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Chapter One

“MAY I DRIVE NOW?” I ASK STEVE, as he maneuvers the car through the black, wrought iron gates, and onto the paved driveway of the old brick mansion where I’ve lived since I was six.

He turns a brief glance in my direction. “Not today.” He says, his voice deep and quiet. With his shaved head and permanently severe expression, he could pass for a dangerous mobster, but actually, he’s an ex-marine. My stepfather Henry Weber hired him to drive me around and keep me out of “trouble.” Whatever that is. 

Steve doesn’t talk much, but usually, he lets me drive when we get to the house. I still have two years to go before I can get a license, but he says he has extreme confidence in my abilities, after all, he taught me himself.

We get to the end of the driveway, and I see why he didn’t let me drive. The shiny black Bentley that’s usually covered up in the garage is parked close to the front door. 

That can only mean one thing. 

They’re back.

I frown. 

Steve stops the car. “See you later kid.” He sounds almost sympathetic.

“Yeah.” I reply sullenly, climbing out and shouldering my backpack. The thought of running into them makes me reluctant to go into the house. I drag my feet to the door and cautiously push it open.

Inside, all is quiet. Relieved, I let myself breathe. Maybe they’re tired from their flight, or sailing trip, or whatever, and have gone to bed already. I move quietly. With any luck, I can hide out in my room until they go out to one of the numerous parties they probably have lined up.

No such luck. When I get upstairs and open the door to my room, I find my mother waiting for me.

She’s sitting at my reading desk, her back towards me. Her black hair, which is the same color as mine, is pinned up in a classy looking style, the way Henry prefers it. She never wears her hair down anymore, like she did when I was a kid. She’s looking at the picture of my Dad and me that occupies center place on my desk. In the picture, I’m a chubby, toothless baby, and my Dad is carrying me around his shoulders. 

She turns around at the sound of the door, and her eyes light up when she sees me. “David!” She exclaims with a wide smile, as if she’s spent all the time when she was away waiting to see me again. She gets up and comes to hug me, wrapping me in a cloud of soft perfume. “You’ve grown so tall!” She continues, still smiling and looking at me expectantly, as if she’s waiting for a response.

I mumble something in reply, squashing the instinct to hug her back the way I used to before, in the days when I lived for the moments when she would float back into my life after a long absence, with stories of places they had gone, and parties she’d been to. She’d come with her beauty and her exotic adventures, and my life in her absence would fade to dullness.

Now I just wish she would leave me alone.

She starts to talk about how she missed me, she sounds very sincere, but she can’t have missed me very much if she didn’t have a problem staying away for nearly six months, I decide resentfully, tuning her out.

I drop my backpack on the floor and go to sit at the edge of my bed. While she talks, I study the picture of my father and me. We’re both grinning happily at the camera, or at my mother behind the camera. Of course, that was back when she was still my mom, not Henry Weber’s socialite wife. 

She’s still talking to me, but I can’t really hear her. I smile wistfully at my toothless baby grin behind my father’s handsome one. He died when I was six, after a drunk driver ran a red light and crushed his car. Almost immediately, my mother married Henry, an idle millionaire whose only desire is to travel and socialize. She’s been travelling and socializing with him for nine years.

“You’re starting to look so much like your father.” My mother’s soft words cut into my thoughts, and I turn towards her. Her eyes are shiny, like she’s about to cry.

I don’t say anything, even though the comment makes me happy and proud. I ignore her sigh of exasperation at my silence. What’s the point of telling her anything? Soon she’ll have left for another one of their trips, and my life will go back to normal.

She leaves me alone soon after. They’re going out to a dinner party, and she has to prepare. I go downstairs to find Steve, sure that I won’t run into Henry while he’s locked up in his massive closet trying to decide which one of his hundreds of tuxedos to wear. Steve lives in an apartment over the garage, and sometimes if I plead enough, he relents and teaches me some of his martial arts moves.

It’s while I’m walking across the lawn towards the garage that I hear the voices. I turn back towards the house, and through their bedroom window, see my mother and Henry arguing. I’m not surprised. They argue a lot. Henry’s a jerk. I can’t stand him, he can’t stand me, and I have no idea how my mother can stand him.

I’m about to turn away, when I see him raise a hand and strike my mother across the face. I stand there frozen as she holds a hand to her cheek. He turns towards the window, and seeing me, walks towards it and abruptly pulls the curtains closed.

~§~§~§~§~

Someone is trying to take control of my company.

That’s the thought on my mind as Steve drives through the tree-lined streets of Ashford, the small town where I came to do a friend a favor.

The favor is Rick Cruzman, a community college dropout who has developed an innovative software application for managing virtual money, and has been trying to market it for months. He got a few minutes to sell it at a mediocre software conference at Ashcroft Hills, a business resort about thirty minutes from Seattle, and because my friend, who’s happily retired from business, asked me to look into him, I took the half hour drive from my office.

I was also curious, restless, and in need of space to think.

It didn’t take me long to decide that Rick Cruzman’s software had some potential. After his presentation, I approached him and made an offer. He jumped on it, like I knew he would.

I turn to look out of the car windows, my mind going back to my original thoughts. Someone has been stealthily acquiring Preston Corp stock directly from shareholders in the open market, operating behind a group of small companies, which I am sure, are all linked to one person. I shouldn’t be worried, I’m the largest shareholder in my company, and I have voting agreements with the majority of the initial investors, giving me total voting control.

Marshall Banks was one of those original investors, and now, Carole owns his substantial shares. As the second largest shareholder, if she sells, I’ll lose the shares that make up a large amount of my voting power. I could lose control.

And she knows it. 

The memory of our last phone conversation brings a frown to my face. Carole’s breathy voice sounded smug and self-satisfied as she invited me to lunch. I accepted because if I were a corporate raider intent of wresting control of Preston Corp, I would approach her, as I’m sure someone already has, hence the smugness. I know Carole well enough to know that she wants something in return for not selling. 

I feel a flash of irritation. Carole at her best is selfish and greedy. At her worst, she’s calculating and vindictive. I’d rather not have to deal with her at all, and I plan to make it so that in the future, I don’t have to. 

Steve slows down to take a turn. From the back seat, I can see his smooth shaved head, still the same as when he used to drive me as a teenager. He’s a little bulkier now, but still as taciturn as the day we first met. I’ve stopped trying to imagine what goes on in his head beneath his silence. I know now that there was a time when he was different. He told me himself, in a rare unguarded moment, about his wife and little daughter dying while he was on active duty, when a shooter opened fire in a crowded mall. He’s never forgiven himself for not being there to protect them.

Guilt can do worse things to a man than make him reserved, so I don’t begrudge Steve his silence. 

I’m about to go back to reading the documents I have on my lap when my eyes go to the window again, and I see the girl.

Her hair is pale gold, wavy, and held back in a loose ponytail, with a few escaped tendrils framing her face in delicate wisps. Her figure is slight, yet curvy, and her eyes, as she gazes at the car passing by, are a deep, innocent green. She looks lost. Beautiful and lost.

Something happens to me as I look at her. I forget about takeovers, shares, and software. In the space between dreaming and longing, all I can do is stare. I watch her turn around and walk through a doorway into what looks like a shop. I don’t stop looking even as Steve picks up speed and I have to crane my neck.

“Stop.” I say the words without thinking. 

Immediately the car stops. If Steve is surprised, he doesn’t show it.

“Back.” I say, still looking towards the girl. I can still see her through the clear glass front of the shop she entered. I wait impatiently as Steve puts the car on reverse and backs up until I tell him to stop. He parks by the spot where a few seconds before, the girl had been standing.

I only pause for a moment before I follow my instincts and step out of the car.

Through the glass, my eyes meet hers again. She’s looking at me, standing as still as a statue. Briefly, I wonder what I’m doing, going to her.

I consider getting back in the car.

But I don’t. Instead, I push open the door and walk into the shop, straight towards where she stands staring at me.

Her eyes are bright, her cheeks red, and her soft pink lips gently parted.

I have an insane urge to take her in my arms and kiss those lips until I’ve tasted every inch of them. It makes no sense.

“Good afternoon.” I say quickly, trying to keep a hold of myself. I don’t want to do something crazy and scare her.

She is gazing at me, a confused frown on her face, almost as if she has no idea what to say in response. “Good afternoon.” When she finally responds, her voice is soft and light, like a gentle breeze on a moonlit night.

The fact that I’m having poetic impulses makes me want to laugh at myself. Any minute now and I’ll be writing her sonnets.

“Would you like to buy something?” She asks in that soft voice. There is a very distinct flush staining her cheeks. Is she blushing? I stare at her, fascinated.

I realize that she’s waiting for a response. “Of course.” I look around, taking in the collection of pretty things in ceramic and glass. “I’d like ah... a gift for my mother.” I turn back to her and watch, captivated, as her eyes widen slightly, their green depths darkening.

She has beautiful eyes.

I’m still staring when she suddenly starts to move towards me. My heart nearly stops when she passes right in front of me, our bodies almost brushing against each other as she moves farther into the shop. I take a deep breath, filling my nose with her scent. She smells like shampoo and strawberries, sweet and nice, and yet somehow, extremely sensual. 

I follow her through the shop, only half listening as she talks about the items they have for sale. I’m too busy watching her slender waist and the smooth curve of her hips. She stops suddenly and turns around, and I have to look back up at her face. 

I don’t know what she sees in my expression, but she steps back abruptly, away from me. She looks tense all of a sudden, and I almost feel guilty for checking her out. “We have um... These glass sculptures are all made locally.” Her words come out in a rush, and I can tell that she’s nervous. Well I’m nervous too, nervous, fascinated, enthralled and so many other things I haven’t felt in a long time. It’s somewhat gratifying that she’s as affected by my presence as I am by hers. 

She keeps talking, but I can’t tear my eyes away from the lush pinkness of her lips. The hunger to kiss those lips spreads from my brain to my fingers, and straight to my groin. 

“What’s your name?” I interrupt. I’m more interested in her than in anything stocked in the shop.

At first, she looks bewildered, like she has no idea what I just said. “Sophie.” She says, after a short pause. “Sophie Bennett.”

“Sophie.” I repeat. The name suits her. She looks quite young, I think, studying her face. I find myself desperately hoping that she’s not in high school or something else that’ll make me feel like a pervert. “And how long have you worked here, Sophie?” I’m trying to play it cool, even though my fingers are itching to touch her, to feel the smoothness of her skin. 

“I... um...” She blinks rapidly, “a few months.” 

“Interesting.” I assume she works part time while attending a local college. At least I hope so. That would make me feel less  degenerate. “College?” I ask, studying her face.

She shakes her head.

I frown. “How old are you?”

She pauses, licking her lips in a quick movement. I stare at her moistened lips, unable to look away, or to ignore the sudden and insistent thickening in my pants. 

“Eighteen.” She says, her voice so low I almost miss it.

Eighteen! I’m lusting after a baby.

I take a small step back, disappointment and common sense piercing through my overwhelming desire for her. “You’re very young.” I say unnecessarily. 

She doesn’t reply. I watch as her gaze drops from my face. I’m wondering what she’s thinking when she looks back up again, swallowing me with deep green eyes. Lost in the green depths, I can’t think clearly, my mind fills of images of all the things I want to do to her, with her.

I am a pervert.

I look away, desperate for a distraction. My eyes catch on a small glass sculpture. “I’d like the glass swan.” I tell her.

She looks like I just spoke in Greek. “The what?”

The nonplussed expression on her face brings a chuckle to my lips. I incline my head towards the sculpture, noting her embarrassment as she picks it up. I follow as she takes it to the desk at the front of the shop, trying this time not to ogle her perfect behind.

“Do you want it wrapped?” She asks. 

“Yes, and delivered.” I give her my address in Seattle, and wait as she jots it down on a notepad, then I hand her my card, and as she takes it, her fingers brush against mine. They’re cool and soft, and I suddenly have an urge to take her hand and kiss it. The contact is only for a few moments, but those moments seem to last for a long time. 

She’s staring up at me like a deer caught in headlamps. She feels it too, whatever this is.

Abruptly, she pulls her hand from mine and swipes my card, not looking at me.

“I want to see you.” The words escape my lips without any input from my brain. She stills, and those green eyes find mine again. “What are you doing tonight?” 

“Nothing.” She says after a pause.

“Then have dinner with me.”

She looks as if she’s thinking about it, confusion, and a whole lot of other emotions running through her features. “Please.” I persist, giving her a smile for good measure. Somehow, I want this very badly.

I watch her expressive face, waiting for her to decide. “Okay.” She says finally.

I feel as if I’ve won a major triumph. I realize that I’ve been leaning over her, eagerly waiting for her reply. I straighten. “When do you finish here?” I ask.

Her face creases again in a tiny frown. “At five.” She tells me, still looking hesitant.

“I’ll be here.” I give her a reassuring smile, backing slowly towards the door. Outside, Steve is waiting patiently in the car. He doesn’t ask me why I’m grinning so widely as I climb into the back seat.


Chapter Two

“LET’S FIND A HOTEL.” I SAY to Steve as the car starts to move. Since I’ve committed myself to remaining in Ashford until evening, I might as well find a place to have lunch, and get some work done. It’s not such a big deal. I can work from anywhere, most of the time. 

Steve catches my eye in the rearview mirror, then turns to the GPS and begins to search for a hotel. 

I have work to do. If I’m going to be fighting a takeover attempt, then I need to be ready. I’m actually excited. This is a challenge, and they don’t come often to me. These days, too many things come too easily.

My mind goes back to Sophie Bennett, and my excitement takes a different dimension. I’m incredibly keen to find out what lies beneath that quiet facade, and to explore the silent promises in her eyes. I take a deep breath.

I can’t wait to see her tonight.

I don’t want to ask myself what the point is. She’s little more than a child. If I left Ashford at this very moment, there would be more than enough women, willing, eager even, to help me forget her.  

Except I don’t want to forget.

There can’t be many choices for hotels in Ashford. In a few minutes, Steve is already parked in front of a six-storey building with a sign that says ‘The Ashford Fairview’.

It will do, I decide, picking up my phone from the seat beside me. I’m about to step out of the car when I see the reminder flash on the screen. 

Lunch with Carole Banks.

I frown. I had forgotten all about Carole. How could I not, when my mind has been, and still is, on Sophie. I can always call Carole and postpone. Right now, what I have is a driving desire to see Sophie again.

I almost step out of the car before the folly of the decision I’ve just made makes a full impact in my brain.

I’m postponing a meeting that could save my company just so I can see a girl.

An eighteen-year-old girl.

It’s insane.

I frown. “Let’s go back to Seattle, Steve,” I say, a little annoyed with myself. “I have things to do.”

~§~§~§~§~

Under Steve’s guidance, the Jaguar eats up the distance, staying just below the speed limit, and we get to the city in less than half an hour. 

He drops me off on the sidewalk, in front of the glass revolving doors of the multi-storey edifice that is Preston Corp. These days, I no longer spend a few seconds just standing outside, relishing the knowledge that it’s mine. It just is, and I’m not going to let anyone take it away.

I clear the marble and glass reception area, acknowledging the greetings without pausing. I take the elevator to the penthouse floor, going through the security doors and giving a cursory nod to the receptionist as I walk past her. 

My office is at the end of the floor. To get there, I pass by the office where my assistants Linda and Cole are busy at their computers. They both look up when I walk in. 

“Good morning Mr. Preston.” 

“Good morning Linda, Cole.” I don’t pause in my stride, going directly into my office. Once inside, I ignore the desk and go to stand at the floor to ceiling windows through which I can see the city spread out below me. The office is large, slightly less than a quarter of the entire penthouse floor space, with a bar, seating areas and a very large teleconferencing screen opposite my desk, but it is here, at the windows, that I get most of my work done. 

I frown and push images of soft green eyes and wavy gold hair out of my mind. If my suspicions are correct, and Carole has gotten an offer for her shares, my lunch with her will tell me whom I’m going to have to deal with. 

I spend a few more minutes at the windows, drawing up, and discarding plans in my head. I’m still there when Linda comes in with a list of all the things I have to attend to.

~§~§~§~§~

An hour later, I walk into the hotel restaurant where I’m meeting Carole for lunch. A smiling, middle-aged man in an immaculate suit introduces himself as the host and leads me to a table. As I take my seat, I see Carole walk in through the entrance.

She looks beautiful, as usual, red curls framing her oval face like a high maintenance halo. Today, her lips are deep scarlet against her pale skin, and set in a smug smile.

She pauses at the door, and then, when she’s sure that all the eyes in the restaurant are on her, she saunters inside. I watch as she whispers something to the host, leaning towards him - not too close to be indecent, but close enough that he probably loses some of the blood flow to his brain. I watch as he nods, his eyes drinking her in, before he leads to my table.

I get up as he pulls out her chair, after which Carole dismisses him with a light pat on his arm and takes her seat.

“David!” She smiles. Her voice is a whispery, teasing, girlish sound, diligently cultivated and maintained. 

“Carole.” I settle back into my seat.

“It’s been so long since we saw each other, David.” She says, giving me her debutante smile. She leans forward, her voice turning intimate. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were avoiding me.”

“Why in the world would I do that?” My sarcasm isn’t lost on her. She watches me archly as I pick up a menu and glance through it. After a brief pause, she does the same. When she seems ready to make her order, I signal for the waiter.

“I’m exhausted.” She exclaims, after we’ve ordered. “I feel like I’ve been in a plane for years.” Her eyes are on my face, looking expectant as she waits for a response. When I don’t show any interest, she continues anyway. “I just returned to town.” She says. “I’ve been staying at this lovely villa in the south of France.”

The last thing I want is for her to treat me to a story of her aimless globetrotting, or of another poor sucker who has fallen for her charms. I don’t say anything. She either takes my silence for interest, or just decides to tell me anyway. 

“The Villa belongs to Toby Felt,” She pauses, searching my face, “Have you heard of him? The investor? He’s a really charming man.” She smiles, “and he knows exactly how to treat a lady.”

My interest perks up, and not because of her obvious attempt to make me jealous. I couldn’t care less who Carole’s flavor of the month is, but Toby Felt isn’t just an investor, he’s a corporate raider, the kind of man who would acquire control of a company and sell off all the assets for his personal gain. If he’s behind the attempt on Preston Corp, it would totally explain why he’s sweetening Carole up with extended stays at his luxury villa. 

“Some women find all men charming as long as they have money to spend.” I reply, keeping my face impassive. 

“You think I’m one of such women?” She looks affronted. “For your information David, I don’t think you’re charming, no matter how much you have to spend.”

“I am truly heartbroken.” I state drily. 

Just then, our food arrives, and as we eat, I listen to Carole’s small talk with half an ear. I’m determined for her to come out and tell me what she wants without any prompting from me. The moment she senses my apprehension about the takeover, her demands will skyrocket. 

“What did you want to discuss, Carole?” I ask lightly, interrupting her chatter. “Why did you ask me to lunch?”

She stops and considers me for a moment. “Why did you accept?” She counters, “Usually you’d just tell me that you’re busy.”

I shrug. “I usually am.”

Her lips form a pout. “Maybe I just wanted to talk about us, David” 

I chuckle. “Don’t be ridiculous Carole, there is no us.”

Her shoulders stiffen, and I can tell that she’s not happy with my reply. Then she relaxes and leans back in her chair. “But there used to be,” She manages a wistful expression, “and there could be again.”

“I wouldn’t be too sure about that,” I’m amused despite myself. “You can’t have run out of men to play games with, Carole. I’m sure if you look around you’d find a couple of eager playthings.”

She shrugs, looking up at me from under long lashes in an expression I assume I’m supposed to find sexy, “Maybe I want the one I can’t have.” She says.

“And that would be?”

“You.”

I snort. “Tell me, when was the last time you heard from that fitness guy you used to screw.”

“Enrique?” She laughs. “Not recently. He didn’t serve his purpose you know. Look at you, not even a little bit jealous that I cheated on you with him.”

“Perhaps you didn’t serve his purpose either.” I tell her. “The last time I saw him he didn’t seem very happy with you.”

Her eyes narrow. “What do you mean?”

I shrug. I don’t intend to tell her of the desperate fitness instructor’s attempt to blackmail me with a very explicit video of him and Carole. He hadn’t seen her in months, and she wasn’t taking his calls. So he came to me, making the mistaken assumption that I and Carole were still together. 

She watches me in silence. When I don’t offer any elaboration, she sighs. “I have an offer I thought you might be interested in.”

Finally. I let her stew for a bit before I respond. “Which is?”

“I don’t know... you’re so mean and distant. I’m beginning to think you don’t deserve my help.” She frowns. “Maybe I’d prefer for you to lose your company.” She continues musingly, “I do hate you for leaving me, you know. Plus I’ve made a lot of silly investments with the money Daddy left me, and I need to sell my shares in Preston Corp to the highest bidder.”

“Or maybe you just want something from me Carole.” I say wryly, “Tell me what it is.”

“David...” She breathes, her voice lowering to an intimate whisper, “You already know what I want.”

I raise a brow. “No. I must confess that I don’t.”

“Don’t act obtuse David. Think about it,” Her voice is eager. “We were so good together, socially we’re a perfect couple. I have a perfect education, a perfect family, friends, and connections. I can navigate any society we ever find ourselves. I would be an asset to you David, and you know it.”

While you screw the fitness instructor, and anybody else you choose to play your games with, because every male within panting distance has to be crazy about you and no one else, I think silently. Thanks but no thanks. 

“What I’m saying David, is that we should get married.” She smiles, as if she hasn’t just made the most ridiculous proposal ever. “You know it’s what Daddy always wanted. I’d give you my shares then. Think about it, nobody could ever take Preston Corp from you.” 

I stare coldly at her, “I’d rather just buy your shares Carole. Everything else you’re offering means nothing to me.”

Her eyes narrow. “Thinks about what I’ve said, Toby Felt is offering me a lot, and he doesn’t have the disadvantage of having dumped me before.” 

Toby Felt. 

She’s watching my face for my reaction. When I don’t give her any, she shrugs again. “He has a huge vision of adding Preston Corp to his conglomerate. It’s like India to his Alexander.”

I don’t remind her that Alexander died trying to take India. “You’re not going to sell him your shares, Carole.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re going to sell them to me.”

“Well David,” She gives me a sidelong glance, “You know exactly how to make me do that.” She gets up. “I have to leave now.” She says sweetly. “Thanks for lunch.”

I watch her leave, my mind on overdrive, I will find a thousand ways to get what I want, but there’s no way in hell I’ll succumb to anyone’s blackmail.

~§~§~§~§~

I have to find a way to deal with Carole. I should have known she wouldn’t make it easy, but who could have anticipated such an unreasonable demand, even from Carole? 

And Toby Felt, I need to find out everything possible about him, the companies he’s acquired in the past and his strategies for his acquisitions. Then I’ll prepare a new strategy for retaining control of my company. 

I could make it easy, I think, as I dismiss the meeting I’ve called in my office. I could make it easy on myself, save company time and resources, and get the results I want in one easy step. 

In the hidden drawer under my desk, there’s a flash drive, and it contains one video file. 

While Carole’s fitness instructor and sometime lover Enrique had been in my office trying to convince me to pay him an inordinately large amount of money so he wouldn’t release his video of Carole on the internet. I made a few calls. In minutes, there was a team was at his apartment retrieving every trace of the file from his computer, and tracing every device to which he had ever copied it. Luckily, they’d found everything and brought them to me.

Then I told Enrique that if he brought me every copy he had, I would consider paying him. When he called me an hour later, swearing and cursing, I knew for sure that we had found every copy. I had them all destroyed, except for the copy in the flash drive, the one he’d given me himself. I kept it as proof.

Then I let him know that if he ever tried to blackmail me again, he would die in jail.

That’s how much I detest blackmail.

Which is unfortunate, considering that at this moment, blackmail can get me what I want, very easily.

I toss the drive back into the drawer and leave the desk. I walk along the length of the glass walls, staring outside, while my mind works furiously. 

There’s no way I’m going to lose my company to Toby Felt’s need to massage his ego. No damn way.

Carole’s terms, of course, are out of the question. I need to get control of the situation on my own terms. 

I glance at my watch. It’s almost four o clock. I’ve already asked Linda to find the phone number for the gift shop in Ashford. Efficient as always, she has it printed on a sheet of paper on my desk.

With everything I have on my mind, the sensible thing would be to call Sophie, and tell her how sorry I am that I can’t take her to dinner.

And I would do that, if I didn’t have this strange compulsion to see her blush again. 


Chapter Three

STEVE DRIVES ME OVER TO MY apartment, where I take a shower and change my clothes. I drive myself to Ashford, taking the BMW convertible. I’m not keen to have Steve trailing along on a date. 

The image of Sophie’s face stays in my mind as I drive. The logical part of my brain keeps asking why the urge to see her again is so incredibly strong. I frown, tapping my fingers on the wheel. I have too much to worry about to be driving out of the city just to have dinner with a girl, and yet, in half an hour, at almost exactly five o clock, I’m pulling into the front of the gift shop.

I step out of the car, looking into the shop through the glass. The lights are on, but it looks empty. At first, I get a sick feeling that she has gone, but then I see her enter the shop through a door at the back, and overwhelming relief floods through me. 

What is happening to me?

I like my relationships uncomplicated. I don’t do romance, I don’t do commitment, and women have learned not to expect those things from me. 

What I do is sex. No. Strings. Attached.

A concept which, I’m sure, is alien to the eighteen-year-old girl inside the shop looking at me. This is bound to end in complications. This is something I don’t need.

Yet I can’t stay away. 

I watch her as she runs a hand over her hair, smoothing her ponytail. I wish she would let it hang free. I can imagine the soft waves framing her face and falling to her shoulders. I can imagine a lot of things, and none of them are halfway decent. 

She comes towards the front of the shop, locking it up behind her as she steps onto the sidewalk. 

“Hi.” She says, her soft voice washes over me, reminding me why I’ve abandoned everything I have to do, to come here, to her.  

“Hello Sophie.” She’s blushing. I don’t know why, but I find her flaming cheeks enthralling. “Ready?” I ask.

She nods. 

I turn towards the car, placing one hand on her back to guide her. My fingers are itching to touch her, and just that slight contact causes a distinct heaviness in my groin. 

I want her so badly I need a cold shower just thinking about it, and right now, the cold shower seems like the best idea. The alternative is just asking for trouble, and trouble is exactly what I don’t need.

“So where do you want to go?” I ask, as I slide into the driver’s seat. 

She frowns. “Where would you like to go?” She replies. 

I pause. I have no idea where anything is in this town. I suppose I should have thought of where to take her, since I made the invitation. I chuckle inwardly as I consider driving to the city, but I doubt she would want that.

She ought to be able to recommend a place though. “You know the town,” I ask. “Don’t you?”

She shakes her head, silent. I don’t know many eighteen year olds, but I doubt there are many left who aren’t savvy about everything around them. But then, she’s unlike any eighteen year old I have ever seen. She’s unlike anyone I’ve ever met. 

“You didn’t grow up here?” I ask.

“I’ve been away at boarding school,” She turns her face away, towards the window, “and anyway, I’ve never been very outgoing.” 

She has a small frown on her face. I find myself hoping that I haven’t made her feel somehow inadequate. I’m about to tell her not to worry, that I’m sure I’ll find something, when she turns back to me and tells me about some seafood place.

I start the car and enter the name of the restaurant into the GPS. 

“Can we stop by my place?” Her voice is tentative.

I turn to look at her. “Of course.” I say, noting that she looks worried. It’s only dinner. I don’t care if we get burgers and eat in the car. I just want to satisfy this crazy desire to be around her, to indulge the weird excitement that being with her gives me. 

I drive, following her directions to a brick walk-up not too far from the shop. “I won’t be long,” She tells me, climbing out of the car in a rush. I run through scenarios in my mind. Perhaps she has a pet to feed, or maybe she’s decided that I’m a serial killer and is now running screaming for the safety of her home. 

After a few minutes, she reappears, and I go around to open the door for her, admiring her figure as she walks towards me in a pretty blue dress. She must have been worried about not being properly dressed. As much as I like the dress, I wish she hadn’t bothered, I wouldn’t have minded if she had been wearing a grass skirt.

“Nice dress.” I say, joining her inside the car.

“Thank you.” Her perfect lips curve into a small smile.

I start the engine. “You didn’t have to change on my account though,” I add, “You already looked great.”

There is a long pause. “I wanted to.” She says finally.

I shrug and start to drive, wondering at her sweetness compared to the brittle sharpness of many of the women I know. But then, if the saying about birds of a feather is true, then perhaps I’m brittle and sharp as well.

Outside, the sun is setting, casting a gold glow into the car, which lights Sophie’s face and hair. She looks like a girl in a renaissance painting, beautiful and sensual, yet innocent.

“Were you at a conference at Ashcroft Hills?” Her voice cuts into my thoughts.

“Yes.” I reply, remembering self-important, midlevel software company executives and boring conversation. 

“I hope it went well.”

I shrug. I suppose it did, in a way. “I went to make a decision about a new software application that could be the next big thing, or a complete waste of time.” 

“What did you decide?” 

I turn to look at her, wondering that she is interested. She is looking up at me, her eyes soft and wide. “I bought it.” I tell her.

She watches me in silence. I have no idea what she’s thinking. I have a feeling that she can see inside me. I don’t want her to. Somehow, I fear I won’t stand up to the scrutiny.

“Tell me about yourself.” I say. “I already know you’re not outgoing,” I smile to let her know that I’m teasing, “So tell me more.”

She turns to look at her hands on her lap, a small frown on her face. “You won’t be interested.” 

I am interested. I want to know her, and not just in the biblical sense. I want to know the feelings behind her expression, the thoughts behind her blushes. I’m confused by my own desires.

“On the contrary, I am very intrigued.” I give her an encouraging grin, “I would very much like to know what you do with your time.”

“I read,” she says, and I’m not surprised. She seems like someone who reads a lot. “Sometimes I draw.” She adds.

An artist. “What do you draw?” 

“Stuff.” She seems embarrassed again. 

I chuckle softly. “And what do you read? Can I ask, or is it also ‘stuff’?”

“No... I read everything.” Her eyes light up as she continues, “History, classics, popular fiction.” She stops and shrugs, and I get the impression that she could talk about books for a long time.

I smile. “I thought young people never read anymore.”

She gives me a look. It’s thoughtful and curious at the same time. I wait for her to say something, but she doesn’t. 

“What are you thinking, Sophie?”

She looks away, as if she just realized that she was staring. “I was just wondering how old you are.” She admits.

I laugh. I would never confess it to anyone, but at that moment, I feel self-conscious about my age. I’m a full-grown man, pursuing someone who is only a little more than a child.

“Oh, I’m legal,” I say, laughing at myself. “I’m twenty seven.”

She is silent, but she doesn’t run out of the car screaming for help, which is a good thing for me. For her own good, maybe she should, maybe she should run away from me.

At the restaurant, we get a table that looks into a park, it’s a little secluded, which is fine by me. I order wine for us and look through the menu. After we’ve made our orders, I turn back to her. 

“So you’re not outgoing, you read, and you draw.” At this point, that’s all I know about her, “that can’t be all.”

“My mother died giving birth to me,” The words are sudden and unexpected. I frown, looking at her face for a clue as to how she feels telling me that. 

“That must have been hard for you.” I reply. I know a little of how it feels to lose a parent, or both.

“I suppose it was.” She looks lost for a moment while I wait for her to go on. “I grew up with my Aunt Josephine,” She continues, “but she died a few months ago.” Her lips form a sad smile. “Aunt Josephine told me that my father was some professor my mother had a ‘sordid’ affair with during the only semester she spent at college.” She looks up at my face, a small frown on hers. “Unfortunately that’s the only thing I know about him.” 

As she speaks, she seems to get more and more vulnerable, at least in my eyes. I barely know her and yet I want to protect her. I watch her large eyes cloud, and I feel a wave of annoyance towards the aunt. “Your aunt doesn’t sound very nice.” I observe.

Her face tells me all I need to know. “Aunt Josephine was ... different.” She says. 

I nod. “So you went to boarding school?”

“Yes, when I was twelve.” She smiles softly and shakes her head. “I didn’t make a lot of friends, but we had a wonderful library.”

“Of course.” I chuckle. Books. 

“That’s all there is to me.” She says, the small smile still on her lips. “I graduated, Aunt Josephine died, and I started working at the gift shop.” 

That doesn’t tell me why she isn’t going to college, like she should be. “So why no college?” I ask.

She frowns. “Maybe it’s not for me.” She says, “I’m moving to Bellevue to find a job.”

The confidence in her tone can only be from the wine. She must be scared to consider doing something as drastic as moving away from the town where she grew up, without even the security of a job waiting for her, but she seems to be handling it well. “Why Bellevue?” I ask.

She looks deep in thought, and then she shrugs and doesn’t say anything. I don’t pursue it. I consider asking her to come to Seattle instead. I would get her a job, make sure she’s all right. I watch as she licks her lips distractedly, and I know there’s no way I would be able to keep my hands off her. 

No, I should just leave her alone. 

I notice a guy come into the restaurant with a brunette in tow. He doesn’t take two steps before his eyes lock on Sophie. She has her back to him, so she can’t see him. His expression turns to one of surprise, and he says something to his companion. As I watch, they begin to come towards us.

He looks young, closer to her age than me. A boyfriend maybe. Feeling unaccountably jealous, I wait as he approaches our table.

“Sophie?” The guy says when he is close enough for her to hear. Sophie frowns, her eyes still on me, then she turns around to see who it is. I watch her face, her reactions, wanting to see any sign that he means something to her. 

“Hi Eddie.” Her voice is friendly but not overly so.

“It’s really nice to see you, Sophie.” The guy, Eddie, says, his eyes leaving her face only for a second, to look at mine. 

“It’s nice to see you too, Eddie.” Sophie replies, for a second she looks unsure what to do. “David, this is Eddie,” She starts tentatively. “We were neighbors growing up.”

I watch her face for any sign of another meaning in that statement, wondering at my sudden and unjustifiable possessiveness.

“Eddie, this is David Preston,” she continues, “he...” she stops and I watch the blush steal into her cheeks. 

“I’m attending a conference here in town,” I finish for her. “or I was. I’m heading back to Seattle in the morning.”

My eyes don’t leave Sophie’s face as I speak, so I see the look of disappointment that immediately clouds her features. A small frown steals into her face. I feel an unfamiliar surge of concern. I try to pay attention while her friend introduces his companion. 

“I’m sorry for your loss Sophie,” he says to Sophie, giving her a smile that makes me want to give him a job somewhere very far away. “I’m sorry I haven’t tried to see you before now.” He adds.

“You were away at school,” She replies, “and I’m okay.” 

He gives her another smile before moving away from our table. I watch him go, jealousy eating at me. “Old boyfriend?” I ask, turning back to Sophie, the coolness in my voice hiding the fact that I really need her to deny it.

“No,” her eyes widen, and she shakes her head. “Of course not. I don’t have any old boyfriends.” 

I’m almost ashamed of the relief I feel. “Young ones then?” I probe, looking intently at her. 

She shakes her head, filling me with an insane and inexplicable feeling of exultation. 

“You didn’t tell me you were leaving.” She says in a small voice. The thought that she doesn’t want me to go is selfishly elating. I lean back on my chair and watch her face. 

“I was leaving this afternoon,” I say with a small shrug, “and yet when I saw you, I stopped to ask you to dinner.”

A blush steals into her cheeks. “Oh.”

I smile ruefully. “But then I left anyway.”

“I don’t understand.” She says, puzzlement creeping into her face, “You’re here.”

But I shouldn’t be, if I had any sense I would be far away from her. I suppress the voice of reason. “I was going to call the shop and apologize to you, but I came back, and now here I am, back in Ashford, on a date with an eighteen year old.”

For a moment, she looks incredibly sad. “I’m glad you changed your mind.” She says finally, her voice intense.

The passion in her response surprises me. God, I want her. The desire I felt earlier has turned into an acute craving, I want to take her away from this godforsaken town and put a mark on her that’ll make her unquestionably mine, but I know that I’m not what she needs. I’m no romantic hero, and if she’s cast me in that role, I would only disappoint her expectations.

“Somebody should have warned you to stay away from men like me.” I’m warning her now.

Her eyes never leave my face. She studies me intently, as if weighing me for my faults and surprisingly finding none. “What kind of man are you?” She asks.

I don’t pause. “The type that’s bad for you.”

She ignores the warning in my voice. “I wouldn’t have listened.” She tells me, her eyes burning. I take a deep breath. Somehow, I know I’m already lost. 

“I should take you home.” I say, signaling for the bill.

She keeps looking at me. I would give a lot to know what she’s thinking. “Let’s go.” I say, as soon as I’ve settled the bill. I help her out of her chair and lead her outside to the car. Silently, I open her door and then go over to my side. 

“Will you come back here?” Her voice is barely higher than a murmur.

“I’m not sure.” The sooner this is over, and she is safely at home, away from me, the better for all concerned. I shrug. “You’ll be in Bellevue anyway.”

Her silence gets to me. Her face is turned away, looking towards her lap. Regret washes over me. I wish I were a different man. I wish a lot of things. 

“Are you okay?” I ask, placing my hand under her chin as I turn her face towards me. Her eyes are covered with a sheen of tears, and her lips are trembling. Everything in me, everything in my life suddenly takes second place to the need to take away those tears. I don’t know what I’m doing. I just find myself leaning forward, and in the next moment, I’m kissing her.

Her skin smells delicious, and her lips are soft and warm, just like I knew they would be. I lose the ability to think, as I get lost in the taste and feel of her. She lets out a soft moan, opening her lips to me. I can’t help myself. I plunge into the warm sweetness of her mouth, letting my tongue explore her.  

I undo her seatbelt, needing to feel her against me. When she’s free,I pull her towards me and feel the softness of her breasts against my chest. The ache in my groin intensifies, spreading all over my body, until I’m almost mad with the desire to touch every inch of her skin. 

Still kissing her, I allow my fingers to explore the softness of her body, cupping a breast and finding a nipple through her dress. I rub it until it’s swollen, clearly outlined through the fabric.

“Oh,” her moan is one of surprise and arousal. I search her face, quelling the desire to take her lips again. The look in her eyes, the surprise in her reactions to my touch, tells me what I should have guessed.

She’s never done this before.

The realization wars with my blinding urge to lay claim to her. I’m still struggling with myself when she lifts her face and kisses me. Once again, I’m lost. I dive readily into the pleasure of her lips. My hands find the hair tie holding her ponytail in place, and I free her hair, watching the waves cascade over her shoulders. 

“Sophie...” I breathe. I feel bewitched. I ought to let her go, to do the right thing, but my hands are itching to touch her, my body is aching for her. I feel like a caveman. I want to throw her over my shoulders, take her somewhere, and mark her as mine. “I wanted to do that since I saw you outside the shop this afternoon,” I say, striving for calm as I thread my fingers into her hair. I smile, “You don’t know what you’ve done to me.”

She takes a deep shuddering breath, but she doesn’t say anything.

I release her with a small sigh. I have never been so frustrated in my life. “I’d better take you home.” I say, even though it’s the last thing I want to do.

Her expression of disappointment is my only consolation. She wants me too. I touch her soft lips, tracing a finger over the curve, “Sweetheart, I want you so much.”

“I want you too.” She whispers, her eyes on my face.

Frustration is making me mad, I think, as I run a hand through my hair, laughing softly at myself. I have to warn her, I think desperately. I have to let her know exactly what she’s going into. Maybe if I did, she would reject me.

“I can’t make any promises, Sophie.” I say. “You don’t deserve someone who will forget about you the moment he’s out of town.”

Her eyes widen, threatening to drown me in their green depths. “Will you forget me so quickly?” 

I look away. I should say yes, and then maybe she would walk away. “I don’t know.” I say instead, because deep down, I don’t want to go.

For a long time, she says nothing. In my mind, I imagine my lonely drive back to Seattle, a cold shower, a night spent working in my study. I can do that, I think, just send me on my way Sophie. 

“What if I don’t care?” She asks softly, her words piercing my brain and making it incapable of rational thought. “What if I want you anyway?”


Chapter Four

THE CAR IS SILENT EXCEPT FOR the sound of our breathing. I feel as if I’m drowning in the invitation in Sophie’s eyes. God I want her, I want her so badly I‘ve lost the ability to think clearly. I tear my gaze away from her face and start the car. 

Driving as fast as I can, I clear the distance to her apartment in almost no time. I go over to her side to open the door, and as I take her hand I feel my palms burn where they touch her skin.

She looks up at me, her eyes questioning. Her lips parted invitingly. I want to claim them again, but I know that if I kiss her, I won’t be able to stop myself from making love to her right here by the car. I almost groan as that particular image enters my mind. I’m already aching and swollen with arousal. I gesture for her to lead the way, barely restraining myself from grabbing her as she walks ahead of me on the stairs to her apartment. 

Once inside, I can’t contain my hunger. I reach for her, pulling her close and filling my senses with the fresh scent and taste of her skin. She rewards my touch with a sweet, soft moan, fanning the feverish flames heating my blood to a boiling point.

Her body is beautiful, soft, smooth, and so incredibly responsive. I undress her, devouring the sweetness of her lips and trailing my fingers over her firm curves. Soon I have her almost naked, her legs wrapped around my waist, her breast wondrously soft in my hands, my heavy, aching groin pressed against her moist panties. I want to plunge deep into her warmth. I want to feel the deepest parts of her. I’m going insane, and there’s nothing I can do to stop myself.

She moans and rubs herself against me, causing an explosion to go off in my brain. And even though all I want is to turn her anticipation into the sweetest passion she’s ever felt, I attempt to warn her again. 

“I am going to make love to you now,” I say thickly, trying to still my hungry hands, “so if you want me to stop, tell me.”

She shakes her head, and that’s all I need. I manage to tear off my clothes before I carry her in the direction of her room. 

I want to make it good for her. So I hold myself back, pleasuring her body, tasting her, arousing her, making her come with my fingers and my tongue, and reveling in the pleasure of watching her lose herself with abandon.

When I finally press myself against her silky warmth, she is wet and ready. I want to go slow, but the pleasure is indescribable. It takes over my mind, and I lose control, plunging deep into her, and feeling every mind blowing sensation as her body closes and tightens around me. 

Her cry of pain tears through the haze of my pleasure. I stop, but then she urges me to continue, moving her hips to let me know what she wants. I try to hold back the waves of sensations that have taken over my body. It’s no use, when she starts to moan, her hips moving to meet mine, my brain switches off, and it’s only her sweat slicked body under my own, her soft sounds of pleasure, her heaving breasts, and the sweetness between her legs.

My heart is beating like a drum. My hips flex, moving on their own accord as I thrust into her again and again. I groan, her warmth driving me over the edge. Her body stiffens, and she cries out. I thrust deeply into her one last time, helpless as my own body explodes in a peak of pleasure I’ve never experienced before.

I collapse on the bed, trying to keep my weight off her. There are no words to describe how I feel. 

“You’re beautiful.” I whisper and I turn on my side and pull her to me. “You’re so damn beautiful.”

~§~§~§~§~

I wake up relaxed and sated. Beside me, Sophie is staring at my face, her lips curved in a shy smile. 

“Good morning.” She whispers. I watch her stretch, her naked body perfect in the morning light, reminding me of last night. My own body hardens in arousal, eager to pounce on her. I restrain myself. She looks okay, but I’m sure she must feel a little soreness.

“How are you feeling?” I ask her.

“Great.” She smiles, clearly not unhappy, “A little sore.” She adds with a shrug, as if it doesn’t matter. 

I nod. I should leave. I have to get back to the office, and she’ll probably have to go to work.

“When do you have to leave for work?”

Her good mood seems to dissipate. It turns out that she doesn’t have to leave anytime soon. “When are you leaving?” She asks me, her voice tiny.

“At noon.” I ignore the sadness I can hear very clearly in her voice. There’s no point in trying to postpone the inevitable. I’ll leave, and she’ll forget about me. The thought is depressing, but I shrug off the unwelcome feeling as I get up to go to the bathroom. 

The tiny bathroom has barely enough space to turn around in, but I manage as best as I can. I try not to imagine what life will be like for her in a new city. It’s hard enough to find a job when you’re qualified, for her it’ll probably be hell. I explore different scenarios in my mind, trying to find one in which I can offer her my protection, but in each scenario I can’t help taking, and taking everything she has to offer. Somehow, any assistance I can give her doesn’t seem worth everything she’ll give me in return.

When I leave the bathroom, Sophie’s gone. I find my briefs on the floor, and pull them on. I’ll have to stop by my apartment to shower and change before going to the office. The rest of my clothes are still in Sophie’s tiny living room. As I leave the bedroom to find them, I hear the sound of the doorbell.

In the living room, Sophie is standing by the door in her robe, peering into the peephole. My clothes are lying on the couch. I start to pull them on, wondering who it is at the door.  

The bell rings again. “Are you going to get that?” I ask. Sophie turns around, looking surprised to find that that I’ve joined her. I want to see who it is. It’s unreasonable how obsessively jealous I feel, but I can’t help it. I had to have her, now I can’t bear the thought of her with anyone else.

She waits, watching me put on my clothes, and then she turns back to the door, only opening it about an inch. 

“Hey Sophie.” I instantly recognize the voice of the person on the other side. It’s Eddie, from last night at the restaurant. 

“Hey Eddie.” I hear her reply.

My chest expands as I take a deep breath. There’s no overt friendliness in her voice. The knot in my stomach loosens a little. 

He continues to talk, giving a long speech about wanting to make sure that she’s all right. What’s his deal? I’ll bet he’d like for her to invite him in and allow him to show her how worried he really is. 

I move from my position beside the couch until I’m standing behind Sophie, directly in his line of sight. He looks up, and I watch with satisfaction as his expression changes.

His boyish smile fades and his voice loses its light friendliness. “I see you have a guest.” He says to Sophie. 

She turns around to look at me, then back to Eddie. “I’m all right, Eddie,” she says, firmly, “You have no reason to be worried about me.”

That should have been enough to send him on his way, but he just had to try, one last time. 

“Are you sure?” he asks her, his voice grating on my senses, “Because if there’s anything you need, you should know that I would help.”

The insinuation that she might not be safe with me is irritating, as is the assumption that she would turn to him for help. “She said she’s fine.” I tell him, my tone conveying my impatience with his presence. “She doesn’t need you to take care of her.”

“And she needs you?” His pleasant face turns into a sneer. “Don’t pretend that you give a damn about her.” He accuses. “We all know what happens now that you’ve had your fun, don’t we?” He adds with a bitter laugh. “The rich playboy strikes again, too bad you couldn’t find someone your own age.”

He’s only a boy. I tell myself as I rein in my annoyance. That’s the only thing that prevents me from teaching him a lesson he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. “You should go now.” I tell him. “And try to remember that from now on nothing about Sophie is any of your concern or your responsibility.”

I watch him weigh his options. Then he turns on his heel and disappears. 

Sophie shuts the door quickly, a frown on her face. “I’ve never seen him like that before.” She says musingly.

“Really?” I ask, jealousy clouding my senses. The fact that he wants her is unmistakably clear to me, and the knowledge that when I’m gone, he’ll find another excuse to come back and inveigle himself into her life is almost unbearable. 

“Really.” She replies with a frown.

“Really?” I ask again. She is still standing by the door, and I move towards her until she’s backed up against the hard wood, and my body is so close to hers I can feel the heat of her skin. I place a finger under her chin and lift her face towards mine. “Because anybody can see that he’s in love with you.”

She looks nonplussed. “Why would he be in love with me?”

“You really have no idea, do you?” I sigh in equal parts exasperation and wonder. “Somebody should have told you how beautiful you are.” I drop my hand from her chin. “I promise you that as soon as I’m gone he’ll be back to offer you his ‘help’ again.”

She takes a deep breath. “I don’t want his help.” She says, her voice low, with a little hint of stubbornness. Although it’s what she doesn’t say that I hear.

She would rather have me. 

Her eyes are green pools of invitation. Desire flares in my brain. I slide my hand into her robe and up her smooth thighs. She parts her legs in an invitation I can’t refuse, and my fingers move upwards. I let out a low groan when I find her hot and wet. 

The only thing that stops me from spreading her legs and burying myself in her is the knowledge that it might be too soon for it not to be uncomfortable for her. I tease her with my fingers instead, watching as her face contorts in pleasure while the sweet ache of my arousal fills my pants. I concentrate on her, keeping a tight rein on myself as I stroke her pulsing core, bringing her body to a shuddering climax. 

I cover her mouth with mine, swallowing her cry as she comes. I press her body against mine, unable to control the consuming desire to possess her in every way. I feel as if I have no control. She belongs to me, not to the Eddie Newtons of Ashford. 

“Don’t forget who made you feel like this.” I whisper against her ear.

She trembles, “Take me with you.” She says, taking me by surprise with the soft words. 

At that moment, there is nothing I want more than to lose myself in the pleasure of her body again and again and again. I feel her stiffen in my arms, and I pull her closer, kissing her hair. I’m not usually impulsive, and on some level I know that what I’m about to do is absolutely crazy. My mind should be on my company, but at this moment, I don’t care about Toby Felt, or Carole with her ultimatums... I’m not vindictive, but if I were going to teach Carole a lesson, what could be better than letting her know how little her demands mean to me.

“There’s one way you can come with me.” I say, almost amused by the rashness of the decision I’m about to make.

“How?” 

I pause for only a brief moment, and then, I dive in. “How long does it take to get a marriage license in Ashford?”


Chapter Five

MARRIED.

I doubt that most people would believe it if I told them. I can hardly believe it myself, until I close my eyes and my nose fills with the soft fragrance of Sophie’s skin, and I can almost see her beautiful body spread out under mine. 

I have a meeting scheduled in five minutes, but I can’t stop thinking about my wife, the soft moans that have become so familiar that I can replay them in my head. I’m going insane, I think, looking up as the door opens and Bobby Ayers walks into my office. 

I turn away from the windows, gesturing for him to sit as I walk towards my desk. He’s been tracking the sales of Preston Corp stock, and from our phone discussion of last night, a substantial percentage of my business has been acquired in a matter of weeks. 

I already know what he’s going to tell me. I did my own investigating last night, working well into the night even though Sophie was lying awake, waiting for me. By all indications, it’s only a matter of time before Toby Felt makes a public offer for my company. With his minority interest, he could petition for a seat on the board, and if he buys Carole’s shares, well, I don’t even want to think about that.

As Bobby reveals what I’ve already discovered. My mind is only half on what he’s saying. I have to play this very carefully. I have a plan, but I need time. If Carole discovers anything about Sophie now, there’s no telling how vengeful she can get. She would sell to Felt just to punish me.

If my plan works, and it will, the last thing on Felt’s mind would be buying Carole’s shares. 

Bobby is still telling me things I already know, while I finalize my plans in my head. Then I call my assistant and ask for my stockbroker. If I’m going to be fighting a takeover, then I’d rather be on the attack. Egomaniacs like Felt never expect to be attacked, so their defenses are never as impregnable as they should be, that’s why I’m taking the fight to him. 

I’m going to preempt him. 

By the time he finds out what’s hit him, he’ll be begging me to buy back the Preston Corp stock he’s already acquired. 

~§~§~§~§~

I spend the whole day in meetings. Ironing out the details of my plan with my broker, and then meeting with Rick Cruzman and my marketing and branding team to decide how best to sell his software. Even with the high intensity mental activity, it’s almost impossible to push the thoughts of Sophie from my mind. I’m helpless against the overwhelming and obsessive desire I feel for her, and I hate feeling helpless. 

Finally, as the day wears on, I manage to convince myself that I can push her out of my mind and concentrate on work. Yet, by the time I arrive at the apartment, my anticipation has built up to a level that I can hardly wait see Sophie. 

I find her lying on the window seat in the living room, her hair spilling out in a gold curtain, and immediately awareness and lust assaults my mind. I forget all about work, as she comes to me eagerly, and I indulge my desire, burying my senses in her soft lips. If I’m going to lose everything because of her, then it will be worth it. I swear it will. 

When I finally let go of her, she sways against me, her eyes looking dazed. “Are you hungry?” she asks breathlessly.

I grin. I’m definitely hungry, hungry for her. “I am.” I reply, my eyes on her parted lips.

Her cheeks flush and I know she knows what I’m thinking.  “Mrs. Daniels left something for dinner.” She tells me.

“Oh that.” I chuckle, releasing her. There are many things I would prefer to any dinner my housekeeper has prepared, but the night is long. I start towards the bedroom. “I’ll be out in a minute.” I tell Sophie. 

While I’m taking off my clothes, a text comes into my phone. The short message from Carole, asking me if I’ve thought of her offer, totally ruins my good mood. 

I should be working on making sure her threats come to nothing.

Immediately after dinner, I go to my study, ignoring Sophie and the hurt and disbelief on her face. I have too much at stake to be losing my head to any woman, even her.  

I work till very late, but Sophie is still awake when I get to our room. She’s lying on top of the covers, her legs and thighs bare in a hip-length T-shirt. She sits up when I enter the room, her wide eyes, cloudy and unhappy, and even though I know she has a thousand reasons to feel that way, I really don’t want to deal with it right now. 

“You left so early this morning.” She says tentatively, as soon as I sit on the bed. Her words are hesitant, but I can already hear the other accusations coming. 

The thing about commitment, I think, is how much of explaining you have to do. “I always leave early.” I say wearily.

“You were gone all day.” She persists. 

I am trying to be patient, but something in me snaps. I know I’m being unfair to her, that I have no one but myself to blame for using her innocence is a tool to tie her to me, but I can’t help myself. “Maybe in your imagination,” I start, hearing the cruelty in my voice, but doing nothing to temper it, “being married means spending every single moment together, but real life isn’t a fantasy, I have a business to run.”

She flinches, and the pain in her eyes stirs a flood of regret inside me. When she speaks again, her voice is halting and uncertain. “I was just...” She stops, looking like she’s searching for the right words, then she turns away from me. 

I should apologize, but I’m tired, and the words don’t come. “I had a hard day Sophie, I was incredibly busy.” I get up and go into the bathroom, leaving her alone. 

When I return, she’s lying on her stomach, and I wonder if she’s crying. I join her on the bed and stroke her back, feeling her tremble at my touch. I continue, raising her shirt and spreading her legs. Deep down, I know this is not enough, especially not for her, but at the moment, I have nothing else to offer. 

I touch her with my tongue, tasting and teasing until she’s bucking uncontrollably and crying out my name almost incoherently.

I don’t intend for it to go farther than that, but when she starts to caress my chest, moving slowly down until she has me in her hands, then in her mouth, I feel as if I’m the one who has lost all control. I’m entirely under her power. Anything she asks me now, I wouldn’t be able to refuse. I would give her my life, my heart... 

Damn.

I grab her and pull her off me, moving her until her hips are spread and poised over my swollen erection. I push her down, pressing myself into her exquisitely tight, warm heat.

I lose myself in her. My senses reduced to nothing but the sweat induced slickness of her skin, her soft fragrance, the heat of her body so tight around me. My hands move feverishly, squeezing full breasts, spanning her slender waist, as I guide her up and down my full length. I want to touch every inch of her all at once. I grab unto her hips, thrusting deeper into the very depths of her body, feeling her pulse around me as her body urges the most intense pleasure out of me. When she loses control, her cries send me over the edge. I grip her hips tightly, holding her in place as I thrust faster, finally exploding with a helpless groan. 

She collapses unto my chest. Her soft body draped over mine. I forget everything but her warmth, her sweetness, and how easy it would be to let everything go, and allow myself to sink into her, body and soul, completely, forever. 

I hold her against me, listening as her breathing slows and her skin cools, and then I also fall asleep. 

~§~§~§~§~

I wake up later than usual. I’m lying on my side, with Sophie snuggled against my chest. It’s surprising how well I’ve slept, considering that I have so much to worry about. 

Sophie protests sleepily when I pull away from her, but she doesn’t wake up.  

I take a shower and start to get ready for work. I’m putting on my clothes when Sophie comes into the dressing room. 

“Hey.” I turn at the sound of her voice and find her standing at the door, watching me with a wistful expression. “I wish you wouldn’t leave so early.” She says. 

I want to tell her that there’s nothing I would prefer to a few carefree days with nothing to do but discover her body in every way. But I’m afraid that if I say the words out loud, I might make another impulsive decision. I turn away from her and walk toward the mirror, busying myself with knotting my tie. I’m on the verge of throwing everything away and taking her somewhere far away, where it’ll be just the two of us...  

“I know you’re really busy...” her voice cuts into my thoughts, faltering, apologetic.

I leave what I’m doing and turn to her, if anyone should be apologizing, it should be me. “I’m sorry, Sophie.” I take a deep breath. “Yes, I’ve been busy. I’ve had to deal with certain issues at work, issues that were there even before I met you, but that’s no excuse.”

She moves towards me. “I understand,” She says earnestly, “really. I’m not complaining. I just wish we had a little more time for us.” Her eyes are wide and hopeful. I feel like a bastard. 

“Things will clear up soon,” I hear myself saying, even though I have no assurance of that, “and then I’ll make it up to you, I promise. We’ll go somewhere that’ll blow your mind.”

“You blow my mind.” Her words are shy, but they’re enough to heat my blood. I smile, raising her face to look at mine. I’m about to lean down and kiss her, when she rises up on her toes and places her lips over mine. I kiss her back, my tongue delving into the sweet recesses of her mouth. Then she suddenly pushes me away and runs her hands down the front of my shirt dropping to her knees in front of me. 

Her fingers flit over the front of my pants, and my body responds forcefully. I can hardly wait as she undoes my zipper and frees me from the constraints of my underwear. Then she takes me in her mouth.

The heat nearly sends me over the edge. Her hot lips, velvety tongue, the sweet moist pressure as she tightens her lips around me and takes me deeper into her mouth... It’s driving me insane. I bury my fingers in her hair, my knees going weak as she moves her head back and forth, her tongue teasing me to madness. There’s no technique to what she’s doing. It’s just her, lovely, sexy, and mine. She moans against me, and the sound pushes me over the edge. I come with a loud groan. 

She swallows. Her lips are still tight around me as I pull out of her mouth. My legs are shaky, and I can’t catch my breath, I drop to my knees beside her. 

“You’re a bag of surprises, aren’t you?” I growl, taking her lips as my fingers delve under her t-shirt to feel how wet she is. She moans, rotating her hips around my fingers.

“You’re ready for me.” I whisper softly against her ear.

She nods.

I stroke her until she’s shaking and moaning her desire, her hips bucking sweetly to my touch. When I know she can’t take much more, I turn her around and enter her slowly from behind. 

She’s so tight and so responsive. Her body tightens around me, her low moan piercing my brain. I close my eyes and let my body take over, pushing myself deeper into her with each thrust. I find her breasts under her t-shirt and fill my hands with their exquisite softness, squeezing gently.

She loses all self-consciousness, shouting my name as her body contracts around me, pulsing with her climax. I pull out of her, still hard, and move her so that she’s lying on her back. I kneel between her legs and lift her off the floor, pushing slowly, teasingly inside her core. She’s shaking uncontrollably and moaning loudly, and I’m losing more and more of my mind. I feel as if I’m going to explode, and when I finally do, it’s the most powerful thing I’ve ever felt. 

I want to lie down there with her for as long as possible. I want a repeat. I want to take her to some secluded tropical island and have her for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. 

I get up and start to adjust my clothes. Sophie looks up at me, her eyes heavy. “Have I made you late for work?” She asks.

I tear my eyes away from her. If I don’t leave now, I probably never will. “Not really,” I knot my tie, telling her about the appointments I’ve asked my assistant to make for her. Clothes and shopping should help to keep her occupied until I resolve the issues at work. At least I hope so.


Chapter Six

The next few days are both crazy and exciting. 

I played Pac-Man when I was a kid. The ghosts would chase me around until I got a pellet and then I would turn around and chase then, eating them up. I’ve never done the Pac-Man move in business though. I’ve never had to, until now. 

On the first day of my plan, we start with a Dawn Raid. As soon as the stock market opens in the morning, I purchase a substantial number of shares in Felt Enterprises. By the time Toby Felt realizes what’s going on, I’ve already built a substantial stake in his company.

The next day I communicate my cash tender offer to his stockholders, offering a generous price over and above the market price.

By the next day, he’s calling to negotiate.

I don’t really want to buy Felt’s company, but I can, and he knows it. He also knows that he cannot pursue my company and try to keep his own at the same time. I did my homework, so I know he’s spread too thin.

By the time I’m done with him, the only thing that’s left to deal with is Carole. 

When I invite her to my office, I can tell from the sound of her voice on the phone that she thinks she has won. When she saunters into my office, her smile tells me that she believes I have no choice, but to capitulate to her demands. 

“David darling,” She breathes, rising on tiptoe to kiss me on each cheek.

I suffer her attentions, waiting until she steps away from me and takes a seat. 

“So have you reconsidered my offer,” She crosses her legs, a triumphant smile dancing on her lips. “I don’t have forever, you know.”

“If I remember correctly,” I reply, “I made you an offer as well. I offered to buy your shares.” I pause, “Have you considered my offer?”

Carole laughs. “How like you to take a hard line even though you know I hold all the cards, David.” She shrugs. “I’ve given you an easy way out. You can give me what I want, or I’ll give Felt what he wants.” 

“And just to be clear Carole, What you want is marriage, to me?”

“Yes.” She squares her shoulders, and then looks down at her fingers. “I want a ring David, no pre-nup of course, those are so unromantic.” She pauses. “Give me your word and I’ll tell Toby to go to hell.”

I start to laugh. I can’t help myself.

She springs up from the chair, her air of calmness and complacency gone in an instant and replaced by a barely disguised fury. “Unless of course,” She says angrily, “it’s true that you’re married?”

I consider her face for a moment. Her eyes are narrowed, and her lips on the verge of a snarl. The precautions I took could not have kept my marriage quiet forever, but what does it matter now? She doesn’t know it yet, but I have her in a corner.

“I am married.” I lean back in my chair and watch as her face goes livid.

For a moment, I think she’s going to attack me. She looks wild. Then she smiles and picks up her purse. “You can kiss your controlling interest goodbye David. Toby will buy my shares, and everybody else’s you have your precious voting agreements with. I hope he cleans your name off everything that is Preston Corp.”

I chuckle, even though amusement is the last thing I feel. I’m done with her threats. “He won’t.” I tell her coldly. 

She stops to look at me, her eyes searching my face.

“Did you really think I was going to let you blackmail me into doing something so stupid as to tie myself to you Carole? Did you think that I would be so easily coerced?” I bite out the words, watching her flinch as she feels the whiplash of my annoyance. “You must have been taking lessons from your friend Enrique.” I pause as her face turns in a frown. “Didn’t you know?” I ask, “He also tried to blackmail me.” I retrieve the drive with her video from my desk drawer and toss it towards her.”

She picks it up. “What is this?”

“Socialite porn,” I say with a shrug, “staring you, and your friend Enrique.” I smile cruelly. “You didn’t know he made a video did you? Apparently, you’re not the only one who likes to have leverage.”

She sniffs. “What are you saying? That if I sell to Toby, you’re going to release this?”

I snort in disgust. “I’m not like you Carole, I let my brain do my business, and I don’t resort to blackmail.” She looks surprised. “That’s the last copy,” I tell her. “You can keep it. Whenever you run out of all the money you were lucky enough to get from your father, maybe you’ll find someone willing to pay for it.”

She quickly drops it into her purse. “Don’t think that this changes anything.” She says with a sneer, “Don’t think I won’t sell to Toby just because you gave me this. Your ‘kindness’ means nothing to me.”

I shrug. “I didn’t think it would.”

“So you’re just going to let go of Preston Corp?” Her voice is full of disbelief. “I hope the brat you married is worth it, for your sake.”

Her reference to Sophie annoys me, but I keep my calm. “She is worth it, but I’m not losing control of my company. Carole. Toby Felt is not going to buy your shares.” 

“I don’t believe you.” I hear the worry in her voice, and I know that I’ve gotten to her. 

“Believe what you want,” I say. “Felt and I have come to an agreement. If you go to him now, he will refuse to buy your shares. However, when you leave this office, you’ll find my broker waiting for you outside, with my offer for your shares, valid only for as long as you remain in this building. You’ll find that it’s a very generous offer Carole, so don’t be foolish.” 

She looks on the verge of tears.

“I hate you.” She says suddenly, vehemently, “I hate you, you cold-hearted bastard.

I shrug. “That means absolutely nothing to me.”

~§~§~§~§~

After Carole leaves, my mind turns back to Sophie. 

I instruct Linda to make dinner reservations for Sophie and me. While I’ve been attempting to retain control of my company, I haven’t been very attentive to her. For obvious reasons, I tried to keep the news of our marriage quiet, but that’s no longer necessary. Now that I have everything under control again, I can give her some of my attention.

I start making plans, Dinner tonight, then tomorrow, a trip somewhere I can have her to myself for a while, remove any lingering doubts from her mind, and make up for the time I’ve been spending at work.

She’d like that. At least, I hope she will. 

Filled with a sudden urge to hear her voice, I dial her number on my cell, listening impatiently as the phone rings over and over. I’m beginning to think she won’t pick up when I hear her voice. 

“Sophie.” I’m surprised at the relief I feel. “I hope you can go out tonight.” 

Her silence unnerves me, and I can’t shake the feeling that something is wrong. 

“You want us to go out together?” She says finally, an edge of incredulity in her voice.

I close my eyes. She somehow found out about the NDA, I realize, a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach. She may be shy, reserved, but she’s no fool. I can explain that I require a level of secrecy from most people whose services I use, from tailors to employees who work closely with me. It’s standard practice, but in this case I have to admit an ulterior motive. I wanted to keep my marriage quiet because of Carole. 

She’s still waiting for me to say something. “Yes,” I say in reply to her question.

There’s some more silence from her end. “Where?” She asks finally.

I hear myself breathe. Long after the call I’m still thinking about the way she sounded. I should probably go home, surprise her, and find out what the problem is.  

“Mr. Preston, your housekeeper called to leave a message.” Linda’s voice comes over the speakers of the intercom, interrupting my thoughts.

My heart almost stops. My first suspicion is that Sophie has left. Linda’s next words turn my fear into irritation.

“She says that Mrs. Weber is in your apartment.”

Just what I need to ruin my day. “Thank you, Linda.” I say, not bothering to ask if the message included any clue to what my mother wants. I know what she wants. She’s been trying to insinuate herself into my life since her husband died, and now I can imagine that she’s decided to go through Sophie. I don’t want my mother anywhere near me, and I sure as hell don’t want her anywhere near Sophie.

In only a few minutes, I arrive at the apartment. My mother can be charming, and there’s no way for Sophie to see her for who she really is, to see her the way I see her, as someone who would betray her own son for money.

They both look surprised to see me when I step into the living room. I let my mother feel the full force of my anger. I let her see in my face, what I think of her presence in my apartment. 

“I was just getting to know your mother.” Sophie says with a sweet smile, getting up and walking towards me. 

“Isn’t that wonderful?” even though I’m relieved that there’s no accusation in her eyes, I’m unable to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “Well, now she’s leaving.”

“David...” They both speak at the same time. 

I turn to my mother. “Why did you come here?” I ask her, disgusted with her continued attempts to act as if she wasn’t the one who ruined our relationship so she could stay married to the bastard who abused her every day of their marriage. 

She sighs dramatically. “David, my only son just got married, and I had no idea. I just wanted to meet Sophie.”

“Well, I don’t want you here.” I ignore the pained expression on her face. I don’t care how she feels. I’ll never care again. I still remember very clearly, going out of my to protect her, because I cared, and I paid dearly for it. “The next time you persuade anyone into letting you in I will fire them.”

“No, you won’t.” Sophie’s interruption surprises me. “and you may not want her here, but I do.” I turn to look at her, She doesn’t understand, if she did, she wouldn’t be defending my mother. Maybe, someday I’ll tell her, but not right now.  “Sophie...”

She interrupts me again, her voice rising. “No stop,” She says, “Why don’t you want her here? Is it because you want to continue keeping me a secret? Why don’t you make her sign a non-disclosure agreement?”

I take a deep breath. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

“Don’t I?” She looks fierce now, her eyes burning, and I can’t take my eyes off her. “Didn’t you make the beauty team, the personal shopper, every person I’ve spoken to in all the days you’ve kept me hidden in this apartment sign a document to prevent them for saying anything to anyone about me?”

God this can’t be happening, not in front of my mother. I don’t even realize how frustrated I am until I catch myself running my fingers through my hair. “You wouldn’t understand.” I tell Sophie.

Her eyes cloud as she looks at me, and I see the pain clearly in her eyes. I watch helplessly as she turns away and walks out of the room. 

I turn to my mother, “I hope you’re glad.” I say, knowing that it’s really not her fault. If it’s anyone’s fault, then it’s mine. I should have resolved my problems before bringing Sophie into my life, I should have waited for God’s sake, but I was too impatient to take what she didn’t even know she was offering, and now I’m paying for it. 

“I’m sorry.” My mother says, with another of her elegant shrugs. “I had no idea.”

“Well now you do.”

She gets up from the couch, taking her purse. “An NDA does seem rather extreme for hairdressers and such,” She says softly. “Does this have anything to do with Carole Banks?”

I ignore her, letting her know by my silence that it’s time for her to leave. I have no intention of sharing my problems with her. She is a stranger for all I care. I follow her to the foyer and go ahead of her to press the button for the lift.

“David,” she begins, as we wait for the doors to open, “I know you’re angry with me...” 

Whatever she has to say, I don’t want to hear it.

“I’m not angry mother,” I interrupt. “I stopped being angry with you a long time ago. What I feel now is disgust. I don’t want to have anything to do with you. I hope you have a very happy life with Henry’s money. You’ve earned it.”

“Don’t try to tell me that you don’t care about money David,” She retorts.”You worked hard to make much more than your step-father ever had.”

I sigh. “Yes I worked hard, and I’m proud of it. What did you do? You received every beating the bastard ever gave you, lied about it, and turned your back on me without a thought. You make me sick mother.”

She doesn’t look at me as she steps into the lift. “I’ll never understand how you turned out to be so cruel,” She says, her voice low.

“You haven’t tried hard enough.” I say unsympathetically, turning away before the doors close.

~§~§~§~§~

I panic when I can’t find Sophie in our bedroom. I check all the rooms in the apartment, my heart racing. I finally think to look in my study and I find her, curled up on the couch, reading on her tablet. The relief I feel on seeing her temporarily weakens me. 

“I’ve been looking for you.” I don’t mean for the words to be accusing, but they sound that way. Sophie only shrugs and turns back to her reading, ignoring me.

On the screen of the tablet,I can clearly see that she’s reading what little about my relationship with Carole is available on the internet. “Nothing you find there has anything to do with me and you.” 

She looks at me, her eyes wide and glistening with a sheen of unshed tears. “Tell me about her.” 

Carole is nothing to me. That’s the truth. We dated for a short time, and I tried to be a good friend to her, in spite of her shortcomings, especially after her father died, but now she’s nothing more than a temporary inconvenience, one I’ve finally managed to overcome. 

“There is nothing to tell.” I say. 

Sophie’s eyes flare in anger, “Really? Because it’s very clear here that she was your girlfriend only a short time ago.” 

“Don’t believe everything you read in the papers Sophie.” I say gently. “We saw each other on and off for a while, but it’s been over for a long time.”

“Do you love her?” She asks. “Is that why you’re keeping me hidden, so that she won’t find out about me?”

The idea that Carole can mean that much to me is laughable. I go to sit beside Sophie on the couch. “You don’t need to concern yourself about Carole.” I tell her, meaning every word, and hoping she can see the truth in my eyes.

“Her father invested a lot in your career.” She murmurs.

“In return for a huge profit.” I reply.” It was good business, and he made money from Preston Corp every day we’ve been in existence.”

She draws in a deep breath, and I can see that she wants to believe me. “All those pictures of the two of you...”

“Mean nothing,” I insist, “We went to a lot of the same places, and people are used to mentioning our names together.”

“Why don’t you want anyone to know about me?” She asks with a small sniff.

Where do I start? I’d have to tell her everything about Carole, Toby Felt, and how I almost lost my company. 

She gets up suddenly. “Fine, don’t tell me,” she says angrily, walking away from me. I follow, stopping her at the door. 

“Sophie.” I take her hand. I don’t want to fight. Carole is not important enough for us to fight about.

She turns around to face me, for a moment, I think she has relented, but then she pulls her hand away from mine. “Don’t touch me.” her voice is shaky, “Don’t ever touch me again.”

Now she’s definitely overreacting. “Don’t be childish Sophie.”

She reacts as if I’ve slapped her. She turns and rushes away from me. 

“Sophie, for God’s sake.” I follow as she runs to our room, catching up as she rushes into the walk-in closet. 

She wants to leave.

I feel a knot tighten in my stomach. I reach out for her, gathering her into my arms. “Stop.” I can hear the plea in my voice. “Stop.” 

She holds on to me, clutching me tightly. I bury my nose in her hair, breathing in the essence of her. This is what I want, to feel her like this, to know that she knows that she’s mine. 

I stroke her hair, listening as her breathing slows. 

“Why did you marry me David?” She asks shakily.

I pull back so that I’m looking into her face. “Because I wanted you,” I say truthfully. “I wanted you the moment I saw you standing outside that little shop in that small town, looking so lost and alone. I wanted your innocence, your beauty,” her lips are trembling. Distracted, I kiss her gently at the soft corner of her lips. “I wanted your body Sophie, I wanted to see your face when I make you scream my name.”

She sways, her body pressing against me. “You didn’t have to marry me,” she says quietly, “You already had me.”

As if once would ever be enough. “And then I wanted no one else to ever have the pleasure. Understand that Sophie, You are mine.”

Her lips are parted, inviting me. My body responds without holding back. I kiss her, tasting the sweetness of her lips. 

I undress her in a hurry, and tear off my clothes as fast as I can. The bed is too far away, so I carry her to one of the armchairs, kneeling between her parted legs. Then she takes me in her hand and guides me inside her slickness, her eyes closed, and her lips parted in an expression of ecstasy. My breath hisses out of my chest, and I almost explode. The fever of desire engulfs me, and I plunge in deep, going insanely, pleasurably mad with each thrust. Wanting her is like a fire in my blood, and it doesn’t let go until I’m utterly spent, and barely able to carry her to the bed. 

We lie side by side, her head resting on my shoulder while I stroke her hair. I have never felt like this with anyone else. It’s crazy and scary at the same time. 

“You know, I owe you a honeymoon.” I say.

She turns to me and smiles. “Yes, somewhere that would ‘blow my mind’.”

“Is there anywhere in particular you would like to go?”

She sighs. “I’d go anywhere with you.” 

In that moment, I’m totally, irrevocably hers. I lean over and kiss her until I’ve tasted every corner of her mouth. 

“I think I know just the place.” I say when I pause for breath. 

She smiles. “I thought we were going out for dinner?” She doesn’t sound too eager.

My eyes skip to rosy nipples, erect and asking for my attention. What dinner?

“Forget dinner.” I say decisively.

And then I make her forget.


Chapter Seven

“You’re a changed man, and it’s about time.”

The memory of Carlo’s words, spoken when his family spent an afternoon with Sophie and me in Florence, is accompanied by vivid memories of the two-week holiday, lazy days in the sun, making hot sweet love in every single room of my spacious villa, and just enjoying each other’s company.

I turn to look at her, sitting beside me in the back of the car, Sophie looks beautiful, her figure perfect in a beautiful blue evening gown, and her face serene, showing no signs of the fact that we just made mind-blowing love in the apartment before setting out for the charity event we’re attending. Around her slender neck, the stones in the necklace I had made from one of her designs sparkle fiercely, reminding me of the few instances when I’ve experienced her temper.

As if she can feel my eyes on her, she turns to look at me, wide green eyes drawing me into their depths.

For a second, I can’t quite catch my breath.

I do feel like a changed man. I feel like I’ve been given something that I don’t deserve. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and every single moment, I’m terrified by the fear that I’ll lose it. 

That I’ll lose her. 

I give her a small smile and turn away, busying myself with looking out of the windows on my side. Steve is driving, quiet as usual. I wonder what he would say if I told him that I’m afraid.

Afraid of falling in love with my wife. 

Love is a weakness. I learned that the hard way. Love makes you risk everything, and gives you nothing but disappointment, scorn, and the lifelong scars of heartbreak in return. I know that from experience. 

Experience I’d rather not repeat.

Regardless, I can feel my control slipping away. What began as an impulsive decision has become the defining event of my life. 

And it’s not just the sex, though that is phenomenal. I only have to close my eyes to relive the feeling of just a few minutes ago, my hard erection fully encased in her warm tightness, her long low moans as I drove deeper into her with each thrust, the blinding pleasure, the explosive release. 

I take a deep breath and snap out of my erotic thoughts as Steve parks in front of the hotel where the event is taking place. 

Inside, there is a crush of well-dressed people, eager to be seen and admired. I can’t help thinking of the parties my mother and Henry Weber used to have, all glamour and no substance. This however is different, I remind myself, at least we’re raising money for a cause.

Peggy Hart waylays me almost immediately. She’s one of the richest women in the country, and she actively supports a whole lot of causes. I’ve always admired Peggy. Outside, she doesn’t look like much, but she’s relentless in getting what she wants. Today it’s money for the Alliance for education, and from the smile on her face, I’m sure she’s already raised a lot. 

“David darling!” She kisses both my cheeks before turning to Sophie. “You must be the lovely Sophie.” She says, “I’ve only recently heard about you, you know. David has been keeping you a terrible secret.”

As if, we need anybody to remind us of that. Sophie doesn’t seem offended at all, she’s looking curiously at Peggy, who is laughing. “Aren’t you a pretty thing though?” She tells Sophie.

Sophie turns to me, a small curious smile on her lips. I remember my manners and introduce them. “Sophie sweetheart, this exceptionally beautiful lady is the incomparable Peggy Hart.”

Sophie’s eyes widen with comprehension. “I’m very honored to meet you.” She says to Peggy.

Peggy dimples, obviously flattered. “Thank you darling.” She tells Sophie, before turning to me with a snort. “I’m not even going to respond to your flattery.”

She leads the way into the room, taking the time to tell me before she leaves us, that Carole has insisted on being seated at my table. Knowing Carole, that’s her way of announcing to the world that she doesn’t care that I’m married. I’m not really bothered. Carole and her antics are a thing of the past. She can’t do any harm.

As the dinner progresses, I occupy myself with conversing with Leon Boise, a website entrepreneur who’s seated beside me, while listening with half an ear to the speeches, and to Sophie talking with Rick Cruzman, whose software company is the latest addition to Preston Corp. 

At least she’s not bored. I know I am.

Everyone is clapping halfheartedly as another speech ends when I feel Sophie stiffen. I’m about to ask her what the problem is when I notice Carole and a companion I don’t recognize, take the empty seats at our table. 

I hear Leon Boise tell her how nice it is to see her. For me, that couldn’t be farther from the truth. Sophie looks dismayed. Her eyes skip from Carole to me, and I cannot even imagine what she’s thinking. 

Leon turns to me. “I had forgotten to congratulate you David,” he continues, “I read something about the attempted takeover,” his gaze goes back to Carole. “I hear David has you to thank for retaining his control on the board.”

Carole looks like she would gladly tear Leon to pieces with her teeth, then she transfers her angry glare to me. “Yes,” She says, her voice like saccharine. “I sold him the shares of his company I got when my father died.” Her face is expressionless, except for her eyes, which are dripping with venom as she looks at me. She laughs humorlessly and turns back to Leon. “Which means David Preston will always control Preston Corp.”

“As he should.” I say with a smile. I turn back to Sophie, noticing that she still looks uncomfortable. Carole and her barely hidden fangs would do that, I think. I place my hand over Sophie’s on the table. “Have you met my wife?” I say, looking at Carole.

“No.” Carole’s voice is sweet, masking the rage in her eyes. “I don’t believe I have had the pleasure.”

I make the introductions, not so much because I’m taking any pleasure from riling Carole, more because I want Sophie to see that Carole means nothing to me. 

Sophie’s expression is hesitant. “Nice to meet you.” She says politely.

Carole chuckles. Her voice has an unmistakably mocking ring to it. “The pleasure is mine.” 

Thankfully, the last speech ends, and I lead Sophie out to dance. 

“What was that?” She asks as soon as we’re alone. 

“What was what?” 

“What just happened at our table, with that woman?” She frowns, looking up at me.

I shrug. “Carole isn’t too happy with the price she got for her shares, that’s all.”

Sophie gives me a curious look, “You didn’t pay her as much as she wanted?” 

“I couldn’t.” I say.

A puzzled frown creases her features. “Then how did you get her to sell them to you?”

“I have my ways.” 

“Wait,” Sophie’s frown deepens, “What did she want?”

“She wanted me,” I shrug. “Either me or my destruction,” I spin her around as she stares at me, open-mouthed. 

“I don’t understand.” She says.

This isn’t the time to explain all that, I decide, as I hand her over to Leon Boise, who’s cutting in.  

I spent the next few minutes in conversation with other business people. Finally, I end up on the balcony, eager for some fresh air.

The solitude is enjoyable. I breathe in the cool night air and enjoy the sight of the city all lit up in the night. 

“I didn’t take you for someone who’s attracted to children.” Carole’s voice cuts into my thoughts. 

I turn to find her standing beside me. 

“Did you marry the first person who smiled at you just to teach me a lesson?” she continues.

“You think too much of yourself.” I say drily.

“It’s you who thinks too little of me.” her voice is bitter. “It meant nothing to you that I was willing to stoop as low as blackmail just to be with you again. Did I always mean so little to you?”

“Carole,” I say patiently, “Don’t act like we ever had a real commitment. I’m surprised you keep hanging on to a brief fling that happened a long time ago.”

“Well, I didn’t forget how good it was between us.” She states peevishly.

I start to shrug, but she steps towards me and pulls my face down towards her, kissing me. She’s holding on tightly to me. I don’t want to shove her, and it takes a while to extricate myself from her embrace.

I take a step back. “I don’t know what you’re trying to prove Carole, but it’s not working.”

She narrows her eyes. “Whatever, go back to that mewling baby you call a wife.” She shrugs. “I don’t care.”

I leave her there, intent on finding Sophie and leaving. I don’t expect to look for her everywhere and not find her. I don’t expect to call her cell phone over and over and get no answer. I don’t expect the fear that grips at my stomach when the guy at the front desk tells me he called a cab for someone who fits her description.

I can’t get to the apartment fast enough. I don’t know why Sophie’s left but my worst fears are realized when I find her in the apartment, in our room, packing her bags, her face stained with tears. 

She is really leaving me this time.

I feel like something is squeezing my chest. It’s suddenly very difficult to breathe. I have been dreading this for weeks, with a certainty that one day she would decide that she made a mistake and leave. 

One day. But not today, not so soon.

I want to beg her not to leave, desperation clouds my thoughts, and I feel like a little boy again, throwing myself at my mother, begging her not to leave.

I take a deep breath. “What are you doing?” I ask Sophie, my voice calm, masking the mounting apprehension beneath.

“What does it look like?” She doesn’t even stop to look at me. 

I swallow the angry words threatening to come out of my mouth. “I left you for a few moments at a party, and now you’re leaving me?” 

“You left me for far longer than a few minutes, to make out with your old girlfriend.” Her voice catches as she speaks. She pauses and swallows, then goes back to her packing.  

Silently I damn Carole and myself... mainly myself. This is all my fault. With the realization comes a blinding anguish. 

“So now you’re running off back to Ashford,” I lash out before I can stop myself. “Tell me, is it Eddie Newton who’s going to be picking up the pieces of your broken heart, or will it be somebody else?”

“What do you care?” She chokes out the words.

I care. I care so much I feel as if my senses are being obliterated. “For God’s sake, Sophie!”

She steps away from me, as if I’ve threatened her. “Let me go.” She whispers almost inaudibly. “I don’t belong here, in this big apartment, or in your luxurious life, and we both know it.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying.”

She sniffs and looks up at me. “David, do you love me?”

I stiffen, looking from her face to the bags on the bed and back again, I don’t want to deal with her question. I can’t, not now, not yet. 

“What’s come over you?” I ask, eager to steer the conversation in another direction.

It doesn’t work. “Do you love me, David?” She asks again.

I turn away from her. “What do you want from me?” I’m not a man who loves. I know what she’s asking me. She’s asking if I’m willing to open myself up to hurt, to betrayal. 

I’m not. 

“You don’t love me do you?” She states softly, with the wounded expression of someone hearing the confirmation of something they already knew.  

I scramble in my head for something to say. “Love isn’t all it’s cracked up to be Sophie.” I say finally. “Other people would take what they have and be grateful for it.”

“And what do I have?” She asks accusingly, “tell me the truth David. Why did you marry me?”

How could I not? How do I tell her about the lust that drove me to claim her body, the possessiveness that made me tie her to me, and the desire now to have not only that body, but also everything that comes with it?

She took my body prisoner that first day. There was no way I could have left her in Ashford. No matter the reasons I’ve given myself for marrying her, it was because I knew even then, that I wanted her forever. 

And I still do.

I can’t let her go.

I reach for her, my eyes never leaving hers as I run my fingers down her arm. Her lips tremble softly as she shivers.

She can’t hide her reaction to my touch. “Because of that.” I tell her. If we have nothing else, we have that. The pleasure we find in each other’s arms. 

I continue to explore her body, drawing out the reactions I know she can’t conceal. Feeling her tremble beneath my fingers, I lean closer to whisper in her ear. “Because of this, Sophie. This is what we have between us.”

“This is only sex.” She says shakily. “We have nothing.”

What we have is enough, and I’ll be damned if I don’t make her accept that. 

I know how to make her light up, and as I touch her, I can feel her resistance crumbling. 

“Is this nothing, Sophie?” I whisper, letting my breath warm her ear. I hear her ragged sigh, the shaky explosion of breath. “Don’t you want this Sophie?” I continue, “Don’t you want me to touch you? To make love to you, over and over again?” I kiss her neck exactly where I know she likes. “Isn’t it enough?”

She shakes her head. “No.”

“Don’t lie to yourself? Sophie, what else is there?” My fingers are busy, undressing her. I let her dress fall to the ground, exposing her flushed skin. I continue to tease her, touching her lightly, until I know she is aching for more

She is begging me with her eyes and body to make love to her, but it’s not enough. I want her complete capitulation. I want to hear her say it. 

“What do you want Sophie?”

She doesn’t reply. She’s panting softly, her breasts heaving, her lips parted. She wants this. I squeeze her firm breasts through her bra, gently, the way I know she likes, and she lets out a soft moan.

“Isn’t this enough?” I ask again.

She shakes her head again. 

I sigh, undoing her bra and freeing her breasts. Deep down I know that what I’m doing is despicable, but I’m used to fighting with all my weapons, and I’m used to fighting to win. 

I undress quickly. When I’m naked, I guide her hand to my aching erection. She gets on her knees, stroking me lightly with her fingers, then she takes me in her mouth. I groan, almost losing my head to the pleasure. But this is not what I want. I want to feel her tighten around me, I want to hear her moan from the pleasure I give her. I want her to lose her head. I want her to accept that she’s mine, only mine. 

I lift her up to her feet and position her over the bed, with her perfect backside facing me. I stroke her with eager fingers, feeling how wet she is through the silk of her panties.

She clenches around my fingers. “Please.” Her voice is a plea. “Please David.”

“Tell me what you want.”

“Please,” She moans.

“Tell me.”

“I want you.” She admits, her voice hoarse, telling me with words what her body is already saying very loudly.

“You want what?” I insist. 

“I want you to make love to me. David, please.”

Pulling down her panties, I spread her legs wider and enter her slowly, drawing out each movement, teasing her. She tightens around me, pulsing, hot and so incredible sweet. I hold on to her hips and drive in deep. She lets out a long sigh as I pull out and drive in again. I press her body to mine, thrusting in and out, over and over again, drawing my pleasure from the sounds of her moans,  the heat of her skin, from her tightness clenched around me. When she comes, I can barely hold myself back. 

“Isn’t this enough?” I ask again as her body shudders, then stills.  

She doesn’t say anything. I want her to accept it, that what we have is more than any desire for love, or whatever she thinks she feels. Love is an illusion, a weakness. 

She’s still sensitive when I start to move again, her low moans fill the room, her body is shaking, slick with sweat. I feel her insides pulse around me again and again, but still I don’t stop. I don’t stop until she agrees that what we have is enough. 

“Don’t mistake what we have.” I tell her, when I’m able to catch my breath, “and don’t underestimate it either.”

“And what about Carole?” She retorts, an edge of pain in her voice. “What do you two have?”

I have already inferred that she must have seen me with Carole on the balcony, but that can’t be all. “Is that what this is all about? Carole? Did she say something to you?”

“You used her, just like you’re using me.” Her eyes are accusing. “You wanted the shares she had in your company.”

“And she threatened to sell them to the man who wanted to take over my company, if I didn’t marry her.” I shrug. “A man she was sleeping with I might add, along with a few others.”

She stares at me. No doubt, she has convinced herself that Carole is some innocent victim of my cruelty. “You’re just saying that.” She says finally.

I laugh humorlessly. “Maybe you should try to get your information accurate before you start throwing accusations.”

“It doesn’t make any difference.” She says resolutely. “Even if she did all those things, it doesn’t change the fact that you don’t love me. I’m just the girl who was stupid enough to marry you so you could teach your ex-girlfriend a lesson.” She gets up from the bed. “I can’t take it David.”

I watch her put on a robe and fasten the zippers of the bags she has packed. “What are you doing?” I ask, although I know, I know that I haven’t managed to convince her to stay. Apparently, sex is not enough for her. 

“I am leaving.”

My throat thickens as I try to fight the desperation rising like bile in my throat, “Don’t threaten me.” I say, getting off the bed.

“Why not?” She flings each word at me. “Will you marry someone else to teach me a lesson?”

“Don’t test me Sophie.” I reach for her. God! I want to beg, but somehow I can’t find the words.

She ignores my touch.

“Fine.” I turn away. “Do whatever you like. Go back to Ashford. I’m sure your little boyfriend will be more than eager to find you a place in his bed.” I snort with derision. “But while you’re at it, you might want to ask yourself why you married me.”

She looks like she can’t believe what I just said. “I love you.” Her voice breaks on the words and my chest clenches.

She loves me. Even in her pain, she loves me. 

I almost back down, but she’s already cast me in the role of the villain, and that is a role I know how to play. 

I laugh mockingly. “What love? Did you fall in love with some stranger you barely knew Sophie, just because he asked you out to dinner. Get real sweetheart, this has always been about sex.”

“Not for me.” She argues, tears in her eyes.

“Then you’re a liar as well as a fool.”

“I hate you,” her voice is low but decisive. “I hope I never have to see you again. Carole was right about you. You use people, and when you’re done with them, you toss them away like rubbish. You’re not worthy of my love.”

Each word pierces me like a barb, because I know she’s right. I turn away from her. “Do whatever you want Sophie.”

I’m so angry, with her, with myself. I can’t even bring myself to look at her, because I know I’ve just ruined the best thing that’s ever happened in my miserable life. 

I can’t sleep. I spend the night in my study because I can’t bear to sleep on our bed alone. I’m assaulted by unfamiliar emotions, loneliness, heartache, pain... I don’t want her to leave. I won’t be able to bear it. As soon as morning comes, I go to her. I’ll do anything she wants, and if it’s not enough, then I’ll leave, if that’s what she wants, if she hates me that much.

I open the door to the guest room where she spent the night, and see her body stiffen on the bed. She lies still, pretending to be asleep. Words fill my head, but I can’t bring myself to say anything. After a few minutes, I leave her lying there. I’ve always known that I didn’t deserve her. Now she knows it too. 

I give Mrs. Daniels the day off, sure that Sophie would want to be alone to do whatever she’s decided. Downstairs, I instruct Steve to take her wherever she wants to go.

Leaving me is probably what’s best for her. She deserves better than an empty carcass with a barely beating heart. She deserves a man who’ll love her, everything about her, and never hesitate to announce it to her, and to the world. 

I just wish I could be that man.




Sophie


Chapter Eight

I always thought of love as a beautiful feeling, and it is, when you’re happy. When you’re sad, it’s a monster that tears at your insides, until the pain spreads to every part of you, until you just want to be numb, to lose the ability to feel, to ever feel again.

I have no clear idea where exactly I’m going when I leave the apartment. I just know that I can’t stay there anymore. I feel humiliated and empty. Each memory of last night is like a raw wound in my mind. I remember every hurtful word David said to me as clearly as if I can still hear them. I can’t believe that he would use my body’s need for him to prove his point.

That our marriage is nothing, only sex.

How could I have been so stupid? I was so desperate for him to love me that I ignored all the signs that he didn’t. I lied to myself because I wanted to belong to someone, to be happy for the first time in my life. 

“Isn’t this enough Sophie?”

His taunting words resound in my ears, and the memories of my easy capitulation make me cringe. I hate him, but I hate myself more. 

Thankfully, Mrs. Daniels isn’t in the apartment. I’m glad that I don’t have to face her. I don’t want to face anyone. I feel like a failure, a fraud who attempted to take something that didn’t belong to her in the first place. I just want to go silently. I take the service elevator to the ground floor, leaving the building through the service entrance. This way there’s no chance of running into Steve outside, or seeing the curious looks of the doorman. 

The service entrance leads unto a side street. Outside it’s clear and sunny. On the worst day of my life, the weather chooses to be perfect. 

I walk along the street for a while, eventually, I find a bus station. I don’t even know where the bus is going when I climb in, but as long as it will take me far away from David. It’s fine with me.

Luckily, I’m in the right bus. After a couple of stops, it goes over the bridge to Bellevue. I make a few enquiries at the station and find a small hotel close to the main street. I intend to stay there only for a little while until I can find a small apartment and a job. 

For the next two days, I scour the job listings and respond to ads. I only succeed in getting turned down for jobs as an office assistant, a receptionist, and even as a waitress. At night, alone in my room I succumb to the weariness, heartache, and the pain that thinking of David brings, but I can’t stop thinking about him. I can’t stop aching for him, wanting him, torturing myself with wondering if he cares that I’m gone.

After three days, I still haven’t found a job. After exhausting all the leads from the job listings, I return to the hotel, tired and painfully aware that I have to find something really soon.  

I haven’t been in my room for five minutes when there is a knock on the door. I haven’t ordered any room service, so even before I go to look through the peephole I already have a dreadful suspicion in the pit of my stomach. Yet the sight of David standing outside my room knocks the breath out of my chest. My stomach tightens as a mixture of feelings assault me, confusion, longing, regret, and an overwhelming desire.

I’m not going to open the door.

“Sophie.” His voice is gentle, as if he knows I’m just on the other side.

I step back, heart pounding, desperate to get away from the sound of his voice and the temptation that comes with it. What is he doing here, what does he want?

“Sophie, I know you’re in there.” He says. “Open the door.”

I take a deep breath. I don’t know why he’s here, but it doesn’t change anything. It’s doesn’t mean that his feelings about our relationship have changed. There’s no reason to let myself get affected by his presence, and there’s no reason to be afraid of talking to him. 

I open the door. 

And my heart tightens in my chest. 

I love him.

Just looking at him. I want to cry. I want to forget everything that’s happened and let him hold me. I devour the familiar planes and angles of his face, the piercing blue eyes, wavy black hair, sensual lips that I’ve kissed a hundred times. 

This has always been about sex. 

The memory of his words mock me, and I step back before I let myself be overwhelmed by my desire for him. 

He steps inside the room, his tall frame dwarfing the small space. Compared to his apartment, it’s little more than a shoebox, but it’s not so different from my old apartment in Ashford. 

His blue eyes turn in my direction, scorching my face, so intense, that I almost lose myself. His brow creases in a frown. “You can’t keep staying here.” He states.

I stare at him, barely able to process the fact that he’s actually trying to dictate to me, even now. Anger overcomes any longing I feel for him. 

“What are you doing here?” I ask, only managing to keep my emotions in check. 

“I’ve been trying to find you for two days Sophie.” He takes a deep breath. “Did you think I was going to let you just disappear? Steve was waiting outside to take you anywhere you wanted, but you never came out. I was worried. You weren’t in the apartment...” He stops and runs a hand through his thick hair. “Why didn’t you go back to Ashford?”

Go back to Ashford. I’m sure your little boyfriend will be more than eager to find you a place in his bed.

I close my eyes against the memory of his words. He really expected me to go back. Did he really believe that Eddie was waiting for me in Ashford, or did he say that just to be cruel? 

As if, I could ever choose any other man over him. 

I fold my arms over my chest in a defensive movement. “I always had plans to move here.” 

“Yes, I remember.” the gentleness disappears from his voice, “but I didn’t think you would do so even though you have no job, no friends, nothing waiting for you here.”

“Why do you care?” I retort, “It’s none of your business.”

“On the contrary, it’s very much my business.” He sighs and draws in a deep breath. “You may have a very short memory, but let me remind you that you’re still my wife.”

For how long? I think mutinously. For all I know he’s already working on dissolving our short marriage. 

“Be reasonable Sophie.” He continues more gently. “You can’t stay here. It’s a dump, and it’s not safe.”

I wish his voice didn’t affect me so much. “Just leave me alone, David.” 

He moves until he’s standing right in front of me, so close that my nose fills with his masculine scent, his cologne, the clean smell of his clothes. All my senses are screaming for more. “Is that what you want?” His tender voice assaults my ears. I look up at him, at the concern on his face. The temptation to shake my head and lean into his chest is so strong. I step back 

“Yes.” I lie, looking everywhere but at him, I’m not going to be trapped into thinking he cares about me again, and I can’t be with him knowing that he doesn’t love me. I love him too much for that. 

He sighs and steps away from me. “You can have the apartment.” He says tiredly, “I’ll leave, You don’t have to stay here.”

As if I could go back there. The idea of living in that apartment, among all the memories of our time together, is not something I can contemplate.

“I don’t want your apartment.”

“Then what do you want? Tell me, Sophie, because I’m not going to leave you here at this third rate hotel for God’s sake.”

I close my eyes. Part of me wants him to leave, the other part want everything that’s happened to go away, so I can go to him and take comfort in his touch. 

“Look,” he says when I don’t say anything. “Let’s be reasonable. You want to stay in Bellevue? Fine. I’ll get you a place to live. I have the resources to do that.”

I shake my head. “No.”

“Don’t argue.” His tone takes an air of finality. “You are entitled to a lot from me, and I don’t mean just because we’re married. Much of what I have is yours now. Think about it. You can go to art school, design jewelry, do anything you want. Whatever you want, I won’t fight you. You can have anything you want.”

I want you to love me. The words are silent in my head. That’s all I want. It’s all I ever wanted. 

His jaw hardens, “In time we’ll have to discuss some sort of settlement...”

It’s the word ‘settlement’ that does it. I don’t hear everything else that he says. The thought of lawyers, the finality of a divorce, it makes me want to curl up somewhere and weep. Maybe Aunt Josephine was right, maybe I’m weak, spineless, not worth the space I occupy. Maybe David can see that, maybe that’s why he can’t bring himself to love me. Desperation floods my stomach. I feel sick.

“I don’t want your money,” the words come out in a torrent. I feel the sting of tears in my eyes. “You can keep your settlement. I don’t want anything from you. Just leave me alone and let me forget that I ever met you.”

I hear his sharp intake of breath. “Sophie.” He steps towards me, his voice so tender I can’t bear it.

“Please David, just leave me alone.” I whisper.

“That’s the thing,” he says, stopping just shy of touching me, “I can’t.”

I swallow, closing my eyes against the pain and the tears that are threatening to erupt. “It was all a mistake.” I can hear my voice breaking, “I should never have left Ashford with you. I should never have...” I’m about to say that I should never have fallen in love with him, but I stop myself.

He takes my hands, and the sudden contact makes me start to tremble. I look up at him. “I’m sorry I’ve hurt you Sophie.” He says, his voice a little rough. “But it wasn’t a mistake, not for me. I’m not sorry I met you.”

I look down at my hands, entwined in his. I hate that he’s talking like this, playing with my emotions, turning me against myself. I pull my hands away. “Well I am. I meant everything I said before I left David. You’ve hurt me, humiliated me,” I swallow the painful lump in my throat. “I never want to see you again.”

His eyes close and I watch him take a deep breath, when he looks at me again the pain I see in his eyes is crushing. I have to try very hard to remember the hurtful things he said to me and the utter humiliation he made me feel. 

I wait for him to go, but he doesn’t move. For a moment, I think he doesn’t believe me. We’re standing so close, I can feel the heat from his body. I almost imagine that he’s going to come towards me, to hold me. My skin heats up in all the places that anticipate his touch.

Finally, he steps back from me. “Just call me if you need anything,” he says finally, his voice impersonal.

I nod and look away, waiting silently until he leaves. Only then do I crumple onto the floor and burst into tears.
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