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Chapter One

I like to look at the framed picture of the young girl
that hangs in my room. She is smiling, and her dark blonde hair is ruffled. She
looks happy. I would do anything to get to know her, to see that smile and hear
her laugh, but I can’t. She’s dead. She died giving birth to me.

The door opens, and Aunt Josephine walks in. I don’t have
a lock, and she never knocks. It’s her house after all, and I am only twelve.
She doesn’t look cross, but I know she is, she always is. It’s never anything
I’ve done or haven’t done, although she always makes it seem as if it’s my
fault. I know now that I can never make her not cross with me. She hates me. She
hates that she has to take care of me until I’ grow up.

I am glad that I’m going to boarding school this year,
even though Aunt Josephine says that the nuns will ‘discipline my mother’s faults
away’. The nuns may be bad, but they can’t be as bad as Aunt Josephine. Nobody
can.

She comes towards me. She is tall and thin, and her skin
always looks shiny. I look away from the picture, but not quickly enough. Her
face is a tight mask of disapproval as she studies it.

“Why do I even bother?” She snaps at last. “Anybody can
see that you’re going to end up exactly like her, pregnant with God knows who’s
child.” Her black eyes flash, and I can’t stop myself from flinching. “Just
don’t think I’ll be wasting another eighteen years of my life looking after
your bastard.”

“Sophie? Are you alright?”

I look up from the spot on the wall where I’ve been staring
while my thoughts wander, and give Stacey Carver a smile. I have perfected the
smile that says I’m fine, even though most of the time, I feel far from it. 

“I’m fine.” I tell her, turning my attention back to cleaning
a shelf, which is what I should have been doing in the first place. “I was just
thinking.”

“You’ve been doing that a lot.” Her voice is so full of
concern that immediately I start to feel guilty. She is my boss at the gift
shop where I work as an assistant, and she worries about me, more than she should.
I wish she wouldn’t, she has enough things to worry about without adding me to
the list.  

She has already done too much for me. When my Aunt Josephine
died very suddenly, a little more than four months ago, and I found out that I
had little money, no home, and absolutely no plans, she literally became my
guardian angel. While her husband, my aunt’s lawyer, took care of discharging
the will and settling the estate, which Aunt Josephine bequeathed almost entirely
to the local library, Stacey helped me find a small apartment in town, and gave
me a job working as an assistant in her gift shop.

“Really, I’m fine.” I smile again for good measure. She nods
and turns towards the front of the shop. She is a pretty woman, small,
brown-haired, and always nicely dressed. 

I can’t see her face anymore, but I can tell that she is
frowning. She is worried because the gift shop cannot afford to keep me much
longer. Business is worse than usual, but she doesn’t know how to tell me. For
some reason, she feels responsible for me, maybe because she was friends with my
mother all those years ago, but it’s time for me to be responsible for myself. 

I still have the fifteen hundred dollars my aunt left me.
Her estate was worth a lot more. Even though she hardly ever left the house,
she had been earning an income from indexing textbooks for years. In a way, I’m
glad she didn’t leave me more. If she had shown me any sympathy at the end, I would
probably spend the rest of my life wondering if I had misjudged her.

“I’ve been thinking of moving to Bellevue and finding a
job,” I tell Stacey. 

 “A job? Are you sure?” She looks skeptical. “That may be
harder than it sounds, in this economy.” She thinks for a minute, and I’m sure
she is trying to come up with a better idea. “What about Art school? It’s what
you’ve always wanted, isn’t it.” 

My mind goes to my portfolio of sketches, back in my
apartment. I’ve been sketching for ages, but I didn’t decide on jewelry design
until a few years ago. Of course, Aunt Josephine flat out refused to pay for
Art School, so I applied to City U, UDub, and Bellevue like wanted. The
acceptance letters are gathering dust at the top of the rusty old fridge in my
apartment. Now that I have no money, I’m not going to pursue aids and grants to
spend four years doing something that’s not my dream.

“Art School is a dream.” I smile ruefully. “Maybe at some
time in the future, I’ll go, but for now I think I’ll just try to find a job.”
That’s is if anybody will hire an eighteen-year-old Catholic school graduate
with zero experience whatsoever.

“Okay.” She is still frowning, but she doesn’t say anything
else.

I go back to dusting the shelf. It doesn’t need the cleaning,
but I need something to do. I run my dust brush over a polished woodcarving of
a forest scene, a colorful crystal vase, and a green ceramic piggy bank. 

As I work, Stacey gets up and moves from the front desk to the
glass front of the store, peering down the road that leads to Ashcroft Hills
Resort, the only thing that keeps our small town on the map. It has a couple of
bungalows, a sizeable swimming pool, a spa, a few conference rooms, and it’s
just an hour’s drive from downtown Seattle. Brett Carver, Stacey’s husband,
calls it the ‘businessman’s’ paradise.

“Lots of cars going to the Hills today,” Stacey observes.
She is trying not to be too hopeful, but I’m sure she wishes that it would make
a difference in sales. She stares down the road for a few more minutes, and
then sighs. “I’m going to run a few errands,” she tells me. “You’ll be fine, won’t
you?”

 I nod in response. I love the shop. The wood carvings,
glass sculptures, etched glass, and vanity items we sell are the closest I’ve
ever been to real art. It seems fitting somehow that the last place I’ll really
know in town before I have to leave is my favorite place in it.

I sit at my desk reading a book for a long time after Stacey
leaves. Only a few people come into the shop, Doug Randall, who runs the
sporting equipment store, stops by every morning to ask how I am, while his
eyes explore my chest, as well as a few other people. There are no sales
though, but it’s too early to lose all hope. 

I place the book down on the desk and move towards the door.
There is an old gilt framed mirror hanging on the wall, and as I walk through
the shop, I catch a glimpse of my reflection. I’m wearing my black blouse, a
gift from Stacey, and the blue jeans that have become my uniform. I am not pretty,
at least I don’t think I am, though Stacey would argue otherwise. I don’t look
like any actress or model I’ve ever seen, and I’m not thin enough to be
conventionally pretty anyway. 

I adjust the barrettes that hold my hair back from my face.
Stacey constantly goes on about how my hair is my best feature. It is pale gold
and extremely thick, hence the barrettes, but I prefer my eyes, they are green,
the same color as my mothers’ were.

I continue to the door, and step outside. The air is fresh
and crisp, and the wind is blowing dead leaves across the paved street. On the
other side of the street, the second-hand bookstore looks sadly empty. There are
only a few people about. Many of Ashford’s residents work in Seattle, which is commuting
distance away. 

I am about to go back into the shop when a car cruises past,
coming from the tree lined street that leads to Ashcroft hills. It is a black
sedan, with tinted windows, so I cannot see whoever is in it. 

I turn around and enter the shop. Through the glass front, I
see the car stop suddenly, just past the store, and after a short pause, when
it stays unmoving on the street, it slides back to park right in front of me.

I watch, curious. It is probably only someone from Ashcroft
Hills, but there is a feeling of apprehension building in my stomach. It’s as
if my sixth sense can feel a danger in that car, but I ignore it. There is more
likely a sale in it, I decide.

The back door opens, and as I watch, a man steps out.

Involuntarily, I step back, suddenly hoping that the glass
will hide me from him. My heart starts to pound, and I can hear the blood
rushing in my ears. I am filled with awareness, excited and afraid at the same
time, and I don’t know why.

Maybe it’s because I’ve never seen anyone who looks like him
before.

His face is breathtakingly handsome, almost as if it was
lifted directly from one of the classical sculptures or paintings I’ve seen in
art textbooks, and then perfected. His hair is thick and very black, slightly
too long and elegantly tousled, framing his exquisite sculpted face. His lips
are firm and perfectly shaped. His nose is straight. His eyes, framed by a pair
of winged black eyebrows, are the most intense blue I’ve ever seen.

I’m only looking at him, but I feel as if all the air has
been sucked from my lungs. I pray he doesn’t come into the shop, and I hope
fervently that he does. 

I am staring, mouth open, but I can’t stop myself. He is
just so... compelling.

His eyes narrow slightly, and I flush. I don’t know why I’m embarrassed.
He’s been staring at me too. I look away from his eyes and take in his tall,
broad shouldered body in a superbly tailored gray suit. My mouth suddenly feels
dry. I swallow.

As I watch, he starts to move towards the door. He is graceful
and lithe, yet strong, like a jungle cat, I think.

As soon as the obstruction of the door is out of the way,
his eyes are on me again. He doesn’t stop until he is right in front of me. I
am five six, which isn’t short by any standards, but I have to look up at him,
and when I do, I have a desperate need to lean on something.

He doesn’t say anything. At first I don’t notice because I’m
too busy staring at his face. I’ve lost the ability to breathe, which is
probably why my mouth is hanging open, trying to get enough air to at least
keep me alive.

“Good afternoon.” His voice is cultured and deep. There must
be something stuck in my throat, because I can’t seem to get any words out. Say
something Sophie! I tell myself desperately, or he’ll think you’re an
idiot.

“Good afternoon.” I finally manage, my voice, an unfamiliar
croak. His smile deepens, I’m so ridiculous I’m amusing to him, I decide
miserably. 

“Would you like to buy something?” I ask timidly, knowing
that my face is probably a bright red.

He looks amused. I watch, fascinated as a black eyebrow
moves up a little higher than the other, “Of course,” he replies, a teasing
note in his voice. “I’d like ah...” He looks around and seems to take in the shop
for the first time, “a gift for my mother.” 

I nod. I have to squeeze by him so I can lead him through
the shop. As I pass him, barely an inch from where he stands, I am careful not
to look at him. He smells of fresh linen, and soap, with a delicious hint of
cologne. I have an overwhelming urge to snuggle close and fill my nose with the
scent of him.

I recover myself just in time. “What do you have in mind?” I
say instead. “We have um... a selection of items you can consider.” As I move
ahead of him through the few shelves and tables where the gifts are displayed,
I can feel his eyes on my back, which makes the skin from my neck to the back
of my legs tingle with warmth. I turn towards him, and jump when I find that he
is right behind me.

I step back quickly, not because I mind being so close to
him, but because my heart is beating so loudly I’m sure he must hear it. I swallow
and continue. “We have um... These glass sculptures are all made locally,” I
start, aware that my voice sounds breathless. I wonder if he can tell that his
presence is affecting me so much. I am painfully aware that his eyes have not
left my face, even for an instant.

“What’s your name?” His voice stops me mid-ramble and I blink
in surprise. What is my name again!

“Sophie.” I stammer, “Sophie Bennett.”

“Sophie.” He repeats, coming from him, it sounds sensual,
not the name I’m used to.

“And how long have you worked here, Sophie?” His voice is soft
and fascinating. 

“I... um... a few months.” I tell him. Why can’t I stop
stammering?

“Interesting,” He looks curious. “College?”

I shake my head, and silently I wonder how he can find any
of the boring details about my life interesting.

“How old are you?” He asks suddenly. 

Why does he want to know? I frown and lick my lips
uncertainly. “Eighteen.”

His eyes follow the small movement, and for a moment, I feel
a sense of fear and excitement. He looks back up into my eyes, and something in
his intense gaze makes my insides start to quiver. The feeling is new and
delicious, and I don’t want it to stop.

He takes a small step back, there is something like regret
in his eyes. “You’re very young.” He says softly.

I don’t know what to say to that. I may be young, but he
doesn’t look much older than I am. He looks about twenty-five, or perhaps a
little older. I wonder if I should keep talking about the items we have for
sale, but I have a feeling that he is not particularly interested. 

We are staring at each other again. I wonder what he is
thinking. The quivery feeling is still in my belly, and getting more insistent.
Everything about him reminds me of the things my body has been telling me for
months. The things I haven’t had the nerve, or the opportunity to explore. I
suddenly have a very intense vision of exploring those things with him, and I
blush furiously, certain that he knows what I’m thinking.

If he notices my blush, he doesn’t show it. His eyes skip
around the store and finally settle on the book I’ve been reading. It’s an old edition
of Fanny Hill, from the second hand bookstore. He looks back at me, an eyebrow
raised, and a half smile tugging at his lips. I blush again, sure that, unlike
a lot of people, he knows what the book is about. 

“I’d like the glass swan.” 

I have no idea what he just said. “The what?”

He lips twitch again, and he inclines his head towards a
smallish figure of a swan on a lake. It’s all glass, transparent but with
little hints of color. It is very beautiful and costly.

I nod, feeling silly. I pick up the swan and take it to the
front desk. My legs feel like plastic. “Do you want it wrapped?” I ask, trying
to sound professional.

He nods, still smiling. “And delivered.” He dictates an address
in Seattle, which I jot down carefully.

He hands me a card. As I reach out to take it, our hands
touch briefly, and I feel a sudden surge of awareness. I quickly pull mine away,
silently commanding it to stop shaking. I can’t look at him. He only touched
your hand, for God’s sake!

David Preston. That’s the name on his card. I mouth it silently
as I process his payment.

 “I want to see you.” I freeze at his words. For the second
time since I saw him, I literally cannot breathe. The strange quivering in my
belly moves lower. “What are you doing tonight?” 

I manage to find my voice. “Nothing.” I confess. 

“Then have dinner with me.” 

I bring myself to look at him. I’m unsure, afraid, and
feeling rather faint. It is beyond comprehension that this perfect man is
asking me out on a date.

“He cocks his head, “Please.” He says, though he doesn’t
look as if he is pleading. He is still smiling, but his eyes are burning darkly.


“Yes.” I accept, wondering what else I’m agreeing to. 

“When do you finish here?” I wonder hopefully if, like me,
he cannot wait for tonight. 

“Five.” I tell him.

“I’ll be here.” He smiles, revealing perfect white teeth. His
smile tugs at some deep part of me, and I want to sigh. A few moments later, he
is gone, with only the slight hint of his cologne in the air to convince me
that I haven’t been daydreaming.




Chapter Two

It’s almost five, and I’m still finding it hard to believe
that David Preston is not a figment of my imagination. Stacey has left already,
happy with the sale of the swan, the only sale we have made today. I get ready
to close the shop, filled with tension at the thought of my dinner date. 

In the bathroom at the back of the shop, I brush my hair and
check my reflection in the mirror. I don’t have any makeup, so I apply lip balm
to my lips and pinch my cheeks a little, reminding myself buy a few items, maybe
lip-gloss, and mascara, as soon as I can. There is no one to disapprove anymore,
now that Aunt Josephine is gone.

He is standing outside the shop when I come out of the
bathroom. He’s changed out of the gray suit of earlier, and is now wearing
black pants, with a pale blue shirt, and a dark jacket. He looks effortlessly stylish,
and a thousand times more handsome than I remember from this morning... if that’s
even possible. Next to him, I probably look juvenile and uncouth.

I smooth my hair nervously, trying, without success, to
control my heart rate, which has gone exceedingly high. I walk to meet him,
locking the door behind me.

“Hi.” I can’t believe how nervous I feel. It’s cool outside,
but my skin feels unusually hot. 

“Hi Sophie.” His voice is as beautiful as I remember, and it
makes the sound of my name feel like a caress. I try not to look down as his
eyes take in my flushed face. “Ready?” He asks.

I nod, and he leads me to his car. It’s not the black sedan
of earlier, but a silver BMW convertible that glints in the evening light. He
opens the front passenger door, and I step in. The interior is luxurious, with
black leather seats and a sleek dashboard. It smells of leather, with a slight
hint of his cologne, I inhale deeply.

He gets into the driver’s seat and turns to me. Again, his
eyes mesmerize me. What am I doing? There is no way I can survive an evening
alone with this man. “So where do you want to go?” He asks.

I have no idea. I wonder if I should have thought of this
before. “Where would you like to go?” 

His eyebrow lifts, and for a moment I can’t help but stare,
enchanted. “You know the town,” he says, “don’t you?”

I shake my head. I really don’t. I have never hung out, or
done any of the things young people do. My aunt made sure I had no friends
while she was alive, and in the months since her death, I have realized that
almost everybody thinks that, like her, I am weird.

He chuckles deeply. “That’s strange, didn’t you grow up
here?” 

“I’ve been away at boarding school.” I look out of the
window, “and anyway I’ve never been very outgoing.” Luckily, I remember the seafood
place Stacey and her husband went to on their anniversary. It’s on the other
side of town, and I’ve never been there, but I mention it to him anyway.

He starts the car and enters the name of the restaurant into
a GPS system on the dashboard. As he waits for directions, I realize how
underdressed I am for where we are going. I really don’t want to be an
embarrassment. I’m not even sure that the only dress I have will be suitable, but
I’m determined to make an effort.

“Can we stop by my place?” I ask tentatively.

His eyes skip from the road to my face. “Of course.” 

The apartment building is not far from the shop, so I just
give him directions. “I won’t be a minute,” I tell him as I climb out of the
car. I almost run upstairs to my apartment, a one bedroom with a tiny kitchen, living
room, and bathroom. The living room windows look out into the car park and
further out into the commercial part of town. I can see the silver BMW idling in
the car park, but I can’t see David through the tinted windows.

I hurriedly change into the pale blue cotton dress I wore
for my graduation. I haven’t worn it since then. As I take a quick look at
myself in the mirror, I hope desperately that it will do.

“Nice dress.” David tells me as he helps me back into the
car. “You didn’t have to change on my account though, you already looked
great.” 

For some reason, his words make me feel unreasonably glad. “Thank
you.” I say, “I wanted to.” 

He nods and starts to drive towards the restaurant. We are
both silent. I wonder if I should try to make conversation, but I don’t know
what to say. 

“Were you at a conference at Ashcroft Hills?” I ask finally.

He nods. 

I search my mind for something else to say. “I hope it went
well.”  

He shrugs. “It went well.” He looks over at me. “I went to
make a decision about a new software that may either be the next big thing, or
a complete waste of time.”

“What did you decide?” I realize that I’m genuinely interested.
I want to know everything about him.

“I bought it.” Something in his voice gives me a feeling
that he is someone who is used to being able to get whatever he wants, as soon
as he decides that he wants it.

“So what do you do instead of being outgoing?’ He asks, breaking
into my thoughts.

I shrug. “I read, sometimes I draw.”

He looks interested. “What do you draw?”

“Stuff.” I’m definitely not going to tell him that I’ve been
doodling his face on the margins of my book since he left the store. “I do more
of reading actually.”

“Like Fanny Hill.”

I blush. I’m so embarrassed I don’t even know how to respond.

A smile curves his lips as he registers my embarrassment. “I
thought young people never read anymore.” He says. I wonder how old he is.

“What?” He asks, his eyes are back on the road now.

“I am wondering how old you are,” I say softly.

He laughs, and my ears follow the sound eagerly. “Oh I’m
legal,” he sounds amused. “I’m twenty seven.”

So am I, I think. I remember when he asked me my age
earlier, and I try to control the shiver of excitement I feel. 

At the restaurant, the manager takes one look at David and
immediately puts himself at our service. There is so much deference in his
manner that I start to wonder if I’m not missing something. David doesn’t seem
surprised or bothered. He is used to people serving him, I realize. I don’t
know what conclusions to draw, I know so little about him. 

As the manager leads us to a secluded table with a view of
park, I notice how the women stare openly, while the men look at him with a combination
of jealousy and admiration. They know who he is, I realize. I wonder how soon I
will have the opportunity to google him. I don’t own a computer, but there is
one at the shop.

The waiter brings the menu, and David orders wine. I take my
time studying the menu, trying to decide what to order, and thinking how young
and gauche I must seem compared to all the sophisticated women he probably
knows. 

While we eat, I tell him more about myself. I think the wine
relaxes me, because I really talk to him. I tell him about my mother, who died
giving birth to me, and Aunt Josephine, her much older sister, who became my
guardian. I even tell him about my father, who nobody knew, but who Aunt
Josephine always said was some professor my mother had an affair with during
the only semester she spent at college. 

I tell him about boarding school, life in Ashford working at
the shop, and about Stacey Carver. Finally, I tell him about my plans to go to Bellevue
to get a job.

“Why not Seattle?” He asks. “It’s bigger.” 

I don’t want to tell him that I chose Bellevue because my
mother went to college there, and came back with me. I don’t want him to think
I am chasing a ghost, so I just shrug.

He is a good listener, but he never says anything about
himself. Not that I notice, I’m too caught up in the beauty of him, his graceful
hands and fingers, the way his eyes seem to penetrate me when he looks at me,
and the way his hair frames his face in a soft black wave.

I have a sudden urge to touch his hair, it’s so strong that I
have to control it consciously. What is happening to me?

“Sophie?” The voice breaks me out of my admiration of David,
and I turn around to see a familiar face, Eddie Newton. He was a neighbor back when
I still lived with Aunt Josephine. I don’t know him very well, Aunt Josephine
made sure of that. He always had a friendly smile and a wave for me when I was
a lonely kid. He’s been away at college for a while, and I haven’t seen him
since long before Aunt Josephine died.

“Hi Eddie,” I say, trying to control my unhappiness at
having to tear my eyes off David. I manage a friendly smile. 

There is an attractive looking brunette with Eddie. She can’t
seem to take her eyes off David. I don’t blame her, I know what he looks like.

“I didn’t expect to see you here,” Eddie tells me, his eyes moving
from my face to David’s.

I nod, and then realize that I probably should perform some
sort of introductions. “David, this is Eddie,” I say. “We were neighbors
growing up. Eddie, this is David Preston, he...” It hits me again that I don’t
know anything about him, and I stop, embarrassed.

“I’m attending a conference here in town,” David adds smoothly,
rescuing me, “or I was.” He qualifies. “I’m heading back to Seattle in the
morning.”

I feel my face fall. I haven’t thought of him leaving. I try
to tell myself that Seattle is only an hour away, but I’m sure I will never see
him again. Why would he come back for me anyway? I hardly hear as Eddie
introduces his companion, but I can sense almost the same deference in his tone
as he talks to David as I had heard earlier in the managers’ voice. His
companion cannot keep the open flirtation from her voice as she says hello to David,
adding that she is very glad to meet him.

“I’m sorry for your loss Sophie,” Eddie says to me. He gives
me an encouraging smile. “I’m sorry I haven’t tried to see you before now.”

I frown, wondering why he would try to ‘see’ me. “You were
away at college,” I tell him, “and I’m okay.” I add. “Really.”

He gives me another encouraging smile before he and his
companion move away from our table.

David is looking intently at me. “Old boyfriend?” He asks. I
sense an edge in his voice, and I’m suddenly eager to clear the air.

“No,” I deny. “Of course not. I don’t have any old
boyfriends.”

“Young ones then?” He searches my face. I suspect that he is
not teasing. The look in his eyes makes my stomach clench. I shake my head.

“You didn’t tell me you were leaving,” I realize that the
question is probably silly. He lives in Seattle, and is only here for a
conference after all.

He leans back in his chair and considers me for a moment. “I
was leaving this afternoon.” He tells me. “Yet I stopped to ask you to dinner.”
He smiles. “Then I left anyway.” He shrugs. “I was going to call the shop and
apologize,” he leans forward until I can almost feel his breath on my face,
“but here I am back in little Ashford, on a date with an eighteen year old.”

I have a very clear mental image of waiting
expectantly at the shop, and being disappointed by a phone call. I would have
been miserable.

 “I’m glad you changed your mind.” I reply hotly.

 He seems taken aback by the passion in my reply. He smiles
wryly, “Somebody should have warned you to stay away from men like me.” 

“What kind of man are you?” I ask.

“The type that’s bad for you.”

I shrug. “I wouldn’t have listened.”

His expression is unreadable, he is looking at me, but he
doesn’t say anything. He signals for the waiter. “I should take you home.” 

I don’t want to go home. I don’t want never to see him
again. His eyes hold mine from across the table, and I know I want everything
those eyes are promising. 

“Let’s go,” He helps me out of my chair and I follow him out,
my legs feeling rubbery. He opens the door for me to get in, and I wait until
he slides into the driver’s seat next to me.

“Will you come back here again?” I can’t keep the hitch from
my voice. I want to see him again, I need to. I need him in a way that even I
do not understand.

“I’m not sure.” He shrugs. “You’ll be in Bellevue anyway.” 

I had forgotten about that. I look down at my hands on my
lap, and I wish I were older and more beautiful. I wish I was the kind of
seductress who could drive him crazy with just one look. It’s heartbreaking
that I cannot even keep a man like him interested in me for longer than a date.

‘Are you alright?” He asks softly. He places a hand under my
chin and lifts my face to his. 

His eyes take in my shiny eyes and the unhappiness on my
face. I can’t read his expression as he looks at me. I want to say something, I
want to tell him that it’s not his fault and that I’m just a silly girl who has
never been on a real date before. 

I’m still trying to form the words when he leans forward and
covers my lips with his.

The rush of sensations overwhelms me. His lips are warm and firm,
sweet and demanding. I moan softly. He takes advantage of the opening, and his
tongue slips into my mouth, stroking mine, and flooding my body with a
wonderful sweetness. 

He pops my seatbelt in one swift movement, and in the next
moment, he pulls me to him, crushing my breasts against his chest. His fingers
lightly skims the side of my breast, he squeezes it gently, and then softly
pinches my nipple through the fabric of my gown.

“Oh!” I moan loudly, my eyes flutter to his face to find him
watching me, his eyes dark. His lips are so close to mine, so I raise my head
and kiss them. He kisses me back. I can do this forever, I think, my head
spinning wildly.

He reaches up into my hair and undoes the barrettes, releasing
my hair to fall around my face.

He pulls away to look at me, his chest heaving. “Sophie...” he
breathes softly. “I wanted to do that since I saw you outside the shop this afternoon,”
He runs his fingers through a few strands of my hair, and smiles at me. “You
don’t know what you’ve done to me.” 

I breathe in a lungful of air. My heart is pounding, and I
can hear the blood rushing in my ears, I want him to kiss me again.

He sighs and releases me. “I’d better take you home.” He
says, his voice tinged with frustration

My body stiffens in disappointment, which, I’m sure he can see
on my face. He traces a finger over my lip, sending a thrill of pleasure down
my spine. “I want you.” He says, his eyes devouring my face. 

My body contracts with a delicious sweetness. “I want you
too.” 

He chuckles at my shy words. “I can’t make any promises, Sophie.”
There is a rueful smile on his face. “You don’t deserve someone who will forget
about you the moment he is out of town.”

My body is aching with longing. While I am dimly aware that
he’s trying to warn me away, I don’t really care. “Will you forget me so
quickly?” I ask.

He doesn’t look at me. “I don’t know.”

I swallow hard, confused, and eager for him to continue what
he’s started. “What if I don’t care?” I ask in a voice that does not even sound
like mine. “What if I want you anyway?”




Chapter Three

His eyes bore into mine in the semi darkness of the car. I
wait for him to say something. He doesn’t, instead he turns away from me and
starts to drive.

Soon we are at my place. I don’t know what he is going to
do, and I am reluctant to leave the car. I look up at him, unsure and hopeful.
He ignores me and steps out of the car, the next moment he is opening the door
at my side and helping me out.

He follows me upstairs, and as I climb the stairs, I keep
stealing glances at him. My heart is in my mouth, but I know what I want. I want
him.

Soon we are in my apartment, which is thankfully clean. I
feel a wave of gratitude towards Aunt Josephine for teaching me to clean up
after myself. In the living room, I am suddenly seized with panic and self-doubt,
what if my inexperience is too glaring, what if I disappoint him.

As soon as the door closes behind us, he pulls me towards
him. He pushes my hair away from my face and starts to kiss me all over my
face. He drops light feathery kisses on my eyes, my nose, my chin, his lips
move to my ear, and he sucks on my earlobe. I moan helplessly. It feels so
good.

He licks under my ear, making me shudder, then he lifts his
head and kisses me on the lips, thrusting his tongue into my mouth.

This kiss is sensual. His tongue explores my mouth, stroking
and tasting me, building heat in the deepest recesses of my body.

He pulls down the zipper of my dress, then his hands are
underneath it, skimming over my thighs, and moving upwards. He pulls the dress
over my head and tosses it on the floor. Grabbing hold of my thighs, he lifts
me, wrapping my legs around his waist. His erection presses against me through
my wet panties, and I press closer, wanting more.

He cups both my breasts in his hands, squeezing gently through
my bra, then rubbing my nipples between his thumb and forefinger, I sigh. 

“Do you like that?” His voice is low.

I nod.

His hands move, and with one deft movement he unhooks my bra
and pulls it off my shoulders. Under his gaze, my aching nipples pucker up immediately,
extending towards his mouth. I tremble with pleasure at the look of frank
admiration in his eyes. 

He bends forward and takes a nipple in his mouth, sucking on
it and licking it at the same time. I whimper and strain against the wall,
pressing my body harder against his bulging erection. He grips me, holding me
still with his hands on both sides of my ribs, and then continues to treat my
nipple. His tongue swirls around it, then he bites it gently, and then sucks
it. When I’m about to go mad, he moves to the other breast. I lose all my
senses to the sweet, sweet fire building between my legs. I rub frantically
against him. I need him to touch me there.

He stops suddenly, and with a finger under my chin, he lifts
my face until I am looking up at him. His voice is hoarse. “I am going to make
love to you now.” He says, “So if you want me to stop, tell me.” 

I shake my head frantically, if he stops at this point, I’ll
probably die.

He smiles and covers my lips with his again. I barely notice
that he is unbuttoning his shirt. He sets me down and pulls off his trousers. I
lean on the wall, watching him. I can’t believe what a beautiful body he has,
the muscles of his chest are well defined, and his stomach is flat and firmly
muscled, my eyes skip to his erection, poking through his boxer briefs, I feel
a mixture of longing and dread.

“Your room?” He asks

I point in the direction of the door, and he picks me up, which
is good because I’m not sure I can walk on my rubbery legs. In my room, he sets
me on the bed, and presses a hand against the wetness in my panties, I moan and
my hips rotate all on their own, rubbing against his hand until he moves it away
and then slowly starts to pull down my panties.

I lift my hips to help him. As the panties go down, they
leave a wet trail on my legs. I look up at him, I don’t know where I find the courage,
but I reach towards him and pull at his briefs until his erection
springs free. I swallow. He is frankly the most beautiful thing I have ever
seen.

He pushes me down on the bed and straddles me. I can feel
his erection on my thighs. I want to spread my legs wider so that he can touch
me. Tentatively, I touch his chest, letting my fingers play with a nipple. I stop
in surprise as he closes his eyes and moans my name. Encouraged, I let my fingers
move over his chest to the other nipple.

He bends over me and kisses me again. His lips make a trail
down to my breasts. He presses my breasts together and sucks on both nipples at
once. 

He moves lower, spreading my legs as his lips move over my
belly, I know what he is going to do, but nothing prepares me for it. 

At the first touch of his tongue, my body almost vaults off
the bed.

“Stay still.” The words are a raspy command. He grips my
thighs and holds me firmly, then he licks me again. My body is squirming
against his tongue, I can’t stop moaning, or shaking. I lift my hips to his
mouth. I feel like I am going to explode any moment. “Please,” I hear myself
moan, “Please,” I hope he knows what I want, because I don’t.

His tongue moves in circles, slow then fast, licking, then
sucking. I dig my fingers into his hair. I am so hot, I can’t think anymore. “Please,”
I cry out. He ignores me. His thumb joins his tongue, and he is licking and
rubbing me at the same time. I lose control almost immediately. I groan, and my
body starts to move on its own, bucking and jerking against his lips as waves
and waves of pleasure sweep over me. I fall back on the bed, panting, my eyes
wide.

His tongue touches me again, and I can’t take it, I’m too
sensitive. My body jerks away, and I watch him through glazed eyes as he rises
up from between my legs.

I have gone to heaven, I think. My heart is pounding so loudly,
I’m sure he can hear it. My body feels unbearably sweet. I reach for him, and my
fingers move shyly over his length, there is some moisture at the tip. I rub it
and he groans loudly, stiffening. He pulls my hand away and spreads my legs
wider, sliding a finger into me, then two. The feeling is strange, but I like
it. I can feel my body begin to throb around his fingers. He pulls them out, and
I moan in disappointment, which disappears when he presses his tip into me.  

“Are you ready?” His voice is rough.

In reply, I press against him hungrily, letting him feel my eagerness
for him to fill my throbbing need. He positions himself on his knees between my
legs and grabs hold of my thighs. The tip of his erection digs deeper into me.
I rotate my hips, and he groans and drives in, filling me completely. I moan in
pain, clutching his arms as the burning sensation tears through me.

He freezes, but the pain is already fading, I can feel a slow
pleasure building at the strange sensation of him inside me, it is a different
kind of pleasure. I move a little, and he groans.

“Are you okay?” His voice is strange, harsh. I nod, “Please
don’t stop.” I whisper.

My words seem to do something to him. He leans forward on
his elbow and starts to move, sliding in and out, slowly at first, and then as
I start to moan, faster. I can feel a sweet sensation building up inside me
again, growing with each stroke. I run my hands down his back, and over his hard
buttocks, his body is slick with sweat, and so is mine. He picks up speed, lifting
my leg and rotating his hips as he thrusts into me again and again. I match his
movements, and hot pleasure floods my body spreading from between my legs, to
my back, my thighs and my belly. 

I scream his name as my body explodes, he thrusts into me
one more time, driving in deep as he groans his release. Then he sighs deeply
and collapses on top of me, burying his face in my neck.

“You’re beautiful,” He says, before pulling me closer as he
turns to his side. “You’re so damn beautiful.”


Chapter Four

The next morning I wake up with a start, certain that I have
had an erotic dream, but the warmth from the perfect masculine body wrapped
around me on the bed tells me that I haven’t. 

He is lying behind me, his arm over my waist, my back perfectly
curved into his body.

We are spooning, I realize in wonder, and I revel in how delightful
it feels.

I move, turning around until I am facing him. His eyes open
slowly, his hair is tousled, and his eyes are groggy, but he is still so hot I
want to kiss him again. I stifle a giggle as I wonder what Aunt Josephine would
say if she could see me now.

“Good morning,” I say shyly. I can’t believe all the things
I did with him last night. I stretch, reveling in the delicious soreness of my
body.

“Good morning,” He looks at me for a moment, “How are you
feeling?”

“Great.” I smile, suppressing the desire to break into song,
or something equally ridiculous. “A little sore.”

He nods. I reach out and touch his hair, letting my fingers
play with the thick black silkiness. His lips curve a little.

“When do you have to leave for work?” 

I frown, I have completely forgotten about work. “The shop
opens at eleven,” I tell him, “I usually leave about twenty minutes before
then.”

He turns to look at the alarm by my bed, it’s only eight am.

“When are you leaving?” I’m suddenly filled with dread.
Yesterday, I thought I would be satisfied with one night, a first time I would
not easily forget, but now, after last night, I know I am not.

“At noon.” He shrugs and gets up.

I want to beg him to take me with him, but I keep silent, I
don’t want to sound like a child. I watch admiringly as he walks towards the
bathroom. He has a beautiful body, tight, and firm in all the right places. I
wonder if he works out.

I stay in bed for a while, wondering if I have disappointed
him in some way. I remember what he said last night, ‘You’re so damn beautiful.’
The words probably meant nothing.

I get up, put on a robe, and go into the living room, our
clothes are lying around on the floor in a mess. I blush when I see my blue
dress crumpled near the door. I pick up all the clothes and place them on the
couch. 

A weight of deep sadness descends on me. I try to imagine
the next chapter of my life in Bellevue, and I keep seeing his face. I wonder
if he cares what happens to me. Maybe he doesn’t, maybe he is eager to leave
and forget the eighteen-year-old worst sex he’s ever had.

Well I won’t forget, and I won’t regret anything either. It
was the best night of my life, and whether he leaves or stays will not change
that.

I am still deep in thought when the doorbell rings, startling
me. I wonder who it is. Nobody ever comes to my apartment. Aside from Stacey Carver,
I may well be an island. It’s a good thing, I decide, there will be fewer
people to miss when I’m gone.

I walk to the door and peer through the peephole. Eddie Newton
is standing there looking impatient. As I watch, he presses the bell again.
What does he want?

“Are you going to get that?” I turn around startled, and find
that David has joined me in the living room. He is pulling on his clothes, in a
few moments he is dressed.

I realize that he’s not going to go back to my room, so I
sigh in resignation and open the door just a crack.

“Hey Sophie.” Eddie looks relieved to see me. His face
relaxes from the frown it was wearing. 

“Hey Eddie.” I am frowning. I have no idea why he is here.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” His words come out in a rush. “It’s
just, with everything that’s happened, I’ve been a little worried about you,
and my mom told me where live now. I just came by because I wanted to be sure
you are all right.

“I’m fine.” I tell him, certain that he is taking this worrying
about me thing a little too far.

He shifts from one foot to another, and I think for a moment
that he still looks like a child, which is ridiculous, as he is older than I
am. I wonder what he is waiting for, I start to say thank you and goodbye, but
his eyes skip over my head to something behind me in the living room.

His face hardens, “I see you have a guest.” His voice is suddenly
bitter, making it sound like an accusation.

I turn around, but I already know that David is behind me. His
eyes are locked with Eddie’s over my head, and as I turn back towards Eddie, he
looks away from David, his eyes skipping to mine, and then to the floor.

“I’m all right, Eddie,” I say to him, pitying him, “You have
no reason to be worried.”

“Are you sure?” His jaw is working, and he keeps his eyes on
my face, totally ignoring David’s presence. “Because if there’s anything you need
you should know that I would help.”

I frown, I’m not a charity case, but before I reply, David
cuts in.

“She says she’s fine,” His voice is clipped, and there’s a
note of annoyance underneath. “She doesn’t need you to take care of her.”

“And she needs you?” Eddie’s words come out in a sneer, and
my face goes red with embarrassment. I want to tell them both to stop talking
about me as if I’m not there. I don’t know what’s happening, but I want it to
stop.

“Eddie...” I start, but he doesn’t even seem to hear me.

“Don’t pretend that you give a damn about her.” He
challenges David. “We all know what happens now that you’ve had your fun, don’t
we?” He gives a small laugh. “The rich playboy strikes again, too bad you
couldn’t find someone your own age.” 

David smiles tightly. He is not looking at me, but his smile
scares me. The smile freezes Eddie too, whose accusing words have now ceased.
“You should go now,” David tells him. “And try to remember that from now on
nothing about Sophie is any of your concern or your responsibility.”

For a moment, I’m sure Eddie is going to cry. He gives me
one last look, and then he turns and leaves. I shut the door quickly. As if by
doing so, I can make it as if the last few minutes didn’t happen.

I’m still trying to understand what has just happened. “I’ve
never seen him like that before.”

David’s eyes are on my face. “Really?” 

I stare at him, feeling uncertain, there is an edge to his
voice that I don’t understand. “Really.” I reply.

“Really?” He’s moving towards me, I move back, but with just
one step I’m already backed up against the wall. He tips my chin up
until I’m looking up into his eyes, “because anybody can see that he’s in love
with you.”

“Why would he be in love with me?”

“You really have no idea, do you?” He sighs. “Somebody
should have told you how beautiful you are.” He says. “I promise you that as
soon as I’m gone he’ll be back to offer you his ‘help’ again.”

“I don’t want his help.” I whisper.

His eyes hold mine, and I can’t look away. As I watch him,
his hand moves into my robe, parting the thick material. His fingers stroke my
thighs, moving up between my legs, he massages me softly, and I part my legs,
letting him touch me. 

I am so wet, his fingers stroke me easily, I moan softly,
moving my hips to meet them. I grab hold of his shoulders, breathless. He
doesn’t stop, a finger slides into me, slowly massaging me inside. He finds a
spot and applies more pressure. I groan, and he puts another finger in my mouth.
I start to suck on it, spreading my legs wider, opening myself to him. As he
drives me crazy inside, his thumb plays with me outside. Finally, I can’t take
it anymore. My body stiffens, and then I let out a thin scream as it shatters in
different directions.

His lips descend on mine, swallowing my scream. I gasp,
because the kiss is almost painful. It’s possessive, as if he is
stamping me with his ownership, but I don’t care, I want to be owned.

He presses me against the wall, and I can feel the firm push
of his arousal. I moan softly. His voice is harsh against my ear. “Don’t forget
who made you feel like this.”

I’ll never forget. “Take me with you.” I don’t consciously form
the words, they just come out from somewhere deep within me. Somewhere where
there is no shame, only desperation. 

He doesn’t reply. I wonder what he’s thinking. I feel a
sense of shame at the thought of his rejection. His hands tighten around my waist,
and he pulls me close. I relax against him as he kisses my hair. He is so tender,
I brace myself for his refusal.

He chuckles suddenly. I wonder why, but I don’t want to
leave his embrace. “There’s one way you can come with me to Seattle.” He sounds
amused.

“How?” I’m ready to explore any options.

He considers for a moment. “How long does it take to get a
marriage license in the town of Ashford?”




Chapter Five

The next few hours pass in a blur. I am happy and excited,
but I’m also afraid in a way that I cannot explain. Maybe I am afraid of
change, or maybe I am afraid of David Preston. I don’t really know.

First, he goes with me to the shop, where I haltingly tell
Stacey that I’m getting married and going to Seattle with David. I ask her to witness
the ceremony, and she agrees, even though I can see from her face that she is
worried about me and sure that I am making a mistake.

Am I making a mistake? I am happy, I always dreamed
of falling in love, maybe this is it, but even if it is not, I am sure that if David
leaves for Seattle without me, I would not be able to bear it.

Back in my apartment, after his shocking proposal, he called
his assistant in Seattle, Linda Mays. She arrives a few hours later, while we
are at the shop, a glamorous looking black haired vision, in a pencil
skirt and an incredibly tailored jacket. She takes one look at me and tries not
to show her surprise. I try not to show how cowed I am by her obvious sophistication,
as I give her the documents she needs to get us a marriage license from the
courthouse.

After she leaves, he seems reluctant to leave me alone with
Stacey. After a while, he leaves for the Fairview, where he’s staying, and where
I will join him for lunch.

As soon as he’s gone, Stacey sits me down for a talk.

“Are you sure of what you are doing?” Her face is a study in
worry. In fact, she looks more worried than she did yesterday. “Marriage is not
something to jump into, especially with someone you hardly know, you only met
him yesterday you said.”

I nod, how do I explain to her that I understand her fears,
but I am more afraid of not leaving with him than of anything else?

“You don’t have to do that, you know,” She says. “I spoke
with Trevor Beak.” Trevor Beak is the manager at the local grocery store, and I
wonder what this will have to do with me. “He says there may be a position for
you as an assistant trainee manager,” She continues, “You may not have to leave
town after all.”

I smile and nod. “I’m glad you’re looking out for me,” I
say, touched by her concern, “but I’ll be fine, I promise.”

She nods, and there are tears in her eyes. She draws me into
her arms and hugs me tightly, surprising me. I want to cry because for a moment
I think I can feel what it may have been like to have a mother.


At lunchtime, the black sedan comes for me. The driver, a strong
looking but clean-cut man who tells me that his name is Steve, looks pleasant
but barely says a word to me. At the Fairview, David is waiting for me in the
restaurant. Even though in the morning I tried to make an effort with my
clothes, wearing a gray skirt and a white blouse, I still feel out of place,
like a schoolgirl.

He is sitting alone at a table close to the windows, and
when I enter he turns to look at me, and my stomach twists. The memories of
last night engulf me and I want him in a way that surprises me.

He smiles and stands, he is wearing a dark blue suit, and he
looks so beautiful I can’t catch my breath. “Hello Sophie.” He says as he pulls
the chair out for me.

“Hello.” I reply, breathing in the scent of him. I can’t believe
that he will soon be mine.

The waiter comes, and he orders for both of us, looking at
me for approval. I nod, I am not hungry at all, at least what I want cannot be
served on a plate.

When the waiter leaves, his eyes hold mine, and there is a
teasing glint in their depths.

“You have to stop looking at me like that.” He sounds
amused, “or else I will have to take you up to my suite right now, and have you
for lunch”

I sigh at the image, “Why don’t you?” I whisper. It’s
exactly what I want.

He leans back in his chair and smiles. I stare at him, I
don’t think I’ll ever get used to how incredible he is to look at. “Linda will
be here to pick you up after lunch, to shop for a dress.” He shrugs. “We’ll be
married by tonight.” His eyes are full of promise, “and then I’ll show you
everything I’m thinking of doing to you right now.

There is no way I’m going to be able to eat now, I think, trying
and failing to stop the throbbing between my legs. I press my thighs together
and sigh. I can’t wait for tonight.

“So when did you two meet?” Linda asks me later, as we
browse the racks for a good dress, me hesitantly, she, rapidly, as if she knows
exactly what she is looking for. She ignored me throughout the drive in the car
to dress shop, which she has picked out all by herself.

“Yesterday.” I reply. I know it sounds ridiculous, but I try
to say it as if it means nothing, as if people get married all the time
a day after they meet.

She snorts and continues browsing the rack. I prickle
with irritation at the sound, but I don’t say anything. Suddenly I am
determined to choose my own dress. I start to look for a dress too, determined not
to wear anything she picks out.

Luckily, I find an off-white dress, sleeveless with a wide
neck. It’s the kind of dress I’ve always dreamed of wearing. I pick it off the rack
and tell Linda that I’ve found what I want. She nods in approval when I try it
on and that rankles too.  I don’t need her to approve my choices.

We buy other things, lingerie that makes me blush, while Linda
looks at my reddening face as if she has never seen a blush before, shoes, a
few other dresses, and then we go to a hair salon to fix up my hair and makeup.
By the time I’m all dressed up, I don’t recognize myself. I don’t look my age,
that’s for sure. I look grown-up and elegant.

Stacey meets us at the courthouse with her Brett, her husband,
who looks confused by the whole thing. They both witness the ceremony, which
for me, is only a blur. All I can see is David looking perfect in the dark blue
suit promising to love me forever. I know it’s probably silly to imagine that I
love him, but as I watch his lips say my name, I’m very sure that I do. 

The official says something and David lifts my hand to slide
the rings onto my finger, two rings, a sparking engagement ring, and a plain
wedding band. I know his assistant has picked them out, but I don’t care,
because I am happy and in love, and for the moment I know that everything is
going to be all right.
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Teaser

The journey to Seattle is silent. Steve, the chauffeur
keeps his eyes on the road, and my husband, I still can’t believe he is my
husband, studies some papers on his lap, totally ignoring me.

I can’t stop looking at him though. As I watch his strong
fingers flip through the papers, my mind drifts to last night, my wedding
night, and I feel my skin heat up.

I sigh and turn to look out of the window at the woods
flying by.

It’s still hard to believe that this man, who I only met
three days ago, is my husband and that I am leaving the life I have always
known to go with him to his home, his city, his life, of which I know nothing.
However, I don’t care, I love him, and I’m sure he cares about me.

He hasn’t looked at me at all. With him acting so distant, it’s
easy to wonder if I’m not mistaken, and just being a silly child imagining
myself in love. Why would he love me? After all, I am just an inexperienced eighteen-year
old. I steal another glance at him, but if that’s what he thinks, he wouldn’t
have married me in the first place, would he?

Why would he marry me at all? Aunt Josephine would have said
something about ulterior motives. But what ulterior motives? I’m neither rich,
successful, nor exceptionally beautiful. In fact, I was the one who begged him
not to leave me. 

I push the thoughts to the back of my mind. My body is
aching from last night. I sigh again, David is still engrossed in his papers. Last
night it had been me he was engrossed in.

After the ceremony, we had all gone back to the hotel for
drinks and dinner. Halfway through dinner, which I was too tense to eat, he’d
suddenly stood up and announced that he was retiring with his wife.

The look in his eyes had filled me with such want that I
almost couldn’t stand up. The next thing I knew he picked me up and carried me into
the elevator amidst embarrassed cheers from our few guests. 

We were alone in the elevator, and as soon as the door
closed, he claimed my lips, his tongue delving hungrily in my mouth. His hands found
their way under my dress and started to knead me gently through my new lace
panties. I was whimpering with pleasure by the time the elevator stopped.

Then he lifted me again and carried me to his room. Someone,
probably his assistant, Linda Mays, had arranged for wine in an ice bucket, and
strawberries. He ignored those. He dropped me, barely able to stand at the foot
of the bed and pulled down the zipper of my dress, pulling it off my shoulder
along with the straps of my bra.

When my breasts were free, he covered them with his hands,
kneading them until I fell against him and he had to guide me unto the bed. 

He pulled my dress up around my waist and pushed my panties
aside, then his tongue was between my legs, and I was moaning and whimpering. In
only a few moments, my body had started shattering around his mouth. Then he
stopped suddenly. While I was still wondering why, he pulled down his pants and
in the next moment, he had filled me completely.

I came immediately, the warm sweetness shattering my body
into a million pieces, then as he continued to move, I felt the pleasure build
up, again, heat starting up in my core and spreading until even my fingertips
were filled with pleasure. I screamed my release the same time as he
groaned loudly and collapsed on top of me. 

Then I said it. I love you.

And he didn’t say anything.
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