave the kitchen together and—carrying my bag and coat this time—I make my way up to the very top floor, to the management.

***

When I arrive, the dark-haired woman is sitting at her desk again. I’m not sure if I can just go straight through to his office, so I slow down and look at her inquiringly. She smiles.

“I haven’t introduced myself yet,” she says, standing up to offer me her hand. “I’m Catherine Shepard. Welcome, Miss Lawson.”

“It’s a pleasure,” I answer and I’m not sure if she really finds it a pleasure too. She is smiling, it’s true, but she looks neutral and professional. I can’t tell what she really thinks of the fact that I’m here, and that makes me nervous.

“Can I go in?”

“Just a moment,” she says and goes back behind her desk again. She fetches some papers attached to a clipboard, and hands them to me, together with a pen.

“Please sign that.”

I skim over the text. It’s three pages of narrow print, formatted in bullet points. The sense is clear. “A confidentiality agreement?”

“Exactly. We have to be cautious, I’m sure you understand. Nothing you experience during your stay here can be made public. If you don’t comply with the agreement, our legal department will take appropriate steps.” Her smile is saccharine now and I don’t like the way she says ‘we’, as if it definitely does not include me.

Without casting a single look at the individual bullet points, I take the pen and sign it, and then I hand back the papers, smiling. I’m not planning on telling anyone anything, yet I don’t want to give that woman the satisfaction of knowing she could make me nervous. “Is there anything else?” I ask, sounding decidedly bored.

“You can go in now,” Catherine Shepard replies. Unfortunately, I can’t tell if I’ve impressed her. Taking long steps, I stride up to Jonathan Huntington’s office door, knock briefly, and enter.

Jonathan is standing behind his desk at the window, making a call on his cell phone. When he sees me, he gestures to me to come in. While I’m still coming toward him, he finishes his call and turns back to his desk and picks up a few papers.

“Even more things to sign?” I ask, and regret it immediately because I feel like I sound like a child.

He raises his eyebrows. He obviously knows exactly what I mean. “The agreement is a necessary precaution.” His tone of voice is calm but emphatic. “Do have a problem with that, Grace?” I can sense that whether or not the offer still stands will depend on my answer.

“No,” I assure him. “I wasn’t planning to broadcast Huntington Ventures’ business secrets to the world anyway.”

“It would certainly be costly for you if you did.” It’s a warning, but he says it with such self-assurance that it makes the difference between us clear to me again. He runs an extremely successful company. If I were to challenge him, I wouldn’t stand a chance. Not a chance in hell.

And then I suddenly realize what it is that’s making me so mad. He doesn’t trust me. Which is nonsense. He doesn’t know me, and he has to be cautious if he’s going to give me confidential insights into his business. But I’m still offended. “As I said, I wasn’t planning to,” I repeat and I wish I hadn’t brought the subject up to begin with.

Jonathan seems to feel the same way because he is holding the papers out to me. “Here, these are the files on the project we are about to discuss in the meeting. You can sit over there and take a look at them, so you know what it’s about.” He indicates a leather sofa and smiles briefly and then he sits down in his chair and grabs the telephone again.

I obediently follow his instructions and sit down on the broad leather sofa. As I read through the documents, I keep one ear open to what he’s discussing on the phone. But since I can only hear half of it, I don’t understand what he’s talking about. It’s definitely something business-related, though.

I sneak a look at him from time to time and listen to his voice. It sounds deep and decisive, and somehow I’m sure that he’s going to get what he wants. He’s rolled up his shirtsleeves. His lower arms are powerful and the tendons stand out beneath his skin. I can’t take my eyes off them and I get that empty, tugging feeling in my stomach again. What would it feel like to have those arms around me …

I swallow because my mouth has suddenly gone completely dry again. He won’t put his arms around you, Grace, so calm down, I admonish myself. He’s not even paying any attention to me, it’s almost as if I weren’t there. So much for the dangerous Jonathan Huntington I need to protect myself against. He doesn’t seem to want anything much from me.

What should he want from you? A small nagging voice inside me asks. I sigh without realizing it. He lifts his head and looks at me questioningly. For a long moment, our eyes meet and heat surges through me, driving the blood into my cheeks.

“Is everything OK?” he asks.

“Yes, yes, everything’s fine,” I assure him hastily, but my voice is trembling slightly. I stare back down at the papers quickly. I can’t help it if he takes my breath away whenever I look into his eyes for more than a few seconds. It’s scary and I need to get that under control if I want to get through the next few weeks. But how?

I find him attractive. Very attractive. More attractive than I’ve ever found anyone before. Which is a problem. Because, unfortunately, I have no experience with men. None at all. At least, not where physical attraction is concerned. The few men I’ve gone out with were nice but none of them aroused anything like these overwhelming feelings.

Yes, I know. It’s incredible for someone who’s twenty-two years old. I guess I’m just a late bloomer, or perhaps overcautious. Unlike Hope, who’s two years younger than me, I was fully aware of my parents’ separation. It was horrible when Dad suddenly wasn’t there anymore, and Mom was so unhappy and cried so much.

At some point, as I got older, I realized that not every relationship between a man and a woman has to end that way. But I was still on my guard and I had the feeling that I had to protect myself. Hope didn’t have as many problems with that. She had a string of boyfriends and admirers that changed regularly. But I was different. I was never really interested in men; or perhaps I just hadn’t met the right one. Until now …

With a shake of my head, I try to concentrate on the report in my lap once more. It’s typical of me that now I’m ready to try it out after all, it’s with a man who I can never have, and who I’ve been explicitly warned against. I want to give in to the feeling, which is drawing me to him …

Jonathan ends his conversation and dials another number. It takes me a second to realize that he’s not speaking English. He’s speaking Japanese.

I lift my head, almost shocked—and look straight into his eyes again. But this time he’s not giving me a questioning look. Instead he’s staring at me, frowning, while he talks and I get the impression it’s about me. I get the jittery feeling in my chest again. That’s completely impossible, I reassure myself. Why would he be talking to Yuuto Nagako—or anyone else—about me?

At some point, he turns his head to one side and my breathing calms down again. But this definitely can’t go on any longer. I can’t spend three months sitting on this couch and flinching every time he looks at me. I wouldn’t be able to hold out, my nerves couldn’t take it.

“How …did you envisage this?” I ask, after he hangs up. “Am I going to work at this sofa table the whole time I’m here?”

He stops short for a moment and then smiles slightly. “Do you have a problem with something again?”

He’s taking all of this way too seriously I think, and I’m suddenly angry again. Why did he make me that offer? What is this, a game?

But before I can think of a suitable answer, he continues. “You can work in the office next door, from tomorrow. It’s empty at the moment. But for today you’re going to have to put up with me. But we’re going to be on the move a lot, anyway.”

Perhaps one of the ladies from the management floor has thrown in the towel and left the company.

“Are you ready?” he asks, jolting me out of my musings. He’s already standing up and it’s completely clear that he’s not going to make any allowances for me if I am indeed not ready yet.

I nod, although I had only skimmed through the reports. I got the basic gist of them, and that would have to do.

“OK, come on then,” he says and swishes past me to the door. 

I take my bag, wedge the papers under my arm, and follow him.
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It’s tiring and seems never-ending. I would never have thought that Jonathan Huntington’s days were so filled with work. I really am allowed to accompany him everywhere, first to a meeting with a young businessman who’s just registered a patent for a new kind of computer conductor unit—that was in the report, which I only had a chance to skim. Huntington Ventures is now looking for a suitable investor to implement his idea and make it profitable. This is followed by further appointments, two in-house meetings, at which the individual departments update him on current developments, and a brief lunch at a chic sandwich bar right by St. Paul’s Cathedral, where Steven the chauffeur takes us in the limousine, and where I have to read more reports while Mr. Huntington makes more calls on his cell. Then two further meetings—with investors this time—and then a visit to a gallery in King’s Cross for the opening exhibition of a young artist who is being sponsored by the art foundation that forms part of the Huntington Ventures empire.

The longer the activities go on, the more fascinated I am. Jonathan Huntington can drive a hard bargain when necessary—I expected that, his reputation precedes him in that department. But he also seems to be personally invested in everything he does and he actively promotes all the projects he takes on. And it’s his decisive manner that often clinches the contract for Huntington Ventures.

Besides that, his involvement goes much deeper than I thought. He’s not just a businessman; he’s an art patron, someone who supports talented young artists, especially in visual arts and music. He does it on behalf of the company but you can tell that his heart really is in this. Wherever we go, he introduces me as his assistant and no one questions it, as I feared they might. On the contrary, people treat me with respect and courtesy—with caution almost, and at some point I realize that they extend their respect for him to include me as well.

After the opening, we go to Hackney to hear a talk on a building project, which Huntington Ventures and several other financial backers are involved in. The conference runs late. It’s already past seven when we finally get back to his office and I notice that I am really tired. I’m still struggling with jetlag. But the day isn’t over yet, Jonathan wants to meet someone for dinner and I’m supposed to accompany him there too. I suddenly remember Annie, who wanted to wait for me.

“May I make a phone call?”

Jonathan indicates the phone on his desk and I hurriedly dial Annie’s extension. She’s not very happy when I tell her that she should go home without me. “What are you doing up there?” she wants to know. But since Jonathan is sitting at his desk and I’m standing right in front of him, I can’t really answer her.

“There’s just one last appointment,” I reassure her. “But you don’t need to keep dinner waiting for me. Can you remind me which subway I need to take?”

“You don’t need to take the tube, Steven will take you home in the limousine,” Jonathan interjects. I can hear the undertone of a command in this announcement but this time it doesn’t bother me because I’m really relieved. I won’t have to find my way back to Islington on my own and my tired body is very grateful for that. “No, Annie, don’t explain, you don’t need to, I …”

“It’s OK, I heard him,” she says, and I can actually see the deep furrow forming on her brow when she doesn’t like something. “Think about what we discussed, OK?”

“Yes, I will. See you later, then.” I hang up hurriedly, so she can’t say any more, then I fetch the papers I still have to read before we set off for dinner, and sink into the guest chair. The couch is just too far to walk.

We work in silence for a while but I notice that I can’t really concentrate. The letters keep swimming in front of my eyes.

At some point, I put down the report in my hand because there’s simply no point anymore. Jonathan looks up from his documents when I do that and when our eyes meet I ask him the first thing that comes into my mind, in order to fill the silence between us and calm the jittery feeling inside me.

“Do you always have so many appointments?”

I regret the question right away because it makes it sound as though it were all too much for me. Which it is, at least in my current state. But I definitely don’t want him to know that.

His blue eyes look at me hard.

“No, not always. Alex—my partner, Alexander Norton—is on a business trip at the moment and I’ve had to take over some of his appointments,” Jonathan says. “But in general I do enjoy working hard,” he adds after a short pause.

“I see.” I quickly ask him another question, before he can inquire if it’s all too much for me, if it wouldn’t be better for me to move on from this intern project.

“Who are we about to meet with, by the way?”

It takes him a moment to answer.

“Yuuto Nagako. You know him. From the airport.”

The Japanese man. I remember our meeting yesterday morning with a shudder and can barely manage to keep a neutral facial expression. “Does it make sense for me to come with you?” I ask. “I mean, you speak to each other in Japanese.”

“He also speaks excellent English.”

The thought of the way the Japanese man looked at me sends a shiver down my spine.

“But I’ll just be in your way,” I make another attempt.

“You haven’t got in our way up to now.” He examines me searchingly again. “Is there a problem, Grace?”

I shake my head. After all, I can’t exactly tell him that I would rather not meet his business partner again. Especially when I’m so tired I can hardly keep my eyes open. I’m suffering from jetlag and the long day has really exhausted me.

“No, it’s fine,” I say and put my hand up to my neck to ease the aching muscles there a little.

It doesn’t escape his notice.

“Would you rather call it a day and go home?”

I shake my head decisively again. Throw in the towel early on the very first day—definitely not! “No, no, everything’s fine, really. I’m just a little tired. I think I’m still stiff from the flight.”

Instead of answering, he stands up and comes over to me. Before I realize what he has in mind, he’s standing behind my chair and I can feel his hands on my shoulders.

“I’m sorry. I should have thought of that,” he says. His thumbs gently stroke the skin below my hairline, tracing circles, while his fingers knead my shoulder muscles in a very pleasant way.

My lips open, as if of their own accord, while I try to understand exactly what it is that he’s doing. Suddenly, my breathing grows shallow and my scalp starts prickling. A pleasurable shiver runs down my spine and my head falls back a little. I can’t do anything about it. It just feels lovely to be touched by him—his hands are big and his grasp is firm, without being painful.

Suddenly he stops, though he lets his hands rest on my shoulders. “I sometimes do that for my sister, when she’s tense,” he says, and he sounds almost embarrassed, as if he’s only just realized that what he was doing was very intimate.

“It’s nice,” I reassure him, because I want him to continue. Hesitatingly, he starts again, gentler this time. His fingertips traverse my skin almost tenderly and his thumbs make bigger circles. I can feel them sliding into my hair and stroking my scalp and the prickly feeling gets stronger, spreads right down to my lower body.

I want to ask him about his sister. I didn’t know he had one. But I can’t get a single word out.

I can’t remember when a man last touched me like this. I think never, actually. My grandfather would put an arm round me now and again, and I made out a couple times with the few boys I dated. But this—this is something quite different, a caress that renders me completely helpless. Heat wells up inside me, spreading across my cheeks, and my heart quivers with panic and arousal. And suddenly I want more. I want him to touch me in other places, I want his hand to explore more of my skin and …

Suddenly his hands aren’t there anymore and I am startled out of my fantasizing. Jonathan isn’t standing behind me anymore. He’s going back behind his desk, sitting back down in his chair. When he looks at me, I can’t read the expression in his eyes but it looks different from usual. More reserved. But there’s certainly no trace of the mockery it so often contains.

“Feeling better?”

I exhale raggedly and nod.

“Thank you,” I say hoarsely.

I feel oddly empty. I want to feel his touch again. Want him back. A shiver runs down my spine as I realize just how much I was at his mercy just now. Would I have stopped him, if he had gone further? I doubt it. But he didn’t go further, I think, and I don’t know whether to find that reassuring or disappointing. It was just an innocent massage, the kind of thing he’d do for his sister. I probably remind him of her. The thought is like a cold shower.

Jonathan brushes his hair away from his forehead, grabs his cell, and dials a number. I hear him saying something quickly in Japanese. He’s obviously talking to Yuuto. It’s only a short conversation and he looks relaxed when he hangs up.

Then he calls his chauffeur and explains that he needs the car right away. “You’re taking Miss Lawson home, Steven.”

My brain is still working more slowly than usual, so it takes me a few moments to understand what that means. He no longer wants me to accompany him.

“That won’t be necessary, really. I can come with you …”

“I cancelled the appointment,” he interrupts.

“Because of me?” Now I am really confused. Even if he’s sending me home, he could have gone to the appointment on his own. It’s not dependent on me, after all. Or is it?

“It wasn’t important,” he explains. “We’ll continue tomorrow. You should get a good night’s sleep, Grace.”

I don’t want to sleep, though, I think. And I don’t want to leave him. It’s as if his touch has awoken something in me that only he can calm again. That’s why the thought of leaving him is almost painful. Pull yourself together, I warn myself. You’re being idiotic. It’s only a silly crush. I remember Annie’s warning again. Don’t even start to read anything into it. She’s right, I think, sighing, as I collect my things.

When Jonathan accompanies me to the elevator, my heart is beating wildly. A moment later we’re standing in silence in the mirrored cabin. I’m very conscious of his closeness, and although the elevator is rather big, I’m drawn to him like a magnet. With other men, I haven’t been able to keep enough distance. I would probably have fled to the furthest corner of the elevator. But with Jonathan I want to get even closer to him, to be able to smell his cologne better. I want to look at him but I don’t trust myself, so I look in the mirror on the wall behind him—and see that his perfectly-cut jacket shows off his broad shoulders and narrow hips, and how his dark pants accentuate his long legs. The top of my head comes up to his shoulder. If he were to take me in his arms, you wouldn’t be able to see me in the mirror at all.

Shocked by the direction my thoughts are taking once more, I look up at him and see that he is observing me. He’s been doing it all day, almost as if he were watching me, rather than the other way around. He studies me. He seems to notice all my reactions. I just don’t know what conclusions he is drawing from them. Or what’s so interesting about me.

Hot blood shoots into my cheeks and I look at the neutral, non-mirrored floor. The trip seems endless but we finally reach the lobby. Steven is waiting for us in the limousine, right in front of the door.

Jonathan holds the door open for me but he doesn’t say goodbye to me, as I was expecting. Instead, he gets in and sits down next to me. Then he presses the intercom button, which connects him with the driver. “The club, Steven.”

I look at him in confusion. “I thought the appointment had been cancelled.”

Jonathan stretches out his legs. They almost reach the seat opposite. Once more, I’m conscious of how tall he is.

“That’s right,” he confirms.

“But …”

“Why am I coming with you in my own car?” He looks at me with an amused twinkle in his eye. “Because Steven is going to drop me off before taking you home. If that’s OK with you.”

I bite my lower lip and grimace unhappily because I’ve managed to put my foot in it again. Why does he go to all this trouble for me? “I’m sorry. I thought …”

He waves it away. “It’s OK. You’re tired. Get some rest.”

We’re silent for a while, as Steven steers the long car through the London evening traffic. I look out of the window at the city lights flashing by and try to focus on something other than the man sitting next to me. Which isn’t possible. Of course not. It’s a valid question, after all. Why is he going to all this trouble for me? What does he get out of letting me share his life? I didn’t have the time to question it once today, because we spent all day hurrying from one appointment to another—but now I lean back against the upholstery and begin to really mull it over. He must have a reason. I got a good sense of him today. At work, Jonathan Huntington is single-minded—he wants to see results. If he does something, it’s because he expects to get something out of it.

I swallow. I’d love to ask him what he hopes to get out of me. But I’m too afraid of his answer. It might be something very mundane.

But, after all, I ought to be happy if he’s not interested in me. The situation is already hard on my feelings. If what happened in the office just now is the kind of thing he does often then I don’t know whether I’ll be able to keep my promise to Annie. Don’t fall in love with him. How high a price would I have to pay if I can’t manage that?

Thoughts are racing through my head. I’ve stopped paying attention to anything outside the car window. It’s not until the car stops that I finally look out, surprised.

We’ve stopped on a street that borders a park on the left but I have no idea what neighborhood we’re in. It’s definitely one of the better neighborhoods, though. The street is lined with large, well-kept villas set back from the road. The house next to us is a two-story white building surrounded by a high, wrought iron latticework fence.

I look for a street sign or some other indication of what street we’re on or what’s inside the house but there’s nothing visible. Only two white posts on either side of the curved gate.

I turn to Jonathan. “Where are we?”

“Primrose Hill.”

Didn’t he say that he lived in Knightsbridge? “Is that your house?” I point to the white building outside.

He shakes his head. “No. That’s the club.”

The club. Of course. Steven was supposed to take him there. But what kind of a club is it? I thought he meant some kind of bar, but it doesn’t look like a bar. I’m about to ask him, but he’s already opening the door, he’s in a hurry. “See you tomorrow.” But before he can get out, a sudden impulse makes me put a hand on his arm to stop him.

“Thank you,” I say, when he looks at me. “For today. It was … nice.”

A smile plays about his lips and he leans forward and looks straight into my eyes. “That was just the beginning, Grace,” he says and there is something in his voice that sends a shiver through me.

Then he leaps out of the car and slams the door shut behind him. As the limousine drives off, I watch him through the window. He approaches the iron gate with long strides and it opens, closing again directly behind him. A moment later, the villa disappears from view and I lean back against the upholstery, heart thumping. His scent is still hanging in the air and I close my eyes, breathing it in with a smile.
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“I’ve heard of that club,” Annie says, a little later. I’m back in Islington now, sitting at the kitchen table with her. “He goes there a lot but no one knows exactly what it is.” She frowns. “He didn’t want you to go in with him, did he?”

“No.”

“Good.”

I look at Annie. “What do you know about the club?”

She avoids my gaze. “Nothing at all. But if you ask me, it’s something strange. So stay away. It’s none of your business what the man does in his free time, after all.” She probably wanted to scare me off but her vagueness has had exactly the opposite effect. Now I’m really curious. That part of the conversation seems to be over for her, though, because she gets up and starts to clear the table. I help her.

While we are washing the dishes together, Marcus enters the kitchen. He greets me warmly with a hearty hug, and then takes a dishtowel and starts drying the dishes with me.

“Where’s Ian, by the way?” I ask. I haven’t seen our Scottish roommate yet.

“Out,” Marcus explains. “Annie and I are meeting him later. We’re going out for a drink. Wanna come?”

I hesitate. The whole reason I’ve been looking forward to sharing an apartment is to be able to hang out with the others and not have to sit around on my own. But now I suddenly need the exact opposite: time to myself, to think. So I shake my head.

“No, I’m too tired tonight. It’s been a long day and I’ve got to be in good shape tomorrow.”

Marcus sighs. “What a shame. I really hoped you wouldn’t leave me alone with the lovebirds.”

Annie punches him on the arm playfully. “You don’t usually mind going out with Ian and me.”

“But right now I do,” Marcus answers. And although he tries to hide it, I can tell how disappointed he is.

I put my hand on his arm. “Another time, OK?”

Once he’s left the kitchen, Annie takes me to one side.

“Come with me,” she says softly and looks towards the door. She obviously doesn’t want Marcus to hear her. “He was really looking forward to it.” She winks at me. “I think he really likes you.”

I sigh deeply to myself. I like Marcus too. He’s very sweet. But when I look him in the eye, I can breathe easily. With no problem at all, which is almost a shame. It would be simpler if the nice American made me short of breath—instead of the Englishman who’s much too rich, much too arrogant, and whom I can’t have.

“I’m completely pooped, Annie, really. And I think tomorrow is going to be pretty tiring again. I’ll come with you next time, I promise.”

She smiles. “OK. But I hope your boss isn’t always going to work you so hard that you can’t enjoy the pleasures of London nightlife.” She raises a threatening finger. “If that happens, we’ll bring you back to our department.”

When Annie and Marcus set off a little later, I have to reassure them several times that everything’s fine and that they can leave me on my own. I’m almost relieved when I close the door after them, pleased to have the apartment to myself.

***

Jonathan is standing beside my bed. I’m lying there naked and the knowledge that he is observing me is sending prickly shivers through me. I can’t settle down, I toss and turn in my bed, I stretch out my arms, and slide my fingers through my hair.

His face is in shadow and I can’t see his expression, but that only heightens my arousal. The area between my legs grows hot and the throbbing desire there increases. I want him to touch me; I want to feel his hands on me.

“Please,” I whisper, but he won’t touch me—he stays in the shadows, tall and dark. My heart is beating wildly and I feel strangely free, I’m not ashamed of my nakedness.

The burning sensation on my skin refuses to subside, so I touch myself, run my hands over my shoulders and down to my breasts, grasping them firmly. My nipples are erect and when I touch them, a bolt of electricity shoots down to my lower body and makes me groan. I pluck at them again and again, and enjoy the waves of pleasure spreading through me. The throbbing sensation between my thighs is almost unbearable now, and one of my hands wanders down there, almost of its own accord, places itself on the soft mound and presses against it, stimulating its sensitive place.

I stare at the dark figure beside my bed, as if hypnotized. He could assuage these torments. But I don’t know how to get him to do that.

I run my tongue over my dry lips despairingly, as my breath grows increasingly labored. I can’t see his face but I can see his eyes. The fire blazing in their icy blue depths is burning me. I pant and arch my back. My body is seized by tremors, the pleasure seems to be gathering itself between my legs and it’s getting stronger, becoming inescapably intense. And then comes the point everything has been driving toward and there is an explosion that sets off wide, liberating shockwaves inside me. Shudders run through me and I hear myself scream with pleasure.

I want to hold Jonathan but he retreats, disappears completely into the shadows again, until I can’t see him anymore. He’s slipping away from me, he’s leaving me behind.

No …

I wake up with a start and raise my head and look around the room. The street lamp outside is casting a pale light into the room. I can clearly see the outlines of furniture. I’m in bed. Alone. My nightgown has been pushed halfway up; I’ve got one hand between my thighs and the other holding my breast. I let both hands sink back onto the mattress, with a deep sigh, and throw my head back onto my pillows.

It was just a dream.

But I have trouble calming myself down again. I’m still breathing rapidly. The more my breath slows and the more the feeling of satisfaction subsides, the more reality comes into focus. I roll over onto my side and draw my knees in toward my body, protectively. I’ve never had such an intense erotic dream before, and it truly shocks me. Because it felt so incredibly real—and because I enjoyed the feelings it aroused so much. I’m obviously drawn to Jonathan Huntington by much more than just a simple crush.

Which means I’m in big trouble.

“Sleep well?”

Jonathan’s words make me look up in shock. When he had wished me good morning, just now, the sound of his voice had already sent a shiver down my spine. And now his question throws me completely for a loop because it immediately brings back the vivid image of last night’s dream.

He’s standing in the doorway of the office next to his—my office. Catherine Shepard showed me in this morning. It’s just as big as Jonathan’s and almost identically furnished. The desk I’m sitting at is also just like his one.

“Yes, thanks,” I stammer and I feel myself turning red as we look at each other. When I came in earlier, he hadn’t yet arrived, but there were stacks of files waiting on my desk. I pounced on them, throwing myself into my work, in order to stop thinking about the fact that I was about to see him again.

And now he’s here. He’s not wearing his jacket today, unusually for him—just a shirt, another black one, and black jeans. He looks more casual, more relaxed, he’s smiling at me. Which forms a knot in my stomach.

“How was the …club?” My question sounds much more assertive than I feel. But I can’t resist asking. Ever since Annie made those strange remarks about it, I can’t get it out of my mind. I hope he’ll tell me more about it but he just stares at me. For a long time. So long that I melt under his gaze and have trouble remembering to breathe.

“Interesting,” he answers finally, pushing himself away from the doorframe. He comes up to the desk and this time he’s the one who sits down in the guest chair on the other side. The chair is smaller than his desk chair and accentuates his height. He observes me, smiling. “I see we’ve coordinated our outfits again.” The way he says it sounds so intimate that I get butterflies in my stomach once more. But I try to hide it, as I look down at the tight black shirt I’m wearing. It has quite a deep V-neck, which is precisely why I chose it, together with the short black skirt I’m wearing, and my big silver hoop earrings. They’re classic but striking at the same time.

I want to get his attention. And I want him to like what he sees. I want him to notice me, not just as an intern, but also as a woman.

“Does that bother you?” I ask.

He gives me his cocky, charming smile again and when I look into his eyes, I notice that they aren’t just blue at all. They also have a few dark specks, dark sprinkles, that you only discover when you look closely. “No, on the contrary. But I liked what you had on yesterday too. You look good in both outfits, Grace.”

I’m so bewildered by the compliment that for a moment I can’t answer. Then my brain starts working again, analyzing his words more precisely. Was it actually a compliment? Or does he think I’m copying him, and doesn’t want that? Should I stop wearing black?

“What do you mean?”

Now he looks surprised. Then he throws his head back and laughs. “You’re quite unique, do you know that? What do I mean? Well, I mean exactly what I said. You look great in black or any other color. What else could I have meant?”

For God’s sake, Grace! I scold myself, shocked. Why do you always say the first thing that comes into your head? Think before you speak for once!

“Nothing. I …I just wasn’t sure.” Did he really say he finds me unique?

Now he’s not smiling anymore, he’s frowning. Which suits him just as much. Everything suits him. “Don’t you usually get a lot of compliments?”

“Yes, I guess so,” I answer hesitantly. “Sometimes.”

Actually, men seldom remark on my appearance, probably because I rarely date, and they don’t get the chance. And if someone does say something nice, I rarely believe him anyway.

He leans forward. “Then we urgently need to raise the frequency.” His smile goes straight to my heart and I slide three levels up on the How-likely-am-I-to-fall-in-love-with-Jonathan-Huntington? scale. If Annie and Hope could see me now …

He indicates the stack of papers on my desk. “Ready for the new day?”

I take a deep breath and nod.

He explains which files correspond to which appointments. We have several in the afternoon, but not as many as yesterday, and only one this morning—a further meeting about the Hackney building project.

“Why do we need another meeting about that?” I ask, puzzled.

“We haven’t finished yet,” Jonathan explains, standing up.

I think about the progress of yesterday’s discussions, the heated arguments. He had to defend the project fiercely to his partners, which is why the session went on for so long. Although it had ended with the opposing factions as entrenched as ever. He clearly didn’t want to let it rest.

“Jonathan?”

He’s already on his way back to his office but when I address him he stops and turns back to me.

“You said I could ask you anything.”

He nods. “Be my guest.”

I hesitate but I simply have got to know. “Why is this Hackney project so important to you?”

He obviously wasn’t expecting that question because he frowns. “It’s very profitable,” he says, but I shake my head because I studied the figures thoroughly yesterday while I was listening to the discussions. That’s simply not true.

“The investment costs are far too high and it’s already over-budget. And, besides, the neighborhood is rather rundown and you don’t have any guaranteed anchor tenants,” I explain.

“The expert has spoken.” He says it very sarcastically but it’s obvious I’ve hit a nerve. He wasn’t expecting me to be able to analyze the situation.

“So, why is it important to you?” I insist.

“Sometimes you have to take the long view, if you want to be successful.” But yesterday I watched him quickly overturn projects whose profitability wasn’t completely obvious. Something doesn’t quite fit here.

“I think I know why you are determined to do it.” He raises his eyebrows.

“Aha. And why is that, according to you?”

“The project is important for the neighborhood, for the local people. There’s a lot hanging on it, it will create jobs. And you’d like to make that possible.”

He expels a puff of air and shakes his head. “Sometimes you can be really …” He doesn’t finish his sentence and his expression turns serious. “I’m not a do-gooder, if that’s what you think. I run a business.”

“But it would be nothing to be ashamed of, if that were your reason for supporting it.” On the contrary, it already occurred to me yesterday, when I saw him in the meeting. And I like it. There’s a reason why the people Jonathan Huntington does business with respect and value him so much. And even if I shouldn’t—I can’t help but admire it, too.

He lets out a low growl and comes back, bends over the desk, and leans his hands on it. His face is very close to mine. “If you want to see it that way, Grace, I can’t stop you. But don’t be disappointed if at some point you find out that I’m no hero. You’d be well advised not to make me into one.” Then he leaves me on my own.
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I watch him go with a beating heart. Why is he so angry? What did I say?

On the way to the meeting, we sit in the limousine in silence. I don’t know what to say and I’m still a bit shocked by Jonathan’s reaction just now. The session confirmed my theory that Jonathan only called the meeting in order to reiterate his own position. And of course, in the end, he managed to persuade the others not to abandon the project.

“Are you satisfied?” I ask him, in the car. He’s sitting next to me again and he looks up from texting on his phone.

He narrows his eyes and raises one eyebrow. “Aren’t you? The project will be good for the local people.” His voice is dripping with sarcasm. But I still believe I’m right about his motives for building the business center.

“And thanks to you it’s going to happen,” I say, ignoring the dig.

“Well, then we can all be happy now, can’t we?” He shakes his head and turns back to his cell. But he doesn’t seem mad anymore, just surprised that I’m still not willing to alter my positive opinion of him. Why is he so resistant to letting me see him in a good light?

I look at the clock. It’s almost noon. He hasn’t mentioned any lunch plans, but since we went to the sandwich bar on the spur of the moment yesterday, I assume he has a similar quick lunch somewhere in mind. I’m all the more astonished when, after a short drive, the limousine turns into a narrow side street and stops in front of a house that looks like a historic factory building.

It turns out to be an old electricity plant, which has been converted into a restaurant named “The Wapping Project”. There are modern tables and chairs on what used to be the factory floor and on the ceiling you can still see pieces of old equipment. It’s an interesting contrast; I like it here.

A waiter receives us and greets Jonathan by name before taking us to a table toward the back of the room, where a man is waiting for us.

He has dirty blond hair, is exactly the same height as Jonathan, though a little narrower across the shoulders, and looks rather athletic. He looks good in his light-colored suit and open-necked shirt. He stands up when he sees us coming.

“It’s good to see you again, at last,” says Jonathan, and the two men hug each other warmly. “I thought you were going to leave me to deal with everything on my own forever.”

The blond man grins and indicates me with his chin. “I see you’ve found a way to console yourself,” he replies, regarding me with curiosity.

Jonathan extends an arm and pulls me closer to him. I can feel his hand on my back. “This is Grace Lawson, our new intern from Chicago,” he introduces me. “And this is Alexander Norton, my partner.”

Now I recognize him. I’ve seen a photo of him, too, but he had shorter hair in it, and looked very earnest and introverted. And younger. Perhaps the photo was taken a few years ago. Right now, Alexander Norton is beaming contentedly as he greets me.

“It’s a pleasure, Grace. So you’ve come from John White? How is the old man, then?”

“He’s good, I think.” What can I say? John White is over sixty and my professor, with whom I don’t have any kind of personal relationship. But Alexander Norton has turned back to Jonathan again anyway.

“Why did you bring her?” he asks, as we sit down, and I can hear the curiosity in his voice.

“She’s accompanying me to all my appointments,” Jonathan explains as he pulls out a chair for me and sits down next to me. When Alexander raises his eyebrows in astonishment, he adds, “She’s made an excellent start, which is why we’ve extended her internship.”

“You mean you’ve extended it. You didn’t ask me, as far as I’m aware,” his partner replies. He smiles at me, when he sees my shocked look. “It’s an unusual honor, Grace. But I’ve got nothing against it, don’t worry. Quite the contrary, a little company won’t do the Hunter any harm.”

Hunter, I think. Why does he call Jonathan that? Perhaps because of Huntington. Or does it have another meaning? In any case, it must be some sort of nickname, and Jonathan has clearly heard it often before because he doesn’t seem to pay any attention to it and goes on talking. He would obviously like to change the subject.

“Why don’t you tell me how the Nelson Project is going? Were the three weeks in Asia worth it?”

Alexander Norton is beaming with satisfaction again. “Yes, very. We’re making huge progress.” The two men talk about the business deal while I study the menu and sneak a peek at them every now and again.

I’m fascinated by their relationship, by the ease with which they treat each other. I’ve never seen Jonathan so open with anyone and I suddenly realize how reserved he usually is in conversation. This is one side of him I hadn’t seen before—and I like it a lot.

“How’s Sarah then?” My ears prick up at Alexander Norton’s question to Jonathan. “Have you heard from her?”

Jonathan laughs. “She still finds Rome fascinating but luckily she’ll be home the week after next. It’s probably better that way. Because if you ask me, she hasn’t been spending her time at the library, as she should, she’s been turning Italian men’s heads down there.” His voice sounds affectionate and I feel a sudden pang. Who’s Sarah?

“Has she met anyone?” Alexander seems nervous, almost concerned. Jonathan shrugs his shoulders.

“My little sister doesn’t tell me everything, if that’s what you mean.”

Jonathan’s sister—of course. The one he sometimes gives backrubs to. I’m so relieved, I smile, and immediately ask myself why I find the thought so difficult to bear—that there might be someone in Jonathan Huntington’s life who isn’t related to him, and whom he talks about affectionately.

Jonathan frowns and observes Alexander with a rather amused smile. “It still interests you, then?” His voice sounds mocking. “You’re a hopeless case.”

Alexander clearly doesn’t feel attacked because he just grins. “You know me.”

But before I have time to think about these mysterious hints more carefully, the waiter brings our drinks—Jonathan has ordered water and white wine for us—and Alexander Norton raises his glass.

“To Huntington Ventures’ successful entry into the Asian market,” he explains, as we clink glasses. “Your old man is going to be pretty angry, isn’t he, when he finds out that his predictions haven’t come true and the company is about to do business all around the globe?”

Jonathan smiles but this time the smile doesn’t reach his eyes. “I hope so.” It sounds so hateful that my eyes prick up. “If it had been up to him, I would have failed at my very first project.”

“Your father predicted that your company wouldn’t be successful?” I ask before I can restrain myself and I regret it right away because both men are looking at me now and Jonathan is practically skewering me with his eyes. When he answers, his voice is icy.

“He not only predicted that I wouldn’t be a success, he put as many obstacles as possible in my way to try to prevent it. Luckily, he did not succeed.”

“I find it hard to imagine that.” I somehow assumed that a man as successful as Jonathan Huntington would have a supportive family who was proud of him. And besides, he’s going to inherit the Earl’s title and the family seat, so I’d have expected his family to stick together, to hold on to family traditions, perhaps to regard all ordinary mortals with a certain snooty arrogance. But I would never have expected rejection and enmity.

Jonathan makes a scornful face when he hears what I’ve said aloud again and turns to his partner. “You should know, Alex, that Grace believes in the good in people. She’s convinced that we do business out of brotherly love. And she probably also believes that all the fathers in the world are nice because her own father was always nice to her. Am I right?” He looks at me challengingly.

“Jonathan,” Alexander warns him.

I swallow with difficulty. His mocking words hurt my feelings but I also heard the pain and bitterness in his voice. And part of me understands him only too well.

“My father left my mother when I was six years old,” I reply, without avoiding his cold gaze. “I’ve only seen him a few times since then and for the past thirteen years not at all. I can’t judge whether or not he was nice to me. Actually, I don’t know him at all.”

Jonathan’s head falls forward and then he nods, as if to strengthen something inside him, before looking at me again.

“I’m sorry. That was …very rude of me.” He forces the apology, speaking through his teeth but I can see that he’s truly sorry. Besides, there is a new depth in the way he’s looking at me, as if he suddenly sees me differently.

“Don’t take it personally, Grace,” Alexander Norton intervenes. “He always reacts that way when it’s about his father.”

I would love to know what exactly happened between Jonathan and the old Earl. It must have been more than some minor difference of opinion if it makes Jonathan so angry. But I don’t think it would be a good idea to ask him about it right now. Alexander Norton seems to feel the same way.

“Let’s change the subject.” He raises his glass. “Why don’t you explain how our new intern came to be allowed to work with the boss.”

I look at Jonathan right away. That’s something I find very interesting too. But his face is blank.

“It’s an experiment,” he says, taking a large sip of wine. He seems very happy that the waiter is about to serve the food and that his partner doesn’t pursue it further. But I can’t stop thinking about his answer. If this is an experiment, what does he want to find out?

An hour later, the three of us are all sitting in the limousine, since Alexander Norton is coming back to the company with us. The good mood Jonathan was in this morning seems to have vanished in a stroke. He’s sitting in the seat next to me and typing something on his phone. Although he’s close to me, he seems so far away, which troubles me. My remarks seem to have managed to make him mad twice already today.

Since he doesn’t seem to be planning on breaking the silence, I turn to Alexander Norton.

“So, how do you know Professor White?”

He smiles pensively. “He was a guest teacher at Winchester College while Jonathan and I were there, and I’ve kept in touch with him over the years. He was a kind of mentor to me back then.”

Winchester College, I think. I’ve heard of it. The school—a boys’ boarding school—isn’t as famous as Eton, but just as elite. And expensive. That’s why I’m puzzled.

“You were both at the same school?” I’m not surprised that Jonathan Huntington, the future Earl of Lockwood, went there, but Alexander Norton isn’t an aristocrat. I read online that he comes from a humble background.

He shrugs. “I had a scholarship,” he explains shortly.

Jonathan looks up and the two men’s eyes meet. It’s a look of silent understanding but they aren’t laughing. It’s as if they’re both remembering a difficult time. There’s some connection between them, I think. Something sinister which neither of them seems to want to be reminded of.

“So you had the idea of founding Huntington Ventures together?” I say quickly, in order to avoid making anyone angry at some thoughtless remark again. Alexander Norton leans back and shakes his hand. “No, that was Jonathan on his own. He didn’t bring me in on it till later.”

“And you took over the running of the investment department and made it into the company’s key sector.” It just slips out. When he smiles in embarrassment I shrug my shoulders apologetically. “I had to familiarize myself with the company philosophy and history for my internship.”

“And what conclusions have you come to?” He seems genuinely interested. I’m in my element now. And, since Alexander Norton’s green eyes don’t make me as nervous as his partner’s blue ones, I remember what I told the selection committee in Chicago.

“Huntington Ventures has a highly innovative philosophy which isn’t based on rapid profit optimization but on supporting patents and developments. You bring capital and ideas together, and earn money from the resulting amazing potential.”

“Nice summary,” Alexander says, looking over at Jonathan with an amused smile. “You seem to be a real fan of our company. I’m beginning to see why Hunter likes having you around so much.”

There’s that rather unsettling nickname again. But it suits him, I think. Jonathan is a hunter, with a clear vision of his goals and the commitment to pursue them. I suppress a sigh at the thought that I will never be one of those goals—and my heart gives a start when I look over at him, and see him looking back at me.

“You can stop talking about me now,” he says, and his voice sounds fierce, “we’re here.”

The car stops at almost the same moment. When I look out of the window, we really are in front of the entrance to the Huntington Building, and I quickly escape into the quiet lobby. Jonathan and Alexander Norton stay for a moment by the car talking to each other earnestly before following me inside.

Alexander says goodbye to me at the reception desk. “It was nice to meet you, Grace. If you’re going to be working closely with Jonathan, we’re bound to see other again.” Then he turns to Caroline, who hands him a few papers. Jonathan has already gone to the elevator, and I hastily follow. He doesn’t say a word and his face still looks grim as we ride up to the top floor.

“Are you mad at me?” I ask, because I just can’t stand it anymore. “Did I do something wrong?”

“I’m not angry with you,” he answers curtly. I can’t tell if that’s his way of ending the discussion, or if it’s really something else which has upset him.

Once we get upstairs he storms into his office and when I try to follow him he stops and prevents me from doing so.

“You can’t be present at the next meeting,” he says. I feel insulted.

“Why not?”

“I told you there would be exceptions.”

It’s true. But it still rankles, especially right now. It feels like a punishment.

“Who are you meeting with?” I know it’s forward of me to ask, but I just don’t understand what went wrong.

“Yuuto Nagako,” Jonathan explains, already at the door of his office. “He’ll be here in a few minutes. You can wait in your office.” Then he leaves me alone.

I stand there in front of Catherine Shepard’s desk, indecisive. She’s not there. Which is a good thing because it would have been mortifying to me if she had seen what just happened. Then I turn and go into my office, close the door behind me, and lean against it.

Yesterday evening he felt I had to be there when he met with Yuuto Nagako, and today he’s shutting me out. I just can’t keep track of what’s going on.

Shortly afterward, I hear the ping announcing the arrival of the elevator, and then male voices in the corridor. One of them is Jonathan’s, and he’s speaking Japanese with his visitor. I wait until the office door closes again, and then I go downstairs. I wouldn’t be able to concentrate on some random files right now anyway, so I might as well visit Annie briefly.

Shadrach Alani is sitting at his desk when I get there, so Annie and I go into the kitchen, where we can be alone.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, concerned.

“Nothing. I just have to wait. He has an appointment which I can’t be present at, and I thought I would come visit with you for a little while.”

I take the mug of tea that Annie hands me.

“Who’s he meeting then?” she wants to know.

“That Japanese man who was there when I arrived—do you remember?”

“Yuuto Nagako?”

I nod and frown because Annie looks as though as she’s just heard something dreadful. “What? Is there something wrong with him?”

“No. He’s just a business associate, well, not really, more like some kind of a mentor. I mean, he helped the boss back when he was starting the company.” She leans forward. “And I think that, when he’s here, he goes with him to the club.”

I sigh deeply. “But since we don’t know what kind of a club it is, it’s not our concern.”

“It must be some kind of a sex club, Grace.”

For a moment, I’m speechless. A sex club, I think, and am startled by how little that shocks me. I can’t help thinking about my dream. And about the kinds of things Jonathan Huntington probably does at a club like that. “Are you sure?”

Annie nods and looks at me earnestly. “It’s just a rumour, but a very persistent one. And I just don’t want you to …”

The door opens and we both whip round, shocked. Jonathan is standing in the doorway.

“Grace, would you please come back upstairs with me?” he says in the implacable tone of voice I’ve gotten to know so well. It’s not a request. It’s an order.

With slightly trembling fingers, I put the mug down on the draining board. Annie is staring at Jonathan and me by turns, without saying a word, looking shocked. “See you later,” I whisper to her before following Jonathan, who’s already gone on ahead. He’s striding along the corridor with huge steps, so that I almost have to run to keep up with him.

He doesn’t speak until we’re in the elevator.

“What were you doing down there?” The reproach in his question is unmistakeable.

“Passing the time until your meeting was over.”

“I told you to wait in your office.” He almost yells the last sentence and I wince. But then I get mad because his changing moods have baffled me all day long. What makes him think he can treat me like this?

“Yes, you told me to wait. But since I didn’t have a specific task to do, I had a right to decide for myself where and how I would do that. Perhaps your secretary and your chauffeur always do as you say but you pay them for that.”

His face displays a mixture of disbelief and surprise. He obviously wasn’t expecting an answer like that. His expression darkens and he takes a step toward me, which makes me shrink back. But I don’t get far because I can already feel the mirrored wall against my back.

“I pay you too.” His blue eyes flash angrily but I don’t balk. I return his gaze.

“Yes, but not enough for me to put up with this. I’m not a dog that you can order to lie down somewhere and wait till you come back, like a good girl. It doesn’t work like that.”

He comes even closer, till he’s standing right in front of me. I have to lift my head to be able to go on looking at him, exposing my throat. He places his hand there. His fingers stroke my skin. His face is so close to mine that I can see the dark sprinkles in his eyes quite clearly.

“How does it work then, Grace?” he asks hoarsely. “What do I have to do to make you do what I want?”
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I can only stare at his lips. I can’t breathe and I definitely can’t think. He’s going to kiss me, I think. I feel his breath on my cheek, his hand on my neck. I want him to kiss me.

My hands stray to his shirt collar, as if of their own accord, and pull him down toward me. And then I feel his lips on mine. The contact pulses through me like an electric shock and I draw my head back again, moaning, because it’s almost more than I can bear. But it’s too late to reconsider now. Jonathan grabs hold of me with a growl, and pulls me toward him roughly, nearly folding my back as he presses his arm against it. I can feel his body against mine, his hard muscles beneath the fabric, and heat radiating out from him, which I absorb from head to toe. He pushes his other hand into my hair, pulling my head back so that I am helplessly and completely in his power.

And then he kisses me, hard and madly, heedlessly. His tongue thrusts itself into my mouth, explores every corner, caresses the inside of my lips, runs itself over my tongue. My knees give way and I have to cling to him, because he’s my only means of support. Although his kiss renders me completely submissive, it also awakens something in me and, after a little while, I begin to return it, to press myself against him, try to get even closer to him, while our tongues surrender themselves to their passionate duet.

A moment later, I can feel the elevator wall against my back and his hands are on my breasts, stroking my erect nipples through the thin fabric of my shirt. His touch sends bolts of lighting down to my lower body, much more intensely than in my dream, and for a while I’m overwhelmed by a wave of feelings too powerful for me, as I try to return his kiss, almost despairingly. He’s my superior, in every way; he’s dominating me. But that’s exactly what excites me in a way I’ve never felt before. I cling to him as if drowning and surrender myself to the onslaught of his lips and hands.

I feel one of his hands stray down to my thighs and push up my skirt. And then he presses his hand against my damp panties. Shocked and aroused by the intimacy of his touch, I pant loudly—and suddenly it’s over.

He lets go of me abruptly and I slip back down onto my feet. I stand there shivering and I can taste blood in my mouth as he turns away and runs a hand through his hair. He grips a fistful tightly before letting his arm fall again.

It’s only now that I am gradually able to think again that I remember his words and their meaning begins to dawn on me. Is this what he wants from me?

I catch his eye, confused, and sink into the depths of those blue eyes. I think I can see something in them, which I’ve never noticed before. Pain. I instinctively lift my hand to his cheek, but, at that moment, the elevator stops with a ping and the doors open.

Jonathan leaves the elevator and crosses the lobby with the same long strides as before. I hastily adjust my skirt and follow him on wobbly legs.

Catherine Shepard is sitting at her desk, examining me in her impenetrable way. She can probably tell exactly what I’ve been doing with the boss in the elevator, just from my rumpled hair. But I don’t pay any attention to her; I’m far too busy thinking about what just happened.

This time, Jonathan doesn’t stop me like he did before. Instead, he leaves the door to his office wide open, like an invitation. I close it behind me and lean against it, happy that he is standing right at the back, by the window, leaving a lot of distance between us, because my knees are still shaking so much. But I want to do what we did in the elevator again. At once, if possible.

I’m anxiously waiting for him to say something. But he’s turned his back to me and is staring out of the window.

I push myself off the door and make my way to the desk—carefully, because I don’t fully trust my legs yet. When I reach the guest chair, I cling onto the back.

“Jonathan?”

He turns to me. His face looks calm again. The rage and passion of a moment ago have disappeared and he’s the calm, self-assured businessman again.

“Forget what just happened.” His voice sounds measured, almost indifferent.

I look at him in surprise. He wants me to forget it?

“I can’t.”

“Then I will have to end our working relationship.”

“But …why?” He can’t just kiss me like that and then send me away. Is that what he always does to women? If so, I can understand why they flee in droves. Because he’s somehow managing to make me feel guilty. Even though he wanted it just as much as I did. In fact, he probably wanted it much more than I did, because, unlike me, he knows what he’s doing — and what he wants. “Why did you kiss me?”

He comes round from behind the desk and I turn to him, with only one hand on the back of the chair. He stands right in front of me. There’s no smile on his face but he no longer has that unapproachable expression either. I can tell that he is just as shaken up as I am.

“It won’t happen again.” He says it earnestly, almost as if to reassure himself again. I am filled with cold disappointment. Because I want it to happen again. I want him to kiss me again. If that was a kiss, it felt more like an earthquake.

A shiver overcomes me when I realize that he would only have to stretch out his hand in order to pull me to him. But he doesn’t.

“So, let’s forget about it,” he explains once more, and he doesn’t phrase it as a question. It’s an instruction, which I have to comply with.

It hurts my feelings. What just happened was so earth-shattering for me, yet he can just dismiss it as if it had been something unpleasant, annoying almost. What’s he thinking? I can’t forget it. Definitely not. But I don’t want my internship here to end either, so I shrug my shoulders.

“People always do as you say anyway,” I say and it sounds snippy because I can’t conceal my anger.

“Except for you,” he answers calmly and our eyes meet again and interlock. This time, it doesn’t sound like a reproach. I think it’s actually a compliment. That gives me courage.

“I’ll do what you want.” Try it, I think, and I hold his gaze with a beating heart. I can tell that he knows exactly what I mean. But he’s obviously serious about forgetting it, because he brushes his hair off of his forehead and returns to his desk, entrenching himself there. At least, that’s what it looks like to me.

“It won’t happen again, Grace,” he repeats once more, in that tone that won’t tolerate contradiction, and indicates the guest chair. “Can we continue?”

I nod unhappily and, after he’s explained what’s next on the agenda, I return to my office next door. It’s so arrogant of him to simply go back to business as usual, I think. As if we had nothing to discuss. As if nothing had happened.

But something did happen between him and me. There can be no doubt about it. And, as I skim over the documents for the next appointment, I find I simply can’t concentrate on them, no matter how hard I try. It’s becoming increasingly clear that I can’t ignore what happened. I can’t stop thinking about how it felt to be pressed up against him, with his hand between my legs. I remember my dream again. It was nothing compared with what happened in the elevator. There was nothing tender about his kiss. It had a sinister, seductive quality, which completely captivates me. And suddenly I find I can no longer help reading something into it.

Perhaps, a small voice within me says, perhaps you’re not just another unimportant little intern, after all. Jonathan must have felt drawn to me if he kissed me, even if he denies it now. And if that’s the case, he might do it again. Or even do more than that.

The thought is exciting and I dwell on it for the rest of the day. I catch myself carefully observing and analyzing Jonathan’s every move, his slightest gesture. It’s unhealthy, I know. But I can’t help it, I feel compelled. When Steven takes me home around seven, Jonathan comes with us again. He didn’t mention any other appointments but somehow I’m sure he isn’t taking me home. Is he going to the club again?

Now, I’ve become even more obsessed with asking myself what kind of a place it could be. My imagination gets fired up picturing the things that happen there. What he does there.

I don’t know London well enough to remember the route we’re taking but it seems different from yesterday’s. And in fact, after just twenty minutes, I recognize the houses on Upper Street in Islington, which I’ve already walked along with Annie. So there’s to be no detour through Primrose Hill this time.

When we stop in front of my house, I can’t suppress my curiosity anymore.

“Do you have another appointment or are you going home?” I ask Jonathan, who has been silent the whole time. We’ve talked about our “encounter” in the elevator very little, in fact. And this is the first time he’s really smiled since then.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he says.

Perhaps he’s going to the club then. Annie said he goes there often. I run my tongue over my lips and don’t notice that I’m staring at him until he points to the door.

“We’re there, Grace.”

I jump, shocked. “Yes, of course,” I mumble and open the door. “See you tomorrow.”

Actually, I don’t want to go. I want to be with him. But I’m afraid of my own boldness. Besides, he would decline anyway. Wouldn’t he?

The front door is only a few steps away and I’m expecting the big car to turn around and drive off. But the limousine stays where it is. The windows are tinted, so I can’t tell whether Jonathan is observing me, or whether he has another reason for waiting.

I nervously search my purse for my house keys—and can’t find them. Shoot. It happens to me sometimes. My sister teases me about it because, if I lose something, it’s always my keys. Nothing else. But I seem to be at war with the little devils, and it really bugs me that it’s happened again just as I’m being watched.

I rummage around in the depths of my purse, increasingly panicked, without success. I ring the doorbell in desperation, hoping Marcus might be there. Annie and Ian have been invited out with friends, she told me about it this morning, and the two of them wanted to meet back in the city as soon as Annie got off work, because their friends live in Southwark south of the river. Marcus is my only hope. The limousine is still not moving. What is Jonathan waiting for? I wave over at the dark windows. Perhaps he’ll take that to mean that he really can drive off now. But it has exactly the opposite effect, because the door opens and he gets out.

When he comes toward me, my heart almost stops again and I can’t breathe. Because he just looks so unbelievably relaxed and handsome and in a flash I remember how his arm and chest muscles felt, tensing up beneath the fabric of his shirt. And because I know what he can arouse in me, when he wants to.

“What’s happening?” He looks at me questioningly. “Can’t you get in?”

I feel heat rising up in me and turning my cheeks red and I hope he thinks it’s just embarrassment at my bad luck. Which is extremely embarrassing, actually. Why do I always have to look so incompetent when he’s around?

“I’m afraid I’ve forgotten my keys,” I confess timidly.

He’s standing next to me and my knees are getting really wobbly. I feel just like I did in the elevator.

“Well, what now?” He clearly plans to solve my problem before he drives on. I shrug my shoulders. “I rang the bell. Maybe there’s someone there to let me in. And if not, I guess I’ll wait.” And then I think of something, which makes my heart start beating even faster than it already is. “Or I could—come with you.”

I say it really quietly because I’m not even sure myself exactly what I’m suggesting. He hasn’t even told me where he’s going but it seems pretty likely that he’s going to the club.

He obviously understands what I’m telling him. I can tell from the expression in his eyes, the way something flares up in them. But it’s over again as quickly as it started, and a deep furrow forms between his brows. Then he bends forward so that his face is very close to mine.

“Be careful what you wish for, Grace. It might come true. And it might be very different from what you imagine.”

I can hear what he’s saying but my brain has switched to feeling mode. His lips are only a few inches away from mine and I’m completely focused on them alone.

“And perhaps it wouldn’t,” I whisper, breathless.

He’s silent for a moment and then he gives me that breathtakingly charming smile of his, making my heart falter again.

“Oh yes, Grace, it would be different.” He bends his head a little further forward. “So you’d better not lead me into temptation …”

The front door bursts open. Marcus is standing in the doorway. Jonathan immediately takes a step back and the moment is past. Damn. “Grace?” Marcus looks back and forth from Jonathan to me suspiciously. “Is everything OK?”

“She forgot her key,” Jonathan explains, before I can. For a moment, he looks annoyed at Marcus’s sudden appearance and then his eyes seem to shut themselves off. I can see it. It’s as if someone just closed a curtain. “Well, you can get in now,” he says, turning to me. His smile is cool now. Reserved. The smile of a stranger. “See you tomorrow, then.”

He gives Marcus a nod and then goes back to the car with long strides. As soon as he’s closed the door behind him, the limousine sets off, turns smoothly and disappears down the street.

Marcus looks at the big car with such hostility that I almost have to laugh. Or would, if I weren’t still busy considering my own confused feelings. “Who was that?” His tone clearly expresses distrust.

“Jonathan Huntington,” I reply, almost sighing as I say it. But I’m able to pull myself together.

This seems to astonish him. “The boss himself?” He’s familiar with the name from Annie’s and my stories but he doesn’t seem to have enjoyed meeting him in person.

“Exactly.” I really don’t want to talk to Marcus about Jonathan, so I push him into the hall. “Let’s go in, OK? I’m so happy you were home. That darn key. I mean, I’m always so darn forgetful about my keys.” Marcus follows me hesitatingly, looking back out to the street as if to make certain that Jonathan’s really gone before closing the front door again.

“Does he want something from you?” The fact that Jonathan and I were standing so close to each other obviously didn’t escape his notice. Closer than normal for a business relationship.

“No,” I answer, feeling dejected. “He was just giving me a ride home.”

But there is something going on between us, I think, as I head up the stairs with Marcus. Jonathan Huntington is an incredibly attractive man and he’s not immune to my charms. You’d better not lead me into temptation. That’s what he said. So I could—lead him into temptation. He’s played with the idea, just as I have. And if Marcus hadn’t arrived …

What, Grace? What would have happened if he really had taken you with him? With him to his place or to the club? Unfortunately, I have absolutely no idea and I curse the fact that I’m so inexperienced.

“Shall I make some tea?” Marcus asks, once we get upstairs. I’m about to decline but then it occurs to me that this would be rude, so I nod.

“Yes, please. And I need to eat something. I’m starving.”

“I just made myself an omelette. Would you like one, too?”

“Yes, please,” I answer, but I stop in front of my door, while he is already on his way to the kitchen. “I’ll be there in a moment, OK?”

Marcus nods, smiling and leaves me in the corridor. He’s so sweet. But he’s not Jonathan.

With a gentle sigh, I hang my jacket on the coat rack, take my purse to my room, and sit down on my bed. When I glance at the nightstand, I see the key lying there and have to smile.

What a day, I think, and I’m already certain that I won’t get much sleep tonight. Because I just can’t get Jonathan Huntington out of my mind. And because I know, with the certainty of a sleepwalker, that there’s no going back now. I want to find out what happens if I lead him into temptation. Absolutely. No matter how much everyone warns me off. No matter how much he does. He can forget about me forgetting it.

Smiling grimly, I get up and go and join Marcus in the kitchen.
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I’ve drunk too much. Far too quickly, and far too much. Mainly sparkling wine. No, champagne. We’ve been at this very fancy restaurant for two hours now—it’s some kind of gourmet temple in Covent Garden, extremely chic and probably extremely expensive. It’s a business dinner, nothing special. I ought to be used to them by now. But I can’t hold out much longer.

Jonathan is sitting next to me, talking to the Earl of Davenport, a man in his late fifties as far as I can tell, who generously invited me to call him Richard right from the start, after we arrived. He’s got a red face with lots of broken blood vessels—suggesting alcoholism—and looks rather bloated in his made-to-measure suit. His companion is a pretty blonde in a short designer dress named Tiffany Hastings, who must be about my age—mid-twenties on the outside—and, unlike him, is slender and pretty—and unfortunately rather dumb, which doesn’t make the situation any easier. Especially since the two men seem to expect me to make conversation with her. But I don’t want to. Because I’m so terribly frustrated.

It’s Friday evening and the end of my second week as an intern in London. I’ve spent nine of my twelve days here at Jonathan’s side. I’ve been driven all over London and taken part in meetings and business dinners, discussions and other appointments. But, despite our incredibly hot kiss in the elevator, which I still dream about every night, and our near-kiss in front of my apartment door, my hopes that something would change between us have proven to be nothing more than a fantasy. Because, even though he often comes with when Steven drives me home in the evenings, he’s never accompanied me to the door again. He waits in the car—or he gets out first, at the ominous club I don’t dare ask about.

I’ve really tried to flirt with him. But, unfortunately, I’m no expert at that. Actually, I’m a complete amateur. And my attempts haven’t been successful, which is really starting to bother me. Because my state of mind, where Jonathan is concerned, at least—has if anything worsened.

At the beginning—quite apart from the fact that he is one of the most attractive men on the planet—I admired his successful, smart side. The way everything he touches turns to gold. It would probably have ended at that, if he hadn’t let me get so close to him. Then I would definitely have met the fate Annie warned me about right from the beginning. I would have been one of the many women who gaze at him all dreamy-eyed from afar and ask themselves how to seduce that good-looking, fascinating man. But I’m way past that stage. I’ve got it much worse because I’ve been closer to him than most and saw a side of him that he doesn’t usually reveal. A dark side. He’s hiding something from other people, a secret as mysterious as he is. And that’s precisely the puzzle that attracts me, as if by magic.

He must have a reason for building such a thick wall around himself and not letting anyone get close to him. For first kissing me so wildly and passionately, and now not wanting anything more to do with me. For avoiding every kind of relationship, except for his friendships with Alexander Norton and the mysterious Yuuto Nagako—and the bizarre arrangement he has with me, whose meaning I don’t yet understand.

Annie is skeptical about how Jonathan made me his assistant. She’s still convinced that he must have ulterior motives, and is still warning me about him. And she also keeps interrogating me as to what we’ve been up to, as if afraid Jonathan is going to eat me for breakfast if I don’t watch out. I still haven’t told her what happened in the elevator on my second day, but she could tell right away, the next morning at breakfast, that something had changed. I barely survived her cross-examination.

I did tell my sister, though. Hope is far away and isn’t so judgemental about it all. “Jonathan Huntington kissed you? Really? How exciting!” She almost squealed with glee. “Tell me about it, Gracie, I want to know everything, every little detail.” I think she’s so enthusiastic about it because she had almost given up hope of my finding any man with whom I have chemistry. She’s even ready to put up with the fact that he’s a little too English and much too arrogant. Besides, she understands why I find him so difficult to resist, because she also found him very attractive, from his photo in the magazine. But she hasn’t been able to advise me on how I can manage to make him unable to resist me.

Perhaps I’ve simply overestimated myself. The thought crossed my mind a few days ago and now it’s been spreading like poison. Perhaps he didn’t find our kiss as amazing as I did. Perhaps he noticed how inexperienced I was right away and now he doesn’t feel like repeating the experience.

I quickly gulp down another big slug of champagne. Jonathan sees and interrupts his conversation with Richard, the puffy Earl of—no idea where, though I had it a moment ago—and bends down toward me.

“Grace, you shouldn’t drink so much,” he says quietly, sounding like my Grandma when she thinks Hope and I have strayed from the straight and narrow. But that’s exactly what I want to do. Would love to do, in fact. If only he would let me …

“I’m a big girl,” I tell him. I’m having a little trouble enunciating my words clearly. But I can still just about manage it. “Even though you obviously don’t believe me.”

I stubbornly empty what’s left in my glass. The very discreet waiter appears almost immediately to ask me if I want a refill and I nod, staring defiantly at Jonathan, daring him to forbid it. Which, of course, he doesn’t. After all, we’re not alone. His British politeness won’t allow him to—and I’m going to take advantage of that.

That’s something I’ve learned from him. Despite how he can be unbelievably arrogant, good manners are very important to him. Like many Brits, obviously, he’s deeply averse to arguing in public. So I’m pretty sure he won’t put me down in front of the red-veined Earl and his stupid girlfriend, Tiffany. Just as he didn’t at the airport.

But at the same time, I almost wish he would. I wish he would flip out and swear at me. Or drag me away. Anything except this cool self-restraint. I want the Jonathan who overpowered me in the elevator. Something burst out of him then, something, which made his facade crumble.

We’re still looking at each other and I realize that my behavior hasn’t left him completely cold. There’s anger flickering in the depths of his blue eyes. Good. I quickly take another sip and smile at Tiffany, who’s saying something pointless. I think it’s about the ring she’s wearing, a present from the incredibly generous Richard.

I bend over to Jonathan and pull him toward me, because I want to tell him something that I don’t want the others to hear. He did the same thing to me just now, but I can tell from the way his eyes flash that he doesn’t think it’s my place to do the same to him. Let him think that. The alcohol has given me courage; it’s really gone to my head now. I’m hot and I can feel my cheeks burning, a burning which increases when I touch him.

“So, why are we actually here?” I ask him quietly.

At least I hope it’s quiet. I don’t really have my voice completely under control anymore. “You don’t have any business dealings with the Earl of …” I’ve forgotten his name again but I don’t care. “Do you?”

I really don’t understand why Jonathan wanted to meet with this revolting guy. It’s supposed to be a business dinner but, at least while I was still able to listen actively; there wasn’t a single mention of a joint project at any point in the conversation. And I can’t imagine how a collaboration between the two of them could possibly work. Because there is an underlying tension between them. Over the course of the evening, the supposed courtesies they’ve been exchanging have come to seem more and more like barely-concealed, mutual sizing up.

But perhaps at this stage, I’m simply too drunk to be able to judge accurately. Jonathan doesn’t seem to like my question. His lips are pursed when he answers.

“Richard is a friend of my father’s. They go hunting together,” he says tightly, putting his arm around my shoulder without taking his eyes off Richard, who is leaning back examining us with interest. Jonathan digs his hand into my forearm, clearly as a warning. Obviously, I wasn’t quiet enough. But I’m enjoying his touch and I smile at him innocently, which makes his expression turn even more serious.

He bends all the way down to me, so that I can feel his breath on my ear, which sends a shiver racing down my spine. “Pull yourself together, Grace,” he whispers again, but this time his voice sounds so stern that it penetrates my foggy brain. “You’re drunk.”

His words are like a cold shower. That only has a brief effect. Because it’s true, I realize. I’m not just a bit tipsy, it’s much worse than that. I’m completely plastered. My head feels as though it’s stuffed with cotton—I’m slow to take in my surroundings, and need longer than usual to focus my gaze. “I guess so,” I admit, noticing how slurred my voice sounds. “But only a little.”

Jonathan doesn’t seem to believe me because he doesn’t withdraw his arm, but instead holds my shoulder more tightly. Which is a good thing because suddenly I’m not sure whether I can hold myself up in my seat without him. I let my head fall onto him with a sigh. I suddenly feel really weak but it feels nice to have him there. I’m pretty sure I’d never dare to do that if I were sober. But, luckily, I’m not sober anymore, I think, with a contented, carefree smile, breathing his familiar scent in deeply. I would really love to bury my nose in his shirt.

“Grace,” he hisses at me, but I can’t get it together enough to sit up again and pull away from him. I want to stay here. Then, under the table, I suddenly feel his other hand on my upper thigh. Since it was warm today and I’m wearing a knee-length dress but no pantyhose, I can feel his grip against my naked skin. It’s not a tender touch but a further warning that I should behave myself. And it’s having an effect all right. Just not the one he intends.

Because now, finally, I can’t think of anything but him and it’s not the alcohol making these waves of heat rise up inside me. I open my eyelids, which are suddenly very heavy, and look up at him. But he’s looking at Richard and Tiffany again.

“Grace hasn’t been feeling well all day,” he says. My head is leaning against his shoulder, so I can feel his deep voice vibrating in his rib cage. I haven’t been feeling well? I’ve never been better! “I think I’d better take her home,” he explains.

Home, I think, without really understanding what he’s saying. My eyes fall shut again and I can hear Richard laughing quietly from the other side of the table. It sounds a bit spiteful, but perhaps I’m just imagining things.

“And I thought she was your assistant.”

I shake my head, without opening my eyes again. “I’m not his assistant,” I murmur, with a sigh, nestling even closer to Jonathan. “I’m a nobody. I’m completely unimportant.”

And I would very much like to be important. At least for these few stolen moments, I can allow myself to take what I’ve been wanting for so long. I’m drunk after all. He said so himself.

“Your father will be delighted, Jonathan. Arthur’s been waiting for this for a long time.”

I open my eyes again, because I don’t understand.

“Waiting for what?” I ask and look to Jonathan for help. Now I suddenly wish my brain wasn’t working so slowly, because I have the feeling what they’re talking is important to understand.

Richard smiles smugly. “For Jonathan to finally get married and sire an heir,” he explains, grinning at Tiffany, who smiles and nods. But she does that whenever he says anything.

“Well, he’s going to be waiting forever,” Jonathan growls, quietly but with unconcealed anger in his voice. If Richard really wanted to provoke him then he seems to have succeeded.

“The two of you make such a lovely couple,” Tiffany chirps. Her words wake me rudely from my trance. A couple? I look across the table at the two of them, almost shocked. And I finally realize what they are talking about: Jonathan has his arm around me. And that’s why they think we are together.

At first I want to protest, shocked, but then I’m somehow too weak. And far too unwilling to give up being so close to Jonathan; something I’ve been longing for so much. Well, let them think that. It would be lovely. It’s a really lovely thought.

But Jonathan puts an end to our embrace, at least briefly. “We must be going,” he says, and lets go of me, but only in order to stand up, after which he immediately threads his arm beneath my armpits and helps me up. Now the full extent of my alcohol consumption becomes clear, because I’m swaying on my feet and can only stay upright because he puts his arm around me again right away and holds me up. Tiffany gets up too and takes my purse, which was propped against my chair leg. But she hands it to Jonathan, and not to me. He nods at her. “Please excuse us. I’ll get the waiter and sort out the bill.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Richard explains magnanimously. “I’ll take care of that. You look after your …assistant.”

“Richard, Tiffany.” Jonathan nods at the two of them. His voice sounds tense. “See you next time.” Although he doesn’t sound as though he really wants to.

“We’ll see each other at Lockwood Manor,” Richard answers.

Jonathan turns around almost abruptly and leads me through the tables out to the door. He keeps a firm grip on my shoulders as we walk and I can walk better than I thought, because I surrender completely to his lead.

“He does,” I shout back over my shoulder when we’ve already almost reached the exit, because fatso Richard’s remark has only just entered into the convolutions of my brain and I suddenly feel the need to defend Jonathan. “He looks after me very well. He even got me …”

My deposit back when I thought I’d lost it, I want to shout.

Because he did. After Jonathan’s police report, the fake Will Scarlett was quickly caught and he really did give me my money back. Which was only one of the many acts of heroism that come to mind right now and that smug Richard needs to hear about. But I don’t get the opportunity to say anything more because Jonathan has more or less carried me the last few steps and we’re already out the door. He clearly can’t get out of the restaurant fast enough. It’s subtle, tastefully-lit sign reflected in a puddle on the sidewalk. It must have been raining while we were having dinner, and it’s now noticeably cooler. I’ve only got my knitted shrug on, and suddenly I’m freezing.

“Where’s Steven?” I ask, looking around for the limousine, which is nowhere to be seen. The big car usually waits right in front of the door whenever we come out, and I’ve gotten used to getting in right away.

Jonathan takes off his jacket and hangs it over my shoulders. It’s much too big but it’s warm and envelops me in his scent. Then he puts his arm around me again. Unfortunately, it’s not because he really wants to hold me, but he probably thinks I’ll fall over if he doesn’t.

“He’ll be here shortly. He wasn’t supposed to be here till ten. But we’ve had to leave early,” he growls and it sounds like a reproach—but I’m too dizzy to think about it. The cold night air is clearing the fog in my brain a little but not enough to think clearly. Which I want to do. Because then I would be perfectly capable of standing up on my own, and Jonathan wouldn’t have to hold me up. I wrap my arms around him and snuggle closer and he lets me, but he still keeps only one arm around my shoulders.

“I wouldn’t have been able to stand that idiot and his moronic girlfriend for much longer anyway,” I murmur into his jacket collar.

Jonathan looks down at me, surprised, then he laughs quietly and I can hear the rumbling in his chest. His muscles relax a little; making me realize just how tense he was before. “You’re impossible, Grace. I should fire you.” He laughs, and I stare at the little missing corner of tooth and find it unbelievably sexy.

“But not yet, not tonight,” I say, lifting my face up to his. “Wait till tomorrow. Tonight, you should kiss me again instead.”

He grows serious again and stares at me. His eyes grow dark and something flits across his face. But it’s gone too quickly for me to interpret, and then he’s looking at me with that unapproachable expression again, which I have learned to hate so much.

“Steven’s here.” He turns me toward the street and I have to focus my eyes again. The limousine really is parked by the sidewalk.

I stumble the few steps to the door and let Jonathan help me in. When he sits down next to me, I automatically scoot closer. At first he doesn’t react, but then he puts his arm around me again with a sigh and lets me use his chest as a pillow.

“Grace, this really isn’t a good idea.”

“Why not?” I ask sleepily, shutting my eyes.

My hand is resting on his chest and I can feel his heartbeat. “Why are you making this so hard for me?”

I know that I shouldn’t speak to him like this but right now I couldn’t care less. I just have to know.

“Because you would never be able to play by my rules,” I hear him say close to my ear.

“Try me,” I answer, without lifting my head.

He doesn’t answer and the silence between us seems to go on forever as the car glides through the night. The slight rocking motion, together with Jonathan’s body heat, makes me drowsy, and I forget my question as I’m starting to doze off.

“Where’s your key, Grace?” His voice forces me to open my eyes again, but only for a brief moment, because now everything is spinning.

“No idea,” I murmur. Isn’t it in my purse?

Jonathan disentangles himself from me and I sink onto the seat, wrapping his jacket around me, which cocoons me like a blanket. There is a sound of leather squeaking, and I hear Jonathan talking to Steven, while I go on dozing. I’m not listening to what they’re saying.

At some point, the doors swing open and it’s cold all of a sudden. I frown reluctantly when someone takes hold of my arm. I struggle, because I don’t want to wake up, but he has a strong grip.

“Come on, Grace,” I hear Jonathan’s voice in my ear and allow him to pull me out of the car. And then I can’t feel the ground beneath my feet because he’s lifted me up and is carrying me. I slit open my eyes and see a brightly lit, very elegant city house with a front door made of beautifully-polished, dark wood. But the light is blinding me and everything is still wobbling far too much, so I quickly shut them again. I have no idea where we are, but I’m not at all scared because Jonathan’s with me.

Reassured, I let myself fall back to sleep, since sleep just won’t let go, and I sink into a pleasant darkness.
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When I wake up again, the first thing I see is a white lattice window. I stare at it for a moment because I don’t recognize it. The sun is shining in, so it must already be morning. Where am I?

I look around, a little dazed, and notice that I’m lying on a wide, wonderfully soft bed in a large bedroom with white wallpaper. There’s a massive dark wooden closet, a dark dressing table against the wall, and a dark shiny wooden floor. A few thick white rugs lie around like islands. The only spot of color in the room is an angular red chair, with a dress on it. It’s green with very delicate white dots and looks somehow familiar. I’ve got a dress like that. And there’s a white knitted shrug and I can see the cup of a brassiere, white, edged with lace. I’ve got one like that too …

Suddenly my fingers claw at the white cover and an icy shock shoots through me when I realize that those are my things lying on the chair over there. Those are the clothes I had on yesterday.

I look down at myself immediately and I’m not naked, I’m wearing a plaid shirt, which is way too big for me. It smells good and somehow familiar, of—Jonathan!

I turn onto my back with a groan and clutch at my forehead, as I remember yesterday evening. The dinner with the Earl of Davenport, the wine and the champagne, the ride in the limousine …Oh God.

I screw my eyes shut in despair and try to wish the images away. But the effects of the alcohol have dissipated and ugly, uncomfortable reality is staring me in the face; refusing to go away.

I was drunk. Really drunk. So bad that Jonathan had to hold me up when we left the restaurant and later even carry me. I can still remember the feeling of his arms around me, holding me. But where did he take me?

Is this his bedroom? The decor suggests that it could be. Everything looks high quality, expensive, and big. You can only afford something like this in London if you’ve got money. But if this is his bedroom, why am I here? Why did he bring me back to his place? And where is he?

Where’s your key, Grace? I suddenly hear his voice saying again. He asked me that in the car, I remember. But I didn’t know and I didn’t care. Did he look for it and couldn’t find it? Did he ring the doorbell of the apartment and find there was no one there? Or did he bring me straight here?

I sit up and pull the covers up to my chin because I suddenly feel so defenseless. I’ve got no idea what happened last night. Only one thing is certain: Jonathan obviously undressed me and then put one of his pajama tops on me. Which means that he’s seen me naked. A hot prickly sensation extends over my chest and neck and spreads to my cheeks, because the thought is so shocking, and yet so arousing.

But did he find it arousing too? Or was he really annoyed with me? After all, I made a total fool of myself. Which isn’t exactly surprising, because I seem to have been making a habit of it ever since I set foot on English soil. But this time I didn’t just harm myself, but Jonathan as well.

I have a sudden vision of that revolting guy Richard and his scornful expression when he suggested that Jonathan and I are a couple. Which made Jonathan extremely angry. He even said he should maybe fire me—and I replied that he ought to kiss me instead.

I bury my face in my hands, with a groan, wishing I could take it back. I’ve ruined everything. And maybe he’s serious—he’s going to throw me out the moment he sets eyes on me again.

I would love to lie back down again, close my eyes, and try to fall asleep once more—and wake up to find that everything was just a nightmare. But unfortunately the chances of that are pretty slim, as I’m all too aware.

Own up to your mistakes, Grace. That’s what Grandma Rose likes to tell me and I can see her now, looking at me hard, with her strict expression. She’s always insisted that Hope and I take responsibility for what we do—and deal with the consequences, even when they’re unpleasant.

I look down at myself with a wry smile. It’s a good thing she can’t see me right now. I’m guessing she would be pretty horrified if she knew that I’m sitting here semi-naked, in the bed of one of England’s richest bachelors, and I don’t even know what happened last night.

But at least she’s imparted me enough backbone to get up now, ready to brave my fate.

It’s not till I am swinging my legs out of the bed decisively and standing up that I notice I feel astonishingly good. After yesterday’s drinking session, I ought to be feeling pretty bad and my head should be throbbing. I feel a bit weak, my mouth is dry, and I’m a bit unsteady on my feet. But I’m still surprised it isn’t much worse.

The pajama top I’m wearing almost reaches my knees and is more like a nightgown. I’ve still got my panties on; Jonathan didn’t take those off then.

I hurry into the adjoining bathroom—I need to take a look in the mirror before I venture out—and I’m amazed to see how luxurious its fittings are: all black, with a gigantic glassed-in shower cubicle and a tub which two people could lie in together. But my astonishment changes to horror when I see myself in the mirror above the curved designer sink: my hair is a total mess and my mascara is smeared, making my eyes look sticky and ringed with black. I wash my face quickly and and fix my hair as best I can. Then I drink from the tap because I’m suddenly terribly thirsty, and rinse out my mouth. Only then do I go back to the room.

But instead of heading for the door, I take a slight detour to the window to look outside and get my bearings. It’s definitely one of the city’s wealthier neighborhoods, so I probably really am in Knightsbridge. There’s a small park with mature trees and a high hedge directly opposite. The townhouses, which surround it on all sides, have well-maintained facades—a sign of wealth. The balconies and entranceways by the front doors are mostly enclosed by iron gratings, painted black, and contain potted trees, shrubs, and even palms.

The house I find myself in is the only one in the street with a gleaming white facade, which is also slightly curved and decorated with plaster, so that it stands out. The various round trees in their terracotta pots arranged in front of the entrance set it off even more, making it seem really special. If this really is Jonathan’s house, I think, it suits him very much.

I take a deep breath of air and, as I inhale, I feel a hollow sensation in my chest, which is almost painful. Then I turn to the door, ready for whatever awaits me on the other side. First there’s just a broad hallway, lined in the same dark wood as the bedroom. Another few doors lead off from it, but I head for the staircase with the modern metal handrail that leads downstairs. One story down and I’m standing in a generous living area, which is more like a suite of rooms, because there is a further, equally large room leading off from the one I’m in and, behind a translucent white curtain, I recognize the metal bars of a balcony.

Both rooms are modern and very tastefully decorated, with couches and armchairs in harmonious light brown colors, matching dressers and bookshelves, and a minimalist, very expensive-looking TV set without a single cable in sight, which blends in seamlessly with the rest of the room. High-quality carpets cover the floor and it all forms one integrated whole, as if an interior designer who knew what he was doing had been at work here.

But the most striking elements are the pictures and works of art. Each wall is hung with expressive modern paintings in saturated colors that immediately attract the eye. And there are large and small sculpture arrangements, made of interesting materials, all over on the shelves and the floor. Fascinated, I run my fingers over a life-sized artwork right next to me, made of iron filigree welded together into fan-like shapes. Jonathan obviously doesn’t just support art; he owns it too.

But something’s funny, I think. Annie had accused me of having garnered too much information from watching movies about the English aristocracy, and perhaps I have—but I would have expected a future earl to own some antiques. A lot of antiques, even. Family heirlooms. But there’s nothing of the kind anywhere to be seen, except in the adjoining room, which contains an antique piano made of carefully polished brown wood with fold-out brass candle holders in front, and that really looks like an anachronism here. Suddenly I hear a loud clatter, which makes me jump.

Someone curses, and I recognize Jonathan’s voice. It’s coming from the floor below me, the source of a very tempting smell of fried bacon. So I follow the staircase down and have to stop dead in surprise again to look around me at the dining room, which contains a long, heavy, stone table with decorated edges. Its high-backed chairs provide seating for at least ten people. The same kinds of artworks I admired upstairs decorate the walls and corners here, too.

My bare feet make no sound against the wooden floor as I head past the table to a narrow gangway that seems to lead to the kitchen. The kitchen is large and cool, too, and quite different from the one in the Islington apartment. There’s a gray expanse of gleaming, state-of-the-art kitchen cabinets—which, together with the pale, marble countertop, create an elegant, minimalist impression. The appliances have stainless steel paneling with no visible buttons, which makes them look very simple and clean. There is a contrasting, narrow, stone table placed like an island between the two walls of high-tech kitchen equipment. It’s similar to the one in the adjoining room, just much smaller. There are four chairs around it, with high, curved seatbacks that make them look like miniature wing chairs. They’re upholstered in gray velvet, providing the otherwise cool room with a certain warmth. I’m still standing in the gangway observing Jonathan, who’s standing at the stove with his back to me. He’s wearing plaid pajama pants, which must be from some designer label, with a faded-looking t-shirt that doesn’t really go with them, making him look extremely casual. He looks almost alien in that immaculately designed room.

But he feels at home here, you can tell from the ease of his movements, the way he handles the stove, wipes something up with a cloth and then throws it at the sink, slightly further away, with perfect aim, while with his other hand, he shakes the pan in which the hissing bacon is frying. A moment later, he uses a spatula to stir the scrambled eggs, which are beginning to set in a different pan.

He can cook, I think, realizing that I really hadn’t been expecting that. We’ve been out to eat so many times in the last two weeks that I assumed this was his only way of feeding himself. And that, when he’s home, he has staff to deal with his every request.

After all, he’s not only rich but also titled, and must have been used to having a butler and cooks since childhood. However, we are clearly alone in the house.

Appearances can be deceiving, I think.

Then it occurs to me that, despite the appearance of routine, his movements have a hectic quality, as if he isn’t really focused on what he’s doing. And he’s obviously had an accident, because when he turns to the side slightly I see fat spattered on the front of his t-shirt. He seems to have only just noticed it himself, because he stops short when he sees it.

Then he turns around, pushing his t-shirt up, and pulling it impatiently over his head. While it’s still covering his lower arms and he’s about to slip it off completely, he spots me and stops mid-movement, staring at me in a way that makes me go hot and cold. I’m almost expecting him to pull his t-shirt back on but he doesn’t. Instead, he pushes it all the way off his arms. And then he hangs it on the back of a kitchen chair.

“Good morning.” He says it calmly and not as angrily as I was expecting, but his face remains serious, without the slightest trace of a smile.

My mouth is so dry I can’t answer, because my eyes are fixed not on his face but on his naked torso. His broad chest is hairless and muscular but not in an exaggerated way like a bodybuilder’s. Just enough that every part of him is clearly defined beneath his skin; the slight curve of his biceps, his broad, flat pecs, and the folds of his six pack, which disappears into his pajama pants. His skin isn’t as pale as mine; it has the olive tint typical of brunettes, and now so much of it is visible it forms an even more striking contrast to the pale, bright blue eyes, which are still staring at me.

“Good …morning.” I force it out with difficulty, because I notice he’s still waiting for an answer.

There is a loud hissing from the pan, which breaks the tension building up between us. Jonathan breaks eye contact, and turns back around to flip the bacon.

“Are you hungry?” he asks over his shoulder. I nod, although it’s not true, and sink into one of the chairs. I probably won’t be able to swallow a single bite but I don’t want to disappoint him.

Shortly afterwards, there’s a plate of steaming English breakfast in front of me. It smells delicious. But I’m really not hungry.

Jonathan sits down next to me at the table. He’s just staring at his plate too and doesn’t pick up the silverware lying next to it. Then he looks at me again.

“How’s your head?”

I put one hand to my temples and smile wryly.

“Surprisingly good. I …I really thought I would feel much worse.” I’m embarrassed to talk about the state I was in yesterday. “But it’s OK.”

“The headache pill obviously worked then.”

“What pill?” I look at him, confused. I don’t remember that. “Did you give me one?”

He twists his mouth into an ambiguous smile. “More or less. I dissolved it in water and made you drink it as a prophylactic. I always take one when I’ve had too much to drink.” He says it calmly, so I can’t tell whether he finds the situation uncomfortable or not. “You don’t remember?”

I shake my head, embarrassed, and we look at each other again, paying no attention to our food.

“Why didn’t you take me home?” I ask him, to break the silence.

“I wanted to. You didn’t have a key with you.”

“You could have rung the bell.”

“The house was in complete darkness.”

“But perhaps one of the others was there anyway and would have opened the door.”

He raises his eyebrows. “Do you expect me to apologise for not having simply dumped you at your front door and left you alone in the state you were in?”

“No, of course not,” I answer timidly. “I …wish I hadn’t made you go to so much trouble.”

He stands up abruptly and goes back to the oven, as if he wanted to increase the distance between us. He leans a hip against it and crosses his arms over his naked chest, which still makes me terribly nervous. I quickly lower my gaze and suddenly notice that the pattern of my shirt matches that of his pants. I’m wearing the matching top that goes with his pajama pants!

He notices my look and interprets it correctly.

“I had to put something on you. The pyjamas had just been washed and were lying in the closet. And, for the sake of simplicity …” He gestures at his pants.

“Then you …undressed me?” I know it must have been him, since there seems to be no one else here except us two, but I want to know for sure.

He nods and I swallow at the thought of his hands pushing up my dress and unfastening my bra. Why didn’t I notice?

“And where did you sleep?” When I got up, I saw an impression on the other side of the bed, as if someone had been lying there. But perhaps I just rolled over in the night.

Jonathan pushes his hair out of his eyes. “The house has three bedrooms,” he explains.

I look at the floor. Of course a house this big has more than one bedroom. And why would Jonathan Huntington lie down next to his drunken employee?

“I did spend part of the night with you, however,” he qualifies and my head shoots up again.

“What?” The shock at his words resonates through me. “Why?”

“You weren’t very well.”

Actually now I remember lying there on the wide bed groaning, while everything around me was spinning. And how nauseated I felt. Suddenly it all makes sense. “That’s why you gave me the pill.” It’s a statement, and he nods.

“Did I …puke?” I look at him uneasily. If he says yes I think I will want the earth to swallow me up from shame. But he just smiles slightly.

“No.”

“Good.” I breathe a sigh of relief.

The smile on his face disappears again. The tension in the air between us is almost unbearable. It’s making my heartbeat wildly.

“Are you going to let me go now?” I ask him, gingerly.

To my great relief, he shakes his head. “I only have personal dealings with Richard, not professional dealings. So, while your performance was very embarrassing, it won’t affect business.”

For a moment, I wonder why he invited me to the dinner in the first place if it was a private rather than a business meeting. But then I realize that the dinner itself and the way I behaved are not my biggest problems.

“And what about what happened afterwards?”

I know he knows what I mean. I can see it in his face. My stomach cramps up and my breath falters as I wait for his answer.

It takes a long time for him to say anything and, when he does, his voice sounds extremely composed.

“Nothing happened which would justify asking you to leave.”

I breathe out again heavily.

“No,” I say, and add silently, unfortunately. But I can’t suppress a sigh as I examine the beautifully formed muscles in his arms, which are still folded across his chest.

“Damn it, Grace.” He’s right there next to me again, so fast that I jump in surprise. He grabs my wrists and he pulls me out of my chair, which falls sideways and lands on the floor with a crash, pushes me backwards until I’m standing with my back against the stainless steel door of the big fridge. My arms are trapped above my head; his hands are encircling them with an iron grip. He’s very close to me but our bodies aren’t touching.

“Have you any idea how seductive you are with your red hair, your porcelain skin, and those big green eyes which can look at someone so innocently that it makes them want to grab you and pull you into the nearest bedroom right away? No wonder …”

He doesn’t finish his sentence. He lets go of my arms and takes a step backward.

“No wonder what?” I ask uncertainly, rubbing my wrists.

I say it in a whisper.

He shakes his head reluctantly. “Nothing.”

He turns away, but he’s still standing so close to me that I can touch him. I carefully reach out my hand and place it on his back, caressing his skin. I can’t help it.

“Jonathan?”

When he turns around, there’s an expression on his face that I’ve never seen before. It takes my breath away. He wants me; I can tell he does, even though I have no experience in these things. But for some reason he’s fighting it.

“I never mix business and pleasure, Grace,” he explains, but his eyes are fixed on mine in a searing gaze.

“Oh yes, you do,” I contradict him, taking a step closer. His gaze turns darker, and more dangerous, and I don’t know where I get the courage to go on tantalizing him.

But I can’t help it. I look at him almost pleadingly and whisper, “I want you too.”
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A moment later, I’m leaning against the fridge again and he’s kissing me so violently that I’m completely overpowered. Just like in the elevator, he’s conquered me, I can’t defend myself against him—but I don’t want to either. I feel elated and I happily surrender to his exploring tongue, which challenges, teases, and beckons me, until I throw my arms around his neck and decide to give what I get, to show him that I’m every bit as passionate as he is.

He moans deeply and throatily when I return his kiss and his hands stray upwards beneath my shirt, touching my ass. I feel him lift me up and carry me. A moment later, I’m sitting on the cold marble of the countertop.

Jonathan takes my arms from around his neck, grabs onto the collar of the pyjama top I’m wearing and tears it apart, making the buttons fly off in all directions. I brace myself against the counter with my hands for support. I feel a cold gust of air on my naked breasts and I catch my breath when he takes hold of them and weighs them in his hands.

“So lovely, and heavy, and firm,” I hear him murmur. He strokes the erect tips with his thumb, stimulating them until I gasp for pleasure. Then he bends forward without warning and lowers his mouth to one of my nipples. His warm lips close around it and he sucks it hard. The feeling is so intense that I cry out and arch my back.

It’s almost too much—the cold marble under me, which I’m holding onto almost in desperation, while his hot lips enclose my nipple and he caresses it with his teeth. Every touch shoots straight down to my lower body and I can feel moist heat collecting between my legs, can feel the throbbing ache getting stronger. Then Jonathan lifts his head and looks at me with a stormy look in his eyes, before kissing me some more. His right hand travels along the inside of my thigh and I instinctively slide further toward the edge of the counter, trying to get closer to him. I’m not myself anymore; I’m losing myself in these new feelings of lust, which are making me completely weak.

When he reaches my panties, he strokes the damp material briefly with his fingertips, only to push it aside a moment later. His fingers touch my lips and delve briefly into the wetness between them. It’s the first time a man has touched me down there and the sensation is so new and exciting that I gasp loudly again.

“How many men have you seduced with your sweet innocent ways, Grace?” he asks hoarsely, biting me gently on the neck and then more firmly on my earlobe. His tongue runs over the edge of my ear, making a shiver run down my spine.

My head falls back and I’m breathing hard, waiting for him to slip his finger further inside me. He does, then immediately adds a second finger, and I give such a violent jerk forward that I have to claw at the edge of the counter in order to keep hold of it. I look down at myself, and the sight of my shirt hanging open, my naked breasts with their erect nipples, and his dark male hand between my white legs, is incredibly arousing.

“None at all,” I breathe and move around on his fingers, enjoying the caresses of his thumb, which is rubbing against my most sensitive spot. “You’re …the first.”

Jonathan, who was also looking down, freezes. He yanks his head away. Our eyes meet and for a moment he stares at me. There is a possessive spark in his eyes.

“You’re still a virgin?” he says, more to himself than to me.

I’d been concentrating so hard on the feeling of his fingers inside me that I draw in a sudden gulp of air in surprise when he suddenly withdraws them. He pulls me off the counter and flips me over, pressing my upper body forward. My naked breasts are touching the marble and the cold takes my breath away for a moment. I can feel his finger hook into my panties and pull them down, slipping them over my feet. He’s standing behind me, bending over me, and his hot skin is scorching my back, increasing the contrast with the cold of the marble. My breathing is shallow. All my senses are heightened and the ache between my legs is getting stronger. I’ve never been as turned on as this in my whole life. “You really want it, don’t you?” he says roughly, pushing my pajama top up and shoving his groin against my naked butt. I can feel his erection, thick and long, through the thin material of his pants. And then there’s suddenly no fabric there, just hot, silky hardness rubbing against me. “Want me to fuck you and show you what pleasure means?”

He pulls me back a little, making my hard nipples rub against the cold marble, and I groan. More wetness shoots down between my legs when I feel his breath on my neck and then his lips at my ear. “Say it, Grace. Is that what you want?”

“Yes.” I can only stammer, overcome by a mixture of hot desire and fear of what I’ve gotten myself into. My legs are shaking. If I had ever pictured what my first time would be like, it definitely would not have been like this. But there’s no going back now. If he stops, I’ll drop dead on the spot.

He places his hands on mine, which are stretched out on the counter, and holds one of them in place. He pulls the other one back and puts it on his penis, pressing his own hand against it, so that I can’t pull it away. For a moment, it takes my breath away, it’s so thick and hard, and the thought that he’s going to use it to enter me is a little frightening. But he doesn’t give me time to think about it, but just guides my hand further along and together we push his shaft down till it slides between my legs. Then he pulls my hand forward again, leaning over me. “But it’s only going to be sex, Grace, nothing more.” His voice sounds deep and calm in my ear. “We’re going to play this by my rules.” He makes a small movement and the whole length of his penis presses against me, lying hard and hot in my slit. I feel my moistness spreading over him and give a sob. I want more, but I don’t know exactly what, I want to move, but I can’t because he’s holding me still. “Understand?”

I wet my lips. “Yes,” I breathe.

“Good.” Jonathan straightens up, pulls me back a little, and holds my upper body down more with his hands, while forcing my legs apart. That changes the angle and now I can no longer feel the full length but just the thick tip of his shaft, dividing my lips and gradually entering me. It’s going in very easily, because I’m so wet, and only a tiny bit—but it’s enough to make me gasp for breath, because he’s so big.

Jonathan groans. “Do you know how much it turns me on, knowing that I’m the first one to have you, Grace?”

I shudder as he pushes himself further into me and I feel myself stretching. It won’t fit, I think. But I keep still because it’s such an incredible feeling, strange, and new, and exciting.

And Jonathan makes it feel more intense. With small movements, he pushes himself into me and pulls himself out again, sometimes withdrawing completely and starting afresh, gradually working himself further and further in until I almost can’t bear it anymore. My cheek is lying against the cold counter and my eyes are closed. My breathing is shallow and halting, I’m trapped between the cool marble slab beneath me and Jonathan’s warm hands on me, holding me still while his penis invades me. I move instinctively, rising to meet him, and my breath speeds up and turns into trembling gasps, as I can hardly bear the tension rising inside me any longer.

“Jonathan,” I groan and it’s a request, almost a plea, although I don’t really know what I actually want from him.

Jonathan stops suddenly. He’s breathing hard too, now. Then he releases his hands from my back, takes hold of my hips and with one powerful thrust penetrates me completely. The pain that shoots through me is so powerful and unexpected that I cry out and tears rush to my eyes. I feel as though it’s going to tear me in two, he fills me up so completely.

“Shhhh, it’ll be over soon,” he whispers in my ear. And he’s right; the pain subsides almost immediately. But the feeling that he is too big for me, too much for me, remains.

“No.” I instinctively defend myself and start moving, wriggling beneath him.

He picks up on my movements and begins his thrusting again and suddenly I feel more wetness streaming between my legs and my inner muscles yielding to the invader, who was so unbearable just a moment ago. A shiver runs down my spine and the unpleasant feeling gives way to one, which makes me utterly weak.

“You’re so tight and hot,” Jonathan says. “Is this how you imagined it, Grace? Did you think this is what it would be like to have my cock inside you, fucking you senseless?”

His hard words shock and arouse me at the same time and before I can stop myself, a loud, hungry groan bursts from my throat and I surrender completely and let him take the lead again, letting him thrust into me steadily and hard.

“Yes,” he growls, sounding triumphant. “You like it.”

His hands are now at the sides of my butt, pulling me against him in a slow rhythm.

With each thrust, I feel him inside me unbelievably deep and groan loudly each time he penetrates me completely, enjoying the waves of pleasure which it sets off in me, which are getting stronger and stronger.

Until he suddenly stops. “Are you on the pill?”

I’m really out of it, so it takes a while for his question to sink in through the fog of pleasure, which is making my brain so sluggish.

“No.” I turn toward him almost despairingly and shake my head. Of course I’m not on the pill. I wasn’t planning this after all. Not here. Not with him.

He’s looking at me with a mixture of embarrassment and anger, but it’s not directed at me. He’s clearly mad at himself.

He still has his hands on my butt, but he’s not moving and his expression has turned grim. All his muscles are tense. The sight is so arousing that my breath falters. And I’ve suddenly forgotten what the problem was. “Go on.” My voice is hoarse and pleading, not like my normal voice. I press up against him instinctively. “Please. Don’t stop.”

He laughs but he still sounds grim. “Don’t worry, I won’t stop. But I can’t come inside you, without a condom. And they’re upstairs.” He breathes out and it sounds like a sigh.

“Please,” I repeat again, trembling. “It’s so …” I hesitate, as I can’t seem to find the words to describe what he’s doing to me. “So …”

He wraps his arms around me and pulls my upper body up, holding me up, till I’m upright and leaning against his chest. He’s still inside me, brushing at my erect nipples with his fingers. “How is it, Grace? Tell me.”

“Totally different,” I force out.

He moves inside me again and I feel as though the slight thrust is spreading out inside me in waves. Everything in me seems sensitive, aroused, close to exploding.

“Different than you thought?”

I bite my lower lip and nod, breathing heavily because he’s taken my nipples between his fingers and is rolling them around. It’s a sweet kind of pain, unbearably lovely. I want him to stop and I want him to go on. And I so want to touch him too, so my hands grope around behind me.

He wraps his left arm around me, and walks slowly backward to the stone table, and sits on the edge, still deep inside me.

His right hand slides between my legs and begins to stimulate my sensitive place there, while his lips touch my neck. I let my body fall against his shoulders as as he runs his warm, moist tongue over my skin, a shudder runs through my body.

“Is it better than you thought?”

“Yes,” I groan, closing my eyes. I can’t keep still, I move around on top of him. Nothing, not even my wildest fantasies, could have prepared me for this. “Don’t stop.” It’s my biggest worry.

He laughs, amused and unbelievably sexy, and I can feel the vibrations of his rib cage against my back. They spread to my lower body and I feel them deep inside me.

“I can’t come inside you, Grace, but you’re going to come for me,” he says, and goes on making little circles around my little pearl, my pleasure center. I gasp for breath, helplessly, and arch my back, because I can hardly bear it any longer.

Everything in me is tense, contracting.

It’s too much, too intense. I toss my head back and forth wildly, trying to escape the wave coming toward me. But I can’t because he’s holding me tight.

“I … can’t …”

“Yes, you can,” he says in my ear, while his fingers go on rubbing me relentlessly. “Come for me, Grace.”

His words break down the last of my inhibitions and I scream as the wave breaks over me and pulls me under with it.

My inner muscles cramp up again and again around the unfamiliar invader inside me, as if they wanted to hold him tight, the invader who reaches so deep inside me and gives me such unbelievable pleasure. I twitch uncontrollably, and groan, pant, and whimper, as the orgasm reaches every corner of my body. It takes a long time for my body to calm again.

Jonathan holds me tightly the whole time, waiting, till I finally lean back against him, breathing hard and still shivering.

Only then does he slip out of me and let me slide slowly off his lap.

My knees are so weak they can’t support me when I stand up again. But they don’t have to, because he picks me up in his arms almost immediately and leaves the kitchen.

“Where are you taking me?” I ask, confused, but he doesn’t answer. My weight doesn’t seem to bother him at all because he’s not even out of breath when he reaches the top floor and heads decisively for the room where I spent the night. He lays me on the bed and turns around again almost immediately, heading for the bathroom.

The torn pajama top, which I’m still wearing, falls off when I prop myself up on my elbows to get a better view of what he’s doing. I can hear rushing water and a cupboard door opening. Then Jonathan comes back into the room. I suddenly realize that he’s not wearing the pyjama pants anymore and I bite my lips when I catch sight of his penis, sticking out from his body and wagging slightly, as Jonathan comes toward me. It’s covered in thick veins and its turgid head is bluish-red and gleaming. Not that I have any means of comparison, but it looks impressive. If I had seen it a few minutes ago, it would probably have scared me. But now I know what it feels like when he’s inside me, and I can feel my lower body contracting expectantly. Then I look up at Jonathan’s face and wet my lips, which have suddenly gone dry.

There’s a fire in his eyes, which takes my breath away for a moment.

“We haven’t finished yet, Grace.”
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I’m expecting him to lie down next to me, but he goes to the nightstand and puts something down on it, then he sits down on the edge of the bed and takes hold of my pelvis, pulls me towards him, and opens my legs. I hold my breath in surprise, but then I notice that he’s holding something in his hand—a washcloth. He skillfully wipes my inner thighs with it and I don’t realize what he’s doing and why, until I see the blood. My blood. There’s not a lot of it—but it still shocks me, as it reminds me of what he just did.

He took my virginity.

The blood shoots into my cheeks and I suddenly feel shy. I know it’s stupid after everything that just happened between us, but when he washed me down there it seemed incredibly intimate, and I felt embarrassed. But I let him do it and wait for him, without moving, while he goes back into the bathroom.

I can scarcely breathe, because I’m suddenly so shaken up.

Do I regret what I did? Or rather what he did to me? No, I think I don’t. If someone had told me two weeks ago that I would lose my innocence on Jonathan Huntington’s marble countertop, I would probably have thought that person was crazy. But I would do it again; I couldn’t help it. Clearly, I’m the crazy one—crazy for Jonathan.

But what does it all mean?

I don’t have time to think about it further, because he comes back and sits at the end of the bed, far away from me, leaning his back against one of the four half bedposts. He smiles slightly and looks at me with the stormy expression I find so sexy.

He’s so beautiful, I think, letting myself fall back into the cushions again with a sigh—his dark hair, his perfectly sculpted face, and his arousing, manly body with its nicely formed muscles, which I hadn’t been able to explore yet. I want him to lie down next to me, so that I can run my fingers over the broad line of his shoulders. I want to stroke his firm stomach with the back of my hand, to touch, kiss and taste him everywhere, instead of lying here helpless. But he stays where he is and I’m too shy to reach my arms out toward him, so I just stare at him, waiting to see what happens next.

“I want you to touch yourself,” he says. “Put your hands on your breasts.” His voice is firm and confident and his eyes, traveling over my body, feel as though they are touching me and inflaming my skin. Without meaning to, I find myself thinking about my dream and the redness in my cheeks deepens and spreads to my neck and chest because, for a moment, I’m afraid that he knows about it. Which is nonsense, of course. But I still hesitate.

“Do it, Grace,” he orders and I obey him because the harshness in his voice makes me uneasy. My chest rises and falls quickly and I feel exposed in the torn shirt, perhaps even more than if I was completely naked, like him.

“Stroke your nipples,” he demands, and, when I do, I see his eyes grow darker. I suddenly notice that he has his hand around his penis and is moving it slowly.

He likes what he sees. No, more than likes it, it turns him on. The realization that I can arouse him by doing this fills me with a new sensation of power, which sends prickly shudders over my skin. I pluck at my nipple and let out a soft moan on purpose, without taking my eyes off him.

Yes, it’s turning him on—and turning me on too, because I can feel my shyness melting away. He doesn’t need to encourage me anymore, I’m doing it voluntarily, letting my hands glide over my body, imagining they’re his, that his hands are slipping the torn pajama top off my arms and then moving tantalizingly slowly over my breasts. That his fingers are circling my nipples, traveling over my lower body, pressing themselves between my legs, and diving into my slit, which is warm and ready for him again. The thought that he’s about to enter me again, to take me just as he did before, sends shivers through my body and I arch up, moaning.

Suddenly, he’s beside me, leaning over me.

“You’re an obedient pupil, Grace,” he says, and—although he’s smiling—I can see the fire burning in his eyes. I stretch my arms out toward him and try to touch him, but he catches my wrists and pulls them upward roughly.

“It’s only sex, Grace. Don’t forget that,” he murmurs, before kissing me again, more deliberately and thoroughly this time. He slowly explores every corner of my mouth and I let myself be carried along by it. It’s arousing to surrender to him so completely and I soon lose myself in his kiss, writhing around beneath him. I don’t just want to taste him; I want to touch him. But he doesn’t release my lips and hands until we are both completely out of breath.

Almost casually, he gropes around for the little package he put on the nightstand and kneels beside me. It’s a condom. He tears open the wrapper and takes out the rolled-up condom, throws the plastic packaging carelessly beside the bed and unrolls it over his penis with practiced ease. I watch, fascinated, and when he raises his head again I can see a determination in his expression that takes my breath away.

“Turn round,” he commands. But as I’m about to obediently comply, he stops me. “No, wait.” He pulls me toward him again. “I want to look into your eyes when I come inside you.” He lifts me up and lets me descend onto his lap with my legs wide apart. My mouth forms a breathless “Oh,” when I feel him slipping inside me again, stretching me, and filling me up completely. I’m still sensitive and sore from last time, but it feels good, almost more intense now, because I’m wider open in this position and can rub myself against him. And I’m finally allowed to wrap my arms around him and bury my hands in his hair, which feels just as silky as it looks. But he hardly gives me a chance to enjoy it because he starts kissing me hard again, while he moves inside me. I want to go with him, but I can’t find a rhythm, I notice how clumsy I am and groan with frustration.

Jonathan interrupts our kiss and places his hands around my butt, presses against it, forces me to stop and keep still. “Don’t move, Grace,” he says, in a tight voice. “Leave it to me.”

When I breathe out tremulously and nod, he wraps his arms around my back and lets me falls back a little. Then he sinks his mouth onto one of my nipples, makes circles around the areola with his tongue, and sucks and nibbles at the erect nipple. The feeling sends a thousand arrows of sensation into my lower body and my inner muscles cramp up around him.

“That’s it, Grace,” he murmurs, without releasing my breasts and I draw air in sharply as he starts moving.

He’s sitting up a little and holding me so I’m suspended in mid-air. It’s an incredible feeling. I instinctively wrap my legs around his hips and moan every time he thrusts into me, slowly at first and then faster and faster. I curve myself up toward him, digging my heels into his butt.

“Jonathan.” I breathe his name, as I feel that sensation building up inside me again and the next unstoppable wave rolling toward me. But I’m no longer afraid of it.

When he lifts his head, my eyes slide hungrily down his body. His entire upper body is covered in sweat. My hand is on his shoulder and I can feel his taut muscles. The sinews of his arms are protruding clearly, revealing the strain of holding me up. His abdominal muscles tremble every time he thrusts into me and my breasts joggle, their nipples stretching toward him, hard and firm, begging for attention. I hold my breath and can’t take my eyes off the place where our bodies meet. I am incredibly turned on by the contrast between his tanned and my milk-white skin, and I bite my lower lip in arousal and moan loudly as he pushes me up a bit more, filling me up.

Suddenly I’m lying on the mattress again and he’s on top of me, propped up on his arms, taking me in a faster, harder rhythm. We are both breathing hard.

Then he stops and slips a cushion under my rear end before continuing, which changes the angle at which he enters me. I can feel him even deeper inside me now and, with each thrust, his cock rubs against the sensitive place between my legs. I clutch hold of his wrists helplessly and cry out as I gradually lose control.

I feel my internal muscles contracting around him and a new climax takes hold of me, spreading through me in waves. It’s so overpowering that I give a sob and throw my head to one side, arching upwards.

“Look at me, Grace,” Jonathan orders in a raw voice and I obey, losing myself in his blue eyes, while he goes on driving into me and won’t let the feeling of pleasure end. Then he suddenly groans out loud and I watch, breathless, as the feeling of release, which is gradually subsiding in me, is reflected in his face. With each powerful thrust that follows I can feel his penis pulse as he comes inside me. It’s an arousing feeling and I throw my arms and legs around him, holding him tight as he shudders one last time and then collapses on top of me. He’s heavy but his weight doesn’t bother me.

So this is what it’s like to sleep with a man, I think, and I don’t feel the slightest trace of regret. On the contrary, I want to do it again, I think with a sigh.

When Jonathan hears me sigh, his body suddenly grows tense again and he lifts up his head. “Grace,” he says, and his eyes look mystified, as though, for a moment, he has no idea where he is.

I smile at him, hoping he’ll kiss me, but he just keeps on staring at me. His eyes gradually focus again and a furrow forms between his brows. Then reaches his hand down and pulls out of me, almost abruptly, holding onto the base of the condom as he moves away from me and, in one fluid movement, stands up, goes around the bed, and disappears into the bathroom.

It all happens so fast that I can’t quite make sense of it. I feel suddenly naked and exposed without his warmth, and the way he left me alone—without a smile, without a single look back at me—leaves me with an empty, hollow feeling inside.

I hear the shower start up. I suddenly feel nervous and don’t know what to do now, so I slip under the covers and wait for him to come back out of the shower—with wet hair and a towel around his hips.

“You can shower now,” he explains without looking at me, and heads to the door. He doesn’t turn around to face me again until he’s standing in the doorway. He still has a very serious expression on his face. “I’ll wait for you downstairs in the kitchen.” Then he closes the door behind him.

For a moment, I just lie there in a state of complete shock and then I get up and walk to the bathroom on unsteady legs, get into the glass shower cubicle, and let the warm water pelt me.

I can still feel Jonathan between my legs and when I touch myself there, my vaginal lips are swollen and sensitive to the touch. I suddenly realize that nothing is going to be the same as before—and that I don’t know what will happen now.

I’m not sure what I was expecting from Jonathan, but definitely not that he would simply leave. It makes everything, which felt so right before suddenly feel wrong. And that makes me uneasy. I wish I had something to compare it to. Is it normal to not want to lie next to each other after sex? Why do they do it in movies, then?

Frustrated and uneasy, I turn off the water and leave the shower, dry myself on one of the big, fluffy towels lying on the shelf, and use the comb lying on the side to comb my wet hair. Then I go back into the room and put my bra and dress back on. My panties must still be down in the kitchen and I can’t see my shoes or my purse anywhere, either.

When I get down to the dining room, I can hear Jonathan in the kitchen. My panties are lying on the long table in the dining room. He obviously put them there so that I would find them. I quickly slip into them, before going back into the kitchen.

Jonathan is standing at the stove, as before. He’s dressed now too, wearing jeans and a black T-shirt, but he’s still barefoot. His T-shirt isn’t as faded as the one he had on earlier, but it’s casual, not something he’d wear at the office.

When he spots me, he stops for a moment and then signals one of the chairs, which are all back in their usual places, including the one he knocked over earlier. No evidence remains indicating that I had my first climax with a man on that table less than an hour ago.

“Sit down.”

I carefully lower myself into the seat I sat in before and feel that unfamiliar sensation between my legs again, the sensation that won’t let me forget that something is completely different now. That something happened to me, which can never be undone.

I check in with myself. Do I regret it? No. It still feels good. The only thing that’s making me uneasy is that Jonathan is behaving so strangely. I don’t know what he did with the eggs and bacon, but there’s no trace of them now. Instead, he’s frying an omelette in the pan and there’s a second one lying ready on a plate. Jonathan puts it in front of me.

“Thanks,” I say, noticing that I am really hungry now. I pick up the silverware and begin to eat in silence, while he has his back to me, jiggling the pan. When the second omelette is also ready, he sits down opposite me, just as he did before. It’s not the exact spot where we did it, but I can’t stop thinking about it anyway.

I wait almost despairingly for him to say something, to break the silence between us, but he’s avoiding my eyes and seems even more reserved and serious than before, when he left the bedroom.

“I called Steven,” he says, cutting a piece off his omelette. “He’ll take you home right away.”

I stare at him in astonishment while he looks down at his plate and continues eating calmly. Doesn’t he have anything else to say about what happened between us?

“You want me to go?” My voice is trembling a little. He looks up right away and narrows his eyes.

“I’ve got things to do,” he explains brusquely.

“OK.” I put my silverware down because I’ve suddenly lost my appetite and can feel tears stinging my eyes, though I blink them away. “Is that it, then? Thanks, see you next time?”

“No, Grace, there won’t be a next time,” he contradicts me immediately. “This was an exception—a single exception. I always separate business from pleasure. I told you that.”

“And do you make exceptions to that rule often?” I don’t know myself why I’m suddenly so angry. But his behavior, so cold and forbidding, after we just slept with each other, makes me feel helpless. I feel cheap. And used.

“No,” he growls. “I never make exceptions.”

“And you want me to believe you?”

“Believe whatever you like.”

Now I can’t blink back the tears, which rush into my eyes again at his hurtful words. That doesn’t seem to escape Jonathan’s notice.

“You wanted this, Grace,” he reminds me, and it sounds like a warning.

“But I didn’t force you. You wanted it too.” I stare at him, trying to focus my anger.

“Tell me, how many exceptions have there been? How many women have you made love to here in your kitchen?”

He pushes his chair back with a jerk. “None, for God’s sake,” he says, turning on me. “And we didn’t make love either, we had sex. There’s a difference.”

His eyes are now glowing with anger. Good. Anything but that cold indifference. “We had sex then,” I say stubbornly. “There’s still no reason to treat me so badly.”

He stops abruptly, looking at me with complete incomprehension. Almost indignantly. “In what way am I treating you badly?”

“You make me feel like a cheap slut. I mean …” I wave my arms around helplessly, “what happened just now was—a really life—changing experience. And you just sit there telling me that I need to go because you’ve got work to do. As if nothing had happened.”

“I knew it,” he says, walking up and down, running his fingers through his hair nervously. “I knew you couldn’t do it.”

“Couldn’t do what?” I ask.

He breathes heavily and sounds annoyed. “I told you we’d be playing by my rules. And my rules are: sex and nothing else. No relationship of any kind. That’s exactly why with an employee; I’ve never … “ He doesn’t finish his sentence. We look at each other in silence for a moment.

“So why did you do it then, if it was so terrible?” I want to know.

He shrugs his shoulders. “I didn’t say it was terrible,” he says and smiles again very slightly for the first time, which immediately makes my heart beat faster. “Just that it was an exception. And that we aren’t going to repeat it.”

The doorbell rings and we both jump.

“That’ll be Steven,” Jonathan says and goes back to the staircase and disappears below. I follow him hesitantly and find myself in the large hallway again.

My heels are next to the coatrack, and I slip into them.

Then I grab my purse, which is lying on a small table by the wall, and go up to Jonathan, who’s standing at the open front door.

I’m suddenly afraid that that was it. He’s the boss. If he finds me too much, he can put an end to my internship at any time. Then I’ll never see him again. The thought squeezes my throat shut and I can’t hold onto the anger I felt just a moment ago.

I have to say something, anything, to make him realize what this meant to me. Because no matter how he sees things, I will never forget this morning.

“I found it beautiful,” I say quietly, looking up at him. “Even if it was an exception.”

He smiles again, at least a little, then shakes his head, as if to remind himself of something. Something serious. “You’re one big exception, Grace,” he murmurs, so quietly that I’m not sure I heard him right, and gently pushes me outside. “Steven’s waiting.”

“See you on Monday, then?” I ask over my shoulder and see him nod. The door closes behind him with a gentle click and I walk toward the long black car, alone and confused.
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On the way back, I sit on the soft leather seat in the back of the limousine, staring at the city rushing past, without really seeing it.

The tinted glass partition that divides the driver’s cab from the interior of the car is raised, separating me from Steven, who is steering the big car through the London traffic as safely as ever. He hasn’t let a single word or gesture reveal what he thinks of the fact that I was drunk last night and spent the night at my boss’s house. Has he guessed that I slept with him? Does it show?

I hope not, because I don’t know what Annie will say when she finds out. She’s warned about it me so many times. But perhaps it was inevitable right from the start.

It’s still all so new and difficult to understand, that I just can’t get my head around it. When I think about it, I realize that Annie should have directed the warning at me, not at Jonathan. He didn’t actually do anything to me. OK, yes, he did—a pleasant shiver runs down my spine when I remember exactly what he did—but only because I practically forced him to.

I remember what he said. You wanted it, Grace. Oh yes, I wanted it. And, in spite of everything, I don’t regret it. I’ve always been kind of afraid of my first time—perhaps that was one of the reasons that I’ve always been so reluctant to do it. Maybe it’s a good thing that it happened with a man who is obviously experienced in such things.

I sigh deeply. Who are you trying to kid, Grace? You didn’t sleep with Jonathan because he’s experienced. You could have done that a long time ago, you’ve had plenty of suitable offers. You slept with him because he’s the most exciting man you’ve ever met. Because he fascinates you, and you can hardly think of anything except him. Especially not now.

And that’s exactly the problem. If it were up to me, it wouldn’t have been an exception. I want to repeat the experience; I want to be close to Jonathan in that way again. Which is obviously exactly what Jonathan is not going to allow. No relationship of any kind.

But how does it all fit together? Why does he claim that he has never been with any other woman from the company—because he doesn’t want a relationship? Why is he making an exception for me—and, more importantly, what happens now?

I get a queasy feeling in my stomach at the thought of meeting him again on Monday after what happened. I feel a mixture of anticipation and dread. We reach Islington faster than I thought we would. When the big car stops in front of our house, I wait for Steven to get out, walk around the back, and open the door for me. At first, I used to just get straight out when I was alone in the car, but I could tell from his face how much that horrified Steven. Helping me out of the car is obviously one of his duties when Jonathan isn’t there to take care of it, and I don’t want to embarrass him. Besides, there’s something charming about the old-fashioned gesture. I’ve actually come to like it quite a lot.

“Should I wait, Miss Lawson?” Steven asks, once I’ve successfully got out of the car with his help and am standing on the sidewalk. I look at him, confused. “Why?”

“Just a thought. Because you don’t have a key.”

I suddenly realize why we’re here and look down at the ground, embarrassed.

“No, you don’t need to. One of my roommates is sure to be there to let me in.”

And I’m right. At that very moment, the front door opens and Annie pops her head out.

“Grace, thank God it’s you! We were worried about you!”

I say goodbye to Steven, smiling at him again—he’s really nice, even if he hardly ever says anything—and hurry over to Annie, who pulls me into the house right away.

“Where were you?” she asks reproachfully, pointing to the black car, which is just driving off again. “Did you spend the night at Jonathan Huntington’s?”

When I nod, I can see how horrified she is.

“Grace!”

“It was an accident—well, something like that,” I hastily defend myself. “I had a bit too much to drink at dinner last night.” I make a face. “OK, more than a bit too much. Much too much. Very much too much.”

“You were drunk?”

I nod unhappily.

“What happened?”

I sigh. “And then I’d forgotten my key and you were all out, so Jonathan took me home to his place.” I raise my hands apologetically. “I didn’t even know what was happening, to be honest. I was totally out of it.”

Annie makes a face. I can’t tell whether she’s having trouble imagining the effects my loss of control might have had on my behavior—she’s British, after all—or whether she just doesn’t like the fact that I was unprotected in the lion’s den. Probably both.

“Nothing else happened though?”

I don’t want to lie to her but I can’t tell her the truth. After all, I just did exactly what she explicitly warned me not to. So I decide on a compromise. “I got drunk and made a complete fool of myself—and then I fell asleep in the car on the way back and they couldn’t wake me. Isn’t that enough?”

“And what happened this morning?” Annie won’t let up.

I sigh and suppress the part with the omelettes because it would be clear as day to Annie that I was keeping something back. “He made me breakfast and then he called Steven and asked him to take me home.”

“He wasn’t pissed off?”

I remember that he wasn’t as mad at me about my drunken antics as I thought he would be and I shake my head. “Only a little.”

“Hmm.” Annie frowns. “I wouldn’t have thought our boss could be so caring,” she says. “But he seems to be a developing protective instincts where you’re concerned.”

If only you knew, I think, dragging her up the stairs after me before she can ask any further questions.

“The first thing I need is a fortifying cup of tea, to help me get over the experience,” I tell her. And I’m not lying. When we get upstairs, Marcus is standing in the doorway. He looks paler than usual.

“Where on earth were you, Grace?” he asks, and I suddenly have a very guilty conscience. I could have sent him a text this morning, I think, and turn red when I remember why I didn’t have time for that.

I quickly give him the short version of my adventures, while I hang my coat and bag on the coatrack and then follow Annie into the kitchen. Marcus follows us, which makes me a bit uncomfortable. I’d rather be alone with Annie.

“And the guy just took you home with him?” he insists, as soon as we are sitting at the table with our steaming mugs of tea. He doesn’t seem to like it one bit and there’s an accusatory edge to his voice, which annoys me.

“He’s not some guy, he’s my boss …our boss,” I add, looking at Annie. “And it was pretty nice of him, actually. He could have just left me there, after the way I behaved.”

“Yes, he could have and it would have been fine,” Marcus says. “I got back at around eleven yesterday. You wouldn’t have had to wait long. And then I could have taken care of you.”

For a moment, I don’t know what to say. The blatant jealousy in what he’s saying is so obvious that I feel really awkward.

“It’s not as if I had a choice in the matter,” I say. “As I told you, I was drunk and pretty out of it.”

Marcus stares into space, still thinking about Jonathan. “He could have let us know. Using your cell. Our numbers are stored on there.” He looks up. “Or you could have texted us. At least, this morning. Why didn’t you?” he asks in an accusatory tone and I can feel myself turning red.

“Marcus,” Annie warns him. “Grace isn’t a child, she doesn’t have to sign out.”

“You were worried,” he says to justify himself.

“I was,” she says. “But you heard what happened. So let her be.”

Marcus doesn’t say anything else, but his reaction is stressing me out. I’m already confused, and I don’t want to fight.

“He’s right, Annie,” I say unhappily. “I should have called. I was just so …such a mess.”

“You don’t have to apologize,” she says, giving Marcus a dirty look. Then she looks at me, and smiles. “But in the future we should probably hang your key on a chain around your neck. Better safe than sorry.”

I make a rueful face and return her smile. She’s so nice, I think it’s a real shame I can’t confide in her. Perhaps later, when I’ve had a chance to process it all myself.

Marcus looks contrite now. He’s obviously uncomfortable with his own reaction.

“Would you like more tea, Grace?” he asks, much friendlier than before, holding up the pot. But I put my hand over my cup and get up.

“No, thanks. I think I’ll lie down for a bit,” I say, putting my mug into the sink. I really am very tired and my whole body aches, but in a pleasant way.

Annie nods. “How about a bit of shopping later?” she asks, and I nod enthusiastically. I’ve wanted to do that since I got here. And a bit of a distraction would do me good because otherwise I wouldn’t be able to think of anything but Jonathan until Monday morning.

But that’s exactly what I do anyway, not just during the two hours in which I try in vain to sleep, but in the afternoon, while Annie and I are rummaging around in all the charming little Islington boutiques where she finds the quirky clothes I think are so delightful on her. Because no matter what store we visit, no matter what things I look at, all I can think about is whether Jonathan would like them.

We’re in a charming second-hand store, appropriately called “Annie’s”—one more reason why it’s one of my roommate’s favorite stores—and I’m particularly taken with a black wrap dress with a low-cut neckline.

Annie looks over my shoulder, curious. “Isn’t that a bit too racy for the office?”

“Do you think so?” I have to exercise some self-control to keep my facial expression neutral because her remark has just put exactly what was going through my head into words. That’s exactly why I like the dress so much; it’s sexy and I can imagine Jonathan’s face when he sees me in it.

“What about this one?” Annie is holding a vintage dress and a pair of high-heeled boots in her hand; both in a brown color that goes perfectly with my hair’s red shade. “I think this would suit you.”

“I’ll try it on,” I tell her, but I take the black dress with me when I go to the small changing room. I can’t help it.

Both outfits—the brown things and the black dress—really suit me, as Annie enthusiastically confirms. They’re not cheap, but not prohibitively expensive either, and I treat myself to all three items. After all, today is a very special day. “Come on, let’s go in here, too,” Annie suggests, a little later, as we pass a small hairdresser’s. “You haven’t really been to London till you’ve had your hair cut here—and Andrew is a veritable god with scissors. I’m a regular here.”

I really like the idea of looking as stylish as Annie afterwards. Besides, I’m suddenly very interested in changing my look, so I follow her into the small salon with its funky décor—it looks almost scary with its bright neon walls. I put myself in the hands of Andrew who, with his dreadlocks, doesn’t exactly look like someone who much values stylish hair. But I’m pleasantly surprised when I look in the mirror an hour and a half later.

My strawberry blonde hair is now a little bit shorter, but layered in the upper zones, which gives it more body, making it fall over my shoulders like fiery rain. I examine myself carefully from all sides and ask myself if it’s really the new haircut making me look so different. I feel different. Perhaps that’s part of the reason.

Annie and I treat ourselves to a cupcake at “Ottolenghi” on the way back. It’s a restaurant that doubles as a café; with the largest selection of amazing cakes and baked goods I’ve ever seen. I’m still preoccupied by my confusing feelings for Jonathan Huntington.

“Annie, has Jonathan really never had a relationship with any of the women you told me about?”

She looks up from her cake. The question clearly took her by surprise. “Not as far as I know, no. That was Claire’s biggest problem, that she didn’t stand a chance with him.” She cocks her head to one side. “Why do you want to know? Are you planning to have a relationship with him?”

I laugh a little nervously. “As if I could.” Having had sex once doesn’t count as an affair, does it?

“Who knows,” Annie says pensively. “Things seem to be possible for you that weren’t for others.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, shocked, and for a moment I’m afraid I’ve given myself away. But she carries on talking quite normally.

“At first, I was really afraid for you, because I could see how quickly you got emotionally involved with Jonathan Huntington,” she says. “And I couldn’t help remembering how frustrated Claire was when she just couldn’t get anywhere with him. He really hurt her, Grace, hurt her very much,” she looks at me pointedly. “And I wanted to spare you from a similar disappointment. But I can’t deny it anymore, he really does seem to have a crush on you.”

“Really?”

She sighs deeply. “I wish you wouldn’t say that so hopefully, but—yes, really. It’s pretty clear. He lets you work with him, his chauffeur ferries you back and forth across London, and he’s willing to overlook it when you get drunk at a business dinner. Anyone else would have been fired immediately for that, with a hundred per cent certainty. Our dear Mr. Huntington is usually anything other than forgiving when it comes to unprofessional behaviour. And he even let you stay overnight at his place—I mean, come off it.”

She raises her hands. “Until just recently I would have sworn that the man only exists at the office, his private life is so secret. And you already know what his house looks like from the inside.”

I know a few other things too, I think, and feel myself turn red.

“Clearly, quite different rules apply to you than to everyone else.” Annie stirs her tea. “But I still don’t have a good feeling about this, Grace.”

I breathe out hard, because I’m so sick of hearing her warnings—can’t she say something positive about Jonathan for once?—and it doesn’t escape her notice. She looks at me unhappily.

“I’m sorry, I suppose I must sound like my own mother, always pointing the finger.” She leans forward. “But did you know that they call him ‘Hunter’? The reason he’s so successful is that he takes whatever he wants. If in doubt, he’ll do that with you too, Grace. The question is, what happens then. Because, if I’m right about you, you’re not the type to have affairs. If you’re interested in a man, it’s serious. And if you pick Jonathan Huntington, of all people, I really don’t know how it could possibly work. You can ask anybody—they’ll tell you that he’s never had a serious relationship, and he’s broken a hell of a lot of women’s hearts. And I just can’t believe that he’s changed overnight.”

Later, when I’m back in my room, Annie’s words echo in my mind. I’m totally confused now. She’s right. That’s the Jonathan I’ve come to know, too. Someone who knows exactly what he wants. He’s not someone who is willing to compromise.

Where do I come into the picture, then? Why did he bring me in to work for him, when he actually doesn’t need me at all—he really doesn’t, of course he doesn’t, I’m just a burden to him, not a real help, there’s no need to fool myself. Is he doing it because he finds me attractive? Because he likes me? But then why did he emphasize right from the start that he likes to keep business and pleasure absolutely separate? Why didn’t he follow up on his initial seduction long ago?

None of it makes any sense; I’m genuinely at a loss.

So I call my sister, because I can tell her what happened. I’ve just got to get it off my chest, even though I find it a little hard to admit how unusual my first time was. It wasn’t exactly romantic, after all.

But Hope isn’t horrified—she’s delighted. “You really did it? With Jonathan Huntington?” she shrieks down the line. “Wow, Gracie, I wouldn’t have thought you had it in you. So how was it?”

I have to laugh because her reaction comes as such a surprise to me. I wasn’t expecting it.

“Different from what I thought,” I answer, taking a deep breath. “But …pretty good.” Understatement of the year.

Of course she wants to know all the details, which I tell her a little hesitantly, because it seems almost comical to me that I could really have done those shocking things.

Hope, however, seems to find it all quite fascinating.

“In the kitchen? Really?” She giggles. “But you usually avoid anything to do with cooking like the plague.”

My family is always teasing me about how clumsy I can be when it comes to cooking. “I think that’s the first time you’ve ever managed to achieve a satisfying result near a stove.”

She snorts, and I can’t keep a straight face either. We laugh till we’re in tears.

“It’s no laughing matter,” I scold her, when I’m able to talk once more.

“I’m sorry.” Hope clears her throat and manages to pull herself together. “By the way, did you know that just yesterday Mom inquired if you had someone in your life?” she says. “It must be some kind of maternal sixth sense.”

I shake my head involuntarily. “I can’t imagine that.”

I love my mother, but I have a rather distant relationship with her. Perhaps because I’ve never completely forgiven her for the way she behaved after Dad left. She was so caught up in her own unhappiness that she had hardly any time for the needs of her six-year-old daughter, who had to cope with the loss of her father all on her own. And things haven’t changed much in all these years. I prefer to sort things out on my own. So when something is really bothering me, I go to Hope or Grandma Rose, not to Mom.

“Yup. She said she hopes you fall in love soon, she thinks it’s time you did.” Hope is silent for a moment. “Have you, Gracie?” Her voice is serious now. “Are you in love with him?”

I swallow because her question is so unexpected and suddenly my heart is in my mouth.

“Yes,” I say flatly, finally admitting the disturbing truth to myself. It’s true. I’m in love with Jonathan Huntington and probably have been since I was standing in front of him at the airport. Pretty hopelessly in fact. And that’s—not good.

“And what about him? Do you think he’s in love with you, too?”

“I don’t know,” I say, wishing I knew more about men. More about Jonathan.

Hope sighs, but I can hear the smile in her voice when she says: “Gracie, this is so typical of you. First you hardly look at anyone for years on end, and then of all people you fall in love with a filthy, rich Englishman where you’re visiting. You’ve always got to be special.”

The thought that my time here is limited and that Jonathan could send me away again at any time makes my knees very weak, and I’m glad I’m sitting down.

“What should I do now, Hope?”

I can hear my sister laughing. “I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do. Once you’re in love, you’re in love. Just let it happen, that’s what I always do.”

I smile weakly. Yes, that’s what Hope always does, and it works well for her. She approaches relationships in a carefree way, quite unlike me. She falls in love with one guy today and if that doesn’t work out, comforts herself with another guy tomorrow. But this is all new to me. I’ve never been in love before, not like this. And I don’t know how quickly I could get over it, if Jonathan broke my heart.

“Have you told Annie yet?” Hope wants to know, and I answer no. “Then tell her, Grace, OK? She knows Jonathan, after all, and you said that she’s a kind of a friend to you. She’ll surely be able to give you some advice on what to do now.”

I make a face unhappily because I already know what that advice would sound like. Annie doesn’t need to explain to me yet again how pointless it is to fall in love with Jonathan Huntington.

“Promise me that you’ll talk to her, OK, Gracie? Otherwise, I’ll worry about you. You urgently need a confidante.”

“I wish you were here,” I say, feeling the tears welling up in my eyes. I suddenly feel terribly lonely.

“Me too.” Hope sighs. “But I’ll tell you one thing: if that guy is horrible to you, I’m coming over right away to get you out of there,” she declares solemnly, and I have to laugh. There’s something comical about the thought of my little sister storming into Jonathan’s office.

After we hang up, I lie in bed, staring at the white ceiling and trying to understand what it all means to me.

I had sex for the first time in my life and it was shockingly beautiful. Breathtaking. Just like the man I had sex with, who’s governed my thoughts and feelings alarmingly for weeks. With whom I’ve fallen in love, even though I promised not to. Because he’s completely unattainable. Far too experienced, far too rich, far too English, far too …everything.

I sigh deeply.

I seem to be in big trouble.
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“You can’t go in there right now.” Catherine Shepard greets me with these words on Monday morning, as I’m coming out of the elevator and heading for Jonathan’s office. “Mr. Huntington is in a meeting.”

I stop abruptly and the excited knot in my stomach unravels in a flash; replaced by cold fear, because I wasn’t expecting that. Has Jonathan decided to end my internship and kick me out, after all?

“Who’s he talking to?” I inquire, trying not to reveal how disconcerted I am by the fact that the cool brunette won’t let me join him. Catherine Shepard is observing me with a mixture of curiosity and scorn, as if I’ve suddenly turned into someone she needs to examine more closely, but for whom she doesn’t have very high regard. Her look makes me even more nervous than I already am.

“Mr. Nagako,” she explains curtly.

That unfathomable Japanese man again, I think, asking myself not for the first time what the nature of his relationship with Jonathan is, and why Jonathan speaks fluent Japanese even though the company, as I now know, has hardly any Japanese connections—apart from Nagako Enterprises. Which goes to show how little I know about Jonathan and his past.

Since I have no choice but to wait, I set off again, heading for the office next to Jonathan’s, where I usually sit. But Catherine Shepard stops me again.

“You can’t go in there today.”

I tighten my hands into fists, annoyed. Is she trying to make me angry?

“Why not?”

Catherine, she of the impeccable fashion sense, doesn’t seem to like this inquiry either. But she answers it.

“Mr. Norton is conducting job interviews today, and he needs the room because the candidates are to carry out a few written tasks. It was simplest to seat them in the office.” She smiles sweetly. “You’d better wait over there.”

She indicates the two black visitor armchairs in front of the glass frontage next to the elevator. She couldn’t have put it more clearly. I’m completely superfluous here on the management floor. Although I wish I didn’t, I feel hurt. Of course I can clear my office at any time, if it’s needed for some other purpose. I don’t do anything important in there. I’m replaceable. Get over it.

I walk over to the armchairs, stony-faced, and sink into the one with a view of Jonathan’s office. Catherine Shepard is absorbed in her computer again, a slim, ultra-chic machine that suits both the decor of the lobby and her to a T.

I’m suddenly cold and I pull at the black wrap dress I’m wearing. I simply had to put it on, but I’m regretting it a little now because Annie’s right—actually, it is much too sexy and Jonathan will know why I’m wearing it at once, as soon as he sees me.

But how will he react?

Is the explanation about the job interviews just a pretext? Perhaps Jonathan has arranged to have me wait here so I don’t get any ideas. He’s probably going to put an end to my internship and send me home after all. Did I ruin everything by sleeping with him?

My stomach contracts unpleasantly, while I sit there motionless, waiting. Jonathan’s door remains closed, but the door on the other side opens and Alexander Norton comes out. He gives Catherine Shepard some files then he spots me in my armchair and comes straight over. He’s smiling, but somehow I get the feeling he’s looking at me differently from last week. With completely new interest.

I remember how close he and Jonathan are. Has Jonathan told him what happened?

“Grace, I hope you’re not angry with me for using your office today, just this once,” he says. “It’s only for a few hours and you can go back in as soon as I’ve finished, of course.”

I smile at him. “Of course. No problem,” I say, relieved that the story is clearly true after all. Alexander is about to say something else but, at that moment, the door to Jonathan’s office opens and Yuuto Nagako comes out, closely followed by Jonathan himself. I can immediately feel my heart beating in my throat. But Jonathan doesn’t notice me; he’s focused on Yuuto. Both men look grim and you can tell from their body language that they’ve been arguing.

Yuuto says something in Japanese, which Jonathan answers with a brief sentence that I don’t understand either. They both look very composed and they’re not yelling at each other, but there’s a palpable tension in the air. Then, almost simultaneously, they notice Alexander and me in my armchair and stare at me, as if I were the reason for their disagreement. Yuuto says something else to Jonathan and then turns around abruptly and goes to the elevator, where the open doors close behind him seconds later. I catch one more look from him. It’s oddly fervent, although his face remains unmoved. And then he’s gone.

“What was that?” Alexander wants to know. “Is everything OK?”

Jonathan makes an involuntary hand gesture. He clearly doesn’t want to talk about it. Alexander notices and changes the subject.

“I spoke to Sarah this morning,” he explains and a smile appears on his face. “She says she’s taking the earlier flight after all.”

Oh, I think. Jonathan’s sister is on her way back from Rome then.

“But I can’t drive to the airport right now,” Jonathan says, annoyed. The change of plan clearly surprises him. “I’ve got some more appointments this morning. And we wanted to discuss something too.”

“She says you don’t have to pick her up. Your father will take care of it,” Alexander replies.

Jonathan makes a face. He doesn’t seem to like that at all. “I wanted to do that.”

Alexander shrugs his shoulders. “Me too. But she said she’ll be in touch later, and will meet us then.”

“Us?” Jonathan smiles for the first time since he appeared in the doorway and suddenly seems more relaxed. “Since when are you allowed to tag along when I meet up with my little sister? And why couldn’t she tell me all this herself?”

Alexander grins. “I called her and she was in a hurry because she wanted to catch the plane, so she asked me to let you know. And I’ll be at the meeting whether you like it or not,” he declares and goes back into his office, after giving me one more friendly smile.

“You’re a hopeless case,” Jonathan shouts after him, before turning round again. When he sees me, his smile disappears. He says something to Catherine Shepard, but my heart is beating so loudly that I can’t understand it properly. It must have been an instruction, though, because she gets up and goes toward the elevator, though not till she’s examined me condescendingly once more.

But I don’t have time to think about her further because now Jonathan is giving me his full attention.

“Grace?” It’s a Jonathan-style demand, not a request but, as always, an order to come with him. I follow him on wobbly legs. He’s standing further inside the doorway as I approach him, observing me attentively. I see that his gaze is caught by my newly cut hair and then strays to the neckline of my dress, where his eyes rest on my breasts for a long moment. My breath falters and the tips of my breasts stand upright, pressing against the thin material. When he lifts his head again and looks me in the eye, I can feel the blood spreading from my neck into my cheeks—and it has nothing to do with embarrassment.

My hands are shaking when I reach him and I scrunch them into fists, pressing my fingernails into my palms so I’m not tempted to touch him. Which I really want to. He just has that effect on me. Jonathan steps aside, letting me enter his office, and closes the door. But he doesn’t go straight to his desk, as I was expecting, but stands still, arms crossed over his chest, staring at me in that way that makes me grow even warmer.

His muscles are visible beneath the fabric of the dark gray shirt he’s wearing today and his hair, which is lying thickly over his forehead, looks even blacker than usual by contrast with the unusual gray color. But it’s his eyes that attract my gaze, as if by magic. There’s something flickering in them, which I now know how to interpret: it’s desire.

Breathe, Grace, I think, staring at him because I just can’t help myself. My brain seems to have just been waiting for this moment in order to replay the images of our morning together in his house—in the kitchen and in his bed. The tension between us in the air is clearly palpable and for a moment, I don’t know what to do. “Your hair looks different.” His deep voice sounds surprised. I touch the ends uneasily. “Yes. I …was at the hairdresser’s.”

“It suits you,” he says, and I’m so relieved, I smile at him.

What did Hope say? Just let it happen. I wish I were as easy-going as she is. But I’m not, because I’m already in this whole thing way too deep. I’ve never felt anything for a man even remotely similar to what I feel for Jonathan. And I’ve never in my life been so uncertain about how to behave. I want to throw my arms around his neck and kiss him. I’m pretty sure I’d better not, although I can’t think of an alternative.

I know one thing, though: if he sends me away now after all, it will take me a really long time to get over it.

I’m suddenly afraid that really is what he wants to say to me—that he’s changed his mind and wants to end my internship after all_so I search for something to ask him, to fill the silence between us …and decide on what I can still remember from a few minutes ago.

“So …your sister is coming back from Rome today?”

He seems surprised by the question. He nods. “That’s why I haven’t accepted any appointments for this afternoon. Only to discover that Sarah is arriving early and letting my father pick her up.” His annoyance is obvious.

“You could pick her up with him, together,” I say and regret it immediately, when he gives me a ferocious look.

That’s obviously not possible. I remember Alexander’s remark that Jonathan always reacts with extreme hostility when it’s about his father. And I ask myself once more why that is—and whether I’ll ever find out the reason.

A jolt passes through his body, as if he had to force himself to move again. He crosses the room with long steps till he reaches his desk. I follow him, putting my bag down on the table in front of the couch on the way, because I assume that it will be my workstation for today. When I reach his desk, however, Jonathan doesn’t sit down himself, indicating his chair with his hand instead. I’m obviously supposed to sit down in his seat.

When I reluctantly sink down onto the big chair, he places a hand on a pile of papers. “Those are the files on the Hackney project,” he explains. “I would like you to draw up a new cost report so we can compare the extent of the budget overruns. I will need a diagram of the costs, as well as a prognosis of future developments.” He stops and raises his eyebrows. “Do you think you can manage that?”

I nod, speechless for a moment. Up till now, I’ve only been allowed to accompany him to appointments, without taking any part in discussions whatsoever. I wrote a report now and again and, of course, we discussed the projects afterwards, when we were alone together. But I’ve never been allowed to really take an active role, so although this task could be seen as the next logical step, it’s actually a tremendous opportunity. I just don’t know how I should interpret it right now. Am I being allowed to do this because we’ve become closer and he suddenly trusts me more? Or does he somehow want to keep me busy because he doesn’t know how to deal with me now?

Whatever the reason, I’m not going to pass up the opportunity to show him what I’m professionally capable of, under any circumstances—so I nod.

“Of course I can manage that,” I declare.

“Good. You can work here.” He bends over me to click on a spreadsheet program on his laptop and I can smell his cologne, which raises my heart rate noticeably. But he withdraws almost immediately and moves to the door. “I’m going to talk to Alex for a moment. I’ll be right back.”

I watch him go then I start dealing with the figures and, since I’m already very familiar with the Hackney building project, it doesn’t take me long to find the relevant data. I begin to sketch the diagram, but I can’t really concentrate and it takes me longer than expected. But Jonathan’s conversation seems to drag on for a long time, so I’m finished anyway by the time he returns, after much longer than an hour.

He bends over my chair again, examining the results on the monitor. My heart is beating faster again because he’s so close to me.

“Good work,” he says. “That’s exactly how I envisaged it.”

“Thanks.”

Our eyes meet and for a moment the world stands still. I drown in those wonderful blue eyes, noticing their dark sprinkles, which you can only make out if you get this close, and asking myself why this all has to be so complicated. If it were up to me, it would be really simple.

“Don’t look at me like that, Grace,” Jonathan says, and his voice sounds sombre. Like a warning. “You’d better not be wishing what you’re wishing right now.”

“How do you know what I’m wishing?” I ask, surprised.

The corners of his mouth lift to reveal the shamelessly attractive tooth with the missing corner.

“Because it’s easy to tell. But I already told you. It was an exception and we shouldn’t repeat it.”

“OK.” I inhale deeply and go on staring at him, not knowing what to say in reply. I don’t want to beg him if it’s pointless. But I can’t deny what he’s insinuating. Because there really is nothing I long for more fervently than for him to make another exception. At least once more. “And if I wish it anyway?” “Grace, you are …” He pushes himself off from the desk and goes around it, as if he urgently needs to put some distance between us, and then examines me from the other side of the desk for a long time. There’s anger in his eyes but also a kind of helplessness which astonishes and moves me. Because, for the very first time, the self-assured Jonathan Huntington looks insecure.

Then he lets out a sigh that sounds more like a groan and shakes his head. “This isn’t what I had planned,” he says, more to himself than me. My ears prick up.

“Planned?” What’s he talking about?

He balls his hands up into fists and remains silent for so long that I think he’s not going to answer me at all. When he finally does, there’s a new hardness in his eyes.

“I’ve already made more than one exception for you, Grace, and I shouldn’t have. Right from the start. It was …a mistake. But I just wasn’t prepared for the effect you have on me.”

My heart is beating faster, from excitement and arousal. “Me neither,” I say. “I mean, I wouldn’t have thought you would …have this effect on me.”

He laughs aloud, but he doesn’t sound happy. “Grace, you shouldn’t tell me what effect I have on you, you should take your opportunity and leave.” He looks as if he’s about to clench his teeth. “Go back to the investment department, to Annie French, do your internship there, the way it was planned from the beginning and remember our company fondly when you’re back in Chicago.”

His words hurt me. He’s not serious, is he? I look at him in shock.

“Because if you stay here and look at me like that again,” he continues and his gaze smoulders and begin to burn, “then you’ll get what you want. But you need to know exactly what you’re getting yourself into.”

My heart is beating wildly, suddenly full of hope again. I sustain his gaze.

“What am I getting myself into then?”

“For the fact that it’s just an affair, nothing else. And even that’s a concession. I don’t belong to you and I don’t expect you to belong to me. We’ll just have sex. A lot of sex. For as long as we’re both having fun.” He fixes me with a penetrating gaze. “I’m no Prince Charming, Grace, and there’s no ‘happily ever after’ with me. If you’re expecting something like that, you’re going to get hurt—but it won’t be my concern.”

“And what makes you think I’m expecting that?”

He comes back and bends over the desk, placing his hands on it. Our faces are very close.

“Because you’re young and inexperienced, that’s why. Because you look at me with your big green eyes and just assume that everything is the way you’d like it to be.” He gives a slightly wry smile and breathes out heavily. This time it definitely sounds like a sigh. “Which is probably exactly why I have such difficulty resisting you.”

I breathe in his wonderful masculine scent, now so familiar to me, feeling intoxicated by the fact that I, nondescript little Grace Lawson, suddenly have so much power over the unbelievably attractive Jonathan Huntington that he’s prepared to break his rules for me. To break them again. Perhaps very often. The muscles in my lower body contract expectantly at the thought.

And he’s completely right, I think, without taking my eyes off him. I’m young and inexperienced—and totally in love with him. And I definitely want more than sex from him. I want him—I want to get to know him, I want to find out everything about him. I want to find out why this wonderful, charismatic, sometimes crazily arrogant but always unbelievably attractive man won’t let anyone get close to him. And I really, really don’t want to have lost all chance to get close to him myself.

So I beam at him happily, even though my heart is agitated and beating a little anxiously. “Then don’t,” I say. “Don’t resist me.”

He looks at me quizzically, as if he were looking for something in my eyes. Then he sighs and I’m not sure if he sounds tortured or relieved. “All right, then. We’ll extend the scope of the duties associated with the internship a little from today,” he says, and an expectant shiver runs down my spine as he presses the intercom button.

“Catherine, cancel the meeting with the department heads. And the follow-up discussion. I’ve got things to do here.”

As he says it, his eyes are resting on me and I can scarcely breathe when I realize that he’s serious. We’re going to have sex again. Right away.

Before I can say anything, Jonathan goes around the desk and takes my hands. He pulls me up and pushes me backwards till I feel the cold glass wall at my back. Then he pushes me against it, with my arms up. Then he lets his hands slide down over my body.

“I’ve got a great deal of work to do here, in fact,” he whispers, with a promising sparkle in his eyes.
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“Jonathan,” I say breathlessly, as he bends forward and I feel his lips on my neck and then the tip of his tongue following a hot trail down to my collarbone, while his hands hold my breasts. “We can’t do it here. Your secretary could come in at any moment.”

“Do you want it or don’t you, Grace?” he asks, continuing to kiss my neck and massage my breasts. Both things feel so good and arousing that I stand there in front of the glass with my arms raised and don’t put up a struggle.

“I want it,” I breath. “But should we really do it here? Isn’t that—unusual?”

He lifts his head and laughs. “No more unusual than my kitchen table or the counter.” His voice is dusky with longing and seems to stroke me like a caress. “Besides, I’ve been picturing it, ever since I saw you in that dress earlier. And I’ve already thought about it a number of times.”

“Really? When?” I close my eyes, as he lets his hands slide further down my body, slips them under my dress, hooks his fingers around the edge of my panties. It’s such an arousing feeling, standing here defenseless, that I feel myself getting wet.

“When you tried to keep me from working with your attempts at flirting.” He pulls my panties down, crouches down in front of me and pulls them over my feet, taking my high heels off at the same time and tossing them aside carelessly. I can only watch breathlessly, while a shiver of desire overwhelms me. He’s serious. He’s going to do it. Here.

“I didn’t keep you from working,” I contradict him in a trembling voice. “You weren’t paying any attention to me. If I had been, you would have been standing here much sooner.” He runs his hands upward over my legs as he stands up again and I gasp for breath when I feel his fingers on my naked mount of Venus. I let him feel his way confidently forward and run them through my wet slit.

“You’re ready for me,” he says, with a growl of contentment. “Good.” It shocks and arouses me equally that we’re standing here, so exposed. On my first day up here, Catherine Shepard came straight into his office, after knocking briefly, so I’d much rather relocate to another place. The bedroom next door, for example. But, if I’m honest, the danger also holds a certain fascination, and the thought of being caught having sex here really turns me on.

Besides, I can’t do anything to stop Jonathan. I’m like putty in his hands. He enters me deeply with two fingers and seals my mouth shut with a demanding kiss. His thumb confidently targets my sensitive bud and makes slow circles around it. The touches drain all the strength from my legs and I have to hold onto him so as not to fall down. When I moan out loud, he releases my lips.

“You’ve acquired a taste for this, haven’t you, Grace?” He laughs.

“Do you like the idea of me screwing you in front of the window?”

My breath falters as he begins to thrust his fingers into me rhythmically.

“There are two ways for me to give you a good seeing to,” he says roughly. “I could lift you up and set you down on my dick. You’d wrap your legs round me and I’d thrust into you, faster and faster, till you screamed as you came.” With his fingers, he mimics what his penis would do and I moan.

“Or I could turn you round.” He withdraws from me, and as he does so and I gasp in shock as I suddenly find my hands leaning against the glass and feel as though I’m about to plummet downward. Only the glass is holding me now—and Jonathan’s hand, which is resting on my hip, while his other hand pushes up my skirt and penetrates me again, thrusting into me with an even rhythm. It’s a crazy feeling. My whole body is tingling and I can feel the first internal tremors, the contraction of the muscles I can’t seem to control.

Far below me, I can see cars and people on the street in front of the building, and of course there are people working in the surrounding office towers, none of which is as tall as the Huntington Ventures building. The thought that someone might be able to see us in this unmistakable position increases my desire, making my juices flow over Jonathan’s hand.

“Then I’ll fuck you from behind and people outside will be able to see the way your breasts are pressed up against the windowpane with each thrust and the way your face contorts with pleasure when you’re in the throes of orgasm and you can feel me coming right after you, deep inside you.”

His words are like a drug spreading through my body and clouding my senses. I groan ceaselessly, pushing myself against his fingers as they carry on stimulating me. “Does that make you horny, Grace?” he asks, pressing hard against my swollen pearl, which sends a new wave of pleasure rolling through me.

“Yes,” I breathe, completely beside myself, and at first I don’t notice the knock at the door. But Jonathan reacts immediately. He pulls his fingers back out of me, rearranges my dress and turns me around, so that I’m facing him, surprised and swaying. There’s no time for anything else because Catherine Shepard has already opened the door and is looking into the office.

“Sorry,” she says, looking shocked.

She’d have to be pretty dim not to notice that Jonathan has just been doing something, which has nothing to do with balance sheets and business reports. Because even though he’s no longer touching me in very intimate places—his reflexes really are remarkable—we’re still standing far too close together and too far away from the desk and all the important papers. And my shoes and panties are on the floor in front of us, which Catherine Shepard luckily can’t see because the desk is in the way. What she definitely can see, however, are my cheeks, red from shame and from being close to orgasm.

The embarrassing situation is almost worth it just for her stunned expression, though.

“I didn’t mean to disturb you.” Her voice sounds husky, somehow shocked. As if she’d been expecting anything except catching Jonathan and me in a compromising situation. “This just arrived.” She’s holding an envelope in her hand. Jonathan looks over his shoulder with a stony expression.

“I’ll take a look at it later,” he says, and his tone of voice makes it unmistakably clear that he regards Catherine Shepard’s intrusion as a disturbance. He can reprimand someone using the tone of his voice alone.

And his secretary knows that well enough to understand him right away. “Of course,” she says, leaving again and shutting the door firmly behind her.

For a moment we stand stock still, but then I have to giggle because the situation is so absurd. “See, I told you she might come in,” I tease him. “That was close.”

Jonathan turns his head back toward me and examines me with a furrowed brow then he bends down and picks up my shoes and panties. He obviously doesn’t find it funny.

He takes hold of my upper arm with his free hand, almost roughly, and pulls me through the office into the adjoining bedroom. He closes the door behind him and turns the key, before dropping my things and pushing me toward the bed, shoving me onto it backwards and standing there in front of it himself. The determined expression with which he is examining me ought to scare me. But instead I find it arousing. I lift my upper body and prop myself up on my elbows. I know that the low cut neckline of my dress reveals a great deal of my bust in this position, but that doesn’t bother me. Quite the opposite.

“Aren’t we going to do it in front of the window?” I ask regretfully.

“Oh yes,” he says. “We’re going to do it wherever we want. Including in front of the window. But only if we’re in no danger of being disturbed.”

“I thought that was what you wanted.”

He raises his eyebrows. “What? To be caught by my secretary? No. I just hadn’t …really thought it through.”

It didn’t go the way Jonathan Huntington wanted and he’s obviously not happy about that. Which makes me grin again. My arousal, together with the fact that I’m lying on his bed without my panties on, has probably gone to my head.

“Has she caught you out before?” I ask, curious.

“Grace, weren’t you listening to me? I don’t usually have sex with women I work with, neither at the office nor at home. Because I know how it would end—with tears and demands that I can’t fulfill.” He shakes his head, as if reminded him of something. “Which I can’t fulfill in your case either, don’t forget.” He’s looking at me earnestly, but I don’t want to think about that right now. I’d rather think about where and with whom he does it then, if all his employees are out of the question.

“But you have sex, don’t you?” The question is superfluous, of course, and it seems to amuse him, because he smiles.

“Yes.”

“Where?”

His smile shrinks, becomes less wide. “Here for instance,” he says, “With you. As an exception.”

I swallow, because I can tell he’s avoiding the question. Has he really had sex here before, or does he just not want to tell me anything about that club which I’ve thought so much about?

Now that Jonathan’s willing to have an affair with me, the thought of the club is both thrilling and repellent at the same time. I know so little about him. What can it be that he’s clearly looking for and finding there? And with whom?

Jonathan looks as if he’s just thought of something. He turns around and disappears into the office again. When he comes back, he lays a pack of condoms on the night stand. Then he begins to unbutton his shirt.

“Take your clothes off,” he orders me and adds, “Slowly.”

A hot shudder runs down my spine as I sit up and kneel on the bed. For a brief moment, I feel self-conscious, but then I breathe deeply and undo the ties of my wrap dress, letting it fall open. I’m naked underneath except for the black lace-trimmed bra, which I’m still wearing, because Jonathan already took my panties off.

It’s a strange feeling to undress in front of him, but I’ve already done much more extreme things at his house. Besides, there’s something sleazy about it, which really turns me on. It brings out a side of me that until recently I would never have guessed I had. As if in slow motion, I roll one shoulder forward and slip the fabric of the dress over it until it falls into the crook of my arm. Then I repeat the action on the other side, slip my dress off completely, and throw it down next to the bed.

“Is this what you want?” I ask, because I need his reassurance in order to have the courage to go on doing all this.

Jonathan nods. “Carry on.” He’s unbuttoned his shirt, but now he’s standing there motionless again, just looking at me with that dangerous sparkle in his eyes. I’m flooded by arousal and I bite my lips as I reach my hands back and release the fastenings of my bra and slip it off me, too.

My nipples are so hard and erect that they almost hurt and a shiver runs through me. Because I have no idea what he’s planning to do to me now, and that increases my arousal immeasurably.

He takes a step towards the bed. “And now undress me, Grace,” he says harshly.

I slide over to him greedily and take hold of the belt of his black jeans, undo it with trembling fingers, and open his fly. His penis is completely erect and stretches proudly toward me, just as impressive as last time, and I take hold of it, fascinated, feeling its steely hardness beneath the silky skin. Then it gives a sudden jerk and I look up at Jonathan who is looking down at me with blazing eyes. “Put it in your mouth.”

My heart beats wildly at his demand. It’s all still so new to me and I feel a bit out of my depth too. But I’m way past feeling any shame. I want to taste him and I find it an incredible turn-on to do something so intimate to him, so I open my mouth and close my lips around the thick tip of his penis, feel my way around it carefully with my tongue. I can smell his distinctive scent, earthy, and masculine, and arousing. I can taste his essence as I carefully begin to suck him.

He groans and thrusts his hips forward so he slips a little further inside and then a little further. He’s completely filling my mouth now, stretching out my lips, and the thought that he’s about to do the same thing to my vagina again makes my internal muscles contract. New waves of heat rise inside me and 

I begin to suck him greedily, circling him boldly with my tongue.

“Yes, that’s it, Grace,” Jonathan pants beneath me. He puts his hands to the back of my head and starts to enter my mouth with small thrusts. At first I keep still, overcome by this new experience. But when he suddenly moves too abruptly and hits the back of my throat I start to choke. Tears rush into my eyes and I pull my head back quickly, letting him slip out of my mouth.

“I’m sorry,” I say, feeling a bit apprehensive in case he’s disappointed in me now, but he’s already busy taking his pants off completely. Then he sits down next to me on the bed and looks at me.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he says. “That’s one of my rules, too.”

That’s theoretically reassuring, I think. But since I’m pretty sure that there’s hardly anything Jonathan wouldn’t do, it’s a deceptive kind of security. If I get involved with him, he’ll take me to my limits, and I have no idea what might be waiting for me there.

He seems to notice that I’m tense because he pulls me onto the bed with him and lies down next to me. He’s still wearing his unbuttoned shirt and I slip it over his shoulders and take it off.

“Since when have you worn gray, by the way?” I ask him, running my hand over his well-formed arms and muscular back with pleasure. “Have you run out of black shirts?” I grin, as I think of something. “Or is today the day of exceptions?”

A tired smile spreads across his face.

“Do you want to know what happens when I wear a white shirt?”

I giggle. “Do you have one then? I thought you only wore dark clothes.”

“If you’ve got so much time to think, Miss Lawson,” he says, stroking my breasts with his hand and rubbing their erect tips, “then perhaps it’s time we kept you on your toes a bit more.”

“Yes, that sounds like a good idea, my Lord,” I reply in a playfully innocent way, snuggling up closer to him, hearing the rumbling in his chest as he laughs.

His nearness is intoxicating and I enjoy feeling his hot skin against mine, feeling the strong, firm muscles underneath. I haven’t had a chance to touch him and explore his body yet, so I take advantage of this opportunity. My hands wander restlessly all over him and I kiss every inch of him that I can reach: his shoulder, his neck, and then his mouth.

At first, he just lies there and lets me do it. Then he suddenly returns my kiss with surprising passion and pulls me really close to him, only to let me go again abruptly a moment later. My hands are still resting on his chest, so I can feel how heavily he’s breathing and how fast his heart is beating. It’s intoxicating to see desire in the eyes of this beautiful man who clearly wants me.

But what he does then surprises me. He opens the drawer of the nightstand once more and takes out a piece of long, white cloth. A silk scarf.

Wow, I think, torn between fascination and fear.

“What are you going to do?” I ask breathlessly, letting him wrap the silk scarf around my wrist and thread it loosely through the bars of the bedstead, pulling it out on the other side.

“You’re going to like this,” he answers.

I bite my lower lip nervously as I watch him tie the other end to my right wrist. My mouth has suddenly gone completely dry.

“Are you going to untie me again later?”

He smiles and pulls me down a little, making the silk material go taut. My arms are now stretched out above my head, tied together by the scarf. I have a little bit of room to move, I could turn a little, but nothing else.

“You only have to say the word. But I think you won’t have time to think about that till later,” he says, smiling.

I tug at my bonds instinctively, trying to free myself, but the silk scarf only pulls tighter around my wrists. I take a sharp breath in when I realize that I am now completely at his mercy. And I can’t touch him, which I find a shame. I watch breathlessly as Jonathan’s blazing eyes travel over my body. Then he kneels between my legs and forces them wider apart. His finger strokes my moist slit and circles my small pearl and I pant out loud and press myself against his hand.

But, to my disappointment, he pulls his hand away again. I let out a groan of frustration, and he laughs. Then he bends forward, buries his head between my legs and a second later I feel his breath on my mount of Venus. His hands force my legs even further apart, pushing them upward, and his tongue divides my lips, penetrates me warmly and licks my unbelievably sensitive place. “Oh God.” The feeling is so overpowering that I wrench at the fastenings. I want to put my hands on his head, to somehow retain control over what’s happening. But that’s exactly what he refuses to let me do.

His tongue is merciless, stimulating my pearl and penetrating me by turns, in a rhythm that doesn’t give me a chance to find release.

“Jonathan,” I sob, arching my back when I can’t stand it any longer. “Please.”

“Yes, Grace?” His deep voice vibrates against my most sensitive point, he’s so near me, but it’s too little to make me come. I try to press myself against his lips but he withdraws, blowing gently on my sensitive flesh. “What do you want me to do?”

A shudder runs through me and I moan helplessly, incapable of finding the right words.

“Did you know that you taste wonderful?” he says, when I don’t answer and his breath caresses my aroused bud, which is throbbing painfully. “Shall I carry on?” I nod vehemently.

He absolutely must carry on, to calm the throbbing between my legs. I want to feel him, his tongue, his finger, his cock—I want everything he can give me. But I can’t tell him that. He doesn’t give me a chance to do so, because he lowers his lips to my swollen pearl, surrounds it with warm moistness and begins to suck on it.

Suddenly a thousand colors explode into life behind my eyelids, which I’d closed without thinking, and I cry out as the climax overwhelms me without warning. The fact that I can’t defend myself because I’m tied up makes the feeling even more intense and I sob and jerk uncontrollably as the waves of release roll over me.

As my orgasm is still slowly subsiding, Jonathan pushes himself up until he is directly over me. He reaches for the condoms and tears a packet open, rolls one over his member, and then lifts up my legs till they are resting on his shoulders and penetrates me with a single thrust. I gasp for breath because I can feel him especially deep in this position, and because his size takes my breath away again. My muscles, still quivering, cramp up around him, have to get used to him again—but he doesn’t give me any time to do so. Because as soon as he begins to thrust into me in a fast, merciless rhythm, the unbearable tension begins to build up in me again, driving me toward another climax.

“My God, Grace, you are so wonderfully tight,” Jonathan moans. He places a hand on my pearl, strokes it with his thumb, and I don’t stand a chance, I shudder beneath him and break into a thousand pieces again, even more violently than before. But Jonathan doesn’t come. He withdraws from me, turns me round, and pushes me up a little, onto my knees. The soft silk scarf, which is wrapped around my wrists, lets me move in that direction. But I’m so exhausted and overwhelmed that I have no strength left and my upper body collapses onto the mattress.

I can feel Jonathan holding onto my hips and penetrating me from behind once more. I’m sore and I can’t go on, but he thrusts into me again, gradually increasing the speed.

“Come for me one more time, Grace,” he says, and it sounds like a growl.

I’m certain that I can’t, but his rhythm is irresistible, it sets off new tremors inside me, tremors which grow stronger and stronger until my whole lower body suddenly cramps up and a new, even more intense feeling tears me apart and shakes my whole body.

“Yes,” Jonathan groans and I can feel him coming too, feel his member twitching, pulling me deeper into the abyss. I feel as if the sweet torture, which is holding me prisoner, will never end.

Afterwards, I’m so tuckered out that I fall onto my side. He copies my movement, withdrawing from me at the same time, so that we are lying next to each other, breathing heavily, as our bodies gradually calm down.

It’s takes quite a while for me to be able to think straight again. And to realize the position I’m in, and the fact that I won’t be able to free myself easily on my own.

“Jonathan?”

He lifts his upper body and bends over me.

“Untie me,” I demand, looking fiercely at the fastenings at my wrists, which are still forcing me to lie on the bed with my arms stretched upward.

“As you wish, Madam.” He grins and immediately begins to loosen the knots. I sigh inwardly, because he’s wearing that youthful, charming smile of his, which is so impossible to resist. At least, I can’t resist it. I stand have the ghost of a chance.

“Do you do that often?” Once I’m free, I rub my wrists, making a face. They hurt a little because I tugged at the fastenings so much.

“Didn’t you like it?” he asks in reply and his smile is now triumphant and completely relaxed.

“Yes, I did,” I confess. “It was just so—surprising.”

But not to him, I think, as I watch him get up and go into the small bathroom and then hear the sound of running water. He must have done that often before, if he has silk scarves in the drawer of his nightstand. He won’t have put them in there for no reason. Which reminds me of what he said earlier. I don’t belong to you, Grace, and I don’t expect you to belong to me. I’m only just beginning to fully realize what that means, and what a risk I’m taking by getting involved in this dangerous game he’s invited me to take part in. I swallow with difficulty and smile uneasily when Jonathan returns.

He sits down on the bed, observing me with an expression I can’t interpret. He’s clearly completely comfortable with his own nakedness, as he seems completely relaxed — unlike me. Which is why I would like him to lie down next to me again and take me in his arms. Somehow, I thought that would be part of sex, but it doesn’t seem to be for Jonathan.

Unfortunately, I have no means of comparison, but to me it seems unusual that he’s so unaffectionate. Sex with him is unbelievably good: wild, passionate, and overwhelming. And very satisfying. But he doesn’t caress or kiss me afterwards, and I’m not allowed to lie in his arms, either. And, just as I was about to gently explore his body just now, he tied my hands.

I remember the other times I got close to him. That time on the way back from the airport, and after the restaurant, when I was so drunk. Every time I leaned against him, he seemed tense.

In fact, he only touched me lovingly once: that first day in his office, when he massaged my shoulders. And he clearly only did that because I reminded him of his sister.

“How old is your sister?” I ask, suddenly curious. Jonathan turns his head toward me. “Twenty-four.” Six years younger than him then, I think. And two years older than me. “And what’s she doing in Rome?”

He looks out of the window again and there’s a smile on his face, the kind of smile I wish he had on his face when he talked about me. “Sarah studied art history and is working on a PhD on some old masterpieces right now. Don’t ask me for details—I’m only interested in modern art. But Sarah practically goes into raptures when she starts talking about that old stuff. And there’s plenty of it in Rome.”

“How long was she there?”

“Three months,” he replies. Just as long as I’ll be here, I think, feeling a painful pang when I remember that my time in London is limited. “Far too long,” he adds, and it sounds like a sigh.

“You’re fond of her, aren’t you?

“She’s my sister.”

“But your father is your father, and you don’t seem to be particularly fond of him.”

He looks at me sharply, with that stormy expression of his, as he clearly always does when the Earl of Lockwood is mentioned.

“I have my reasons.”

“What are they?”

“Grace, what is this? An interrogation?”

“I’m just curious to know why you have such a bad relationship with him,” I insist. “I mean, you’d think you’d be especially close, since you and Sarah grew up with him on his own.”

Ever since I discovered how badly Jonathan speaks of his father, I’d spent a lot of time researching his family history online. I came across photos of the Earl and his wife, a very pretty Irish woman named Orla who gave Jonathan his dark hair and bright blue eyes. She died in an accident at the family’s country seat more than twenty years ago. Since Jonathan and his sister were so young at the time and the Earl never married again, you would think the tragic event would have brought them closer together. But that doesn’t seem to be the case.

Jonathan laughs, but he sounds cold. “On his own is certainly the right expression,” he says.

“What do you mean …?”

He grabs me and rolls me over so that I’m lying underneath him.

“Can we change the subject now?” he says with a serious look on his face.

Wow, I think, biting my lower lip when I feel his erection against my leg. He’s up for it again already?

“Can I come with you, when you meet your sister?”

Jonathan frowns. “Why?”

“I’d like to meet her. If I’m allowed to.”

He seems to take a long time to consider whether he should let me or not, but finally he nods. “Yes. I think you’d get on well,” he says, with a smile just a little like the one I wanted him to give me earlier. “Sarah is …as strong-willed as you are.”

Me? Strong-willed? What makes him think that? I’m putty in his hands; he can do whatever he wants with me. And he clearly has a few things already planned, as he starts kissing me again.

“So, let’s try that thing with the window again now,” he says, against my lips, and a tingly sensation runs through my body. But suddenly there’s a loud knock at the door and we both jump.

“Jonathan!” Alexander’s voice is coming from the other side of the door and I suddenly realize that we’re still in the office. I want to sit up, but Jonathan is holding me tightly, pressing me down onto the bed.

“What is it?” he shouts reluctantly.

“I need to talk to you. It’s urgent.”

“Can’t it wait?”

“No, it can’t,” his partner insists, his voice muffled by the door. Jonathan lets go of me and stands up, reaching for his pants.

“Just a moment,” he shouts, and you can clearly hear the anger in his voice. “He’ll pay for this,” he adds in a low voice and then looks at me. “Get dressed.”

This is a completely unnecessary demand. I’ve long since leapt up and am now running into the small bathroom, fixing my dishevelled hair in record time and washing up as best I can. But it’s pointless. With my swollen lips, flushed cheeks, and shiny eyes, I still look like a woman who just had wild, unbelievably good sex. I realize, horrified, that Alexander will be able to tell what I just did with Jonathan right away. But he probably knows about it anyway, after all it’s the middle of the day and we’re not in the office together, we’re in the bedroom. My cheeks flush a deeper red as I hurry back into the room and slip into my clothes and shoes. Jonathan’s already ready and standing by the door. He opens it as soon as I’m fully dressed again. I step out into the big office after him.

Alexander is leaning against the back of the couch, right by the door, grinning at us as we come out.

“Catherine didn’t have the courage to disturb you. She clearly felt it might cost her her job if she entered the office again. So, for better or worse, I had to come in myself because I didn’t feel like waiting until you finally came back out again,” he says, observing me curiously, which I find extremely embarrassing. I’m already beet red and can’t get any redder. Or I would have just now.

“And what was so important?” Jonathan asks, annoyed.

“Sarah just called.” Alexander’s smile softens. “She was already on her way into town with your father. She wanted to know if we could meet her for lunch at one.”

Jonathan is about to say something in reply, but at that moment his cell phone—which is on the desk—rings. He goes to get it, but I stay where I am, feeling uneasy and squirming under Alexander’s gaze. He’s not said a word right now, but somehow I get the feeling that he won’t keep quiet for long. He’s bound to say something about the fact that Jonathan didn’t want to be disturbed because he was in the bedroom with me.

“What?” Jonathan’s agitated voice rouses me from my thoughts. “When? Where?” He listens to the caller and his face immediately turns stony. “How is she?”

He listens again, tense—then after a brief “We’re on our way,” he hangs up and looks at us.

“What happened?” Alexander asks, worried.

Jonathan’s lips are pressed tightly against each other and look frighteningly pale.

“That was my father. There’s been an accident,” he says. “We have to go to the hospital right away.”
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Alexander isn’t smiling anymore either. He’s gone pale.

“How’s Sarah? Is she injured?”

Jonathan nods and dials a number on his cell. “They’re about to operate,” he explains, holding the cell to his ear.

“How bad is it?” Alexander immediately wants to know.

“He couldn’t tell me,” Jonathan replies and I can see his jaw muscles working.

Alexander is so shocked that he just stares into space for a few moments.

“And how did it happen?” he asks.

“The chauffeur lost control of the car. A car overtook them and cut them off on the way back from the airport. He drove into the barrier. Sarah and Hastings were both injured. They’ve taken …” Jonathan raises his hand and speaks into the cell. “Steven, I need the limousine right away. Right now,” he orders and wants to end the conversation immediately. But Steven obviously has something more to tell him, because he pauses, presses the cell to his ear again, and listens. He frowns, clearly tense, and suddenly looks at me—then he thanks Steven briefly and repeats that he needs to come right away, before hanging up. He puts the phone into his shirt pocket and walks back over to us. “They’ve taken them both to King Edward VII hospital,” he says, finishing the sentence he started before the phone call.

“And your father?” I ask. “Was he hurt, too?”

Jonathan stops and stares at me. “He was well enough to call me,” he says, and you can clearly hear the anger in his voice. “So presumably he wasn’t.”

He almost sounds as though he blames for father for this.

“Hunter, the accident wasn’t his fault.” Alexander is looking at Jonathan in a strangely intense way. “There was nothing he could do about it.”

Jonathan just snorts and takes long strides toward the door. Alexander follows him and I instinctively reach for my purse, which is still on the side table, about to follow the two of them. But then I stop, unsure of what to do. Jonathan said I could come with him to meet Sarah, and I want to be with him, especially now—but this is an unexpected, completely new development, and I’m afraid that I’ll be in the way or that I’ll just be a burden to him.

Jonathan notices I’m hanging back and turns around. He seems to consider for a moment, and then he stretches his hand out like a summons, gesturing for me to come join him.

“Come on. Quickly.”

He waits till I reach him and then shoves me through the door in front of him.

Catherine Shepard is sitting at her desk and looking at me with an odd mixture of hostility and curiosity, which reminds me of what just happened in the office. I’m finding it hard to process my rollercoaster of emotions, from the incredibly hot sex with Jonathan to the shock of his sister’s accident. I suddenly ask myself what she suspects is going on between me and Jonathan and what the full implications of that are. But I don’t have time to think about it now, because Jonathan is urging us forward. At least one thing is clear, he really does want me to come with them.

In the elevator, it’s obvious how nervous they both are.

“Didn’t your father tell you anything about your sister’s injuries?” I ask.

Jonathan takes a deep breath, as if mentally pulling himself together before answering. “He said that her leg got trapped, and that she lost a lot of blood. But she was conscious.”

“That doesn’t sound life threatening,” I say, to try to calm him, but I can see that I’m not doing a very good job of it.

“King Edward VII’s Hospital has an excellent reputation,” Alexander says. He seems just as tense as Jonathan, but, unlike his partner, he clearly prefers to relieve his stress by talking. He explains that it’s a private clinic in Marylebone, one of the best places for medical treatment in London, and that Prince Philip himself was once treated there. “They will certainly do everything they can for Sarah,” he says, and it sounds like he’s reciting a good luck charm.

As soon as the elevator doors open, the two men charge through the lobby and I have trouble keeping up with them. The limousine is already waiting outside, and shortly afterwards we are racing through the city. Jonathan tries to call his father on his cell again, but he only gets through to voicemail, which visibly angers him. Then he tries the clinic, but despite heated discussions with the receptionist, the only thing he’s able to find out is that a Sarah Huntington was admitted and is currently undergoing treatment, nothing else.

“Jesus Christ.” Jonathan swears loudly as he hangs up, which shows more clearly than anything else just how shaken up he is.

“I’m sure it’s not that bad,” I say, but when Jonathan looks at me, I realize that it could be bad. Very bad. It’s the first time I’ve seen naked fear in his eyes.

My heart aches at the sight and I really want to touch him to comfort him, but I don’t dare to because Alexander is sitting opposite us. He’s lost in his own thoughts and is spending a lot of time looking out of the window. But every now and then he examines Jonathan and me with a pensive expression on his face. Besides, I’m not sure if Jonathan would even want me to comfort him anyway. He seems extremely unapproachable and withdrawn, staring into space.

We don’t talk again until we reach the clinic on Beaumont Street. It’s a large but surprisingly plain building several stories high with a white plinth and numerous rows of windows in the red brick wall that blends seamlessly in with the rest of the street. It actually almost looks like a hotel, with a flagpole over an entrance lined with box trees.

Entering the building, I don’t feel at all the way I usually do in hospitals, because everything here looks as if it belonged in a luxurious townhouse. Behind the counter where the receptionist is sitting there’s a large old fireplace built into the wall—which is obviously no longer in use. The stained glass windows above it immediately remind me of the inside of a church. They don’t show us into a cold waiting area, but rather into the “library,” a very tastefully appointed room with comfortable red sofas and polished wood cabinets. And we don’t have to wait long either, as a female doctor arrives almost immediately. She has brown hair, interspersed with a few gray strands. The name badge on her white coat says Dr. Mary Joncus, and I guess she must be in her mid-fifties.

“How’s my sister?” Jonathan asks directly, after she’s greeted everyone.

“She has a broken leg and a few bruises and she’s also lost a lot of blood from a cut,” the doctor informs him. “We were able to stabilise her very quickly, and luckily we only needed to carry out a minor operation to set her leg. She’s currently under observation in intensive care.”

“In intensive care?” Jonathan immediately turns paler.

“Yes, but it’s just routine procedure. Under the circumstances, she’s doing well.”

Jonathan runs his hand through his hair and breathes an audible sigh of relief. Alexander looks as though someone had just taken more than one huge weight off his shoulders and for a moment, even though we haven’t met, I envy Sarah Huntington for having two such impressive men who are clearly so concerned about her.

“And what about Hastings—I mean, Mr. Hastings? My father’s chauffeur?” Jonathan enquires.

“He has a scapular contusion where the seat belt pulled against his body and a suspected concussion. He will also need to stay here overnight for observation, but so far he’s doing well.”

“And Lord Lockwood?”

Dr. Joncus looks a little confused because it’s Alexander, not Jonathan, who asked that question, but she answers just as calmly and professionally as before.

“He’s suffered some shock, but he’s otherwise unharmed,” she says. “He’s in the ICU with Lady Sarah. I’ll send a nurse to take you up to her.”

“Thank you,” says Alexander and the doctor excuses herself.

Jonathan watches her go impatiently. “Why can’t we go straight up to her?”

“Have patience, Hunter, they’ll have their reasons,” Alexander reassures him.

“Mr. Huntington?” It’s Steven, who has suddenly appeared in the doorway. He’s holding a rolled-up magazine in his hand.

Jonathan seems to know what the chauffeur wants from him.

“Excuse me a moment,” he tells us and goes out to the corridor with Steven. Alexander and I stay behind in the luxurious waiting room.

As I’m standing right by the door, I can see Steven showing his boss the magazine, but I can’t see what kind of a publication it is because Jonathan is standing with his back to me. The two of them are talking and I can see the chauffeur nodding. Suddenly I feel a hand on my arm and jerk back in surprise.

Alexander is standing next to me, watching me with a slight smile on his face. I realize right away that he’s going to broach the subject I’d rather not talk to him about.

“I know it’s none of my business, Grace, but what kind of an experiment is Jonathan conducting with you?”

I turn red. “I don’t know what you mean,” I say, evasively.

“I think you do know, actually. And before you get annoyed with me: I’d be happy if it were the way it looks.”

“How does it look?” I ask, torn between curiosity and embarrassment.

“It looks as though my friend finally has a woman in his life.” He looks skeptically out into the hallway, where Jonathan is still talking to the chauffeur. “Even though I can hardly believe it.”

I sigh when I hear that. “And now you want to warn me off, I suppose.”

Alexander gives me a puzzled look then he smiles. “No, actually, I don’t.” He turns serious again. “But perhaps a warning is in order. Jonathan isn’t an easy person, Grace. He never has been. It’s very difficult to get close to him and, even though I’ve known him for a long time, there are things he won’t talk about even with me.” He scratches his forehead pensively. “And as to having a woman in his life—well, that’s never happened.”

I look at him, confused. “But I can’t be the first woman to have been with him …” I can’t finish my sentence and my cheeks turn a deeper shade of red. “Can I?”

Alexander laughs, clearly amused. “No. I’m afraid there have been many such women in his life, Grace. But no one he’s shared his everyday life with. That he’s taken everyone he went, even somewhere like here.”

My heart starts beating faster. “What do you think that means?” I ask hopefully, but Alexander doesn’t get a chance to answer because at that moment Jonathan returns.

He looks from me to his partner and back again, and frowns briefly.

“What did Steven want?” Alexander inquires.

“He asked after Sarah. And we also had something …else to discuss.”

I know Jonathan well enough now to notice that he doesn’t want to talk about it. And he wouldn’t talk about it, even if one of us asked him to. But, regardless, at that moment the nurse arrives to take us up to intensive care.

The corridors we walk along are all quiet and clean, and the furnishings and decor look very classy, quite unlike what I’m used to from public hospitals back home. When we reach the sealed doors to the intensive care unit, the nurse hands us all green hospital gowns with long sleeves and ties, which look like straitjackets, which we have to put on in order to be allowed into the entrance area. Jonathan and Alexander slip inside right away, ask where Sarah is and then hurry straight to the room the nurse points out to them. But I hang back.

“I’d rather wait here,” I explain to the friendly woman, whose name badge reads Carole Morgan. “Otherwise Miss Huntington will have too many visitors at once.”

My explanation is just a pretext. I suddenly don’t feel comfortable at the thought of coming face to face with Jonathan’s sister—and Jonathan’s father.

Neither of them knows me, after all, and they’ll wonder what I’m doing here. I don’t know the answer to that myself.

The nurse takes my gown back, but instead of putting it away, she holds it out invitingly and helps me into it, tying it shut at the back. “Feel free to go in with them, it’s really not a problem,” she reassures me.

“But I thought …are that many people allowed into the intensive care unit all at once?” I ask, astonished. After all, apparently the Earl is already with Sarah, which would make four visitors in total.

The nurse smiles. “That completely depends. If the patient is in a critical condition, then they’re not. But that’s not the case with Lady Sarah.” She bends forward, as I go on looking at her skeptically. “Besides, we recently expanded the intensive care unit, with the help of the regular donations we receive from Lord Lockwood. Having several visitors in the room at once is no longer a problem,” she adds, with a meaningful look. Now I understand. Actually, it’s not their usual practice. But they can make an exception for the Earl and his family because they provide the clinic with financial support. So he always gets what he wants, without even having to ask—just like his son.

“Lady Sarah’s room is over there,” Sister Carole explains, indicating the room Jonathan and Alexander have already disappeared inside. I hesitate, but then my curiosity gets the better of my reticence and I open the door and cautiously look in.

It’s a room with very modern furnishings, which has clearly been renovated recently. It’s not big, but not tiny either. Jonathan is sitting on the high, wide bed, the only one in the room, holding the hand of the young woman lying there. There are several tubes and sensors attached to her hands and chest and a wall of monitors behind the bed, which are beeping worryingly. Sarah Huntington is clearly Jonathan’s sister. She’s more delicately built than him and much more slender, but like him, she’s very pretty. She has the same sparkling blue eyes as he does, and her short hair is dark, like his. Her hair frames her pale face, sunk deep into the pillows. She shows clear signs of the pain and stress of the accident. But she’s still smiling at Jonathan and at Alexander, who’s standing on the other side of her, next to the bed. The three of them are the only ones in the room, however, as Jonathan’s father is nowhere to be seen.

“Are you in pain?” Jonathan is sitting with his back to me, so I can’t see his face, but I can hear the gentleness in his voice. He’s been stroking her hand with his thumb the whole time.

Sarah shakes her head. “No. I just feel a bit—tied up,” she says, indicating the traction cast around her left leg. “I’m afraid I’m not going anywhere in a hurry. The doctor said it’ll be a few weeks before I can get out of here.”

“We’ll make sure you don’t get bored,” Alexander assures her and Sarah smiles at him. Then she spots me.

“Hello,” she says, puzzled but not unfriendly, and I return her greeting shyly. I don’t know what to say or how to introduce myself. But Jonathan, who has turned back toward me, takes over for me.

“Sarah, this is Grace,” he explains. “She’s …working for me.”

I notice how tense he is and feel a wave of disappointment rising inside me. But what was I expecting? Did I think he would introduce me as his new girlfriend? He made it very clear earlier that a relationship was out of the question for him.

But I still have a lump in my throat as I step inside the room and close the door behind me. Sarah’s eyes, which are so similar to Jonathan’s, are twinkling with amusement as they slide back and forth between Jonathan and me.

“Nice to meet you, Grace,” she says, and then gestures toward her leg in its plaster cast with a shrug. “Though I would have preferred to have met you under more pleasant circumstances.”

She somehow sounds as though she knows who I am, although that’s not possible. Or has Jonathan told her about me? But then Sarah and Alexander smile at each other and I realize that he must have been the source of her knowledge about my introduction into the world of Huntington Ventures.

The two of them are clearly not a couple, but they’re obviously close. I remember the sarcastic comments Jonathan always makes when Alexander mentions Sarah. He obviously assumes that his sister is not at all interested in his partner, but I think he’s wrong about that.

“How could this have happened?” Jonathan asks. He seems to still be bothered by the fact that his sister is in the intensive care unit, injured. He’s noticeably remorseful, too, as if he believes he could have prevented it. “I should have picked you up, as we planned right from the start.”

Sarah places her other hand on his, takes hold of it, and gives him a compelling look. “No one could have known, Jon. Hastings really didn’t stand a chance. The car that cut us off came out of nowhere. He reacted really quickly, otherwise it would probably have been much worse. I hope he’s OK. Dad’s just gone to see how he’s doing.”

Jonathan shakes his head. “Why did you ask Father to pick you up? I could have cancelled my appointments. I would …”

“He offered and I had the feeling it was important to him,” she interrupts. “You know how difficult this time of year always is for him.”

Jonathan, who obviously doesn’t see it like that, snorts scornfully.

“He still misses Mommy, Jon. Even after all these years.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Jonathan answers bluntly. “He’s not suffering, Sarah. It’s always other people who suffer.” He gestures toward the cast with his chin. “Why isn’t he lying here in pain? He deserves it.” He almost spits out the final words.

“Stop it.” Sarah’s smile has disappeared and her expression has suddenly become serious. “That’s totally unfair. The accident wasn’t his fault, you know full well.”

Jonathan shakes his head again, but he doesn’t pursue it further, which seems to anger Sarah even more.

“Why are you so pig-headed when it comes to him?” she says, reproachfully, withdrawing her hand from Jonathan’s. “I wish you two would …”

At that moment, the door opens and a man enters the room. When he sees all the visitors, he stops abruptly.

He’s an older man, around sixty, tall, and with unbelievably good posture for his age. The hospital gown conceals all his clothing, except for two brown pant legs and his shoes—but his pants are clearly made of an expensive fabric, and his shoe leather is highly polished. He looks very well groomed. He wears his salt-and-pepper hair severely combed back, and he’s clean-shaven. But his face doesn’t match the rest of his appearance. It’s criss-crossed by an unbelievable number of wrinkles, making him look haggard, and his lips—which remind me a little of Jonathan’s—have a pinched look.

“Dad!” Sarah says, but it’s already obvious to me that none other than Arthur Robert Charles Hugo Earl of Lockwood has just entered the room. I knew what he looked like from the Internet—although, like his son, he’s more impressive in real life.

He nods to Jonathan and Alexander and then his gaze rests on me for a long moment and his gray eyes examine me keenly, which makes me very uncomfortable. In a flash, his presence changed the atmosphere in the room. It’s colder now, tenser.

“How’s Hastings?” Sarah wants to know. She must have felt the change too, but she’s clearly decided to ignore it.

“So far so good,” the Earl explains briefly. His voice sounds pleasant but the expression in his eyes remains uneasy, as he focuses his gaze on me. “May I ask who you are?”

He says it so sternly that I automatically swallow and stand up a bit straighter.

“I’m Grace Lawson,” I tell him, only just preventing myself from adding “my Lord.” I get the feeling it wouldn’t have gone down well with Jonathan.

Jonathan is standing up. “She works for me,” he adds.

The Earl obviously doesn’t think it’s necessary to return the courtesy and tell me who he is, and Jonathan doesn’t introduce him to me either. They probably both assume I know who he is. Or they’ve simply forgotten. When I observe Jonathan more closely, I suspect the latter might be the case because his neck muscles are taut and he’s looking at his father as if expecting him to attack at any moment.

“I see.” The Earl examines me once more then turns to his son. “May I speak to you for a moment.”

It’s not a question. He says it in the peremptory tone I’m used to from Jonathan. But Jonathan clearly finds it as unpleasant to be ordered around as I do. He looks back at his father with a cold fire in his blue eyes.

“I came here to visit Sarah. We can talk here, if we have to.”

“As you wish,” his father answers with a growl, clearly angry at the putdown. “Richard was with me yesterday and told me that he met you for dinner. You were in the company of a very drunk young lady, who was clearly very attached to you.”

The Earl looks at me in a way, which makes me forget to breathe.

“So?” Jonathan asks, unmoved.

“I simply could not believe it. And then today at the airport, I spotted your photo on the cover of one of those dreadful tabloid papers—arm in arm with a young woman who fitted Richard’s description. And now you’ve brought that same young woman to your sister’s sick bed.”

I can feel the blood that just rushed into my cheeks drain my head again instantly. What does he mean, a photo? There’s a photo of the two of us?

The Earl looks straight at Jonathan. “Perhaps you would like to explain that to me?”
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The two men stare at each other for what seems like an eternity.

Then Jonathan says, “No, I don’t want to explain anything to you.” His expression is grim, his voice dangerously calm. “It’s none of your business.”

“What photo?” Sarah wants to know, but her father and brother are paying no attention to her. They’re totally focused on each other.

“If you’ve got a woman in your life all of a sudden, it’s very much my business. Richard says you were very intimate with Miss Lawson.”

Jonathan turns toward me briefly before looking at his father again. In the brief instant during which our eyes meet, I feel myself turning hot and cold because I don’t know whether the anger in his eyes is directed at me or at his father.

The fact that they are talking about me is completely overwhelming. I want to defend myself, but I can’t think of what to say. My guilty conscience about my behaviour in the restaurant is tormenting me again. Is there really a photo of him and me, which has appeared in some newspaper? If it’s true, then I dread to imagine the consequences.

“I don’t owe either you or Richard an explanation,” Jonathan says.

“Oh yes, you do,” his father contradicts him at once. “You’re my heir, Jonathan, the next Earl of Lockwood. You know what it would mean if you took a wife.”

“Yes, I know, believe me.” Jonathan takes a step closer toward his father. “But I don’t care if the Lockwood line dies out. As far as I’m concerned, let it. You can be its last true representative. That would be very fitting.”

The Earl’s lips have turned white.

“Jonathan!” Alexander warns him. He’s standing right next to Sarah’s bed now, as if he wants to protect her. But Jonathan and his father pay no attention to him—they’re too busy arguing with each other.

“The day will come when you’ll understand that we have responsibilities in this life, responsibilities we have to fulfill, my son,” the Earl says, and his voice sounds tired. “We don’t always have a choice.”

“No, I know we don’t,” Jonathan agrees with him. His face is distorted by anger. “Mother, for instance, didn’t have one.”

The Earl shrinks back at Jonathan’s words. It’s obvious how hurt he is.

His expression visibly shuts down. “I should have known there’s no talking to you.”

“Then you shouldn’t have brought up the subject,” Jonathan barks. “I’ll be the one to decide which responsibilities I intend to fulfill—Father.” He pronounces the word with utter scorn once more.

“And what is Miss Lawson doing here then?” the Earl asks, pointing to me. “Why have you brought this young woman with you, if she doesn’t mean anything to you? I can’t help drawing my own conclusions, if you …”

“Stop it!” Sarah shouts. “Can’t you be together without fighting for once?” She’s paler than before and looks unhappily at her brother and her father alternately. One of the monitors above her head starts flashing.

“Yes, for God’s sake,” Alexander agrees with her, angrily. “Can’t you see that you’re upsetting her?”

The two of them turn back toward Sarah, shocked. Jonathan looks guilty, as if he’d briefly forgotten that he’s in his sister’s sick room. The Earl, on the other hand, still looks wound up and is having obvious difficulty pulling himself together.

Nurse Carole comes in, looking serious and determined, and makes the men clear the space around the bed. She checks the sensors and the monitor readings.

“The patient needs to rest now. Perhaps it would be better if you left,” she says in a friendly but firm voice, adding quickly, “You can return as soon as Lady Sarah has been transferred to the general ward.” If it had been anyone else—anyone she didn’t have to make any concessions to—she would have thrown them out already. Which just goes to show that Sarah really isn’t well. But, just as we are about to go, Sarah protests. “No, let them stay,” she asks Sister Carole, but the nurse stands firm. “You need to sleep now, Lady Sarah. The loss of blood has weakened you,” she says and Jonathan agrees with her.

“Get some rest, Sarah. We’ll come back later.”

It’s clear how little he relishes the prospect of meeting his father there again, but for his sister’s sake he smiles.

All four of us head for the door, but Sarah calls after us, stopping us.

“Well, let Alexander stay, at least.” She looks at him. “Please?”

Jonathan and his friend exchange looks. They’re both clearly surprised by the request. But Alexander nods right away. “Of course I will. If you like.”

Sarah beams at him and he goes back to the bedside and sits down where Jonathan was just sitting, while the rest of us leave the room. As I look back, on the way out, I can just see Alexander taking Sarah’s hand as she shuts her eyes. Then the door shuts behind me and I’m standing in the corridor with Jonathan and the Earl. Sister Carole helps us out of the green gowns and takes them away, and then we leave the intensive care unit in silence and make our way downstairs to the entrance.

Jonathan and his father seem to have decided not to continue their conversation, at least not while we’re still in the hospital. But I’m so curious I can hardly contain myself.

When we get to the reception area, the Earl stops and talks with the receptionist, and I seize the opportunity to pull Jonathan out onto the sidewalk.

“What photo?” I ask urgently. “What was your father talking about?”

Jonathan lowers the corners of his mouth a little, expressing his distaste at the whole affair pretty clearly.

“When we were outside the restaurant on Friday night, a paparazzo must have taken a photo of us. The picture appeared on the cover of Hello! today, together with the remark that I’ve clearly found a new love interest—bla bla bla. The usual.” He sighs. “I assume it will appear in OK! tomorrow and it’s probably already circulating online too.”

I feel dizzy. “What? But that’s …How long have you known about this?”

Jonathan exhales and runs a hand through his hair. “Steven told me when I called to order the limousine. One of the employees discovered the photo and told him about it. He got hold of a copy for me, after he dropped us off.”

So that’s what the chauffeur wanted with Jonathan in the hallway just now—to show him the magazine.

“Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

Jonathan shrugs his shoulders. “I wanted to wait until we were alone.”

Slowly, very slowly, my brain begins to process this bombshell. “A photo of the two of us on the cover of a gossip rag?” I stare at him, stunned. How can he be so calm? “What happens now?”

He doesn’t have a chance to answer because the main door of the clinic opens and the Earl comes out.

Now I finally have a chance to take a closer look at Jonathan’s father. He looks incredibly English, with his brown pants and a V-neck vest over his plaid shirt. He’s wearing a brown tweed jacket on top, which looks much too warm for this sunny May day—a high over London has been providing us with unusually lovely spring weather for the past two weeks now.

He seems to have noticed that too. He sticks a finger under his shirt collar and tugs at it a bit. But I’m not completely sure whether he’s really sweating or whether his son’s critical glances are just making him uncomfortable. He clears his throat.

“I’ve had them call a taxi,” he says, and you can tell he’s not used to that form of transport. But what other option does he have, since his car’s been totalled and his chauffeur is in the hospital with a concussion? It clearly doesn’t occur to him to ask Jonathan to give him a ride, and Jonathan doesn’t offer him one either. He just treats his father’s announcement as a signal to make a show of taking out his phone and ordering Steven to bring the limousine back to the clinic. I ask myself once again whether their relationship has always been so obviously screwed-up.

When Jonathan withdraws a few steps to make a call, the Earl takes the opportunity to talk to me.

“Where are you from, Miss Lawson?” He doesn’t seem as hostile as he did in the hospital room, if anything he seems to be observing me with interest.

“Chicago,” I reply, a little on my guard, looking over toward Jonathan. He’s still on the phone, but his blue eyes are looking over at us attentively. My heart immediately begins to beat faster and I’ve got butterflies in my stomach.

The Earl nods, lost in thought.

“An American,” he says, as if talking to himself, and I can’t tell if he thinks that’s a good or a bad thing. “And you’re working for my son?”

“I’m doing a three-month internship at Huntington Ventures,” I explain.

The Earl seems puzzled by this piece of information. “Only three months? No longer than that? What do you normally do?”

“I’m studying economics. But I’m almost finished.”

Jonathan finishes his call and returns. He places himself between the Earl and me, as if to shield me from his father. This doesn’t escape the Earl’s notice, but oddly he seems more pleased than angry.

“A student. I see,” he says, looking over at his son. “May I ask how old you are?”

I swallow. “Twenty-two.”

I’m beginning to find his questions a bit disturbing. If he’s asking them to find out whether I’d be a suitable partner for his son, then I’ve probably just failed that test completely. I’m aware of how little I suit Jonathan. In every respect. I’m just surprised that it doesn’t seem to bother the Earl at all, because he’s examining me with the same interest as before. Doesn’t it matter to him? Does he really not care what kind of woman he has—as long as Jonathan has somebody?

I can tell that he’s dying to ask more questions, but the black limousine is just turning onto our street and stopping at the curb in front of us.

“See you soon, Father,” Jonathan says curtly, holding the door open for me.

“Goodbye,” I say, before I get in, and the Earl says goodbye to me too. Then Jonathan sits down next to me and slams the door shut.

The limousine drives off right away. Shortly afterwards, the dark glass partition of the driver’s cab is lowered and Steven glances briefly over his shoulder. “Where to, Sir?” he enquires.

Jonathan makes an impatient hand gesture. “Just drive around for a bit. Grace and I have something to discuss.”

The tall blonde man nods and closes the window again. I turn back around and look through the dark rear windowpane. The Earl is standing by the side of the road, but, in contrast to a moment ago, he looks more hunched, as if his shoulders had fallen forward. He looks lost, I think, but I keep that to myself, as I have the feeling such a description wouldn’t go down well with Jonathan.

“Here.” Something falls onto my lap and I turn around again, and grab the newspaper that’s lying there.

It takes me a moment to be able to concentrate on the cover picture properly, but then I see the photo and I gasp for breath. It’s not enormous, it’s true, it’s one of the smaller ones along the top, but it’s still shockingly big. It’s poor quality, it looks grainy, it must have been taken from pretty far away. But you can still recognize Jonathan quite clearly. And me.

We’re standing in front of the restaurant where we went to dinner with that horrible man Richard and I’m leaning close in to Jonathan, with my arms wrapped around his torso and my eyes closed. We look very intimate, like a couple, as the headline next to the picture confirms. “Hunter in Love?” it reads. I feel my heart start to beat wildly and heat spread through me.

I hurriedly leaf through the paper till I find the corresponding article. It’s not very long, there’s just a copy of the same photo, together with a small image of Jonathan. The text says that a mystery beauty was spotted at his side and that the photo proves that his days as “one of England’s, if not Europe’s, most eligible bachelors” may soon be over. It says nothing concrete, just a few words about Jonathan’s previous commitment phobia, and no mention of my name.

At first I’m a little relieved about that, but then I realize it’s only a question of time before everyone around us knows that I’m the one in the photo. Because even though my face isn’t clearly recognizable, my red hair gives me away. Catherine Shepard will catch on immediately, and so will plenty of other people in the company. Like—Annie.

I cover my mouth with my hand and look up, shocked, to meet Jonathan’s searching gaze. He’s examining me and seems to be observing my reaction to the photo closely.

It’s only then that I realize that he already knew about the article before we drove here. That must be the reason he wanted to take me with him—not because he necessarily wanted me to be there for him, I think, feeling disappointment well up inside me.

“What do we do now?” I ask in a weak voice.

Jonathan shrugs his shoulders. “We can’t do anything about the picture,” he says. “But it complicates things.”

“How?”

“Have you any idea what’s happening?”

The urgency of his question irritates me.

“No,” I say stubbornly. Why should I? “I’ve never been on the cover of a magazine before.”

Jonathan ignores the annoyance in my voice.

“Journalists are like blowflies, Grace. They buzz around you and get on your nerves and you can just about put up with them, as long as there aren’t too many of them. But if they smell blood, they attack you in swarms and will never leave you in peace.”

“And you’re afraid they’re going to do that now?”

He shakes his head, almost as if he were a little resigned to it. “I’m not just afraid they will, I know they will. It’s not the first time something like this has happened. Some model at an event puts her arm through mine and that’s all it takes for me to be as good as engaged, according to their headlines. Which is why I avoid things like that as much as I can.”

I groan inwardly. And I’m the stupid cow who hugged him in the middle of the street where everyone could see us. Great idea, Grace! Well done, that was just brilliant!

“But I’m not a model,” I say, wondering whether he’s embarrassed at having been “caught” with me, of all people. Horrified, I remember the two elfin creatures in the photo I looked at with Hope back then.

Compared to them, I’m positively unsightly. But that clearly has its advantages.

“They won’t find me that interesting.”

He looks at me in an amused but also slightly agonised way. “On the contrary,” he explains. “That’s exactly the problem.”

The lump in my throat gets bigger. “What?”

“That’s what makes you especially interesting. An unknown young American woman, who works for me and with whom I really am involved. Don’t you understand—up until now there’s never been anything going on between me and the women I was supposedly having affairs with. But in your case …”

He doesn’t finish his sentence. “They’re going to have a field day. And unfortunately so is my father.” He raises his hands. “I can’t decide which is worse.”

He’s finally lost me now. “But the paparazzi have no idea who I am.”

Jonathan snorts. “They don’t know yet, Grace. But how long do you think it will take till someone from the company tips off the press? They’ll find out your name faster than you’d like. And then we can only hope that other stories distract their attention from you, otherwise you’ll be pursued by more than one paparazzo. By tomorrow at the latest, the story will be the main topic of conversation at the company, you can count on it.”

I feel myself beginning to get nauseous again and turn to the window. Jonathan must know what he’s talking about, I think, apprehensively. It must be very likely then that things will all happen the way he says they will, even though I can hardly imagine it.

A feeling of powerlessness, of helplessness, is growing inside me. This must be what Annie meant when she warned me that Jonathan Huntington would be too much for me to handle. But what can I do now? My first instinct is escape. I could simply take the next plane home, hole up there for a while and hope the English press forget about me again. But I realize almost immediately that that won’t work. I’m definitely too proud to be do that. After all, I didn’t get this internship by cheating—I got it because I earned it. If I left now, it would be like an admission of guilt, as if I were admitting that I’d done something wrong. Which I haven’t. OK, I fell in love with the boss. But can you blame me? Tears of despair are stinging my eyes because everything is suddenly so complicated and it’s scaring me.

“Grace?”

Jonathan’s hand encircles mine and I turn around toward him. When he sees how upset I am, he takes me into his arms and holds me tight. The lump in my throat is now so big I can hardly swallow.

“I wish I could make that photo go away again somehow,” I murmur into his shoulder. I really don’t want to be the main topic of conversation at the office. Or be followed into work by paparazzi. And when I imagine Annie’s face when she finds out—and Marcus’s—a shudder runs down my spine. How could I have got myself into all this?

“I wish I could too,” he says, and the feeling of his lips against my cheek immediately takes my breath away. “But I’ll think of something.”

His nearness is comforting and so are his words and for a moment I cherish the illusion that everything is going to be fine again. I want to forget what’s waiting for me out there and lose myself in that feeling which takes hold of me once again, when he starts to kiss me.

As soon as his lips touch mine, my senses explode. He tastes so good, so familiar, and my body remembers what it was like to surrender to him completely and it wants more of the kind of pleasure that only he can give me. And suddenly nothing else matters. I’m overwhelmed by such powerful excitement that I start trembling and bury my hands in his hair, pulling him towards me, because I don’t want anything to separate me from him. Jonathan feels my response and deepens his kiss, which sets off a chain reaction that leaves me completely breathless. It’s like pouring gasoline on a fire: the more I touch and taste him, the stronger my desire to have him even closer to me burns. And he seems to feel the same way. His lips devour me and his hands wander all over my body. I cling to him like a drowning woman, lost without his touch.

He thrusts his hands under my skirt and kneads my butt and strokes my thighs. I can feel his hard erection between my legs and move around on top of him, teasing him, until he releases my lips and moans aloud with pleasure.

He holds my breasts, which are heavy in his hands, and lowers his head to kiss the cleavage visible above my dress. His tiny stubbly chin hairs tickle the sensitive skin tantalizingly and I wait for him to push the fabric aside, panting aloud as he does so, and lift my breasts out of the cups of my bra with both hands, to give him unrestricted access to them.

“Your breasts are so beautiful,” he growls, putting his face into the valley between the two pale hillocks of my bosom, while his fingers tweak my erect nipples. When he feels me shudder, he raises his head and smiles. “And so sensitive,” he adds, before bending forward again and enclosing one of the hard tips with his lips.

He sucks on it strongly and I feel just as powerful a tug in my lower body; it feels like a burst of flame shooting through me. I groan loudly, oblivious to everything, throwing my head back and burying my hands in his hair, holding him pressed against me so that he can’t stop. But I don’t think he intends to stop. His hot tongue circles my nipple and he sucks it mercilessly, sending new bolts of lightning down between my legs each time, increasing my desire.

When I feel him slide his hand up the inside of my thigh, I instinctively lift my butt so that he can reach the place where my pleasure is concentrated. Without interrupting the breast caresses, he slips his fingers past the fabric of my panties and enters my moist slit with two fingers. With a sigh, I let myself sink down onto his hand, feel him moving inside my and start rocking back and forth in his lap, rubbing myself against him.

It’s an amazing feeling. Although Jonathan isn’t touching my sensitive pearl at all, I can feel the tension building up inside me. The way he’s sucking on my nipples is unbelievably stimulating, and he’s doing it in the same slow, intense rhythm his fingers are moving inside me, which I reflexively mirror.

I hold on to his shoulders and move around on top of him more and more freely, feeling the bolts of lightning grow increasingly powerful, searing me, as Jonathan increases the tempo. My nipples have been stimulated so much they hurt, and I’m afraid I won’t be able to take much more, and I tell him that, breathlessly. Jonathan doesn’t respond, but just keeps mercilessly driving me on, further and faster, and even starts biting my nipples.

“Jonathan,” I moan helplessly. He raises his head and smiles, and I feel myself drowning in his beautiful blue eyes.

“You like this, don’t you?” he asks, as he goes on thrusting into me. I can hear the desire in his voice. “And I like your fieriness, Grace.” He kisses my neck and the spot behind my ear. “Burn for me, baby.”

He lowers his head again and goes on sucking my sensitive nipples, pressing his thumb against my pearl at the same time and massaging it. Then there’s a sudden release of tension as a powerful orgasm seizes my entire lower body. The force of it takes me completely by surprise. I tremble uncontrollably, while my inner muscles cramp up around Jonathan’s fingers, massaging and milking them, and I whimper softly as long, hot waves of release travel through me. By the end, I’m so weak that I collapse forward and lean my forehead against his shoulder.

When I can breathe calmly again, I feel him withdraw from me and reach instinctively for the fastening of his pants. He didn’t give me a chance to get my own back on him and I would like to. But he holds my hand still.

“No, Grace,” he says. “Later.”

He lifts me down off his lap and sets me down next to him. Still dazed, I watch as he takes a white cotton handkerchief out of a hatch by the door, wipes his hand clean and then skillfully rearranges my bra and dress so everything is in the right place again.

“Why don’t we keep going?” I ask, confused.

Jonathan leans back against the upholstery.

“Because I don’t have any condoms in the bloody car,” he says. “And besides, it’s probably not a very good idea to get out of the car completely dishevelled, when I’m afraid there are going to be a few paparazzi waiting for us.”

Naturally, I think, taken aback, and blinking, I’m brought back to reality at once.

Jonathan presses the button of the intercom that connects him with the driver’s cab.

“Take us home, Steven,” he says shortly, and releases the button again.

“Home?” My heart is still racing, but reality has intruded on my dream world and brought me abruptly back down to earth.

Jonathan nods. “It’ll be better if you come to my place for now, till we know what impact the article is having. Then we’ll take it from there.”

He seems calm and collected, not at all the way he was in the hospital room earlier, when he was arguing with his father—or just now, when he was kissing me so passionately. A chill creeps over me and I scoot a little further away from him.

“What can we do?”

Jonathan shrugs his shoulders. “Not a lot. Wait till it’s over.”

I swallow hard. Till it’s over. Exactly. Because at some point it will be over. Perhaps soon.

Everything I’ve been managing to repress suddenly overwhelms me again, and fear rises inside me when I realize that my relationship with Jonathan doesn’t have a future.

Nothing’s changed—even though I’d like to think so. I’m nothing more than an interlude, which will be just as quickly over for him as the encounters with those models he meets at receptions and parties. Just one encounter among many, with no consequences for him—but definitely some for me.

Because it’s the women who are damaged by the rumors, not him. He can afford to have one or two stories about him in the press; it’s all just water off a duck’s back. He’s rich and independent and not looking for a relationship, so for him it’s all a bit annoying at most. But I, on the other hand, am in danger of losing everything—not just my heart. Suddenly, I realize the full implications of the news story: my internship is in jeopardy, and so is my reputation in the industry. What if my professors back home find out about the affair? Will they still take me seriously? Would anyone still take me seriously—or will I be dismissed as a bimbo?

And I can’t even blame Jonathan, because he made no secret of what I was getting myself into with him. But the price I would now pay suddenly seems too high, after all.

I shake my head with new determination. I need time to think. And what we did just now proves pretty unambiguously that I am unable to do that when Jonathan is nearby. “No,” I say in a firm voice. “I want to go back to the apartment today.”

Jonathan looks at me in astonishment. “Don’t be silly, Grace. That’s not a good idea. The photographers are probably already waiting for you there. I’ll deal with it, and for the time being you’ll stay with me.”

I see, I think. Not we’ll deal with it, but I’ll deal with it. Probably in a way that makes him look good. Who cares what happens to the intern?

“And are you going to deal with it in a way that helps me?” I can feel my anger building up. “Or am I going to have to take the fall for this?”

His gaze turns steely and he examines me silently for a moment. He’s obviously not at all happy that I answered him back. “I don’t understand you, Grace. What do you expect from me?” Nothing, I think sadly. I don’t have the right to expect anything. The Prince Charming solution has been ruled out, after all.

“The situation is difficult for me, too,” he says, when I don’t respond.

“But not as difficult as it is for me.” Tears rush to my eyes and I have trouble holding them back.

Can’t he understand, or does he not want to understand? I suddenly feel so stupid and naive. But he always manages to make me feel like that.

“I wish you’d never asked me to work for you,” I say, pressing the intercom button. “Steven, could you stop for a moment please?”

The limousine immediately slows down and stops at the curb a moment later.

“What are you doing?” Jonathan asks sharply, when I open the door.

“I’m getting out here,” I explain.

“Grace, be reasonable. You can’t run away from this.”

“I don’t intend to. But I think it would be better if weren’t seen together, for now.” I take a deep breath. “So I would prefer to work in the investment department again, from tomorrow.”

“That won’t change anything about the story, Grace,” Jonathan warns me. “It’s too late for that.”

We look at each other in silence. He’s right, I think. It’s much too late. I should have pulled the plug on this long ago. Before he can stop me, I get out. When I look back into the car I can see from Jonathan’s facial expression and his pursed lips that he’s not happy with my reaction. Not at all.

“If you leave now, you might be in for a highly unpleasant experience,” he says in that dangerously calm voice that only makes me even angrier.

“I’m already having one,” I spit back at him, and slam the door shut.

A moment later, the black limousine drives off again and I’m left behind, trembling, distraught, and much sadder than I dare admit.
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After the comfortable security of the limousine, which I’ve already got so used to, the city around me seems alien and unpleasantly stuffy. But perhaps that’s just because I’m so upset. I have no idea where I am, and it takes me a while to get my bearings. Luckily, Londoners are extremely used to being approached by lost tourists, and they help me find my way. It turns out that I’m very close to Victoria Embankment and Blackfriars Bridge, not that far from London Wall, where the Huntington Building is. But first I head for a cafe I spotted, a branch of Starbucks, which is pleasantly familiar to me, and buy myself a large iced cappuccino. The glass is nice and cold and I press it gratefully against my hot cheeks while I consider what to do next.

I look at the time. It’s actually only just a little after two, even though the day felt much longer to me, because so much happened. Theoretically, I should go back to the company now and, as Jonathan won’t be there—I assume he’s going back to the hospital to see his sister—I could go and report straight to the investment department, as I announced I would. But somehow I’m still too exhausted to do that, I have to pull myself together first. So I decide to go back home.

When I get to the subway, I have to get my bearings first, to find the right line — but luckily it’s not so far. A good half hour later, I’m opening the front door in Islington after searching for my key in my purse for what seemed like an eternity. But, luckily, it’s there.

I look around a little nervously before I go in, but the street is totally quiet, there are no photographers lying in wait behind the corners of buildings or besieging the entrance. So much for being interesting, I think with a wry smile—but I’m relieved, nevertheless.

It’s quiet upstairs in the apartment, and I’m alone. Ian is at his tattoo studio and Annie is at the office, of course, but Marcus might have been here. He’s obviously out too, which is a great relief. I could really do with a bit of peace and quiet right now.

The first thing I do is withdraw to the bathroom. I’d like to shower, but unfortunately the showerhead on the old bathtub doesn’t really work, the water dribbles out and it’s difficult to set the right temperature. So I run a bath and add a generous amount of Annie’s bubble bath, hoping she’ll forgive me. After all, this is an emergency.

The water is glorious and it really does me good to immerse myself in the fragrant foam. I can feel my muscles relaxing and for a moment I close my eyes and let go, enjoying the peace and quiet. But this state doesn’t last long, unfortunately, because when I accidentally touch one of my nipples with my hand, I notice how sensitive they are after Jonathan’s caresses in the car just now. And I immediately visualize the things we did, what he did to me—his image forces its way into my head, and I can’t get rid of it again.

My thoughts are going around in circles again. I can’t find a way out of the situation; it seems intractable. Or does it? There is a solution, but I don’t like it at all. Because if I want to get through this press thing safe and sound with my career prospects intact, I’ll have to keep my distance from Jonathan — something I really don’t want to do. Because he’s the most fascinating man I’ve ever met, and I could get truly addicted to being near him. Perhaps I already am, if you consider how little he has to do to get me to have sex with him in the most unlikely places—and that the memory of what he does to me is enough to turn me on.

But for me, it’s more than just sex, and if he really can’t see any future for us, if he can’t fall in love at all or simply doesn’t love me—then perhaps it’s better if I leave now, before he really hurts me.

Now I’m too restless to be able to enjoy my bath, so I wash my hair quickly and get out of the tub again. I sling a towel around my wet hair and dry myself off. Since I’m alone, I’m about to slip quickly back into my room, naked, to get dressed in there—but, with my hand already on the doorknob, I hear the apartment door opening and someone coming in. It must be Marcus.

With a sigh, I sling a big bath towel around my body, tucking it in above my breasts, and redo my hair turban. But when I go out into the hallway the person standing in front of me isn’t Marcus—it’s Annie. She looks as astonished as I am, when she sees me.

“What are you doing here?” I’m happy to see her, but I don’t understand what she’s doing back so early.

“I could ask you the same thing,” she says, smiling weakly. Suddenly I spot the copy of Hello! rolled up in her hand, and swallow. Annie notices my glance and looks at me with her “We’ll-talk-about-that-later” look in her eyes, before going into the kitchen. I follow her uncertainly.

“I wasn’t feeling well so I came home,” he explains, as she fills the kettle with water and puts it on the stove. “I think I’m coming down with something.”

Now I remember that she complained of a headache this morning at breakfast.

She looks over her shoulder at me. “Would you like a cup of tea too?”

I nod and get two mugs out of the cupboard.

“I’ll do it,” I say and Annie gratefully leaves it up to me to make the tea. She dissolves a painkiller in a glass of water and puts it on the table. When I come back over to her with the two steaming mugs, she takes the magazine, which is lying on the bench next to her, and pushes it into the middle of the table. She points one finger accusingly at the picture of Jonathan and me.

“Grace, I think you’ve been keeping something from me, haven’t you?”

Although I knew this was coming, I turn red and look at her unhappily.

“I wanted to tell you, honestly. But I just didn’t know how. It’s all so—complicated. And you always warned me about him.”

“But it didn’t help, did it?” Annie raises her eyebrows. “You fell in love with him anyway.”

I nod unhappily because there’s simply no point in denying it. And Annie doesn’t yell at me, quite the opposite. She looks at me compassionately, almost as if this didn’t come as a surprise to her.

“OK, so I want to know what happened—start at the beginning,” she says, and I willingly tell her everything, from the first moment at the airport to our fight in the limousine just now. Once I get started, I can’t stop, although I choose to leave out some of the details. And the more I talk, the more I realize that Annie was right to warn me all along. Jonathan is a danger to my peace of mind. I might be the first employee he’s actually had sex with—but he’s not prepared to allow himself any feelings or any kind of closeness, even with me.

“What should I do now?” I ask her helplessly, when I’m done.

Annie stirs her tea thoughtfully for a long time.

“It’s a really tricky situation,” she says, in the epitome of understatement. She looks up and purses her lips. “I wish you’d listened to me.”

I lean back in my chair with a deep sigh.

“I wish I had too, believe me. But there’s nothing I can do about it now.”

“Yes there is. Grace, you can still do something about it. But you have to want to. Just stay away from Jonathan Huntington. He’s not good for you.” Annie says it so passionately that I’m truly shocked.

“He’s not a monster, Annie,” I defend him.

“No, I know.” She smiles weakly. “He’s a great boss and everything, he really is—but he can be unbelievably ruthless when it comes to his relationships with women.”

“What do you mean?”

Annie looks at me. “I told you about the club, right?”

I nod apprehensively. The idea of Jonathan going there—that he might have gone straight there after I got out of the limousine—is something I’d rather not think about right now. “What about it?”

Annie hesitates before continuing. “The story about Claire—I haven’t told you everything,” she says. “Claire was really very much in love with him, and I think he knew that. You couldn’t miss it, actually, but he just ignored it anyway. When she found out that he often goes to that club, she tried to get in. She was really obsessed with the idea that it was her one chance to get to know him better. But you can’t get in if you’re just an ordinary mortal; it’s very exclusive. She kicked up a huge fuss but it was no use. The next day, Jonathan called her in to see him and when she came back from the meeting she was as white as a sheet, and didn’t want to talk about what had happened between them. Then she gave in her notice and rushed back to Edinburgh immediately.” Annie looks at me almost pleadingly. “Grace, do you understand? On the surface, he seems to be a great guy, no question about it—but I think what none of you realise is that there are sides to him that are anything other than nice. That’s why I find his interest in you more worrying than encouraging. Perhaps it would be better if you didn’t find out what kind of a man he really is.” She sighs. “So it would probably be best if you gave up your internship.”

“Give it up? But I’ve been here for less than three weeks!” I protest.

“The entire company is talking about you.” Annie says this quietly, as if she finds it difficult to admit it to me. The hairs on the back of my neck stand up and my heart suddenly starts racing as she confirms what Jonathan had predicted.

“Because of the story in the gossip rag?”

Annie shakes her head unhappily. “That was just the final straw, so to speak. They were already talking about you.”

That shocks me. “Why didn’t you say anything to me?” I ask reproachfully.

“I didn’t want to make you self-conscious,” Annie says, placing her hand on mine. “I like you, Grace. They stopped talking to me about it altogether because they know I’m on your side.” She sighs. “But I told you right from the start: Jonathan Huntington has never hired an intern to work with him directly. Of course people talked about it, just because it was so unusual. And there are plenty of women in the company who have a crush on the boss, but who’ve come to terms with it because he’s so unapproachable. They were pretty pissed off when you received special treatment. And now it’s on the cover of Hello! and everyone can see that you’ve obviously managed to do something which was apparently impossible, you’ve managed to snag him for yourself—that came as a big shock to them, believe me.”

“But I haven’t snagged him for myself,” I say, defensively.

“The details aren’t important; for them it’s quite enough that you got as close to him as you did.” Annie sighs. “Do you remember Caroline from down in reception? I didn’t even know she belonged to the Jonathan Huntington fan club, but she was very curious about what must be happening between the two of you. And today, finally, all hell broke loose. Be thankful you weren’t there.”

I feel a chill creeping up my back when I realize how naive I’ve been. I was so preoccupied with Jonathan and my feelings for him that I didn’t notice anything that was going on around me. Annie didn’t want to hurt my feelings, so she warned me about Jonathan but not about the trouble brewing at the company.

But I did notice the hostile looks Catherine Shepard often gave me. And that a few employees looked away when I walked down the hallway. It wouldn’t have occurred to me that I was interesting enough for them to want to talk about me. This whole thing is clearly threatening to spin completely out of control.

“But if I don’t show up anymore, it will look as though I’m chickening out.” I shake my head, as if to emphasize that I’m not going to do that under any circumstances. “The internship is a great opportunity for me, Annie. I can’t just give it up.” “You might have considered that before you got involved with Jonathan Huntington,” she says in her blunt way.

“Those two things have nothing to do with each other,” I whine. “I’m afraid no one cares,” Annie says. “Now they’ll just see what they want to see. At least, most of them will.” She looks at me pityingly. “So if you really do want to go back, you’re going to need nerves of steel.” She’s right, I think despairingly, feeling tears of helplessness stinging my eyes. So that’s how easy it is to get a reputation of being a slut.

“But I’m on your side,” Annie comforts me, when she sees how distressed I am. “I’ll make sure they leave you in peace.”

I smile at her gratefully, but then we both turn around in shock when we hear a key turning in the apartment door. Someone enters with heavy steps and shortly afterwards Marcus appears in the kitchen doorway. He’s wearing a tracksuit and he’s really sweaty, he’s obviously been out for a run.

“Hi, Marcus,” Annie greets him and he returns the greeting, confused, observing us with furrowed brow. He obviously wasn’t expecting us to be here. Then he spots the copy of Hello! on the table.

I’m just able to suppress an urge to put my hand over the photo of Jonathan and me, even though it’s unnecessary. Because of the way the magazine is lying, he can’t recognize anything anyway, in theory. But he seems to somehow know what’s on the cover because his expression turns gloomy. And he didn’t exactly look happy before, I suddenly notice.

“Jonathan Huntington gave you a ride home, did he?” he asks, and his voice sounds scathing.

I remember that evening almost two weeks ago when I’d forgotten my key, Marcus came down while I was standing in front of the door with Jonathan. Although I don’t actually owe him an explanation, I still feel myself turning red and I’m unable to answer.

“I guess you know what you’re doing,” he says scornfully, and turns around and disappears into the bathroom without another word. Shortly afterwards, we hear water running.

“Ouch,” Annie says, smiling at me supportively, probably because he can see how much Marcus’s reaction has hurt my feelings. “I think someone’s jealous.”

I shrug my shoulders unhappily. “I can’t help it, Annie. I didn’t want to fall in love with Jonathan.”

“I know.” She sighs. “It’s not always something you can decide. Now we need to make sure that we get you through this safe and sound.”

Her words haunt me when I’m lying in bed later, staring at the ceiling. If I hoped that things would get better and that I’d see things more clearly as soon as I got away from Jonathan, then I was obviously wrong. If anything, I’m even more confused than I was before. And besides, I’m longing for him, even though I hate to admit it. I miss him, terribly even. As soon as I close my eyes, I can see his face in front of me, see those blue eyes, which you can lose yourself in, and feel his fingers on my skin, which can get me fired up so damn quickly; hear his deep voice, which can sound like a caress. I honestly have no idea how this can go on. But I know one thing for sure: I’m not going to run away. It won’t be that bad, I console myself, before falling into a restless sleep.

***

But the next day, everything is far worse than I feared. Annie wakes up with a fever and a very sore throat, and has to stay in bed, so she can’t accompany me to the office as planned. And Marcus hasn’t gotten over it yet either. He’s keeping to his room, and when we meet in the hallway briefly, he responds to my greeting with a stony face before disappearing into the bathroom. Even Ian doesn’t have time for a breakfast conversation that would take my mind off things, because he’s got his hands full looking after Annie, making her tea and getting her meds, before he has to leave. I’m all alone with my fears.

I spend a long time in front of the mirror, considering what to wear today, and finally decide on the brown vintage dress that Annie found for me. When I add the fashionable boots, it looks really good: not boring, but not as daring as the black dress I had on yesterday. I feel comfortable in it, which can’t hurt, but it doesn’t change the fact that I’m really nervous.

“Fingers crossed,” Annie croaks, smiling at me as I say goodbye to her. Her eyes are shiny with fever and she can hardly speak. I say a silent apology to her in my mind, for having wished she would go to hell when she said she wouldn’t be able to come to the office with me. She’s clearly really sick, and shouldn’t be at work in her condition under any circumstances.

Downstairs by the door, I look out for possible photographers lying in wait, but it’s all quiet. Perhaps, I think hopefully, Jonathan was exaggerating. Perhaps the press doesn’t find me as exciting as he thought.

On the subway ride into town, everything is the same as normal, but when I arrive at the Huntington Ventures building there really are various photographers loitering by the entrance. When they see me, they’re set in motion and before I can enter the lobby I’m surrounded. I have to hold my hands up in front of my face because they get so close to me that their flashes are blinding me.

“Miss Lawson, when are going to marry Lord Huntington?” one of them shouts.

“Are you very much in love with him?”

“What’s it like to have an affair with one of Europe’s most eligible bachelors?”

The questions rain down on me, together with the clicking of cameras. I rattle the door, trying to open it, but at first it won’t budge. Then it suddenly opens and someone grabs me by the arm and pulls me into the lobby, where it’s suddenly much quieter. The glass door is clearly a natural boundary because the pack doesn’t follow me inside; they just carry on snapping pictures from outside.

The man who grabbed my arm is a brawny guy in a blue uniform, which reminds me of an American police uniform. He shoves me further inside the lobby, while his colleague, who is dressed identically, stands at the door and stops the photographers from entering the building.

“Everything OK, Miss?” the man asks me. He’s positioned himself in such a way that his broad back shields me from the view of the lurking journalists.

I nod, apprehensively. “Yes, thank you very much.”

“No problem,” he says, “they won’t get in here. We’ve got instructions not to let any photographers into the building.”

I nod gratefully and try to pull myself together again. Jonathan wasn’t exaggerating; if anything it’s much worse. As I have no idea what to do next, I turn to the reception—and meet Caroline’s gaze as she looks me up and down coolly.

“We’ve never had quite such a circus here,” she says, and the reproach in her voice is unmistakable. “Luckily, Mr. Huntington predicted this and informed the security company. Otherwise we’d probably not be able to work here at all. But it’s still very annoying,” she informs me snottily.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble. What can I say? I didn’t call in the photographers. But I assume it would be pointless to try to justify myself, so I head quickly for the elevator. Instead of going to the fourth floor as I intended, I instinctively press the topmost button, because I suddenly have an urgent need to speak with Jonathan.

But when I reach the management floor, Catherine Shepard receives me with the same sour, mocking smile I got from Caroline.

“Mr. Huntington isn’t there,” she announces with a satisfied expression, catching me by surprise. It didn’t occur to me that Jonathan might not be at the office. But, of course, I think, he’s probably with Sarah.

“Do you know when he’ll be back?”

“He said he wasn’t coming in at all today,” she replies, not bothering to conceal her hostility toward me anymore.

“Also, he mentioned that from today you will be continuing your internship in the investment department.”

I swallow hard because I feel so dumb, being up here at all. I’m returning to Annie and her colleagues at my own request, after all. But somehow I didn’t think Jonathan would accept it quite so readily. It sounds so terribly final, as if he’s put an end to the whole thing. To the thing with me.

“That’s correct,” I say. “I just wanted to …say goodbye.”

It’s a lame excuse, and the beautiful Catherine knows it. She just raises her eyebrows eloquently.

“Goodbye, Miss Lawson,” she says, giving me a very cold smile.

I don’t say anything else, just turn around and re-enter the elevator, and ride down to the fourth floor with hunched shoulders. The smile of greeting I get from Veronica Hetchfield when I enter her office is much friendlier than Catherine Shepard’s, but there’s also a trace of pity in it. My announcement that I’m going to be working in the investment department again doesn’t seem to surprise her.

“Aw, love, don’t worry about it,” she says, patting my arm. I realize with horror that she believes Jonathan threw me out of his office and sent me back to them.

“I’m back here voluntarily,” I assure her hastily, but I can see from the way she’s looking at me that she doesn’t believe that. It’s like running the gantlet; it’s been worse than I could have imagined. Everyone seems superficially friendly and natural, but I can feel the looks I’m getting, and I can hear the whispers. It’s only thanks to Clive Renshaw’s professional behaviour that I was able to get through the morning meeting more or less in one piece. He clearly intends to ignore all rumors about his boss and me; he’s actively including me and going to great trouble to behave as if everything were completely normal. But even he’s got me under constant observation, and by the time I get back to my little office at the end of the hallway, my nerves are so shattered that my hands are shaking.

Without Annie here at my side to protect me at least a little, I feel terribly alone. It was a stupid idea to reject Jonathan’s help. He was totally right. It no longer matters what I do—people are going to talk now, whether I’m with him or not. In fact, I’ve made things even worse for myself because some of the meaner employees must be busily smirking more than ever, at the thought that our affair is obviously already over. And it is over, I think unhappily. Because I was so stubborn and I didn’t listen to Jonathan.

I remember his angry face and the words I threw at him as I was getting out of the limousine. I doubt he’ll want me anywhere near him now. I’ve probably ruined everything—and I’m going to suffer anyway.

I know I should sit tight if I really want to stay. Perhaps this will all blow over again in a few days, if I just hold on and put on a brave face. But perhaps not, I think, sighing, and I jump when the door suddenly opens.

A department employee with whom I haven’t had many dealings until now—Emma, I think her name is—sticks her head in the door. “Sorry. I just need to get to the files for a moment.” I invitingly indicate the cabinets with my hand. “Be my guest.” She comes in, opens a drawer, and searches frantically through the hanging files inside, but somehow doesn’t seem to be concentrating on the job at hand. I can’t help noticing that her eyes keep darting over to me, even though I’m pretending to read some papers lying on my desk. It’s quite obvious that she was just looking for an opportunity to observe me more closely. I stare at the documents helplessly, wishing she would leave. Which she doesn’t, of course. But luckily my cell starts ringing, which distracts me. At first I want it to be Hope and then for a brief, desperate moment, I hope it’s Jonathan, telling me he’s getting me out of here. But it’s not Hope and it’s not Jonathan either. It’s Sarah Huntington.
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“Hello, Grace. I hope I’m not disturbing you,” she says.

“Um, no,” I stutter, confused, staring at Emma, who’s stopped pretending to search for something in the files and is now watching me with undisguised curiosity. Why did Jonathan’s sister call me? I find out a second later, since she gets to the point right away.

“Listen, would you perhaps have time to visit me at the hospital?” she asks, and tags on a hopeful “right away?”

“Right away?” I’m completely baffled. “Yes, I …of course. I’d love to. But …” I remember the photographers. What if they start following me as soon as I leave the building? Or do they already know what has happened? “I don’t think that’s possible. Because, you see …” now I really wish that nosy Emma woman would disappear, “I can’t really get away from here that easily.”

“I know, I heard about the siege. You do get used to it, Grace. But right now it must be really awful for you, right?”

Her sincere compassion does me so much good that my lips begin to tremble, but I pull myself together quickly because of Emma.

“Yes. But then you know why it would be difficult right now,” I answer.

Sarah laughs. “We’ll sort it out,” she says. “Help is at hand. I’m looking forward to seeing you!” She hangs up with a friendly “see you soon,” and now I’m no longer staring at Emma, I’m looking at my cell instead. Help is at hand?

Someone clears their throat and, when I look up, Alexander is leaning in the doorway.

“Grace, could you come with me for a moment? You’re needed elsewhere,” he says, winking at me. When I realize that he is the saviour Sarah was talking about, I smile too, overcome with relief.

“Of course.”

I hastily reach for my bag, say a brief goodbye to Emma, who watches us go, dumbfounded, and follow him through the hallway into the elevator. But we don’t go up; we go down. All the way down to the underground parking lot.

“We’d better not go out through the main entrance,” he explains, laughing, and, as the elevator doors open, he leads me across the parking lot to a gray Jaguar. Once in the car, he instructs me to scrunch down as much as possible in the passenger seat, so I’m hard to see from outside. He then drives off and we leave the underground parking lot.

The exit is on one side of the building and no one is waiting for us when we drive out. Alexander turns onto London Wall. As we drive past the main entrance to the Huntington Building I take a careful peek out of the window, but luckily they’re not paying any attention to Alexander’s Jaguar. I sit back up in my seat, relieved, as soon as we are out of eyeshot.

Alexander looks at me. “Everything OK?”

I nod, although I’m not sure if it really is.

“I know it can be rather frightening to fall into the hands of the pack,” he says. “But they usually lose interest again pretty quickly, unless you’re a member of the Royal Family. Everything is bound to be looking up by next week, when they get some new stories. You can always rely on Harry for that.”

“Well, let’s hope so,” I say fervently. I could really do without this every day.

We don’t talk much during the ride to Marylebone, probably because Alexander can see how exhausted I am. He parks the car on a side street and accompanies me into the hospital, to the room in the general ward, where Sarah has been transferred. The room is light and clean but furnished with loving attention to detail. Like everywhere else in this exclusive private clinic, it has the feel of a hotel, not a hospital.

Sarah is lying on the bed smiling when we come in. Her face is a rosier color now, and she’s noticeably better, even though the traction cast around her leg still looks rather scary.

“Hello,” she greets us, beaming. Alexander goes to her bedside and gives her a kiss on the cheek.

“Mission accomplished,” he announces, grinning.

Sarah strokes his hand. “Thank you very much! That was very sweet of you.”

“Yes,” I agree. “Thank you so much.” I was so preoccupied that it didn’t occur to me to tell him how happy I was that he got me out of that office. The two of them really saved me. Suddenly, I can no longer imagine how I could have stood it at Huntington Ventures any longer under the circumstances.

Alexander nods at the two of us, then goes back to the door. “I have to make a few more calls and I can only do that from outside,” he says, indicating his cell. But I get the feeling that he doesn’t want to disturb our woman-to-woman talk. Or that Sarah had an agreement with him from the beginning, to leave the two of us alone together.

Once he’s gone, she pats the edge of her bed. “Come and sit with me,” she offers, and I do so.

We look at each other, smiling, for a moment. We’re almost the same age and I feel a connection with her somehow, as if a cable joins us that we can easily send messages along to each other. If she weren’t Jonathan’s sister and we had met somewhere else, I think we would definitely still have liked each other.

“How are you?” we both say at the same time, which makes us both laugh. It does me good to laugh—if only because, since yesterday, I’ve had so little to laugh about.

“I’m very well,” she says, “apart from the fact that I hate lying around here like a useless lump. But, much more importantly, how have you been today? Was it really horrible?”

I nod unhappily. “Much worse than I imagined.”

She looks at me compassionately. “I can imagine. The daughter of the Earl of Lockwood has also had the pleasure of dealing with the press once or twice. And, when it comes to Jonathan, they often simply can’t get enough of him.”

I swallow. “I know. He told me.”

She looks serious. “Why didn’t you stay with him, as he suggested?”

My eyes widen with shock. “Did he tell you that?”

She nods. “He was here this morning. Well, why?”

“Because …” How can I explain it? I can’t exactly tell her that I’ve fallen head over heels in love with her brother, but unfortunately he’s only interested in sex and that I therefore don’t feel I can trust him. “I wasn’t sure how things were really going to turn out.” I look at her hesitantly. “I thought it would make everything even worse if I went on seeing him.” “Are you seeing him then?” Sarah asks cautiously. I shake my head unhappily. “But there really was—something going on between you? As the newspapers claimed?” This time, I nod.

“I don’t really know if you could call it that and I think it’s already over, but—yes.”

She’s silent for a moment, looking at me thoughtfully.

“That’s why he was so tense,” she says. “You know that this is a complete novelty for us? My brother has never,” she emphasizes the word, “brought a woman with him and introduced her to the family.”

I smile weakly. “That didn’t mean anything—at least, not what your father assumed. Jonathan had found out about our picture in the magazine and wanted to talk to me about it.”

Sarah shrugs her shoulders. “Or protect you from the press and from nosy onlookers.” She looks at me. “Do you care about him, Grace?”

I rack my brains frantically, trying to decide what I should say, but then I just nod. There’s no point in denying it.

“Yes. A lot, in fact,” I confess.

“Well, I ought to warn you about him then.”

I roll my eyes. “Not you too.”

She laughs, but immediately grows serious again. “I love Jon, he’s the best brother anyone could hope for, loving and attentive and always worrying about me, which even gets on my nerves sometimes. And he’s got both feet on the ground, he founded that extraordinary company and has made a big success of it.”

I nod, beaming, because it’s an exact description of the Jonathan I fell in love with right from the start.

“Everything would be great—if he weren’t so closed off when it comes to relationships.” She sighs.

“Why is he like that?” I ask.

Sarah shakes her head. “I can’t fully explain it myself. He’s always been that way, but it got particularly bad after he spent a while in Japan in his twenties and met that guy Yuuko there. Sometimes I think that Japanese man somehow infected Jonathan with his own cold, controlled personality. I haven’t really been able to get through to him ever since. He simply won’t listen to talk about love, let alone about marriage and children—well, you saw what he was like yesterday.”

“Yes,” I say. “He truly hates your father.”

Sarah sighs again, deeper this time. “Because Jon accuses him of being responsible for our mother’s death. But it was an accident,” she explains. “And anyway the two of them have been arguing nonstop about the marriage question for ages now. Dad also voiced a few objections when Jonathan founded his company. All of which means that they don’t have the best relationship—to put it mildly.”

She gives me a meaningful look. “Sometimes I’m really afraid that Jon will never overcome this emotional distance he has with most people. And that’s why I wouldn’t advise you to get involved with him. He’s already made a lot of women very unhappy.” A smile plays about her lips. And then Sarah says something I would never expect.

“But I’ve never experienced him anything like the way he is with you. I think you really might be able to get through to him, Grace. You might be his last chance to get his act together.”

Although this causes the butterflies in my stomach to flutter up again briefly, I look at her unhappily. “After our fight yesterday, I don’t think he’ll want to see me again.”

Sarah grins. “He’s angry with you, that’s true. But when he was here this morning, you could tell how worried about you he is. He called the security company just so that pack of photographers didn’t eat you alive when you arrived at the company.”

“And where is he now?” I ask.

“Since he didn’t want to go into the office today, I assume he’s at home.”

“Does he know I’m here?”

Sarah shakes her head. “I wanted to speak to you alone first.”

A nurse—a different one from yesterday—enters the room, bringing a tray of food. The main course is covered by a domed silver lid with a gold-plated handle, and the dessert has been arranged as if we were in a Michelin-starred restaurant. Wow. It just gets better and better, I think, and decide that if I ever get sick I’d like to be in this clinic too.

“Would you like some?” Sarah asks, but I shake my head. This whole Jonathan thing has affected my stomach, and I’m not at all hungry.

While she’s eating, we don’t talk about Jonathan anymore, we talk about her time in Rome. She enthuses about the paintings she particularly loves and describes herself as a fan of Michelangelo, Raphael, and Sebastiano del Piombo.

“Jon hates it when I talk about their work. It’s not his thing at all,” she explains, laughing.

“Yes, he already told me.”

“See,” she says triumphantly, “he tells you things that most people never find out.”

“What are you writing your thesis on, by the way?” I inquire, because I don’t want to talk about Jonathan and my relationship with him anymore.

She smiles. “On the colors of love.” When I look at her blankly, she giggles again. “That’s how my advisor looked too, when I introduced him to the subject. But it’s very interesting, it really is. I’m investigating the ways in which the painter’s relationship with his model is reflected in the portrait’s color palette. Colors have meanings and painters use them, sometimes consciously, sometimes unconsciously, to express certain feelings. I find it …”

She doesn’t finish her sentence, because at that moment there’s a knock at the door and Alexander comes back in.

“I’ve finished and I need to get back to the office,” he says. “Shall I take you back with me, Grace?”

He and Sarah look at each other, but I can tell from their eyes that neither of them thinks it would be a good idea. And I can’t help agreeing with them, so I shake my head.

“No. If that’s …OK?” I look at Alexander hesitantly. He nods, visibly relieved.

“Perfectly OK,” he says, smiling. “You have my official permission to take the rest of the day off.”

He kisses Sarah goodbye on the forehead and wishes me all the best, then he leaves us alone together.

I grin. “What color is your relationship with Alexander, then?” I enquire.

“Red,” she explains at once, laughing. “But unfortunately rather a pale red still. I know he likes me, but he’s so annoyingly reserved. So I’ll have to work on mixing up some new colors now I’m back in London. But I hope we’ll soon produce a much more intense shade.” She grins and I remember Jonathan’s description of her. She does seem determined. But I like her direct, hands-on personality.

“What are you planning to do now?” Sarah asks, as it’s getting time for me to go.

I shrug my shoulders indecisively. “I don’t know.” I definitely can’t go back to the office and I don’t have many other options. “I guess I’ll go back to Islington.”

Sarah opens the drawer of her nightstand, takes out her wallet and hands me a few ten pound notes. “Then take a taxi. Please,” she adds, when she sees that I don’t want to take the money, “I can afford it, believe me.” She smiles a little wryly. “And besides, I was the one who summoned you here, so I’d like to be the one to make sure you get home safely — or wherever you decide to go.” Her blue eyes, which remind me so much of Jonathan’s, look at me seriously. “You’ll think about what I told you, won’t you?”

I nod. Since I’ve been thinking about nothing but Jonathan for days, that shouldn’t be too difficult.

She wishes me good luck once more as I say goodbye to her. One part of me hopes I will see her again.

On the way back to Islington, sitting in the taxi the clinic receptionist called for me, I run through the events of this whole confusing morning in my mind. I suddenly realize that I have to make a decision. No one has actually said it, but there’s a white elephant in the room. As hard as it is to admit it to myself, I know I can’t just continue with my internship as planned. Under the circumstances, that’s completely impossible. I either have to break it off and fly home—or go back to Jonathan and see how things go with him.

If I fly back, perhaps there’s still a slight chance that my affair with him will be seen as just a one-off lapse in judgment. A foolish act that can be blamed on my youth that will forgotten in time. That’s what I should do. It’s the only sensible thing to do.

But the thought of leaving and never seeing Jonathan again hurts me so badly that I can hardly even stand the thought of it. And I can’t get Sarah’s words out of my head. Is it really true, what she told me—do I mean more to him than he would like to admit? I know how loving he can be, seeing the way he is with Sarah. And he’s committed to the people he has professional dealings with—he’s not indifferent to everything; the Hackney project is a striking demonstration of that. So why does he reject the possibility of a relationship? Why are his sister and Alexander the only people who can get close to him? He must have a reason, but he’s clearly concealing it from everyone, even from those he loves.

If I go back to him, I’ll be making everything much harder on myself, I know. Because I have no idea what he’d do, how long he’d let me stay with him, or whether he’d take me back at all. Even his own sister couldn’t advise me with a clear conscience to go back to him. Everyone’s warned me off, including himself, several times.

I sigh deeply.

I really should keep my distance from Jonathan. I should cut him out of my life, the way he does with everyone who gets too close to him. But I just don’t know how to. The black cab stops at a traffic light.

“I’ve changed my mind,” I tell the driver, who looks at me in surprise. “I’d like to go somewhere else.”

“Where would like to go, love?” he asks in his broad English accent.

I take a deep breath. “Knightsbridge.”
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Knightsbridge isn’t very far from Marylebone and we hadn’t gotten far from King Edward VII’s hospital yet either, so it only takes us a good quarter of an hour to reach the street where Jonathan’s white townhouse is. I recognize it from a ways off—and the photographers standing on the sidewalk in front of the wrought-iron fence. There aren’t as many as there were in front of the Huntington Building, only four or five, but they still scare me.

“Stop the car please!”

The driver does so and looks at me, questioningly.

“What now, Missy?”

My mind is racing because I suddenly realize that if I make this decision, it’s going to be irrevocable. A photo of me in front of the Huntington Building doesn’t really mean much. It doesn’t confirm that I’m having an affair with Jonathan, because I work there after all. But if they take my photo in front of his house there’s no turning back. It will confirm the rumors—no matter how Jonathan reacts. What will I do if he doesn’t let me in or just sends me away again?

I close my eyes despairingly. Why are you doing this to yourself, Grace, I ask myself. Why do I let him have so much power over me?

But that’s just the way it is. I can’t switch off my feelings for him and leave. I care about him too much for that; too much has already happened. I have to find out just exactly how close I can get to a man like Jonathan—and whether I can live with that. And I can only do that if I go out there now.

My heart is in my mouth as I ask the driver to drive up to Jonathan’s house. The cameras are already clicking as I pay him; the paparazzi have spotted me. The driver looks at me.

“Are you sure you don’t want me to drive on?” he asks. I shake my head. It’s too late for that, I think, getting out. This time, I’m not bombarded with questions. The fact that I’m on my way to Jonathan’s house seems to be enough for them. Or perhaps I look so grim that they don’t have the courage to talk to me.

I reach the gate after a few steps, and the photographers don’t follow me onto the property this time either. But I can hear the clicking of camera shutters as I walk up to the front door and ring the bell. Please be there, I plead silently, because the feeling of standing here as if on display is making me very uncomfortable. I hate to imagine what they’ll write in the papers tomorrow if I have to leave again with everything still unresolved. But there is someone home; I can hear footsteps approaching the door. I wait nervously and am shocked when the door opens a moment later and a middle-aged woman is standing in front of me. She’s wearing an apron and holding a cloth in her hand.

“Can I help you?” she asks and I can see her looking suspiciously in the direction of the photographers.

I’m so bewildered that at first I can’t say a word. So he does have help, I think.

“Can I speak to Jonathan …I mean Mr. Huntington?”

A look of realization passes over the woman’s face. Clearly, she now knows whom she’s dealing with. “Ah,” she says, stepping aside. “Come in.”

When the door closes and I can’t hear the clicking of the cameras anymore I breathe a sigh of relief and follow the housekeeper up to the second floor, to the kitchen, a place I remember well. There’s a bucket on the stone table and a mop leaning against the counter.

The woman leads me up another story, through both the spacious living rooms. She stops in front of a door and knocks.

“Yes?” I hear Jonathan say, and a shiver runs down my spine at the sound of his voice.

“There’s a visitor for you,” the woman announces, inspecting me from head to toe.

A second later, the door is flung open and Jonathan is standing in the doorway. He obviously wasn’t expecting to see me; his surprise is clearly visible in his face.

“Grace.”

I can only stare at him and hope my legs won’t collapse under me; he has such a powerful effect on me. And I’ve only been away from him for one lousy day. He’s wearing a black shirt, looser than usual, with the collar turned up, and the casual jeans he’s wearing with it emphasize his long, muscular legs. His hair is dishevelled, as if he’s been running his hands through it repeatedly, and his face has a dark shadow, which shows that he hasn’t shaved yet today. He looks tired.

“May …may I talk to you?” I ask him hesitantly.

He remains silent for a long moment, during which I hardly dare breathe, but then he nods.

“You can go now, Mrs. Matthews,” he tells the woman. “I won’t be needing you anymore today.”

“As you wish, Mr. Huntington,” the woman replies, shooting a curious look at me as she leaves. Shortly afterwards, she disappears downstairs and we’re alone.

“Who was that?” I ask, to break the silence between us.

His nearness is suddenly making me terribly nervous.

“My housekeeper,” he explains.

“I didn’t know you had one.”

He raises his eyebrows. “You don’t know a lot of things about me.”

His expression is still serious, with not a trace of a smile, but his eyes are shining.

Because I’m so nervous, I look past him at the room behind. It’s a spacious study with bookshelves on the walls and yet more modern paintings and a huge, solid desk that is piled with papers. Jonathan clearly works a lot from home.

“Why are you here, Grace?” His voice sounds demanding and makes a shiver run down my spine.

“I …needed to see you.”

“Do you think this was a good idea? With all the photographers out there? If you didn’t want them to think we’re together, you’ve just achieved the exact opposite. Those photos will definitely appear somewhere tomorrow, providing even more confirmation of our ‘affair’.”

I nod and sustain his penetrating gaze, breathless.

“I know. But it doesn’t matter, because …I’ve changed my mind.” I take a deep breath. “I want to have an affair with you, Jonathan. I want to be with you.”

He looks at me without responding. But there’s a fire in his eyes now, and it’s warming me right through.

“Well I don’t know if I want that, Grace. I’ve never been involved with an employee,” he says, and I can tell that it really does make him uneasy. It’s not going to come easily to him. Good. “And I’d never had sex before I met you.” I take a step toward him and place my hands on his chest. “There’s always a first time.”

“You don’t know anything about me,” he repeats, like a final warning, a last attempt to stop what we both seem unable to prevent.

“Then give me a chance to find out,” I reply, stroking his firm pectoral muscles.

A moment later, Jonathan’s lips are on mine. His kiss is hard and almost violent, as if he wants to punish me, but my heart is elated and I surrender myself to him when his tongue demands entry into my mouth and conquers it, hardly giving me a chance to breath. I feel his hands on me, kneading my breasts, and he’s not being careful about it, he’s angry. Then he runs a hand upward, pushes his fingers into my hair and pulls my head back. Panting, I look into his beautiful blue eyes and see the dark speckles inside.

“It’s just sex, Grace, remember that,” he says hoarsely, kissing my neck. “And you know the rules.”

“No, I don’t,” I contradict him. “But I want to learn them. You’ll have to show me.”

His nearness is intoxicating and I’m flooded by a completely new feeling of happiness. Because at least I’ve won this small victory. He’s not sending me away. I can stay.

Suddenly, it’s not enough for me to just stand there letting him kiss and touch me. I want to be active myself, want to feel his skin, feel his sexy body against mine. I pull his shirt out of his pants and unbutton it, tearing the rest of the buttons apart and pulling it over his shoulders, so that I can explore his skin with my lips, so that I can taste him.

But Jonathan presses me up against the doorframe and kisses me on the mouth again, pushing my dress up.

“Above all, you need to learn that I don’t belong to you, Grace. I can teach you how good sex is. But the main rule is: no feelings, just desire.”

“Do you desire me then?” I ask, because right now that’s the only thing that matters. I don’t want to think about anything else.

“Oh yes,” he says and hooks his fingers into my panties, tears the thin fabric apart at the seams, and frees me from them, tossing them aside carelessly. Then he kneels in front of me and puts his hands around my hips. “Lift your leg up and put it over my shoulder.”

Trembling, I push my skirt up and hold it there, so that I have enough freedom of movement. Then I do what he asks, feeling incredibly kinky. I’m still wearing my boots and it feels scandalous that we’re both still dressed, but I feel just as exposed to his gaze as if I were naked. His mouth approaches my mound of Venus and when I feel his breath on my lower lips, I lean my head back against the doorframe because my legs are threatening to give way.

“What if the housekeeper’s still here?” I ask nervously, realizing how exposed we are here in the doorway to his office. If she came upstairs now, she’d see us right away. And she can definitely hear us, if she’s not too far yet.

Jonathan doesn’t respond, he just sticks his tongue into my hot slit and when he finds my sensitive place I can’t think of anything else anymore.

“Ooohhh.” I place my hands on his head, unable to control the desire that is shooting down into my lower body, making me totally wet. He’s so skillful with his tongue and his fingers, and it’s turning me on so much standing here, that it doesn’t take long till I’m about to climax.

But this time I want to feel him inside me when I come, so I lower my leg and pull him up toward me, kissing him on his mouth, which is still glistening with my moisture. It’s arousing to taste myself in his mouth and, without separating from him, I undo his belt and then the waistband of his pants, push his pants down over his butt, and free his penis, which presses hotly against my stomach when Jonathan pulls me toward him. “I want you,” I moan, against his lips. “Take me. Here.” I feel completely shameless—and liberated. Brave.

He looks at me with sultry eyes. “We can’t here, I’m afraid. The condoms are upstairs.”

He sighs and is about to button his pants again, in order to go upstairs with me, but I pull him back and push him against the doorframe, running my hands over his chest and kissing his warm skin, while I slowly sink to my knees.

“Grace,” he says, astonished, as I take his penis in my hand and breathe a kiss onto its bulging tip.

“I still owe you one.” I look up at him and see the desire in his eyes, which seems to transfer itself to me. This time, I want to be the one to give him pleasure and drive him mad.

I open my lips and let them slide slowly over his member, sucking him into me, tasting a drop of salty liquid on my tongue. I carefully circle his tip with my tongue, getting used to how it feels. Then I take hold of the end of his shaft and begin to move my mouth over him in a slow, steady rhythm.

“Dammit,” Jonathan groans and I feel his hands on the back of my head, holding on to me. “That’s good, Grace.”

I get bolder and bolder, taking even more of him into me, upping the tempo. When I look up, I see his blue eyes resting on me. Their expression is an arousing combination of elements. Fascination. Rapture. Greed. Then he suddenly pulls away.

“Take off your dress,” he says. “I want to see all of you.”

I quickly pull off my dress and kneel down in front of him in my lacy bra and boots.

He’s incredibly turned on, I can see that, and I’m enjoying the power I have over him. I take him into my mouth again and continue, increasing my speed.

Jonathan starts making small thrusting movements inside my mouth.

“Grace, I’m going to come.” It’s a warning, but I place a hand on his butt and encourage him to continue, taking him even deeper into my mouth. I’m enjoying seeing him so aroused, about to lose control, and I want to make the most of it, I want to know what it’s like to satisfy him with my mouth.

His breath becomes more and more labored. He thrusts hard into my mouth, but this time I can take it. And then he groans loudly and his penis twitches, flooding me with his salty semen. I swallow as much as I can, I don’t have any other choice because he’s holding my head in place and won’t let me escape. I’m surprised by the amount, it seems unending, but it’s not as unpleasant as I thought it would be and it’s incredibly arousing to see the sense of release on his face. His amazed expression makes up for everything. The spurts begin to subside and, after one last shudder, he releases me from his iron grip and I let him slip out of my mouth.

His chest is covered in sweat and he’s breathing heavily, but he pulls me up toward him immediately and leans me against the doorframe, lifting my leg and thrusting his fingers into my hot slit.

“You didn’t have to do that,” he says in a raw voice.

“I wanted to,” I pant, feeling his thumb against my pearl. I’m so aroused that my internal muscles cramp up around him, announcing that a new, powerful orgasm is coming.

“You’re so bloody hot, Grace,” he says into my ear, increasing the speed of his finger thrusts, “and it’s so bloody hard to resist you.”

“You don’t need to resist me,” I pant breathlessly, kissing him, letting him taste himself on me. “I want you. I want everything you can give me.”

I can see in his eyes that he’s still doubtful, but the forcefulness with which he responds to my kiss and rubs me mercilessly with his fingers to take me to my next climax tell me that I’ve won. He wants me too much to give me up. At least, not yet—and that’s enough for now, enough to make me happy. Because I’m addicted to him. And even though he doesn’t belong to me, even though he’ll probably never belong to me, I do belong to him, body and soul.

I pull away from his lips with a sob and lean my head back and groan as I come, trembling, letting myself be swept up and carried away by the waves of release which are so much stronger than I am.

“Are you serious?” Jonathan asks, when my breath has calmed again. He’s let his finger slide out of me, but he’s still holding me tight, which is good, because my legs can’t hold me up properly yet. I look at him questioningly.

“About what?”

He looks at me skeptically. “You want everything?”

I nod greedily, feeling his heartbeat under my hand.

“And you’ll do anything?”

I swallow hard, but I nod once more. Whatever it is, I’m prepared to try it. It’s my one chance to have a future with Jonathan Huntington.

“We’ll have to talk about that.” He gets dressed again and pulls my dress back on then he takes my hand and leads me upstairs to the bedroom.
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I spend the next few days living in a kind of bubble. I haven’t yet started to deal with the question of the future and what will happen when my stay here in England comes to an end. And Jonathan hasn’t talked about it either. For now, I’m just happy to be with him—even though nothing essential has changed, except that our affair is now common knowledge.

The press left us alone again astonishingly quickly. The announcement of a marriage among the European nobility really did prove to be more important than the picture of me in front of Jonathan’s house. Alexander was right–unless you’re a member of the Royal Family, the journalists and paparazzi will take only a fleeting interest in you–which is good, because it means less pressure on Jonathan and me. It almost feels as though this has become my everyday life. It’s just a different life from before. We work together, I accompany him to his appointments—but we also have an incredible amount of sex. I spend most of my time with Jonathan: at the office during the day and at his house in Knightsbridge in the evenings. He’s clearly decided that if he’s going to acknowledge this affair publicly, he might as well get something out of it. I haven’t given up my room in the apartment, though—and Annie has assured me that I don’t have to. It provides me with a safety net, a plan B, since I still don’t know where all this is leading.

People at the office are still talking about us, but I’ve decided to ignore it. Annie’s the only person I talk to much anyway—apart from Alexander and, of course, Sarah, who we visit at the hospital regularly. I avoid all other conversations and hardly have time for them anyway because Jonathan monopolizes all my thoughts and feelings. His attitude toward tenderness hasn’t changed. He doesn’t show any signs of affection and he won’t let me get close to him. He still doesn’t take me in his arms after sex and he never just kisses me or holds my hand.

He hasn’t said another word about what he meant when he asked if I would do anything for him, but I can’t stop thinking about it.

“Jonathan,” I ask him one afternoon, when we’re lying on the bed in the bedroom next to his office, both breathing heavily as we recover from the climax we just experienced together. This happens often. As soon as there’s a small gap between two appointments, it only takes one look from him and the reports we were working on are immediately forgotten. Then I find myself in the bedroom next door once more—or in some other place where we can have sex. Jonathan is very creative in that regard. On our way home from work, we hardly ever make it all the way back to his place, we usually end up doing it in the limousine.

“Hmm?” he growls, rolling onto his side, and stands up and disappears into the bathroom.

“Why don’t you take me with you to the club sometime?” I ask him when the water has stopped running and it’s quiet enough for him to hear my question without any problems. I wait for his answer with baited breath.

He comes back and sits down on the bed. There’s a strange expression in his eyes, which I can’t interpret. He doesn’t seem totally surprised by my question; he’s clearly been expecting it.

“Do you know what kind of a club it is, Grace?”

“A sex club?” I say carefully, suddenly unsure about having brought this up.

“It’s not some seedy swingers’ joint,” he says. “It’s a meeting place for men and women who want to be free to enjoy sex without emotion, discreetly and anonymously, without any strings attached. Who like to feel free.”

He holds my gaze and I swallow when I understand his unspoken question. But if I really want to understand him, I have to try it out. I want to try it out.

“OK,” say I. “When shall we go?”

He smiles and stands up, pulling his shirt back on, and fastening his cufflinks.

“It’s not that simple. Not everyone can go.”

“What do you mean?” I ask, confused. “Is it only for the aristocracy?”

He grins. “You could say that. It’s certainly pretty exclusive. You can only get in once you’ve been through various security checks. And membership is also very …expensive.”

“I see.” This is news to me and makes me uneasy.

“Does that mean I won’t able to get in?”

“Yes, you will,” he says. “I’ve already applied to have you accepted, and since I’m going to vouch for you I’m sure it will be fine.”

I look at him in astonishment. So he’s wanted to go there with me this whole time? “You could have asked me.”

He grins and my heart skips a beat—as it always does when he smiles like that. “Yes, I could have.” He looks at me. “We’ll go tonight, if you like.”

I nod and feel a strange sensation take hold of me, a mixture of excitement and fear at what’s in store for me. But I’ve been in that state pretty much constantly since I met Jonathan. I don’t know if I can trust him, and I don’t know how far I’m willing to go. But I won’t find out unless I give it a try.

When I return to the office fully dressed shortly afterwards, Jonathan isn’t there. I know he has another appointment shortly, with the Japanese man Yuuto Nagako, so I assume he’ll be back in a few minutes. He’s probably talking to Alexander.

Lost in thought, I go up to the large window behind the desk and look out at the city. The sky is gray, and cloudy, and it’s raining, as it has been all day. After all the sunshine of the past few weeks, London has clearly decided to show me what British weather can be like.

“Miss Lawson?”

I suddenly hear a deep voice behind me and turn around with a start.

Yuuto Nagako is standing in the middle of the room, right in front of the desk. I didn’t hear him come in. Catherine Shepard clearly must have skipped having him wait for Jonathan and let him come right in. I was too absorbed in thought to hear him.

He’s wearing a very elegant gray suit and his black hair, slightly greying at the temples, has been combed back with gel. He looks quite normal actually, like a well-groomed businessman. But his strange fixed look gives me the creeps and I immediately get that bad feeling again, the one that always steals over me when I’m near him.

“Hello, Mr. Nagako” I quickly return his greeting. “Jonathan should be right back.” I step behind the desk and indicate the visitor chair on the other side of it. “Please sit down.”

“I’d prefer to stand,” he replies, which I interpret as a request to remain standing myself.

We look at each other in silence for a moment. It’s the first time we’ve been standing so close to each other since that day at the airport. Up until now, Jonathan always sent me away when he was here. Or I’ve only caught sight of him briefly, like the time he had that argument with Jonathan, when Alexander and I were there.

“Are you in London for long?” I ask, because I really want to fill the silence between us, which I find uncomfortable.

“A few days.” He somehow seems angry, but since his face always appears so impassive, it’s hard to tell.

“Jonathan told me how much he loved his stay in Japan,” I say and regret it immediately. It’s true, but it’s a stupid thing to say all the same. He seems to agree because he doesn’t respond; he just keeps staring at me.

I can’t think of anything else to say and I’m squirming under his gaze, tugging nervously at my slate gray blouse, which I’m wearing with the black skirt he saw me in at the airport.

“I heard that you’re not just Jonathan’s assistant anymore,” he says in his not quite accent free but extremely correct English. He really does have considerable mastery over our language.

I don’t know what to say to that, so I remain silent.

“And has he asked you yet?” he probes.

I look at him, puzzled. “Er, I don’t understand—asked me what?”

“Has Jonathan asked you if you want to come to the club with us?”

I swallow hard. I’ve just remembered that Annie told me back then that Yuuto Nagako goes there too, when he’s here. And it finally begins to dawn on me just exactly what I’ve gotten myself in for. It seemed thrilling to me because I saw it as a kind of adventure. But suddenly it seems tasteless and sleazy.

I somehow assumed that Jonathan and I would go to the club together and something would happen there, which only involved the two of us. The fact that we might have sex with other people there—that he would have sex with other people there—was something I blocked out.

The Japanese man is still waiting for an answer, so I nod uneasily.

“It was high time,” he bursts out. “And—are you coming?”

His words sound like a challenge, almost like an order—but I can’t answer because my head is in a whirl. It was high time? How long has he been waiting for Jonathan to ask that question? When did they discuss it? As far as I know, the last Jonathan saw the Japanese man was when they had the argument outside his office. And I wasn’t officially with him then, that’s more recent.

Unless …

I feel the blood draining from my face as I remember the ride from the airport to the Huntington Building back when I had just arrived. The strange looks Jonathan gave me and Jonathan’s questions—and the remark that Yuuto Nagako wouldn’t mind at all if I came with them.

Were the two of them already talking about it back then, how great it would be if I came with them to the club? Was that the reason why Jonathan didn’t even ask me if I wanted to work for him? Because he wanted to find out if I was up for sexual escapades?

I’m about to broach the subject and ask the Japanese man when the door opens and Jonathan comes in. He crosses the room with long strides.

“I’m sorry, I was held up,” he says. “Alex had a problem with …” He breaks off mid-sentence. He was on his way toward me, probably planning to sit at his desk and offer Yuuto a seat too, but the tense atmosphere between his friend and me clearly hasn’t escaped his notice. So he stops level with the desk and looks questioningly from Yuuto Nagako to me, and back again.

“What’s going on?”

The Japanese remains silent, but I can’t hold back any longer, I need to know the truth.

“How long have you known that you wanted to take me to the club with you?” I ask. I can’t prevent my voice from sounding cutting. But at least it doesn’t crack. “Or was it your friend who wanted that?”

Jonathan shoots the Japanese man an angry look. There’s clearly still some friction between them—and I feel pretty sick at the thought that it might have been about me the whole time. He turns to him and says something in Japanese, it’s only a few words and it sounds very harsh. Yuuto nods in his brusque way and bows briefly in my direction with a condescending smile, before turning around and leaving. I don’t pay any more attention to him. Instead, I stare at Jonathan.

“Tell me the truth, was that the reason why you made me the offer of working with you? Because you wanted to test me, to see how far I’d be willing to go?”

A muscle twitches in his cheek and his gaze grows hard.

“You attracted Yuuto’s attention at the airport, so I sought an opportunity to get to know you better, that’s correct,” he says. I have to hold on to the armrest of the desk chair when he confirms my suspicions. “You’re a very sexy woman, Grace, even though you don’t seem to be aware of it. I fancied you at once, very much in fact. But I was soon convinced that you were too young and too inexperienced.”

I’m livid with anger and despair, and I clench my fists because I want to hit him so badly.

“And then you took care of it, you made sure I got the experience I was lacking? Was that a kind of training course for the club you two wanted to get me into?”

“No,” he immediately contradicts me. “It is what it is, Grace. Great sex. Which, if I remember rightly, you enjoyed a lot, too. Which you wanted just as much as I did.” He gives me a penetrating look. “And the idea never was to force you into anything. It was just a thought, a possibility—which I’d already ruled out. I thought you wouldn’t like the idea at all—I was sure that the mere idea of the club would horrify you. But you were so determined, Grace, you were one big temptation. You’ve always said that you could play by my rules.”

“And your rules include having to sleep with your friends?”

He shakes his head. “You don’t have to do anything. But I thought you realised what happens at the club. You yourself asked me if you could come along.”

I stare at him. His hair has fallen onto his forehead and he pushes it back with his hand, looking at me with those blue eyes of his that I find it so difficult to escape.

He’s right, I think. He’s been up front with me about how he operates all along. He even warned me about it.

Several times. He gave me a chance to leave. I was the one who asked him to make an exception for me. The one who wanted to stay at all costs—on his terms.

“What if I don’t come with you to the club?” I ask quietly.

“What if I’ve changed my mind?”

He shrugs his shoulders and I see something blaze in his eyes for a moment. But it’s over too quickly to interpret.

“Then I think there’s little point in being together any longer.”

He doesn’t look happy about this, but he sounds determined. He’ll break up with me.

I swallow hard when I realize what my decision would entail. And that he’s quite serious. I can’t have exclusive rights to him—he told me that from the beginning, and I’ll have to live with it or leave. It’s an unresolvable conflict for me. The thought of not being with him anymore is also completely unbearable. But can I stand the possibility that he’ll never fully belong to me?

“Grace,” he says when I remain silent, coming toward me and stopping right in front of me. He’s so close he could touch me if he stretched out his hand, but he doesn’t. Instead he smiles appealingly and I can see the tiny missing corner of tooth, which I find so unbelievably delightful. He wants me to come with him. He doesn’t want me to pick the other alternative and leave.

I remember what Sarah said. Jonathan has already made a lot of women very unhappy. But that I might, just might have a chance of getting through to him. That I mean more to him than he wants to admit.

I knew there were sides of him that would be foreign to me. That getting involved with him was a risk, and that I was in danger of getting my heart broken. But it was my heart that wanted to take that risk that still wants to believe there’s something more between us. My heart is just not ready to give up yet.

Reluctantly, with a queasy sensation in my stomach, I return his smile.

“OK then. Let’s go the club tonight.”
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It’s just before eight when we arrive at the white townhouse in Primrose Hill. Jonathan gets out first and puts up an umbrella before helping me out of the limousine. It’s cold and drizzling and I’m freezing in my summer dress and thin coat. But perhaps that’s because of my nerves, not the weather. Jonathan looks at me. “Are you ready?” he asks, and I nod. I let my gaze slide over him. He’s wearing black again today—a trench coat over his shirt and pants. It’s also black. We walk up to the wrought-iron gate together beneath the umbrella. The gate opens for us and closes behind us again, and we walk along the paved walkway to the entrance, which is on the side of the building.

In the last few hours, I’ve asked him a lot of questions about the club, and I now know a few things about it. I know that the number of members is restricted and that the selection criteria are strict. They take great care to protect the club’s zone of privacy at all times. Nothing must leak out and no one who’s just nosy and wants to sniff around will be let in. The unbelievably high membership fees guarantee its exclusivity. And that’s what it’s all about, according to Jonathan—guaranteed anonymity and discretion.

A camera installed above the black lacquered front door flashes red, showing that it’s taking our photo, as Jonathan turns the old-fashioned brass doorknob. After only a few seconds, a blond woman in an expensive dark gray suit opens the door. Her hair has been tied back in a severe bun and she seems cool and reserved.

“Good evening,” she greets us, letting us in. The door locks behind us quietly.

I don’t know what I was expecting, but definitely not this understated elegance. The reception hall is softly, obliquely lit and contrasts with the shiny white reception desk the blond woman is now standing behind. The matte beige of the walls, interspersed with brown wooden panels reaching all the way to the ceiling, along the expensive dark brown carpet give the room a cool yet very welcoming, understated feel. Two pale, fabric-covered designer armchairs look inviting to sit in, yet they look as untouched as if they had just been delivered. The blond seems to know Jonathan, but she eyes me a little skeptically, without being rude about it. She takes a small plastic card from Jonathan and runs it through a card reader, after which she hands me some densely-printed sheets of paper. “It’s a confidentiality agreement,” Jonathan explains, grinning. “I believe you’re already familiar with those.”

I don’t bother to read everything through carefully, I just skim over the bullet points and I get quite a surprise. I’d really be in big trouble if I divulged anything I witness or experience here in any form whatsoever. I wasn’t planning to reveal anything, so I sign and hand the papers back to the blonde, who nods in satisfaction.

“You can go in now,” she says, handing Jonathan two keys with elegant wooden labels hanging from them, clearly engraved with the numbers 11 and 12, together with two black masks. They are narrow, simple, and made of a soft, shiny material.

I would like to ask what both things—keys and masks—are for, but somehow here the rule seems to be that you should speak as little as possible, so I let it go. In any case, I’m too nervous to focus on any one thing for very long.

“Please go in,” the blond says, indicating a door opposite the entrance, which leads into the interior of the house.

As we walk up to it, I’m holding my breath because I have absolutely no idea what could be behind it. Jonathan seems to notice how tense I am and smiles as he opens the door. A moment later we’re standing in another hallway with a curved staircase leading up to the upper floor. The room has been decorated quite differently from the entrance, much more strikingly. The doorframes, wall panels, and stairs are made of very dark, almost black wood, which heightens the effect of the floor and ceiling that displays striking, mirror image patterns of black and white lines. The pattern on the floor was made with black and white marble and is rather delicate, while the ceiling is crossed by broader black and white beams. The big ceiling lamp and the balustrades are accented with gleaming, golden brass.

A man in a livery uniform appears in front of us almost immediately. He takes our coats, which we’re still wearing, and my purse. Jonathan also hands him the two keys the blond woman gave him. A second man in a similar uniform appears briefly on the stairs above, but disappears again almost immediately.

“Who are they?” I ask Jonathan, when we’re alone again. “They’re here to make sure that our stay is as pleasant as possible and to bring us something to eat or drink, if we’d like. And if,” he looks at me, “you want to take off an article of clothing, they make sure you find it again in cubicle 12 in the changing room over there,” he points to a door beneath the stairs. “You don’t have to worry about anything.”

“What if I’d rather not be naked after all and they’ve already cleared away my things?” I ask.

“Then you can take one of the robes they’ll offer you,” he explains.

“Pretty cool service,” I say, shrugging my shoulders.

“But expensive enough too, I assume.”

Jonathan laughs. I preferred not to ask exactly how much it costs to be here. It would probably shock me. But at least now I understand why Claire didn’t stand a chance of getting past the black lacquered door. She probably didn’t even make it through the gate.

I take a deep breath. “What happens now?”

“Come with me.” We head for the second door to the right of the stairs, but before opening it, Jonathan hesitates. “Do you want to put that on here?” he asks, holding out one of the masks.

“Are you going to?” I want to know.

“Yes, I always do. You don’t have to wear it, but you can if you like. Lots of people do, actually everyone does. It’s more exciting that way.”

Maybe it wouldn’t be a bad thing to be able to hide behind the mask a bit, I think, and pull it on. The fabric is pleasantly soft, and it fits comfortably, and isn’t at all tight. When Jonathan puts his mask on too, I realize what he means, and a shiver of arousal runs down my spine for the first time. He looks mysterious with his blue eyes shining behind the dark mask. Suddenly the thought that no one can recognize me and that everything I do here will be anonymous seems very exciting.

Jonathan opens the door and we walk through it together. In the long corridor behind, the lighting is more subdued than in the hallway. The marble floor continues here, together with the dark wooden panels. Various doors open off the hallway, but they are all closed and there’s no one to be seen except a uniformed attendant. Jonathan seems to know where he’s headed, and leads me to a room at the end of the hallway, opening the door.

I’m amazed to find that it’s quite different from what I was expecting. It’s a very ordinarily furnished room—a library. OK, it’s not that ordinary, it’s absolutely top of the range. The room is surprisingly large and the high walls are almost completely covered by pale, elaborately decorated wooden bookshelves reaching up to the ceiling. But the most striking object is an enormous marble slab, black interspersed with white lines, in the middle of the wall to our left, with a fireplace at the bottom. A modern painting of a couple embracing is hanging above the fireplace, providing a splash of color. To the right and left of the fireplace, the bookshelves don’t reach all the way to the floor, leaving room for two niches with built-in seating nooks. On the wall to the right, halfway up, there’s a spiral staircase with an ornate brass balustrade similar to the one in the entrance hall, leading up to a minstrels’ gallery. The two high lattice windows let in light, but their panes are made of a kind of milky, opaque glass.

There’s an enormous stone table in the middle of the room, much larger than the one at Jonathan’s house and shaped in a very unusual, distinctive way, with legs that make it look like a geometrical figure. There are chairs too, but only four of them—although many more people could fit around the table—and there’s a very elegant, dark brown leather couch between the windows.

And we’re not alone anymore. A couple are leaning against the stone table, kissing each other passionately and unselfconsciously. The man is only wearing pants. He’s blond with pale, almost white skin. His muscles aren’t as well developed as Jonathan’s, but he’s certainly easy on the eyes. The woman, who I estimate must be in her late twenties, like the man, is wearing very expensive red lingerie. She has long brown hair and is significantly more tanned than he is. She has a very athletic, toned body, but she’s curvy at the same time and has an impressive bosom. They are both wearing masks, like us. At first they don’t notice us, but then the woman opens her eyes and looks at us. But she goes on kissing her partner, as if our presence didn’t bother her at all.

I’m so absorbed by the sight of the two of them that I don’t notice that my hand is clawing at Jonathan’s until he pries open my fingers and takes me to one of the niches next to the marble fireplace. The wide window seat has a soft cover and cushions, but it’s also very low, so I slip out of my shoes—the highest stilettos I own which I put on specially to help me work up the courage for this experiment—and draw in my legs. There’s a good view of the couple at the stone table from here.

“Do the two of them want us to watch them?” I ask Jonathan quietly.

“That’s why they’re here. That’s the attraction,” he answers, pointing to an armchair in a corner, which I hadn’t even noticed yet. There’s a blond woman in a kimono sitting there. She’s alone and is wearing a mask too, but she’s not watching the couple at the table, she’s watching Jonathan and me, which startles me at first. But then the brunette moans aloud, making me look back at the couple again.

They’re not standing at the table anymore, they’ve gone over to the couch and the woman is lying down on it. She’s propped up on her elbows, watching as her partner kneels over and frees her breasts from her bra. When he takes her nipple in his mouth, she throws her head back, visibly enjoying it.

Wow, I think, it’s much more arousing than I would have thought. The sight turns me on so much that I can feel myself getting wet and my hand wanders to Jonathan’s shirt again. I want to feel him, the way the woman over there is feeling the man, I want him to do the same thing to me, so I start unbuttoning his shirt and then slip it off him.

“Do you like watching them?” Jonathan asks. He’s bending forward, kissing my neck and running the tip of his tongue over my skin up to the place behind my ear, which immediately makes me lean back and pant out loud, because it feels so lovely. “They’re watching us, too,” he says. “Does that turn you on, Grace?”

His hands caress my breasts gently through the thin material of my dress and my nipples harden and reach up toward him. I look at him and when he smiles at me, my heart stops for a moment because he looks so unbelievably good and at the same so strangely mysterious in his mask. And because I desire him so much, I want him, here and now. “Undress me,” I whisper and smiling, Jonathan pushes the skirt of my dress up and then pulls it over my head and releases me from it. I’m wearing a black lace bra and matching panties, the best I could find, and Jonathan’s expression confirms that they look good, which gives me confidence. I feel his hands on my body and I want more. I climb onto his lap to get closer to him, still observing the couple on the couch. The woman is lying on her back now. Her legs are bent and the man is holding onto her lower thighs, lying with his head between her legs. She’s breathing hard and you can tell from the expression on her face that she’s about to orgasm.

When she moans loudly and writhes around on the couch with trembling legs, a sensual tingling feeling runs through me and I turn to Jonathan again and kiss him passionately and deeply. He returns my kiss with greedy force and for a moment I lose myself in it, forgetting where I am, completely focused on him.

Then he pulls away from me and stands up. He slips off his pants, kneels down and takes off my panties. As he’s doing it, I glance at the blonde woman on the other side of the room who’s still sitting in the armchair staring at us with a blank expression. I realize that she’s watching us, not the other couple—perhaps she’s been watching us the whole time. The thought is both frightening and arousing at the same time. I pull Jonathan toward me again, because I need him close to me, and take my eyes off the woman and look over at the couch again.

The man has turned the dark-haired woman over and pulled her up onto all fours. He’s sitting to one side of the couch, unwrapping a condom and sliding it on.

“Where did he get that?” I ask, astonished.

Jonathan stretches out a hand and opens a small compartment in the side of the niche. It contains an entire selection of condoms.

“You’ll find them everywhere here. They’re obligatory.” He grins. “While we’re at it …,” he says, holding a package out to me. He’s shown me how it works and I’ve already had a little practice, so I managed to unroll the thin rubber skin over his bulging cock, which is pressing upwards toward my hands. I feel an unbelievable desire for it.

“Ooohh,” the woman on the side of the room moans and, when I look over at them, the blond man is entering her from behind, thrusting into her so hard that her breasts swing forward. He’s placed his hands on her hips and keeps pulling her back toward him, taking her wildly, which she seems to really enjoy.

But as arousing as the image is, the sight of Jonathan is even more arousing. I climb back onto his lap and reach for his shaft, guide it into my opening and let myself sink slowly down onto it, taking him deep inside me, feeling him fill me completely. It’s an amazing feeling every time and I pant happily, smiling at him. He kisses me and frees my breasts from the cups of my bra, without taking it off. Then he bends his head down and surrounds one of my hard nipples with his lips and sucks on it. I can never get enough of the tingling feeling it releases in my lower body when he does that, and I wrap my arms around his neck, beginning to move on top of him, slowly and comfortably. He releases my breast again and looks at me with a longing expression in his eyes, coming up to meet me, in small thrusts.

The other couple’s moans have gotten louder but I’m only half-conscious of that, I’m too wrapped up in my own arousal. Jonathan’s shining eyes are fixed only on me and suddenly it’s unbelievably important to me that he should be with me and no one else at this moment. I ride him more and more wildly, feeling my muscles closing around him and watching his reaction, looking at the expression in his eyes that shows how he desires me. Perhaps I’ll never get anything more than this from him—perhaps he’s not capable of giving me anything more-but I want to make the most of this, at least.

He grabs the nape of my neck with his hand and pulls me toward him, kissing me hard on the mouth as he enters me again and again. I have no problems adjusting to his rhythm anymore and soon we’re both breathing heavily.

“You’re so damn horny, Grace,” he says, biting my lower lip and increasing the speed even more, only to stop suddenly. I’m in a kind of daze and need a moment to come back down to earth. Jonathan pulls out of me, pushes me off his knee and pulls me up, making me lean with my back up against the marble wall right next to the fireplace to the right of the niche we were sitting in. The cold stone against my hot skin makes me pant loudly, but Jonathan knows no mercy. He places his hands under my butt and lifts my up, letting his hard cock slide into me again and holding me still. I wrap my arms around his neck and my legs around his hips and whimper, because the sensations are almost too much for me. The cold marble behind me, his hot body in front of me, and the couple making love on the couch with loud groans—and the blond woman’s eyes are still resting on us.

She’s still sitting in her armchair, observing us. Jonathan has his back to her and can’t see her, but I can. The fact that we really are having sex in front of an audience suddenly comes home to me—and sends a tingling sensation across my skin.

The couple on the couch are about to climax. The man has grabbed the woman’s hair and is pulling her head back as he goes on entering her from behind, faster now. They are both screaming loudly and then he throws his head back and comes and so does she.

Jonathan slides me up a bit and lets me sink down onto his shaft, which I can now feel so deep inside me that I gasp for breath and turn my full attention to him again.

“Now it’s our turn,” he says, kissing me. He enters me first slowly, then with increasing force and speed. When he releases my lips and I look at him, there’s a wild expression on his face. He looks as though he’s high, he’s lost control of himself, he’s pumping me hard, groaning with each thrust. He’s hurting me, but it’s a delicious kind of pain and I enjoy feeling him so out of control, I ride each movement with him, spurring him on.

“Fuck me,” I whisper into his ear, because I know he gets off on coarse language during sex, and I’m rewarded by a throaty growl.

I know what an incredible sight it must be, the way Jonathan is taking me here up against the marble wall, but I can’t see the woman, I’m focusing on the tremors inside me, which are getting stronger and stronger and which can’t be held back any longer. And then Jonathan thrusts into me once more and I feel him shudder and cry out in relief. His dick twitches inside me and I can feel him coming, sending me into an orgasm, which is so powerful I almost pass out. My muscles contract around him as if they never wanted to let him go again, which he carries on pumping me with heavy thrusts, pouring himself out into me.

“Grace,” he pants, shuddering again and again. Feeling how intense this climax is for him, my own tremors don’t subside and new waves of pleasure keep running through me.

It takes a long time for us to calm down, and even then we stay there leaning against the wall, still united.

At some point Jonathan lifts his head and looks at me with hooded eyes. He seems to be having difficulties returning to reality too, but his eyes are shining.

“That,” he says breathlessly, “was really hot.” He kisses me again, making my heart skip, because he very rarely does that after sex. Then he slowly pulls out of me and lets me slide down till my feet are on the floor again.

My legs feel like Jell-O and I sink down onto the seating nook, exhausted, leaning back against the cushions and close my eyes contentedly, only opening them when I feel something warm touching me. Jonathan is sitting next to me, washing me with a warm, steaming cloth. Confused, I ask myself where he got it, but then I see the uniformed attendant who’s just leaving the room with a few things in his hand. He must have brought it. I marvel once more at the discreet and very unobtrusive service. What must it be like to work in a place like this, I ask myself, as I readjust my bra, happy that I’m wearing a mask. It makes it easier to be here.

“Do you like it?” Jonathan asks and I don’t really know if he means what he’s doing with the cloth or the club in general. I nod, smiling, and take the cloth and sit up. “It’s my turn,” I tell him, enjoying the feeling of running the warm cloth over his neck, his rib cage and then his belly, which he lets me do without putting up any resistance this time. His gaze is resting on me and we’re so wrapped up in each other that I don’t notice the blond woman in the kimono until she’s standing right in front of the niche. The couple, who were on the couch, have disappeared and we’re alone with her.

“May I sit with you?”

She has a very pleasant voice and looks well groomed. She asks her question quietly and unobtrusively, and then sits down on the edge of the cushioned seat, without waiting for an answer. She places her hands on Jonathan’s chest with a smile, stroking it with wonder.

She’s clearly only interested in him, not in me. Her eyes wander greedily over his body as she releases one hand from his chest and opens the belt of her kimono. When it falls open you can see that she’s naked underneath. Jonathan observes her but doesn’t return her caresses. Not yet.

“We’d prefer to be alone.”

I say the words out loud without thinking it through and when the two of them look at me, the woman is surprised and Jonathan has an unreadable expression in his eyes. I move a little closer to him and wrap my arm around his shoulders.

Just now, when she was over on the other side of the room, I found the woman’s presence really arousing—but now she’s too close for me. And it bothers me that she’s touching Jonathan. It bothers me a lot. Because it’s obvious what she wants. She wants him to do to her what he just did with me; I can see it in her eyes. And the thought that perhaps he really will and I will have to watch him, is almost unbearable to me.

The woman’s eyes widen. She clearly wasn’t expecting to be snubbed, but she doesn’t say anything, she just looks questioningly at Jonathan. For a moment I’m afraid he’s going to contradict me, but then he shrugs his shoulders and doesn’t say a word. Visibly disappointed, she respects my wishes and gets up and leaves. When we’re alone again, Jonathan looks at me with a knitted brow and then he bends down and picks up his pants and hands me my panties.

“Didn’t you like her?”

I shake my head, happy that he doesn’t ask me anything else about my reasons for what I did and slip quickly back into my panties, while he also slowly puts on his pants.

I wish the woman hadn’t come over. We had just been especially close when she disturbed us, and that moment is gone now. I can feel Jonathan withdrawing behind that wall again, the one I can’t break through. That I might never be able to break through, I admit to myself sadly, again recognizing that I have a problem.

I was completely indifferent to the woman herself. She seemed nice and she wasn’t repulsive, it wasn’t that. I would have sent any woman away, not just her. In my heart of hearts I don’t want to share Jonathan. With anyone.

He stands up and I watch him as he buttons his pants. What’s wrong with him? Why does he insist that there shouldn’t be any feelings involved when you have sex? Does it really not matter to him whether he sleeps with me, or with that other woman just now? Does it make no difference to him? Jonathan notices me looking at him and smiles, which makes me catch my breath for a moment. If only I weren’t so terribly in love with him, I think, sighing, letting him pull me up out of the seat. I’m now wearing only my underwear, as the uniformed attendant has taken my dress away.

“Would you like a kimono?” Jonathan asks. When I nod he pulls on a cloth strap next to one of the bookshelves, which I’ve only just noticed. The door opens almost immediately and, as if the attendant who enters had known exactly what we wanted, he’s carrying a silk robe over his arm. It looks exactly like the one the blonde woman was wearing.

Jonathan takes it from him and helps me into it.

“Come on,” he says and I sigh to myself, because I’d rather be on my own with him. But I follow him.

The hallway is still empty. I look at the doors off the hallway curiously.

“Are all the rooms here the same as the library?” I ask.

Jonathan looks at me blankly.

“I mean, are they all furnished like rooms in a normal house? I …I wasn’t expecting that,” I confess.

He smiles. “They’ve got everything here, if that’s what you mean. You can pursue almost any sexual predilection you have in mind—but that’s all upstairs on the first floor,” he explains. “Is there something you’d like to try?”

“I don’t know.” I look at him uneasily. He’s the one who taught me everything I know about sex. But I don’t find the idea of leather outfits and whips particularly erotic, and I know even less about other kinds of games.

“Maybe another time?”

He nods, to my relief, stopping in front of a door and opening it. This time it leads to an elegant room. Everything in it is gray: there are dark gray tiles on the floor with thick rugs on top, in a paler shade of gray. The heavy curtains at the windows are closed, but a few lamps with white lampshades and silver bases, positioned on low side tables and dainty bureaus, provide a pleasantly muted light.

Three broad leather couches are arranged around a chimney place made of the same black marble as the one in the library. But instead of a coffee table, there’s a kind of wide, square stool, the size of a table, but also covered in leather. Matching accessories like blankets and cushions prevent the room from having too cold a feel, and the pictures on the walls, which depict abstract motifs, give the place a stylish vibe.

But it’s not the furnishings that attract my attention; it’s the people in the room. There are more of them than there were in the library just now, at least eight. They’re standing in front of the fireplace and sitting on the couches. Some of them are wearing kimonos like me, and others are still half-dressed like Jonathan, but some are completely naked and don’t seem to have any inhibitions about displaying themselves. But they’re all wearing masks and, as they observe us curiously, I suddenly find the sight of all those eyes staring at me from behind black fabric rather uncanny.

I take a deep breath, happy that Jonathan is standing just behind the door. After a short time, the others get used to my presence and continue with what they were doing.

The couple, who were with us in the library, are sitting on the couch, together with another man, and the woman is sitting on that man passionately, while he holds her breasts. The blond man she just slept with in the library seems to be turned on by this. He’s undone his pants and is holding his penis in his fist, watching, visibly aroused, as he jerks himself off. A woman with short dark hair is standing at the fireplace between two men. Her kimono has fallen open and she’s groaning because they’re both stroking her naked body with their hands. The blond woman, who was just with us, is now sitting with a man with dark skin and very short-cropped hair. His head is resting on her breast, he’s clearly fondling her breasts, and I can see his hand moving between her thighs.

“Shall we join them?” Jonathan asks.

But although it’s a very arousing sight, both aesthetically pleasing and not at all repellent, I shake my head and stand there stock-still.

Because all I can think about is how these people will probably want to have sex with me too, in a moment. And with Jonathan. The blond woman is already looking over at us eagerly, and I know it’ll be only a matter of time until she tries to make contact with him again. And now there are so many people around, he probably won’t make any more allowances for my hang-ups. I’m almost torn apart by my feelings of jealousy, but I try to suppress them. They would be out of place here, I know. But I can’t switch them off.

“Grace, what’s wrong?” Jonathan asks. He can clearly tell that I’m very tense.

“Nothing,” I reassure him, but I don’t take another step towards the couples. I just can’t.

At that moment, the door opens again and three more people enter the room—two women and a man.

One of the women has long blonde hair and the other has long black hair and they’re both wearing sexy lingerie, in blue and lilac, while the man is still almost completely dressed. He’s tall, with black hair and slightly greying temples, and I recognize him immediately despite his mask.

Yuuto Nagako.

My heart stops for a moment and, as our eyes meet, I feel as though an icy fist has just closed its grasp around me. I knew there was a possibility I might meet him here, but up till now I had suppressed the thought. So when I actually see him, it hits me all the harder.

He knows who I am right away, too—the masks don’t offer any real protection, not if you already know each other—and a smile plays on his lips. It’s a hideous, sickeningly triumphant smile, which leaves no doubt as to what he’s going through his mind right now. He wants me, and believes he can have me.

I look up at Jonathan with a knot in my throat, look into the blue eyes I love so much and ask myself despairingly if this can be a coincidence, or if he summoned Yuuto here. Would he do that?

He seems to notice the panic in my face and bends down toward me.

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” he whispers into my ear, but his words don’t calm me at all. Instead I suddenly feel tears prickling in my eyes.

Perhaps I don’t have to, but I can if I want to. It wouldn’t bother him. Perhaps he’d even enjoy watching? I’m having great difficulty breathing. The pain in my chest is almost taking my breath away, and is being etched deep into my soul.

Everything I found so arousing before suddenly repulses me: the interchangeability, the lack of trust, the emotional frigidity. Jonathan’s emotional frigidity.

I’m not that and I can’t be like that. Maybe I had to come here in order to know for certain that I’m not indifferent to whom I have sex with. I want to do it with Jonathan; I want to test my boundaries with him, to discover new things. Yes, I want to. But only with him. Not with some random men from the club. Not with Yuuto Nagako. And that’s precisely the problem. Because if I stay with Jonathan there will always be new Yuutos, I’ll always be faced with men who believe they have a right to me, because Jonathan doesn’t lay claim to me. And new women Jonathan desires, with whom I would have to share.

I breathe in, trembling, and come to the conclusion that it’s not enough for me. I want the impossible—I want him to belong to me. Not half or a little, but completely. And the fact that that’s obviously not possible is breaking my heart.

“I can’t do this,” I say, finding it impossibly difficult to tear my gaze away from those blue eyes, which are looking at me so imploringly. But I’ve got to get out here right away, so I push my way past the Japanese man and the two women out into the hallway.

I break out in a sob and I hold my hand up to my mouth and run back to the entrance hall crying because I can’t hold the tears back any longer. One of the uniformed attendants is looking at me with concern, but his face turns impassive again almost immediately.

“The changing rooms are over there,” he informs me, indicating the door beneath the stairs that Jonathan had shown me earlier.

Behind the door, there really is a row of cubicles, and inside number twelve is the key the woman at reception handed me. Inside I find my dress, coat, high heels, and purse. I hurriedly put everything back on, and a glance at the big mirror behind the door confirms what I already feared—my eyes are red from crying and my mascara has run. I reach for the cleansing wipes they laid out and try to wipe it away, but fresh tears keep running down my cheeks, so I finally give up.

When I enter the hall again, I stop short. Jonathan is standing in front of the door to the changing rooms, waiting for me.

He’s clenched his hands into fists and looks as if he can’t decide whether he’s embarrassed or angry.

“You really want to leave?”

I wipe the tears from my cheeks and nod.

“I’m sorry,” I say quietly, observing him, drinking in every last detail of him. His black hair, his beautiful blue eyes, the full lips, which kiss so well, and the strong arms I loved to lie in. He’s so beautiful and so dark and so seductive. And so terribly unreachable.

Colors of love, I think, with immense sadness. If they exist, then Jonathan’s love is jet black. Too dark for me.

Since it’s probably my last chance and because I simply can’t help it, I go up to him and give him a kiss on the cheek. A kiss goodbye.

Then I turn around and head for the exit and the further away I get the faster I walk. There’s simply too much danger that I might turn around and run back to him.

My heart is racing and for one desperate moment I hope he’ll stop me. But a second later I’m standing in the foyer and the door is locking behind me. It feels so final that I jump.

“You’re leaving us already?” the blond woman behind the reception desk asks, breaking the silence and startling me back to reality. She must have noticed how upset I am but she doesn’t comment on it.

“Will someone be picking you up?”

I hadn’t thought about it, but I nod. Jonathan said that Steven would wait for us, but if for some reason he didn’t, or if he’s not willing to drive me, then I’ll take a taxi. I’ll find one somehow.

The blond opens the door for me and lets me out without saying goodbye, and then I’m standing outside, walking down the path to the wrought iron gate that opens for me. The cold rain envelops me, washing the tear stains from my cheeks. I feel completely empty inside, yet somehow cleansed.

It’s over. I’ve got to go back to America and forget what happened here in England. I’ve got to forget Jonathan. Because for him I’m just one of many—interchangeable, replaceable. Because his interest in me doesn’t go any deeper than that, even though I really wanted to believe it did. Even if a part of me still really wants to believe it. Because I just don’t have a future with him.

The black limousine really is waiting on the street and I head toward it, dragging my feet. When I’ve almost reached it, I hear a voice.

“Grace.”

It’s Jonathan’s voice behind me, and I whip around.

He’s coming toward me along the path. Barefoot. His pants are clinging wetly to his body and the rain is running over his naked chest. He stops right in front of me.

It’s raining harder now and I blink back the drops of water, mixed with my tears, staring into those blue eyes whose depths are so difficult to fathom. I know I should turn around and go now.

Because he isn’t good for me.

Because I could lose myself in the darkness that surrounds him.

I take a breath, trembling.

And wait.
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  1


  Cold rain is running down my face, but I can hardly feel it. I’m completely focused on the man standing right in front of me.


  Jonathan.


  He ran after me through the rain, shirtless and barefoot, and he’s just as wet as I am. We’re standing under a streetlamp and his black hair is gleaming in the light. His upper body is naked, so I can see his rib cage rising and falling as the raindrops stream over his skin without stopping. I want to put my hand out and touch him, but I don’t dare.


  “I don’t want you to go, Grace.” His deep voice sounds tense and there’s something in his blue eyes that I’ve never seen there before. A spark, the intensity of which almost frightens me. “Stay.”


  Tears well up in my eyes because those are exactly the words I’ve been waiting to hear. But I’m still afraid. “I can’t, Jonathan.” Shaking my head sadly, I look back at the white villa with the wrought iron fence we’re standing in front of. The club. It’s very exclusive and somehow exciting. I can picture the people inside in my mind, the things that had just happened there. We had sex — unbelievably hot sex, which I’ll never forget. But I also came up against my own limits, that’s for sure. Because we weren’t alone there, I was supposed to share him, and I couldn’t. I don’t want the kind of no-strings-attached affair that Jonathan expects. I simply can’t pretend to not have feelings for him. “You were right all along. I can’t play by your rules.” A shudder runs through me as we go on looking at each other. I don’t want to leave him; the mere thought of it tears me apart. But what kind of a future would I have with that man, when my heart is overflowing with love for him — and he recoils from any kind of real closeness? When I’m interchangeable to him, easy to replace? As much as it hurts me, I’ll have to leave. Go back to America. I’ll have to leave Jonathan, and try to forget.


  He stands there for a long moment, with his hands curled into fists, and I can see the muscles of his jaw working.


  “Then we’ll have to change the rules,” he says, taking a step toward me, coming even closer than before. “Then we’ll play by your rules.”


  “What?” I stare at him, stunned. I must have heard wrong. He can’t have said that. “But …” My voice is so thin and trembling that I have to clear my throat before I can go on speaking. “But I want us to have a relationship, Jonathan. A real one. Just me and you. And you said you weren’t prepared to do that.”


  He breathes out heavily. “But I’m definitely not prepared to let you go.” He takes hold of my upper arm and, for a moment, I think he might be about to shake me. But his hands just clutch my arm in an iron grip, holding me still. “You’ve got to stay, Grace. Please.”


  My heart starts beating faster. I can’t remember Jonathan ever asking me for something — at least, not like this. He can be unbelievably arrogant, because he’s used to having people follow his orders. But now, he’s actually asking me for something — he’s ready to make compromises. Maybe I won’t have to leave him after all. I feel such tremendous relief at the thought that my tears begin to mingle with the raindrops on my cheeks, as I go on looking at him, losing myself in his unbelievably blue eyes.


  “Mr. Huntington?”


  “Jonathan!”


  He lets go of my shoulders and we turn around with a start when we hear the voices, coming from both sides almost simultaneously. The voice behind me, the one we heard first, belongs to Steven, Jonathan’s chauffeur. The tall, blonde man has gotten out of the limousine parked at the curb and is looking at us questioningly. He’s clearly uncomfortable at the sight of his boss standing semi-naked and barefoot in the rain on the sidewalk in ritzy Primrose Hill, staring at me. But he doesn’t say a word — he obviously doesn’t want to intrude, because someone else is approaching from the other side.


  Jonathan’s Japanese business associate, Yuuto Nagako, has followed us out of the club and is approaching with quick steps. Unlike Jonathan, he’s dressed — he was still dressed back there, too, because he didn’t get there till later than us. His face is a serious mask, and strangely impassive, but that means nothing — he always looks like that.


  “Why are you standing here in the rain?” he says in his cool, flawless English, which right now I find just as creepy as the man himself. “Come back inside.”


  It actually sounds kind of sweet; as if he’s worried that we might catch a chill, even though there’s no real danger of that right now, in early June. But I know better because I can see that glint in the eyes, which I’ve found sinister, right from the beginning.


  He’s almost as tall as Jonathan, but he’s older — I find it hard to guess exactly how old — and he was definitely one of the main reasons I couldn’t stand it in the club any longer. I wish he hadn’t followed us because I want to be alone with Jonathan. And Jonathan seems to feel the same way, because he has a hostile expression on his face when he turns to look at the Japanese man.


  “We’re not going back in,” I explain in a firm voice. I’d love to just run straight across to Steven, get into the car, and drive off.


  Yuuto looks at Jonathan annoyed. He clearly can’t believe his ears. But Jonathan nods.


  “We’re leaving.”


  Yuuto says something in Japanese, which I can’t understand, his face still impassive. He sounds angry. Unlike me, Jonathan speaks Yuuto’s native language fluently. He answers him in a tone of voice that doesn’t sound particularly friendly.


  “Come on,” he says to me, turning abruptly toward the limousine. Happy to get away from the Japanese man, I’m about to follow him, but I can’t. Suddenly, Yuuto is right there, he’s grabbed my arm, and is holding me still.


  “But we haven’t yet had a chance to get to know each other better.” He attempts a smile, but fails.


  “The fun was only just starting.”


  I shake my head. I’m not going back into the club under any circumstances, especially not with him. I’m disgusted by the mere thought of doing the same things I just did with Jonathan with that creepy Japanese guy.


  “No. Not for me it wasn’t,” I say. I try to free myself from his grip, but he keeps hold of me. Now he’s definitely not smiling anymore.


  “What’s going on here, Jonathan?” His face is contorted, his voice even more aggressive than before. “She agreed. She came with you.”


  “Let her go,” Jonathan says. The note of warning in his voice is impossible to ignore. “She came here with me, and she’s leaving with me.”


  But Yuuto doesn’t intend to let me go. He says something else in his native language — it doesn’t seem to be something nice, because Jonathan’s already cold gaze now turns positively icy.


  “That’s none of your business,” he barks at the Japanese man. “And now let her go.”


  Once more, Yuuto doesn’t respond. In fact, his grip grows even firmer and he pulls me closer toward him. From up close, his face looks more haggard and his wrinkles are deeper. He must be older than I thought, in his late rather than early forties. And his gaze is still piercing. Cold. Angry.


  “She’s confusing you, Jonathan. If I’d known she would cause trouble, I wouldn’t have insisted you bring her.” His words are addressed to Jonathan, but he’s looking at me.


  “She’s not here because of you,” Jonathan replies. A muscle in his cheek is twitching.


  Yuuto laughs, but he doesn’t sound happy. “But she would never have gotten close to you without me, don’t forget that. She wouldn’t be here at all.”


  The remark makes me angry. When I arrived at the airport and Jonathan met me — by chance — Yuuto was there, yes. And his interest in me had aroused Jonathan’s curiosity, that much is true. But Jonathan told me that what happened afterwards had nothing to do with the Japanese man — and I believe him. So Yuuto’s got some nerve if he thinks that my relationship with Jonathan revolves around him. I try to wrench myself free of the Japanese man’s grip again, but I can’t. This sense of powerlessness again makes the tears rush to my eyes. I am really distressed. “You’re hurting me.”


  “Don’t get any ideas,” Yuuto barks, grabbing me so hard now that I cry out. “You were only allowed to get close to Jonathan because I wanted you to. But you’re nothing special, even if you think you are right now — you’re just one of many. He’ll have forgotten you again tomorrow, no matter what kind of a scene you make now. He’ll have a new slut who won’t expect him to …”


  He doesn’t get any further, because Jonathan tears his hand from my arm. He pulls me behind him, swings out with his clenched fist, and punches the Japanese man hard in the face.


  2


  Yuuto stumbles backward. The attack took him completely by surprise. The expression on his face is hard to interpret. He touches his lip, where Jonathan’s punch hit him. His bottom lip is split and blood is dripping onto his white shirt. When he sees that, his eyes narrow.


  “You hit me? Because of that little slag?”


  “Leave her alone now,” Jonathan barks. His face is contorted with rage — I’ve never seen him like this before. He turns around and reaches for my hand, about to walk with me to the car, but Yuuto suddenly lunges at him from behind, hitting him in the ribs so hard that he doubles over, panting.


  “Do you think I’m just going to let you humiliate me like that?” Yuuto’s face is white. His bloody lip and the bloodstains on his shirt make him look really scary, like something out of a horror movie. He hits out again, punching Jonathan in the ribs once more.


  “Stop!” I shout, pulling on the Japanese man’s arm, because I’m suddenly afraid for Jonathan. And it works, because Yuuto leaves him alone and turns his attention back to me. Good, I think. But when I see the expression on his face I change my mind. No, it’s not good. Not good at all. This guy is completely out of his mind.


  He hisses something nasty in Japanese and, before I can react, the back of his hand hits my cheek. He hits me so hard my head is thrown to one side and for a moment I see stars. The pain is so acute and so sudden that it takes my breath away and tears rush to my eyes.


  Yuuto takes another swing at me, but this time Jonathan is faster than him. He blocks the Japanese’s guy arm and pushes him away from me, and then lunges at him. They both fall to the ground, struggling fiercely and hitting each other.


  Steven comes to join us. He rushes over from the car, but then he just stands there helplessly, staring at the two men as they fight. They’re moving so fast and changing positions so abruptly that it looks impossible to separate them. Besides, Steven’s hesitant — he clearly feels he shouldn’t interfere.


  Suddenly, I hear hurried steps and when I turn around I see people coming out of the club. Two of the uniformed attendants who work there are running hurriedly through the entranceway toward us, followed by the blonde woman from reception.


  “What’s going on?” she shouts agitatedly as she reaches us. She doesn’t seem as cool and unapproachable as she did when she let us in. In fact, she seems utterly furious. “Go on then, separate them,” she instructs the men with her.


  Unlike Steven, the club attendants intervene without hesitation and after a short time they really do manage to pull Jonathan and Yuuto apart. Grudgingly at first, the two of them leave each other alone and manage to calm down. They’re both breathing heavily and visibly fired up.


  If I had to decide who won that fight, then I’d definitely say that Jonathan did. There’s a swelling over his right cheekbone, his lower lip is bleeding slightly, and there’s obviously something wrong with his ribs, but he looks great compared to the Japanese man, whose nose is bleeding heavily and who can hardly stay upright. He’s swaying and the blonde woman has to help support him so he doesn’t fall over again.


  With a gesture of annoyance, Jonathan frees himself from the other uniformed attendants and Steven, who’ve been holding him. He’s shaky on his legs, too. He leans forward, placing a hand on his ribs, his face contorted with pain. I go over to him, concerned, and support him so he can straighten up again. When he sees that it’s me, he lets me help him.


  The man from the club gives Steven a nod and then goes back to his colleague and the woman, who are both looking after Yuuto.


  The Japanese man looks pretty bad: the entire lower half of his face is now covered in blood. But although he’s obviously quite injured, it seems to be the humiliation that gets to him the most. His cold eyes are looking at us, full of pure hatred.


  “You’ll regret this, Huntington,” he says, in a voice trembling with rage. “You’ll pay for this.”


  “Go ahead and send me a bill,” Jonathan replies, breathing heavily, but full of scorn.


  “On behalf of the club, I have to ask you to refrain from visiting us again for the time being,” the blonde explains to Jonathan, in a voice which now sounds completely cool once more. “We will come to a decision on whether or not to continue your membership later.”


  “You can take me off your books,” Jonathan says. I stare at him in surprise. He’s leaving the club? Because of me? Or is he just angry because they threatened to throw him out, and he doesn’t want to give them the opportunity?


  The woman is visibly annoyed by his response, but she nods briefly. Then she turns around and, with Yuuto between them, the men follow her back to the wrought iron gate. It’s still open, but closes directly behind them. No a one looks back.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t want this,” I stammer, still deeply confused by what just happened. Jonathan, leaning heavily against my shoulder, shakes his head. “It wasn’t your fault.” He examines me. “Are you OK?”


  I nod, although my cheek is stinging like hell. But it’s nothing compared to what he’s got to deal with.


  I can still see the images of the fight in my head, and I suddenly realise just how much this explosion of violence shocked me. And it wasn’t just Yuuto’s behaviour that shocked me, it was Jonathan’s too. I’ve never seen him like that before, so out of control. My feelings are awhirl. It scared me, yes, but I’m also really happy that he defended me so fiercely. “Can you walk?,” I ask, and when he nods, we walk carefully back to the limousine. Steven’s there too, he supports Jonathan from the other side, and together we help him into the car.


  “Is there a first aid kit in the car?,” I ask.


  Steven nods and goes to the trunk. I sit at the back with Jonathan and take the first aid kit he hands me a moment later. Jonathan is leaning his head back and has his eyes closed. But when I carefully dab at his lower lip with a disinfectant-soaked cloth he sits up with a start and looks at me.


  I’m about to say something but Steven, who’s gotten into the front, lowers the glass partition between the driver’s cab and the interior of the limo and is the first one to speak.


  “Where to, Sir?”


  “Home,” Jonathan says shortly, letting me dab at his lips again while the long car starts up and merges into the traffic.


  His lip wound is small, nothing compared to Yuuto’s, but the spot is slightly swollen nevertheless, as is Jonathan’s cheek where Yuuto’s fist struck him. Any higher and he would have an impressive black eye now. I fetch ice from the car’s little minibar — riding in a fancy car like this one can come in handy sometimes. I place a few ice cubes in a handkerchief and give it to him, so that he can ice the injured places.


  “Thanks.” He touches my reddened cheek with his free hand.


  “That bloody animal. Does it hurt a lot?”


  I shake my head silently, because his unusually tender gesture has just made me completely forgotten the pain I was feeling a moment ago. Besides, I don’t want him to worry. He’s got enough to worry about on his own.


  Jonathan lets his hand fall and leans his head back against the cushions while I go on examining him. When I carefully feel the red patch on his rib cage, he cringes and groans.


  “He really got you there.” I’m familiar with this kind of thing. My sister and I used to go riding a lot, on our grandparents’ farm in downstate Illinois — and we fell off a lot, too, until we got the hang of it. I spent half my childhood bruised somewhere or other, so I know how much it must be hurting him now — and how little we can do about it, except wait for it to get better. Unless one of his ribs is broken, I think, alarmed. “Perhaps you should get a doctor to look at that.”


  “No, it’s not that bad. And I’m definitely not showing up at any hospital like this,” he tells me, pointing down at himself. I suddenly remember that he’s only wearing pants, nothing else.


  “OK,” I concede. It probably wouldn’t be such a good idea if he turned up at the ER half-dressed and with his face mashed up. He’s too well known for that.


  I sigh deeply. “Well, at least you weren’t snapped by a paparazzo this time.” I remember what happened after the last photos of him and me appeared in an English tabloid. I’d hate to imagine what might go down if the press got wind of the fact that Jonathan was in a fight, right out on the street, in the ritzy neighbourhood of Primrose Hill. This would give the media a feeding frenzy.


  “No, at least there’s that.” Jonathan smiles for the first time since we left the club. My heart skips a beat and restarts at a faster pace, just as it always does when he smiles unexpectedly like that. With his dark, long hair, which is now gleaming wet, and the blue eyes that contrast so strikingly with his olive skin tone, he’s just so breathtakingly attractive that the butterflies in my stomach never let up. Besides, when he smiles you can see the tiny missing corner of his canine tooth, his one little blemish, which I love so much for that very reason. But his smile doesn’t last long this time and his beautiful eyes retain their serious expression.


  “Could Yuuto really harm you?” I’ve been longing to ask the question ever since the Japanese man spat out his warning.


  “He could and, knowing him, he’ll try. But you don’t need to worry about that. I can defend myself and I can certainly defend my company, if it comes to that.” Jonathan sounds so confident that I feel a little reassured.


  I take his hand in mine and hold it tight because I need to feel him close to me. He doesn’t withdraw it; he just goes on looking at me in that intense way of his, making my heart beat faster in a whole new way.


  “Why was Yuuto like that?” I’m still troubled by this. “He seemed almost obsessed.”


  “I think he is, when it comes to you,” Jonathan replies. “He got it into his head that you should come to the club with us right from the start — from the first time he saw you.”


  I remember our meeting at the airport and swallow.


  “Do you always do that? Drag women you meet somewhere along to the club with you, I mean.”


  “No. Never. That’s the thing.” The corners of his mouth lift. “You’re an exception, Grace. I already told you that.”


  I register the compliment happily, but at the same time I’m concerned about Yuuto. “Do you think he would have forced me to go back inside with him if you hadn’t been there?”


  Jonathan shakes his head. “I don’t know if he’d have gone that far. He saw you at the club and he probably just couldn’t accept that you belong to me and not to him.”


  I stroke the inside edges of his long fingers gently, not daring to look up. His wording takes a little bit of getting used to, but it makes my heart beat faster. He sounds pretty possessive and very different from before: up till now, he’s always insisted that I can’t have him to myself — and that he wouldn’t lay claim to any exclusive rights to a woman either. “If I belong to you — does that mean you belong to me, too?,” I ask quietly.


  Jonathan closes his hand around my fingers, which are still stroking his, and I look up abruptly — straight into his blue eyes.


  “Isn’t that your condition?,” he asks. “No one else anymore — no club. Just the two of us?”


  I nod, breathless, astonished but happy at his change of heart. But he immediately qualifies his statement.


  “It’s just an attempt, Grace. I can’t promise anything, but …” He doesn’t finish his sentence.


  “But what?,” I ask nervously.


  The deep sigh he lets out sounds a bit like a groan. “But right now I don’t actually want to share you either.”


  “Good.” I didn’t mean to say it out loud; it just slipped out.


  “No, it’s not good at all.” Jonathan lets go of me and runs his hand through his hair — a gesture I know how to interpret now. He always does it when he’s uneasy. “Since you’ve been here, I’ve being doing a lot of things I never normally do, Grace. Things that I’ve never done before. This is all new to me and I don’t know … if I like it.”


  He looks at me sceptically, almost unhappily — and suddenly, I feel that I have to be close to him. So I push up the skirt of my dress and straddle his lap. The wet fabric of his pants feels cold against my thighs.


  I take hold of his face with both hands and gently kiss his uninjured cheek and the undamaged side of his mouth. A few minutes ago, I still wanted to leave him because I thought I didn’t matter to him — that he was indifferent to me — that, just as Yuuto Nagako said, I was one of many. But now I can stay. Because he doesn’t want to share me. And because he’s doing things with me that he’s never done before. That’s a start, at least.


  I smile when I release him, feeling a completely new sensation of happiness spreading out inside me, making me feel reckless. I just can’t help it. “You know, when I think about it, I don’t know if I like all this either,” I say, looking at Jonathan sternly.


  He returns my look questioningly, but he doesn’t seem nervous. He’s clearly pretty certain that I’m not about to snub him again. Probably because I’m sitting on his lap, stroking his naked chest with my hands.


  “I mean, to be honest — you’re a snooty Englishman, you’re eight years older than me, and your income must be about five hundred thousand times higher than mine. Have you any idea what effect that has on my self-esteem?”


  “I don’t get the impression that you feel shy in my presence,” he says, grinning.


  “And as if that weren’t enough,” I continue, without responding to his remark, “you’re also a damned Earl!”


  He laughs. “I’m a viscount, Grace. I won’t be an earl till later — and you know that I could very well do without that, too.” His smile is threatening to disappear so I quickly go on talking because I don’t want him to think about his difficult relationship with his father right now.


  “And besides,” I say with mock seriousness, “I was still a virgin when I met you — and now look at me.”


  I move a little on his lap. Four weeks ago, I would never have dared to be so sexually provocative. But a hell of a lot has happened since then. “Now, I do a great many things I’d never done before.” I smile sweetly. “So we’re quits — My Lord.”


  “You little witch …,” he growls, putting his arms around me and pulling me toward him until my face is right in front of his and I can see the desire flickering in his eyes. Then his lips are on mine and his tongue is demanding entry into my mouth, which I willingly open, intoxicated by his familiar taste. The mere thought that he might have let me leave — and that then I might never have kissed him again — is suddenly so awful that I cling to him and return his kiss with desperation.


  I feel his hands on me, stroking my wet dress, growing more demanding. He finds my breasts and encloses them warmly with his hands, stroking the erect nipples, which sends hot bolts of lightning down to my lower body. My breathing gets faster and my pulse is racing. Arousal is flooding me on a completely new scale and I moan into his mouth, wanting more. I simply can’t get enough of this man, and I suppress all thought of possible consequences.


  Jonathan is breathing raggedly too. But, when he frees his upper body from the upholstery and tries to bend forward, he suddenly groans and sinks back down.


  “Jesus.” He clutches his side with a contorted face.


  “I’m sorry, I completely forgot about your ribs.” I’m truly shocked and I immediately feel guilty, but he just smiles wryly.


  “Me too — which probably says a lot about how crazy you drive me,” he replies.


  When I get down from his lap, he doesn’t stop me. Instead, when I sit back down next to him, he lifts his arm and places it around my shoulders, pulling me toward him. Thrilled, I lean my head against his shoulder, cuddling into him. He’s never allowed this much closeness before. Now I really do believe it: I’ve obviously made it one step further with Jonathan Huntington.


  We drive through the London night in silence for a few minutes. I think everything over again, but I keep coming back to the Japanese man.


  “What did Yuuto say to you just now, by the way, when he spoke to you in Japanese?,” I ask.


  Jonathan smiles. “He said that you’re just like the other women, and I told him that he should stay out of my business. And then he wanted to know what kind of a ploy you used, to make me into your slave, and I told him it was none of his business.”


  “And what did he say to me, before he hit me?”


  Jonathan’s smile grows a little crooked. “I’d rather not tell you.”


  OK, I think. So it was as bad as I thought.


  “Why were the people from the club so concerned about him?” I find that odd. “He started the fight. Why did they threaten to throw you out, but not him?”


  “Because Yuuto’s been there a lot longer than I have,” Jonathan explains. “He’s one of the founding members of the club.”


  This is news to me and it makes me see the Japanese man in a completely new light. He must have very good connections in England, and especially in London, if he can found a club. And in order to make frequent use of it, he must be here on a very regular basis. He’s much more influential than I thought, then. That revives my fear that the fight might have consequences for Jonathan after all, even if he denies it. And then something else occurs to me.


  “But what about your things?” He left everything at the club when he followed me. “They can’t just keep them.”


  Jonathan laughs. “My things?” The fact that I am worried about that seems to amuse him greatly. “I’ll get them back. You don’t need to worry your head about that.” He leans back against the cushions and sighs deeply. Suddenly I realise how tired and out of it he is. So I don’t ask any more questions, just snuggle up to him as we go on driving through the night — toward a future that is still completely uncertain. But no longer black. Now it’s more like grey, I think happily. Perhaps even light grey. Yes, definitely light grey.
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  When I wake up the next morning, it takes me a moment to get my bearings. But then I know where I am: in Jonathan’s bedroom in his Knightsbridge townhouse. The curtains haven’t been drawn all the way, so light is coming in and I can see everything — the big four-poster bed, the perfectly fitted built-in wardrobe made of the same expensive, dark wood, the two designer armchairs in front of the window.


  Jonathan is lying behind me, I can feel his warmth. I turn around carefully, so as not to wake him. He’s still sleeping, on his side, with his head on one arm. His other arm is lying right next to me and his tanned skin stands out against the white sheets. His upper body is naked and I let my eyes wander over his muscular chest and broad shoulders, and then back up to his face. His hair has fallen onto his forehead and I stroke it back tenderly.


  He looks peaceful in his sleep. I observe him; I can’t take my eyes off him. The traces of last night are still clearly visible in his face. The spot on his cheek where Yuuto’s fist hit him is red and swollen, but luckily not blue, and the skin beneath the scabbed-over wound on his lip is bulging slightly. But to me that doesn’t lessen his attractiveness. Quite the opposite. It gives him a swashbuckling look somehow. And, besides, he got those injuries defending me¸ which makes him even more beautiful in my eyes.


  In fact, I still can’t quite believe that this incredibly exciting man desires me. Just the thought of what he might still do to me sends goosebumps down my spine. I can’t get enough of him and it takes all the self-control I possess not to touch him.


  I don’t want to wake him. A glance at the alarm clock on the nightstand confirms my suspicions. It’s just past nine o’clock already and, as it’s Friday today, we ought to have been on our way to the office a while ago. But yesterday Jonathan decided to stay home this morning. Which is probably a good thing because of the way he looks, I guess it’s better if he doesn’t show his face at the office today. Otherwise, he’ll just set off the rumour mill unnecessarily. I actually wanted to get up earlier than him and call his secretary to inform her of the situation, but since I lay awake half the night, thinking everything over, I was too tired myself. I’ll get it done in a minute.


  I fetch clean clothes — underwear, my black blouse and the matching skirt — from the closet as quietly as possible. I have a few things here now, because lately I’ve hardly spent any time in my room at the Islington apartment. Jonathan’s housekeeper, Mrs. Matthews, who also does the laundry, has hung some of my things with Jonathan’s shirts, as well as freeing up a shelf for me. I suddenly realise that by Jonathan’s standards, that’s a real concession. The question is whether things will stay that way. Or, after yesterday, whether he’ll be able to make even more room for me in his life?


  I take my things and go into the bathroom, get dressed, and examine myself critically in the mirror. My strawberry blonde hair is dishevelled, but that’s easily fixed, and my cheek isn’t red from Yuuto’s punch anymore. With the help of a little makeup, the shadows underneath my green eyes disappear and, after a short time, I look presentable.


  I return to the bedroom quietly and sit on the edge of the bed. I just want to check on Jonathan once more before I go down and make breakfast — or, rather, attempt to make breakfast; it’s pretty questionable whether my omelettes will turn out as well as his, because, unlike him, I’m a complete disaster in the kitchen — but to my astonishment he opens his eyes. And before I have a chance to react, he’s got his hands around my wrists and has pulled me down into bed with him, so I’m lying on top of him.


  The warmth of his body penetrates the fabric of my blouse, and I don’t fight back, I willingly comply.


  “Where are you going?,” he asks, against my lips, without letting go of my hands, and a tingling feeling runs through me because I’m at his mercy — which is my new preferred state of being.


  “I wanted to make breakfast,” I breathe, melting into the hypnotizing gaze of his blue eyes.


  “But I don’t want anything to eat right now,” he says roughly. “I’d rather make up for what we missed yesterday.”


  Yes, yes, yes, I want to tell him, because, as always, when we’re so close, he can do whatever he likes with me. But I don’t get the chance, because he doesn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he just starts kissing me, conquering my mouth with his tongue slowly, luxuriantly, and unhurriedly. I try to return his kiss, to deepen it, but he won’t allow that either, he’s going to set the pace again. I groan in frustration because I want more and I can feel the rumble in his chest when he laughs softly.


  “Greedy little Grace,” he says, next to my mouth. “You can never get enough, can you?”


  Not of you, no, I think, conscious of how defenceless I am where he’s concerned. If he changes his mind about things, it’d really hurt me. But I’m not going to worry about that. Not today.


  “And what about you?,” I say, sucking his lower lip into my mouth and biting on it gently. “Can you get enough?”


  For a long moment, we look into each other’s eyes and I watch with baited breath as the expression in his eyes changes. But, before he can say or do anything, a loud, melodious gong suddenly echoes through the house. The doorbell.


  “God damn it.” Jonathan lets go of me and rolls me off him in one fluid movement. The gong sounds again, several times in a row. Someone is ringing the front doorbell downstairs like crazy.


  “Can you go and see who that is?”


  I nod, and get up and go to the door. What terrible timing, I think, as I walk down the stairs. Why does someone have to turn up now of all times?


  When I reach the dining room, the ringing stops, but now Jonathan’s mobile phone, which is lying on the dining table, starts ringing instead.


  I pick it up resolutely because I recognise the caller whose photo is lighting up the display.


  “Yes?”


  “Grace, is that you?” It’s Alexander Norton, Jonathan’s partner. He doesn’t give me a chance to answer but just carries on talking. “Where in God’s name is Jonathan? This is my tenth call to his mobile. Can’t you hear it ringing? Where are you, for God’s sake?”


  “At home. Um, I mean, in Knightsbridge,” I correct myself. He stops short.


  “Why won’t anyone open the door then? I’ve been standing here for five minutes already, in front of the …”


  Alex doesn’t finish his sentence because at that very moment I open the front door. He looks at me in surprise.


  He’s wearing a suit and tie, his normal office clothes — he’s much more conventional than Jonathan in that respect, Jonathan has his own dress code — and his blonde hair is gleaming in the June sunshine. It’s bright and sunny again today and I’m blinking in the sunlight.


  We just stand there for a moment and then he clears his throat.


  “Have I come at a bad time?,” he asks and it suddenly sounds so British, so correct, that I have to smile.


  “You could say that,” I reply. “Jonathan isn’t dressed yet. He’s a little …” How can I put this? “… out of it.”


  “Out of it?” Alex snorts, angry again now, and goes past me into the house without waiting for me to ask him in.


  “Do you know how late it is?,” he asks, as we go upstairs to the floor where the dining room and kitchen are. “Have you had breakfast, at least?”


  When I shake my head, he heads straight for the kitchen, fills the kettle, and puts it on. He reaches confidently into the cupboard for cups, a teapot, and the tea caddy. He clearly knows his way around here. I let myself sink into one of the kitchen chairs, grateful that he seems so perky and that he feels called upon to make tea for us.


  “Jonathan’s not very well. I don’t think he can go into the office today,” I say.


  Alex stops short and turns around toward me. Then he leaves the kettle to do its thing and comes back to the table to sit down opposite me.


  “I’d like to think that he’s this exhausted because you had wild sex last night.” He raises his eyebrows expressively. Just a few days ago, I would probably have blushed at his words, but now I just smile. It’s none of his business, so I don’t answer him, but last night was in fact the first one that Jonathan and I spent in bed together without having sex with each other — because he was so beat.


  “But I’m afraid his condition might have something to do with Yuuto Nagako,” Alexander continues, giving me a penetrating look. “Am I right?”


  I swallow, feeling myself turn pale. “How do you know that? Is it already in the newspaper?”


  “What, Grace?”


  I look at him uneasily. “I thought you knew.”


  “No.” He gets up again and goes back to the counter because the water is boiling. He pours it in the teapot he prepared earlier. “All I know is that I got a call from Yuuto’s office an hour ago. He’s terminated all forms of collaboration with us and will no longer be advising us on our business dealings in Asia. Without any explanation, just like that.”


  “Shit.” It slips out before I can stop myself. I know that Jonathan and Alex are trying to expand Huntington Ventures’ business dealings in the Asian region, so this has probably come at a pretty inconvenient time.


  Alex seems to see things exactly the same way. He nods and his face looks very serious. “You could put it like that, yes. I wanted to talk to Jonathan about it, but he wasn’t at the office and wasn’t answering his mobile either — which I found rather puzzling. It’s always possible to reach him and, if it isn’t, then at least I know where he is. So I drove over here to see what was going on.” He places a steaming cup of tea on the table in front of me, and sits down again. “Well, out with it then: what happened yesterday?”


  Hesitantly, I tell him about the fight in front of the club, at least in general terms. I leave out exactly what we were doing there and why we were standing in front of the club because it’s too personal, but I call tell from the way Alex reacts that he knows what kind of a club it is. As Jonathan’s best friend, it’s probably no secret to him. For a moment, I ask myself if he’s ever been there himself, but somehow I don’t think so. He’s not the type.


  When I’ve finished, Alex breathes out and leans back in his chair. “That explains a lot,” he says, folding his arms over his chest. And then, to my astonishment, he suddenly smiles. “Jonathan really got into a fight over you and resigned from the club? That’s — remarkable.” He leans forward. “I can’t remember him ever standing up for a woman like that — except for Sarah, of course.”


  I return his smile uneasily. I would love to ask him if he believes I might mean as much to Jonathan as his sister does. He’s very attached to her. If there’s any chance that my love for him isn’t one-sided. Because up to now, all Jonathan’s said to me is that I should stay with him and that he wants to try to have a relationship — not that he loves me. But then I don’t have the courage to ask. I like Alexander, he’s very nice and in many ways more approachable and friendly than Jonathan. But these are very private matters — and, after all, he’s Jonathan’s friend, not mine. Alex leans back again. “What are your future plans, Grace? Are you planning to stay in London?” It’s a good question, one I thought about a lot last night, while Jonathan was sleeping. And it always boiled down to one simple answer. One that took away a lot of the elation I’d felt on my way here in the limousine.


  I would like to stay, really like to. But my time here is limited — there are barely two months left, and then my internship at Huntington Ventures will be over. Then I’ll have to go back to Chicago to finish my economics degree. I have no other option, because it took me so much damned time, trouble, and money to get this far, and I’m about to graduate now. But it means that I’ll be separated from Jonathan for a few weeks — if not months — and that scares me. I still know so little about him and our relationship has only just begun, everything’s still up in the air. What if he changes his mind during that time? What if he realises he’s better off without me after all, and returns to his old habits? I don’t want to think like that, I’d like to see everything in a positive light. But, although things looked hopeful last night, I can’t shake the thought that things could go wrong between Jonathan and me — and pretty soon.


  “I couldn’t stay even if I wanted to,” I explain unhappily. “I haven’t finished studying.”


  Alexander frowns. “That’s true, I hadn’t thought of that.”


  He’s about to say more, but at that moment Jonathan enters the kitchen. He’s wearing a black T-shirt with the pyjama pants he had on before and he’s thrown on a robe, but he hasn’t fastened it. But his casual appearance in front of Alex doesn’t seem to bother him; he looks relaxed and not at all hesitant as he moves through the large designer kitchen.


  “What are you doing here, then?,” he asks his friend, who’s looking at him with undisguised horror.


  “The real question is, what are you doing still here,” Alex replies. “But Grace has already brought me up to speed.” He examines Jonathan even more closely. “I thought we’d passed the age when we settled arguments with physical violence, Hunter.” His voice now has a markedly ironic, amused note.


  “I thought so too.” With a grim expression, Jonathan goes back to the counter where the teapot is, and pours himself a cup. It’s pretty clear that he doesn’t feel like discussing his beat-up state with his friend. But Alexander doesn’t seem intimidated by Jonathan’s bad mood.


  “You look terrible,” he tells Jonathan, and — objectively speaking — he’s right. It could be worse, but you can certainly tell he’s been in a fight.


  “I’ve been better,” Jonathan replies in a growl. “What’s happened at the office now? Can’t I be away for one single morning?”


  Alex and I exchange looks. “We’ve got a problem with Yuuto,” he says. Jonathan sits down next to me with his tea and Alex tells him about the worrying call.


  Jonathan is silent for a moment, clearly digesting the news. “We’ll be fine on our own,” he says. „We don’t need him.”


  „That’s easier said than done,” his associate contradicts. “He’s got important contacts, you know that, and the fact that they won’t be available to us anymore is bad enough. But if Yuuto is actively working against us, he could do serious damage.”


  “We’ll find a solution,” Jonathan insists and his voice now sounds so final that even Alex lets the subject drop.


  “Well, we’ll see. That leaves us with the other problem. To be honest: the way you look, you’d probably better not show your face at the office today. Otherwise the thing with the fight will end up in the press somehow. But if you’re not there, you won’t be able to take part in the meeting about the Hackney project which is beginning in,” he looks at his Rolex, „less than an hour and which you’ve clearly forgotten all about.”


  “Damn it,” Jonathan swears and I jerk my head up in shock, too. The Hackney project, the conversion of an old industrial estate into a huge shopping mall, is particularly important to him, and we’ve been working on it a lot over the past few weeks. These meetings have always been important to him. The fact that one of them completely slipped his mind shows that yesterday’s events really threw him off kilter.


  “Catherine wanted to cancel the discussion, but I told her to wait,” Alexander explains. Jonathan is visibly relieved.


  “Good. The meeting has to take place. There can’t be any misunderstandings at this stage, or the whole thing could collapse.” His eyes meet mine and I nod silently. He’s right: the investors already have their doubts, since there’ve been a few delays. If a cancelled meeting makes them jittery, they might withdraw altogether.


  “That’s why I’m here,” Alex replies. “But there wouldn’t be any point to a meeting without you, would there? And I can’t stand in for you, you know that. I don’t know anything about the project.”


  Jonathan considers for a moment.


  “You can’t, but Grace can. She can take it on.”


  The suggestion comes as such a surprise to me that my mouth drops open. It’s true that I’m up to speed on the project because I’ve been following it right from the beginning — but I would have never have thought that Jonathan would trust me enough to manage things on my own.


  Even more surprisingly, Alex doesn’t seem to question it at all. “OK then, Grace. We don’t have much time.”


  “OK,” I say, stretching out the word, and get up, still expecting one or other of them to change their minds. But they don’t. “I’ll just get my bag,” I add and run upstairs.


  When I come back down, Jonathan and Alex are still sitting at the kitchen table talking. I only catch a few snippets of their conversation, but it seems to be about me, as I hear my name mentioned. Unfortunately they stop talking as soon as they notice me and Alex gets up. But, before he can say anything, his mobile phone rings. He takes it out and looks at the display.


  “It’s Sarah,” he says with a smile, and disappears into the adjoining dining room to take the call. I can’t see him anymore, but I can hear him talking. His voice sounds much lighter and more cheerful than it did a moment ago.


  “Perhaps I should get my sister a pager — then she could just page Alex directly to summon him, which would save time.” Jonathan’s voice is dripping with sarcasm.


  It’s true. Ever since Sarah was admitted to King Edward VII hospital in Marylebone with a broken leg, Alex had been visiting her there as least as regularly as Jonathan and I had — maybe even more often.


  “Is that the jealous older brother speaking?” I tease him. He snorts, not at all amused.


  “I’m just surprised, that’s all,” he says. “I knew Alex had a weakness for my little sister — but I didn’t know it was so obviously mutual.” And it is. I know because I’ve talked to Sarah about Alex. But, since Jonathan clearly hasn’t yet gotten used to the idea of his sister and his best friend being together, I think I’d better change the subject. “How long will it take before they let her out?” He shrugs his shoulders.


  “It’ll be a while yet. Too long, in any case.” Then he gets up and looks at me. “I really don’t know if I can let you go, Grace.”


  I swallow. I knew it — he has his doubts about whether I can handle the negotiations on my own, I think, as he moves slowly toward me. And the closer he gets, the faster my heart starts beating — I just can’t help it. “But …”


  He stops right in front of me.


  “I think it would be better if you stayed here and looked after me,” he says, and now I recognise that glint in his eye which sets off a tingling in my tummy. He’s not thinking of being nursed, that’s for sure. But I have to take this opportunity to ask him the question I’ve been longing to ask.


  “Do you really think I could handle the meeting?”


  He nods. “If I didn’t think so, I wouldn’t have suggested you take it on,” he explains and, for a moment, I see a glimmer of the hardened businessman in his eyes. He doesn’t want to do me a favour; it’s a purely pragmatic decision — which comes as a relief. He really does have faith in me. But I still feel performance anxiety, which is making it a little hard for me to breathe. But on the other hand, this is what I studied, what I’ve always wanted to do. So I put those thoughts aside. It’s going to be fine.


  “Black looks really bloody good on you,” Jonathan says now and his compliment makes me beam with pleasure. This blouse and skirt are two of my favourite articles of clothing, also because I was wearing them the first time I met him. Back then, I didn’t yet know about Jonathan’s special fondness for the colour. I’ve always liked black, but ever since then, I’ve liked wearing it even more.


  Now I regret that Alexander is right next door and could come back in at any moment, but the situation doesn’t seem to bother Jonathan. He puts his arms around me, pulls me in tight, and kisses me longingly.


  “Jonathan, we can’t do this,” I caution him breathlessly a moment later, although I really don’t want him to stop. And he doesn’t seem to be planning to.


  “This is my house, so I don’t know who’s going to stop me,” he says, slipping a hand under my skirt.


  “But … I have to go to the office with Alexander now,” I remind him, pushing him away a little. “It was your idea.”


  “Yes, I know,” he growls. “But call me once the meeting’s over, I’ll get Steven to pick you up again.”


  “What are you planning to do?”


  He grins. “We’ll find out which of us is greedier,” he says and the expression in his eyes sends a tingly shiver running through my body.


  Before I can ask him exactly what he means by that, Alexander returns to the kitchen. He smiles contentedly when he sees us. “Are you coming then, Grace?”


  He heads for the stairs and I’m about to follow him, but Jonathan holds me back and fetches a plate from the counter. It holds a very delicious looking cheese and cucumber sandwich.


  “Here, take this,” he prompts, and I happily help myself, amazed that he remembered that I haven’t had breakfast yet. That was very thoughtful of him. But this is probably exactly the kind of impressive attention to detail which has made him so successful.


  “Thanks.”


  He nods and when he smiles, I don’t want to leave, I want to stay. I’m about to turn around, with a sigh, but he stops me again. He bends forward and puts his mouth to my ear so that I can feel his warm breath.


  “Don’t stay away too long,” he says, and the sound of his deep voice arouses feelings in me that are totally inappropriate for the business meeting I’m about to head to. I run to the front door after Alexander with a beating heart, thinking only about what Jonathan will probably do to me when I get back.


  4


  “Good, so we’re all agreed then,” says Jason Leibowitz. Jason is from the new construction company which has stepped in to replace the old, unreliable one. To my relief, most people nod. The only person who doesn’t look happy is Frank Howard, the chubby lawyer who represents the Hackney shopping mall’s main anchor tenant. “But what if things don’t run to schedule?,” he quibbles.


  “They will,” I assure him, smiling at him in what is hopefully a professional but friendly way. Something I’ve been doing for more than an hour now, in response to all his objections — and he has a lot of them. Ever since he found out that I was going to run the meeting, and not Jonathan, he’s been displaying extreme hostility toward me. Clearly, he has a problem not only with the fact that I’m a woman, but also that I am young, too.


  “And if they don’t? Will Huntington Ventures assume responsibility for the financial risks?” This time he looks pointedly at Alexander, probably because he doesn’t think I’m authorised to decide on matters concerning company money.


  Alexander doesn’t respond to the lawyer directly. He looks over at me instead. He nods at me, which probably means that he wants me to answer the question. He’s been doing that the whole time, which makes me wonder why he joined us in the first place. I’m happy I’m not completely on my own, but he certainly hasn’t given me much active assistance.


  I take a deep breath and consider what Jonathan would say in this situation. And suddenly the answer isn’t difficult at all.


  “As I said, I don’t think there will be any delays,” I reply, in as calm a voice as possible. “But if there are, the contract very precisely stipulates how the costs will be divided up. Huntington Ventures will, of course, contribute their part which, as you know, is not insignificant. Bearing that in mind, it should be a manageable risk for all concerned.” I’m not looking at Frank Howard anymore; I’m letting my gaze wander over the entire circle of people. “Don’t forget how important this project is for Hackney and the neighbouring districts. Not only is this project economically important, but we’re making an important social contribution to the area — a contribution whose long-term effects shouldn’t be underestimated. This fact will also go down very well with the public, as we make it known. At the end of the day, everyone will benefit.” Alexander smiles almost imperceptibly, while the other representatives of the parties to the project nod in unison. And now even Frank Howard is nodding, too.


  “Let’s hope you’re right,” he says, still sceptical. But he obviously can’t think of any more counterarguments. At last!


  Alexander seems to feel the same way, because he seizes this opportunity to wrap things up.


  “I think we can end the meeting here. We’ll inform you of the date of our next meeting in due course,” he says, people begin to get up and start talking to their neighbours.


  “Will Mr. Huntington be there again?” Sophie Reardon from the local council asks me over the growing buzz of talk, looking at me hopefully. The pretty blonde’s reasons for wanting to know are different from Frank Howard’s. Clearly, she’s one of the many women who think Jonathan Huntington is pretty great, and will therefore try to get close to him. I can fully understand that, but I still feel too jealous to be friendly toward her.


  “Yes, I think so,” I answer curtly, just managing to push my papers together before the first people start saying their goodbyes to me.


  Once everyone has left, Alexander and I leave the big conference room, too. We’re about to go back up to the management floor, but while we’re standing in front of the elevator he gets a call.


  “Go on ahead,” he says, and goes back through the hallway.


  He obviously doesn’t want anyone listening in on his conversation and, judging by his expression, the caller is probably Sarah again.


  So I go up to the top floor on my own, where Jonathan and Alexander have their office. Catherine Shepard, the beautiful, black-haired secretary, is looking in my direction from her desk in the foyer. Her smile looks like a mask, painted on, and there’s a cold look in her eyes.


  I still haven’t found out whether she can’t stand me because she’s a member of the Jonathan fan club, or if she’s just annoyed because he made me his assistant over her head, as it were. In any case, she always manages to make me uneasy when she looks at me like that. I was on a high coming up here, but she brought me back down to earth.


  “So, how did it go?,” she asks me in a clumsy attempt at friendliness. I’m almost certain I can hear a note of scorn in her voice.


  “So far so good,” I reply succinctly. “When Mr. Norton arrives please tell him I’m waiting for him.” Without paying any more attention to her, I go past her to my office, which is right next to Jonathan’s.


  The room is decorated very much like Jonathan’s — it’s light, with simple, designer furniture — but it’s much smaller. Like almost all the other rooms, it’s got an outer wall made of glass that provides an amazing view of the London skyline — at least from up here. I go up to the window to enjoy the view, looking out over the city.


  A sigh escapes before I can stop myself. For one thing, I’m very happy that the meeting is over and everything’s gone well so far — apart from Frank Howard’s constant questions — and, for another, it’s an uplifting feeling to be standing here knowing that I did it. It was hard work — but it showed me that I really do enjoy doing the kinds of things I’m getting to try out here. This is exactly the sort of thing I’d like to do: oversee projects like the planned construction work in Hackney, watch the pieces coming together, the calculations working out, and, finally, something new emerging, something I made a decisive contribution toward …


  A knock at the door rouses me from my musings and I shout “Come in,” assuming it’s Alexander. But when I turn around, my friend Annie is poking her head in the door.


  She’s wearing a colourful, vintage dress which is unsuitable for work, strictly speaking. But, with the high black boots she’s wearing, it passes as office wear — at least, in Annie’s case. I don’t know how she does it, but she has her very own style, something I really envy.


  „May I come in?”


  “Silly question, of course you can,” I say, impatient because she sounds so unusually hesitant. I run up to her and give her a big hug.


  “What are you doing here?”


  Annie actually works downstairs in the investment department, as I did too, right at the beginning, and she doesn’t come up here very often. She grins and her eyes are sparkling. “Officially or unofficially?”


  “There are two versions?,” I ask, amused.


  “Of course. Officially, I’m bringing you these very important papers,” she says, indicating the folder in her hand. “I thought it up as an excuse, so that I could get past the gorgon out there.” The moniker fits Catherine so well that I find myself grinning. “Because actually I just wanted to stop by briefly because I heard you were in the building. We hardly get to see you nowadays.”


  She sounds a bit reproachful and I have to admit, guiltily, that she’s right. Ever since the photo appeared in the press, prompting Jonathan to officially acknowledge our affair, I’ve been more or less living with him. I’ve hardly spent any time with Annie and the others, back at the Islington apartment, where I still have a room. “Where’s the head honcho then?” Annie asks. „I heard he’s not coming in today.”


  “No, he isn’t,” I answer truthfully, considering for a moment whether I should tell her about last night and about the fact that Jonathan is now willing to go one step further. But I decide against it. In the short time we’ve known each other, Annie’s become a really good friend, but she’s always been opposed to my relationship with Jonathan. She thinks he’s commitment-phobic, and she’s afraid he’s going to hurt me. So she’d probably be pretty negative about it all, and put a very different slant on it for me. And I would rather enjoy the happiness I’m feeling right now — for a bit longer, at least.


  But she’s obviously not interested in the details.


  “Marcus asked about you, by the way,” she says. „I think he still hasn’t gotten over the fact that Jonathan Huntington stole you away from him.”


  “He didn’t,” I protest. “It wasn’t a question of choosing between them.” I liked our American roommate, but Marcus never stood a chance against Jonathan. And Annie knows it, because she’s grinning.


  “You could at least show your face at our place from time to time, he’s right about that. How’s your weekend looking? Ian’s going to make one of his famous curries on Saturday and he’s invited a few friends. Why don’t you come — it’ll be fun!”


  Ian owns a tattoo parlour in Islington. He’s not just one of our roommates, he’s also Annie’s boyfriend. And he really does make legendary curries, so I’m sorry to have to turn down the invitation. But I need to be with Jonathan this weekend.


  “I can’t,” I say, unhappy at disappointing her yet again. And she is disappointed, I can tell. But, before I can explain myself or Annie can protest, Alexander comes in.


  “Oh, I’m sorry. I thought you were alone, Grace,” he apologises.


  “I was just leaving,” Annie says, winking at me. When she reaches the door, she turns around once more. “But let’s meet up again next week, OK?” She gives me a pointed look.


  “I promise,” I say, hoping I can keep my word. I really don’t want to lose her as a friend.


  Once she’s gone, Alexander grins at me. He looks younger than Jonathan when he does that, I think, suddenly. More relaxed. Less stressed …


  “So — were you satisfied with your first meeting?,” he asks. I hesitate before answering. Is it a trick question?


  “I think it went rather well,” I say finally. He observes me, amused.


  “Rather well? Grace, you put on quite a show out there. Jonathan will be very happy. You represented him very well.”


  His praise goes down like butter. I beam at him. “I’ve learned a lot from him in the past few weeks,” I say. The moment I say it out loud, I realise it’s true: Jonathan Huntington has been a very good teacher — and not only in bed. The thought makes my smile even wider. Being with him is clearly not all bad for me. I must tell Annie that when we see each other next.


  “And he’s learned a lot from you,” Alexander says.


  I look at him in surprise, my eyes expressing a silent question, and he smiles.


  “You’ve changed him, Grace. And I like the new Jonathan better than the old one,” he says.


  Just as I’m considering whether I should ask him for advice, his mobile rings at almost the same time as the phone on my desk, which starts up half a second afterward. He takes up his device and makes a sign to me that he’s going back over to his office. I smile and run to my phone.


  It’s Jonathan.


  “Ready?” His deep voice is like a caress and I forget everything else right away. All I want is to be with him again as quickly as possible.


  “Yes, I’m ready,” I breathe. „Steven can pick me up now.”


  “We’re already waiting at the door,” he says.


  A jolt of happiness pulses through me.


  “You came with him? But I thought …”


  “Just come here, Grace.” I can hear the familiar note of command in his voice, but there’s desire in there too, and I hang up right away, gather my things together, and run to the elevator. I call out to Catherine to let Alexander know I’ve left — he knows I only came in to go to the meeting, so I’m sure it will be fine. And, besides, I’m just following the company director’s orders, I think, with a smile.


  The black limousine with its tinted windows really is parked at the curb and, as I push open the glass door of the building, Steven gets out and walks round the car. He opens the back door for me and I beam at him as I get in.


  Jonathan is waiting in the back. That makes my heart miss a beat and sets off a rollercoaster in my stomach. I have to kiss him briefly, before sitting down next to him, I can’t help myself.


  “You got here in record time,” he says, amused. “I thought you would need a lot longer.”


  “The first thing I learned at Huntington Ventures was that the boss really doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” I tell him and he laughs.


  “Good girl.”


  I observe him more carefully, as the car starts moving off. His pants, jacket, and shoes are black, as always, but this time he’s not wearing a black shirt, as he usually does, he’s wearing a very dark purple one. By his standards, it’s almost colourful, I think. You can still see the swelling on his cheek and lip, but otherwise he looks quite normal.


  „How’re your ribs doing?” I ask him, because I can still see yesterday’s fight quite clearly in my mind’s eye. I won’t forget that in a hurry.


  “Much better. Yuuto clearly isn’t as powerful as I thought,” Jonathan says. Well, hopefully that’s true in a metaphorical sense, too, I think worriedly. I still can’t quite believe it.


  “How was the meeting?,” he asks, and I give him a full report, as we drive through London.


  I assumed we were on our way back to Knightsbridge, but at some point I notice that our surroundings look completely unfamiliar.


  “Where are we going?,” I ask, confused.


  “Biggin Hill.” When I look at him blankly, he adds: „It’s a private airport.”


  My head is spinning. “OK. And what are we going to do there?”


  Jonathan leans back against the cushions. “I’ve decided to take Alexander’s advice. It’s better if I don’t get in the way of some paparazzo’s zoom lens, while they can still see I’ve been in a fight. So we’re flying off for a weekend break.”


  “Right now?” I’m completely taken aback. And rather horrified as well. “But … I don’t have my things with me!”


  “I had Mrs. Matthews pack a few things for you,” Jonathan explains, without batting an eye. “And should you need anything else, we can get it for you.” Of course, I think. Money isn’t an issue, not in Jonathan’s world. Sometimes I find it hard to think on his terms. But the fact that he just decides on things like this, without informing me beforehand, makes me mad.


  “And you didn’t feel the need to inform me of your plans?” I hope I’m looking at him sternly enough to give him a guilty conscience. But it doesn’t, since he just shrugs his shoulders. “Jonathan, you can’t just decide something like this over my head.”


  He puts an arm around my shoulders and smiles that smile again, the one I find so unbelievably hard to resist. As he probably knows full well.


  “Don’t you like surprises?”


  That’s a really unfair question. It’s all totally unfair. Because how can I be mad at him? Now that I’ve had a moment to think about it I’m really excited at the thought of going away with him for the weekend.


  “Yes, I do. But … it’s so sudden. And, besides, I would have liked to have done my own packing.”


  “There wasn’t time,” he explains. „We’ve got a takeoff slot in half an hour. I normally let them know a day in advance, but luckily it was possible at short notice today.”


  At that moment, we turn off into the airport complex and when I see a small, silvery-grey plane take off from the landing strip, I realise that he’s not talking about a commercial flight. I can’t help feeling impressed. I don’t say another word, I just observe in wonder as Steven drives the limousine past the airport building to one of the hangars.


  There’s a plane in front, rather larger than the one that just took off. It’s slender and white, with five small windows behind the cockpit and two large turbines above the wing. The wings themselves tilt upward at the ends. On the tail rudder, which is traversed by a cross strut, there’s something written in white letters against a blue background. This confirms what I already suspected — the thing is a Learjet.


  “Is it yours?,” I ask, as we’re waiting by the car for Steven to unpack our luggage. I can’t take my eyes off the luxury aeroplane. It almost seems designed to broadcast the fact that only people with serious money can fly in it.


  “It belongs to the company,” Jonathan explains, placing a hand on my back and pushing me forward, toward the two men in blue uniforms who are coming to meet us.


  Jonathan introduces me to the two of them — they’re our pilots — and as we walk toward the jet, he says a few words to them. But his words don’t help me to figure out where we’re going. Then we’re standing in front of the jet’s unfolded steps, which are actually the back of the cabin door, and Jonathan is holding out his hand to help me in. Inside, everything is very luxurious — expensive wood fittings, butter-soft pale leather and thick carpeting on the floor. The two pilots enter the cockpit, and shortly afterward, the machine is already taxiing toward the runway. I hesitantly let myself down onto one of the leather seats and look around me in astonishment.


  “Wow,” I exclaim. “If you wanted to impress me, you’ve done a pretty good job.”


  Jonathan has gone to the little fridge, built into one of the walls. When he returns, he’s holding two glasses of champagne.


  “I didn’t want to impress you. I just wanted to get there quickly so that we’d be able to make the most of our weekend,” he explains, handing me one of the glasses and sitting down next to me.


  I sigh inwardly. Actually, I believe him. That’s how Jonathan is — he takes whatever he needs in order to get what he wants. That’s one reason why he’s so successful. And why they call him the Hunter …


  Suddenly I remember what Jonathan said to me, before he kissed me for the first time.


  How does it work then, Grace? What do I have to do to get you to do what I want?


  I swallow. Would he go so far as to make me promises he doesn’t intend to keep, just to get his way with me? Maybe he’s not serious about any of this, and it’s just his way of making sure I stay with him for now — while he’s still having fun with me?


  “To having led your first successful meeting.” Jonathan raises his glass and clinks it against mine. With the first swig of champagne, I wash down the lump I suddenly have in my throat and decide to believe him. Anything else would be too hard to bear, so I suppress the thought.


  “And where are we going now?” I ask him, to take my mind off it. When Jonathan remains silent, I give his arm a playful shove. “Come on, don’t be so mysterious about it.”


  He takes another large swig of champagne and when he puts his glass down again, there’s a different expression in his eyes, they’re gleaming more softly than usual. Lost in thought, he looks out the little window next to us.


  “We’re going to Ireland.”
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  It’s late afternoon by the time Jonathan steers the rental car through the gates of Ballybeg House. He stops in front of a large, grey, stone manor house, with many alcoves and chimneys, which forms a picturesque contrast to the surrounding backdrop of soft green hills. The extensive, beautifully laid-out gardens around the house are full of flowering shrubs in various, wonderfully coordinated colours, and there are individual trees beside the paths leading to the back of the house. Even the parking lot, covered in pale gravel, looks well cared for. In addition to our own vehicle, there are other sports cars and limousines parked there, all of them very expensive looking.


  This is crazy, I think, looking around at everything, fascinated. Apart from a one-week family holiday across the border in Canada, I’ve spent my entire twenty-two years on earth in Illinois — and most of that time in my home town of Lester. And now I’ve been not only to England, but also Ireland too — and I just happened to fly there in a Learjet. If that’s not broadening your horizons, I don’t know what is.


  “It’s so pretty,” I say, stretching myself after the long journey. It took us a good hour to get from Kerry airport, where we landed in the jet, to here on the Dingle peninsula. “I had no idea Huntington Ventures also owned hotels.”


  I had to plead with him for ages on the flight, but Jonathan finally gave in and confessed that we were going to a hotel that belongs to him, just like the unbelievably expensive jet that brought us here. Maybe one day I’ll get used to the fact that the man I love is so rich that he could probably easily buy Lester and all the surrounding countryside. But right now it impresses me a lot.


  “The hotel doesn’t belong to Huntington Ventures,” Jonathan contradicts me, nodding to the bellboy, who hurries over to the car — a chic, silver Austin we rented in Kerry — and unloads our luggage: Jonathan’s small hard-top suitcase and the bag Mrs. Matthews packed for me.


  I look at him in confusion. “But you told me …”


  “It’s my hotel, Grace. It’s not company property; it belongs to me in my own right.”


  That surprises me at first, but then I realise that it’s not that strange. When you’ve got as much money as he has, you need to invest it to make a profit — and real estate is ideal for that. And Jonathan’s half Irish, his mother was from Ireland, so the island probably seemed like a natural place to look for investment opportunities.


  As we’re walking over the gravel toward the front door, a woman of around fifty appears on the steps above us. Her hair is blonde with a touch of silver, and she’s wearing a green suit with a gold pin on the lapel. When she spots us, she lets out a delighted shriek.


  “Mr. Huntington, how lovely to see you!” she cries, hurrying down the steps toward us. “Did you have a pleasant journey?” Her accent is strikingly Irish and she seems very friendly. “Yes, thank you, Mrs. O’Leary,” Jonathan replies, smiling. He’s wearing dark sunglasses, which partly cover the swelling on his cheek, but you can still see it. But if the woman notices it, at least she doesn’t let on.


  Right now, she’s occupied with me anyway, looking at me curiously. Like me, she’s waiting for Jonathan to introduce me to her. But for some reason he doesn’t. He doesn’t say anything — which I find extremely unusual and confusing, because he’s usually meticulous about good manners, and an introduction would definitely be in order. When the silence between us threatens to become uncomfortable, I stretch out my hand decisively.


  “My name is Grace Lawson,” I explain and the woman introduces herself to me as Beth O’Leary once again, even though I just heard her name a moment ago, and explains that she’s the housekeeper.


  “Welcome to Ballybeg House,” she says, shaking my hand with a smile which is almost as radiant as the one with which she greeted Jonathan. I don’t know how to interpret this. Is it professional courtesy, or does she want to make up for Jonathan’s faux pas?


  As we follow her into the house, I throw him a few sidelong glances, which he ignores. Why didn’t he introduce me? Is he avoiding it because he doesn’t know what to call me? Our relationship experiment is off to a great start, I think.


  “We were so happy when you called. You haven’t been here for so long!” Mrs. O’Leary says, still beaming, as she leads us into the entrance hall and disappears briefly behind the reception desk.


  The inside of the house is furnished in a modern style, which I wasn’t expecting, but that doesn’t obscure the house’s old world charm. The curved staircase leading to the upper floors is clearly old — as is the house itself — but the furniture isn’t. Instead of ornate antiques and heavy curtains, everything looks light and fresh. It’s a mixture of traditional and new designs.


  “Wow,” I whisper, impressed.


  “After the purchase, I had it completely gutted and renovated,” Jonathan explained. Mrs. O’Leary returns, holding out a key, which he takes.


  “You’re in the Ballybeg suite, as always,” she explains.


  “I hope it wasn’t a problem, my calling at such short notice?” he enquires.


  “No, no,” she dismisses the question. „It’s an honour, Sir.”


  A uniformed bellboy takes our bags and heads up the stairs ahead of us. He leads us to a beautiful suite. The old exposed roof beams, which have been integrated into the design of the room, make it seem both particularly spacious, and yet cosy at the same time. Jonathan tips the bellboy and sends him away as I look around.


  The decor is no different from the rest of the house. The furniture here is modern and tasteful, giving the room a contemporary flair. The living section is dominated by a seating area upholstered in green fabric, with a magnificent view of the surrounding countryside through the large picture window. The wide, four-poster bed in the sleeping area looks inviting. Very inviting.


  But Jonathan pays no attention to any of it. He seems absent. He’s standing in the middle of the room with a thoughtful expression on his face, looking out. He doesn’t seem to register my presence again till I go up to him.


  “Why didn’t you introduce me?” I ask him, because I’m still a bit annoyed about it.


  “Didn’t I? I’m sorry.”


  His turns his gaze to the window again and I stand next to him indecisively, chewing on my lower lip. The damn guy really does look so absentminded and lost in thought — so distracted — that I could believe he just forgot. If I wanted to.


  He looks at me. “What do you think of it?”


  “Of what? Ireland or the hotel?” I’m not sure what he means.


  “Of the house.”


  “It’s really beautiful.” I don’t quite see the difference — the hotel is the house, isn’t it? But, in any case, it’s a real gem.


  Jonathan nods silently and walks away from me, over to the window, where he goes on staring into the distance with his arms crossed.


  I observe his back and the line of tension between his shoulders uneasily. Up till now everything was great — and now he’s suddenly behaving so strangely. He seems completely shut off, and almost forbidding. I just don’t understand it. It really brings home to me just how little I know him or am able to gauge his moods.


  But you wanted to get to know him, I remind myself, taking a deep breath. Then I go over to him, throw my arms around him from the side and nestle my head against his shoulder. Clearly surprised by my sudden nearness, he uncrosses his arms and I seize the chance to press myself up against him. He has no choice; he has to put his arms around me, so that we’re standing in front of each other, closely entwined.


  “What’s up with you?” I ask. “Why are you suddenly so … different?”


  I wait for his answer with a beating heart.


  „I haven’t been here for a long time,” he murmurs, as if in explanation, and, before I get a chance to ask any further questions, he suddenly presses me tightly against him and shuts me up with a kiss which takes my breath away.


  There’s something fierce, almost desperate, about the way he’s holding me, and the passionate way he kisses me, overwhelms me, and drags me under. But I go down willingly, happy that I can reach him again, that he’s not withdrawing anymore.


  Suddenly, I can’t feel the ground beneath my feet and I instinctively wrap my arms around Jonathan’s neck. He’s lifted me up and is carrying me to the bed, still kissing me. While he’s still walking, I start unbuttoning his shirt, greedy for the feel of his warm skin.


  But when we’re only two steps away from the bed, there’s a sudden knock at the door.


  “Damn it!” Breathless, Jonathan interrupts our kiss, although he keeps his mouth close to mine. “If they keep disturbing us like this, I’m going to carry you off to a desert island.”


  His gaze is hooded and I can see how difficult it is for him to let me go. But he has to, because there’s another knock, so he lets me down. I hastily set myself to rights and Jonathan buttons his shirt again, before shouting “come in” in a very frustrated voice.


  Mrs. O’Leary opens the door and peeks into the room, still smiling.


  “Pardon the disturbance, Sir. I just wanted to enquire if you might be hungry after your journey?” Jonathan looks at me questioningly. “Would you like something to eat?”


  I hesitate before answering. Actually, what I really want is Jonathan. I want to go on where we just left off. But since the only thing I’ve had today is the sandwich he made me before I went to the Hackney meeting, my stomach responds pretty emphatically at the mention of food, informing me with an unmistakable rumbling that it thinks the intake of nourishment would be a very good idea. “I think I could eat something,” I confess.


  The announcement seems to make Mrs. O’Leary happy, since she’s beaming. “We’ll set the table in the summer house for you, if you’d like. Or would you rather have supper down in the drawing room?”


  Jonathan and I look at each other indecisively. He seems to be thinking the same thing as I am. No. No other people. Not right now.


  “I could also have them bring something up to you, if you’d like,” says Mrs. O’Leary. The atmosphere in the room clearly hasn’t escaped her notice.


  Jonathan and I both nod almost simultaneously. He clears his throat.


  “Yes, that would be nice.”


  “Perhaps something from our room service menu? Of course, you can order anything you like from the normal menu, if you’d prefer. Or should I …”


  “We’ll have whatever the head chef recommends today,” Jonathan interrupts her. “And a bottle of champagne. Thank you very much, Mrs. O’Leary.”


  “You’re very welcome, Sir,” she says, shutting the door again quickly. She clearly takes the not-so-subtle hint that we don’t want to be disturbed.


  I wait until she’s gone, then grab Jonathan and pull him the last two steps to the bed, letting myself fall onto it with him, still kissing him. He smells so familiar and my heart is beating wildly because I desire him so much. Because he brought me with him to this beautiful place and because I can be with him. Maybe now that we can stay together, I’m beginning to realise just what it would have meant for me if I’d left him.


  My fingers find the collar of his shirt, as if of their own accord, and I start undoing the buttons again. But, just as I’m busy with the third one, Jonathan stops me.


  “I’m afraid we’ll have to wait until after dinner to have dessert.”


  It takes me a moment to be able to think clearly again, but then I let myself sink down onto the pillows with a groan of disappointment. I know he’s right. If the room service attendant arrives, we can’t exactly receive him in the nude. But I can’t wait, I …


  My lips form a silent “Oh,” as I feel Jonathan’s hand slip between my legs. When I look at him, he’s grinning and his blue eyes are sparkling. “Which doesn’t mean we have to go without an appetizer.”


  6


  He bends his head down and places his lips on my right breast, breathing warm air through the black fabric. My nipple hardens immediately and presses up toward him, clearly visible through my thin bra and my blouse, and Jonathan encloses it with his mouth and pulls gently at it. At the same time, his hand wanders across the sensitive skin on the inside of my thigh, moving upward.


  I have no idea how he does it, but it only takes a few touches, and suddenly I’m a blazing fire, I want his hands all over my body. He lifts his head again and looks into my eyes, observing every motion of my face as he reaches his destination and rubs his fingers over the damp material of my panties.


  I let my legs fall open, ready to grant him free access. It’s shameless, I know, but I want him to touch me. I need it. It’s as if my body knows that he’s the only one who can take me to the heights I’ve become addicted to, and that I can hardly wait to experience once more.


  Jonathan smiles. “Greedy girl,” he murmurs, looking contented. I seem to see him through a kind of haze because his thumb is making circles over my clit. The fabric of my panties prevents direct contact, but shivers of pleasure are trickling through me all the same.


  I arch up toward his hand, moaning, wanting him to increase the pressure, but he does something much better than that — he hooks his fingers sideways into my panties and takes them off, tossing them carelessly aside. Then he lowers his head again and encloses my nipple hotly. My lower body cramps up and I can feel the wetness pooling between my legs.


  I reach for his hand impatiently, trying to guide it between my legs again, to make him continue — but Jonathan won’t let me, and pulls it away again. For a moment, I’m afraid he’s changed his mind. But then he lies down between my legs with a glint in his eye and pushes my skirt all the way up. He presses my thighs even wider apart, so I’m lying there in front of him, completely exposed.


  Because I can’t stand the tension any longer, I push myself up onto my elbows and look down at myself. The sight makes me weak with desire. I’m at Jonathan’s mercy; he’s shoved his arms under my ass and is holding my upper thighs so I can’t move. His mouth is only inches from my mount of Venus, so close that I can feel his breath against my skin. Shivering with excitement, I bite my lower lip, waiting for him to touch me. But he just looks into my eyes, prolonging the moment, and heightening the tension. Then he finally bends forward and touches my clit with the tip of his tongue. It pulses with excitement as he strokes it gently.


  “Ooohhh!” I let myself fall back against the pillows with a long drawn-out moan, overcome by the wild lust that has seized my body.


  Jonathan gradually intensifies things, licking my pearl more firmly and then sucking on it, which almost drives me mad. I want to arch up, but his hands hold me down on the bed and won’t let me move, delivering me up, helpless, to his tongue which is now entering my slit in a steady rhythm, teasing more nectar out of me.


  I can feel the first tremors of orgasm seizing me and I claw at the sheet with my hands, tossing my head back and forth because the feeling is so intense that I want to shut my legs, to escape him. But he won’t let me. Instead, he increases the speed with which his tongue is taking me. “Oh God, I … I … can’t …” I feel my internal muscles cramping up. “Please, Jonathan.”


  I’m crying out for mercy, because his tongue is driving me so implacably toward climax. But my words just seem to spur him on even more. When I’ve almost reached the peak of my desire, he suddenly stops, letting me get my breath back for a moment. Then he presses his tongue flat against my clit, which is pulsing with desire, and at the same time he slips two fingers into my hot, wet slit.


  I come at once, powerfully, swept away by an explosion that blasts my body into a thousand fragments and catapults me toward release. I keep shivering and clasping Jonathan’s head with my legs, moaning as I ride the waves that sweep over me unchecked, while his tongue goes on stimulating my most sensitive point, till I can’t go on any longer. I sink back down onto the mattress, completely exhausted, too weak to lift my head or close my legs. And now Jonathan finally releases me, pushing me up a bit and lying down next to me. He pulls me toward him and kisses me. I can taste myself on his lips and a final shudder takes hold of me, making me sigh deeply.


  “That was …”


  “… just the appetizer,” he completes my phrase, with a contented gleam in his eyes, and stands up and disappears into the bathroom, while I remain stretched out on the bed, enjoying the lazy, relaxed state I find myself in. Until a knock at the door makes me leap up in shock. It takes me a moment to realise what that means: our food has arrived.


  Jonathan comes out of the bathroom and is already on his way to the door, so I get up quickly and push my skirt down over my legs again. I frantically search the ground for my panties and discover them next to the nightstand. But there isn’t time to put them back on, because the room service waiter is already rolling the serving trolley with our plates on it into the suite.


  I frantically shove the telltale garment under the nightstand with my foot, and pull my skirt down a bit more. I can feel myself turning red, and I give Jonathan a censorious look. He’s standing by the door, grinning. He did that one hundred percent on purpose — he didn’t want to give me time to get dressed. Of course, I know that the waiter doesn’t know what we just did, and he has no reason to suspect that I’m naked under my skirt — which just makes me all the more conscious of that fact. This makes my cheeks burn even more. And makes Jonathan’s grin even broader.


  He’ll pay for this, I vow to myself, as I watch while the waiter — a young man with red hair — sets the table for us. He opens the bottle of champagne that Jonathan ordered and fills two tall, slightly bulbous glasses, which he places on the table together with a bowl of fresh strawberries, which are apparently for dessert. Finally, he adds artfully folded napkins. Then he pulls out a chair and looks at me expectantly, so I have no choice but to step in front of him and let him help me into my seat.


  Jonathan hands the waiter a generous tip before sitting down himself. Then the waiter lifts the two silver domes off our plates. The smell of roast meat and herbs, which was already perceptible, now fills the room, making my mouth water.


  “Rack of lamb with lavender on a bed of green beans with roast potatoes,” the waiter explains, in response to Jonathan’s inquiring look. “The chef’s recommendation.”


  “Very nice.” Jonathan nods contentedly. It’s clearly very much to his taste — and it certainly appeals to my taste, too. The golden brown roast meat smells so divine that I can hardly wait to taste it.


  The waiter wishes us bon appétit and leaves us alone again.


  Jonathan raises his eyebrows and shakes his head. There’s a very sexy smile on his lips. “Knickerless at the table. We need to have a little talk about your manners, Miss Lawson.”


  I want to be mad at him, but I’m beginning to like not having anything on under my skirt. There’s something very naughty about it, and it reminds me that we’re not done yet. So I just smile and stretch out a leg and stroke him along his upper thigh to the hard bulge which shows that none of this leaves him cold.


  “I’m a country girl, My Lord,” I reply, blinking innocently. “We’re not as big on etiquette there.”


  Jonathan’s gaze darkens. “If you don’t want your lamb to get cold before you have a chance to eat it, you’d better stop that, Grace.”


  Pleased that he’s clearly having a hard time controlling himself, I withdraw my foot, turn my attention to my meat, and cut off a first piece, which is as tender as it looks and melts on my tongue. Jonathan is also visibly savouring it.


  “How long have you had the hotel, by the way?” I inquire while we eat.


  “Five years,” Jonathan answers and, when I ask him about the renovations, he tells me that the workmen spent an entire year remodelling almost everything in the house, in accordance with his blueprints. He’s very proud of the results — and rightly so.


  “I wanted to create a mixture of old and new, bring Ballybeg House into the modern age, without losing its old world charm,” he explains, leaning back. He’s already finished his lamb and is taking a swig of champagne.


  “You succeeded,” I confirm, smiling.


  While I eat the last bites of my meal, I look out of the window at the garden. As the building is U-shaped, you can see part of the side wing, with its oriels and beautifully laid-out gardens. “Is this anything like Lockwood Manor?,” I ask. I don’t have a clue about manor houses and I’m suddenly curious to know what Jonathan’s family seat in the south of England must look like. But it was clearly the wrong question, as Jonathan’s warm mood abruptly turns a few degrees colder. “No,” he answers, in an icy voice, “Lockwood Manor is a stuffy old house. And since my father is a complete devotee of tradition, it will probably always stay that way.”


  “But it will belong to you one day. Then you can bring a bit of fresh air into the place,” I respond.


  He shakes his head. “I’ll never live there. It’s bad enough that I have to go there so often whilst my father’s still alive. But Sarah can have the house. Or, as far as I’m concerned, it can rot. I don’t want it.”


  He says it with surprising passion.


  “You’re not serious, are you?” I find it hard to imagine. Surely the relationship between him and his father can’t be so bad that Jonathan would let the family seat fall into ruin on purpose.


  “Oh yes I am,” he insists. “I don’t want anything to do with the Lockwood inheritance.”


  I look at him in shock. Up until now I’ve always assumed that the two of them had some differences of opinion. But clearly the rift runs much, much deeper.


  I remember that Jonathan doesn’t even use his title, whenever he can avoid it, and it gradually dawns on me that it’s not out of either affectation or modesty — but rather a desire for independence. He really doesn’t want anything to do with any of it. In fact, he seems to hate the very idea of becoming Earl of Lockwood one day.


  “Would that be possible? I mean, could you opt out of becoming an earl?”


  Jonathan sighs deeply. “In theory, yes. I have the right to renounce the title, and I’ve often thought about it. But Sarah goes crazy if I even mention it. She’s threatened never to speak to me again if I dare, and I’m pretty sure she’d keep her word.” He shrugs his shoulders. “In any case, I’ll adopt the title, but nothing else — not even for her.”


  I swallow. Jonathan’s relationship with his father is completely dysfunctional. There’s no other word for it.


  But from my only meeting with the old Earl so far, I got the impression that he regrets his very cold relationship with his son. He was just as stubborn and arrogant as Jonathan can be sometimes, and he definitely didn’t handle things very well — but he seemed to me to be looking for a way to connect with Jonathan.


  “Don’t you think it breaks your father’s heart that you reject everything important to him?”


  “I don’t think he has a heart to break,” Jonathan says grimly. “And now let’s not talk about him anymore, OK?”


  I don’t want to kill the mood between us, so I don’t go into it any further. But I really need to find out more about this, if I want to have a chance of understanding Jonathan.


  “Do you come here a lot?,” I ask, after he refills our glasses of champagne.


  Jonathan considers for a moment. “I was here a lot during the renovations. I supervised everything,” he says. “But only a few times since then. The last time must have been a good two years ago.”


  That’s strange, I think. Why would he buy a hotel and go to a lot of trouble to renovate it, if he almost never goes there?


  “And why did you choose Ballybeg House in particular?” I can only think of one reason. “Was your mother from this area?”


  Lady Orla Lockwood was an Irishwoman, a very beautiful one, as I saw in a photo on the internet. Jonathan got his black hair and blue eyes from her, but apart from that I know very little about her — except that she died more than twenty years ago, in an accident at Lockwood Manor.


  Jonathan shakes his head. “She came from a town near Dublin. But she loved County Kerry, especially this peninsula. We came here on holiday a few times while she was still alive.”


  I do a few calculations in my head. He was nine when his mother passed, so he must have been really small during those visits. It’s funny, I think — I find it so difficult to imagine him as a boy. But he was one — and he had to cope with a terrible loss.


  I know how he must have felt. My father left the family when I was six, so I know what it’s like to lose someone early, someone you love. How helpless it can make you feel, because you just don’t understand why they’re not there anymore. But it must have been much harder for Jonathan. Because my Dad’s still alive. I don’t have any contact with him, it’s true, but I could see him if I wanted to.


  “And you stayed at this hotel?”


  “No. Back then, it was still a private house. But Mum liked it. We stayed close by and she often talked about it when we passed by on our walks. I think she chose that route on purpose.”


  A sad smile is playing about his lips and I feel my heart contract. My God, I think. This house isn’t an investment — it’s his attempt to hold on to a memory which is precious to him. Suddenly I realise why he was acting so strangely just now. Of course. Being here again must have reawakened all the feelings he associates with this place. Maybe he can’t put himself through this regularly because it hurts him too much, I reflect, and that’s why he seldom comes here. Which also gives a whole new, special meaning to the fact that he came here with me.


  “I’m sure your mother would have liked what you’ve done with the place,” I say quietly.


  Jonathan nods and takes a deep breath and then he looks at me and for a brief moment he reveals what he usually hides, letting me see the pain which is etched far deeper into his soul than I ever imagined. I hold his gaze, breathless, trying to understand what exactly it is that torments him so much. But the moment is over as quickly as it began and Jonathan shuts down again, locking everything away in that place inside him, inaccessible to me or to anyone else, which he guards so fiercely. Instead, there’s another expression in his eyes again, one I know well — and which makes my lower body contract expectantly. “Would you like dessert now?” His voice is raw and everything in me yearns for him.


  But first he’s going to have to pay for that little production with my panties just now.


  “Oh yes, dessert,” I breathe, taking a strawberry out of the bowl on the table between us with an innocent expression. Then I hold it up to my mouth, close my lips around it in a deliberately slow and provocative way, and bite into it with a moan of pleasure. “Delicious,” I enthuse, stretching my foot out under the table again, stroking his upper thighs with it, and placing it on the hard spot between his legs. “I wish I weren’t always so greedy. But I can never get enough of — dessert.”


  Jonathan’s eyes are dangerously dark now, which makes me smile contentedly, as I let the strawberry completely disappear into my mouth and quickly lick my lips. I’m about to reach for another one, but his voice stops me.


  “Come here, Grace,” he orders in that tone of voice that brokers no contradiction, and which has so often provoked me to argue with him for that very reason. But now I happily obey and go over to him and sit on his lap. His hand wanders under my skirt right away and slips between my thighs, and I spread my legs, welcoming him in.


  “You can never get enough?” he whispers against my lips.


  “No,” I breathe, shaking my head. “Never.”


  My head falls back as I feel his finger entering me and I wrap my arms around his neck. I belong to him, just like he said. Body and soul. And I want him to belong to me — at least for now. Here.


  “Woe betide anyone who disturbs us again,” he says with a possessive tremor in his voice, letting his lips slide over my neck, tracing a hot line up to the back of my ear, as he crooks his finger a little inside me, setting off an explosion of feelings within and making me moan aloud. Then he places his mouth to mine and his kiss takes my breath away.


  Through a haze, I notice him withdrawing his finger, feel him lifting me up, and carry me to the bed. Then I feel the cool sheets under me and Jonathan’s body against mine. We both seem intoxicated, incapable of holding back any longer. My fingers are trembling when I’m finally allowed to do what I’ve been wanting to this whole time, unfasten Jonathan’s shirt, tugging at it and pulling it out of his pants. His clothes are in the way, I want to feel his skin under my hands and Jonathan seems to feel exactly the same way. We undress each other with almost feverish haste, tossing our things carelessly aside till we’re lying facing each other, naked. I let my eyes wander greedily over Jonathan’s body. He’s so beautiful; it takes my breath away every time. Everything about him. His broad, toned chest, his muscular arms, his strong legs, his butt and his flat stomach, his hands, the dark tone of his skin. And his hard shaft, which gives me so much pleasure.


  I can feel how aroused he is. He wants me just as much as I want him, he can hardly wait. And I’m right there with him. I touch as much of him as I can with my hands and lips, I squirm beneath him, as he lowers his mouth to my breasts, which are waiting longingly for him. He circles one of my hard, erect nipples with his tongue and then sucks on it till I moan. “Grace,” Jonathan pants, pushing himself onto me, about to take me with that same urgency that I feel, too.


  But I press my hands against his chest.


  “Wait!”


  He’s propped up with his arms on either side of my head, hovering over me. I can see the tension in his face, that desire he can hardly contain — and his amazement that I’m trying to stop him.


  “Did you mean it when you said that we would play by my rules from now on?” I ask him.


  He frowns. “What are you driving at?”


  “Did you? Yes or no?” I insist.


  “It depends what kind of rules they are.” He raises his eyebrows. “I’m not used to having rules in bed, Grace.” I realise that he thinks I want to forbid him from doing something. But that’s not my intention at all, so I smile and increase the pressure on his chest till he gives in and lets himself fall to one side so I can roll him over. Now he’s lying under me and I’m sitting on top of him.


  “There aren’t any rules,” I explain. “None at all anymore. From now on, I can do whatever I like.”


  It’s the first time we’ve slept with each other since we left the club. The first time since Jonathan decided to give this thing between us a chance. And that’s why I want more this time.


  Jonathan looks at me uncomprehendingly. “You could always do whatever you liked,” he says, but I shake my head. “No, I couldn’t.” Up until now, only sex itself was allowed, without any feelings, without any real intimacy. But if we’re playing by my rules now, that’s about to change.


  I bend forward and kiss him, pushing his arms up over his head. “Do you trust me?”


  He’s still got an uneasy look in his eyes, but he nods. “What are you planning to do?”


  “Let me surprise you.” I slide off him. “Stay there,” I instruct him. “Don’t move.”


  I quickly leave the bed and go and fetch my purse. I rummage around in it till I find what I’m looking for. Then I return to Jonathan and kneel beside him.


  He really hasn’t moved, though he still looks doubtful. He only relaxes once he sees the big silk scarves in my hand.


  “You want to tie me up?” He seems to find the thought confusing, but pretty exciting, too.


  “You already tied me up,” I remind him, tying one of my scarves around his wrist. “Fair’s fair.”


  But my idea is a bit more difficult to put into practise than I thought, because I have to tie the other end of the scarf to the bedpost, which means that Jonathan has to sit up a bit and stretch his arms out pretty far. But he lets me do it, and I stuff the pillows under his back, to make him as comfortable as possible.


  When I’ve finished, Jonathan tugs at his fastenings, which seem to be holding up.


  “So, what happens now?” There’s still a trace of uneasiness in his smile. He’s clearly not used to relinquishing control — but he’s going to have to deal with it.


  I contemplate my handiwork with satisfaction. It’s an unbelievably arousing sight, having him tied up on the bed. The sun, sinking beneath the green hills outside, is bathing the room in a wonderfully warm light; giving Jonathan’s naked skin a golden glow.


  “Now …,” I stroke his chest with my hand and then continue down to his belly, “I’m going to do what I’ve been wanting to do to you for ages.”


  7


  Jonathan breathes in sharply as my hand approaches his hard, throbbing shaft — but I don’t touch it, I stop short before reaching it, letting my hands wander back over his belly to his chest.


  Because this is exactly what I was planning to do. I want to experience the forbidden, to do what he has never let me do before — feel him, explore his body, skin against skin, where he can’t escape my caresses. Up until now, he’s always acted almost as if he were afraid of this kind of closeness. But now he’s at my mercy — and I’m going to make the most of every single second. I lie down next to him, so our bodies are touching right along their lengths, and stroke his skin: first with my fingers, using a feather-light touch, and then with my lips, tasting him. Everywhere I touch him I can feel his tension; feel his taut, unyielding muscles. He knows I’m not going to hurt him, but he still seems to be expecting something unpleasant to happen.


  “Close your eyes,” I instruct him and he does so, although only after a moment’s hesitation.


  I carry on investigating his upper body inch by inch, nibbling on his neck, kissing his biceps, the curve of his shoulders and his neck, circling his hard little nipples with my tongue. And slowly, very slowly, he starts to relax, to let go. I can feel his muscles growing softer. He breathes out heavily — he keeps holding his breath — and starts breathing more easily, turning his head to one side, with his eyes still closed. Now I finally let my hands and lips wander further down him. But I take my time here too. I’ve never been allowed to do this, at least not in a calm and leisurely way like this, and I want to enjoy it. I avoid his member again. Instead, I kiss his belly and then along the sensitive line between his pelvis and upper thighs, running my hand up the inside of his thigh, stroking his scrotum and pulling at it very gently, which makes Jonathan pant.


  His upper body has tensed up again and he has opened his eyes. His chest is covered in sweat and the sinews of his lower arms visibly protrude as he tugs at his bonds.


  An unfamiliar feeling of power rushes through me and I feel myself getting wet. This is turning me on as much as it is him and I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold out. But I want to savour it for a bit longer, so I go on teasing him and increasing his arousal until he arches his back, visibly frustrated and tormented.


  “Grace!,” he growls through clenched teeth. His voice sounds fierce at first, but it turns into a long drawn-out moan as I slide my lips over his hot shaft and take him into my mouth. I let my tongue glide over him, luxuriating in the taste of his first clear drops of liquid.


  He’s taught me a lot in the time we’ve been together and I know exactly what he likes. Soon, I can feel him getting harder. He pants, clearly struggling against the climax that I’m threatening to tease out of him. When I notice that he’s just about to come, I let him slip out of my mouth.


  Jonathan groans in disappointment but I console him right away. I mount him and guide his cock into my opening. I slowly sink down onto him, feeling my narrow passage expanding as he penetrates me. My internal muscles close around him tightly and hotly and, shivering, my body adjusts to the feeling of being so completely filled up. Only then do I begin to move.


  I need this just as much as he does now. I still can’t get enough of being close to him, so I lean forward, wrap my arms around his neck, try to find skin to skin contact. My hard nipples caress his chest, sending bolts of pleasure down to my lower body and making me moan.


  “Oh God, Grace, untie me,” Jonathan groans. “Please.” He’s tugging at his fastenings in earnest now and for a moment I’m about to do it. If I release him, I’ll also release the lust burning in his eyes. And then he’ll fuck me, fiercely and without restraint, he’ll turn me over and take me and dominate me. My internal muscles twitch in anticipation at the thought. But I shake my head.


  “No.” It’s my turn. This time I’ll make the rules.


  I place my hands on his chest and circle my pelvis, slowly at first and then faster and faster. He strains toward me and together we find our rhythm, letting it carry us higher and higher, looking into each other’s eyes so we can see every increase of desire reflected in each other’s faces.


  It’s almost too much. I’m trembling and breathing shallowly as I feel the tremors take hold of me and drive me toward orgasm. But they’re stronger and more intense than usual, and my lower body contracts so violently that I let out a sob.


  He belongs to me, I think, pressing myself against him, wanting to take him into me as deeply as I can. My hands clutch at his chest as I ride him more and more wildly, trying helplessly to find something to hold onto amid the whirlwind of desire I’m being sucked into. I want to feel his hands on me now, to have him hold me, because I’m being driven toward such a violent explosion it scares me. But it’s too late.


  My climax seizes hold of me with all its might. I throw my head back and scream, completely losing control. “Grace,” Jonathan shouts, coming too, tearing at his fastenings, as he arches up and thrusts into me, groaning. I can feel his member twitching inside me, stronger than usual, and the feeling of complete union with him at the moment of release prolongs my orgasm, so that it feels as though the tremors will never stop. Then I fall onto him, completely exhausted and satisfied, and breathe out, listening for his heartbeat, which takes a while to calm back down again.


  “Untie me,” Jonathan says hoarsely, which reminds me that he’s lying in a position that isn’t very comfortable for him. I leap up at once and climb off him, untying his fastenings guiltily. There are obvious red streaks on his wrists where the scarves bit into his skin.


  “I’m sorry,” I say, almost expecting him to be mad at me. He already asked me to untie him once, and I didn’t. But, to my astonishment, he pulls me toward him again and stretches out on the bed next to me. I don’t even know if he realises what he’s doing — holding me in his arms after sex. Before, it was unthinkable, and I’m very happy it seems to be possible now.


  “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he says, smiling lazily. “It was … better than I thought it would be.”


  I’m beaming as I lay my head on my chest. “You liked it?”


  “What’s not to like, if everything’s allowed now?,” he says, stroking my back all the way down to my ass and letting his hand linger there. Then I feel him sliding his finger between my ass cheeks and very gently touching and circling my anus with the tip of his finger. “I can think of a few other things we haven’t tried yet.”


  I can feel my heart beating faster. The thought of him taking me there, testing out new sexual boundaries, is a bit scary. But it also turns me on. A lot. Deep down, I know that I can’t deny Jonathan anything. I’m far too enthralled with him for that, and the things we do together are too lovely.


  I turn toward him with a sigh, trying to snuggle up even closer. I have to make the most of the fact that he’s letting me, that he’s not withdrawing like he usually does.


  But as I’m about to throw my leg over his, I suddenly feel an unfamiliar wetness in my groin. Bewildered, I sit up and touch my labia. And then — far too late — I realise that what I can feel is Jonathan’s semen. He came inside me because we didn’t use a condom, for the first time since we started sleeping with each other. It takes a moment for my shock to subside and for me to realise, relieved, that it’s not an issue. But I’m still startled.


  “We forgot something,” I say, looking at Jonathan, who’s propped up on his elbows. He’s silent for a moment and the expression on his face is hard to read. But then he shrugs his shoulders and lets himself sink back down onto the bed. “Luckily, nothing’s going to happen.”


  After the paparazzo’s picture appeared in the press and we made our relationship public, he insisted I start taking the pill. But, even though I’ve spent a lot of time with him since then and we’ve had sex together unbelievably often, he’s always used a condom. I never questioned it. After all, he’s the experienced one, and it never bothered me. Up until now, I’d never experienced anything else.


  I snuggle back into his arms with a sigh. But the contentment I was feeling a moment ago has evaporated, leaving a gnawing sensation of unease in its place. I can’t seem to shake it off — so I lift my head again and prop myself up on my elbows.


  “What do you mean, ’luckily’?” I ask him. “Would it be such a tragedy if I got pregnant?”


  “You won’t get pregnant,” Jonathan retorts. „You’re on the Pill.”


  “I meant theoretically,” I insist. “What if I did?”


  “Then we’d have a problem on our hands.” His expression grows serious. “I don’t want to have children, Grace.”


  “You mean not right now?” I swallow. “Or not with me?”


  “I mean not at all. And not with anyone,” he clarifies, and the vehemence with which he says it shocks me.


  Not that I definitely want to have children. I haven’t really thought about it yet. Why would I? I’m young, and until recently I’d never done anything that could get me pregnant, so I never even asked myself the question.


  But now, feeling Jonathan’s semen inside me for the first time, it seems more concrete somehow. I realise that the prospect of getting pregnant by him doesn’t faze me at all. It wouldn’t have to happen right away, but I could imagine him as the father of my children — which probably just goes to show how hopelessly in love with him I am.


  “Won’t you have to have children some time?,” I ask. “Because of the inheritance and all that?”


  Jonathan sighs deeply. “I don’t have to do anything. As far as I’m concerned, Sarah can be responsible for producing an heir, together with the family seat and everything else.”


  I look at him thoughtfully. “What’s so terrible about having children?”


  “Children are monsters — or they can be. My fellow pupils at Winchester College gave me a very convincing demonstration of that.” Jonathan’s voice sounds bitter and I guess it can’t have been easy for him to have to go to boarding school so soon after his mother’s death. No wonder he’s such close friends with Alexander, whom he met during that time.


  He sighs. “And even if they aren’t monsters — I don’t want any. I wouldn’t wish my own childhood on anyone else, and I definitely wouldn’t be a good father.”


  “You don’t know that,” I contradict him, but he waves his hand at me dismissively.


  “Yes, I would.” He breathes out heavily, visibly shaken. “Besides, I don’t want to continue the Lockwood line. I meant that seriously. The title can pass to Sarah’s descendants or to anyone who can make something of it. I can’t, and I don’t want to either.”


  There’s no anger in his voice now, just determination. And genuine worry, which makes me realise that his decision isn’t just a way of defying the Earl, as I first thought. I’m going to have to come to terms with it. He gives me a warning look. “If you’re looking for a happy ending and want to start a family …” He leaves the remark hanging in the air and I complete it silently: I’ll never be able to have that with him. He’s not the right man for me.


  But I don’t want to listen.


  “I’m not looking for anything yet,” I tell him, hoping I sound more certain than I feel. “There’ll be plenty of time to start a family and have children later.”


  “Good.” He pulls me toward him and closes his eyes. “It’s not a problem then.”


  Yes it is, I think unhappily, leaning my head back against his chest and staring out into the night. It is. Maybe not yet, but at some point it will be. Soon. Because the gulf between what I want and what Jonathan can give me has just been torn even wider, and I feel as though I’ve been stabbed deep in the heart.


  He always sets such strict boundaries as to what’s possible for him. The love I feel toward him, and which I still hope he will be able to return, has no room to grow. For that, I’d need the prospect of a future together — and he just won’t allow that.


  Now I know that he was serious: he can’t make me any promises. But what does that mean for me? Suddenly, I’m really scared that at some point — soon — I’ll find myself up against a wall, unable to go any further.


  I knew he wasn’t an easy man. He’s extremely reserved, and I’m gradually beginning to suspect what it was that made him so harsh. Behind everything he says and does, I can sense hurt, but I have no idea of its extent or how deep it goes.


  What if he never opens up to me? If I can only ever have a part of him, and maybe even only for a short time? If I have to do without things that others would take for granted, because he can’t or doesn’t want to give them to me? I close my eyes in despair and take a deep breath, shaking. Am I really prepared to pay the price loving Jonathan Huntington might cost me?


  8


  “What’s up with you?” Jonathan asks the following morning, as we’re walking along the main street of Dingle, the small town near Ballybeg House. “You’re so quiet.”


  I shake my head. “Oh, nothing. I’m … just a little cold.” I shrug my shoulders apologetically. The weather has gotten worse. The sun is still shining, but the wind has picked up, driving clouds across the sky, about to bring rain any second now — at least that’s what it looks like — and I regret having decided on my lightweight green summer dress this morning, which I got from the bag that was packed for me. Jeans might have been better, since the thin summer coat I’m wearing over the dress is not really helping.


  Mrs. O’Leary explained over breakfast that this is typical Irish weather — first rain, and then sunshine again a moment later. She winked conspiratorially as she said it. It clearly hasn’t escaped her notice that I’m feeling pretty glum and she wants to cheer me up.


  But I’m really trying not to let it show. I want to enjoy these days with Jonathan — precisely because I don’t know when I’ll get another opportunity to do so. But I just can’t stop asking myself whether I have a future with him. It’s casting a shadow over everything we do. Jonathan is looking at me, concerned — and a little puzzled. He seems to suspect that there’s something more behind my behaviour, but he doesn’t pry. Instead, he takes off his jacket — a black leather jacket I’ve never seen him in before, but which really suits him — and drapes it over my shoulders. The gesture makes me smile.


  “If you’re cold, we’ll pop in and have a cup of tea somewhere,” he says and immediately starts looking out for a suitable pub.


  That’s not hard to do in Dingle, because there’s a whole row of bars and restaurants one after another here, all with beautiful, colourful signs and shop fronts letting you know what you can expect in each respective establishment. Jonathan told me that the town has the highest concentration of pubs in the whole of Ireland — it certainly looks like that way.


  He chooses “Murphy’s Inn,” which has a red facade and a big, inviting lattice window. He heads that way with determination and holds the door open for me to enter.


  Inside, the pub is as cosy as it looks from the outside. It’s pretty classic, with wood paneling, and simple wooden chairs and tables that right now, since it’s morning, are all still empty. There’s just an older man sitting at the bar wearing a thick sweater, work pants and rubber boots, clearly a local. When we enter, he turns around and nods at us.


  “Good morning,” the proprietor greets us from behind the bar. He looks very Irish with his red hair and beard, and he’s giving us a friendly smile.


  “Can we trouble you for a pot of tea?,” Jonathan inquires.


  “Of course.” The man grins, clearly pleased to have more visitors. “Any particular preference?”


  “Do have English Breakfast?” I ask hopefully. I’ve developed a real passion for tea since I’ve been in England, and I’ve become particularly fond of the strong “breakfast blend” that is very popular on the island.


  The man winks at me. “We’ve only got Irish Breakfast tea here,” he explains and I suddenly realise that it probably wasn’t very smart of me to ask for an English tea in Ireland. But since I’m American, he seems to be generously willing to overlook my faux pas. “Would that suit you?”


  “Of course,” I assure him with a penitent smile and he immediately gets to work behind the bar. Jonathan is already looking for a table and decides on one with a lovely view out of the lattice window at the scenery outside. He helps me off with his jacket and coat and pulls out a chair for me, before sitting down opposite me.


  “Is that better?” He still seems concerned and his look seems to ask whether the cold really is the only problem. I nod and attempt a smile, though I can tell I’m not having much success. Jonathan leans back in his chair and observes me.


  “Do you miss your family?”


  The question is so unexpected that for a moment I just stare at him.


  “Of course I miss them,” I say, unsure what he’s driving at. “Especially Hope.”


  “Your sister?”


  I nod, feeling a tug at my chest. Hope is my only confidante and I really miss her, especially now.


  “How old is she, by the way?” Jonathan asks.


  “She’ll be twenty-one in a few weeks.”


  He smiles. “Is she very like you?”


  I shake my head. “No. You’d never know we were sisters — but we get along really well anyway.” Hope is quite different from me: tall, blonde, and athletic. And we’re different in other ways, too. My sister approaches life in a much more carefree and optimistic way than I do. She usually laughs at problems and probably wouldn’t be tortured by as many doubts as I am right now. But Hope has never fallen in love with a man as difficult as Jonathan.


  “What about Chicago? Would you like to be back there?” Jonathan asks.


  I’m beginning to find his questions a little unsettling. Why does he suddenly want to know all this? He hasn’t yet said anything about what will happen when my internship is over, and I still feel apprehensive about that.


  “I don’t miss the city, if that’s what you mean. I didn’t want to stay after my exams, anyway,” I say — and, as I do, I realise how uncertain my future really is.


  I still have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do when school is over. Before I came to England, I had lots of plans … but they were all rather vague. The only thing I had decided was to not stay in Illinois. I wanted to look for a job somewhere else, but where exactly I hadn’t yet decided. There are lots of places I could imagine living. Or there were. Right now I can only think of one, and it’s definitely on this side of the Atlantic. But it’s not that simple, I think, and I feel a new wave of sadness take hold of me. “When do you have your finals?” Jonathan insists. I have to think hard because school and my life in Chicago have seemed strangely distant since I’ve been in England. “As soon as the internship is over.” I’ve already passed all the required courses and spoken with Professor White about the topic of my thesis. The stay in England delayed things, in a way.


  “And once you’ve finished? What are your plans?”


  My throat contracts and I try to swallow down the lump I can suddenly feel inside. Doesn’t he realise how much it hurts me when he asks me about my future like this, as if it had nothing to do with him?


  “Then I’ll look for a job,” I say, a little more aggressively than I really want to, but Jonathan doesn’t seem to notice because he just keeps on looking at me intently.


  “What do you have in mind? What would you like to do?”


  Stay with you, I think. In London. At Huntington Ventures. Carry on with what I’m doing, where I am now.


  “Project management,” I say with a sigh, when I notice that he’s waiting for a reply. “I think I’d enjoy that.”


  Jonathan nods, clearly satisfied with my answer, and starts to say something. But we’re interrupted by the bartender, who’s come up to our table. He serves us the tea we ordered in a metal pot, together with two cups.


  “Irish Breakfast tea for the young lady — that’ll put a bit of colour back into your pale cheeks,” he says, grinning at me.


  “Thank you,” I reply, a little shocked at the fact that I’m apparently looking as bad as I feel. “But I’m sure your man will also help you warm up,” the man adds, with a twinkle in his eye.


  My man, I think sadly, looking at Jonathan, who returns my look with an unreadable expression. Will I ever really be able to claim him as mine? At least he doesn’t correct the bartender, who is still standing by our table, clearly keen to have a little chat with us.


  “Have you gone out looking for our famous Funghi yet?” he enquires. I look at him puzzled. “Funghi?”


  Jonathan, who clearly knows what the man is talking about, nods. “He’s talking about the dolphin that lives out in Dingle Bay.”


  “Exactly,” the man confirms. “He really is a sight to be seen. He’s not to be missed.”


  “There’s a dolphin here?” This really surprises me.


  The man nods, visibly enthusiastic about the attractions of his home town. “And his story would melt the hardest heart.” He clutches at the left side of his chest in a theatrical gesture. Then he winks at Jonathan and me once more. “Now there’s something for lovers!” He obviously means us, because he beams at us, before going back behind the bar.


  “Do you know the story?” I ask Jonathan curiously, once he’s gone. I remember that I saw a bronze sculpture of a dolphin in this town a little while ago, but I didn’t pay attention to it.


  Jonathan nods. “If I remember right, Funghi arrived at the bay at the beginning of the 80s and has stayed there ever since. Boats go out there every day, taking tourists to see him, so that they can observe and film him. To the tourist industry, he’s pretty much the goose that laid the golden egg.”


  “And what’s so moving about his story?,” I ask.


  He shrugs his shoulders. “They say Funghi didn’t come here on his own. He had a mate with him, but she perished in the bay. Apparently, her death broke his heart and he stayed out of loyalty, to mourn her loss.” He makes a face. “That’s the short version. If you ask people round here, they’ll be happy to embroider it a bit for you.” I stir my tea thoughtfully. “It’s a lovely story.”


  “But only for hopeless romantics — which our landlord clearly is,” Jonathan says, looking at the red-haired man who’s drying a glass and chatting quietly with the guest at the bar.


  Jonathan turns away and looks out of the window. The light coming in from outside is making his dark hair gleam, and I simply can’t take my eyes off him.


  I would stay for love too, I think, feeling tears pricking my eyes. I’ve got very limited experience in that area, but I’m afraid I’ve got it bad. Really, really, really bad. Sometimes I can’t even breathe when I look at Jonathan, and it feels as if my heart is being squeezed tight inside my chest. Right now, for instance.


  And that’s scary. Because my time at his side is limited, and I’m no longer sure I’ll manage to win him over, before I have to leave him once more.


  “Grace?” Jonathan is looking at me again. He places his hand on mine. “Is everything OK?”


  I shake my head.


  “No,” I say, hurriedly taking another big gulp of my tea, because I suddenly feel frozen inside. “What do you think about all this?” My voice is shaking a little, but I can’t help it. “What happens now, to us?”


  Jonathan is silent for a long time and then he heaves a deep sigh.


  “All I know is that right now I can’t imagine giving you up.”


  “But you’re going to have to.” The tears are really stinging me eyes now. “My internship will soon be over, Jonathan. I’ll be flying home in a few weeks. Then I won’t be there any longer.”


  “I know. I wanted to talk to you about that,” he says, and suddenly I remember all the questions he just asked me, about my family and my studies. My shoulders tense up. Was it all just a prelude to a discussion of my future in America — without him?


  Jonathan smiles. “Stop looking at me as if I were about to eat you. I don’t want you to leave. And you ought to know me well enough to know that means I’m going to find a way for you to stay.”


  “And what would that look like?,” I ask sceptically. “I have to finish my degree, Jonathan.” I can’t break it off, whatever happens. Because then I’d have nothing to show. And besides, I’d probably never be able to look Grandma Rose in the eye again, since she’s always lectured me on the importance of proper qualifications. But if I do my finals, I’ll have to prepare for them, and that takes weeks — weeks during which I’ll be separated from Jonathan.


  “And so you should. You’ll fly back to Chicago and take your exam. We’ll arrange the exact date to suit you. And then you’ll come back and go on working for us.”


  “What?” My brain isn’t fast enough to process what he’s saying, but my heart has already understood him and is beating excitedly. “What do you mean?”


  “I mean that Huntington Ventures is offering you the position of junior project manager, which we’ve been unable to fill up to now. Do you remember the interviews Alexander held recently? Unfortunately, there was no suitable candidate among the interviewees, so the job is still available. We could imagine you taking it on. But I’m quite certain that we could arrange things so that you could still do your finals in Chicago.”


  I’m completely overwhelmed. “When did you decide that?” He shrugs his shoulders. “I discussed it with Alexander yesterday, while you were getting your purse. He agreed at once.” Jonathan smiles. “He thinks a lot of you — professionally and personally.”


  “But …” My brain is still trying to find the catch. “Are you sure it’s OK? I mean, with my finals?” It’s almost too good to be true, and I can’t quite believe it. But Jonathan nods.


  “Alexander is a very good friend of Professor White, and our company has had good relations with the university for many years now. Besides, they won’t want to put any obstacles in your way, since the job with us is also an opportunity for you, which makes them look good. So I assume that Professor White will grant us this favour, and be accommodating about the date.”


  I bend further forward across the table and kiss Jonathan on the mouth.


  “Thank you,” I say, beaming.


  “Does that mean you want the job?”


  “Of course I want it. It’s … a dream come true.”


  Jonathan’s face grows serious again. “I still can’t promise you anything, Grace.”


  “I know,” I say, but suddenly it doesn’t make me sad anymore. On the contrary — I’m madly happy; I could hug the entire world.


  He really wants me to stay. He’s offering me the future prospects I needed so badly. For now, that’s enough. Suddenly, the future doesn’t look so dark after all. “What a lovely couple,” I hear the landlord say quietly to the man at the bar, as Jonathan and I set off again, a little later.


  I don’t know if Jonathan heard the remark too, but once we’re out on the street again, he takes my hand and doesn’t let it go. I don’t remark on it, I just enjoy it, because it means he’s allowing me to take one more step toward him.


  When it suddenly starts raining, he pulls me toward him and wraps his arms around me, kissing me.


  “What would you like to do now?” he asks. “Shall we go and see the dolphin?”


  “No.” My voice sounds so determined that he looks at me in astonishment.


  “Where do you want to go then?”


  “Back to the hotel,” I say. And when Jonathan’s smile disappears, and his eyes darken, I know he’s understood what I’ve meant.


  ***


  We just make it to our suite before falling onto each other frantically and kissing. The journey here was absolute torture. Jonathan drove fast and I avoided looking at him, because otherwise we might never have gotten to the hotel; we’d just have done the deed in the car.


  I don’t want to rush, I want to enjoy it now that I know that I don’t have to leave Jonathan. But I feel such an intense desire for him, that my hands are shaking and I hang onto his lips like a drowning woman, incapable of separating myself from him.


  “Slow down,” Jonathan says hoarsely, pushing my dress over my shoulders and letting it fall to the ground. “We’ve got plenty of time, Grace.”


  His lips slide over my neck as he unfastens my bra and frees my breasts, holding them in his hands and stimulating my hard nipples.


  I moan and keep tugging at his T-shirt, which has resisted my efforts till now, pulling it over his head. We lean against each other with naked torsos and stop for a moment, both aroused, both out of breath.


  “I want you,” I breathe, kissing his naked chest, trying to unfasten his pants, and failing a second time because my fingers are shaking too much.


  Jonathan gives a throaty laugh and helps me, removing the last pieces of clothing in our way and pulling my panties off, as well. I let my hands slide across his chest and belly greedily, and take hold of his penis.


  Everything’s different from the way it was a few weeks ago, I think, enjoying the expression on Jonathan’s face as I hold his bulging member. He pants loudly and the ferocious look he gives me sets off a tug of desire in my lower body.


  I look into his eyes fearlessly and uninhibited, enjoying the power I have to arouse him so much. I’m not shy and inexperienced anymore, Jonathan saw to that. On the contrary, I need the things he does to me, the satisfaction which only he can give me. And I want to carry on, I can feel that I’m suddenly braver, less restrained — now that I believe once more than it really could work out between us.


  He lifts me up till I’m at eye level with him and I wrap my legs around his hips and my arms around his neck, kissing him and feeling his hard shaft against my belly.


  “Take me,” I whisper into his ear. “Do whatever you want with me.”


  A shudder runs through him as he looks into my eyes. His expression changes and becomes wilder, more uncontrolled. But that’s exactly what I want. I want to belong to him; I don’t want to miss out on anything he can give me.


  He goes on kissing me as he carries me over to the bed and lies down behind me. I want to turn around toward him, but he holds me still. “No, stay there.” His hands slide forward and one of them holds my breast, while the other heads straight for my throbbing pearl, which is aching for his touch.


  “Are you ready for me?” he asks quietly, stroking my wet slit with his finger. When I nod breathlessly I can feel the tip of his penis pressing against my lips and pushing them apart. “You’re so wet,” he says, entering me slowly and filling me completely, till I moan with pleasure.


  Jonathan remains deep inside me and bites me gently on the shoulder. “Do you know how sexy I find it, the fact that I was the first man to possess you? And that I’m still the only one? I thought I could share you, Grace.” He moves very slowly, withdrawing from me almost completely and then thrusting deep into me again. “But I want you to myself. All to myself. Just for me. You. Belong. To. Me.” He says the last words in rhythm as he thrusts into me hard.


  I want to say something in reply, but I can’t, because his hands and lips have suddenly begun an onslaught, which is almost too much for me. His hands go on stimulating my nipple and my clit, and he nibbles at my neck as he fucks me with firm, hard strokes. It’s all happening too fast, it’s too much all at once, and I can feel myself being irresistibly driven toward climax.


  But that seems to have been exactly what he intended, because he growls with satisfaction as I arch up in his arms and waits for my orgasm to subside again, without coming himself.


  I’m lying on my side, out of breath, but Jonathan hasn’t finished with me yet. He withdraws from me, stands up, and goes to get something. I don’t lift my head to see what it is, but I don’t need to — because a moment later I feel a cold gel between my legs, mixing with my own juices.


  I try to turn around, shocked, but Jonathan is lying behind me again, holding me tightly by the shoulder as he carries on running his other hand through my slit. Then he touches the puckered rosebud of my anus with the tip of his finger, spreads some of the gel there too — and slides his finger in, just a little.


  I immediately stop breathing and tense up.


  “Keep calm,” Jonathan says right into my ear, pushing his finger even deeper into me. “Relax. Relax completely.”


  It’s easier said than done. My whole body is a shambles. My muscles, which were still soft from my last orgasm, are now almost painful with expectation, tensing up even though I don’t want them to.


  “I want to be the first one to possess you this way, too, Grace.” Jonathan’s determined words send a shudder through my body.


  I breathe out with a hiss and stop bracing myself against the pressure he’s exerting, and suddenly his whole finger is inside me. He gives me time to get used to the feeling, massaging me, opening me wide enough to be able to add a second finger. He’s taking my breath away, but I don’t fight him, as he’s stimulating my clit with his other hand, keeping me in a state of arousal.


  Then his fingers have suddenly disappeared and I can feel his hands on my hips. He turns me onto my stomach and shoves a cushion under me, placing me so that my butt is raised, while my upper body is lying on the mattress. He spreads even more cool gel along my crack and then I feel the tip of his cock against my rosebud. I pant loudly from nervousness.


  “Trust me, Grace.” Jonathan’s voice is now raw with excitement. I remember what happened yesterday, when I tied him up, and I close my eyes, ready to commit to this adventure — just as he did yesterday.


  He presses harder against my narrow ring now, and then pushes past and enters me. It’s such a full, burning sensation that I bite my lips. But I withstand it, completely overwhelmed by the novel feelings flooding my senses.


  Jonathan gives me time to get used to him, pushing himself in bit by bit, pulling back, and thrusting forward again till he’s finally fully inside me. The pressure is enormous, but it also feels arousing. Different.


  But when Jonathan increases the speed of his thrusts, I feel as though he’s going to tear me apart. I start trying to defend myself, but I don’t stand a chance. Jonathan holds me still, pumping into me rhythmically.


  “Let go, Grace,” he says in a raw voice, increasing the pressure even more by slipping two fingers into my vagina and pressing his thumb against my clit. I scream, but Jonathan is merciless, he goes on lashing me with his penis and fingers without stopping, driving me toward an orgasm that I don’t think I will survive. I have no choice but to surrender to him completely. Desire and pain are raging in my body, creating a highly explosive combination that robs me of my senses. My heart is beating wildly, my body is covered in sweat, and I’m shaking uncontrollably, feeling my vaginal muscles cramping up and thunderbolts shooting through me.


  “Jonathan!”


  I dissolve, I melt into a climax which seems to be never-ending, which encompasses every part of me, reaching every last corner. Through a haze, I notice Jonathan withdrawing from me, tearing open a condom package, burying himself in my vagina with a powerful thrust, and pumping away at me till he comes too, with a scream of relief. We both fall to one side and lie there back to back, breathing heavily, taking a long time to calm down.


  Jonathan manages it quicker than I do. At some point he gets up, but I still can’t move. I just stay there with closed eyes, enjoying the lazy feeling of satisfaction which has taken possession of me.


  Then the bed sinks under Jonathan’s weight again and I can feel him behind me. I turn around and nestle against him without opening my eyes.


  “That was … better than I thought it would be,” I say, hearing the rumbling in his chest as he laughs and pulls me closer toward him.


  I breathe in the scent of his skin with a sigh, feeling happiness and despair take equal hold of me. Because I can’t imagine being without him. I need him. But where is this leading?


  We’ll see, I think, and I smile away the doubts that threaten to overwhelm me again. We’ll see.
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  With a flamboyant gesture, Jason Leibowitz finishes the glass of water he ordered with his lunch and leans back in his chair.


  “So, I think everything’s settled now. Unless …,” he pushes his empty plate toward a passing waiter, “you have any further questions?”


  I shake my head. “No, I think we’ve covered all the most important points,” I say, glancing at my watch. “Oh! It’s already almost half past one. I have to go right away.”


  My discussion with the friendly building contractor has gone so well that I hadn’t paid any attention to the time. It’s going to be tight if I wanted to get everything done that I had planned for today. Jonathan wants to meet me at three and my stomach contracts when I think of the commitment awaiting us this weekend. I take a breath, trembling. Pull yourself together; I admonish myself — at least until you’ve finished your work.


  Jason Leibowitz consults his own watch. “Me too,” he says, looking at me apologetically. “It’s always such a pleasure to talk to you, Miss Lawson. It makes me forget the time.”


  I return his smile, pleased at the compliment. Actually, I could say exactly the same thing, since he couldn’t be a more pleasant business partner. Ever since his company had taken over the Hackney project, for which I’m now officially responsible, everything had gone smoothly. He’s very well organised and, above all, reliable. Besides — unlike the others — he never questioned my authority as project leader. That alone made me like him a lot right from the get-go.


  “And thank you for letting us meet here,” he adds. “Don’t get me wrong, I like Mr. Huntington — very much in fact — but those fancy restaurants he invites me to …” He shakes his head. “After all, there’s nothing like a decent helping of fish and chips with mushy peas.”


  I grin. The “Globe,” where we had arranged to meet, is not exactly the kind of establishment likely to meet Jonathan’s high standards. It’s a classic British pub right by the London Wall, with rustic decor and a very traditional menu. Although I don’t think he would think it beneath him to have lunch with Jason Leibowitz here. It just doesn’t occur to him that some people prefer simple things like a down-to-earth pub to a gourmet restaurant or a trendy designer bar — and the building contractor clearly doesn’t have the courage to suggest this to him. I make a mental note to give Jonathan a discreet hint — but only after we’ve put this weekend behind us.


  “Let’s make the ’Globe’ our new meeting place. We’ve got a few more meetings to go,” I tell him and get up to pay for his fish and chips and my salad with ham, spinach, and honey mustard dressing — a house specialty, which was really delicious — at the bar. Shortly afterward, we’re standing outside in front of the pub and Jason Leibowitz says a very warm goodbye to me.


  Once he’s gone, I stride out, back along the London Wall to the Huntington Building, which luckily isn’t very far away. The July weather is magnificently warm and sunny, and the people I encounter seem livelier than usual. Everyone seems to be looking forward to the coming weekend, I think, and in principle I am too. But I can’t shake my queasy, nervous feeling.


  I’ve just passed through the glass doors and am hurrying through the chic foyer to the elevator when my mobile phone rings.


  “Gracie?” I recognise my sister’s voice right away, even though there’s a lot of interference on the line.


  “Is anything wrong?” I ask, shocked because I wasn’t expecting her call.


  Hope laughs. “Does something have to be wrong for me to be allowed to call my big sister?”


  “No, but …,” I calculate feverishly, “it’s still really early in the morning at your end.”


  “You know what Grandma always says: early to bed, early to rise. She woke me at the crack of dawn this morning because she wants me to drive her to Springfield to meet a girlfriend.”


  I smirk. The drives to Springfield, two-and-a-half hours away, are legendary in our family, because my grandmother always makes a huge scene when she has to leave the farm for the day, even when it’s voluntary. And that includes getting up early and double checking what she needs and mustn’t forget.


  “And since I was awake anyway, I couldn’t help thinking about you,” Hope continues, “and about the fact that you haven’t called all week. I should have been the one assuming something had happened to you, not the other way round!” The undertone of indignation in her voice is only pretend, but I immediately have a guilty conscience anyway.


  “I know, I’m sorry. But there was so much to do here, it was incredible. I hardly had time to think.”


  It’s true, I think, as I reach the elevator and press the call button. Since I got back from Ireland with Jonathan, the weeks have flown by and they’ve been extremely exciting for me — in every way. That’s why I haven’t had the chance to talk with Hope so often. The junior project manager role, which I took on a month ago, is really fun — but it’s also more demanding than I thought. It took me a while to realise how complicated the Hackney project is and, as if that weren’t enough, I have to study for finals at the same time, now that I have a fixed exam date. And then, of course, there’s Jonathan … The elevator doors open with a quiet ping and I step inside and press the button for the eighth floor, where the planning department is.


  “Actually, I just wanted to tell you how happy I am that you’re coming back soon, Grace,” says Hope. “I really miss you,” she adds quietly.


  “I miss you too,” I reply in a choked voice, and for a moment, while neither of us says anything, I’m painfully aware of the many miles that separate me from my sister — and are going to separate me from her for a long time to come. “We’ll be seeing each other real soon, there’s less than three weeks to go.”


  That will be in late July, so actually right when I would have been leaving England — if things had gone according to my original plan — I’ll instead be flying back to Chicago to take my finals at the university with Professor White. Jonathan was right; he was immediately prepared to bend the rules so that I could begin the job at Huntington Ventures. When I go back to Chicago, I’ll have to spend a week preparing intensively, then take the oral exams, and then return to London to continue working here. I’m going to be given an extension for the thesis — as a special allowance — and will be able to hand it in whenever it’s ready.


  “Is Jonathan coming with you?” Hope’s voice sounds optimistic. “I don’t know. He’s got a lot to do at the moment, and he hasn’t said anything about it.” Now that she’s asking, I realise that in fact we’d never actually talked about it.


  “Then tell him to come with you,” Hope insists. “I want to finally meet the man who managed to keep my sister in London, in person.”


  I grin.


  “You surely will, someday. And maybe it’ll work out so that he’s able to come with me.”


  I’m secretly hoping that, very much. The thought of being separated from Jonathan still scares me, even though I now know that it’ll only be for a short time, and that I’ll be coming back. Luckily, I haven’t had this experience yet, because since we got back from Ireland we’d been together pretty much all the time. If it were up to him, I would have moved into the office next to his and worked from there. But I made him see that was impossible. It’s going to be hard enough to convince people that I didn’t get the job just because I’m having a relationship with the boss, and that I actually know what I’m doing. So I insisted on being integrated into the planning department, as the job description stipulates. I also asked him not to visit me there if he possibly can, if only because I didn’t want to fuel even more gossip. He’s been sticking to this arrangement, but he does call me up to a “meeting” with him on a pretty regular basis. And I simply can’t defy the boss’s orders, I think, smiling, giving a sigh as I feel those familiar butterflies in my tummy.


  It would all be so perfect — if it weren’t for that last shadow of doubt I simply can’t shake off. Even though I feel much closer to Jonathan than I was a few weeks ago, and he seems to be letting me get even closer to him, I also feel that part of him is still shut off from me. This is the part of him that sets off running when faced with feelings or with any sort of compromise. I’m still afraid it might get the upper hand.


  “How’s it going with the apartment?” Hope wants to know. “Have you found one yet?”


  I make a guilty face, but luckily she can’t see it. “No. But, to be honest, I haven’t really been looking.” I could have said I haven’t had time to look, but the truth is that I don’t want an apartment.


  My room in Islington is cheap and convenient, and it’s a place of refuge from time to time when Jonathan and I are apart. But more recently I’ve been spending most of my time with him at his Knightsbridge villa and if it were up to me, we wouldn’t change anything about that situation. On my current salary, I could easily afford a small apartment in a half-decent neighbourhood. But since I don’t really know how things will go with Jonathan, it seems like too much of a change to get one set up.


  Because one thing is clear: however great I find the job at Huntington Ventures, if the relationship between Jonathan and me goes wrong, I can’t stay here. I’ll have to go away, even if it’s the stupidest thing I could possibly do with regard to my career. I wouldn’t be able to stand seeing him every day. I’d have to escape — just like the many women who’ve been in love with him before me. But those women, unlike me, never got the chance to get close to him. If they suffered so much that they couldn’t stand being anywhere near him, I hate to think how I’d feel if this thing with us doesn’t work out.


  “I’ve got to go now, Hope,” I say, as the elevator doors open on the eighth floor. “I’ll call you again on Monday so we can talk in peace, OK?” “Why Monday?,” she asks, confused, and it suddenly hits me that she doesn’t know the most important news of all.


  “I’m accompanying Jonathan to his father’s family estate for the weekend. There’s a charity ball happening, and we’re going with his sister, Sarah, and staying overnight.”


  “Wow!” Hope is delighted. “How exciting! Under one roof with the English aristocracy — I’d love to be a fly on the wall there.” She laughs, but I don’t agree with her statement. I don’t find it exciting at all; I actually find it pretty intimidating. “I’ll call and tell you everything, I promise,” I tell her, ending the call before she can ask me any more questions I can’t answer.


  I have no idea what’s awaiting me at Lockwood Manor or what impression it will make on me — but I intuitively feel that it’s an important visit. Perhaps I won’t really be able to understand Jonathan until I’ve seen him in that environment. That makes me even more nervous.


  Luckily, Sarah will be there too. Jonathan’s sister has become a good friend to me, and I’m sure she’ll help me avoid making too much of a fool of myself.


  “Grace?”


  I’ve almost reached my office when Indira Ambani stops me. She’s standing in the hallway outside the secretary’s office, gesturing to me to come over, and since she’s the head of the department, I quickly walk back over to her.


  She’s in her late forties, with long black hair and brown eyes which reflect her Indian heritage. I like her calm, cool manner, because it means that she never gets impatient. But at the same time, it often makes her hard to read.


  “How did the meeting with Mr. Leibowitz go?” she asks. I give her a brief progress report on the project and the timeline I agreed on with him. “I’ll write a memo and send it to you now,” I say.


  She raises her eyebrows in surprise. “Didn’t you want to leave early today?”


  “Yes, I did. But I’ll get it done first.”


  I smile briefly and am about to go back to my office, but she takes my arm and stops me.


  “You know, Grace, when I heard you’d got the job, I was very … sceptical. I knew very little about you and I didn’t really think you were up to the task.” That’s almost certainly a polite way of saying: I thought you were the boss’s floozie and slept your way up, I think, sighing to myself.


  “But I was wrong,” she continues. “You have a highly logical way of thinking and, above all, you’re very good at handling people: two incredibly important requirements for the work we do here.” She pats my upper arm briefly with the hand she had held onto me with. “Keep it up.”


  I’m speechless for a moment, so I have to shout my “thanks” after her, as she’s already disappeared behind her door before I’m able to react. Thoughtfully, I enter my office and sit down at my desk. The other desk, opposite mine, belongs to Ruth Banning, a nice colleague, who went on holiday at the beginning of the week. So I’ve got the office all to myself.


  I bring up the memo program with a sigh. I hate to imagine how many of my colleagues still think of me the way Indira used to, and haven’t revised their judgments of me. Lots of them, I’m afraid. But there’s nothing I can do about that. It’s not going to make me give up this great job or, above all, give up Jonathan. And it’s not as if I’m openly confronted with hostility. Most of them are friendly to me, with a few exceptions …


  I turn back to the memo and get through all the work left on my agenda for today. As I’m powering down my computer and packing up my things, just before three, my mobile phone rings. It’s Sarah.


  “Grace, could you please tell Jonathan that he won’t have to pick me up, after all?” She sounds cheerful, but also a bit nervous. “I’m already at Lockwood Manor.”


  “What?” This comes as a complete surprise to me. “But I thought you weren’t going to leave hospital till this afternoon.”


  “I was far too impatient for that. There’s always a lot to do before the ball, lots of preparations to make, and I wanted to give Dad some support. So the doctor let me leave early, and Alex drove me here.”


  Of course, I think, smiling. It seemed obvious to me that Alex could bring her, and I was surprised that Jonathan insisted we pick Sarah up. But that’s been taken care of now.


  “Why don’t you tell him yourself?,” I ask, because I have a hunch Jonathan won’t take it well and I’m not very keen to be the bearer of bad news.


  “I’ve already tried to reach him. But he’s not answering his mobile. And his secretary told me she couldn’t put me through, because he was in an important meeting.”


  “That’s funny.” I shake my head, puzzled, wondering what meeting could be so important that Jonathan would ignore his mobile phone — especially when his sister was calling him. He always answers his mobile — unless it’s while dining or he’s lying in bed injured.


  “Can you tell him?” Sarah insists. She’s clearly in a hurry.


  “Of course. But he’s not going to be very happy about it.” I sigh. “You know how he hates it when anyone messes up his plans.”


  Sarah giggles. “He’ll get over it. See you later then.” She says goodbye and hangs up, leaving me smiling wryly, and feeling a little thoughtful.


  Of course Jonathan will get over it, I think. But I would still rather have driven to Lockwood Manor with Sarah. She would surely have helped take his mind off things, since Jonathan’s been pretty tense about this event for the past few days.


  If it was only a question of visiting his father, I think he wouldn’t go. But the charity ball was originally Lady Orla’s idea. The Earl carried on the tradition since her death, and Jonathan feels obliged to go, to honour his mother’s memory and because the event will benefit a good cause — a foundation to support creative young people in a variety of fields. So he’s willing to meet his father in order to go — but that is definitely no assurance that the whole thing will go off peacefully.


  I quickly grab my coat and purse and go to the elevator, almost running the last few yards because I’m suddenly in a hurry to get to Jonathan. Not just because it’s almost three o’clock, when we arranged to meet. It’s just that my heart always beats faster when I’m on my way to meet him — nothing’s changed in that respect, and I’m almost afraid it never will.


  When the doors open on the top floor, Catherine Shepard is sitting at her desk. She looks up from her computer screen. As soon as she recognises me, she smiles, but not her usual meaningless professional smile. No, she looks pleased about something. And since her eyes are gleaming belligerently, I suspect she’s looking forward to an argument with me.


  And I’m right. I greet her briefly. But when I head for Jonathan’s office door, she stands up and blocks my way.


  “You can’t go in there right now.”


  That sounds familiar, I think. Catherine tries to keep me away from Jonathan whenever she can, seizing every opportunity that comes her way to deny me access to his office. She’s really enjoying this. Her smile now looks unmistakably triumphant.


  “And why not?” I ask, irritated, feeling anger rising in me. Some people in the company think bad things about me, but they don’t show it openly. But Catherine Shepard has no problem letting me know what she thinks of me. Maybe it’s time to settle this once and for all.


  But her next remark takes the wind out of my sails.


  “Mr. Huntington is on the phone — with Mr. Nagako,” she states, raising her eyebrows as if to say that by now I must have realised that she has won this game.


  She knows about the dispute with the Japanese man, who had begun causing Huntington Ventures considerable difficulties in the Asian market by sabotaging our business dealings there. But of course she doesn’t know the real reason why Jonathan and Yuuto had a fight. However, she suspects that Jonathan’s relationship with his former friend is a sensitive subject for me, and she’s looking at me closely, secure in the knowledge that she’s hit a nerve.


  And she has indeed. The fact that Jonathan is speaking to Yuuto again comes as a complete surprise, and I have no idea what to make of it. My rational mind tells me that it’s a good sign, because if they manage to set aside their dispute, that will definitely be good for the company. But, in my gut, the idea of a conversation with Yuuto makes me pretty queasy, so now I feel an even more urgent need to get to Jonathan.


  I take another step toward the door — and the cool dark-haired woman blocks my way again.


  “I have a meeting with Mr. Huntington,” I tell her through clenched teeth, because I’m getting sick of this. “He’s expecting me, around …,” I look at the clock demonstratively, “right now.”


  “He’s unable to receive you at present,” she replies, unmoved. “Did he explicitly say he didn’t want to be disturbed?” Jonathan always announces something like that in advance — Catherine Shephard knows that better than anyone.


  She hesitates, but only for a millisecond. “He didn’t have to — it would be out of the question to disturb him during such an important call.” She indicates the visitors’ chair in front of the windows, with a frigid smile. “Why don’t you take a seat there, until he has time for you?”


  I clench my fists into balls and grind my teeth. I’m finding it very hard to control myself. Then I suddenly have deja vu. There was a moment just like this at the start of my internship. Yuuto was visiting Jonathan, and Catherine wouldn’t let me in to see him. Instead, she sent me to sit in the visitors’ chair, which was really humiliating. But a lot has happened since then. And I’ve finally had enough of her bullying. “He’s got time for me and you know that damned well!” I bark at her. “Now let me through!” She crosses her arms and suddenly her gaze is no longer icy. Instead, she’s shooting angry looks at me.


  “You overestimate yourself, Miss Lawson,” she says, sounding louder and more agitated than usual. For the first time, her facade is slipping, and I’m getting a glimpse of the feeling motivating her hostile behaviour: jealousy. “You don’t enjoy any special privileges here. You might be personally involved with Mr. Huntington, but the same rules apply to you as to all other employees. You’ll have to wait until he has time to see you.”


  She is about to say something else, but she whips round in shock when the door opens behind her. Jonathan is standing in the doorway.
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  Jonathan looks back and forth from Catherine to me, frowning. He looks pretty grim and somehow also shaken, which definitely has nothing to do with us. He already looked that way when he opened the door. The fact that we are fighting in front of his office — he must have caught at least some of it — certainly hasn’t improved his mood.


  “I’m sorry, sir.” Catherine has lowered her arms and is looking at me reproachfully. “I hope we didn’t disturb you. I asked Miss Lawson to wait for you to finish your phone call. But she refused.”


  I’m still so shaken by her cutting tone just now and by the hatred written on her face that I can’t say a word, I can only stare at her. I can hardly believe she looked so different a moment ago. Now that she’s put her smiling mask back on she seems professional and totally in control of herself. But her smile fades when she sees Jonathan’s expression change. To call it grim would be an understatement.


  “She was quite right to do so. Because she does in fact enjoy special privileges here, and if you don’t want to be given a formal warning, Catherine, you’ll have to accept that,” he says in that dangerously calm voice I’ve learned to fear. And which has the same effect on his secretary.


  She swallows visibly. She clearly wasn’t expecting that.


  “You will allow her to come in, unless I have explicitly told you that no one is to disturb me. Do you understand?”


  She nods and gives me a sidelong look, much more sheepish than before. Then she hurriedly withdraws to her desk.


  I probably ought to be pleased that she got such a put-down, but the whole situation has just made me really uncomfortable. So I’m happy when Jonathan indicates that I should follow him into his office. I step in behind him without another word, closing the door and standing inside, trying to process what just happened.


  I wouldn’t have expected Jonathan to defend me against his secretary so fiercely. But it feels good, even if he was pretty hard on Catherine Shepard just now.


  “Thanks.” It slips out. And then I take hold of the sleeve of his shirt — jet black again today — and when he tries to go back to his desk I pull him toward me.


  He takes me in his arms and kisses me, making me forget all the Catherines in the world for a moment.


  “Has she done that often?” he asks, when he releases me and I get my breath back. The furrow on his brow is still there.


  My brain’s switched over into feeling mode, as it always does when he’s so close to me, so that it takes me a moment to be able to think clearly again.


  “No. Not very often. And I think she means well,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. She most definitely doesn’t mean well, but my anger at the cold secretary has completely evaporated and I don’t want to badmouth her to Jonathan. “She’s very loyal to you.”


  “Not if she’s keeping you away from me,” he says, and my heart flutters wildly as he resumes his assault on my senses and kisses me passionately again. But then he releases me suddenly, almost abruptly, and goes back to his desk where he pushes some papers together absentmindedly.


  The furrow on his brow still hasn’t disappeared and I wonder what has caused his bleak mood.


  “Is it true that you were just speaking with Yuuto?” I’d forgotten that part of my argument with Catherine for a moment, but now I find it troubling anew. Jonathan lifts his head and looks at me. Then he nods and looks down at his papers again. “Yes, I was.”


  “Did he call you, or did you call him?” It’s very important information for me.


  “He called.”


  My stomach contracts. “And what did he want?”


  Jonathan pushes his hair out of his eyes and lets out a puff of air. “He wanted to let me know that he’s prepared to resume business relations with Huntington Ventures.”


  I swallow hard. “Just like that?”


  “No. He made a few conditions.”


  Jesus, it’s like getting blood out of a stone.


  “What kind of conditions?”


  “None that I intend to agree to,” he states shortly, sweeping the papers aside with a violent gesture which clearly shows how furious he is.


  “Does it have anything to do with me?” I ask apprehensively.


  He looks up again and, once again, I can no longer read the expression in his blue eyes. I don’t know what he’s feeling.


  “I won’t agree to them,” he repeats, which just confirms what I already feared. It’s got to do with me.


  “Jonathan, what does he want from you? Does he want you to fire me?”


  “No. He’d be satisfied if I just broke up with you.” He says it sarcastically, but I feel as though the ground has just been swallowed up from beneath my feet.


  “Those are his conditions? That you break up with me?”


  Jonathan nods and I feel as though an icy hand has seized hold of my heart. I stare at him, horrified.


  It felt repulsive to be the object of Yuuto’s desire, but it’s even worse to be the target of his hatred. I ask myself, not for the first time, what drives the Japanese man — what in God’s name does he hope to get out of it, if Jonathan breaks it off with me? Is this his way of winning him back, for the club and his way of life? Or does he feel that if he can’t have me, Jonathan shouldn’t be able to have me either?


  And even more importantly: will Jonathan really stick with his refusal? It’s a pretty tough choice: important business deals with Asia, or his relationship with me, especially when he’s not even sure where our relationship will lead.


  The icy fist which has taken hold of my heart squeezes it a little tighter and I take a shivery breath. “So?,” I ask quietly. “What are you going to do now?”


  Jonathan steps around his desk and comes up to me, stopping right in front of me.


  “Now, I’m going to the hospital to pick up Sarah and then I’m going to drive the two of you to Lockwood Manor, to get this damned ball over and done with — that’s what I’m going to do.” He kisses me again, but only briefly. “And now, come on, let’s go. She’ll be waiting for us.”


  I shake my head. “Sarah just called — she’s already gone to Lockwood Manor, with Alexander,” I tell him. I watch his expression suddenly darken. He doesn’t like that. I knew it.


  “Damn,” he curses. “Why?”


  “I guess she couldn’t wait any longer, and since Alexander happened to be right there and was coming anyway, she preferred to just go on ahead. That’s OK, isn’t it?”


  Jonathan obviously doesn’t think so. “What is she planning to do at the ball, anyway? She hasn’t fully recovered yet. The doctor told her to take it easy.” He’s been critical ever since Sarah announced that she wanted to take part in the event at Lockwood Manor no matter what, even if she had to go on crutches.


  “She’s completely well again,” I defend her. “And I’m certain Alexander will make sure she doesn’t overdo it.” Sarah and Jonathan’s partner are now inseparable, even though their relationship isn’t yet official. Alexander is keeping it under wraps for some reason, though you can tell he’s very much in love with Sarah. And Sarah seems very happy with him, which makes me very happy for both of them. I wish things between Jonathan and me were as simple and clear.


  Jonathan snorts. He clearly doesn’t find my theory that Alexander will look after Sarah very convincing. “Alex always eats out of my sister’s hand — she can do as she likes and he always thinks it’s all totally fine.”


  I look at him, surprised by the aggression in his voice. At first he just made fun of the growing affection between his partner and his sister, but since the two have been a real couple, he’s been touchy about the subject.


  “I thought it was important to you that Sarah was happy.”


  “I’d be satisfied if he just didn’t make her unhappy,” Jonathan growls.


  “Why should he? He loves her,” I say, which earns me a snort, but no further remarks.


  “Let’s go.” He holds the door open for me and we go to the elevator, after saying goodbye to Catherine, who still looks very shamefaced and is avoiding my eyes. Instead of getting out at the lobby, we go all the way down to the underground parking lot, where another of Jonathan’s cars is waiting. He uses the limousine, and Steven, for his daily routine, because it’s more convenient. But when he wants to drive himself, he takes this car — a green sports car with pale leather seats, really classy and probably very expensive — pretty stylish too.


  We drive back to Knightsbridge to pack our things for the weekend or — in Jonathan’s case — to pick up the suitcase Mrs. Matthews will have put out ready for him. I prefer to do my packing myself, and she knows that, so she leaves it to me.


  I spent a lot of time considering what I should wear on my first visit to Lockwood Manor — and I decided on a light-coloured blouse and a colourful, printed, pencil skirt. Together with the pair of pink ballerina flats I’m planning to wear, the outfit seems appropriate: summery, not too suggestive, but not too boring, either. Perfect for my first encounter with the British aristocracy, if they’re present. Jonathan told me that most people won’t arrive till tomorrow, since the event begins with a tea party in the garden tomorrow afternoon, followed by a dinner, and culminating in the famous charity ball. I have something a lot fancier for that, of course, an absolutely wonderful strapless dress made from green chiffon, which I feel really good in. Annie and I picked it out together and it’s …


  “Shoot!” I curse loudly.


  Jonathan is sitting on the bed, typing something on his mobile. He looks at me enquiringly. “What’s wrong?”


  “The dress I wanted to wear tomorrow! It’s still at the apartment in Islington!”


  I can’t believe I forgot it. But on the day Annie and I bought it, I had a dinner with Jonathan afterward, so I left it in the closet there. I wanted to go back and fetch it, but I’ve been rushing around so much in the past few days that I simply forgot all about it.


  “Then we’ll drive over to get it,” Jonathan decides.


  “But then we’ll have to go all the way to Islington.” Which is in completely the wrong direction and is really out of the way, because we actually need to go south, down the coast.


  He shrugs his shoulders. “I’m in no hurry to get to Lockwood,” he says, reminding me once more that this visit is not going to be easy in any way. But at least I’ll look pretty at the ball, if we go and fetch my dress, I think, smiling at him gratefully.


  I hurriedly gather everything else I need, and then we set off for Islington.


  “Do you want to wait here for a sec?” I ask Jonathan, when we arrive at the house in the sports car. “Then you won’t have to look for a parking spot.”


  But Jonathan shakes his head and is already reversing into a space.


  “No, I’m coming with you,” he tells me, getting out and accompanying me to the front door. Feeling a little queasy, I search through my purse for my key, which I’m so prone to forgetting. Luckily, this time I find it quickly and unlock the door.


  Jonathan’s never been to the apartment before. He’s often dropped me off and picked me up or, to be more exact, Steven has. But Jonathan’s never gone upstairs with me. Somehow it just never came up, because we spent most of our time in Knightsbridge, anyway. And I didn’t want to force the issue either, because the thought of him and Marcus meeting again has always made me pretty uncomfortable. So I’m a little tense as I open the apartment door, listening out for sounds inside. But it’s completely silent and when I enter the hallway, a moment later, none of the doors open, and no one appears to see who’s there. I breathe a sigh of relief. I wasn’t really expecting Annie and Ian to be home, they must both be at work. Marcus, whose studying athletic science, could have been in. But he’s not.


  “Which one is your room?” Jonathan asks, after following me into the long, narrow hallway. He indicates the many doors leading off it. I point out the right one and follow him as he opens the door and enters my little kingdom. He looks around the small room with interest and then he raises his eyebrows.


  “So you preferred this to the Huntington Ventures company flat, did you?” His voice sounds amused, but still a little disapproving.


  I find myself remembering my first days in London, when I was briefly homeless because I was the victim of a scam. Annie offered me a room in the apartment — and the next day Jonathan offered me the posh, company-owned apartment. But I didn’t want it because I found it much nicer and more comfortable to live with Annie and the others. Back then, I would never have guessed how things would develop with Jonathan. “What would have happened, if I’d taken the apartment?” I open the zipper on the clothing bag in the closet to double-check that everything’s OK with the dress. I caress the wonderfully soft material absentmindedly, smiling at the thought of how I will look in it tomorrow evening. “Would you have visited me there?”


  When Jonathan doesn’t answer, I turn around. He’s standing in front of the bed, his hands casually placed in his pockets, looking at me in that way that always makes my heart stop.


  “I would certainly have had great difficulty resisting the temptation,” he says in a raw voice and I hold my breath, drowning in his blue eyes.


  They have dark specks in them, which you can only make out if you look really closely. If I only ever observed him from a distance, as most people do, I would probably never have noticed them, I think. You only discover it if you get close to him, this darkness in his look, which makes him so attractive and yet so unapproachable.


  I haven’t yet told him I love him — because I’m too scared that he won’t return my love. This fear is my constant companion and it’s making my heart beat more nervously again right now. I know he’s not indifferent to me. He doesn’t want me to leave, he desires me and he’s willing to stand by me when it counts. He proved that today. But does he love me? And would his feelings toward me stand the test of time?


  Somehow, with Jonathan, I always feel as if I’m in the middle of a wobbly suspension bridge over a deep abyss. It’s exciting — and so far, the rope has held. But it’s damned thin, it could break at any time and then I would — inevitably — fall.


  “The dress is beautiful,” he says, and I nod and swallow, unable to answer for a moment. Our eyes lock. The atmosphere between us is becoming increasingly charged. It’s taking my breath away. A single gesture or a step in his direction would be enough to reignite the passion between us. But, before either of us can do anything, a key suddenly turns in the apartment door and someone pushes it open noisily.


  I feel the tension leaving my body and I breathe out, smiling at Jonathan a little shakily. He lifts the corners of his mouth, because he knows as well as I do what a close call that was. Who knows what we would have been doing if we’d been disturbed just a few minutes later.


  I close the garment bag again. I reach the door in a single step and pull it open. Annie is standing in the hallway with a plastic bag in her hand, hanging her purse on the coat rack. She whips around in surprise. And then she beams at us.


  “Grace? What are you doing here? I thought you were going to Lock …” Her voice trails off when Jonathan comes out of the room behind me with the garment bag over his arm. “wood,” she finishes her sentence hesitantly, clearly unsure how to handle the fact that her boss is standing in the hallway of her apartment. But her imperturbable smile returns almost immediately.


  “Nice to see you, Mr. Huntington,” she say, stretching out her hand to greet him.


  He takes it and rewards her with one of those smiles of his, which are so damned sexy, they ought to be illegal.


  “Jonathan,” he says. And I can see how surprised Annie is that he’s just given her permission to use his first name from now on. “Nice to see you too, Annie.”


  She’s beaming, visibly flattered. If he wanted to win her over, he’s succeeded. And it was child’s play, I think. Maybe now she’ll be a bit better able to understand why I couldn’t resist the man, even though she warned me away from him a hundred times.


  “I’m afraid we have to be off. Actually, we only came by to pick up my dress. I left it here by mistake,” I explain, hugging her.


  “Good luck,” she whispers into my ear, pressing me to her firmly. When we look at each other again, she’s grinning. “Well, I’m going to put the shopping into the fridge now, before it melts.” She nods at Jonathan and then disappears down the hallway, heading for the kitchen.


  I go up to Jonathan, who’s already at the door. When he opens it to let me through first, I suddenly find myself face to face with Marcus. He’s wearing workout gear, and he’s sweaty. He must have just come back from a run. He’s standing there, bending down a little, with his key in his hand. He was obviously just about to open the door at that very moment.


  As he straightens up and recognises me, his face lights up. But his expression darkens again as soon as he spots Jonathan standing behind me.


  “Hello, Grace.” His voice suddenly sounds tired.


  “Hello, Marcus.” I bend forward and plant a hasty kiss on his sweaty cheek. He smiles, but only for a moment, and then he nods wordlessly at Jonathan with an impassive expression. Jonathan’s just as bad, and returns his greeting in silence. There’s no trace of the beaming smile he just bestowed on Annie — and any other overtures of friendship seem completely out of the question in this case. In fact, he looks angry.


  “We need to go, Grace,” he urges, pushing past Marcus to the stairs. “Come on.” It’s clearly an order, but I’m hesitant to obey.


  “We’re in a bit of a hurry,” I excuse myself to Marcus and he nods. I turn around once more when I reach the landing and when I meet his gaze I can see the sadness in his eyes.


  Damn, he really does like you, I think, concerned. I ponder whether I should feel guilty about it. Did I ever lead him on and then disappoint him? No, I didn’t. I really like Marcus — and he’s good looking too, with his light brown hair and athletic physique. But from the second I landed in England, I was head over heels in love with Jonathan, and never had eyes for any other man.


  “See you later, Grace,” Marcus says despondently and disappears into the apartment without looking back.


  My heart aches a little, because I really am sorry that our relationship has become so awkward. He’s a really nice guy. Lovable. Attractive. Straightforward …


  “Grace, are you coming?” Jonathan is standing on the stairs looking at me impatiently. “We really need to get going now,” he urges — although he claimed earlier that he didn’t care when we arrived at Lockwood Manor.


  I turn around with a sigh and walk past him and down the stairs. He follows me.


  When I step out onto the street below, the bright afternoon sun dazzles me and I stop for a moment to let my eyes adjust to the light. But I immediately feel Jonathan’s hand on my back, pushing me forward, as if he can’t wait to get out of here.


  “Why are you in such a hurry all of a sudden?,” I ask, confused, as he hurries toward the car with me. I stop in front of the passenger door. “And why were you so unfriendly to Marcus?”


  He raises his eyebrows. “Why were you so nice to him?”


  I look at him in astonishment. “I was quite normal to him.”


  “You kissed him.”


  “On the cheek,” I say, with a slight wobble in my voice. Is he jealous? ““He’s a friend.”


  Jonathan places his hands on my hips, pulls me toward him, and kisses me on the mouth for a long time. So long that at some point I just sigh and throw my arms around his neck, forgetting that we’re standing in the middle of the street. He doesn’t release me until I’m completely out of breath. I look up at him in complete surprise.


  That was clearly a you’d-better-not-kiss-anyone-except-me kiss, even if he himself seems to be a little taken aback by the fact that he needed to make that clear. But it’s fine by me. More than fine. As far as I’m concerned, I’d happily kiss him and no one but him for the rest of my life.


  “Come on, let’s go,” he says, holding the car door open for me to get in. Then he walks around the car, sits down at the wheel and starts the engine, makes a swift three point turn, and merges into the traffic again.


  His kiss is still resonating through me and I look out of the window, smiling happily — until Jonathan turns onto the freeway that will take us south. Then, that queasy nervous feeling in my tummy returns.


  There’s no turning back now. We’re on our way to Lockwood Manor. And I’m dying to know what awaits me there.
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  The journey takes around an hour. The nearer we get to our destination, the more taciturn Jonathan becomes. At first, he explained a few things about the area from time to time, but now he just stares at the road. His mouth is set in a new, hard expression that I’ve never seen there before, and which I find rather worrying.


  I observe him surreptitiously out of the corner of my eye. He changed before we left, but his clothes are still exactly the same colour — he’s still wearing a black shirt. I know he’s got a white one with him — to wear with the obligatory dinner jacket, which is required for the ball tomorrow night. At least, that’s what he told me when I asked him what he was going to wear. So he does own some white shirts after all, I think, amused — and he even seems to be willing to get over himself for a good cause that requires complying with a dress code.


  However, this is clearly going to be his only concession to colour, since his mood is as black as his current outfit — and it’s getting worse by the minute. While I’m getting more and more nervous. I keep trying to picture exactly what it’s going to be like at Lockwood Manor. But when Jonathan finally parks the car in the lot in front of the manor house and walks through the gate into the cobblestoned inner courtyard with me, I am completely taken by surprise and totally overwhelmed. Ballybeg House seems small and cosy by comparison.


  The property is much bigger and more extensive than I thought, encompassing not only the main house but also a broad avenue of stalls and outbuildings. And it’s a moated castle. If you’re coming from the street that leads from the small town of Lockwood to this stately home, the part you approach first is surrounded by a wide, very calm, very dark moat, traversed by a stone bridge that you have to cross — as we’re doing right now — to reach the courtyard.


  The house itself looks much more medieval than I was expecting, but there’s nothing lordly or forbidding about it. Instead, it has a venerable air that takes your breath away. The supporting walls and the fortifications are made of stone — as is the wide, square turret in the centre, which towers above everything else, and which has the kind of battlements you’d expect to see on a building like that. But other parts of the property are half-timbered, with lead-paned bay windows and superimposed wooden oriels. Brick chimneys jut out from the roofs everywhere, and the entire collection of buildings looks old. Very old.


  “When was Lockwood Manor built?” I ask. It’s gradually dawning on me that I completely underestimated just what an ancient lineage I’m dealing with here.


  “The oldest buildings date from the fourteenth century,” Jonathan says, confirming my suspicions.


  “And has this always been the family seat?”


  He nods, though he seems to find it far less unusual than I do. He looks pretty resigned to the fact. Unlike me. For a moment, I’m completely frozen by awe and have trouble breathing. Wow. That’s what I call a long-standing pedigree. And Jonathan wants to throw all this away, the beautiful house and all the history associated with it — just because he doesn’t get along with his father?


  The Earl himself is nowhere to be seen. And all the other people in the courtyard seem to be responsible for the preparations for the party — not guests at the party itself. I’m about to ask Jonathan when the guests will arrive, but his face suddenly lights up and when I follow his gaze I see that his sister is just emerging from the main house, closely followed by Alexander.


  Sarah’s leg is encased in a high-tech blue tape bandage which has replaced her plaster cast, and she has to walk with a crutch — but she still looks amazing in her red summer dress, and she’s absolutely beaming as she hobbles up to us.


  “Hello! You’re here at last!” she says, wrapping her free arm around Jonathan, who hurried to meet her and is now pressing her close. I notice once again how alike the siblings are. They both have black hair and those unusually blue eyes. But Sarah is slender and petite and right now — perhaps because of her long stay in hospital — looks almost fragile next to Jonathan, who’s so tall and strong. When I first saw her, her hair was cut very short, but it’s grown out now and frames her pretty face, making her look more feminine. She looks generally softer and happier than she did a few weeks ago — almost certainly because of Alexander, who’s been standing right behind her the whole time, carefully watching over her.


  “How are you?” Jonathan asks. “Did the doctor really give you the OK to run around all over the place?”


  “He did,” she assures him, smiling. “Ask Alex — he was there.”


  Alexander confirms this and the two men greet each other with a hug, although this time it seems a little less hearty than usual. I don’t have time to consider why this might be, as Sarah gets my attention by stretching her free arm out toward me. “Grace! I’ve been waiting for you to get here!” She hugs me, pressing me close. “I need to talk to you later,” she whispers and when I nod, surprised, and look at her more closely, I notice a slight shadow over her face. Maybe all isn’t well between her and Alexander, after all?


  I observe the tall blonde man, a little concerned, as we exchange our greetings. But he’s smiling, as always, and seems relaxed and in a good mood.


  “Well, how’s our latest acquisition?” he asks, kissing me on the cheek. “Is everything OK at the planning department?” I can only nod because Sarah doesn’t seem to find the answer very important and is tugging at my sleeve.


  “You can talk about business matters again on Monday. Right now, we’re going to have a cup of tea,” she announces decisively, signalling to me and the others to follow her back into the house. Naturally, we obey her — when she gets an idea into her head, she can be as stubborn and adamant as her brother. Even though she’s usually a little more charming about it, I think, smiling.


  Inside, Lockwood Manor really is a “stuffy old place,” as Jonathan so dismissively put it in Ireland. It definitely hasn’t made it into the modern age. Although it would be a real shame if it did, I think, casting an admiring eye over the antiques which furnish the room. Yes, it all looks very conservative and the expanse of wooden paneling must make it a gloomy at times, but the decor is very tasteful and appropriate, yet somehow it also has a rustic quality — it’s a real period estate, a fact that delights me. How can Jonathan reject all this?


  Sarah takes us through the large entrance hall with its curved staircase leading up to the second floor, and then on through a long, empty room with several chandeliers hanging from the ceiling. At one end, three men are just installing a wide bar.


  “The ball will take place here tomorrow night,” Sarah explains.


  “And the big supper will be held over there,” she gestures toward a passageway leading to a second, similarly proportioned room in which aproned women are busy setting tables.


  “Are we going to eat here tonight, too?” The fact that everything in the room looks so festive is making me little uneasy.


  “No, tonight there’ll only be a few people here — mostly local acquaintances — for a small reception. Those who stay for supper will eat in the dining room with us. Things won’t really start till tomorrow,” Sarah answers, leading the way through a small hallway into a much smaller, pretty room with a beautiful view of the extensive gardens behind the house.


  The walls are hung with a shiny, dark red fabric, which was also used to upholster the delicate furniture — a sofa, a chaise longue, and several armchairs. That’s why the room is also known as the “red room,” as Sarah explains. The low table in front of the couch is also an antique, made of beautifully lacquered gleaming wood and I see a pretty, unbelievably dainty tea service on it, clearly placed there for our benefit.


  The others sit down, but I’m drawn to the window. I examine the garden curiously. It’s classically laid-out and typically English, just as you might imagine, with low boxwood hedges and symmetrically arranged flower beds in carefully coordinated colours and shapes. I can’t help thinking about our herb garden back home in Illinois. Mom works in town all day and Grandma has way too much to do on the farm to take much care of it, so pretty much anything can grow there unchecked. Overgrown is probably the right word for it, and it couldn’t present a sharper contrast to this elegant English garden. It’s a completely different world, I think, sighing deeply because all this reminds me how little I belong here. And this realization brings back my fears about the coming event. Several large white marquees have already been erected on the lawn next to the flower beds, in preparation for tomorrow.


  “It’s pretty impressive, isn’t it?” Alexander says. He came up behind me, without me noticing. When I turn around toward him in surprise, he’s smiling. “I felt like that too, the first time I was here,” he says. “But you get used to it.”


  I return his smile gratefully. I’d completely forgotten that he comes from a humble background, like I do, and doesn’t take all this for granted the way Sarah and Jonathan do. That makes me feel a lot better. Because if he’s learned to deal with it, I’m sure I can manage to as well, I think, as I follow him over to the table.


  I sit down next to Jonathan on the small couch and accept the cup of tea he holds out to me.


  As long as it’s just Sarah, Alex, Jonathan and me, spending time together, I feel pretty relaxed about everything. I am just a little nervous because the teacup is made of such delicate — and therefore probably extremely expensive porcelain — that I’m afraid of breaking it.


  Sarah gives us another lengthy account of what the doctor said about how her leg is healing and then explains to me exactly how the charity ball at Lockwood manor works, in minute detail.


  “The tea party in the afternoon is mainly for Lockwood residents. It’s a public event, so it won’t be quite as formal. The dinner and the ball in the main hall afterwards are only for guests who purchased an entrance ticket. There’s a minimum charge, although people can, of course, donate more if they like. The proceeds go to the Lockwood Foundation, established by my mother. At midnight, my father will announce the total sum raised. That’s the tradition.” Sarah is beaming with excitement. She clearly likes this event a lot.


  “Where is your father, by the way?” I inquire, a little concerned, because I’m not sure how the meeting between Jonathan and his father will go.


  Sarah shrugs her shoulders. “I’m not quite sure. But he’s sure to be here soon,” he says, with a sidelong glance at Jonathan, which reveals that she’s also worried about a possible conflict. She sighs and takes both our minds off it by tackling a different subject. “What are you going to wear tomorrow, by the way? Do you know yet?”


  I tell her about the green chiffon dress. “I can go fetch it, if you’d like to see it. It’s still in the car,” I say, but she shakes her head.


  “I doubt it. Mrs. Hastings has almost certainly had the luggage brought up already. She always does that.”


  I prick up my ears at the surname. “Mrs. Hastings. Mr. Hastings’ wife?”


  Sarah laughs. “Yes, exactly, Daddy’s chauffeur’s wife. She’s the housekeeper here and when he’s not busy driving my father all over the place, he takes care of all the repairs in and around the house — and unfortunately there’s a lot for him to do. The two of them are a bit like the guardian angels of Lockwood Manor. They’ve been working here ever since I can remember, and they’re still in great shape. They really are a pair of old fusspots. I love them both to bits.”


  She reaches for her crutch. “Come on, I’ll show you where your room is. Then I can take a look at your dress,” she says, getting up.


  I follow her, wondering briefly whether Jonathan will take the opportunity to tell Alexander about Yuuto’s offer, as soon as they are alone together. But then I decide not to brood about that unpleasant matter any longer. After all, he said he wasn’t going to agree to it, and I have to believe him — I have no choice.


  Instead, as we go upstairs to the second floor, I think over what Sarah just told me. About being so close to the Hastings. Sarah was still a baby when her mother passed, and Jonathan told me that she lived with the Earl’s sister for the first few years of her life, before moving back to Lockwood Manor when she was five. The Hastings probably looked after her a lot, and they surely built up a bond, I think. And what did she did she mean by my room? She made it sound as though I’ve got my own room, rather than sharing with Jonathan, as I assumed I would. Another idea that makes me a little uneasy.


  But when we reach the room at the end of the corridor a moment later and I find that someone really has brought up my purse and my garment bag, my suspicions are confirmed. Jonathan’s things are nowhere to be seen.


  “Will I be sleeping here on my own?”


  Sarah laughs when she hears how horrified I sound.


  “We each have our own room here — you, Jonathan, and Alex and I do, too. My father is just too conservative to let people share a bed unless they are legally married. But he’s not going to check up on you, don’t worry. I certainly don’t intend to spend the night alone, and you don’t have to either.” She winks at me and sits down on the chair in front of the charming dressing table next to the window. “Well, go on then.” She gestures at the garment bag hanging on the antique closet, “let’s have a look.”


  The green chiffon dress meets her approval. “You’ll look marvellous in that — and Jonathan will have his hands full fending off the competition.” She giggles. “He can be pretty possessive, can’t he? It runs in the family.”


  I smile and nod, thinking about the kiss in front of the apartment. “Yes, he can,” I confirm. But it doesn’t bother me. On the contrary. I’m still a bit unsure of Jonathan’s feelings for me, so I’m very happy with these little demonstrations that prove I mean a lot to him. Sarah grows serious again. “I wish Alexander were like that, too.” She sighs deeply and I prick up my ears. I suddenly remember that she told me earlier that she needed to speak with me. I hang the dress back up on the closet and sit down on the bed, looking at her quizzically.


  “Is everything OK?”


  She shakes her head unhappily. “No, it’s not. Actually, it’s a bit of a disaster,” she says, raising her arms in a gesture of helplessness. “I don’t know what to do anymore, Grace. Alex is so terribly reluctant, where I’m concerned. He says we shouldn’t rush things, because according to him I need time to work out exactly how I feel about him. But that’s nonsense. I’m a hundred percent certain I love him. I want to be with him from now until the end of time and as far as I’m concerned, we can tell the whole world.” She sighs again. “But somehow I can’t convince him. He thinks I’m too young to make a decision like this; he wants to give me space, which I really don’t need. He’s driving me crazy.” She shrugs her shoulders unhappily. “It can’t go on like this.”


  That really is a problem. I can understand her. But I still envy Sarah — because one thing is crystal clear: Alex loves her. I wish I were as sure of Jonathan. “What are you going to do?”


  Sarah chews her lower lip thoughtfully. “I have no idea,” she replies. “I can’t put up with this much longer, that’s for sure.”


  She stands up again decisively. “Now, let’s go back. Jonathan and Alex will be waiting for us and Daddy must be there by now, too.”


  I nod, suddenly uneasy at the thought that Jonathan and his father might already have met, and get up and hold the door open for Sarah.


  When we’re back on the first floor again, crossing the hall, we hear voices. I recognise the first one immediately — it’s Jonathan. But the man he’s speaking with isn’t Alexander.


  “That’s Daddy,” Sarah exclaims, looking at me. She can hear it too. Then we both start to hurry. Because the voices sound unmistakably tense and angry.
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  “You’ve never taken an interest in the company — you didn’t even want me to found it in the first place. So I don’t need any advice from you on how to run it!” Jonathan is saying scornfully as Sarah and I enter the drawing room. He’s standing at the window, with clenched fists, and his eyes are shooting angry looks at his father, who’s sitting in the armchair. There’s no sign of Alexander.


  The Earl of Lockwood notices our arrival and gets up, directing his cool, grey eyes first at Sarah and then at me. Like Jonathan, he’s tall, and his salt-and-pepper hair and very old-fashioned clothes — today he’s wearing a light coloured suit with a plaid vest — make him look very distinguished. I’m struck once more by how good his posture is. But he’s paler than he was at our last meeting, and he looks tired. He turns toward me to greet me — that’s clearly why he got up — but then he stops and his gaze wanders back to his son. He clearly can’t just let Jonathan’s accusation stand; he has to set him right before turning his attention to me.


  “I just want to know what’s going on with you. If you’re in difficulties then that most certainly is my business!” he says.


  “How do you know about the Yuuto thing anyway?” Jonathan insists angrily. I start at the mention of that name.


  “It doesn’t matter,” the Earl says. “Is he causing you problems or not?”


  A muscle is twitching in Jonathan’s cheek and his eyes narrow.


  “What now, Father? Are you going to lecture me on how you warned me about him?” He sounds scathing.


  “You know I had good reason to,” the Earl replies angrily and I hold my breath, hoping that he’ll be more explicit. Why didn’t he want his son to have anything to do with the Japanese man?


  Jonathan waves a hand dismissively, as if those weren’t valid reasons at all.


  “I’ll sort things out with Yuuto,” he says. “Mind your own business.” His expression is absolutely ice cold. I’ve never seen him like this before. His father opens his mouth to reply, but at that moment Alexander returns to the room through the patio door. He was outside — I could see him out of the corner of my eye, walking up and down in front of the window with his mobile phone pressed to his ear — and his face looks worried.


  “Hunter, can you come here a moment? I need to speak to you — in private,” he says, looking at Sarah and me apologetically. He clearly didn’t catch any of the argument his friend and the Earl were having.


  Jonathan seems pleased at the opportunity to escape arguing with his father, so he silently follows Alexander out onto the terrace and closes the door behind him.


  The Earl turns to me almost immediately. The expression of dismay on his face disappears, giving way to a genuine-looking smile.


  “Pardon me for not having greeted you right away, Miss Lawson,” he says, giving me his full attention now and shaking my hand. “Welcome to Lockwood Manor. I’m very happy you’re here.”


  I believe him, because at our last meeting he already made it very clear that he is really keen on the idea of his son finding a wife. The fact that I’m a twenty-two year old American student and therefore not exactly the ideal future daughter-in-law doesn’t seem important to him at all — clearly, the Earl is just happy that something promising is happening.


  “Thank you. I’m happy to be here too, Lord Lockwood,” I assure him, adding impulsively: “The house is really very impressive.”


  “I’d be happy to show you round, if you like.” The Earl is visibly pleased at my interest — and maybe also thankful that I’m at least not being hostile toward him.


  “Good idea,” says Sarah, who’s standing next to me, and hobbles to the sofa.


  “Why don’t you take over the rest of the tour, Daddy — then I can follow my doctor’s instructions and rest a little before everything gets going.”


  She smiles at me, but she’s clearly a lot less cheerful now. The argument between her brother and her father affected her, I can see that clearly. Besides, she really isn’t in top form right now, even though she wants to make everyone believe she is. When she hauled her leg — encased in its strange substitute plaster cast — onto the couch in order to take the pressure off it, she was wincing a bit.


  “Are you in pain?” her father enquires, concerned. It didn’t escape his attention either.


  “Only a little — but the doctor told me that’s normal,” she says.


  “Should I call Mrs. Hastings?”


  She shakes her head vehemently. “If I need anything, Alexander will fetch it for me. Go on then, you two, go off and look at the house,” she says smiling, making a shooing gesture to get us out of the door. “I’ll be fine, really.”


  Reluctantly and guiltily, I leave Sarah on her own and follow the Earl. He’s hesitant too. But since Alexander and Jonathan aren’t far away, she can get their attention if there’s a problem. She’s not likely to get much rest anyway, if Jonathan and the Earl go on fighting as soon as Jonathan returns. So it’s probably for the best if those two hotheads are kept apart for the time being.


  In any case, the Earl seems happy to have something to take his mind off things. He quickly starts explaining the architectural peculiarities of the grand ballroom with great enthusiasm, as we walk through it. You can tell he’s really proud of the family seat and its history, and he clearly knows a lot about it, since he’s able to embellish his descriptions with plenty of anecdotes about his Lockwood ancestors.


  After visiting the large and small halls, the Earl leads me through the grand kitchen, which still has its old oven ranges and stoves but is also equipped with totally modern appliances. Here, too, just like everywhere else in the house, preparations for the party are underway. The Earl introduces me to the resolute Mrs. Hastings, a woman in her early sixties who wears her grey hair gathered into a bun. She seems to have everything under control and explains that the trays with the delicious looking canapés are intended for the reception which is going to take place later. The Earl and I quickly realise that we’re in the way there, and move on.


  There is another row of smaller drawing rooms, also named for the colour of their wall hangings. They’re almost as beautiful as the red room — but somehow they seem more austere, maybe because they aren’t as opulently furnished. They probably don’t get as much use. Finally, we reach the library. It’s not very big, and it’s exactly what you’d expect from an old manor house like this one: with dark, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves on the walls and a large fireplace, like the ones in almost every room we’re looked at so far — which probably explains the impressive number of chimneys up on the rooftop. There are two of those classic, heavy, leather couches with embossed buttons in front of the bookshelves — and in the corner there’s another little cupboard which, I suspect, contains a small bar, since Jonathan has one just like it at his place in Knightsbridge.


  The Earl’s study is right next to the library — there’s a door joining the two rooms. It’s similarly furnished, with more bookshelves. But when I enter, I’m taken aback because there are two objects that instantly catch your eye. For one thing, there’s only one picture in the room. It takes up almost the entire wall opposite the desk and depicts a portrait of a woman sitting on a chair and smiling at the viewer. I recognise her at once: it’s Lady Orla. The other striking piece, which you’d never expect to find in these dignified English surroundings, is a long Japanese sword, the kind I’m familiar with from Samurai movies, mounted above the fireplace. “Where did you get that?,” I ask curiously, going up to examine it more closely, completely astonished to find that Jonathan’s not the only one who has a connection with Japan. His father does too.


  “From a good friend,” the Earl explains, shaking his head as he sees the question written on my face. “No, not Yuuto.” He smiles sadly. “I was very good friends with Yuuto’s older brother, Kaito. He lived with his family in England for some time because his father was in the diplomatic service, and we met at boarding school — we both went to Winchester College — later, Jonathan went there, too. After he finished university, Kaito went back to Japan and invited me to visit him there, and we always kept in touch — till he became ill ten years ago. When he died, he left me this sword as a bequest, and I’ve treasured it ever since.”


  So that explains the family connection with Japan and with the Nagako family, I think. But why does the Earl talk about the older brother so warmly, when he explicitly warned his son about the younger one?


  I observe him uneasily. “Can I ask you something?”


  He nods, clearly still lost in thought.


  “Why … why do you think Jonathan should be wary of Yuuto?”


  The Earl sighs deeply and looks at the striking sword on the wall.


  “Kaito and Yuuto couldn’t have been more different. Yuuto is the product of Kaito’s father’s second marriage; he was Kaito’s half brother — and the black sheep of the family. It’s true that he founded his company and became a much more successful businessman than Kaito, but the two of them didn’t have a good relationship with each other. It was Kaito who always warned me about his brother. He told me Yuuto was unscrupulous, always looking out for his own interests. As a result, the whole family has distanced themselves from him.”


  The Earl makes a helpless gesture. “I wasn’t exactly thrilled when I discovered that Yuuto of all people had invited Jonathan to stay with him in Japan, after university. Is that so surprising? I got the feeling he wanted to turn my son against me, as a kind of belated revenge for the fact that I always took Kaito’s side when the two brothers argued. I warned Jonathan about him, but of course he went anyway — he always does exactly the opposite of what I tell him, and it turned out just as I feared. After his time in Japan, I couldn’t get through to Jonathan anymore; he was even more reserved and unapproachable than before. Yuuto used his links with Jonathan to further expand his network of connections in England — but I knew he wasn’t to be trusted, that he would cause trouble sooner or later, like he did for Kaito for years.”


  He looks at me, concerned. “How bad is it? Is the company in danger?” he asks me sharply.


  I hesitate to answer because I’m sure Jonathan wouldn’t want me discussing this with his father. But the Earl seems really worked up about this and I want to calm him somehow.


  “I don’t know the exact details, but I don’t think you need to worry. Jonathan’s got everything under control.”


  I have no idea if this is true — but Jonathan claims it is, and I believe him.


  The Earl nods, happy with my answer, and there’s a note of pride in his voice. “Unlike me, my son is successful at everything he undertakes. Perhaps because he believes he can do it. He’s like his mother in that.” His gaze wanders to the large portrait on the wall and I can see the same sorrow in his grey eyes that I’ve often seen in Jonathan’s.


  It’s not true that he’s heartless, I think, dismayed, wondering where on earth Jonathan got the idea that his father doesn’t have any feelings. It’s true that he doesn’t show his feelings, just like Jonathan, which just goes to show how Jonathan definitely takes after his father. That only makes it all the more tragic that the relationship between the two of them is so bad, and that they can’t or won’t talk to each other.


  “Sarah told me Jonathan got you a job with the company,” the Earl says abruptly, rousing me from my thoughts. “Does that mean that you’re going to stay in England now?”


  I nod. “Yes, I am. At least for the time being,” I qualify, since I’m still not completely sure that I have a future with Jonathan.


  The Earl clears his throat. “Are your intentions honourable, Miss Lawson?”


  I look at him, a little confused by the archaic turn of phrase. “What do you mean?” I ask, with a funny feeling in my stomach, because I can guess where this conversation is heading.


  “I mean — is the thing between you and my son something serious?,” the Earl repeats. The fact that he’s asking me directly shows how important the subject is to him. But it still makes me feel awkward since I don’t know what to tell him.


  “I can only speak for myself,” I say after a long silence, “but it’s serious to me.” Very serious, in fact, I think.


  “And my son hasn’t voiced an opinion on the matter?” he asks almost aggressively. But then he notices how inappropriate he’s being, and backs down.


  “I’m sorry, it’s none of my business, of course,” he says, making a brief gesture which expresses his frustration with himself. “It’s just that I had given up hope of Jonathan ever looking for a wife. But my daughter also believes that …” he hesitates. He seems uncertain as to whether he should really say this. “That perhaps he’s sorted himself out,” he ends his sentence after all.


  He sounds concerned, which surprises me. After hearing Jonathan’s descriptions of him, I thought his father was only interested in securing the line of succession, and that’s the reason he’s so keen on Jonathan getting back „on track“ and looking for a wife. But the Earl really seems to be worried about Jonathan himself.


  I was right, I think. He wants to be closer to his son. It really hurts him that their relationship is so fraught. But he doesn’t know where to start. He’s hoping that a wife might give him a way of getting through to Jonathan, even though they’ve been completely estranged for a long time.


  The Earl lets his eyes stray over to the large portrait again and I can see the despair in his eyes, his deep mourning.


  “Lady Orla was a beautiful woman,” I say, because I want to express my sympathy for him and I can’t think of anything else to say.


  “Yes, she was,” he confirms, smiling at the memory.


  “But the picture doesn’t really capture her well at all. She almost never sat still: she was far too high-spirited for that. I can still see her running through the park with Jonathan. The two of them always raced each other, and then she would catch him and let herself fall onto the grass with him. This house was so full of life when she was here. Without her …” Overcome by his feelings, he can’t finish his sentence. But that only lasts a second. Then he pulls himself together and I can actually see in his face how he closes himself off again, burying what was on the surface for a moment deep inside him again, just as Jonathan always does. He clears his throat. “Not a day goes by without my wishing she was still with us,” he says. His hoarse tone is the only thing betraying that he just almost lost control of himself.


  “But she’s not.”


  We whip around to see that Jonathan has just entered the room and is looking at his father accusingly. His eyes are flashing with anger again and he seems to be spoiling for another fight.


  But the Earl isn’t going to give him one.


  “No,” he says despondently, without offering the least trace of resistance. “No, she’s dead.” He doesn’t seem to have the strength to argue with his son again. Instead, he goes and sits down behind his desk, staring at the green baize embedded in the table.


  For a moment his father’s passivity seems to confuse Jonathan, but the anger in his eyes is merciless.


  “Come on,” he says, and tries to grab my hand, to leave the room with me — but I pull it away. I’m worried about the Earl, who suddenly looks paler than before.


  “Are you OK?” I inquire and I’m about to go over to him, but this time Jonathan snatches my hand and holds me back. When the Earl sees that, he makes a placatory gesture.


  “I’m fine,” he murmurs. “You can go now.”


  Jonathan takes this as his cue to depart and he pulls me toward the door. On my way, I look back at the Earl, who has collapsed over his desk.


  “He’s sick.” I look at Jonathan, furious at his rude behaviour. But he won’t let go, just keeps pulling me along, away from his father. “We can’t just leave him there on his own.”


  “Yes, we can,” he says in a tone of barely suppressed anger. “Believe me, he’ll be just fine.”


  “But didn’t you see how upset he was? He’s still mourning your mother.”


  Jonathan laughs out loud at my words, but he doesn’t sound happy, he sounds bitter. “He’s never mourned her, believe me.”


  “How can you say that?” I’m really horrified by the way he just rode roughshod over his father’s feelings. It’s all happening way too fast for me — and I’m not just talking about the speed with which he’s pulling me after him. I simply can’t keep up.


  By now, we’re outside, in front of the house, having left through one of the patio doors at the back, and Jonathan is heading for the parking lot.


  I dig my heels into the ground angrily and stop dead, forcing him to do the same.


  “Jonathan, what is wrong with you? What are you accusing him of? Why are you so incredibly mad at him?”


  Jonathan looks back at the house. He hasn’t released my hand; he’s holding it so hard, he’s almost crushing it.


  “Because it’s all an act, Grace. He’s been at it for years. He plays the grieving widower and everyone believes him, even Sarah. But I know better. He didn’t love my mother, Grace. He made her very unhappy. And he’s responsible for her death.”
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  I look at him in shock. “What do you mean?” I ask woodenly. Lady Orla’s death was an accident. Sarah confirmed it. But beyond that, I know nothing. Jonathan has never mentioned how she died, and I never brought up the subject because I didn’t want to hurt him. And my online search wasn’t very helpful either. The reports all talk about a tragic accident, but don’t state what exactly happened — as if all the newspapers and magazines were part of a conspiracy not to print anything about it. Or as if someone had taken a lot of trouble to make sure the exact course of events was never made public. “How … did she die?”


  Jonathan breathes out heavily and throws his head back, visibly upset, still full of anger and unable to hide it.


  “She fell down the stairs,” he says through gritted teeth.


  “Here?,” I ask, pointing to the house.


  He nods. “In the hall.”


  My throat suddenly contracts and I swallow with difficulty. Knowing what happened, and where and how, makes everything much more concrete. And more dreadful.


  “But — it was an accident. Or …” I hardly dare voice it, “did your father push her?”


  Jonathan avoids my eyes. “No,” he says and I can see his facial muscles working. “But it was his fault.”


  “How come?”


  Jonathan pulls me further into the park, clearly no longer capable of standing still. “Because he had a fight with her that night. And that’s when it happened, do you understand?”


  My thoughts are in a whirl, as we walk on through the grounds of the park. So that explains why the Earl sounded so despairing at the memory of his wife just now. Because if that’s what really happened, he probably does blame himself for his wife’s death. But it still doesn’t explain why Jonathan won’t allow him to mourn her.


  “So it was a tragic accident, Jonathan. I’m sure he didn’t want it to happen.”


  “If he hadn’t wanted it, he would have left her in peace. They didn’t just fight that night, Grace — they were always fighting. As long as I can remember. And after she died, he just carried on as if nothing had happened. I was sent away to boarding school, as planned, and Sarah went to Aunt Mary’s. He didn’t care about us and he didn’t care about the fact that my mother was dead. So I don’t believe for a second that he’s mourning her. He isn’t, Grace. He’s cold and heartless.”


  Jonathan has stopped walking again. He’s talked himself into such a rage that he’s actually shaking.


  “Jonathan, that’s …” I’m about to tell him that I’m sorry and that I think it’s terrible that he lost his mother — but that I’m still sure he’s mistaken about his father. But he won’t let me; he covers my mouth with a passionate kiss which very effectively shuts me up.


  “I don’t want to talk about it anymore, OK?,” he exclaims breathlessly as he releases me again. He pushes his hair back and there’s a mixture of anger and desire in his eyes, together with something else. Despair?


  He takes my hand again and walks on with me. We’re already relatively far away from the house now, and from the lawn with its two big tents — there are two of them, right next to each other, I couldn’t really see that from inside.


  Staff are still busily carrying things in and out, and every now and again you can see cars approaching the manor house from a distance. But we’re alone here in the park. “Where are you taking me?,” I ask, a few yards further on, as Jonathan suddenly pulls me into a little copse on the edge of the park grounds. There are a few birches here, with low-hanging branches, and bushes growing in between them. Their branches close behind us and soon we’re completely surrounded by greenery.


  He hasn’t yet answered my question but he doesn’t have to anymore, because I can read the answer in his eyes. I’m seized by desire and I hold his gaze as he pushes me back against the thick trunk of a tree.


  “Jonathan,” I whisper hoarsely, throwing my head back, baring my neck and shuddering as he kisses me behind my ear and takes my breasts into his hands. I know that he wants me, that he needs me right now — and I feel exactly the same way. We’ve haven’t had sex outdoors before and the idea is exciting. It takes my breath away. Especially since Jonathan doesn’t give me time to think twice. He pushes up my skirt and pulls off my panties, unfastening my blouse with impatient fingers. He slips it off and hangs it over a nearby branch and now I can feel the warm July wind on my naked skin and the tree’s tickly bark against my back and a shiver runs through me and then another, as he immediately takes my breasts out of their bra cups and presses them against each other in a pleasantly arousing, but slightly painful way. Their dark red tips stretch up toward him and I take hold of his head, bury my hands in his hair and hold onto him, as he sucks on each of my nipples in turn, making me respond with throaty moans. Bolts of electricity shoot down to my lower body, making me really hot and wet for him, and I don’t offer any resistance as he takes my bra off and hangs it up next to my blouse. Now I’m completely topless. I love feeling so brazen, feeling the arousal burning in me like a fever. Jonathan lets go of my breasts and places a hand between my legs, which I willingly open for him. I feel him entering me with one finger, as if to check that I am ready for him. Then he draws back and presses me even harder against the tree, letting me feel his firm erection and kissing me again, until I’m quite dizzy. With difficulty, I manage to tear myself away from his lips and undo his pants, freeing his bulging cock which leaps out at me as I push the fabric of his underwear out of the way. The sight of it makes me feel weak and I happily let him lift me up and wrap my legs around him when I feel the tip of his penis against my opening. Jonathan enters me with a single, powerful thrust, burying himself deep inside me and shuddering, as our pelvises clash against each other. For a moment, we stay still, and he looks into my eyes, letting me clearly see the desperation that torments him — that darkness which is always catching up with him. He’s searching for a way to forget, I know he is, and I want to give it to him, I want it just as much as he does. I want to lose myself in the sensation of release I can only experience with him.


  His mouth finds mine and his tongue overpowers me, just like his thrusts, which are becoming stronger and harder. There’s something urgent, bestial about the way he’s taking me, but I know that he’s completely with me — that I’m the one who can give him what he needs.


  My senses are overwhelmed by impressions: the smooth bark on my back, the gentle breeze against my skin, the chirping of the birds and the rustling of the leaves, mingling with the sound of Jonathan panting for breath, the feeling of his hot body against mine, the force with which he is thrusting away at me — it’s all rushing me toward an orgasm that is rolling toward me in a powerful wave.


  Tears rush to my eyes and roll down my cheeks because it’s all too intense, too painful and beautiful. Jonathan seems to be in a kind of frenzy and I cling onto his shoulders, enduring the force with which he’s penetrating me, because the powerful feelings he’s awakening in me are even stronger, much stronger than the pain. I don’t want him to stop; I don’t want him to ever stop. I want him to give me everything that’s been tormenting him, so that he can belong to me completely at last.


  “Grace!” Jonathan’s lips are suddenly touching my cheeks, kissing away my tears. Suddenly, I’m no longer leaning against the tree. Instead, I can feel soft grass beneath me and Jonathan is no longer inside me, which makes me groan in protest. Now, he’s lying beside me, kissing my cheeks and my mouth.


  “I hurt you,” he says, visibly remorseful.


  “No.” I shake my head and pull him toward me again, opening my legs so that he can penetrate me once more — and he does. “I want this, Jonathan.”


  He’s propped himself up with his arms on either side of my head and now he lets himself sink down onto his elbows, bringing him even closer to me. I can feel his hands in my hair and the precious weight of him and I luxuriate in the sensation of full body contact. Smiling, I look into his beautiful blue eyes with those dark spots, which are becoming ever more familiar. I contract my internal muscles around his shaft and moan as he begins to move again, rubbing himself slowly against my clit.


  Jonathan gradually increases his thrusts. He’s taking his time. He doesn’t want to risk getting carried away by desire again. But we’re both far too aroused for this leisurely pace, we’re responding to each other too strongly. I can see how tormented he looks, because it’s so hard for him to control himself, so I pull him down toward me. “I want more,” I whisper into his ear. “Fuck me.” He withdraws and then enters me again with a groan of relief. It’s harder and deeper this time, making me pant with excitement. But he looks at me again and hesitates — until I place my hands on his butt and urge him on. “Please,” I breathe, arching up toward him.


  His self-control finally forsakes him and he ups the tempo dramatically now, thrusting away at me hard again. But it still feels different from before because this time he doesn’t take his eyes off me for a moment, even when we both start breathing heavily and I can already feel the first tremors of orgasm inside me.


  He waits until I reach my climax and arch up toward him and then he lets go and abandons himself to his own desire, burying himself deep inside me one last time, pouring himself into me, meeting me in a powerful orgasm, which shakes us both to the core. I’m in free fall. I look in his eyes as he pulses inside me again and again. I catch his moans with my lips and I keep being swept away by new explosions of pleasure, which make me shudder with delight and which take a long time to subside, for both of us. Jonathan twitches one last time and I wrap my arms around him and hold him as he collapses onto me, satisfied. That wasn’t sex, I think, a little later, when I’m lying nestled against him on the grass, as our breathing gradually returns to normal. That was much more than sex. We weren’t just physically united. We made love. Jonathan may have rejected it vehemently at first. But it’s there now. It’s happened to us. And I suddenly wish, with all my heart, that he would say it out loud at last. That he would tell me the thing that my body can feel, that I believe I can see in his eyes. That there’s more going on between us than attraction and great sex. That we need each other. That we love each other.


  But he doesn’t. He just helps me up and gets dressed again, fetches my things and adjusts my clothes, once I’ve got them back on, plucks the grass out of my hair, and kisses me once more. But he doesn’t say a word about what he’s feeling inside. But he’s feeling something, I can tell. Something he clearly doesn’t want to reveal, since when I try to hold his gaze he avoids my eye.


  “We need to get back,” he says, looking at the clock, which I take to mean that I’m probably not going to hear him say what I hoped he would.


  Maybe he’ll never say it, I think, suddenly disheartened, trying to suppress the unpleasant feeling of disappointment taking hold of me.


  It’s not easy, but I smile. And I indicate my clothes.


  “I need to get changed.” My skirt is made of a wrinkle-resistant material and my blouse also seems to have survived our spontaneous lovemaking quite well, since Jonathan kept it out of the way, but I’m still pretty sure that anyone who looked at me could easily tell what we’ve just been doing. Besides, I feel an urgent need to freshen up and I’d love to take a shower — or a bath, as people are more likely to do here in England, since there’s never enough water pressure for a proper shower. “I can’t really appear in public like this, can I?,” I add, musing on how unfair it is that Jonathan still looks as immaculate as before — no one would ever guess that he just had sex with me here in the park.


  He raises the corners of his mouth. “I find you pretty sexy just the way you are,” he says, kissing me again, until the passion we feel threatens to erupt again. When he releases me, he has that expression on his face again, the one I saw a moment ago. But before I can puzzle out what it means, his mobile phone rings and he picks up.


  “I was just showing Grace the park,” he informs the caller — probably Sarah, asking where he is. “We’ll be right there,” he adds, slightly annoyed, and hangs up. “Our absence has been noted,” he says with a wry smile, putting his hand around my shoulders.


  We leave the copse together and walk back to the house, though rather more slowly than before. Despite his sister’s call, Jonathan is clearly in no hurry to get back.


  “Is it true that you used to race your mother here?” I ask him, remembering the Earl’s remark.


  Jonathan nods. “She always let me win.” A smile flits across his face and for a brief moment he seems completely lost in thought. But then he shakes his head and quickens his pace, as though to escape from memory. Just before we reach the house, I stop abruptly and stare at the terrace in front of the red drawing room. There are several people gathered there.


  The first guests. Damn. I’m going to have to think of something fast, if I want to get a chance to wash up and change before we have to go and welcome them to the party.


  They’re busy talking and most of them aren’t paying any attention to us. But a blonde woman in a tight-fitting navy blue dress with striking white piping has placed a hand over her eyes to shield them from the sun and is looking in our direction. She waves at us.


  “Is there a back door?” I ask Jonathan, because the woman is coming toward us now, with a determined stride.


  “None that you could reach before Imogen gets here,” Jonathan says dryly, smiling at my shocked expression. “You look great, Grace — stop worrying so much.”


  It’s all very well for him, I think, but I stand my ground bravely, smiling uneasily at the blonde woman. If someone here looks great, it’s her. She’s tall and slender and her symmetrical features and designer dress make her look like a model. She’s younger than I first thought, late twenties at the oldest. And she’s beaming at Jonathan.


  “Nice to see you, Imogen,” Jonathan greets her. He kisses her on both cheeks and she returns his kisses enthusiastically.


  “Same here,” she replies and then she takes a closer look at me. “This is Grace Lawson,” Jonathan indicates me and then gestures at the blonde woman, “and this is Lady Imogen Moredale, my godfather’s daughter.”


  I shrink back imperceptibly, because he just explained who she is, but he didn’t tell her anything about me — apart from my name. I’ve just realised that it’s not at all clear what my role is here at the Earl’s party. It’s the first time I’ve accompanied Jonathan to an official date like this. We’ve already been to various business dinners, at which he’s always introduced me as his colleague — which is true, after all, and appropriate in that context. But I would have preferred something different.


  Our relationship definitely isn’t a secret — the fact that we are having an affair was plastered all over the tabloids, after all. But Jonathan seems reluctant to actually say the words, to acknowledge my role in his life. But Lady Imogen, shaking my hand and smiling rather less broadly than she did at Jonathan, clearly knows the exact nature of my relationship with Jonathan, since she doesn’t ask for details. Or maybe she’s just guessing, as it’s easy to see that we just had sex, I think, horrified. But it doesn’t look as if that will stop her from continuing to worship Jonathan quite openly.


  “Hunter and I have known each other since we were kids,” she says — completely out of the blue since no one asked her anything about their relationship. But, just like her use of his nickname, the statement is clearly designed to prove that they’re very close. In any case, it seems like she would like them to be: her looks betray it. And suddenly, even more than usual, I wish Jonathan would clear things up. That he would make it obvious that I’m with him and she’s not. But he doesn’t.


  “Is your father here?,” he asks Lady Imogen instead. She nods enthusiastically.


  “He’s already been asking for you,” she says, taking his arm. „Shall we go over to see him?” She looks at me invitingly — at least there’s that — but I shake my head.


  “I still have to get changed,” I explain. I’m definitely not going to put in an appearance in front of the other guests until I’ve had a chance to look in a mirror, at the very least. Which means that I’ll have to leave Lady Imogen free rein, I think unhappily. I can tell from her smile that she’s pretty happy at the prospect. On a sudden impulse, I go up onto my tiptoes and give Jonathan a kiss. On the mouth. Just to make things a little clearer.


  Lady Imogen’s smile freezes — good — and I find the expression in Jonathan’s eyes hard to read. He clearly wasn’t expecting that, but what was he thinking? That he can have mind-blowing sex with me one moment and run off with some blonde on his arm the next? I wouldn’t bet on it.


  “See you later, Hunter,” I say, looking at Jonathan. The corners of his mouth are twitching a little now. And then I turn around and go back to the house. When I get to the side door, I look back once more, but Lady Imogen and Jonathan have disappeared from view and returned to the terrace behind the corner of the house.


  I push the heavy wooden door open unhappily and go into the house, suddenly uncertain as to whether I overdid it just now and afraid that Jonathan might be angry with me. Upstairs in my room, I rummage hastily through my bag, looking for a change of clothes. I pick out a powder blue sheath, purchased on my shopping trip with Annie, which I thought would be too fancy for some stupid reception. But if everyone is as incredibly chic and expensively dressed as Lady Imogen, it will definitely fit the bill.


  I place the dress on the bed and scurry into the bathroom to run myself a bath. This is much better than taking a shower, I think shortly afterward, as I lie in the tub, feeling the warm water relaxing my muscles. But I can’t rinse off the doubts suddenly eating away at me again: doubts about my future with Jonathan. My stomach is knotted with nerves as I think things over. There might be a lot more hanging on the next few days than I thought.
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  The white fabric of the tent is glinting in the sunlight, dazzling me, as I take the last few steps toward them and enter one. My eyes soon adapt to the new lighting conditions, so I can take a closer look at the guests standing inside. They are very well dressed. Some of the women are wearing daring designer hats and silk gloves, and the men are in grey suits and matching top hats. They’re drinking champagne, talking, and laughing.


  And I’m in the mood for that, too. Because I’m so unbelievably happy. But not because of the beautiful weather outside or the lovely party in here. And not because of the people around me, who are smiling at me in a friendly way. Because of Jonathan.


  He’s standing behind me and I can feel his warmth, feel him wrapping his arms around my waist. I turn around and observe him, feeling even happier now that I can see his smile. He looks content and there’s a relaxed gleam in his eyes that I’ve never seen before. I’d like to kiss him, but I think it’s not right, not here in front of all these people observing us curiously, watching our every move very closely. But Jonathan doesn’t seem to have any such scruples. He pulls me even closer toward him, places his lips on mine and kisses me for a good long time. Tenderly.


  My heart leaps as I return his kiss, because it confirms what I can see in his eyes. What I wanted so much.


  When Jonathan releases me again, I look at the faces of the people who are gazing at us. There’s the Earl and Sarah and Alexander. And Annie. Marcus. Even Catherine. And they’re all smiling at me, as if they shared my happiness. No one’s frowning or looking at me reproachfully.


  Jonathan reaches for my hand and together we leave the tent and walk across the meadow into the park. I follow him happily, without hesitating, but, as we walk, I turn around once more and look at Lockwood Manor. It looks picturesque, with its magical turrets and all its chimneys, and it looks bigger, too. Lighter. Everything’s much lighter than before, as if the sun were now shining so brightly that there’s no room for anything else.


  When I turn back around again, I can’t see the meadow anymore, just Jonathan. He’s still holding my hand, pulling me into his arms, and then suddenly we’re falling. But we don’t land on the grass; we land on a gigantic white bed without bedposts, which seems to have no end.


  I’m not afraid. I sink into Jonathan’s arms and onto the white mattress, which breaks our fall. There are feathers whirling all around us, small fluffy down feathers which dance upward into the air and then slowly fall onto us. I observe them, laughing, following them with my eyes as they form crazy, unpredictable patterns on their way up. I feel them touching my cheek in a caress as soft as gossamer. Smiling happily, I try to nestle even closer to Jonathan and suddenly my cheek hits something hard and cool which makes me jump.


  I sit up with a start and look around me. I’m lying across a large bed and the cold thing against my cheek was the bedpost. I was lying with my face against it. And now I remember where I am — in a guest room at Lockwood Manor. And, following this realization, it dawns on me that there can only be one possible conclusion. Even though I’d rather suppress the knowledge.


  It was just a dream.


  Of course it was a dream, I scold myself. We fell onto a giant bed in the middle of a meadow and it rained feathers. That’s very realistic, I think, frustrated. But yet — as so often in dreams — I didn’t question it. I just enjoyed the wonderfully warm, happy feeling the images triggered. I want to hold onto it, but it’s deserting me now, slipping irrevocably out of my grasp. Instead, something else is gradually seeping into my consciousness, rapidly driving away all feelings of contentment. Jonathan isn’t there.


  His side of the bed is empty; he’s not lying beside me. Did he go back to his room?


  I quickly sit upright and try to switch on the bedside lamp. But I realise that I don’t need to because light is coming through the curtains, which aren’t fully closed. The sun’s up already, although it’s still low in the sky, so it must be pretty early still. And when I look at the display on my mobile phone I can see just how early: just after six o’clock. I breathe out heavily and stare at the ceiling. No wonder my dream was so beautiful — my subconscious simply took everything I want and wove it together in images. Images which, unfortunately, have nothing to do with reality.


  Yesterday’s reception was actually rather disappointing and had very little in common with my dream. The evening sunlight really was submerging the two tents in a golden glow when I went in. And the people were all beautifully dressed, if not quite as flashily as in my dream — my subconscious clearly added a few extra helpings of glamour.


  But Jonathan was completely different. He didn’t hold me in his arms or kiss me. He wasn’t even with me very often, because he had to spend so much time talking to the other guests. An older gentleman, in particular, the Duke of Beau-something-or-other-I-forget-what, kept engaging him in conversation, and whenever the Duke turned his attention elsewhere, Lady Imogen would immediately start hanging off his arm again.


  Sarah was largely confined to her seat, an armchair they brought out to the tent especially for her, because of her leg injury. I stayed with her almost the whole time. She assured me that Jonathan’s never been involved with that clingy woman, nor would he ever get involved with her. But it still annoys me, that Imogen was able to go on making a spectacle of herself like that — because Jonathan was too busy to take care of me or make it clear that he’s taken. And I’m not completely sure that it was just his duties as the host’s son that kept him away from me. OK, I know how important it is to observe the correct etiquette, but sometimes it really seemed as though he was avoiding me.


  Of course, I could have just gone and stood next to him and followed him around the whole time, but I didn’t want to be annoyingly clingy. And I didn’t have to be, thanks to Sarah. She very happily took on what should really have been Jonathan’s role, introducing me to everyone who came up to us, and explaining to me afterward who they were and how they were connected with the Huntingtons. Jonathan didn’t appear at my side again until the dinner that followed the reception. Only a handful of guests stayed for that. But, at table, he still had to make further conversation with the Duke of Beau-whatever — conversation that went right over my head.


  At some point around ten o’clock I excused myself and went up to my room and got into bed, saddened, frustrated, and disappointed. I was quite sure Jonathan wasn’t going to come and join me, but he did. And when he woke me with kisses, I was too swept away by his passion to start making any accusations — and I didn’t want to, either. I was enjoying the feeling of having him with me far too much, having him there, as close and intimate as ever.


  But now, in the cold light of morning, I’m thinking over what it all meant and suddenly I want to go to him and make sure that everything is still OK. I want to lie next to him, nestle up to him and forget that things are so difficult right now.


  So I slip out of bed and pull on my silk robe which, together with its matching negligee, I bought specially for the occasion. Jonathan’s pyjama tops weren’t a long-term solution, after all, and I didn’t want him to see me in the colourful XXL college T-shirts I always slept in in Chicago. In the past, it would never have occurred to me to buy a sexy little slip like the one I’m wearing right now. Why would I? But since I’ve been spending my nights with a man and I want him to find me attractive, I’ve changed my mind about this completely. Now, I find beautiful lingerie very important, and it makes sense to me — even though I don’t usually keep it on for long, I think with a smile, as I head for the door.


  I open it quietly and scurry across the hallway to Jonathan’s room, only a few steps away, before anyone catches me.


  But Jonathan’s not there — and his bed is untouched. When he left my room, he didn’t go back to his own room. But where can he possibly be at this hour?


  I don’t waste much time wondering. Instead, I go back into the hallway and head for the stairs. But I stop short when I get to the banister at the top, surprised. I was certain everyone in the house would still be asleep, but I was wrong. Lockwood Manor’s inhabitants have clearly been up and about for a long time, as I can hear voices down on the first floor, probably coming from the kitchen. So, even though there’s no one in the hall right now, I’ll be in danger of running into some employee or other if I go down to search for Jonathan in the downstairs room. I chew on my lower lip indecisively. I really want to find him, but I’m not sure whether it’s the done thing — even for a houseguest — to wander through the rooms in just a nightgown and robe.


  “Miss Lawson, you’re awake,” Mrs. Hastings says, suddenly appearing next to me, carrying a basket of bed linen. “Do you need anything?”


  She looks at me in a way which is friendly and perhaps a little anxious, in case I need anything which she could get me — but she doesn’t give the slightest sign of finding it odd that I’m still not dressed.


  “Um, no … I …” I clear my throat. “I was looking for Mr. Huntington. He’s not in his room. Have you seen him?”


  She doesn’t bat an eyelid at the fact that I felt the need to look in on Jonathan this early in the morning. She just smiles again.


  “Yes, I have. He’s been sitting downstairs in the library for quite a while.” She winks at me. “I know, because I’ve already brought him a pot of tea.”


  I thank her and am about to go downstairs, but then I hesitate. “Is it … OK … if I go like this …” I indicate my nightclothes, which elicits another broad smile.


  “Go right ahead, if you need to talk to him urgently,” she says. “Do you know where the library is?”


  I nod, relieved to have gotten the go-ahead, and go down the stairs, while she turns away again and goes back into the hallway with her laundry basket.


  It’s not difficult to find my way, and when I look inside I recognise the teapot Mrs. Hastings was talking about. It’s been placed next to one of those extremely delicate teacups, on a side table beside one of the sofas. But Jonathan isn’t sitting down. I don’t spot him until I’ve fully entered the room. Unlike me, he’s fully dressed and leaning against the frame of the connecting door leading to his father’s study, gazing at something on the wall of the other room. I don’t even need to ask myself what’s hanging there, I remember right away: it’s the portrait of his mother.


  When he hears me, he turns his head to look at me. He looks completely lost in thought and his face remains serious, even after he’s recognised me.


  “Are you up already?” I ask, regretting it immediately, when he raises an eyebrow. Silly question. Of course he is.


  I take another step further inside the room in the hopes that he’ll come toward me, holding out his arms, or demonstrate in some other way that it’s OK for me to go to him.


  But he stays where he is, his arms crossed in front of his chest with an expression on his face which clearly says that that’s exactly what he doesn’t want. So I daren’t go any further.


  “What are you doing here?”


  He shrugs his shoulders and shifts his weight from one leg to the other, without moving his back off the doorframe. “I couldn’t sleep.”


  The answer is so clearly defensive that I feel a growing sense of rage and despair. Why is he being like this? Last night, we made love again and we were so close to each other, just like we were in the park in the afternoon. He even let me sleep in his arms. But it’s almost as if that was too much intimacy for him, as if he suddenly has to keep his distance as a result.


  “What’s wrong?” I ask unhappily. “Did I …,” I hesitate, “did I do something wrong?”


  Jonathan shakes his head and looks at the big portrait for a moment before turning his gaze back to me.


  “No,” he says and the expression in his blue eyes seems to add ’but perhaps I did.’


  I feel the icy fist inside me again and this time it’s got me really firmly in its grip, it’s taking my breath away.


  “Jonathan …”


  “You’d better go and get dressed before someone sees you like that,” he says, indicating my robe. It’s clearly an order. Reading between the lines, he’s throwing me out. He wants me to leave.


  I’m overcome by a feeling of helplessness, closely followed by anger, precisely because I’m so terribly helpless. I know that right now it’s about us, that he’s suddenly questioning our relationship again, but I don’t know why, and he’s not giving me a chance to find out, since he obviously doesn’t want to talk to me.


  Or can’t.


  For a moment, I’m tempted to argue with him, but then I decide not to. There’s something in his eyes that stops me. Something is tormenting him and, although I’m mad at him for his cool, dismissive behaviour, I want to help him, too. And right now, clearly the only way I can do that is to leave him in peace and give him time to sort himself out. Besides, I do actually feel pretty exposed in my thin nightgown.


  “OK,” I say, registering the look of surprise in his eyes. He was obviously expecting me to put up resistance. But he doesn’t give me a chance to see whether he’s disappointed or relieved, since he looks away again and goes on observing the portrait in the study.


  I turn around without another word and go back through the hallway and up the stairs. I don’t meet anyone at the bottom of the stairs this time, although I can hear voices. But when I reach the top I find Mrs. Hastings coming out of one of the rooms with an empty laundry basket.


  I can tell that she wants to ask me something, probably if I found Jonathan, but I just smile briefly at her and scurry past her into my room as quickly as possible, without giving her a chance to speak to me. I lean against the door, out of breath, because I almost ran the whole way. The visit to Lockwood Manor has been a complete disaster so far, I think, feeling utterly miserable. And if Jonathan has already managed to drive me to despair by six o’clock in the morning, I hate to think what other delights the day might have in store for me.
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  It’s just like last night, but worse, I think, several hours later, standing in one of the tents again, listening to the string quartet stationed in the corner on a small stage, playing classical music for the guests at this tea party, which is currently in full swing.


  Now I know what Sarah meant when she said that the festivities wouldn’t really get going until today. Instead of the thirty people we had at the reception yesterday, there are now at least three hundred. The whole village seems to have come to Lockwood Manor — and of course, some of the guests who are going to stay on for the dinner and the ball have already arrived.


  This has a plus that shouldn’t be underestimated: I can blend into the crowd without attracting attention. But the negative aspect is that it makes me feel completely lost. Once again, Jonathan’s not by my side — I wish he were — he’s a few yards away standing with a group of men and, I assume, making small talk with them.


  He’s not ignoring me quite as much as he was last night, maybe because he feels guilty about this morning. But I still feel neglected, because we’re still apart more than we are together.


  Whenever anyone calls him or waves at him — which happens often — he goes over to them, but he doesn’t take me with him. He just excuses himself and leaves me standing there. And once he’s back, if someone comes up to us, he introduces me by name, without any further explanation. He doesn’t put his arm round me, the way I see other couples do, to indicate that we’re together — he does nothing of the kind. And he leaves me alone again at the first opportunity.


  He’s avoiding me, it’s obvious. In that sense, nothing’s changed since this morning — and the longer it goes on, the bigger the knot in my stomach becomes, which has been tormenting me ever since our encounter in the library. But I’m not going to run after him, definitely not, even if today is much worse than yesterday because I don’t have Sarah with me to support me and be my lifesaver.


  She was probably just saving her strength yesterday so she’d be on top form today, because it seems that sitting comfortably in an armchair and holding court is out of the question for her. Just like Jonathan and the Earl, she’s running — or rather hobbling — around tirelessly on her crutches, mingling with the crowd. And they are just as persistent in seeking her out to thank her or tell her something or other. Since I don’t want to totter around after her like a lost puppy, I put on a brave face, cling on to my champagne glass — they’re serving champagne along with the sandwiches, little cakes and the obligatory tea, since it’s a tea party, after all — and smile at all the people passing by, whose faces mean nothing to me. Now and again they include someone I know from last night or who looks familiar, but I don’t have the nerve or the desire to go and start up a conversation with them. After all, what am I going to tell them, when they ask me who I am, I think, irritated, letting my gaze wander back to Jonathan, who’s still standing with the group of men. Would anyone believe me if I told them that I was Jonathan Huntington’s girlfriend? They way he’s behaving, I don’t think so.


  “Hello!”


  I look up in complete surprise when someone suddenly addresses me. A very slender blonde in what in my opinion is an extremely short dress is standing in front of me. She clearly knows me from somewhere, and I know I’ve definitely seen her before. But I was so deep in thought when she interrupted me that I can’t think where I know her from.


  “You’re Grace, right?” she asks in a very high voice, clinking her champagne glass against mine. “I’m Tiffany — do you remember me? Richard and I went out to dinner with you in London.”


  Yes, that’s right, I think. Tiffany the airhead. The Earl of Davenport’s girlfriend, the one who let me call him Richard right away and who would definitely have let his hand stray right onto my upper thigh to fondle it at length if Jonathan hadn’t been there. That was rather a strange evening. I’d had far too much to drink and afterwards I slept at Jonathan’s — and with Jonathan — for the first time. But I still barely remember silly Tiffany and fat Richard. I remember them hazily, I think, with a wry smile, resigning myself to the fact that I won’t be spared a second conversation with Tiffany. But, hey, it’s not as if I have lots of options to choose from.


  “So, how are you?” Tiffany asks. But she doesn’t seem to be interested in my answer, since she looks around searchingly. “Isn’t Jonathan with you?”


  She’s not that stupid, I think, trying to go on smiling. It’s only taken her two sentences to see the problem.


  “He’s always getting dragged away from me,” I explain, indicating the group of men he’s standing with. “But it’s understandable that everyone wants to talk to him. He’s the host, after all.”


  But Tiffany doesn’t seem to be listening to me and I suddenly notice how uneasy she looks. She scans the crowd with her eyes, while taking several rather large gulps of champagne one after another.


  “Where’s Richard then?” I ask her in return. Are we both victims of the same fate? Has he left her to her own devices, too? “I don’t know,” she says, gesturing toward the meadow with a pout. “Over there somewhere. He’s here with his nephew, and the two of them have something to discuss.” It sounds as though she sent the two men away, which seems completely out of character for her. But she’s overacting. She shrugs her shoulders. “I’m sure they’ll be right back.”


  “I see.” We’re silent for a moment, as I try to think of what to say next. I can’t think of anything really, anything I could discuss with Tiffany. We had the same problems communicating last time. Or rather, I did. And now, just as she did at the restaurant, Tiffany’s prattling on about the same old topics that don’t interest me at all: Richard’s virtues and Richard’s generosity. I remember vaguely that last time she stuck a ring under my nose, which Richard had given her and which I was supposed to admire. And this time, too, she’s explaining in detail how much he spoils her, and relating an epic tale of the exotic travel destinations they’re going to visit together later this year.


  Now I’m the one looking around for help — if she’s going to carry on like this, I’d really rather be standing around on my own -, but Jonathan’s no longer with the group of men. Instead, I spot him a few yards further off, talking to two dark-haired women, one of whom has her back to me and has put her hand on his arm. He turns his head and smiles briefly when he notices me watching, but he goes on talking to the women and doesn’t respond to my pleading look. But Sarah, who’s a few yards closer to me, does. She immediately excuses herself to the people she was talking to and hobbles over to us.


  “Hello, Tiffany, how nice to see you,” she says to the blonde with a friendly smile. And, before Tiffany can say a word, she adds apologetically: “I’m sorry, but I have to kidnap Grace for a little while. Grace, can you come with me?” “Of course.” I nod briefly at Tiffany and then I follow Sarah as she hobbles away from the blonde. As soon as we’re out of earshot and a little closer to Jonathan, she grins at me.


  “You poor thing,” she says with a twinkle in her eye. “You got caught by Tiffany of all people — the woman is notorious for her soporific tales.”


  “Yes, I’d noticed,” I agree, smiling with relief. “Thanks for rescuing me.”


  “It was a point of honour,” Sarah assures me. “Besides, I wanted to talk to you anyway, I wasn’t making that up.”


  “What about?” I observe her more closely and now that she’s no longer smiling I can tell that she’s pretty upset. “Did something happen? With Alexander?”


  I guessed right, I can tell from the way her eyes flash, but she shakes her head anyway. “No, nothing’s happened, that’s the point. Nothing ever happens. And I think I’ve realised what the problem is.” She sighs.


  “I tried to talk to him again last night, but he’s still so convinced that my feelings for him aren’t clear enough yet and that we need to give the relationship time to develop that I simply can’t get through to him. And then I suddenly realised why he keeps saying that. I think he’s scared, Grace — scared it might be true. That I really might reject him after all. It’s as if he can’t believe I really love him. He just doesn’t believe me, do you understand?”


  She seems really depressed about it, which shocks me because I’ve never seen her like this before.


  “You have to make him believe you,” I tell her. “I mean — he loves you, there’s no doubt about it. Anyone could see that, anyone with eyes in their head. So surely it can’t be that difficult to convince him that you love him too.”


  She looks at me in surprise and a smile slowly spreads across her face. “You know what, you’re right, I need to do something instead of hanging around complaining all the time. Because it’s driving me mad,” she says, frowning, “But what can I do?”


  We’re both silent for a moment, considering, and then she suddenly breaks out in a grin. She’s obviously just had an idea.


  “I think I know what to do.”


  “What?,” I ask, but she just goes on grinning mysteriously.


  “You’ll see,” she says, and then she casts a look over my shoulder. “Oh, there’s Mr. Richards from the foundation board, over there. Would you excuse me for a moment? I have something to discuss with him.”


  “Of course,” I say, perhaps a little too gloomily, because although Sarah had already turned away, she stops again and looks at me searchingly.


  “Go on,” I reassure her, but I can’t fool her, I can tell from her face that she knows how much I dislike being left alone again. She looks around, searching for something.


  “Jon’s over there, see him?,” she says, and I nod.


  “Yes, I know.”


  “Go and join him,” Sarah urges, grinning. “Those two ladies are about as interesting to talk to as Tiffany. He’d be happy if you rescued him, believe me.”


  Sarah means well, I know, but once she’s gone I stay where I am all the same, observing Jonathan from a distance. I’ll be damned if I’m going to go and join him while he’s being so unapproachable, even though I’m really longing for him and would change places with those two women in a heartbeat.


  One of them, whom I’ve only seen from behind up to now, turns around, so I can see her face. She reminds me of someone, and I’m taken aback when I realise who. She looks just like one of the women Jonathan and I met at the club. When I look closer, I’m sure it isn’t her. But it still makes me think of that night a few weeks ago, and my gaze rests on Jonathan.


  He never mentioned the club again, and this whole time I’ve been assuming that as far as he’s concerned the matter is closed. But is it? What if he’s nostalgic about his old way of life? Is that why he’s behaving so oddly? Or is there some other reason?


  Jonathan suddenly turns his head to one side and looks in my direction. It doesn’t take long for him to spot me and I breathe in sharply as our eyes meet. The feeling drawing me to him is much stronger now — but I resist it, I stay right where I am and look into his eyes, wishing with all my heart that he would come over to me or that, at the very least, I could finally understand why he’s being so reserved. But then someone suddenly taps me on the shoulder, distracting me.


  “Grace?” It’s Tiffany again and I groan silently because she’s the last person I want to talk to right now. But when I look back at Jonathan, he’s turned away and is deep in conversation with the two women again. My heart contracts and I give the blonde a forced smile. OK then, time to make more small talk with the airhead.


  Tiffany grins, at peace with herself and the world again because her Richard is at her side. I find him just as extremely fat and red-faced as before. And he looks just as sleazy as he did at our dinner in London.


  “This is Grace …” she looks at me for help.


  “Lawson,” I add and she nods gratefully.


  “Exactly. Do you remember her, Richard? She came with Jonathan when we went out to dinner with him on our last visit to London,” she warbles, looking pretty pleased with herself for having something to offer him.


  “Yes, of course I remember her,” says Richard. His little piggy eyes are gleaming, just as they were back then. There’s something unpleasantly stalkerish about him, which I find very hard to deal with — but I force myself to smile and hold his gaze, seemingly unmoved.


  “So, you’re still with Jonathan,” he states, and it sounds nasty and smug. “My suspicions were correct — you’re much more than just his assistant.”


  I raise my eyebrows. Hopefully he’s not expecting me to answer that, I think, rather horrified, and I’m very happy when, at that very moment, a man comes up to join our group and immediately attracts everyone’s attention, taking the spotlight off me.


  “Henry, there you are!” The man must be around Jonathan’s age. Richard lays a hand on his shoulder, beaming. “Grace, may I introduce my nephew, Henry Stainthorpe. I’m sure you’ll get on well with him, because he has a lot of dealings with America at the moment. Don’t you, Henry?”


  Before Richard can go on speaking, I stretch out my hand, preferring to take over the second part of the introduction myself. I really don’t want to hear his personal remarks when he explains who I am.


  “I’m Grace Lawson, pleased to meet you,” I say smiling, examining him closely, curious about a man able to make Richard, who is usually so cynical, beam like that.


  He’s not particularly tall, but he is good looking, with dirty blonde hair and green eyes, which look at me frankly as he shakes my hand. The grey suit he’s wearing is a perfect fit, and accentuates his athletic build. His smile is really pleasant, too. In fact, he seems altogether much more charming and likeable than his uncle — although that’s scarcely difficult.


  “My pleasure,” he assures me and I can tell that he is looking at me with interest. He clearly finds me as nice as I do him.


  Tiffany, however, is not particularly thrilled by the arrival of the man who lured Richard away from her once already this evening. It’s written on her face. She looks extremely pissed right now.


  “I’d like a drink,” she tells Richard, her lips forming a pout when he doesn’t take the hint. Her eyes scan the scene around her — I think she can’t help it, she’s afraid to miss anyone or anything — and she spots Jonathan’s father standing very close by.


  “Oh, and look, there’s Arthur.” She tugs at Richard’s arm. “We haven’t even said hello to him yet.”


  This time — unlike her request for a drink — he seems to agree with her that action must be taken. He nods briefly at his nephew and me and lets Tiffany drag him off toward the Earl.


  She calls Lord Lockwood by his first name, I think, amused, as I watch them go. I wonder whether he likes that. I can’t quite imagine it. Judging by his expression as he talks to her and Richard, he doesn’t seem very enthusiastic about them.


  My gaze flits briefly across to Jonathan, to my right. He’s stopped talking to the women and he’s now looking over at me with an earnest expression — looking really concerned, for the first time — but I turn my attention back to Henry Stainthorpe. Jonathan hasn’t paid me the slightest attention all this time, and now I’ve finally found someone who isn’t completely stupid and who clearly enjoys talking to me, he can get lost.


  I smile at Richard’s unexpectedly nice nephew and am about to ask him something, but he starts speaking at the very same moment, making us both stop short. He stretches out a hand.


  “Go ahead,” he says, letting me go first.


  “What did your uncle mean when he mentioned America?” I want to know. “Why do you have a lot of dealings there?”


  “The media company I work for is expanding their operations to America at the moment and I’m leading the talks on the merger. So I’ve been spending a lot of time in New York and Boston recently,” he explains. “Once it’s all done and dusted, it looks like I’ll probably take over one of the two subsidiaries there.”


  There’s a certain pride in his voice when he says it, but he doesn’t sound boastful. Just self-confident.


  “I’m sure your uncle will miss you — he seems to be very proud of you.” The remark just slips out, although in retrospect it seems rather inappropriate. But he doesn’t appear to hold it against me.


  “Richard doesn’t have any children of his own, so he follows the way my career is developing with a lot of interest,” he says, grinning a little wryly, which I find sweet and very likeable.


  You never know what people will be like, I think. I would never have believed that the awful Richard could have had a relative like him.


  “How about you?,” Henry asks in return. “Where are you from?”


  “Chicago,” I answer.


  “And what brought you to Lockwood of all places?”


  I was expecting the question, I suspected he would ask, after my last reply, but I’m unprepared for it all the same.


  “I …”


  “She’s here with me.”


  My head shoots up when I suddenly hear Jonathan’s familiar deep voice coming from right next to me. He smiles, first at me and then at Henry, who looks a little baffled, visibly confused by this piece of information. Of course, he knows who Jonathan is, but he’s waiting for further explanation as to how the two of us are connected.


  “I work for Huntington Ventures,” I say, after I’ve recovered from my initial shock. I look at Jonathan challengingly. I’ve already turned weak and my heart is beating wildly because it seems as if Jonathan actually came over because he’s jealous of Henry Stainthorpe. But I can’t be completely sure, so I prefer to hold back before announcing that we’re a couple. If he wants to provide a full explanation, he’s welcome to — but it needs to come from him.


  “I see,” Henry says, still uncertain what to make of my relationship with Jonathan. But since he seems to be pretty interested in me, he decides on the purely professional option, and carries on asking me questions, without paying any further attention to Jonathan. “In what capacity?”


  “Junior project manager,” I tell him, looking up at Jonathan, whose expression has turned grim.


  Good, I think, because I’m still mad at him and I think it’s his own fault if he’s angry. Although at the same time, I’m crazily happy that he’s finally showing some emotion again. It’s the first time since last night that I’ve felt as if I can get through to him. And that’s a huge relief.


  “And what’s your current project — not the Earl’s tea party, is it?” Henry enquires with a slight smile, making me turn my attention to him again.


  “No,” Jonathan answers, before I can, placing his arm around my shoulders demonstratively, “as I said before — Grace is here with me.”


  This time the message is completely unambiguous — but just in case it isn’t, Jonathan pulls me a little closer to him. He fixes the other man with a warning stare and when he looks back at me there’s a possessive gleam in his eyes.


  “I see,” Henry murmurs, clearly astonished. He wasn’t expecting that — which is not surprising, considering that Jonathan’s avoided any kind of relationship like the plague up to now. But Henry quickly pulls himself together again. “Great party, by the way,” he says. “Thank you very much for inviting me.”


  Jonathan nods. “Would you excuse us for a moment?” He doesn’t wait for a reply, but, with gentle pressure, pulls me away, further away from Henry, who stares after us as if he had just seen a ghost. But he quickly turns his attention elsewhere and looks for someone else to talk to. Jonathan stops at the edge of the tent and looks at me reproachfully.


  “What the hell was that about?”


  “What?” I ask in return. He’d better express himself more clearly if he wants to get anything from me.


  “Why were you flirting with Henry Stainthorpe of all people?”


  I turn stubborn. “Why of all people? He happens to be really nice.”


  “He’s Richard’s nephew,” Jonathan growls, as if that explained everything.


  “Do you know him then?”


  He shakes his head. „Not well.”


  “Then you can’t tell whether he’s nice or not. And, in fact, he is. And I wasn’t flirting with him — we were chatting,” I contradict him, torn between the need to drum my fists against his chest because he left me on my own for so long, and to throw my arms around his neck because he’s finally with me again. “And besides I was happy to have someone to talk to, because you’d obviously forgotten I was there, the way you were …”


  Ignoring me, I’m about to say, but I can’t because he kisses me. It comes as such a surprise that I can’t move a muscle and it’s over just as quickly. But not quickly enough to go unnoticed by the people around us. Out of the corner of my eye, I can see them starting to mutter.


  “I didn’t forget you were there for a second,” Jonathan says in a rough voice and finally — finally — I can see it in his eyes — the look I missed so much.


  The fiery look that says that he’s not indifferent to me.


  “And why did you keep going away?”


  “I had to attend to the guests,” he explains, although I still don’t believe that was the only motivation for his behaviour. But I forgive him. Because he’s done what I’ve been longing for — come back to me — and I feel unbelievably happy.


  “You’ll have to look out for me, or I could go astray,” I say with a broad smile which probably betrays the truth — that I definitely wouldn’t go astray — as long as I could choose him instead. But, as far as I’m concerned, I’m happy if he believes me. If it means that he’ll hold me in his arms and kiss me, I’ll happily spend the rest of the day flirting.


  The string quartet, which has been providing background music all this time, suddenly stop playing. They had just finished a piece, but up till now they’d always started a new one right away, in a kind of endless loop, always drowned out by the hum of the guests’ voices. But now there’s no more music coming from the marquee. Instead, you can hear someone turning on a microphone and tapping it.


  “Hello, can you hear me?” Sarah’s voice echoes loudly through the tent and across the lawn. Jonathan and I look at each other in astonishment.


  “Is she going to make an announcement?” I ask, but Jonathan just shrugs his shoulders and walks back to the tent we just left, with his arm around me.


  People are already crowding around the small stage where the string quartet is, curious to hear what Sarah might have to say. I can already see her, standing in front of the musicians, testing the microphone. Luckily, the guests let Jonathan and me through, till we reach Alexander and the Earl, who are standing right at the edge of the stage.


  “What’s going on?” Jonathan asks Alexander, looking at his sister enquiringly at the same time. But she just returns his gaze unmoved, smiling.


  “I have no idea,” Alexander replies, without taking his eyes off Sarah. “She wouldn’t tell me.”


  “Can everyone hear me?,” Sarah asks again and, after a murmur of agreement, she clears her throat.


  “I’m very happy that so many of you have turned out in response to our invitation — as you do every year — and have come to celebrate with us,” she says in a clear voice. “But this year I’m especially happy because it gives me the opportunity to share something wonderful with you.”


  She pauses. “As of today, I’m engaged,” she announces, with a happy smile.
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  Alexander freezes and keeps his eyes on Sarah. “Engaged,” I hear him whisper, because I’m standing right next to him. He doesn’t seem to understand what she just said and I briefly consider giving him a poke in the ribs. That won’t be necessary with Jonathan or the Earl, since the two of them look equally baffled, but not quite as shocked.


  “Who’s the lucky man?” someone in the crowd shouts, a man I saw last night.


  “Alexander Norton,” Sarah explains, looking over at us and holding Alexander’s gaze. “He is the most wonderful, loveable, and most warm-hearted man I know, and my heart belongs to him — forever.”


  She stretches her hand out toward him and smiles at him invitingly — indicating that he should go to her.


  But Alexander doesn’t move; he just goes on staring at her. He’s clearly immobilised, so now I really do give him a poke in the ribs. And it works, because he rouses himself from his daze and immediately covers the few steps that separate him from Sarah, and climbs up onto the small stage.


  Once he’s standing in front of her, she takes his hand and looks up at him. “And that’s why I’d like to let the whole world know how much I’m looking forward to spending the rest of my life with him,” she adds.


  There’s a breathless silence in the tent for a moment, and then Alexander throws his arms around Sarah, kissing her and holding her tight, while the crowd applauds wildly. His eyes are glistening with tears and it’s obvious how moved he is. He’s completely overwhelmed.


  But he’s not the only one who was moved by Sarah’s words. Many of the guests are beaming with happiness and quite a few of them have tears in their eyes too, as they go on clapping enthusiastically, since everyone can tell how sincere this declaration of love was.


  My tears start flowing too, because I’m so happy for both of them. Alex has got to believe her now, I think, and I admire Sarah for having had the courage to confess her feelings for him so publicly. Although maybe it’s easy when you know the other person returns your feelings, I think, looking at Jonathan.


  He’s smiling and hugging Sarah and Alexander who’ve come down from the stage now. The Earl is too. But unlike his father, who has got over his surprise and is visibly happy at the news, Jonathan’s enthusiasm seems a little lacking in fervour. He’s making an effort to cover this up, and Sarah and Alexander are far too happy and far too wrapped up in each other to notice. But I can tell.


  The line of people waiting to congratulate them quickly grows very long, but I manage to find my way to Alexander, who presses me tightly to him in his happiness, and kisses me on the cheek. But when I try to go to Sarah she’s already surrounded by such a crowd of people that I decide to wait for a better opportunity. After all, I don’t just want to shake her hand briefly; I want to talk to her. So I draw back a few steps. Jonathan notices and approaches me. Now he’s standing a little to one side, frowning and looking sceptically over at his sister and his friend, who are receiving more good wishes.


  “Was this your idea?” he asks rather sternly.


  “What, that the two of them should get engaged? No, they came to that decision themselves,” I reply, grinning.


  “Alexander hadn’t come to any such decision. I’m not completely blind, Grace, he didn’t know anything about this. She forced this on him.”


  “Well, unfortunately, she had to — because your friend didn’t have the guts to finish what he started. So Sarah took things into her own hands.”


  “On your advice,” he says reproachfully, adding, when he sees my confused look: “I saw you earlier. You were whispering together and afterwards she looked the way she always looks when she’s plotting something. Something against the rules.”


  “So what?,” I ask defiantly. “The main thing is that it worked.”


  “Hmm,” he growls. I’m starting to get really mad at him.


  “Jonathan, what’s wrong with you? Your sister is overjoyed and so is your friend, the two of them want to get married — and you look as though you’ve just heard a piece of really terrible news.”


  He places his hand against the back of his neck and leans into it, before running this hand through his hair and then letting his arm fall again.


  “I’m happy for the two of them and I wish them all the best — I really do,” he assures me. “But what if it goes wrong?”


  I’m surprised by his pessimism — after such a beautiful declaration of love, how can he immediately start thinking that something might go wrong between Sarah and Alex? He saw how strongly they feel about each other. But then I understand that’s the way he is — not only does he deny our own relationship and not see a future for it, he has no faith in relationships in general.


  He shakes his head thoughtfully. “Then I’ll have to choose a side. And I don’t want to.”


  He says it mostly to himself; he’s thinking his troubled thoughts aloud.


  “I don’t think you’ll have to. And even if the two of them do separate one day, you can worry about that when the time comes. In the meantime, just be happy for them.”


  But he can’t, I can tell. Not in his heart of hearts.


  “She’s my sister, Grace. I’ve been trying to make sure she’s OK all her life. I like Alex, he’s my best friend, and I know how much Sarah means to him. He’s always felt that way. But if he makes her unhappy …”


  “He makes her happy, Jonathan. She’d only be unhappy if she knew that you can’t really be happy for her.”


  Before he can answer, some guests come up to speak to him — yet again. This time it’s an older couple. With a sigh, I decide to take the opportunity to go back to Sarah. A gap has finally appeared in the chain of well wishers surrounding her. She’s just telling Alexander something, beaming at him, but when she spots me she comes straight up to me.


  “Congratulations,” I say when she reaches me, and hug her tightly. There are tears in my eyes again and Sarah is wiping something away from the corners of her eyes, too.


  “It worked,” she says, smiling that disarming smile of hers again.


  “Yes, but for a moment there I thought Alexander would keel over from the shock,” I reply, making us both laugh. Then I turn serious again. “That was incredibly brave of you.”


  She shakes her head. “It wasn’t that hard. Once it had occurred to me,” she says, hugging me again. “Thank you — it was your doing. If you hadn’t made me see that I needed to take the initiative myself, I’d probably still be waiting and hoping and getting angry. And so would Alex. Did you know that he’s had an engagement ring for me this whole time? He spotted it at a jeweller’s in London, weeks ago, and bought it right away because he thought it would be perfect for me. But he didn’t give it to me because he didn’t want to put me under any pressure. Can you believe that?”


  I examine the ring on her finger, smiling. It has a very simple diamond solitaire setting, striking precisely because of its simplicity, and I like it a lot. “It’s breathtakingly beautiful,” I tell her, but Sarah laughs.


  “No, that’s not Alex’s ring. After all, he had no idea what I was planning. I’ll receive his ring tonight — when we’re alone. So he can propose to me at last.” He winks at me mischievously.


  “What about that ring — where did you get it?” I ask, astonished, since the solitaire looks like a classic engagement ring.


  Sarah examines it smiling. “It belonged to Mummy, it was her engagement ring. Daddy gave it to me as an eighteenth birthday present and it’s been lying there in my jewellery box here at home ever since. I thought I’d put it on, to make my announcement more credible.” She holds it up to the light, visibly proud of her successful coup.


  “You’re a genius,” I say. And I mean it. Sarah can be so determined, once she’s got something in her head. Just like her brother, I think, turning around to look at Jonathan, who’s still chatting.


  I heave a deep sigh.


  “What is there to sigh about on such a wonderful day?” Alexander asks. He’s just come up to us and he puts his arm around Sarah, who beams at him lovingly.


  He seems somehow as if he were free at last, I consider, as I observe the two of them. With such a visible difference, I now notice how downcast he seemed before, how much he was holding back where Sarah was concerned. His fear of pressuring her too much, and therefore losing her, restricted and burdened him. It took Sarah’s courageous act for him to shake that off.


  “Oh, nothing,” I say, looking at Jonathan again, who notices my gaze and turns his head. If only things with him were as simple as that …


  Sarah seems to guess the direction of my thoughts. She becomes more earnest again.


  “You and Jon — you’ll be next,” she says, but I shake my head. Jonathan is a much, much more difficult person than Alexander, and I doubt there’s such an easy answer to our problems.


  “Yes, you will,” Sarah insists. “Just don’t give up, do you hear?” She gives me a penetrating look. “You’ve achieved so much with him. I’ve never seen him like this with any other woman.”


  Alexander nods, he’s serious now too. “It’s true, Grace. I noticed it as soon as he brought you with him to lunch that first time, when I’d just got back from Asia, do you remember?”


  I smile weakly. As if I could forget anything about those first days in London!


  “It wasn’t just the fact that he had you with him — it was the way he treated you. As if it were the most natural thing in the world to share his daily life with you. He felt comfortable with you, I noticed it right away, and there was a special connection between you.”


  “But he never tells me that,” I say quietly. “I think he’s never going to talk to me about his feelings.”


  “He shows you, Grace. He had a fight with Yuuto, he’s completely changed his way of life and he’s already cancelled several business trips …”


  “Has he?” I interrupt. It’s the first I’ve heard of this.


  Alexander nods, smiling. “Officially, it’s because he didn’t think the trips were worth the effort. But if you ask me, it’s because he knew he couldn’t take you with him since you need to get settled in at your new job. And he clearly prefers staying in London with you to jetting around the world, like he had been doing.”


  It’s true. Now he says it, I remember how Annie was also briefly surprised that Jonathan was spending so much time in London. She told me that he usually spends a lot more time traveling — and actually, it makes sense. After all, I myself have flown in the company’s Learjet. It’s not worth having such an expensive private plane unless you’re going to make regular use of it. But apart from our trip to Ireland, since I’ve been with Jonathan he hasn’t flown in that plane again. It would never have occurred to me that that could have anything to do with me. I can feel my heart speeding up.


  “Besides, he insisted on your getting the position in the planning department. Although I would have offered it to you anyway, after your performance at the Hackney meeting at the latest — just to make that clear,” Alexander says, smiling. “He wants to have you near him. He needs you.”


  I smile because it all sounds so good … but then my doubts return. Jonathan wants me to stay, he told me so, I know that. But for how long? Aren’t Alexander and Sarah underestimating how complicated it all is?


  “Things simply have to work out between you two,” Sarah says, and it sounds like a kind of magic spell. And that answers my question. She obviously hopes it’s true, but she’s not quite sure if Jonathan really will let me be a part of his life in the longer term.


  “You’ve got to make him see sense at last, Grace,” she insists, when I don’t answer. “You make him happy, and I want him to be happy. And you’ve seen what a little bit of initiative can do.”


  Maybe she’s right, I think a moment later, as some well-wishing stragglers pull away the couple’s attention. I turn back to Jonathan, who’s just managed to free himself from the couple. He kept on looking over at us the whole time and now he immediately heads over, straight back to me. There’s a change I’m in, I think. Because there really is a connection between us, one that he won’t be able to deny. That’s why he didn’t let me return to the States, why I’m still here, why he wasn’t able to drive me away with his domineering ways.


  Maybe he hasn’t yet made a public declaration of his feelings — but in his own way, he’s let me get a lot closer to him. He’s let things happen, as well as actively done things which show that I mean something to him. That I mean a lot to him.


  But is he capable of the kind of love I’m looking for? Is he really in the position to open his heart to me?


  I can’t be sure, but I suddenly am aware that being as passive as I was today is not the right way to go about things. I’ve got to try to get through to him, even if he withdraws from me, and I have to keep believing that one day I’ll see the same enduring light in his eyes that I saw in Alexander’s today. He’s worth fighting for, I think, smiling at him.


  “Why are you smiling like that?” Jonathan asks when he reaches me, putting his arm around me.


  “Am I not allowed to smile?” I reply, kissing him. Here, in front of everyone. Just as he did to me before. If he can do it, so can I.


  He raises an eyebrow. “Yes, you are. But when you look like that you’re usually up to something.” Well, at least he knows me well enough by now, I think, and my smile grows wider.


  “Would it be so terrible if I were up to something?,” I ask, placing my hand on the dark grey shirt he’s wearing with his black suit, feeling his warm body, so familiar to me, underneath my hand.


  He wants me, I think, and up to now I haven’t taken advantage of that enough. After all, I’m not an innocent girl anymore — he made a woman out of me. And that woman is definitely about to start demanding her rights.


  “I’ll let you in on the secret later,” I say mysteriously, taking a moment to enjoy the confusion and longing I can see in his eyes, before another guest comes along and whisks him away from me.
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  I hear a knock at the door and take a last critical glance at myself in the mirror above the little dressing table. I’m very satisfied with the results.


  Sarah was here just now, to help me with my hairstyle. At first, I wanted to put my hair up in a bun, but then I decided against it because it looked so severe. Instead, my hair is now framing my face in soft waves, after a little extra help from Sarah with the curling iron. She also lent me a pair of lovely emerald earrings and a delicate matching necklace. They both go beautifully with my dress, which fits just as I imagined it would. Even my new shoes — high stiletto slingbacks in the same shade as the dress — aren’t pinching. So I smile encouragingly at my reflection once more and go to the door.


  I know that it’s Jonathan because he said he would pick me up — but the sight of him knocks my socks off all the same. I’ve never seen him in a tail coat before — in fact, I’ve never seen anyone in one, in real life. Up to now, I’ve only ever seen them in movies. But hey, it’s doesn’t look as stuffy and old-fashioned as I thought it would. It suits Jonathan. It really suits him, in fact. The white waistcoat and the white bowtie under the black tail coat with its long swallowtails accentuate his broad chest and make him look even more masculine. And, besides, in the formal outfit, he seems to fit in perfectly with these surroundings. And his shirt is white, I think, amused. I would never have believed the day would come when I’d see him in a white shirt.


  Jonathan is looking at me admiringly, too.


  “You look stunning,” he says and I beam at him happily. But when he bends forward to kiss me I keep shrinking away just enough that our lips are barely touching, which clearly annoys him. I’ve never denied myself to him before, and he’s not happy about it — but from now on, I’m not always going to do what he wants. It’s just a game, and he knows it is — after all, I’d never be able to resist him — but I can see from the glint in his eye that it turns him on. It’s awakened the hunter in him. Good, I think, with a satisfied smile. I’m already looking forward to being the prey, later.


  He reaches out to pull me toward him and make me give up my resistance, but I push his hands away from my hips and step decisively out into the hallway, closing the door to my room behind me. Then I breathe “later” into his ear and go up to Sarah, who’s just left her room at the same moment, followed by Alexander. She’s wearing a floor-length, violet dress, and Alex is also wearing tails.


  “Are you ready?” Sarah asks. She still has to use her crutch, but she’s positively glowing with happiness, as is Alexander. I nod and follow the two of them downstairs, without waiting for Jonathan, who quickly catches up with us and places his hand possessively on my hip. He keeps it there all the time, as we walk through the hall. I enjoy that very much.


  When we reach the large, festively decorated dining room, where the guests are now arriving in ever greater numbers, the usual interminable round of greetings begins. But, unlike this afternoon, this time Jonathan scarcely leaves my side, I note with pleasure. And then it’s time to sit down, as the dinner is about to begin.


  The long tables are already set for dinner, awaiting the guests. There’s a set seating arrangement with a name card at each place setting. There are small standing displays in several corners, with exact schematics of who is sitting at which table, to make it easier for people to find their places. But it still takes a while for everyone to find their seats.


  To my great relief, I can see from the plan that I’m not going to be separated from Jonathan. When we bought the dress together, Annie told me that sometimes at this kind of dinner they do that on purpose, to mix people up, and I’d forgotten to ask Sarah how they organise things here. But my seat is next to his. Phew. In this sea of Dukes, Earls and Ladies, I can’t imagine sitting anywhere else.


  There aren’t any other family members sitting with us. The Earl and Sarah and Alexander have been seated at different tables, which I think is a bit of a shame — especially in Sarah’s case. But they probably spread themselves out among the other guests a bit on purpose.


  The names of most of our neighbours mostly mean nothing to me, although two of them do catch my eye: Henry Stainthorpe and Lady Imogen. Just my luck, I think. On the other hand, it will probably make things more interesting. Because if Lady Imogen is planning to throw herself at Jonathan again, I’ll turn my full attention to Henry Stainthorpe — let’s see how Jonathan likes that, and if he still feels like spending his whole time with his godfather’s daughter.


  But as we take our seats, I grasp that the seating plan doesn’t allow Henry Stainthorpe and I to talk to each other. The table is much bigger than it looked on the plan. Under the conditions of real space, there’s such a huge distance separating his seat and mine that we’d have to shout to make ourselves heard. For Lady Imogen, on the other hand, it’s child’s play. She’s sitting almost directly opposite Jonathan. She takes advantage of that right away, drawing him into a lengthy conversation during the first course — cream of mushroom soup. So I turn to my neighbour on the other side, Lord Brockton, a nice gentleman of around seventy who tells me a great deal about his horses. As I talk to him, I keep catching Henry Stainthorpe’s eye. He’s smiling at me across the table. He doesn’t seem to have completely given up hope, I think, returning his smile.


  When the second course arrives — a delicious green salad with walnuts and caramelized pears — I feel Jonathan’s hand on my upper thigh under the table, and turn toward him in surprise. He’s looking at me very seriously and his blue eyes are flashing with anger.


  “Don’t flirt with him,” he says quietly. He obviously noticed the way Henry Stainthorpe’s been looking at me too, then.


  “Don’t flirt with Lady Imogen.”


  “I’m not flirting with her. If anything, she’s flirting with me.”


  “Because she’s under the impression that she can. If you paid some attention to me, she probably wouldn’t even try. And Henry Stainthorpe wouldn’t keep looking at me, either.”


  The pressure of his hand increases. I find his touch arousing. “Believe me, right now I’m not paying attention to anything but you.” He leans forward till his mouth is close to my ear. “That dress is so incredibly sexy that the only thing I’ve been thinking about is how much I’d love to take it off you,” he says and I have to suppress a shiver when I feel his warm breath against my ear. “And Henry Stainthorpe has been staring at you this whole time because he’s been thinking exactly the same thing — and if I see that greedy expression on his face one more time, I swear I’ll beat that tail coat off him.”


  “Not another fight,” I say, happy that he’s so close to me. His face is really close to mine and I suddenly feel as though the two of us were all alone in this big room. How could he think I might be interested in another man, while he’s around? “Anyway, that’s not what he’s thinking.”


  “Oh yes, it is, Grace. That’s what every man at this table is thinking, even Lord Brockton. I haven’t heard the old geezer talk so much in the last fifteen years as he did with you just now.”


  I giggle and place my hand on his arm, enjoying the physical contact.


  “As far as I’m concerned, let them, it’s not against the law,” I say and then I grow serious again. “But, just like you said earlier, I’m here with you, Jonathan. The only person who’s going to take this dress off, is you.”


  The expression in his blue eyes changes, becoming even more possessive and so intense than it sends a shudder down my spine. He knows, I think. He knows he was, and is, the only man for me. But hearing it turns him on. I get a warm, fuzzy feeling inside because I’ve finally managed to get him to return to me.


  I let my own hand slip under the table and place it atop his, which is still resting on my upper thigh. I push it a little higher. “I really hope I won’t have to wait too long to be undressed.”


  “Don’t tease me, Grace.” His voice is suddenly quieter. Raw. “Otherwise, I can’t answer for the consequences,” he says through clenched teeth.


  I release his hand again, lean forward a bit more, and let my hand stray under the table to his upper thigh. “And what if I don’t stop?” I say quietly. I see a muscle in his cheek twitch as I feel his rock-hard erection through the fabric of his pants. “Maybe I don’t want any guarantees.” I look at him with raised eyebrows, hoping that he understands the statement’s double meaning. “Maybe I just want you.”


  I hold his gaze until the waiter behind us clears his throat, making us start and hurriedly separate so that he can clear away our plates from the second course. Lady Imogen immediately takes advantage of the interruption to butt in and draw Jonathan into another conversation. But this time I just sit there listening to them both with a smile on my face, because I can feel Jonathan’s hand under the table searching for mine. When he finds it, he starts stroking my sensitive inner palm and fingers, which gives me tingly sensations. I get my own by stroking his hand, and I can see from the sultry looks he’s giving me from time to time that it turns him on just as much as it does me.


  When the main course arrives, we have to stop and put both hands on the table again to eat, but I don’t see why we should break the physical contact between us, so I lean my knee against his.


  The tension in the air between us is increasing all the time and when our eyes meet I can scarcely breathe because I desire him so much. And Jonathan feels the same way, because just after the waiters bring dessert he leans over to me and looks deep into my eyes.


  “Grace, I’m so bloody hard that I’m going to come in my trousers any time now, if you don’t stop looking at me that way immediately,” he growls and I can tell that he’s really struggling to stay in control of himself. But I can’t stop. The game is far too exciting for that.


  “Oh no,” I breathe very quietly. “I want you inside me when you come. I want to feel your hard cock as you fuck me and I want to come with you, when you explode inside me. Anything else would be a waste.” I smile at him innocently, although my heart is beating wildly in my chest. He often talks to me like that, to heighten my desire even more, and now I’m doing it too — and it has exactly the same effect on me as it does on him. I feel my lower body contract at the thought of him penetrating me and filling me up inside.


  Jonathan suppresses a groan and closes his eyes for a brief instant. When he opens them again, there’s determination in his look.


  “Meet me in the library in five minutes,” he says quietly, so that only I can hear him. “And don’t turn the lights on.” Then he takes out his mobile phone, dials a number, and holds it to his ear as he strides quickly out of the hall.


  “What’s wrong?” Lady Imogen asks, after he’s left. “Where’s Hunter going?”


  “I don’t know, it’s probably some urgent business matter that can’t wait.” I take hold of my head and make a face, which isn’t that difficult at the sight of her. “I’ve got a bit of a headache — it’s been a long day. I think I’ll take an aspirin before the ball starts, so I can hold out later,” I say, hoping my excuse sounds vaguely plausible. But even if it doesn’t, I don’t care. I don’t care if she knows the reason I’m in such a hurry is because I can’t stand being away from Jonathan. Because it’s true, I can’t, not a second longer. I have to go to him right away.


  It’s already dusk outside when I enter the library, and at first I’m about to press the switch that turns on the overhead light. But then I remember that Jonathan told me not to turn on the lights. And in fact it’s not really necessary. As soon as my eyes have adjusted to the half-light I can make out plenty, and have no problem seeing the outlines of the massive sofas and bookshelves. The door to the adjoining study is closed.


  Cautiously, I step further into the room, but I can’t see Jonathan anywhere. Is he even in here? When I draw a breath in order to call out to him, a hand is suddenly placed over my mouth from behind and I can feel his warm body against mine. My heart starts beating wildly although — or perhaps even because — I know it’s Jonathan. “Shhh,” he says into my ear and takes me over to the window in the corner, behind one of the sofas. Then he turns around to me and pushes me up against the broad windowsill. He’s taken off his tailcoat and is now only wearing the white shirt and waistcoat, which are shining in the grey light coming in from outside, as are his eyes. “Why did you want us to meet here?” I ask, breathless because he’s slowly stroking me with one hand, from my throat down to my breasts.


  “We don’t have much time and we have to be careful with your dress,” he says, pulling my strapless top down carefully as he speaks, revealing my breasts, which are enclosed by a matching strapless bra. He folds that down too, making me breathe in sharply. “We don’t want to ruin it.”


  “I’ll take it off then.”


  He shakes his head. “No. I’ve been dreaming of possessing you in that dress this whole time,” he says, stroking my erect nipples, which makes me moan. He immediately places his hand over my mouth again. “We’ll have to be quiet,” he whispers. “Someone could come in.”


  “What if someone catches us?” I breathe, aroused, throwing back my head because Jonathan is kissing my neck and tugging at my hard nipples very gently.


  “That’s part of the attraction,” he says, laughing. “But it won’t happen.”


  “What if it does?”


  “Then we’ll say that I was showing you the library.”


  “In the dark?”


  He laughs again. “It’s not dark. It’s just light enough for me to see you.”


  “Jonathan …” I run my hands over the starched material of his waistcoat. I fathom with regret that I can’t undress him — there’s no time for that. But I’m not in control of things anymore, in any case. Jonathan’s taken the lead and I don’t put up any resistance. I feel a tingly sensation run through me at the thought of what he’s about to do to me. He turns me around and lifts up the skirt of my dress, pulling my panties down to my knees. Then I hear him unfastening his pants, and a moment later his hard shaft is forcing itself between my legs and its whole glorious length is lying hotly in my slit and rubbing against my labia.


  “I want you, Grace,” he says very quietly, right into my ear. I can hear the passion in his voice, which he’s still keeping under control, but which is about to gain the upper hand. “I want to be inside you when I come, I want to explode inside you.” I had said the same things to him earlier. Once again, they send hot shudders across my skin and heighten my desire.


  I’m trembling from arousal, because I find it such a turn-on to be standing here, dressed but yet exposed. I can feel Jonathan’s strength, the tension in his body, his irrepressible desire for me, which is contagious and which makes me weak with longing. I belong to this man, body and soul — but he belongs to me too, I think, feeling a sensation of contentedness spreading through me. I can seduce him whenever I want to, and so can he — because we simply can’t resist each other. Because we’ve never been able to, right from the start.


  Jonathan briefly places his hand over my mouth again, to remind me that I need to be quiet. Then with his other hand, he positions his penis so that he can penetrate me with a single hard thrust. I suppress a pant because he fills me so completely and it’s so sexy to feel him inside me.


  “Shhh,” he says and stays still for a moment, letting me enjoy the feeling of being united with him, now that there’s nothing separating us. He holds up my skirt with one hand and places the other on my breast, clamping the nipple between his index and middle fingers and tugging at it gently. “Don’t say a word,” he whispers once more in a raw voice, into my ear. And then he begins to move.


  I’m ablaze with desire and abandon myself completely to his rhythm. He knows it awakens wonderful sensations in me. He’s moving fast, almost too fast. The tension which built up between us over dinner is now being discharged in the form of strong bolts of electricity running through my body, making it increasingly difficult to keep quiet.


  Jonathan’s movements grow harder, too, and I lean my head back against his shoulder, moving to meet his thrusts, arching my back so that he can take me even deeper and harder.


  I couldn’t care less about my dress anymore, or about his tailcoat or the ball which we’ll have to return to soon, because I can feel a powerful orgasm building up inside me. Jonathan’s about to explode inside me too, just as he announced he would, I can feel it. But he suddenly stops short, and when I’m about to protest he places his hand over my mouth again.


  “Be quiet. There’s someone there.”


  And then I hear the sounds too. They’re coming from the adjoining room. Someone is moving about in the Earl’s study, and a weak beam of light is now visible beneath the door. Jonathan hastily pulls out of me, kisses me regretfully on the neck, pulls my panties up again and rearranges the lower part of my dress, bra and top — all in the space of a few seconds. Before I can really register what’s happening, he’s got his arm around me and I’m fully dressed. He’s staring at the door with the expectation that someone is about to enter the room. His reflexes really are amazing, I think, still in a daze from my arousal, which is only gradually subsiding. He’s always getting me into situations like this — but he always gets me out of them too, when things get hairy.


  A few minutes later, the door is still closed, but I can hear someone moving around in the study.


  “Is that your father?,” I breathe into his ear as quietly as I can. He nods and goes on standing there with his arm around me, making no signs of taking this opportunity to disappear before anyone discovers us. He’s hoping the Earl will leave again without spotting us here, so we can finish what we started earlier.


  I don’t know, I think, as we go on listening with baited breath to the sounds from the person in the room next door. It’s almost as if the person on the other side of the door were trying to make as little noise as possible. The footsteps earlier were already pretty muffled, and right now I can’t hear them at all. There’s just a lot of rustling, and then some clicks, and then a different kind of rustling, as if some kind of a bag was being filled.


  I’m about to lean my head against Jonathan’s chest, while we wait, but I pull back because his body has suddenly turned rigid. He’s looking straight at the door with new attention.


  “What’s wrong?” My voice is barely a breath.


  “That’s not my father,” he growls quietly. “I think someone is tampering with his safe.”
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  Scarcely has he voiced his suspicion, Jonathan springs into action. He places his hands on my arms, which I had wrapped around him, and frees himself. Then he shoves me into the corner next to the window and gives me a penetrating look. “Stay there. Don’t move a muscle!” he orders me curtly and before I can stop him, he reaches the door to the study in two long strides and tears it open. Light falls onto the library floor, and I can see Jonathan’s shadow in the doorway. And then a second shadow, moving about inside the room.


  “Stop!” Jonathan roars, stepping further inside the room. In a flash, a shot rings out.


  My heart almost stops in fear — but Jonathan doesn’t seem to have been hit because now I can hear the sounds of a struggle: punches and heavy breathing and suppressed groans.


  I can’t stay here in my corner any longer; everything is drawing me to Jonathan, because I need to see what’s happening and whether I can help him. So I scurry over to the door. The sight that greets me takes my breath away.


  There really is an intruder, a man dressed in dark clothes, fighting with Jonathan. He’s got a pistol in his hand, but he can’t fire at Jonathan because Jonathan is holding his wrist and trying to wrest the weapon from his grasp. Both men are fighting desperately, and Jonathan is taller than the other man and has almost overpowered him, and is trying to press his back against the desk, which is completely out of order.


  Everything that could contain items of value — drawers, trunks, boxes — has been turned upside down, and the safe behind the desk completely emptied. There’s a blue gym bag on the floor in front of it, into which the intruder was putting his loot. The window is open too — he was planning to escape through it, but he didn’t get the chance because Jonathan confronted him.


  The man — with short-cropped hair and a striking tattoo on his neck — is still defending himself fiercely against Jonathan, his face contorted with effort. He manages to squirm out of his grasp before Jonathan can overpower him onto the desk. He’s wiry and nimble, and manages to right himself again and hit Jonathan on the arm with his full force, making him let go of his wrist with a cry of pain. The intruder immediately aims his weapon at Jonathan again.


  “No,” I scream. Both men look over at me. They’ve only just noticed my presence.


  Jonathan is staring at me, clearly completely horrified by the fact that I put myself in the line of fire. The intruder takes advantage of the brief moment in which he’s distracted and not paying attention to the other man — but not to shoot him. Instead, he raises his arm and hits Jonathan across the head with his revolver, striking him hard on the temple. Jonathan tumbles backward and collapses, falling forward onto the floor. Blood seeps out of a cut on his forehead.


  I want to go to him right away, but the intruder stops me, pointing his gun at me.


  “Don’t move!” There’s panic in his eyes and I don’t move a muscle. I don’t want to provoke him any further. I just want him to disappear so that I can go to Jonathan.


  The man steps behind the desk and grabs the bag and then he walks backward to the window. He doesn’t take his eyes off me for a millisecond, and keeps his weapon trained on me.


  I’m trembling all over from fear, as well as from tension. I want to go to Jonathan, but I can’t while the man is threatening me.


  He reaches the window, swings a leg over the windowsill, and climbs out. After one last warning look back, he disappears into the night.


  It takes me two steps to reach Jonathan. I kneel down beside him and turn him carefully onto his back.


  “Jonathan?” He’s bleeding heavily from his head wound now and I suddenly feel terribly scared that he might be dead or seriously injured, but when I speak to him he comes to and grabs his head, groaning. He tries to sit up, but I stop him. “Stay where you are,” I order him and he actually does so, closing his eyes for a moment.


  “Where is the bastard?” he asks, dazed.


  “He’s gone.” I look at him anxiously, still utterly distressed by what a close call that was. That man was about to shoot Jonathan. What if he had? The thought is too terrible to contemplate.


  “Fetch … my father!” Jonathan says, trying to sit up again, but only managing to prop himself up on his elbows. Then he collapses again. I slide my knee under his head and lay him in my lap, so he won’t have to lie on the hard floor again. “We need to call the police!” he says, closing his eyes again.


  He’s right, I think. Someone needs to come, and not just because of the break-in. Jonathan needs help, needs a doctor. But I don’t want to leave him alone here, so I hesitate.


  Luckily, I’m spared the decision, because suddenly I can hear hurried steps in the hallway.


  “Over here!,” I shout as loudly as I can, breathing a sigh of relief as the door is torn open a moment later and the Earl enters the room, followed by Alex and Mrs. Hastings. But I can hear footsteps in the hallway. Clearly, more people are on their way.


  “We heard shots,” the Earl says. He turns pale when he spots Jonathan. “My God, is he …?”


  I shake my head. “He was only knocked down. But we need a doctor right away! And the police!” I add as an afterthought.


  The Earl doesn’t move, however. He just stares at Jonathan. But Alexander responds. “An intruder?” he asks. He listens to my brief description of what happened and then he goes over to the telephone on the desk to call for help. Mrs. Hastings also gets a handle on the situation and takes action. She shoos away the curious people who are looking into the room — attracted by the tumult and the shots. She politely asks them to go back to the ball, and instructs the house employees, some of whom are also nearby, to cordon off the library and the study.


  “I’ll fetch some bandages,” she says, before leaving the room herself. But just as she opens the door to leave, Sarah storms in.


  “My God, what happened to you?” Her voice almost breaks when she sees Jonathan. She can’t kneel down beside him because of her leg, so she just looks at him unhappily and helplessly, overcome with fear.


  He smiles weakly. “Don’t worry, I’m still alive.”


  “But it was a pretty close call. The man had a gun,” I say in a shaky voice because the trauma is really setting in now as I comprehend all the things that could have happened. That I could have lost Jonathan.


  “What man?” Sarah asks, confused.


  I briefly tell her about the fight and the shots. Mrs. Hastings comes back and passes me some bandages that I can place over the wound instead of the fabric of my dress. It’s not bleeding quite as badly now, so it can’t be a very deep cut. I’m more worried about the blow itself. Jonathan was knocked unconscious for a moment, so he must have been hit really hard.


  He tries to sit up again, but I forbid it. “You need to stay lying down until the doctor gets here,” I say and this time I’m the one with the forbidding voice, who won’t be contradicted. But he doesn’t argue with me, which I take as a clear sign that he’s a lot worse than he’d like to admit.


  “The ambulance will be here any moment — and so will the police,” Alex says, after hanging up the phone again. The room falls silent for a moment, because the reality of just what happened here has seemed to sink in.


  The Earl seems especially deeply shaken. He’s standing at his desk, pushing the papers on it aside, looking at the damage uncomprehendingly. When he sees the open safe, he turns even paler.


  “Everything’s gone,” he says in a shaky voice.


  “How did the fellow get in? Through the window?” Sarah asks. I shrug my shoulders — I have no idea, but it sounds plausible. The window was open when Jonathan surprised the intruder.


  This doesn’t seem to make sense to Sarah. „But why didn’t the alarm go off when he climbed in?”


  The Earl shrugs his shoulders. “Because I switched it off — because of the ball. It’s been very temperamental lately, and I didn’t want the guests to be disturbed by a false alarm.”


  “Why don’t you get it changed, if it’s broken? A good alarm system is very important,” Sarah scolds, but the Earl doesn’t say a word. He suddenly seems much older and looks even more anxious than yesterday, as he gazes around the room. His eyes fix on Lady Orla’s portrait and he freezes stock still.


  I look over at the picture right away, and so does everyone else. And I cringe. A knife with a short handle is sticking out of the portrait, halfway up, right at the edge. There’s a tear above it. The intruder apparently wanted to separate the canvas from its frame and take it with him, but Jonathan disturbed him before he could really make a start on it.


  I seek out Jonathan’s gaze and see the angry expression in his eyes, the determination I know so well. That’s why he roared “Stop“, I think — because he saw what the burglar was about to do. And that’s why he attacked him — which almost cost him his life. If the shot the intruder had fired hadn’t missed …


  Alexander goes up to pull the knife out, but Sarah stops him.


  “Don’t. There might be fingerprints on it.” She steps closer to the picture and assesses the tear. It’s not very long, but even from here I can tell that the picture has been damaged. And when I look at the Earl I almost get the impression that the blade entered his heart rather than the canvas.


  Jonathan is staring at the tear again too now, as if it were something that was done to him personally and I comprehend just how important Lady Orla is to the two of them. She’s not around anymore, but she haunts both father and son so they can’t find peace, either with themselves or each other.


  Sarah’s the only one to take a pragmatic approach. “That can definitely be repaired,” she says, lifting her head at the sound of sirens in the distance. She heaves a sigh. “Help is at hand. But what shall we do about the guests …” The Earl is still helpless and out of sorts. He sinks heavily into the desk chair.


  “We’ll take care of it,” Sarah declares resolutely, including Alexander and Mrs. Hastings in the “we”. They both nod. “But first, let’s make sure everything’s sorted out here.”


  The ambulance and police are there just a few minutes later — and then everything happens very quickly. The policemen take charge of gathering evidence of the break-in and briefly question us about the course of events, while the emergency doctor examines Jonathan carefully and sees to his wound. He diagnoses a contusion and a suspected concussion and actually wants to take him away for observation, but Jonathan won’t hear of it. “I’m staying here,” he declares decisively and the doctor has no choice but to give in. But he takes me aside and looks at me earnestly.


  “He needs to lie down, and you’ll have to make sure he gets some rest,” he instructs me. “And if he loses consciousness again or vomits, he absolutely has to go to the clinic.”


  I promise to pay attention. “Can we bring him upstairs?” I ask, because I’d like to get Jonathan away from all the hustle and bustle down here.


  The doctor nods and signals to the two paramedics who accompanied him, to help Jonathan up. He leans heavily against them and we take the servants’ staircase Mrs. Hastings shows us, up to the second floor because she doesn’t want Jonathan to have to go past the ballroom. She tells me that the incident is still causing quite a commotion there.


  “It’s the only topic of conversation,” she says, “and I don’t think we should provide people with anything more to gossip about.” I’m grateful to her, but, above all, I’m grateful when we finally reach the room. On an impulse, I guide the men into my room, not Jonathan’s, and the paramedics help him to sit down on the bed before saying goodbye to us. The doctor stays and presses some painkillers into my hand.


  “Just an emergency measure, if his head is really hurting,” he explains. “I’ve injected him with a light sedative, to help him to sleep. He needs to rest. As long as he does so and no complications arise before tomorrow, then we can almost certainly rule out concussion, and he’ll have got through the worst. But his head is going to ache from the blow for a while, there’s nothing we can do about that.”


  I thank the doctor and close the door behind him. Jonathan has let himself fall backward onto the bed and closed his eyes again. The sedative is probably already taking effect.


  “Hey.” I gently help him up again. “I need to undress you,” I say and get to work right away, making an effort to be as careful and yet as fast as possible, so that he can lie down properly at last.


  His shoes aren’t a problem, but after a while I’m cursing the tailcoat because it has so many individual components: the bowtie, which resists my efforts, the starched waistcoat which is now covered in bloodstains and the shirt whose buttons I have to struggle with. But finally I manage it and I’ve undressed him down to his underpants. I want to fetch a T-shirt from his room for him and slip it over his head, but as soon as I’ve finished, he collapses back down onto the bed again and closes his eyes with a groan. So I just quickly help into a comfortable position and pull the covers over him.


  He falls asleep right away, I can tell from his calm breathing. But I still can’t take my eyes off him. I just sit at the bedside still as a statue. Now that all the excitement is over and the strain of the past few hours is gradually subsiding, I can feel just how it all affected me.


  “That was so damned reckless of you,” I scold, blinking back the tears that are welling up in my eyes. The mere thought that he might be dead now takes my breath away, and I bend forward and kiss his shoulder and his cheek and carefully caress the white bandage on his forehead. “All because of a picture!”


  “May I come in?” Sarah asks. She’s just stuck her head in the door.


  I swallow back my tears and nod. “Of course.”


  “How is he?” She hobbles over to the bed and sits down on the other side of it, observing her brother.


  “He’s sleeping.” I look at her. “How’s it going downstairs?”


  She shrugs her shoulders. “My father’s a complete wreck, but the police gave him hope. It seems they have their suspicions as to who the intruder might be, mainly thanks to your good description of him. And they’re taking care of it.”


  “And the ball?”


  “It’s still on. If Daddy’s not capable of announcing the final sum raised, I’ll do it — and I’ll reassure people about Jon. They’re all really worried about him, especially Lady Imogen.” She smiles when I roll my eyes.


  “What were you doing in the library, by the way?” she asks and her smile broadens as my cheeks turn red. I haven’t got the strength to lie right now and to my relief Sarah lets me off the hook and doesn’t question me any further. “What did you mean just now, about the picture?” she asks instead.


  “Jonathan rushed the intruder because he was just about to cut the picture of your mother out of its frame,” I explain. “He wanted to stop him, you see? That’s why he risked his life.” My voice is trembling a little, because I just don’t understand it.


  At first Sarah looks at me in astonishment, and then she observes Jonathan thoughtfully. He’s moved in his sleep, and is now lying on his back.


  “Did he tell you how our mother died?”


  “She fell down the stairs. He said she’d just been fighting with your father,” I say uneasily, remembering what he told me.


  Sarah looks at me. “Did he also tell you that he was there at the time?”


  I shake my head, shocked. He knew his parents had been fighting that night, but I assumed someone had told him what had happened later.


  Sarah observes her brother again. “He was there, he saw her fall. He never talks about it. Never. But Mrs. Hastings told me that he wouldn’t be separated from her, when the emergency doctor arrived. He held onto her and screamed. He didn’t want her to be taken away. They had to separate him from her by force.”


  She doesn’t say anything else, but she doesn’t need to because I understand what she’s trying to tell me and I’m grateful to her for it. It’s another piece of the puzzle now in place, explaining why Jonathan is the way he is. “I have to go back down,” she says a moment later, sighing. “Duty calls. But Jon’s in very good hands with you.” She turns around again when she reaches the door. “Look after him, won’t you?”


  I return her smile, but once she’s left I grow serious again and feel the tears returning, which I fought back so hard a moment ago.


  It breaks my heart to think that Jonathan had to watch his mother plunge to her death, and I know what a severe trauma that must have been for him. A trauma which perhaps explains why he’s so afraid of feelings.


  That moment, when he was separated from his mother by force — when he had to watch them take her away from him forever — was that what made him decide that he would never let anyone get close to him again?


  I wipe my tears from my eyes and get up from the bedside to get undressed. My dress now has dark bloodstains at the hips and hem. I hang it in the closet and put my nightshirt on, washing myself quickly in the small bathroom and cleaning my teeth.


  Back in the room, I slip into bed because I want to be close to Jonathan. The bedside lamp is still on, and I leave it on. I observe his sleeping face and kiss him tenderly.


  He seems to sense my presence because he reaches for me and pulls me toward him and then gives a sigh of satisfaction when I’m lying right up against him. I’m overcome by helpless love and I kiss his clavicle and his neck because those are the places I can reach without releasing our embrace. Then I nestle my cheek against his chest and listen to his heartbeat.


  It hurts me, the fact that he’s only this vulnerable when he’s sleeping soundly. Only then can he let go and not only tolerate my closeness but actively seek it. But at least this proves that deep inside, he longs for closeness, like everyone else.


  I can’t undo what happened to him, and maybe too much of him is broken and he won’t ever be able to love someone with all his heart again. But maybe my love will be enough for both of us, I think. Maybe I’ll manage to get through to him after all, and help him to trust his feelings again — to trust me and open up to me, with all the consequences. With that thought swirling through my mind, I fall asleep in his arms.
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  When I wake up the next day, the sun is shining brightly into the room. It must be morning already. In fact, according to my mobile phone display, it’s already almost ten o’clock. We’ve been asleep for a really long time, and no one woke us. When I remember why I sit up anxiously and observe Jonathan, who’s lying next to me on his side.


  He looks a little pale and the bandaged part of his forehead is swollen, but his breathing is steady, which is a great relief to me. His arm is lying under my hip, holding onto me. It’s been there all night — every time I woke up, he was right next to me, touching me, sometimes with an arm around me, as if he needed the physical contact.


  I bend down and kiss him, smiling because I’m so grateful that nothing worse happened to him yesterday. It could have all ended very differently, I think, with renewed outrage, and my fear returns briefly and takes an icy hold of me. But I thrust it resolutely aside. Jonathan’s alive, everything else is unimportant.


  He’s woken by my kisses and he looks at me and for a brief instant there’s a glimmer in his blue eyes as they melt into mine.


  “Grace.” His voice is husky and he still seems a bit dazed.


  “Good morning,” I say, falling back onto the pillows, still looking at him. “How’s your head?”


  When I pronounce those words, the events of yesterday seem to come back to him and he clutches his forehead, wincing when his finger touches the bandage. The expression in his eyes changes and grows somber again.


  “I’m OK,” he says. “I imagined it would be worse.”


  He looks over at my dress, still hanging from the closet, and notices the bloodstains on it.


  “It’s ruined now, after all,” he says, with a weak smile. “After we went to so much trouble to protect it.”


  I smile too, remembering the hot sex we had in the library. But the memory is quickly followed by the images of what happened afterwards and I grow serious again.


  “That was damned reckless of you,” I repeat the accusation I made yesterday, while he was asleep. I feel he ought to hear it. “The man could have killed you.” “Or you,” he says. “Why didn’t you stay in the library, like I told you to?”


  “I couldn’t. I had to be with you,” I explain, kissing him again, feeling his arms encircle me. And when I look into his eyes a moment later, I think I recognise something there that makes my heart thump with excitement.


  It’s as if the wall he usually holds up around himself isn’t quite as impenetrable as it usually is. As if I could look past it, deeper into his soul. Perhaps it’s because he’s so groggy, I think. But in any case his gaze looks softer, more open, and when I place my hands on his face and start kissing him tenderly again, he lets me. For a moment we lose ourselves in the kind of kiss I’ve never experienced with Jonathan before. He touches me more than he’s ever done before. Maybe it’s because it could have all been over in a second, and because I’m suddenly aware of how precious my time with him is.


  And he seems to feel the same way. Because this kiss has a completely new feel to it, it conveys a longing that goes beyond the passion that usually unites us. This time, he’s not kissing me because he wants to sleep with me. It’s not a possessive, demanding kiss, but a kiss that tells me he enjoys having me close to him.


  He was just as afraid for me as I was for him, I think, astonished, and cling to him as he deepens his kiss, as the warm feeling of happiness suddenly turns hotter, more passionate, because our bodies begin to respond to each other.


  And then I’m filled with nothing but desire and I wrap my leg around him, feeling his erection pressing against the fabric of his boxer shorts. Yesterday we didn’t have a chance to finish what we started, but there is no one to stop us now. And I want him. Now. Here.


  This time I’m the one to hook a finger into the band of his boxer shorts and hastily free him from the annoying garment. His penis springs up and strains toward me and I put my hand around it, lower my head, and enclose it with my lips. I suck at him with long, sensual movements, running my tongue over him and letting him slip deep into my mouth. I hear Jonathan take a sharp breath in and grab at my hair with his hands as I up the tempo. But at some point he stops me and pulls me up toward him. He clearly has other plans for our second go-around.


  “I want to see you,” he says, running his hands over the thin material of my negligée, stroking my breasts with their erect tips. “All of you.”


  Without hesitation, I sit up and pull my nightshirt over my head, tossing it aside, followed by my panties. For a moment I enjoy Jonathan’s longing gaze as his eyes stray over my body and I give a moan when he strokes my belly with his hand and then between my legs. His finger enters my wet slit, which is more than ready for him. I want him with a ferocity that scares me.


  And then his finger isn’t enough for me anymore, and I hold his arm still and wait for him to remove his finger so I can straddle him. I let him slide into me slowly, enclosing him hotly. He claws at my upper thighs with his fingers and I can see the muscles in his chin working as he fights against his own desire, while I take him deep inside me.


  “Grace,” he moans, when I begin to move over him, making circles with my pelvis, thrusting it back and forward. I know what I want and what I need. I take one of his hands and place it on my breasts and press the other between my legs, so he can stimulate my pearl, which he does immediately, with tantalizing slowness. Then I lean back slightly and reach between his legs, taking his scrotum into my hand and tugging gently at it, which makes him pant and twitch inside me. I’m enjoying being one with him and I let myself get carried away by the feeling of being desired by the man I love. I ride him lustily, savouring the sensations his hands and cock are providing, until shudders of desire run through me and I moan because a new, powerful orgasm is imminent. But just before it can finally overwhelm me, Jonathan suddenly places his hands on my ass and holds me still, sitting up and leaning over so that he’s on top of me. I wrap my legs around his hips, ready for him to take me and no longer capable of holding back my climax. I come just as he buries himself inside me with one more thrust.


  Jonathan catches my scream with his lips and comes himself shortly afterwards, emptying himself deep inside me. Each twitch releases new tremors and they go on reverberating endlessly, deliciously prolonging my orgasm, letting me fuse and become one with him.


  I don’t know how long it lasts, but at some point Jonathan turns onto his side with me and I let him slip out of me, with a sigh, feeling his wetness between my legs, because he didn’t use a condom — as he so often hasn’t lately. He hasn’t been worried about that for a long time, it doesn’t seem important to him anymore.


  We lie there with our face very close together so that we can look into each other’s eyes and for a while our breath mingles as our wildly beating hearts grow calmer again.


  I feel wonderfully alive, full of my feelings for him. And suddenly my heart overflows and I have to tell him what I’ve wanted to tell him this whole time. I can no longer see any reason not to. Because he must have already known for a long time.


  “I love you.” My lips form the sentence so naturally, because I’ve thought it so often, because it’s been my constant companion all night.


  But as soon as I pronounce the words I know that I was wrong to tell him. He was looking at me with lazy contentment a moment ago. But now that changes and disappears. His face grows earnest and then he shuts himself off from me, and resumes that unreadable expression of his, looking as if everything you throw at him will just bounce back. He hides his feelings so well behind those walls of his. His defences already seemed to be crumbling — but now they are as strong as ever, separating him and me.


  “Let’s get up,” he announces in an almost casual tone, as if I hadn’t said a thing. He swings his legs out of the bed, sits on the edge, and turns his back to me.


  Surprised and hurt, I observe the tense line of his shoulders and watch as he gets up and goes into the bathroom without turning around again. Then I fall back onto the pillows and stare at the ceiling. Why did he react that way, destroying all the closeness we just had between us with a single stroke? Only because I said something aloud, which he must have known for ages, which he must be able to feel?


  I swallow hard. Can’t he answer me and tell me what he feels for me? Is there something stopping him? Or is it that he doesn’t love me and but he’s not prepared to tell me yet, because then I would leave him and he’d lose his willing plaything? Was I so mistaken in him?


  You mustn’t give up, I suddenly hear Sarah telling me once more. You’ve already achieved so much.


  With a deep sigh, I sit up in bed. Right now I feel as though I’ve just taken a giant step backward. As if I’m no further along than I was before, and not a bit wiser about his feelings toward me. If he doesn’t love me, I’ll have to come to terms with it at some point, and draw my own conclusions. But if he loves me but can’t tell me, then I have to go on trying to understand why.


  Anyway, I can’t leave him, I think, when Jonathan comes out of the bathroom with just a towel around his waist, and looks at me. Not while there’s the slightest ray of hope that he might say it one day after all. While that’s true, I’m not giving up.


  ***


  “These are the stables?,” I ask, astonished, as we leave the inner courtyard of Lockwood Manor and reach the outbuildings, which adjoin one side of the main building and are much larger than I thought.


  I asked Jonathan to show them to me, because I’m genuinely interested — I love horses, my grandparents always had them, and I more or less grew up around them. But I’m also happy that it gives us a neutral topic of conversation, which might just elicit a little enthusiasm on his part. Because he’s been so silent and withdrawn that I’m beginning to get really worried about it. It was OK at breakfast; he was still in a pretty good mood then. Sarah and Alexander were up much earlier than we were, of course, and they’d already eaten. But they kept us company anyway, and we had a nice and very relaxed conversation. But even then I kept sensing him looking at me, and I noticed the thoughtful expression on his face as he observed me.


  I’ve got no idea what’s going through his head, and I doubt he’d tell me if I asked him. So I hope that I can get through to him somehow on the topic of horses, at least, because he’s a rider too, he told me — he was probably in the saddle from early childhood, just like me, since they’ve got such a big stable here. The weather is still unbelievably lovely — based on that alone, you’d thank your lucky stars for this weekend — and I’m wearing a very thin summer dress with a flowery print, which was in my bag because I was hoping for sunshine. But Jonathan is dressed in black again, and since his mood is jet black too, I’m finding it increasingly difficult to smile and put a brave face on.


  I hate to think that my declaration of love might be the reason for this. It can’t be so terrible to have confessed my feelings for him, I think. But my uneasiness remains, and I’m happy when we’ve finally crossed the courtyard, which is also paved with cobblestones, and gone through the large open gate into the stables.


  It immediately smells familiar, of horse manure and straw, but not as intensely as I would have thought. And no wonder, because in fact there are only two horses there — a white one and a brown one — in the first two stalls right next to the entrance. The white, who, judging from his powerful stature is a stallion, snorts excitedly and throws back his long mane as we approach, while the brown one, a lovely chestnut, just raises its head briefly from the feeding bin hanging on the wall, and then goes on eating calmly. All the other boxes in the long row of stalls are empty.


  Jonathan seems extremely surprised by this.


  “Where are the horses, Edwards?,” he calls to an old man in a tweed cap, who’s just closing the feed box at the end of the row of stalls and slapping his hands together. The man, clearly the head groom, beams when he notices us and rushes over.


  “Lord Huntington,” he calls. “You haven’t been here for a long time!”


  Jonathan just nods briefly, completely focused on the question occupying his mind. “Edwards, the horses!,” he insists. “Where are they?”


  “They’ve all been sold.”


  “When?”


  “A few last year, but most of them just a few months ago. The last of them were picked up two weeks ago,” the head groom informs him.


  Jonathan shakes his head. “Why?”


  “Your father didn’t tell me. We were just instructed to load up the animals when the buyers arrived to pick them up.” Edwards shrugs his shoulders, clearly not very happy about his employer’s decision.


  “That’s all I know.”


  Jonathan points his chin at the two remaining horses. “And Daredevil and Roxanne?”


  “They can’t be sold, your father said.” Edwards adjusts his cap, clearly in a hurry. “Excuse me, My Lord, but I have to get on. The irrigation system in the garden isn’t working properly, I have to go and take care of it,” he explains.


  “Why doesn’t the gardener do that?” Jonathan asks, with growing irritation.


  “Because Gordon was laid off. Since then, Hastings and I have taken over the garden work.”


  Jonathan looks around him, searching for something. “And Joe? Duncan? The stable boys?”


  Edwards shrugs his shoulders and indicates the empty stalls. “There wasn’t enough work for them anymore, Sir.”


  He tips his cap, to remind us that he really has to get going, but he doesn’t leave until Jonathan dismisses him with a nod of his head.


  “So how many horses did your father have?” I ask him, once we’re alone again.


  “Lots. The stalls were all occupied.” Jonathan lets his eyes travel along the quiet row of stalls and then return to the box where the white horse is now carrying on feeding.


  “And why did he keep those two in particular? Are they special in some way?”


  “Daredevil is my horse,” he says, slapping the grey on the neck. “And Roxanne,” he points to the chestnut mare, “belongs to Sarah.”


  I go up to the stallion’s box too and hold out my hand to the beautiful animal, who sniffs it. He suits Jonathan, I think, even if his colour is the exact opposite of what Jonathan normally prefers. And the Earl must feel the same way, if he doesn’t want to part with his children’s two horses.


  “But why did he sell the others and lay off all those people?” Jonathan expresses exactly what I’ve been wondering myself, and I can see that he’s come to the same conclusion as I have.


  The Earl must have financial problems. I remember the defective burglar alarm and the rooms with missing furniture. Besides, some of the things here at Lockwood Manor have a rather faded charm, which I attributed to the age of the house. But perhaps, with sufficient funds, an estate like this could have been kept in better condition than it is in at the moment.


  “You should ask him,” I tell Jonathan, but he shakes his head almost reluctantly.


  “Lockwood Manor isn’t my concern. Father will know what he’s doing,” he says, and I’m worried again, because he’s so dismissive of his father, so unwilling to make any compromises.


  But at least he’s speaking to me in more than one-word sentences now, which is a start.


  Suddenly I hear the sound of footsteps outside in the courtyard — hurried steps -, and a moment later Alexander enters the stables. He looks around searchingly and smiles with relief when he spots us.


  “So there you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” he calls, rather out of breath — clearly he was in a hurry to find us. “What’s happening?” Jonathan asks, as we walk toward him.


  “The police are here,” Alexander explains. “They’ve caught the burglar and were able to secure the entire loot. They got everything back!”
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  Jonathan seems to be visibly relieved at the news, because he smiles again for the first time since breakfast.


  “Good,” he says in such a satisfied voice, that I’m really surprised. After all, those were his father’s things that were stolen. Since he normally reacts in an extremely hostile way when it comes to anything to do with the Earl, his reaction strikes me as odd.


  Maybe there was something important among the things, something which meant something to him, I think — but I don’t get a chance to ask him, because the men are in a hurry and run back to the house so fast that I can hardly keep up with them. But Jonathan stops at the door to the dining room, where Alexander has led us, and looks back, waiting for me to get there and letting me go in first. Our eyes meet as I pass him, but I can’t read their expression, just looking at him gives me heart palpitations. At least he hasn’t forgotten I’m there, I think.


  The dining room is a long space with massive mahogany furniture. We sat there in our small group on Friday evening, so I’m familiar with the place, and for a moment I’m surprised that the Earl wanted to receive the police here of all places. Wouldn’t the red room have been more suitable? But when I enter the room I grasp why: there are papers and bills and several jewellery cases of varying sizes lying on the broad dining table — clearly the Earl’s things, which were found on the burglar.


  The two policemen — who are in plain clothes, unlike the officers yesterday — introduce themselves as Detective Chief Inspector Cromley and Detective Sergeant Withers. The difference in their ranks is also evident from their respective activities. The DCI, an older man with thinning hair, is sitting on a chair at the table telling the Earl the details of the arrest, while the slender, dark-haired Sergeant is standing and checking a list — probably an itemization of everything that was stolen — against the objects before him on the table.


  I’m a little unnerved when I see the Earl, because he still seems pretty upset by yesterday’s events. He’s pacing up and down the room, seemingly unable to calm himself. Sarah is also there, sitting in an armchair by the window. Her face is also pale, and she’s shooting worried looks at him.


  “The offender’s name is Andrew Jenkins,” announces the DCI, after greeting us, looking at the Earl.


  “I think that name might mean something to you.”


  The Earl looks at him, taken aback. “It certainly does. Jenkins worked here. But we had to fire him, because he stole things.”


  The DCI nods. “It happens. He has a previous conviction for breaking and entering. He’s an old acquaintance of ours, you might say, and we were able to identify him very quickly thanks to Miss Lawson’s excellent description. He was arrested during the night.” He smiles at me in a curt, pretty cold way. But he seems not to be a particularly warm person in general, so he probably treats everyone that way.


  “You’ll need to confirm receipt of your property,” says the young Sergeant, who has finished comparing his two lists. But the Earl is clearly still preoccupied by something else, since he’s not listening to the young policemen at all.


  “And what about my wife’s picture?” His question is addressed to the DCI again. “Why did he want to cut it out of the frame? Did he think it was valuable and that he could sell it?”


  The DCI shakes his head. “No. In his statement, he said that he wanted to take it in revenge for being fired. That was the reason he chose Lockwood Manor as a target — because he knows his way around here, and because he had unfinished business with you.” He shrugs his shoulders and seems almost apologetic. “He seems to have known how attached you are to the picture.”


  Jonathan snorts quietly, but I’m the only one who hears it, because I’m standing right next to him. So he heard what the DCI said, even though he was busy with the things lying on the table the whole time. He opened all the jewellery boxes — there aren’t as many of them as had seemed at first glance, only six or seven. And they don’t contain any jewellery either. Instead, they hold medals of some sort. Only one is holding a necklace, set with sapphires and diamonds, which looks not only valuable, but very beautiful. The news that the break-in had a personal motive affects the Earl, there’s no denying it. Almost all the colour has drained from his face, which wasn’t exactly rosy to begin with. And he seems even more depressed and resigned. He lets himself fall heavily into a chair. “In revenge,” he murmurs quietly. “Daddy, are you OK?,” Sarah asks quickly. She gets up and places a hand on his shoulder, but he doesn’t even seem to notice she’s there. He just shakes his head and stares into space, as if he can’t fathom the concept that his former employee could be harbouring such a grudge against him.


  “I’ll fetch your pills,” Sarah says, leaving the room, after shooting me a look that probably means that I should keep an eye on her father.


  The Sergeant, who wants to finish his task, holds out the list to him. It’s fastened to a clipboard, together with a pen. “If you could just sign here please, to confirm that you …”


  “There are some things missing,” Jonathan interrupts, and when the Sergeant looks at him questioningly he indicates the jewellery cases. “The jewellery is incomplete.”


  Everyone in the room falls silent, in surprise. Confused, the Sergeant looks back and forth between his boss and the Earl and then down at his list again.


  “But it says here …”


  “There are a lot of things missing, in fact,” Jonathan continues, without paying any attention to the young policemen. “There should be a lot more necklaces, earrings and bracelets. And a very valuable and striking diamond tiara.”


  “Er … no,” the Sergeant contradicts, consulting his itemized list. “There’s a sapphire necklace — that’s the only piece of jewellery mentioned here.”


  He looks at the Earl again, to assure himself that he’s correct. “Or did you forget something?”


  The Earl is the only one who doesn’t seem surprised by Jonathan’s claim, but rather a little touchy, as if he would have much preferred if Jonathan hadn’t brought up the subject.


  “My Lord?,” the Sergeant politely insists, when he still hasn’t responded after a long pause. The Earl clears his throat. “No,” he says in a firm voice, looking at his son, whose gaze is questioning but accusatory too. “There’s nothing missing.”


  He reaches out his hand for the list and takes it from the sergeant, signs it, and gives it back to him with a nod. “Thank you for taking the trouble to bring the things over.”


  The DCI smiles and bows slightly. “But of course, Lord Lockwood,” he assures the Earl, and for a moment I ask myself if it’s normal for the police to go to so much trouble — or if it’s just because of who the Earl is. That wouldn’t surprise me at all.


  The two police officers say their goodbyes and since neither the Earl — who remains seated in his chair — nor Jonathan, who’s still staring him in the face with narrowed eyes, makes any signs of showing them to the door, Alexander intervenes and takes them outside. “Where’s the rest of it?” Jonathan asks, as soon as the door has closed again. His voice sounds angry. “What have you done with it? Do you have it?” he turns to Sarah, who’s just entered the room again. She’s holding a packet of pills in her hand and looking at him in surprise.


  “Have what?”


  “Mother’s jewellery. Her necklaces and rings, the brooches, the tiara,” Jonathan explains, staring at his father again, as his sister shakes her head. “Where is it all, father?”


  I think most people would have avoided Jonathan’s icy gaze by now — but the Earl sustains eye contact. He’s sitting up again now, sitting up straight, just like he typically does, looking at his son. He doesn’t seem uneasy, just somehow unhappy — as if he knows full well that his answer is going to cause problems.


  “I sold it,” he says.


  Jonathan screws his hands up into fists and a muscle twitches in his cheek. Sarah, who’s standing at the sideboard, pouring her father a glass of water from the carafe, looks up in surprise.


  “You’ve only got the sapphire necklace left?” There’s disappointment in her voice. This is clearly unexpected news to her, too.


  The Earl nods. “I’m sorry,” he says. “But I had no choice.”


  Jonathan doesn’t see it that way.


  “We always have a choice, Father,” he says scornfully.


  “But I don’t understand why you didn’t at least offer me the jewellery. I would have bought it from you, if you had to get rid of it so urgently. Unlike you, those pieces had sentimental value for Sarah and me.”


  The Earl shakes his head. “You were only a child then, Jonathan.”


  “You sold the jewellery years ago?” Jonathan is completely stunned by this — and even angrier than before. “Why? Was it because you didn’t want to be reminded of what you’d done? Or did the things simply mean nothing to you?” His voice is trembling now, from barely concealed rage. “Just as she meant nothing to you.”


  “Orla meant everything to me,” the Earl roars. It seems to just burst out of him, and for the first time since I’ve known him, he completely loses it. His face is contorted and the pain I saw briefly flickering in his eyes in his study is now tearing him apart. He can no longer hide it.


  Sarah and I are both so shocked by his reaction that we can only stare at him, but Jonathan gets even more indignant, as if his father’s anger was spurring him on, rather than holding him back.


  “That’s not true,” he accuses the Earl. “You hated her. The two of you fought all the time. You were happy to be rid of her.”


  The Earl slams his fist down on the table. “No, I wasn’t.”


  “Oh yes, you were,” Jonathan insists, taking a step toward him. “You just carried on as if nothing had happened,” he accuses him. “You didn’t blink an eyelid. The only thing you cared about was keeping up appearances. That’s all you’ve ever cared about. You didn’t love her.”


  “What do you know, you were a child!” The Earl leaps up and for a moment the two men confront each other, like archenemies. Then the Earl collapses back into his chair and briefly struggles for breath.


  “Daddy,” Sarah cries anxiously and hurries over to him, but he waves her away, he seems OK again, even though his ribs are rising and falling heavily.


  “Take your pills,” Sarah instructs him, giving him two pills from the pack. While she waits for him to chase them down with a glass of water, she looks reproachfully at her brother. “Stop this,” she says in warning.


  But Jonathan is too worked up to back down.


  “I know what I saw!” he says. “You …”


  “Jonathan!”


  He falls silent, in surprise, looking at my hand. I grabbed his arm instinctively, to stop him. For a moment his eyes are still fiery with anger and then he turns abruptly and goes over to the window. He shoves his hands in the pockets of his pants and looks out.


  “Wouldn’t you rather lie down, Daddy?,” Sarah asks, but the Earl is still focused on Jonathan. He’s looking over at him. But his anger has clearly blown over. He looks resigned again. And deeply sad.


  “Your mother and I argued. That’s true,” he says, looking at Sarah, since Jonathan still has his back to him. “She was so headstrong, so demanding, so absolutely determined to have her way in everything she thought was right. I didn’t always agree with her, and we quarrelled with each other far too often, that’s true. But I loved her and she loved me. You’ve got to believe me. Not a day goes by without my wishing she was still with me.”


  Sarah strokes his cheek with the back of her hand without answering, even though the Earl is still looking at her — probably because she knows who he’s actually speaking to. And Jonathan knows it too, since he turns back around toward him again.


  “In all these years since her death, you haven’t talked about her. Not once,” he says, and his blue eyes are still flashing with anger, but not as aggressively as before. More accusingly. Hurt. “I had to go to boarding school and you sent Sarah to Aunt Mary. Because you were pleased to be rid of us all. And then you expected me to believe you when you started playing the grieving widower?”


  The Earl is shocked by the accusations, but there’s real remorse in his eyes. “I didn’t talk about your mother because I couldn’t, Jonathan. Because it was too painful. I couldn’t do so until much later — but whenever I tried to, you blocked every attempt of mine. And I sent you to boarding school as planned even though I didn’t feel good about it, simply because I couldn’t see any other solution. I lost my bearings after Orla’s death, I wasn’t capable of anything, and I let everything slide. I couldn’t look after you, and I certainly couldn’t look after Sarah.” He lowers his head, clearly very ashamed to have to confess his weaknesses. “I didn’t realise what was going on until the foundation your mother brought into being was about to go under, because funds had been embezzled without my noticing. That’s why I sold the jewellery back then — because I knew Orla would have wanted me to carry on with the foundation on her behalf. That it would have been more important to her than the jewellery.” He sighs. “I kept only her engagement ring, which I gave you, Sarah. And the sapphire necklace, because it was her favourite.” He raises his arms in a gesture of helplessness. “I’m sorry,” he repeats once more, and it’s obvious that he’s not just referring to the sale of the jewellery.


  Jonathan stares at his father and I wait with baited breath to see how he will react.


  I never believed the Earl was the unfeeling man Jonathan described him as, even back at the hospital in London, when I met him for the first time. On the contrary, I think he’s someone who feels a great deal and whose feelings run deep — very deep even. But he’s not open about them, he bottles them up inside. Perhaps that’s why Jonathan does, too — especially if his father was his only role model for dealing with his grief at his mother’s loss. He learned to be the way he is from the Earl. That’s why the two of them coexisted, right next to each other, each of them a prisoner of his own suffering, without being capable of reaching out and helping each other.


  But now it’s clear, I think. Jonathan was mistaken. His parents loved each other and everything he assumed about them was wrong. That changes everything. One step, I think. He just needs to take one more tiny step toward his father and then they can finally talk about the thing that hurt them both so much and poisoned their relationship for years. This is an opportunity — and then the break-in would at least have done some good, however terrible its consequences were yesterday.


  But it’s clearly not that simple, because Jonathan’s expression doesn’t change, it remains hard.


  “Have you had the necklace valued? Do you know how much it’s worth?”


  His father looks at him uncomprehendingly, and so do Sarah and I. That’s pretty much the last question we were all expecting.


  Jonathan makes a dismissive gesture with his hand. He doesn’t wait for the Earl to answer, even though he’s clearly about to say something.


  “Just name your price. I’d rather buy it off you, then there’s no danger of you pawning it.”


  Wasn’t he listening? I think, shocked. How can he be worried about the necklace, after everything the Earl just confessed to him? Why won’t he take that one little step that’s still preventing him from reconciling with his father?


  The Earl shrugs his shoulders, visibly upset. It was hard for him to confess all that, but he was definitely hoping for a different response from Jonathan.


  “You can have it,” he says, indicating the jewellery box with the necklace in it. “Take it.”


  The door suddenly opens and Alexander comes back in. There’s a swing in his step. He was clearly in a hurry to get back — the policemen must have held him up longer than planned -, but he stops short when he senses the tension in the room.


  “Is everything OK?” he asks, looking at each of us in turn. Then his gaze rests on Jonathan, who’s still standing by the window, staring at his father. “Hunter?” A shudder runs through Jonathan when Alex addresses him. “Yes, everything’s fine,” he says. But he forces it out through clenched teeth. He doesn’t sound fine. He reaches the table in two long strides, takes the jewellery box with the necklace and puts it in his jacket pocket.


  “I’ll have it valued and make you out a cheque for the appropriate sum,” he declares to his father, since he clearly can’t accept a gift from him. Then he comes over to me and places his hand on my back, shoving me toward the door. When we get there, he stops and turns around one last time.


  “Grace and I are leaving,” he announces.


  “Jon …” Sarah has held back till now, probably because she didn’t want to interfere — in the hopes that her father and brother might be able to understand each other themselves. She takes a step toward him and looks at him unhappily.


  But Jonathan won’t let her have her say. “We’ll see you before we leave.” He takes his leave of the three of them with a curt nod and closes the door behind us before I can do more than smile apologetically. We’re scarcely out of the room when he strides along the corridor to the hall with such long steps that I almost have to run to keep up with him.


  “Why don’t you talk to your father?” I ask him. “Why won’t you give him a chance at long last?” Jonathan shakes his head. “What’s the point, Grace? Nothing’s changed.”


  “Everything’s changed,” I contradict him. “What you thought about your father was wrong. He loved your mother.”


  He stops abruptly and looks at me. “She’s still dead, Grace. She’s not here anymore. If he loved her, it was his love that killed her. Do you understand? It doesn’t matter. It’s not important.”


  “Jonathan, he didn’t kill her. It was an accident. And it does matter — it matters a lot.”


  “Not to me.” His voice sounds so final that my throat constricts and I don’t try to stop him when he turns around and storms up the stairs. He’s suddenly so far away again, I think despairingly. And just before, I had the feeling he was about to open up to me. To let me get close to him at last. Maybe I shouldn’t have confessed that I loved him, I think, as I follow him, dragging my feet. Because he obviously doesn’t want that. But I love him all the same, now more than ever.


  If I didn’t already know him so well, I’d think he was cold and arrogant and unfeeling. That’s how he seems and that’s how many of the women who turned from him in disappointment would describe him. Because he let them just bounce off him — just as he’s trying to do with me again right now. But they couldn’t get close enough to see the sides of him I’ve seen. And even if he puts up a fight, I’m determined to further expose those sides of him. It won’t be long now, I’m advanced in putting the puzzle together, the puzzle that will provide the key, tell me why he hides his feelings like this, why he won’t let anyone see what’s tormenting him. If the Earl suffered so much, it must have been worse for Jonathan, left all alone at boarding school after his mother’s horrific fatal accident. Not everyone was friendly to him there. No wonder he thinks children are monsters. The other boys probably sensed instinctively how vulnerable he was, and he became a target for that very reason. To get through it, he had to become hard, he couldn’t show weakness, and it’s probably only thanks to his friendship with Alexander that he got through it at all. That’s why the two of them are so close.


  But the price he paid was that he can’t let anyone else get close to his innermost self: not his friend, not his sister, not me. And it’s not just the fear of getting hurt or disappointed that prevents him from changing that and opening up to people again. His fear runs deeper; it’s as if he doesn’t trust himself, as if he’s the problem, not me. The reason for that is the one missing piece of the puzzle and I can sense that I’m getting pretty close to finding it. When I reach the second floor, Jonathan is just closing the door to his room, with his packed suitcase already in his hand.


  “I’ll wait downstairs,” he says, as he passes me. “We’ll leave as soon as you’re ready.” Then he hurries past me and I let him go. I remain behind, confused but determined.


  He’s not going to make it easy for me, I know — and I might not succeed, I might not be able to change something he is so clearly unwilling to change, for whatever reason. But I’m going to do my damnedest and I won’t let him scare me off, like he did all the others.


  I go into my room with new resolve and pack my things, ready for my next attempt.
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  “You look terrible,” Annie says, looking at me worriedly. “It’s his fault, isn’t it?”


  She stretches out a hand across the kitchen table and places it over mine, stroking it comfortingly. Her sympathy brings tears to my eyes and I hastily swallow them down. I don’t want to cry, not even in front of her, my best friend here in London. Actually, I don’t even want to admit that she’s right — after all, she was the one who warned me about Jonathan right from the beginning.


  But there’s probably no point in pretending everything’s OK. It’s blatantly obvious that it’s not, since I’m here at the apartment and not in Knightsbridge with Jonathan.


  “It’s so difficult right now,” I say, shrugging my shoulders helplessly and heaving a sigh because my throat is tightening again.


  Difficult is an understatement. Since we got back from Lockwood Manor, Jonathan has completely withdrawn into himself, shutting me out totally. I don’t have the ghost of a chance of getting through to him now, and it’s much more difficult to bear than I thought.


  For the first few days, everything went on as normal, at least from the outside. But whenever I tried to talk to him about his father he cut me off completely, even though I can see that the things that happened at Lockwood Manor are eating away at him. He’s just not drawing the conclusions I hoped he would. If anything, he’s even more reluctant to talk about the Earl than before. And ever since then, he’s been keeping his distance from me, mentally, which is driving me crazy. It’s as if he knows I’ve decided not to give up, to fight for him, and is therefore ready to try anything to put obstacles in my way. As if he was just waiting for me to end it, because he can’t or won’t end it himself. And he’ll soon get his wish. Our relationship is hanging by a single thread — sex. That still works for us. Jonathan can’t give it up any more than I can, and that’s what made me stay. It’s like a compulsion, something neither of us can break free of. Or at least it has been so far, I think, feeling overcome by despair. Because I’m feeling deprived of that too right now.


  This is the third night in a row that I haven’t spent with him. He flew to Vienna the day before yesterday, to a business meeting he scheduled on very short notice, after we’d been fighting — yet again — over his attitude toward his father. He tersely informed me that he was going and I haven’t heard a word from him since he left, even though he got back around lunchtime. I’m really beginning to believe that that was it. That he’s cut me out of his life. Or that I urgently need to cut him out of my life, because there’s simply no point to this. I saw the limousine drive past the building from my office window at around twelve o’clock and I saw him get out and I cursed my damned tender heart because it leaped at the sight of him, in the hopes of seeing him again right away. But he didn’t come to see me and I waited in vain for him to call and at some point, around six, I got fed up. So I went downstairs to Annie and then went back to Islington with her and now we’re sitting here in the kitchen, we’ve almost finished a bottle of red wine and I could scream with anger and despair, but I simply don’t know how to carry on any longer. I’ll be flying back to Chicago to take my exam at the end of next week, and I’ll be away for two weeks. Or longer, I think, because if the situation with Jonathan hasn’t improved by then, I’d be better off staying there.


  “Do you know that I really thought I was wrong?” Annie says now, refilling my glass. “He really seemed to be in love with you, when he was here. But it looks as though our esteemed boss just can’t change his ways, after all.”


  “Thanks. This is doing me good.” I take a big gulp of my wine to try to wash away the knot in my throat that just won’t go away. I long terribly for Jonathan, but I’m also so terribly mad at him for tormenting me like this — and I’m angry at myself, for letting myself feel tormented. Is he really worth all this?


  “I’m sorry, I wish there was something else I could tell you, but if he hasn’t called you in three days …” Annie doesn’t have a chance to finish her sentence when my mobile phone starts ringing. When I see that it’s Jonathan who’s calling me, I almost choke and I grab at the mobile so frantically that at first it slips out of my hand. Calm down, I admonish myself, but my fingers are trembling when I pick it up.


  “Where are you?” Jonathan’s voice sounds indignant and I find that so unreasonable that my initial happiness instantly evaporates.


  “In Islington,” I say, feeling anger get the upper hand — maybe because the wine has already gone to my head. A glance at the kitchen clock informs me that it’s half past eight. Half past eight! He’s been back since midday and he’s only just remembered that I still exist?


  “Are you alone?”


  “No, I’m not,” I explain, although Annie has long since stood up and left, so as not to disturb me while I’m on the phone. “I’m having a great time right now and I don’t intend to stop what I’m doing.”


  I don’t even know myself why I say that, probably because I’m tipsy and I want to hurt him, the way his silence over the past few days hurt me, that and the fact that I don’t know where I stand with him anymore.


  “I want to see you, Grace,” he says. There’s that note of longing in his voice, which I can’t usually resist. We’ve been apart for three days and I know exactly what will happen if I go to him now and I know I would enjoy it very much. But I also know that nothing’s changed. That it’ll be just sex and nothing more, because Jonathan will no longer allow anything more than that. And that he’ll just go on hurting me, because he’ll keep me at a distance.


  I want to go to him, too. After a measly seventy-two hours, I want him so urgently, with such longing, that I can hardly stand it. But it doesn’t work like that, not for me. I tried, really tried, and it’s not working. Because we’ve been playing by his rules again for a long time now and because not knowing whether anything more will ever be possible with him is driving me slowly but surely crazy. I just don’t understand him and I’m afraid that will never change.


  “But I don’t want to see you,” I say, closing my eyes. I’ve never been a good liar and that’s probably the biggest lie ever to cross my lips. But my anger and disappointment won’t let me do anything else and, before he can answer, I hang up. Then I take a deep breath.


  “I’m going to bed,” I tell Annie, when she comes back into the kitchen. I don’t want to talk anymore. I’m suddenly terribly tired. And, besides, I’m sick of justifying my feelings for Jonathan Huntington — to her, but also to him.


  I can’t help loving him, but if he’s really set against it, then it’s probably better if I start getting used to the idea that our relationship just isn’t working.


  When I come out of the bathroom half an hour later — already washed and in my nightshirt — the doorbell suddenly rings. I hesitate. Marcus is in Manchester at a tournament, Ian is visiting his parents in Scotland this week, and Annie is away right now too — she got a text message from friends who decided to meet up at a pub on the spur of the moment and I told her to go ahead, because I’m not in the mood for company this evening. So I’m alone and since we don’t have an intercom — three cheers for old buildings — I’d have to go down and open the door. But since I’m already in my nightshirt I don’t really feel like it. If it’s for one of the others, they’ve had a wasted trip anyway. And I’m not expecting anybody.


  The doorbell rings again, longer this time, and suddenly my heart starts beating excitedly because I’m wondering if it could be Jonathan. I wouldn’t put it past him not to take no for an answer. But even if it’s him, then it will do him good if I just leave him out there, after the way he treated me, I think.


  Just to be on the safe side — and because the doorbell is ringing again -, I sneak into Annie’s room, because her windows face the road, and look down at the street. I can’t see the entrance to the building from here, I’d have to lean way out of the window to do that, but a certain stylish green sports car with light-coloured leather seats I know very well is parked across the street. So it’s Jonathan who’s standing down there at the door. My stomach gives a lurch. I know I shouldn’t open the door, I don’t want to, I want to stay firm. But then the bell stops ringing. Instead, I hear footsteps storming up the stairs and there’s a loud knock at the apartment door.


  “Grace! I know you’re there. Open up!”


  Jonathan obviously managed to get into the house, maybe he rang the downstairs neighbours’ bell and they opened the door for him. And he’s not going to go away, he sounds pretty determined. So I slide back the bolt with trembling fingers and open the door.


  Jonathan really is standing in front of the door. His thick black hair is falling into his eyes and his rib cage is rising and falling heavily, because he just ran up the stairs. He’s holding his arms by his sides and keeps screwing his hands up into fists. The sleeves of his black shirt have been rolled up and I can see the muscles working beneath the tanned skin of his lower arms. His expression is just as impenetrable as it’s been for the past few days, but his blue eyes light up when he sees me.


  I swallow hard. “What are you doing here?”


  “I already told you,” he replies. “I want to see you.”


  My heart is beating wildly and telling me that that’s a perfectly good reason to throw myself into his arms, but my mind is on alert and holds me back.


  “Why? For the past three days you’ve clearly gotten along just fine without seeing me,” I say, struggling against my longing, which is drawing me to him.


  Because it doesn’t work like that. He didn’t call me for three whole days. And before that, he was so cold to me that I thought everything was already over between us. And now he’s standing here in front of my door telling me he wants to see me with a gleam in his eyes that’s making my knees weak. For heavens’ sake, how can I possibly keep up?


  “Can we discuss it inside?” he says.


  I step aside and let him in. As soon as the door closes behind him, he pulls me into his arms and kisses me urgently and feverishly as if he couldn’t hold out for another second.


  And I feel exactly the same way, although I am aware that I’m making things far too easy for him. But I couldn’t care less, when I feel his lips against mine and his arms encircling me.


  His tongue takes possession of my mouth and I cling to him, because the taste of him is like a drug, that I urgently need and that I haven’t had for far too long. And he seems to feel the same way because he groans when I begin to return his kiss. I feel his hands on my back and on my butt and let my own hands slide over his shoulders and into his hair, reassuring myself that he still feels the way I remember. It’s intoxicating to feel him again, after I thought it was over between us. And when he lifts me up I wrap my legs around his hips and willingly let myself be carried into my room.


  Jonathan doesn’t interrupt his kiss for a moment, as if he wanted to prevent me from thinking straight, but when he lays me on the bed I catch sight of the closet and I remember when we were last here together — before the journey to Lockwood, when we picked up my dress. This memory brings back all the others I had briefly suppressed. It’s enough to bring me back to my senses instantly. I place a hand on his chest and push him away, as he bends over me to go on kissing me.


  He hasn’t answered my question yet. Just as he hasn’t told me why he can’t forgive his father and why he’s in denial about the fact that our relationship has been about a lot more than just sex for a while now.


  “Why, Jonathan?” I repeat, looking at him penetratingly. “Why did you absolutely have to see me? Why now? After you already had half a day to see me?” He looks at me for a long moment.


  “Because I didn’t think I’d miss you so much,” he says. For the first time since we came back from Lockwood, he lowers his defences a little. His eyes are no longer veiled; he lets me look inside. It’s not a declaration of love, not really, but it’s enough to conquer my resistance. With a sigh, I abandon myself to the powerful feeling drawing me toward him, throw my arms around his neck and return his kiss.


  He wanted it, I think. He didn’t want to see me anymore, but he couldn’t help himself. And now there’s a passion burning in his eyes which takes my breath away.


  “How I missed this sweet mole behind your ear,” he whispers in a raw voice, kissing the place he means but not lingering there, but letting his lips wander down my neck.


  When he reaches the neckline of my nightshirt, he stops and leans back, then he pulls it off me in a quick fluid movement. Immediately afterward, he reaches for me again and I arch willingly up toward him while he dedicates himself to thoroughly pleasuring my breasts with his hands and lips.


  “And the scent of your skin, and how soft it is here,” he says, running his nose between my breasts and then letting his tongue wander up one of the hills. “And the taste of your little buds.” He closes his lips around the erect nipple and sucks at it irresistibly gently, till I moan. His words are going to my head — at least as much as his caresses. “Jonathan,” I breathe, helpless because I want him so much, and he laughs quietly. Then he takes my panties off too, so I’m lying on the bed naked in front of him.


  “I especially missed that, the way you whisper my name when you’re horny for me,” he says, letting his hand wander down to my slit and pressing his thumb briefly against my clit as I claw at the sheet with my fingers in desperation. I want to feel him like this, too, I’m greedy for the feeling of his skin against mine, so I tug his shirt out of his pants and unbutton it and slip it off him, biting him impatiently on the shoulders as I do so, savouring the taste of him.


  His chest is so wonderfully broad and his muscles are so firm, so I let my hands glide over them. But I have only one real goal and I take in my breath sharply when I finally free him from his pants and can see him in all his glory.


  “Come here,” I breathe, because I want to feel him inside me. Jonathan lays me back down on the bed and opens my legs, kneeling between them. But, instead of penetrating me, he bends forward and continues to tenderly torment me, playing with my breasts as his fingers pamper my clit and heighten my arousal. But he doesn’t let me come. He withdraws from me once more, when I’m breathing heavily and about to climax.


  “I missed this, you’re so docile and so ready to surrender yourself to me,” he growls, letting his lips stray across my belly, licking my belly button and every inch of my skin as he goes, while his hands gently stroke my arms, shoulders, neck, and breasts, and then along my ribs and over my hips, till his mouth and fingers meet, right there, at the focus of my desire.


  I’m trembling when he finally parts my labia with his fingers. “And how good your nectar tastes when I feed on it,” he says, I can hardly stand the tension. My overstimulated pearl is throbbing with desire and I let out a sob as I feel him stroking it with his tongue, and immediately explode into a powerful orgasm.


  Jonathan doesn’t wait for me to calm down again, but sits up, lifts my lower legs onto his shoulders and enters me with a powerful thrust while the tremors inside me are still subsiding and I’m squirming on the bed. My internal muscles cramp up around him, milking him, while he slowly thrusts himself in and out of me, luxuriating in the feeling of being inside me and arousing my desire once more.


  “I missed the way you feel, so tight and hot, when you surround me,” he groans and the tension and arousal in his voice alone send waves of heat through my whole body. He holds my legs firmly and ups the tempo, bending forward a little to make the angle even steeper, even more pleasurable for me. And then I feel him lose control. He lets go of my legs and I let them fall, wrapping them around his hips, adapting myself to his movements which are now completely uninhibited. I’m about to climax when he pauses at the outer edge of a thrust. “I want you, Grace,” he moans, then thrusts deep inside me one last time, shuddering as he climaxes, carrying me along with him. I’m falling with him. I arch up to meet each of his thrusts as he empties himself into me, holding him as he twitches one last time before collapsing on top of me. We’re both breathing heavily and we take a while to come back to reality. It’s a wonderful feeling to have him back again, to feel him inside me again. And I listen to his words, which made our lovemaking so special this time, echoing inside me.


  I would love to believe that everything’s OK again now. That Jonathan just needed this brief separation to become aware of his feelings for me. But how deep does it go, what he feels for me? After all his seductive compliments, I still don’t know.


  I want you, that’s what he said, I missed you. That’s a huge concession for him and in my lazy, satiated state I’m almost prepared to be satisfied with that. I just wish I could shake off the tormenting thought that we’re still hanging by a single thread. The past three days have given me a sense of how deep the abyss is, the one I’m going to fall into if that thread snaps.


  ***


  The little cloud of happiness I’m floating around on only lasts until the next morning, when Annie comes into my office in the planning department with her steaming mug of tea in her hand.


  “Hey, where were you yesterday?” she asks. “I thought you wanted to go to sleep. But when I looked for you this morning you weren’t in your bed.”


  I smile apologetically. “I’m sorry, I was going to text you, but I forgot. Jonathan came over last night after all.”


  Annie seems surprised by the news, positively surprised. “So you’re getting on better again?” She sounds unmistakably relieved. Even a little too relieved.


  I nod. “Why are you so happy about that? I thought you’d given up hope of him changing his ways.” She lets herself sink down into the visitor’s chair with a sigh and places her mug on the desk.


  “I’m not such a Jonathan hater as you think, Grace. He’s not as bad as I thought — as a man, I mean; he’s a pretty good boss, that’s for sure,” she says and I can tell from her smile that she’s remembering her encounter with him back home at the apartment, when he really turned on the charm. Then she grows serious again. “But basically I’m on your side in this and I want you to be happy. That’s why I was so sceptical at first. Jonathan doesn’t exactly have a reputation for making women happy,” she explains and I immediately feel guilty. I remember Claire, the woman who lived in the apartment before me. She was the one, who worked at Huntington Ventures’ press department and was madly in love with Jonathan, and then he was tough on her and sent her packing — and Annie saw it all from close up. No wonder she’s been afraid this whole time that the same thing might happen to me.


  “I know,” I say, mentally apologizing to her, because she’s a good friend to me and I don’t always value her friendship enough. “But he’s …”


  “rather irresistible, I know,” she interrupts, waving away my explanation. “I’m making an effort to not always think the worst of him. But up until just now, I really thought he’d finally gone back to his old ways.”


  I look at her in surprise because she suddenly sounds thoughtful, as if she isn’t sure whether Jonathan is really capable of making a woman happy. “What do you mean?”


  She leans back in her chair. “I just ran into Yuuto Nagako down in the foyer — he was on his way to the management floor. The bloke hasn’t been here for weeks, has he? But if you’re telling me that you and Jonathan are getting on well again, then I’m sure it’s purely a business visit.”


  I stare at her. “Yuuto’s here?”


  Jonathan persuaded me to go back to Knightsbridge with him last night, after all. We made love again there and when we got up this morning he seemed calm and relaxed. He didn’t say a word about expecting the Japanese man today. I swallow apprehensively.


  Annie turns a little more serious when she notices my surprise.


  “Jonathan isn’t going to that club anymore, is he?”


  “No.”


  “Then I suppose it must be a good sign,” she says, smiling at me encouragingly. “For the company, I mean. We heard that Nagako Enterprises had broken off business relations with Huntington Ventures and that it was going to have negative effects on our expansion into the Asian market. If Yuuto’s back here now, perhaps something happened to change the bad feeling between them.” She looks at me questioningly, but I don’t have an answer for her.


  “Yes, maybe. I’m certainly going to ask Jonathan about this.” I push a few papers around on my desk demonstratively and Annie takes the hint and stands up and reaches for her mug.


  “Well, I’ll be on my way then. We probably won’t see each other this evening, will we?” She grins, and I do too, although I really don’t feel like it. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed that everything goes well between you two,” she says. Then she leaves and the door closes behind her. I immediately leap up and go to the full-length window so that no one who accidentally passes my office can see how upset I am.


  Annie’s interpretation of events is, of course, a plausible explanation of Yuuto’s presence. But I can’t believe he would just resume business relations with Huntington Ventures as easily as that. Not without demanding conditions.


  Is this another attempt to drive me away from Jonathan and seduce him back to the lifestyle he used to lead? To the club and to sex without any troublesome emotions?


  And he’ll have the opportunity to do that soon, because I have to go back to Chicago at the end of next week. The thought of being away for a while and having no influence over what Jonathan does or doesn’t do suddenly drives me crazy. I feel an urgent need to be with him and see what’s happening there. But, before I can do anything, my mobile phone rings. I don’t recognise the number and at first I don’t want to pick up, because I’m so worried about Jonathan and the Japanese man. But then I tell myself that it might be important and accept the call. Luckily. Because it’s the Earl of Lockwood who wants to speak with me. And he gets to the point without beating about the bush. “Miss Lawson, would you have time to meet me?,” he asks. “There’s a certain matter I’d like to discuss with you urgently.”


  “Of course,” I assure him, and I’m about to explain that I have time after work today. But he interrupts me.


  “Right away, if possible?” Suddenly, I hear the slight tremor in his voice, which suggests that he’s very worked up. “It’s urgent.”
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  “Thank you for finding the time to meet me,” the Earl says when we meet in front of the Globe an hour later — I’m taking my lunch hour early, with Indira’s permission. The bar, where I usually go with Jason Leibowitz, was the first meeting place that occurred to me, and he agreed right away. The issue he wanted to talk to me about is clearly so important to him that he really doesn’t care about the setting in which we discuss it.


  And in fact he fits right in here, I think, as he stands by the table, waiting for me to sit down — he’s old school. Jonathan’s father is as traditional and slightly dusty as the atmosphere of this bar, which I’ve come to appreciate and now find very cosy. And since it’s raining cats and dogs today, we’re not missing any sunshine outside.


  “What would you like to drink?” the Earl inquires. Then he goes to the bar to fetch two waters and a whisky for himself, which he obviously needs for Dutch courage. He’s dressed just as he was at our first meeting: in a tweed jacket and camel-coloured pants with a red vest over a plaid shirt. But he looks much worse than he did back then: nervous and skittish. Whatever’s on his mind, it’s really troubling him. He gets to the point right away, as soon as we’re sitting opposite each other.


  “I’m sorry to have to trouble you with this matter, Miss Lawson …”


  “Please call me Grace,” I interrupt impulsively, only to ask myself immediately afterward if you can simply invite an earl to call you by your first name. But it feels so formal when he calls me “Miss Lawson.” After all, I’m involved with his son, and I feel close to him, too, in a way, maybe because I can see so much of him in Jonathan.


  “Grace.” He seems to find it OK, because he smiles, although only very briefly. Then his face assumes its worried expression again. “I need your help.”


  I wait patiently, even though he’s silent for a long time, because I can see that he’s searching for the right words. He obviously finds it hard to admit what’s bothering him, but then he clears his throat and throws back his shoulders and sits up really straight, in that way he has.


  “I need your help persuading Jonathan to help me. If he doesn’t, I’m going to lose Lockwood Manor,” he says and, despite all his attempts to keep his dignity, his voice clearly betrays how much the prospect upsets him.


  “But … why?” I ask, although I can guess. So my suspicions about the empty stables and the employees who were laid off seem to have been justified. But I still try to put it delicately. “Do you have money troubles?”


  The Earl nods, clearly relieved to have it out in the open at last. He clears his throat.


  “I have debts. Have had for many years. The story I told you and my children, after the police returned the loot from the break-in, wasn’t the whole story. I had to sell Orla’s jewellery to save the foundation, that’s true. But I had to part with a lot of other things back then, too — things that Jonathan luckily doesn’t remember as well as the jewellery to get clear of the financial difficulties I got into. I was in no position to look after the estate and its lands for so long.” The Earl sighs deeply. “I had bad advisors who exploited my weaknesses — and by the time I realised what was happening, my parents’ inheritance had gone down the drain and I was close to ruin. Kaito Nagako helped me out back then and averted the worst, and for a while it worked. I even thought I had the problem under control.” He drinks some of his whisky. “But my sins have caught up with me again,” he continues. “A house like Lockwood Manor costs a lot to maintain. I’ve had to ask for more credit again and again over the years, and it’s got to the point where it’s finally completely beyond my control. The bank has given me an ultimatum.”


  “They want you to sell the house?”


  “I’ll have to sell it,” he says with a note of desperation in his voice. “The proceeds are the only thing that can save me from ruin. I should have signed it over to the National Trust years ago, but I waited too long …”


  “The National Trust?” I ask, because the name means nothing to me.


  “It’s a charity that takes over English cultural treasures and maintains them in good condition, in order to make them accessible to the public. It’s actually a pretty good thing; they kept a lot of our country houses from falling into decay. But I was always reluctant, because I hoped that Jonathan would see sense. I wanted to keep Lockwood Manor for him and Sarah; after all it’s been our family seat for hundreds of years.” He places a hand to his forehead and I can tell that the thought that he is going to be the one to lose the house really troubles him. “But now I have to sell it, I have no other choice.”


  “Unless Jonathan helps you?” I ask.


  He drinks the rest of his whisky and when he looks at me again I see hope alternating with resignation in his grey eyes. “With his means, it would be easy for him to help me and secure Lockwood Manor’s future. But I’m afraid, he won’t do it.”


  No, I think, and I feel sorry for the Earl, because I can’t give him any hope.


  “Have you talked to him about it?”


  The Earl breathes out heavily and lets his shoulders fall forward. “No. I was waiting for a good opportunity to tell him, but it didn’t present itself.”


  How could it, I think, if the two of them always start fighting the moment they’re together.


  “And you want me to tell him now?” He nods, but I’m not sure I’m really suited to the role of intermediary that he has in mind for me. “Wouldn’t it be better if you did that yourself? It’s a family matter, after all.”


  The Earl shrugs his shoulders. “You saw what he’s like,” he says, dejectedly. “He probably wouldn’t even let me finish before rejecting the idea.”


  “And Sarah. Jonathan is very close to her.”


  He shakes his head. “She’s tried to make peace between us so often already. Jonathan loves her very much, but he won’t listen to her.” He looks at me with new hope. “That’s why you have to speak on my behalf, Grace. I believe you’re the only one who can make him see that he shouldn’t give all that up.”


  I swallow and look at the Earl, unsure how to answer. Because he’s right: Jonathan won’t do it. He has no interest in his inheritance, and even less in the estate. And the Earl isn’t entirely blameless in that, I think, but I don’t say it out loud. I get the feeling he knows the part he played in his dysfunctional relationship with his son. And there’s no point in complaining about that now. We need to find a solution, so I rack my brain frantically for alternatives.


  “I don’t know, I think it’s really tricky. But if Jonathan isn’t prepared to, maybe Alexander will help you,” I suggest. “He’s your future son-in-law, and it’s Sarah inheritance too. Alex surely has an interest in making sure it isn’t lost.” But the Earl immediately shakes his head. “No. I don’t want to trouble Alexander with this,” he says, and when I see the desperate determination in his eyes, I suddenly discern that there’s more at stake than just saving Lockwood Manor.


  The missing money is a problem and the Earl is really stressed by his disastrous financial situation, that’s all true — he doesn’t want to lose Lockwood Manor. But it’s also a means to an end. He’s hoping that this way, Jonathan will finally take on his role as son again, that he’ll occupy that position in the Earl’s life. Because he’s terribly missed. And the fact that he really does need help urgently seems to be enough of a reason to make one more attempt — even though he doesn’t trust himself to make the attempt. He’ll only seriously consider the alternatives if this fails. Or perhaps he won’t. Perhaps he won’t care about the family’s inheritance anymore if that happens. “Will you help me, Grace?” he asks again, insistently.


  I chew on my lower lip anxiously. I sympathize with the Earl from the bottom of my heart. I also believe that Jonathan should have a heart-to-heart talk with him. But I’ve already had several arguments with Jonathan about this in the past week, and they always ended the same way: with his refusal to talk about his father. He doesn’t want to, he rejects everything to do with the Earl — and after our last fight, we didn’t see each other for three days. Now he’s back, but I’m still walking on eggshells with him — and I’m almost certain that Jonathan would be very angry with me if he knew that I was talking to his father about him right now. “I think you’re overestimating my capabilities,” I tell him, with some resignation, but the Earl doesn’t see it that way. He places his hand on mine.


  “No, Grace, I think you’re underestimating your influence on my son. He listens to you more than he does to anyone else.”


  I withdraw my hand, uncertain whose side to take. Because I don’t really understand all this. Before I support the Earl, as he expects me to — and possibly endanger my relationship with Jonathan — I want to know more about what happened between the two of them.


  “If I do, you’ll have to answer a few questions first,” I say.


  “What do you want to know?”


  “Jonathan says you didn’t support him when he wanted to found Huntington Ventures, and that you even put obstacles in his path. Is that true?”


  The Earl sighs. “I didn’t put any obstacles in his path, I simply called a few friends of mine and asked them to persuade him to give up the idea. Which, of course, he wouldn’t.”


  “But why?,” I ask. “Why didn’t you want him to found a company?”


  The Earl lifts one corner of his mouth and smiles remorsefully. “Because I wasn’t as far-sighted as my son, and because I don’t have his knack for business. When he came to me with the idea, I was in pretty tight financial straits. I wouldn’t have been able to help him if things had gone badly. He was so young, and I couldn’t imagine he would really be able to get things up and running properly. I was afraid he was taking on more than he could handle.” He closes his eyes briefly and a pained expression appears on his face. “But I should have known he would manage it. Jonathan has his mother’s passionate determination.”


  “He takes after you a lot, too,” I say, and he smiles rather sadly.


  “I think he would deny it.”


  “He certainly wouldn’t want to hear it,” I agree, looking at him thoughtfully. “How could you let him hate you so much? You knew he blamed you for his wife’s death. Why didn’t you talk to him about it long ago?”


  The Earl turns his head away and looks out window. When he looks back at me, his desperation is visible just beneath the surface. “Because I couldn’t. I couldn’t talk about the accident, not for years,” he says. “And then I wanted to just let it be, since Jonathan didn’t bring it up, either. I thought that was his way of dealing with it. He rebelled against me when he was older, but I put it down to his youth, I thought it was normal. It wasn’t until Yuuto went to Japan that I became conscious of how deeply he rejects me, and why.”


  I shake my head. “But you could have set things right the first time he accused you of being responsible for your wife’s death. Why didn’t you clear things up right away? I don’t understand that.”


  He makes a helpless gesture with his hand. “Because … because I thought it would be better if he hated me, rather than himself. I thought I was helping him.”


  I look at him in confusion. “What do you mean?”


  The Earl looks at me, shocked. He clearly wasn’t planning to say that, but my insistent questioning drew it out of him. Then he heaves a deep sigh and sinks back in his chair a little. “Forget it, it’s not that important.” Oh no you don’t, I think, that’s out of the question. “Lord Lockwood, if you want me to talk with Jonathan, I need to know what you meant. How would hating you help Jonathan?”


  He looks around, as if to make sure no one can hear us. But there aren’t that many guests there, lunch hasn’t started yet and we’re sitting off to one side in a corner, so we’re pretty much alone.


  He takes a deep breath. “Jonathan was there the night my wife fell.”


  “I know, Sarah told me,” I reply, but the Earl carries on talking, lost in the memory, which visibly torments him.


  “He overheard us quarrelling, and came out of his room. We were so absorbed in our fight that we didn’t even notice him until he forced his way between us. He didn’t mean it; he just wanted to separate us. He was shouting at us to stop. Orla got a fright and took a step backwards. She was standing right at the head of the stairs and she lost her balance. I tried to reach for her, but she fell.” He closes his eyes and shakes his head, as if to drive away the images which he must be able to see so clearly in his mind’s eye, even after all these years.


  “My God.” For a moment, I can’t breathe and tears rush to my eyes. I find myself remembering what Sarah told me. That Jonathan clung to his mother as they came to take her away, and wouldn’t let go of her … “He thinks it’s his fault.”


  That’s why he hates his father with such a passion — because he needs someone he can hold responsible. And instead of explaining that it was an accident, that no one could help, the Earl left Jonathan all alone, not just physically, but also alone in the belief that this really was a matter of guilt and innocence.


  I feel helpless rage rising up inside me and I lash out angrily at the Earl. “And you never talked to him about it?” He shakes his head.


  “You should have. You should have explained things to him years ago!” I’m so horrified by this news that I don’t even know where to start. But then I notice how unhappy the Earl is and realise that this thing has simply gotten to be too much for him.


  “I deserved his hatred. I hate myself for not being able to prevent it from happening. Every single day.”


  “But would your wife have wanted you and Jonathan to hate each other?”


  “No,” he says, sitting up and looking me straight in the eye. “Believe me, Grace, my wife loved me as much as I did her. Jonathan was just a child then, he simply didn’t understand what was going on between his parents. We often fought, far too often, it’s true, but we always made up again just as passionately.” He smiles wistfully at the memory, but a moment later he looks at me in a helpless, pleading way, which moves me. “Orla definitely wouldn’t have wanted our son to hate me. But I didn’t know how to change it. Help me, Grace. Talk to him. Please.” I nod. I have to talk to Jonathan, I absolutely have to, but not in order to do the Earl a favour. I’ve got to do it for him — and for me. Because now I have grasped the full extent of the tragedy, and I’ve been given a chance to understand why he is the way he is. And that changes everything. As if he heard me, Jonathan calls my mobile at that very moment. I excuse myself, and pick it up.


  “You’re not in your office,” he says accusingly. “Indira says you took your lunch break early. Where are you?”


  “I … I’ve got to take care of something. I’ll be back soon.”


  “Come straight up to me when you get here,” he orders me and my heart starts beating because I can’t tell whether he’s saying that out of desire or whether he’s got a different reason for it. I remember Yuuto again, and the thought makes me quickly drain my glass.


  When I say goodbye to the Earl at the door, and am about to go, he takes my arm and holds me back.


  “I’ve been hoping that Jonathan would find a woman for a long time,” he says, “I thought that then he would understand what it was like for me. That then he would know what it’s like to love someone passionately.”


  If Jonathan can still love anyone, I think, as I hurry back to the Huntington Building. It no longer surprises me that he pushes me and everyone else away. But can that ever change — really change? Does he have enough faith in himself and in me to put this behind him? Or do the injuries he suffered lie too deep? Is he now incapable of having a relationship?


  I’m going to find out, I think. Because I intend to give him two options: if he wants to be with me, he’s going to have to come to terms with his past, so that we can make a fresh start together. If not …


  Well, I’d rather not think about that.
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  When the elevator doors open onto the management floor, I tense up for a moment, unsure what will be awaiting me on the other side. Somehow I’m afraid I might find myself standing opposite Yuuto Nagako right away. But everything is just as quiet as usual. Catherine is sitting at her desk, looking toward me. She makes no sign of stopping me. Since Jonathan made things clear to her, she hasn’t shown a single sign of disliking me — on the contrary, she smiles in a strikingly friendly way, unlike before, which probably means that her job is more important to her than her jealousy.


  “Mr. Huntington is in his office,” she says, indicating the door. The information is quite superfluous since Jonathan just called me and summoned me here, but there is one vital piece of information I urgently need.


  “Is Mr. Nagako with him?” I really don’t know if I’d like to run into the Japanese man ever again. So I’d rather just double-check that he’s not there.


  To my relief, she shakes her head. “He left half an hour ago,” she says.


  I thank her and go into Jonathan’s office. The large room which rather intimidated me the first time I was here is now very familiar to me. But I still get heart palpitations when I enter it, that hasn’t changed.


  Jonathan is sitting at his desk, dressed in black as always, texting on his mobile. When he sees me, he puts it away immediately, stands up, and comes toward me. My footsteps speed up and when I reach him I can’t help hugging and kissing him. “Where were you?” he asks a moment later, holding me apart from him and examining me closely.


  “What did Yuuto want from you?” I ask in return, because I want to put off answering his question a little longer. Besides, I really am interested — because I still don’t trust the Japanese man.


  “He wants to resume relations with Huntington Ventuers,” Jonathan explains and smiles contentedly when he sees my quizzical look. “Without any conditions.”


  I’m still sceptical. “He doesn’t want you to leave me anymore?”


  Jonathan shakes his head. “He can’t afford to. It turns out that his contacts weren’t as important for our business relationships in Asia as we assumed. We were able to get established there without him, and things are going so well that we can set the conditions now. And the first one is that we’ll only do business with companies that have no connections with Nagako Enterprises. Nagako’s company lost a few lucrative new contracts that way — and he didn’t like that at all. So he’s suddenly very interested in resuming his business dealings with Huntington Ventures.”


  “You gave him a taste of his own medicine?” I’m frankly impressed. His smile grows a little broader.


  “I told you, you didn’t need to worry.”


  I keep my gaze focused on the black fabric of his shirt and stroke his chest with both hands.


  “And are you going to do it?” I ask.


  “Do what?”


  I lift my head and look at him. “Are you going to resume business relations with Nagako Enterprises?”


  Jonathan shrugs his shoulders. “I haven’t decided yet,” he says, and I sigh to myself.


  I’m reassured that Jonathan seems to have the situation fully under control, but I would have preferred a clear no. I still don’t feel comfortable with the thought of Jonathan letting the Japanese man back into his life — even if only as a business associate.


  For the past few years, the two of them have had a lot more in common than just their business dealings. Knowing everything I now know, Yuuto seems to have been a father figure to Jonathan for a long time. He adopted him as a role model, since his own father was a complete wash-out in that regard. Now I even understand why his cool, emotionless manner must have seemed attractive to Jonathan, who was struggling with his grief and feelings of guilt. And even though I really hope Jonathan has left that part of his life behind him at last, I’m still afraid that he might decide that Yuuto’s way of life is simpler and therefore more desirable than a future with me.


  Jonathan pulls me toward him again and kisses my neck, which makes my knees go weak.


  “And where were you just now?” he asks, unfastening the top button of my blouse. “What was so important that you took your lunch hour early, without informing your boss?”


  I swallow because I know he’s not going to like the answer. But I have to tell him — and I’d rather get it over with.


  “I met with your father.”


  Jonathan freezes and the incredulous look on his face quickly gives way to a suspicious one.


  “Father’s in London?”


  I nod. “He asked me to meet with him.”


  Jonathan releases me abruptly, withdraws from me, and goes back to his desk. He stops again just in front of the desk and turns around to face me — furious now.


  “What did he want? Let me guess — he told you to make me see sense and take on my duties as the future earl at last? You’re to help me remember my designated place in life?”


  Every word is dripping with sarcasm, but his statement basically gets straight to the heart of the matter: his father wants him back. It’s just that the Earl’s motives are quite different from what Jonathan would like to make me and everyone else believe. And this time I don’t intend to let him get away with it. He’s going to have to face the truth at last.


  I shake my head. “No. He’s got problems, Jonathan. Lockwood Manor is heavily in debt and the bank is threatening to foreclose. He wants you to help him.” Jonathan snorts. “I thought as much. So he sent you on his behalf? Why? Doesn’t he have the guts to tell me himself?”


  “No, he doesn’t,” I say, more aggressively than I planned to, because he’s suddenly reacting so defensively. “There’d be no point, since you don’t listen to him anyway. You always start treating him as if were a monster before he has the chance to explain anything to you. That’s why he asked me to tell you, and ask you to help him.”


  “OK, fine,” he says, and I can see that it’s not fine. “Let’s cut this short. Let him know that I declined. I’m not going to spend a penny on Lockwood Manor, and I wish whoever purchases it the best of luck with that old pile.”


  He’s trembling with anger now. The fact that the Earl wanted to establish a relationship with him, through me, seems to have affected him in a completely new way, and is making him extremely angry.


  I take a deep breath. “Jonathan, the ’old pile’ represents your family history. Not everyone has something like that, it’s very valuable, you shouldn’t just throw it away — especially when you have the chance to keep it.”


  “It’s not your history, so it’s none of your business what I do or don’t throw away.” He shakes his head, as if he urgently needed to get rid of a thought, then he stares at me again — ready to attack. Like a cornered tiger. „Why is this whole thing with my father so damned important to you, Grace? Why are you interfering in it? Can’t you just let the subject rest at last?”


  “No, I can’t. Because I think it’s wrong of you to reject everything — to reject your father this way. He’s trying to reach out to you, and it’s important that you talk to each other. If you still don’t want to help him afterwards — OK, then that’s how it is. But you’ve got to discuss things with him. You’ve got to clear this up at last.”


  “I don’t have to do anything whatsoever,” Jonathan says in a scornful voice. “What’s wrong with you, Grace? Did my father brainwash you? Whose side are you on, anyway?”


  It’s hard to withstand Jonathan’s rage. But I keep on looking into his blue eyes, in which a storm is raging. I sustain his gaze.


  “I’m on your side,” I say. “I’m not doing this for the Earl, Jonathan; I’m doing it for you. Because what you’re doing isn’t good — this hatred isn’t good for you. It’s eating you up inside, it’s killing you.”


  Jonathan runs a hand through his hair. “He’s done it again, hasn’t he? He’s softened you up, just like he did to Sarah. The poor old man, it’s so hard for him — and you even pity him. You don’t know anything about him, Grace. You have no idea what happened.”


  “Yes, I do. Your father told me!” I take a step toward him. His expression is stony now. “He told me what happened on the night your mother died.”


  Jonathan closes his eyes and turns away, goes to the windows, crosses his arms in front of his chest, and stares out.


  I go to him, at least as close as I dare, since his posture is so defensive. I stop two steps behind him.


  “You’ve never talked about it. But you have to, if you want to get a chance to get over it at last.” I take a deep breath. “Do it for me, Jonathan. And for your mother. She loved you and your father, too. She wouldn’t have wanted you to hate him or to hate yourself. It was a tragic accident which can never be undone, but it wasn’t your fault.”


  He turns around toward me and there’s raw pain in his eyes now.


  “He made her unhappy,” he growls. “That can’t have been love.”


  I look at him with a beating heart. He can’t let go, I think sadly. He’s clinging to a vision of the world he constructed as a child, one which he can live with. Anything else would be too painful for him.


  “Yes. She loved your father, Jonathan. And he loved her. In spite of everything. Exactly like I love you.”


  “You shouldn’t,” he says, lowering the veil over his eyes again, hiding his inner self from me. The sight scares me because it seems so final.


  “Why can’t you let me?” I ask him despairingly, taking the last two steps toward him and laying my hand on his arm. “Why do you run away from feelings? What happened to you was dreadful, but you’ve let it take over your whole life. Don’t you remember what your sister is writing her thesis on? On the colours of love, Jonathan. Your parents’ colour was its own unique blend; it had different shades than others’. But it was still intense, it shone.”


  I want to shake him, because it hurts me so much to see him like this.


  “For you, everything’s always black, isn’t it? You run away from every ray of hope, you deny there is any, out of fear you could be disappointed or could disappoint someone else. That’s it, isn’t it? That’s why you dress in such dark clothes; it’s a kind of warning. Give me a wide berth, there’s no light here, no love. And you don’t even notice what you’re doing to yourself. What you’re denying yourself.”


  Jonathan breathes out heavily but the expression in his eyes doesn’t change. If anything, it gets harder.


  “It was never about love, Grace.” He makes an involuntary gesture which cuts me to the heart. “I knew it. Women are always so quick to get sentimental. I should never have agreed to this. It was crazy. Crazy and pointless.”


  I shrink back, but I risk another attempt. “Please, Jonathan, think about this. If you give your father a chance, we’ll be able to …”


  “No,” he says, and it sounds final. “I’m not going to give my father another chance, Grace. He doesn’t deserve it.”


  “Then you won’t give yourself a chance? You won’t give us a chance?”


  Jonathan doesn’t answer, but I can read the answer in his eyes.


  “If you’re not prepared to do that, I’m leaving,” I threaten and as I say the words I fathom that I’m serious.


  “Fine. Leave then. Be my guest,” he answers fiercely. For a few seconds afterward, I stare into his eyes, trying to find something there that will tell me he doesn’t mean it. But there’s nothing there besides icy rage and rejection. “Well that’s settled then.”


  He turns back to the window and looks out, gazing into the distance again, unreachable.


  Inside, I feel as though I’ve been turned to stone, as I look at his back and feel the cold realization taking possession of me that things can never work between him and me. Yesterday I still felt anger and annoyance at his stubbornness — but now there’s only despair.


  Nothing’s changed, I think, and nothing’s ever going to change. Jonathan’s only willing to go so far for me, and no further. He doesn’t love me, at least not enough to change anything about his attitude, and it breaks my heart to admit it. But there’s no point. It’s just not enough, and it’s time I recognised that.


  “Yes,” I say, “that’s settled.”


  I turn around to go, just as I told him I would, and he doesn’t seem at all interested. When I reach the door and turn around, he’s still standing at the window with his back to me, and he doesn’t react, doesn’t look back at me. So I turn away and close the door behind me.


  Our fight was pretty loud at times, but if Catherine heard any of it, she’s not letting on. And she seems to understand that I don’t want to talk to her under any circumstances, so she just nods briefly at me and turns her attention back to her computer screen, typing away at whatever she’s writing just now.


  In a kind of trance, I pass her, go back to the elevator, ride it down to the planning department, go to my office, and shut the door behind me. The computer screen has turned black, has switched itself off, because I was away for so long, and when I reactivate it, a window pops back up with the diagrams I was working on before Annie arrived and before the Earl’s phone call.


  I want to carry on, simply because I want to distract myself with something, but I can’t. For a long time — I’m not sure exactly how long — I stare at the computer, replaying the fight with Jonathan over and over again in my mind’s eye, until the screen goes black again, which rouses me.


  The knot in my stomach is increasingly painful so I stand up, go to the windows, and look out at the street. Everything around me — London, my office, the job at Huntington Ventures — suddenly has an almost painfully unreal quality, because however I look at things, everything only makes sense if Jonathan is part of it. If I’m not going to be part of his life anymore, I need to leave altogether; I need to leave London and everything connected with it, behind. But my stupid heart won’t accept it yet, keeps on searching through the quarrel for something to cling onto, a ray of hope that he might change his mind. But there isn’t one. Or is there?


  I sigh deeply and am about to turn away from the window again when Jonathan’s black limousine drives past the entrance below. I stand there waiting with baited breath and then I see Jonathan leave the building and stride out, heading for the car. A moment later, the car starts moving off, threads elegantly into the traffic, and disappears from view.


  I return to my desk, dejected, and let myself sink into my revolving chair, feeling my insides cramping up. He’s driven off, and it’s as if I could feel our parting physically. I have no idea where he’s going — and the fact is that from now on, I don’t have the right to ask. That hurts.


  It’s none of your business what I do or don’t throw away, I hear him say. Is he going to see Yuuto, to continue what he stopped on my behalf? I don’t know and I’d better get used to the idea that from now on we’re going to go our separate ways again. From now on, we’re both alone again. Maybe Jonathan’s happy not to have to report back to me anymore. The way he looked just now, that’s probably exactly what he wants — to be free again. But I just feel empty and unhappy, as if someone had ripped a piece out of my heart, a piece that was vital to my happiness.


  And only now, after all this time, tears finally rush to my eyes — but I swallow them back because I don’t want the shame of crying here, in my office. With a deep sigh, I sit back down at my computer and finish the diagrams I started, insert them into the reports, and write all the necessary memos. Then I make my way to Indira Ambani’s office, to take the logical next step, even though it’s going to be unbelievably painful.
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  “Is this it?”


  The taxi driver indicates the white facade of Jonathan’s Knightsbridge townhouse. When I nod, he parks directly in front of the gate and I pay him. He gets out with me and helps me with my baggage, hauling my huge black suitcase out of the trunk and then handing me the empty travel bag, which Annie was luckily able to lend me. Then he sits back down behind the wheel and drives off and I stay behind, observing the house for a last time, committing the image to memory.


  The other houses directly adjoin Jonathan’s — there are no freestanding houses in the entire street -, but the white facade of his townhouse stands out nevertheless, just as he stood out among the crowd of people that morning when I arrived in London and saw him at the airport for the first time.


  I pull myself together, open the gate in the wrought-iron fence surrounding the small courtyard in front of the house, and take the few remaining steps up to the door, dragging my heavy suitcase behind me, with my bag in my hand. The bell is an old-fashioned gong. It echoes loudly through the house and then, to my relief, I hear footsteps. Jonathan’s housekeeper, Mrs. Matthews, is usually here at this time, but I couldn’t be completely sure she’d be here, and I can’t get into the house without her.


  When she opens the door — in her usual pinnie — and recognises me, she smiles happily.


  “Miss Lawson!” she cries, but a moment later she looks dismayed, because she’s going to have to disappoint me. “Mr. Huntington isn’t there — he’s on a business trip and he won’t be coming back till next week. Didn’t you know?”


  I return her smile weakly. “Yes, I did,” I reply. “I just came to pick up some things. Can I come in?”


  “Of course!” She steps aside, so that I can go past her into the house. I leave the big suitcase in the entranceway behind the door, but I take the bag with me. While I follow Mrs. Matthews up the stairs, I greedily drink in every last detail: the tasteful modern decor, the pictures on the walls, and the many sculptures from Jonathan’s art collection, the piano in the living room, which looks like an anachronism among the modern things, and which I now know used to belong to his mother.


  “Are you going to join Mr. Huntington?” Mrs. Matthews enquires when we reach the dining room. She needs to go back into the adjoining kitchen — I can see a bucket placed on the floor and a mop leaning against the doorframe, so she’s clearly busy cleaning it right now -, but she’s anxious to know exactly why I want to fetch my things. Maybe because she’s noticed what a state I’m in. It’s pretty noticeable, at least judging by the many comments I heard on that subject yesterday at the office and from Annie and Ian. I shake my head. “No, I’m going back to America,” I say, without giving any further explanation. But she’s probably drawn her own conclusions, because there’s a mixture of regret and sympathy in her eyes as she indicates the stairs.


  “You know your way around,” she says, returning to the kitchen, to carry on with what she was doing when she was startled by the doorbell ringing.


  I briefly watch her go, before making my way upstairs to the bedroom. Everything in here is so familiar to me that it hurts, so I hurry to place the travel bag on the bed. Then I open the closet, trying to ignore Jonathan’s things, which fill the shelves and hangers, and clear out the one drawer he assigned to me, packing everything into my bag. Then I quickly scurry into the bathroom and collect up everything that belongs to me. There’s more than I thought, and every object I take and tidy away into the bag heightens my odd numbness. I made myself at home here, I think dully. Not really for the long term, nothing had been decided yet, but I’d begun to think of the townhouse as my home. As the place I belonged. Because it felt so right. But clearly, I was the only one who felt that way.


  I return to the bedroom, heavy-footed, and cast a last glance inside the closet. My drawer is empty and I can’t see any more of my things. But I can’t tear myself away. I stretch out my hand hesitantly and stroke the fabric of one of the dark shirts hanging there, lifting up a sleeve and holding it to my cheek. When I detect Jonathan’s familiar scent, tears rush to my eyes and I quickly drop the shirt and shut the closet.


  I’m trying desperately to pull myself together and concentrate on my bag. I’m trying to close the zipper, but it’s stuck. The more I struggle with it, the more desperate I become, until tears are running down my cheeks and I give up, sit down on the edge of the bed, and bury my face in my hands, allowing myself to shake with sobs. Up until now, I’d managed to not cry. I didn’t cry when I went to see Indira Ambani to tell her that I was bringing my departure for America, which should have taken place next week, forward by a few days. And that after my exam, which will take place in Chicago in fourteen days’ time, I won’t be coming back to London. That I was resigning from my job at Huntington Ventures, with immediate effect, which was possible because I’m still on probation. She was very surprised — and disappointed, too -, but she was understanding, and she promised me to not tell my colleagues about my resignation until after I had left. I don’t want a big send-off; I just want to disappear as discreetly as possible, since all this is already hard enough for me.


  Of course, I told Annie, when I was back in Islington that evening, but I didn’t cry then either, because all that time I had seemed to be frozen inside. I drank wine with Annie and Ian — Marcus was away again — and the two of them assured me it was for the best. That I had to figure that the thing between Jonathan and me could never have worked out, and that it’s smarter to leave before things get worse. And when I was lying in bed afterwards, I didn’t shed a tear, either. I just stared at the ceiling. Maybe it was because that whole time, I still held out hope that Jonathan would come to me and apologise. I had to spend all day at the office yesterday, to prepare everything for the time after my departure, so that someone else would be able to take over the Hackney project without too many problems, and at first I jumped every time the door opened or my mobile phone rang, because I thought it could be Jonathan. Until at some point I overheard them in the hallway, saying that he was on another business trip. Destination: unknown. Clearly even Catherine doesn’t know where he went or when he’s coming back, because the company grapevine usually works very well indeed. I forced myself to not wonder where he might be, and I kept persuading myself that it’s good that he’s not here, because he can’t stop me from going back and that will make the parting easier for me. But I’m not finding any of it easy. Not one damned step that is taking me ever further away from Jonathan. And the longer I spend in this room, the more it’s tearing me apart. My shoulders are shaking and I can’t stop crying — but I know that I have to. That I have to pull myself together and leave again, so I can catch my plane, which will be taking off from Heathrow in a few hours. So I take a few deep breaths, and once I’ve more or less calmed down again, I go quickly back into the bathroom to assess the damage the tears have done to my face.


  I look terrible: pale, with eyes red from crying and streaks of black mascara on my cheeks. It takes a lot of cold water to wash it off and afterwards I stare at my reflection, trying to decide if it’s worth reapplying my make up — probably not, because if I start tearing up, I’ll probably just end up looking like Jack Nicholson as the Joker again. When my mobile phone rings, I rouse myself and run back into the bedroom to answer it.


  It’s Sarah. “Is it true, Grace?” she asks immediately, and her voice sounds stern.


  “Is what true?”


  “You’re going back to America earlier than planned?”


  “How do you know?” I hoped she wouldn’t find out until after I’d left.


  “Alex told me. He wanted to speak to you, and found out from your boss. Why didn’t you say something?” She suspects something — maybe it’s the sixth sense little sisters have -,because I can hear the concern in her voice. “Did they change the date of your exam.”


  “No. It’s just more convenient this way,” I lie, feeling myself tearing up again. Considering how much self-control I’ve had over the past few days, I’m quite the crybaby right now.


  “And where’s Jonathan? Alexander said he’s gone somewhere but he doesn’t know where,” Sarah insists.


  “I don’t know either,” I say, and the tremor in my voice betrays me. During Sarah’s brief silence; I can almost hear the cogwheels turning in her brain, as she makes out what happened.


  “You had a fight.” It’s not a question, it’s a statement, and her voice sounds agitated now. “Grace, you’re not leaving him, are you? You’re coming back after you’ve taken your exam?”


  I swallow hard. “No, Sarah. I’m not coming back.”


  “But Grace, you can’t, you mustn’t do that. Please. He needs you.”


  “No, he doesn’t,” I say sadly. “He doesn’t want me, Sarah.”


  “Stuff and nonsense!” she bursts out. “He’s crazy about you.”


  I close my eyes and two fresh tears run down my cheeks. “No, he isn’t. Not crazy enough. And that’s why I have to leave. Please!” I raise my voice as Sarah is about to say something, and instead she remains silent. “Please, let me go,” I say and she interrupts me, probably because she can tell how serious and upset I am.


  “When are you leaving?” she enquires, much more gently.


  “I’m in Knightsbridge right now, fetching a few things. Then I’m going to take a taxi to the airport.”


  “Then I won’t see you again,” Sarah says, sounding dismayed.


  “You can come and visit me,” I say, immediately asking myself if that will really be possible. I would like to see Sarah again, because she’s become a good friend. But first I need to keep my distance: from England and, above all, from Jonathan. “We’ll stay in touch whatever happens,” Sarah declares in a firm voice. When she hangs up, I feel even more miserable than ever.


  I feel like I don’t have the strength to get up, I just sit there looking toward the window, as images flit through my mind, which I can’t escape and which will probably haunt me for a long time. Images of how happy I was with Jonathan, how much fun I had with him, how amazing the sex with him was. But that’s over now, I think, and finally I get up and tear myself away. Feeling dejected, I go downstairs to the kitchen with my full bag. Mrs. Matthews is there, still wiping things.


  “Goodbye, Mrs. Matthews,” I say, taking my leave of her, and holding out my hand. She can totally see that I’ve been crying, and she’s obviously drawn the right conclusions, because she’s no longer looking at me anxiously, she’s looking at me with pity. “Are you coming back?” she asks carefully and she doesn’t seem surprised when I shake my head. “That’s a great pity,” she says. And I can tell she really means it. I’ve got to know her pretty well over the past few weeks, and despite the age difference, we got on really well. “Mr. Huntington will miss you,” she adds, because she’s clearly still not certain which of us is leaving the other. “He’s been so much more relaxed lately. And you made such a lovely couple.”


  I smile, but I can’t answer without risking fresh tears.


  She wishes me “all the best” and then carries on, while I go down to the front door with my bag. My black brute of a suitcase is still there and I roll it out the front door. It’s even fuller than it was when I got here, because I had to fit in the things I bought in London. That’s why I needed Annie’s travel bag in addition.


  It’s one more sign of everything I’ve gained from my stay in England, I think, as I take out my mobile phone to call a taxi. But it’s outweighed by everything I have to leave behind — and I can only hope that at some point, when the worst of the pain is over, I can at least see the experiences I had here in a positive light.


  Don’t get soppy on me now, I urge myself, with a grimace. Are you going to prove Jonathan right about that, too? I start searching for the number of the taxi company, which I stored in my memory, when I see that I’ve received a text. It’s from Alexander, and it’s extremely brief.


  Wait at Jonathan’s. I need to talk to you.

  A.


  I stare at the text, surprised and a little apprehensive. Sarah must have told him where I was, and probably what happened too, and I don’t know if I want to answer the questions he’s bound to ask — about Jonathan and about the job I’m giving up. After all, Alexander is my official superior, the planning department falls under his remit. Besides, time is short. I really need to set off for the airport. But I feel obliged to wait since he asked me to — and I don’t have to wait long. Less than ten minutes later, his grey Jaguar drives up, and immediately after it stops Alexander leaps out and comes toward me.


  He doesn’t greet me with a smile, as he usually does. Instead, he wrinkles his brow and indicates my baggage with his chin.


  “You really want to go? Right away?”


  I nod. “My plane is leaving in a few hours. I was just about to call a taxi.”


  “There’s no need. I can take you,” he says resolutely, taking my baggage and packing the suitcases and bags securely into the trunk. But when we’re sitting in the car, he doesn’t drive off. Instead, he looks at me.


  “Sarah called me and told me everything,” he says, confirming my theory about what brought him here. He sighs. “I know that Jonathan is an idiot, you’ll get no argument from me on that score, and whatever exactly happened between you is none of my business; you’ll need to sort that out between yourselves. But I can’t let you give up your job with us, Grace. You’re a huge asset to Huntington Ventures and I came here specifically to ask you to reconsider.”


  I look at him unhappily. “That’s very flattering, Alex, but I can’t. I have to go back to Chicago. The exam …”


  “And afterwards?” he interrupts me. “What are you going to do?” I shrug my shoulders. “I’m going to look for a new position.”


  “You don’t need to. You’ve got one.”


  “Alex, you don’t understand. I can’t come back. I need to keep my distance, and I need time to think things over, and I need these things right now. I can’t come back here in two weeks’ time and just carry on as before. That’s impossible.”


  He nods. “But you still don’t have to give up your position with us,” he insists. I’m about to contradict him again, but he raises his hand.


  “Grace, I understand you better than you think. Just listen to me for a moment. Huntington Ventures has an office in New York, and we could really use your help there. You could take your exam and then start work there, if you wanted. You don’t even have to decide right now. Just think it over, OK? I want at least a chance to keep you, before some other company gets their hands on you.” I smile, because it really is a wonderful offer and, if I weren’t so unhappy right now, I’d be very pleased that Alexander is going to so much trouble for me. But I can’t go on working for Huntington Ventures, even in New York. Because there’s a serious catch.


  “Jonathan …”


  “He doesn’t have to know about it, Grace. We can discuss it again another time, just the two of us, once you’ve finished your exams. That will give you enough time to get things clear in your mind — and then you consider my offer. OK?”


  “OK,” I say, after briefly hesitating. He put it in such a way that I can’t really say no. “Could you take me to the airport now? Please?”


  He nods and starts the engine. We don’t talk any more during the journey, I’m too lost in thought, and Alexander respects that and leaves me in peace. For which I’m very grateful.


  At the airport, he helps me check my baggage, and then we say goodbye to each other in front of the entrance to the departure gates. “See you soon, Grace,” he says, hugging me briefly. “And good luck with your exam.”


  I can only breathe my “thanks“ and nod, as I promise that I’ll get in touch with Sarah, and then I hurry through security and I don’t look back at him because I can feel my throat tightening again.


  Everything started here at the airport, I think, as I raise my arms so that the security officer can run the metal detector over me. And now it’s also ending here — now I have go back to Chicago, the town I know so well and yet which suddenly seems so alien to me now. My life there seems so bleak compared with the dream I’ve been living here.


  I really want to stay. But I know I have to leave. Jonathan could have stopped me, if he’d wanted to. But he didn’t, and maybe that’s the clearest sign that it’s better to forget him and start afresh — whether in New York or elsewhere.


  But when I’m sitting by the window in the plane, looking down at London, as it gets smaller and smaller, I have to fight back my tears again, because it hurts so much and I come to the realization that the whole forgetting him thing isn’t going to be that easy.
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  “Do you really have to leave already?” I ask Hope, looking at her sadly. She nods and hugs me tight again. “Grandma needs me on the farm — you know how busy it is at harvest time,” she says cheerfully, but I can tell that she’s as unhappy as I am that our time together is over so soon.


  It was lovely to have her here with me. The last few days, while she helped me to pack all my things into boxes, went by in a flash. We laughed so much. While she was here, I didn’t have as much time to think about Jonathan and the fact that I’ve been feeling so empty since I’ve no longer been with him.


  Hope climbs into Grandma’s old pick-up, the same in which she arrived, and rolls down the window.


  “Phew, it’s hot,” she pants, because the sun — shining brightly again today, after several days of rain — has heated up the inside of the car. I take it as a good omen for what I’m planning for today — but I do feel sorry for Hope, who will have to deal with three hours in that old clunker without air conditioning.


  But my cheerful, beautiful sister, who’s been attracting the attention of male passers-by — with her blonde hair and model figure — has long since come to terms with the heat. She’s busy worrying about me again.


  “Are you sure you’ll be able to manage the rest on your own?” she asks, frowning, because she clearly has her doubts. “Totally,” I reassure her for the hundredth time, rolling my eyes playfully. “You know what Alexander said — I don’t have to worry about a thing. The company will take care of the move, if I take the job in New York. And if I don’t, I’ll call you, you’ll come back, we’ll load up the pick-up and drive back home.”


  Hope smiles a little wryly. “Right now, I don’t know what I’d prefer,” she says. “New York sounds exciting, and I really hope it works out for you. But I’d be pretty damned pleased to have you home again.”


  After everything that happened in the past four weeks, I can certainly understand her concern. I fell into a deep hole when I came back from London, and it’s only thanks to her that I managed to take my exams, despite being so lovesick. She picked me up from the airport in Chicago and stayed with me for the first few days, and then she came back to accompany me to my exam — and then to celebrate with me, when I found out I passed.


  Afterwards, I spent a long time wondering what to do now. After several phone calls to Hope and Sarah, I decided to at least take a look at the New York office Alex told me about. I still am not sure what to think about working for Huntington Ventures again — but on the other hand, it’s an opportunity that I shouldn’t just let slip by. New York is a long way from London and — according to Alex — Jonathan is very seldom there, so I should be able to avoid any chance meetings with him. But it’s not likely to come to that, since up till now he’s shown no interest in seeing me again. Hope leaves the motor running. “Look after yourself, Gracie, do you hear? And call me as soon as you get to New York.”


  I promise I will, and wave goodbye to her until she reaches the end of the street and I lose sight of the pick-up truck. It’s funny, I think, it’s like nothing’s really changed. Hope’s always been the one who’s looked out for me, even though she’s younger than me. But, for the first time, I really do feel older than her — perhaps because the time in England changed me so much, and because I’m so depressed.


  Feeling pensive, I return to my small apartment, which will be my home for only a few more days — till the end of August. I gave my notice, and I have to decide if I’m going to return to Lester — or accept Alexander’s offer and go to New York.


  With a sigh, I look around me, at all the boxes lying about, happy to have finished my packing, thanks to Hope’s help. But it’s crazy how much bleaker than apartment seems now, so I decide to simply drive straight to the airport and wait for Alexander and Sarah there.


  My bag for the three days I’m going to spend in New York is lying by the door, already packed, and I grab it and leave the apartment, without looking back. It’s good that something’s about to happen again, I think a little later, sitting in the taxi on my way to the airport. I’m suddenly very happy to be leaving Chicago. In fact, I can hardly wait, because Hope was right: when I’m alone, I just sit around torturing myself with memories, which is not good for me — I really can’t deal with it.


  I still dream about Jonathan almost every night, and his image haunts me in the daytime as well. There’s hardly a waking minute in which I don’t think about him. That has to stop. I need to find a way to take my mind off him, and I guess New York will be a good start, at least.


  I really do think it’s out of the question that Jonathan will be there in the near future. The office is Alex’s responsibility — and even if he did break his promise and told his friend that I might be about to start work there, that would probably be a reason for Jonathan to avoid New York. As sad as it is, he seems to have cut me out of his life completely.


  Even though he finally listened to me, and helped his father keep Lockwood Manor. Sarah told me that he’s taken on the Earl’s debts, and also paid for various urgently needed repairs to the house so that it can remain in the family’s hands. I don’t know whether the two of them are talking to each other again. Sarah doesn’t talk about Jonathan much, probably because she knows how much it hurts me. But she couldn’t keep that piece of good news to herself — and, of course, I’m happy for the Earl, and for Jonathan, that it seems to have worked out.


  When I heard about it, naturally I thought for a moment that he might have changed his mind about some other things, as well. But that doesn’t seem to be the case, since I still haven’t heard from him at all. Since Sarah tells me so little, I assume he’s probably doing things I wouldn’t want to know about. He’s probably long since gone back to his old life — meaning meeting Yuuto at the club — and has forgotten about me.


  O’Hare is frantically busy as usual, but that suits me. I look for a centrally-located cafe from which to observe people coming and going, and wait for the time to pick up Alexander and Sarah.


  Although actually, the two of them are picking me up: they’re flying in on the Learjet, and I’m going to join them to New York. Feeling a little melancholic, I think back to my last flight on the company’s private jet … but then I hastily thrust the memory out of my mind. You were going to look to the future, not look back, I scold myself, sighing deeply because it’s all so difficult.


  How am I going to forget a man like Jonathan? He possessed my heart so completely that I can’t imagine ever loving anyone else. And the prospect of perhaps suffering the way I am now for a long time to come suddenly makes me very uneasy. So I quickly finish my coffee and, after paying, make my way to arrivals. Once there, I lean against a pillar and, while I wait, observe all the people coming out of the gate, watching them being met by their loved ones or by drivers who’ve come to pick them up. Some people don’t have anyone waiting for them, of course — but most do, and the scenes of people being reunited playing out in front of my eyes take my mind off things, warm my heart, and help to pass the time till Alexander and Sarah arrive.


  Except that they don’t arrive. They were supposed to land just after three, but it’s already quarter to four and they’re still not here. I’m getting uneasy. I pull out my mobile phone and call Sarah. If she’s still in the plane, her phone is probably switched off, but it’s worth a shot anyway. And, in fact, she answers after the second ring.


  “Where are you?” I ask right away. “Did something go wrong with the flight?”


  Sarah doesn’t answer immediately. Instead, suddenly there’s a crunching and rustling sound over the line, as if she’s holding the mobile against her clothes, so I can’t understand what she’s saying. Because I can hear her talking to someone in the background, and I think I recognise Alexander’s voice. Then there’s another rustling sound, and I can hear her loud and clear again.


  “No, everything’s fine,” she says. “Can you hang on a moment?”


  I stare at the telephone receiver, confused, as the rustling starts again. It takes another long moment till she’s back, and somehow she seems strangely — almost exaggeratedly — cheerful as she continues talking.


  “We’ll be right there,” she says. “The plane’s already on its descent.” I hear noises again in the background, and I find that even more confusing. Because I just clearly heard a horse whinny.


  “Sarah, where are you?” I ask, a bit impatient now, because this has got to be a lie. “And don’t tell me you’re sitting in the plane. As far as I know, horses aren’t allowed to fly in Learjets.”


  She whispers something to someone she’s with — which is the final proof that something’s really not right — and then I hear her voice again, and now it sounds urgent. “I’m sorry, Grace, there’s been a slight change of plan,” she says. “Are you at the airport?”


  “Yes, I’ve been waiting here in the arrival hall for you for nearly an hour,” I tell her, completely confused and suddenly worried, too. What change of plan? “Where are you?”


  “At Lockwood Manor,” she says, and I feel a deep sense of disappointment take hold of me. Was I so mistaken in her and Alex? Was all that stuff about New York and the new job just empty promises? Have they lost interest in it all? But before I can ask any of those questions, Sarah starts speaking again. “I can’t explain this to you right now, but it’s going to be OK. Just stay there and wait. Promise you’ll do that?”


  I’m supposed to promise her that I’ll stay here waiting for her, although she’s thousands of miles away, on a horse, in England? Hello? What is she thinking …


  I don’t have a chance to finish my thought though, because my heart stops involuntarily for a moment, and I let my hand holding the mobile phone fall while I continue staring at the sliding doors at arrivals: which have just opened again, to allow a tall, dark-haired man through. He’s striding across the hall with determination, looking around him.


  Oh. My. God.


  It’s Jonathan.
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  The ground is swaying beneath my feet. Jonathan, I think, in an endless loop. Jonathan. Jonathan. Jonathan.


  My heart simply can’t calm down, it’s beating at breakneck speed now, and my knees are still threatening to give way, as I go on staring at him as if he were an apparition. He looks so breathtakingly handsome, with his black hair and his gleaming blue eyes — but, unusual for him, he’s wearing a white shirt with his black pants and black leather jacket. His hair is a little longer than it was when I last saw him and he brushes it out of his eyes, as he carries on looking around, searching for something.


  I lift my mobile phone to my ear and I can hear Sarah’s voice again. “Grace, are you still there? Grace?”


  “Jonathan’s here?,” I ask, to make sure I’m not going crazy and when I hear her breathe a sigh of relief I suddenly notice how it’s all hanging together. That’s why she was behaving so strangely just now. “You knew he was coming.” It’s a statement. She doesn’t even try to contradict me.


  “Be nice to him, will you? He’s not doing so well.” She somehow sounds satisfied, she sounds like she’s smiling. “I’ll be in touch.”


  There’s a click on the line, she’s hung up. I put the mobile phone back into my purse as I go on staring, as if transfixed, by the man I’ve missed so terribly over the past four weeks, that I hardly knew how I would be able to go on.


  He hasn’t spotted me next to the column yet — but he does so a second later, and when our eyes meet, it’s as if I’m falling from a great height. My stomach gives such a lurch.


  Jonathan’s eyes light up and he doesn’t hesitate for a moment, rather strides straight toward me as I look over at him, helplessly, unable to move a muscle.


  Breathe, Grace, I urge myself. But my brain doesn’t seem to have any spare capacity to think of something as unimportant as getting enough oxygen.


  Then he’s there, standing right in front of me and looking at me with those blue eyes which I find so absolutely irresistible. I ask myself how I could have done without them, without losing myself in them, for so long. But the expression in them is one I’ve very seldom seen up to now. He’s anxious, I think, astonished. And he looks really miserable, I suddenly notice, as I observe him more closely. There are dark circles under his eyes, as if he hadn’t slept much lately.


  “Grace,” he says in a raw voice, and that’s all it takes to set my body into such a tumult that I begin to tremble. I hate the fact that he has this effect on me, and I hastily take a step backward to avoid him as he reaches a hand out toward me.


  Shocked at my reaction, he stops short and looks at me, still holding his hand out between us.


  “What do you want, Jonathan?” I ask, astounded at how calm my voice sounds, despite the hurricane of emotions raging within me.


  He drops his hand again. “I’ve … come to pick you up,” he says, baffling me completely. “What is this about? Has he just come to stand in for Alex and Sarah?”


  “So, you’re coming with me to New York?”


  “No.” He pauses. “I’m taking you back to London with me.”


  I have absolutely no idea what this is about and what he has in mind — but the option he just stated is completely impossible. So I shake my head vehemently, shrink back a step further. On impulse, I turn around and walk toward the exit, slinging my bag over my shoulder for good measure.


  But I don’t get far, because I feel Jonathan’s hand on my arm almost instantly. He’s holding me, forcing me to stop, and he turns me back around toward him. The feel of his hand electrifies me, making me completely incapable of doing a thing — and he takes advantage of my lack of resistance to pull me toward him and kiss me.


  The world stops turning for a moment; everything stands still, because it feels like a dream to be back in Jonathan’s arms. He tastes so good, so familiar, and I don’t want to think, I don’t want to remind myself that it really isn’t a good idea to let him get close to me again. But I don’t get a chance to think in any case, because Jonathan intensifies his kiss, letting me feel how much he desires me. In one moment of weakness, I nestle against him and surrender myself to the feeling that has always drawn me to him. It’s stronger than ever now, after our long separation.


  It’s not until his lips release mine again that I come to my senses and try to understand what this all means.


  “You’ve got to come back with me,” Jonathan says seriously, kissing me once more. “Please, Grace, I can’t go on without you.”


  It takes all my strength, but I manage to brace my hands against his chest and push him away from me a little, so that I can think clearly again — while in his arms, it’s impossible. But it’s important that I do, because I’m already having enough difficulty understanding all this.


  “That’s not true,” I say, without avoiding his gaze. “You get along without me just fine. In the past four weeks I’ve not heard a word — not a single word! — from you, and it doesn’t seem to have bothered you at all that I wasn’t there.” I’m shaking my head, feeling my anger rising inside me, also because we already had this argument in London. “How long are you going to play games with me, hmm? How often do you plan to cut me out of your life, only to fetch me back when you feel like you need me again? When you finally realise that somehow, you miss me?”


  “I didn’t cut you out of my life — you left,” he contradicts me.


  “And you let me leave,” I retort.


  He thrusts a hand into his hair and looks at me so helplessly that my heart immediately flies out to him. But he already did this once before, back then, in my London apartment. So I hold my ground this time. If he wants me to come back, he’ll have to convince me — and a lame “I want you“ definitely won’t be enough this time.


  “Yes, I let you go.” Jonathan holds my gaze, letting me see it reflected in his own. “Because I thought I could cut you out of my life, Grace. Because I thought it would be easier for me if you weren’t there anymore. Because I didn’t know what it would mean to me to lose you. If you just went away and left me alone.”


  He hesitates for a moment — then he breathes out heavily, and it sounds like a sigh. A despairing sigh.


  “Have you any idea how shit-scared it makes me that I’m completely in your power? That everything depends on you? Since you left, I haven’t been able to work properly; I haven’t been able to sleep properly, because I can’t stop thinking about you. I even toyed with the idea of going to the club again, just to take my mind off things. But I knew that would have been pointless. Everything’s pointless without you.”


  His confession is disarming, and when he reaches for me again, I allow it, I slowly lay my cheek against his chest and enjoy the feeling of how tightly he’s holding me. As if he really didn’t want to let me go, ever again.


  “You’ve got to come back, Grace,” he says into my hair, “Sarah is already threatening to make me see an anger management counsellor if things don’t improve soon, and I think even Catherine would be very happy if you were there again, because I’ve been so insufferable lately.”


  I smile weakly. “Oh, I think she’ll be able to stand it.”


  He places his hands around my shoulders and holds me at arms’ length. “But I can’t stand it anymore, Grace,” he says fervently. “I can’t go on like this. I need you.”


  For a long moment, I look into his eyes and see that gleam in them that I’ve been longing to see — and which I didn’t think I would ever see again. But he’s got to say it. I want to hear it.


  “That’s not enough for me, Jonathan,” I say, and I know that he knows what I mean. He knows what he has to say, if he wants me to take that leap of faith.


  He takes a deep breath and looks into my eyes.


  “I love you, Grace,” he says, slowly and clearly. “I know I’ve taken a bloody long time to be able to admit it to myself — but I love you and I don’t want to be parted from you, ever again.”


  For a long moment, I melt into the seductive, fascinating blue of his eyes. I can see the dark flecks inside them, the sprinkles which give his gaze such depth. And I wait. But my feeling of happiness isn’t subsiding. The warmth of it is spreading right through me, and I beam up at him.


  Jonathan doesn’t seem to find that enough of a response, because he frowns.


  “Say something, Grace.”


  I place my arms around his neck, pull him down toward me, and kiss him on the mouth. “I should have left you much earlier.”


  He immediately wraps his arms more tightly around me and the spark in his eyes grows stronger.


  “You’re never going to leave me again, do you understand?,” he says sternly — and his kiss feels like a promise. Then he lets go of me abruptly, and reaches into his pocket. He pulls out a small box, and when he opens it and shows me the contents, I gasp in surprise.


  “Your mother’s engagement ring,” I say, feeling my heart beat even faster.


  Jonathan takes out the beautiful solitaire and puts the box away again. Then he slips it onto the ring finger of my left hand.


  “Sarah gave it to me. She says you liked it, and she’s got her own now, and besides …” He stops short, searching for the right words, but somehow can’t quite say them out loud. But what can you expect from a man who took twenty-one years to finally have the courage to open his heart to someone?


  I understand what he wants to tell me, anyway. No words are necessary. It’s his way of admitting that I was right. That he was wrong about his parents, and that he’s now accepted his past. It’s his way of telling me that I can now have all of him — if I still want him.


  I smile at him. “Was that a proposal, my Lord?”


  He looks at me in that new, rather anxious way. “Would you be willing to take a chance on me? I thought I was too rich, too snobby, and too old for you.”


  I cock my head to one side and purse my lips.


  “Well, now that you put it that way …”


  He pulls me toward him and kisses me until I’m completely out of breath.


  “You’re to tell me you love me,” he says and the frown of anger on his forehead is only half pretend.


  “I know,” I say, still smiling, and take his face in my hands, because I think I’ve teased him enough. “Then ask me, Jonathan. Ask me, as often as you like. You’ll always get the same answer.” I take a deep breath. “Yes, I love you. Even though you’re the most pigheaded, arrogant, and impossible man I’ve ever met.”


  I kiss him again, longer and more thoroughly this time — and I couldn’t care less that we are still standing in the middle of arrivals, where everyone can see us.


  “Oh, and the most exciting too,” I whisper against his lips, after a long moment, letting my fingers wander over his neck to the collar of his shirt. His white shirt. “Why are you wearing such a pale colour, for once? Do you actually come in other shades besides dark?”


  Jonathan shrugs. “I thought you might like it,” he says, which I find touching.


  “I like you in all colours,” I tell him, undoing the top button of his shirt and kissing the place between his neck and his shoulders. “Especially in skin colour,” I add.


  Jonathan kisses me again, so passionately and tumultuously this time that, I’m afraid we’re about to get arrested for indecent exposure.


  “It’s a good thing we’re flying back in the Learjet,” he growls, when he finally, reluctantly, lets go of me again. “Because I’m planning to give the future Viscountess Huntington a very thorough initiation into the mile high club on the flight home.”


  A shudder of desire runs through me at the thought of all the things he’s probably planning to do to me above the clouds. And suddenly I can hardly wait to be alone with him at last, flying into my new life.


  “That’s a good idea, my Lord.” I go up on my tiptoes until my lips are very close to his, and I can see the longing in his eyes, burning as fiercely as my own. I’ve missed it desperately. “The future Viscountess will be very pleased to oblige,” I assure him happily, slipping my hand into his.
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  For R.,

  who has never let me down.
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  My eyes are tightly closed and I take a deep breath. OK, Grace, come on, you can do it, I think — but my heart is in my mouth, and I hesitate for a moment. There’s nothing to be done, I have to know.


  I carefully slit open my eyes and blink at the white plastic stick in my hand, with its clear window, which I’ve been gripping tightly this whole time. On the packet, it says you should wait a few minutes. That time has long since elapsed, so I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to know the results.


  And I can. There’s a thick blue line through the middle of the window. Exactly as I feared. “Pregnant.” I say it out loud because, although I suspected as much, I simply can’t believe it.


  Jonathan and I are going to have a baby.


  Up until now, I didn’t know that you can feel utter joy and complete horror at the same time. But clearly, it is possible, because right now the combination of both feelings is causing such a dizzying chaos inside me that I have to hold onto the sink to not fall down.


  A thousand thoughts are flashing through my mind at once. A child. How wonderful! But how is it possible, when we’ve always used contraception? And now of all times. And what will Jonathan say? Will he want it?


  I lift my head and look into the mirror. My green eyes are shining almost feverishly, and my face is so pale that it forms a glaringly stark contrast to my strawberry blonde hair.


  OK, Grace — one thing at a time, I chide myself, and try to go through it point by point.


  How can I be pregnant, when I’m on the Pill? Everything was fine, everything was the same as usual, I didn’t forget to take it, and it was no different from … Damn it, I think suddenly. That terrible stomach flu which caught me off guard last month. I was completely knocked out for three days, I could hardly move — and I could hardly keep anything down. Maybe that interfered with its efficiency? It didn’t even occur to me; I thought the Pill was the most reliable form of contraception of all of them, as long as you take it regularly. I kick myself, because that’s so typical of me.


  But at the end of the day, it doesn’t matter how it happened. I didn’t do it on purpose — and it’s come at the most inconvenient time possible, because a baby is the last thing I wanted.


  I mean, I’m only twenty-four, and I’ve been married to the most exciting man in the whole of England for just a year now, and I’m actually busy dedicating myself to my career. I’m just beginning to really settle into my role as project manager at Jonathan’s company: I enjoy my work, I feel comfortable there, and I’ve achieved a lot. If I’m pregnant, it’s going to completely mess up my plans.


  Not that Jonathan won’t be able to find a solution. He always does, actually — that’s why I’m sure he’ll be able to find a way to deal with this — if he wants to. It’s also possible that he’ll be totally horrified when he finds out. Because the last time we discussed it — and up till now, the only time — he categorically refused to ever have children.


  “Mrs. Huntington?” I can hear the sound of our housekeeper’s voice through the bedroom door. I drop the test into the sink, and hurriedly walk through the adjoining bedroom to the door. Mrs. Matthews would never come in uninvited — but I still feel as though I’ve been caught red-handed, somehow.


  “What’s up?” I ask as I open the door, smiling to try to conceal my agitation.


  “I just wanted to ask if I should prepare some food for you and your sister-in-law,” Mrs. Matthews explains. She’s still wearing an apron. “You haven’t had breakfast yet and I thought that perhaps you’d like something when Mrs. Norton arrives — some eggs with bacon, perhaps?”


  Sarah, I think with a start, kicking myself again. That’s right. She wanted to come by this morning. But I was so worried about the test that I completely forgot.


  “Oh, that would be lovely. But no bacon, please.” The very thought of the smell suddenly makes me feel sick. “Just a couple of eggs. If it’s not too much trouble?”


  “Of course not. It’s my pleasure,” she assures me and disappears, smiling.


  Mrs. Matthews has been working for Jonathan for a pretty long time. She was here before I became part of his life. Luckily I’ve had a good relationship with her right from the start — and since I’ve been married to him now, it’s been almost touching, the way she’s looked after me. I think she just enjoys being able to indulge her culinary skills. Because — unlike Jonathan — I’m a complete failure in the kitchen. Or I was — because I’ve learned a lot, thanks to the two of them. But today, I’m grateful for her offer all the same, because in my current state I’d be certain to even burn scrambled eggs.


  I hurry back to the bathroom and get rid of the pregnancy test by putting it back into its packaging and then into the plastic bag I brought it in, tying the bag firmly in a knot, and then stuffing it into the very bottom of the bathroom trash can. I don’t want Jonathan to discover it. He needs to hear this from me, even though I have no idea how he’s going to react to the news.


  I return to the bedroom with a beating heart and pick out something to wear. While I’m still buttoning the blouse I picked to go with my jeans, my mobile phone rings. It’s on the night stand.


  It’s Jonathan — I can see his picture light up on the display and my heart starts beating what must be a million times faster than before.


  “Grace.” His deep voice is so familiar and yet a pleasant shiver runs through me every time, at the sound of it. I can immediately visualise his face: the attractive, angular features that captivated me from the moment I first met him, the longish black hair, and the sparkling blue eyes, which don’t miss a trick.


  “Where are you?”


  “Still in Paris,” he says, and I can tell that he sounds tired. “But I’m about to fly back.”


  I close my eyes, because I still find it hard to be separated from him. At the beginning of our marriage it simply never happened, but lately he’s had to go away a lot. There’s been trouble at the company — in fact, there have been some pretty serious upheavals, which he’s had to deal with personally and which have kept him on tenterhooks for a while now.


  “Are you going to come straight home then?” It’s Sunday today, so he doesn’t have to go into the office and I suddenly feel a fierce longing for him. He seems so far away somehow — and not just geographically. And after the discovery I’ve just made, it’s making me uneasy. Somehow the fact that I’m going to have a baby is making me question everything that’s happened. I just need to know for sure that he loves me and that we’re going to get through this unexpected turn of events together.


  But Jonathan disappoints me.


  “No, I have to deal with something when I get to London. I don’t think I’ll get home till early evening.”


  “What do you have to deal with?” I insist.


  “Grace, I’m sorry but the pilot is here. We need to go. I’ll see you later.”


  Before I can say anything else, he hangs up. He’ll be flying in the company Learjet and I know that they always have to comply strictly with their departure schedule, but it still seems to me like a very abrupt way to say goodbye. Does he not want me to know his plans?


  An uneasy feeling is creeping up on me, because when I think it over I realise that lately he’s told me very little about what’s happening at the company lately. I just didn’t notice up till now because I was so busy with my own project, which is really pretty important. But, as far as work is concerned, he’s been acting very reserved toward me.


  A pleasant gong echoes through the house, interrupting my musings. I quickly slip on my shoes and make my way down to the dining room. Mrs. Matthews has already shown Sarah in.


  “Hello, Grace!” Jonathan’s sister hugs me warmly and drops into one of the chairs with a sigh. Her black hair, which is now almost down to her shoulders, is gleaming wetly and she looks generally pretty much frozen solid.


  “This bloody February weather can really take it out of you,” she complains. “At least it’s not snowing here yet, like it is on the Continent. But, if the temperature drops any lower, it won’t be long now.”


  “I’m just making Mrs. Huntington some scrambled eggs for breakfast. Would you like some?” Mrs. Matthews enquires.


  “Oh, that would wonderful, Mrs. Matthews, thank you very much!” Sarah says, and nods. The smile has returned to her face and she’s positively beaming as she fetches a flat package wrapped in brown paper from her purse. “Here, take a look.” She passes it to me. “Sophie got it for me for Alex’s birthday.”


  “Sophie Conroy — the gallery owner?” I ask, as I carefully unwrap the package.


  “She’s not a gallery owner, Grace, she works at an auction house — and knows a lot about old things,” Sarah corrects me, waiting anxiously for my reaction as I examine the book emerging from the paper — a particularly lovely leather-bound edition of …


  “Oliver Twist?” I furrow my brow as I look at Sarah. “Does Alexander read things like that?”


  "It’s his favourite book, actually. He says he’s always identified with the poor orphan boy because he didn’t have much when he was young either. His parents would never have been able to afford to send him to Winchester College, but luckily, he got a scholarship. Just imagine, if he hadn’t been so incredibly clever even as a child, he wouldn’t have made friends with Jon at school and I would probably never have met him.”


  I nod. Alexander is Jonathan’s business partner and best friend, and since he married Sarah he’s become my close friend, too. A particularly important friend, in fact, because his background — just like mine — is completely different from Jonathan and Sarah’s. As the Earl of Lockwood’s children, they were manor born and never had money worries in their lives. Alex and I, by contrast, come from humble backgrounds. So he understands when I sometimes feel a little overwhelmed by all the wealth surrounding me.


  “That was very sweet of you,” I tell Sarah, handing her back the book. I’m doing my best to sound as normal as possible. But I’m clearly not succeeding, since she’s scrutinising me attentively as Mrs. Matthews serves us each a plate of scrambled eggs on toast and a cup of tea.


  Once the older lady has left us on our own, Sarah leans forward.


  “OK, spit it out, Grace. What’s wrong?”


  I lower my eyes. She’s got me. “Is it so obvious that something’s wrong?”


  “Well, I can tell, at least,” she says. “You’re always a little on the pale side, but today you’re white as a sheet. And you don’t usually look as though you’re about to burst into tears at any moment. So, what’s wrong?”


  When Sarah says it out loud, I suddenly realise that it’s true: I feel so torn between happiness and despair that I’d really like to cry.


  I hesitate for a moment, because Jonathan really ought to be the first to know. But I simply can’t keep it to myself any longer.


  “I’m pregnant.”


  Sarah sinks back into her chair. “Wow. Well, that’s … a surprise.” She takes a second to digest the news, and then she beams at me and reaches across the table to take my hands and squeeze them tight. “But that’s fantastic! Congratulations, I’m so happy for you!”


  I make a face. “I’m still not sure how I feel about it.”


  “It wasn’t intentional then?” Sarah enquires carefully, and I shake my head.


  “No. It was more of … an accident,” I confess, shrugging my shoulders almost apologetically.


  Within a split second, Sarah’s expression turns serious. “Does Jon know yet?” I shake my head unhappily. “No. I just did one of those tests and found out. And I don’t know how to tell him, either. You know what he thinks about children. Do you think he’ll be at all happy about this?”


  I look at her doubtfully, hoping that she will dispel my fears. But she just leans back in her chair, with a serious look on her face, and remains silent for a moment.


  “I would love to be able to reassure you that he’ll be thrilled — because it ought to be the most normal reaction in the world. Ought to be. But, to be quite honest, I just don’t know,” she explains and, although it hurts that she can’t offer me any reassurance, I value her honesty. ”Children have always been a completely taboo subject for him, perhaps because Dad used to nag him about it so much. Has Jon said anything else on the subject recently?”


  “No.” I sigh. “Actually, we only talked about it once, right at the start of our relationship, when everything was still brand new. But he was quite emphatic about it then. He made it clear that he never wants to be a father. ’Children are monsters,’ that’s how he put it at the time. He told me that he was completely unsuited to being a father. You should have seen him. He was dead serious.”


  “Hmm. And you’ve never talked about it with him since then?” Sarah seems to find that puzzling.


  “I didn’t want to bring it up again, the conversation really upset him. And it didn’t seem that important. I mean, I thought there would be plenty of time for that, you know what I mean, right? At least five or six years or something. But then, it was so sudden …” I close my eyes and feel my heart contract. “What if he really doesn’t want the child?”


  It’s impossible to ignore the fear in my voice, so Sarah immediately reaches across the table, and places her hands over mine, pressing them reassuringly this time.


  “Nonsense. Jon loves you and since you’ve been together he’s completely changed. Perhaps he won’t be over the moon about it right away, but everything will work out in the end. He’ll end up being as happy about the baby as you are.”


  I would love to be able to believe her, but I can see the uncertainty in her eyes. She’s not sure, I think, dismayed, and I suddenly get a lump in my throat.


  “But he’s been so strange lately, Sarah. So withdrawn. He doesn’t tell me everything anymore. Somehow, I almost get the feeling that the old Jonathan is back, the way he was before we got together. Do you know what I mean? Sometimes I can’t really get through to him anymore.”


  This time too, I hope Sarah will reassure me. But she obviously can’t, because she sighs deeply before answering.


  “I’m afraid I get that impression too. I’ve been trying to persuade myself that I’m mistaken, which is why I didn’t say anything. But if you’ve noticed it too …“ She doesn’t finish her sentence and we look at each other, discerning the anxiety in each other’s eyes.


  It would be awful if Jonathan were to become as unapproachable as he was when we met. Back then, I thought it was just because we came from completely different worlds: I was a young, inexperienced, American girl, visiting England to do an internship at his company — and he was a wealthy and very successful businessman, who was also a member of the English aristocracy. But it wasn’t just that. Jonathan’s unapproachability also had to do with the fact that he couldn’t or didn’t want to allow himself to feel anything. But somehow I managed to break through the shell he had built around himself and chase away the shadows burdening his soul. We’ve been happy together ever since, so I thought it would always stay that way — if only because I can no longer imagine life without him. But if even his sister, who’s known him much longer than I have, is afraid that might slip back into his old patterns of behaviour, then that’s worrying. Very worrying, in fact. And it doesn’t exactly infuse me with confidence when I think of what I’ll soon have to confess.


  “What should I do now, Sarah?”


  She’s silent for a moment, considering. “When is Jon coming back?” She knows that Jonathan is in France on a business trip and I tell her about our phone call. “OK, so we have a little bit of time, then,” she tells me.


  “To do what?” I ask, confused, but Sarah is already standing up. She fetches her purse and gets out her mobile phone. “I’m making an appointment with the gynaecologist for you. You see Dr Watkins, right?” She doesn’t wait for my answer. “After all, you only did some funny test, who knows if it’s even reliable. We’re going to get you examined now, and then we’ll think about what to do next.”


  “But Sarah, it’s Sunday,” I protest, which only makes her smile. “Dr Watkins doesn’t work today.”


  “I think he’ll still have time for us,” she says with a wink, with her mobile phone at her ear. I smile involuntarily because she sounds so self-assured. And rightly so, because it’s not that unlikely. The extremely busy private physician who is usually completely booked up might well open his practice outside of his usual clinic hours, if the Earl of Lockwood’s daughter asks him to. Jonathan’s family is influential and very well-connected, and I’ve often discovered that things which would be impossible for normal mortals are possible for them. And even though I don’t usually like to receive special treatment, right now I would be very happy if she could get me an appointment, fast. Because I need to be sure.


  Perhaps the test was a false positive, I think, a quarter of an hour later, as we set off for Chelsea, where Dr Watkins’ practice is located. I really cling to the thought, repeating it like a mantra. Because, if the result really were correct, the changes in store for me suddenly seem pretty scary.


  2


  “Grace?” Jonathan pops his head around the bedroom door and looks at me in astonishment when he discovers me in bed. “What are you doing up here already?”


  “I need to go through the Wentworth Project documents again and I thought I would make myself comfortable at the same time,” I explain. My smile is a little tentative; I can tell that myself, even though my heart is beating faster at the sight of him, as it always does.


  I hear him coming up the stairs, but I feel different from usual today: a little self-conscious. So I stay seated and wait for him, instead of going up to greet him¸ as I usually do. It would have been difficult to get up anyway, because I’ve spread the papers I brought from the office out all around me, so, in fact, I can’t move a muscle without getting everything all jumbled up.


  Jonathan enters the bedroom with a puzzled frown on his face. He comes over to bed.


  “You don’t usually work in bed,” he says, astonished, and I swallow, torn between the need to tell him the news right away and the fear which is holding me back.


  “There’s always a first time,” I reply, conscious of the statement’s double meaning.


  Because the test was not a false positive. Dr Watkins confirmed the results: I really am pregnant, seven weeks. He took an ultrasound and examined me thoroughly, and then he explained that everything is just as it should be at this point in the pregnancy. That reassured me a lot, even though I’m still pretty shaken up.


  Until I saw the tiny speck on the ultrasound monitor, the tiny living creature that is growing there inside me, I wasn’t sure myself how I would feel about having a child. But since then, I’ve felt completely different inside and it even outweighs the fear of how Jonathan will react.


  I want this child, even though it seems completely abstract right now. I can’t quite imagine that the speck is going to turn into a real live baby. It’s my child with Jonathan, part of me and part of him, and I could never harm that. On the contrary, I feel a very strong protective instinct toward it; I feel the need to make sure that nothing happens to it.


  But I really don’t know how I’m going to break it to Jonathan, and when he sits down on the edge of the bed — carefully, so as not to mess up the papers — I hug him a little tighter than usual and kiss him almost guiltily because it feels so strange to be keeping a secret from him. And he notices right away, because he frowns.


  “Is everything OK?”


  He knows me far too well, I think, as I melt into the bright blue eyes which are regarding me so penetratingly.


  “I don’t know, you tell me,” I reply, to take the attention off me, stroking his chest and loving the feeling of his powerful muscles beneath the fabric of his black shirt, which he’s wearing open at the neck, without a tie, as always. “Did you get any further with things in Paris?”


  He was in France to meet a business associate who apparently had some information about the troublemaker who’s been causing Huntington Ventures so many problems lately and sabotaging many important projects. It took a while for Jonathan to find out that it wasn’t just a series of coincidences, but rather deliberate, planned attempts to damage the company. Since then, he’s been investigating what they have in common — and searching for the culprit.


  “Yes and no. Bernière really did have some interesting leads, but it will take a while for me to evaluate them all,” Jonathan explains and it sounds perfectly normal. But he avoids my eyes, for just a moment, and in a flash I get the feeling he’s hiding something. But that’s ridiculous. Or is it?


  “And what took you so long to get home?” I ask, and it comes out more reproachfully than I intended. Because he was going to be here by early evening, which is long past. It’s almost eight o’clock.


  He shrugs his shoulders. “It was snowing so hard in Paris that we had to take off later than planned. And things at the office also took a little longer.”


  “At the office? I thought you had an appointment elsewhere?” At least, that’s what I understood when he said he still had something to take care of.


  “No. I had to go over a few things with Catherine,” he replies, avoiding my gaze again. I feel a painful stab because this increases my fear that he’s keeping something from me. “I didn’t know your secretary worked today,” I say, crossing my arms in front of my chest and staring at him sternly.


  “I asked her to come into the office. It was urgent,” Jonathan explains, visibly astonished by my irritated tone. “Grace, what’s wrong with you? I run an international organisation. That means that I can’t always take bank holidays off, you know that full well.”


  Yes, I know, I think, feeling suddenly helpless and a little out of my depth. I suspect him of keeping something from me — but is it only because I’m not being completely open with him myself?


  “I’m sorry, I … would have liked you to have been here just now. We have so little time for each other at the moment,” I interrupt. Jonathan smiles, which still makes me melt inside, even after a year of marriage.


  Somehow, I hope that he’ll kiss me now and make me forget that things might get very difficult between us if he hasn’t yet changed his mind about children. But he gets up from the bed again, goes over to the closet, and hangs up his jacket. It’s black, like his shirt and his pants — he just loves that colour and it really suits him, which is why I’ve never made a serious attempt to change his way of dressing.


  “And what did you do today?” he asks. Luckily, he’s standing with his back to me. Because otherwise I’m pretty sure he’d be able to tell that something isn’t right. Tell him, Grace, I attempt to urge myself. You’ll have to do it at some point, so you might as well get it over and done with. But then he seems so tense, I think, and suddenly I’m afraid that it might be a bad time. If there is a good time to tell him a piece of news of this kind.


  Jonathan turns around toward me because I’ve been silent for so long. He raises his eyebrows questioningly.


  “Sarah was here,” I explain to him hurriedly. “And we … went into town.” That’s more or less true, but it’s still a lie, and I’m a little ashamed because I don’t have the guts to tell him the truth.


  Maybe I would have, if he’d been behaving normally. But he’s dealing with something himself, I can feel it, and that makes me nervous. We look at each other for a moment, each trying to interpret the other’s look.


  “Are you really OK, Grace? You look so pale,” Jonathan says, indicating the papers spread out around me. “If the Wentworth Project is too much for you, I can transfer an assistant to the project.”


  “No way.” I shake my head vigorously, offended that he doesn’t trust me to do it myself. “I feel fantastic and I’ve got everything under control.” As if to prove it, I sweep the papers together again. I can’t concentrate on them anymore anyway.


  Jonathan comes back over to me, sits down on the edge of the bed again, and places his hand on my cheek, stroking my lips with his thumb — a gesture I love. It sends a shudder of pleasure down my spine.


  “What can I do for you then?” he asks and I have to smile despite myself because the answer is pretty simple.


  “Kiss me,” I say, and he bends forward and does. As always, as soon as his lips touch mine, every thought is erased from my head. Works every time. And suddenly that’s exactly what I need. I definitely don’t want to think anymore, I don’t want to worry. So I return his kiss, surrendering myself to it completely, and when I throw my arms around his neck to pull him down onto the bed with me, the papers slide down off my lap.


  But at that moment I couldn’t care less, I just want Jonathan close to me. I tug at his shirt and impatiently try to undo his pants. He helps me, gets rid of the annoying garment, and undresses me too — he’s an old hand at that. Then he takes me in his arms again and kisses me more intensely. But the way he does so is almost too tender for me, too considerate. I need more, so I take the lead, thrusting my hand downward, and grasping his bulging member, which makes him pant.


  I hold it tightly, smiling, and at the same time I trace a line of little kisses over his hard, muscular stomach and then I slip my leg on top of his, getting myself into position so that I can crouch on top of him and touch the broad tip of his penis with my lips, as it strains up toward me, greedily.


  “Grace,” Jonathan groans in a raw voice. His cock is twitching expectantly and I smile and then enclose it firmly in my mouth and begin to suck in a slow rhythm. His earthy, masculine scent is intoxicating and familiar at once, and I feel myself getting wet as I slide my tongue over him gently, tasting the first salty drops of his semen.


  He was a good teacher, so I know exactly what he likes. I hold his scrotum and up the tempo until I feel his hands on the back of my head and feel him moving toward me in small thrusts.


  I’m sure that this is an incredible turn-on for him; I can feel it in his tense muscles. But he’s still in control of himself, he won’t let go, almost as if he’s fighting against his feelings — which I find pretty frustrating.


  When I pause for a moment, Jonathan immediately takes the opportunity to pull me up toward him, turn onto his side with me and take control. He kisses me again in that seductively intimate way that we’ve only been able to do since we confessed our feelings for each other — gently and unhurriedly. And, of course, I enjoy that too. But now I simply need to feel that I can drive him crazy, that he can lose himself completely in me. Maybe then I can get through to him again, I think, returning his kiss fiercely, unsatisfied with what he’s offering me.


  It takes a moment or two but then — at last — I can tell from the way Jonathan takes hold of me and returns my kiss that his self-control is crumbling. His fingers confidently find their way to my hot slit, which is longing for his touch, and I groan throatily as he strokes it possessively and stimulates my clit, while at the same time enclosing one of my nipples in his mouth and sucking on it fiercely and almost painfully.


  “Take me, Jonathan,” I breathe into his ear, stretching my arms above my head and delivering myself up to him completely. A shudder of anticipation runs through me. “Do anything you want with me.”


  I’m rewarded by a growl and the self-control has disappeared from his eyes. Instead, I can see only unfeigned, hot lust. Good, I think, throwing my head back, exposing my throat, and moaning, as he runs his tongue up my neck to my ear, while he thrusts his hands under my butt and grabs me hard, pulling me right up against him, so that his penis is pressing against my tummy, hot and hard. He keeps on kneading my flesh and kissing me as if he wanted to devour me; till I’m so turned on I can hardly stand it. “Please, Jonathan.” I plead with him, as I have done so often in the past two years — because I desire the man so much it makes me helpless. “Please, fuck me.”


  Jonathan’s eyes light up as I spur him on and I recognise the wild spark in them I’ve missed so much. It makes me smile happily.


  “Turn round,” he orders and I do it willingly, feeling him immediately lie down right behind me. And then the broad tip of his penis parts my labia and I pant as he penetrates me with a slow but irresistibly powerful thrust, stretching me in a delicious way, until he’s completely inside me.


  Jonathan doesn’t move, he just slips his hand between my legs and touches my clit, which sends an arousing bolt of lightning shooting through my lower body, making me even wetter. “Can you feel me?” His voice in my ear sounds hoarse and excited.


  “Yes,” I breathe, consciously enclosing him with my internal muscles, enjoying the feeling as he fills me up completely. He’s so big and hard and I can already feel the first tremors of desire running through me in an expectant tremble.


  When he begins to move, these tremors get stronger and take over my whole body. Jonathan holds me tightly in his arms as he keeps on penetrating me from behind, and every stroke is a little deeper, a little harder than the last. “You’re mine, Grace. All mine. Don’t forget that.”


  He presses his lips to the nape of my neck and I feel his teeth against my skin as he ups the tempo and takes me as wildly and unrestrainedly as I’ve always wanted him to. But when I can already feel everything inside me contracting and announcing the arrival of a powerful orgasm, he suddenly stops and pulls out of me again.


  “No,” I protest, groaning, but I’m powerless to stop him. So I let him turn me onto my back and spread my legs wide. Almost immediately, he’s inside me again and I sigh with contentment, squirming beneath him, because I want him right there, because I need him. And he needs me too. He takes me with almost painful force. But it’s what I wanted, so I’m rejoicing inside, clawing at his shoulders with my hands, scratching his back, as I arch up toward him lasciviously.


  “Yes, yes.” My cries mingle with his and I feel him growing inside me and perceive the signs that he’s about to come. And then I lose myself, pulled under by my orgasm, washed away by an all-encompassing feeling of release that makes me sob aloud. Jonathan follows me with a loud groan, pouring himself out into me in several powerful thrusts and, with every twitch of his member, pulling me further into the abyss of desire, prolonging the tremors that are running through my body without stopping as we cling to each other tightly. It takes a long time till we calm down again and Jonathan releases himself from me. He pulls me into his arms and I snuggle up to him, listening to his heavy breathing which, like my own, takes a while to become regular again. Our union was exactly as I dreamed it would be — uninhibited, wild, and all-consuming, and I smile happily because I feel close to him again. It’s all going to be OK, I think, to calm myself, and I’m just about to tell him about the baby.


  But Jonathan anticipates me.


  “We could invite your family to stay with us again,” he says into the silence, and I raise my head in surprise and stare at him.


  “Why? They were just here at Christmas — barely five weeks ago.”


  He shrugs his shoulders. “I just thought that perhaps you missed them,” he explains, which I find pretty confusing.


  Of course, I’d love to have my family here often, especially my sister Hope. Right now I could really use her advice. But she wouldn’t have time to make the long journey from America to England again so soon.


  “What makes you say that?” I ask, because I really am confused, and he smiles, almost apologetically.


  “They were a big part of your life before you came here. It wouldn’t surprise me if you missed them a lot,” he says.


  I let my head sink onto his chest pensively and look at the wall because I’ve suddenly thought of something and I don’t like it at all.


  “Do you miss your old life?” I ask carefully. After all, a lot of things have changed for him, too, since our wedding.


  “I was talking about you, not about me,” he says, kissing me briefly when I look up at him. Then he swings himself out of bed and gets up. “How about I make us a quick snack? I haven’t had a chance to eat, and I could really do with something right now.” He’s already on his way to the bathroom but he stops at the door and looks at me questioningly, because I still haven’t answered him.


  “Yes, that would be great,” I say, smiling. But I grow serious again as soon as he has closed the door behind him. I sink back down onto the pillows with a sigh.


  That was a clear no, I think, feeling a new anxiety growing inside me. Jonathan was much freer without me and he made full use of those freedoms before we met. That’s changed since we’ve been together, and until recently I was pretty sure he didn’t regret having given all that up — because he never gave me reason to doubt it. And, in fact, I can’t really imagine it even now, not right after making love to each other so passionately. But he has been behaving differently from usual somehow, and it makes me uneasy to think that now, of all times, my pregnancy might be about to put our relationship to the test.


  It’s gonna be OK, I tell myself, trying to ignore the fear creeping up in me with icy fingers, as I stare at the ceiling. Because the thought that I might lose Jonathan is simply too terrible to imagine.


  3


  It’s always very busy at lunchtime at the “Globe,” the cosy pub very close to the Huntington Ventures Building in London Wall. But I spot my father-in-law almost immediately. He’s sitting at a table in the corner, staring into the glass of Scotch in front of him. “Hello, Arthur,” I greet him when I get to the table, and he jumps, because he’s only just noticed me. He was clearly completely lost in thought.


  “Grace!” He gets up immediately and hugs me warmly. He’s almost as tall as Jonathan, and once more I am aware that father and son are very alike in posture and manner. But they do dress completely differently: Arthur is extremely conservative, preferring tweed blazers and checkered fabrics. But they suit him somehow, and he’s also quite the old-fashioned gentleman, offering me a seat and drawing out a chair for me.


  “How nice that you were able to come,” he says when we’re both sitting down again. But that’s exactly what I found surprising. “Why did you want to meet me here? You could have just come by the office. Jonathan would surely have been pleased to see you.”


  That’s something that could not always have been taken for granted. For a long time, the Earl of Lockwood and his son could hardly exchange a word without fighting. But, luckily, that’s over now, and since my father-in-law really enjoys the new harmony between them — as do I — he tends to take any opportunity to visit. When he called earlier, however, he insisted on my coming to the “Globe,” and now that I see his anxious face, I feel a growing uneasiness inside.


  “Has something happened?”


  Arthur looks at me for a moment or two before he answers, as if he needs to weigh his words carefully.


  “Yuuto is in London again,” he says, and I feel a dull tug in my stomach, as if someone had hit me there with all his strength.


  “Are you sure?” Yuuto Nagako is more or less my biggest personal nightmare. The Japanese man is a successful businessman, and for a number of years he was Jonathan’s mentor and a major influence on him. And not for the better — I’ve seldom come across an icier person. Feelings are a foreign language to Yuuto, and Jonathan adopted that attitude for a long time, too. That’s changed now, since we’ve known each other. After the two of them parted on bad terms, the Japanese man more or less disappeared from our lives. If he’s back now, it can’t be a good sign. “How do you know?” I ask Arthur.


  „Henry Stainthorpe told me,” he explains. “He’s in London at the moment, and he saw Yuuto at the Savoy.”


  He looks at me penetratingly, almost pleadingly. “Has he already tried to contact Jonathan?”


  “No,” I say, although I don’t know that for sure. Once more, I’m painfully conscious that Jonathan has been very secretive about his appointments lately. But he would have told me if he was going to meet Yuuto, wouldn’t he?


  “You’ve got to stop him, Grace.” Arthur is quite worked up. “Yuuto mustn’t force his way into Jonathan’s life again. Not under any circumstances!”


  I shake my head defensively. “I can’t stop him, Arthur. But I don’t think it’ll be necessary anyway. After all, Jonathan is perfectly capable of making his own decisions. If we wanted to meet with Yuuto, he could have done so long ago. But he’s not interested in meeting with him. I don’t think that’s changed.”


  At least I hope not, I think, smiling at my father-in-law to try to dispel the anxiety I can see in his eyes. But it’s not easy, because suddenly there doubts are eating away at me, too.


  “I don’t know,” Arthur insists. My arguments clearly haven’t reassured him. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this. Why has the fellow suddenly appeared again, after turning his back to England for so long? It’s got something to do with Jonathan, I know it has. And that means trouble. I know Yuuto, he’s vindictive. He’ll damage Jonathan if he can — along with you and me, I’m quite sure of it.”


  “Nonsense, Arthur,” I pacify him. “The fight between him and Jonathan was almost two years ago now. He could have a hundred reasons for being in London right now.”


  “But …”


  “Jonathan will sort it out,” I interrupt Arthur’s protest.


  “You don’t need to worry about it at all, I’m sure it will all be …“


  Suddenly, without warning, my field of vision narrows to a small dot in a black circle and I feel myself getting dizzy. I hurriedly take hold of the edge of the table and try to calm my breathing.


  “Grace! Is everything OK?” Arthur takes hold of my upper arm and looks at me, shocked. “Are you unwell?”


  “It’s passed now. My … blood pressure has been a bit low lately,” I explain, and immediately feel guilty about not telling him the truth. Because Arthur would be completely thrilled by the imminent prospect of a grandchild — and an heir. He’s wanted that for a long time. I’m sure he would be over the moon. But I have to come clean with Jonathan before his father finds out — and I haven’t done that yet, even though I’ve known for almost a week now. Sometimes, I’m so happy I feel I’m going to burst, and other times I’m frozen with fear. But I think it’s incredibly important to find just the right moment — which hasn’t presented itself yet. Jonathan has had very little time for me these past few days: he’s been rushing around all the time, and working long hours.


  Although now, I’m beginning to ask myself if that’s really what he’s been doing. What if he’s been meeting with Yuuto instead? What if he really has been thinking of returning to his old life? Suddenly his strange behaviour makes a kind of perverse sense. Is that why he wanted my family to come? No, that’s absurd. What would Jonathan want with the Japanese man after all this time? There’s got to be another explanation, I think, but I decide to find out whether the two of them are in touch with each other again as quickly as possible.


  “Maybe you ought to eat something; it’ll make you feel better. You’re far too pale,” Arthur says, still worried about my dizzy spell. He reaches for the menu, but I wave it away.


  “Don’t take it personally, but I’ve got a lot to do at the moment. If it’s OK with you, I’m going to get going again.” Before he can protest, I get up and hug him goodbye. But, as I’m about to leave, he holds onto my arm and looks at me penetratingly.


  “At least try, Grace, won’t you? Try to keep Yuuto away from Jonathan. I don’t want to lose him again.” His voice sounds husky. He really is afraid that his son could become estranged from him, like he was before. And I can understand his fear.


  “That won’t happen, Arthur. Don’t worry about it,” I reassure him once more, smiling at him.


  But the smile dies on my lips as soon I turn away and, while walking, I take my mobile phone out of my pocket and hurriedly dial Jonathan’s cell.


  The call goes through just as I’m pushing open the door and stepping out into the street. But it only rings twice, and then I suddenly hear the engaged signal. I stop and stare at the display.


  Jonathan’s never hung up on me before when I’ve called him, and the fact that he’s just done it now of all times makes the knot in my stomach even tighter than before. I quickly set off again — it’s not very far from the “Globe“ to the Huntington Ventures building, just a short walk — and instead of his cell, I dial the extension number for his office. But he doesn’t pick up himself. Instead, Catherine Shepard answers in that voice of hers which always sounds so prim and proper. She usually takes Jonathan’s calls for him when he’s in a meeting, and I find that almost reassuring. But it’s still odd that he ignored my call.


  “Catherine, it’s Grace here,” I say, and I can almost see the smile on Jonathan’s secretary’s pretty face turning into a frozen grimace. She’s never tried to hide the fact that she can’t stand me and think I’m not worthy of Jonathan’s love — I think she’s one of many female Huntington Ventures employees who had some aspirations of their own where he’s concerned -, but she’s had to pull herself together ever since the time Jonathan put her in her place in no uncertain terms. She wouldn’t let her guard slip enough to openly snub me, especially since I’ve become Jonathan’s wife. But her fundamental attitude toward me still hasn’t changed, I know that.


  “What can I do for you?” she asks, almost too amicably.


  “I’m trying to reach Jonathan. Is he there?”


  “Yes, he is. But he has a visitor with him right now and doesn’t wish to be disturbed,” she explains.


  “Who does he have with him?” I want to know.


  She hesitates for a moment. “Mr. Nagako,” she says and I imagine I can detect a note of triumph in her voice. “May I take a message for your husband?”


  “No, that won’t be necessary. Thank you,” I manage to pronounce, and then I hurriedly hang up.


  So it’s true, I think, and I have to hold onto a nearby lamp post because the ground beneath my feet is threatening to give way again. Yuuto’s back. And Jonathan is not only meeting with him, but it’s clearly so important that he would reject my call and doesn’t want anyone to disturb him.


  It takes a moment for my dizziness to subside. But once I’m able to carry on walking, I can feel my fighting spirit return, accompanied by a fierce anger, a much more welcome emotion than the despair which almost got the better of me.


  OK, Grace, there are various options now, I explain to myself, one hand on my purse, the other balled into a fist. Either you end your day the way you planned by asking Jonathan for an explanation this evening — or you go over there and clear this up right now. The first option would probably be the more sensible one — after all, I have no idea what Jonathan and Yuuto are discussing. It could be a business matter, or the Japanese man’s attempt to make things up with Jonathan after all this time. I doubt it — Yuuto Nagako is too unforgiving for that — but it’s a possibility, all the same, and it would be very embarrassing if I burst in there and made a scene. He’s not a fan of that kind of behaviour — and rightly so.


  But when I think about it, I know there’s no way I can hold out until this evening. I’ve got to know what’s going on and why Jonathan lied to me. Right now.


  I almost run the last few steps to the Huntington Building, only reducing my speed once I’m within sight of the receptionist down in the foyer. I smile at her. I couldn’t care less what Catherine says, I think, as I ride the elevator all the way up to Jonathan’s office on the management floor. I’m going to go in and interrupt their discussion — I’m Jonathan’s wife, after all. She can’t stop me, and I’m not going to let anyone stop me. But lucky for me, when I arrive, Catherine’s not at her desk between the entrances to Jonathan and Alexander’s two offices.


  After a hasty glance at Alexander’s door — he’s not there, and I remember that yesterday Jonathan mentioned he was going on a business trip for a few days — I make my way straight to Jonathan’s door and push down the handle before I lose my nerve.


  The door is heavy and opens quietly, almost hovering above the thick carpeting that covers the floor everywhere up here, so that the two men right at the back of the spacious office don’t even notice my entrance.


  Yuuto is sitting with his back to me, in the visitor’s chair in front of Jonathan’s desk, so he can’t see me — and Jonathan is standing in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows, looking out at the impressive London skyline.


  “As I already told you — it was a mistake,” I hear him say, just as I’m about to enter the room. At his words, I freeze. A ice-cold fist grips my heart, and the rage which brought me here leaves me in a flash, because suddenly I’m certain that he’s referring to our marriage.


  I suddenly decide that I don’t want them to notice I’m there, so I quickly shut the door again — leaving it open a crack. I can’t see the two men any more, only hear them. “It was the biggest mistake of my life, in fact,” Jonathan continues, and his voice sounds different from usual. Ice cold. Furious. I haven’t heard it like that for a long time, and I can feel my heart suddenly pounding painfully hard against my ribs. “But I’m in the process of correcting it.”


  “Really?,” Yuuto responds, and a shudder runs down my spine at the sound of his voice. “Isn’t it too late for that?”


  “No, it isn’t,” Jonathan insists. “I can and will do it. I won’t let it ruin everything for me.” His voice is getting closer; he’s clearly walking through his office toward the door. That rouses me from my frozen state with a jolt.


  He can’t catch me here and, besides, I’ve got to get away before Catherine Shepard gets back — the first thing she’d do is tell Jonathan I was there. So I turn around, about to walk back to the elevator. But I’m so upset and shaky that I run into Catherine’s desk with all my force. My knee hits the table leg hard, and as I try to prevent a fall with my hands, I accidentally pull a stack of papers off the top of the table, and they flutter to the ground in every direction. I hurry on toward the elevator, almost panicking now. Luckily the doors are still open, because no one has called it since it brought me up here. I press a button at random, to get the doors to close as quickly as possible, which, luckily, they do — at the very moment that Jonathan’s office door opens. I catch a very brief glimpse of him and then the doors close and the elevator starts moving downward.


  I don’t think he saw who created that huge mess in his reception area, and I sink back against the wall of the elevator in relief. I would surely have died of shame if he had caught me eavesdropping. And I’m going to need time to digest what I just heard.


  I still can’t believe it. I can feel hot tears welling up in my eyes as I recall Jonathan’s words. Does he really think I’m the biggest mistake of his life? That’s pretty extreme. But he must have meant it, because I know Jonathan — he sounds different when he’s talking business, much more relaxed. No, what he told Yuuto was personal. It was about him, and he sounded furious. And very determined.


  When the elevator doors open again, I can see that I clearly happened to push the button for the investment department. I was transferred to the planning department ages ago, but I’m familiar with this department too. I started out here when I was still an intern — and my friend Annie works here.


  Annie.


  I suddenly feel an urgent need to run to her. She knows Jonathan and she knows me. Maybe she also knows what I should do now.


  “Hi, Grace, to what do I owe the honour?” Annie is dressed in very stylish, vintage clothes, as always, and beams when I appear at her office door. She grows serious again right away, though, when she sees how upset I am.


  “Can I talk to you for a moment?,” I ask, feeling my lower lip tremble. I really don’t want to lose it in front of Annie’s colleague, Shadrach Alani. But that was one shock too many for me just now, so I don’t know how long I’ll be able to hold it together.


  Luckily, Annie recognises what’s happening and responds at once.


  “Of course,” she says, already getting up and pushing me back into the hallway. “Come on, let’s go into the kitchen.”


  A moment later, we’re standing in the small kitchenette, just like we used to so often, when I first started work here. The room was our sanctuary when we wanted to talk in peace, and right now it’s the perfect place to finally give space to my feelings.


  “I think Jonathan is going to leave me,” I say, forcing out the words in little bursts and feeling the first tears of helplessness running down my cheeks as I speak my greatest fear aloud.


  Annie’s eyes widen. “What? What gives you that idea?”


  I take a deep breath and wipe the tears from my cheeks. “I … overheard it. He told Yuuto just now, up in his office.”


  “Yuuto’s here?” Annie clearly finds this piece of information confusing. “I thought the guy didn’t want to have anything more to do with Huntington Ventures.”


  “So did I,” I say. “That’s just it. Yuuto’s here again, Annie. And I happened to overhear Jonathan telling him that he made a big mistake, which now he wants to put right.” I shrug my shoulders unhappily. “I think he meant me.”


  Annie stretches out her arms, pulls me toward her, and holds me really tight. It really does me good.


  “Oh sweetie, that’s complete nonsense! Jonathan loves you and he wouldn’t dream of leaving you. The man is crazy about you!”


  I release myself from her arms and shake my head.


  “No, he isn’t. Not anymore. He’s changed, Annie — I just didn’t know what to make of it all. But, now that Yuuto is here again, it all makes sense. Jonathan probably feels I don’t give him enough space. And, at the latest, when he finds out that I, I …” I pause because I didn’t actually mean to bring up the subject.


  “That you what?” Annie insists, looking at me in a way that says that she’s not going to let me off that easily.


  “That I’m pregnant,” I finish my sentence and wait for her reaction. She raises her eyebrows.


  “But — that’s wonderful, isn’t it?” she asks, visibly surprised.


  “No, it isn’t. At least, not for Jonathan,” I explain, feeling the tears welling up in my eyes again. “He doesn’t want any children, Annie. And now I’m scared that he’ll use it as a reason to end our rela …“


  Annie and I both whip round when the door suddenly opens. We both stare open-mouthed at Jonathan, who’s standing in the doorway.
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  “Annie, would you mind leaving Grace and me alone for a moment,” he says in that calm but very determined voice which brooks no contradiction, holding my gaze as he speaks. His blue eyes are sparkling, but that’s not anger that I can see inside them. I least I don’t think so, because actually I’m far too confused to be able to think straight at all.


  I don’t want Annie to leave, but I can’t stop her. She just squeezes my hand briefly once more, smiles encouragingly at me, and then walks past Jonathan to the door, closing it behind her again.


  For a moment, Jonathan and I stand facing each other in the small room, which suddenly feels way too cramped. My heart is beating wildly and I can feel everything drawing me toward him — the way I always feel. That will probably never change. But I cross my arms in front of my chest and resist the urge to go to him, as I normally would. Because after everything I just heard, it seems as though that’s exactly what he no longer wants.


  “What were you doing upstairs just now?” he asks, and his blue eyes fix me so penetratingly that I swallow. So he saw me after all. I should have known it wouldn’t escape his notice.


  “I wanted to come see you,” I say, because it’s true.


  “And why did you run away again?”


  “Do you really need to ask?” The despair I’ve been feeling flips over into anger again. “You’ve been meeting Yuuto behind my back, which is already bad enough. And then I hear you telling him that marrying me was a big mistake which you want to set right.” I swallow as I say it, and fresh tears are stinging my eyes. But I hold his gaze, I don’t want him to see that it’s tearing me apart inside. “Now at least I know the worst,” I continue. “I just wish you’d been honest with me and told me yourself that you’d had enough of me. Then at least I would have had the chance to …“


  Jonathan reaches me in two steps, takes me in his arms, covers my mouth with a kiss, and won’t let me finish speaking. The world disappears for a moment as I completely abandon myself to the desire he awakens in me. Then he releases my lips. But he goes on holding me tight, which is a good thing because my knees have gone weak and I’m finally way too confused to put up any resistance.


  “Grace, you completely misunderstood the situation. When I said I’d made a very big mistake, I wasn’t talking about you; I was talking about the company. I was angry that I hadn’t been paying more attention, hadn’t noticed earlier just how critical the situation had become. That’s what I want to put right — not my marriage to you.”


  The news completely takes the wind out of my sails, and my anger vanishes into thin air. I look at him in surprise. “And why are you meeting with Yuuto again?”


  „Because I think he’s behind all this. I wanted to see if I could get anything out of him, because I can’t prove it. But he’s acting as though he had nothing to do with it.”


  “You should have told me! I’m your wife. If you’re having problems with the company I want to know — and I want to know if you’re meeting with Yuuto again!” I complain.


  Jonathan releases me again and runs his hand through his hair.


  “I didn’t want to upset you. Yuuto’s done enough damage already. I just wanted to keep him away from you. I didn’t want you to have to worry about him again.”


  That was pretty chivalrous of him, it’s true, and I feel a warm fuzzy feeling spreading inside me when it registers once more just how much I love him. But I definitely can’t just let this one go. “But I did worry. Because I noticed something was wrong, and I simply couldn’t work out what was troubling you so much.”


  Jonathan smiles and puts his arms around me again, pulling me toward him. “And the only explanation you could come up with is that I didn’t love you anymore?” He shakes his head and kisses me. “You must have a lot of faith in me.”


  I look at him indignantly, even though I’ve actually long since forgiven him.


  “Then next time, just tell me the truth right away — so I don’t have to come up with any funny ideas,” I scold him. “If you hadn’t kept this business with Yuuto a secret, all this would never have occurred to me.”


  I get up onto my tiptoes and try to kiss him, but he places a finger to my lips. He’s looking me at me earnestly now.


  “And what secrets have you been keeping from me?”


  I stare at him, shocked.


  “Grace, I’m not blind. Something is bothering you. At first, I thought you were missing your family, but that doesn’t seem to be it, does it?” His eyes are fixed on mine and I see the same uncertainty in them that I felt when I noticed that he was keeping secrets from me. It endangered our relationship, so it’s got to stop now, I think.


  “No, it’s something else,” I confess. “Something you probably won’t like.”


  Jonathan sighs. Deeply. “Whatever it is, Grace, as long as it doesn’t change anything between us, I can live with it.” “But I’m afraid something is going to change,” I say and his gaze darkens. But I carry on speaking. “I’m pregnant, Jonathan.”


  It takes him a while to grasp the news, and I don’t take my eyes off his face, watching as his expression changes from shock to astonishment to — relief.


  “I didn’t plan it, it just happened,” I explain. “And since you don’t want to have any children, I didn’t know how to tell you. I was afraid you would have trouble getting used to the idea.”


  Jonathan smiles a little wryly.


  “Well, yes, the thought does take some getting used to,” he says. “But I think we’ll manage somehow.”


  “Then you don’t mind?” I can’t quite grasp the fact that he’s taking it so lightly.


  “Believe it or not, Grace, I’m not the same man who told you children were out of the question for me. You’re right, it was unthinkable to me for a long time — but so were many other things, before I met you. Now the only thing that matters to me is that you’re happy, and if you want this child, I want it, too.” He sighs. “Just promise me that everything’s OK, and nothing bad is happening. And you’ll have to be patient with me. I really don’t believe I’ll be a particularly good father.”


  A broad grin spreads across my face as I feel the weight of the past few days finally falling off my shoulders.


  “You’ll be the best father. You’re always the best at everything, after all!” I reassure him. When we kiss each other, my heart feels lighter than it has in a long time.


  But there’s just one problem.


  “So, what are we going to do about Yuuto?”


  Jonathan shrugs his shoulders. “No idea. I’m in a bit of a bind. I’m certain he’s behind the attacks on Huntington Ventures, but, as I said, I don’t have any proof. That’s why I summoned him. I acted as though I wanted his advice; because I thought he might give me a clue as to what kind of a game he’s playing, what he’s up to with me. But he was cool as a cucumber, and acted like it was none of his concern. But when I looked into his eyes, I could see he looked triumphant. And rightly so — he really is damaging us, and if I don’t find out soon whether he truly is behind this and what he’s planning to do, we’re going to have a problem on our hands.”


  It’s worrying him, I can see that, and now I understand why he’s been so busy these past few weeks. It must have been quite a blow to him, that the Japanese man was able to trick him like that. Since I believe I was partly responsible — after all, I often distracted him -, I also feel like I have a responsibility to help him.


  “Maybe you’ve just been going about this the wrong way,” I say, smiling at him, as he looks at me in surprise.


  “What do you mean?”


  “I think a quite different approach might work with Yuuto,” I explain. “And I’ve already got an idea as to what you could do.”


  I pull Jonathan down toward me with a mischievous smile, to let him in on the plan that’s beginning to take shape in my mind.
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  Catherine Shepard sticks her head around the door.


  “Mr. Nagako is on his way up now,” she informs me, and I nod to her from my seat at Jonathan’s desk. I can’t manage a smile; I’m too worked up for that.


  When I confided my plan to Jonathan in the kitchen yesterday, it all sounded so simple. But now that I’m sitting here, waiting for the arrival of a man who is definitely one of the creepiest people I’ve ever met, it doesn’t seem so easy. My palms are sweaty and I can feel how hot my cheeks are — signs of my nerves, which are getting worse by the moment. So I’m happy when, soon afterwards, there’s a knock at the door and Catherine lets the Japanese man in.


  He’s hardly changed since I last saw him. He’s greying at the temples a bit more, but he’s still pretty impressive — tall, dark, and strangely impassive. Somehow cold, at least at first sight. Because I recognise an angry gleam in his eyes when he spots me sitting at the desk. He wasn’t expecting that — which is a good thing.


  “Please sit down, Mr. Nagako,” I say, indicating the visitor’s chair with a tight smile and waiting for him to approach, which he finally does, after a little hesitation. But then he fixes me with his dark almond eyes suspiciously.


  “What’s going on?,” he asks, visibly angry. “Where’s Jonathan?”


  I smile once more, hoping he won’t notice how difficult I’m finding this. “He sent me in his place. I’m his wife, after all. You don’t mind, do you?”


  Yuuto’s lips shrivel to a narrow white line and he has trouble suppressing his anger at the affront.


  “This is outrageous. I had an appointment with Jonathan.” His eyes are shooting out bolts of lightning, and he gets up again, about to leave. “Bring him here. I want to speak to him, not to you.”


  I lean back in Jonathan’s chair, which is actually far too big for me, and keep on smiling. “Well, I’m afraid you’ll have to settle for me. He doesn’t have time for you right now,” I explain, watching his lips narrow even more — if that’s even possible. “As his wife, I have a lot of influence over him. And since I have a problem with you showing up here, he’s not going to meet with you anymore. I’m so sorry.”


  Yuuto scrunches his hands up into fists. He’s all but foaming at the mouth now; I can see that, so I add insult to injury by indicating the door.


  “That’s all I wish to say to you. It was nice talking to you. Catherine will be happy to escort you downstairs. Have a nice life, Mr. Nagako.”


  “Who do you think you are!” he roars at me. “Do you think you can just decide whether Jonathan can see me? I think you’re seriously overestimating what you mean to him.”


  “No, I think, you’re seriously overestimating what you mean to him,” I reply coolly. “Jonathan doesn’t want anything more to do with you.”


  Yuuto covers the two steps which separate him from the desk and bends a long way forward over it, till his face is very close to mine. He’s trying to intimidate me, I know, but I stand up to him. I look at him challengingly.


  “Oh, really?” There’s genuine anger in his eyes. “But he’s going to have to deal with me. Did you think I’d forgotten how much he humiliated me back then? He made me lose face, and he’s going to pay for it.”


  We stare at each for a moment or two and I have flashbacks of the scenes at Primrose Hill almost two years ago. Yuuto called me ugly names, even hit me, and Jonathan went for him and beat him up — a disgrace which the Japanese man still hasn’t gotten over. So Arthur’s fear that he might still be out for revenge was completely justified. “You can’t hurt Jonathan,” I say, smiling as mockingly as I can. Which isn’t difficult with Yuuto, because I despise the man from the bottom of my heart. “He has no personal or business dealings with you whatsoever. He’s cut you out of his life. Without a replacement, by the way.”


  Now Yuuto is positively seeing red, and I can tell he’s about to lose control.


  “But he won’t be able to cut me out of his life, once I’ve taken over part of his company,” he growls, without altering his threatening posture. “And that’s just the beginning. He’ll soon find out that I have a lot of influence.”


  “You can’t do that,” I say, shrinking back from him a little and looking at him wide-eyed. “No one can take Jonathan’s company away from him.” Yuuto laughs, clearly very pleased to have finally apparently intimidated me.


  “It wasn’t easy to get to him, I have to admit. I had to wait a long time, so long that he was no longer expecting me to be able to do him any damage. But he’ll soon find out. You don’t attack Yuuto Nagako and get away with it.”


  I bend forward a little more.


  “And what if I tell Jonathan all this?”


  The anger in Yuuto’s eyes cools markedly as he works out that he’s given away a lot more than he intended to. But he pulls himself together. “Go ahead. It’s too late anyway. By the time he understands what’s happened, I’ll have long since carried out my plan — and won.”


  “Or not.” Jonathan’s voice rings out behind us, making Yuuto whip round.


  He’s standing with his arms crossed, leaning against the door to the small bedroom that adjoins his office, where he listened in on my conversation with Yuuto. I find him unbelievably sexy, in his dark clothes with that self-confident smile on his lips. Everything went according to plan, I think, and I can see that Yuuto has had the lightning realisation that I got him to betray himself on purpose.


  “I wasn’t completely sure whether you were behind the attempts to weaken parts of my company. But I’ll tell you one thing — now I know it’s you, I also know how to prevent any further attacks.” He releases the doorframe and slowly goes up to Yuuto. He stops right in front of him and the two men stare each other down. “I could go even further than that and launch an attack on Nagako Enterprises in retaliation,” Jonathan continues. “Huntington Ventures is large and flourishing enough to be able to risk a hostile takeover, if it came to that. If my calculations are correct, we’d be able to successfully close the deal.”


  That hit home, because a muscle is twitching in Yuuto’s otherwise impassive face.


  “But, to be honest, I’m not spoiling for a fight,” Jonathan qualifies. “I have no interest in gaining the upper hand over you, or your company. On the contrary. I think we could both profit from a peaceful coexistence. So I’m willing to forgo any such action, if you’re prepared to cease any further attempts to damage Huntington Ventures, with immediate effect, and never to interfere in my wife’s and my personal life again.”


  It’s a peace offering, and I really admire Jonathan for it, and even Yuuto seems impressed. At least, the expression of hatred fades from his eyes and some of the tension leaves his body.


  “You leave me no choice,” he states — but Jonathan shakes his head.


  “One always has a choice, Yuuto. We can go on being at war with each other — but I’d choose peace if I were you.”


  The Japanese man is silent for a moment, and then he nods. “A wise choice. Wiser than mine,” he says. He turns around abruptly and walks past Jonathan toward the door, while Jonathan comes over to me, behind the desk.


  We both wait for the door to close behind the Japanese man again, and when it does I sigh with relief and lean against Jonathan, burying my face against his chest. “I sincerely hope that’s the last we’ll see of him!”


  “Well, I don’t think he’ll bother us again — for a while, at least.” He places a hand under my chin and forces my face up so I am looking at him. “Thanks to my utterly ingenious wife. Infuriating him like that was a brilliant idea,” he adds, giving me a kiss, which I happily return. I’m only semi-conscious of him lifting me up and carrying me over to the small bedroom, while he goes on kissing me and I happily let it happen. He sets me down again in front of the bed, and locks the door.


  “I thought Yuuto wouldn’t be able to resist boasting about how he could hurt you,” I say, as Jonathan takes me in his arms again. “I’ve never met a more conceited and egotistical man. And the fact that he’s so easy to wind up actually made it simpler.” A sudden thought gives me pause. “Do you think he’ll try again sometime?” Jonathan shrugs his shoulders.


  “I have no idea. Perhaps. But if he does, I’m forewarned. I was careless once, but I won’t let it happen again. And I believe that even Yuuto will get tired of carrying out his revenge plans, as long as we don’t give him any further reason to do so.”


  I undo a few more buttons of his shirt, and when I’m done I slide my hand over his smooth, muscular chest, smiling. “So do you think he’ll ever stop hating you?”


  Jonathan nods. “I don’t know whether he hates me — but I really insulted him back then, and you know how important it is for a Japanese man not to lose face. So I tried to give him a chance to withdraw with his dignity more or less intact. If we’re lucky, he’ll calm down now and finally put the thing to rest. If not, I’m going to take different measures.”


  I press a kiss onto his chest with a sigh, as I slip his shirt over his shoulders. “I think he never really understood.”


  Jonathan raises his eyebrows. “Understood what?”


  “Why you chose me of all people,” I say, realizing that my anxiety after yesterday’s misunderstanding has not completely dissipated yet. “After all, you could have had any woman you wanted.” Jonathan places his hands on my butt with an amused smile, pulling me even closer toward him.


  “But I only wanted you,” he contradicts me. “And I can prove it to you.”


  He kisses me again, much more passionately this time, conquering my mouth with his tongue until I’m melting with desire and I’ve forgotten that we were ever divided. With hurried motions, we undress each other and just seconds later we’re lying beside each other in bed. Then Jonathan begins to pleasure me with his hands and lips, letting them slide hotly over my skin.


  “I want you because I love the way you feel — so soft and perfect,” he says. “I love knowing every corner of your body — every valley and every hill and knowing where you like it the most — where you want to be touched.”


  He gives the places he mentioned very thorough attention and within minutes I’m aflame with desire and breathing heavily, which makes him smile triumphantly. “But that’s not all,” he continues, stroking the valley between my breasts with his nose. “There’s also your seductive scent. No other woman smells like you, so fresh and flowery, like a summer meadow that I could lie down in to look up at the sky.” He lets his mouth wander further down, pries my legs apart before I can open them for him willingly, and makes me moan with desire as he touches my swollen, erect clit with his tongue. “And no one tastes as intoxicating as you. I’m addicted to your nectar, addicted to drinking it up while you squirm with pleasure and I’m the one giving you that pleasure.”


  “Jonathan!” I squirm beneath the touches of his lips and his tongue until powerful shudders run through my body and I’m about to climax. Only then does he release me, returning to me when I stretch my arms out toward him. When our lips meet, I can taste my own essence and I moan because I need him so desperately.


  “But that’s not all,” he says in a raw voice, pressing himself on top of me and entering me deeply with a single firm thrust, then staying there, looking into my eyes. “The best thing of all is the feeling of being inside you and feeling you surrounding me, all hot and tight. I could have it every day and still never get enough.” He holds my gaze as he begins to move, stroking my lips gently. “I could sleep with other women, but I’d never be able to lose myself in them, as I can with you. It wouldn’t be the same, Grace. It would never be even remotely the same — because I love you. And I need you. Only you. I could never give you up.”


  His kiss turns more demanding and I wrap my arms around his neck, completely consumed by the feeling that we really do belong together. Without trying, we fall into a rhythm which takes us higher and higher.


  I know exactly when he’s going to come, I can see the release in his face as he lets himself fall into the whirlpool of passion, and I cry out as he pulls me along with him, because I love going under with him so much. It’s intense, like an earthquake, intimate and yet violent. It makes me lose all sense of time and space. There’s only Jonathan and me, I lose myself completely in the depths of his blue eyes, which don’t stop looking at me for a second. I shudder again and again, along with him, until we’re finally still once more. I don’t let go of him, even when he withdraws from me at some point and rolls onto his side. I stay in his arms, the only place I want to be.


  “It won’t hurt the baby, if we have sex, will it?,” Jonathan asks, once he’s breathing calmly again, looking at me so anxiously that I smile at him in amusement.


  “No, it definitely won’t,” I assure him.


  He hesitates for a moment and then he places his hand on my tummy and, afterwards, when he looks into my eyes, I have to blink back tears of emotion because he’s truly accepted it. I can see it in his eyes. It’s no longer just my child, it’s his child, our child — and the prospect of the future holds no fears for me anymore. A lot of things are going to change — but I’m not afraid, because I now know that we’ll be able to get through this together. “Dad’s going to be over the moon when he finds out about the baby,” Jonathan says with a wry smile.


  “An heir to Lockwood House, at last.”


  “Or an heiress,” I remind him. “What if it’s a girl?” Jonathan lets himself fall back onto the pillows and pulls me back into his arms. “Then I guess there will be two women to whom I won’t be able to deny anything in the whole world,” he says, kissing me. “Speaking of which — I’ve got something for you.” He releases me, stands up, slips into his pants, and disappears briefly into the adjoining office. Maybe he doesn’t want Catherine to catch him butt-naked, if she happened to walk into the office at that moment, I think. But that would have been rather unlikely since he returns only a few moments later — with a small box in his hand, tied with a ribbon.


  “What’s that?” I ask, taking it from him and am already pulling at the ribbon while Jonathan lies down beside me again. I gasp with astonishment when I open it and see the ring inside.


  “That’s beautiful!” I cry, delighted, taking it out of the box and admiring it from every angle. It’s made of platinum and it’s rather a modern, simple shape, set with a large, square-cut emerald. “Your Valentine’s Day present — a little in advance, but I think you earned it today,” Jonathan explains. Now that he mentions it, I remember with a jolt that it really is the fourteenth of February tomorrow. Jonathan takes the ring and puts it on me. It fits my little finger perfectly, and I don’t know which of us is beaming more radiantly — me or the emerald — which makes him smile. “The green reminded me of your eyes, and the design is as original and beautiful and unique as you are, so I simply had to buy it.”


  “Thank you!” I hug him, only to let go of him a moment later. “But I don’t have anything for you! I’ve been so wrapped up in the news that we were going to have a child that I completely forgot about Valentine’s Day.”


  Jonathan just laughs. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve already had my present,” he says, pulling me back into his arms and kissing me until our passion awakens again and I can’t think of anything except how unbelievably happy he makes me. Today, tomorrow, and forever.


  Colours of Love — Unleashed


  


  Was it hot enough for you?


  We’d love your opinion! How did you hear about Colours of Love?


  What do you like about the series?


  Please let us know by leaving a comment or a rating where you purchased this e-book. Your feedback improves the story. Happy reading!
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  Did you like this e-book?


  Are you ready for more? How about:
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        	Sandra Sardy, Anabella Wolf, Inka Loreen Minden, Elfie Ligensa

        

        Caprice - Collection Vol. 2

        Three Steamy Stories
      


      
        	Caprice is an erotic series that follows best friends Maren and Caprice - two journalists at Germany's biggest tabloid magazine FLASH. Reporting events around the world, they meet celebrities as well as members of high society and the aristocracy. Maren and Caprice research their stories with hard-hitting dedication and do not hesitate to get physically involved ...

        

        Each episode is unique - sometimes gentle and other times a little rough. Different writers ensure each story's individual flair, taking the reader from one glamorous jet set event to the next.

        

        This Collection contains three steamy stories: "Steamy Days, Sensual Nights", "Tease me in Texas", and "Seduction in Hawaii".

        

        Buy now and start reading>>
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        	Karyna Leon, Jaden Tanner, Angelina Kay

        

        Caprice - Collection Vol. 1

        Three Kinky Stories
      


      
        	Caprice is an erotic series that follows best friends Maren and Caprice - two journalists at Germany's biggest tabloid magazine FLASH. Reporting events around the world, they meet celebrities as well as members of high society and the aristocracy. Maren and Caprice research their stories with hard-hitting dedication and do not hesitate to get physically involved ...

        

        Each episode is unique - sometimes gentle and other times a little rough. Different writers ensure each story's individual flair, taking the reader from one glamorous jet set event to the next.

        

        This Collection contains three kinky stories: "Sweet Manhattan Fling", "Kinky in Cancun", and "Red Carpet Rendezvous".

        

        Buy now and start reading>>
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