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DEDICATION




To the confident, sexy girl inside all of us.


A note about serial romances…




This book is what’s called a serial romance. Most readers are familiar with full-length novels, novellas, and short stories, but many are not so familiar with serialized fiction. With the advent of self-publishing has come many different innovations, but believe it or not, a serial novel is not one of them. Serials have been around since the seventeenth century! They became especially popular in Britain’s Victorian Era (nineteenth century), “due to a combination of the rise of literacy, technological advances in printing, and improved economics of distribution.”* The Pickwick Papers by Charles Dickens may be a serial you’re familiar with. The Count of Monte Cristo and The Three Musketeers were also serials, as were Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Madame Bovary, Anna Karenina, and The Bonfire of the Vanities, among many others. Use of this format started to die down when periodicals fell out of favor and were then replaced by the Internet, but thanks to indie authors, it’s coming back! As a reader, I’ve found it a fun way to follow a story that’s always evolving while the anticipation builds between episodes or parts, and in the case of my serials it will be a story that evolves according to reader feedback. Please join the conversation about this book on my website at: http://www.ellecasey.com/just-one-night.




You can read more about serialized fiction on Wikipedia.




*[Law, Graham (2000). Serializing Fiction in the Victorian Press. New York & Hampshire, UK: Palgrave. p. 34. ISBN 0-312-23574-7. Retrieved October 23, 2011.] 





























Part 1

CHAPTER ONE

Jennifer




I HAVE THIS PLAN. IT’S not exactly your run-of-the-mill kind of situation, but to be honest, neither is my life. Sure, I could sit around and wait for things to happen to me, but I’ve been doing that for years and I’ve got nothing to show for it but disappointment.

It’s time to take the bull by the horns and make some big changes. I’m so sexually frustrated right now it’s not even funny. And yes, I’ll admit … this pent-up sexual energy may be adding fuel to the fire for this hare-brained idea that sprouted up in my mind last weekend, but I don’t care. I’m doing it anyway.

I ignore the call coming through from my best friend Mia. She’ll tell me it’s a terrible idea and talk me out of it, and I don’t want her to do that. I can make my own decisions … good ones, as a matter of fact. The lecture she gave me last week about considering some therapy made me really cranky. I don’t need a shrink; I need some seriously hot sex with a ridiculously hot guy. I’m totally taking the responsibility for my happiness into my own hands, and no one’s going to stop me.

My computer screen is glowing, lighting up my face in the dark bedroom, the tiny corner of which hosts my laptop sitting on a piece of plywood balanced on two piles of books. It’s the middle of the night and I’m hiding. From whom? No one. Myself, maybe.

I live alone in a tiny apartment, the new home sweet home I had to sign on the dotted line for with very little notice. Why did I do this when I was happily ensconced in a fifteen hundred square foot, fully-loaded condo in the trendy part of town? Well, when I found out my fiancé of way too many years was sleeping with a girl who looks like she should still be carrying textbooks in a backpack, I took that as a sign that I should move on. Cheating rat bastard that he is, Hank left me no choice but to start all over at age thirty-five. I wasted the best years of my life on that asshole. The man I used to love with all of my heart is now el numero uno on my shit list.

I’m still weighing the pros and cons of running him over with my car. I don’t need to totally flatten him to get satisfaction. Maybe just a tap would be okay. How much trouble could I get into over just a tap? I could make it look like an accident. Oh, hi, fancy meeting you here, Hank, in the middle of the road … with the grill of my car. Did that hurt? Muahahahahaaaaa… I’m pretty sure if a jury heard my story, they wouldn’t convict, especially if it had any women on it. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and we’ve all been scorned at some point in our lives, haven’t we, ladies?

Ugh, I cannot think about him anymore. At least not right now. I’m on a mission to take back my life. No more pity parties allowed.

My phone beeps. Mia has left a voicemail. Against my better judgment, I play it out on the speakerphone.

“Jennifer, I know you’re there. Why didn’t you pick up? You better call me back, ho-bag. Are you doing that personal ad thingy you talked about after your third martini last weekend? Because if you are, just stop, okay?”

I don’t remember telling her my plan. Dammit. I can’t even keep secrets from myself.

Her message keeps playing, much to my chagrin. “You aren’t cut out for one-night stands, you never were. Remember Mike? Remember Jake? Remember that guy … the one with prematurely gray hair and the flat butt? Shit, I can’t remember his name. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. You fell apart. You liked them right away and then your heart broke when they didn’t call a second time.”

Yeah, that’s helpful, Mia. Thanks for reminding me what a loser I am. I could stop the message from coming out over the speaker to fill my room, but I don’t. I wallow in the unpleasant memories she’s dredging up.

“I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with you, so don’t even go there. They weren’t the right kind of guy for you. Seriously. Call me. You’d better not be doing that ad. I’m going to come over there and mess you up.” The message ends there.

I laugh at my friend’s fake bravado. She’s always threatening bodily harm, but as far as I know she’s never even hurt a fly. She says all of God’s creatures have value, even the ones that start out as maggots.

Of course I’m going to ignore her every word. The old Jennifer would hesitate and worry, but the old Jennifer would also date a turd like Hank and that’s not going to happen anymore. My life is about to change … like, right now.

Okay, back to business. My brilliant plan is to restore my faith in men by setting up a single night of fantasy that can never be tainted by reality. I have the whole thing figured out; now I just need a willing partner.

My fingers hover over the keyboard and I wiggle them around to get them warmed up. Magic will be flowing from these babies in about five seconds. My approach has to be short and sweet, clear and up front. I’m not interested in frills. No flowers, no candy, no diamond rings, thank you very much. I just want one amazing night with an amazing guy who I can walk away from and never see again.

I click on the ‘New Listing’ button to start my ad. Chewing on my lip, I consider my options. How much do I really want to expose of myself? Do I want this mystery man to know I was recently dumped in a very embarrassing way? No, that would make me pitiful. That would bring in the vultures. Vultures do not make sexy dreams come true. I should know, seeing as how I lived with one for six years.

I start typing. ‘Single, attractive, successful woman …’ Stopping there, I chew my lip some more. Should I say I’m successful or should I be more circumspect about that part of my life? It’s not like I’m a millionaire or anything, but I do okay in the real estate business. Well enough that I can support myself, anyway, and every year my client list gets longer. I try not to be bitter over the fact that I had to change brokers. Wanting to kill one’s boss is never conducive to a good working environment. Hank took more than my self-esteem and my heart from me.

Typing once more, I force myself to have more confidence. This is easy. Why am I over-thinking it? Just make it happen, Jennifer, make it happen.

My fingers fly over the keyboard. ‘Single, attractive and successful businesswoman seeks very short-term, intimate and discrete affair. No strings, no commitments, no second dates.’ I sit back and read the ad over and over about ten times. Is it too cold? Too short? Not short enough? Misleading in any way? Ridiculous? Pitiful? Sassy-awesome? I vote for sassy-awesome.

Huffing out a breath of frustrated air, I put my hands back over the keys. It’s not like anyone who reads it will know who I am, right? I have a throw-away cell phone that I bought today just for this project, and I’ve used a post office box for my address to set up the online account. I’m untraceable. Anyone I meet will be checked out in advance by me anyway via telephone so I can conduct a psycho test on them. Plus, we’ll meet for the first time in a very public place, so it’s all good. Safety first, I always say.

My finger floats over the enter button. The angel on my shoulder is crying over the fact that I’ve given up on love. The devil is doing a tap dance telling me to go for it … life is too short to wait around for a Prince Charming who doesn’t even exist.

I tend to agree with that little devil more and more these days. I press the button with only a slight twinge of fear in my chest. Now all that’s left to me is the waiting game.


























CHAPTER TWO

William




THE UNNECESSARY CHIT CHAT IS undeniably the very worst part of my workday. The snickering, the giggling, the twittering… And no, I’m not talking about the online tweeting kind of twittering. I’d much prefer that to the constant chinwagging I can hear filtering through my door, for the very reason that it’s quiet and it wouldn’t interrupt my workflow. Although truly, I don’t understand the fascination with expressing oneself in one hundred and forty characters or less. Who honestly believes there’s a single other person in the entire world who gives a monkey’s uncle that you just bought a carmel macchiato at the local Starbucks? Only someone irretrievably deluded, that’s who. What a load of rubbish.

Where the secretaries find the time to engage in this nonsense when we have so much to get done is beyond me. The work’s not going to complete itself, that’s for certain. The bone-idle really get me wound up, can you tell? I wasn’t born to privilege; my family worked its way to it from near to nothing.

“Rachel,” I say, pressing down on the intercom button, “could you come in here please?” If she has time to giggle, she must need more work to do, and I will more than happy to remedy that little oversight on my part.

“Yes, Mr. Stratford?” Rachel stands in my doorway, far enough away that I can’t hit her with my paperweight with assured accuracy. Believe me, I’ve considered attempting it anyway on more than one occasion. If her head had any more helium in it, she’d float right out of the building. It’s beyond frustrating. She’s the fifth personal assistant I’ve had this year and we’re only to June.

My lips stretch to mimic a tired sort of amusement. A very, very slight level of amusement. “While I’m pleased to know that you’ve settled into your new position enough to feel comfortable gossiping with your colleagues, I believe you have several other tasks which require your attention, and it would please me beyond measure to see you accomplishing said tasks.”

Her face morphs into something that looks very uncomfortable. Is her skin made of rubber? These American girls never cease to amaze me with their expressive natures. It’s fascinating, really. Like a visit to the zoo or a science museum.

“Sir, I wasn’t gossiping. I was working.”

Obviously, she believes me to be a dunderhead. “Is that so? And what, perchance, were you working on, might I ask?” Leaning back in my chair with my arm extended over the desk, I begin to wiggle my pen between my fingers, first slowly and then with more speed. My eyebrow goes up as I wait for her excuses to pour forth.

Expecting to see her squirm under the pressure, I admit to being a little disappointed when she doesn’t indulge me. She counts off on her fingers as she relates her activities of the last few hours, her eyeballs rolling up to the ceiling. “Well, let’s see … I collated all the reports from the weekly and monthly sales and made projections for the next quarter based on the information there. I entered all the new client information into the database. I synched your phone and your e-pad to your computer wirelessly. I scheduled eight meetings for next week and put them on your calendar. By the way, one of them is a charity ball thingy on Friday night, so I also scheduled the dry cleaner to come by and get your tux so they can have it ready for you in time.” She perks up and stops counting, her eyes coming back down from the ceiling to look at me. “Oh, and I found you a date.”

My pen drops from my hand and lands on the desk blotter with a muted clatter. “Pardon?” A large hunk of hair falls over my eye and I slowly smooth it back as I stare at her. Surely I’ve mis-heard.

She sighs heavily and enunciates slowly, as if speaking to someone who needs a little extra help. “I said I collated all the reports …”

I gesture in frustration. “Right, right, I caught that part. It’s the last bit that I’m confused on. Care to repeat the last item on your list?”

She dazzles me with a big smile. There appear to be too many teeth in her mouth, and they’re blindingly white. I glance at my sunglasses on the desk but decide against putting them on. All I need to do is give the secretarial pool more fodder for their chinwagging. If I so much as sneeze it becomes headline news in the office, so wearing aviators indoors is a no-go if I want to continue striving towards the goal of relative obscurity.

They don’t realize it, but I hear everything. Not only do I have my inside sources, but the employees are under the mistaken notion that I’m deaf, dumb, and blind as well. Discrete, they are not. Being the newly appointed CEO and the son of the founder obviously makes me an interesting topic for the unofficial company grapevine, so I try not to let it bother me. I hope after a couple more months they’ll realize there’s no story here and that their gossip time is better spent on other subjects. Like on my younger brother, for example. Of course, for them to gossip about him, he’d actually have to show up here once in a while…

“Oh, yes! That’s right! I forgot to tell you!” Rachel advances into my office with several short, choppy strides, holding out a piece of paper from a stack that’s in her arms. “I was talking to some of the girls, and they told me you never get out and that you’re always working, so I took the liberty of finding you someone. A date, actually. If you like her you could bring her to the ball. You really shouldn’t go solo to something like that, you know. You can network better with someone on your arm.” She extends the paper in my direction, still with that blinding smile going. “You can totally find a date online these days. You won’t even have to leave the office to start the process. Isn’t that awesome?”

My nostrils extend slowly out to either side as my color rises. This is how a British gentleman expresses his extreme distaste. My upbringing forbids me from saying the things that should be said to this pleb. I cannot tell her that she is as obtuse as she is annoying, that she’s completely out of line, and that she’s begging to be made redundant. Perhaps she understands British body language, though, because the wattage of her smiling-bulb dims to just a crumb.

“Are you mad?” The foolish grin is gone and the cringe has taken its place. I’m very pleased with the result. She’s catching on a lot quicker than her predecessors.

I give her a perfunctory smile. “Mad? No. I am in complete control of my faculties. Perhaps you mean angry?”

“Yes, that’s what I meant.”

“No. I’m not angry. For me to be upset with you, your actions would have to actually mean something to me, which I can assure you, they do not. But your suggestion that your function here includes searching out female companionship for me leads me to believe that perhaps you misunderstand your role.”

“Oh, no, I understand perfectly, Mr. Stratford. Your father was very clear when he hired me. He said I was to do all the tasks you asked me to do on time or before deadline if possible, make sure your calendar is kept updated at all times, and to help you assimilate into American culture.” She’s back to smiling again.

I search my desktop. Where has that paperweight, gone to?

“Going out with American women will help you assimilate much faster.” She shrugs once and tilts her head, obviously very proud of herself.

I stand, knowing that my height will put me at a distinct advantage over her. I’m pleased to see her grin disappearing again. “I assure you, Ms. Meechum, that should I determine at some point in the future that I am in need of a date as you say, I will neither need your assistance nor your opinion on the matter. Do I make myself clear?”

She starts to back up towards the door. “Yes, sir. Crystal clear. I get you loud and clear. Ten four, over and out.”

“Why all the numbers?” I ask, wondering if she’s cluing me in to some appointment I’ve yet to notice on my calendar.

“Nothing. No numbers. Disregard. Is there anything else you need? I’m about to leave.”

“Leave?” I look at my watch; it’s only seven p.m. “Where are you going?”

“Ummm, home?” She smiles. “Come on, William, it’s seven o’clock on a Friday night. You really don’t expect me to stay until ten every night, do you? I have a date tonight, and I have to get ready.” She points at her horribly frizzy red hair. “This kind of magic doesn’t happen overnight, you know.”

“No. I suppose it doesn’t,” I say under my breath, afraid of what might come out of my mouth next if I give it enough volume. This girl is destined for the rubbish heap that contains all my other former assistants. Certainly, she’s done well in her short time here, but egads … she’s picking out dates for me now? What on earth could the numbskull have been thinking?

She’s almost gone before I deliver my parting shot. “Ms. Meechum?”

“Yes?”

“It’s Mr. Stratford.”

“Ummm … what?”

“You used my given name when you were speaking to me earlier. I don’t believe that’s appropriate, do you?”

She turns a light shade of pink. “No, sir. I’m sorry about that. We’re just a little casual around here sometimes.”

“No, in point of fact, we’re not. Not in this office and not in this company.” My stern look comes out to drive the point home.

“No, of course not.” She has the grace to remain pink-cheeked. “Have a nice weekend, Mr. Stratford.”

“And you do the same, Ms. Meechum.”

See? I can be gracious when the situation calls for it. There’s a time and a place for casual relations, but that time is never when I’m working, and that place is never here. It’s my duty to keep the office running smoothly, and observing certain formalities can assist in that endeavor.

My father entrusted me with his multi-national real estate investment firm that he built from nothing, and I will not let him down. I’ve trained my entire life for this position, and no one will stop me from getting it exactly right, especially not some bird brain, barely-graduated American midwesterner who doesn’t know her place in the chain of command.

I’m once again alone in the office, staring at my heavy oak door. My assistant closed it behind her, and for the first time all day, there’s silence. Sighing heavily, I sit down at my desk and stare at my computer screen. The desktop is glowing out and reflecting off my tired eyes. I’ve been here for thirteen hours and I have much to do before I’m done.

Imagine … someone thinking I need help in the date department. An inelegant snort escapes me as I remember the overly enthusiastic approach I received on the lift just this morning from a totty who works on the next floor up. Her business suits and fine leather attaché case scream solicitor or lawyer. As is my usual course, I let her down easily; when she asked me to meet her for a drink after work, I explained that I’m otherwise engaged.

I’m always otherwise engaged. Engaged working, engaged traveling for work, engaged sleeping or eating. That’s what I do. That is the life I have chosen for myself and I couldn’t be happier. When I need female companionship I find it on my own and it’s always the uncomplicated sort.

An inter-company instant message pops up on my screen interrupting my thoughts. I lean in, my eyebrows creasing as I note the sender’s name. Apparently, Ms. Meechum has not yet left to create her hairstyling masterpiece. Perhaps she’s changed her mind about working late.

‘He seriously needs to get a life outside this place. He’s going to grow old and wrinkly all by himself without any friends or anything. I tried to tell him about the date but he threw me out of his office.’

My chin withdraws into my neck as my brain attempts to determine what I’m seeing. My eyes scan the small instant message window and note that it’s definitely my assistant sending it, but I cannot for the life of me understand why it’s coming to my computer.

Another window pops up to replace the first.

‘Oh my effing god! Mr. Stratford! I’m so sorry! Please don’t fire me! I didn’t mean to send that to you!’

My emotions are … unsettled … to say the least. I lean back in my chair and rock for a bit as I tap my pen rhythmically on the blotter. Am I angry with Ms. Meechum? Yes, of course I’m angry. Old and wrinkly… I’ve at lease twenty years before that eventuality. And I’m certainly not friendless. I’ve loads of friends and lovers. The little bint truly believes she’s a do-gooder? Honestly, her cock-up is more pitiful than anything. She’s completely gormless.

That’s what helps me decide how to react. I’m no longer angry. I’m embarrassed for her. She hasn’t a clue how a man like me gets satisfaction from his life.

I will say nothing at all. Let her stew in her humiliation. Nothing I say could possibly be more effective than what she’ll come up with on her own.

My first genuine smile of the day erupts across my face as I rest secure in the knowledge that I’ll be getting nothing but nose to the grindstone, dedicated effort from Ms. Meechum for at least the next two weeks. I’m actually quite pleased she’s useless in the technology department and doesn’t know how to properly use the messaging system I had installed last week.

I stand up and walk quietly over to my door, cracking it open so I can see her leave. She’s halfway across the room full of cubicles, the last person in the office aside from me. She appears to be running, and I cannot help but allow the chuckle to escape my throat. Oh, life can be so sweet sometimes. I can almost understand why my father left our family for the Americas when I was just a teen.

A stack of papers on the corner of her desk catches my eye. Knowing it’s the one that she had in her ams when she came to visit, I’m lured out of my office to look through it. If she lied about the work she allegedly completed, that’s a serious, job-losing offense. Apparently, I can be intimidating enough that it causes people to lie about things. At least that’s what my last assistant said.

Reading through the short paragraphs on about five different papers, I realize Ms. Meechum actually had the gall to print out personal ads from some online source. Apparently, my perfect date is comprised of someone who likes long walks on the beach, poetry, and true love.

“Bollocks,” I say out into the empty room. She’s definitely going to be fired on Monday. I’m tempted to send her a text now and just be done with it, but I won’t. Let her suffer for two days over her gaff and then come in to be fired. That will be a much more effective lesson for the whole office to learn than letting it happen now.

I toss the pile onto her desk and start to walk away, but one of the papers separates itself and floats down to the floor, landing at my feet. Grabbing it on my way into my office, I crumple it up in a ball and toss it at my rubbish bin. Unfortunately, all the years I spent playing cricket have not paid off. I miss by a good twenty centimeters.

As I sit, I lean over and grab the paper, throwing it up onto my desk. It remains there as I consult my calendar, send off five separate emails to various clients, and confirm my racquetball match for Sunday.

It’s eight o’clock when I sit back in my chair again and look around the office. I have such big plans for this place. By the end of the year it’ll be too small for our operation. My father was content to keep things what he calls ‘intimate’ and ‘friendly’ but I have other ideas. And since I’m the fresh blood he brought in to make things happen, I expect zero resistance to my suggestions. So far, he’s been a hands-off owner. He’s more interested in golf these days than real estate anyway, and that’s just dandy with me. Out with the old and in with the new. No disrespect meant, of course, but instant messaging was just the tip of the iceberg for what Stratford Investments will see in the next ten months.

That crumpled paper is the only thing marring the perfect harmony that is my office. I flick it with the end of my pen, but it doesn’t flip over towards the bin like I want it to.

“Stubborn little thing, aren’t you?” Leaning over, I push the paper open, smoothing it out over the surface of the desk. “And who exactly are you, that you warranted a blind date with William Stratford?” It’s possible the late hours I’ve been keeping are making me a little loony. It’s the only explanation I have for even opening this paper, let along talking to myself about it.

‘Single, attractive and successful businesswoman seeks very short-term, intimate and discrete affair. No strings, no commitments, no second dates.’

I frown. This is supposed to be my date?

A whirlwind of emotions slides across my consciousness. My first reaction is to be impressed. Ms. Meechum has been paying attention. Maybe I shouldn’t fire her.

I read the ad three more times.

My second reaction is annoyance. Does she honestly think I need to resort to online ads to find a date? My gaze flicks over and catches the charity ball appointment on my calendar. Maybe I should take the solicitor from the fifteenth floor.

I shake my head immediately. No. She’d expect something after that, a second date, a third date … and we work in the same building. That would be awkward. Too many complications.

Life is all about minimizing complications. I don’t have the time or the inclination to share my life with anyone, to have obligations outside of my work, to become entangled in some relationship with an emotional basketcase of a woman who’s desperately seeking her Prince Charming.

I read the ad again.

Of course, Ms. Meechum is right about one thing; networking is much more effective when done with an attractive woman at one’s side, and the ad does in fact say that she’s attractive.

But that could mean anything, couldn’t it? She could look like Medusa and I’d never know until it was too late. I’m quite sure networking with a woman ugly enough to turn a man to stone would hinder the effectiveness of my networking. It’s probably a terrible idea to pursue this person.

It says she’s a businesswoman too, but these days people think working at a coffee shop qualifies. How could I be sure she’s telling the truth? I couldn’t, that’s how. People lie all the time. People tell you who they want to be, not who they really are. And honestly, I’ve never met a woman who truly wanted a one-night stand. They all go into the arrangement with hope for the future, diamond rings on the mind and all that nonsense.

What strikes me about this ad, though, is that I don’t believe this person is looking for those things, mainly because she specifically says so. She had the forethought to attack the very arguments I’ve come up with for looking the other way. For some reason, I can almost believe this woman means what she says. It’s a revelation to me. A woman who doesn’t even want a second date.

Knowing my assistant has access to my emails, I pick up my phone. I have the perfect solution to my dilemma. First, I’ll phone this person and have a short conversation, chat her up a bit. If she sounds relatively normal, I’ll arrange to meet for a cuppa. Then, if she passes muster, I’ll suggest she accompany me to the charity event. Done and dusted. I am nothing if not decisive.

I smile as the call rings through. Things always have a way of working out exactly how I want them to. There’s no reason to suspect that this will be any different.


























CHAPTER THREE

Jennifer




I’M SITTING AT MY TINY dinette in the kitchen when my personal ad phone rings. This will be the tenth call I’ve taken since I bought it yesterday. My ad has apparently struck a chord with the local male population. Too bad the last nine callers haven’t passed my psycho test. I don’t think I’m being too cautious, but at this point I’m starting to doubt myself. Is it possible that there aren’t any non-sociopaths out there searching for a casual one-night thing?

“Hello?” I grip the phone tightly, hoping beyond hope that this is the one.

“Hello,” he says. “Is this … the lady from the advertisement?”

My blood pressure goes up just the tiniest bit at the accent. He said advertizment. He’s British or Irish or something. Visions of Colin Firth, Hugh Grant, and Mr. Darcy buzz through my brain. This guy is already looking way better than the other candidates.

“Yes, this is me. I’m her.” Play it cool, Jennifer. Don’t get too excited. There’s still time for his psychosis to make an appearance.

“Excellent. Listen … I thought perhaps I could suggest a meeting … over coffee?”

“No, sorry.” Mood deflation activated. He already doesn’t get the whole point behind the ad. He’s looking for a girlfriend.

“Sorry?” he says.

“Why are you apologizing?” I ask.

“In fact, you’re the one apologizing, not me.”

I think about it for a second and realize he’s correct. Kind of. “Yes, well, so did you.”

He pauses. “Oh, right. I meant to say … excuse me? What did you say? I thought you said no to the coffee.”

“I did.”

“Right. Indeed. So I haven’t made the cut, then. Quite stringent with the rules, aren’t you? What was it that put you off? Was it the accent?”

“Why? Is it fake?”

“Hardly. I was born and raised in Hammersmith.”

“Oh. Well, no, it wasn’t the accent. That’s a point in your favor, actually.”

“Brilliant. So what’s the problem, then?”

“There’s no problem. I just don’t want to meet for coffee. I thought the ad was pretty much self-explanatory.”

“Indeed, it was succinct and to the point. I must say it was intriguing enough to have me phoning, even though I didn’t mean to be reading the advert in the first place.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Well, it means that I read it quite by accident, really.”

“How does a guy from Hammerstown read a personal ad by accident?”

“It’s Hammersmith, part of the London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham, west of Charing Cross. And it so happens that the advert was printed out for me by my assistant. I meant to throw it in the bin, but it was being quite stubborn with me.”

“Who was being stubborn? Your assistant?”

“No, the advert.”

I laugh. I can’t help it. This is the most confusing phone call I’ve ever had. “That makes no sense.”

“You are entirely correct. So am I in or am I out?”

“Wow, right to the point, huh?”

“I’m merely following your lead. Shall we go for coffee? Ladies choice. You tell me where to go and I’ll simply show up to pay, sugar, cream, stir, and sip. And I shall bring my accent with me since it’s served me well so far.”

“No, no coffee.” I feel totally saucy right now. It’s like we’re dueling with words. “I said that already, right?”

“Yes, well, you can’t be serious now, can you?”

“Of course I can.” My pulse has picked up speed. Verbal sparring with a man who I’ve now decided looks exactly like Hugh Grant is definitely exciting, even if it isn’t going anywhere past this phone call. I wonder if he’s wearing a suit. A song filters through my conscience. Every girl’s crazy ‘bout a sharp-dressed man.

“You want to have one night of debauchery with a man you’ve never met even for a single coffee?”

Even though his question makes me feel more than a little stupid, I square my shoulders and answer confidently. “Yes, that’s the plan.”

“Brave girl.” His voice warms at that for some reason, which in turn makes me like him more.

“I know what I want and I’m not afraid to ask for it,” I say.

“Okay, so there will be no pre-debauchery coffee, then.”

“Nope.”

“Cuppa tea?”

“Nope.”

“How about … a photograph?”

Suddenly I’m wary. “What do you mean?”

“Could you send me a photograph?”

“Why would I do that?” I’m nervous enough to start sweating. Do I want to expose myself like that? My plan has major holes in it, apparently, since I hadn’t considered this eventuality.

“Well, you can’t expect me to just take your word for the fact that you’re attractive.” He sounds like he’s joking.

“Does it really matter that much?” I know the answer to this question already. I’m only asking to stall for time, because I’m not yet ready to let this guy go. His accent is slaying me, as is his sense of humor. Although I’m not quite sure he’s even trying to be funny.

“Not to be indelicate, but when you’re asking to cop off with a man, it’s usually a tad important that he find you somewhat appealing to look at.”

“Right, yeah, okay. I get it. But I’m sorry, that’s not part of the deal. You’ll just have to take my word for it. I’ve been called attractive by many men.” I want to bang my head on the table. I’ve never sounded so stupid in my entire life.

He pauses long enough that I start to wonder if the line has gone dead. But then he speaks again, and I find myself breathing out a sigh of relief that I haven’t yet lost him.

“I suppose a bit of mystery might be exciting.”

I grin like a fool. “That’s the spirit.”

“And if you were to select me, and I you, what exactly would you like to do on this one-time-only event? Straight to the bedroom or something more … shall we say … involved?”

My hands are trembling. I’m getting close to making a decision about this guy. I could actually be setting up a one-night-stand with a man I’ve never met or even seen, who sounds like Hugh Grant.

“By involved you mean …?”

“Well, involved, in the context of your rules, would be dinner, a movie, or a … charity ball perhaps?”

I laugh. Those Brits and their sense of humor. “Yes, okay, it should be more involved in the scheme of things. But not more involved in the way of commitment.”

“Brilliant. I believe this arrangement could suit me nicely. So what do you say? Fancy a roll in the hay with a somewhat newly arrived Brit?”

“I’m not sending a picture first,” I warn, not believing I’m actually considering doing this. Mia was right. This is totally insane.

“As you’ve said. If you change your mind, I’d be happy to send you my email address. Otherwise, I accept your proposal. Assuming of course that you’re making it to me.”

I hold the phone away from my head and take several deep breaths to calm myself. Thank goodness I’m too young to have a stroke. When I put the phone back on my ear, he’s talking again.

“Are you there? Bloody hell, the line’s down again.”

“No, I’m here. I was just … thinking about it.”

“Oh, right. Sorry to interrupt. Go on then with the thinking. Don’t mind me.”

“No, it’s okay. I’ve made my decision.”

“Don’t keep me in suspense. I have five other adverts just like yours to call before the stroke of nine.”

My jaw drops open. “Seriously?”

His chuckle is low and soft. “No, it’s was a joke. I’ve been told I can be a bid maudlin when I’m nervous. Yours is the only ad I will call, probably ever. As I said, this is my assistant’s doing.”

My heart melts just a little. “You’re nervous?”

“Of course. I could be setting up a date with Medusa, now couldn’t I? And I’ve already committed myself. Now I have to wonder if John Thomas is going to cooperate with the whole scheme.”

My mood deflates instantly. “Who’s John Thomas? This is only a one-on-one thing, you know. I don’t do threesomes.”

He laughs again, only this time it’s loud and entirely infectious. I can’t help but smile along at a joke I am completely clueless about.

“No worries, dream girl. No worries a’tall.”

“Dream girl?” I don’t know whether to scoff or smile.

“Well yes, of course. A beautiful business woman seeking a one-night stand with no commitments after? You’re every businessman’s dream.”

“The ad said attractive, not beautiful.” I’m definitely grumpy now, and I don’t understand why. Maybe because I figured this persona I created was temporary. I’d hate to think I’ll have to be her for the rest of my life. This plan is supposed to rejuvenate my life, not put it into a box.

“I’ll be the judge. So are we on or are we off?”

I chew my lip. At the very least, I know this guy will make me laugh. That’s got to be worth something, right?

“We’re on.” I’m squeezing the phone hard enough that I’m surprised it hasn’t yet cracked.

“Brill. How about Friday, six thirty?”

“That’s … kind of early. I usually work late.”

“Well, I figured since this is a one-time affair we could do a few things first. Before we hit the bedroom.”

I grin, warming to the idea. “Okay. What should I wear?”

“Whatever your heart desires. I’ll pick you up at …?”

“At the Starbucks on Beacon Street.”

“I thought you said no coffee.”

“Exactly. But I didn’t say no coffee shop.”

“You are a minx, aren’t you?” he asks, almost like it’s an afterthought.

I’m sure I’ve heard that word in a Monty Python movie. It makes me giggle. “Hardly. See you Friday, six thirty.”

“Indeed. See you then. Cheerio, dream girl.”

“Cheereos, Englishman.”

I hang up the phone and squeal like a fourteen year old girl getting her first pony. This is going to be so much fun.


























CHAPTER FOUR

William




THE WEEK LEADING UP TO this day passed in a blur. Ms. Meechum came back to work on Monday and arrived even before I did, and she hasn’t left a single night before eleven p.m. Apparently, mis-directed instant messages are powerful motivators.

“Sir, here are the reports you asked for. I’m going to begin the accounting for next week now to get ahead of things.” Ms. Meechum is looking at the silk rug in my office. She’s not met my eyes once yet since last Friday. I’m beginning to find it tedious.

“No, it’s time for you to go home.”

She looks up at me confused. “You’re firing me? But …”

“No, not firing you. It’s five-thirty on a Friday, and as you’ve already explained to me, that magic doesn’t happen overnight.” I gesture to her hair, trying to remain impassive even though it appears as if she’s stuck her finger into an electric socket. It’s almost terrifying.

She reaches up slowly and fingers some of her hair. “My hair?”

I stretch my lips into a polite simile of a grin. “Off you go.”

“But … but … what about you? And the work?”

“I have the charity ball to attend as you well know, since I believe you’ve committed my entire schedule to memory, and you have probably a hot date to attend to.”

She shakes her head. “Please don’t fire me. I promise, I won’t interfere in your love life ever again.”

A sliver of guilt niggles at me, enough so that it’s annoying to remain silent over the whole thing. “Yes, right … about that … I wanted to thank you, actually, for your assistance in the matter. I have found someone to accompany me to the charity ball as a result of your due diligence in that department, so I thank you for your efforts at keeping me from becoming …” I look over at my computer and read the infamous text message from last week. “…Old and wrinkly all by myself without any friends or anything.”

She drops her chin to her chest. “I wish I could shrivel up and die right here on your floor.”

“No, no. Please don’t. The carpet is silk. Go shrivel up and die somewhere else.” I wave her away and go back to my computer. I have several more emails to dispatch before I leave for my date.

“Sir?”

She’s not going to leave until I acknowledge her. I turn and look with an eyebrow up. “Yes?”

“Did you just … make a joke?”

I lower my head so I can see her over my dratted reading glasses. “No, I’m entirely serious. Please do not die on my carpet. It’s imported from China.”

She clasps her hands in front of her chest. “Thank you, Mr. Stratford. Thank you so much!”

“For what?” I mumble as I read the latest email from a very important client.

“For not firing me. For being a good sport. For … everything.”

I ignore her, too busy responding to a mini crisis to worry about assuaging her nerves. She has the weekend to figure it all out and I’m too busy to coddle anyone.

Once I’m finished assuring my investor that all is going according to plan, I stand, take my jacket from the hanger behind the door, and leave my inner sanctum. Heads around the office turn to watch me leave as I stride down the path through the cubicles, and several people look at their wristwatches.

I smile to myself, deciding then and there that keeping the employees on their toes should include varying from my schedule from time to time. I don’t want to become too predictable, now do I? Success is a very powerful drug, I’m finding. Everything is going according to plan and I can’t stop smiling for the life of me. I’m positively chuffed.

The doors to the lift slide open to reveal the totty from the sixteenth floor. My mood deflates just a tich.

“Well, hello there, William. Headed off early today, are we?”

I do my best to smile without encouragement. “Charity event this evening. Have to go pick up my tuxedo.”

“It isn’t by any chance the Pink Ribbon Gala, is it?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact, it is.” Dread fills my heart as I realize what her question means. So much for anonymity in a big city. I can imagine this woman accosting me at the chocolate fountain and never leaving my side. With her around, getting to the interesting part of my one-night stand will become entirely more difficult than I anticipated, and that just won’t do. I’ve been thinking about this night all week, and I find myself actually looking forward to it inordinately. I must be coming down with a touch of the fever. Thank goodness it’s only a one-off.

“Oh, wow!” she exclaims with way more enthusiasm than any charity ball deserves. “I’m going to the gala too! I’ll see you there, I guess.” She grins big and winks at me, looking me up and down.

Thank goodness I already have a date. Her expression tells me that working in the same building somehow gives her claim over my time and my person. Thankfully, the doors to the lift slide open on the ground floor before the conversation can go any further.

“See you later,” she says, pausing just outside the doors.

“Indeed,” I say, nodding once and then striding past, happy that I had the forethought to ask the doorman to bring my car round. We part ways when she heads towards the garage access door.

A quick shower and change has me in my tuxedo and out the door of my downtown flat by quarter past six. I pull up to the Starbucks on Beacon at exactly half past. My eyes scan the pavement in front of the store, searching for Medusa, as I’ve come to call her. My gaze skips right over the woman who approaches the vehicle until she leans down and looks in the window, giving me a lovely view of her ample bosom.

“Please tell me you come from Hammerwoods,” she says.

At first my voice doesn’t quite know how to function. The first thought that comes into my head is that she’s a damn liar. Attractive is the world’s largest understatement with regards to her person.

Luckily, I keep my wits about me. “It’s Hammersmith. And you would be Medusa, I presume?”

She opens the door and gets in. “What happened to Dream Girl?” she asks, grinning at me.

My heart stops beating for just a moment, long enough for my mouth to catch up to my brain. Then they all begin functioning together and it’s a mad rush of words that feel as though they’re fighting to get out.

“Well, I suppose it’s an apt description but it hardly seems fair to use it now.”

“Why?” She’s still smiling.

“On account of the fact that your head will swell, won’t it? And then I’ll have to work twice as hard to please you.”

“So what you’re saying is you’re lazy.”

My sudden onset of nerves disappears and a smile comes unbidden in their wake. “Never in my entire life has that moniker been assigned me.”

She looks me up and down, her smile slipping. “You’re wearing a tux.”

“Indeed I am.” I shift the car into first gear and pull back out into the city traffic.

“I’m underdressed.”

“Not for long,” I say mysteriously. I had thought about this part of my plan a lot this week, and now I’m terribly pleased to have put it into motion. This will make her a very happy girl and, consequently, me a happy man. I can already tell the sex is going to be outstanding. There’s just something about her …

“I thought we were doing a little extra on this date,” she says.

“We are.” I glance over at her to see that her smile has slipped even more. She seems nervous. It makes me more confident. I don’t know why I feel the need to impress her so much, but I do.

“Going right to bed isn’t really what I was talking about when I said doing more things, but if that’s the way you want to play it…” She sighs.

I reach over and pat her on the thigh, instantly admiring the softness that is revealed through the thin material of her business skirt. “Not to worry. I have everything taken care of.”

She says nothing as I withdraw my hand and put it back on the steering wheel. The interior of the vehicle fills with an awkward silence. Perhaps I moved too fast touching her so soon. Drat it to bits.

“What kind of car is this?” she finally says, saving me from self-flagellation.

“It’s an Aston Martin.” I shift smoothly into fourth gear as we move uptown.

“That’s James Bond’s car, isn’t it?”

I sigh, a little embarrassed over my father’s extravagance and wicked sense of humor. It wasn’t my first choice as a company car, but it came with the flat. “Yes, I am the quintessential Englishman, I’m afraid.”

“What’s your name?” she asks, sounding as if she’s going to laugh.

“Bond. James Bond.”

And then she does laugh. It’s a musical thing, and it makes me smile in response.

“It’s William, actually,” I say, embarrassed to have fallen into calling myself a fictional character. Could I be any more ridiculous? No, I’m afraid not.

“Do you have a last name?”

I look over at her for a moment as I try to judge her thoughts. “Are we doing last names?” I ask.

She shrugs. “I guess not. William is good. I’m Jennifer by the way, not Medusa.”

“No, most definitely not Medusa. Nice to meet you, Jennifer.” I hold out my hand.

She takes it in hers and shakes it awkwardly, my wrist being bent backwards. “Nice to meet you William No-Last-Name.” She releases my hand and rests hers in her lap. “So where are we going, exactly?”

“You’ll see.” I love the fact that neither of us really knows what will happen next. I’ve never been so spontaneous in my entire life. Usually everything that happens with me, happens for a good, well-thought-out reason and with plenty of careful pre-planning; however, tonight I only have three plans: to get her dressed, get her tipsy, and then get her undressed. My strategy is simple but elegant in its design. Nothing could possibly go wrong and everything is guaranteed to go right, now that I know she lied in her advert. She is definitely not just attractive. She’s stunning, and the best part is, I can tell by the way she talks and carries herself that she doesn’t even realize it.


























CHAPTER FIVE

Jennifer




WHEN HE PULLS UP TO a boutique, I’m confused. Does he own it? Are we going to have sex in the back room? If he tells me we’re doing it in the display window, I’m going to knock his block off and take a taxi home. This is supposed to be fun, not freaky.

He comes around to my side of the car and opens my door.

“What is this place?” I ask, as I accept his hand and step out of the car, taking pains to keep my skirt from riding up too high.

“Our first step in the journey towards hedonistic pleasure.”

I laugh. “Wow. Did you rehearse that?”

“For a full five days. Come along, so we can go have a chit chat with Claudia.”

I step up onto the sidewalk and follow him to the front door. From where I’m standing I can see fancy dresses inside the store. “Who’s Claudia?”

“Claudia is a designer who makes bespoke items and ready-to-wear fashion. She specializes in formal wear.” He opens the door and gestures for me to go in first.

I step into the quiet place, breathing in the smell of new material and roses. “Wow,” I say, gazing around at all the dresses and pant suits. I know without even looking at the tags that this place is way out of my price range.

“She’s quite talented. She hails from London and is an old friend of the family.”

“William!” a tiny wrinkled woman exclaims, coming from the back end of the store. She swishes when she walks. “Darling! It’s been too long. How have you been?” She’s at least two feet shorter than he is but that doesn’t stop her from reaching up and patting both of his cheeks.

“I’ve been well, thank you, Claud. How’ve you been? One foot still out of the grave, I see.”

She pats him harder on one cheek before letting him go. “Oh, you’re a scalawag, just like your father.” She sighs and looks him up and down, happiness creasing her already well-lined features. “I’m still alive, that’s true, but my aches and pains grow stronger with every passing year.”

He grins and I fall a little in lust with the way his eye teeth twist over the teeth next to them. The imperfection is entirely too sexy. I have to look away to keep from breaking out in a sweat. My gaze drops to his hands. They’re large but graceful, with long fingers and perfectly manicured nails. Diamond cufflinks wink at me from his nearest wrist. Swallowing suddenly takes effort.

“And this must be your Cinderella,” she says, turning to look at me. Her paper-thin-skinned, heavily-veined hands are soon pressing into my cheeks as watery blue eyes take my measure. “So beautiful. And a size ten if I’m not mistaken?”

“Uhhh, yes. Does that matter?” I’m so confused right now. Am I shopping?

She releases her hands and chuckles. “In my business it does, dear. Come with me, Cinderella. We’ll get you dressed for the ball.” She walks away, disappearing into the back area of the store. I lose her behind some racks of dresses.

I look at William, confusion marring my features. “I don’t get it.”

He gestures out at the room. “Make your selection. It will be my gift to you for our special evening.”

My jaw drops almost to the floor. I close it just in time to keep drool from falling out. “You can’t be serious.” I’m starting to feel just a little bit hookerish.

“Indeed, I am.” He nods once, and I’m certain I’ve seen the exact same gesture from Hugh Grant in a movie once.

“But I can’t accept that from you.”

“Whyever not?” He lifts his eyebrows and waits for my response.

I can’t very well tell him it makes me feel like a prostitute, so I do the next best thing. “Because. I’m a modern woman. I pay my own way for things.”

“Modern women receive gifts all the time and it doesn’t affect their stature in society. And the place I’m taking you to requires formalwear. I don’t believe it’s fair to you to ask you to pay for something you might not wear again soon, and since you will be doing me an immense favor by attending this function with me, I feel it’s only right that I foot the bill.” His eyes soften and his voice goes down in pitch, ensuring we will not be overheard. “Please … do me the honor of accepting my gift. It comes with no strings attached, I assure you. Our deal shall remain as it was. One night only and then we shall say goodbye forever.”

I have to resist the urge to reach out and touch this man. I’m afraid if I do, one of two things will happen: either he’ll disappear in a puff of hallucinated smoke or he’ll be real and I won’t stop touching him until we’re both naked in that damn display window. I’m so ready to get freaky right now. It’s not my fault, though. It’s the accent. I can’t be held responsible.

“Okay, fine. As long as it’s no strings.”

He nods his head and then backs away as Claudia comes up behind me.

“Come along,” says Claudia in a tone that brooks no argument. “I believe I have some things selected that you might find appropriate.”

I follow behind the old woman in a state of half-consciousness. This is a dream. It has to be. This doesn’t happen to normal people. Wasn’t this guy just calling me Medusa? He hadn’t even seen a picture of me first and he already planned this? He’s either completely crazy or the most generous, fun, exciting person I’ve ever met. Please, God, let it be door number two.

She’s speaking again, dragging me out of my thoughts. “Because this is a breast cancer research benefit, I thought we should go along with the theme and add some pink, but I didn’t want to overdo it because then you’ll just fade into the crowd and we can’t have that for Stratford Investments, now can we?”

William is too far away to hear us talking. I’m suddenly bitten with the desire to interrogate this woman who obviously knows my date way better than I do. I chew my lip as I consider the dress she’s holding up. I’m not really looking at it so much as I’m trying to decide whether giving her the third degree is ethical when the agreement I have with William is to walk away at the end of the night.

“What do you think, dear? Yay or nay?”

I reach out and touch the dress. It’s so soft. My hand runs down the side of it and stops when it hits a tag. I turn it around so I can read the number written on it in looping script and almost have a heart attack. “Oh my god! This dress costs two thousand dollars!” I can feel the blood draining from my head.

“Don’t pay attention to the tags. The Stratfords get a special client discount, and in any case …” she leans in and whispers in my ear, “…they can afford it.” She shakes the dress to grab my attention. “This one, or shall we try another?”

I can’t speak.

“Okay, how about this one?” She holds up another, but I’m too terrified to look at the price tag. This all seemed like innocent fun when I put up the ad and even when I was talking to him by phone. Now I’m wondering what exactly I’m going to have to do to work off a two thousand dollar dress. He’ll definitely expect anal. I hope he’s not planning on making a snuff film. I’ll be really pissed if I have to knee this guy in the balls later and run out of a hotel room naked and screaming.

“Okay, not that one. How about … this one?” Claudia’s beaming from ear to ear as if she’s just uncovered a secret treasure.

And to be fair, she has. I have never seen anything so beautiful in all my life. My fingers go up on their own and touch the diamond-like sparkles that cover the top of the strapless gown. The bodice goes from silver at the top to deep pink at the waist, and the broad skirt is in black tulle with tiny sparkles sprinkled here and there randomly.

“These are all genuine Swarovski crystals in both the bodice and the skirt. I’ve left off any under the inner-arm area so you don’t need to worry about your skin being irritated.”

I can’t keep my hands off it. “Are you sure it’s not too … princessy?” The black skirt poofs out much more than any dress I’ve worn, at least since prom, anyway.

“For a charity ball? No. Believe me, you’ll fit right in. This is the main event of the year where people get to play at being one of the royal family. In fact, perhaps this isn’t quite enough.” She reaches over to pull the rack closer, her plan to hang the black and pink dress back up.

I grab the sparkly creation and hold the bodice close to my chest. “No. This one is perfect.”

She smiles. “I had a feeling.” She gestures to the corner of the room. “Fitting room is right over there. Give it go, why don’t you?”

I walk over, careful not to trip on all the material. A couple minutes later I’m on a round platform staring at myself in the mirror. It fits me like a glove, turning me from attractive, successful businesswoman into Cinderella at the ball. Something is very wrong with this picture, but I can’t stop staring. This is nothing like I imagined this night would be.

“Simply stunning,” says a male voice behind me.

I whip around and nearly fall from the small stage.

William holds out his arms, and I use them to steady myself. Dragging the material around with a free hand, I’m able to face him with more dignity.

“I can’t accept this gift.” I’m so nervous I’m afraid I sound like a complete fool, but I can’t just say nothing.

He frowns. “You don’t like it? I think it suits you to a T.” His eyes roam from my feet to my neck and then settle on my face.

“No, I love it, that’s not what I mean.” I try to find a way to say it and not be rude. “It’s just too extravagant. I mean …” I lower my voice to a whisper, “…you’re never going to see me again after tonight.”

He grins. “Exactly. So let’s live it up, together. Let’s do things we never normally do and just enjoy it without regret.” He shrugs. “We can go back to our normal, boring lives tomorrow, right?”

One side of my mouth quirks up in a smile. “Who said my life is boring?”

“The gentleman trying to talk a protesting woman into letting him purchase a ball gown for her.”

He has a point. A wild and reckless fun-loving chick would take this dress and run. I can be that person for one night, right? “Fine. I’ll let you buy me the dress, if you let me pay for half of it.”

He shakes his head and crosses his arms over his chest. “No deal.”

I pull out the sides of the dress and then let them fall in frustration. “But I can’t accept this!”

“Surely you can. I’ve already paid for it.”

My mouth drops open again. I’m not sure whether to be impressed or offended.

He continues. “If you insist on spending some of your own money, you can buy yourself some shoes. I’m not sure the ones you brought with you will suit.”

I follow his gaze to my bone-colored heels. He’s absolutely right about that.

“I have some shoes for you right here, deary,” Claudia says. “Nothing fancy, mind you, but that’s as it should be. The toes are the only thing anyone will see, and we don’t want to outshine the real beauty which is the dress and you, of course.” She puts a box down near my feet and pulls a black pump from inside.

Sliding my foot in, I find it fits like a glove, which makes perfect sense since tonight I am Cinderella. I’m just a little surprised the shoes aren’t made of glass at this point. “Okay, fine. I insist on paying for the shoes.”

“Right. Off we go, then,” says William. “I’ll meet you up front.”

He walks back to the front of the store with Claudia, leaving me to stare at myself in the mirror. The crystals catch the light and set off a mass of sparkling all around me. The shoes make me tall enough to lift the skirt off the ground. It’s like this thing was made specifically for me. I have to shake my head to get it out of the clouds. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

But doing this, I most definitely am. I wish I could text Mia and tell her what’s happening, but she has no idea I even put up the ad. She thinks I’m working late. I’m totally on my own this time, and I try not to fall into panic mode over that little fact.

Balling my clothes up and shoving them into my bag, I move to the front of the store still wearing the dress. On the counter is a small clutch that matches my gown. “This goes with,” Claudia says, pointing to it. “It’s included in the price.”

I pick up the heavily beaded creation and frown. I’ve seen work like this priced in the many hundreds of dollars. I look at both Claudia and William, trying to gauge their expressions, but they’re as bland as vanilla right now. I think it’s a British thing … or a conspiracy maybe. I’m being forced to accept gifts that are way too extravagant for a girl like me.

“How much do I owe you for the shoes?” I ask, taking out my wallet. I’ll feel much better about this whole situation if she tells me they’re five hundred dollars.

“Twenty dollars even.” Claudia says with a completely straight face.

I hold out my foot, reveling in the soft leather that hugs my foot. “No way these are twenty bucks. Come on, Claudia, don’t pull my leg.”

“I wouldn’t dream of pulling your leg, deary. I receive my footwear items at cost and pass on the savings to my clients. Twenty dollars, and I can take cash or credit card.”

I pull a twenty dollar bill out of my wallet and frown as I hand it over. “I think you’re fibbing.”

She puts the money in a drawer and pats me on the hand when she’s done. “Enjoy your ball. Have some champagne for me.”

William places the palm of his hand on my lower back, and my pulse immediately begins to race at its warmth and the suggestive nature of it. “Shall we go?” he asks.

“Absolutely.” I gather my overstuffed purse, the clutch, and my old shoes into my arms. A moment later, William has taken all but the clutch from me.

“Thank you, Claudia. And thank you, William.” I look up at him, struck once again by how handsome he is. He’s still much taller than me, even with these heels on. “I’m absolutely in love with the dress and the shoes and the purse.”

“You are very welcome,” he says with a tip of his head. “Shall we go?”

I nod, not trusting myself to say anything witty in response. I’m a little light headed over the amount of money that was just dropped on my behalf inside this lovely little boutique. He hasn’t even kissed me yet.

“Come again!” Claudia says from the doorway as we walk out to the car.

William opens the door for me and waits for me and my mountain of material to get around him. I stop before getting inside, facing him. We’re only inches apart.

“You know this was way too much.”

He reaches out and touches my chin briefly, speaking softly in response. “There’s no such thing as way too much on a night like this one.” And then he drops his hand and steps back, his expression going stern. “In you go.”

I could argue his last statement, but I don’t even try. The atmosphere is charged with electricity enough as it is, and we still have several hours to go before this date is over. I’m already regretting its end and we haven’t even really started yet.


























CHAPTER SIX

William




YES, IT WAS RECKLESS, RIDICULOUS, and completely daft of me, bringing Jennifer to see Claudia. The whim to ring my old family friend took over my rational thinking brain just hours before the one-night-only date and wouldn’t let me go until I capitulated. Claudia was a real sport when I told her that I may or may not be stopping by depending on how first impressions went, but that I would be eternally grateful if she would wait around until seven to find out.

As soon as I saw Jennifer standing there on the sidewalk, her curvy figure emphasized by her tight-fitting skirt, her wavy brown hair casually draped over her shoulder, and her bag clutched under her arm in a display of subtle nerves, I knew we had a chance at being compatible and that a ball gown was entirely appropriate. My misgivings simmered down to a mere trickle of their earlier proportions.

It’s not that she was terribly underdressed; her pencil skirt and frilly, cream-colored blouse would have fit into the crowd without too much trouble. But for some reason when I saw her standing there, it made me want to impress her, to show her that a night with me would be one she wouldn’t soon forget. Call it ego if you must, but the measure of happiness I’ve acquired from treating her to some mingle mangle was worth every penny. And I couldn’t expect her to spring for the gown when she wasn’t expecting to go to a ball, now could I?

“So where are we going, exactly?” she asks.

“To a charity gala. A breast cancer benefit being held at a hotel downtown.” I glance over at her enigmatic expression. “We don’t have to stay long if you don’t wish to, but I recommend staying at least until the dessert. It’s meant to be trifle, something I have a hard time resisting, personally.”

“Trifle? I’ve never heard of that. What is it?”

“It’s a combination of sweet pudding, squidgy sponge cake, and all manner of other delicious, sinful things.” My mouth is watering as I picture not only the dessert but this dishy woman next to me eating some of it. The shape and fullness of her lips wrapped around the business end of a teaspoon are conjuring some very ungentlemanly images in my brain at the moment. I keep my eyes on the road, battling the urge to stare at her. Last thing I need is for her to come to the conclusion that I’m some sort of pathetic psycho.

“Someone has a sweet tooth,” she says. I can hear the smile in her voice.

I can’t avoid looking over at her as my heart beats stronger. So much for getting control over myself. “You have no idea.” I glance down at her décolletage, my eyes drawn there without any provocation on her part. Her skin is like cream, her breasts mounded over the top of her bodice begging to be touched. Squeezing the steering wheel helps me keep my hands to myself instead of reaching for her as I’m tempted to do. Normally I’m not this randy until there’s some actual touching or other foreplay. All this woman has to do is sit in my general vicinity and I’m off to the races. Have I suddenly become fifteen again?

Her eyes go wide before her cheeks turn pink. “Wow.”

I reach up and slide a finger under my collar, pulling it out a bit. “Is it getting hot in here, or is it just me?” Twisting the air con dials does me little good.

Jennifer begins to hum, and then she sings in a soft voice. “It’s getting hot in here, so take off all your clothes … I am … getting so hot … I’m gonna …” Her voice peters out and she’s staring out her side window so I can no longer see her face. “Oh my god,” she whispers.

“I like that tune,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

“I cannot believe I just sang it out loud. I must be losing my mind.”

I frown. “Hopefully not before the date is over. I’d hate to spend the evening with a load of nutters in the loony bin and not in the hotel room I’ve booked.”

She’s looking at me again and smiling, if not a bit awkwardly. “No, I’m fine. Just … still trying to get over the dress thing, I guess.”

“Too much?” I ask, cringing as I wait for her answer.

“Normally, I’d say yes. But tonight is special, so I’m going to say … no. It’s not too much. It’s just the right amount.” She pats me on the leg, heedless to what it does to me. Suddenly my trousers are a bit too restrictive.

“Brilliant.” I’m smiling gamely right along with her as I stare out at the road ahead of us while trying to control my raging hormones. Shifting in my seat a bit does my comfort level little good, so I focus on images of ugly old women with beards and warts. Within moments, my libido is back under control and I can rest easy once again.

To avoid any more awkward moments, I decide to bring up some shop talk; nothing could be less sexy to my mind. Not knowing her background gives me little to go on, so I assume she knows nothing about my world. “I know we’re to remain somewhat anonymous tonight, but perhaps you’d like to know a little bit about my business so that when you’re approached by someone who might know me, you won’t be taken completely by surprise.”

“Okay,” she says, “that sounds like a good idea.”

“Where shall I start?”

“How about … tell me what you do for a living.”

“I work for a real estate investment company. It’s privately held, founded by my father over thirty years ago, in fact. My mother died of breast cancer ten years ago, so we contribute quite a bit to the research dedicated to its eradication.”

“I’m sorry to hear about your mother.” Jennifer sounds sad, and that makes me admire her even more than I already did. Rarely do people appear to mean their condolences when they don’t actually know the deceased, but I believe she does.

“Thank you. She was a wonderful person, and the world is less without her.” The memory of her sobers me a bit. I still miss her happy carefree ways. It was only around her that I ever felt truly comfortable. She never did embrace the posh life like my father did. She was, to the end, very down to earth.

“Has your father remarried?”

“No. He’s playing the field, as they say.” I spare a slight smile for the man. He’s certainly not wasted any time carrying on with his life, but to be fair to him, I must admit that he and my mother often lived separately. Her passing impacted his heart but not his day-to-day existence.

“Good for him,” Jennifer says. “Or maybe not. Does it bother you?”

I shrug. “Not in the least. He’s his own man. I run the company that he started, and he golfs. The arrangement suits us well enough. He’s mostly retired, and he’s earned it, so I don’t begrudge him his sports and other amusements.”

“Any siblings?”

“Yes, two. I have a sister and brother, both younger than I.”

“Do they live here or in England?”

“England, you say? Wherever did that idea come from?” I’m having her on, enjoying her confused expression probably much more than I should.

“Your accent maybe?”

“What accent? I don’t have an accent. Don’t be absurd.”

She giggles and five years fall right off her face, just like that. It makes me wish I knew her when I was in short trousers. We would have been great buddies, I think. That was before I saw girls as women and life was ever so much simpler.

“So where do these siblings live?” she asks. “Hammerstone? Hammerblock? Hammerwhatever?”

“Ah, you were paying attention.” I smile briefly and continue. “Edward lives here in the city and Beatrice lives in London. I must warn you, though … if you ever see my brother, head the opposite direction. He’s trouble with a capital T.”

“I think you’re the trouble-maker in your family.”

“On the contrary … I am the responsible one. My brother is a ne’er do well and my sister a reckless, irresponsible, bohemian artist who spends half her life running around barefooted. I, on the other hand, have spent my entire life toeing the company line. You can ask anyone. Ask my employees, they’ll tell you.”

“Is that so? What exactly would your employees say about you if I asked?”

“They’d say that I’m a slave-driving monster who should be put down for the greater good.”

She laughs again. “I don’t believe that for a second.”

“No, you can believe me, I swear it. It’s true. I am a slave-driver. Very demanding. Really, I’m a terrible person. You should probably end this date right now while you’re still able.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? Was it a warning? You’re not going to drug me and chop me up in little pieces are you?”

I look at her, pretending to be horrified as I go along with her absurdity. “Stone the crows, what have I done to place you in fear of that eventuality?” I glance at her skirts. “Was it the gown? It was the gown, wasn’t it?” Facing front, I bang the steering wheel with the heel of my hand, playing the role of outraged psychopath to the hilt. “I knew it. My plan has completely fallen to shite. And here I thought I’d be getting a new trophy for my special sound-proof room on the lower ground floor.”

Thank goodness she’s laughing again. I have no idea who this daft person is living in my head right now. I’ve lost myself and become another man. Have I been possessed by a rapscallion demon? Has the idea of a one night stand with the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen somehow rendered me incapable of normal conversation or speech? This does not bode well for a charity event where I will be expected to hobnob with current and potential investors. I run my hand through my hair, trying to assume a more staid character.

The car is too silent. I look over to catch her staring at me. “What? You’re not really worried are you?” Placing my hand over my heart, I make her a pledge. “I promise, on my honor, I will be a perfect gentleman until we get to the hotel room, after which point I will endeavor to become the lover you always dreamed of. But there will be no removal of any body parts whatsoever.” I hold up two fingers. “Scout’s honor.”

She looks as though she’s trying not to smile. “Where you ever a scout?”

“In point of fact, no. But don’t let that cause you any concern. If you need a fire built, I’m your man.”

She laughs again and then quickly sobers. “Who are you and where did you come from?” She’s staring at me like I’m an alien life form.

“William is the name, and as mentioned in our earlier conversation, I hail from London. Hammersmith, to be more precise. Part of the London Borough of Hammersmith and Fulham, west of Charing Cross.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I assure you, I don’t.” I look over at her pensive expression. “But I shall write it off as my poor communication skills and ask you to accept my sincerest apologies.”

“You have nothing to apologize for, believe me,” she says. And then she exclaims. “Oh, my… Look at all those flowers. And lights!”

I follow her gaze to the front entrance of our vehicle’s destination, the valet area of the Grand Hotel. “Yes, it’s quite lovely, isn’t it?” A mass of pink flowers in every rosy hue can be seen surrounding the arch leading into the hotel. I slow to a stop and engage the hand-brake.

“Are you ready, Cinderella?” I ask, turning to face her. Her once glowing face now looks less so. “What’s the matter?” Taking her hand in mine, I find it’s cool to the touch and fine-boned, almost delicate. It makes my own look like the great paw of a doltish animal.

“I’m just worried that the fantasy is going to disintegrate, maybe.” Her smile is almost sad.

I lean in, no longer able to resist the pull of her deep red, pouty lips. After giving her the briefest of kisses, I whisper near her ear. “The fantasy has only just begun, pet. Better get a hold on your knickers.”


























CHAPTER SEVEN

Jennifer




WHEN HE KISSED ME, I thought I was going to have both a heart attack and a stroke at the same time. It was just a simple touching of his lips to mine, not a tongue in sight, but did that stop me from having a massive internal breakdown? No. Lucky for me, I’m able to play it completely cool on the outside while my insides are turning into molten lava.

Getting out of the car, he’s completely oblivious to my sexual distress. He’s way cooler than I am as he holds the edge of the door, ready to shut it between us. 

“Hold onto my knickers? What does that even mean?” I’m playing the whole thing off, acting like I’m not waiting with baited breath, wondering what will happen next.

I cannot figure William out, and it’s driving me crazy. He claims to be this conservative businessman who everyone wants to kill because he’s such a pain in the butt, but he’s also cracking jokes left and right and making me laugh way more than I’m used to, especially around a stranger. Especially around a stranger who I plan to sleep with in just a few hours.

My palms get sweaty just thinking about that part of our evening. He’s way more than I bargained for on just about every level. What are the chances he’ll be more than I dreamed of in the sex department too?

Ugh. I can’t even think about that right now, or I’ll never make it out of the car. Focus, Jennifer. Look at the beautiful flowers. Think about the trifle or whatever it was called. Instead of listening to myself, I watch him walk around the car with long, confident strides. Jesus Almighty, he has broad shoulders. I’ve never seen a man look better in a tux ever. Like ever, ever, not even in Hollywood.

He comes around to my side of the car, giving the parking attendant his keys before he opens my door. His hand is there, waiting for me to take it, and he leans down, answering the question I forgot I even asked. “It means you should plan to have some fun. I hope you enjoy dancing.”

Accepting his hand and using it to leverage myself out of the low-slung car, I smile. “I do like to dance, but I don’t remember ever dancing in a dress like this. I’m not sure I can.”

“All you have to do is hang on, and I’ll do the rest.” He leads me through the door held open by a man in uniform and into the lobby of the hotel. People stare at us and smile as we walk by. I feel like a real, live princess.

The venue has gone all-out for the ball. I’ve never seen so many pink flowers in one place, not even at a wedding, and I’ve been to some doozies in my lifetime. I’m the last one of my friends to still be single.

“Stratford!” A booming voice hits us before we’re even ten steps into the lobby. A man large enough to fit the voice approaches and holds out his hand. I think I see a Superbowl ring on it.

“Mr. Thompson, good to see you,” William says, his face a mask of civility. The joking soon-to-be lover is gone in an instant, replaced by someone I could easily see being a slave-driver in the office. The transformation is nothing short of astounding. I cannot stop staring at him. For some reason, he becomes twice as sexy to me like this. Is that wrong? I don’t know, but I’m going with it. I cannot wait to see him naked now.

“I told you, William,” the big man says, smiling good-naturedly,“call me Jimmy.”

William bows his head briefly. “As you wish.” He pauses and then turns slightly towards me while looking at his client. “Jimmy, this is Jennifer. Jennifer, Jimmy.”

“Nice to meet you,” he says, taking my hand and giving me a big grin. My fingers are swallowed up by what looks like a giant bear paw.

“Yes, nice to meet you too.” Thank goodness he’s not one of those men who feel the need to arm wrestle when they meet someone new.

Jimmy releases my hand and rubs his palms together, all his attention back on William. “So … how’s the Grandston project going?”

“We’re on track for a closing in September. Do you know whether you’re going to keep your unit or sell yet?”

“I don’t know. I gotta wait for the wife to weigh in.” He looks over his shoulder and then leans in towards William, lowering his voice. “Don’t tell her I said so, but she’s the boss.”

He jumps straight up in the air and then hunches over in fear when a loud, angry voice comes from behind him. “Don’t tell her you said what? Who’s the her? Is it me or someone else I should know about?”

“Oh, heeeeyyy, baby!” Jimmy goes from deer in the headlights to fawning husband in an instant. “I didn’t see you there. My oh, my oh, my, don’t you look beautiful tonight. Mmm-mmm-mmmmmm…”

The small woman’s hand goes up to block her husband’s approach. “Save it, Jimmy.” Her deep frown turns into a glowing smile as she notices who Jimmy’s talking to. “William,” she purrs, moving closer and holding out her hand in a graceful gesture. “I didn’t know you were going to be here.” She has dimples that sink deep into her cheeks and the prettiest teeth I’ve ever seen. I stare, wondering if they’re veneers.

Jimmy moves closer to his wife and wraps his big arm around her tiny waist. “I told you, baby. All the movers and shakers are here tonight. Aren’t you glad we came?”

“Nice to see you again, Glory,” William says, leaning down to give her a kiss on each cheek. He’s nearly bent in half to reach her.

“Who’s this, William?” Glory is looking at me with unabashed curiosity. “Is she your date?”

“Indeed.” William angles himself to put me on better display. “Glory Thompson, allow me to present my companion for the evening … Jennifer.” He shifts his gaze to me. “Jennifer, Glory and Jimmy are some very dear clients of mine.”

“Nice to meet you,” I say, shaking Glory’s hand.

Glory winks at my date. “I like her, William.”

He responds with a straight face. “I will inform her of the import of that statement the very moment you are out of earshot.”

Glory laughs and slaps him on the arm. “Boy, you always crack me up.” She looks at me. “These British guys … always being silly while acting like they’re being completely serious. You have any of the champagne yet?”

I shake my head no.

“Come on, then. Let’s go get us some.” She hooks her arm through mine before I have a chance to disagree. I watch William getting smaller and smaller over my shoulder as she leads me away. He’s smiling with strictly-contained amusement.

“So, how did you meet our William?” Glory asks, guiding me towards a bar manned with servers in white jackets and black ties.

“We met … online, actually.” I’m turning pink over the idea that my ad might be revealed to these people. I should just get a red magic marker and draw a giant letter A over my chest and get the judging over with.

“Reeeally?” Glory raises an eyebrow as she takes me in. “That is just fascinating. Who would have thought …” She stops and shakes her head. “No, I suppose it’s what everyone’s doing now.” She snorts. “Jimmy and I met in junior high school. No online dating for me.”

“Consider yourself lucky,” I say, reaching out for a glass of champagne on a tray. “Dating sucks.” As does living with a man for eight years and then getting dumped. Been there, done that. I lift the champagne to my nose and take a whiff. It’s yeasty and winey, not entirely unpleasant or unfamiliar since I’ve had some before at weddings.

“Can’t be too bad. You’re here, right? And you’re with William Stratford, the city’s most eligible bachelor.” She winks just before touching her glass to mine and then taking a long sip.

My heart lurches. Is he really that in demand? I glance over at him and know without hesitation that yes, he probably is. He definitely has the look just about every woman goes for, plus he’s wealthy. And of course, he has that accent…

“He’s a fun date, right?” Glory’s nudging me and very possibly fishing for information.

I nod, unwilling to give her more than that. She’s right about William, though. Charity balls and princess dresses are waaaay better than sitting at home mourning the years I wasted on the wrong guy.

I take a sip of my drink, and the champagne bubbles tickle my nose. Attempting to stop the sensation from taking over, I wiggle my face around, but it’s useless. I put my finger under my nose and squeeze my eyes shut a second before I lose control. “Ahhh … choo!”

“Aww, you have the cutest sneeze!” Glory links her arm through mine once again and smiles like a loon as she looks out over the crowd that’s getting thicker by the second. “Come on. Let’s go find our dates before they disappear.”

“Disappear?” I blink my lids a few times, trying to clear the tears that appeared with my sneeze before they fall down my cheeks and make me look like I’m crying.

She rolls her eyes. “You know how they are. They get to talking about this business deal and that business deal, and an hour later I’m dancing by myself while they’re all standing in the corner with frowns on their faces. I told Jimmy that ain’t gonna happen this time. I refuse to dance alone ever again.”

I nod, afraid I might say something that will reveal I know nothing about William and that I’ll never see him or his friends again after tonight. My dances tonight will be with William, but any that happen after will be with someone else entirely. Before, that thought would have been exciting and wild. Right now it makes me feel a little hollow inside.

I instantly want to slap myself. Jennifer, what do you think you’re doing? You can’t go off-track now! Focus! I steel myself against those silly emotions as soon as they start to trickle in. This is a one-time deal only. That’s what’s making it so much fun and so charged with sexual energy. If William and I thought this was the first date of many, there’d be pressure of a different sort, the kind that makes people act like someone else, makes them feel like they have to say and do certain things to impress the other person. Knowing this night isn’t going to be repeated is making it easier for me to be free of all that, and for him too. This whole Cinderella at the ball thing is not his usual way of operating, I’m sure of it. He’d go broke, otherwise.

I nod silently, knowing I’m steering myself in the right direction. This night is going to be awesome. This one night.

I don’t realize William is near until I feel his hands sliding around my waist from behind. Glory’s arm slips free and she steps away.

My heart skips a beat as I turn my head and find William’s face right next to mine. “I want to show you something,” he whispers in my ear. The smell of his expensive cologne is intoxicating. Screw champagne. Who needs that stuff when I can have this?

Jimmy takes Glory by the hand and twirls her in a circle. “Come on, wife, let’s go show these people how to move.” 

“That’s my man,” she says, her eyes glowing with happiness. Apparently he’s been forgiven for whatever he might have done, just by asking her onto the dance floor. As I watch them grin and snuggle, I can see how they’ve managed to stay together since junior high school. They have true love in their lives, and for some reason it makes me both happy and a little bit sad at the same time.

I turn slightly in William’s arms, glad that he’s left his hands on me. The warmth begins to generate between us, and I have to fight the urge to reach my arms up and put them around his neck. Thoughts of Glory and Jimmy fade away to nothing.

“Where are we going?” I ask. My voice is way too breathy.

“Come see,” he says, sliding his hand down my arm to take me by the hand.

The thickness of his fingers between my much smaller ones gives me a jolt. I can’t stop thinking about his other body parts, wondering if they’re proportional. Eek! Down, girl! All in good time… Just the idea is sending thrills all through me. Goosebumps break out on my arms and I try to rub them down with my free hand.

We walk across the lobby and past some elevators. Soon we’re in a small alcove that hosts a bank of payphones. For a moment I think he wants to make a call, but then he switches off the light and turns to face me.

As he moves forward with determination, I step back, taken by surprise and more than a little shocked at the expression on his face. He’s all business and a little bit caveman. The man who made me laugh is completely absent.

“What are we doing?” I whisper. It seems an appropriate question, like we’re hiding from someone back here in this dark corner of the building. Plus I’m a little teeny tiny bit apprehensive. My heart has picked up its pace considerably at this complete change in his demeanor.

His right hand slides up my ribs to rest just under my breast, and he leans down, his mouth suddenly on mine. My back runs into the wall and my body jerks to a halt at the precise moment that his tongue comes out and touches my lips.

I gasp in surprise at his sudden advance, but I’m not complaining; I’m feeling way too good for any of that nonsense. My hands rest for a moment on the wall behind me, palms against the cool surface as I get my balance, and William continues to kiss me. My chest is heaving with the effort it takes to breathe through my strong arousal.

I’ve been told I’m a good kisser, but I know I’ve got nothing on the skills this man possesses. He might be all polite and proper and British on the surface, but oh my … underneath all that starch he’s someone else entirely. I absolutely know he’s going to be good in bed, just from this one kiss. He’s way too confident and coordinated not to be amazing at all of it.

It’s like we’ve done this a thousand times before, the way we fit together and somehow already know the rhythm we share. The shocks of pure adrenaline and sexual energy that are surging through my body aren’t just there because this is our first kiss. There’s something about this man that’s making me catch fire. I can’t even think straight. Luckily, my hands are moving of their own accord and they seem to know what they’re doing.

My palms rest lightly on his chest, my fingers playing with the ribbed edges of his tuxedo shirt. As our tongues come into play, my hands roam upwards. I touch the back of his hair and slip my fingers through the thick strands, grabbing some and using them to pull him down, deepening our kiss.

His hot breath washes over my lips and his tongue slides in and out of my mouth. He changes the angle of his approach so the kiss can go even farther. When his large hand settles over my breast and squeezes, I moan with the sparks of desire that explode between my legs.

Pressing into him elicits a responding groan from deep in his throat. He’s as hard as a rock. His entire length easily sinks into the thin material of my dress. I begin to rub myself on him, unable to resist the temptation when he’s so close and I’m so hot with desire.

He reaches his hand around me and grabs my rear end. Pulling me towards him, he adjusts his hips at the same time and settles his length in exactly the right spot against me. My hips are suddenly on auto-pilot, pulsing and grinding as the heat builds inside me. My panties are completely wet through.

Voices seep through my half-unconscious state.

Voices? Ack! People are coming! What the hell am I doing? Cinderella doesn’t bump and grind in the phone room!

I push him away, breaking our contact, and lean back on the wall. Its cool surface helps bring me back down to Earth. Smoothing my dress, I work at catching my breath and trying to look normal. With trembling hands, I reach up to put my hair back in place. I hadn’t even realized William’s hands were tossing it around until a big clump of it falls down into my face. I imagine myself looking like a half-drunk maniac.

He’s standing above me, his lips partly open in surprise. A moment later, his tongue comes out to lick his bottom lip. After he huffs out a burst of air, he bites his bottom lip and shakes his head slowly from side to side and gives me a somewhat bitter smile.

My heart does a double flip over the smoldering heat I see there.

When he reaches up to smooth his hair over, I instantly wish he hadn’t. I love the look of him out of control. I want to see it again, and soon. This charity ball was a stupid idea. We should have gone right to the bedroom.

I sigh heavily, trying to rid myself of the hot and heavy emotions that are still coursing through me. The voices have moved away from the phone area, but the mood has passed.

“Is this what you wanted to show me?” I finally ask, my breath almost under control. I clear my throat to sound more confident, gesturing out to the side. “Vintage phones?”

Half his mouth moves up in a grin as his hair falls over his eyes again. He smoothes it back once more. “Maybe.” He’s staring at me without blinking.

I can’t help but smile at him, even in the face of his obvious arousal and intensity. He makes me want to sing the theme song from The Sound of Music for some reason. “You’re trouble, you know that?” I cock my head to the side as I recall the description he gave of his brother. “Are you sure your name isn’t Edward Stratford?”

His sexy mood disappears in a flash. His shoulders go back and his chin lifts just a tiny bit as he turns his head away from me to look out into the hall. I’m left standing in front of a man I’ve never met … cold and very, very businesslike.

“I’m absolutely positive.” He steps back and holds out a hand, looking at me again but this time without the heat. “Would you care to dance? I find I have a little excess energy that begs release.”

My heart plummets into my toes and my smile falls away. I want to tell him that we can work off that excess energy checking out the vintage phones some more, but I don’t. This change in attitude feels too much like rejection. I screwed up and I regret it, but it’s too late.

Instead of trying to fix it with words, I follow quietly along next to him, being careful not to touch him. Back we go towards the ballroom, where I will pretend not to be affected by the hottest, wettest kisses I’ve ever had in my entire life, shared with the most sexy enigmatic and confusing man I’ve ever met.


























CHAPTER EIGHT

William




WHAT A COCK-UP. WHAT was I thinking, bringing her in a dark corner to molest her person? It’s bloody madness is what it is. I glance in her direction but cannot read her expression. Her breasts swell over the top of her gown, making me instantly rigid again.

I steel my jaw and look away. That’s the root of the problem right there. Those breasts. Those cloying, lovely mounds of jubbly bubbly flesh that beg to be fondled and kissed and licked. I cannot be blamed for simply being a man of good taste, now can I? It wouldn’t be fair.

“This is a really nice hotel,” Jennifer says as we stand at the entrance to the ballroom. Every time she inhales, her breasts swell up over the top of her bodice, and then when she exhales they retreat. It’s a terrible tease, causing me to break out in sweat as I barely control the urge to release the lovelies from their bonds.

I can picture them bouncing and swaying as the bodice is unzipped and lowered, and my hands coming up to support their pendulous weight. I would gently push them together and squeeze them and suck them and place my jolly roger between them…

Good gravy. I’ve become my brother.

I attempt to air myself out by pulling at my collar. Blinking a few times, I work to get my thoughts back on track. My eyes scan the room, seeking out a jowly, bearded matron to help calm my ardor. Unfortunately, there isn’t a hag in sight. I remain wound tight as a fiddle.

“Yes, it’s brilliant,” I finally say. Apparently, stimulating conversation is no longer an option available to me. A waiter comes by to save me from my complete lack of social graces. “Would you care for some champagne?” I hail my savior posthaste and usher him over with gestures more befitting a traffic officer.

“Yes, thank you,” she says with a smile. I want to believe she’s oblivious to my distraction.

I take two flutes from the tray and hand the first to Jennifer. The second I hold out in between us as the waiter disappears into the crowd. “A toast,” I say, hoping that she won’t toss the sticky beverage in my face for being such a cad.

She holds up her glass and lifts her eyes to meet mine, and that’s all it takes to light the fire within me once more. My cock pushes against my trousers, eager to be freed from its confines. Luckily, my jacket saves me from certain discovery.

“What are we toasting to?” she asks.

“Forgiveness,” I say, lowering my head once in a silent nod of apology.

She leans her flute toward mine and touches them together lightly. The ching rings out around us. “And who is forgiving whom?” A saucy smile has begun to appear on her lips, giving me both hope and more blood flow to my nether regions.

“You would be forgiving me. At least, that is my fondest hope.”

She takes a sip of her drink without ever breaking eye contact. “And what would I be forgiving you for, exactly?”

I take a sip of my champagne, preparing my answer. But before I can get the words past my lips, I’m stopped by the expression on her face. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she just caught a whiff of a truly horrid odor.

“Are you all right?” I ask, lowering my glass and leaning over a bit. “I say … your eyes have gone suddenly bloodshot.”

She shakes her head and puts the edge of her finger up under her nose. Tears begin to come from her eyes and trail down her cheeks.

I feel like the world’s biggest cad, no better than a bloody plonker. “Listen, Jennifer, I’m well and truly sorry for taking advantage of you back there by the telephones. Please accept my humblest apologies. It’ll never happen again, I promise. I’ll be a perfect gentleman for the rest of the evening.”

She backs away, shaking her head, the tears still coming.

My heart sinks. It’s over before it’s begun. And even though I’m out over two thousand quid and a week’s worth of planning, none of that matters when compared to the fun I’ll be missing. I was absolutely certain that a night with Jennifer would be second to none, the bees knees, the dog’s bollocks, and ever so much more.

She lowers her head, her finger still propping up her nostrils, and lifts her glass very high.

I stare in fascination as she appears to be doing some sort of formal salute or perhaps even a bow.

And then, in an instant, the reason for her strange dance becomes evident.

“Ahhh … ahhhh … AHHHH CHOOO!”

The three couples nearest my date jump from the floor in fright. Two champagne glasses fall to the ground with a crash, and one of the women who lost her drink screams. The man to Jennifer’s left is now wearing the contents of his date’s cocktail on his face.

“Oh my god,” she says, looking around in horror, her hair falling down over her face, “I’m so sorry!”

I rush to her aid, rescuing the champagne flute from her impressive grip. “Right. Come with me, darling, let’s get you cleaned up.”

She looks up at me, her red-rimmed, watery eyes surrounded by a desperate expression. “Cleaned up?”

I pat her shoulder in a sad effort at calming her. “You look beautiful, not to worry.”

I steer clear of the ladies room, knowing a mirror would probably be a bad idea right now. When we reach a quiet corner of the ballroom, I remove my handkerchief and pat delicately under her eyes, smiling in the most calming manner I know. “There we are. Right as rain.”

She takes the silk square from me and rubs it under one eye and the other, leaving smears of black on the cloth. “Oh … my god … I cannot believe I just did that. Did you see that man with the daiquiri all over his face?”

“Is that what that was? It was probably very cooling. It’s quite warm in here, don’t you think?”

“No! It was probably very cold and wet and sticky, not cooling! How humiliating.” She glances towards the exit door. “We should go. I should go.”

I reach up and move a lock of hair from her forehead over to the side where I believe it belongs. “If you want to leave, we can do that. But I hope you’re not thinking of ending our date so soon.”

She snorts as she wipes under her nose with the square of silk. “I can’t believe you still want to have a date with me.” She sniffs loudly.

I frown. “Are you having me on? Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I?”

She looks up at me, her eyes still watery. It gives the impression of extreme sadness, forcing me to battle my desire to wrap my arms around her. I’ve never felt this protective of a woman ever, not even my wayward sister who has needed more than her fair share of protection over the years.

“I could give you a list of reasons,” she says.

“I would wager your list has flaws.”

“I just sneezed so loud I ruined two gowns and a tuxedo. With one sneeze. I am an agent of destruction.”

“I only counted one tuxedo involved in the mishap, and it’s black. It won’t show a thing.”

She’s battling a smile. “I ruined my makeup and my hair. Your date looks like a homeless woman.”

“My date looks better without makeup, and I like the freshly … well, let’s just say I like tousled hair better than a style that’s just so.”

“You’re just saying that to make me feel better.”

I lift a brow just as I would with Ms. Meechum. I am not too proud to use intimidation to get what I want, and I still plan to have my way with this gloriously sexy lady. “Are you calling me a liar?” 

“I’m calling you a gentleman, not a liar.”

I hold out my arm and turn to be at her side. “Very well, then. I can live with that.”

“Where are we going?” she asks, reaching up and tucking my silk square into my front pocket. She sniffs once more and I’m happy to find that her voice is not nearly as nasally as it was a few moments before. She’s on the mend.

“To dance. I have to show you my slick moves. Trust me, they’ll help you forget everything that’s just happened.”

“I hope not everything,” she says as we begin to walk.

I hesitate and stare down at her. “Ah, right.” I come to a complete stop. “I was in the process of begging your pardon for my earlier indiscretions. Shall I continue?”

“Not if you don’t want to be slapped.”

I pause to consider that. “That might actually be enjoyable.”

She laughs, and the sound is like beautiful bells to my ears. “You did nothing that needs to be apologized for.” She takes my hand and squeezes it. “Let’s go have some fun.”

I lift her hand and place it into the crook of my arm as we continue our walk to the dance floor, smothering the smile that wishes to come forth and make me look the mad fool. “Very well, then.” At this rate I’ll surely wake with facial cramps on the morrow. I haven’t smiled as much in years.

The music changes to a waltz as we reach the floor, and Jennifer stops walking.

“What’s the matter?” I ask, now slightly ahead of her.

“I can’t dance to this,” she says, glancing at the floor worriedly as the crowd clears out and just one older couple remains.

I turn to face her. “Don’t tell me you’re afraid to dance.”

“No.” She releases my arm and puts a hand on a hip. “I’ll have you know that when there’s current music on, I’m a very good dancer.” Her chin goes up a speck.

“I believe you’re afraid.” I shake my head in mock-sadness. “A pity to waste such a beautiful gown over something as silly as waltzophobia.”

She giggles. “I don’t have a phobia of waltzing.”

I step out onto the dance floor and extend my hand. “Prove it. Share this dance with me, Cinderella.”

“I can’t!” she says in a loud whisper, glancing around to see who’s watching.

I look past her. “Oh dear. Don’t look now, but you have competition approaching, twelve o’clock. Better change your mind quickly or all will be lost.”

She twists around to see the solicitor lady from my building coming in our direction with purpose. The woman reminds me of a cobra, ready to strike with her aquiline features and the black and brown color of her clingy, sequined gown. I don’t really plan to dance with her, but Jennifer doesn’t know that. Apparently, there are no depths to which I will not sink when this woman is in my presence and yet remaining just out of reach.

“William!” the woman says as she approaches.

Jennifer jumps into action, taking my hand and stepping into my arms as if she always planned to.

I turn my date to the side and gather her in closely, placing one hand on her lower back and taking her other hand at my chest.

“Hello,” I say, not sure I ever knew her name.

The woman looks at Jennifer with barely concealed annoyance. “Hello. I’m Ingrid. William and I work near one another in the same building.”

“Oh. Hi.” Jennifer smiles and then glances up at me.

I suppose I’m expected to speak now. “Good to see you, Ingrid. Enjoy your evening.” I nod once and then take a strategic step backwards, moving Jennifer out and away from her as quickly as possible.

Jennifer melds onto me like cling film. “Sorry in advance,” she says.

“What are you going to be sorry for?” I ask, swirling her around the four corners of the dance floor. She’s so busy worrying about her apology, she doesn’t notice that we’re in perfect synch and have admirers staring from nearby tables.

“For all the times I’m going to step on your toes.”

“Nonsense,” I say, staring out over her head, “you’re a natural. My toes have never felt more secure than in your care.”

She laughs. “Is that woman someone you’ve gone out with before?”

I look down at her. “Whatever gave you that impression? I tried so hard to express my disinterest.” I sigh with exaggerated pain and look back out over her head. “I’m quite disappointed that it didn’t work. My technique must really need improvement since apparently Ingrid doesn’t read my signals well either. She’s been hounding me in the lift for months.”

“Maybe she thinks you’re just playing hard to get.”

We move between other couples in perfect rhythm with the music. All those ridiculous dance lessons my mother forced on me as a child are finally paying off. I wish she were still alive so I could thank her.

“I am hard to get,” I say. “It’s not an act.”

“That’s why you answered my ad,” Jennifer says, her expression and tone going sober.

“Exactly,” I say. “It was very no-nonsense. It suited me very well.”

She nods and then looks out at the other couples. “I can’t believe I’m actually doing this,” she says.

“You are quite good, just as I expected you to be. You’re very light on your feet.”

She smiles up at me, but the sparkle is gone from her eyes.

“Are you all right?” I ask. “Not getting seasick are you?”

“No. Why would I get seasick?”

“All the turning. The champagne caused such a strange reaction, at this juncture I am prepared for anything where you’re concerned.”

“Just like a scout, right?”

I hold up two fingers. “At your service.”

We continue the dance in silence, and at some point, Jennifer rests her cheek near my shoulder. I pull her in closer and bend over so I can inhale the intoxicating scent coming off her skin. It’s musky and sweet and something entirely feminine that doesn’t come from a bottle. I twirl her around, reveling in the fairytale-like atmosphere, the warmth, and the feeling of her ample, soft breasts pressing into my chest. I should give Ms. Meechum a bonus on Monday. A small one.

My hand drifts lower and I rest the edge of my smallest finger in the cleft of Jennifer’s backside. Am I imagining her arching her lower back just a fraction, inviting me to do more? A vision of taking her from behind bursts into my mind, and my attempts at fighting it off do not work a bit. I’ve gone hard as stone again, and I worry that it will frighten her off.

I try to pull away, but she holds me tighter. And then she pushes her hips into me. My pulse begins to hammer away in my veins. She releases the softest of moans that vibrates in my chest. Stone the crows, she knows she’s got me aflame and she likes it. She’s encouraging it.

A groan escapes me as my cock throbs with the need to be buried deep inside her. Thankfully the sound is muffled by her neck and hair. The softness of her dress offering little resistance to my gentle thrusts only makes my situation worse. It’s a terrible tease. I’m ready to throw her down on the floor and take her straight away, right here, with the entire world watching.

And then she speaks directly to my passion, saying the only words I long to hear.

“Let’s get out of here,” she whispers.


























CHAPTER NINE

Jennifer




I NEVER THOUGHT THE WALTZ could be so sexy, but I’m ready to explode with desire. The way William’s hard body was pressing into me and his rhythm … oh my god. He’s so smooth, there’s no way he can suck in bed. I was ready to have sex with him right out there on the floor.

For a brief moment, though, I was getting sad, thinking this evening was turning into total crap. I was being stupid and becoming attached to him, which meant the whole thing was going to end badly. But then he reminded me why he answered my ad, and with that, got me back on track. My offer was no-nonsense and gave the assurances of no promises and no strings. It was perfect for a guy like him and for a girl like me. One date, one encounter, one night only. There will be no strings and no second meetings.

This reclaimed knowledge completely takes my mind off my silly heart and allows me to focus on the sexy feelings that are getting more intense by the minute. I’m totally back online and with the program, ready to have some serious fun. It’s time to get naked, baby.

William leads me from the dance floor and out into the lobby. Several people stop him on the way, but he gives only the briefest of hellos and goodbyes before we’re on our way again.

I expect him to turn right and go out to the valet area, but instead he goes left and over to the bank of elevators.

“Are we going to look at phones again?” I ask suggestively. I wouldn’t say no to a little more of that.

He pulls his wallet out and stops at an elevator, pushing the call button. The doors open as William produces a keycard. “No phones this time,” he says, slipping the card into the bank of floor selections on the elevator wall.

“Wow, you need a key just to use the elevator?” The doors slide shut and we begin our ascent.

“Only for the penthouse.”

I’m suddenly nervous again. “The penthouse?”

He stares at me, no expression on his face. “One night. No regrets.”

I nod, swallowing with difficulty. “Yes. Right. No regrets. But you didn’t have to do so much. I would have been happy with a lot less.”

He comes towards me, forcing me to have to look up to still see his face. “Why do less when we can do more?”

I wish I had a witty comeback for that. The double meaning I’m assigning to his words makes me wonder if I should be regretting my decision to come up with this plan in the first place. I cannot afford to let my heart get broken again.

There’s a muted ding and the doors open up to reveal a round foyer with floors and columns of marble and dark-brown painted walls. It smells brand new and rich. William steps away and holds the door open. “After you,” he says, gesturing with his free hand for me to go first.

I step into the entrance, my eyes scanning the space. “Wow, this is really nice. It looks like a small palace.”

“Would you care for a drink?” he asks, putting his hand on the small of my back and guiding me into the main sitting room. There’s a bar in the far corner of the opulent space.

“No, thanks. I’m afraid I’ll start sneezing again.”

He turns to me without warning and pulls me tight against him.

I fall sideways just a little, surprised at his sudden move. I gain my feet and brush some stray hairs off my cheek as I arrange my skirt around me.

“My apologies,” he says, pausing a moment and clenching his jaw a couple times. “I’m having a very difficult time controlling my desire for you.”

I love that he’s losing his cool. I get the impression that it’s a rare event for him. My arms slide up his chest to reach his neck, and my fingers weave into his thick, brown hair that rests at the top of his collar. “Don’t apologize for wanting me. That’s a compliment.”

He takes in a deep breath and slowly lets it out, his gaze sinking to my breasts. “I have been wanting you, wanting to get you naked, since I saw you outside the coffee shop.”

“Wow.” I smile, too flattered to say anything else and not sound goofy. “That was forever ago.”

“May I take off your gown?”

I giggle. “You may do anything you want, so long as you don’t hurt me.” I can’t picture him doing anything but bringing me pleasure, gentleman that he is.

His hands slide up from my waist to the top of my dress at the back. He lowers the zipper inch by inch, the cool air on my skin causing me to shiver. Or maybe it’s the fact that things are getting real and it’s causing me to tremble with anticipation. All the ideas I had about how this night would roll out are actually happening, and so far, they’re way better than I imagined.

“Are you cold?” he asks me softly.

“No,” I whisper, staring into his eyes.

“Then why are you shivering?”

“I’m nervous.” I push into him more.

He lowers his head and presses his mouth to mine. When his tongue comes out to gently lick my lower lip, I capture it and suck it in. He angles his head and our tongues tangle together as our breathing comes stronger.

My dress falls down to my waist, freeing my breasts from their confines.

He pulls back to see me better and moves his hands so he can hold my breasts up from the bottom and sides. Pushing the mounds of flesh up and together, his expression takes on something akin to near reverence.

“I knew they would be lovely.” He lowers his head and licks one nipple and then the other. They harden even more than they already had. I’ve never actually watched a man worshipping my body like this before, and I find that it’s twice as sexy as just feeling it.

“You like breasts, I take it,” I say, slightly amused at how intense he is.

He looks up. “I like these breasts.” And then he goes back to licking and sucking. The tugging at my nipples makes me shiver in a whole other way, and the wetness between my legs makes it hard to think about anything else but how much I want him down there. The desire to be fully naked is almost overpowering.

I run my hand down his arm and then to his hip. His buckle is easy enough to undo and then his pants are down around his ankles as I fondle his cock. Its velvety soft exterior directly contradicts the hard steel I feel beneath.

“I love it when you touch me like that,” he moans in my ear. His hips rock forward with the motion of the stroking I’m doing. His fingers close around both of my nipples and pinch together firmly.

I moan loudly, not realizing how pleasurable that could be when done the right way, by the right man.

“You like that?” he asks, with the hint of the devil in his voice. He does it again.

I have no time to control my volume before the passion takes over. “Oh, yes!” I practically shout.

He takes a moment to remove his shoes so he can rid himself of his pants and then suddenly he grabs me, lifting me and my giant dress into his arms.

“Whoop!” I grab him around the neck to keep myself from falling. He’s really tall and it’s a long way to the floor from up here. “Where are we going?” I ask, breathless, trying to see around the cloud of tulle that’s half-covering my face.

“To the bedroom,” he says.

“But I’m not ready for the bedroom,” I say, in a desperate attempt to slow him down. I don’t know why I said it; it just came out. Everything is moving so fast. My heart is racing and my blood pressure is out of control. I wasn’t prepared. I wasn’t…

“Oh, all right, then. I see how it is.” He slowly lowers me to the floor. “You want to play, first, eh?” His expression is almost sinister. I believe I know now what a mouse feels like when the cat is playing with it.

The funny, silly William is gone. He stayed downstairs in the ballroom. He’s probably still waltzing around the dance floor like he doesn’t have a care in the world. I believe now, after looking into this man’s eyes, that I went upstairs with a demon. A very sexy, very horny demon. And I am not complaining one bit as he slowly pushes my dress down to my ankles and then lifts me out of it.

I’m staring up into his eyes, licking my lips. My breasts are pressed against him and I’m wearing only underwear. “You have too many items of clothing on,” I say, pouting just a little.

“Not for what I’m about to do,” he says, grabbing me by the waist and spinning me around.

“What the …?”

“Put your hands on the bar,” he says. His tone is bordering on dangerous.

I’m standing in front of the wet bar that has a small raised counter and a sink on the other side. Looking over my shoulder, I see a gorgeous man standing there in a tuxedo shirt, his tie slightly askew. Boxer shorts and black socks do nothing to take away from his allure, and his hair hanging carelessly in front of his eyes completes the package. I’m ready to do just about anything he wants, so long as it means I get to feel him inside me before the night is done.

I put first one hand and then the other on the edge of the counter. I’m still in my heels and they angle my ass up high. My breasts sway with the movement as I bend over.

He walks up behind me and presses his cock against my backside. His hands come up and take my breasts, kneading them and massaging them as he gently pushes against me from behind. It’s making me crazy that I can feel his hard length but he’s not going inside me. It’s the ultimate tease. His fingers spread apart and take my nipples between them, pinching a little in rhythm with everything else.

“Mmmmm …” I can’t speak, I can only feel. I’m getting wetter. Hotter.

“You like that?” he asks, pressing harder.

I nod, incapable of doing more. My panties are soaked through and I’m begging him in my mind to take them off me and fulfill my need.

“You have the most beautiful breasts, the most beautiful backside, the most beautiful everything…” His hands slide down. One stops at my hip and the other continues, going around my hip to my stomach and then down into the top of my panties. His finger is sliding into my slit, finding my warm center, gently gliding over and circling my tender, swollen nub.

“Oh, God,” I say, opening my legs and pushing into his hardness.

“That’s it,” he says, picking up the rhythm of his gentle thrusts from behind. His finger slides into me and out of me, making me tremble. My whole body is ready to drop to the floor, it’s so weak with need.

His finger slips fully out of my panties and I nearly cry with the emptiness he leaves behind. He grabs me by both hips and pushes strong and hard into me, grunting out with an almost angry sound. “Dammit, woman, you’re making me lose my mind!”

Without any warning, he yanks me backwards off the bar and spins me around. I almost fall with the suddenness of it. Luckily he catches me and I cling to his shoulders, breathing like a freight train.

I’m out of breath and I haven’t done anything but enjoy the feeling of him touching me. I’m seriously in trouble right now.

His mouth comes crashing down onto mine and the kiss that follows sets me on fire. His hands are everywhere while his tongue swirls around. I nip at his lips, his tongue, anything that I can reach, out of control. He growls and grabs me by the back of my hair, pulling my head back so he can force his tongue inside deeper. I take everything he has to give and still want more.

He smacks my ass and growls as he rubs the stinging spot he left behind. “Be a good girl, yeah?” His accent has gotten very strong, and it drives me wild.

I moan with the ecstasy of being coerced into doing what he wants. Everything is so out of my control and yet I’m not afraid. I just want more. Who is this person I’ve become? Who is this man I’m with who makes me feel so reckless?

“God, what happened to you?” I say without even thinking.

“What do you mean?” he says, kissing me on the neck, licking me, and then sucking me hard enough to leave a mark.

“You were so polite and calm downstairs. Now you’re a … a …”

“A what?” he asks. I get the impression that he’s poised to attack. He’s toying with me. It should probably make me fear him, but all it does is make me want him even more … this stranger who makes no sense at all, who becomes another person behind closed doors.

“A beast,” I finally say.

He bites my neck.

“Ow!” I yelp, jumping away and smacking at him.

“You want to see a beast?” His eyes are practically glowing with either passion or danger, I don’t know which. He takes one step towards me, closing the distance between us.

“No. Yes…” He grabs me by the arm. “Maybe?” I nearly whimper the word.

And then I squeal when he suddenly sweeps me up and throws me over his shoulder. My shoes go flying across the room.

“Oh my god, what are you doing?!” I can’t see anything. My hair is hanging down all over the place and his shirt has fluffed up in the back, going into my face to blind me.

“Taking you to bed. No more playing around. It’s time to fuck.” He smacks me on the ass once more.

I start beating him on the butt half-heartedly with my fists. I don’t really want to hurt him or make him stop; it’s just a token resistance to keep things exciting. Him, Tarzan. Me, Jane.

He keeps on going, through a doorway and across another room. Then I’m launched from his shoulder into midair, which elicits another screech from me. I land on my back with a large poof! in the middle of a huge bed covered in a very thick down comforter.

My hair is all over my face, and I scramble to move it out of the way so I can glare at the caveman standing over me.

“How dare you!” I say, trying to keep my mad face going.

“How dare I?” He slowly pulls his tie off and then unbuttons his shirt. The cufflinks come off and get carelessly tossed onto the nightstand as I huff and puff, trying to control my respiration. “I haven’t even begun to dare with you,” he says.

First one well-muscled shoulder emerges from his shirt and then the other. The undershirt comes off next to reveal a man who spends at least a few hours in the gym every week. He hid that part of himself well under all those layers of clothing. And I thought I’d already seen the best of him. Uh … yeah. Not so much. God, he’s gorgeous!

Once the socks are pulled from his feet, he has only boxers on. I ogle the giant tent his hard-on is making beneath the cotton cloth.

“You’re staring,” he says, an eyebrow raised. His chest muscles flex.

I’m suddenly afraid. Not a lot, but a little. What did I get myself into? This is nothing like I ever imagined. It’s way better, and it’s so much … more.

“Keep that thing away from me,” I say, getting up on one elbow. I glance behind me, judging the distance to the other side of the bed.

“Where do you think you’re going?” he asks, like he’s laughing at something funny.

I glance back at him and then move as fast as I can, my plan to scramble to the opposite side of the bed so I can have some space between us. But I don’t get very far.

My foot is suddenly in a powerful grip, and I’m being yanked back. I flip over onto my stomach and grab at the bed covers, scrambling to get away.

“Mmmm, don’t mind if I do,” he says.

I look over my shoulder, panting with the exertion of my attempted escape and the excitement of it all, as he uses his free hand to lower his boxers. His big dick sways back and forth with the movement of his body.

“Don’t you dare,” I say as a warning.

“Oh, believe me. I dare.”

He gets onto the bed on his knees and takes my thighs in his grip, one hand on each leg, making sure I don’t try to get away again. His hands slide around to the front of my legs and hook underneath them.

“What are you doing?” I whisper, no longer so sure I’m interested in escaping whatever plan he has for me.

“I should think that would be obvious at this point,” he says, winking at me before dragging me back closer to him.

That wink. Oh, that wink! It’s like a tiny bit of the old William has come to join the party. Just that one playful move and the easy way he tells me he’s about to fuck me senseless is what does it for me. I’ve never met anyone who can be so thoroughly good while also being so completely bad at the same time. I’m ready to open up to him like I’ve never done for any man before. This was such a great idea. I only wish I’d thought of it sooner.

I turn my head back sideways and lie my cheek down on the bed, sliding my arms up above me as I close my eyes. Why fight it anymore? It’s crazy to walk away from what this man is offering. I deserve this. Besides … it’s exactly what I asked for, right? One night of no-holds-barred passion. And then we walk away.

“Mmmm …” I say as a lazy smile takes over my face. “I’m ready.”


























CHAPTER TEN

William




THE SUPREME EFFORT I CONJURE to help me manage the situation is about to come falling down around my ears like a house of cards. I have the arse-end of the most beautiful, most sexy woman I have ever met, poised just inches away from my throbbing cock, and now she’s closed her eyes and essentially given me an engraved invitation into her pussy.

Obviously, because I am absolutely dedicated to the idea of making this one night the best night of our lives, I waste no time in obliging her. After donning a condom, I move forward on my knees and take my rigid cock in hand, moving the bell-end to her folds. They’re glistening wet and ready for anything. She moans over the simple action of me moving along the edges of her center, and I try not to explode over her reaction.

I want to bury my sword to the hilt and slam into her, using every ounce of my considerable sexual energy in one go … but I don’t. This will be our one and only night together, so I’m going to do it up right. And while I’m at it, I might just tease her a bit as well. Perhaps I’m a monster for it, but I love the idea of her begging.

I push just the tip inside her, pulse a small bit in and out, and then pull it out again, flexing forward once I’m outside her to massage her nub.

“Oh, William…”

“Yes, that’s right,” I say, going in for another dip. My body is trembling with the effort of holding back. She is so hot inside, and every cell in my entire body wants that heat very, very badly.

“Oh, yeeessss …” she hisses.

When I pull out this time, she follows me, her arse going up in the air. She doesn’t want me to leave, and doing so takes serious willpower on my part.

I reach out with both hands and put them on her arse cheeks, squeezing and reveling in their softness. “Now, now, just relax…” I say, not sure whether I’m addressing her or myself.

I dip my cock inside her just a bit farther this time, reveling in the slick ride her body and arousal provides. She is so wet and so tight. The knowledge that she wants me as much as I want her makes me even harder. I am granite.

I pulse in and out several times, yet never giving her all of it. She gets just a taste, just a hint of what’s to come. The wetness intensifies as does the temperature.

“Fuck me, William,” she says, panting, her hands grasping at the covers, twisting them as she squirms. She moans something I cannot understand, but I don’t need to hear the words to know what she needs, what she wants.

“Patience, lovely girl,” I say, trying to sound cool and confident. But I’ve made a hash of it with my grunting. I’m an animal on the inside and now I sound like one too.

When her arse comes up again and pushes against me, I lose all semblance of control. She’s pushed one too many of my buttons tonight. All of my plans for drawing this out and making it last all night go directly out the window. I can see her large breasts pushing out to the sides next to her ribs, and her lovely face contorts in pleasure. The arch of her lower back becomes deeper, more curved, as she tries to open more for me and draw me in.

“Oh, sod it,” I growl, my hips driving my cock forward, full in, buried to the finish. The bell-end bumps up against something inside her, and I can’t help but to keep pushing and pushing, slow and steady at first and then faster. I want to crawl inside her hot, wet pussy and live there forever. My balls are sending pulses of hot blood out from my core, and I moan with admiration for the beauty of her body, inside and out.

I grind into her, pulling up on both of her hips, elevating them fully off the bed as I push harder and harder, trying to somehow get deeper into the well whose bottom I’ve already reached.

I pull partially out by drawing back and pushing her hips away, and then I go back again for more, yanking on her by flexing my biceps and pushing forward with my own hips to meet her body halfway. My balls swing forward and slap against her pussy, over and over. I can’t stop moving. I can’t stop the sensations. I can’t stop any of it and I don’t want to anymore.

“Oh, god! Oh, god, William! I’m going to come! I’m going to come!”

“Already?” I say mostly to myself. And then I feel the walls of her pussy pulsing around me, convulsing, pulling me in, massaging my rod and doing something to me that I wasn’t ready for or even expecting.

Every muscle in my body is contracted and focused on fucking this woman. I am an animal, a monster with the basest of desires. Every nerve ending in my cock is suddenly aflame. What has she done to me?

A mighty roar bursts forth from my lungs, and I cannot remain cool and unaffected any more than I could fly out the window. My body takes over and I ride her high and hard. She collapses her hips to the bed and I fall down upon her, my hands on either side of her. I continue slamming into her deliciously wet pussy without any care for her wellbeing, only focused on getting my seed to spill forth. I’m nearly there. Nearly there! I’m there! “Arrraaahhh!!”

Embarrassingly, it takes me all of fifteen seconds to blow my spunk. I collapse on top of her as she goes from screaming along with me, to moaning, to crying. My John Thomas takes her tears as a bad sign and begins immediately to shrivel and retreat.

I pull out and roll over onto my back, staring at the ceiling as I try to catch my breath. I remove the condom and drop it on to the floor next to the bed for later collection.

“Darling, are you sad?” I ask a moment later, turning my head to look at her. “I’m sorry. I apologize. I’m a cad.”

“No, no, no… I’m not crying.”

I sit up partially and lean over her. Reaching out, I use my forefinger to select a drop of moisture from the side of her nose. “This is what we call a tear in England.” I hold it over by her eye so she can see it. “Generally speaking, tears accompany crying and sadness.”

She rolls over onto her side to face me, propping her head up with her hand and elbow. “I had a spiritual moment, so I just lost it a little.” She sniffs and wipes her face off. “See? I’m fine.”

I pull her into my arms and go back to staring at the ceiling. “A spiritual moment, you say.”

“Yes.” She sniffs again.

“By the grace of my cock?”

She laughs. “Maybe. Or maybe it was all that bossing around stuff you were doing, I don’t know.”

“I knew it. Next time, I’ll bring a whip. That’ll show you who’s boss.”

She stiffens in my arms, and I realize my error.

“Of course there won’t be a next time,” I say, probably too quickly. The very idea makes me angry, but not at her. I’m disappointed in myself. Too late I realize I’ve played a game I cannot possibly win. “Lucky for us. Because then things would get complicated and dreadfully boring and then where would we be?”

“Exactly,” she says.

The awkward silence stretches between us. I want to say something to ease us through it, but nothing comes to mind. Making a joke seems crass. Trying to be serious would be inappropriate. I’d make love to her again, but I’ve nothing but a wee willy looking up at me from between my legs, asking me what he’s supposed to do now … now that he’s seen heaven’s gate but can never enter the kingdom as anything but a temporary visitor. A very temporary one.

“I have to go,” Jennifer says, suddenly sitting up.

I watch her leave the bed. “Go? Go where?” I know the answer to my question already. I just want the dagger fully seated in my heart, and I want her to be the one to drive it home.

“Yes, go. Go back to my place.” She walks into the ensuite, and after running the water and flushing the loo, she emerges for only a moment before she’s gone again.

“You’re leaving so soon?” I yell into the other room.

Her voice comes to me muffled. “It’s pretty late, actually. And I have to work tomorrow.”

Yesterday, I would have admired that about her, the desire to work weekends and be dedicated above all other things to the job. Right now it makes me … angry? Sad? Confused? Disappointed? Pick your adjective. None of them are sitting well with me at the moment.

“What do you do for a living?” I shout again, hoping to prolong our goodbye in any way I can. I want to know her better. I don’t want her to disappear from my life just yet. I am a glutton for punishment.

Her head is in the doorway and I see that she’s already back in her gown. “Does it matter?” she asks. She stares at me with a very sad expression. I believe she pities me, which makes me go cold all the way to my bones.

“No, I suppose it doesn’t.” I lie back in the sheets like I haven’t a care in the world.

“Bye, William. And thanks for everything.”

“Yes, well, cheerio. Happy week-end.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

And then she’s gone.
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A note about serial romances…
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You can read more about serialized fiction on Wikipedia.
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CHAPTER ONE

Jennifer




I WANT TO DIE. I want to shrivel up and die a thousand deaths, because just one would not be enough to get rid of all the regret I’m feeing right now. Mia was right. Placing that ad was the dumbest idea I’ve ever had. An entire week has passed and I’m still suffering the fallout.

Racing out of the hotel with one shoe on and my hair in a tangle was the very least of my problems. It’s the stupid broken heart I’m living with now that’s making it hard to breathe. Why did I let this happen? When did my heart decide to get involved? I think it was somewhere between the visit to the dress shop and the amazing orgasm, but I’m not sure.

I stare at the cell phone I just broke into a hundred tiny pieces. It was ringing off the hook with the new weekend arriving, with men calling from far and wide to take advantage of my fabulous offer of one-night stand companionship.

Ugh. Why did I ever think that was going to be a good idea? Mia was totally and completely right. I am not one night stand material. I guess I kept the phone and held on this long because I was hoping beyond hope that William would call again. But of course he hasn’t. Our night together was a one-time deal only. I can hardly fault the guy for following the rules, now can I? I’m the one who’s trying to change the game when it’s already over. Stupid, silly, sad me.

I hear someone at the front door and then a key in the lock. I can’t make myself get worried or upset about it, too busy drowning my sorrows in orange juice to care. There’s only one person it can be anyway and she’s mostly harmless.

Mia lets herself into my apartment and walks into the kitchen. She stops in the doorway and stares at the wreckage that used to be my cell. “What the hell happened to that poor phone?” She throws her keys and purse down on the table with a clatter and a thump.

“I killed it.” I take another swig of my juice and burp out the air that went down with it. William Stratford is gone forever. Yes, I know his full name thanks to Claudia the dressmaker, and I’ve already Googled him about a thousand times. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to show up at his doorstep begging for another date and end up like that woman who approached us on the dance floor. Holy stalker alert. I’m pitiful, but I’m not a wreck for God’s sake. Not a total wreck, anyway.

Mia sits across from me and pushes her purse out of the way, staring at my other cell phone still intact and resting by my hand.

“You have two phones?” She leans in and widens her eyes. “Why?”

Slowly lowering my head to the table, I sigh, mumbling into the fake wood. “Don’t ask.”

“Oh, I’m asking. You better believe I’m asking. The only time you overdose on Vitamin C is when you have a man hangover. Tell me what happened.”

I can’t find the energy to lift my head and look at her so I keep talking into the formica. “I’m a terrible person. A ho of the highest order. Just let me die alone and single.”

“Hey, I’m single. Single doesn’t have to suck.” She leans over and shakes me by the shoulder.

I have no comment for that. I want to believe it’s true but it doesn’t feel like it is. I do lift my head, though, and stare at her listlessly. My hair hangs limply around my face. I’ve taken the last three days off to work from home, but I haven’t actually gotten anything accomplished. I haven’t showered, I haven’t changed out of my fuzzy robe, I haven’t even brushed my teeth yet today and it’s already six o’clock and time for dinner.

“Please tell me,” Mia says, sounding more rushed than concerned. “I have to go to this work thingy and I need you to go with me. Chop, chop. Let’s fix this thing and move on.”

“I’m not going anywhere, and there’s nothing to fix. I’m going to stay here until my liver stops functioning, and then I’m going to slide into a blissful, peaceful, uneventful death.”

Mia stands and comes over to my chair, hauling me up by the armpits. “Eeerrrgh… Man, you’re heavy.” She pauses once I’m on my feet to exaggerate her breathlessness, because apparently I don’t feel crappy enough as it is. I can now become even more bummed worrying about how much weight I’ve managed to gain in six days.

“You can’t kill yourself with orange juice, freak,” she says. “Go get in the shower. You smell of funk.”

I slap at her hand weakly. “Lemme go.” I stand up straighter, tricking her into thinking I’m going to do as she says. I’m just looking for my window of escape.

“I’ll be right here waiting. Twenty minutes and we’re outties."

I snort. Yeah right. As if. I go down the short hall and take a sharp right into my bedroom and my bed, burrowing under my covers and pulling them up over my head. Maybe if I lie really still, Mia won’t see me and she’ll go away. I sink into the blissful darkness, the silence, the abyss that is my love life.

Ugh. Mia’s right. I do smell of funk.

The bed moves a minute later as she sits on the edge of it. “I wondered why I wasn’t hearing the water running.” She yanks the covers back and gets under them with me, closing them back up once she’s settled. I can feel and smell her breath on my face.

“Ew. Too close, Mia.”

She ignores me. “Tell me what happened. Was it Hank?”

“No, it wasn’t Hank.” My throat closes up. I did actually consider calling him last night, which makes me physically ill. How low do I have to sink before I’m in that place? Very low. That’s me. The lo-ho. “It’s me, okay?” I say, trying to get her to leave it alone. “It’s not anyone but me.”

“What does that even mean?”

“It means I’m an idiot and I hate myself.”

“That’s a lie. It’s two lies, actually.”

Time for my confession. I really don’t like admitting this. “I didn’t listen to you.”

“Okay, maybe it’s just one lie. I’ll give you the idiot thing. What did you do?”

“I don’t want to tell you.”

She sighs, blowing the stink of Cheetoes all over my face. I hold my breath to keep from hurling.

“You did that ad thingy, didn’t you?” she asks.

I will not cry … I will not cry… “Maybe,” I say like a total wiener.

“Goddammit, Jennifer. What were you thinking?”

Anger rises up and makes me throw the covers back … anger and her breath. “I was thinking that I just wanted to have some fun!”

“You and Cyndi Lauper?”

I start girl-slapping at her face, but she’s too quick for me. She’s got her slap-o-matic going and I quickly lose ground. Grabbing the covers and suffocating us both is my only hope for survival. It’s once again dark and Cheetoey.

We both settle in and catch our breath.

“So what happened with the ad? Did you get butt raped by a tattooed biker from South Dakota named Brutus?”

I laugh, a bitter kind of thing. “No. Not at all.”

“Oh.” She pauses to consider my answer. “Did you get stood up? Because you shouldn’t let that get you down. You can intimidate guys sometimes, you know that. It’s all that hooterage, I think. Maybe he saw you and your busty self and took off, scared out of his wits.”

“No, I didn’t get stood up, okay? And could you not talk about my hooters right now?” It makes me think about how much William seemed to like them, and the sadness runs deeper. How could I have been so stupid? It was supposed to be for only one night. I knew that going in. Why am I still thinking about him? I’m afraid I’m one of those losers with zero confidence. I think I need therapy.

She reaches up and pats my face, possibly trying to soothe me. “Tell me what happened, sweetie pie. I can make you feel better, I promise.”

“Mia, when you say that and we’re in bed together, it’s a little creepy.” I can’t help but laugh just a tiny bit.

She sticks her finger up my nose, I think accidentally. “Shut up, you know I’m no muff diver.”

I throw the covers off our faces again so I can breathe. “God in heaven, your breath is rank. Were you eating Cheetoes again?”

“You know I can’t resist that fluorescent-orange cheesey goodness. Don’t hate me. Hate the addiction.” She sits up and swipes her spiky blonde bangs out of her eyes. Her greenish-grey eyes bore into mine. “Seriously. Time to talk. Tell me what happened while you’re in the shower and we’ll come up with a plan of attack while we drive.”

“Now you’re trying to get me naked. Are you sure you’re not a lesbian?”

She pulls the covers completely off the bed. “Yeah, I’m a lesbo. You’ve figured me out. I totally wanna see your peacock right now.” She shifts to whining. “Come oooon, get uuuup. I seriously need you to help me ouuuut.”

“Fine,” I say, dragging my feet as I head to the shower. I can’t do the joking thing anymore. Pretending to be happy when I’m not takes too much energy. Shutting the door behind me, I drop my clothes to the floor with as little effort as possible. My arms and legs are almost asleep. “I’ll shower but I’m not going anywhere.” She can’t make me. I won’t do it.

As soon as the shower curtain slides into place, Mia comes into the bathroom and sits on the toilet. “I’m pulling the BFF card out on you. You can’t refuse. I’m desperate.”

I stick my head out of the already thankfully steamy shower to judge her expression. “You know that card can only be used in extreme emergencies, right?”

“Yes, I know, okay?” She picks at her cuticles, not looking at me. “I’m serious.”

I go back under the hot water when I’m sure she’s not kidding around. At least it gives us something better to talk about than my pitiful and annoying love life. “So what’s the deal? What’s so important you have to use the BFF card?”

She sighs, which causes me to pause my shampooing. Mia isn’t the type to fret over things. She’s decisive and bold, and, as you can see, never takes no for an answer. A sigh means a lot coming from her. I wait for her to explain herself. That Cyndi Lauper song starts buzzing through my brain. Girls just wanna have fu-huuun.

“Don’t hum,” she says, annoyed. “Why are you humming?”

I smile. The day is getting brighter already. “Just waiting for you to spill your guts.”

“You know you aren’t getting out of your confession or anything,” she says, down to grouchy from fully annoyed.

“Whatever,” I say. “Tell me why you’re freaking out and where you’re going.”

“Where we are going, not just me. No way are you bailing on me.”

“I can’t bail on something I didn’t commit to.”

“You committed when you agreed to be a card-carrying member of the Mia BFF club!”

“Dammit!” Shampoo burns my eyes and rinsing them with water only makes it worse.

“It’s not that bad a gig, is it?”

“Shampoo! Burning! Gah!”

“Oh. Okay.” She sighs. “That makes waaaay more sense. Anyway, I have to go to this thing, and I need you to go to this thing too. With me. As, like, my plus one.”

“Are we back to the lesbian thing?” I ask her.

“No. We’re on the you-need-to-rescue-my-ass thing. Keep me company, talk to some people with me, make sure I don’t do anything stupid…”

I pull the curtain over a little so I can look at her. “What stupid thing are you thinking about doing?”

She won’t look at me, so I flick some water at her.

“Stop,” she says, pushing the curtain closed. “You’ll mess up my makeup.”

“Tell me or I’ll drag you in here.” I don’t mean that. I’m too busy shaving my legs to wrestle. I imagine William’s hands there on my skin, sliding down my ribs, between my legs … and I drop my razor onto the top of my foot, nicking my skin. “Dammit!”

“Fine, I’ll tell you, geez, lighten up.”

I retrieve my razor and continue the job. “I’m listening.”

“Okay, so you know my boss, right?”

“Malcolm Charles Wainwright Stick-up-his-butt the third?” I roll my eyes. The guy’s a real jerk. I know why Mia still works for him, seeing as how his business is helping her meet all the right people for her future perfect job, but still … the job comes with him. Can you say sleazy?

“Yeah. Anyway, he’s put this dinner soirée thingy together and he wants me to be there.”

“So? He does that all the time. What’s the big?”

“The big is that he wants me to suck his gnarly cock and I’m not going to do it. I won’t. I refuse.”

I drop my razor again and have to dance out of the way to keep from letting any more blood. “What?!” I yank back the curtain once more. “But he’s married!”

“Exactly?!” Her eyes bug out at me and she drops her bottom jaw out to the side a little, waiting for my response.

“That’s … that’s … that’s just rude.” I go back to the shower and the shave. “He should know you better than that. You’re not the man-stealing type.”

“That’s what I said. Only of course I used more descriptive language, and I didn’t say it to his face. I just smiled along and said I’d be there but that I’d be bringing someone.”

“So he knows you’re not going to do that with him, right?”

“He said, ‘I hope it’s not a date,’ or some crap like that.”

“He can’t tell you that you can’t bring a date to a company function, Mia. That’s sexual harassment, I’m pretty sure.”

“Well, he can fire me, and I seriously need this job, so I came up with a plan.”

“This ought to be good.” I roll my eyes again. Her plans are almost as bad as my plans.

“Shut up. Okay, so here’s the deal. You and I go to this dinner thing. You get all sexied up, I’ll get all sexied up, and as soon as it’s over, we’ll say we have to leave because we have other plans. And you’ll stick to me like glue so that he doesn’t have a chance to do anything inappropriate.”

“I seriously am not interested in pretending to be your lover, okay?” I shake my head. “Something is seriously wrong with you if this is the best you could come up with. I’m pretty sure pretending to be homosexual only when it’s convenient is rude.”

She hits the shower curtain, and I jump sideways to avoid the slimy plastic.

“I’m not saying that, dope! Listen to me when I’m explaining the master plan, would you?”

“I thought I was.” I rinse the conditioner out of my hair as I wait for her explanation to make more sense.

“We’re going to say we have dates waiting for us. Men. Like other guys who are going to sex us up and stuff after the dinner.”

“And he won’t expect you to stay after dinner for dessert or something?”

“Whatever. We just won’t hang out for the after dinner sex and BJ part.”

“Is this a swingers party or something?”

“I’m seriously going to suffocate you inside that shower curtain if you don’t stop.”

I laugh, for the first time in a week feeling happy again. “Okay, fine. I’ll behave. I guess I could use a decent dinner. I’ve been eating frozen stuff and take out all week.”

“I know. Your ankles are totally retaining water from all that sodium.” Mia leaves the bathroom before I can come after her for that one. Well done, Mia, well done.

Once she’s gone, I take a long look at my ankles, wondering how much truth there is in her statement. “Nah,” I say to myself. “My ankles are still showing boney protuberances. That’s good, right?”

“I’m waaaaiiiting!” she calls from the kitchen.

Thirty minutes later, I’m dressed in sweats and my hair is dry and piled around my head.

Mia looks up at me from her gossip magazine. “The eighties called. They want their hot rollers back.”

“I’m going for the wavy look, okay? Some people like it.” Flashes of William’s admiring gazes move across my mind. Maybe if I go out tonight I’ll meet another awesome Englishman who’s partial to boobies. And maybe monkeys will fly out of dark places, too. I’m instantly sad again.

“Don’t get all whiney-baby on me,” Mia says, turning a page in her magazine and sliding her finger down the column as she reads. “It’s going to look gorgeous as always.” She looks up all of a sudden, frowning. “But you can’t go in that.” She gestures at my sweats. “This dinner is at Club Sixx. Think understated sexy.”

“You’re not wearing understated sexy,” I say, staring pointedly at her Converse sneakers.

She waves her magazine over at the front door. There’s a dress and high-heeled sandals hooked on one of my coat hangers. “When you’re ready, I’ll be ready.”

I step over her legs and sit down next to her with my bag of makeup and a mirror. “So who else is going to be at this little affair?” I ask, putting a very light sheen of foundation on. My skin is too blotchy from feeling sorry for myself to go without it tonight.

“Malcolm Charles Wainwright the third, some of his sycophants, some girls I work with who will no doubt be lapping at their heels, and two cool people.”

“That would be us, right?”

“As if you have to ask.”

“How is it that you’re still single?” I ask, only partly kidding. Mia is not only super cute, she’s sharp as a ginsu knife. She could easily be running the vintage and collector wine business for Malcolm Charles Wainwright III if he could just take his eyes off her ass for five seconds and pay attention.

“First of all, I’m only thirty-three, so I have plenty of time for that. And second, as you know, I did that marriage thing once and it didn’t work out, so I’m not currently interested. I’ll take monogamous and dating indefinitely instead, thank you very much. Until Mr. Mia arrives, that is.” She flicks her hair that is too short to be flicked. “I’m just waiting for my Prince Charming to show up and then I’ll be ready again.”

I snort. “Prince Charming does not exist, trust me on this.”

“That reminds me,” she says, sounding all sly, “what happened with that ad you placed?”

I pause in the middle of lifting up my mascara wand. “I thought we were going to drop that.”

“In all the years that you’ve known me, since the moment you threw your champagne into my cleavage at that party, have you ever seen me drop a story as juicy as this one?”

I smile remembering that night we met over ten years ago. “No. Never.” The charity ball with William was not the first time I’ve had a weird reaction to a certain drink.

“So dish up the goodies. I’ll dress while you confess.” Mia stands up and takes her black Chanel off the hanger, wasting no time stripping down to her lacy underthings. Her former husband was uber rich and she still has some of her old wardrobe left over for special occasions. I’m pretty sure she has other things left over from that relationship, like a broken and slightly twisted heart, but we don’t talk about that. Mia doesn’t permit discussion of The Incident, otherwise known as her marriage.

I try to act totally casual as I complete my makeup, hoping that if I play it off as no big deal, both Mia and my heart will start believing it. “I placed an ad on that website I told you about.”

“What did the ad say?”

I shrug. “Nothing much. Just attractive businesswoman seeking one night stand or something like that.”

“Wow. That’s sexy.”

“It was supposed to be businesslike.”

“Mission accomplished.”

“Thank you,” I say, proud for a moment. “I think.” Her cross-eyed smile makes me doubt myself. “Anyway, I got lots of calls, but none of them passed the psycho test.”

“And what did this test consist of?”

I shrug. “Questions. I just said no to anyone who made me nervous.”

“Did anyone pass the test?”

“Yes. One.” One very special guy. Argh. No, no, no, no, no! He was not special! He was just a guy. Just a regular old, run of the mill guy like any other guy.

“Tell me, tell me.” She’s grimacing as she bends in three different directions trying to reach her zipper.

“His name is William. He’s English.”

She pauses. “English-with-an-accent, English?”

“Yes.”

She grins evilly. “Holy hootchie on fire.”

“I know. It was like that. Completely.” I can’t stop the poo-eating grin from spreading across my face. So much for convincing myself that he was run-of-the-mill.

Her sly expression falls away and the only thing left there is pity. “You didn’t.”

I sit up straighter and act cool. “I didn’t what?” My makeup bag needs serious organizing right now. I start fiddling with all the brushes and compacts and junk, shifting it this way and that, acting like it really matters.

“Fall for him. You didn’t, didn’t you?”

I frown. “Don’t be ridiculous. Of course I didn’t.” Blush brush on the right, foundation brush on the left. Mascara in the middle. “It was a one night only thing. We set it up that way.”

She gestures out at the room and then the kitchen dinette table. “Take-out all week? Working from home? Death by Vitamin C?” I look up in time to see her shaking her head. “How many times do I have to tell you…”

I hold up both hands to stop her. “I know, okay?! I know!”

She comes over and sits down across from me, pulling my hands into her lap. “He was a good one, wasn’t he?”

I nod as the tears well up and fall down my cheeks. Did I mention that no one can make me cry at the drop of a hat like Mia when she’s concerned? Yeah. She has mad power over my emotions sometimes. She’s like a mom. “He was completely awesome.” My chin trembles. There. I said it out loud. Maybe this will help exorcise the memories, to acknowledge reality instead of fighting it.

“Did you do it? Yanky his wanky and all that?”

I nod. I can’t bring myself to tell her how amazing it was. I’ve been trying to forget all week.

“And he hasn’t called?”

I shake my head. “We agreed. One night only. That was the deal.”

She puts her hand on my cheek. “But you can break the rules. Call him. Maybe he feels the same way.”

I shake my head and look down at my lap. Mia is such a good friend. But she doesn’t understand. I’m not bold like her. This ad thing was the limit of my courage and look where it got me. No way can I take a chance like that again. “It’s over.” Saying it out loud like that is physically painful. My heart feels like it’s shrinking down into a raisin-sized lump of coal. “It was over before it even started. That was what we both agreed to.”

She drops my hands and stands. “Well, that’s just stupid. But if you want to wallow for a little while, I’ll let you wallow. I know you need to get it out of your system. Besides, tonight, we’re going to have fun. I’ve decided.”

I look up, wiping the silly tears off my face. “Oh, you have, huh?” I try for a laugh without much success.

“Yes, I have. After this lame dinner, we’re going to go out dancing.” She swivels her hips left and right, snapping her fingers up next to her head. “Yeah, baby. Get it, get it...”

“I don’t think so.”

She abandons her twerky-dancing and pulls me to my feet. “I know so.” She kisses me on both cheeks. “Now fix your makeup and get dressed. Dinner’s at seven thirty and we’re going uptown, baby.”


























CHAPTER TWO

William




NONE OF THESE REPORTS IS the one I requested. I shuffle through a stack of papers that contain data on upcoming projects but not the P&L. That brainless ninny is at it again. Her mission? To make me so mental that I’ll jump off the nearest bridge just to escape her incompetence. And while I will admit to having considered it at least twice since Monday, I would no sooner give her the satisfaction than I would give up treacle tarts. It simply will not happen.

“Miss Meechum, could you please report to my office?” I wait for her response. When it arrives, it seems to be coming from a great distance, her voice is so faint.

“Just a second, Mr. Stratford! I’m just … ack!”

The sound that transmits after her unfortunate scream can only signify a tumble. Or perhaps she’s wrestling a troll. It’s difficult to tell from where I’m sitting, but it sounds a mess.

I almost don’t want to ask, but my deceased mother’s voice in my head forces me to at least inquire as to her wellbeing. “Are you all right, Miss Meechum?”

No answer.

I pause in my paper shuffling. “Miss Meechum, if I have to get up from this desk to rescue you, and you are not in need of rescue, I shall be very cross with you.”

“No! I’m okay! Just … dammit … give me a second, would you?”

I press the disconnect button, severing the connection. Usually my assistant is more tractable and circumspect than this. Perhaps it is an emergency.

Getting up from my chair, I endeavor to be as quiet as a church mouse. I can’t have her thinking I’m some sort of knight in shining armor to be called upon when her plumbing goes awry or her electrical panel blows up, now can I? I shall supervise in secret just in case she’s bleeding from an artery.

A peek outside my door is all I require to come to terms with the fact that this woman who is supposed to be running my business life has to be the most catastrophically uncoordinated person in the entire godforsaken city. What was my father thinking when he hired her? Knowing him, he was probably thinking of his golf game. It’s possible Rachel Meechum would make a passable caddy, but as an assistant, she is lacking. Severely lacking.

Her copper-colored hair is caught in a stack of paper trays balanced on a colleague’s desk, and she’s busy trying to untangle herself, mumbling talk I’ve only heard in American movies coming from the mouths of street urchins. There is no arterial bleeding, but there is a lot of hair involved.

I know I should probably help her, but my week has been dreadfully dull. I lean against the doorframe as I continue my peeping. This is the best entertainment I’ve had since …

No. Stop. I shall not think about that now. The specter of that evening has been haunting me regularly for nearly six days. Six days! Looking down at my watch confirms it. I met the indomitable Jennifer No-Last-Name exactly five days, eleven hours, and twenty some odd minutes ago. Not even a full twenty-four hours with the woman and my life was turned upside down and inside out. It has become painfully clear over the last several days that I need to, as Miss Meechum says, get a life. This appears to be the only way I will get Jennifer out of my blasted steel trap of a brain. I shall begin with the getting a life program next week. After I’ve gotten to the bottom of the P&L issues.

I watch in undisguised admiration as my industrious assistant leans over a cubicle on her tiptoes, takes a pair of scissors from a nearby desk, and proceeds to cut off the offending chunk of hair that has kept her tethered. Why she takes the extra time to retrieve the severed nest of red frizz when she’s free to leave is beyond me. Will she use rubber cement to glue it back on? I wouldn’t put it past her. She can be rather industrious when the mood strikes.

Withdrawing into my office before she catches me gawking, I make efforts to hasten over to my desk. My face is a mask of civility laced with a tich of impatience as she comes into my office. There is a large space on the left side of her head, sans frizz. No hair. Just a space. It presents a serious challenge to my attempts at remaining my sober, English self.

She smiles, her hands gesturing in a frenzy all around her. “Sorry it took me so long. Phew! This office is big. I pretty much just walked like two miles to get here.”

I suppose we’re going to pretend that she didn’t just wrestle a paper tray and lose. My eyebrow lifts. The devil in me refuses to play along so easily. “From your desk?” I pause so that can sink in. “Just outside my door?”

“No, from the coffee room.”

“Ah. A whole ten meters away. I hope you haven’t pulled a muscle.” I push the pile of papers she gave me earlier out towards her. “Have you put it in it’s place?” I ask.

She looks down at the reports. “Put what in it’s place?”

“The coffee pot … or whatever it was that was giving you fits.”

“What?” A light goes on in her head, no doubt a dim one. “Oh, that. Ha, ha. No … I mean yes. I took care of it.” She punches the air for emphasis. “I sure told that coffee pot who the boss is in this place.”

“And who would that be?” I’m quite sure the coffee pot would win the contest if it were based on IQ alone.

“You, of course.” She tries to smooth down her wreck of a coiffure.

“Very well, then. Thank you for seeing to that degenerate coffee pot. Can’t have it overstepping its bounds, now can we?”

“Sir?” She tilts her head. “Are you joking with me again? Should I call your doctor and see if he has time to see you before the weekend?”

“I’m perfectly healthy.” Too healthy. If only I’d been sick with the bubonic plague last week-end, everything would have turned out ever so much better. “I need the P&L from last quarter showing our turnover to include the overseas assets. Didn’t you read my email?”

“Yes, sir, of course. I read all your emails.” Her face turns bright red and she stammers. “I mean, not all your emails of course. Just the ones that come to my inbox from you. I would never invade your privacy that way and hack into your accounts.” Her face is suddenly white.

My eyes narrow of their own accord and I make a mental note to check the history registered to her computer. Spying on me is a terrifically damnable offense that I will delight in firing her over. “Show me.” I say, holding out her papers.

“Show you?” I am reminded of a canine, the way she tilts her head. So confused. So lost.

I sigh deeply and speak slowly. “The P&L?”

She smiles in what looks like relief and rushes over to my desk. “They’re right here, Mr. Stratford.” She moves through the papers like a dealer at a blackjack table in Monte Carlo. It pains me that she’s better at it than I was. She wrestles paper baskets and loses, for God’s sake. Where does that put me? Below the coffee pot in the office hierarchy? Now there’s a thought.

“Riiiight here.” Holding out three papers from amidst the fifty or so I had earlier, she stands before me triumphant. And I am rightfully put in my place when I glance at them and realize they are exactly what I said I did not have.

Who is the canine now? Yes. That would be me. Woof, indeed.

“Thank you. You may leave now.” I ignore her in favor of the documents I hold in my hand. Something is not quite right with our projects in Scotland, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to leave here tonight before determining what exactly the problem could be.

“But … sir?”

“Yes?”

“Um … you have to leave.”

I use the utmost patience and willpower to place the reports down in front of me with barely a whisper of sound. “Are you kicking me out of my own office?”

“Yes. No. Kind of. You have a meeting.” She points at my computer screen. Her finger trembles with the effort.

I frown, turning in my chair to look at my calendar. Glaring out at me is a dinner party I completely forgot. I shall blame my distracted mood on Jennifer No-Last-Name. She is entirely at fault for my loss of focus. Her, Miss Meechum, and the blasted coffee pot that is currently mocking me from the kitchenette.

“Send Edward,” I say, going back to my reports. My brother needs to earn his keep. Let him spend the evening pretending to like those obnoxious playboys and their embarrassingly eager hangers-on.

“He’s already going. Your father said you both need to be there. There will be at least two potential investors attending who he says you have to get on board before the end of the quarter.”

I wave her away. “Stop. You’re babbling. It’s embarrassing.”

“Sir, I’m serious.”

I look up at that. A woman with hair like this simply cannot ever be serious. It’s a scientific impossibility.

Stressed out, I believe, is what they call a person who looks as she does at the moment. “It’s really important,” she whinges. “I don’t want your dad to think I’m not doing my job.”

“What if I find your job performance irritating beyond measure?”

“Don’t be silly. You totally love me.”

My face falls. Did she just say love? Good God. Another one to be culled from the herd, weak, guilty of confusing business with pleasure. This is one of the times that I wish I were born as ugly as a rock. I could get so much more done with a face that only a mother could love.

“Gah! I totally didn’t mean that the way it sounded!” She backs towards the door with her hands up in surrender. Or perhaps she’s directing traffic on her way out. “No offense, sir, but you’re not my type. You’re way too … you know … stick in the mud. Oh, shit. Oh, dammit! I didn’t mean it like that! Help! Ack! I have to go!” She leaves my office in a tangle of limbs and hair, and the sound of crashing comes from around the door jamb. “Please don’t fire me! I’m going to leave before I say something I’ll regret!” This, as if she hasn’t already.

The sound of the ticking clock on my desk becomes more noticeable as the cacophony that is Miss Meechum beating a hasty retreat from the building subsides. I estimate at least five employees will come to work on Monday and wonder what happened to their desktops as her wide rear end has surely taken down both light-as-a-feather papers and fourteen-ounce staplers with equal measure and efficiency. I could send them a personal instant message with one word: Meechum, and solve the mystery immediately. But I won’t. Let her explain her handicaps on her own. I have work to do.

My telephone rings when I’m only five minutes into my analysis. I grind my teeth together in frustration. Will it never end? Why is everyone always conspiring to keep me from my work?

“Stratford,” I say, barely paying attention to my caller, still focused on the numbers in front of me.

“William! It’s your father.”

He’s using his jovial voice. I am instantly on my guard.

“Hello, Father. I’m delighted to hear from you.”

“Bollocks! Are you on your way to the dinner party?”

I stare at my calendar. The awful event mocks me: You want to analyze your P&L? So sorry, but you’ve been summoned to the depths of hell where you must pretend to be charming and thrilled to be present among idiots.

“Actually, I was in the middle of something.” This is useless. My needs are always put in the boot in favor of my father’s.

“Nothing that can’t wait, I’m sure.” Jovial is slipping. We are now moving into darker waters. He may golf his days away, but that does not mean he isn’t still the devil incarnate when he wants something done with his business. I can hardly complain; he has put me in charge of the empire and the position comes with a flat and an Aston Martin. Stratford. William Stratford.

I sigh in defeat. I do not have the energy to fight the patriarch this evening. Perhaps another time when the stakes are higher. Checking the calendar confirms that I have the week-end to figure out the problems that plague our Edinburgh project.

“I’ll be there in thirty minutes,” I concede.

“Better hurry. You’ll miss the cocktails.”

“And what a crime that would be,” I mutter.

“A crime, indeed. His collection is second to none! Tell Malcolm I said hello.”

Tell him yourself. “Of course, yes, sir, I will. You can depend on me.”

“Good man. Will I see you at Sunday brunch?”

“Must we?” My father has chosen the most annoying of American pastimes to indulge in now that he’s retired.

“Stop being such a fuddy duddy.”

“Fuddy duddy? Fuddy duddy? Who is this fuddy duddy of which you speak? Certainly not me. I am the bell of the ball. A swash-buckling pirate of the high seas seeking adventure at every turn. The man soon to be wearing the lampshade at the party.”

My father chortles, his big belly laughs threatening to dislodge a lung. “That’s my boy. Until Sunday. Feel free to bring a date, by the way.”

“Absolutely,” I say as cheerily as I can. “As soon as hell freezes over, I’ll get right to that.”

My father is probably still laughing as I stand, disconnect the call, and collect my jacket. My wristwatch tells me that I’ll be an hour late to the dinner, and knowing that my brother won’t be sends me out the door in a hurry. Who knows what kind of trouble he will brew up with potential clients before I can stop him.


























CHAPTER THREE

Jennifer




CLUB SIXX IS A SWANKY restaurant that doubles as an intimate club after eleven. I’ve never eaten here before but this is just another day at the office for Mia. She saunters in like she owns the place. “Show me to the cocktails,” she said to the maitre d’.

“And you are with what party?”

“Don’t play, Pierre. You know who I’m with. And I am the party, by the way.” She winks at me.

I’m about to panic and run out of there when he smiles and disarms my fear with one sentence. “Mia, where have you been all my living?”

“It’s all my life, Pierre. All my life. Have I taught you nothing?”

“Of course, Madame. Where have you been all my life?”

“Right here waiting, sweetie pie.” She drops her saccharine sweet smile. “Seriously. Where’s Malcolm and his posse?”

“They are in the back room waiting for you. Allow me to lead the way.”

“You do that,” she says, watching his butt as he walks in front of us. He’s old enough to be her father, but she’s never been one to practice age discrimination.

I bump her on the arm, leaning in so no one will hear me. “You’re terrible.”

“No, I’m not. I’m teaching him proper English. That’s a good deed.”

“You’re teaching him corny pick-up lines.”

“But they’re charming when he uses them.” She stops talking when we reach a dark red, velvet curtain that Pierre lifts to the side for us.

“You will find your dinner companions inside.”

“Thank you, Pierre,” Mia says, kissing him on both cheeks. “Bisous.”

“Je vous en prie, Madame. Party like it’s nineteen hundreds and ninety-nine,” he says.

I step behind Mia to access the room as she corrects her student. “Nineteen ninety-nine, Pierre. Party like it’s nineteen ninety-nine. You’ve heard the song, I know you have. Those numbers always screw you up, don’t they?”

“Yes, Madame. The numbers are difficult, it is true.”

My eyes scan the room. It’s paneled in dark mahogany wood. There’s a long table made up with dishes, silver, crystal and linen. Candles twinkle and champagne bubbles from a nearby tray being held by a waiter in black and white. A man lifts a glass to his lips and my heart skips a beat.

“What’s the matter?” Mia asks in my ear, startling me.

“Oh … nothing.” I let out the breath I was holding in a big whoosh of air. “I thought I saw a ghost or something.” It’s not William. It’s a very cute guy, but he’s not William. His hair is darker, his face less angular and his body stockier. Phew. That was a close one.

“Don’t look now, but I’ve been targeted.” Her expression goes from annoyed to charmed as the predator gets closer. Pierre fades away into the main part of the restaurant, leaving us to enter the room behind the curtain.

“Mia! I thought you weren’t going to make it.”

“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” she says, reaching up to kiss her boss on one cheek as they hold hands briefly between them.

I smile awkwardly, trying not to picture him as a married man hitting on my BFF. Instead of stomping on his foot like I want to, I shake his hand when they pull apart. “I’m Jennifer. Nice to meet you.”

“Jennifer, so very nice to meet you.” I’m pretty sure he means to say, “Hello, Jennifer’s hooters, nice to meet you. Can I fondle you later? Or now?” I hate guys like this one, the kind that talk to my chest and never quite look me in the eye. I’ve only met him once before and that was enough. Tonight only solidifies my impression that he’s a letch and he doesn’t deserve my friend. I feel really sorry for his wife.

“So who’s here tonight and what are we trying to get done?” Mia asks. I think she’s trying really hard not to rub her hands together. She can be pretty hardcore business when she’s in the mood. I see people, she sees business opportunities. That’s probably why she mingles with the high rollers and I don’t.

Malcolm leans over and takes two glasses of champagne from the tray that’s moving past, handing one flute to me and one to Mia. I stare down into the glass as the bubbles rise up to the top. It strikes me that I could take one sip and start the process of an allergic reaction; that would get me out of here in a hurry. I could throw my drink down Mia’s dress too and get her out of here with me. I chew my lip as I contemplate my other options.

Malcolm nods at the man who gave me a heart attack when I came in. “That gentleman over there with the dark hair is new to me. He’s the plus-one of Gloria Goodman. I believe he’s new to the area. And in the corner over there with the mustache we have Victor Villanova. I would appreciate it if you would introduce yourself to both of them and make yourself available should they have any questions. We’ll go for the soft sell tonight. Everyone else is just … decoration. You can ignore them.” He rubs his hand on her arm as he says ‘soft sell’ and Mia waits two seconds before moving sideways, bumping into me.

“Oh, sorry,” she says, flustered.

Seeing Mia flustered is enough to get me freaking. Panic mode, engage! “Hey! Cheese!” I say probably way too loudly, grabbing her by the elbow and pulling her towards the small buffet of appetizers at the end of the long room. We leave Malcolm in our dust.

“Cheese? What are you doing?” she asks, trying to look graceful as we plow across the room. A few of those decorative couples are in our way, but I’m good at bobbing and weaving.

“Shut up, I’m saving you.” We stop at the cubes of cheese and look at one another. “Thanks,” she says, taking a long swallow of her champagne. “That was a close one.”

“Just stay away from him. He told you to talk to those guys, so that’s the excuse you need. Whenever you see him coming, go schmooze the other one. Like a tennis match. Bap, bap, bap.”

“Okay, gotcha. Good plan.” Mia takes another swig of her champagne, acting more like it’s a bottle of Bud than anything from France.

“Might I interest you in a puff pastry?” says a British-flavored voice from behind me.

My heart drops to the floor and all the blood disappears from my face as I break out in a cold sweat. So, this is what cardiac arrest feels like.

Mia smiles. “Well, hello there, English. Don’t mind if I do.” She takes a pastry from the man behind me and pops it into her mouth. “Mmm, delish,” she says after swallowing it down.

I stare at a flake of pastry on her lip. I can’t breathe. I can’t move. I’m frozen, imagining all the things I will say to William when I turn around. Can I be cool? Can I act like he didn’t rock my universe exactly one week ago and leave me a mess?

“So … how long have you been in town?” Mia asks. She’s trying to turn on the charm, but I think I’m distracting her. She keeps casting me funny looks.

“Just long enough, it appears.”

I’m confused by that. He’s flirting with my friend while I’m standing right here? I know he saw me from across the room. How rude. Apparently that might meant nothing to him. How is that even possible? How can one person be so turned upside down while the other remains completely unaffected? How is that even fair? I clamp my mouth tight to keep from saying something I’ll regret. Getting Mia fired will definitely get my BFF card revoked, and she did keep me from committing suicide by Vitamin C today.

I slowly turn, pasting a casual, uppity bitch expression on my face. If he can do it, so can I. I can just look him in the eye and pretend like nothing ever …

Zzzzzip … Zzzzaap … Ziiing! My brain short-circuits as the face registers.

“You’re not …” I point at him and frown.

William’s voice or something very close to his voice comes out of the wrong mouth. “I’m not … what?” He grins, revealing teeth that twist around just like William’s. Or kind of like William’s. My heart skips a beat as I remember that mouth of his coming so close to mine, touching me, making love to me. Will I feel this way every time I see an Englishman? If that’s the case, I need to move somewhere much farther away.

Words come pouring out before I can stop them. “Does everyone in England have crooked teeth like that?”

“Whoa nelly,” Mia exclaims, “that’s enough champagne for you!” She grabs my glass out of my hand and hands it unceremoniously over to the handsome William-imposter. He takes it without a word. “Excuse us while we go powder our noses,” she says, pushing me away from the buffet and towards the velvet curtain.

“Where are we going?” I ask, half glad I’m being led away and half wanting to look over my shoulder. I’m beginning to think that what just happened was some sort of hallucination. I really shouldn’t have drunk that last gallon of orange juice. Did I really just say that?

“Are you completely and totally insane?” she whisper-growls at me. “Do you want me to lose my job? He’s a potential investor, Jennifer.”

I try to play it off like it wasn’t awful. “I just asked him an innocent question.”

She pushes me into the ladies room. “You don’t tell people who you just met that their teeth are all fucked up!”

“I didn’t say that!” I stand in front of the sinks and mirrors, facing my friend. “I like them like that. I was just wondering …”

“Yeah. I heard you the first time. You were wondering if everyone in England has fucked up teeth.” She shakes her head at me in disgust. “Jesus, how much OJ did you drink before I came over?”

I look down at the ground. “Not that much.”

“Seriously, Jennifer, you cannot sabotage my night tonight. This is important.” She leaves off lecturing me to lean over the sink and stare at her face. “Big things are about to happen for me. I can feel it.”

“I know. I don’t mean to be a freak. It’s just that his teeth reminded me of someone.”

She pauses and turns to face me. “Don’t tell me … let me guess … the one night stand guy?”

I nod.

She rolls her eyes and then goes back to rubbing invisible marks off her cheek. “Give it a rest. It’s over, just like you said. You knew the deal going into it. No use crying over it now.”

“You said I should call him less than an hour ago.”

“I’m stupid. Don’t listen to me.”

“Can I get that in writing?”

“Seriously, Jen. Stay away from that phone and that guy. He’s completely messed you up and it was only one night. Could you imagine what would happen if you really got together?” She shakes her head. “Holy nightmare on Elmstreet.”

“It’s not that bad.” I’m not sure I believe myself, but it feels like at least a token protest is in order.

“You need to just swear off men for a while. Recalibrate your hootchie and your brain. Maybe do some yoga or something.” She straightens and goes into a stall to pee. She talks over the sound of the stream. “Do like a hundred downward dogs and call me in the morning.”

“Does that mean I can go home now?”

“No. You have to stay for dinner and then go to the club with me.”

“This club?”

“No. The Monster Club place.”

“I don’t want to. I can’t dance.” Memories of a certain waltz come in to mess with my head.

“You don’t need to dance. You just need to gyrate a little bit. Standing in place.”

I lean against the sinks. “I suppose I can gyrate.”

“There you go.” She comes out of the stall and washes her hands. “Are you ready to go back out there?”

“No?” I look at her with my most pitiful expression, hoping she’ll feel sorry enough for me that I’ll get a pass.

“Tough titties. Come on.” She hooks her arm through mine and pulls me out of the sanctuary that is the potty. “No champagne, okay? Stick to wine only.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

We near the red, velvet curtain. “Did you hear me?” she asks.

“Yes, wine only, I heard you.” A mumble beneath my breath. “A deaf man could hear you.”

“I heard that.” Mia sweeps the curtain aside, and I stand very still with my eyes closed as I recover from the material hitting me in the face.

“Oops, sorry.” She pulls me harder and I step forward, my eyes still closed. “Oh, my,” she says, her tone switching to one of admiration. “Our English friend has company. And my, oh my, oh my is he a hunka-hunka burnin’ love.”

I lift my lids and nearly have a stroke when I find myself staring across the room into William’s eyes.


























CHAPTER FOUR

William




I’VE TIPPED MY HEAD DOWN to listen to something Edward is saying, but he stops in mid-sentence. “There she is,” he says. “Lady Perfection and her awkward friend.”

I lift my eyes to see the object of his latest affections. Apparently, Sleeping Beauty herself is in our midst and she is not the woman he came here with. Surprise, surprise.

My gaze locks on the beauty now staring at me from across the room, and I feel my chest go completely numb. I’m too young to have a heart attack. Perhaps it’s heart burn. I shall blame it on the cheese.

“Do you see her?” he asks.

“Mmmm?” I take a sip of my wine. It’s musty and oaky, a flavor I’m all too familiar with after having attended many events such as this one in the past. I wish I could drown myself in an entire cask of it right now. Anything but be here to face my dreams and my nightmares all rolled into one memory.

He elbows me in the ribs. “The totty across the room over there. She’s a stunner, eh?”

“She’s passing attractive.”

“Passing attractive? That’s bloody bollocks is what that is. Have you gone naf, then? Become a poofter? Lost your eyesight? No longer able to see any farther than the end of your nose? I told you all that work was going to stunt your growth. Now look at ya.” He snorts in disgust as he looks down at my waistband. “Your winkle’s all shriveled up in your trousers. Doesn’t even know what a girl looks like anymore.”

“Father would be so proud,” I say, referring to his crass talk. He always did favor the more colorful aspects of our language. I’m trying not to let it phase me that Jennifer No-Last-Name is walking this way in the company of another woman. I’m still not sure which woman to which he’s been referring.

“Oh, do shut up about the old tosser, would you? I’m trying to have some fun tonight.”

“Well, don’t let me stand in your way of that.”

He ignores me in favor of staring at the girls. “Yeah, she’s fit, she is.”

I can tell from his tone he’s already dreaming of getting her out of her knickers. I’m positively manky thinking that my brother could be lusting after the girl I haven’t been able to get out of my mind for an entire week. Not many women can resist his charms. It’s true that I agreed to one night only and upon its conclusion that would be the end of things between us, but I’m not certain that I can stomach the idea of my brother enjoying the same arrangement with her. With Jennifer.

Jennifer is nearly here and yet she’s looking up at the ceiling. I cast my gaze heavenward to see if I’ve missed something important, but all I see are mouldings and a chandelier. Perhaps she’s keen on faceted crystal. I recall her dress selection having several blinky things sewn to it.

“Put on your happy face, brother, and help me land this fish.”

“She’s not a fish,” I say, instantly annoyed with my brother’s put-on adolescent humor. He loves to do this for the sole purpose of getting under my skin.

“Touchy, touchy,” he says, just before lifting his glass and holding it out to the approaching ladies. “Good evening. We meet again.” His eyes are first on the blond and then on Jennifer. I move to the side and step on his toe.

“Och, watch it, graceful,” he says, scowling at me. Then he’s back to smiling. “Fancy a glass of the sparkly stuff?” he asks them both.

I catch Jennifer shaking her head no out of the corner of my eye. That chandelier is quite lovely.

“My friend is only drinking wine,” says the second girl. “She’s allergic to champagne.”

“Allergic?” I ask, before I can stop myself. I stare at the blond, focusing on her so I won’t be caught gobsmacked in front of the woman I was never supposed to see again.

“Crazy, right? She and I met when she tossed her drink right down my dress about ten years ago.”

“You’d think I would learn,” Jennifer says, laughing with a slightly shrill tone.

“Yes, right. So, beautiful lady, fancy a turn about the room?” Edward asks, holding out his elbow.

Everyone one of us but him freezes, looking at him. It’s not clear who he means to take him up on his offer. Please don’t take his arm, Jennifer. Don’t do it.

“Well, don’t everyone leap at once,” he says, put out. “I’m not a leper, I promise.”

“Take care of her for me,” Mia says to me, sticking her arm through Edward’s proffered elbow. “And make sure she doesn’t drink any champagne.” She’s gone with Edward in tow before I can even blink my eyes.

An awkward silence ensues.

“Nice chandalier,” I say, affecting a French accent for the last word. If I could slap myself without looking the lunatic, I would. For some reason I slip into French when I’m at the outer limits of nervousness.

“What?” she asks, as well she should. I’m ready for the loony bin with only one sentence between us.

“The large lighting fixture above our heads. Grand, isn’t it?” Burning cheeks is not a sensation I’m well familiar with. Perhaps I’m coming down with a fever.

“Yes. It’s nice. And big.”

A lightening quick glance at her face tells me she regrets the choice of words as much as I wish they were intentional.

“Oh, sod it,” I say under my breath, looking over at the cheese cubes. Building my nerve takes monumental effort. I want to kiss this woman. I shouldn’t, but I do. There. I’ve said it to myself. Now I just need to say it aloud.

A waiter hands her a glass of red wine as he passes by.

“Excuse me?” she asks.

“Sorry?” I finally look at her. Really look at her. She is simply breathtaking. My memory did not do her justice this past week. John Thomas has come alive in my trousers, making me long for the jacket I’ve left with the coat check girl.

“Why are you apologizing?”

Is that a hint of a smile I see? “Pardon?”

“Oh, so I’m pardoning you now.” She tilts her head. “Whatever have you done to need an official pardon?”

Thank the Queen Mother and all her blessed princelings, she’s joking with me. Perhaps this isn’t such a disaster after all.

“Many, many things,” I say, “but none of which I will admit to.”

She stares at the floor, letting the silence come over us once again.

“I say …” My mouth has once again taken charge of the evening, “you haven’t seen a girl walking around with a single shoe have you?”

She looks up, her expression too confusing for me to interpret. “Why do you ask?”

I almost reach out to touch her but at the last minute, I reach up and push my hair out of my face instead. “It could be that I’ve a shoe in need of a foot.”

“How do you know it’s my size?” she asks.

Yes, she did in fact ask that question. And now John Thomas is on full alert, ready to go, high the ho and merry we will go. If only she gives me a sign.

“I’ve an eye for these things. I believe it would be a perfect fit.”

“Not too big?” she asks, a twinkle in her eye. A twinkle! A God’s honest twinkle and possibly a sparkle as well. I’m sure of it.

“Oh, I don’t think so,” I say, feeling every inch the man. I believe she’s practicing the fine art of penis flattery and I’m always game for a bit of that.

“Not too small?” she asks, biting her lip when she’s through speaking.

I’m about to come undone from that little movement alone, but I play it as cool as a cucumber on a chilly spring day. “Certainly not, don’t be absurd. Small would never be an adjective to apply in my presence.” My mock outrage is being picked up by the other people round the buffet, so I calm my features and speak in a softer tone. “Be careful, girl.”

“Be careful? Of what?” She runs her fingertip around the outside rim of her glass just before tilting her head down to lick a drop of wine off her finger. Her eyes never leave mine.

A shiver moves down my rod and settles in my ballsack. Tonight is going to be one hell of a torture, but strangely, I find myself looking forward to it. “Be careful of biting off more than you can chew,” I say, angling her to face our host who approaches.

“Biting off more than I can chew?” she says so only I will hear. “I can’t even imagine what you might be talking about.”


























CHAPTER FIVE

Jennifer




I HAVE BEEN POSSESSED BY a demon slut. That is the only explanation for the words that are sliding out of my mouth and the sheer, naked confidence that I feel coursing through my veins. I am She-rah, listen to me roar!

I leave William with my parting shot and face Malcolm. He appears just a tad cranky for some reason, his tone coming out curt. “Would you like to take your seats? Dinner will be served in a moment.”

“Jennifer,” I hear in a near-whisper behind me as Malcolm moves away to speak to his other guests.

I look over my shoulder at the man who’s been haunting my dreams for a week. I cannot believe I’m actually looking at his face and not a picture of him on Google. “Yes?”

“My apologies if this is … awkward for you.”

I lose a little of my fire. His words make me feel silly, like I had no business being flirty just then. I shrug. “It’s fine. I’m totally fine.” I smile, like I don’t have two gallons of orange juice sloshing around in my stomach. “Bon appetite.”

He nods his head at me and moves around the table, leaving me to stand in front of a seat that has Mia + One written on it.

Mia is suddenly at my side and whispering loudly in my ear. “Don’t sit there!”

“But it says …” I point to the place card but she whips it off the table before I can finish my sentence. “You are sitting here,” she says, quickly shuffling the little tented cards around before anyone else approaches. Mia + One is now two seats down from its original position, right next to Malcolm.

“But …”

“Just do it!” she says, and then she grins like a lunatic as she pushes me away from her a little. “Malcolm, hi!”

“Mia.” He takes her by the hand and frowns. “I was coming to show you to your seat.”

“No need, I’m already here.” She grins even more as she points to the crooked table card that has her name on it, sitting on my former plate. I worry that she will spontaneously and permanently wrinkle with the effort of feigning her extreme happiness.

I take Malcolm by the elbow. “Show me where to sit, Galahad. I’m completely and totally lost without you.” Now it’s my turn to grin like a loon. Could I be any more dorky? No, I don’t think so. The lengths I won’t go to in order to save a friend… I’m totally getting lunch out of this deal. At least a lunch and possibly a spa day.

Malcolm indulges me with a watery smile. “I would hazard a guess that you’re sitting next to me tonight.” He glares at Mia once before leading me away.

I breathe a sigh of relief as he settles me into a chair at his left and disappears again, but my feeling of triumph only lasts about two seconds. That’s how long it takes for William to sit down next to me on my other side.

He pulls out my chair without saying a word.

I take it silently, settling my napkin in my lap so I can busy myself with doing something other than having a heart attack.

“So …” He clears his throat. “How long have you been friends with Malcolm?”

“We’re not friends,” I say, cringing at how fast it comes out. I sound desperately scared.

“Are you stalking me?” he asks.

I turn to him, outraged at the idea. It’s then that I catch him grinning and it takes some of the embarrassment away. “No. I’m way too busy to stalk men.”

His expression goes dark and he hesitates a moment before responding. “Busy having one night stands?”

I lift my chin. “Yes. Busy doing that.”

“I see.” He puts his napkin on his lap and acknowledges the person sitting next to him on the other side.

I stare straight ahead, watching as Mia engages in an animated conversation with the man I can only assume is William’s brother. She looks a little riled up. I cross my fingers under the table, hoping she gets angry at him and storms off. I will be right on her tail when she does, too. Talk about awkward. I was not cut out for flirting or playing this … game or whatever this is. I am completely out of my league.

Waiters arrive as people are seated and baskets of rolls are placed on the table.

“Would you be so kind as to pass me the bread?” William asks, way too close to my ear.

I nearly have a stroke when I feel his hand on my leg. Am I imagining that? No, I am not. His fingers are long and hot. I can feel them through my dress. Breathing becomes difficult.

“Of course,” I say, reaching over and taking the basket, dropping it on his plate with a very ungraceful bang.

Everyone stops talking and looks at me.

“Oopsy. Dropped it,” I say, cringing.

William chuckles and I glare at him, feigning playing with my napkin so I can push his hand off my thigh. “Stop it, perv,” I whisper. “I’m here to eat dinner.”

He takes a roll and spreads it open. “I wish I were here to eat you,” he says in a low voice, never once looking at me.

My heart leaps into my throat. “What did you just say?” People are taking their seats around us and pulling apart dinner rolls while William continues to act as though we’re having a perfectly normal dinner conversation.

“I didn’t get the chance to do that, did I? I suppose it was because our evening ended prematurely.”

That makes me cranky. “No, it didn’t, actually. It went exactly according to the agreement.”

“Technically speaking, it didn’t.” He spreads some butter on one side of his bread. “Just one night is an entire night, not just a few hours.”

“So what are you saying?” I pick up my roll and try to break it open all sexy-like but fail miserably when the roll is too hard. Flakes of it fracture off and land all around my plate.

“I suppose I’m saying that I didn’t get my money’s worth.”

My jaw drops open as his words sink in. I nearly growl at him. “Are you calling me a prostitute? Because I didn’t ask you to pay for that dress, in case you’ve forgotten.”

His hand drops below the table and squeezes my thigh again. “I’m saying nothing of the sort.” His hand travels up closer to the edge of my panties. My dress is going with his hand. “I’m actually trying to flirt with you but it appears I’ve botched it.”

I try to chew my role in a way that doesn’t tell the whole world that I’m getting felt up during the appetizer portion of our meal. “No, you’re doing just fine.” I can feel my face going red with heat.

“Perhaps that’s why you left me so early last week-end.”

“What do you mean?” I glance up at Mia and she’s smiling at Edward. Malcolm’s pretending not to care but he’s not doing a very good job of it.

I don’t give a hoot about any of that right now, though. The only thing I can think about is wondering where his hand will go next. It’s not like it can go anywhere with all these people here, but that doesn’t stop my mind from going crazy.

“Well, apparently my technique left something to be desired,” he says.

Does he really think that? I feel terrible. I drop my roll to the table in my haste to reassure him. “No, no, not at all.” When I realize that I’m talking way too loud I take a moment to calm myself and adjust my volume down about four notches. “Your … technique was perfect. Great. I mean, really good.”

“So which was it? Perfect? Great? Or just really good.”

I can’t help but smile. Anyone looking at his expression would assume we were talking about the weather and not how well he does the wild thing. “It was perfect.”

“I don’t believe you. Perfect sex would have encouraged a second round.”

I’m not sure what to say to this. I knew even then that a second round would have been my undoing. I would have shouted out stupid things in the throws of sexual ecstasy and begged him to see me again. That would have been awful. I saved us both that night by leaving so early.

His hand leaves my leg and comes up to the table. “Not to worry. I shan’t pressure you to make up the difference. I’ll just take my lumps and move on.”

I should probably let it go at that, but I can’t. I don’t want to. “Make up the difference?”

He glances at me, the hint of a smile playing on his lips. “Finish what you started.”

I lift an eyebrow in challenge.

“I dare you,” he says.

My heart skips a beat. “You’re daring me?”

He pauses and looks up, as if considering his actions. “Why yes, I believe I am. The word dare was probably a dead giveaway, though.”

I can’t stop smiling. I’m trying really hard not to, because being cool right now would be the best way to handle things, but I’m just not cool. I’ve tried all my life to be cool and I’ve always failed. Besides … he’s basically telling me he wants to have sex again, and didn’t I place an ad to have more sex? That’s something to smile about. He’s just giving me what I want, what I need. It’s not like he’s promising me roses or a second date. This is just the end of the one date we agreed to.

We never got our true ending. I need to see this thing through, all the way to the end. Plus, maybe the second time with him will suck and I’ll be able to move on without feeling so bereft. I mean, what are the chances that he’s really as amazing as he seemed on the first date? Probably zero. Zilch.

“Could be I’ll take you up on that dare,” I say, all nonchalant.

“Could be?”

“Depends.” Let him be the one to say what he means. I’m not going to assume anything.

“Now this is getting interesting.”

He puts his hand under the table, but I don’t feel it on me anywhere. It makes me breathe faster as I wait for his next move.

I shrug. “If you say so.” Yeah, that’s right. I am totally cool. I am pulling this off! Mia would be so proud. I look up at her to see if she’s admiring my awesomeness, but find that she’s too busy sipping wine and staring over her glass at Edward to pay me any mind.

Then his hand is at my knee, his fingers working their way under the edge of my dress. Slowly, slowly he inches it up.

“Would you care for something hot or something cold?” says the voice at my ear.

I jump nearly a mile when I realize a waiter is there and he’s offering me food.

“Something … hot?” I say, a little nervously. William hasn’t moved his hand down; in fact, he’s still moving it up. Thank goodness the tablecloth is too long for anyone to see. I break out in goosebumps as the soft material of my dress slithers across my heated skin.

Three small appetizers are placed on my plate by the waiter with tongs. After he leaves William his food, William leans towards me. “Would you please pass me the salt?” His fingers have reached my panties and his pinkie finger slides into the edge of them, lifting the material to give access to his other fingers. He strokes me gently with a middle finger as I reach for the shaker, and I begin pulsing with need. That’s all it takes is one little touch and I’m a mess. Ugh, I hate myself.

I hand him the salt, trying to act like I’m not sweating with desire. “Here you go. Salt for your food. Salt.” I drop it before it gets to the table, but he catches it in midair.

“Thank you,” he says, smiling slyly and putting it down gently.

“No, thank you,” I say under my breath.

His finger enters me and then comes out again to move around my wet folds. I squeeze my fork tightly to keep from moaning out loud. This is crazy. This is nuts!

“How’s your dinner so far?” asks Malcolm. He’s looking right at me.

“Good?” William’s hand stops moving.

“You look at little … under the weather. Are you sure it’s okay?”

William pulls his fingers out and his hand disappears from my lap.

Damn you, Malcolm! I hate you twice as much now, you killjoy. “Yes, I’m fine. Just um … need to add some salt.” I grab the shaker and go to town on my appetizers.

Mia stares at me with daggers in her eyes.

I put the shaker down and take a bite of my food. It’s so salty I feel like I’ve just swallowed sea water. I give Malcolm a thumbs up as he waits for my reaction. “Great stuff,” I say, smiling through the pain.

He turns to the person on his other side and talks low so I can’t hear him.

“Here. Try this,” William says, putting one of his pieces of food on my plate. “No need to add salt.”

“That was your fault,” you know, I say in a low growl.

“I take full responsibility. Here. Have another.” He puts more food on my plate.

It’s hard staying grouchy with a man who fingers me during the first course and then gives me his share when he’s done. “Thank you.”

“So what are the terms?” he asks, putting a bite of food in his mouth.

“Terms?” I take my wine glass and hide behind it. “Terms for what?”

He wipes his mouth off with his napkin. “For the rest of our evening. The one we missed last week.”

“I don’t know.” My ability to play it cool is gone. Wet panties equals fried brain. “What do you think they should be?”

“I’m free after dinner tonight.”

He went and said that. Just when I thought I’d at least have some time to figure things out, he said that.

“I’m going to a club with my friend Mia after.”

She hears her name and looks up, grinning. “You talking about me?”

“I was saying that you and I are going to a club after.”

Malcolm stops talking to the girl on his other side. “A club? What club?”

Mia wants to kill me, I know this, but she’s really good at acting like we’re all good. “We haven’t decided yet. We’re waiting on a call. From our dates.”

I nod. “Yep. Waiting on a call from our dates. That’s what we’re doing.” I lean in by William’s shoulder and whisper, “That’s a lie.”

“Maybe we’ll follow you over,” Malcolm says. “I haven’t been dancing in a long time.”

Several heads around the table are bobbing up and down.

Great. Now everything is ruined. Mia’s going to kill me and I’m not going to get laid. Double penalty.

“I’ll let you know where we’re going as soon as I know,” Mia assures him. Then she goes back to talking with Edward while shooting me hard looks from time to time.

“Do you have a date later?” William asks me.

“No. I’m supposed to get Mia away from her boss after dinner. That’s it.”

“Hmmm … that could present a problem as it relates to my plan.”

“Your plan?”

“Yes. My plan to ravish you tonight.”

I can’t help but giggle. “Ravish me? Are we in a Jane Austen novel now?”

“Oh, role play. Brilliant. I’m game if you are.”

I nudge him with my elbow. “Stop.” My face is back to pink now. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. He removes all sense of sophistication from my person when he’s around.

“How late do you normally stay out with your friend?”

“Depends. If she’s having a good time, we can stay out until three in the morning. If she’s tired or not having fun, we could be done by midnight.”

“Then I suppose I will have to manufacture some sort of disaster so that she will give up early and leave you to your own devices.”

I look over at my friend. “Actually, you could just tell Edward to take her out and that would solve all our problems.” I can tell she’s into him by her body language. She’s completely ignoring Malcolm and oblivious to his annoyance over it.

“I wouldn’t do that to a friend of yours,” William says, his expression darkening.

“Why would you say that? He’s your brother.”

“Only by the grace of biology and some rotten luck. He’s incorrigible. You can ask anyone.”

“Mia likes incorrigible.”

“Does she like having her heart torn in two? Because my brother has a string of broken hearts behind him. Believe me when I say he’s not her type.”

Mia glares at me and then motions that she’s texting something. I reach into my purse and pull out my phone to read the message waiting for me. I show it to William.

Double date dancing, English style?

“What does this mean?” he asks.

“She wants to go to the club with you guys.”

William takes his time responding, finishing his food and wiping his lips off with the napkin. I know I’m staring at him as he does it, but I can still remember the feel of his mouth on mine, on my body, on my breasts. I want to feel that again.

“I will go on one condition.”

I hold my phone in my lap as I wait to hear it. I haven’t typed out my answer yet.

“That you warn your friend about my brother first. I cannot have her misery on my conscience.”

“Fine. Done.” I tap away before either of us can change our minds.

He glances at me once and smiles before going back to paying attention to his food. “You’re not a very good negotiator.”

I smile back and I press Send. “Maybe I’m an excellent negotiator.”

“How is that possible? You gave me exactly what I wanted without a fight.”

I look up as I put my phone back in my purse. “No point in fighting when I’m getting exactly what I want too, right?”


























CHAPTER SIX

William




SHE IS A SLY ONE, this Jennifer No-Last-Name. One minute she’s blushing like an innocent princess and the next she’s bringing me down a peg with her hidden promises and skilled negotiating, making me think she’s the one running the show. I find I quite like the dichotomy. It’s sexy.

All I need to do is get through this dinner and we’re off to end the adventure that only really just got started. Yes, it’s only for the remainder of one night, but that should be just good enough. We still will have no commitments, no strings to get tangled amongst, and no complications, while at the same time having another few moments to enjoy each other’s company. A simple continuation of a night with some debauchery thrown in for good measure and then we’re through. Done. End of the road and that is that.

That’s the plan anyway. I have this little thought niggling the back of my mind, telling me that this is a tremendously daft idea, but I’ve chosen to ignore the inconvenience my conscience presents. It’s not like I’m taking advantage of her. She’s an adult woman; she knows what she’s getting into. And I know what I’m getting into. Her. Her lovely, hot, slippery wet body that I have not been able to forget, try as I may, try as I might.

I keep staring at her hands. It’s not just the pale, silky softness that I see and remember that draws my attention. It’s the image my brain has conjured of those same lovely, delicate fingers wrapped around my cock. I would love to see that with her mouth on the tip, my cock moving in and out as my ballsack seizes up in ecstasy.

Yes, it’s true, I’m afraid to admit it, but every man fantasizes about fellatio, even when the girl he’s imagining it with is the kind that can refuse to do it and never hear a word about it, and even when the man who’s doing the fantasizing should be above such things.

“Hello? Anyone in there?”

She’s caught me lost in fellatio-land. A quick recovery is my only hope. Luckily, a few words from her recent conversation have filtered into my brain. “Right. You were saying you like to dance.”

She giggles. “No, I wasn’t. I was saying that when we go to the club, don’t expect me to dance.”

“Not even one dance?” I do my best imitation of a pout. My brother catches me and frowns in confusion, so I immediately cease that ridiculousness. I don’t know what came over me.

“They don’t exactly do waltzing at club Monster or whatever it’s called.”

“My repertoire is not limited to the waltz, I’ll have you know. I can cut a rug with the best of them.”

“Cut a rug? Now you’re scaring me.”

I rest my fork against my plate and turn to face her. “Did I steer you wrong the last time we danced?”

It takes her so long to answer I’m forced to lift an eyebrow.

Her smile is sad. “No. You didn’t steer me wrong.”

I want to reach out and touch her chin, to tell her there’s no reason to look so lost. But I don’t because we’re at a dinner table and there are too many people here who would not understand that I’m merely being friendly. “Well then, you can put your trust in me.”

“I do trust you. So far you’ve done an excellent job of living up to your agreements.”

“And why do I get the feeling that you’ve just insulted me?” Something is happening here, but I’m not sure what it is.

“No, not at all. You’re honest and straightforward. You don’t play games.”

“I’ve no time for games.”

“Me neither.”

“Then you and I suit.” I smile. “Are you ready for dinner?” I look over her shoulder at the waiter standing behind her.

She moves to the side so he can access her plate and replace it with another that has a full meal on it.

“What’s this?” she asks.

“Salmon with champagne cream sauce,” the waiter responds.

She looks at me at the same time as I look at her.

“Should I worry about an allergic reaction and an emergency trip to the dry cleaners?” I ask, smiling as the memory of her champagne disaster comes to mind.

“I sure hope not.” She lifts her fork and brings it to the plate.

I miss her first bite as I’m drawn into a conversation about investments in wine by Malcolm. I can feel Jennifer’s leg up against mine, which makes me think that she’s opened her legs for me in an effort to feel me and maybe even dream of me being inside her. The words our host is saying go in one ear and directly out of the other. I believe I’m nodding in all the right places, but it’s about all I can do to coordinate my hand and mouth to eat. I’m not tasting a single thing on my plate even though I am consuming it all.

“So you’ll come by and view our latest collection?” Malcolm asks.

“Yes, we will,” says Edward. “Just name the date and time.”

I clear my throat to try and focus my energies. Edward is committing us to something that sounds like a bad idea. “Actually, it would be better if you contacted my assistant and cleared it with my calendar.”

Edward shakes his head. “Never fails.”

I’m not interested in airing our dirty laundry here at this table of strangers, so I ignore him and the smile that comes across Jennifer’s friend’s face. Hopefully she’ll take my warning seriously and avoid my brother like the plague.

Jennifer takes her napkin and puts it on the table. I pause my eating to watch her rise from her seat.

“I’m just stepping out to the restroom.”

“Oh, I’m coming with you,” says her friend, getting to her feet and taking her small handbag from the back of her chair.

“Warn her,” I say calmly as I wipe my mouth with my napkin. “About Edward. You promised.”

Jennifer smiles. “I will. But you should probably do the same for your brother.”

I watch her pixie-like friend come around the table. “I hardly think that’s necessary.”

“Don’t let looks be deceiving. She’s way more than he’s bargaining for, I can promise you that.”

I cannot stop the words that demand to come. “Birds of a feather?”

She frowns at me confused, but doesn’t have time to ask me for an explanation before her friend is taking her away.


























CHAPTER SEVEN

Jennifer




“HE SAYS I NEED TO warn you.”

“What? Warn me about what? Edward?” Mia is putting on lipgloss, admiring the way it makes her lips appear fuller. I hope she’s not using that stuff that has snake venom in it. She did that once and it made her look like a prize fighter.

“Yes, about Edward. His brother. Apparently he’s bad news.”

“Mmmm, tasty. I do lurrrve me some bad boys.”

“I told him he should warn his brother, not the other way around.”

Mia holds up a hand without missing a beat. “Word, sister.”

We high five.

“So, I guess you get to do a second night with your Englishman, eh?” she asks.

My heart flips over a couple times. But then I realize she doesn’t know what my arrangement is with him and I shrug, trying to play it cool. If she catches the scent of anything it’ll ruin it. “No, it’s just a little bit of dancing, that’s it. No big deal.”

She stops her ministrations and stares me down. “Please. You were a mess over this guy just a few hours ago. Don’t think I don’t know what’s going on here. And can you believe he’s here? I mean, what rotten luck is that?”

Heart flips. Again. “There’s nothing going on here, okay? I’m a big girl. I can handle it.”

She takes me by the upper arms and looks me in the eyes. “I know you can. If you decide you don’t want this guy, he’ll be toast. Yesterday’s news. Just don’t make the decision to keep him in your life, because then it’ll just be heartache city.”

I pull my arms from her grip. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

She shrugs as she drops her lipgloss back into her purse. “Just that … he’s the kind of guy who doesn’t want anything long term, right? I mean, he answered your ad.”

My heart plummets into my toes. She’s absolutely right. “Yes, that’s true. And that’s fine. It’s totally fine.” I smile hard so she’ll see that I mean it. “This is just a very short, very fun fling, and that’s all. I got what I wanted out of the deal and tonight at the club is just a bonus.” I won’t say anything to her about any after-the-club action. All I’ll get is warnings, and I don’t need to hear any more of those from her since I’m already playing them like a broken record over and over in my own head.

“And after that you’re going to go on with your life, right?”

I nod. “Yes. Absolutely.”

“And you’re not going to mope or cry or drown your sorrows in orange juice, right?”

“Nope. I’m going to go to work, do my thing, date around, and have a good time. Just like you.”

Mia pauses as she’s walking to the door. “I’m not sure being like me is going to make you happy.”

I sigh heavily. “Are you trying to bum me out? Because you’re doing a good job.”

She shakes her head and pats me on the shoulder. “Ignore me. I’m just being a butthead.”

“Thank you for admitting that.” I pull the door open. “Come on. We have dessert to finish.”

“And some dirty dancing ahead of us.” She’s grinning like a crazy fool now.

“Don’t embarrass me at the club, that’s all I ask.”

“Who, me?” She pulls the velvet curtain open. “I would never do that to you.”

“Famous last words,” I say, taking my seat next to William.


























CHAPTER EIGHT

William




THE MUSIC IN THE NIGHTCLUB is so bass-heavy, I can feel it in my bones. I’m delighted to find that the club is also ridiculously crowded. Jennifer has no choice but to press her body up against mine on the dance floor as a result.

“Ready to pull shapes?” Edward yells at Mia. He’s way too happy and entirely too loud. I wish he’d hurry up and go legless with the scotch he’s drinking so I can stop worrying about the poor girl.

“Pull shapes?” she yells back. “Do I even want to know what that means?”

He grabs her around the waist and pulls her onto the dance floor. “Dance, baby, it means dance. Come dance with me!”

She lets out a whoop as they disappear into the crowd.

“They’re having fun,” Jennifer says.

“You warned her, correct?” My days of watching over my brother as he raises Cain will never be over.

Jennifer’s hands slide up my chest as her hips begin to move with the beat. “Yes, I did. I promised I would, didn’t I?” She’s looking up at me with those innocent eyes of hers and bats her eyelashes. I want to see her face turned sideways as she closes her eyes, lost in the passion between us. I want to watch her go witless as I’m pushing inside her. I can’t stop thinking of all the ways she’s made me want her and made me laugh too. I should probably send Malcolm a thank you note for hosting that stupid party. Without him, where would I be tonight? In my office with the P&Ls. A dreadfully dull evening compared to this one, indeed.

I put my hands on her hips and slide them around back to her arse. It’s just as lovely as I remembered, soft in parts and firm in others, more than just a handful. I want to bury myself in her right now.

How long must a man pretend to enjoy clubbing before he can get to the rogering bits, anyway? I resist the urge to check my watch.

“Yes, you did promise to warn her,” I say, back in the present. I take a deep breath in and then let it out, trying to control my runaway libido. At this rate I’ll be leaving the floor with a stain on my trousers, and that would never do.

“Are you having fun?” she asks me, pressing her breasts against my chest.

I can’t help but look down at her cleavage, imagining exactly how it would feel to push my cock up between them. Oh, it would be such a tight fit, just like it was between her legs… “Yes, love, I am.” I mumble. Am I drunk? I feel as though I am.

Her movements cease for a moment and then start again. “You’re staring at my breasts again, William.”

I blink hard and look into her eyes. “Oh. Indeed. How naughty of me. My apologies.”

She giggles. I love the way it lights up her features, even in this dark place. “You are naughty. I’m not going to forgive you, though.”

“Why ever not?”

“Because. That would mean I don’t like it when you’re naughty.”

If this is not an open invitation, I don’t know what is. And I don’t need it to be engraved when a simple flirt will do. Sliding my hands up her back, I made sure to bring my thumbs around to the front of her ribcage so I can rub them over her beautiful breasts.

“You like it when I do things I shouldn’t?” I ask.

She presses into me, wiggling her hips side to side. “I like it when you do things you should. Like what you’re doing now.” She slowly turns in time with the music so that her back is to me, our bodies never losing contact as she goes round. Her arse is now pressed against my cock and she’s grinding against me in a circling, pulsing rhythm that matches both the music and the beating of my pulse. It crosses my mind that it would be a very simple thing to unzip my trousers, lift her skirt, and bury myself deep into her slippery wet pussy. I am in very big trouble.

Her arms come up and reach around to the back of my neck as she arches her back just slightly. Her breasts push up and over her top, begging to be touched, licked, and all manner of other things.

Yes, we are completely surrounded by strangers, but does that stop me? No. It absolutely does not. I reach up, cup her amble breasts, and pinch her nipples.

She spins around and grabs me by the front of my shirt. “Hey!” Her face is flushed and she’s pretending to frown.

My hands pause at her waist and I try to act chagrined. “Too much?” I lean down and kiss her neck. “My apologies. I get carried away with you sometimes. It isn’t my fault.”

She presses into me, and it feels as though her body is melting right into mine. “I think I need a drink,” she says in my ear.

Perhaps this is code for something else, but concern for her welfare has me taking the literal meaning. “Follow me,” I say, heading off the dance floor and over to the nearest bar. I can see the purple lights that mark its location, but there are several dark places and a throng of writhing bodies to get through before we reach our destination.

“This way!” she shouts, pulling me away from the path I’d created in my mind.

Assuming she knows this place better than I do, I follow. Our fingers intertwine, hers much smaller between mine. I admire the swing of her hips as she precedes me through the crowd. Her hourglass figure is every boy’s dream. Certainly it’s mine. I cannot wait to see it in all its naked glory again, and I pray that our plan will come to its fruition this evening. If Edward screws this up for me there will be a punch-up.

We enter a dark corridor that is decidedly empty compared to the packed room just on the other side of the wall. I see a niche coming up on our right, and I cannot help but take advantage of it. I hope she’s not too thirsty to be bothered by a minor detour. Grabbing Jennifer around the waist, I pull her into the small alcove with me.

“What the …”

“I need to touch you,” I say. Simple honesty. That’s my grand plan.

Lucky for me, the fire in her eyes is unmistakable. She puts her arms around my neck and pulls me down, her lips ready for me and her tongue coming out to greet mine.

It’s like we never left each other, as if last weekend is this weekend and we somehow skipped over time to be here at this club and not in our hotel room. The notion of coming home skitters across my mind as we find our groove and deepen the kiss. My pulse is growing more rapid by the second and my cock becomes hard as steel. She presses into me and moans.

“Be careful, dove, or I’ll forget how to be a gentleman.” I kiss and suck her neck, leaving a mark. I leave it to kiss her hard on the mouth when I feel her body respond.

“Forget,” she says in a whisper against my lips. “Forget all that.”

I step forward, forcing her towards the wall. Her backward motion grinds to a halt when she comes up against the unyielding surface. My hard body presses into her softer one, and I revel in the way my rod sinks into her soft cleft. It’s as if we were built for each other, hand in glove.

“Fuck me right here,” she says, her voice stronger than before. Her hands are grabbing at me in desperation, pulling my shirt out of my trousers, her nails pressing through the fabric to lightly score my skin.

“Here?” I ask, making sure I understood properly. My heart is already pounding away like a jackhammer. I don’t need more than a mere suggestion to completely forget my manners and the fact that I’m in a public place. “Fuck you. Right here in the club?”

“Yes. Here. Now.” Her leg hitches up to ride over my hip.

That’s it. The end. Done and dusted. Just as I suspected earlier, it does not take much to unzip my trousers and lift her skirt. The minor issue of panties being in the way is solved when I rip them right off her body.

“Oh my god,” she whispers hoarsely as the material falls away.

“That’s right, Jennifer,” I say, my words coming out as a growl. “Pray.”

She’s so wet, it takes no effort. My cock slides all the way in and I roar like a pathetically sex-starved lion as the sensations overwhelm me.


























CHAPTER NINE

Jennifer




I HAVE COMPLETELY LOST MY mind. I’m having sex with a near stranger in the back room of a nightclub. People could come walking by at any second, and I do. Not. Care. I have never been so turned on in my entire life.

Holding onto his shirt is the only thing keeping me from falling to the ground. I can smell his cologne, his shampoo, his skin. It’s intoxicating. With every thrust he gives me, I meet him with one of my own. His dick is swollen and heavy. I’m being violated in the very best way. I can’t get enough. It’s never going to be enough. I’ve done it again, set myself up for a fall. But I’ll just go ahead and fall and worry about the consequences later.

“Harder,” I beg.

And he does exactly what I want. He nails me to the wall, grunting the entire time. I will probably have bruises on my back, but I will wear them with pride. Hurt soooo good, baby.

“Is that what you want?” he asks as he pumps me over and over.

“Yes … that’s … exactly … what … I … want…” I can barely breathe. I’m so close. When he talks to me and sounds so angry it only makes me wetter and hotter and closer to the end. It’s torture knowing it has to end and I want it to, but that I also don’t. I wish this feeling could go on forever, with the promise of extreme pleasure just around the corner, ready to consume me and make me forget everything but this.

“You’re so hot … you’re so fucking hot,” he says against my neck. “I’m going to come. Fuck, I’m going to come and I don’t have a welly on.”

“Pull out,” I say with not a lot of volume. I hate that he has to do that, but reality is what it is. I’m not ready to be a single mother.

He yanks out of me and we both grab for his dick at the same time. I stroke it right along with him and watch as he unloads into his hand. Maybe it should be gross, but it’s not. It’s hot. I made that happen with just a few words and my body. It makes me feel incredibly sexy and powerful that I can bring a man like this to his knees. William is not the type to have sex in a nightclub hallway, I’m sure of that.

I’m tingling with unspent passion and the knowledge that we just did this in the club, while hundreds of people are dancing not twenty feet away. I’ll probably never do it again, but I’m glad I did it this time. Now I just have to think about what to say to ease us through the awkward moment I feel coming on.

“Your turn,” he says, wiping his hand off on a handkerchief that he pulled from his pocket.

“What?” I look up at his dark expression.

He gives me the most devilish look I have ever seen on a man, and then he drops to his knees.


























CHAPTER TEN

William




NO ONE WHO HAS EVER known me or even met me would believe this story if they heard it. I don’t believe it myself, even as it’s actually happening. Call me crazy, call me swept away with the passion, but do not call me stupid. Burying my face in her pussy in the middle of that club was the best decision I made all night.

She squeals with what sounds like a combination of surprise, fear, and delight as I lift her skirt and place my mouth on her.

“William! What are you doing?!”

Rather than answer with words, I let my tongue do the job of responding. I gently pull her lips apart with my thumbs to give myself better access. She’s thick with need and dripping with salty sweetness. Her nub stands out ready for my attentions. I lick, kiss, and suckle it, doing everything I can to hasten her satisfaction. We’re going to get caught if I don’t get down to business right away. I’ll save a more leisurely worshipping of her womanly parts for another time, hopefully later this evening.

“Oh my god … William … it’s happening!” She grabs two fistsful of my hair and squeezes, guiding me right to the spot where she needs me most. Her hips roll with her emotions, grinding her mound into my face. I can’t get enough. I’ve never been with such a passionate, lusty woman.

I focus all my attention on her nub while I move first one and then two fingers into her entrance. Her wetness makes it very easy to slide in and out with the slow rhythm that I know will drive her mad. My free hand holds her skirt out of the way, ready to drop it back down in case we have visitors. I pray that we don’t before she’s finished.

Within seconds, a pulsing of her walls grips my fingers, and a liquid warmth gushes down and into my hand. I keep licking and sucking, moving my fingers in and out. She jerks and quivers against the wall as her grip in my hair lessens and she’s overcome with her orgasm. Her legs tremble and her breath comes in gasps. I send up another quick prayer, this time to the god of fucking, that no one will come along to spoil our fun.

“Oh my god … oh my god … oh my god …” She’s nearly crying and I take that as a good sign. I stroke her gently with my tongue a few more times for good measure, reveling in the power I have over her body. She cannot sit still or stop moaning as I lick away all evidence of her orgasm.

When her quivers turn into convulsions of pleasure mixed with pain, I draw away, dropping her dress down to where it belongs and taking to my feet again. Her scent is everywhere, and I know I will miss it when it’s gone.

Sweat has caused her hair to stick to her face in places. As I wipe my mouth and then wet hand off on my handkerchief, I pause to use the other to move her hair off her cheek. “Happy?” I ask. Silly question, really, but I feel as though I should say something that will end our moment on a positive note.

“Very,” she says, sleepily.

A cackling, drunk laugh comes down the hall in our direction and it has the effect of waking Jennifer up almost instantaneously. She pushes and pulls her dress into place and then makes a few swipes of her hair and face.

“Oops! Sorry!” says an inebriated woman in very high heels. She staggers past us on the arm of a half-conscious man a foot shorter than she is. “I think we just caught them fucking.”

I look down at Jennifer and take in her disheveled glow. “She’s right you know. She just caught us fucking.”

Jennifer grins, even though I know she’d rather be outraged. “You are so bad.”

I lift an eyebrow. “Funny… I rather thought you found me good.”

She moves her hand until it’s resting against the front of my trousers. A few strokes and she has John Thomas already considering another go. “I do find you rather good. Rather awesome, actually.”

“This isn’t the rest of our date, I’ll have you know.” I’m worried she’s going to play Cinderella again and disappear with only one shoe. I’m not ready for that yet. I’ll be ready later.

“I know. I just needed to get a drink, you know. You didn’t need to go all caveman on me.”

I lean down and give her the chastest of kisses. “I am not a caveman. I am just an English gentleman enjoying a passionate moment with a fun-loving American girl.”

She gives me what looks like a sad smile. “Come on. Let’s go get a drink.”


























CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jennifer




I DON’T KNOW WHY, BUT every time William says something that brings up the fact that this is a temporary moment, it bursts my happy bubble. I’m just coming down off hot sex against the wall and I’m reminded again of how this will all be over in a matter of hours. I seriously need to get my drink on. My emotions are too raw and out there for safety. I need to deaden the feelings that keep rising up to choke me.

We reach the bar and battle a crowd at the edge of it to get the bartender’s attention. He stands in front of us and holds up a finger to tell us not to speak. His finger goes to his ear and he cocks his head, as though he’s listening to someone. When his hand moves back away, I see an earbud there. He’s smiling at us like a total pervert. It makes me want to leave this place and never come back. I rub my upper arms trying to make the feeling go away and shake my head at my irrational response to a bad smile. I think I’m already beginning the process of experiencing my next William hangover.

“Can I get you a drink?” he yells, leaning across the bar a little. He’s staring at my boobs, of course.

“Yes.” I look up at William. “What do you want?”

“I’ll have a vodka martini, rocks, with a twist.”

The bartender is waiting for me. I chew my lip as I try to decide whether to go for a beer or something more ladylike.

“How about a sloe comfortable screw up against the wall?” the bartender says.

With a straight face. Just like that. He offers to make me a mixed drink that describes exactly what I just did around the corner from his work station. Okay, so it wasn’t slow, but it was a screw and up against the wall. Oh my god.

“Uhhh … what?” Yeah, that’s it. Play dumb. Try and use the stall time to figure out if this is just a fluke.

“Thought you looked like the type that might like that.” He shrugs and smiles again. Or maybe it’s more a leer than a smile. It skeeves me out, whatever it is.

“You know, if I didn’t know any better, I’d think that you have some information you’d like to share,” William says, moving me over to the side a little and putting himself more prominently in front of the bartender.

“Share? Me? Nah. But if you’re the type to share, well, sure.” He shrugs. “I’d maybe take you up on that.” He looks at me again, or I should say, he looks at my chest.

It happens so fast I never see it coming. William’s hand goes across the bar and grabs the bartender’s shirt. He yanks hard and pulls him towards us, causing the guy to drop the glass he’d been holding as he crashes into the bar top.

“What the …?!” The bartender is as shocked and surprised as I am.

“Give me that fucking thing,” William growls, pulling the ear bud out of the guy’s ear.

“Hey, asshole! What the hell!” The bartender struggles against William’s grip with little success.

I back away to avoid being hit by swinging fists.

William’s furious. My charming, sexy Englishmen has become a raging bull. He pulls the bartender completely over the bar and throws him to the ground at his feet. “Where are the cameras?” he yells in the guy’s face, holding him down with two fistsful of shirt now.

“Fuck you, man! This is a private club! You don’t have any rights here!”

A bouncer shows up and grabs William by the shoulder, pulling him up and away from the bartender below him. “You gotta leave, man. Don’t do anything stupid.”

The bartender stumbles to his feet and tries to straighten his shirt.

William brushes the bouncer off, standing up straight and fixing his hair. “I want to talk to the manager. I believe he’ll know what about.”

The bouncer rolls his eyes, sighing like he’s incredibly tired. “She’s up there.” He points to a dark space at the end of a set of stairs. “I’ll have to escort you.” He puts his hand up to his ear and speaks. “I’m coming up with this dude.” He points at William, nods once, and then gestures across the room. “Come on. After you.”

I stand there dazed and confused. What just happened here? Why was William so angry at a complete stranger? And what’s with the camera comment? Did someone take a picture of us? Oh, my god … that would be soooo embarrassing.

Mia shows up at my side. “What’s going on? Did you get in a fight?”

“William did. I think.”

Edward walks over to his brother and puts a hand on his shoulder, looking at him and talking quietly. Everyone in the vicinity was giving them room and starting at them, but as the seconds tick by, they begin to fill in the spaces around us.

“Come on,” the bouncer says. “I ain’t got all night.”

“Wait here,” William says to me. He’s distracted, not really seeing me.

I want to respond, but nothing I can think of will come out right, so I shut my mouth.

Mia is not suffering the same dilemma. “What the fuck, man. Edward, where are you going?”

“Just cool your jets, love. We’ll be back in a flash.”

She screws up her face. “Don’t tell me to cool my jets. Who do you think you are?”

“Do what you want, then. See if I care.” And then he’s gone, following his brother through the crowd that parts to let them through and up the stairs into the darkness beyond.

Mia spins and turns her anger on me. “What the hell just happened here?”

My jaw drops open. I throw my hands up and sputter. “How is this my fault?! I warned you about him, didn’t I?”

Mia grabs my arm and starts dragging me away from the bar. “Come on. We’re leaving.”

I yank back and stop her. “No, I don’t want to leave.”

“Oh! Okay! So you’re choosing that limey fruit basket over me?” She throws her hands up and lets them come down to slap her legs.

“He’s not a limey fruit basket. He’s … nice.” That sounded lame even to my own ears, but it was way better than saying he just went down on me in the hallway and we had plans to continue more of the sexy stuff later.

“Yeah, he’s nice. But he’s done with you after tonight, remember? And it’s midnight and I’m cranky and I don’t want to be here when that asshat Edward comes out of that office up there.”

I ignore the harsher part of her grand statement and focus on her hurt feelings instead. “Why not? You seemed to like him.”

“Him? No way. He’s a cocky jerk who obviously fell in love with himself at a very young age. I was just using him to get away from Malcolm and to help you have some sexy time with your fruit basket. Come on. I’m serious. Let’s go.”

I cast another glance up the stairs, wishing William would appear to save the day. I totally hate myself for picturing him as a knight in shining armor. Have I not had my heart broken by other people enough times that I need to do it to myself?

“He’s a one night stand, Jennifer. Give it up. He’s not interested in a relationship.”

I want to tell her she doesn’t know that, that she doesn’t know him, but I don’t waste my time. She’s right. She’s not candy coating it, but that doesn’t make it not the truth. He answered my ad precisely because he’s that kind of guy. Yes, we are completely compatible sexually and we have a good time chatting, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to turn him into a man he isn’t … the marrying kind. Reality is what it is, and I’m not someone who can change that. No one can.

“Fine. I’m coming.” Leaving on my own terms is probably way better than being a mamby pamby whiney baby who falls into tears as William drives off into the sunset.

I slog through the writhing mass of people who quickly went back to their bumping and grinding as soon as the excitement of William’s fight died down. I refuse to look over at the bartender because I know he’ll be smirking in satisfaction. I don’t make eye contact with anyone. There’s no way I can hide the fact that I am totally and completely disappointed in how my life is working out, and the idea of seeing pity in their eyes is too unbearable in a place like this. 

I wonder if the grocery store that has the pulpy orange juice is open right now.


























CHAPTER TWELVE

William




I TAKE THE STAIRS TWO at a time, livid with anger not only at the gross violation of my privacy but also at myself. I should have checked for cameras. If I owned this place, that dark hallway is exactly where I’d put one. Or three.

The bouncer moves around me when we get to the top of the stairs and pushes in the combination on a keypad lock. “After you,” he says as the door swings open.

At the end of the black-painted hall is a green door. “She’s inside. I’ll be out here when you’re done. Then you have to leave.” His voice would be a lovely baritone if I weren’t so angry. Now I would describe it as having more a grim reaper quality to it. I’m quite sure the slow and steady way he carries himself is nothing to judge him by. I will not be crossing this man tonight. I’ve been fighting Edward and his enemies most of my life, but that doesn’t mean I have a death wish. Just a bit of a Galahad complex, maybe.

Edward takes offense on my behalf, laughing with irony. “Get a load of this bloke, Will, telling us to shove off after we’re done here.” He turns on the bouncer. “Right! As if we’d want to stay in this skip? Think again, dustman. Think a-gain.” He pokes the guy’s chest twice for emphasis.

I open the door before my brother can get us into any more trouble than I’ve already managed. I find myself in the entrance of a large, open office with a desk at the far side. There is a woman sitting at that desk in a high-backed leather chair and I’m not sure whether to feel sick or elated over the fact that I know her face.

“Well, well, well, would you look at who we have here,” she says. Her Cheshire Cat smile tells me she has me exactly where she wants me. I’m nervous but not cowed, worried but not yet desperate.

“Who’s this, then?” Edward asks, abandoning his harassment of the bouncer in favor of getting details on my private life. “Do you two know each other?”

“Not as well as I thought we did,” she says. Her smile turns downright evil. She is enjoying this way too much for my comfort.

I sigh heavily and face my brother. “Edward, this is Ingrid. She works as a solicitor in my building.”

“Actually it’s my building,” she says, all traces of humor gone. “Your brother works in my building. And apparently he also comes to my club in his free time.”

“Got your hands in a lot of pots, is that it?” Edward says to her, turning on the charm. “Exciting, isn’t it, Will? I love a woman with power.” He leans in closer to me and murmurs in my ear. “You think she has a torture dungeon below the club?”

She ignores him in favor of laser-beaming me with her serpentine eyes. I’m afraid to confirm whether her pupils are longitudinal instead of round.

“You asked to see me?” she says, playing the innocent.

I look at the bank of computer screens to her left. As I suspected, they’re projecting images of things happening around the club. Several of the images show dark corridors.

“I want all copies of the tape you made of the incident in the hallway.”

“Incident?” She lifts a penciled brow at me and has the goolies to smile about it. “Incident? What incident? You mean the fight? That happened at the bar, not in the hallway.”

“No, not the fight.”

Edwards nudges me. “What’s the bird squawking about?”

“Leave my office,” she says to Edward, all her innocent playfulness gone.

“Who, me?” He points to his chest. He actually sounds genuinely shocked. It’s not often he gets kicked out of anywhere.

“Yes, you. Leave.” She raises up her hand and gestures at the door. The bouncer comes in and holds it open for Edward.

“You okay?” he asks me. He sounds a bit like the younger brother I remember from our childhood. A little nervous, a little wary. Like he needs me. My protective instincts rise up like a tidal wave.

I nod, not happy at all about where this is headed. “I’ll be fine. Wait for me outside.”

Once the door is closed, Ingrid stands. She smoothes down her tight skirt and looks up to see if I’m watching. I’m not admiring her angular looks as she probably believes I am; I’m looking for my way out. I need to take possession of any recording Ingrid made of my tryst with Jennifer, and I need to get it from her without threats. Especially now that I know she’s my father’s landlord.

Good God in heaven, how do I get myself into these things? Normally it’s Edward’s doing, but this time I must take all the blame on myself. Well, not all. I shall put it mostly on myself. The rest I shall put on Jennifer’s breasts. They are not blameless in all this, let’s be honest.

“So here we are,” she says, coming around the side of her desk.

“I want the recording erased.”

“What recording?” she asks when she’s standing in front of me.

“You know what recording. Or perhaps there isn’t one. Perhaps you’re bluffing.”

She lifts up her hand and points a small remote control over her shoulder. “Oh, silly me. You mean this recording?”

A blurry image of myself on my knees worshipping Lady Jennifer pops up on the screen. Och, this is not good. My father will have an absolute cow and a goat. The reputation of the firm will be in tatters. How can an irresponsible numbskull like me be trusted with such a huge amount of responsibility and investor funds? This is not good. Not good at all.

“Yes, that recording. Erase it.” I clench my teeth together to keep from saying the wrong thing. This woman is horrible. She’s enjoying this. I wonder if her jaw unhinges and if I should keep more space between us, just in case.

“I don’t know …” She’s taunting me. “I do like the steamy stuff. I might keep it for my personal collection.” She takes a step closer. “What do you think about that?”

I take a step back. “I think that it would be a very unwise decision on your part.”

She shrugs. “How so? The way I see it … I get not only a few hot scenes to help me work off a little steam, but I also get some insurance at the same time.” She smiles and gently taps the remote against her cheek.

I ignore the masturbation reference in favor of the other issue; the one striking fear in my heart. “Insurance? For what?”

“Anything I want.” She rests the top of the remote under her chin. “Insurance that gives me anything I want.” She points at my chest with the remote, but says nothing else. The hard end of the plastic pushes into my skin.

“I’m not certain I understand your meaning.” Actually, I’m quite sure I do, but the idea of spending another moment of time with this viper is distasteful in the extreme. I cannot say it aloud.

“It’s very simple, William. Or should I call you Will?”

“William would do nicely. Or Mr. Stratford. That might be better. Keep it on a professional level.”

“Fine, Will. It’s very simple. I want … you. I’ve suspected it for a while, but this video confirmed that in my mind.” She smiles slyly. “I like your style. I think we could get along well together. We’re both intelligent, upwardly mobile, focused, professional, and passionate.”

I have several options here. I don’t want to be too hasty, so I run through them in my mind as quickly as possible.

One: I can run from the room screaming. That would bring the full weight of this woman’s madness down around my shoulders and those of my family. Good enough for me, not so good for everyone else I care about.

Two: I could laugh, great big chortles of gut-busting pleasure, hoping that she’ll take the hint, become dreadfully embarrassed, and turn this into one big joke we can all laugh about later. I find the likelihood of that scenario ending the way I’m dreaming to be slim to none.

Or, three: I could take her up on her offer and protect the family name and the empire my father has worked all his life to build simply by selling my soul to the devil. It’s a small price to pay, some would say. I’ve heard my employees speculating that I don’t even have one to sell.

Technically speaking, she’s right about everything she said. We’re both intelligent, focused, and upwardly mobile. I’ll have to take her word on the passionate part because I have no intention of finding out first-hand, and I might argue the professional aspect since I believe she’s in the midst of blackmailing me - something I believe the Bar frowns on - but I’m not here to turn her against me. I must do what I can to salvage the situation. And the fact is, Jennifer is gone once more. She may be still physically present in my life for a few hours, but after that I shan’t see her again. She was never mine, and she was never meant to be mine. She has been clear about that since the moment we spoke on the telephone and she refused to meet me for a coffee.

I sigh heavily and let my arms fall to my sides. “Just what exactly would your terms be, then?”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Jennifer


  



  I HAVE CUCUMBERS ON MY eyes and something pastey-gooey on my face. An epic failure of an evening at least scored me something: lunch and a spa day courtesy of Mia and her boss. Thank you, guilt. I should probably use you to my advantage more often.


  “Do you feel better yet?” Mia asks. “I know you were stressed, so don’t try and say you weren’t.” She’s referring to our quick getaway from the club last night and my ensuing silence.


  “I wasn’t stressed, you were.”


  “No, I was just pissed. I still don’t understand why William got in that fight. He ruined the night for everyone.”


  “I told you, I have no idea.” Play stupid. That’s it, Jennifer. You can do this.


  “How can a guy you’re hanging out with suddenly start beating a guy’s ass and you have no idea how it started? That makes zero sense, even when you’re British.”


  She’s not going to let this go until I talk, and to be honest, I know I’ll probably feel better if I do talk about it, but I’m worried that Mia will go ballistic on me. I know she means it with love, but still … this is the one and only spa day I’ll probably get this year. Any more perks from her boss and she’s going to be obliged to blow him, and I can’t be responsible for that.


  She hits me with her hand against my arm, so I lift up a cucumber and peer around the room. No one is in here but us lying side-by-side on two massage tables. The room has some sort of eucalyptus essential oil scent blowing around, and white and purple orchids are crowded in the corners along with some fern-type plants. Music of birds chirping and waterfalls runs in the background. I can almost believe a baboon is about to jump out from under my table. The ridiculousness of it hits me; I’m naked in the jungle with vegetables on my eyes while Mia gives me the third degree. How is this supposed to be relaxing again?


  “Tell me,” she says. “I promise to keep my mouth shut.”


  “That’s a lie.” I give up on relaxing and just settle for the idea of this being better than drowning my sorrows in orange juice in my tiny apartment while I Google William Stratford and fantasize about running away to Greece.


  “Okay, I promise to not be negative.”


  “That’s a lie too.” I put my cucumber back over my eye and lie down, forcing the stress to leave my body. I can do this. It’s totally mind over matter.


  “Hey, come on … I’m not negative all the time.”


  “You are about William.” Why do I feel protective of him and our non-relationship? Ridiculous. I need therapy. I wonder if I can do it online somehow. I have all kinds of things planned for work next week, and I don’t have time to visit a therapist’s couch anytime soon.


  She doesn’t answer me right away, and I’m almost ready to sit up and look at her when she finally speaks. “I’m sorry about that. Was I mean?”


  “No.” I sigh. I don’t want her to feel bad about being honest. Best friends should be allowed to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. “You weren’t mean. Just telling me like it is.”


  “When? Because I might have had a little too much wine, but I don’t remember saying anything about him after we left the club. You wouldn’t even talk to me.”


  “You didn’t say anything then. Before we went out you said a few things, but they were right on target. The truth. I needed to hear it.” It almost makes it bearable to think about never seeing William again, when I remember her telling me he’s not the relationship type, or whatever it was she said. He answered my ad. He’s a one-night-stand kind of guy. We’re totally not long-term compatible. Why does that hurt so much to admit?


  “Okay, so tell me about the fight. Let’s analyze.”


  I squirm a little on my table. So much for relaxing or anything close to it. Memories of his hands on me wash over my entire body. I’m suddenly hot in this stupid, jungly eucalyptus room. “I kind of did something naughty and then he kind of did something naughty and then we just tried to get a drink after and everything fell apart. To be honest, it’s kind of confusing.” I’m holding onto the side of the table with a death grip. I cannot believe I actually had sex in public like that. I’m going to blame it on the wine. Not that I even had a full glass or anything, but maybe Vitamin C enhances the effects or something. Yeah, that’s it…


  “Naughty? What does that even mean?” She’s laughing. “You sound British.”


  I force my hands to come up and lie gently on my hips. That’s right. I’m completely cool over here. “Not to go into detail, but we did it in the hallway of the club. No big deal.” Lie.


  My arm is seized in an iron grip and my cucumbers slide down to my temples and then flop into my hair, leaning against my ears. Mia is sitting straight up, her towel slipping down to reveal her boobs.


  “What?” I ask innocently.


  “You did it in the hallway of the club? Like, right out there in the open in public?”


  “Let go of my arm, freak.” I reach up casually to dislodge her and re-set my vegetables. “Yes. We did it in public.”


  “Oh … my god … you are such a ho-bag.” I can hear the smile in her voice.


  I’m smiling too. I totally do not care that she’s calling me that. “I know.”


  “You’re not sorry, are you?”


  “Nope. Not at all. It was amazing.” And yes, I do sigh like a schoolgirl after I say that. Pitiful.


  “So how does that end up with him beating the bartender’s ass and us leaving, again?”


  I pull the cucumbers off and stare at the ceiling. “I’m not sure.” Twisting my head to the side, I look at Mia. She’s gathered her towel up to cover herself but she’s still perched on the edge of her table facing me. She’s way more into this conversation than I want her to be.


  “Details.” She snaps her finger. “Now. And hurry up because they’re coming in for massages next, and I don’t want you saying anything in front of these girls. They’re total gossips.”


  I snort. Mia suffers under the delusion that she’s not.


  “Okay, fine.” I capitulate when she decides to pinch me with her wicked toes. I hate when she does that. “After we … a-hem … did it in the hallway, we went over to the bar to get a drink.”


  “What’d you get?”


  “That’s kind of where it gets interesting,” I say, my face starting to burn for some reason. I stare at the ceiling again. I can’t look into her eyes.


  “Oooo, good. Tell me.” I can see her rubbing her hands together out of the corner of my eye, and it makes her look totally diabolical.


  “I was standing there wondering what to drink, and the bartender guy asks me if I want a sloe comfortable screw up against the wall.”


  “That’s a drink,” she says.


  I look at her. “Yeah, it’s a drink. It’s also exactly what I just did, not thirty seconds before I walked up to the bar.”


  Mia’s expression goes from excited to worried. “You think he saw you?”


  “I think someone did. He was talking to someone using an ear thingy.”


  “An ear thingy?” Mia’s face scrunches up in confusion.


  “You know … like the FBI or the CIA or whatever. He was listening to someone talking in his ear.”


  “Okaaaaay … then what happened?”


  “Well, William just kind of freaked out. He grabbed the guy and yanked him across the bar, pulled the ear plug out of the guy’s ear, and then threw him on the ground.”


  “Oh my god. Neanderthal action figure.”


  “Exactly. And then the bouncer shows up and William was demanding to see the manager…”


  “And that’s when we came over. Edward and me.”


  “Yes.”


  Her voice drops. “And then Edward told me to get lost.”


  “Not exactly …”


  “Same diff. So we left. End of story.”


  “Yes. End of story.” I wish I could internalize that feeling and get over William already, but my heart just will not accept that this is the end. It’s like we got short-changed again, some of our last few hours stolen from us.


  “But what happened after?” Mia asks. “I mean, after we left?”


  “I have no idea.” I take my cucumbers and slap them back over my eyes. They’re falling apart; I can actually open my lids and see right through the hole in the middle of them, but I pretend like they’re fine.


  “You have cucumber glasses,” Mia says, giggling.


  “Shush, can’t you see I’m trying to relax over here?”


  “So what are you going to do?” she asks.


  “I’m going to enjoy this facial, I’m going to enjoy my massage, and then I’m going to enjoy lying out by the pool and getting tan.” And I’m going to go home and try to go on with my life, minus thoughts of William in it. There. Done. See? Easy.


  “You know I’m not talking about that.”


  I open my right eye and look at her through my veggie glasses. “What else can I do? End of story, remember?” My heart squeezes painfully in my chest, but I close my eye and focus on ignoring it. Stupid traitor heart. Why can’t it see that its suffering is all in vain and a complete waste of time?


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  William


  



  I PULL UP INTO THE circular drive that marks the entrance to my father’s home. It’s quite a bit more ostentatious than the one I was raised in, but my father wouldn’t have it any other way. He’s on a one-man mission to remove all traces of his working-class upbringing.


  The differences between my mother and him are never more clear than when I come over here for Sunday brunch. I’m seized by a sudden pang of longing for bygone days. When my mother was alive, my own life had seemed so much more steady, attached to terra firma. Now I feel as though I’m a dust mote caught in a downdraft. The source of my latest tragedy is unbuckling her seatbelt next to me.


  “So, this is the Stratford Estate. I’ve heard about it, you know.”


  Keeping a straight face has never been difficult for me, even when I’m filled with nothing but loathing for a person sitting right beside me.


  “All good, I hope.” I shut off the engine and get out of the vehicle before the serpent has time to get any untoward ideas. She’s been trying to lay hands on me since the moment she got into my vehicle, but I have steadfastly refused to be mauled. A well placed elbow and the need for constant gear shifting and wheel-management has seen to that.


  She waits in the car, and I’m temped to just walk away, straight up into the foyer and out onto the terrace without her. But my mother would turn over in her grave if she saw me acting so rudely, so I do the right thing and walk around to the other side of my car and open her door. I will not give her a hand out, though. I won’t.


  Her hand goes up in the air and floats there. I pretend to be very interested in a nonexistent bird across the lawn. It’s a cardinal maybe or a robin or perhaps a red-crested boobie. Oh, wait … no … I’m the red crested boobie. That would be the only explanation for why I am here with this woman. This blackmailing, black-hearted serpent of a woman.


  She stands and I quickly step back out of her reach. As soon as she moves out of the way, I shut the door and spin around to walk to the house.


  “Wonderful flowers. Who does your father’s landscaping?” Her heels crunch in the gravel driveway behind me. The bint is wearing stilettos, as if that would have any effect on me. All it does is bring to mind the preying mantis. I’d be willing to wager some dosh that she can turn her head round three hundred and sixty degrees without breaking anything or even pulling a muscle.


  She’s very persistent in her attempts at conversation, I’ll give her that. “I have no idea,” I respond. “You’ll have to ask him.” As I walk up the front steps, an evil plan suddenly begins to form in my mind. Perhaps I can get her interested in the real brains behind the operation and off my back. My father would eat her alive and spit out her bones, so there’d be no worries of her becoming the next Mrs. Stratford. He’s much more heartless than I could ever hope to be, and he has the luxury of being able to take risks with the company’s reputation that I do not.


  My voice perks up with the excitement of being free from her clutches in the very near future, if I play my cards right. “He loves to discuss gardening. You have that in common.” Come on then, Cupid, strike your arrow straight into her dark heart. I know it’s a small target, but you’ve got the skills. I believe in you, lad.


  “Oh, I’m not really interested in gardening, Will. I’m just interested in you.”


  How utterly demoralizing. So much for my brilliant plan. “I gathered.” I used to admire American boldness, but it has now become apparent that I shall have to rethink that opinion.


  Opening the front door and stepping into the hall, I disregard the bell entirely. This is sure to rile my father as he enjoys showing off his real, dyed-in-the-wool English butler, but I admit to being a little frightened of being alone on the front step with this woman for longer than a trice. She’s loads more aggressive than the women I’m used to spending my time with, and she’s shown herself to be very single-minded of purpose, the way she’s forced me to invite her to this brunch.


  Thoughts of Jennifer fill the empty spaces in my mind and immediately turn my mood sour. It should be her with me here, not Ingrid. If Jennifer were here, I’d ring the bell twice. Perhaps three times. I’d bring the whole neighborhood in to see us standing side-by-side.


  “Who will I be meeting today besides your father?”


  “You haven’t met my father before?” I pause and turn to consider her expression. I cannot decide if she’s having me on or not.


  “No. I’ve only dealt with his attorneys.”


  “Oh, well, you’re in for a treat.” Perhaps I can get him alone and let him know that this woman is blackmailing me. Having him on my side might be better than leaving him in the dark as she’s tried to convince me to do. I will have to evaluate as the morning progresses. My earlier plan to manage everything myself seems foolhardy considering how successful she’s been at puppeteering me around. It’s quite emasculating, really; however, today, I consider the fact that John Thomas has gone into a coma a very good thing.


  “So I hear,” she says.


  I don’t know whether what she’s heard is good or bad, but it’s no matter to me. I am not dating this woman, I will not date this woman, and she cannot make me. Not completely, anyway. Perhaps in name, but not in deed. Not in my heart.


  We make our way across the salon, through the sliding glass doors, and out onto the vast terrace. A dining table has been set with linens, and my father is in deep discussion with Edward. They’re both wearing white, as is the norm for them on warm weekends, but my all-black ensemble suits my mood better. I feel as though I’m attending a funeral when she’s at my side.


  The dynamic duo, Edward and my father. Somehow my brother has managed to become my father’s only weakness. The troublemaker can do no wrong in my father’s eyes, no matter how wrong the wrong is. I suppose I should be happy about it. At least Edward isn’t interested in running the company. The way my father favors him I’d probably be out on the street, unemployed and destitute.


  “William!” my father cries enthusiastically as he stands. This is when he plays the American, smiling broadly and throwing his arms out for a grand display of public affection. My insides shrivel a little as he wraps me in his manly embrace, slapping me hard on the back. “You brought a date! Well done!”


  “Father, this is not a date, this is Ingrid.” It was probably wrong of me to say that, but I just cannot accept the fact that she is my date. Never. It just won’t happen. “Ingrid, this is my father, the indomitable Frank Stratford.”


  My father scolds me with an expression, but then quickly morphs it into one of open admiration. “Well, whatever you want to call her, I call her welcome.” He folds one of her hands into both of his. “Ingrid, thank you for coming. Please excuse my bore of a son. He’s not a fan of the Sunday brunch.”


  She pulls her hand from his grip and places it on my shoulder as she smiles.


  I have to look away so as not to vomit on my favorite shoes. I’d put them on earlier to help boost my confidence and mood; now I’m embarrassed that they have to bear witness to this tragedy. I should have worn trainers. I can run much faster in trainers.


  Her voice is like a poison gas, filling up the air around us. I fear what she will say next.


  “It’s so nice to meet you, Frank. May I call you Frank?”


  “You may call me anything you like,” he says, pulling out a chair for her next to him.


  My head jerks sideways in response to the tone of his voice. My father? Going soft? I regard his expression closely. Yes, he does look a bit flustered. I hold back on my urge to applaud. That would be much too obvious.


  Hook, line, and sinker. Thank you, God in heaven. Now I just need to get them talking about flowers. My father is absolutely mad for the things. I try not to let the niggle of guilt that I am laying a trap for the man bother me.


  I walk around and take the seat on the other side of my father, between him and Edward. My brother lifts an eyebrow at my avoidance of the empty chair next to Ingrid, but says nothing. I’m sure he’s amused at my obvious discomfort, but now’s not the time to engage with him. I’m liable to knock his block clear across the lawn with a single tonk, and for once it won’t be his fault.


  “So, Ingrid, tell us how you came to be passing time with William.” My father smiles as he places his napkin in his lap. Randolph the butler appears from a side door with a tray of toasts and jam. I don’t know whether to be relieved or stressed that the breakfast has officially commenced.


  “I work nearby his office in the same building. I’m an attorney.”


  “Oh, how lovely.” My father is still all smiles.


  I have a mind to remedy that. No one should be happy when I’m so miserable. It’s possible, the guilt I’m feeling over trying to set her on my father is getting to me already, since I cannot stop myself from speaking. “She’s being modest, father. Ingrid actually owns the building our offices are in, or so she says. Apparently, she’s our landlord.” I smile inwardly. Let him chew that fat for a bit and see how he likes being held by the short hairs.


  “Is that so?” he says, never batting a single eyelash. “How interesting. And how long have you owned the building?”


  “Five years.” She puts her napkin in her lap and looks over at me. Is that a warning in her gaze? Humph. I don’t see anything. Not. A. Thing.


  “Do you own any other properties I might know about?” The gleam is in his eye. The gleam that consists of floating dollar signs and funding for his next year’s country club membership.


  Good God, no, Father! She’s not a fish! Not a fish! We don’t need her on our rolls!


  “I own a nightclub, a few other office buildings, and a small commercial plaza.”


  “Ah, a serious investor.” He lifts his mimosa and holds it out in her direction. “Welcome to the fold,” he says.


  And now I know that he has put her into his memory bank as a potential future client.


  My head falls nearly to my chest as I realize that I am brown bread. I groan and drop my gaze to the table. I already have heartburn and I haven’t even had a bite to eat yet.


  “What’s the matter, son?” My father puts his hand on my arm.


  I rub my chest. “Heartburn. Don’t mind me.”


  Edward kicks me under the table, but I shake my head silently and refuse to look at him. Of course I’ll have to give him the details that I refused to reveal last night when we left the serpent’s lair, but now’s not the time. I have to wait and see how this plays out. I have to find my moment, my in. My escape hatch. Sometime before she forces me to see her naked would be nice.


  “Thank you, Frank. It’s great to be here. William and I have had our eyes on each other for a long time.”


  My face goes pale at the very idea. I raise my head, just so that I can be sure I’m not being blagged. That would be something Edward would orchestrate. He’s even diabolical enough to suss Ingrid out and recruit her to participate in his evil pranks.


  But no … one look at his expression and I know this is not his doing. He actually appears as if he pities me. He doesn’t even know the half of it.


  “Is that right?” Frank smiles at me. “You’re a sly one, William. I hadn’t a clue.”


  “Neither had I,” I say under my breath. Then, “Pass the jam, would you? I find myself in need of a sugar boost.”


  “Tea?” the butler asks.


  I shake my head. Even PG Tips won’t ease my sorry soul this morn. I busy myself with tending to brekky as Ingrid prattles on about some thing or another. I can’t bring myself to listen or even look in her direction. I’m too busy scheming a way out of this mess. Passing her off on my father is a terrifically horrid idea. He can be a bit of a wanker, but he did give me life. I can’t very well throw him into the viper pit, now can I?


  His voice filters into my conscience mind. “Well, I’ll say, it’s about time William showed some interest in the opposite sex. I was beginning to think he was a poof.”


  Or perhaps I can throw him in.


  “Father, did you know that Ingrid here is a fan of gardening? Just like you. She’s asked after your flowers.” I shove the jam-covered bap into my mouth to keep from over-selling it. My eyes roll from her to him and rest there as my eyebrows go up. Take the bait, Father. Reel her in.


  “Is that a fact?” My father says slowly, turning to face her better.


  “No, actually, I just said that to try and start a conversation with your son. He’s so quiet all the time.” She smiles slyly at me.


  Match point to the viper. Game over. I am once again brown bread. My heart sinks.


  “Nonsense,” says my father. He drops his easygoing bloke ruse in a flash and fixes her with a serious stare. When this happens to me, it strikes fear in my heart — an automatic reaction I’ve had years to cultivate —, but she’s too daft to realize she’s stepped in it. “No need to play coy with me, young lady. How about you pick up your glass and allow me to show you round the rose garden? I’ll change your mind in a trice, I guarantee it.”


  I slow my chewing as I take in the details of the rapidly changing atmosphere.


  Ingrid looks as though she’s swallowed a canary. Edward is grinning. My father has a challenge in his eye.


  Could it be …? My chest swells with hope and pride. Yes! Somehow he has picked up on my distress and is coming to save the day. Daddy to the rescue! I could kiss the man. I won’t, but I’m saying I could. He would deserve it.


  “Well, if you insist.” Ingrid waits for my father’s response.


  “Indeed, I do.” He stands and reaches over to pull out her chair.


  She also stands because she can hardly refuse at this point, now can she?


  I’m nearly giddy with pleasure. This tour should take at least ten minutes. Ten minutes wherein I can breathe and scheme for my escape. Perhaps I can come down with something in that short period of time. Lurgi? Something more serious? Bronchitis? EColi poisoning perhaps? Is death by boysenberry jam a real diagnosis?


  “William, why don’t you join us?” she asks.


  Is that a hint of desperation in her voice? Oh rapture … it well and truly is! A unicorn will surely come strolling around the hedgerow now. I turn to see the blessed event.


  Edward places a hand on my shoulder. “Nothing doing, tosser. You still owe me an explanation as to why you didn’t bring that P&L issue up to me sooner.” He looks at our father and nods. “Off you go, then. I’ll get him back on the straight and narrow while you’re gone.”


  Color me shocked. I didn’t even know Edward was aware there was a problem. Thank you, Scotland!


  “But it’s Sunday brunch,” Ingrid says, trying to laugh us all off. “Please say you men aren’t the type to work when you should be relaxing...”


  My father holds out an elbow for her to take. “Better get used to it, Ingrid. This family is all work and no play. Business is business, as they say.”


  She slides her arm reluctantly through his and looks back over her shoulder at me. “Don’t disappear on me, Will.”


  “I wouldn’t dream of it,” I say, meaning the exact opposite.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  Jennifer


  



  IT’S MONDAY MORNING AND MY broker is suddenly standing over me as I click away at the computer. I’m glad he wasn’t here ten minutes sooner or he would have caught me Googling William Stratford again. Not that it would matter to my job position or anything, since I’m pretty much self-employed, but still. Having anyone catch me mooning over a guy is embarrassing.


  Obviously not embarrassing enough that I’ve stopped doing it, though. I now have a list of all the properties associated with William’s company. He wasn’t kidding when he said the Stratfords are investors. It looks like his family owns half the city. That’s an exaggeration, but seriously … why does anyone need to own this many buildings? It makes me feel even more inconsequential than I already did. William must have women falling all over him every day. Didn’t that woman at the charity ball call him the most eligible bachelor in the city?


  “Can you join us?” Bob asks, pulling me out of my depressing thoughts. “We’re in the conference room.”


  “Do we have a meeting scheduled?” I click to view my online schedule. It’s blank, and besides … it’s Monday. We never have meetings on Monday. I’m not usually in the office either, preferring to work from home, but I do try to drop in for things that are put on my calendar by Bob’s assistant, Shelley.


  I don’t see Bob that often, but when he schedules things I do my best to be there, mostly because he’s a really nice guy and was kind enough to take me in when I was desperate. I definitely don’t go to them because they have any point or are helpful. Talk about a time suck. Usually Bob drones on for so long that half the room falls asleep before he’s done, and the only reason we’re awake for the first part is because he provides donuts; it’s the sugar-high alone that keeps our eyes open.


  I haven’t been here long enough to share my trade secrets in these so-called ‘team meetings’. I learned the hard way that to stay competitive in this business, you have to be careful about who you share techniques with. My ex has a booming business thanks in no small part to my contributions on strategy and business planning … not that he ever gave me credit for my ideas, the jerk.


  I just need another year or two of gathering up listings and clients, and my business life will go off like a rocket. My personal life will probably still be fizzling into the dirt, but hey, no one has it all, right? I can settle for being a successful business woman. All it takes is a few lucky breaks and a ton of hard work. I’ve got the hard work part down pat. Now all I need is a little luck.


  So far, my best listing is a run-down office building in a part of town I’m hoping will see a renaissance soon. The area has all the signs: younger couples moving in, lots of permits for renovations, and new businesses springing up nearby. Maybe that’s what the meeting is about. Maybe Bob will ask me to talk about the ideas I shared with him during our interview. Mia’s always telling me to stop being such a sucker and giving everyone the keys to the kingdom. What will I do if he asks me to share my best tip? Tell people not to look directly into the sun?


  “It’s kind of an impromptu thing,” he says by way of explanation.


  I look closer at his face when I notice his eyes darting down the hall and then over at the front door. Uh-oh. He’s sweating. I haven’t known him that long, but I am well aware of the fact that when Bob sweats, it’s never a good sign. The last time I saw droplets, he was working up the nerve to fire the janitorial service, and the time before that he was leaving for the divorce lawyer’s office. Not good.


  I pick up my pen and tap it on my desk. “Impromptu, huh?” Tap, tap, tap, tap…


  “Yes, um … there are some changes coming down the road, and uhh … we’re going to discuss them.”


  “Changes? What kind of changes?” Now I’m sweating too. The last big change in my work life ended up with me switching brokers and conducting very stressful emergency apartment hunting. I still don’t have a desk at home. To say I resist change is kind of an understatement.


  “Well, as you know, I’m retiring soon.”


  “I know. And we’re all going to miss you.”


  He smiles, but the emotion doesn’t reach his eyes. “That’s very kind. And I’ve been on the hunt for someone to take over when I’m gone.”


  My eyes open wider. “I had no idea. Have you made a decision yet?” Wow, maybe he’s going to crown the next king … or queen. It could be me! I could get my broker’s license.


  “Well, that will be discussed at the meeting.” He moves away from my desk at a rapid clip. “See you in there. Starts in two minutes.”


  I stare after him chewing my lip. Queen my butt. This whole situation is giving me a very bad feeling. If he had any good plans for me, certainly he would have discussed them privately before he addressed the group. He better not drop a bomb on us today. My love life is in a shambles, but I’ve always had my work to fall back on, and things were really looking up. As of this afternoon, I have several hot leads and appointments for showings booked solid through Friday. If Bob invites some controlling dipshit in here to mess me up, I’m going to be pissed.


  I stand, no longer able to resist the pull of the conference room. Might as well get it over with. How bad can it be, anyway? I know most of the brokers in town. Any one of them would be fine, except for Hank of course, that goes without saying. But Bob knows how I feel about him. I wasn’t able to hide that, although I did spare him the dirty details. He wouldn’t just spring something that awful on me. He’s a nice old man. Sweaty, but nice.


  I make my way down the hallway. Other realtors are filtering in from outside, arriving just for the meeting. How did all of them know about it and I didn’t? I make a mental note to check my calendar more closely. I should probably have a conversation with Shelley too. She’s getting ready for retirement too. Maybe her mind is slipping.


  I walk in the door, grab a cup of coffee, and take a seat next to another new girl. We exchange smiles and then stare at the front of the room. Bob is up there and he’s holding out his hand to a man who’s just come in the door behind the stragglers.


  When the stranger’s face finally registers, I suck in a huge gulp of air, feeling as though I’ve just been kicked right in the guts. Ka-chow! Judo chop!


  The girl next to me turns to stare at me. “Are you okay?” she whispers.


  I slowly shake my head from side to side. No, I am most definitely not okay.


  Mo-ther-fuck-er.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I’d like to introduce you to my heir apparent, your new broker, Hank Handler. Hank, this is your new team.”


  My lying, cheating, son of a bitch ex-boyfriend turns around and flashes his sleazy, cheesy grin at the room as he gestures to the girl standing next to him. “Hello, everyone. Nice to meet you. This is my assistant, Heather. Heather will be taking over for Shelley as soon as we’re all moved in.”


  My jaw drops open and my tongue cramps. I am literally staring at my worst nightmare. Hank’s right arm settles over Bob’s shoulders and his left over Heather’s … Heather being the twat monster ho-bag that stole Hank from me, screwing him in my own bed when I was at work. None of them are looking at me, which is good, because if they do I’m going to vomit. I’m going to vomit and then scream and then vomit some more, right here in front of all these people.


  “Are you okay?” asks the girl next to me again. She’s whispering, but several people turn around to stare at me.


  Then Heather looks over too and grins. She actually has the lady balls to grin at me.


  Oh. My. God.


  All I can say is that she is soooo very lucky I am not a ninja, because my pen would now be a Chinese star and it would be embedded in her eyeball.


  I stand, weighing my options. Physical violence or retreat? What to do, what to do, what to do…


  “Are we going somewhere?” Hank says, trying to be cute.


  The realization that I still need to work in this town, and a reputation for punching out my broker could get in the way of that, comes to mind.


  Retreat it is.


  I carefully walk around the chairs that are in my way as I head for the door, desperate not to trip, but I’m not going down quietly. No, sir. I am going to give it to those bastards with both barrels.


  Any politeness filter that might have been over my mouth disappears. I’m a little dizzy too. “I’m going home, Hank, to the tiny apartment I had to find at a moment’s notice because Heather the asshole moved into my bed, as you might recall.” My eyes scan the room as I pause near the door, and I give my former colleagues a tight smile. “Good luck, everyone. Trust me when I say you’re going to need it.” I save my last shot for Bob. “Oh, and by the way … thanks, Bob. I guess now I know why I didn’t get the memo about the meeting.”


  Beyond humiliated, I go straight to my desk without stopping. I want to take all my stuff with me including all my office supplies, but all I have are my two arms and a not-big-enough purse. In this moment I hate that I am not Mia with a dufflebag-sized purse to put all my crap in. I manage to gather a framed picture of Mia and me, a few pens, and a box of paperclips before I’m tapped out. My laptop goes under my arm and my coffee mug in my opposite hand. I’m almost to the front door when I feel a firm grip on my arm.


  Spinning around to give whoever it is a piece of my mind, I stop before I get a single syllable out because my heart is in my throat. I’m choking on the pain just the vision of his face causes me.


  “Where are you going?”


  Thankfully, my ability to speak returns immediately. My lips curl with distain. “As far away from you and your whore as I can get.”


  “Don’t call her that. She’s not a bad person.” Hank gives me his puppy dog look.


  I laugh bitterly. “Not a bad person? Excuse me, but she’s the worst kind of person. A woman who steals another woman’s man. Please. She’s a total slut and I hope she burns in hell.”


  “Keep your voice down. Jesus.” The puppy dog is gone. Hank is nervous.


  “Why?!” I’m screeching at this point. “Because you don’t want the whole team to know that you cheated on me after eight years with that whore in there who’s young enough to be your daughter?!”


  “She’s not that young. She’s twenty-two.”


  The office is dead silent except for the echoes of my voice. “You’re forty, Hank!” I lower my voice just a tad because I can feel myself losing it completely. “Whatever. I want nothing to do with you assholes. I’m out of here. Send me my last commission check by mail.”


  He grabs my arm again and pulls it hard, growling his next words. “If you’re not on my book when it comes due, you don’t get your last commission. I keep it.”


  I yank my arm away and kick at him, but he jumps out of the way before I can make contact. He smoothes down his tie once he’s righted himself.


  “Try and keep my money,” I hiss. “See what happens.” He’d better not even dare. That’s supposed to pay my rent for the next several months. Asshole!


  “Are you threatening me?” He laughs incredulously, like I’m not even capable of such a thing. Jesus, he doesn’t even know me at all. After eight years, he still underestimates me. Why oh why oh why did I waste so much of my life on this man?


  I open the door and say what I imagine to be my famous last words before I disappear from that place forever. “You bet your lying, cheating ass I’m threatening you. Do not cross me, Hank. You’ll wish you were never born.”


  The door doesn’t slam behind me like I want it to, but I abandon a better huffy exit in favor of disappearing before he can see me cry. Struggling down the street with my purse banging on my thigh, I focus on putting one foot in front of the other. I can do this. I can get home without killing someone with my car. Unless Hank happens to cross the street … all bets are off if I catch so much as a flash of his face in front of my windshield. Can you say speed bump?


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  William


  



  EDWARD PULLS HIS NAPKIN OFF his lap and wipes his mouth, all the while staring at me.


  “What?” I say, knowing full well that we are about to have the conversation I don’t want to have.


  “You’ve brought that slag into our father’s home. Surely you have a reason other than your wanker has gone wonkers.”


  “Eloquent and to the point, as usual.” I drop the pretense of eating and lean back in my chair.


  “Did I miss something last night? Because I seem to recall you being repulsed or some similar reaction after spending mere minutes in her presence.”


  I could lie. I could spin a yarn so complicated and believable that he’d back down and never say another word. But I don’t. Being a dust mote in a tornado does not suit me, at least not today. “She’s blackmailing me, Edward, and I’m stuck. Well and truly stuck. Hang me from the gallows, it’s my only hope of escape.”


  He smiles. “What’ve you done?”


  “You don’t have to look so happy about it.”


  “Of course I do. It’ll be nice to be the golden boy for a change.”


  “Naff off.”


  “Seriously, though, what did you do? She’ll be back soon, so out with it.” He casts a glance towards the hedges.


  My heart races with the idea that she’ll come back and catch me in mid-confession. I’m disgusted with myself that I feel so thoroughly bent to her will, but until I come up with a plan of action, so I shall remain. I’ll do anything to secure the future of my family’s company. Almost anything.


  “Right. Well, she apparently took a video of me and … a friend … in a dark corner. And she’s threatening to use it to discredit me to our investors.”


  “What were you doing? Drugs?” Edward leans forward, his expression going serious. This is one for the record books, as Edward is never serious about anything.


  “Don’t be ridiculous. You know I never touch the stuff.”


  “Well, what is it then, man? Don’t hold back the goods.” He’s back to smiling, of course.


  “I’d rather not say. Just that we were in a delicate situation.”


  “A little slap and tickle, eh? A bit of snogging with a willing lass?”


  “Quite. And more.”


  “More? You mean to say that you shagged some bint in a dark corner of the club?” He falls back into his chair, shaking his head. “You jammy bastard.”


  “She’s not a bint, firstly, and secondly, I’m not jammy. Not at all. I’m very un-jammy, if you must know. That bitch hanging onto Father’s arm is trying to ruin me. As it is, she’s forced me to bring her here under the pretense that it’s an actual date.” I shudder at the idea.


  He rolls his eyes. “Please. She’d be doing you a favor by sharing that tape. A sex tape will enhance your reputation around this town. Trust me on this.”


  “I don’t believe that’s correct. Our investors will not be impressed. I’m supposed to be the responsible one.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Edward’s expression darkens.


  “You know exactly what it’s supposed to mean.” The fact that he’s sitting there denying his knowledge of our roles in the family scheme of things puts me on edge.


  “No, I don’t, actually. Why don’t you enlighten me?”


  Perhaps I should pay closer attention to his tone and heed the tension I sense there, but I’m too strung out to bother. “Fine, you want to hear it, I’ll say it. You’re the ne’er do well, the one who fancies himself a playboy, skipping about town with a different woman on your arm every night. I’m the one in the office first thing every day and out of it last thing every evening. I’m the one expected to keep the business running and the pension paying out for our father’s lifestyle. Unlike you, I cannot afford to have my reputation sullied in any way that would lead our investors to believe I am not the man for the job of protecting their assets.”


  Edward smiles at me, but it has a bitter feel to it. “I had no idea you felt this way about me, brother.”


  “Oh toss off, Edward. Don’t play the fool for me. No one is looking. You don’t have to pretend to be offended over something we’ve both known since you were in nappies.”


  Edward stands just as my father and Ingrid come walking up the lawn to the terrace.


  “Where are you going?” My father asks. He’s offended as he realizes the brunch is about to be ruined by someone leaving early. He hates when people leave before the appointed hour.


  “Just leaving. I have an appointment. Must scurry.”


  “But we haven’t even started with the eggs!” Father’s face is turning pink.


  “Have my share. I found I’ve lost my appetite.” Edward doesn’t look at me as he leaves the table, and I can’t help but feel guilty.


  “Edward, don’t go, stay with us,” I say. I plead, really, because I realize now that I’ve just made my team of three Stratfords against one viper a team of … none. There is no team if Edward leaves me behind. I never know on which side of the pitch my father fancies himself from one day to the next, but all my life I’ve known that when push comes to shove, Edward would be right next to me. And yet I’ve caused him to walk out the door and leave me here. With her.


  “Cheers, then … give us a bell later,” Edward says, like it really means nothing to him that I’ve rejected him and that he’s done exactly the same to me.


  I remain cemented to my chair, gutted yet emotionally unable to stop him from leaving. I have no idea why. We’ve been arguing all our lives. Why should today’s disagreement be any different?


  The door slamming shut behind him reminds me of finality. Endings. Closures. I’m a perfectly capable, highly educated man, but in this moment I have a much greater fear for my future than I did before I came here today. Strange that it’s been brought about by the idea of Edward no longer standing beside me. I must be going mad.


  “What’d you say to him?” my father asks, still standing there.


  “Yes, Will, what did you say?” Ingrid is towering over me with an eyebrow raised at me.


  “Nothing of consequence. I believe he has an appointment with the proctologist. Pass the jam would you?”


  My father sits down with a storm cloud floating above his head. Ingrid ignores my crass comment and begins a discussion about roses that keeps my father occupied for the remainder of the meal. All the while I stare at my plate, my silverware, my water glass, and anything else I can find that isn’t Ingrid.


  Somewhere between the bacon and the blood pudding, I send up a prayer in the hope that my mother the angel is up there listening this dreadful Sunday morn.


  Mother, help me lose this lunatic woman. I pause and then decide that if I’m going to enlist the help of angels, I should go ahead and ask for the moon while I’m at it. And help me find Jennifer No-Last-Name so I can finish what we started, once and for all.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  Jennifer


  



  I’VE USED UP A WHOLE box of tissues by the time Mia comes by at lunchtime and sits down beside me at my computer. She’s the kind of friend who shows up to rescue me from the ledge after just a single text. I know I’m lucky to have her, but right now I’m wondering if I should have stayed off the phone so I could be miserable all alone.


  “You look awful,” she says, handing me another tissue from her purse. “Please wipe your nose before you make me hurl.”


  I do as she asks as I stare at the screen. I’m a mere robot. Tell me what to do and I will do it without question. Beep boop beep. There’s really no point in thinking for myself anymore. All it does is get me in trouble. Did I really say all that stuff in front of some of the most successful realtors in town? Yes. I really did. Oh, the humiliation.


  “So what are we going to do with you?” she asks, pulling me sideways with her arm wrapped around the back of my shoulders.


  I lean my head on hers, too weak to fight off her support. “Shoot me. Put me out of my misery.”


  “Phooey on that. Come on, let’s go make a plan.” She stands.


  I point at the screen and sniff. “I am making a plan. See?” I wipe the tissue under my nose. It’s starting to hurt. I’ll probably have a rash under my nostrils tomorrow from all the nose-blowing I’ve been doing. That’ll be attractive.


  She leans down and looks at the screen. “Hmmm … a list. Let’s see what you have here… One, become a prostitute. Two, join the Navy. Three, drown sorrows in OJ and wait for sugar seizures.” Mia sighs and settles her gaze on me. “How about you just find another broker and keep doing what you do best?”


  I stare at the computer screen and imagine myself sitting in another conference room getting the news that Hank is my boss. I never thought it could happen once and it did, so that means it could happen again and again and again. “Because. I can’t trust any of those assholes that they won’t sell out to the devil. Besides, Hank says he’s keeping my last commissions, so what’s the point? No one will want me.”


  Mia snorts and it makes me feel even worse. “Please,” she says. “As if he could do that. You’d have a lawyer on his ass so fast it would make his head spin.”


  My voice comes out all whiney. “I don’t have the money for a lawyer, Mia. I have enough savings to pay rent for a few months and that’s it. I’ll be eating noodles and using one-ply TP until I’m forty.” I let my head drop back so I can stare at the ceiling. The lumpy surface is stained from old water leaks. I hate my life.


  “No, you won’t. Geez, would you stop with the pity party, already? It’s getting super old and definitely lame. It’s not like you to be so weak.”


  I want to be mad at her for being so mean, but I can’t. She’s right. I’m even pissing myself off at this point. “What happened to me, Mia?” I look over at her with my puffy eyes. “When did I become such a wiener?”


  She gives me a pity smile. “You’re not a wiener. You’ve just been knocked down and kicked a little bit by life, but that doesn’t mean you deserved it. It happens to everyone once in a while. The difference between a wiener and you is that a wiener would use this as an excuse to quit. You’re not going to do that.”


  “I’m not?”


  “No. Hell no, you’re not.”


  “What should I do?” My arms hang listlessly next to my chair. I literally do not have the energy right now to lift them or make my own decisions.


  “If this were me sitting here bawling and making stupid lists, what would you advise me to do?”


  “I don’t know.” Dropping my chin to my chest, I stare down into my lap.


  “Bullshit. Tell me. Advise me. You’re good at that stuff.”


  “I am?” I look into her eyes again. It doesn’t seem like she’s just trying to make me feel better. My arms lift to rest in my lap.


  “Yes. Who was the one who told me to follow my passions after my divorce?”


  “Me, I guess.” We hardly knew each other then. I used to be an awesome friend when I wasn’t feeling sorry for myself all the time. Hank took so much from me. The question is, why did I let him?


  “Exactly. And that’s what led me to working for Malcolm.”


  Rolling my eyes, I respond. “And that’s worked out so well.”


  “As a matter of fact, it has. I got a raise today.” She grins huge.


  I narrow my eyes. “Tell me you didn’t blow him.”


  She slaps me hard enough to sting. “No, bitch, I did not blow him. I worked my ass off.”


  “Not bent over?”


  Another slap, but this time I laugh.


  “Ow, watch it.”


  “Stop acting like I’m a ho. I worked for it the regular way. And he finally gave me a little recognition.”


  “That was long overdue,” I say, reaching over and taking Mia’s waist into a hug. “Congrats. You’re awesome.”


  She pats me on the head. “I know. But it’s nice to know my boss acknowledges it officially.”


  We pull apart and I stare at her. She’s so pretty and smart and strong. “I wish I was more like you.”


  She reaches over and tries to fix my hair but gives up pretty quickly. “You’re way better off being you, trust me.” Taking me by the hand, she makes me stand and walks over to my couch. Sitting down, she drags me down with her so we can sit side-by-side. We put our feet up on the coffee table and both sigh at the exact same time.


  “So what’s the plan, Stan?” she asks. “New job, right?”


  I shrug. “I guess. I have no idea where, though.”


  “How about you call up William and ask him if there’s a position open for you?” She snort-giggles.


  “Very funny.”


  She whacks me on the upper arm with the back of her hand and sits up a little, suddenly excited. “No, wait, I’m serious.”


  I roll my eyes. “I will smother you with a pillow if I have to.”


  “No, really, listen.” She’s getting all amped up now, so I’m forced to turn around and give her my full attention. Otherwise, I’m likely to get hit again.


  “What?”


  “He deals in investment property. You have all kinds of investment property in your client base. Go sell him some of your stuff!” She bounces a few times on her cushion.


  “I need to hang my license with a broker. I can’t just walk around selling property as a freelance realtor.”


  “Hang it with him!” She grabs my arm and squeezes the crud out of it.


  “Ow, lemme go.”


  “No, listen!”


  “Geez, I’m listening, lighten up.”


  She lets me go and claps her hands several times rapidly. “He must have a broker’s license or know someone who does. Just go there and then show him your stuff. I don’t mean stuff as in your hootchie, of course, I mean, he’s already seen that … show him your properties.”


  Just the idea makes butterflies spontaneously appear and begin battle formations in my stomach. “No, I couldn’t do that.”


  “Why not?”


  “Because. Just … because.” Goosebumps break out all over my legs.


  She folds her arms across her chest and stops bouncing. “Give me one good reason. Just one, and I’ll let it go.”


  I shake my head.


  “One. That’s all you need to give me.” She’s teasing me now. I know this tone well; she senses victory on the horizon. Blood in the water.


  I throw up my hands. “Fine. You want one reason? It’ll make me look desperate. There. That’s your reason.”


  “Bullshit. It’ll make you look like a hungry businesswoman. You’re in sales, for God’s sake. Act like it.”


  “Yeah, but we slept together. Twice!”


  “Slept? Are you sure there was any sleeping involved?” She giggles again.


  I shove her but she goes nowhere. “Shut up.”


  “Seriously.” She’s giving me the disappointed look.


  “Seriously what?”


  “Seriously call him! What do you have to lose?”


  “My pride, maybe?” She can’t be serious. I hate being desperate, but even more so, I hate looking desperate. Ugh.


  “And how much is that worth to you right now, being unemployed and two months from homeless?”


  “A lot, actually!” She has some nerve judging me like this. I’m almost ready to be mad at her.


  She stands. “Try and guess how many prideful people end up eating in soup kitchens.” She’s halfway to the door before I can answer.


  “None!”


  She fixes me with a dead serious glare and drops her tone. “Think again, okay? Just … think again.” And then she’s gone.


  I sit there on the couch staring at the door. I’ve known Mia for years, but it’s clear she has a past that she keeps very separate from her current life, a past I know very little about. In some ways my best friend is an open book, but when it comes to life before we met, her memories are locked in a bank vault that no one has the combination for. This is the closest I’ve been to learning anything about it.


  Was Mia hinting that she was homeless at some point? How is that even possible?


  I stand, shaking off the idea. Ridiculous. Mia is and always has been sophisticated, confident, and balsy. No way could she ever end up on the streets. The streets are for people who have illnesses. Drug addictions. Problems way too difficult to handle alone.


  I glance over at my computer screen. Fear rushes through me as I realize that I’m not that far away from having to make some very hard choices. Mia would offer to take me in, but I’d feel terrible about taking advantage of her. I have to be able to pay my own way and take care of myself. I’m an adult for shit’s sake. I cannot end up homeless. I just can’t.


  I flop back down into my chair in front of my laptop. My fingers fly over the keyboard and without me even thinking about it, they’ve brought up William Stratford’s contact information from his company’s website. I swallow with difficulty as I stare at my phone.


  Can I do this? Can I really call the man who I’m never supposed to talk to again and ask him for a job?


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  William


  



  TODAY IS A RECORD DAY for me. It is the first Monday I’ve arrived in the office before five in the morning. I’m normally an early-to-work person, but desperation has turned me into a madman. I’ll do anything to avoid bumping into Ingrid the brunch hijacker. I believe she has enough class to leave me to my own devices whilst inside my office. I hope. The only danger zones where I might bump into her are the lobby and the elevator, both of which I have studiously avoided. Being winded by a bit of stair climbing is a small price to pay for my sanity.


  The P&Ls from our overseas division reveal nothing. Not because there’s nothing to see there, but because every time I try to focus on the numbers they begin to swim before my eyes. I cannot concentrate on a single thing besides the last conversation I had with Ingrid when I dropped her off at her car following brunch.


  Sleep with her this weekend at her place? Preposterous. It will never happen. Not in a million years. Don’t get me wrong … I enjoy the opposite sex with unrivaled enthusiasm when the situation is right, but I am no gigolo. I have exactly five days to figure out how to remove her fangs from my manly parts, and I will succeed. I merely lack a few resources to accomplish this today, but certainly they cannot be that difficult to acquire. Money is no object. I will win at this game she’s playing, there is no doubt about that. And I will do it without a smidge of tarnish ending up on the company’s reputation.


  “Sir?”


  A frizzy red head has appeared in my doorway, causing me to check my desk clock. Tick tock, it’s already eight o’clock. Where has the morning gone?


  “Yes, Miss Meechum?” I press my lips together, expressing my irritation with her interruption. Can’t she see I’m busy staring at blurred figures on paper right now?


  “Is there anything you need?” she asks in a meek voice.


  I frown at her. “Have I sent you a message or an email?”


  “No, sir.”


  “Then I believe you have your answer.”


  She bites her lip and stares at the carpet.


  “Are you ill?” I set my papers down on the desktop. I wasn’t joking about my oriental rug before. If she takes another step inside my office as an ill person and manages to ruin my carpet, I will terminate her without a second thought.


  “No. I’m just wondering … if you are. Not feeling well, I mean.” She pushes the door open a bit more and puts a leg inside.


  “Tut tut … stop right there.” I hold up a hand. “What are you about, then? I’m busy here and feeling just fine, thank you for your concern, but you can go back to your desk now.”


  Oblivious to my stop signal, she continues to work her way into my office. Now her entire head is inside and her outrageously pink suit is as well. Whoever it is who convinced this poor woman that pink is the new black should be taken outdoors and flogged.


  “It’s just that … it’s eight o’clock, and usually by now you’ve sent me ten messages and emails and given me five different things to do.” She takes a sprig of hair in her finger and begins winding it round and round. “I’ve made a paperclip chain that’s about five feet long.”


  I blink a few times with purpose, hoping the effort will both calm me and assist me with understanding her frivolity. Unfortunately, it does not appear to be working.


  “Are you asking for sick leave?”


  She frowns. “No. Why would you think that?”


  “I assumed you were educating me on the nuances of your treatment plan. Are paperclip chains some sort of therapy for a mental illness you failed to disclose on your CV?”


  “No,” she smiles and comes into the room completely, shutting the door behind her. “You’re so silly. I’m just bored, Mr. Stratford. You haven’t given me anything to do today. It’s Monday. We have a whole week ahead of us. There’s got to be something you need help with.”


  I roll my eyes heavenward for a moment, hoping someone up there will help me. I’m so distracted by the idea of angels sending me signals that my mouth gets ahead of my brain. “What you can do is practice your computer hacking skills, as I believe I will be needing them shortly.”


  Her jaw drops open in a very unladylike fashion and her complexion turns pale. “Are you serious?”


  I wave her off, embarrassed that she’s caught me dreaming aloud. It appears as if I’m falling apart. First, I make the decidedly stupid decision to have sexual intercourse in the middle of a public club, and then I nearly suggest to my assistant that she hack into a computer to save my sorry arse … the assistant who tangles her hair in baskets and makes very long paperclip chains. Perhaps I do need a doctor.


  “No, of course I’m not serious. I don’t mean to be rude, but would you mind please going away? Far away? I’m very busy right now. Make another paperclip chain if you must, but don’t interrupt me again unless someone is bleeding from an artery.”


  She backs up until her heels hit the wall behind her, next to my door. “Sir, I’m going to call your father and ask him what to do.”


  I stand abruptly and point my pen at her. “You will do no such thing.” I’ve spoken with quite a bit more force than I meant to. Taking a deep breath, I smooth down the front of my tie and my ruffled emotions.


  “Sir?” She shrinks down to two-thirds her normal size. It’s quite impressive, actually, how much air she’s able to hold inside her body.


  “This is none of his business,” I clarify in a much calmer tone. “If you have a question, you come to me. You work for me, not him.”


  “Of course, sir. I wasn’t saying …”


  I have no interest in hearing the rest of her drivel. I sit down and pick up my papers once more. “Run along, then. Get to work. Surely you can keep yourself busy for the morning until I’m ready to speak with you again.”


  “Yes, of course. I can do that, no problem at all. Just let me know if you need anything. I’ll be right outside.” She grabs the door and throws it open, catching it before it swings too far. A lump of frizz falls into her face and she attempts to blow it away. She fails. I now have spittle on my door frame.


  “Right. Cheerio.” I ignore the rest of her exit in favor of staring at swimming numbers.


  She takes the hint and disappears, but she doesn’t leave me alone for long. As the clock on my desk rings gently that it’s half-past the hour, a private message window pops up on my desktop.


  “I did leave some details off my CV.”


  My hands rise up to rub my face. I’m afraid I’m seeing imaginary things; but no, her message is still there. What are we doing now? Confessions? Have I somehow become an agony aunt for the office? I scrub and scrub at my face, running my fingers through my hair when I’m finished. It’s possible I need a vacation. If I thought I could take one without Ingrid showing up to claim her spot next to me, I’d leave right now. Right this very second. Barbados, anyone?


  Instead, I lower my fingers to the keyboard and type out my response.


  “I’m certain I don’t need to know.”


  Curiosity keeps my eyes glued to the screen. I am not disappointed when she replies swiftly.


  “I’m certain you do want to know.”


  Edward would sweep his hand across the desk and throw everything to the floor. He’d grab the brass and crystal clock and throw it against the wall making a terrific disaster that everyone would talk about for months. Today, I wish I could be Edward. But I am not. I am me.


  “Come speak to me at your earliest convenience.”


  Turning my chair to face the door, I sit back and fold my hands in my lap. When I realize this makes me appear too kind, I rest them on the arms of my chair. There. That will strike fear into her heart. I am a lion and I will bite your frizzy head off if you displease me. Roar, indeed.


  The pink suit is back. “Can I come in?”


  “I don’t know. Can you?” Grammar lessons are lost on her. I know this, and yet I persist.


  She frowns in confusion but opens the door anyway. “I think so.”


  I look purposefully at the chair in front of me and she takes the hint. I say nothing as she settles herself in and then stares at me.


  If this is to be a battle of wills, I shall win. She knows this and I know this. The silence in the room gathers, waiting to see who will bend first.


  “I have a confession to make,” she says. She lets out a stream of air like a balloon being deflated. Her helmet of red frizz trembles a bit at the ends.


  “So I gathered.”


  “I left some skills off my CV.”


  My eyebrow goes up. If she offers me sexual favors I shall send her packing. I’m using all my defenses against Ingrid; I cannot be expected to fight them all. I am a man, after all is said and done.


  “Do tell,” I say dryly.


  “I’m good with computers.”


  I sigh heavily. She’s so dull-witted I’m almost convinced she’s sucking the intelligence right out of my brain, just by sitting across from me. Would an aluminum hat protect me from the effects? I’m almost tempted to fashion one from odds and ends in the kitchenette. I shall enlist the help of the coffee pot.


  “Do you know what I mean?” she asks.


  “I suppose it means you know how to turn one on, click the mouse, enter data, print things …” I shake my head, hoping she’ll give me more to work with. “I really do have things to do today, Miss Meechum. Surely you do as well.”


  “I want to help you.” She appears desperate.


  “You have helped me. You printed out the reports I asked for, you compiled them.” I realize then that she’s fearing for her job. “You’ve nothing to worry about at the moment. I’m not going to make you redundant.”


  She frowns. “What does that mean?”


  “It means I won’t be terminating your employment. Not today.”


  “Oh. Well, I wasn’t really worried about that.”


  My chin moves back towards my neck. She’s surprised me, which isn’t easy to do. “What are you about, then? Why the messages, interrupting my work?” I flick a gaze over to my screen where her private message sits.


  She leans over, grabs the arms of her chair and drags it closer to my desk before sitting again. She’s speaking barely above a whisper. “I sent that to you because you said that thing about hacking computers.”


  My foolish mouth has gotten me into trouble again. Time to repair the damage. “It was a poorly timed joke. Nothing to worry about. Forget I said it.”


  “I could do that. Hack a computer. If you needed me to, I mean. I mean, not like to steal money or be a thief, because I follow the law … for the most part … but if you needed to see inside someone’s computer, I could help you with that.”


  My motor nerves have gone numb. I’m frozen, like an Abraham Lincoln statue, in my chair. The only things I can move are my fingers and they are gripping the arm rests enough to turn my knuckles white.


  “Whatever are you talking about?” I manage to say a few seconds later.


  She twists her mouth all around, her gaze darting from my desk to my computer, to my clock, and to my wall. She is looking everywhere but at me.


  “Miss Meechum, I asked you a simple question and I expect an answer that makes sense.”


  She stands all of a sudden. “Never mind. I’m just being silly.” She points at me. “Ha, ha, joke’s on you!” She moves around her chair, backing towards the door.


  I’m struck speechless. She is a complete ninny, and all I can do is stare at her as she stumbles towards the door. Before I can construct a response, she is gone again.


  My only companion is the clock, and it continues to tick-tock, tick-tock, reminding me of how much closer the weekend is now than it was just moments before.


  I swivel sideways in my chair and look at my screen. Why on earth would she send me this message as a joke? She wouldn’t, now would she? That would make even less sense than the thing being true.


  Could it be true? That the daft woman on the other side of the wall isn’t nearly as daft as she appears? Doubt trickles in. Yes, I suppose it’s possible. She does know her way around a spreadsheet, more so than any previous assistants I’ve been forced to endure. And she did become very nervous when she accidentally mentioned hacking into my email account that one time…


  A light of hope sparks to life inside my chest. Ingrid has me by the short hairs but only because she holds a computer file over my head. What if she no longer had that file? What if I could erase it from existence?


  This glimpse of freedom is all it takes for me to consider the impossible. Before this weekend, I would have ended the employ of Miss Meechum just for admitting to not being entirely truthful in her interview, for admitting that she engages in questionable practices that involve computers. But today, I view this as an opportunity, a skill to be utilized in the running of my business. The fact that it’s more my personal business than that of the company does give me pause, but it does not stop me from sending my next message over the computer lines directly to her desk:


  “Show me what you can do.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  MY FINGERS TREMBLE AS I dial the phone. I can do this. Why am I so freaked out? Probably because I know that this is an act of desperation, that somehow William will figure out that I’ve Googled him fifty times and will come to the conclusion that I’m a freak. I’m just glad Mia left and isn’t here to witness my shame.


  I fully expect to have to work my way through several layers of secretaries, so when the voice at the other end of the line is male and has a British accent, I’m taken aback.


  “Stratford Investments, how may I help you?”


  “Uhh … ummm … hello. May I speak with … William? Mr. Stratford, I mean?”


  “That would depend,” says the voice.


  My face heats up and my belly warms. I’m almost sure this is William himself, but just in case it’s his brother or a cousin or a completely unrelated British man, I keep my cool. Or at least, I try to keep my cool, even though my heart is doing flips in my chest.


  “Okay, well, my name is Jennifer, and I’m a realtor currently looking to hang my license with a broker who is interested in making some commercial property investments. I have several clients who will come with me.”


  There’s a pause and then finally a response. I’m sweating as I wait for it.


  “Jennifer No-Last-Name, is that it? Is that who I shall say is calling?”


  I’m almost positive this is William. The hint of a smile behind his voice is undeniable.


  “Yes, you can tell him that if you want. Or you could just give him my real last name if you prefer.”


  “Hmmm, I’m not sure that I do prefer it. A bit of mystery is always fun, wouldn’t you agree?”


  Is this a hint? Is he telling me to get lost? That he prefers not knowing who I am? Or is he flirting? My heart is ready to explode, it’s beating so fast. What should I say? What would Mia say?


  I decide that playing it cool, casual, and possibly stupid is my best bet. I don’t want to get ahead of myself. “If you say so. Listen, ummm, if this isn’t William could you tell him to call me back?”


  “And if it is William?” he asks.


  My ears are on fire. “Well, I’d first want to know why he’s answering his own phone, and second, I would hang up so I could go die from embarrassment.”


  Oh god! Honesty? Seriously?! That was my grand plan? Ugh. Why did I just say that?


  “Embarrassed?” he asks. “Whyever would you be embarrassed?”


  I’m in full-on panic mode now. I can’t tell if he’s mocking me or if he’s even William at this point. Maybe British people like to pull pranks. Or maybe this isn’t him. Maybe it just sounds like him. It could be his son. Oh, God! What if he’s married with kids?!


  “I have to go,” I blurt out. “Nice talking to you.” And then I hang up the phone.


  Dropping my head to my kitchen table, I moan. This is so not how I saw this phone call going. Yes, I thought it would be awkward, but a total disaster? No. That was not on my radar. Since when am I twelve years old on a telephone? Maybe I should skip therapy and check myself into a residential treatment place or something.


  A minute or two later, my phone rings on the table, the vibration making it buzz and bump along the surface. I tilt my head up and open one eye. My heart flips again imagining it could be William, but the caller ID shows unknown, not Stratford Investments. I push the red button to send it to voicemail. I’m not in the mood to fend off any sales pitches right now, and if it’s Hank, he can kiss my big white butt. I’m never speaking to him again unless it’s to discuss the details of him paying me my commission.


  I’m pouring myself a glass of OJ when the phone beeps to tell me I have a message. Maybe it wasn’t a sales call. Those people usually don’t leave traces of their harassment behind. I press the button to listen to it over my speaker phone. My glass freezes halfway to my mouth as the voice comes out and fills the kitchen. The voice with the British accent.


  “Jennifer No-Last-Name, I presume? I hope you don’t mind that I’ve taken your number from the caller identification. This is William Stratford. You rang to speak with me today, but then you disconnected the call, I believe on purpose. I must admit to being extremely disappointed at that turn of events, and I apologize if I said anything that caused you strife. I hope you have not abandoned all thoughts of making me a proposal? Because I can assure you, I’d be interested in hearing it. I remain at your disposal. Please ring me back. I believe you have the number.”


  It’s a good thing my glass is thick, otherwise I’d have crushed it by now, I’m squeezing it so hard. He wants me to call him back. He’s interested in my proposal!


  I chew my lip until it’s tender. There’s a battle going on inside me that’s whipping my emotions and my hormones up into one hell of a tornado. We’re talking business, here, not personal stuff. But his tone was so sexy! I could practically feel him touching me. Maybe it’s on purpose, but maybe that’s just how he always is. How would I know? I’ve always been around him with the understanding that we were going to have sex. Of course he’d be all sexy then, but maybe it’s just his persona.


  I don’t want to pick up the wrong vibe and make a fool of myself. Maybe I should just go at it one hundred percent professional and pretend like we never met before. Would that be weird? But wouldn’t it also be weird to act like our one-night stand means something more than it did? It sure doesn’t mean he owes me a business relationship. But then to act like I don’t even know him … that’s just strange. I know him probably better than most people.


  Ugh, this is awful. Why did I listen to Mia? She says her plans are great, but they aren’t. Her plans suck. I tap my fingernails on the table over and over. When that does nothing to help ease my racing mind, I spin the phone around and around, but that’s not helping either. I keep thinking about my future, my rent coming due, my business life falling apart. William has asked me for a proposal, a business proposal, but it’s probably a terrible idea to even go down that road.


  But what other options do I have right now? Sure I could hang my license with another broker. But then with Hank’s world domination scheme going, chances are I’d run into him again, maybe even find myself stuck with him again in a conference room. A girl can only do so many grand exits before they start looking pitiful.


  And there’s Heather. Errrgh, Heather. I couldn’t ever work with that woman. I don’t even trust myself to see her again and not go all Kill Bill on her. I wish I were a more physically violent person. Slapping her would give me so much satisfaction, and I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t regret it one bit. But then again, she’s living with Hank now, and working with him too. Isn’t she already suffering?


  I smile at that concept and my entire mood changes. That’s right. Heather did me a favor. I should probably send her flowers or a gift. She and Hank totally deserve each other.


  Before I can stop myself, I go on my computer and do exactly what I just fantasized about. Giggling like a maniac, I use my limited funds to put in an order with an online florist for an ugly mixed bouquet stuck into a giant coffee cup. It’s almost like I’m on drugs, I’m so dizzy with happiness. The card will read: To Hank and Heather, As you sow, so shall you reap. You two deserve each other. I guess I’m feeling a little dramatic with a touch of some Fatal Attraction action thrown in for good measure, but what the hell. Might as well go balls-out with my petty revenge, right?


  It’s almost cleansing, to fight back in that little way. I feel powerful and alive, not nearly as pitiful as I did earlier. William called me and said he wants a proposal, and that’s exactly what I’m going to give him.


  I scramble to pull together the documents I will need and make the phone calls to my clients to be sure they’ll follow me over. One Powerpoint, eight client confirmations, and several scanned items later, and I’m ready. I just hope he hasn’t decided in the last two hours to change his mind.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  William


  



  IT FIGURES THAT THE ONE time my assistant is too tied up to take a call, Jennifer rings. It’s not that I mind having her catch me playing at receptionist, it’s just that I felt totally unprepared to manage the situation. Too many things are happening at once. I’ve just agreed to watch Miss Meechum show me her hacking talents, and I’m still worried about the fact that Ingrid has my goolies in her pocketbook. Now the mystery woman who was supposed to stay in my past forever, but who I cannot get off my mind, is calling me at work? Surprise! Welcome to the looney bin!


  I used to fancy myself a multi-tasker of the highest degree. I now know that to be a complete falsehood and more than a dramful of wishful thinking. Sadly, I am like most men I know, one-track minded. And right now my mind is on the track of getting rid of Ingrid and the little problem she presents. That’s my excuse for mucking up the call with Jennifer and making a complete toad of myself. I didn’t even get her last name when I had the opportunity. I should know better than to try to be cute.


  “Okay, I’m back.” Miss Meechum is standing in my doorway, all smiles and pink. “Do you want me to show you now?”


  It is possible that the mere mention of showing me her skills caused Miss Meechum to need to run to the loo, but I don’t ask for explanations. She had to leave and now she’s back. To show me her hacking skills. Good God, what was I thinking?


  She wants to know if I’m ready for potential disaster. “I’m not sure, to be honest.”


  Laughing, she comes fully into the room. “You’re so funny. You need to move, though, so I can sit in your spot.” She picks up the chair across from my desk and carries it over, dropping it on my foot in the process as I attempt to move out of her path.


  I try to manage the pain with a sharp intake of breath, but it’s not enough. “Bloody hell!” I growl out, limping in a small circle.


  “Oh my god! I’m so sorry!” Her hands flutter around like injured birds. “I totally nailed your foot!”


  “Not to worry,” I grunt, holding out an arm to keep her from getting too close. “I have another.” I stand upright and limp over to the chair she’s provided, waiting for her to sit in mine before I’m able to relax. Just being near her is risky. I’d never stand next to her in a kitchen. Too many knives about to be safe.


  She glances over her shoulder at me for a moment, still worried, but then she quickly gives all her attention to the computer. “Do you want me to explain what I’m doing as I go?”


  “Do you want me to listen to what you have to say when it’s important?”


  “Uhhh … yes?”


  “Then, no. Just do what you do and give me a summary of the highlights.”


  Her fingers fly across the keyboard so rapidly, I cannot keep track of the words she’s typing. Screens open and close, and yet I never see her actually touch the mouse. It is impressive, I must admit.


  “What is that you’re doing there?” I ask, no longer able to remain a mere spectator.


  She sighs. “I thought you didn’t want to know.”


  I frown. “I don’t. Forget I asked.”


  I’m not sure how much time passes. My eyes go blurry at all the activity on my computer monitor and my mind begins to wander.


  Jennifer called me. Jennifer Still-No-Last-Name. And she wants to work with me? It’s so out of the blue, I’m having a hard time assimilating the idea into my work life. She has some investments I might be interested in, or so she says. She’s looking for a broker? Does this mean she quit her current broker specifically to be with me? No, that would be absurd. It would be frightening as well. It rings of commitment, one I’m not prepared to make. I’m already in enough trouble; I don’t need any stalkers added to my pile. Jennifer could never be a stalker, though. I don’t know her that well outside of our little arrangement, but I know that much.


  Perhaps she’s merely focused on her business and this has nothing to do with our tryst or feelings she might have for me. Her ad did say she was a successful businesswoman. Stratford Investments is cream of the crop, my father and I have seen to that. Who wouldn’t want to shelve their hat in our wardrobe? Perhaps she was already at loose ends when I met her, and after spending more time in my company she’s decided I’m worth seeing on a more professional level.


  Could I be happy with that? Satisfied with being colleagues? Could I work in the same space as Jennifer and not stare at her beautiful breasts, not long to be nestled between her thighs, not re-play over and over the two best sexual events of my life?


  Probably not.


  The question is, would this be what she’d expect? Or would she be open to something more … interesting? There’s absolutely no way for me to know unless I ask her. My dratted blood pressure spikes up just considering the idea. Our meeting was only to be for a single night. I wrangled another from her by wile alone. I’m not sure I’m up to doing it again in such a suave manner. I’ll surely come off as a cad.


  But she might say yes. She could say that she wants to see me again and it would be here in my office and we’d talk business, but then perhaps our conversation would take a turn for the past and we’d talk about how lovely it was to see one another again and then if I say everything right after that, she might take off her blouse.


  “I’ll be right back.” I stand, only a shadow of pain left in my damaged foot. “I need to make a quick phone call.”


  “I’m almost done.” Miss Meechum pauses in her typing to look at me.


  “Won’t take but a moment.” Now that the idea has planted itself in my mind, it will not be denied. I retrieve the last incoming phone number off the screen of my telephone and use it to ring Jennifer back on my cell as I step out of my office and close the door. My palms become clammy with sweat as I stand out in the corridor. The employees working busily in their cubicles look up at me with curiosity, so I turn my back and face my closed door.


  She isn’t answering. Bloody hell, that cannot be a good sign. But I shall carry on and leave a message because I cannot succeed without even giving it a go, now can I?


  I end the call after speaking to her mailbox and step back into my office. Miss Meechum is grinning at me. It’s very disconcerting with all that hair involved.


  “Come see what I did.”


  I make my way around the desk and look at the monitor. There’s an email inbox showing, but it’s not mine.


  “What is that?” I lean in closer. The name Ingrid leaps out at me like a neon banner, and my heart literally stops beating. I rub my chest as it kick-starts again and rushes to catch up to its normal rhythm.


  “It’s that woman’s email.” She giggles. “She thinks she’s all that and a bag of doughnuts, but she’s not.”


  I choke to get my heart going again. “Pardon me, but, uhh …” Words are failing me. I used to be so eloquent.


  Miss Meechum looks up at me over her shoulder. “I don’t like her. She came in here this morning as I was unlocking the front door, demanding to see you. She has a lot of nerve.”


  I’m taken aback. “She did?” And here I thought I was safe inside my office. I’ve underestimated my nemesis once again.


  “Yes. But I told her in no uncertain terms that you do not see people without an appointment and that she could call later after I’ve had my coffee and I’d see what you have available.”


  I’m filled with a sense of gratitude like I’ve never known before. “If I weren’t so afraid of your hair, Miss Meechum, I would embrace you right now.”


  She frowns. “Why would you be afraid of my hair?”


  I grin as best I can. Surely it’s more of a grimace, but hopefully she won’t notice. “Because it’s ever so lovely, of course. Wouldn’t want to cock it up.”


  She bursts out laughing. “You have no idea what you just said.” Turning back to the computer monitor, she sighs happily. “You British … you’re so funny and you don’t even know it.”


  I look back at the screen, happy to change the subject. “So, you chose this particular email inbox because …”


  “I told you. Because she’s a big jerk and she deserves to be hacked.”


  The room goes silent. I fancy I can hear her rapid heartbeat. Or perhaps it’s my own.


  She looks up at me. “Is there any way you could forget I just said that?”


  “Absolutely.” I sit down in my chair and turn hers around so she’s facing front. I am looking at the side of her, afraid to make it any more intimate than it already is by turning her completely round, but desperately needing to see her expression when I speak to her. “I have a confession to make.”


  Miss Meechum’s expression goes from worried to excited. She tries to turn her chair to face mine, but I hold it fast, so instead she twists her head sideways.


  “You do?” she asks. “To me?” Her smile drops. “I hope you’re not about to ask me out.”


  “Ask you out? As in on a date?”


  “Yes.”


  “No, good god, no.”


  “Oh. Okay.” She frowns at me.


  “I need to confess something I’ve done, which necessitates me asking you to do something that is not exactly in your job description.”


  She twists her mouth this way and that for a moment as she considers what I’ve said and then says, “As long as it’s not a sexual favor, I’m probably going to be fine with it.”


  I shake my head to both assure her and to remove any images of a naked Miss Meechum from my mind that might have just tried to crop up. Nightmares do not suit me at any time of the day.


  “This Ingrid person,” I gesture at the computer screen, “has caused me a great deal of inconvenience.”


  “I can imagine. She’s relentless.” She rolls her eyes in commiseration.


  “You don’t know the half of it.”


  “Really?” She’s immediately intensely curious. “Tell me. What’d she do?”


  I take hold of my tie, smoothing it out, dropping my eyes to examine the pattern in the silk. I find it’s impossible to look my assistant in the eye as I tell her my secrets. I wish there were some other way out of this, but I cannot think of one that is more expedient or less risky.


  “I must have your assurances that this conversation will never leave this office. Your complete discretion is absolutely necessary.” I lift my eyes to watch her reaction.


  “Of course. I promise. You can count on me.” She appears to be telling the truth. I wish I knew for certain if this was the case.


  “I’m completely serious, Miss Meechum. If this information were to be shared, it would be very damaging to both my reputation and that of this company. We could both lose our positions here.”


  “You can count on me, Mr. Stratford. Seriously. I have all kinds of secrets in my head right now that I’ll never tell.” She puts an X on her chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my eye.”


  A needle? In her eye? “Whyever would you do that?”


  “It’s just an expression, silly.” She smiles like she hasn’t a care in the world.


  I stare at her, trying to give her a spontaneous eyeball-to-eyeball lie detector test, but I cannot tell whether it’s working. She seems so innocent and daft on the surface, but it’s obvious there’s a lot more going on beneath that frizzy red hair helmet than meets the eye. I shall have to move forward with the knowledge that I could sell her down the river for illegal hacking activities just as easily as she could share my indiscretions. It’s not a perfect security system, but it’s better than nothing. The expression as thick as thieves comes to mind.


  “I was at a nightclub a couple nights ago, and I was with a lady friend.”


  “Is it the one I found for you?” She’s much too excited about the idea, but I cannot afford to alienate her by mentioning it.


  “Yes. Quite. And while in this club, I engaged in some rather … private activity that it turns out was caught on tape.”


  “Oooooh, sex tape.” She waggles a finger at me. “Baaad boooy, Mr. Stratford.”


  “Exactly. You have not yet heard the worst of it, though, I’m afraid.”


  “Well? Don’t keep me waiting.” She lowers her voice to a whisper. “Is it really bad?”


  “The owner of the club is that horrid woman Ingrid. She is holding the tape and has threatened to ruin me over it.”


  Miss Meechum begins to laugh. A pig-like snort is added a few moments into her hysteria, and I have to push my chair back to ensure I remain safe from whatever is about to fly from her mouth next.


  “I fail to see what is so amusing about my ruination.”


  She takes a breath and waves her hand in the air. “I’m sorry … it’s just … -snort- … you’re worried about your reputation because you had sex in a club? It’s not like you work for the church or anything.” She wipes tears out of her eyes. “What’s the big deal, anyway?”


  I lean back in my chair, trying not to feel ignorant. The fact that it’s my assistant who’s caused this feeling to well up inside me is beyond acceptable. “I’ll have you know that the investors in this company, some of them, come from very old and established families from very conservative parts of the globe. And they do not appreciate a public display of what should remain in the bedroom. It smacks of irresponsibility and recklessness, two characteristics one does not want to see in his or her investment manager. I’ve seen good men ruined over silly things like this. I cannot allow that to happen to me or this company. I’ve worked my entire life to be here, and I have very high hopes for my future.”


  She calms down and blinks a few times. “Okay. I guess I can see that.”


  “Thank you. Please try to remember that I am not Edward. I am not permitted the latitude that he is when it comes to indiscretions.”


  “No, I guess you’re not.” She turns back to the computer, sighing with what sounds like sadness. “But why would she do that? What’s her damage, anyway?”


  “Ingrid wishes to sleep with me. That’s what she’s said, in any case.”


  Miss Meechum turns around, her eyes big and round. “She’s blackmailing you for sex?”


  “Now you’ve got it. Bravo.”


  “Wow. She’s got balls. And she must think you’re like … Magic Mike or something.”


  “I’m almost afraid she has got balls.” I have no idea who Magic Mike is, but it’s no matter. I have much more important concerns on my mind right now. I look out towards my door, the desire to run very strong. I’ve never run from a fight, but I’ve been tempted. This is one of those times. “Do you think you can help me?”


  Miss Meechum starts typing away. “I can definitely try. That stupid … wench. She’s going to be really sorry she went after you like this.”


  A part of me is proud that my assistant is so loyal while at the same time bent on vengeance. The other is concerned with how far she’ll take it. “I just want that tape erased or the file deleted. Nothing more. Whatever else she’s up to is none of our business.”


  “Okay, if that’s how you want to play it.”


  “It is. It most definitely is. I’m a big believer in karma.”


  “What’s the name of her club?”


  I frown as I try to recall the name. “I cannot remember exactly. It’s in an industrial area. A large building. Something about a monster, perhaps.”


  “Oh, I know that place. Hot bouncer works there. Let me see if she has anything like that mentioned in her emails. I’ll need the IP address from the computer she’s using if it’s not this one or connected to it.”


  “I’ll leave that to you.”


  The phone rings and my able assistant reaches over to answer it without stopping the typing with her left hand. “Stratford Investments, Rachel speaking, how can I help you?”


  She props the phone on her shoulder and continues typing with two hands. I feel completely useless and too full of nervous energy, so I stand and wander over to the other side of the desk.


  “Jennifer Moorehouse? Are you a client?”


  I reach over the desk without thinking and snatch the phone from her ear. A few pieces of her hair are caught under my fingers, but I don’t realize it until I’ve removed them from her head.


  “Youch!”


  “My apologies,” I whisper, my hand over the mouthpiece. I shake the loose red frizz from my fingertips, as I turn and walk as far from the desk as the phone will allow. “William Stratford here. How may I help you, Miss. Jennifer Moorehouse?” It’s as though I’ve won a coup, finally getting her last name. It was silly of me to flirt during our last call and pretend I didn’t want it. I assume this is the woman who’s tied me in knots since the moment I met her on the phone. I’m nearly giddy with excitement.


  “Hi. I got your message.” Her voice is hesitant. Wary.


  It’s her! I shall have to be assertive, break down those barriers I sense in her tone. “Brilliant. Shall I set up a meeting?”


  “A meeting? Oh, right. For the proposal.”


  “Exactly. Does this evening suit? Six o’clock?”


  “Isn’t that a little late?”


  My diabolical plan to persuade her to dine with me after will only work if I can convince her this is my only free moment. “I’m quite busy during the afternoon, and mornings will not do. My assistant is a slave driver. She has me reading reports for hours before lunch.”


  I look over my shoulder to find Miss. Meechum staring at me. I pray her eyeballs are well attached, otherwise we could have problems with separation the way she’s ogling me so aggressively.


  “Okay. I guess six will be okay. I made a Powerpoint.”


  “Excellent. I shall have the projector ready.”


  There’s a silence long enough that I wonder if we’ve lost our connection.


  “I guess I’ll see you then.”


  “Yes, you most certainly will. I’m looking forward to it.”


  “You are?”


  I cannot understand why she finds this so unlikely, but her tone is unmistakable. “Of course.”


  “Okay. Well … goodbye … Mr. Stratford.”


  That can’t be a good sign, can it? Using family names? I’m tempted to remind her that I’ve had my tongue between her thighs so there’s no need for the formality, but instead, I say, “Please … call me William.”


  “Goodbye, William. See you later today.”


  “Until then.”


  The phone disconnects and I sigh with frustrated anticipation. I have no idea how I will get a single thing accomplished today until she arrives.


  “Wow, you really like her, don’t you?”


  I turn around to face the woman whose nose is way too big for her own good. “It’s a business meeting. Nothing more.”


  Miss Meechum snorts in a very unladylike fashion. “Yeah, right.”


  As I advance across the room to my chair, it crosses my mind that my relationship with Miss Meechum has shifted into something I would have liked to avoid, a special sort of familiarity that I’ve found usually breeds contempt among those forced to work together. But there’s nothing to do about it now. I’m in for a penny, in for a pound. I just hope I won’t live to regret it.


  Somehow, though, in this moment, knowing that I might get a third chance to have a single night with Miss Jennifer Moorehouse, I’m finding it hard to regret anything.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  Jennifer


  



  I RIDE THE ELEVATOR UP to the tenth floor, as nervous as I can possibly be, almost to the point of sweating. Please, God, don’t let me sweat! The energy pulsing through my body isn’t entirely professional, either. I can’t help but picture William touching me, the look of the top of his head as he’s burying his face between my legs, the way he makes me feel when he’s inside me…


  The elevator stops on the ninth floor and the doors open with a muted Ding! I start to smile at the fellow passenger getting on until I realize who it is.


  “Well, hello,” she says, as if she knows me. It’s the woman from the charity ball. The blonde.


  “Hi.” My face goes hot. “I’m sorry, I forgot your name.”


  She holds out her hand to shake mine after pressing the button to close the elevator doors. I notice she doesn’t select another floor for herself. “Ingrid. And you are …?”


  “Jennifer. I’m just going up to see Mr. Stratford.”


  Her smile is tight and her nostrils flare just the slightest bit. “Isn’t that nice.” I’m pretty sure she doesn’t mean it.


  We both face the front of the elevator and the sound of canned music floats around us.


  “I thought you two were … dating.” She says, breaking the awkward silence.


  My mouth opens, but my brain hasn’t yet figured out what words to use in my response, so I close it. The doors part and I speak quickly so it won’t seem like I’m ignoring her question on purpose. “Oh, no, we’re just … friends.”


  Friends? Did I just say we’re friends? I want to laugh at how stupid that sounds. If she only knew. Friends do not throw friends up against the wall and screw them senseless. I’m not sure what that makes us, but it’s definitely not friends.


  She’s smiling much bigger. “How nice.” It’s possible she means it this time. For some reason that really bugs me.


  She walks out in front of me, cutting me off as I try to exit. I blink a few times to brush off the slight insult, figuring she’s one of those ultra bossy types who doesn’t realize when she’s being rude. William mentioned something about her being interested in him. She sure seems to act like she owns the place. Maybe she means more to him than he let on. It makes me feel a little sick to my stomach. I hope I don’t make a fool out of myself today at this meeting. Is she going to be there too? I drop my gaze to my chest. I have to figure out a way to do up a couple buttons without anyone seeing. I suddenly feel like I look too obvious, like I’m trying to seduce William into working with me.


  I follow behind her as she approaches a reception desk. Surprisingly, there’s someone working, even though it’s almost six in the evening. Talk about dedication. Or does this mean William is a hard ass? The sweating has started again. Deodorant, don’t fail me now.


  “Is William in?” Ingrid says.


  I was about to ask the same thing, but instead I shut my mouth and back up. I’ll just let Miss Bossypants have her turn first. I’m a little too early, anyway.


  “Do you have an appointment?” the young girl asks sweetly. I think it’s genuine niceness not saccharine flavoring her voice.


  “I don’t need one. Tell him I’m here and I need to see him. Privately.”


  “Can I get your name, please?” Some of the sugar is missing this time.


  It’s very difficult not to laugh. Ingrid’s acting like she’s all that, but this girl doesn’t even know who she is. And I don’t think it’s because this girl is new. Ingrid’s posture is too ramrod straight for that to be the case. She’s pissed. I decide to leave my buttons alone.


  “Ingrid.”


  “Just one moment please.”


  I find a seat while the receptionist makes her call. Pretending to flip through a magazine, I try not to let Ingrid catch me looking up at her. She’s still standing in the same place, glaring at the receptionist.


  My spying routine is interrupted when a redhead comes out through a door separating the waiting area from the offices. “Ms. Moorehouse?”


  I stand. “Yes, that’s me.”


  “Follow me, please.”


  “Excuse me, but I’m waiting for William as well.” Ingrid steps over and blocks my path.


  The redhead glares at her. “Ingrid, I believe I mentioned before that in order to see Mr. Stratford, you must have an appointment. You didn’t call to get one, so I’m afraid that he has no time for you right now. He’s busy.”


  My mouth forms into a big O as I stare from one woman to the other. I quickly push my lips together when I realize I look like a total nut job. But, man … I am so glad I’m not Ingrid. Boom goes the insult. She sure put Ingrid in her place. And from the look on the redhead’s face, I think she really enjoyed it.


  Ingrid’s tone is low and dangerous. “Remind William, please, of our dinner date this evening. I expect to see him at Max’s no later than eight p.m.”


  Dinner date? Crap! I knew I should have done up those buttons when I had a chance.


  The redhead gives her a courtesy smile. “I’ll be sure to do that.” She holds out a hand in my direction, intended to prompt me forward. “Ms. Moorehouse? You can follow me this way.”


  I walk up and turn sideways to get past Ingrid. “Excuse me,” I say, making sure I’m not gloating. I don’t know this woman at all, really, but I can see why people enjoy pissing her off. She’s begging for it.


  As soon as the door shuts behind us, the redhead blows out a loud gust of air. “Can you believe that woman? Nervy bitch.”


  I bark out a laugh before I can stop myself.


  “I probably shouldn’t have said that, but I couldn’t help it. She just gets on my very last nerve and then she wears it out.” Her pantyhose swish as she walks between some cubicles.


  “I can see that. I’m sorry I kind of got in the middle there.”


  “You weren’t in the middle. She was in the middle. And I’ll bet you a bag of Red Vines she doesn’t have a dinner date with him either.” She lowers her voice and turns to look at me over her shoulder. “He despises her.”


  Unfortunately, William’s assistant or whoever she is has a small problem with walking, talking, and not looking where she’s going. Before I can call out for her to watch out, she’s run into the side of a cubicle and knocked over a stack of paper trays that were stuck to the side on hangers. She tries to rescue them but ends up getting tangled instead.


  I start talking before I can think straight. “Oh my … holy shi … p … can I help you?” I hold my free hand out, trying to stop the cascade of awful from completing its cycle, but it’s not going to help. She’s doomed. The clatter she’s making is embarrassingly loud.


  “Dammit! This is the third time this has happened!” She has a handful of hair in her grip and is trying to free it from a piece of metal that was sticking out of the top of the cubicle. There’s a metal basket hanging on the other side of the clip.


  I stand there watching in silence. I’ve never seen anything like it before. What a catastrophe. I’m not even sure how it happened, she’s so completely stuck.


  “Jennifer.”


  His voice catches me by surprise and I jump a little at the sound of it.


  William is standing across the room, looking at me. He’s wearing a suit and as trim and gorgeous as I’ve ever seen him. My heartbeat goes into overdrive and my flight or fight instinct flicks on. Run! Run far and fast before you make a fool of yourself! The most eligible bachelor in the city is staring at you!


  No one else is around, just him, me, and the woman wrestling with the paper trays, but I feel like the world is watching.


  “Won’t you follow me?” he says, turning and going in the opposite direction. He’s so completely cool and unaffected it nearly blows my mind. I am such a weirdo, falling apart over nothing. I really need to get a grip on myself.


  I’m torn. I want to go, but I can’t leave this poor girl on her own. I’m almost grateful that she’s in such a mess. At least I can take a few seconds to help her and get my head on straight in the meantime. When I reach out to assist, she waves me off.


  “Go, go, don’t worry about me. I’ve dealt with this before. These are attack-trays. They get me every time.”


  “Um. Okay. Are you sure?” I glance over at William. His back is rapidly disappearing down a hall on the far side of the open space. I still have the instinct to run, but now it’s in his direction instead of out of the office. I don’t want to lose this opportunity for anything. So what if he’s gorgeous? I’ve seen him naked. I can handle him. I’m either on the edge of greatness or doom, and at this point I just want to find out which one it is and get it over with. No more acting like a dork. No more being a wienie.


  “Yes, yes, go. I’ll be fine. Just hand me those scissors over there.”


  I look at her mass of gorgeous hair and know that I cannot let her do what I think she’s going to do, even if it does mean William will think I’m an idiot. Putting my briefcase down on the floor, I step over to the other side of the cubicle. “Let me help you.”


  “Oh my god, no, just go!” She’s embarrassed.


  “Shush, I can help you in two seconds. Just sit still. You’re tangling it worse.”


  “I’ll just cut it out, it’s no big deal.” She’s laughing nervously.


  “No way can I let you cut your beautiful hair. Just … one … more … second.” I untwist the hunk that was holding her captive and only have to break a couple of pieces in the process. At least it’s not a whole chunk of hair missing. “There. That’s better.” I pat her jutting-out fluff of hair awkwardly, trying to push it back in to be with the mass of curls it escaped from.


  She slowly stands and touches her head all over. “You saved me.” Then she smiles really big, her hair still sticking out. I don’t think she could be any cuter if she tried. “And you said my hair is beautiful, too.”


  I smile back. “Of course I did. Because it is. Don’t you ever cut yourself out of a mess again. Just find a friend.”


  She stares at me strangely and then without warning, leaps to cover the distance between us and hugs me. “You’re going to make him so happy.”


  I stand there stock still, waiting for the embrace to be over and wondering what the hell she’s talking about. “Thank you. I think.” She’s the strangest assistant I’ve ever encountered, and I cannot figure out how it is that she and William are even working in the same building. They’re a totally odd boss-employee couple. Either that or he’s way goofier than I imagined.


  “Miss Meechum, if you could release your captive, I would be most appreciative.” William is speaking from across the room, waiting in the hallway with an irritated expression.


  She steps away and picks up my bag, handing it to me. “Good luck.”


  “Thank you.” I leave quickly, afraid I’m about to be hugged again. It’s not that I mind a hug or couldn’t use one, but I need to get this over with. My nerves were already frazzled before I got here, and then with Ingrid out there ready to raise hell, it just got worse. Now that the hair emergency is over, I’m back to being freaked out. So much for being a powerful, assertive woman.


  The carpet on the floor muffles the sound of my heels, which is no small thing. I decided to go with the highest ones in my closet, not too proud to use my calves to help me close this deal. I burn with the idea that I’ve also unbuttoned my top an extra inch and didn’t have time to button back up again. It’s a big gamble. Will he think I’m a ho, trying to seduce him into working with me? I guess I kind of am in a way. But hey, I’m desperate. And I’ve had crazy awesome sex with him twice, so covering up too conservatively would be silly.


  Ugh, I have no idea what I’m doing. And now I’m walking right behind him as he enters the conference room. Too late to turn back now.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  William


  



  NEVER LET THEM SEE YOU sweat. My father taught me that delightful American expression when I left home for university, and it’s never failed me yet. I remove my jacket as soon as we’re in the conference room so as to make that particular goal easier to attain. I was growing quite warm just imagining Jennifer coming into my world here at the office, but now that she is present I find myself nearly ablaze with unspent desire.


  Why did I think she was beautiful before? I was ever so wrong about that. Compared to how she looks right now in her figure-clinging skirt and those extremely high heels, she was but passably fine then. I can see her curves and her cleavage from across the room. I want to suffocate myself in her breasts. Is that wrong of me to think that? Would she despise me if she knew?


  “Where would you like me?” she asks.


  I nearly choke on my answer. Well, Jennifer, if you really must know, I’d like you under me … or perhaps, in front of me bent over … no, wait … how about down on your knees in front of my rock-hard cock. Those are my silent answers, the callous, heartless, souless answers John Thomas thrusts to the fore of my mind. It’s not all I have to say on the matter, but it’s the most primal and strongest urge I have at the particular moment that is ruling my senses.


  The answer she hears, however, is much more civilized. Thankfully, my brain is still in control of my mouth. “Anywhere you like. Wherever you’re most comfortable. I can move the projector to suit you.”


  I’m trying not to sear her skin with my stares, but it’s nearly impossible to look anywhere but at her. She moves with a certain grace, a careless elegance that women around the world try to feign but most never get quite right. Her hair, thickly draped over her shoulder in soft waves, shifts to slide towards her chest. A curl nestles between her breasts for a moment before she flicks it away. A few pieces of hair stick to her skin, remaining there because her neck is moist. Could it be that she’s as nervous as I am?


  I walk over to the door and close it, turning the air temperature down while I'm there. Loosening my tie does very little to help my situation. Taking a seat across the table from her, I wait as she busies herself with whatever it is she’s brought in her attaché case.


  “I have a thumb drive in here somewhere.” She presses some hair behind her ear, but it falls right back down again to hang below her face as she leans over to stare farther into her belongings. I can see right down into her blouse from where I’m sitting.


  I close my eyes and breathe in slowly and carefully. Easy, man. Control yourself.


  “Is everything okay?” she asks.


  I open my lids to find her staring at me. “Quite all right, thank you for asking.”


  She continues to look in her bag and then grimaces as her movements cease. “I can’t believe I actually did that.”


  “Did what?” Could she be speaking of our tryst? I certainly hope not. She most definitely regrets the thing to which she’s referring, I can tell by her pained expression.


  “Left my thumb drive in my computer at home.”


  I blink a few times in relief. “Right. Well. You can do it from memory, I suppose.”


  “It’s too late for me to go get it and come back.” She looks as if she’s about to cry.


  I stand, suddenly nervous for her. All thoughts of her nakedness go out of my mind as I picture her dissolving in tears. Call rescue 911! Lady-tears on the horizon!


  “It’s perfectly fine,” I say in the most soothing voice I know. Then I shift into casual dismissal. “I hate those bloody Powerpoints, anyway. I consider it a blessing in disguise, really, that you’ve had the forethought to abandon your project at home. Just proceed without it.” I wave her on. “Go on, then. Let’s hear it.”


  She just stares at me.


  I fiddle with my tie. “What is it?” I look down at my chest, praying I don’t have a bit of chicken salad left there from my late lunch. With all the hacking and cracking Rachel and I were doing, I ended up eating in. Too bad her results were less than what I had hoped for. Still, all is not lost. Rachel, or rather, Miss Meechum, assures me she has a plan.


  “Nothing,” Jennifer says. “I just … you’re making me feel a lot less nervous.”


  I leave the tie and lower my hands to the table. “You’re nervous?”


  She smiles, and it’s as if the sun has come out for me to bask in its glory. She really is the most stunning creature.


  “Of course I’m nervous,” she says. “Wouldn’t you be?”


  I can see that she regrets the words the moment they leave her mouth. It’s a loaded question, there’s no doubt about that, but I’m not going to let her escape it. Now that I know she’s as affected as I am by the energy between us, I’m not going to allow the opportunity to connect with her again slip away.


  “Well, perhaps I would be, yes. Tell me, though, what exactly are you nervous about?”


  Her face turns a delightful shade of pink. And then it shifts to a deep red. Even her chest favors the color of a very ripe peach.


  “You know.” She sits down slowly and rests her hands in her lap. So coy. So in control of my man parts, and she doesn’t even realize it.


  I recline in my chair a bit, feeling on slightly firmer ground than I did five minutes ago. “I’m not sure that I do.”


  She sits back rather suddenly and blows some air up onto her forehead, her hands now resting on the arms of her chair. “William, you really need to stop playing games with me, or I’m going to have a heart attack right here on your floor.”


  “Do you have a pre-existing condition or is this a new illness?”


  She laughs, and I feel as though I’ve scored a point or two.


  “It’s pre-existing from the moment I met you. Do you have any idea how confusing you are to me?”


  “I rather thought I was an open page. As non-confusing as a man can be.”


  “Well, you’re wrong about that. You’re very confusing. Very, very.”


  I frown in mock concern. “Very, very? Well. That sounds serious.”


  “It is.”


  I stand, moving swiftly to join her on the other side of the table, ignoring her look of concern. It’s time to take this bull by his horns and wrestle him to the ground. I’m too strung out from the hacking to let this simmer on the back burner any longer. A man can only take so much before he cracks.


  “Here’s what we shall do, then.” I take the seat next to her and turn to face her. We are half a meter apart. I could almost swear I feel heat coming from her body right over to mine. “Since I am a gentleman and cannot bear the thought of you being inconvenienced by my terrible lack of manners and dismal lack of clarity, I will offer myself up for your questions.”


  “Are you talking about the presentation?” She’s gone shy on me again.


  I’m ready to tear both our clothing off at the way she whiplashes me between sexy and coy. I’m nearly certain she’s not doing it on purpose. That’s what makes it so maddening.


  “No,” I say calmly, battling to keep my inner turmoil from revealing itself. “I’m talking about whatever it is that’s making you have a heart attack on my floor. I don’t fancy a trip to the hospital this evening, so if I can help you avoid that eventuality, then it would be my pleasure.”


  She laughs and some of her color goes back to normal. “You are so formal sometimes. Is that a British thing or a William thing?”


  “I suppose it’s a bit of both. My brother would have answered you differently and he’s just as British as I am. Or nearly so.”


  Expecting her to respond, I wait. I look into her beautiful eyes and try to glean what she’s thinking behind them. But she says nothing. I say nothing. Time stretches.


  One would think that the silence would be awkward, but it isn’t. My mind wanders to our dance, the waltz that we had together and the way our bodies moved in perfect rhythm with one another’s.


  “What are you thinking right now?” she asks softly.


  And for once I can be completely honest with her. “I was thinking about how you lied to me.”


  She swallows with effort. “Lied?”


  “Yes. When you told me you couldn’t dance.”


  “Oh.” Her hand goes to her throat and rests there, toying with a thin necklace of silver. Her fingers tremble.


  I want to reach out and take her hand, but I don’t. I remain as cool as I imagine George Clooney would be in this situation. “I learned the truth that night that we waltzed together. You can dance. You can dance very well, in fact.”


  She smiles and looks down at my knees. “I can only dance like that when I’m with you.”


  When she looks up at me with a mixture of innocence and hope and desire and worry in her eyes, I am done for. Just a simple sentence, a few words strung together that to the casual listener would mean nothing, but to me, mean ever so much more. It is with those words that she slays me. She lays me bare, and so I open my mouth to tell her exactly how I feel about her, about us, and about the future I hope she might consider sharing a bit of with me.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  “ISN’T THIS COZY,” SAYS A sarcastic voice from the doorway.


  William’s head whips around. “Ingrid!” He stands all of a sudden, nervous or upset, it’s hard to tell.


  I back my chair up on its wheels involuntarily. I feel as though we’ve been caught being bad. Is she his girlfriend or something? I’m so confused.


  “What are you doing here?” he says a little too loudly for a conference room.


  Okay, so he’s not happy she’s here. I can breathe easier, at least. But that doesn’t explain her thinking that she should be here. I stare at both of them, waiting with baited breath to see how it all plays out. I also send up a prayer that she’s just a psycho bitch and that I’m not horning in on something they have going. If he tells me he slept with her I’m going to have to second-guess this whole extra button un-done thing. Maybe I should have worn smaller heels.


  “I came to get you for dinner. We have reservations.”


  He sputters, trying to respond, but suffers a few false starts first. “You have no … you are …” He sighs heavily. “Ingrid, may I speak with you privately?” He doesn’t wait for her response. Instead, he grabs her by the elbow and pushes her out of the door, not very gently. She looks annoyed, but then triumphant when she catches me watching.


  The door shuts behind them, and I’m left alone in the conference room. If there were another way out, a second door, I’d take it. But there isn’t, so I wait. I pack up the bits of paper and a pen that fell out of my bag when I was searching for my thumb drive and zip everything up. I need to get out of here before I get in the middle of some weird lover’s quarrel or whatever this is. I try not to be devastated. I had no right to expect anything from him.


  For a moment there I got my hopes up, thinking we were connecting like I’ve been fantasizing about, but then - poof! The moment was gone. It’s probably the universe trying to save me from my own stupidity. They say everything happens for a good reason, right? Maybe Ingrid is my guardian angel.


  I stand, ready to check the door for my escape, when it opens up again and then closes quickly. William is standing there, his tie askew and his face a mix of emotions. I can’t tell if he’s pissed, embarrassed, or coming off a hot make-out session. I don’t see any signs of her dark red lipstick on his face, but I think there’s a smudge on his neck.


  “Hello.”


  I blink a few times. Is he really going to try and play this off? “Helllloooo …”


  He visually deflates. “Could we please start over? Perhaps pick up where we left off?”


  I’m torn. He looks so sad but at the same time, I’m pretty sure that is lipstick on his neck.


  Words fly from my mouth in a rush. “Did you kiss her?”


  I cannot believe I just said that. I rush to cover. “I know I have no right to know. I’m just … curious.”


  “Please sit. I’ll explain everything. Almost everything.”


  I look sideways at him over the correction he made, but sit down all the same. I like him too much to just walk away when we’re finally together again.


  “Okay, fine. I’m sitting.”


  He takes the seat next to me and turns it to face mine. “Ingrid is a very persistent thorn in my side. Try as I might, I cannot shake her.”


  “I can see that about her. Maybe you’re not trying hard enough.”


  He runs his hand through his hair, leaving it standing on end. He couldn’t be cuter than he is now. Even when I’m trying to decide whether I should be mad at him, I can’t help seeing that.


  “Believe me, I have tried. She is … shameless. Really, it’s beyond the pale. I used to admire the American go-get-them attitude, but now that I’m on the receiving end of it, I find I’m not quite as fond of it.”


  He’s so cute. I can’t even thing about being mad at him. “It’s go get ’em. Not them.”


  “Indeed.” His mouth quirks up in a half-smile.


  I suddenly feel protective of him. “Why not just shoot her down? Tell her to go … you know … away.” Almost said the F-word there. I have to watch myself where she’s concerned. She gets me all cranky and it’s really none of my business.


  He sighs heavily. “Suffice to say she owns this building and the lease we have on it, and she has zero compulsion to keep her professional relationships professional.”


  “Are you saying she’s blackmailing you or forcing you to date her over a lease?” He must hear the doubt in my voice, because he sits up straight, takes me by both hands, and nearly pleads with me.


  “I am new to the business as of this year. I have to prove to my father that I’m worth the investment he’s made in my education and my position here. Without me, he cannot retire, and for his health, he needs to do that. We will move from this location next year, but we are not in a position to do that now. I cannot afford to upset Ingrid at this point because she could raise our rent beyond a comfortable level. We are due for a re-evaluation.”


  “Wow. So you’re like … pimping yourself out for the company?”


  His hands slide away from mine and he sits back, his face turning a little pale.


  My fingers fly up to my mouth. I am such an asshole. If anyone can understand desperation and trying to make a successful business life, I can. And yet, here I went and judged him. “Oh my god … I can’t believe I just said that.” I am such a hypocrite. Isn’t what I accused him of exactly what I was considering doing just an hour ago?


  He waves me off, staring at the table next to him. “No apology necessary. You are entirely correct. I am a male prostitute.” He looks up at me. “I don’t suppose you’ll believe me when I say I have never slept with that woman?”


  “Did you kiss her?” My heart is squeezing in my chest. This is not a question two business associates ask one another. I’m revealing my feelings for him way more than I probably should, but it’s too late now.


  “Would it matter?”


  I shrug. “It shouldn’t.”


  “But …?” He stares into my eyes, waiting for my answer.


  “But I think it does."


  He smiles. He smiles very big.


  I’m not exactly sure what’s going on here. “Why are you so happy about that?”


  “Because. I didn’t kiss her, but the fact that you care that I might have means something.”


  I can’t stop smiling right along with him. “You are so confusing.” I forget all about that stupid lipstick when I stare into his eyes. He is so devastatingly charming. I’m losing my mind.


  “Confusing?” He’s acting outraged now. “I’ve laid my soul bare to you, woman. I’ve nearly come right out and said I care for you in plain English.”


  I open my mouth and just let it stay that way. Shaking my head, realizing that he’s just told me he likes me, I can’t stop the overwhelming urge to hug him. I lean over and grab him around the neck before the emotion can pass, pressing my chest into his face.


  “I like you too,” I say, kissing him near the ear. He smells so fine, just like I remembered.


  His voice comes out muffled. “I could die and go to heaven, right now. I swear it.” And then his hands slide around behind me, his fingers completely covering every square inch of my ass, and he squeezes.


  I moan in response as a shock surges through me and I go wet between my legs.


  “Do you like that?” he asks, lifting his head from my breasts as I pull back a little.


  I nod before leaning down to kiss him. Our lips meet and I’m reminded again of how well we fit together. Like we’ve been kissing for years and not just a few days, a few hours.


  “I love your mouth,” he says. His tongue comes out to touch mine and we play at battling them together, outside our lips. He smiles and I smile at the ridiculousness of it.


  “You like my mouth?” I ask, lifting my skirt up and straddling him. Thank God I’ve been doing my groin stretches. It’s only a little uncomfortable fitting my legs under the arms of the chair. I move my hips in a small circle, settling myself over him. So much for subtlety. So much for keeping it all business.


  He groans, rubbing his hands up my back. He’s under my blouse, undoing my bra. I smile and grind into him some more when he releases my breasts and immediately fills his hands with them.


  I take a moment to undo the buttons on my blouse so he can have better access. He helps me get out of everything from the waist up and it all falls to the table in a heap. He immediately puts his mouth to my breast and sucks my nipple hard.


  I lift my arms up languidly and lean back a little. I love sitting on his hard bulge, in the middle of his office with the cool air blowing over my heated skin. “I want you to fuck me on the table,” I say, fantasizing out loud. And yes, I know this is crazy when some person still working late could be on the other side of the door, but I don’t care. William makes me feel reckless and wild.


  “And I want to fuck you on the table as well,” he says, moving to the other breast. “But first I want you to suck my cock.”


  A thrill shoots through me at the idea and the way he comes right out and says it.


  “You do, hmm?” I ask, putting my hands on his shoulders and moving my hips. “I can probably do that for you. If you ask me nicely.” It’s a power surge. Yep. That’s what goes through me when he stops fondling my breasts and lifts an eyebrow at me.


  “Ask you nicely?”


  “Yep.” I grin evilly.


  He pushes on my hips, signaling for me to get up. I wiggle my legs out and stand in front of him. My breasts sway between us, right at his eye level.


  I know he wants to stare me down, but he can’t resist looking at my nipples.


  “Bloody hell, these tits will be the death of me yet.” He looks up at me, an almost pitiful expression on his face. “You know I’m your bloody slave when you’re topless, yeah?”


  He sounds so street right now, I can’t help but gush for him. I really, really want to be laid out on his conference table. But I also know he wants me to show him what I can do, and for some reason, I want to show him too.


  I back up a little and slide my hands over my breasts, from the side to the front and then under to push them up for him. “How about we put your cock in here and see what happens?”


  He stands, rips his tie out of the collar, nearly strangling himself, pulls half his buttons off trying to remove his shirt, and drops his pants to his ankles. “I thought you’d never ask.”


  I cannot stop laughing. He looks like he’s fifteen and being offered the first feel-up of his life.


  “Please don’t laugh,” he begs. “You’re torturing me. As usual, you are turning me into a raving loon, controlled by his dick.”


  I slowly slide the zipper down on my skirt and drop it to the floor. I leave my heels on and kneel down on the ground. “Poor baby. I think we can take care of your problem.”


  I take his heavy dick into my hand and lick the tip of it. It’s salty, and I can tell he’s barely holding back. Sliding my tongue down the sides, I get it moist enough for my mouth to move around it and down the shaft with ease. He moans and his hands fist at his sides.


  “Darling … you … ahhh … yes, that’s it, love, that’s it…”


  My hand moves down and up, building a slow rhythm as my mouth moves in synch. My lips bump over the engorged veins and the head of his cock and he trembles with the effort of holding back. He’s trying to be polite, but I don’t want him to be.


  I pause so I can sit on the chair. Looking up, I find him staring down at me with a storm in his eyes. “Do you want me to keep doing that or do you want to put it here?” I slide a finger between my breasts.


  He frowns. “Decisions, decisions …” And then he steps forward and rests his cock on my chest. “This is a dream come true you know. I will die a happy man now with no regrets.”


  I smile as I push my breasts together more firmly, capturing his hard length between them. “I’m glad I could make that happen for you.”


  He moves forward and back, pushing into me as his cock slides up and down between my breasts. The head pops out the top and he gasps, he moans as it draws back inside and disappears, surrounded by my flesh. When he pauses for a moment, I lean down and moisten him again with my mouth to ease the friction. He begins again, picking up the pace. I love watching the expression on his face. He’s in some other place as he drowns in the sensations.


  “Darling, it feels tremendous … I can’t … I don’t think I can hold back for very much longer.” He puts his hands on my shoulders, his fingers digging in. I don’t mind because I know he’s beyond controlling himself.


  I reach down with one hand and cup his balls. He moans and thrusts several times, sweat dripping down from his temples to fall on his chest and arms.


  “No, wait,” he says, stepping back, stumbling almost on the chair behind him. “Wait … wait…” He lets me go and runs a hand through his hair as he stares at the ceiling. His hard cocks juts out between us, pointed right at me.


  “Is everything okay?” I ask, standing. I take his length in hand and stroke it gently, up and down.


  He looks at me, almost confused, like he didn’t even remember I was there. “What?” His lids fall closed as he pulses his hips in time with my rhythm. Then he opens his eyes and stops moving.


  I smile. “Are you okay?”


  He pulls me against him and kisses me hard before answering. “Yes. I’m just out of my mind with wanting to fuck you. You’ve turned me into a rutting randy bastard.”


  He pushes me sideways and then back before I can respond. “Sit down here.”


  The cold wood surface of the conference room table is behind me, pressing into my thighs.


  “Are you sure?” I look at the door over his shoulder.


  He turns around and leaves me to lock it. He’s back before I can even take a calming breath. “Yes, I’m sure. Move back a bit.”


  I raise myself up and then hike my cheeks over the edge of the table. The wood is cold on my butt cheeks but his body is hot between my thighs. It makes me shiver. He’s leaning down kissing me and then I forget all about where I am. His cock is pressing into my softest parts.


  “Condom?” I ask between kisses.


  “Of course,” he says, distractedly. He fishes through his wallet that was on the floor, finds one, and puts it on. “Are you ready for me?” he asks with an apologetic expression. “I’d like to spend more time loving your body, but I must admit I’m beginning to suffer a little at the moment. I’ve been fantasizing about you way too much, apparently.”


  “Suffer? As in pain?” I take his cock in hand and guide it towards my entrance. “We can’t have that. No pain, only pleasure.”


  He moves in swiftly, his expression going dark, and takes me by the back of the head, a fistful of hair twisting around his fingers. “Maybe a little bit of pain,” he says in a dangerous tone. And then he slowly moves his hard dick into me, inch by inch, until he’s fully pressed against me and stretching me to the limit. He pulls my head back until I’m looking up at him and into his very dark eyes.


  “Maybe a little,” I whisper.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  William


  



  I AM LITERALLY THROBBING WITH need. I’m going to blow, and it’s going to be big. She’s too beautiful. Too wet. Too willing to let me do whatever I want. And even when I’m turning into an animal, pulling on her soft hair, forcing her to let me in when she’s had none of my soft touches first, she begs me with her eyes, her mouth, and her words to give it all to her. And so I will, because I am a gentleman, and gentlemen must always strive to please their ladies.


  I bury my cock into her soft, swollen folds. I go in deep, using my free hand to draw her arse closer to me, penetrating her until I touch the end of her. And then I thrust into her depths with force. Almost as hard as I can, and she screams in response. It’s a happy scream, I hope.


  Perhaps I’ve hurt her a little, but when I feel her walls grab hold of me and pulse in response, her hips wiggle to get closer, and her hands gripping me and drawing me near, I know she wants more. I press into her, I grind, I make sure to rub up against her hard nub over and over. I want her to beg. I want her to feel the way I do, so neither of us ever wants to leave again.


  “Oh, god,” she whispers. She may also be crying. Her voice pleads with me. “Do it again,” she begs.


  And so I oblige her. I pull out very slowly, careful not to lose our touch, our connection … and when I’m almost out of her, I reverse direction and begin the trip back. Centimeter by centimeter, I sink myself into her heat again, ever so slowly because I want her to let me in, to relax, to not hold back. It’s like coming home as her insides collapse around me, surrounding me in slippery heat. I want to weep with the desire I have for her. I want to yell too, like a flying man hanging from vines in the jungle. I have conquered this woman. All that’s left is the taking.


  I ram the last bit of my length into her and then give her several sharp thrusts, in and out, shaking her entire body with the force of it. I wrap both arms around her tightly, keeping hold of her hair with one hand, digging my fingers into her back with the other.


  Leaning down, I nip her shoulder. And I never stop pumping her, filling her with me. I’m no longer just a man. I’m something savage that wants to consume her. Blood surges to my cock and fills it, making it harder and thicker. I can feel every millimeter of her around me. I never want to leave this place.


  She turns her face into my chest and bites me back. The pain, the fight in her, makes me fuck her harder. I reach under her arms and slide both hands into her hair, pulling and forcing her to show her neck. I lean down and kiss her there as I thrust in and pull back only to go again. I suck her skin hard, and then lick it to let her know I don’t mean to cause her pain. I could force her to do what I want, but I would never. It’s enough that she would let me. I really don’t know who I am right now, but I won’t question it. It feels too right to be wrong. The pleasure is building, guiding my rhythm. I am close to losing control.


  Then she’s kissing me and licking me to apologize for leaving my skin smarting from her sharp teeth, and I’m falling over the edge. She moans and I moan too. One of the chairs next to me falls on its side and I kick it out of the way. She’s scratching me, scoring the skin of my back and making it sting. I love it. I’m going to fuck her to death. I’m going to end her.


  “Oh God, William! I’m going to come!”


  Is it the shaking and convulsing of her entire body? The tone of her voice that tells me she’s surprised and overwhelmed? The rhythmic tightening of her muscles against my cock? The word come? I’m not sure. But suddenly I lose control too, and we’re both crashing into each other over and over.


  There’s no pain, only pleasure. I can’t get enough. I can’t quite get there. I’m falling into an abyss. I don’t know who I am. I don’t know who she is. Where am I? What’s happening? Are we dying?


  Someone’s shouting. Someone’s crying. And then we’re falling. My head hits a chair on the way down and I see stars. Or maybe I’m still standing and I see stars. I have no idea. The sun has gone down and the room is bathed in darkness. My cock has exploded and there is no more sex left in me. I can’t even breathe properly.


  As I attempt to catch my breath and reorient myself, my mind wanders. I come to several conclusions as I rest my hands against her sweaty thighs.


  First, I am still standing and I have not hit my head. I’ll have to ask Jennifer if she walloped me with something in the heat of the moment. I shall forgive her if she did.


  Second, we are still alone in the conference room, although Jennifer is now lying on her back across my table with her arms out the side and her hair fanned all round her face. I shall never have another meeting in here again without thinking of this moment. I’m surprised at the tender feeling this evokes in my heart.


  Third, my limp dick and the sadly dangling condom clinging to the bell end is about to make a mess of my conference room floor. I wish I cared enough to do something about it, but leaving the she-devil landlord with a stain on her carpet gives me a sick sort of satisfaction. Edward would be so proud.


  And finally, I realize as I stroke the soft skin of Jennifer’s belly and thighs, that if I walk outside this building and get hit by a car tonight, I will have only one regret. I lied to Jennifer earlier when I said I would have none. I would be ever so sorry if I never got to do this with her again. The idea that someone else would, that someone would take her away from me, has me seeing red. This is the precise moment when I realize that I am in some very deep trouble. So much for a life without complications.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  Part 4


  Each part of this serial romance will be published approximately two to three weeks apart. Stay up to date and get a notice to your inbox when I have a new release by joining my newsletter list, located here:
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  A note about serial romances…
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  You can read more about serialized fiction on Wikipedia.
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Jennifer


  



  GATHERING UP MY CLOTHING AND putting myself back together is one of the most awkward moments of my life. I came here to give a business presentation and to get my life back on track, and instead I ended up fucking the boss. So much for professionalism.


  A knock comes at the door and both of us freeze, me with my bra in the middle of being clasped and William pulling up his pants.


  A muffled voice comes through the thick wood. “Mr. Stratford? I have something to show you before I leave for the day.”


  It’s the redhead. I can tell by her voice and the fact that other than Ingrid and the receptionist, I’m pretty sure she’s the only one still around. It’s almost seven at night now.


  “I’ll be out shortly. Please wait.”


  “Okay!”


  This feels like a dismissal for me. He wants me gone. He realizes this was a mistake. Maybe he even arranged for his assistant to come in here and get him to help get rid of me. How embarrassing! I work double time to get my clothes on. As I’m slipping on my shoes, William finally speaks.


  “I hope you’ll dine with me tonight.”


  Sliding my foot into my shoe, I stare at his expression. He’s way too good at hiding his feelings. I see nothing there but politeness. Is he just being nice? Trying to ease the awkward moment by doing something because I expect him to? I don’t want him to ask me that way. If we go out on a real date, I want it to be for the right reasons.


  “You don’t have to,” I say, sitting on a chair so I can use my bare foot to reach under the table and fish my other shoe out from where it’s hiding. It’s either this or crawling on hands and knees, and I’ve decided to save that humiliation for another day.


  “Of course I don’t have to, but I wish to.” He gives me a pained smile.


  I turn away and focus on my stupid heel. No way am I running out of here with just one shoe on this time. And run is exactly what I want to do. My emotions are a train wreck right now. I’m afraid I’ve done something really, really stupid this time and there will be no going back from it. Every time I look at William my heart melts just a little. Before he just steamed me up, but now he’s melting me. That can’t possibly be good. It feels like a full-on crush, and I haven’t had one of those in about, oh, eight years or so. The memory of Hank taking over my life again has me feeling sick.


  When my shoe is on, I stand. We’re face-to-face, just a couple feet apart. William is cinching up his tie, even though the two middle buttons of his shirt are missing. The hopelessness of it makes me smile. We are two of a kind, him with his buttons and me with my flying shoes.


  “What’s so amusing? Is it my request for dinner?”


  “No.” I run my finger up the front seam of his shirt. “It’s the fact that you’re doing up your tie when half your buttons are missing.


  He looks down and follows the path of my finger. “I am a right mess, aren’t I?” He looks back up at me as a clump of hair falls down to his forehead. Gorgeous is the only word to describe a freshly-fucked William.


  My heart feels like it’s going to explode. I like him so much it makes me want to weep, both happy and sad tears. Happy, because this kind of feeling doesn’t come along often in life; it’s the kind of emotion that makes you believe you can jump off a building, sprout wings, and fly. Sad, because this whole thing was born from the ashes of devastation and desperation, with the understanding that it would never go anywhere beyond just one night.


  “You are a right mess,” I say, shaking off my melancholy feelings in favor of the mingling light-headedness of this man-crush I’m suffering. “But I still think you’re pretty cute.”


  He smiles, and this time it doesn’t look forced. “You think I’m cute?”


  I push his chest a little, embarrassed that I said it and that he’s making a big deal of it. “Oh, come on. You know you hear that all the time.”


  “Well, usually women use the word hot, or devastatingly handsome, or rakish even, but never cute.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me. “I find I quite like it.”


  I laugh. “No one calls you rakish. You just made that up.”


  He puts on an offended expression. “What? I’ll have you know that just last week a woman on the lift called me rakish. Of course she was in her eighties if she was a day, and she did walk into a janitorial closet once she got off the lift, but that still doesn’t change the facts.”


  I bite the insides of my cheeks to keep from busting out laughing. When I’m under control I respond. “You lie. There was no old lady.”


  He leaves his tie askew and takes my hands between us. “Please let me take you to dinner.” He rubs his thumbs over the back of my hands. “See what you’ve done? You’ve got me pleading. Shall I do down on my knees?”


  He moves as if he’s going to do just that, so I grab his arms to stop him. “No! That’s okay. No begging. No knees.” My face is burning red with the memory of him down on his knees in front of me before. I’m still not recovered from going nuts on his conference table. No way can I do that again so soon.


  He smiles like the devil, and I know he’s reading my mind. I have to drop my gaze to the floor under the pressure.


  I know he’s waiting for an answer to his request, and I’m not even sure what the right answer is, but I do know that I want to be with William for longer than it would take to give him my presentation, and I do believe he really wants to go out with me one more time. I just don’t know where this is going to lead and if it can ever lead to anything good. Maybe it would be better to just have this great memory and move on from life like this.


  That was my original plan: just one night to restore my faith in men and in fun and love. I nearly cross my eyes over that idea now. How was that ever supposed to work? And why didn’t I think it through before going through with it? My only answer for myself is desperation. Desperation makes people do stupid things. I just hope I’m not being desperate right now when I think about dating William. Is this invitation a real date or just a continuation of our last one that never quite finished? I probably shouldn’t jump to conclusions.


  “I can tell you’re thinking about something very important,” he says, leaning his head down to look me in the eyes. “Tell me what it is.”


  “I’m thinking about … the weather.” I smile to make my story more convincing. “I think it’s about to rain.”


  “You weren’t thinking that. Now who’s the liar?”


  I hate that I’m this transparent. “Fine. I’ll go to dinner with you on one condition.”


  He stands straighter but doesn’t let go of my hands. “Go on then. I’m ready.”


  “That we not have sex.” Maybe if we can just be together, we could find out if this could work between us, be more than just one night.


  He pushes his lips together and takes a few moments before answering.


  My palms go sweaty and I try to pull my hands away, but he won’t let them go.


  His eyes narrow and he turns his head slightly to the side as he stares me down. “For how long?”


  “What do you mean, for how long?” My head tilts to the side as I try to figure out where the confusion lies, with me or with him.


  “For how long must we go without sex?”


  “For the date. I mean the night. Sorry, I know it’s not a date-date.” I can’t believe I said that word. My face is on fire. I can feel the heat moving up my chest too.


  “Don’t be silly, of course it’s a date. I’ve just asked you to dine with me. What else would it be?”


  “But it’s not a date-date.” I laugh it off so he knows that I know that I don’t expect anything from him. Argh, this is so embarrassing. Stay cool, Jennifer, stay cool.


  He shakes his head a couple times and then steadies himself. “Sorry, but I must be daft. Perhaps it’s being so near you that’s making it impossible for me to comprehend your meaning.” He releases me and presses his hands together at his chest. “Explain to me the difference between a date and a date-date.” He pauses and frowns. “Or is it datedate? Datedate … datedate … datedate? Am I saying it correctly?”


  I shake my head slowly, unable to stop smiling. “You are seriously asking for it.”


  He grins and leans back a little. “Am I? Splendid!” He leans in really close and speaks in a hushed tone. “What is it I’m asking for exactly?”


  I can’t help it. He’s too adorable. My arms fly up to go around his neck and I pull him close. I want to squeeze him until his head pops off.


  He comes right in, melding his body to mine, and slides his arms around me. “I thought there was to be no sex this evening.” His lips go to my neck and he puts a line of kisses in the crease near my shoulder.


  I release my grip just a bit so we can embrace a little more normally. “Just stop being so cute and take me to dinner,” I mumble into his chest.


  He pulls back and puts his hands on my shoulders, pushing down until I sit in the chair. All the cold air between us makes me think I might have misunderstood his ardor.


  “Brilliant. Wait here. I shan’t be but a minute. Apparently, Ms. Meechum needs to show me something, but then I shall be free for our nosh up. I have something quite special to show you.” He winks and then he’s gone, shutting the door quietly behind him.


  One second later, the door opens again and he sticks his head inside. “Don’t disappear on me.” And then he’s gone again.


  I lean back in the chair with a smile and sigh loudly, staring at the wood table that’s shiny everywhere except where my butt cheeks and naked back smeared it up. As I brush my arm across that spot, trying to buff it back to a shine, I think about my day. This morning I waded through the slow quicksand of my second-worst waking nightmare, I launched my petty flower-delivery revenge, drank too much OJ, and then left my house an hour ago with a plan to put the shock-paddles on my dying career. Instead, I came in here and got busy with my almost new boss. Talk about a life gone off the rails.


  It seems like no matter how much I try to plan out my life, I always end up living the non-plan. I’m flying by the seat of my pants and it should be awful, right? I mean, it only spells trouble, right? Maybe. But right now, it’s just not. It’s not awful at all. I feel hopeful. Excited. Happy about what might happen. There are some niggling doubts, of course. I’d be nuts not to have them, but I realize that I don’t need to let them guide my thinking. I can remain positive about this. William is giving me almost every reason to be feeling this way. Except for that lipstick on the neck thing, he seems to be completely genuine.


  I guess it remains to be seen whether coming here and doing what we did was a mistake or not, but right now I’m having a hard time regretting anything. There’s no use denying that I really like William. I mean, really like him. And I think he likes me too.


  But he doesn’t want any commitments and it’s not really fair to ask him for one. Can I be happy with something casual? With seeing him and another woman together, maybe even that Ingrid person? The idea makes me sick, but maybe if that’s the only way I can see him, I can learn to live with it. It crosses my mind that this is what mistresses must say to themselves. Ugh.


  I ignore the churning of my stomach and stare at the door. I need to have a plan for the rest of the evening. Even though I’ve been decidedly off-plan or non-plan, I feel like things might go a little better if I can just make one and stick with it. With the right things in place, maybe I can end the evening with a new job and a new boyfriend. Or at least, another date for another night. The idea warms me to my toes.


  I quickly take out a piece of paper and a pen from my briefcase and jot down some notes.


  #1 : Do not have sex….


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  William


  



  HASTE IS THE WATCHWORD. I’M afraid to leave Jennifer I-Finally-Have-Her-Last-Name alone for too long. She might decide to disappear into thin air leaving but a shoe behind. Ms. Meechum is in my office, staring at me as I enter.


  “It’s about time. What were you two doing in there, anyway?” She snorts and turns my chair to face my computer.


  Put her in her place or ignore her? Hmmm … decisions, decisions…


  “Before you say anything, check this out.” She places her hand on the side of my monitor and turns it to face me at the side of the desk. “I got in.”


  “You got in? What does that mean?” I’m having an out of body experience right now. A small piece of me still inhabits my corporeal space, but the other is floating up to the ceiling and watching me conspire with Ms. Meechum to break federal and state laws. I must be mad.


  “I’m into her work computer. Over at the club. She’s so stupid. She’s connected all of her systems into one network and she only had an off-the-shelf software firewall in place that left her TCP ports all open. What a dope.”


  “Hmmm …” I say, not understanding most of what she said. “Sounds serious.”


  “Anyway, she also has her video files on there. She’s a total perv. She records people doing all kinds of things at her club and keeps them in a special file. I can see she’s watched them all recently. Do you think she gets her rocks off with them?”


  “If I understand what rocks are, I would say yes, that is a distinct possibility.” My nostrils flare in distaste at the idea of that woman enjoying my moments with Jennifer. I don’t want my memories of our time together sullied like that.


  “Anywho, I deleted the one you were in.” She clears her throat. “No comment on that video.”


  “You’re very kind.”


  “But …” She turns around to face me. Her expression is grave. “It doesn’t mean she hasn’t put it on a USB thumb drive or something not connected to the hard drive that I can’t see.”


  My mood deflates. I had felt a glimmer of hope there. Bugger it. “So we aren’t safe?”


  “No. Not until you make sure the file isn’t somewhere else. She could copy it any number of times and you’d never know.”


  “You can’t tell whether it’s been copied?”


  “Well …” She turns around to face the computer and types some things onto the keyboard. “If she has a feed of her own office …” Several windows pop open, grow bigger, and then disappear. “Here we are! Oh my god, look! She tapes her own office.” She looks at me. “That’s her office, right?”


  I get closer and look at the screen. Recognizing the large desk and open space between it and the door, I nod. “Yes, that’s it.”


  “I could watch what she did after she got the tape … see if she made copies.” She looks up at me. “It’s not a perfect system but maybe it’s better than nothing.”


  As we’re staring at the screen again, Ingrid’s office door opens and someone enters. I’m about to turn away, content that we’ve done all we can when Ms. Meechum’s gasp brings me back.


  “Ohhhh noooo,” she says in a low tone.


  “What?” I walk closer and lean over her back.


  “Is that …?” She points to the image on the screen and twists her head around to look at me.


  My eyes widen as I take in the figure moving towards Ingrid’s desk. “Don’t touch anything,” I say, throwing my hand between her fingers and the keyboard.


  “I wasn’t going to.” She looks at the monitor again. “What’s he doing in there?”


  I have my phone out and a speed-dial button pressed. “We shall find out.”


  The figure on the screen pauses, takes his phone from his pocket and answers it as he sits down at Ingrid’s desk.


  “Edward here.”


  “What in the bloody hell are you doing in her office?” I say in a loud whisper. I’m not sure why I’m not using a normal tone, since I’m not in there and she can’t hear me. It just seems the correct thing to do when witnessing a burgling.


  Edward jumps up, throws his arms out, spins around, and then looks under the desk. Then he slowly puts his phone back to his ear. “William?”


  “Of course it’s William. Who else would it be, you git?”


  “Are you here?” He looks over his shoulder.


  “No, I’m not there. I’m here. In my office.”


  He stands up straight, once again adopting his cocky, devil-may-care stance. “Oh. So. Aye-up. S’happening?”


  “Stop taking the piss. I can see you standing right there in the middle of Ingrid’s office. What are you doing? You’re going to get arrested for burgling. Get out of there.”


  Edwards throws an arm up. “Oy! I’m here, having a deek, saving your bloody arse. Stop being a big girl’s blouse and tell me what to look for.”


  I scrub my hair and face. Everything’s gone pear-shaped in the space of seconds. How did I get here from burying myself in those lovely jubbly bubblies in the other room? What have I done to deserve this?


  “Tell him to look for a USB drive!” Ms. Meechum says. “Ask him if she has an external hard drive!”


  “Who’s that?” Edward asks.


  “That’s my assistant. She’s asking for things in Ingrid’s office.”


  “You’ve got the dogsbody involved?” Edward hisses out a breath. “Not smart, brother, not smart. The less who know the better.”


  “You think I don’t know that?!” I whisper-scream at him. “And she’s not a …” I pull my own hair in frustration. “…Just … just get out of there and leave it!”


  “Give me the phone,” Ms. Meechum says, holding out her hand. “Hurry up, we don’t have all night. She’s probably on her way there now.” She snaps her fingers at me and then holds her hand out flat in the air.


  It’s confirmed. I’ve fallen into the rabbit hole and I may never return from it.


  I hand her the phone and sit down in the side chair, awaiting my fate. I’m quite light-headed, actually, as if I’ve had a few martinis. Martinis sound like a great idea. I wonder how many it will take before I’m rat-arsed.


  Ms. Meechum is talking and her voice bleeds into my thoughts. “… External hard drive … it would be connected to the tower, maybe sitting next to it?” She pauses. “And open her drawers. Look for anything that could be a thumb drive. Look for silly characters like Bugs Bunny or whatever. And pens! Look for thick pens and pull them apart.”


  Edward is going through the drawers of this woman’s desk and Ms. Meechum is flicking different windows open and closed.


  Ms. Meechum sits up straight all of a sudden and beings bouncing in the chair. “Shit! … I mean, Crap! Edward!”


  My brother pauses his burgling.


  “Get under the desk!” Ms. Meechum shouts. “Now! Get down!”


  Edward drops to the floor and crawls into the leg-space in front of the leather chair. No sooner is he settled than the door to Ingrid’s office opens and the large bouncer from the other night enters. I can’t even see his face in the dim light, but his bulk is unmistakeable.


  My heart is a jackhammer attempting to repeatedly ram its way out of my chest. “Bloody hell,” I say, watching a nightmare play out in reality television right before my eyes.


  “Dammit!” Ms. Meechum’s hands are gripping the edges of the desk, but then she lifts one up and waves at the computer monitor. “Go on. Scat! Beat it!” Next she speaks into my cell phone using a whisper. “No! Not you, Edward! I’m not talking to you. I’m talking to the guy who’s about to pound you into the floor if you don’t shut up!”


  The bouncer takes something from a small table and turns around towards the door.


  “Come on, come on, you wanker, leave!” I feel as though I’m cheering on a sports team. Goal! Goal! Goal!


  The bouncer departs the room, shutting the door behind him.


  “Okay, he’s gone. He’s going down the stairs. You’d better leave.” Ms. Meechum is back to watching various monitors and talking to my wayward sibling.


  Edward crawls out of the chair and looks up at the ceiling. He finally locates the camera that’s catching his image and stares right at it. “You’re going to owe me big, brother.”


  I nod. I didn’t ask him to do this, but he did it anyway. Regardless of the fact that it was done out of a misguided sense of brotherhood, I can’t very well scold him for it. I’d have done the same. Possibly.


  “He knows he owes you,” says Ms. Meechum. “Just get out of there. Other employees are starting to come in too. You need to leave, and don’t use the back door. Use the front one.”


  Edward closes the drawers he had open and leaves the room with two things he found, sliding them into his pocket. I watch various windows Ms. Meechum opens for us to follow his progress through the club, and only breathe a sigh of relief when I see his dark form disappear into a doorway of blinding light.


  “Wow. That was so close,” Ms. Meechum says. “I almost peed.”


  My eyes widen. “I certainly hope not. That’s Italian leather you’re sitting on.”


  She giggles. “Good thing I didn’t.” She hums and mumbles as she works on the computer once more. “Shutting that down … hmmmm, hmmm, hmmm … erasing that little thing … hmmm, hmmm … never gonna access that again, you crazy beeyotch … hmmm, hmmm, hmmm-hmmm … and we’ll just move that over there and that over there …”


  “Shall I leave you to it, then?” I ask, walking backwards towards the door.


  “Yeah, yeah, go …” she waves me away. “I’m going to be here for ten more minutes, max. Then I’ll lock up.”


  “Right. Have a good evening.” I’m almost out the door when my conscience causes me to pause. My father knew way more than I gave him credit for when he hired this woman. I never would have done it myself but I can’t say as though it was a mistake. Not now.


  “And Ms. Meechum … Rachel … thank you. For everything.” There’s more to my gratitude than just the idea that she’s found that video file and kept my brother from arrest. The woman I can’t get out of my mind is waiting for me in the next room and she wouldn’t be there if it wasn’t for this harebrained, idiot savant assistant of mine.


  She breaks her attention away from the screen and grins. “You just called me Rachel.”


  “Indeed.”


  “Are you going to do that tomorrow?”


  “Probably not.”


  She sighs and goes back to her screen. “Okay. See ya. Have a good night.”


  “And you as well.” I leave her to her cleaning up and walk down the hall to the conference room. My blood heats up at the very idea of seeing the lovely Jennifer once again. I don’t know if Rachel and Edward have saved my sorry arse from the chopping block but at least I’m better off now than I was a few minutes ago; the original file has been destroyed and two potential copies found.


  Before I open the door I send a short text to a friend, letting him know I will be coming with someone special. I cannot wait to see the look on her face when she sees what it’s all about.


  I open the door and pause, the smile sliding from my face. I stare dumbly at the scene before me. There is nothing, save a table, chairs and a smudge on the table’s normally high-gloss sheen. Jennifer has once again, disappeared.


  My roar of displeasure can likely be heard down in the lobby.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  Jennifer


  



  WILLIAM’S NOT GONE FOR MORE than two minutes when the conference room door opens again. I stand up with a grin on my face, ready to go to dinner with the cutest, funniest sexiest guy I’ve ever known … but my expression quickly moves into confused and then nervous when I see who’s standing in the doorway.


  “Hello,” she says.


  “Hello, Ingrid,” I say, my voice cool. I have no idea why she’s here, but I know for a fact now that William doesn’t like her. She can say whatever she wants but that’s not going to change. He asked me to go out for dinner, not her.


  “You’re still here,” Ingrid says, sighing.


  “Yes. Just waiting for William. We have a date.”


  Ingrid moves farther into the room and shuts the door behind her. “You should probably cancel,” she says, taking a few more steps in my direction.


  I don’t back up and I don’t sit down. I’m going to stand my ground with this woman. I have way more right to be here than she does, even if this is her building.


  “I’m not canceling. I’m going.” I put a hand on my hip to seem more powerful and assertive.


  “Listen, I’m going to be honest with you,” Ingrid says, stopping a few paces away. “I’m telling you to cancel for his own good.”


  “Oh yeah? Why do I not believe you?” I tilt my head, daring her to think I’m that stupid.


  “Your trust issues aren’t my concern. But I figured since you seem to like him, you’d want to do what you can to help him out.”


  That throws me off. I do like William. I do want to help him out. But what’s that got to do with her. Is she trying to get me involved in their lease negotiations? That’s weird.


  “What’s that got to do with anything?”


  She smiles like she has me. It instantly gets my back up.


  “We have a … delicate … situation here, and the best thing for William is to just try and work with me on it and make it go away.”


  “I heard about your lease issue.” I shake my head, pitying her. “Pretty sad you have to use lease negotiations to try and get a date with William.”


  She laughs. “Our lease? Is that what he told you this is about?”


  My confidence takes a dive. “Yes. What else would it be?”


  She tsks-tsks at me. She actually does that.


  “So sad. You really think he’s interested in you? That he’s looking for a long-term relationship from you?” She laughs again. “I don’t get it. You’re smart. Why do smart women always fall for that bullshit? You fuck a guy on the first date, let him fuck you in a club, no less, and then you expect him to want to marry you?”


  My jaw drops open at her gall. And who said anything about marriage? Shame burns my cheeks.


  “You want my advice?” she asks. “Leave. Before you make a complete fool of yourself.”


  “The only one making a fool of herself is you.” I’m not exactly sure if that’s right at this point, but it sounds good.


  “Correct me if I’m wrong, but you haven’t been out on an actual date with William, have you?”


  “Yes, I have.” I jut my chin out. “I went to the ball with him.”


  She snickers. “That wasn’t a date. That was a business function. He was there to show his face to clients. You were decoration.” She crosses her arms delicately across her chest. “Have you met his family yet?”


  I give her my you’re-completely-ridiculous-look. “Of course not. The relationship is too new for that.”


  Ingrid holds out her hand, palm facing the floor, and examines her nails. “I was just at his father’s place with him yesterday for Sunday brunch. I’ve known his family for a while now. We have many common interests.” She fixes me with a knowing stare. She has me by the lady-balls and she knows it. “Did he mention that he took me to his family home? That we had brunch together yesterday? They have a lovely garden. I had a grand tour on his father’s arm. Have you seen it?”


  My ears are burning too hot. I’m afraid of what I might say. I’m afraid I’m about to burst into tears. He didn’t tell me any of this. He lied. Just like Hank lied. I can’t stick my head in the sand a second time and survive it. I just can’t.


  I grab my briefcase from the table. “I need to go. Excuse me.” I push past her and make a beeline for the door.


  “Don’t be upset,” she says at my back. “He’s just a man.”


  I turn around and smile as best I can under the circumstances. “Yeah. Good luck with that.”


  “Oh, believe me, I don’t need luck.”


  I throw the door open and leave without a single backward glance. I have no idea where William is and I do not care. He lied to me. He totally lied to me about his relationship with her, with that lipstick on his neck, with everything. Why? It doesn’t matter. I’m tired of being lied to, of being cheated on. I’ve had enough of that from Hank to last me for the rest of my life.


  My mind races as I make my way down the elevator and out to my car. Tragedy. Lies. Wishes. Hopes. Foolish little girl dreams. Ugh. Why? Why? Why? I throw my briefcase into the back seat and roar out of the parking space with squealing tires.


  How could I have been so stupid? I let him screw me right there in his conference room! I was supposed to be there to make a business proposal, not be a slut! But of course he expected that from me. That’s all I’ve ever been to him. He’s in love with my boobs, with what’s between my legs. Why did I read more into it?


  I can’t stop crying. My phone rings, but I don’t even bother seeing who it is. People stare at me at every stoplight, but I don’t even take the time to wipe my nose. What’s the point? I screwed up. I can’t tell a decent guy from an asshole. I can’t even tell when my boyfriend of eight years is having an affair with a kindergartener. I’m beyond therapy. Beyond OJ. I need to just go far, far away and re-evaluate my life. I wonder if three months of rent is enough for a ticket to Greece. I could fish for food. Hell, at this point I could hook for food.


  When I get to my apartment, I grab my briefcase from the back seat and go to my door, fumbling around with my key ring to find the right one. I don’t see Hank until I’m almost on top of him.


  “Hey, what’s wrong?” he asks in a concerned voice.


  I freeze on the sidewalk, standing there staring at him. He’s an alien creature, here to bring me to a spaceship and probe me. Or maybe I’m tripping on some random drug I inhaled from the air. Or I’m having a crazy allergic reaction to the tree pollen floating around. These are the only rational explanations for what I’m seeing right now. This cannot be real. He would not show up on my doorstep after screwing me over like he did.


  “Fuck off, Hank.” I find my key and put it in the lock.


  “Why are you so upset? It can’t be because of today.” He’s still standing there, right at my back. Apparently our break up has not fully penetrated his brain and he thinks he can invade my personal space.


  “Hank, I swear to God, I am on a hair trigger right now and it won’t take much to push me over the edge.” I shove my door in and drop my briefcase and purse on the ground, going straight for my fridge.


  OJ, come to me now.


  The door shuts quietly. “I wanted to come by and talk,” he says.


  I spin around and go back to the foyer area. “You’re still here?! Why?! I told you to leave!” I know I look like crazy person, but I don’t care. Hank can suck it. He can suck it twice.


  He holds out his hands to calm me. “Hey, hey, relax, would you? I just came to talk. And I can see you’re upset and I’d like to help.”


  I laugh, but it sounds like one of those insane asylum noises you hear in movies. “Help? You help me? Oh, that’s a good one.” I laugh again. “That’s a fucking joke is what that is.” I shake my head, putting my hands on my hips. “You really are a piece of work, Hank. I’m serious.” My arms fly up and flail around. “You walk around like there’s nothing going on, like you didn’t cheat on me, like you didn’t shit on our relationship, like you didn’t just come in this morning and take away my whole business life … what is your fucking damage?” I stare him down. “Are you mentally ill? A sociopath? I’m starting to think the answer to that is yes.”


  “No, listen ...” He edges sideways trying to walk towards my family room, but I block his access. “I just want to sit down, have a little conversation about you working with us, and then I’ll leave, ‘kay?” He gives me what I used to think was his playful frown but now I see it for the manipulation that it really is. “I can see you’re upset, babe. Why don’t you talk to me about it? Was it a guy?”


  I cross my arms, wrapping them tightly around my body. I feel like I’m about to fly apart into a million tiny pieces and this is the only way I can keep myself whole. My knuckles go white with the grip I have on myself.


  “Hank, you’re the last person on the entire planet I’d go to when I need to talk, so just leave, would you? I need to go to bed.”


  He looks at his watch. “It’s not even eight o’clock. Come on, let me take you out. We can talk over drinks or dinner, even.”


  “What about Heather?” I ask not because I’m considering taking him up on his offer, I just wonder if she knows whether her boyfriend is going out with his ex. The irony makes me a little happy, in an ugly kind of way. Once a cheater, always a cheater.


  “She’s out with girlfriends. She wouldn’t mind, though. She knows you and I are friends.”


  I start laughing and can’t stop. I have to bend over to hold my stomach. Sour bile rises up into my throat, but I just keep going.


  “Why is that so funny?”


  “Friends,” I finally gasp out. “Is that what you call a person who destroys your entire life? My god, with friends like you, who needs the Taliban?”


  He gives me his charming smile. “Come on, Jen, you know I didn’t destroy your entire life. Our break-up was a good thing. We weren’t going anywhere together.”


  “Oh, and you and Heather are going places?” My voice goes up into very high ranges. “She’s going to help you climb your way to the top?”


  “Her father is a city commissioner. He’s on the planning committee.”


  I pause before launching my next volley to consider his confession. Is it possible he dumped me as part of his career planning? And if so, does that make me happier or sadder about the whole situation? Does Heather know she’s just a pawn?


  Looking at his face, I decide that this whole thing makes me sadder. All my gusto disappears and I sink down into myself. I’m not even worth hanging onto over a real estate career. Eight years invested, right down the toilet.


  “Hank. I need you to go.” I walk over to the door and open it up. “Leave before I get out my one frying pan and knock you over the head with it.”


  He laughs bitterly. “You don’t cook. You don’t even have pans.”


  I speak through gritted teeth. “I have a fucking pan and I will use it. And no, not to cook, but to beat you to death.”


  He holds up his hands and walks sideways to the door. “Fine. But when you calm down, I’d like to talk to you about the Goodman property, downtown.”


  I wait as he steps over the threshold. “Why?” I ask. “Why that property?”


  “No reason. I just want you to come back and work with us, and I’ve talked to the Goodmans and they’d like to you come back too.”


  I step to the space between us, putting my finger up into his face. “Don’t you even think about stealing them away from me, asshole.” That’s the property that I consider my golden goose. It looks like crap now, but I just know the spot is perfect for rehabilitation. It just needs the right investor with modern vision and a lot of money.


  “Just call me. When you’re calm.”


  “Not gonna happen, asshole!” I shout out after him.


  He walks away, shaking his head. “You really need to get some therapy or something, Jennifer. You’re a mess. I could get some names for you if you like.”


  I grab the scented candle off my small table by the door and chuck it at him, hitting him square in the back. It makes a very satisfying thud before it crashes to the sidewalk and breaks into several big chunks.


  “Ow!” he shouts, pausing to glare at me as he arches his back. “What’d you do that for!”


  “That’s my therapy!” I scream. “And guess what! Ha! It works! I feel much better now!” I slam the door, lock it, and lean against it, breathing heavily. As my legs turn to jelly and I slide down to the floor, I start laughing. The look of surprise on his face was seriously healing. I have a lot of candles. Maybe I should throw a few more at him.


  Once I start laughing again, I can’t stop. I have to crawl over to my couch and use the arm to help stand up. When I can finally breathe right again, I find that I’m exhausted. Today has been a hell of a day.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  William


  



  I STAND IN THE CORRIDOR, gutted, considering my options. Jennifer has either gone to the loo or she’s disappeared into the night, pulling the Cinderella act once again. I pop my head into the conference room just to see if there’s a shoe there, but there’s not.


  But I don’t need a glass slipper. I have a phone number and a last name. Ringing her up does me no good, though, as my two calls go into her message box.


  When I return to my office, it’s empty as well. Ms. Meechum has left without a trace. I would never know she had been here hacking away just moments before if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. This causes me pause. I did see it with my own eyes, didn’t I? Surely that smudge on the conference room table is evidence that I haven’t dreamt the entire evening up.


  My phone rings in my hand and I do not recognize the number. Cheering instantly, hoping it’s Jennifer, I answer. “Stratford.”


  “William,” says a female voice. “Are you ready to go to dinner?”


  I frown. Jennifer sounds as though she has the lurgy. “Jennifer?”


  “No. Not Jennifer. She left, went home. It’s Ingrid.”


  My heart turns to stone. It actually weighs down my chest and makes my body sag. “Why did she leave?” Fury takes over and I stand rigid. “What did you say to her?”


  “Nothing but the truth.”


  I squeeze my phone and make to throw it against the wall, but quickly get my emotions under control and put it back to my ear. “And what truth did you share, may I ask?”


  “We can discuss it over dinner.”


  “No, we cannot discuss it over dinner.” I’m nearly shaking with rage. This woman is something … I can’t even say the words.


  “William, I’m warning you …”


  “No, Ingrid, I’m warning you. Do not press me on this. I will not dine with you, I will not date you, and I most certainly will not sleep with you. It’s beyond the pale that you believe you can blackmail me like this.” I’m dizzy with the idea that I almost let her do this to not only me but my family as well.


  “It’s not blackmail, it’s simply two people meant to be together, getting together. Admit it, William, we work.”


  “Of course I work. What’s that got to do with anything?”


  “I mean we work. We work well together. We’re both focused on business, on investing, on being passionate people both in and out of the bedroom.”


  “I want nothing to do with your passions, no matter where they lie. I’m done with this game of yours.” I hope Ms. Meechum’s hacking has done its job. “I’m off the hook. No longer under your thumb.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?”


  Perhaps my mouth has gotten away from me. I shall blame it on Jennifer. She’s caused me to turn inside out. She and her lovely breasts. I haven’t thought anything straight through since I met them or her.


  “Never mind. I’ve got to go. Don’t call me anymore, Ingrid. Lose this number. In fact, lose all my numbers.”


  “Your lease is coming up for renewal, you know.”


  “Don’t try to diddle me, Ingrid. It’s beneath you.”


  “Diddle you? That sounds fun.”


  I feel like retching at her attempts at flirting. “Go diddle yourself. I’m otherwise occupied.” I hang up before she can provide any more fodder for my nightmares.


  Taking in a deep breath to fill my chest, I let it all out in one long go.


  There.


  I’ve just made the decision. To hell with my reputation. So what if the world knows I’ve had my head between the legs of the most beautiful girl in the city? What’s it to me? Sure we might lose some investors, but we’ll find more. I always find more. I’ll just have to go to more parties. Pretend more often that I care for people I don’t. All in a day’s work, really.


  The first call I make is to my brother.


  “Edward,” he says.


  “It’s me. William.”


  “I know who you are, dudley, I can see your number on the screen.”


  “So how’d you get on?”


  “With what?”


  “Don’t be daft.”


  “Och, so now I’m daft, is that it?”


  “Quit faffing around! You know what I’m talking about.” I tap my foot impatiently.


  “I filched a couple of those drives your girl mentioned and that’s about it. Not sure if it’s going to help or not, but I did what I could.”


  It nearly kills me to say it, but I do it anyway. “Thanks loads. You were brilliant. Fucking crazy, but brilliant. I owe you one.”


  “Yeah, that’s already been determined. All of it. The brilliant part and the you owing me part.”


  “Don’t be such a …” I don’t say it. Edward and I fall into these mutually insulting conversations and after they roll out, it’s difficult to remember what we were even discussing to start with.


  “What’s the matter, brother? Lost your mojo?” Edward chuckles.


  “No. I’ve lost … never mind. I’ll see you round.” My mind is back on Jennifer. I have to find her. Tonight.


  “Hold on then, what’s going on?” Edward’s curiosity is piqued.


  “Nothing’s going on.” I squeeze the phone. Speaking about my personal life with Edwards is not common territory for me. I’m used to handling things on my own.


  “You having problems with your lady?”


  “What lady?”


  “The tidy one you fancy enough to snog in the middle of a dance club.”


  “Nothing’s going on. I just have to find her.”


  “Ah, she’s run off. Well, keep your pecker up. I’m sure you’ll find a way to charm her back into the fold.”


  “Thank you. I think.”


  “Give us a bell if you need help.”


  “Will do. Cheers.”


  “Right. Fuck off, then.” And he disconnects the call.


  I have to smile. No one rings off like my brother Edward.


  My next call is to Jennifer’s number. After a couple of failed attempts at connection and an hour of gaffing around, I resort to texting. I’m not a fan of the technology, but she’s left me no choice. A text it shall be if that’s what it takes to find my Cinderella.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  Jennifer


  



  A TEXT ARRIVES FROM THE same person who’s already called and left me at least one message. I bring my phone closer to my face so I can see through my swollen eyelids¸ reading the words on the screen.


  Where did you go? I thought we were going to dinner?


  A very unattractive snort flies out of my nose. My fingers make tick-tack sounds on the keyboard as I type out my response.


  Take Ingrid. Ha. That’ll show him to play me for a fool. God, I can’t believe I was so stupid. He left the conference room for a minute and came back with lipstick on his neck. Duh! How stupid can I get?


  I don’t want to take Ingrid. I want to take you.


  Just reading the words makes my heart ache and my teeth ache and everything else hurt too. I should probably throw the phone across the room and go to bed, but I’m too upset for that. I don’t even care what happens now. I just want him to know that I know what the truth is. No more dicking around with my feelings, pretending something is there that isn’t. Just one night. That’s all you get, William, you big fat liar.


  You took her to brunch. She’s more your type, I think.


  I don’t have to wait long for his reply.


  She is most definitely not my type. I need to speak with you.


  I sigh heavily. I can’t let his charm wear me down. Typing out my answer is so difficult. It’s like I have lead weights in each of my fingers.


  I’m done with the lies. I’m going to bed.


  Even after five minutes of me waiting, he doesn’t answer, and that’s just perfect. I guess that’s it. Things got real, and then he got gone. Just one night it is. I’m a big girl. I’ve got my big girl panties on. I can handle it.


  I leave my phone in the kitchen so I won’t be tempted to start up another conversation, and go to my bedroom. Minutes later I’m in my PJs and all my makeup is washed off. My face is puffy and red from all the crying, but at least I haven’t sprouted any zits yet. That’s what usually happens when I’m stressed.


  I’m in my bed tossing and turning when my doorbell rings. Nobody rings my doorbell except the pizza man, and I know I didn’t order anything. I ignore it, wondering if it’s possible that Jehovah’s Witnesses would be calling this late. I’m afraid at this point I won’t be able to fend them off and I’ll end up with a stack of literature if I so much as look through the peep hole.


  Putting my pillow over my face doesn’t completely block out my visitor, unfortunately. The doorbell has been abandoned in favor of pounding. I move the pillow off to the side as I stare at the ceiling. Maybe it’s Mia. Maybe she’s in trouble. She has a key, though. Of course I did put the chain lock on, but that wouldn’t stop her. Or maybe it’s Hank and he needs to have a little meeting with my frying pan. I am so spoiling for a fight right now it’s not even funny. I almost hope it’s him.


  I swing my legs over to the side of the bed. The pounding on the door continues. I hope the apartment building isn’t on fire. That would be the perfectly shitty end to my perfectly shitty day. Sliding my feet into my Tweety Bird slippers, I stand to shuffle out of my room and down the hall. This better be a fucking emergency.


  I open the door a crack, leaving the chain lock in place. The frying pan is in my right hand, ready to flatten some liar-man-face.


  “I knew you were home. Let me in.”


  I let out a sigh of relief tinged with annoyance. “Mia, I’m sleeping. Come back tomorrow.”


  “Since when do you tell me to come back tomorrow? What kind of crazy talk is that?” She crosses her eyes and grimaces.


  “I’m tired, I’m sick, I’m … tired. Just … go.” I shut the door in her face.


  Her muffled voice comes through the aluminum. “If you don’t open this door in five seconds, I am going to get out my purse alarm and let ‘er blow.”


  “Purse alarm?” I move closer to the door, not sure I heard right.


  “Yeah, my purse alarm. And this sucker is loud, so you better open that door. I’m not playing.”


  The last thing I need is my landlord kicking me out because I have obnoxious friends, so I capitulate. Moving the chain back, I step away from the entrance. “I told you, Mia, I’m tired. I’m not in the mood to chit chat.”


  She comes in and shuts the door behind her, dropping her bag to the ground. “So don’t chit chat. Just listen to me do it.” Taking me by the hand, she drags me into the family room and sits us both down on the couch.


  “So.” She crosses her legs and rests her hands in her lap. “What’s wrong? Why do you look like hell? Why aren’t you answering my calls?”


  “Those were you?” Assuming they were all William was another mistake. Why did I think he’d be that desperate to talk to me? I’m the desperate one, not him.


  “Duh. Who else would it be?”


  I shrug, trying with monumental effort not to sob out loud.


  She leans in closer, throwing her arm across the back of the couch, and stares at me intently. “You’ve been crying.”


  I rub delicately under one eye, pretending there’s an eyelash there or something. “No, I haven’t. It’s allergies.”


  “Bullshit. You don’t have allergies.”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “To what?” She lifts an eyebrow at me.


  “Pollen.”


  “Lies. All lies. Tell me what you were crying about.”


  I have to look away or I’m going to start all over again. “Just … nothing. Just guy stuff. The usual.”


  “Did you see Hank?”


  I look at her, wondering if she knows already. They were never friends, but I wouldn’t put it past Hank to try to get to me through her. “Yes, as a matter of fact. He came over here.”


  Mia backs her head up and frowns. “Why in the hell would he do that?”


  I nod, glad to know they haven’t been in touch behind my back. “Thank you. Exactly what I said.”


  “So?”


  “So, he came here to talk to me about clients.”


  She narrows her eyes. “That dirty bastard. He came over here to make sure you didn’t bring your clients with you.” She takes her arm off the couch and shakes her finger at me. “Don’t you dare let that ass-cheese take those properties from you.”


  “Oh, I won’t, believe me.”


  “So what’d you tell him?”


  I smile for the first time in what seems like hours. “I told him to fuck off or I’d smash him with my frying pan.”


  She laughs. “Do you even own a frying pan?”


  I hit her in the arm. “Yes! I own a frying pan. It’s over there.” I point at the front door table where I left it when I realized there wouldn’t be any need to smash the nose of this particular visitor.


  She nods, sticking out her bottom lip as she takes it in. “Yep. That’s where I keep my frying pans too. Right by the front door. Never know when you’re going to need to fry an egg over there.”


  I put my feet up on the coffee table, crossing my Tweetie Birds over one another. “Are you here for a specific reason or just to harass me?”


  She puts her feet up next to mine on the table. “I’m hiding, actually. Malcolm made some noise about stopping over at my place, so I have to be sure not to be there.”


  “God, he has a lot of nerve.” I look at her sideways. “Are you sure you’re not encouraging him?”


  She goes dark. “What are you suggesting? That I ask him to do this shit?”


  “No, no, don’t go getting all mad at me. It’s just that he gave you a raise, so maybe he’s thinking you owe him something for it.”


  She shrugs. “Guys jump to conclusions like that all on their own. They don’t need women to lead them to it. And for the record, I have not led him on. I work hard and I work well, but I do not work the cock.”


  I wave off her mood with a flutter of my hand between us. “I know, just never mind me. I’m in a cranky mood.”


  “What happened? Did you call William and ask him for a job?”


  “Worse.”


  She turns sideways on the couch, hiking up one knee between us. “Worse? Do tell.”


  “Stop smiling. It’s not funny.”


  “Okay. I’ll frown. How’s this?” She puffs her bottom lip out.


  “Better.”


  “So tell me.” She knocks me in the shoulder. “Come on, confess, it’ll make the night go by faster.”


  I lean my head back on the couch and stare at the ceiling. “I called him, he told me to come over and give him a presentation, we ended up screwing in the conference room, and then I left.”


  “Wait, wait, wait … hold up … you just left? You had sex? Did you give the presentation?”


  I lift my head and turn it so I can glare at her. “No, I didn’t give the presentation. See? It’s a fucking nightmare.” I huff out some air and go back to staring at the ceiling.


  “Why do I think there’s more to this story than I’m hearing?”


  “There’s this woman okay? This other woman.” I can see Ingrid’s face in my head, her perfect skin that probably never gets zits, her ice blue eyes, her blond hair, her legs that look a mile long. Why on earth is William pretending he hates her? What a lie! No man could hate a woman who looks like that. She might be a little flat chested, but that doesn’t matter. It probably makes her a better tennis player. She’s perfect. She’s my worst nightmare.


  “Is she his wife?”


  “No.”


  “Girlfriend?”


  “I’m not sure.”


  “Why aren’t you sure?”


  “Because! She acts like she is, but he says she isn’t. And his assistant says she isn’t.”


  “Okay, so she isn’t.” Mia shrugs, like it’s a done deal.


  I turn my head and stare at her. “But she went to family brunch with him yesterday.”


  “So the fuck what?” Mia looks at me like I’m nuts. “I go to brunch with Malcolm all the time. It doesn’t mean crap.”


  “You do?” I sit up straight.


  “Sometimes.” She leans over and grabs my hand. “Is that all? Just a brunch? Seems like a lot of puffy water retention around the eyelids to be just about a simple thing like that.”


  I stare at her hand holding mine. “She interrupted us, and when he came back from talking to her in private, he had her lipstick on his neck.”


  “Did you call him out on it?”


  “Not exactly. I asked him if he kissed her.”


  “What’d he say?”


  “He said no.”


  “Hmmmm …”


  “Yeah, right? Like … that was a lie, right?”


  “Not necessarily,” Mia says slowly. “Maybe she just kissed him.”


  “Oh, please, like that matters. A kiss is a kiss no matter who starts it.”


  “Okay, you’re right, I agree. But if everyone says she’s not a girlfriend, maybe you should find out why there are different stories being told.”


  “She obviously wants to be with him.” I shrug. “But who wouldn’t want to be? He’s pretty perfect. Except for the lying part.”


  “Tell me about him,” Mia says, pulling her legs up and getting more comfortable, letting my hand go so she can wrap her arms around her shins.


  I stare off into space as I picture him. “Well, he’s charming and gorgeous of course.”


  “Of course,” Mia agrees, a smile in her voice.


  “And he’s really funny. I mean, he makes me laugh all the time.”


  “A sense of humor is important.”


  “Yes, I agree. And he’s smart and obviously accomplished. He’s amazing in bed. Or … on table … whatever. He’s knows what he’s doing in that area. And he’s running Stratford Investments.”


  “Malcolm is all over them, you know. He sees them as clients one day.”


  “I don’t know if they’re big wine drinkers.” I look up at my friend as I realize I am completely in the dark as it relates to the Stratford family. No surprise I guess that I’m not invited to the family brunch. “I really don’t know them well at all. I just know that I like William. And I thought he liked me.”


  “Obviously he does, or he wouldn’t keep having sex with you.”


  “Sex isn’t about liking someone.”


  She shakes her head. “I don’t think that’s true in his case. Do you?”


  I go sad over that. “I didn’t think so until tonight.”


  A buzzing sound comes from the dining table in the kitchen.


  “You’re phone is ringing,” Mia says.


  “So? Everyone I want to talk to is sitting right here.” I tap her on the knee and smile.


  “What about William? Maybe it’s him.”


  I sigh and look at the coffee table. “I can’t talk to him right now. I’m a mess.” It’s taking everything I have not to get up and look at my phone. Part of me wants it to be him full of explanations that will make sense, and part of me wants it to be Hank just so I can let out a stream of expletives and get rid of this energy I still have running all through me. I should be exhausted, but I’m not. I want to punch something or whack it with my frying pan.


  Mia’s opening her mouth to speak, but she never gets the words out. The doorbell cuts her off.


  We look at each other, both of our eyes going wide.


  “Who could that be?” Mia asks quietly.


  “I have no idea. Hank, maybe?” I stand up and walk over to grab my frying pan. Mia is right behind me. We tiptoe to the door.


  There’s another ring of the bell and then a sharp knock.


  “Who is it?” Mia asks loudly enough to make my ear ring.


  “It’s William. William Stratford. I’m looking for Jennifer. Do I have the right address, please?”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  William


  



  I HAVE NEVER BEEN SO nervous in all my life. I’m standing outside a small apartment door, dim light barely making the number visible, hoping I won’t be shot by a nervous dweller inside.


  “You sure do have the right address!” a voice shouts. I don’t believe it’s Jennifer, but I hang onto the hope that it might be just the barely insulated door that’s changing her voice’s timbre.


  “Mia, no!” A second voice says. This is the one I know. This is Jennifer. My heart races knowing I will soon be seeing her.


  The door is made of paper maché or something equally thin. I can hear every word being exchanged between the two women.


  “Just rip it off, baby,” Jennifer’s friend says. “Like a bandaid. Figure this out once and for all!” The handle turns and the door opens two inches before banging at the end of the chain. It vibrates strongly with the force.


  “Oh, shit,” Mia says into the crack of the door. “Hold on a sec.” She shuts the door and then opens it again, throwing her arms wide and grinning from ear to ear. “If it isn’t the infamous William Stratford.”


  “Good evening, Mia. How are you?”


  “Very good. Gold star for remembering the best friend’s name.” She winks. “And now, I’ll leave you two to the make-up sex. I’m outta here.” She takes her bag from the floor, leans over to kiss Jennifer on the cheek, and disappears from the apartment, all before either Jennifer or I can utter a single syllable in response.


  I look at Jennifer and she looks at me.


  My perusal of her person starts at her head. She looks ten years younger than I remember. Her hair is tousled, waving every which way. Her cheeks are a rosy pink and her eyes wide and green. She reminds me of a spring day, the way she’s all light and fluffy. She’s clothed in flannel. A riot of flowers in many colors covers her from neck to ankle. And on her feet are two enormous yellow birds, if I am not mistaken. They appear to be deformed, however. The craniums of these yellow birds are entirely too large for their very small beaks. And the eyes … it’s as if they’re staring into my soul.


  “What are you doing here?” she asks. I get the impression from her tone that she is not pleased to see me. “How did you know where I live?”


  “I … errr …. ummm … “ I cannot focus on the question. The birds are staring at me. “Are those birds on your feet?”


  She lifts an eyebrow and starts tapping her right toe over and over. The bird’s head wobbles to and fro. “You didn’t answer my question.”


  I have to shake my head and blink a few times to get on the subject at hand. I shall worry about the birds later. “Right. Indeed. You wish to know why I am here, is that it?” I can’t help but look down at her toes again. One of the bird heads is tilting down, staring at my feet. It makes me want to move out of the way.


  “Yes. This is my apartment. Where I live. Why are you here?”


  I give her a pained smile. It’s the best I have at this point. I know I’ve stepped over the line and probably appear a bit stalker-like. I just couldn’t go another day not knowing where we stand. There have been enough misunderstandings between us. I vowed to make this right on my way over and I intend to follow through.


  “I thought perhaps we could talk. I did try to call first. Your address was easily found online.”


  “I didn’t answer on purpose.” She’s not giving me an inch.


  So she was ignoring me on purpose. Damn. Keep calm, William. Do what you came for.


  “I was beginning to wonder,” I say, “however, I’m not that easily dissuaded when I’m determined, so here I am. Would you mind if I came in for a moment? I won’t keep you.” If I can get in the door, there’s hope. Come on, girl, let me in the door. Let me in your heart!


  She rolls her eyes as she hangs on to the open edge of the door. “Fine. But I’m tired and I’m going to bed soon, so make it quick.”


  I step into the foyer and she shuts the door behind me, sliding a chain-lock into place. She then turns and folds her arms loosely across her chest. “So talk.”


  Certain I won’t get anywhere towards my goal in this foyer, I gesture towards the sitting room. “Would you mind if I sat down? It’s been a long day.”


  “I’ll bet.” She chews the inside of her cheek before finally gesturing with her chin towards the salon. “Go ahead. Knock yourself out.”


  “I don’t know if that will be necessary,” I mumble as I walk ahead of her into the room. She’s not making this easy on me, but I don’t suppose I deserve any better.


  I choose the middle of the couch, hoping to have her sit next to me, but she declines the hinted-at invitation. Instead, she takes the only armchair in the room.


  “I owe you a big apology,” I say, rubbing my palms together. They have begun to perspire.


  “You think?” She rests her hands on the arms of the chair. Her chin trembles as do the loose parts of her hair. I cannot tell if this means she intends to cry or yell. I hope it will be neither. I feel terrible that I am the cause of her distress, whatever it is.


  “Yes, I do think it,” I say, prepared to eat a very large portion of humble pie. “I know it. I hope you will accept my humblest of apologies because I certainly would like you to. I haven’t been entirely honest with you.” There. It’s been said. Now we shall see what we will see. Have our trysts been meaningful enough that she will give me a chance to explain, or will she toss me out on my arse into the street without even so much as a by your leave? I’m in knots with the not knowing.


  She nods, her mouth all twisted up.


  “I told you that Ingrid is holding the lease over my head, but that was only part of the story.”


  “Is she pregnant?”


  This is coming from the middle of nowhere. I frown, trying to determine if either I’ve said something to lead her down this road or if Ingrid has. The mere idea is abhorrent to me. “Pregnant? Good God, no! I have never … I would never … NO. Absolutely, unequivocally not. Ingrid and I do not have carnal knowledge of one another. And we never will, I can assure you of that.” I feel dirty now. Just imagining the spawning of a demon child with that woman, being linked to her for life, attending birthday parties with her at my side, clowns and balloon animals … I shudder involuntarily.


  “But you kissed her. Before you came into the conference room with me.”


  Jennifer sounds so sure of herself, I have to think back over the last few days to see if there’s something I might have forgotten. I have drunk some wine, but I’m quite certain I would remember something like that. The only time we came close was when she accosted me in my office corridor. “I did nothing of the sort. She grabbed me earlier today and tried to kiss me, but I pushed her off.”


  “You had her lipstick on your neck.”


  “Oh. Well, that’s inconvenient, isn’t it? But it doesn’t change the fact that I am the victim here. I am totally innocent.”


  “You expect me to believe that? How is that possible?”


  I sputter as I try to explain in a way that makes sense. How is it that a grown man, the CEO of a well-respected company, cannot not kiss a woman?


  “Well, it’s because she’s … she’s … she’s a vampire.” I’ve gone mad, but madness is my only hope. “That’s right. She came right for the jugular. You’ve seen her. Tell me that’s not a plausible explanation for her choice of attack.”


  Jennifer’s mouth twitches as she battles some emotion. “She does kind of look like that lady who’s the head of the vampires in True Blood. Are you saying that you had to fight her off?”


  I’m ready to fly through the air like one of those giant-headed yellow birds over the fact that Jennifer does actually understand and believe my ridiculous yet true story.


  “Indeed. Tooth and nail. Had I a string of garlic or a cross I would have used those as well.”


  “That doesn’t explain the lies. Or the brunch.” She sounds very sad when she says the word brunch. It’s obvious she’s never attended one of my family’s brunches or she’d be much less impressed with the whole idea.


  I run a hand through my hair, trying to figure out how to explain everything so that it makes sense. Everything is all in a twist. It’s a web I’ve spun around me and I need to just un-spin it. That’s the only way.


  I clear my throat and begin. “I need to back the story up a bit and tell you the part I’ve left out.”


  “How about you start at the beginning?” she suggests, sitting back in her chair. Her hands leave their post to fold in her lap. Her shoulders aren’t nearly as rigid as they were when I arrived. I shall take that as a good sign.


  I nod. “An excellent suggestion. I shall start at the beginning. Why didn’t I think of that?” I wait to see if she’ll laugh, but then I continue when she just stares at me. Right. She will be a tough nut to crack, but I will give it my all.


  “All righty … so … I was sitting in my office, working my fingers to the bone, when Ms. Meechum entered and handed me a stack of papers, within which was your advert for a one-night interlude.”


  “You don’t need to start that far out.” She’s trying not to smile but it appears my wit is impossible to resist. She quickly covers up her lapse with a cough and covers her mouth, but not before I see it. It gives me hope.


  “I believe I must. Otherwise, I can depend on another misunderstanding, I’m sure of it. I’d rather just have it out and we can either move forward from there or get out the pickaxes.”


  “Pickaxes? Are you a serial killer or something?”


  “No, we use those for digging graves on rocky terrain.” I wave a hand in the air, trying to keep us on track. “Never mind. Skip that part. I’m back in the office now with my pile of papers.”


  “And mine is on top.”


  “No, actually, yours was not on top. But yours refused to be ignored.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I mean exactly that. I tried to toss it in the bin and it wouldn’t go. I tried to put it on her desk, and it fell to the floor. Your advert refused to be ignored, so I stopped fighting the inevitable. It was destiny that I call you.”


  Her eyes blink like mad at the word destiny.


  I continue, watching her for any signs that might tell me if I’m doing well or not. “And so I did. And you would not meet with me.” I pound my knee with my fist as I recall how unnerving and yet exciting that was. “You wouldn’t even have a cup of tea with me. You only wanted one night, and that was all. One night of passion and that would be the end of things.”


  “And that’s what you wanted too. Otherwise you wouldn’t have answered the ad.”


  The idea is positively depressing, hearing her say it like that. Is that really what I wanted? At the time, I suppose it was. “Exactly. Or at least, that’s what I thought.”


  “And now? Do you think something different?”


  “Yes. Something vastly different.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  “YOU’RE JUMPING AHEAD.” I BLUSH as I realize he’s starting to get to the nitty gritty. I need him to slow down so my brain can accept what he’s saying, because right now it sounds too good to be true.


  “Yes, yes, quite right. So I saw you outside of the coffee shop.” He pauses and gets a faraway look in his eye. “You were so beautiful.” He’s back to the present and looking at me again. “You are so beautiful. I’m not sure if it’s a trick of the light, but you are more stunning each and every time I see you,” he gestures at the floor, “even with those ridiculous, deformed birds on your feet.”


  I can feel my face heating up. “You’re just flattering me. Flattery will get you nowhere.”


  “Well, that would matter to me if this was merely flattery. However, I can assure you, it is not. It’s the simple truth.”


  My heart is hammering in my chest. “So we went out on our one date.”


  “Yes. You were Cinderella with your sparkling gown and your glass slippers, full of mystery.”


  “And you were Prince Charming, or so I thought.” A bitter smile twists my face. I was so naive then.


  “I’m no Prince,” he says, his voice going dark, “but I am also not a cad, nor am I a liar.”


  “You knew Ingrid. I could tell at the ball.”


  “Of course I knew of her. We work in the same building, and as I told you then, she had been pursuing me for months.”


  “What does that even mean?” I ask. “Pursuing. Was she stalking you or something?”


  “I cannot be certain, but I believe she was timing her entry onto the lift and in the parking garage to coincide with the times that I would be there. And she was always suggesting we go out for drinks and so forth.”


  “Did you ever go out with her?”


  “Certainly not.”


  “So why did she suddenly think you were going to dinner with her, and how did she end up at your house for brunch?”


  “Yes, well…” He pauses to pull his tie out a little and unbutton his collar. I see that he’s wearing a different shirt, one with all the buttons still attached.


  “Do you recall our night at the dance club?” he asks.


  A smile sneaks out before I can stop it. “How could I forget?” I quickly school my features to be more neutral. Happy memories do not equal forgiveness.


  “Do you recall that I went up to speak to the manager that evening?”


  “Of course I remember. You left me standing at the bar after you punched that guy.” Echoes of the embarrassment bounce around inside me. Now I’m back to being mad at him and myself for coming back for more.


  “I apologize for doing that, but I had very good reason.”


  “Okay, what was it?”


  “From the comments made by the bartender and the communication device in his ear, I had a suspicion that we had been video taped in the hallway.”


  “Oh. I was kind of wondering about that.” I cringe inside, wondering if I should do a quick search on Youtube. What would the keywords be? Ho-bag in hallway? Hallway fuckers?


  “When I was upstairs, I met the manager who it turns out is Ingrid.”


  I sit up straight at this. “What? Are you kidding me? Did you know this before?”


  “I would never joke about such a thing, and no, I did not know this before or I never would have entered that club. It was a shock to see her there. She was behind a large bank of monitors that tape the goings-on at the club and she had indeed taped us in our compromised position. She threatened to expose both of us to my family and our clients.”


  “My clients?”


  “No. My clients. The clients of my family’s firm.”


  I stare at him, taking in his obvious distress and earnest expression. “She said she was going to show the video to clients? And you believed her?”


  “Of course I believed her. She said she wanted me to be with her. That she would keep it private if I agreed to … to …” He grimaces.


  “To sleep with her.”


  He breathes out a huff of air. “If only it were that simple. She wanted more. Much more. She has it all planned out, apparently.”


  “Holy stalker alert.”


  “Precisely. Now you see what I had to do.”


  “Uhhh, not really. Did you sleep with her?” I’ve never had anyone threaten to expose me unless I slept with him, so it’s hard for me to imagine what I’d do in that situation, but my first though goes to my frying pan.


  “No. I agreed to see her the next day to discuss the situation. When she found out I had planned to attend a family brunch, she insisted that she go along. I took her there hoping I would come up with a solution, perhaps talk her into recognizing the foolishness of her actions.”


  “I don’t think it worked,” I say wryly.


  “No, it most definitely did not. But I did speak to my brother about it when she was otherwise occupied by my father, and he consequently tried to assist me in retrieving copies of the tape to render the situation moot.”


  “What does that mean? Did he break into her office or something?” Wow. William is seriously anal about getting his clients upset. I wonder how they’d feel about breaking and entering.


  “Not on my orders.” He shakes his head as he stares at the ground. “This is Edward. These are the kinds of things he does when left to his own devices.” William looks up at me. “I should have known he’d be reckless. I upset him at the brunch and he left before we could discuss it further. He took it into his own mind to try to help. I have not yet learned whether what he found is any use to us.”


  “She made a video, so how can you know if she has copies or not?”


  “We cannot. That is the conclusion we came to after attempting to … circumvent her systems.”


  I lift an eyebrow at that comment. He looks very guilty.


  “Circumvent?”


  He rubs his hands through his hair again, leaving it standing on end. I want to get off the chair and hug him as hard as I can, to help soothe his obvious anxiety, but I don’t. I wait for the explanation. He’s definitely freaking out inside, but I need to know exactly what he did and what’s happening with that tape. I’m on it too, and although I’m not so worried about strangers seeing it, I’m not any more excited about my clients getting their hands on it than he is.


  “My assistant and I … accessed Ingrid’s computer to find the video tape.”


  My jaw drops open. “Oh my … you’re a hacker?”


  “No, good God, no. I’m barely able to send a text message. In any case, we cannot know if it was entirely successful because as you’ve mentioned, copies are easy enough to make.”


  “So what are you going to do now?”


  He slides off the couch onto his knees.


  “What are you doing?” I gather my Tweetie Birded feet up under me and hug my legs.


  “I’m crawling over to you on my knees to beg for your forgiveness.”


  I peek out at him from between my knees. “I’m not sure I’m ready to forgive you.” … even though he looks pitiful and very, very sorry about what he’s done. Not that he really did much. He just didn’t tell me the whole truth. And he made me fall for him when I shouldn’t have, which means he’s set me up for a very painful fall. Seeing Hank today reminded me of the problem with that whole scenario.


  He reaches my chair and puts his arms on the outside of my legs, resting his hands on my ribs. “I was a fool to keep you in the dark. This concerns your reputation too, and I should have put that above my concerns for my own or for my company’s. I did what I thought was best at the time, but I realize now it was a mistake. I don’t care about what she does with the tape. She can show it to my father, to our clients, to the whole world for all I care.”


  “I might care about that.” I rest my chin on my knees and stare into his eyes. He looks so sad. It makes me even sadder than I already was. All I can think right now is that this relationship has the power to destroy both of us if we let it go too far, too deep.


  “I know that, and I will try to get it from her if that’s what you want. But I just want you to know that Ingrid means nothing to me. Less than nothing.”


  “And neither do I,” I say, my voice barely a whisper. “Our date was for just one night. Not two. Not three. Just one.”


  “It was supposed to be, in theory, yes, I know that.” He clings harder to me. “But when I saw you standing there in front of that coffee shop, something happened. Maybe I forgot the rules or just ignored them, but I saw that night as not just one, but the beginning of many. Maybe not right in the front of my mind, but down deep.”


  “Down deep?”


  “Where it counts. In my soul. And then when we danced, I know you felt it too. Tell me you did.”


  I shake my head. “I’m not saying anything.”


  “When we made love that first time, it was perfect. We fit together so perfectly.” His eyes soften. “Remember?”


  “It wasn’t making love. It was sex.” My heart is aching. He’s trying to convince me he’s serious when he can’t possibly be. I’m just unobtainable to him now and a challenge. That’s what this is all about.


  “No. I don’t accept that. I’ve had plenty of sex, but I’ve never had sex like I have with you.”


  “William, we’ve had a couple hot one-night stand kind of things. None of it was making love. None of it was … romance or anything like that.” I can’t look at him anymore. I stare at my frying pan and hold back tears. He’s saying everything I wanted to hear from him before, but now it feels like a cruel joke.


  He’ll be here tonight and maybe even for a couple more weeks, but then he’ll be gone. Once the challenge is over, once the hot, just-one-night events are replaced by everyday monotony he’ll leave. Relationships that start off like ours did are doomed from the start. I was a complete fool to try and lure in a guy who doesn’t want to commit, only to hope that he will end up to be someone totally different.


  “You’re wrong,” William says, his voice confident. “Love comes in many flavors. Most people start out with vanilla and chocolate and work their way up to rum raisin but that doesn’t mean that’s the only way to do it.”


  “Rum raisin?” I can’t help but giggle. Just the tiniest bit.


  “Indeed. Rum raisin and boysenberry crunch and stracciatella. That’s where things get interesting. We just started with the more complicated things. We will enjoy the other flavors too.”


  “You sound Italian.”


  “Do you want to go to Italy? I’ll take you to Italy.” He stands all of a sudden and holds out his hands. “Come with me now. You’ll love Venice.”


  I stare at his hands and my jaw drops open. I’m afraid he’s serious. “I’m in my pajamas.”


  “You may bring the birds with you.” He looks at them with a concerned expression. “Although I’m a little worried the customs officials will confiscate them for being a terrorist item.”


  I laugh. “A terrorist item?”


  “Look at their eyes.” He shudders. “And those enormous heads. They can’t possibly eat very well with those tiny beaks, so how did their heads become and remain so grotesquely large?”


  I hold my legs out straight and wiggle my feet back and forth and side to side. “These are official Tweetie Bird slippers and they keep my feet very warm.”


  “I will keep your feet warm. Forget the twitter birds and let me be the one to keep you warm at night.” He holds out his hands again. “Come on. Let’s go to Italy.”


  I stare up at him with my scolding eyes. “Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not going anywhere. I’m unemployed and destitute. I couldn’t even buy a pizza in Italy.”


  “Nonsense. You work with me.”


  The idea makes me get all antsy and then just as quickly I realize what a terrible idea that would be. “I don’t work with you.”


  “I’ve just hired you. Now you do. Welcome to Stratford Investments.”


  I shake my head. He’s hopeless. “No. It won’t work. I thought it could but I was wrong.”


  William walks in reverse until his legs hit the couch. Then he falls back and lands on the cushions, twisting himself around until his full length is horizontal. He gestures towards the ceiling as he talks. “Why is she fighting me on this? Why will she not listen? Can she not see reason?”


  “Who are you talking to?” I’m amused by his frustration. I kind of feel like he deserves this so I’m not ready to end his torture just yet. Besides, it’s not like I’m not being completely rational and adult about this. He just needs time to accept the facts.


  We can’t unring this bell. We came together as two people who wanted zero commitment from the other. We both acknowledged we wanted no strings, no second dates. Nothing solid can be built on a foundation that shaky.


  “I’m speaking to my mother. My darling yet deceased mother who I’m certain is watching over me. However, at this point I’m concerned that she may be playing cards instead of doing her angelic duty.” He pauses and then waves his hands again. “Mother? Can you hear me? Hello?”


  “When did she die?”


  He sighs and lets his arms drop. “Ten years ago, give or take.”


  “You were close.”


  “Very. Edward was as well. Not so much my father, but that’s all well enough. We lived with her until we went to uni. Then it was under our father’s wing we went. He taught us the business.”


  “Does Edward work at your office?”


  “Work is a very loose term for what Edward does. Mostly he just shows up once a month to keep up appearances. Otherwise, I have no idea what he does with his time other than play handball and drink expensive wine.”


  “You don’t get along?”


  “Oh, we get along, like brothers do, I suppose.”


  William twists his head to look at me. “How did we get off subject?”


  “What subject were we on again?”


  “I was trying to convince you to run away with me to Italy.”


  “Is that what you were doing?”


  “Yes. Was that not obvious?”


  “It sounded more like you were trying to distract me.”


  He frowns. “Perhaps I was. I sensed you were getting ready to cut me loose.”


  I sigh out a sad breath. “William, this can’t work. I like you too much.”


  He sits up, a smile on his face. “But that’s brilliant! I like you too much as well!”


  “No, no, noo,” I laugh, “it’s because we like each other that it won’t work.”


  He looks at me sideways. “Is this one of your charming American jokes that I’m missing the punch line on?”


  “No. It’s me being me.”


  “It’s you being a girl afraid, is what that is.” He points at me, his arm flopping out to the side. “You’re afraid to be with me, aren’t you?”


  “Afraid? No, I wouldn’t say afraid. More like … once bitten, twice shy.” I give him a sad smile. Hank ruined everything for me. Even this.


  “I’ve always loved that expression.” He pauses, frowns, and then stares at the ceiling. “I hate it now, though. Terrible expression.” He looks at me. “Definitely doesn’t give hope any credit, does it?”


  “Hope?”


  “Yes, hope. We know this could go pear-shaped, certainly, but we can hope that it won’t. We can hope that it will turn out exactly right.”


  “Hope isn’t enough for me.”


  He sits up on the couch. “Whyever not? Most of the time hope is all we ever have.”


  “I guess I’m fresh out, William.” I stand, too tired to debate with him anymore. I’m sad but resolved. He’s a wonderful man and we have amazing sex together, but this relationship is doomed. I shouldn’t have started it out with meaningless sex. That was my big mistake that I will never repeat ever again as long as I live.


  “Where are you doing?” he asks, standing up too.


  “I’m going to bed. And you’re going to your apartment or wherever it is that you live.”


  “You could come with me,” he says, holding out a hand. He looks very sad. I almost want to say something else to erase that bleakness from his eyes, but I don’t. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.


  I back away towards the door and undo the chain lock. “No, thank you. I appreciate everything you’ve said, but I just can’t. I need to move on. We both do.”


  He follows me to the door and pauses in the entrance as I open it up. “Are you sure I can’t change your mind?”


  “Nope. It’s made up.”


  “So it was only ever going to be just one night, is that it?”


  “Yes. Just one night. That was the deal.”


  He places his fingertips on my cheek and leans in to give me the softest kiss on my lips. A wave of his cologne washes over me and makes me yearn for another time, another day, when I didn’t know everything there was to know about him and could just pretend that everything was fine.


  “Very well then. Perhaps I’ll see you again some day.”


  I smile as best I can until he’s over the threshold and the door is shut. It’s only when I’m sure that he’s gone that I collapse into lonely pile of sobbing and tears. Even my Tweetie Bird slippers look depressed as they stare at the floor.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  William


  



  I HAVE NEVER CRIED A day in my adult life, not even since I was five years old and Edward bit my finger harder than a brother ever should. But this night on my way home, I am not too much a man to admit that I shed a tear or two. They were the bitter variety to be sure.


  I have been robbed of my destiny, I am sure of it, and the clincher is that I don’t even know who is to blame for it. Is it me? Is it her? Is it our pasts that won’t let us go? Is it Ingrid? Is it my father?


  It doesn’t matter. What matters is, she’s gone. I don’t know her that well, but I could see in her eyes that she meant what she said. I punch my steering wheel, causing it to bark out a loud honking sound in protest.


  How can a woman tell a man in one breath that she likes him too much and then tell him in the next that she can never be with him again, that it will never work? By that reasoning, the only relationship that could work is one in which the people don’t like one another! Or they must only like one another the proper amount; not too much and not too little.


  Whoever said that women are from Venus didn’t know what he was talking about. Women aren’t even from the Milky Way. They’re from another galaxy we don’t even yet know of. They’ve been sent here to drive men mad with nonsense reasoning and deductive dead ends. Case in point, according to The Jennifer Relationship Corollary: Relationships require mutual admiration. We enjoy a mutual admiration. Therefore, our relationship will never work.


  Madness! Utter and complete madness.


  I pull into my parking space with a very satisfying scree of tire rubber and the acrid smell of smoke. I’ll show that macadam who’s boss. Throwing my door open brings it right back at me, trapping my foot in the jamb. I shout with frustrated fury. “Unhand me, Aston Martin, or I shall send you to the heap!”


  A chuckle behind my vehicle gives me pause. I stare into my rearview mirror and see the hulking figure of my younger brother there.


  Wrong time, wrong place, little man.


  My eyes narrow as I take in my prey.


  “Perfect,” I growl. “Just the man I wanted to see.” I leap out of the car and make a run for him.


  His eyes widen and he takes off sprinting. He glances over his shoulder as I gain on him, lifting his knees higher and pumping his arms harder with every stride.


  “What’d I do?!” he yells, turning a corner and rounding the bend in the garage.


  He’s actually done nothing, but it’s no matter to me. I’m frustrated, he’s taken the piss too many times, and I need to do something to work off my anger. Pounding him into the pavement seems as good an idea as any other.


  My Italian leather shoes were not made for anything more than casual sauntering. I’m losing ground as my lungs begin to burn. “Get back here, you wanker! Take your punishment like a man!” I slow to a jog and then stop, bending over to get my wind back. Some of my aggravation has dissipated in the wake of my need for oxygen.


  Edward stops twenty meters away, jogging in place. He doesn’t even appear to be out of breath. “What’s got into you, man? You looking for a little argy bargy or what?”


  “Come on over here and find out,” I say, waving him with a weakened arm. I never realized how heavy my limbs were before now.


  “Your lady toss you out on your ear?”


  “She’s not my lady!” I roar, coming for him again.


  Edward runs a wide circle, leaping over a low wall to head up the ramp again. He’s almost returned to my car.


  “D’you drop a clanger?” he says with way too much glee in his tone. “Piss her off? Get her seeing red?” Edward is at my car now, running around to the far side of it.


  I quickly reach the near side. “I’m going to teach you a lesson once and for all.”


  “You’re going to teach me a lesson?” he says, laughing. “That’s a good one. How about I teach you a lesson?”


  “How’s that?” I maneuver over to the left, but he doesn’t fall for it, shadowing me in the opposite direction.


  Edward explains. “Show you to respect your youngers.”


  “Come on, then, big girl blouse. Bring your best stuff.” I wave him on. “Unless you’re a girl today. If you’re feeling a little girly, I can give you a pass.” I know my brother well enough to know that this is all it will take to bring him to me. I really need to work off this anger and there’s nothing like a punch up with my little brother to get me there.


  “Girly? Who’re you calling girly?”


  “The femme over there with the long hair, that’s who.”


  Edward runs around the car at me and I let him come. He hits me like a lorry and I take the full force of it in my chest. I had thought I could withstand the force of it, but I was wrong. Really wrong. Apparently, my bother not only plays handball in all his free time, he also lifts weights at the gym.


  “Oooph!” All the air leaves my lungs as I land on my back.


  Edward squirms around until he’s sitting on me. “Girly, eh? That feel like a girl to you?”


  I try to buck him off, but he’s not going anywhere. He gives me a left hook, right in the cheekbone. That one’s going to leave a mark, I can feel it already.


  “Fuck off, girly boy!” I yell, hitting anything that doesn’t move out of my way. “You hit like an old woman!”


  He swings again, but I grab his fist and knock him off balance.


  Seizing the moment, I roll over, trapping him partially under me. The smell of sweat and motor oil is almost overwhelming, but not quite. I push his face into the ground. “Get a load of that, girly girly.”


  His voice comes out muffled with his mouth being pressed into the garage floor. “I’ll fucking kill you, ya bloody todger!”


  When he breaks free, I receive yet another punch to the other cheek before a voice bleeds in over the sound of our heavy breathing.


  “Hey! What’s going on?! Who’s that fighting over there?!”


  We both freeze as the voice coming from another level above reaches our ears. A flashlight is bouncing around in a darker area of the garage.


  “Coppers! Run!” Edward rolls away and jumps to his feet. I try to do the same, but my ankle is twisted.


  Edward gets a couple meters away but turns around when he realizes I’m not with him. “Aw, you fucking lady, come on, would ya?”


  “Go! Go without me.” I wave him off.


  He runs back and shoves his shoulder in my armpit and takes off running, the two of us doing well for a three-legged man’s race.


  “Come back here!” yells the voice. I recognize it now as the night watchmen for the condominium.


  I’m laughing as we gain access to the outside. The door flies open with the force of my brother’s shove and we spill out into the night. Freedom never tasted so good.


  “Come on, my car’s over here,” he says. He angles us towards the guest parking spaces.


  “What are you doing here, anyway?” I ask as I detach myself from his arm and limp over to the passenger side of his car.


  “Came to see if you were in the mood for a bit o’ cards.”


  “Cards?” I stare at him over the hood of his car. “We haven’t played cards in years.”


  “Yeah, well, Mum said you needed a few good hands to get your head straight, so who am I to argue?”


  My heart stops beating fast and slows down. Way, way down. “What’d you say?”


  “You heard me. Get in the car.”


  I have no response for that, so I get inside. Edward drives away and neither of us says anything for a long while.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  Jennifer


  



  TUESDAY MORNING DAWNS DARK AND rainy. It’s the perfect weather for my mood. If I had a job to go to, I’d call in sick, but since I don’t, I just sit on my couch and stare at the television. It’s on but I have no idea what’s happening or even what show it is. All I can think about is William.


  He said all the right things last night. Every single thing rang true, too. There were no lies, I know there weren’t. So why did I feel like I had to say no? That I had to cut it off and let it die?


  Looking down at my phone next to me, I can see that he hasn’t called, he hasn’t texted. He took me at my word and walked away. I can hardly blame him. Even as a confident guy, it would take more balls and chutzpa to bounce back and try again than any person has a right to have. No, I was clear. I told him to go away and never come back, so I only have myself to blame for my broken heart this morning.


  My phone buzzes and Mia’s name comes onto the screen. I pick it up, since ignoring her will only bring her to my doorstep and I’m definitely not in the mood for company.


  “Hey!” she says brightly. “How’d things go last night?”


  I will not cry. I will not cry. “Okay, I guess.”


  “Did you make up?” She’s not quite as peppy as she first sounded. “Have some hot and dirty make up sex?”


  “No, not exactly. But things are fine.”


  “Things are not fine. I can totally tell! Why do you try and lie to me all the time? You know you can’t hide things from me.”


  “I lie because I’m not in the mood to discuss it.” I let out a long sigh.


  “Okay, how about this… How about we don’t discuss it, but you come out and hang with me today?”


  I frown. “At work?”


  “Yes! It’ll be totally fun. You can come with me while I do an inspection of an estate’s collection, you can sit with me at my desk while I make some calls, and then you can come and do a wine tasting with me at a cellar. It’ll be like take-your-BFF-to-work day.”


  “I don’t know. I’m not even dressed.”


  “I can be there in an hour. You don’t need more than an hour.”


  “Will Malcolm be okay with it?”


  “Malcolm is okay with anything I do, so long as I bring in the clients. And I do bring in the clients, so yeah. He’ll be fine with it.”


  I look at the television. Somehow I’ve ended up on a Jerry Springer re-run where fat men are wearing women’s clothes and beating each other up. “Okay. I can come.” It’s either I tag along with Mia or destroy all of my remaining brain cells, and I’m pretty sure I’m going to need those when I start job-hunting tomorrow.


  “Okay. I’ll be there by ten. Wear something business-nice but kind of sexy too.”


  I pause in the process of getting up off the couch. “I’m seriously, seriously not in the mood to flirt with anyone today. I hope that’s not going to be necessary.”


  “Nope, not at all. I just like looking at your hooters.”


  “Shut up.”


  “Be ready!” she yells before I can hang up on her.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  William


  



  I’M HOLDING A HAND OF poker but not really paying much attention to the bets I’m putting out on the table. It’s just Edward and me in the back room of a restaurant, with a half-eaten, very cold pizza off to the side and beers at our elbows. The dawn of another day is not far off.


  “Mum talk to you often?” I ask, taking a swig of my beer.


  “Depends on what’s going on. Sometimes more, sometimes less.” He puts ten quid on the table between us. “Call.”


  I put my cards down on the table. “Two of a kind.”


  Edward smiles. “Three of a kind. You lose again.”


  I eye him with suspicion. “And she really told you to play cards with me?”


  “She certainly did.”


  I look at what used to be my pile of money at his left hand and lift a brow. “Are you certain it was her giving the instructions and not the devil within?”


  “Hush now, you’re speaking ill of the dead.” Edward rolls his eyes to the ceiling. “Sorry, Mum. I’m doing my best, but as you can see, he’s a hard case.”


  I kick him under the table, and Edward doesn’t miss a beat. “You saw that, right? He just kicked me.”


  “You worry me, Eddie, you really do.” I take the cards and shuffle them up. I haven’t called him Eddie since we were kids. It just kind of slipped out. He gives no sign that he noticed.


  “It’s you who worries me. What happened to you tonight? Why all the anger?” He points at my face. “You’re going to have to buy some lady’s makeup to cover that mess.”


  I deal the cards, five to me, five to him. “Just got my arse kicked is all, by a very pretty lady who I don’t deserve.”


  “That piece from the party? The wine party?”


  “She’s not a piece, okay? She’s the real thing.” I glance up at him and then at my cards. I will punch him directly in the face if he says anything derogatory about Jennifer. I think he knows that though, because he nods.


  “So what … she doesn’t like you?”


  “She likes me well enough. She just doesn’t see a future with me is all.”


  “She mad?”


  I laugh. “Maybe a bit.”


  “Then she’s perfect for you. Marry her.”


  I close my hand up, pushing the cards together, and stare at him. “Now who’s mad?”


  He shrugs. “Gotta happen sometime. If you like her, and she’s The One, why not?”


  I shake my head. “What’s got into you? You reading romance novels or something?”


  “Maybe. Or maybe I’m seeing something changing in you that you can’t see. Just trying to help a brother out.”


  “I haven’t changed.” I put down my first bet, happy to see I’m starting off right with already a pair of queens resting side by side.


  “You have. Gone all soft. Must be that girl who did it.”


  “I don’t know. She told me to get lost.”


  “What’d you do? You must have done something to get her goat like that.”


  “It’s that thing with Ingrid. I didn’t tell her the whole story.”


  “That can’t be it. Girls like it when you go all honorable on ‘em. You were just trying to protect the family honor. There’s no harm in that.”


  “No, you’re right, but I wasn’t completely honest. And besides, there’s more to it than that. You know women.”


  “What’s more to it?” He puts down two tenners. “I raise ya. See what you can do with that, ya plonker.” He gives me a cocky grin.


  I’m looking forward to showing him my hand as I pull up another queen. But I play it cool, letting him think he has me by the goolies. It’s five in the morning after way too many hands of poker to remember, and I’m ready to call it a night, but not before I win some of my money back.


  “We met through one of those adverts.”


  “A lonely hearts advert?” Edwards is laughing. “You? Oh, that’s rich, that is.”


  “My secretary gave it to me. I needed a date for the charity ball that you got out of going to, you dick.”


  Edward is still chuckling. “So? You found your lonely heart. And it went well, or so it seemed.”


  “It did. Too well. It was only supposed to be for one night.”


  “How many nights was it?”


  “Two. Two and a half.”


  “So? I still don’t see the problem.”


  “Neither do I. The problem is that we — you and I — are not women.”


  “You’ve lost me.” He frowns, taking his next card off the table where I’ve left it for him.


  “Women. You know, how they twist things around all sixes and sevens so they don’t make sense anymore, and then we’re left trying to figure it out.”


  “Oh, yes,” he nods sagely. “The famous sixes and sevens trick. I know it well.”


  “The whole thing’s a shambles. I’ve been sent packing, and I’ve given up.”


  “You? Given up? I never thought I’d hear those two things said together in the same conversation.”


  I put another ten quid on the pile. My billfold is now officially empty. “What else am I to do? I can’t very well force her.”


  “No …” Edward pauses to put twenty quid on the stack. “… But you could keep trying, couldn’t you?”


  I pull my emergency twenty quid note from a side pocket of my billfold. “I call you there. And I don’t see how I can keep trying. I’ve done and said everything I can think of.”


  “Well, maybe something will come up,” he says, smiling.


  “Doubtful. Eat my dust, brother. I have a full house.” I lay my cards out, relishing the look of all those similar cards next to each other. Queen and fours. Today is finally a good day.


  He puts his cards down and smiles even broader. “And I have a royal flush, using the one queen you didn’t have.” He looks up at the ceiling and winks. “Thanks, Mum. I believe he’s learnt his lesson.”


  I want to hate him, but I can’t. When the chips are down, I have always been able to count on my little brother, that’s a fact. I finish my beer and slide out of the booth. “Come on, then. Off to bed. I have a big day ahead of me. Maybe I can catch a few winks before I have to play the game.”


  “And me as well,” Edward says, collecting his pile of my former money and throwing his arm over my shoulders.


  We walk out of the bar, only weaving a little in the weak morning light. Rain falls softly, making everything appear a little hazy and a lot gray. It’s the perfect match for my life right now. Dim. Dreary. Not worth getting up for.


  “What are you about today?” I ask, for the first time in my life interested in hearing Edward’s answer.


  “Oh, a bit o’ this, a bit o’ that.”


  “Right.” I nod as I think about the day I have ahead of me. I wish I was heading to Italy for a romantic whirlwind tour full of debauchery, food, and wine, — a bit o’ this and a bit o’ that — but instead I’ll be buried in financial statements and client meetings until I’m sixty.


  That kind of schedule used to get me up in the morning. Now all it makes me want to do is sleep.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  I WEAR THE OUTFIT THAT I had on when I met William the first time. Apparently, I’m a glutton for punishment. I don’t have enough memories of him swimming through my mind that I also need to remember what he said about how he felt when he first saw me wearing this. Was it the clothes that caught his attention or something else, some cosmic magnetic attraction that would have been there even if I’d been wearing my Tweetie Bird slippers? There’s no way that I’ll ever know now.


  When Mia pulls up in her little Mini Cooper, she lets out a low whistle. “Hey, hot stuff. Going my way?” She winks really obviously.


  I roll my eyes and shake my head. “So lame.”


  “Get in. We’re going to be late.”


  I lower myself into the passenger side and buckle up. She takes off like a bat out of hell, making me wish we were in a bigger car. If we wreck, we’re both going to be toast in this stupid go-cart. It feels like my butt’s about to scrape the ground.


  “Where are we going, exactly?” I ask.


  “To some estate. They have a ton of wine to sell. They want to get rid of some old bottles and replace them with newer ones.”


  “Why would someone do that?”


  She leans in and talks in a low voice. “To be honest, it’s because sometimes that old stuff tastes like crap.”


  “Seriously?” I laugh at that. Sometimes I can’t tell when Mia’s kidding.


  “Seriously.” She shakes her head as she changes gears. “There’s a big market for the old, old stuff over in China of all places. All kinds of new money over there. And sometimes it’s just the label that gets people all crazy. It’s not like most of them are even going to ever open the bottle. And supposedly, the labels on this collection are in great shape. We can get premium dollar for them if it’s true.”


  “Crazy.” I shake my head as I stare out the window. People with money are so confusing to me. I’d never spend my money on stupid stuff like that, no matter how much of it I had.


  “Crazy, maybe. Maybe not. Anyway, it’s my world now, so I can hardly knock it now can I?”


  “Whose estate is this?”


  “Goodman.”


  “Have I heard of them before? Are they any relation to the Goodmans who are my clients?”


  “They’re somewhat new clients. Maybe they’re related, I don’t know. You saw her at the soirée the other night with Malcolm. Until today, I had no idea that they even had this collection. The wife, a recent widow, has bought a few things from us before, but has never indicated that she wanted to sell. Then out of the blue this morning she calls me and she’s all fired up, wanting someone to come over right away to look at her collection and appraise it.”


  “Maybe she’s just using you to do her insurance appraisal.”


  “I’m not qualified for that. And besides, so what? I can sell almost anyone on the idea of auctioning their wine. People get tired of holding onto the same old thing, knowing they can never actually enjoy it.”


  “So you tell one group they should sell and get new, and tell another group they should buy and hold on to it?”


  “No, not exactly. I see what kind of client they are, buyer or seller, and get a feel for what they want to accomplish. Some are investors, pure and simple. Some are in it for the romance of wine. Some just plain old need the money and it doesn’t matter where they fall in the mix.”


  “How did you learn all this?” I stare at the side of Mia’s pixie-like face. She’s a mystery to me, even after all these years of being her best friend.


  “I keep my eyes and ears open and I study. A lot.”


  I go back to staring out the windshield. “Well, I’m impressed.”


  She pats me on the leg. “Thank you, sweetie.” She pulls off the highway and starts winding through roads that I know will take us to some very expensive homes.


  “We almost there?” I ask. My stomach growls and I realize it’s close to lunchtime. Not quite close enough, though. I hope this place isn’t too quiet or everyone will hear the monster living in my belly.


  “Yep. Ten minutes.”


  When we arrive at our destination, we have to convince a guard at a private gate that we have every right to be here. He takes Mia’s driver license and calls someone before opening the large wrought-iron barrier. The letter G is in script on both sides, and it parts in the middle slowly so we can drive through.


  “Fancy schmancy,” I say, taking in the elaborate landscaping on both sides of the long drive.


  “Yep. Make sure you wipe your feet at the door.”


  I grin as I take in the sun that’s starting to come out from behind the clouds. “Maybe today won’t suck too much after all.” I sigh, hoping beyond hope I’ll end up right about that.


  Mia laughs. “I promise. Today will not suck. Not by a long shot.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  William


  



  I’M AT MY DESK, BURIED in paper, when Ms. Meechum puts her head around my door.


  “You aren’t answering my messages, silly.”


  I don’t even look up to respond. “Imagine that. What might that mean, do you think?”


  “Well, it could mean that your volume is down too low to hear it beep.”


  “What else?” I turn the page and use my highlighter to circle something I want to look at later.


  “Well … I guess it could mean that your computer is broken.”


  “There’s another choice …”


  “Are you ignoring me on purpose?”


  I close my eyes for a full five seconds before looking up. “And it only took you three tries.”


  She rolls her eyes. I fear that someone has walked behind her and slapped her on the back at precisely the wrong moment, leaving them stuck that way forever, but then she rolls them back in place and stares at me. “You are so crazy sometimes.” She huffs some air out and then comes in farther. “Your brother has been trying to reach you. He says it’s urgent.”


  I shake my head and go back to work. “Nothing with Edward is ever truly urgent.”


  “He says it’s about an investor who is waiting to see you. Today. And she’s leaving the country so it can’t be another day.”


  I frown at her. She has my attention now and she knows it. “What investor?”


  “Someone new. Someone Edward has been working on.” She puts her hands together and squeals like a small pig. “Isn’t that exciting? He has a client for you.”


  “Call him and tell him I’m busy.”


  “No. I can’t.”


  My pen drops from my hand. “Can’t or won’t?”


  Her eyes bug out and her speech comes out in in a tumble of words. “No, Mr. Stratford, it’s not that I won’t. I’d do just about anything you told me to do,” her face turns pink, “as you know, since I already did that thing that you asked me to do, but …”


  I hold up my hand to stop the freight train that is her mouth. Were someone to walk by and hear her, I cannot imagine what they would think. Actually, I can. That’s what makes me want to scotch tape her mouth shut right now.


  “Please. Ms. Meechum. Rachel. Come inside my office. Shut the door. And speak in a normal speed and tone so that human ears can hear what you are saying. I am not a Pekinese.”


  She frowns. “A Pekinese? Don’t you mean Chinese?”


  We stare at one another, mutually lost.


  The phone rings at my desk and startles us both.


  “Stratford. William here.”


  “I’ve been trying to get through your dratted secretary all morning. Where the hell are you?”


  “Edward?”


  “No, Prince Harry. Who the fuck do you think it is?”


  “What do you want? I’m busy right now.”


  “Not too busy to land a new fish, I hope.”


  “Who is it?”


  “I can’t say. Not until you come.”


  “Come? Come where? I told you I’m busy.”


  Ms. Meechum slinks out of my office, the little weasel. I will deal with her later.


  “I’ll text you the address. Don’t be late. If you don’t show, she’ll be in the wind and we’ll lose her for six months. She lives in Europe half the year.”


  “I can meet her over there. I’m due in Scotland in two months’ time.”


  “You’re not going to Scotland, I’m going to Scotland. I have to go. Come to lunch or I’ll tell father you let her go.”


  “What do you mean, you’re going to Scotland? You’re doing no such thing!”


  “Talk to father about that. See you soon. Toodles!”


  He’s gone before I can bluster him to death. I stand before I can think things through too clearly and storm over to the door. Grabbing my coat off the hook, I let out a mighty roar.


  “Ms. Meechum!”


  The door flies open and catches me in the knee.


  I bend down with spittle flying from my mouth. “Mother Mary, Queen of Scots … Fecking, blather-toothed, eejit on a stick …”


  “Oh my god! I’m so sorry! I didn’t realize you were standing in the way like that! Why would you do that?! Oh my god!” She’s patting my back and my head. I have a headache from the pounding she’s doing.


  I use my elbow to dissuade her from coming any closer. “Just back away, Ms. Meechum, before you accidentally catch my achilles tendon on your purse strings.”


  “What? I’m not even carrying a purse right now.”


  “Back away!” I say a tich too loudly.


  “Yes, sir. Geez. No need to bite my butt off.”


  I stand straight and lay my coat over my arm. “I shall be to lunch with Edward. If anyone calls, please take a message.”


  “Okay,” she says, as if she’s speaking to someone mentally challenged. “I’ll do that. Just exactly what you said.” She backs away, one slow footstep at a time.


  I grit my teeth to keep from saying something I shouldn’t. The rest of the office personnel look at me as I limp down the aisles towards the lift. They are smart enough to say nothing.


  A glance at my phone tells me I have about thirty minutes to make it to lunch, based on the address sent by Edward. Perfect. That’s just about enough time to get my head clear of the pain and the thoughts of Jennifer that have plagued me, even in sleep.


  I begin to wonder what she’s doing today, as I pull out of the parking garage, but then I stop myself. It doesn’t matter what she’s doing. She’s done with me and I just have to live with that. It’s onward and upward, or at least onward. Perhaps landing a new client will help ease the pain in my heart.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Jennifer


  



  MIA AND I ARE LED into a dimly-lit room, lined with shelves of bottles. Mia browses the selection while I stand awkwardly in a far corner. I know nothing about wine, and this place is made for experts. There’s a large oval table of heavy oak in the middle of the room with large puffy leather seats all around it. Mia says it’s a tasting room, kept at precise temperatures and humidity to make sure the wine and the corks stay fresh. I call it a cave. A very expensive looking cave.


  Gloria Goodman was here with us for a few seconds but then was called away by some other guests arriving. I decide to leave the question of whether she knows my clients for another day when she seems preoccupied.


  I can hear their laughter and voices out in the hallway, and my spine stiffens when British accents make their way to my ears. What are the chances …?


  “Oy, who’s this, then?” says a loud, jovial voice. Edward Stratford walks into the room and heads right for Mia. “Didn’t know you were going to be here, love.”


  Mia holds out her hands so he can take them, leaning in for a kiss on the cheek once they’ve connected. “Hello, Edward. So nice to see you again. And I see you brought a friend.”


  “Not a friend. Just a brother. You remember William, I suspect.”


  “You suspect correctly.” Mia holds out her hand. “William, it’s nice to see you again.”


  I’m dumbstruck. There he is. The man from my dreams, wearing a light brown suit, his hair perfectly combed and his tie knotted up tight to the very top of his collar. He looks so crisp and perfect I expect to hear crackling when he walks.


  “You know each other,” says Gloria. “Oh, that’s right, you were all at Malcolm’s soirée last week. How wonderful!”


  Everyone in the room turns to look at me at the same time. I should probably walk over and greet them, but my feet are stuck to the floor. I can’t move.


  Edward is near me in five strides. “And you are Jennifer, if I remember correctly.”


  He holds out a hand and that’s enough to prompt my body to react. I take his hand in mine and shake it. He’s got strong, thick fingers, slightly callused, so very different from William’s long and tapered ones, strong also but soft against my skin.


  “Nice to see you again.” My voice is scratchy, not ready to work right yet. Maybe never again.


  “Likewise, I’m sure.” He gestures to the side as he turns. “And you remember my brother, William, of course.”


  William walks over I swear in slow motion. He’s looking me in the eye the entire way, never batting an eyelash. His face is chiseled in stone, he’s neither angry nor happy. He’s all business, acting as if we hardly know each other. My heart hurts as I realize this.


  My hand goes up like I’m a robot. “Nice to see you again, William.” I’m speaking in a monotone but not on purpose. I feel dead inside, like my words last night killed something that used to be very much alive.


  The room is hushed silence as we wait to hear his response.


  “It is entirely my pleasure,” he says, taking my hand in two of his. He leans down as he brings our hands up and kisses the back of mine. “What brings you here to the Goodman family estate?”


  My smile quivers with nervous energy. I hope he doesn’t think this was some sort of ambush orchestrated by me. Talk about desperate. “I’m just tagging along with Mia. I don’t know anything about wine.”


  “Me neither,” he says, still holding my hand. “You must stay by my side so we can learn together.”


  He finally lets my hand go, but then steps to my side and puts his hand at the small of my back. “Shall we sit?”


  “Yes, yes, everyone sit,” Gloria says, waving her arms at the table. “I’m going to have Carlos bring some things out for Mia to take a look at, and the rest of us can have a little to eat while we sample some new things I just purchased.”


  A man comes in and brings a rolling cart with him. On the bottom shelf are several bottles of wine and on the top are several trays of finger foods and small plates. Napkins appear from somewhere and soon we’re all seated around the table with food, drink, and heavy silverware. Large goblets wait for wine to be poured.


  Edward busies himself with Mia and Gloria, leaving William and me to ourselves at the far end of the table.


  I’m too nervous to eat, even though everything looks delicious.


  “I’ve been thinking about you all night and day,” William says softly so only I will hear.


  My smile is real if not a bit weak. “Me too.”


  “I know it sounds crazy, but I miss you.”


  “How can you miss me when we were never really together?” I take a sip of the wine from the large round glass and find that I like it very much. A second sip goes down very easily.


  “I feel like we are together, though.” He sips his wine too. “I’m obviously looney, but there it is.”


  “Did you plan this?” I gesture with my fork. “This whole wine thing?”


  “Me? No. You credit me with way more guile than I possess, I’m afraid. But I’m not sorry it worked out this way. A happy coincidence.”


  “I think Mia and Edward did.” I look at the two of them. They’re way too busy with Gloria to pay us any attention.


  “Perhaps. You never can tell with Edward.”


  “Mia either. She’s sneaky. In a good way, usually.” I take another sip of wine. I’m starting to feel it and it’s making it easier to relax.


  “The same with Edward. I’ve given up trying to correct his behavior. He is who he is, for better or for worse.” William takes a big gulp of wine and then a second one.


  I manage to eat a few things from my plate, even though my stomach is doing flips along with my heart. I can’t believe I’m sitting next to him again, feeling the heat from his body, smelling his cologne. I can’t stop staring at his hands as they move around his plate and glass. They were on my body, touching me everywhere. Magic hands. I want them on me again.


  “You’re wearing my favorite outfit,” he says, looking at me, yanking my attention away from his body parts.


  I can’t face him. My face is red, I know it is. “It wasn’t on purpose. I didn’t know you were going to be here.”


  “Did you think of me when you put it on?”


  I have to put my fork down to keep him from seeing that I’m nervous. My hands are trembling. “Yes.” There’s no sense in lying about it. “I did.” I put my hands in my lap and twist my napkin around my fingers.


  He puts his fork down and his napkin at the side of his plate. “Would you care to take a walk with me?”


  “Outside? It’s kind of wet out there, isn’t it?”


  “I noticed that Gloria has a beautiful rose garden with paths. I believe it will be dry enough for you. I’ve a brolly if need be.”


  “A brolly? What’s that, a coat?”


  “No, sorry, it’s an umbrella.”


  I push my chair out and put my napkin on the table, anxious to get out of this small space and out in the fresh air. Being this close to William is overwhelming my senses. “Okay, let’s go.”


  “You leaving?” Edward asks, as we walk towards the door together.


  “Just taking a stroll in the garden,” William says. “Be back in a jiff.”


  The three continue talking and discussing wine bottles as we leave the cellar for the main part of the house. At the bottom of the front steps outside we take a left, following a gravel path that thankfully transitions to a more solid surface not far down.


  William holds out his elbow and I take it. The crunch of small stones and sand under our feet is a nice mix with the sound of chirping birds and wind in the nearby trees.


  “What did you do last night after I left?” he asks. “Anything interesting?”


  I could lie, make up a story, but I decide to stop with all that. Honesty would have served us well if we had started with it from the beginning. “I cried. Pretty much all night.” We reach the first of the roses. Several bushes full of fluffy pink flowers line both sides of the path.


  He puts his hand on mine at the inside of his elbow. “I’m very sorry to hear that. I would have liked to spare you that pain.”


  “I know.” I rest my head on his arm for a second or two before straightening. “It was my own fault. I was being … stupid.”


  “Oh, I don’t know. We always do the best we can at the time with the information we have. You can’t be too hard on yourself.”


  “It’s just that … I’ve been hurt before.”


  “Haven’t we all.”


  We reach some darker flowers now, purples and deep reds. I pause to smell a few of them, finding their aromas heady and strong. The petals are a soft velvet. William waits for me and only moves on when he senses I’m ready. He offers his elbow again.


  When he says nothing I feel the need to confess. To explain why I reacted the way I did to what went on between us. “I dated the same man for eight years and then he cheated on me.”


  “Ouch.”


  “Yes. And they did it in my bed. I walked in on them.”


  “Heartless.” William looks down at me. “Who is the bastard? I might want to kill him for you.”


  I laugh. The idea that he’d even just say it is wonderful. “His name is Hank and he was my broker.”


  “Is that why you were looking for a new home for your license?”


  “Well, kind of. I moved to another place a couple months ago, but then he came in and took that office over too, so I was back to square one with him. And his new girlfriend is his assistant.”


  “That’s positively terrible. Disgusting. I don’t blame you one bit for leaving. I’d’ve done the same.”


  “Thank you. Yeah, it wasn’t pretty. So I just … you know. Had to start over. New apartment, new broker, new everything.”


  “Ahhh … And so that’s why you placed the advert.”


  “Basically, yes. I needed to just have one good time to kind of help me forget the bad.”


  “I hope if nothing else, we’ve accomplished that.” William stops and faces me. I look up at him as he pushes some hair gently away from my face. “I sincerely do. I want nothing but the best for you.”


  Tears well up in my eyes. “You did. You made things better. It’s me who made them go bad, not you.”


  He frowns sadly. “It’s not bad, though, right? We had fun. Things were good between us.”


  I nod, reaching up to wipe the tears away before they can fall. “Yes. Always good. It’s just my garbage that got in the middle of it.”


  He stares into my eyes for the longest time. And then he speaks with that English accent and says something I don’t expect.


  



  “On all her breezes borne,


  Earth yields no scents like those;


  But he that dares not grasp the thorn


  Should never crave the rose.”


  



  My heart spasms painfully in my chest. “Did you write that?” I’ve never had someone recite poetry to me, and now I wish I had, all my life. My knees have gone weak. I’m glad I’m hanging on to William’s forearms. I’m not sure when I took them in my hands.


  “No. Anne Brontë did. But I think it applies here perfectly. To you and me.”


  “How so?” I bite my lip as I wait for his answer.


  He looks as though he’s searching my face, looking for clues of something I’m hiding. But I’m not hiding anything. My heart is right there on my sleeve and it’s bleeding from past injuries.


  “I take it to mean that if I want something as lovely as you in my life, I must be willing to pay the price, regardless of how steep or painful it might be. I do not have the right to crave what I am not willing to work for.”


  “Sounds very dire,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.


  “Sounds like real life to me. It’s never easy, is it?”


  I shake my head. I can’t say the words and not cry.


  “Listen, I know I haven’t the right, but I’d like to ask you for a favor.”


  He looks so vulnerable right now, I can’t deny him. “Okay, shoot.”


  “You’ve already turned me down, and rightly so. But I can’t help but think that if we’d started this thing properly, in the beginning, that things could have worked out differently between us.”


  “It’s possible.” It ignores the fact that both of us came to one another looking for no attachments. But it’s a nice fantasy, even if it’s not based in reality.


  “Would you permit me to ask you out for a proper date? A dinner together, some conversation, and then nothing else.”


  “No sex, you mean.”


  “Precisely. We would act as though we don’t know one another and then we could try this from the top. From the beginning. And if we get along as two normal people, perhaps we could take it further.”


  “Further?”


  “Well, you know. As far as feels natural.”


  I look at the roses and their thorns. There’s so much beauty there, but to touch it, to get close enough, you risk getting hurt, drawing blood. This garden reminds me of my love life. I can stand really far away and just look at the pretty things from a distance and never risk anything, yearn to feel and smell and touch. But if I want to enjoy the blooms of love and their scents and fine forms, I need to be close enough to put my hands on them, and that could end up being a very painful process.


  “I want to, but I’m just afraid. I like you and if this goes south …” I shake my head, just picturing the pain I’d be in. The sadness. It would be way worse than it has been with Hank, I know that without a doubt. William is special. There is no one like him in the world.


  He slides his arms back and takes my hands in his. “We’ll take it slow. We’ll do it the right way.”


  “But we’ve already had sex.” I smile. “Like really hot sex.”


  He smiles along with me. “That we have. And I’m not saying I don’t want to have loads more of it. Just that I want to show you that I have all good intentions where you’re concerned.”


  “I’m going to be really busy for the next few weeks. I have to find a job.”


  “I can wait.”


  I chew my lip, afraid to make a decision. I know this is monumental. Saying no would be so much easier, but it feels … wrong. I think of the roses and how beautiful they smell and how soft the petals are. Yes there are thorns, but to never smell the rose would be such a crime…


  “Fine. I’m in.”


  He pulls me into a hug and then quickly lets me go. “Brilliant. Come on, then.” He pulls me along by the hand back the direction we came from.


  “Where are we going?” I ask, running along on tiptoes.


  “Back to the cellar. I don’t want to muck this up by pulling your skirt up in the garden.”


  I’m laughing and smiling. “What are you talking about?”


  “You know what that outfit does to me. I’m getting us on safer ground, with witnesses. I’ve promised to be a good man and I intend to see this through.”


  “You’re not even going to kiss me?” I say, already regretting our plan.


  “Not until we’ve had a proper first date.”


  We arrive at the top of the stairs as Mia and Edward are coming out with Gloria.


  “Perfect timing,” Mia says, taking me by the hand. “I need to get back to my office.”


  “I take it the meeting was fruitful?” William asks, his hands clasped together.


  “It was very informative,” Gloria says. “Please come again. You’re welcome anytime.” Gloria kisses Edward on both cheeks and shakes everyone else’s hands.


  “I’ll call you,” William says, touching me on the arm before leaving down the stairs with his brother. He glances at me one time just before getting into his car. His look sears me to the bone and gets me instantly hot and bothered.


  “What was that all about?” Mia asks as she drives us towards the guarded gate.


  I sigh as I stare out the window, enjoying the feel of the warm sun on my face. “Nothing. Just … having a good day.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  William


  



  I FEEL LIKE A MILLION pounds sterling all the way from the Goodman estate to my office. That is, until I open the door and find my father sitting in my chair. He’s been waiting for me for over an hour, according to Ms. Meechum. I found her hiding out in the kitchenette, too afraid to sit at her desk for fear that my father will yell at her. She mentioned that he was quite red in the face when he demanded to see me, and I can see now as I stare at him that she did not exaggerate.


  “Where have you been?” he asks as I shut the door.


  “To a client meeting with Edward. Why do you ask? Have I missed something?” I hang my coat on the hook by the door and advance into the room.


  “I received something by courier this morning that requires an explanation.”


  I keep my face a mask of coolness while my insides turn round and round uncomfortably. “Oh really? What is it?”


  My father takes a thumb drive from the desktop and puts it into the slot on my computer. “It’s a video. Of your brother.”


  I watch as a video screen comes up on my monitor. The quality is not good, the image grainy, but there’s no mistaking what I’m looking at. It’s Edward in Ingrid’s office searching through her desk.


  I can literally feel the blood draining from my face. I take a seat opposite my father to keep from fainting. “This is all my fault.”


  Frank pulls the USB key out of the computer and turns the chair to face me. “Explain.” His face is beet red and the angry lines around his eyes have gone deeper.


  “It’s a long story, the details sordid. I’d rather not.”


  He smiles, but there is no humor there. “I’m retired. I have all day. Or at least I used to.”


  “What’s that supposed to mean?” Now he really has my attention. I sit up straighter and grip the arms of the chair.


  He gestures towards the screen. “Well, I suppose it means that perhaps I’m needed around here more than I realized. If this is the kind of thing that’s happening while I’m gone, I suppose it’s not too crazy to think that my supervision is necessary.”


  My hackles go up along with my temper. It’s all I can do to control my volume. “I am a grown man, no longer in need of supervision, thank you very much.”


  “Then explain to me why I’m getting this, and this, in the mail at my home!” He throws a folded note at me. It lands on the very edge of the desk, bouncing open and closed two times before settling.


  I reach up slowly and take the note, opening it one fold at a time. The female script inside makes me cringe and the words make me see red.


  Dearest Frank, I thought you’d like to see this. Perhaps you could speak with William about it? I’m sure he and I could come to an understanding that could make this go away. With kindest regards, Ingrid.


  I let out a hiss of anger. This woman is pure evil. I never thought she’d go this far. “She’s blackmailing me, Father. She has been for days.”


  “So what? I don’t care. Make this go away. I’m not joking, William.”


  My voice goes louder. “I didn’t tell him to do this, you know. He did this on his own.”


  Frank gets halfway out of the chair. “Edward is your brother! If he did this, he did it to help you, and don’t try to deny it!”


  I get out of my chair and meet him, stare for stare, tone for tone. “He did, I’ll not deny that, but it doesn’t mean I’m going to let someone run me over the rails for it! There has to be another way!”


  I turn away from my father and begin pacing the room. “She’s completely unethical. I could have her solicitor’s license for this.”


  “You’ll do no such thing. Just give her what she wants.”


  I freeze and turn to stare at him. “Surely you must be joking! She wants me to be her man!”


  “So be her man! She’s beautiful … accomplished … wealthy … she’s a potential investor!”


  My jaw drops to the ground as I absorb what he’s just said, his real meaning.


  My father points at me and narrows his eyes. “Do it.”


  “I am not a prostitute!” I roar.


  “You’ll be whatever you have to be to make this company run smoothly, or your name will come off that door before you can say knife!”


  I storm over to the door and grab my jacket off the hook.


  “Where are you going?!” my father demands.


  My whole body is trembling with rage and I have plenty of things to say, but only one word will come out.


  “KNIFE!”
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DEDICATION




To the confident, sexy girl inside all of us.


A note about serial romances…




This book is what’s called a serial romance. Most readers are familiar with full-length novels, novellas, and short stories, but many are not so familiar with serialized fiction. With the advent of self-publishing has come many different innovations, but believe it or not, a serial novel is not one of them. Serials have been around since the seventeenth century! They became especially popular in Britain’s Victorian Era (nineteenth century), “due to a combination of the rise of literacy, technological advances in printing, and improved economics of distribution.”* The Pickwick Papers by Charles Dickens may be a serial you’re familiar with. The Count of Monte Cristo and The Three Musketeers were also serials, as were Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Madame Bovary, Anna Karenina, and The Bonfire of the Vanities, among many others. Use of this format started to die down when periodicals fell out of favor and were then replaced by the Internet, but thanks to indie authors, it’s coming back! As a reader, I’ve found it a fun way to follow a story that’s always evolving while the anticipation builds between episodes or parts, and in the case of my serials it will be a story that evolves according to reader feedback. Please join the conversation about this book on my website at: http://www.ellecasey.com/just-one-night.




You can read more about serialized fiction on Wikipedia.




*[Law, Graham (2000). Serializing Fiction in the Victorian Press. New York & Hampshire, UK: Palgrave. p. 34. ISBN 0-312-23574-7. Retrieved October 23, 2011.] 





























CHAPTER ONE

Jennifer




THREE DAYS HAVE GONE BY and I’m starting to wonder if I dreamed the entire event with Mia, Edward, and William in that wine cave. He said he was going to take his time getting started on the new and improved ‘us’, but I guess when we had that conversation in the garden I really didn’t take him that literally. I stare at my phone for the hundredth time since Tuesday.

When it buzzes in my hand I almost drop it in shock. Mia’s name flashes on the screen and disappointment fills me, but I answer it anyway because I know if I don’t she’ll just keep calling and then eventually come and bust my door down.

“Hi, Mia,” I say, unable to keep the sadness from my voice.

“You heard the news, then, huh?”

“What?” This is not at all what I was expecting her to say.

“The news. About William.”

“Mia,what are you talking about?”

“You mean you don’t know?”

“Mia!” I yell. “Stop pissing me off!”

“Geez, take a pill. I thought you knew, the way you sounded so sad. Go online and search Stratford Investments right now. I’ll hold.”

I keep the phone on my ear with one hand and start typing on my laptop with the other, reading the first article that comes up. It’s titled Stratford Investments CEO Replaced In Surprise Move.

My heart rate picks up as I skim the news being shared on the local newspaper’s website. Apparently, the day that we had our little wine tasting and walk in the garden, William left the company.

What?

And now Edward is CEO.

What-what?

“How did this happen?” I ask, dumbfounded. William gave me no clue at all that this was on the horizon. How could he have kept such important information so well hidden? I didn’t see anything on his face that day other than regret over what happened with us.

Or maybe that’s what I wanted to see. Maybe that expression on his face was work stress.

“I talked to Edward,” Mia says casually, like the world isn’t imploding. “I guess it was a big family fight or something. Came out of the blue.”

I’m almost relieved to know that it wasn’t my imagination that had William worried about our relationship that day in the garden. Yes, it probably means I’m selfish, but with William everything is so touch and go, it’s way too easy for my feelings to flip flop around him after all we’ve been through. And after what happened with Hank and his wandering penis, I’m ready to believe the worst of anyone. I hate Hank for that, for making me doubt everything the minute it’s not shiny and perfect.

“You talked to Edward?” I ask, jerking myself back to the present. None of this makes sense, and I’m tired of things being all crazy. I need to know what’s going on. “Since when have you been doing that?”

“Oh, for a little while, not long. He was pretty shocked, though. I guess William isn’t normally much of a fighter when it comes to their father.”

“Wow.” I’m having a hard time absorbing all of this news. “What was the fight about?” I can’t help but think that William is left all alone now. I don’t know much about his company or him, but I had the impression that he liked his job very much. He must be really upset. It makes my heart hurt for him.

“Edward didn’t say. But he’s the CEO now, and up to his ass in work. I don’t think he really knows what he’s doing. I guess William always handled pretty much everything.”

I shake my head at the craziness. “I should probably call him.”

“Who, Edward?”

My eyes cross. I feel like I’m talking to Barbie. “No, not Edward, William.”

“Do you have his number?”

“I think so.” I pull the cell off my ear and scroll through my received calls, looking for that number that came in several times many days ago. The ones I ignored. I want to kick myself now for giving him such a hard time. He must have had a ton of things going on that were stressing him out, and I was just adding to the pile.

Mia’s voice starts up again so I put the phone back to my ear. “… well, call him if you want. I’m going to lunch with Edward today if you want me to pass on any messages to him.”

“Okay,” I say absently, taking the phone away from my head again and looking at the screen, wondering if I’m seeing William’s number on my phone right now. I wish I hadn’t erased his other messages.

I shake my head when I remember who called me at the time stamped on this particular message. Not William for sure. This one was from the apartment manager who left me a voicemail telling me my rent is due. William’s number is nowhere on my phone.

Mia disconnects on her end and I put the phone down on the table.

I immediately feel like slapping myself when I realize I could have gotten William’s number through Mia via Edward. I call Mia right back, but her voicemail picks up after the first ring. I disconnect without leaving a message, knowing that she could talk for an hour before taking my call. There’s got to be more than one way to skin this cat.

A quick search of William’s name does me no good. His phone number and address are unlisted or don’t exist online. I’m chewing my lip trying to figure out who besides Mia might know how to reach him when the idea comes to me.

I quickly do another search and then dial the number I find.

My heart skips a beat when a young woman’s voice comes on the line. “Stratford Investments, how may I direct your call?”

“Hello. I’d like to speak with the assistant to the CEO,” I say, using my professionally polite voice while trying to hide my nervousness. I don’t know why, but I have this insane idea that someone there is going to yell, “Why are you calling here, stalker?!” into the phone at me. I feel like an intruder on a life I have no business being a part of. Obviously I need medication.

“And who may I ask is calling?”

“Ummm …” I panic, trying to decide if I should use a fake name or not. Then I feel silly for even considering it. It’s not like I’m living in a spy novel. “This is Jennifer. Jennifer Moorehouse.”

“Please hold.”

My palms begin to sweat as I wait for the call to connect. Is this out of line, trying to track William down through his assistant? What if she’s so loyal to the current CEO that she scolds me? I’m really glad I’m doing this by phone and not in person. I’ll hang up if she so much as has a tone with me, and I’ll never have to look her in the eye again as long as I live. This knowledge makes it possible for me to stay on the line and wait for her.

“Oh em gee, it’s you!” a voice squeals into the phone.

I nearly drop my cell in surprise, but quickly recover. At least she’s not yelling in a mean tone. “Hello?” I can’t remember the girl’s name, even though visions of her red hair are very clearly in the front of my mind. This has to be her. I can totally picture her tangled in a paper tray right now.

“Hello? Can you hear me? This is Rachel, William’s … I mean Edward’s assistant.” Rachel has actually learned how to put an eye-roll into her voice, giving me the distinct impression that she’s not impressed with her new boss.

“Hi, Rachel, how are you?”

“Ugh, I’m terrible. But who cares about me, how are you is the question.”

“I’m okay, I guess. But I was wondering … have you heard from William?” I hope she doesn’t consider this to be prying into business issues I have no right to be discussing.

I wait with baited breath for either the answer or the anger. Do I sound like a desperate woman trying to find out why a guy who isn’t interested hasn’t called? If she says, “He’s just not that into you,” I will die. I will die of shame right here on my nasty brown shag carpet.

Her voice drops to a near whisper. “No, not a single peep. Have you?”

I’m whispering too, thrilled that I’m not being called a lunatic yet. “No. That’s why I called. Would you happen to have his number?”

“You don’t?”

Embarrassment sets in and I stop whispering. My ears are on fire. “No. I mean, I used to, but I erased it.”

“Why’d you do that?”

Yes, I am the dumbest woman on earth. Thank you for pointing that out.

“It was a mistake. Do you think you could get it for me?”

She laughs nervously. “Welllll … heh-heh … that’s probably not going to help you much.”

“Why not?”

“Because when he left here, he kiiind of threw his phone across the office and smashed it into a thousand tiny pieces. Maybe a million tiny pieces, actually. I stopped counting at fifty four.”

I frown, trying to decide if she’s kidding or not. Surely she didn’t count pieces of his broken phone…

Her voice perks up. “But I could pass a message to him through Edward.”

“No, don’t do that,” I say in a rush.

“Why not?”

“Because …” I don’t have a reason, actually. It just feels stupid to play pass-the-message, especially when William’s brother has his old job now. Could William really be okay with that? I got the impression before that there were some conflicting feelings between the brothers.

“Because …?” Rachel’s apparently going to force a confession from me.

“Because … I’d rather tell him myself.”

“Oh. Okay. That makes sense. Do you want his home address? I’d give you his email, but the only one I have is his work one and … well, he doesn’t work here anymore.”

Oh my god, is she serious? Do I want his home address? “Do you have it?” I finish meekly, feeling like a total stalker now.

“Of course, silly. I used to be in charge of having his dry cleaning delivered and buying stuff for him on Amazon.” She sighs heavily. “Not so much anymore, though.”

I’m so tempted to ask her for the scoop on why he’s not there, but I hold back. Something tells me she’s too eager to share and that William wouldn’t appreciate it.

“Okay, you ready?” she asks.

“For what?” I respond, worried she’s about to tell me something weird.

“You did ask me for his address … right?”

My face burns redder. I can see Rachel’s expression in my head as clearly as if I were standing in front of her. She’s the one thinking she got stuck talking to a Barbie the dingdong airhead now. It makes me feel bad for thinking that about Mia, because she wasn’t acting half as dingy as I am. I can’t believe how nervous I am.

“Yes, go ahead, I’m ready.” I rush around my kitchen trying to find a pen. I’m not ready! Ack!

She reads the number and street name out slowly, and I write it on my arm with a magic marker I found rolling around next to my aluminum foil in an otherwise empty drawer. Paper is hiding somewhere in my apartment, but I don’t know where. I should probably unpack some more boxes.

“You got that?” she asks.

“Yep,” I say, adding the last part of the street name. “Thanks so much.” I put the pen down and too late I realize I’ve used permanent ink for this message. Somebody just needs to shoot me right now and put me out of my misery.

“Tell William hi for me,” she says, wistfully.

“I will.” I start to hang up, but I hear her voice again so I put the phone back to my ear.

She continues. “And tell him Edward is going to Scotland for that problem they were having.”

“Okay.” I’m sliding the phone away again, but stop when I hear her once more.

“Oh! And tell him that his father has been coming in here every day and that he got rid of our text messaging system.”

“Um … okay.” I pause, waiting for more, but there’s only silence. “Did you want me to tell him anything else?” I’m afraid I’m going to hang up on her by accident.

“Hmmm, let me think …” More silence stretches between us. Her voice comes again, only this time twice as perky as ever. “Hmmmm … no! I don’t think so!”

“Okay, well, thanks again. Bye.”

“Wait!” she yells, nearly busting my eardrum.

“Yes?” I ask, holding the phone away from my head just in case.

Her voice drops to conspiratorial levels, forcing me to risk it and put the phone on my ear again.

“Tell him that I’m keeping an eye on things for him. Things, you know? Well, you don’t know, but tell him like that. Things. He’ll understand.”

“Okaaay, I’ll tell him about the things.”

“No,” she says, “not the things. The things.”

“The things,” I say, feeling like I must be on some sort of hidden camera for the purpose of being mocked by an invisible audience. Is this girl for real?

“Yes, that’s perfect!” she says, back to being perky. “Okay, well … have a nice day!”

“You too,” I say, staring at the phone as I press the red button to hang up. When I’m sure we’re disconnected I look out into my apartment. “Wow,” I say to no one but myself. “That was interesting.” I feel like I just ran five miles. I need a nap to rest my poor brain, but there’s no time.

I thought I’d be more nervous packing up my purse and heading out the door to William’s place, but I feel strangely confident. We made a plan to see each other and I’m just following up on that plan. No big deal, right? I’m a grown-up. A professional woman. I can drive to a man’s house unannounced and demand to know when he’s going to take me out on a date.

Oh. My. God. I can’t believe I’m doing this.

I climb into my car a bundle of nerves, my palms sweating, my stomach churning, and my head spinning. Please, God, don’t let him blow me off.


























CHAPTER TWO

William




THERE’S A DINNER GONG JANGLING in my head, insisting on turning my brain into jelly with its incessant ringing, ringing, ringing …

I turn over on the couch, trying to rid myself of the nuisance, using pillows as buffer. It’s then that I come to the conclusion in my fuzzy, half-sleep state that it’s not a dinner gong at all. Rather, it’s my doorbell.

Pulling the coverlet I’ve taken from my bed over my head, I sink down farther into the cushions. It is an exercise in futility, however, because this person, whoever it is, will … not … stop!

“Oh for crying out loud!” I yell out into the room, sending the coverlet flying and the cushions to the floor in my haste to stand and end the madness. “Bloody hell!” I trip on a wine bottle and go down on one knee before recovering. Five more strides has me to the door, and after fiddling with the lock for a moment, I’m able to throw it wide so as to greet the person who shall soon be told off in a most spectacular fashion.

“Hello,” she says, giving me a smile that could melt sunshine.

I stand as still as a statue, believing that perhaps if I continue to do so, this mirage will disappear into a thin trail of smoke and I will be able to go back to my self-imposed hibernation-slash-incarceration-slash-putrefaction program.

“I couldn’t reach you by phone, so I got your address from Rachel. I hope you don’t mind.”

My statue plan is apparently not working. This is worse than being caught with my pants down. At least then I’d be able to distract her with something wiggly. As it is, she has a full, front-row view of my self-destruction.

I haven’t bathed in two days. Or is it three? It couldn’t be four, could it? I don’t have to turn round to know that my apartment is a shambles. I fear speaking will send her running, as my breath is reminiscent of that of a hagfish having a bad day. To say I have seen prouder moments would be a monumental gift of restraint on the speaker’s part.

Her head tilts to the side. “Are you … okay?”

I step back a couple paces, hoping it’s enough to shield her from the poison that is my exhaled breath. “Certainly am, thank you for asking after me.”

Her expression shifts to one of discomfort.

I clamp my mouth shut to keep further emanations from destroying whatever connection we might still have. I believe I can see a greenish-tinged fog floating in the air between us, shadows of my words left hanging in the atmosphere. I cannot think of a single less attractive thing I could offer of myself than this. Well done, William, well done.

“Okay, well, I guess I should go.” She turns to leave and my heart lurches.

I must let her go, allow her to live her life in the arms of a man who deserves her, who can care for her, who can remain gainfully employed for longer than six months. That would be the right and manly thing to do, and I do still have my manhood left, if nothing else. Sometimes one must let something go and suffer the resulting pain when one wants to be unselfish and good. I can be that. I can be a good man, still. An unemployed and pitiful man, granted, but good-hearted nonetheless.

My shame is complete when she steps inside the lift and the doors begin to slide shut.

I cannot watch the rest of the tragedy that is Jennifer I-Used-To-Know-Her-Last-Name walking out of my life, so I turn round and stumble into the salon, not even bothering to shut the door behind me. What would be the point? It’s not like anyone’s going to come in here, save my father’s lackeys, hired to toss me out on my arse. Their arrival is imminent. He has all but promised it.

“Are you completely serious?” comes an angry voice from the doorway behind me.

I pause and turn, shocked to find my lost love not so lost as I expected her to be. She should have been down to the lobby by now, but instead her form shadows my doorstep once more. Could it be that she’s a fan of hagfish?

“Serious?” I ask. My brain is in a bit of a fog. “Sorry, I’m just a little … I’ve had something to drink.”

“I can see that.” Her gaze roams the room. I should probably cringe about that, what with all the dirty laundry lying about and the inner workings of my kitchen being transferred to what would normally be the living area. But I can’t quite muster the sentiment. I’m too far gone for that.

“What are you doing here?” I ask in an effort to break the uncomfortable silence.

Ungraceful? Yes. Tactless? Indeed. But dishonest? No. At least I have truth going for me. It’s all I have left, in fact.

“I came to see if you were okay. I read the news about you losing your job and Edward taking over.”

“Have they hired a sky writer then?” I snort at my joke. Edward would never do such a thing, but my father … now he’s a different story altogether. Bloody bastard.

She frowns, confused. “I don’t think so. I read it online.”

I wave the silly fog that I’ve created away with a careless swish of my hand, and turn. “Right, right, of course.” I trip over a cushion and fall sideways onto the settee. “Bloody vultures, the press are.”

Her voice is louder and more insistent. I turn around to try and discover the source of her ire.

“I can’t believe this,” she says.

“Can’t believe what?” I ask, sitting back more thoroughly into the cushions, wiping the greasy hair from my eyes. Maybe I’ll get lucky and she’ll think it’s hair gel making it stick in place. That’s right. This is the newest fashion. Sans domicile, the nouveau trend in hairstyles and home decor.

She throws her arms up and gestures silently around the room.

“My housekeeper has gone on strike,” I say by way of explanation. Then I stop before I can go any further down that road. “No, wait. That’s a lie.” I sigh out in relief. Honesty feels so much better than pretense. “Truth is, I let her go. Made her redundant. I haven’t the dosh to pay for luxuries as such and soon this flat will no longer be my concern.” A bitter taste rises up in my mouth as I think of my father and his hired help coming to chuck me out of my posh home. “Let them have it with my ruination in evidence.”

I look around and examine said evidence. It really is quite disgusting, but I’m too tired and annoyed with myself to do anything about it. Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

She laughs but there’s a distinct lack of humor to the sound. “I thought I was good at pity parties, but you really are the champion.”

“Come again?” I squint so as to see her more clearly through my decidedly hazy vision. I’m afraid even my eyeballs could use a good squeegee-ing at this point.

“You heard me.” She points at piles of clothing on the floor. “You’ve been living in your family room for four days now, haven’t you?”

I follow her gaze. “And if I have? What of it?”

“And you’ve been ordering in?” She points to a pizza box. It rides atop a pile of other fast-food containers, a masterful display of engineering. I should have been a bridge builder instead of a real estate investor.

She doesn’t appreciate my stacking skills though, apparently. I find I’m offended by that. “I admit to enjoying a quick meal on occasion, enjoyed inside the home.”

“When was the last time you had a shower?”

I blink a few times. “That’s a personal question, don’t you think?” I put my arms down as the stench that is rising up from my pit area will surely give me away.

She comes over and stops just in front of me. I have to look up to see her. The ceiling spins round her head.

“And you’re drunk. It’s only eleven in the morning and you’re completely wasted.”

I lift my finger to point at her, my mouth open to deliver a stinging retort, but I’m gobsmacked into silence when she slaps my hand away.

“Get up,” she demands, hands perched on curving hips.

“Excuse me …” I’m full of righteous indignation. How dare she pop in without warning and then start acting the fishwife.

“Excuse me, nothing. Get up. I’m serious.”

I stand, but only because I need to intimidate her with my height. I’ll show her a thing or two about what …

I can no longer think clearly. There are two deliciously voluptuous breasts at eye level and they’re distracting to the extreme. I cannot stand up straight because to do so would put them out of my visual field.

“Come on,” she says, holding my head against her lovely bosom. “Let’s get you into the shower.”

“If you insist,” I say, holding her about the waist, walking in a hunched over position down the hallway. I can hardly breathe, but I will not complain, otherwise she’s liable to take her breasts away from me for good and I couldn’t handle that. Not now. Not when everything else has gone into the John Crapper, head first.

The sound of running shower water pulls me from my jubbly-induced thrall. When I’m pushed backwards and the nearly subzero temperature hits me, I go fully awake. A roar leaves my lungs unbidden.

“Bloody whoring hell!” I scream in tones more suited to a man who prefers to wear dresses and lipstick on week-ends. “It’s cold enough to freeze the balls off a brass monkey in here!”

“Sober up so we can talk.”

“Sober up?! How about if I freeze my bollocks off first, would you prefer that?!” I stand in the middle of the shower with my arms wrapped round me, trying to hold onto the last vestiges of warmth left to my body. My clothes have gone sopping wet, clinging to me in all manner of terrible places.

“Not really, but if that’s what it takes to get you to wake the hell up, then oh well.”

“Oh well? Oh well? Those are my testicles you’re writing off, young lady. And while I know you’ve never owned a pair yourself, you cannot be that callously oblivious to their value. Trust me when I say I’ll not be disregarding them so easily as that.”

“Good.” She has the gall to smile at me, dimples and everything. “Because I kind of like you with balls.”

I glare at her, but all she does is smile back. Are we really discussing my man parts in such jovial and familiar terms? Good god. I truly have fallen on hard times.

“You know, that’s really irritating when you do that,” I say, my volume more under control now. It could be that the intense shivering has had some effect on my sobriety. My teeth are even clacking together.

“When I do what?” She lifts a brow and folds her arms under her chest, causing her flesh to ooze out the top of her blouse.

If my goolies weren’t so shrunken from the cold, I would probably be imagining my cock buried deep inside that fleshy nest of warmth, but as it is, all I can do is envisage another man doing it. All that succeeds in accomplishing is making me even more upset with myself than I already was. I’ve really bodged things up this time. Might as well change my name to Edward at this point.

But no … wait. I cannot do that. Because Edward is the CEO of Stratford Investments! Of all the buggered, cacked-up … it’s a load of old cobblers is what it is. Chucked out of the family business and replaced by a ne’er do well without a lick of common sense. He’ll have the family out of silver in less than a year. That is my prediction.

I’m once more furious. “It is beyond tiresome to have you smiling at me, when what you really should be feeling is anger instead!” I reach out and pull the shower door closed between us, but I’ll be damned if I’ll change the temperature. So what if my protruding parts are turning blue. What does it matter? It’s not like I’ll be needing them anytime soon.

“Let me know if you need your back washed,” she says, her voice fading in the distance.

Back washed. Back washed? I’ll give her a good back washing. Visions of me doing that exact thing assail my mind.

Hmmm….

Just the idea alone is enough to sober me up a trice. I grab the shampoo and give myself a wash. A twitch of the temperature knob gives me a slightly less shocking experience as I rinse my head clean. Deciding a second dose of the bubbles couldn’t hurt, I lather another handful on my head.

As I massage my scalp, my vision becomes clearer. It could also be the effect of rinsing out my mouth with the tepid water that has me finding clarity. It’s possible my hagfish breath was anesthetizing me with its putridity.

The girl I dreamed of making mine and then ignored for nearly a week has shown up on my doorstep to sober me up, and she doesn’t look nearly as angry as I would be in her position. She came here for me … the jobless dosser destined for the dole. Her dedication, as misdirected as it might be, is positively invigorating.

What have I done to deserve such charity? Nothing that I can think of, save a couple decent rounds of tiddly winks, but she could have gotten that anywhere with no effort on her part. She really is the fittest of any woman I’ve ever known.

I turn the temperature warmer and struggle out of my wet clothing, only slipping once but catching myself before suffering a split skull. Clothing I should probably burn rather than wash is tossed out onto the floor in a heap. I help myself to some liquid shower gel, fearing she’s going to disappear before I’m able to carve the stench away from my body. I need at the very least to thank her for her efforts. She’s the only person who’s bothered to see if I’m still alive since I left Stratford Investments. Not even my dolt of a brother has cared so much. Probably because he’s too busy resting his fat arse in my comfortable Italian leather chair.

“Ready for your back washing?” she asks from behind the partially closed door.

“Nearly so,” I say, now energized beyond reason. I reach out of the shower door to gather my toothbrush and paste, quickly turning my rancid mouth into one of minty freshness. Hagfish be gone!

She’s waiting near the loo when I’m done, not quite smiling but neither is she giving me that look. The one that makes the goolies run for cover.

“Do you feel better?” she asks, folding her arms again.

I battle not to stare at her chest. “Quite. And may I say thank you for coming by to check to see that I still have a pulse.” I bow at the waist.

“Can I wash your back for you?” she asks.

“You were serious about that?” I don’t know what to make of it. Am I that bad off that she’s treating me as a patient in a hospital bed? This is only one notch up from a sponge bath, and while that always seemed a tasty fantasy when I was on top of my game, right now it just seems a tad pitiful.

She pulls a face flannel from the countertop. “Hand me your soap,” says she.

John Thomas takes note not only of her tone, which has gone decidedly warm, but her possible intentions as well. Surely this means she’s ready to have what her friend Mia referred to as make-up sex. Is it possible to have such sex when one hasn’t actually fought?

I hand her the gel and turn so my back is facing the opening to the shower. “Have at it, then. Do your worst.”

She begins her ministrations. Very enthusiastically, in fact.

My eyebrows draw together in a frown. I’m not sure exactly what I expected, but this isn’t it. To call her strokes vigorous would not do them justice.

“Surely my back is not that dirty,” I say, bracing myself against the far wall. She really has taken what I said quite literally. “Do your worst is only an expression, you know.”

“Just trying to get your circulation going so you can sober up faster. We have work to do.”

I try to look over my shoulder, but decide against such further attempts when the flannel flicks soap bubbles up onto my eyeballs. I blink hard and pray for relief that is too long in coming. “Work? I thought you’d heard. I’m currently without employment.” I rub my eyes hard trying to rid them of the stinging.

“Bullshit,” she says.

She actually uses that foul language. I find I quite like its definitiveness, coming from her.

“You have your broker’s license, and I have my realtor’s license. I have clients and you need clients.”

“A fat load of good that does us,” I say, staring at the tiles on the wall. My eyes are watering profusely but at least I can see again. “I’m soon to be homeless. Didn’t your online research tell you that?”

“Don’t you have any savings?” she asks.

I frown. “Yes, but that’s not the point. My father contracted for this flat as part of my position with the firm. He’ll be here any day to remove me from the premises.”

“No, he won’t.”

“He won’t?”

Has she talked to him? Now that would be embarrassing.

“No,” she responds, thank goodness.

“You don’t know my father very well, do you?”

“Doesn’t matter if he comes, because you won’t be here.”

“I won’t?” Now there’s a curious idea. “And where would I be if not here?”

“Not here wallowing in your pity party and bad personal hygiene, you mean?” she asks.

“If you insist.”

She laughs. “You’ll be at my place.”

“Your place? Hmmm … I don’t recall your place being particularly … commodious.”

“It doesn’t need to be. We’re only going to sleep there.”

“Together?”

“Depends,” she says, her tone taking a saucy turn.

“On what, may I ask?” I’m tempted to turn around again, but veto the idea in favor of retaining my vision.

“On whether you can pull yourself out of this very unattractive tail spin you’re in.”

I frown. Florence Nightingale, she is not, but she does cause me to pause and reflect on my circumstances when previous to her arrival I was not considering much of anything beyond my next shot of alcohol.

“What are you thinking right now?” she asks.

“I was thinking that were I physically injured, I might fear having you as a nurse.”

She flicks my arse with the wet flannel, making me jump and screech like a wee girl.

I spin round and point at her, a threat in my eyes. “You’re going to pay for that, bold girl.” I lift a foot and make to exit the shower.

Her eyes go wide and she backs out of the bathroom, pointing at me with a pink-polished fingernail. “Stay away from me! We’re working right now, not playing!”

I leap out of the stall at her and make like a monster, with hands up and a mighty roar to bring it all home. I am well and truly frightening. The only thing missing is my hagfish breath. I regret having brushed my teeth so soon, however it doesn’t matter. My war cry does the trick.

She screams and shuts the door behind her, footsteps fading off in the distance as I collapse in healing laughter. I haven’t been this energized since … the last time I saw this beautiful girl. The realization is sobering enough even without the freezing shower. How have I managed my life without her? I’m not sure of that, but I am quite sure of the fact that I don’t want to know what a future without her in it would be like.

Once I know she’s gone and not returning for more, I comb my hair and then stand ramrod straight, flexing my biceps in the mirror a few times. Yes, sir … Mr. William Stratford is now back on the scene, ladies and gentlemen. And Stratford Investments? You can eat my dust because I will soon be leaving you behind.


























CHAPTER THREE

Jennifer




UNLOCKING THE DOOR TO MY apartment, I cringe as the beat from the music in my neighbor’s place pounds through the walls. William is behind me with four suitcases full of his clothing. I’m pretty sure he has more outfits than I do. One bag alone is holding his shoes.

“I must thank you again for hosting me,” he says, pulling two suitcases over the entrance and into the foyer. He says nothing about the music nor does he give any indication that he notices it. “I will do my best not to be a bother.” He takes the second set of bags and pulls them in before shutting the door behind us.

“You could never be a bother, William, don’t be silly.” I’m sweating just a little over the idea of having him living here with me. Twenty-four/seven is an awful lot of time to spend with someone who until recently I didn’t even know existed. I had sworn after Hank that I’d never live with another man until I married him, and here I am just a few months later doing the exact opposite with a practical stranger. So much for keeping promises to myself.

But this is different, or so I keep telling myself. This isn’t happening because we’re in love and wanting to do a marital dry run. This is business. Just business.

“Shall I put these in here?” he asks, aiming his first suitcase towards the living room.

I sigh in defeat. Why pretend we’re not going to mess around? It’s just not realistic, especially since I’ve been thinking about his hands on me since the moment I saw him in the shower, and he hasn’t taken his eyes off my breasts since I walked into his apartment.

“No, put them in the bedroom.”

He lifts an eyebrow. “My footwear sharing closet space with the deformed birds?” He glances down at his luggage. “I’m not sure my shoes will agree to that arrangement.”

I smile. “Tell them to suck it up. It’s only temporary anyway.”

“Right. Exactly. I’ll have a word.” He leaves me there in the foyer with his remaining bags.

I should probably help him settle in, but I have too many other things on my mind that won’t let me rest until they’re done. First thing’s first … get a business license.

I’m finishing up the online registration when William gets back from the bedroom. He starts talking and I listen with half an ear.

“I’ve had what I hope was a very convincing tête-à-tête with my shoes and your twitter bird slippers. I believe they have come to a suitable arrangement.”

“That’s nice,” I say, reading the fine print on the form.

“They have agreed to remain on their respective sides of the closet and have assured me they will keep their opinions to themselves.”

“Good,” I say, although not exactly sure what I’m saying good to. Did he say our shoes were talking to him? That’s a little weird. But I can’t worry about it now because my brain is stuck on this online business license application and the stupid requirements that we need to fulfill before it’s official. “We’re going to use your name and this address for the license since you’re the broker.”

“Excellent,” he says, pulling a chair closer as he sits down at the kitchen table with me. He stares at my computer screen. “And you can do this all on the computer?”

“Yep.” I lean back and gesture at the screen. “All done.”

“You must allow me to reimburse you for the expenses,” he says.

“Oh, I will. Don’t worry about that.” I pull up the spreadsheet that I started and show him. “See? I’m tracking everything.”

He nods. “You and Ms. Meechum have some things in common, I see.”

“Yeah.” I look at him and frown. “Except I’m not your assistant and she was.”

“Of course, of course. I wasn’t suggesting otherwise. We are partners.” He puts his arm around my shoulders and squeezes.

I nod, putting my attention back on the screen. “Partners. Yes. That’s exactly what we are.” Why that makes me a little sad, I have no idea. This was my plan to keep things formal, to focus on getting our business lives back on track. I can’t go back and feel sorry for myself now. Besides, there will be plenty of time for our personal lives later. Hopefully we’ll still want to have personal lives together after we’ve been in business like this. It didn’t work out so well with Hank, but he’s a different guy. That’s what I hope, anyway.

“Shall we visit the properties? Make some introductions?” William asks.

“Absolutely. But first we need to visit the executive suites.”

“And what is that, may I ask?” William stands and pulls the back of my chair out so I can do the same.

“A place where we can meet clients, put the face of our business. Temporary office space.”

“Brilliant. Lead the way.”

I look him up and down. He’s wearing slacks and a short-sleeved polo. “I’m going to change into a suit. I suggest you wear one too. The Goodmans are pretty down to earth, but I want to show them they’re dealing with professionals. We can do the dress-down thing later.”

“Absolutely. I completely agree. Meet you in five minutes in the foyer.” He winks and leaves me in the kitchen.

I hadn’t stopped to consider the fact that all of our clothes are in the same room now. I chew my lip as I wonder how to handle this. My suit is on a hanger inside the door, and my shoes are in the closet, but if I walk in on him half-dressed I know I’ll be tempted to say screw the executive suites and everything else. Talk about complications. Why did I think this would be easy?

A minute later William is back. “I’ve just realized that I’ve already started monopolizing your space,” he says from the other entrance to the kitchen. “I’m moving to the bathroom to finish up. You’re welcome to have your room back.”

I smile, happy that he figured all that out without me having to say anything. Maybe he’ll actually be a considerate roommate. I didn’t know there was such a thing. Hank was always about Hank, and for him, I was a second thought if I was a thought at all. Maybe living with William won’t be so terrible after all.

I’m in my room pulling up the first leg of my panty hose when the door opens and William is standing there in a shirt and tie. He opens his mouth to say something, and then freezes with his jaw open. He’s staring at me sitting on the bed, his eyes immediately glowing bright with I can only assume is pure lust.

When I follow his gaze, I find him staring at my crotch. Too late I realize that my skirt is up around my waist and I’m not wearing any underwear.


























CHAPTER FOUR

William




I’VE FORGOTTEN MY CUFFLINKS IN my valise. Deciding that enough time has passed that I could probably search them out in the bedroom without disturbing Jennifer and her change of clothing, I leave the bathroom and tap on the bedroom door as I push it open.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say that I’ve just come to retrieve my accoutrements, when I catch a glorious vision of Jennifer’s bush. The golden palace of the Himalayas is right there, practically begging me to enter and worship at the altar.

I’m finding it quite difficult to swallow as my throat’s gone bone-dry.

“Ummmm … I’m not quite dressed,” she says.

I pull at my tie, hoping for some air. “I’ll just … I’ll be …” I point at my valise, but I cannot for the life of me wrench my eyes from the view of her sitting spread-legged, in a skirt, with her lady parts there for the viewing. It’s the most maddening thing I’ve ever encountered, to be so tempted and yet so determined to do the right thing.

I wish to be Edward right now, because Edward would pounce without a second thought or a wisp of guilt. I, on the other hand, must walk the high road and be the gentleman.

“William, when you look at me like that I can’t focus on what we’re supposed to be doing.”

“Right.” I immediately move my eyes to the ceiling. “Is this better?”

She laughs. “Not really. You’re still standing there looking adorably sexy. You shouldn’t be allowed to wear that suit.”

I fold my lips into my mouth and press them together, trying to rein in my smile. My fingers have gone tingly, no doubt because all the blood in my body is now rushing to my nether regions.

“I can’t imagine what you’re talking about,” I say after a moment of failing to control myself. “Adorable? I haven’t even put my on cufflinks yet.”

I hear a thump and it draws my attention back to her. She’s dropped the leg she had folded over and has moved back on the bed a bit.

My heart races as I take in the possible meaning associated with her body language. She’s leaning back on her elbows but her skirt is still riding up at her waist. I can see everything.

My cock goes painfully hard, pushing out the front of my trousers like a camping tent. It throbs with need causing my balls to pull up painfully.

“This is never going to work,” she says, staring at my waist.

“What isn’t going to work?” Surely she doesn’t mean John Thomas, because I am quite sure he will work at one hundred percent capacity, despite my recent side-trip down skid row. I’m feeling right as rain, especially with the delightful view here in this flat.

“Living together and trying to run a business. We’re supposed to be going out the door right now and all I want to do is get naked with you.” She sighs, perhaps with disappointment.

Man the lifeboats! This ship is going down!

I take a deep breath in an effort to calm myself and approach this situation rationally. I shift my gaze to her face, which makes it just a bit easier to focus, but not much.

“How about this …” I must find a way to word this suggestion without sounding the cad. Gently, William, gently… “I propose that we remain mostly clothed, but rid ourselves of the current tension we are suffering in a brief but satisfying tryst, and then of course we would go about our business.” It seems perfectly reasonable to me. Almost scientific in a way, completely not motivated by the hardness growing ever stronger between my legs.

She laughs softly. “Is that your way of asking for a quickie?”

“It could be,” I say. “Do you mean to say that we could make love and then leave directly after? Snog and run?” I never pegged her for a woman who would be satisfied with such a thing, always picturing her wanting only true lovemaking with all the bells and whistles. I considered our dalliance in the club all my idea, my singular passion fueling the fire while she just went along for the ride, being a good sport. I’m aroused even more, knowing she is more varied in her tastes and just as willing to forego traditions under certain conditions as I am.

“Fuck and run,” she says, the devil in her eyes. “That’s what I mean.”

I yank at my tie, pulling it to the side enough to open my top button. I cannot afford to pass out from asphyxiation when all is being offered to me like this, possibly a once in a lifetime opportunity or a rare one at least.

“I’m in,” I say, a little breathlessly. “Just one moment and I’m all yours.” I fumble with my wallet that I’ve pulled from the pocket of my jacket hanging nearby and locate a condom, making short work of getting it in place. My trousers gather round my ankles, too caught up in my shoes to come off without distracting effort. I look the fool, but I haven’t a care. I’m about to enter the mighty kingdom, the glory hole of all glory holes, the deep, dark, lovely place I like to think of as home.

Jennifer pulls the last bits of her skirt up higher and opens her legs to me, reaching down to touch herself when she’s done.

A moan escapes me as I watch her pink finger slide into her wetness. I wonder if she has any idea how much this gets to me. I would do anything just to watch her do that some more. Truth be told, I would even clean her bathroom in exchange for allowing me some good old-fashioned lechery. I really am in a pitiful state.

“I’m ready for you,” she says.

My balls leap for joy as I shuffle over, endeavoring not to trip on my trousers. I collapse to the bed on top of her, propping myself up with my hands on either side of her head to keep from smashing her to bits. The bell end of my cock is knocking on heaven’s door, breaking through the first level of warmth and completely ready to bury itself in the remainder. It practically dances in anticipation. I have very little control left.

“Are we doing the right thing?” she asks, her eyes dark and full of passion. “We talked about waiting…”

“Anything that feels this good cannot possibly be wrong,” I say, pushing in deeper. I am a selfish cad. I will feel badly about it later, I promise.

She closes her eyes and moans. “I agree …”

I’m so taken with her, it feels as though a confession is in order. It leaps from my lips unbidden. “You feel so good to me, Jennifer. I’ve missed this. I’ve missed you.”

She smiles languidly, her eyes still shut as her hips move in a sensual rhythm. “Me too, William. Me too.” Then, without warning, her eyes fly open and she grabs my arse, pulling it toward her. “Now hurry up and fuck me so we can go to work.”

Never a man to disobey a direct order from a woman holding my cock prisoner, I push with the energy of a starving person scrambling for his last bit of sustenance. I’m seized with sensations that threaten to overwhelm my good sense. I want to literally nail her to the mattress using my cock as the hammer, but the last bit of gentlemanly emotion left in me eases off enough to allow her the comfort to which she’s entitled.

“Yes, William, yes,” she says, holding me tight, her body bucking and heaving below me.

I’ve never known a woman to be this enthusiastic. It’s intoxicating. My cock cannot get enough. She’s literally pulling the orgasm out of me, massaging my entire length with her deepest muscles. It threatens to cause embarrassment, being this close to the end when we’ve only just begun.

“Hurry, William, hurry!” she begs.

Is she worried about her orgasm or our appointments? I don’t know, nor do I care. I’m beyond controlling this runaway train. If I try to stop now, it’ll jump the tracks and I’m liable to be run flat.

“Sorry, love, but I’m nearly there,” I grunt out, trying to conjure images of ugly old women to slow myself down.

“I’m coming! I’m coming!” Her hips are jerking up and back, her fingernails digging into my back, and her neck arches as she lifts her breasts up to my chest.

It’s all really too much for me. Forget visions of old hags and their chin warts. I have this nubile beauty exploding beneath me. Why am I holding back? Bloody ridiculous, that idea was. I am the champion of sex! Watch while I take this woman to task!

“Harrrr!” I yell, now apparently a demented pirate in the middle of blowing his load. Unfortunately, eloquence has never been a part of my love-making repertoire. Luckily it does not interfere in the process for either of us.

Ecstasy surges through my entire body and exits into hers. I’m lost in a dizzying haze of sensual bliss. As my body jerks out the last of my energy, I think to myself I should thank goodness that I’m wearing a condom or I’d probably father a child strong enough to lift buildings with this sperm. I feel as though I’m Superman, even as I collapse on top of her completely spent.

She starts laughing as soon as she catches her breath.

John Thomas immediately responds by shrinking to half his size.

“Was it that amusing?” I ask, almost afraid for the answer.

“Amusing?” she asks, her face one big smile. “No. More like amazing.” She takes me in a strong embrace that threatens to deprive my brain of oxygen. “That was so much fun. Come on, though. We have to go.” She pushes me off and sits up, busying herself with fixing her skirt.

I roll onto my back and stare at the ceiling, my still be-condomed winkle lying flaccid on my thigh. I’m too bollocksed to think straight nor care about the unattractive scenery my used cock makes of itself.

She pats me on the leg. “Come on. No lying around. Time to get busy.”

“I thought I just did get busy. Isn’t it time for a nap now?”

“No. Up and at ‘em. Come on. They’re waiting for us at the executive suites place.”

I sit straight up, buttoning my shirt and fixing my tie. “Why didn’t you mention that sooner?” The condom snaps off with only a minor bit of pain to be placed on a tissue at the bedside table.

She laughs. “Would you have come quicker?”

“I could have.” Frowning as I consider my performance, I decide that yes, I could have come quicker. Those hag-visions did have an effect. “Yes. Definitely. I can do better.”

She laughs and stands, throwing her nude leggings off to the side. “I’m going naked. Come on.”

I stop in mid trouser-pulling-up to stare. “Are you certain that’s appropriate?”

“I mean without hose. I won’t be naked or commando.” She walks over to a bureau and pulls out a pair of lace panties.

“Indeed.” It’s all I can think to say in reply. What she means by being a commando, I’m not sure, but I’ve no doubt that I’ll discover its import at some point, now that we are flatmates. It does sound exciting, I will admit.

I go brainless with delight as she steps into her panties and pulls them up to her hips, settling her skirt around her legs after.

I must say, I’ve never lived with a woman, yet I find it’s been quite enjoyable so far. I can imagine that watching Jennifer dress would be motivation in itself to get up in the morning. Clearly, while having graduated with honors from university, I still have the brain of a fourteen year old.

When she first mentioned the idea of me moving in here, it was a bit unsettling. Now I find I quite like the idea. I shall endeavor to be a grateful and courteous flatmate. Then perhaps I could be assured of some more of these fuck-and-run events. Our partnership is already paying dividends.

“I’ll meet you at the door,” she says, headed for the hallway. “I have to go have some OJ.”

“Right. As you were.” I buckle my trousers and tighten the knot of my tie before pulling my jacket from its hanger. I cannot remove the smile from my face, nor do I want to. Life is very different from how I imagined it would be here in America, but I wouldn’t change it for anything.


























CHAPTER FIVE

Jennifer




EVERYTHING IS GOING SO SMOOTHLY, I’m almost afraid of my future. Obstacles have always been a part of my life, but here I am with an official business office, a license to do my work, and a seriously hot business partner, all accomplished in one day. Life is way too good, and scary as a result.

I can’t stop stealing glances at William. He’s driving his sports car, easily moving through the gears and negotiating the traffic as we make our way over to see the Goodmans. He said he wants to put as many miles on it as possible before his father takes it away, and since I’m not above petty revenge myself, I agreed to leave my car at home.

“Everything all right?” he asks me, looking over at me with concern. “You haven’t said anything since we left the executive suites.”

“I’m fine,” I say, not very enthusiastically.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No, don’t be silly.” I pat his hand as it rests on the gear shift, trying to assure him that I’m not mad at him. “You did everything right.”

“Why do you make it sound as if doing everything right is doing it wrong?”

I have to laugh at that. “Because I’m a screwball?”

“I’m sorry, but I cannot agree with that. You’re my business partner, which shows a distinct lack of screwball-ed-ness on your part. I find you quite brilliant, in point of fact.”

“You’re right,” I say, nodding my agreement. “You’re absolutely right.” I’m smiling now and it’s real. I can feel the good mood down to my toes. It’s weird to be this happy over something this risky. And I’m not just taking a personal risk, I’m taking a business risk too. I must be insane. Forget screwball … that doesn’t even begin to cover it.

William breaks into my thoughts, stopping them short. “So tell me about these clients of yours. Give me some insight into your dealings and the property itself so I can be prepared for their questions and concerns.”

This is good. We’ll talk business and it will get my mind off our personal life and the fact that I can still feel him between my legs. Did we really just go at it like rabbits on my bed an hour ago? Our whole plan to hold off and date first went right out that window. I wish I could drum up some regret over that, but I can’t. It felt way too good.

Focus on business. That’s what I have to do. Focus, focus, focus…

“Well, they’re a married couple who’ve been together forever. They have several kids who I haven’t met. They’ve owned this property since they were first married, so maybe fifty years. They used to run a jewelry business out of the bottom floor and lived above, but now the entire thing is vacant. They just want to sell so they can move to Florida and buy a condo there.”

“And you mentioned it’s in the Heights …”

“Yes. As you know, it’s been a depressed area for a long time, but I’m thinking it’s ripe for a new look, a new generation of buyers to come in and renovate.”

“Have you taken a look at the crime statistics?”

“Yes, and they’re encouraging, actually. They have several new people on the staff of the local police department who are really making some headway along with some government funding that’s helping with some specific task forces. I’ve pretty much looked into everything else too. Schooling, big business moving into nearby areas, city planning maps, and so on. And the building itself is great. Good bones and some really nice architectural detail.”

“So you’re not thinking tear-down?”

“You could. Or you could just renovate. It has a lot of possibilities.”

“What about the neighboring properties? Are they for sale? What’s the status with them?”

“I haven’t been able to reach the other owners for the properties on either side. One is deceased, so I think it’s all being held up in probate. The son of the man who owned it hasn’t responded to my letters. And the other, pretty much the same thing. I’ve sent letters but I get no response. As far as the rest of the block, I haven’t done any work there.”

“Perhaps a personal visit to the ones who you’ve already started with would be in order.”

I shrug. “Sure. If you think it’s best.”

“Any reason why you haven’t already done that?”

I shrug, feeling less than businesslike with my answer. “I guess I didn’t want to be pushy. These are older people and they don’t really appreciate the hard sell.”

He nods, but says nothing.

“Just turn here and find an empty space,” I say, pointing out the windshield. “This parking lot comes with the building, by the way.”

“Excellent,” he says, turning into the nearest space and shutting off the engine. “We’re right on time.”

“They’ll appreciate that. They’re retired but they still keep regular hours as if they weren’t. I think they play a lot of tennis too.”

“Good to know.” William gets out of the car and comes around to get my door, which I’ve already opened. I feel like a princess giving him my hand so he can help me out.

“And I thought all the gentlemen in the world were extinct,” says a voice from the sidewalk.

I turn around with a smile. “Hello, Mrs. Goodman, so nice to see you.” I walk over to shake her hand.

“And you,” she says, but her eyes are on William. “And who is this young man you’ve brought with you today?”

I hold out my hand in introduction. “Mrs. Goodman, this is William Stratford, my business partner.”

William steps up and takes her hand gently. “It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance. Please call me William.”

“William, nice to meet you. Call me Agatha.”

He nods once and takes a small bow. “Agatha, thank you for taking the time to meet with us today on such short notice.”

I am not going to be jealous over the fact that he’s on a first-name basis with her before I am because it’s obvious she’s taken with him. I’m trying not to get too excited over that. She could go with her choice of brokers and realtors, so I have to work hard to be sure she never has a reason to leave us. William’s charm alone will not be enough to keep us in business.

“What happened with that man … Henry or Hank I think his name was?” Mrs. Goodman is looking at me now. “I thought he was your partner.”

My face burns pink. “Actually Hank and I haven’t worked together for many months.”

Mrs. Goodman frowns. “That’s not what he said just yesterday. He told me you were on his team and that I could be working with both of you if I just agreed to the new contract he gave me.”

I’m so angry I can’t think of what to say in response to that awfulness. I’m afraid I’ll come right out with the bold truth about what a horrible, lying sack of shit Hank is if I say anything at all. Thank goodness William is here to save me from myself.

“How about you give me a tour of your property? Then we can discuss teams and contracts after, if that’s what you wish to do.” He looks up at the facade of the building and rubs his hands together. “This place looks like it has a very interesting history.”

“Oh, it does,” Mrs. Goodman says, her expression shifting instantly to one of pride. “My husband and I have been coming here six days a week for nearly fifty years …” Her voice fades in the distance as she moves off to lead William on a tour.

“I’ll just wait here,” I say to their backs. They continue on without me, but William looks over his shoulder and gives me a wink before they disappear through a door, so I know they heard me.

I cannot wait to get my phone out and call that bastard Hank.

He picks up on the second ring. “Are you ready to come back to me?” he asks without even saying hello first.

If he were in front of me, I’d punch him right in the face. God, what did I ever see in him? I must have been blind, or at least very, very near-sighted. I feel a little sick thinking about how much time I spent with this man. What a snake. He wasn’t even good in bed.

“Hank, get over yourself. You are the very last man I’d ever go back to, trust me.”

“I find that hard to believe,” he says, completely full of himself.

“Whatever. I’m calling because I don’t appreciate you telling my clients that I am part of your team, and I also don’t appreciate you lying to them and trying to trick them into signing on with you. That’s low, Hank, even for you.”

“It wasn’t a lie. Technically you’re still on my team since I run the show over here now. You can’t go rogue, as you well know. You’re not a broker. Your license is here, so you’re on my team. Simple.”

I can’t keep the satisfaction from my voice. “Actually, you’d better check the records again, dumbass. I’m not with you any longer, I’m with William Stratford, so you can back the fuck off my clients and go find your own business elsewhere.”

“William Stratford? I read about him in the paper. That guy got fired from his last job. You can’t work for him.” Hank laughs. “He’s just as jobless as you are.”

I sigh loudly so he’ll get the point that he’s a complete idiot. “You really are clueless aren’t you? Oh well. Not my problem. Have fun with your new girlfriend.”

“Wait!” he yells. “I need to talk to you still!”

“Sorry. I’m busy. And don’t call me ever again because I won’t be answering.” I hang up before he can reply.

“Trouble in paradise?” a man says behind me.

I turn to find Mr. Goodman there. He’s less than five feet tall, mostly bald, and covered in liver spots. I love him to pieces.

“Oh, hi there, I didn’t see you before.”

He waves his hand around in dismissal. “I was around the corner watering the flowers.” We walk into the building together and he looks towards the door separating the jewelry business from the rest of the building. “Agatha inside?”

“Yes, she’s giving my business partner a tour.”

“Hank?”

“No, he’s not my partner. He didn’t realize that I’d moved on to another broker, so I guess that’s why he approached you and said that I was still with him. Agatha’s with William Stratford. He and I recently started our new partnership.”

Mr. Goodman nods his head. “Good. I never did like that Hank person. Seemed kind of sleazy to me.” He gives me an apologetic look. “He was lucky to have you. If it hadn’t been for you we would have gone elsewhere.”

I beam with happiness. “That’s very kind, Mr. Goodman. Thank you for telling me.”

He points at me and pokes the air a few times. “You’ve got the right attitude, missy. Respectful, smart, and full of good ideas. Me and the missus believe in you. That’s why we’re sticking with you.”

I want to hug him, but I restrain myself by folding my hands together and squeezing. “Thank you so much. I promise to work really hard to find you the right buyer.”

“Good. How about a cup of coffee?”

I nod. “That would be wonderful.”

I’m just finishing up the cup he poured for me when William and Mrs. Goodman come back downstairs to join us.

Mrs. Goodman is the first to talk. “Lionel, you’re here! Good. You can meet William Stratford.” She turns to glance at him. “He’s been sharing the most interesting ideas with me. I can’t wait for you to hear them.”

I blink a few times, making sure I don’t let any negative emotion show. Ideas? What ideas? I’m getting a sick feeling in my stomach as I think of Hank trying to work around me and take my clients. This isn’t happening again, is it?

I give myself a mental shake. It can’t be happening again. William is my partner. Not only that, he’s my roommate.

Ugh. Hank was my roommate too!

My heart fills with dread. What have I done? I pray it’s not something stupid, like repeating mistakes I should have kept in my past.

“Nice to meet you, William,” Mr. Goodman says, shaking his hand.

“Nice to meet you as well, Mr. Goodman.” William turns to me. “Actually, the ideas that I was sharing with Agatha are not mine. They’re Jennifer’s. She’s got quite the vision where this neighborhood is concerned. When we originally spoke, I had it in my mind that a demolition was in order, but she convinced me otherwise. Now I find I quite like the idea of a renovation. This building has character.”

The Goodmans look at me and smile.

“We knew she was the one for us,” says Mrs. Goodman. “Right from the start, she just knew what we were looking for.” She looks at William almost with an apology in her expression. “I know you probably think we’re silly old fuddy duddies, wanting our building to go to the right person … it’s only real estate after all. But we’ve spent a large portion of our lives here.”

Mr. Goodman takes her hand and continues the explanation. “All of our children grew up inside these walls. They graduated high school and college and came back here to celebrate with us. Our grandchildren play on this floor when their parents are out for dinner.” He looks at the scuffed surface. “Memories like that are hard to kill.”

“I assure you, we are not interested in killing any memories,” William says. “We want to bring this place back to its former glory. Some of the rooms will need to be changed around and obviously electrical and plumbing will need to be brought up to code, but that should be easy enough.” He steps in closer and puts on a serious expression. “What would be really nice would be to be able to discuss the properties on either side of you and perhaps down the block as well. We could make a really big project, a cohesive one that could bring in some serious investors if we could put them all together.”

The Goodmans share a look before Mr. Goodman responds. “We could put you in touch with most of our neighbors.”

My eyes bulge out. When I mentioned it before they didn’t really answer me or acted distracted.

Mrs. Goodman looks at me. “To be fair, Jennifer did ask us for that information before.”

I nod, keeping my words and my hurt feelings to myself.

“We didn’t want to say anything until we spoke to them first, and then with this Hank person calling us non-stop for weeks …”

“Weeks?” I ask, wondering if their old age has caused them to forget dates.

“Months?” Mrs. Goodman looks at her husband. “Lionel, it’s been months, dear. Remember? That first call was on Sandy’s birthday. That was back in February.”

My ears are ringing. I was still dating Hank in February, still living with him. He was going behind my back in February? I feel sick to my stomach. He was planning to steal all my clients before I found out about him and that twit. What a devious son of a fuck-faced liar he is. He is so lucky he’s not here right now. I’d borrow William’s keys and run him over for sure.

“Do you have the neighbor’s permission for us to contact them?” William asks, either oblivious to my distress or helping us all move past it.

“I don’t think you need their permission,” says Agatha. “We can send you the phone numbers by the email if you want.”

Mr. Goodman smiles. “She uses the email all day long. I still don’t know how to use it.”

“Please. Send it by the email, that would be perfect,” William says, giving no indication at all that he’s noticed their misnomer.

I have to hide my smile. He’s really good with people, not just girls like me, apparently. Seeing him in action is making it hard for me to dwell on what a douche Hank is. I’m so lucky I found William. Please, God, don’t let him screw me over.

“And what do we do about our contract?” Agatha asks.

“We can draw up a new one today and send it over to you by courier if that suits you,” William supplies.

“We’ll be playing handball this afternoon, but if it comes around five we should be home.”

“You play handball?” I ask, kind of shocked.

“Of course, dear,” Agatha says. “You don’t think I wear these clothes to go shopping do you?” She’s smiling.

“I thought you played tennis.”

“No, we prefer handball. More action.” Lionel winks at me. Then he turns his attention to William and holds out his hand. “I like you. We’ll be happy to sign your contract, so long as you have Jennifer on your team.”

William shakes his hand and graces them with the sexiest smile I’ve ever seen. “Thank you, sir. We appreciate the faith and trust you’re putting in us. We won’t let you down.” He pauses. “By the way … are you by any chance related to Gloria Goodman?”

Agatha brightens. “Why yes, of course. She’s Lionel’s sister. How do you know her?”

“She and my brother are both wine collectors,” he says, smiling politely.

“You know …” Agatha looks at Lionel, “…Lionel you should talk to her. Maybe she’s like to be involved.”

He nods and looks at me. “Shall I give her a call?”

I nod, my pulse picking up with excitement. I know Gloria doesn’t own this building, but if she wants to invest in the project, I’d be thrilled to have her on board. “If you’d just let her know we’ll be contacting her and that we have your blessing, that would be great.”

The older man smiles. “I’ll do that today.”

“Thank you very much, sir,” William says. “And madam, it was a pleasure meeting you both today.” William gives them a short bow and then shakes Agatha’s hand, remaining bent at the waist a little. It makes it easier for them to look up at him since he’s at least a foot taller than them both. It’s little kindnesses like that, that make my heart go a little crazy for him.

“I just love his accent, don’t you?” Agatha asks as they walk away.

“Where’s he from? Australia?” Lionel asks. They climb into a giant Cadillac and I never get to hear her answer.

I burst out laughing as soon as we’re in William’s car.

“What’s so funny?” William asks.

“I’m not sure,” I say, feeling a little lightheaded. “It could be the fact that they think you’re Australian, or the fact that they play handball, or the fact that just when I think Hank can’t be any more of an asshole, he surprises me by proving otherwise.”

William pats me on the leg, his fingers warm and strong. “Don’t worry, darling. He’ll get what’s coming to him, trust me. In the meantime, I believe we’ve earned the right to celebrate.”

I look at him out of the corner of my eye. “Are you talking about another quickie?”

He blinks his eyes a few times before responding. “Actually, I was thinking about a drink at the local pub, but if you insist…”

I laugh, feeling the tension leave my body. “No, I think I’ll go for that drink, actually.”

“I knew it,” he says, banging on the wheel. “It was too fast, wasn’t it? Damn those breasts of yours.”

“Damn my breasts?” I’m feeling giddy with happiness. He’s so silly.

“Yes. I cannot hold back when I’m in their thrall. I tried to think of ugly old hags when we were making love, but it didn’t work.”

“I’m not sure whether to be disturbed or impressed that you’re thinking of those things when we’re in the middle of having sex.”

“Be impressed, I beg you.”

I can’t stop smiling, even when we walk in the pub near my apartment and find Mia, Edward, and Rachel there finishing up what looks like a very long and involved lunch together.


























CHAPTER SIX

William




A CONSPIRACY. THAT’S WHAT THIS is. My throat seizes up as I walk into the British-style pub and find my brother and former assistant canoodling together over fish and chips. I nearly choke with it.

“Oh my god, what is she doing?” Jennifer asks under her breath.

“Miss Meechum, do you mean? Who would know? She could be planning an assassination of the president for all we know. Don’t trust her.”

“Are you serious?” Jennifer looks up at me with concern in her eyes.

“No, not really. While she may be constructing the assassination plan, I don’t think she’d be able to pull it off. There are too many paper trays between him and the rest of the world.”

She nods. “I was actually thinking about Mia when I said that, but I know what you mean.”

“That’s your friend there, isn’t it?” My nostrils flare. “With my brother, no less. How cosy.”

“Should we hide? Leave?” Jennifer asks.

“Definitely not,” I say, taking her by the hand and leading her directly over to their table. “No better time than the present to clear the air, wouldn’t you say?”

“Not necessarily,” she mumbles behind me.

I ignore the other diners and focus on my brother. He has not yet realized his doom draws near, the tosser.

“Oh, hey!” Mia says as we arrive at the table. I can detect no regret or hidden agenda in her tone. “I didn’t know you guys were going to be here.” She looks at her lunch partners. “Did you guys invite them?”

Both Edward and Rachel shake their heads no. They look decidedly uncomfortable.

“What are you doing here?” Jennifer asks, apparently no longer suffering the fear of confrontation.

“Having lunch,” Mia says. “Talking business.” She points at my brother. “Edward is in the market for some wine.” She winks at Jennifer and smiles at me.

I raise an eyebrow. “And Miss Meechum? Is she also in the market for some wine?”

Miss Meechum shakes her head, her hair moving right along with it in a manner that reminds me of a motorcycle helmet. “No, I don’t like wine very much. I’m more of a beer person.”

“You’re looking dashing,” Edward says, finally looking at me.

“Is that a surprise, then?” I ask, annoyed that he’s mocking me while pretending he’s not.

He shrugs. “Dunno. Could be I expected you to be wallowing in self-pity and not out and about the town looking so swish.”

Unfortunately my brother knows me all too well, but I play it off as though he doesn’t. “Not likely. I’ve just been to a business meeting with my new partner.” I put my hand on the small of Jennifer’s back.

“Oh my god, you guys are working together?” Miss Meechum smiles and claps her hands together like a mad circus monkey. “That’s so cute! I’m totally going to take credit for that!”

“So you’re the one who fired me from my position as CEO at Stratford Investments,” I say, my tone dry. “And all this time I thought it was my father.”

Miss Meechum’s smile and clap-fest die together, a very quick death, thank goodness.

“Och, come off it, man,” Edward scolds. “You did that all on your own.”

I’m using all my super-human powers not to give him the clack on the nose that he deserves. “You know nothing about which you speak, so I shall forgive your ignorance as a matter of course.”

“I know a hell of a lot more than you do, that’s for sure.” He rolls his eyes and carelessly pops a chip in his mouth.

“How are you enjoying the chair, Edward?” I ask, hoping they cannot see the steam coming from my ears.

Edward looks down at his seat. “Fine.”

“I mean the chair in my former office. It’s imported Italian leather, you know.”

He shrugs. “Didn’t notice. Seems all right. Might be a little hot on the trinkets, though, all that leather, now that I think of it. I’ll have to see about changing it for something with more breathe to it.”

He’s deliberately baiting me. I will not fall into his trap. “Good. Glad to hear it. Just chuck the other in the bin, then. And your assistant? You finding her services adequate?”

“Is he talking about me now?” Miss Meechum asks Mia.

Mia nods.

“She’s the dog’s bollocks,” Edward says, smiling at her. “Smart as a whip.”

Miss Meechum smiles. “Thank you, Edward. But Mr. Stratford knows that. He and I did a lot of good work together.” She looks up at me and nods several times, flashing me a knowing expression.

“Mr. Stratford?” Edward laughs. “Who’s that, then? My da?”

“No, I’m talking about the other Mr. Stratford.” Miss Meechum points at me. “Him.”

Edward looks up, his eyebrows in his hairline. “She calls you Mr. Stratford?”

“First name basis is not really how he rolls,” she says, smiling way too much. I can see her silly molars from across the table.

Edward laughs. “Yeah. Stick up his bum. Always had one there. I think he was born with it.”

“Okay, okay,” Mia says, holding out her hands. “Enough of the pissing contest. Do you guys want to get down to business or what?”

Jennifer puts her hands on her hips. “Down to business? What’s that supposed to mean?”

Mia sighs heavily. “I lied. We weren’t just talking about wine.”

“Oy, now you’ve gone and ruined the surprise,” Edward says, throwing a chip at her plate.

I blink my eyes several times to clear them of the illusion before me.

“What surprise?” Jennifer asks.

“The plan to get William his job back,” Miss Meechum says, smiling as though very proud of her intellectual prowess.

Jennifer looks up at me. “Do you want your old job back?” she asks.

I detect a note of vulnerability there. It makes me want to wrap her up in cotton wool and place her on a high shelf where nothing can touch her.

“Certainly not,” I say, being completely honest. “I’m perfectly content with my new arrangement.”

“You can’t be serious, brother,” Edward says. “You’ve worked your whole life to take over the family business.”

I shake my head, my future becoming crystal clear in that moment. “No, actually, I was working my whole life to be doing exactly what I’m doing now.”

“And what is that?” Edward asks. “Schluffing about begging people for their attention? Living out of a box?”

“No. Running an investment firm.”

“You don’t have an investment firm,” he says, obviously amused. “Don’t make me laugh.”

“Yes, he does,” Jennifer says, pride in her voice. “We are Stratford & Moorehouse Investments. And we have clients already, so you can suck it, Edward.”

Edward looks at her with surprise. “I can suck it? Really? Do you mean it?”

“Yes.” She nods. “You can definitely suck it.”

Edward turns his attention to me. “She just told me I can suck it, William. You going to let her talk to me that way?”

“I most certainly am. In fact, I think it’s an excellent idea. Why don’t you go suck it, Edward?” I feel completely empowered. Who knew silliness would be so energizing?

Edward looks at his lunch date. “Mia, my brother and his business partner have both told me I should go suck it. What do you make of that?”

Mia smiles, laughing silently. “I guess maybe you should go suck it, I don’t know.”

“Fine.” Edward stands and throws his napkin down on the table, feigning offense. “I shall leave then so that I can go suck it. Good day, ladies.” He nods at the women and leaves me standing there without a by your leave.

“They have the weirdest expressions in England,” Miss Meechum says. “What does that actually mean?”

“I think it means William just got stuck paying our lunch bill,” Mia says, giggling.


























CHAPTER SEVEN

Jennifer




“SO WHAT’S THE DEAL?” I ask, taking the seat that Edward vacated. William sits to my right using a chair he pulls over from a nearby empty table.

“Edward is sick over William leaving,” Mia says. “He really wants him to come back.”

William snorts. “Work has interfered in his plan to avoid work at all costs.”

“Harsh much?” Mia asks.

“Their father is the one behind everything,” Rachel says. “He’s a real ball buster.”

“I feel as though I’m stumbling around in the dark with a hood over my head,” William says. “What exactly is my father behind?”

“I’m with you,” I say, holding his hand under the table. “What’s going on?”

“Here’s the deal,” Mia says, “Edward got called in to take over when William left. He’s not happy about it, but he’s doing the best he can. He’s sure William will be back soon and he doesn’t want everything in the shitter when that happens, so he’s doing what he can to keep things at least in neutral.”

“You’re saying that he’s just holding things up for my return? He wants me to come back and take my Italian leather chair back as well?”

“Yes, that’s what I’m saying.”

“Bollocks.”

“He saw that problem in Scotland,” Rachel says, nodding her head really fast. “He totally did. I didn’t show him or anything and your father didn’t know anything about it. He’s not completely clueless is what I mean, but that doesn’t mean he wants your job.”

“I never did get to the bottom of that,” William says, his eyes getting a faraway look to them.

It makes me feel a little bad about taking him away from that stuff. Maybe he does want to go back and he’s just saying he doesn’t to make me feel better.

“Do you want to help Edward?” I ask, trying to read his mind through his expression.

He comes back to the present in a hurry. “Don’t be absurd. I have no interest whatsoever in managing his affairs.”

“But it’s your father’s company,” Rachel says. She looks sad. “Don’t you care about what happens to your father?”

William shakes his head. “You don’t know what he’s asked of me.”

“Oh, I know,” Rachel says, her eyebrows rising up high. “He told you that you had to be with that Ingrid woman. I heard aaaaalll about it, believe me.”

The idea of them together makes me sick to my stomach. Did his father really say that? Is that why William was so upset? Is that what made him quit? No wonder he was on such a bender. It makes me love him that much more that he stuck to his guns, even going so far as to lose his job.

Love. I said the word love. Oh my god, I’m in so much trouble.

William leans in towards Rachel and narrows his eyes, completely oblivious to my distress. “From whom did you hear this, may I ask?”

I’m just trying to digest all this awfulness. His father actually told him to be with Ingrid? Why would he do that? Doesn’t he even care what his son wants? And why did William refuse when this job was so important to him? Was it because of me or just his regular moral standards? I have so many questions, but I can’t ask them here. Is there anywhere I can ask him this kind of thing or should I just let it go? Maybe it’s not my business. I still haven’t even been to the family house for brunch.

Rachel looks embarrassed. “I might have snooped a little.”

“On whom? With what?” William asks. He sounds mad.

Rachel shrugs and stays that way, like she’s a turtle trying to pull her head inside its shell. “I don’t know. I can’t remember.”

“Bloody hell,” William mutters, looking up at the ceiling. “Dogsbody. Dogsbody is right. Edward was right all along.”

“What does that even mean?” Rachel asks. “I’m pretty sure it’s an insult. Is he talking to me?” She looks first at Mia and then me.

I shake my head. “No, it’s just like a cuss word or something. You know the English…” I shrug and nod, like we’re commiserating.

She nods too. “Yeah. Crazy, right? But cute.”

Mia puts the conversation back on track. “Okay, so old Frankie poo wanted William to get it on with Ingrid to keep her mouth shut about a certain B&E that happened.”

William stops staring at the ceiling and gives Mia a sharp look.

She waves him off. “Yeah, yeah, I heard all about it. That and the secret sex tape.”

“How did you hear about it?” I ask.

“Edward. He tells me everything.”

My jaw drops open. “Since when are you guys so close?”

Mia shrugs, suddenly evasive. “I don’t know. Since I met him… that one time…”

“What has Ingrid decided to do? Do we know this yet?” William asks.

Rachel raises her hand and bites her lip. We all stare at her waiting for her to speak, but she doesn’t.

William sighs loudly. “Miss Meechum … do you have something you want to say?”

“Yes. Thanks for calling on me.” She puts her arm down into her lap. “I was going to say that Ingrid was really mad, but she made Frank … Mr. Stratford … an alternative deal.”

“And what, pray tell, would that deal be?” William asks, his accent getting stronger. “Has he promised her my firstborn? Because she can’t have it.”

“No. He’s actually agreed to go out with her. To ummm … you know … whatever.” Rachel looks very uncomfortable and now she’s staring at the table.

“Good god,” William says, sounding a little shocked. “He’s pimped himself out for the company.”

“Actually he’s pimped himself out for you and Edward,” Mia says. Now she’s mad. “He could have let you both sink with those videos she has, but instead he’s agreed to spend time with her and get her to keep her mouth shut.”

William’s face goes pale.

“Hey, maybe they’ll get married and she’ll be your stepmother,” Rachel says, grinning from ear to ear. “Talk about awkward. Holy awko taco.”

“Perish the thought,” William says, massaging his chest. He turns to look at me. “What should I do?”

I feel both sad and guilty. “Talk to him?” I can’t keep him from his family or his family’s business. That would be totally selfish. So what if I just started a new company with him today. So what if I just introduced him to my most important clients today. So what if he became my roommate today. God, my life is such a mess. The fiasco with Hank is starting to look like a walk in the park in comparison.

“I do need to talk to him, but not alone.” William stands. “Come with me.”

“Me?” I ask, my hand going up automatically to take his.

He helps me to my feet. “Yes, of course. You’re my business partner, so you should be there.”

Mia looks up at me, no longer mad. “That’s so cute. I love it that you guys are working together. Did this happen today?”

“Yes,” I say.

“It was meant to be,” William says, staring down at me, a small smile at the edge of his mouth. He still looks a little sad, but at least that’s better than desperately depressed, the way I found him earlier today. Was that just today that I found him wallowing in pain and sadness? Wow. What a difference a day can make.

“Awww, you guys are so cute.” Rachel is resting her hands under her chin and staring up at us with goo-goo eyes. “You’d better invite me to the wedding. I totally set you guys up.”

Talk about awkward. Gah! I have no idea what to say to that.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here,” William says, holding my hand and pulling me from the table.

“Hey! What about our lunch!” Mia yells. “You’re supposed to pay for it!”

“Yes, you have to suck it!” Rachel says way too loudly, trying and failing to mimic a British accent.

I laugh as I jump in front of William and run to the door. “Come on before we get stuck with that bill!”

“Naughty girl,” he says, laughing behind me.

“That’s how you like it,” I say, knowing it’s the truth. It doesn’t seem to matter what I do. William likes me no matter what.


























CHAPTER EIGHT

William




I HAD CONVINCED MYSELF THAT I would never enter this building again, for as long as I lived. That declaration lasted all of five days.

I would have thought I was a more determined man than this, but circumstances being what they are, I can hardly refuse to come now. My father. Pimping himself out for the good of the family. It’s too bloody awful to be believed.

I nod at the woman in reception, not stopping to ask permission to enter or share my reasons for being there. Her expression shows shock and fear, but I don’t let it dissuade me from my goal. I must confront my father and convince him to retreat from his suicide mission. Nothing is worth even part of a man’s life tied to that viper. Not even one day of it.

Jennifer walks behind me, reluctant but strong. I am beside myself with pride that I have her as my partner in work and in life. After I’ve convinced my father of his folly, my new mission shall be to convince her that she belongs with me on a more permanent basis. And the first thing I shall do as her companion is to find us a new flat. The tower block we’re in now is entirely too small with walls too thin. I plan for us to make a lot of noise, and I’d like to keep that part of our relationship more private than is possible in her place.

“What if he goes ballistic?” Jennifer asks. The distance between us grows ever larger as we approach my old office. My father can be heard shouting behind the door already and we’re still several cubicles away.

“He most certainly will go ballistic, but it shan’t interfere with what we’re here to accomplish.”

“Which is what?” she asks.

“Get his head back on straight.”

I admit to being a little nervous as I place my knuckles to the door and rap two times. Breathing out a long sigh does nothing to aid me. Standing before my father in a confrontational situation is one of my least favorite things in the world.

“Who’s there?!” comes a frustrated voice from within.

I take the handle and push the door open. “It’s me, Father. I’ve come to discuss business.”

Several steps into the office, and I’m already regretting my decision to come. My father stands next to my leather chair and Edward is an armchair across the desk from him, slouched down low. I’ve seen this same scene played out many times in my past. Usually I come into these situations to fend for my brother. Today I’m not sure who I’m championing, myself, my father, or our family whole.

“Gordon Bennett, it’s a family reunion,” Edward exclaims, before going back to watching my father.

“Come to beg for your job back?” my father asks.

When Jennifer enters, his expression moves from spiteful to surprised. “Who’s this?” he asks.

“Father, this is Jennifer Moorehouse, the Moorehouse in Stratford & Moorehouse Investments. In other words, my business partner.” I hold out my arm, asking her silently to move forward into the room. She doesn’t disappoint.

“Mr. Stratford, it’s so nice to meet you,” she says. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“All of it terrible, I’m sure,” he says, taking her hand in a firm greeting.

“No, not at all.” She smiles and her dimples come out to charm everyone in the room.

I can see them having their effect, too. My father’s hard edges soften, his face taking on a look I often saw when my mother was around. It makes me homesick for earlier years.

They drop their handshake and my father blows some of his breath out in a huff. He nods slowly, taking in the view of the three of us standing and sitting before him. I’d give ten pounds sterling to know what he’s thinking right now. Perhaps twenty.

“So, you’ve started your own firm, is that it?” He sounds old when he says it, as if he’s suddenly aged in the last thirty seconds. It’s the first sign of vulnerability I can remember seeing in him. It makes me feel sad and perhaps a bit guilty.

“Yes, I have,” I say, my tone thankfully not belying my precarious emotional state. “Jennifer is my partner and we’ve opened an office not far from here. It’s temporary.”

“You could have used an office here,” my father says. “I would have been happy to help you start things up.”

I blink several times to be sure I’m truly looking at the real Frank Stratford.

“I find that a bit hard to believe,” I manage to say with an even tone.

“Why? I’ve always supported you, in everything you do.”

My attempts to control my temper are not going well. “Perhaps it’s the fact that you terminated my employment that causes me to be doubtful of that assertion.”

My father waves me off. “That was just a tiff. I fully expected you to come back after you got over your little temper tantrum.”

Edward laughs and looks over his shoulder at Jennifer. “Did you see him having one of those? He’s world-famous for his tantrums. Not very pretty, are they?”

“I call it a pity party, but yes, I saw it,” Jennifer says. “It was kind of cute, actually.”

“Cute? Cute?” I look at her like she’s gone mad, which obviously she has. “That wasn’t cute. It was disgusting. The worst version of me that ever was or ever will be. I’m not a fan of the pity party and I regret my participation in it.” I glare at my brother. “And you can go straight to hell, Edward.”

“If that’s your worst, then you have nothing to fear from me,” Jennifer says, turning towards me, I’m sure for the sole purpose of tempting me with her jubbly bubbly bits. When she shrugs, they move up and down with the movement, and it takes all of my will power to keep from holding them in my hands and giving them a good massage.

“First he tells me to suck it, then he tells me to go to hell,” Edward says. “I don’t know why I even bother.” He shakes his head.

I’d feel bad over it if he wasn’t smiling so enthusiastically. This is entertainment for him, the bloody plonker.

“What’s done is done,” my father says. “Edward’s at the helm now and he’s off to Scotland to straighten out some inconsistencies in the books over there.”

“And you’re doing what, may I ask?” Tapping my toe on the ground. “Giving yourself up for the family name?”

“Giving myself up?” My father looks to my brother. “What’s he talking about?”

“Ingrid,” Edward says.

My father closes his eyes for a brief moment and then stares at me. “Son, Ingrid is none of your concern any longer. Just leave it.”

“Leave it? Hell no, I’m not going to leave it. You can’t be with her, Father, she’ll eat your heart for breakfast and dine on your liver at noon the same day.”

He laughs. “That’ll be the day.”

“Don’t underestimate her, Mr. Stratford,” Jennifer says. “She’s very persistent and devious.”

My father barks out a laugh. “And why do you think I agreed to our arrangement?”

“You can’t be serious!” I say, disgusted by the very idea of that woman being anywhere near my DNA.

“Of course I can.” My father tones his voice down considerably before continuing. “Listen, son … I’m sixty-five years old now. I need someone younger to help me liven things up a bit. Ingrid’s perfect for that.”

“Perfect? The only thing she’s perfect for is blackmail and manipulation, and maybe lion food as well.”

“I can handle her.” My father rubs his hands together. “I’m actually looking forward to the challenge.”

I hold back the urge to vomit.

“He knows what he’s doing,” Edward says with a casual wave of his hand. “Let him play. It’s none of our business anyway.”

I round on my brother. “You sure your casual dismissal has nothing to do with the fact that he’s keeping you from the nick?” Edward is begging for a punch-up.

Edward turns round and sits up straighter. “Unlike you, I know when I’m brown bread and need a little helping hand. And I’m not too proud to take it, either. We tried our way and it didn’t work. Now we try it his way. If you’d get off your high horse for a single second, you might be able to see what’s going on down here at street level, but you can’t do that can you? Always got to be strutting around, being the head piece, knowing everything there is to know.”

My lady is standing next to me so I can’t very well give him the action he’s asking for, but that doesn’t mean I’m going to sit around and let him do the foxtrot on my back.

“Oh, right. So instead of being responsible and driven towards success, I should spend the day playing handball and chasing skirts, is that it?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Edward asks, getting to his feet.

“Well, I don’t know,” I say with exaggerated humor, “maybe it means you should take a look in the mirror, see what’s staring back at you, brother.”

“All right, that’s enough!” yells my father, taking all of us aback. “Edward, sit down and shut your bloody hole! William, tell me whatever else it is you have to say and then get out! I’m too busy for this nonsense!”

The room becomes utterly silent. I fancy I can hear my eyelids sliding shut and open as I blink them rapidly.

Jennifer steps in, her tone completely controlled, soothing even. “William and I were hoping we could count on your support as we start our business together. And we were also just a little worried about you, but now that we see you have things handled, we’re good on that issue.”

Frank gives her a short bow. “You have my full support, and I thank you for your concern about my welfare, but it is not necessary.” He stands straight. “Edward, please set up a meeting with your brother to discuss handing over some clients.”

“What?”

“You heard me. We have several clients that William brought on board and I’m happy to send them over his way, assuming they wish to go.”

Edward makes a very low bow. “As you wish, my liege.”

“And don’t be a smart arse about it, either.”

Edward bows again. “I will make my best efforts, my liege, to not be smart about it.”

I am humbled, almost too much so to speak. Thank goodness my partner isn’t suffering the same problem.

“Thank you, Mr. Stratford,” Jennifer says. “That’s very generous of you.”

“Please, call me Frank. And do come by for brunch. We’ll start at ten as the boys know. Ingrid will be there, and I’m sure everyone will be polite and happy to see her.” He glares at me.

“We’d love to come,” Jennifer says. She really sounds as if she means it too. I shall have to check her for fever when we’re back in the car. “This weekend?”

“Yes, this weekend. And if it isn’t too much trouble, could you wear white?”

Jennifer laughs. “I have just the dress. See you Sunday.” She turns her attention to Edward. “When is it convenient for you to meet with William?”

I can see the storm in Edward’s eyes and the answer Never ready to dance from his lips, but instead he stares at Jennifer’s chest and says, “Whenever he likes.”

I have underestimated the power of Jennifer’s bits. Stupid of me, really.

“Tomorrow suits me,” I say, proud as punch to be standing at her side, and not just because of those breasts. Her brain is so much more attractive to me right now, as is her ability to manage three angry, bull-headed men with aplomb. “Five p.m. sharp.”

“As you wish,” Edward says, turning away to stare at the computer.

“Okay. We have another appointment, so …” Jennifer leans over and shakes my father’s hand. “Thank you again, Frank. See you Sunday.”

“I will be delighted to see you then,” he says.

I nod perfunctorily and guide Jennifer towards the door. I’m afraid if we don’t leave right this instant something terrible will happen and all the good she’s done will collapse into rubble around our ears.

“Best of luck to you, Stratford & Moorehouse,” my father says at our backs.

“Thank youuuu!” Jennifer trills as I push her out the door.


























CHAPTER NINE

Jennifer




I’M NOT SURE HOW WE managed it, but it’s Saturday afternoon and we’ve already met with the property owners up and down the Goodmans’ block. William is some kind of miracle worker. His charm and negotiating skills are something for the record books. I’ve never seen anything like it before. People from all walks of life are suddenly falling in line, agreeing to pretty much everything he’s asked for. Two phone calls after the meeting and he already has investors lined up to buy in on the project we’ve put together.

“That’s it, then,” he says, shutting his car door and settling into the seat beside me. “Everyone is on board.”

“I just can’t believe it.” I shake my head. “I tried for months to get in touch with those people, and I got nowhere.” I don’t want to be mad about that because we did so well today, but it is pretty damn frustrating.

“Not nowhere, don’t be silly. You got them thinking. They knew well before we arrived who we were and what we wanted to do for them. That’s your groundwork paying off, not mine.”

I can’t keep my eyes off him. He not only manages to charm and convince strangers, he does the same with me, and I don’t even see it coming. I don’t want to fight it either. “You’re pretty awesome, you know that? I feel like the luckiest girl alive.”

My face burns as soon as the words leave my mouth. Talk about putting on the pressure. Talk about exposing everything. Ack! Apparently closing massive business deals makes me completely stupid.

He stares into my eyes and smiles. It seems like he’s doing a lot more of that these days. Or maybe I just want to believe that so I can see what I want to see.

“I feel exactly the same way,” he says. “About you, that is, not myself.”

I giggle. “You’re silly.”

“No, you’re the silly one.” He reaches out and pokes me in the ribs. At least, I think that’s what he meant to do, but instead he jabs my boob.

I put my hand on my chest in a protective gesture. “Hey, watch it, buster.”

He frowns. “Who is this buster person? Should I be jealous?”

“Yes,” I say, grinning evilly. “Be very jealous. He’s super hot.”

“Oh reeeallly?” William pokes me again. This time the boob contact was on purpose, I’m sure of it.

I grab his hand. “Yes, really. And he’s very protective, so you’d better watch out.”

William pulls his hand to his mouth, capturing my fingers so he can kiss them. He never breaks eye contact with me as his warm lips meet my skin and rest there. It makes my heart go crazy with beats. “I will fight him for you any day of the week and twice on Sundays.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d think you’re making a move on me,” I say, trying to sound cool when inside I’m turning into mush.

He raises an eyebrow. “You, Jennifer Moorehouse of Stratford & Moorehouse Investments, are a very, very astute woman.”

My heart leaps as the heat settles inside me. He can get me turned on with a single look. I check out the area around us, taking in the empty parking lot and quiet neighborhood. Everyone who was at our meeting has gone and left us alone.

“Feel like messing around?” I ask, trying to figure out how we could make it work without getting arrested for indecent exposure.

He looks out the car windows to the outside area surrounding us. Then he turns to me. “Are you serious? Because if you’re not, please stop now. A man can only take so much before he cracks under the pressure.”

“Pressure? Are you feeling stressed?” I ask, a plan forming in my mind.

“Not particularly.”

I frown at him.

“Maybe a touch?” he says, searching my face for confirmation.

I continue to frown, my eyebrows raised.

“Actually, I’m feeling quite pressured and stressed.” He frowns exaggeratedly. “Very, very. I’m a veritable bundle of nerves.”

I smile.

He smiles back. “Was that the right answer?”

“You tell me,” I say, reaching over and unzipping his pants.

He looks down at what I’m doing. “I’d say yes, definitely. Right answer. Tally ho.”

When I finally have his buckle free and his dick exposed, I’m happy to see that it’s already hard. This must mean I’m on the right track. He’s breathing heavily, too.

“Jennifer, are you sure …”

He never gets the rest of his words out because I put my lips on him and it steals the words out of his mouth. I taste salt.

“Ooooh, woman …” He leans back and rests his head on the seat, scooting his hips forward a little so he’s more reclined.

It’s not the easiest position to give a blowjob in, but the excitement of doing it where we shouldn’t makes up for that drawback. I listen for his gasps of pleasure and moans to let me know if I’m doing what he likes or not.

“Oh, Jennifer … where did you come from?”

I pause to smile. “Nowhere special,” I say before going back to licking the length of him.

He reaches over and smacks me on the ass. “Never say that,” he says, just before moaning again. His hips strain up to meet me and his breathing picks up. “Bloody hell, you know exactly how to get to me, don’t you?”

I sure hope so, I think to myself as I run my hand up and down the length of his cock while keeping my mouth on the end.

It doesn’t take long. I’ve stroked him a couple dozen times and done all kinds of tongue gymnastics on the head of his dick, and I can tell he’s already losing control. I love a man who is so responsive.

“Darling, I’m nearing the end,” he says, his voice strained.

I take this as his friendly warning to watch out if I don’t want to be involved in the actual orgasm, but I’m not going to quit now. I’m too turned-on to let him finish without me. Something about William makes me want to do things I wouldn’t normally want to do.

“Dammit! Fuck!” he yells, grabbing my blouse at my back and twisting it into a knot. His hips thrust up several times in a row as he reaches orgasm. I pray no one is walking around in the parking lot right now because there’s no way either of us could stop.

I sit up once he’s recovered enough to stop seizing and take a long drink from the bottle of water I have in my purse. I can’t look at him, too embarrassed to face him after doing what I did. The heat of the moment had me riding the sexy train, but now I feel like I’m on the short bus instead. Did I do the wrong thing? Is he going to think less of me now? Was that too slutty?

“Jennifer,” he says, sounding slightly out of breath, “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve such a special gift, but can I just say right now that you are the sexiest fucking woman I have ever known in my entire life?”

I try not to giggle, but it’s really hard. “Is that so?” I take another gulp of water, hoping like hell that I don’t have nasty breath. If he tries to kiss me will I let him? Yes, I think I will. It’s so intimate, but we’ve done just about everything else. And I feel so comfortable with him. It’s crazy to think we’ve only known each other a few weeks. It seems more like years.

“Yes, that is so,” he confirms. “And if it’s isn’t too much to ask, I’m just curious, is there any chance of you ever doing that again? Because if there is, I will do pretty much anything you ask to make that come to fruition.”

I shrug. “Close another ten million dollar deal and we’ll see.”

He sits up straight and buckles and zips his pants, tucking his shirt in when he’s finished. “Done. Consider it done and dusted. I’ll have another one wrapped up by six this evening.”

I laugh. “Easy, killer.”

He starts up the car and pulls out of the parking lot. “We’re off to meet with Edward. Shall I drop you home or will you accompany me?”

“Drop me home,” I say, floating around on cloud nine somewhere. “I’ll let you and Edward duke it out without me.”

“Wise move.” He stops at a red light and leans over, pulling me to him by the back of my neck. “You are mine and I adore you,” he says, before pressing a seriously hot kiss to my lips.

“Ooo, I like it when you get all bossy,” I say, leaning back in my seat as he takes off in first gear.

He glances over at me, his gaze going dark. “Oh, you have no idea what I have in store for you.”

My heart goes crazy and my panties go wet with desire. I cannot wait to see what he means by that.


























CHAPTER TEN

William




I’VE COME READY FOR BATTLE, but I shouldn’t have bothered. Edward’s not shirty at all. He looks more as if he’s been run over by a lorry.

“What happened to you?” I ask, sitting down across the desk from him. It rankles that he’s in the Italian leather and I’m in the vinyl, but I say not a word about it. I don’t want to give him the upper hand.

“Scotland happened to me. You happened to me.” He rests his forehead in his hand. “I’m completely knackered, and I’ve a stonking migraine that won’t quit with all this bloody bumpf you’ve left behind.” He gestures angrily at the stack of papers at the corner of my former desk.

I can see our mother now, leaning over him to kiss him on the back of the head. “Edward,” she’d say, “what’s the matter, darling? What can I do to make it better?” She was always the soft one of the family. I miss her dearly, but I can only imagine how Edward must feel. He was her favorite and she his. Spoiled rotten baby of the family, he was.

“I can’t see as how I’m the problem,” I say, not feeling sorry for him one bit. “I don’t even work here anymore.”

“Exactly!” Edward shouts, dropping his hand and slamming it on the tabletop. “I’m left to pick up all the bloody pieces, and I’ve done nothing but make a pig’s ear of it!”

“Pieces?” I say, half laughing. “I’ve not left anything in pieces. Everything was tickety-boo when I resigned. If it’s shambolic now it’s not on my account, so quit your whinging.”

“Scotland was entirely shambolic when you left and it’s even worse now. The dog’s breakfast is what it is. It’s driving me spare.”

That shuts me up most effectively. Scotland was a thorn in my side when I left, that’s a fact. “Have you figured out what the problem is?”

“No, not yet. I have to go over there.” He growls and pushes some papers to the floor. “Fecking Scots. When I get there, if I found out it’s one of our people playing the fiddle on company time I’ll …”

“You’ll what?” I can only imagine Edward’s means of handling such a situation. “Have a barney?”

“No.” Edward glares at me. “I’ll sort it.”

“You’ll sort it. And how exactly will you sort it, may I ask?”

“No, you may not ask,” he says in a smarmy tone, “because you don’t work here any longer, or have you forgotten?”

“No, I haven’t. But thank you for that reminder.” I open up my agenda. “I’m here to gather the information for the accounts you wish to share with me.”

“You must mean the accounts Father wishes to share with you because if it were up to me, you’d get nowt.”

“Well, it’s not up to you,” I say, tapping my pen to paper. “Who shall be first?”

“Here.” Edward flicks a paper at me from the top of his stack. “Rachel made a list at Father’s behest.”

I grab the paper before it falls to the floor and scan the names, happy to see that all of the people I brought into the fold and a few extras are there. “Is it my birthday?” I ask, feeling a little overwhelmed at the generosity. Perhaps Ingrid has given Father a bj. That might explain the bonus accounts. I know I was ready to hand over the kingdom myself earlier today.

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Edward says, bitterly.

I frown at him. “Why are you so angry about it? What difference does it make to you? It won’t change your allowance, you can be sure of that.”

Edward shrugs, somewhat defeated-looking. “I have no idea. I’m just dead tired and sick of not knowing my arse hole from a hole in the ground.”

I soften a bit, seeing some of my own reflection in his expression. “Listen, it’ll get better, don’t worry so much about it.”

“Easy for you to say.”

“No, it’s not, actually. It’s quite difficult for me to say anything nice to you these days for some reason. But that doesn’t change the fact that when I started here it was … difficult. It gets better. Just give yourself some time.”

Edward stares at me for the longest time. I’m almost ready to leave when he breaks his silence. “Thanks, brother. I appreciate that. And I apologize for being so stroppy.”

I nod and then stand, feeling completely mollified and wanting to be generous. Edward has always been there for me, annoyingly loyal and outspoken, yet lovable in his own way. “No need to apologize. I’m here for you any time. Just call me if you have any questions and I’ll be happy to help.”

Edward stands and holds out a hand. I can see it pains him to do so. “Good luck, William, although I doubt you’ll need it.”

I shake his hand firmly. “I need it as much as the next man, so thank you.”

“Seems like you have a good partner,” Edward says, sliding his hands into his pockets. He looks uncomfortable.

“She’s brill. Couldn’t have found better if I’d tried.” I feel as though I could walk in space without a suit right now. Jennifer gives me superpowers.

“I’ve learnt some about her from Mia. Sounds like a real gem.”

“She is. She really is.” I gather my things and stand. “Right then. Cheers.”

“Cheers,” he says, still standing there with hands in pockets looking forlorn.

I turn with a nod and leave the office, thrilled that my brother is finally being brought into the family fold. This will be good for him, give him a chance to grow up and act the adult for a change. I almost feel like skipping to the lift, something I haven’t done since I was in primary school. I’m regressing. It’s almost embarrassing the ninny I’ve become since Jennifer came into my life, but I have no regrets. No regrets at all. How could I when everything’s going so swimmingly?

I leave the office, anxious to get back home to see my beautiful girlfriend and partner, stripped down to her smalls.


























CHAPTER ELEVEN

Jennifer




I’M HUMMING A HAPPY TUNE and dancing around the apartment in my Tweetie Bird slippers, a camisole, and shortie-shorts — an outfit I’m sure William will love — when there’s a knock at the door. I’m so thrilled to know William is home that I don’t even bother to look in the peephole before I unlock the door and throw it open wide. It’s time to celebrate! Not only is our business off to a killer start, but I got invited to the family brunch!

My great big smile fades into confusion and then distrust when I see who’s standing before me.

“Hi, Jennifer.”

The twat monster, Hank’s new girlfriend, stands at my doorstep, shifting her weight awkwardly from one foot to another. “Do you mind if I come in … so we can chat for a minute or two?”

I look over my shoulder, nervous about her moving into my personal space. Hasn’t she already done enough of that for one lifetime?

“I promise I won’t keep you long,” she says. “I just need to clear the air a little bit.”

She’s wearing her work clothes and comes across like she’s telling the truth. Her purse is too small to be carrying a gun inside, so I don’t think she’s here to go all Fatal Attraction on me. She wants to talk? Okay. Maybe it’ll be good for us to share a little. Maybe it’ll be like therapy, only free of charge. She better not think we’re going to be girlfriends after, though. I’d sooner hang with Ingrid than this chick.

“Fine,” I say. “You can come in for a little while, but my boyfriend is coming back soon and we have plans.” Big ones. Big naked ones. My first goal is to get him to admit that he loves my slippers. Then there’s a bubble bath and some other sexy stuff I had in mind to fill the rest of our evening, so the last thing I want to do is hang out with Hank’s ho.

“Okay, that’s fine.” She moves forward and I have no choice but to back away and let her in.

I close the door behind her and stand there, staring at her, waiting for her next move.

“Do you mind if we sit down?” she asks, looking towards my couch.

“Sure.” I gesture for her to go into the living room ahead of me. “Whatever you want.”

We stop in the living room, and I don’t make any moves to sit. I have no interest in this conversation, so I’m not going to encourage her to make herself comfortable.

She takes the hint and stops in the middle of the room without taking a seat.

“So,” she says, looking around awkwardly, “I thought we could take a little time to talk about what happened.”

“What happened?”

Oh boy. This should be interesting. I find I’m kind of looking forward to hearing her explain what exactly happened from her end of things, in a kind of angry, twisted way. I’m tempted to get my frying pan out just in case things go south.

“Yes, I mean with me and Hank and with you…”

“I’m pretty sure I’m clear on what happened. Don’t think we need to re-hash it.”

Her smile comes off a little bitchy, but I’m not sure if that’s a fair assessment or just my anger tainting my perspective.

“Weeeellll, I kind of got the impression that you’re pretty bitter about things.”

My eyebrows go up into my hair. “Really? And why would that be, I wonder.”

Now her expression is a mix of bitchy and pity. She’s actually pitying me, this little wench. Wrong move. Wrong-O with a capital O. I can feel the heat rising up in my chest, and my frying pan hand is getting twitchy.

“Listen, I know you and Hank were together for a while, but …”

“Eight years.” I say firmly. “Eight years. That’s a pretty long while, actually.” I still can’t believe how much of my life I wasted with him. I must have been high on something.

“Yes, but you weren’t married or anything.”

Batter.

Up.

If she does not quit pushing my buttons, I’m going to hit her, even though I am a completely non-violent person. I swear to God, I will do it.

I take a deep breath in and let it out slowly, trying to rein in my emotions. I don’t want William coming home to a cat fight. He’s never seen me go all Jerry Springer on someone and I’d really rather avoid that forever if possible.

“No, you’re right,” I say. “We weren’t married, but we were in a very committed relationship that not only included living together and sharing a home but also a business.”

“I guess it wasn’t that committed, though, was it?” she asks, playing innocent but not very well.

I give her my fakiest of fake smiles. “Not on Hank’s end, apparently.”

“Apparently,” she says.

I blink several times to keep from seeing red. “Can I give you some friendly advice?” I say before I can stop myself. I probably should stop right here but there’s no way that’s going to happen. This girl needs to a little dose of truthiness.

“I guess.” She looks wary, as well she should.

“Don’t fool yourself into thinking that Hank will ever be committed to you more than he was to me.”

She crosses her arms and huffs out a laugh. “Please.” Her eyes roll up and she shakes her head.

I shrug. “Once a cheater, always a cheater. And since you’re both cheaters, I guess that makes your relationship completely fucked.”

“I’m not a cheater!” she says, much louder than is polite. Her arms go down to her sides like two stiff boards.

“What do you call a woman who sleeps with a man in his live-in girlfriend’s bed? Because I call her a cheater and a whore.”

Her eyes bug out. “Did you just call me a whore?”

“Did you sleep with Hank in my bed?”

She trembles with anger but doesn’t answer.

“I guess we both know the answer to that,” I say.

“I got your flowers,” she says from behind gritted teeth.

“Did you like them?” I’m feeling almost high with glorious vengeful emotions. I never knew it would be so awesome to confront the woman who stole my man away from me. And I didn’t even have to go looking for her. She showed up her all by her stupid self.

“No. I didn’t like them at all. I thought they were pretty immature, actually. I threw them in the garbage.”

“Bummer. I enjoyed sending them.” I take a side step towards the door. “I guess we’ve said all there is to say …”

“Not quite,” she says, her hands turning into fists. “I have something else to say.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m done listening,” I say, stopping at the entrance to the foyer. “Time for you to go.”

“Hank loves me!” she shouts.

I say nothing to that. At this point it’s plain to see how young she is and stupid on top of that. She honestly believes what she’s saying.

“He’s going to marry me!”

I snort before I can stop myself. “I doubt that.” He was probably telling her that when we were still living together, the idiot.

“He never loved you!” she yells, taking a step towards the front door.

“I could show you love letters and cards that would prove differently, but what’s the point? I’m glad you took Hank off my hands. He’s a user and a loser and I’m way better off without him. And if I were you, I’d dump him quick, before he sucks up any more of your life. You don’t want to be like me eight years from now, looking back on your life and seeing how much of it you wasted.”

She’s crying, and her face is beet red with anger.

I back away as she gets closer. The look in her eye is a little intense.

“Hank doesn’t use people,” she grinds out. “He helps them. He helped you build your business and then you stole his clients away. You’re the liar. You’re the one who cheats.”

I have to laugh at that. “Do you honestly believe that?” I shake my head in pity. “Wow. You really are naive. You probably don’t even realize that the reason Hank is with you now is because of your parents.” Oops. Did I really just say that? Oh well. Too late now.

“My … what?” She’s spitting distance from me now. I know because some of her spittle just hit me in the face.

“One of your parents is on the City Planning Council, right?” I wait a few seconds for that to sink in. “Guess who told me that? Hank. Mister helpful. Mister honest to goodness. The guy who’s using you to move up in the world.” I laugh at how stupid she is. “The guy tried to steal my clients away from me before we even broke up! Probably right after he started boinking you. He’s a dirty, stinking, lying, cheating, no-good asshole, and you two deserve each other.” I grab the door and pull it open. “Now get out of my house and don’t ever come back, not even when Hank cheats on you with someone else, because I am not your friend and I never will be.”

My heart is hammering so hard in my chest I can hear it inside my head. I’m feeling pretty proud of myself because for the first time in my life, I thought of all the cool things to say at the time they needed to be said and not a half-hour later. And I confronted the woman who helped a man tear my heart out. Today has been a fabulous day.

That pride lasts about five seconds. Five seconds I’m able to bask in my awesomeness before she goes into freaked-out-bitch attack mode.

“Aaaayyyyaaaahhhh!” she screeches as she leaps at me with her claws out and her eyes bloody red with anger.


























CHAPTER TWELVE

William




I’M PICTURING MY LOVELY JENNIFER all trussed up in lacy smalls as she waits for my arrival, but that image is shattered when the screams of an enraged howler monkey issue forth from the flat. A crash follows along with several more howls of anger or pain, I cannot tell which.

My heart nearly bursts with fear when I recognize the timbre of my lady love’s voice in those screams. By the time I get to the door and wrench it open, all has gone silent within. I’ve never been so afraid in my life, imagining what I might find waiting for me.

As I rush in, I’m smashed into the edge of the doorway by a person in a big hurry to come out.

“What is the meaning of this?!” I shout at a person much shorter than I, blocking her from exiting.

“Get out of my way,” the girl yells, slapping at me and scratching my chin in the process.

I grab her by the wrist to stop the abuse. This woman is up to no good, that much is clear.

“Let me go!” she screams, resorting to kicks to free herself. My shins are instantly blazing with pain.

“I’m warning you, young lady,” I say, wrenching her arm around behind her back, “I have no problem giving you a twat on the head if you injure me any further!”

She proceeds to stomp on my toes, causing me to screech like a lady and drop her arm as I hop around the foyer. My larger toe is certainly broken.

I glance up at a small movement caught in the corner of my eye, and my face blanches when my brain registers what it is I’m seeing. I immediately stop the mad hopping that was not doing any good at alleviating my pain. Jennifer is lying prone on the floor, her legs twisted under her and there is blood near her head on the rug. She appears to be … I cannot even think it.

I push my attacker away from me, completely distracted from my own pain, my only thought being that I must get to Jennifer at all costs. “Darling!” I yell, tripping my way over to the salon. My bruised toes do not want to work properly.

I drop to my knees next to her head. I want to touch her, but I’m afraid I’ll do more harm than good. “Are you all right?” I ask.

Yes, it’s the dead stupidest question a man can ask in this situation, but I’d give anything to hear her voice say even the word No at this point.

She moans and my heart soars.

She’s alive! Lifting my gaze, I find that the woman who was here has gone, leaving the scene of the crime in a right mess. Furniture is moved, the glass table is broken, and Jennifer is … bleeding? I look down at my hand that was touching her head and find it red. There is a considerable amount of the stuff, which I know to be a very, very bad sign. I feel sick to my stomach over what it could mean.

“I’m calling the ambulance straight away,” I say, leaning down and kissing her once quickly on the nose. “Be all right, Jennifer, please be all right.” My fingers shake as I try to press the buttons. It’s the stuff of nightmares, how I try to hit the nine and instead hit the eight and have to start all over.

She moans again as I wait for the call to connect.

“What happened?” she asks, her voice groggy.

“You’ve been injured, my darling. Just wait right here, don’t move. I’m ringing the hospital.” It’s then that I notice she has those deformed birds on her feet again. I can picture her wearing them the other night, not that long ago. Ridiculous birds, but somehow, when they are on her feet, I can’t help but find them … cute. One is coming partially off her foot, so I crawl over to fix it. If my lady wants to wear hydrocephalic birds on her feet, then that’s what she shall do, damn it all!

“Is that bitch still here?” she asks, sounding sleepy. “She got the jump on me.”

“She surely did,” I say, moving back to her head and patting her shoulder. “She did to me as well. She’s gone now. We’ll sort it out later. First we have to get you seen to.”

“Okay … get me seen to,” she says, before she stops talking and goes limp.

“Good God, what is wrong with this fucking cellular system!” I scream, staring down at the phone that Jennifer insisted I get this afternoon for work purposes.

“Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a pinched voice says from somewhere down near my wrist.

I take a deep breath in and let it out, putting the phone to my ear so I can play the knight in shining armor. “Help me, please, madam. I need an ambulance. The love of my life has been injured and if anything should happen to her, I cannot …” I’m unable to finish the sentence. All the emotions jumbling about in my chest and brain mix with the realization that I love this woman. I well and truly love her and it might be too late to tell her.

Tears spring from my eyes and trace down my cheeks as I stare at the pale white face of Jennifer Moorehouse, the girl whose last name I didn’t know, then I learnt, then I discovered I wanted to change to my own. Good god … I’ve fallen in love. When did that happen?

I look up at the ceiling and address my mother the angel. Perhaps she has some pull up there in heaven. I surely hope she does. “I know I said just one night, Mum, but I lied. It’s that simple, really. Mum, could you tell him? Tell God for me? I told a whale of a lie. See, I need a lifetime with her, not just one night … so if The Big Cheese could see his way clear to granting me this one request, I will endeavor my entire life to be the man you hoped for me to be. Tell him, Mum … you know me … I always keep my promises.”

“Sir, are you talking to me?” the woman on the other end of the line says to me. “I need your address sir. And don’t worry, we’ll get someone out there right away.”
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  CHAPTER ONE


  Jennifer


  



  WHEN I OPEN MY EYES I find William sitting in a chair next to me, sleeping with his head resting on his fist. He’s way too big for the seat and looks extremely uncomfortable. I hate to wake him so instead I silently take stock of my situation.


  There’s an IV coming out of my hand, and a couple bags of clear liquid hanging above me. There’s a regular beeping that I’m pretty sure is my heartbeat being monitored by someone at a nurses’ station. A glance down at my chest shows me nothing. I’m in a hospital gown patterned in light blue squares. I’m thirsty as hell and my mouth feels like I’ve eaten a jar of paste.


  “Oh, good, you’re awake,” says a cheerful lady in pink walking through the door. She notices William asleep and starts tiptoeing. Her voice shifts to a whisper. “I’ll just check your vitals and leave you be.” She wheels a little cart over and puts a blood pressure cuff around my arm.


  I stare into her warm brown eyes. “I’m in the hospital,” I say.


  She lifts an eyebrow. “Very perceptive.” Her smile takes the sting out of her words.


  “How did I get here?”


  She lifts a chin in William’s direction. “I’m guessing he had something to do with it.” When she sees my eyes bug out, she amends her answer. “Not in a bad way. He didn’t do any of this to you.” She gestures in the direction of my head.


  I reach up, trying to figure out what she could be talking about. There’s gauze above my ears. I must look terrible.


  Apparently, my face is an open book.


  “Oh, don’t worry. You’re fine. It’s just a little cut and some stitches. You’ll be back to your old self, right as rain, in just a week or so.”


  I look over at William and wince at the pain I feel at the back of my head. “Has he been here a long time?”


  “Since you came in a few hours ago.”


  “Can I go home?” I ask. For some reason all I’m worried about is the brunch. I can’t miss the brunch tomorrow at Frank’s house.


  The nurse shrugs. “That’s up to the doctor. He should be in within the next hour.” She pauses as she looks at her machine and then types some things into a computer that’s sitting in my room. When she’s done she smiles at me and pushes the blood pressure robot into a corner. “You don’t need to worry about a thing. We’re taking good care of you.”


  “Okay,” I say, not wanting to be rude by acting as if I doubt what she’s saying. I know from her nametag that she’s Gladys and I’m at Memorial Hospital, but the rest is a mystery. And William looks so pitiful scrunched up in that chair, I don’t want to wake him up to ask him any questions. All I can remember is arguing with the twat monster and then nothing else. When did William get there? How did I get hurt?


  “Just press the red button here if you need me,” Gladys says. She turns to leave the room. “And if you need to get up to use the toilet, be sure you call me first. I don’t want you falling down.”


  “Okay.” I nod until she leaves. Then I sit up, swing my legs over to the side of the bed, and move as close to the edge as I can. My head is throbbing, but I have to get into that bathroom and see what happened to me before William wakes up. What if I look like a complete train wreck? It’s bad enough he had to rescue me from what I can only assume turned into a full-on chick fight.


  I slide off the side of the bed and take some slow, tentative steps towards the bathroom, wheeling my IV cart thingy along with me. It’s not far, so I’m not worried about calling for help. I get almost to the door before I hear a rustling from William’s direction.


  “You’re awake,” he says.


  I don’t turn around. “I just have to … go in here. I’ll be out in a second.”


  “Let me help you,” he says, coming over to my side.


  Is it possible to die of embarrassment? There’s a weird odor of antiseptic and … tape around me. I don’t want him to smell it, so I bristle at his attention. “No! I’m fine.” I hold out my arm so he can’t get too close. “I just need to use the bathroom.”


  “Darling, let me help. You’ve had a bad knock to the head. You shouldn’t be on your feet yet.”


  On one hand I’m thrilled that he’s so good with sick people. That’s a rare quality in a man. On the other hand, I can’t think of a time I was ever less attractive. This has to be pushing our new relationship to the edge of a cliff.


  “I’m fine, I’m totally fine.” I reach for the door handle. Unfortunately it moves, and I miss completely.


  “Right. You’re totally fine,” he says, putting one hand on my waist and the other on my opposite wrist. “That’s why you’re slapping at phantoms.”


  “I wasn’t slapping at phantoms, I was grabbing the door handle.”


  “Remind me never to choose you for my team when we have a company cricket game.”


  “What are you talking about?” All I can focus on is getting away from him and into the bathroom by myself. Why is he making this so difficult?


  “I have a reputation to uphold. I can’t let you hold me back with your terrible aim. I’m sorry, darling, but there are limits to my affections.”


  I slap him away, not in the mood for his jokes. “Go away. I have to pee and I want to do it in private.”


  The door to the room opens, interrupting William’s response.


  “Hello,” says a preoccupied voice.


  I look over my shoulder at the man standing in the entrance to my room. He’s wearing a polo shirt with a stethoscope hanging around his neck.


  “Who are you?” I ask, annoyed that there’s another person standing in the way of me and the mirror.


  “Doctor Gravins.” He’s too busy staring at my chart to say anything to my face and way younger than a doctor probably should be. Did he say his name is Gravins or Howser? “Just checking in to see how your vitals look and so on.” He walks over and looks up at my IV bag and then at the chart again. He makes some notes.


  I’m suddenly very irritated by the fact that he hasn’t actually looked at me, the patient, once yet. I clear my throat to get his attention, but it doesn’t work. He just keeps on writing. His handwriting is probably terrible.


  William speaks up. “Sorry to bother, doctor, but I wonder if we might have a moment of your time.”


  “Sure … just hold on … a second…” The doctor dots a couple Is and slashes a couple Ts and then looks up. His face is as bland as a bowl of unsweetened oatmeal. His mouth turns up at the ends in an imitation of a smile. “What can I do for you?”


  “Perhaps you could start with a greeting.” William gives him a tight smile.


  The doctor stares at him confused for a couple seconds and then suddenly loosens up, holding out his hand. “John Gravins, nice to meet you. And you are …?”


  William takes his hand off my wrist to shake the doctor’s hand. “William Stratford. And this is my partner, your lovely patient, Jennifer Moorehouse.”


  The doctor looks up at my head and then shares an awkward smile. “Nice to meet you both.”


  Now I’m mad and embarrassed. It must be pretty bad if my doctor is grimacing at it.


  “So what is the verdict?” William asks. “Will she live?”


  I elbow him in the gut, a tiny bit tempted to laugh at his cavalier attitude about my mortality but not wanting him to think he can go into the bathroom with me now.


  The doctor looks back at his notes. “Yes, she’ll live. She’s got a contusion and some swelling along with it, but that’s to be expected.” He shifts his gaze to me. “They tried to shave as little hair off as possible in the ER for the stitches, and your other hair should hide the bald spot, so that’s good.”


  I roll my eyes. “Thank God for small favors.”


  “My concern is the meds,” the doctor says.


  “The meds,” William says, staring at the clipboard as if his x-ray vision will make that statement easier to understand. I’m just as lost as he is, but I stare at the doctor instead.


  “Yes, the meds.” He looks at both of us and then frowns. “Ms. Moorehouse, I would like to speak to you about something in private.” He waits for my response, clicking his pen in and out, in and out, in and out.


  I grind my teeth in frustration. That clicking sound is making me want to jam that pen into his eyeball. “Whatever you have to say to me you can say around him.” I poke a thumb in William’s direction.


  My memory strays to the last thing he and I did together in the parking lot of the Goodmans’ property. I have no more shame left where he’s concerned, so there’s nothing this doctor can say that will embarrass me now. I don’t know why I was in such an all-fired hurry to get to that mirror, actually. If William hasn’t run yet, he probably never will.


  The doctor looks at his notes again. “Based on your condition, I’m concerned about the effect of the medications that were administered in the ambulance before you arrived.”


  “Why?” I ask, completely mystified. “What condition? My head?”


  He sighs out heavily and gives me a dirty look. “You told the EMTs you weren’t pregnant so they gave you Mannitol.”


  The ringing in my ears becomes too loud, and I can’t hear anything else. William is talking to me, I can tell by the way his mouth is moving, but the sound isn’t coming through.


  The doctor points to the bed and puts his notes down. The two of them herd me to the edge of it like I’m some kind of cow.


  “I don’t understand,” I say, hoping someone will hear me because I can’t hear myself. “I don’t understand!”


  William’s expression tells me he’s in full-on panic mode. His hands are flying towards me and then up in the air and then waving at the doctor. He’s got plenty to say, but none of it is penetrating my brain.


  “I don’t get it!” I yell.


  Suddenly my ears are working perfectly and I realize as everyone jumps that I’m talking way too loudly.


  The room becomes totally silent, but I no longer have that ringing in my ears to keep my brain busy. “Uhhh, sorry about that,” I say, trying to smile with my apology. “I think I had a minor hearing loss problem there.”


  “Could be a symptom of the head injury,” the doctor says, his face a bit flushed.


  “Or…,” William holds up a finger, “…perhaps it could be the shock of hearing a certain word. The P-word. I know I am feeling a little light-headed myself.” He tilts his head and blinks his eyes a few times at the doctor. “Perhaps you could repeat what you said once more? Slowly, if you will, for those of us having difficulty processing the information.”


  The doctor looks from William to me and then back to William. “You didn’t know?”


  “Didn’t know what, pray tell?” William is staring at the guy so intently I’m worried the doctor will run out of the room before he says what I’m afraid he’s about to say.


  “That Jennifer is pregnant,” Dr. Gavins says. “That’s she’s having a baby.”


  “No.” I look at him and then William. “No.” I shake my head a few times until the pain becomes too much. Then I stop and look at the ceiling instead. “No, no, no, no, NO!” This cannot be happening. This is one of those crazy, awful dreams that seems real but isn’t. It has to be.


  William puts his hand on my arm. “Easy, love. Easy.”


  I pull my arm away. “Easy? Easy?!” I back away until my butt hits the edge of the bed. “I’m fine. I’m perfectly fine.” I try to laugh, but the sound is more like a crazy woman’s shriek. I climb up into the bed and lie down on my side, facing away from the two men. “I’m tired. I’m going to sleep.” The thin sheet is nothing to hide under, but I try anyway. It only comes up to my shoulder so I scoot down in the bed so it will cover half of my face.


  No, no, no, no, no. This is not happening.


  I hear mumbling behind me, but I ignore it. I’m going to close my eyes, fall asleep, and then wake up not in this ridiculous nightmare anymore. I’ve had some crazy dreams in the past, but this one takes the cake.


  Imagine. Being in a hospital, wrapped up like a mummy, being told I’m … Gah. I’m not even going to think that word. I just need to sleep…


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWO


  William


  



  “OH, GOD, THIS IS DEFINITELY happening,” Jennifer says, her face hovering over the loo. “It’s totally psychosomatic. He tells me I’m pregnant, and a day later I’m barfing. No. This is bullshit.” She slides back onto her bum and rests her head against the cabinet.


  I squat down to my heels next to her and pat her shoulder. I’m afraid to touch anything else, lest I injure her more. “The nurse said it will only last three months.”


  She looks up at me, cold-blooded murder in her eyes. “Three months? Months? Do you hear yourself? That’s a quarter of a year!”


  We stare at each other¸ and I can’t help but feel pity for her. Yes, our lives are turned upside down and inside out, but I’m just watching, a mere spectator in this crazy world we’ve made together. She’s the one doing all the work.


  “What can I do for you?” I ask as gently as I can. “Draw you a bath? Rub your feet? Brush your hair?”


  Her lips quiver and her eyes go sparkling with tears. “Stop being so nice to me.”


  I close my eyes for a moment and nod sagely. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. I should be cruel. You’re pregnant with stitches in your head, so the best thing for you is disregard and insensitivity.” I stand and hold out my hand. “Come on, then. Off to your bed of nails.”


  She laughs and takes my hand, probably too exhausted to fight me off. “I think I’m sick in the head. You’re nice and it makes me mad. You’re mean and it makes me happy. I think someone gave me a lobotomy or something when I was in that hospital.”


  “Nonsense. You’re acting as a woman on the duff. I’ve read all about it.”


  “You have?” She allows me to lead her towards the bedroom. “When?”


  “Last night. You slept the slumber of the dead while I spent some time online.” I won’t tell her it was until four in the morning because then she’ll know the state of panic I’m in. I must appear strong for her.


  She pauses, her hand falling from mine in the corridor. “You did that? For me?”


  I shake my head, worried being too kind will send her into a puddle of tears. “Certainly not. I did it for myself. I’m to manage a lobotomized, pregnant female and a new partnership at the same time. Must be on my toes, you know.”


  She laughs, thank the stars above.


  “You’re crazy, you know that?” she says, letting me take her by the hand again.


  “I have come to the same conclusion.” We enter the bedroom and I sit down next to her on the bed. “Yet I don’t find that nearly as distressing as I might have a month ago.”


  “Why is that?” She looks up at me with glistening eyes.


  I shrug. “I cannot say. Normally my life has always been very predictable. I’ve planned it from start to finish. But ever since I met you, everything has gone sixes and sevens.”


  “That sounds bad,” she says.


  “It does sound bad, I admit, but in reality, it isn’t.” I stare at the floor trying to determine the best way to explain myself.


  “I get it.”


  “You do?” I look at her, wondering if she’s having me on.


  “Yes. It’s the same for me.”


  “Pray tell.” Perhaps if she can put it into words I’ll finally be able to understand it myself.


  She snorts. “I’m not saying anything.” She looks down at her watch. “I have to get dressed.”


  “Dressed? Don’t be silly. You have to sleep, preferably naked.”


  She lifts a brow at me. “You honestly think that I’m going to get naked with you right now?”


  I can’t think of what to say to that. Does this mean I’m in the sex dungeon? I certainly hope not.


  She stands and moves to her closet. “I have to find my white dress.”


  My face blanches. Does she mean to insist we marry? How do I feel about that?


  Looking over her shoulder at me, she laughs when she catches my expression. “It’s not that bad is it?”


  “Iiii … umm …” There is no right way to answer this question. I’m stalled out in a panic for fear that I will send her into a mad tailspin of hormonally charged emotion.


  “It’s just brunch,” she says, walking into the closet.


  “Brunch?” Her words and expressions are starting to fall into place.


  She sticks her head out of the closet. “Yeah, brunch. What did you think I was talking about?”


  “Right! Brunch!” I stand. “Yes, it’s terrible. Awful. A drag of epic proportions. I don’t recommend that you go.”


  She laughs and comes out with a white dress on a hanger. “We’re going. Better get your white on.”


  “Certainly not. I’m not a hospital orderly in a mental institution. I never wear all white. It’s ridiculous.”


  She puts the dress up to her front and looks at me. “Are you saying I look ridiculous?”


  I back away towards the hallway. “Never. No. Not in one million years would I ever say such a thing.”


  “Are you running away?” she asks, humor turning her lips up and making that dimple come out to mock me.


  “Madness.” It’s all I can get out before my feet are taking me down the hall and into the kitchen. I pour myself a large glass of orange juice and contemplate the current situation I’ve found myself in as I gulp it down.


  I’m going to be a father. I’m living with a woman I’ve met less than a month ago, the mother of my child. And I’m going to a brunch where the woman who tried to blackmail me for sex will be hanging on my father’s arm. A second glass of juice goes down just as easily. I only wish it were full of vodka.


  “I found you a white shirt and light slacks!” Jennifer says from the bedroom. She sounds too happy to be denied.


  I set my glass down on the countertop and sigh. My feet carry me to the bedroom as I pull my shirt over my head. That I will do as she asks is a foregone conclusion. All of my internet research has at least taught me one thing: one upsets a pregnant woman at his peril. And today, I do not feel like upsetting the delicate balance that is her good spirits measured against deepest sadness.


  So much for just one night. Funnily enough, that thought does not fill me with regret or sadness as one might expect. Rather, it brings on a warmth that fills me from head to toe.


  I must be coming down with the lurgi.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THREE


  Jennifer


  



  I CAN’T REMEMBER THE LAST time I was so nervous. Even though I was invited by Frank himself, I still feel like an intruder in a place I don’t belong. It doesn’t help that the house is a huge mansion, and a real, live British butler answered the door.


  Mia texts me to ask what I’m doing, but I ignore her message and put my phone in my purse. I’ll deal with her later. She doesn’t know any of my latest news, and I can just picture her blowing up with pure Mia-energy when I start telling her everything that’s happened. I need to prepare myself for that, maybe have a valium ready for her.


  William holds my hand and leans into to whisper in my ear. “Don’t worry so much, darling. I’m here.”


  His words bring me a sense of peace. My hands are still sweating, but at least my heartbeats slow down a little.


  “I know. Thanks.” I squeeze his hand gently a couple times to let him know I appreciate his efforts. I can’t believe I’m actually pregnant and having a baby with this man! His family is going to hate me for screwing up his life like this. I hate me for screwing my life up like this.


  Well, okay … part of me does. The other part is secretly thrilled that I’m going to be a mother. It’s a very tiny piece of me, but it’s in there somewhere. Every once in a while I stop and realize that I have a life growing inside me and my heart does a triple flip. Then I push the thought away because it’s just too scary to deal with right now, and my pulse goes back to normal. At this rate, I’ll have a heart attack by the time I’m four weeks pregnant.


  We step through some large sliding glass doors onto a terrace that has a light breeze flowing across it. Large potted palms stand on all the corners and tall columns make me feel like I’m in a Greek temple. There’s a dining table set with white linens and china. There are three empty places.


  “William! Good to see you, son!” Frank stands, holding his arms out low, too low for an embrace.


  William takes one and shakes it and then lets it go. “Father.” He nods and gestures with one arm out towards his father and the other one resting on my lower back. “You remember Jennifer.”


  “How could I forget?” he says, taking me into a hug. “The better half of Stratford & Moorehouse.”


  I smile, feeling more than welcome, despite the frigid b-word sending off cold waves from a chair next to Frank’s. Ingrid is here and dressed in a white suit that looks more appropriate for a lunch with the Queen of England than brunch here. It makes me feel silly and underdressed. I wish I could hide behind William, but he’s already moved on. He stands at the chair next to his father, pulling it out for me.


  “Mimosa?” Frank asks, gesturing to champagne and orange juice on a small side table.


  “No thanks,” I say, realizing that now I have to avoid both the champagne and the caffeine I know is waiting in the teapot in the butler’s hand.


  I take my seat and William pushes it in behind me before sitting himself down. The butler comes over and pours us cups of tea. I wave the pot away before he can finish filling mine, but William takes his cup and immediately starts drinking it. He winces at the first sip, but then drinks some more, winking at me over the rim.


  Ingrid smiles, and it makes me go instantly cold. She’s staring at William like she wants to take a bite out of him. Or maybe I’m just imagining things. I’ll never forget that she is the reason William and I almost walked away from each other. Even though I’m sitting here dealing with an unplanned, single-mother pregnancy, I’m still absolutely sure that would have been a mistake to never see him again.


  “How was your drive over?” asks Frank.


  “Very nice, thank you,” I say, letting his words draw me away from the darkness that is Ingrid.


  “Uneventful,” William says, drinking more of his tea. When he pulls the cup away, he smacks his lips a couple times and then takes another sip.


  “Something wrong?” I whisper, leaning towards him.


  “My mouth is suddenly very dry,” he says, sounding confused. “Must be the orange juice I had at your apartment.” He takes the teapot from the butler and pours himself another cup, drinking it without even stopping to wait for it to cool. When he’s done he drinks the small amount that made it into my cup before I could stop the butler from pouring more.


  I’m distracted from watching him by the sound of the terrace door sliding open behind us. Turning around, I see Edward stepping through wearing the obligatory white outfit. He’s even more in line with Frank’s rules than William, since his shorts are white too. William settled on khaki pants to wear with the white shirt I gave him.


  Edward walks over as William gulps down the rest of his tea. When Edward is next to the table, William stands and takes him in a strong hug and squeezes him.


  Edward pats his brother on the back. “Someone had an extra shot of espresso this morning,” he says, his expression bemused.


  William releases Edward from the hug and stands ramrod straight. “Good morning, brother.” He takes him by the upper arms and shakes him a little.


  Frank leans over and whispers in my ear. “Is he on medication?”


  I shake my head and say in a low tone, “I don’t think so.” I’ve never seen William so animated. He’s like a completely different person. Is it being around his family doing this to him, or is it Ingrid’s presence? Or me being pregnant around them? He must be freaking out inside, even though outside he’s been very cool about the whole thing. I feel like I’m on another planet right now, everything’s so messed up.


  “Sit, sit,” Frank says, motioning with his hands but looking at me. “Tell us all about your new adventure. I’ve been waiting to hear more since yesterday.”


  I swallow hard, wondering which adventure he’s talking about. I’ve had way too many lately to know where to start.


  “Yes, do tell,” says Ingrid, sounding bored out of her mind.


  I can’t even look at her. I’m liable to throw a fork into her eyeball if I so much as see a smirk coming from her direction. I have enough pressure on me right now, I don’t need her crazy ass messing with me too.


  “Sorry for not returning your calls,” William says, taking his seat again. “We were quite busy with … things.” He places his hand on mine on the table, giving me a brief smile.


  I don’t know what to say or do. William is acting so kooky, like he’s suddenly high on drugs.


  “Things?” says Edward, also sitting down. “Sounds mysterious. Have anything to do with the improvement to your chin?” He points at William’s face, to the large scratch that the twat monster gave him when she fought with him at my apartment. I don’t remember any of it, but William filled me in while we waited for my discharge papers to be completed.


  William touches his scab. “Oh, this? No. Well, perhaps it does relate to some degree.”


  My eyes bulge out at him and I kick him under the table. He’s not going to tell them what happened is he? Ack! As if I don’t feel enough like a bumpkin in my sundress, now he’s going to tell them I get in chick fights?


  Frank leans in, squinting to see William’s face. “What happened, then? Did she crack you already?” He looks at me and winks.


  “No, actually, I was attacked and assaulted at the hands of an enraged woman who is not Jennifer.”


  My face starts to burn red. I feel so trashy having gotten in a chick fight with Hank’s mistress. William is ignoring the kicks I’m giving him under the table. He’s too far away to nudge with my elbow, which is probably good because at this point I’d probably crack one of his ribs.


  “Attacked?” Edward says. “Are you serious?” He looks at me. “Is he serious?”


  My face feels like it’s on fire and my stomach starts to churn. “Maybe a little. It’s not a big deal, really.”


  “Well I for one would love to hear the story,” Ingrid says, suddenly sounding interested.


  Bitch. Of course she’s excited now. There’s violence involved. I wouldn’t be surprised if she wore a spiked bra with the metal parts turned to the inside.


  William takes my napkin from my plate.


  I open my mouth to tell him he has the wrong one when he snaps it open and places it gently in my lap. Everyone watches in stunned silence as he makes sure it’s perfectly straight. I finally have to slap his hands away to get him to stop.


  He turns his attention to his own napkin, oblivious to everyone staring at him.


  “Brother, are you feeling okay?” Edward asks, leaning in to look at William’s face.


  “Right as rain. And you?” He looks up at Edward, and for the first time I notice his cheeks are flushed. He has two bright red spots at his cheekbones.


  “Your pupils are severely dilated,” Edward says.


  “Did we mention that Jennifer is pregnant?” William says, like he’s announcing the weather or something equally minor. He’s breathing rapidly. “On the duff. And I’m the father. I hope you will all be as thrilled as we are with the news.”


  “Is this some kind of joke?” Frank says, kind of loudly, sitting back in his chair and frowning.


  I take my napkin from my lap and put it on the table, leaning over to look at William closer. “Are you all right?” I ask, concern for my own issues going to the back burner as I see the crazed yet worried look on his face. Edward was right; William’s pupils are huge.


  “It’s possible … I might feel a bit piqued, actually.” William uses his napkin to wipe a bead of sweat off his forehead.


  Edward stands at the side of his brother’s chair. “Up you go. Time to walk it off.” He takes William by the arm and forces him to get on his feet.


  “Right,” William says, sounding a little lost. “We’ll just take a little promenade around the garden.” Two steps later and he’s falling against his brother’s side, limp.


  Edward catches him in time to keep him from crashing all the way to the ground.


  I jump to my feet, throwing my chair out behind me as Frank runs over to help them. “What’s wrong?!” I shout. “What’s wrong with him?!”


  “Lie him down on the chaise lounge,” Frank says, grunting under the weight of his son. William’s legs have collapsed under him and his head is lolling to the side.


  I want to help but I’m frozen, trembling all over. “What’s going on?” I ask in a whisper. I watch as William is laid down on the long chair and his family stands over him slapping him on the face. He’s not responding.


  “Are you going to call nine-one-one or should I?” Ingrid asks in a bored tone, sitting in her seat, acting like it’s no big deal that William just passed out cold.


  I pull out my phone and dial the three numbers, my fingers shaking the whole time.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOUR


  William


  



  “YOU TWO ARE STARTING TO become regulars in here,” says Gladys, smiling as she feels for the pulse at my wrist.


  “He got jealous with all the attention I had when I was in here,” Jennifer says, I believe attempting to make a joke of the fact that I acted as a woman wearing a corset laced up too tight on a hot summer’s day.


  She’s told me that my father and Edward are waiting in a room down the hall, but I have no desire to see them. I’ve cocked-up the news of Jennifer’s delicate condition, and there’s no way to undo the damage. I feel guilty being happy over this temporary reprieve I’m enjoying in this hospital bed.


  “The doctor will be in shortly. She’s just next door,” Gladys says in a conspiratorial whisper, like it’s a big secret that she’s around.


  “Good. Then we can get to the bottom of this nightmare and go home.” I stare at the ceiling, irritated that I cannot get up and walk out of here on my own recognizance. I’m still wearing the ridiculous brunch clothes, but they are better than the horrid hospital gown someone asked me to put on when I arrived. A very satisfying pallor came over the complexion of the nurse who I sent away with a glare. As if I’d ever be caught dead in such a thing.


  Jennifer shows no sign of being distressed on my behalf. She keeps looking at me and smiling as if she approves.


  “What are you so happy about?” I ask, snappishly.


  “I prefer you this way to the way you were at brunch. Seeing you act so strangely and then go all dead-guy limp was awful.”


  “Yes, well, I’m glad I missed it.”


  Jennifer leans in and whispers into my ear. “I didn’t realize how much I love your dry sense of humor and alpha male thing until it was suddenly gone.”


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I refuse to be coddled, even though her words are like a balm over my injured ego. Alpha male? I’ll show her an alpha male. Just get me out of this place and we’ll see about that. I’ll make her pregnant twice in one go.


  She takes my hand. I don’t push her away, but I’m not yet ready to go soft on her. I let her do the work of twining our fingers together.


  “You okay?” she asks when the nurse is gone.


  “Jammy. Just jammy.”


  “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” She’s giving me that look of pity again. It makes me positively peeved at myself.


  “I’ll bet you’re feeling nothing but regret right now, aren’t you?”


  She frowns. “Because we missed the brunch?”


  I stare at her for a long time, attempting to control my temper. After all this, she’s taking the piss. Or perhaps she’s not. I cannot tell. My head is still a little … fuzzy. “Are you taking the piss?” I finally ask.


  She smiles, all dimples and sunshine. “I don’t think so.”


  “You know what I meant. You’re regretting ever publishing that online advert, aren’t you?”


  It takes her a few seconds to figure out what I’m talking about. “Hell no,” she says, squeezing my hand. “I’d never regret doing that, don’t be silly.”


  “But I’m practically a lady!” I shout, remembering the moment I lost consciousness and faded away, right there at the brunch, in front of everyone including my father. He’ll never let me live this down. Neither will Edward. I’m glad they’re not here right now. I could only imagine what they’d be saying. They’d call me a big girl’s blouse and that would just be the starter course.


  She laughs. Laughs! “I’m sorry, babe, but I’m not following your reasoning at all. Is this a British thing?”


  “I fainted dead away at a family brunch! What kind of man does that? Not one you want to be tied to, that’s for certain.” I look away. “I’ve the DNA of a pleb. I apologize for sharing it with you.”


  She pulls on my hand a few times and doesn’t stop until I’m looking at her again. “Babe … shut up and listen to me …”


  “Must I?”


  “Yes, you must.”


  I sigh. “Fine, if you insist.”


  “It’s not your DNA, okay? Your DNA is perfectly fine. More than fine. You were sick. I saw your pupils. They took up your whole iris. Did you eat something bad last night? Maybe it’s food poisoning.”


  I frown as I consider what she’s said. Food poisoning? What are the chances? “I don’t believe so.”


  She shrugs, effectively moving her breasts up and then down, capturing my full attention. “Maybe you’re getting sympathy morning sickness,” she says.


  “Don’t be absurd.” I frown, considering the idea. Is that even possible? I do feel incredibly close to Jennifer. It’s hard to believe we’ve only known each other for a short while, really. Perhaps I am playing the father-to-be a little too dramatically.


  She opens her mouth to respond but is cut off by the sound of a woman’s voice.


  “Hello!” A stranger comes into the room wearing a white coat over a skirt and blouse. “I’m doctor Haverhill.” Stopping at the foot of my bed, she looks to the door. A police officer comes in behind her.


  I can’t stop staring. An officer of the law came into Jennifer’s room when she was in this place yesterday and took a report about the attack. Is he here for her? Does everyone in this place remember her? I don’t find that hard to believe, knowing as I do how lovely and charismatic she is. But for him to come into my room … it smacks of a breach of privacy.


  “Have I done something wrong?” I ask. My fingers close around Jennifer’s without conscious thought. I find solace there in the form of her responding pressure.


  “No, he’s here to take a report about what happened,” explains the doctor.


  Jennifer and I exchange a look of confusion.


  “Sorry, but I believe we’re a little bit out of the loop,” I say. “Could you be so kind as to fill us in?”


  The doctor nods. “You have signs of atropine in your system.”


  “Atropine?” I frown. I take no medications, so this makes no sense to me. “What is atropine and why is it in my system?”


  “Atropine is a naturally occurring tropane alkaloid, a plant derivative. It has a strong effect on the parasympathetic nervous system, including the ability to affect respirations, heart rate, adrenal glands, and other things. It’s often used by medical professionals in emergency situations, but the paramedics assure us that this was not the case with you. You were already exhibiting symptoms of an overdose when they arrived.”


  “An overdose? But why would he have it in his system at all?” Jennifer looks at me, the glimmer of suspicion in her eyes. “Do you take medications?”


  “Certainly not,” I say, angry, but not at her. For these people to suggest I’m some sort of drug addict is beyond absurd. “I’m as healthy as a cow and naturally so.”


  The doctor interrupts our conversation. “We did some tests. The variation we found in his bloodstream is not pharmaceutical grade. We suspect a tincture or tisane of some type.”


  “A tincture? Tisane? Do people even use those anymore?” Jennifer asks. “I’m not even sure I know what you mean. I’m thinking Little House on the Prairie here. Maybe even Clan of the Cave Bear medicine woman stuff.”


  Suddenly, in my mind’s eye, I can picture the pot of tea at brunch, and how cup after cup, I could not quench the sudden thirst that appeared with the first sips.


  “It was the tea,” I say, sounding mystified, I know. But really … how could someone do this to me? Why would they do this to me? “The tea. I knew it tasted off.” I pound the bed with my fist. To be poisoned with England’s proudest beverage … it’s unspeakable. Someone is begging to be hanged.


  “Do you know anyone who has access to Belladonna or Jimson Weed?” the doctor asks.


  “Are those plants?” Jennifer asks. She shifts her gaze to me. “I have visions of all the flowers bursting from Frank’s garden in my head right now.”


  “Yes. Most definitely. My father is a mad gardener.” I sit up and lean forward in the bed. “Please, I need my mobile. I must speak with my father right away.” I hold out my hand towards Jennifer and snap my fingers in my hurry.


  She lifts an eyebrow and I stop immediately.


  “My apologies,” I say, embarrassed for my lack of manners. “It’s just that I fear for his health and we cannot waste a single moment.”


  “What are you thinking?” the police officer asks. “Did your father do this?”


  “No.” I grab the phone from Jennifer’s outstretched hand. “I’m thinking that I was poisoned by a woman who’s currently spending the week-end with my father.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIVE


  Jennifer


  



  WILLIAM HAS A STRONGLY WORDED conversation with his father and then there’s a long space of silence as he listens to Frank respond. I know Frank is just down the hallway from us in a waiting room, or at least he was when we came in here, but for some reason, William has decided to use the phone to discuss the situation. Maybe he’s protecting his father from being arrested. I’m not sure I could be so understanding if it were me lying there in the hospital bed.


  “Right. Fine, then. Thank you for sharing the information, not that I’ll ever get that image out of my brain, mind you. Cheers.” William hangs up and hands me the phone.


  “What’d he say?” I ask. The doctor and the police officer are completely focused on William as we wait for his answer.


  “Nothing to worry about. A minor miscommunication. I’ll be fine. Just treat me for the things you’ve found in my system and we’ll be done here.”


  The cop snorts. “Not gonna happen.” He shifts his weight while pushing down on his gun. His leather belt makes a creaking sound.


  Doctor Haverhill gives William a tight smile. “I’m sorry, but when someone is poisoned, we tend to take that very seriously around here. Where is your father right now?”


  “I’m not sure,” William says. It’s a complete lie, I can tell by his expression, but if William is okay with what happened and he doesn’t want his father involved, then neither do I. I quietly type out a text message to his father and press Send.


  “Can you at least tell us what happened?” asks the doctor. “It could be important for your treatment.”


  The police officer takes out a small notebook and a pen from his front breast pocket, waiting for William to start speaking.


  William clears his throat. “Well, it appears as though my father, in the midst of a passionate affair with a much younger woman, has run into a bit of a problem with … erectile dysfunction.” He gives me an apologetic look, and I cringe as visions of his father’s limp dick flit across my mind. I shudder involuntarily.


  “Erectile dysfunction?” the cop asks, his eyebrow going up. “What’s that got to do with anything?”


  William laughs a little under his breath and a small smile appears, but he looks uncomfortable. “Apparently, there are some naturally occurring chemical compounds found in certain plants that can cause increased … shall we say … circulation in certain parts of the body.”


  “Are you saying your father made his own Viagra?” I ask, not sure I’m understanding.


  “I’m saying that my father was using herbal remedies to manage a medical condition, and I happened to accidentally drink the tea that was to function as the delivery agent.”


  Every single one of us looks down at his crotch, including him.


  “Apparently it doesn’t have the same effect on some people as it does on others,” he says.


  The police officer snickers under his breath as he puts his notebook back into his pocket.


  “Using plant derivatives in this manner can be very dangerous,” the doctor says, glaring at William.


  William holds up his hands in surrender. “Madam, I can assure you, you are preaching to the choir. I agree with you one hundred percent. I much prefer PG Tips over Jimson Weed, believe me.”


  “I need to get going, Anna,” the police officer says to the doctor as he turns towards the door. “I’ll see you around.”


  She watches him go, obviously mad but not in a position to do anything about it.


  “Soo …,” I say trying to get rid of the uncomfortable silence, “can William go now?”


  The doctor walks over to the computer that has William’s records on it. She clicks through several screens before answering. “I need a clean blood test before I can release him.”


  “How long will that take?” he asks.


  She looks over her shoulder. “I can’t say.” She leaves the computer after signing off and heads towards the door. “Depends on your metabolism.”


  I blink a few times as the door shuts behind her retreating form. That was one of the more abrupt exits I’ve ever seen from a medical professional.


  “She acts as though we’ve played her for a fool on purpose,” William says, sounding offended.


  I take his hand and kiss it, thrilled to know he’s not really sick. “I think we got played for fools, not her.”


  “What do you mean?” He strokes my hand with his thumb.


  “Ingrid knew exactly what you were doing when you drank that tea. I saw her staring at you and smiling.”


  “My father says he mixed the tisane and had it ready for a separate pot of tea in the kitchen.”


  A slow smile spreads across my face. “Are you saying the butler did it?”


  William grins back. “Yes. I have gathered all the clues. The butler did it, in the kitchen, with a pot of tea.”


  We laugh together. “That was bad,” I say, so relieved we’re being corny now. Corny is way better than freaking out.


  “Are you all right?” he asks, his expression going serious.


  “Yes,” I say, my smile permanent. “I’m more than okay.” I’m actually a little dizzy with relief.


  “I’m lying in a hospital bed with an elephant’s dose of natural Viagra in my system and a limp winkle and you’re telling me you’re more than okay? I’m concerned.”


  I lean over and hug him, pressing my chest into his face in the process. “Don’t be. I have proof that there’s nothing wrong with your winkle, okay?”


  That sobers us both up.


  Oh my god. I have a baby growing inside me.


  “Whatever are we going to do with us?” William asks.


  I try to smile but tears threaten, so I stop. “I don’t know. I’m too scared to think about it.”


  William weaves his fingers through mine. “Do not fear, my darling. I shall take care of everything.”


  “You will? How?”


  He suddenly looks very earnest. “I’ve been thinking. I believe the best course of action would be for me to purchase a home for us and our child. We can have an office in one of the bedrooms from which to work. We’ll keep the executive suites for our clients, but most of our work will be done from the house. We already have enough money in the bank from my savings to manage for quite some time, and the deals we’ve negotiated so far, assuming all goes well, put us into the black for …” he frowns as he thinks, “… ten years? More if we live frugally?”


  “You have it all figured out,” I say, still worried but also cautiously happy. Is this really happening to me?


  “Not all of it, but some.” His thumb rubs my hand again. “I suppose it’s mostly up to you.”


  “How is it up to me?”


  “You have to decide if I’m the man you want to live with … to share a home with and raise a child with.”


  “It’s kind of too late to decide that now, don’t you think?” I’m sweating just thinking about it. Me? A mother? William the father? Oh my god. Oh my god. Breathe, Jennifer. In and out, just breathe.


  “It’s not at all too late. If I’m not the man for you, then you tell me and I will do my duty by our child and nothing more. I won’t force myself upon you. That wouldn’t be fair to either of us.”


  Just that idea of William leaving me and doing just his duty makes me feel sick inside. Physically ill.


  “What do you say?” he asks, jiggling our hands a little. “Are you in, or are you out?”


  I imagine going back to my apartment without William. All I can see is darkness and sorrow. What will my Tweetie Bird slippers do without his shoes there to keep them company? What will I do? Go back to my lonely single-girl life, without the crazy sex, without the British accent, without William’s strong arms around me? With a baby to raise on my own? With William acting like a stranger, a man doing his duty by my child but treating me like I mean nothing to him?


  The pain that fills my chest is unbelievably strong. Holy shit … am I crazy? William is asking me to be in a committed relationship with him and I’m taking all this time to decide? I definitely need therapy.


  “I’m in,” I say in a rush before he changes his mind. “I’m in, even though it scares the you-know-what out of me.”


  He smiles. “We shall manage the fear together.”


  “And the dirty diapers,” I say, scared out of my mind. I have no idea how to take care of a baby. I’ve never spent more than five minutes around one. I always figured I’d either not have any of my own or wait until I was older.


  “Right. Definitely. The dirty nappies and midnight feedings … all of it.”


  We’re squeezing our hands together so tight right now it hurts, but I’m not going to be the one to pull away. I’m afraid I’ll float right out of the room without his anchoring presence to keep me there.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIX


  William


  



  THOUGHTS ARE CHURNING AND SPINNING through my mind, making it difficult to concentrate well on any one thing. I’m to be a father, in less than nine months. A father! Bound to a woman I’ve only just met but for whom I have great affection. I’m no longer at the helm of the family business, an enterprise I was quite certain until just a fortnight ago that I’d be retiring from in sixty years. Edward’s off to Scotland to conduct an audit he’s woefully under-qualified to manage, and I’ve a new business I’m responsible for growing from the ground up. My lady is my partner and, as it happens, the mother of my first child.


  To say I have some challenges ahead of me would be an understatement. It’s a bloody good thing I have Jennifer by my side. It’s all I can think as I inhale the scent of her while she stands next to my chair and leans down. I used to find distractions at work exceedingly annoying. Now I eagerly await the next and the next. Miss Meechum would not recognize me, that is certain.


  “What do you think of this place?” Jennifer asks, handing me a printout of another property listing. “It has three bedrooms and a small yard.”


  I glance at it and shake my head. I’ve already seen enough. “Too small. I need a garden and the only things I’d fit in that tiny area are dwarf plants.”


  “Are you mocking little people or being serious?” she asks.


  “I would never do such a thing. Find me something with some land. Real land, not a roadside median.”


  She sighs and rubs her still-fit belly. She does this often now, but I rather like it so I’ve decided not to bring it up lest she become subconscious and stop.


  “Babe,” she says … I love it when she calls me that … “land costs money.”


  “And I have money. I have lots of money. Let’s spend it.” I circle a figure on the printouts in my hand to signal to myself later that it needs a deeper look. Later, when Jennifer isn’t mesmerizing me by being so close.


  “But we need to save it for the business,” she says, getting that stressed tone in her voice again.


  I turn my chair round to face her and take her hand in both of mine, using my thumbs to rub small circles into her palm. This always works to remove the lines of stress from between her brows.


  “Darling,” I say, using my most soothing tone, “two weeks ago we started our enterprise. As of today we have seven new clients in addition to the ones I’d already received from my father. We are full steam ahead on the Goodman project, and the City has already said they are going to give us an approval once the drawings are complete.”


  She smiles, her dimples sinking in and making her utterly charming to look at. “I guess it’s kind of a good thing that one of the council members’ daughters attacked me in my apartment and sent me to the hospital.”


  I wink at her. “Not that anyone in this room would stoop so low as to suggest that words were exchanged to that effect with people who want to remain out of prison.”


  She shakes her head, the smile back full force. “Of course not. We’d never do anything like that. We don’t need to. The plan we have is solid.”


  “Exactly. Don’t worry about the money, darling. I will make the money, you will spend it. That is our new plan going forward.”


  “I kind of like that plan.”


  “Brilliant. Now if you could just find me a garden, all will be right with the world.” I kiss her palm loudly and let her hand go.


  She walks back to her desk, a piece of furniture I insisted we purchase and set up in a corner of the living room so she could finally be rid of the stacks of books and wood that were previously serving as her workstation. As long as I am alive, Jennifer shall never live in such squalid conditions again. She deserves the very best and I mean to give it to her.


  “I’m not going to just sit back and drink cocktails all day, though,” she says. “We’re partners in this thing.”


  “Excellent news,” I say, running my eyes down the column of figures that indicate our cash flow over the next quarter. We’re quids in, thank goodness. “The gentlemen clients prefer talking to you rather than me. Having you on board will increase our turnover by at least forty percent.”


  “Turnover? Are you saying people will quit because of me?”


  “No, I mean revenue. Turnover is revenue in my British mind.”


  “Oh.” She sighs.


  That sigh causes me pause. I turn to face her, my swivel chair squeaking with the effort. I really must replace this monstrosity with a quality chair of Italian leather one of these days.


  “What’s the matter? Have I said something wrong?” Every day I worry that I will cause her stress and then make something happen to our child. I’ve done copious amounts of research on child development and child-rearing, and it’s become entirely clear to me that I have no hope of ever having an undamaged child. Exposure to the paint on these walls alone is enough to remove several IQ points from her developing brain. We really must find a new home very soon.


  “No.” She clicks on her mouse button a few times. “I just keep thinking how different we are.”


  I roll my chair over to her and rest my chin on her shoulder so we can both look at her computer screen together.


  “I am yin and you are yang,” I say. “Together we are in perfect harmony.”


  “I want to be yin,” she says. I can hear the laughter in her voice. She loves to bait me, the little minx.


  “No, I’m sorry, but you cannot. I’m yin and that’s final. This is non-negotiable.” I lean over and point to a listing on her monitor. “This one. We shall buy this one.”


  She twists her head sideways to look at me. “You can’t be serious.”


  I blink a few times. “On the contrary, I believe I can be.”


  “That house is listed at one point eight million dollars, William.”


  “Negotiate with them,” I say, rolling back away from her so that I can once more delve into my financials. I quite like knowing they are all mine, not figures I’ve collected for the benefit of my father.


  “Negotiate? Negotiate?” She makes the sound of a very small piglet. “I’m a real estate professional not a miracle worker.”


  “I beg to differ.” From what I have seen, Jennifer is more than capable of making miracles happen. She’s turned me from a confirmed bachelor to a family man eagerly awaiting the birth of the first of hopefully many children, all in the space of weeks. Next thing you know she’ll have me growing hybrid roses and Japanese maples and loving every moment of it.


  “Fine, I’ll call, but I think you need to adjust your ideas a little bit. You might have to settle for a medium sized garden instead of a giant park.”


  “Settle? Me? Surely you jest.” I turn my back to her completely so she cannot see me smile. She likes it when I play the high-handed boss with her, and I do not want to disappoint.


  “You are totally begging for it,” she says. The sound of her chair moving reaches my ears. Just the very idea that she might be coming for me starts the process of blood-flow being diverted towards my trousers. I’ll be useless for figures now.


  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, sniffing loudly for emphasis. My blood pressure rises as I imagine her touching me soon.


  Her arms come around me from behind, sliding down my shoulders to my chest as her lips go to my neck. “Watching you work gets me all hot and bothered.”


  I turn my face so that I’ll be able to kiss her. “I’ve read that it’s dangerous to allow a woman to remain unsatisfied for any length of time while pregnant.”


  She grins. “Then you’d better hurry up and satisfy me, William.”


  I reach around and take her by the upper body, pulling her until she falls into my lap. A delightful squeal of surprise leaves her lips, and I cannot help but react with a smile. “As you wish, madam.” I lean down and press my mouth to hers, welcoming the hot, wet kisses she eagerly offers.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  WILLIAM SLOWLY UNBUTTONS MY SHIRT as I lie in his lap on my back. My legs are hanging over the arm of the chair. It’s not the most comfortable position, but I love being close to him and playing goofy sexy games so I’m not complaining.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, being coy. This whole role-play of him being the boss and me being his co-worker is seriously hot. The best part of it is that we’re really not playing. Yes, we’re partners, but he’s the one who’s been calling the shots. He’s way more experienced with this business than I am, but he’s teaching me everything he knows and I’m soaking it up like a sponge. I’ve never been on the receiving end of so much giving before. I’m afraid I’m going to wake up from this dream one day and royally hate my life for not being like this in reality.


  “I am relieving you of this hideous blouse,” he says with a scowl.


  I look down and laugh. “Hideous? Really?”


  “Yes. It has entirely too much material covering your luscious breasts. How many times must I tell you … low-cut tops only in the flat. If I cannot see cleavage, it’s inappropriate dress and I won’t stand for it.”


  I pull him down by the collar for some hot, slippery kisses. His upper lip and chin have the shadow of a beard coming in and they scrape my skin, leaving it to burn after. Just the idea of this mouth on my body makes my nipples go hard.


  “I won’t wear this shirt inside ever again,” I say, slightly breathless with his kisses and the way he’s teasing my nipples with his fingers through the material.


  He pushes my shirt open and pulls one of my bra cups to the side to release my breast. Leaning down, he says softly, “Good girl.” He sucks on my nipple, pausing only to lick around it before starting all over. His free hand massages my breast and then reaches around behind me, pulling me up from my back to bring me closer to his mouth. Kisses spread out from there to my chest and then my neck. I let my head fall back so I can feel all of it. The cool air teases the spots he’s kissed and gives me chills.


  “You make me so hot,” I say, my eyes closed.


  “And you make me want to throw all this business to the side so that I can bury myself inside you.” He bites my earlobe and then licks it. His hand moves down my body and slides over to rub between my legs, his finger trailing up and down, tracing my slit. It makes me crazy to feel him touching me but not touching me at the same time. Stupid pants getting in the way!


  “So what’s stopping you?” I ask, lifting my hips so he’ll touch me more.


  He slides his hand up to the waistband of my pants and then down inside my panties. I suck my stomach in to make it easier for him. I don’t want anything getting in the way of his touch.


  “We must be diligent,” he says, watching what he’s doing with his hand. “The work will not complete itself.”


  I gasp when his finger slides into my hot folds and buries itself inside me. His hand is huge, tugging at my pants that aren’t offering him enough room to maneuver.


  Pulling his head down, I kiss him with a strange kind of desperation. Just a couple minutes ago I was completely content searching for a home online. Now I need to feel him inside me.


  “Screw the work,” I say. “We’ll finish it later.”


  He pulls his hand out of my pants and puts it under my legs. Then he stands, taking me with him.


  “Where are you going?” I ask, a thrill running through me. This is going to happen. I won’t be desperate for long; instead I’ll be satisfied. William never leaves me hanging.


  “To the bedroom.” He pauses. “Is that a problem?”


  I feel a little guilty that I’m always distracting him like this. I’ve been selfish, always wanting to have more of him, to feel more of him, to see him covered in sweat and wasted with spent passion. “We really should work.” My attempt at doing the right thing is seriously lame. There’s not a single ounce of conviction in my voice.


  He bends over and puts me on the floor.


  “Uhh …” I watch as he stands over me and starts taking off his belt. “What are you doing?”


  “Take off your trousers,” he says, staring at me as his expression darkens.


  I don’t know why, but I feel like challenging him. “No.”


  One of his eyebrows lifts but he doesn’t smile. “Take them off or I shall take them off for you.”


  I lean back on my elbows, rocking my hips a little. I can’t help it; there’s too much pent up sexual energy for me to lie still. “I don’t think I’m in the mood,” I say. Lie, lie, lie. My heart starts beating faster as I wonder what he might do in response to my refusal to cooperate.


  He doesn’t say anything, he just strips down to nothing, even taking off his socks and shoes. I go a little breathless staring at his amazing body. The muscles in his legs are thick and corded. His arms are tanned, also thick and covered with a light sprinkling of brown hair. His chest and abs are well defined, but not too much. Just enough to make me want to run my hands over them, feel them on me. His heavy cock is hard and tempting me the way it slowly sways side to side with his movements.


  He gets down on his knees and grabs my pants by my thighs in two fists.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, knowing very well what he’s up to.


  He pulls hard on my pants, getting them past my hips to the top of my legs. My underwear goes with them.


  “William … I didn’t say you could do this.”


  He yanks again and has my pants down to my knees.


  I stay very still, mesmerized by the dangerous look in his eyes. “You really shouldn’t,” I say, almost at a whisper. This is all just a silly game on my part, pretending like there’s even a speck of reticence anywhere in my body. I cannot wait to be naked with him and to feel him. Instead, I pretend that I can wait, and grip the carpet fibers with desperate fingers. I can feel something drip down from between my legs to the floor beneath me. I am so ready for him.


  He slowly draws my pants and underwear off my feet and throws them into a pile in the corner of the room. I’m still in my bra and my shirt is open but splayed out to the sides. William moves forward so that he’s kneeling between my thighs. Taking his dick in hand, he guides it to my folds.


  “What are you doing?” I ask in a whisper. I can’t take my eyes off his. He’s staring at me, but I cannot tell what he’s thinking. It’s like an animal has taken over my lover and made him forget any of the tenderness I’ve come to know him for. I’m not complaining, though. I like it when he gets rough sometimes.


  He pushes himself into me. It’s no effort. I’m ready for him, completely.


  “This,” he says, sinking in and lowering himself on top of me, our chests touching and stomachs together as I collapse onto my back. “This is what I’m doing.”


  I moan and pick up his rhythm, my hands moving to his chest. I love the feel of his muscles under my fingers as they flex and move.


  “I didn’t say you could,” I whisper, jerking my body up to meet his with every stroke.


  “Maybe not with your words, but with your body, yes, you did indeed tell me I could. You demanded it, in fact.” He picks up the pace and with every stroke smashes into the most sensitive part of me. Talk about hurt so good...


  Sounds come from my throat without thought. My lower back pushes into the carpet. I’m going to have burns there from the rug, but I don’t care. I just want more of this.


  He pauses and then pulls out. “Roll over,” he says, grabbing one of my hips.


  It’s a surprise, but I do as he says and get on my hands and knees, left to stare at the floor. I feel him coming up behind me and then the head of his dick pushing inside me once more.


  “Yes, that’s it,” he growls as he slides in, going so deep it almost hurts to have him there.


  He holds my hips as he pulls out and goes back in again, using a combination of hip movement and his arms drawing me back to make our new rhythm. Soon it picks up speed, causing my breasts to swing back and forth, even though they’re still trapped in my bra.


  The sound of our bodies and skin slapping together turns me on even more. This isn’t making love, this is fucking, and that’s perfectly okay with me. I love that William can do both equally well and somehow knows which one I need even when I don’t.


  He pauses and leans over, reaching around and putting his finger on my clit. He pushes on me so hard I collapse to the floor under him. He doesn’t stop, though, he just keeps stroking inside me, touching me, making me want to spread my legs as far as I can to give him full access.


  “I love fucking you,” he says at my back. “So wet … you are so wet for me …”


  I moan in response. I can’t put together actual words right now. Everything feels too good, and the best I can do is just let him know I heard him.


  After several minutes of me being massaged and fucked and dominated from behind, William pulls out and rolls me over again. I sit on the carpet staring at his dick bouncing in front of me.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, out of breath.


  He sits down farther back from me and holds out a hand. “Come to me,” he says. His cock is sticking up like a pole buried in the ground. “Sit,” he says, glancing down at his crotch.


  I smile, loving the fact that what I thought was going to be a quickie is turning out to be some sort of sexual olympics. “You want me to sit on you?”


  “Your turn to do the work.” He smiles as sweat rolls down his face and chest, and it’s oh, so sexy.


  I straddle him and slowly lower myself down until I’m guiding his cock into me. He helps, using one hand to prop it up and the other on the floor behind him to keep himself from falling back. When I’m finally fully impaled upon him, resting on my knees, I put my hands on his shoulders and stare into his eyes.


  He sits up and wraps his arms around my waist, pulling me in close to him, making his cock go in even farther. We are completely connected, together as one instead of two separate people.


  “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever known,” he says, his expression completely serious. It kind of takes my breath away when I imagine I can see love there in his eyes.


  I go up and then down very slowly, experimenting with the position. I’ve never done it by straddling a man before, but I can immediately see that I love how I can control the rhythm and the pressure in certain points. Having him turn the tables and put the power in my hands feels kind of amazing.


  “And you are the sexiest guy I’ve ever known. And the hottest.” I move up and down a few more times. When I’m fully in I move my hips in a circle, thrilling myself with the zips of pleasure that fly up and explode all over my body, sourced from my nub that’s swollen and begging for attention.


  He sits up straighter and puts both hands on my hips, lifting me up and then setting me down on his cock. Together, we are fucking him and fucking me. It’s erotic and sexy and exactly what I needed. William knows me better than I know myself.


  I can feel the muscles in his arms and shoulders bulging with the effort as I stroke his body. I have to go faster, fuck him harder, I have no choice. He’s too sexy and this is feeling too good. I’m getting closer and closer to something I don’t really understand, but I know I have to have it. Sweat is dripping down my back and between my breasts.


  “Kiss me,” he orders, grabbing the back of my neck and pulling me to him.


  We kiss like we’ll soon be leaving each other for years, a desperate mashing of lips and tangling of tongues that makes the juices flow for me and the ride that much smoother for us both. I moan and cry out a little when he slams me down hard onto his lap and simultaneously jerks his hips up to meet me. His fingers dig into my body, maybe leaving bruises, but I don’t care. I need to feel him on every part of me. His raw male-ness is intoxicating.


  He grunts with every stroke now and sweat pours down his face and chest. I rub my hands in it and then up into his hair as I grab his head and pull him closer to me. He leaves our kissing to suck and lick my breasts, indiscriminately grabbing anything his mouth can reach to leave his mark. I guide my nipple to his tongue so he can grab it and suck it hard, making me scream and my entire hot center spasm with delight.


  “William!” I gasp, knowing the end is near for me. I ride harder, faster, unable to get to the speed that I know I need to push myself to the limit.


  He roars in response, throwing his hips up to reach me from the ground and at the same time pushing down on my hips with his hands. The rhythm between us is frantic. Desperate. Out of control.


  This is what finally does it. It can never be just one of us; it has to be both of us working together towards a common goal - ecstasy.


  We shout together at the exact moment I feel this light come into me and shatter me into a thousand tiny pieces. I throw my arms around his neck and hold on for all I’m worth, as I keep riding him, grinding myself against him.


  And then he pauses, holding tight to me around my waist as his body shudders and his hips jerk up once, twice, and then several more times as he empties his seed into me.


  I lift my head some time later, when all the strength is gone from my body, and look at his dazed expression. His hair is sticking out all over the place from me grabbing it, and he looks like he just ran a marathon.


  “So much for having a home office,” he says ruefully.


  The feelings of love and affection and absolute happiness are too much for me, especially when he looks the way he does right now — completely, utterly, and adorably sexy. I cannot stop laughing and crying.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER EIGHT


  William


  



  IT’S HARD TO BELIEVE THIS beautiful woman has gone from a just-one-night fling to being not only my housemate but also the mother of my child. I watch her through the kitchen window of our new home as she walks through the garden, her barely, almost imperceptibly rounded belly easy to see through the filmy material of her dress. I’ve begged her not to wear underthings while at home and today she has accommodated my fetish. The outline of her bottom is plain to see.


  I grow hard imagining taking her out in the soft grass below the Japanese maple I planted when we moved here three months ago. We have christened nearly every part of the home and gardens as it is, but I shall never tire of worshipping her body. She is quite simply the most lovely and desirable woman I have ever met. I stroke the front of my trousers as I picture her naked underneath me.


  My cellular phone rings, distracting me from my lechery. I turn away from the sexy vision of the goddess in the garden and instead focus on the caller.


  “Edward! It’s been a long time, brother,” I say with genuine affection. Nothing can spoil my mood now, not even my wayward sibling.


  “It’s not Edward, it’s Rachel.”


  I frown. “Rachel? Do I know you, Rachel?”


  “Of course you know me, silly. It’s me! Your old assistant?”


  “Oh, right. Miss Meechum. Hello. And what may I ask are you doing calling from my brother’s phone?”


  “He told me to call you.”


  “Is that so?” Edward and I have hardly spoken since he left for Scotland three months ago. I’ve managed to stay completely removed from his business and that of my father as well, which suits me just fine.


  “Yes,” Miss Meechum replies. “That is so.”


  I admit to remaining a little peeved at the Jimson Weed debacle and have avoided family gatherings since my hospital discharge, not to mention the fact that the very mention of my father’s paramour is enough to have my lover and I both seeing red.


  It’s quite disturbing for the two of us to see how easily my father has fallen under Ingrid’s charms. He is no longer the man I knew, the powerful figure at the head of a very successful business. Today he is spineless and weak, focused on only one thing: keeping Ingrid in his bed. It’s almost enough to have me offering to help. Almost.


  “Well then?” I ask. “What is it?”


  “What is what?”


  I breathe out a sigh of frustration. “What did he want you to say to me, Miss Meechum? Was it something specific or were we to just exchange greetings?”


  “Ummm … no. Well, I guess we were supposed to exchange greetings, but then there were some other things he wanted me to say.”


  “Brilliant. Now as the greetings have been disposed of, I suppose you could get on with the remainder of the message.”


  “Okay!” she says brightly. “But hey, how’s Jennifer doing? Is she getting huge yet? And how’s the new house? Frank says he’s going to buy you guys a puppy, by the way. Ingrid’s going to help him pick one out.”


  “No!” I shout before I can stop myself. “Good God, do not let that woman choose a pet for my household. For all we know it’ll turn out to be a Hell Hound.”


  “What kind of breed is that?”


  I count to five before answering in an effort to get control of my temper. “Miss Meechum, I am quite busy as the moment, and much as I’d enjoy chatting with you about dog breeds and other stimulating topics, I really don’t have the time.”


  “Oh. Okay. Well, Edward wanted me to pass on a message, and that message is that he needs you to come to Scotland, and it’s very important.”


  I wait for more but am rewarded with merely silence.


  “And …?”


  “And what?” she asks.


  “And what is the rest of the message?”


  “There isn’t any rest. That’s it. He needs you to come.”


  I hold the phone out and make as if to throttle it. If I could just strangle this thing in my hand, I’m certain I would feel much less desire to cause this woman bodily harm.


  “Are you there?” says a tiny voice.


  I put the phone back to my ear. “Yes, I am here. I wonder if you might be privy to the reason for which he needs to see me?”


  She sighs. “Uhhh … that would be a … hmmm … no. No, I don’t. I came to his hotel room to get him and found his phone here in the room and that message on a notepad, but that’s it.”


  “You have his phone …” I say, running through the possible scenarios in my mind. “You found it in his hotel room, you say…”


  “Yes. Right next to the bed. And boy, is it messy in here. Your brother is a real pig. Pardon my French.”


  My heart thumps strongly in my chest. “Take a photograph using his phone and send it to me.”


  “You want me to take a selfie?”


  “No, Miss Meechum, I want you to take a photograph of the room. Of the mess.” My brother might be a cad, but he’s also a complete nutter when it comes to his belongings. Everything has its place, and he makes sure that it’s there. All of his clothes hangers are evenly spaced and his shoes in a neat line, organized by color and style. The idea that he’d be living in a pigsty is more than distressing.


  “Ohhhh, okay. That makes way more sense. I was going to say … I mean, what would Jennifer think about you wanting pictures of me?” She snorts. “That would be, like … super awkward.”


  “Miss Meechum. The picture, please.” My toe begins to tap out a hurried rhythm on the travertine floor.


  “Oh, right, okay. Hold on a sec.”


  The sound of a camera shutter reaches my ears and then some other clicks come after. Less than a minute later and I have a beep letting me know I’ve received a message. Pulling the phone from my ear, I press the buttons that will bring the photograph up.


  What I see makes my blood run cold.


  “Miss Meechum, have you called my father and discussed this with him?”


  “No. Should I have?”


  “Please do it. Send him the photograph first.”


  “Is Edward going to be in trouble for not making his bed?”


  “Miss Meechum,” I say, my anger barely controlled, “Edward is a grown man and beyond disciplinary measures for poor housekeeping habits. However, if you take a closer look at what’s before you, I believe you would come to the conclusion that this room has been tossed by people searching for something. This is not merely a case of a man living a slovenly lifestyle.”


  “Oh.” There’s a long pause. “Oh, my.” Another long pause. “Oh my goodness. I think you might be right!”


  “Hallelujah,” I say, looking up at the ceiling. “Please, Rachel, call my father.”


  “Should I call the police too? I think they have this yard here where they hang out. Scotland Yard they call it.”


  “Scotland Yard … Good God, woman, just … just call my father. He’ll know what to do.”


  “Okee dokee. I’m on it. Tell Jennifer I said hi.”


  “Thank you. And I will. Good day, Miss Meechum.”


  She giggles. “You’re so formal all the time.” She affects what I believe she thinks to be a British accent. “And a good day to you, Mr. Stratford, toodle loo, tah-tah, and cheerios.”


  I sigh heavily. “It’s not a breakfast cereal, Miss Meechum. Not a breakfast cereal.” I disconnect the call before she can respond.


  Jennifer steps through the French doors with a smile on her face and a few flowers in her hand. “Who was that?” She moves to the kitchen to get a vase.


  “Miss Meechum,” I say, my mind preoccupied as it runs through possible scenarios involving my troublesome brother. What has he gotten himself into now?


  “Oh, bummer, I wanted to talk to her.”


  “Whatever for?” That pulls me out of my trance. “You’re not friends, are you?”


  “Sure we are. I just had lunch with her last week.”


  “I thought that was with Mia.”


  “Rachel was there too. Remember? I told you she wore that hot pink dress with the big peacock on the front?”


  “Oh. I must have blocked that uncomfortable detail out.”


  Jennifer sidles up to me and frowns. “What’s wrong, babe? You look stressed.”


  “I don’t want to be melodramatic, but I think something’s happened with Edward.”


  “Something? Something as in…?”


  “Trouble.”


  She pulls away. “Are you serious?”


  I show her the photograph. “This is his room.”


  “Man, he’s a pig.”


  I take the phone back and look at it. “No, he’s quite fastidious, really. This is not his doing.”


  She takes the phone and looks at it again. “So what are you going to do?”


  “Me? Nothing. I told Miss Meechum to contact my father. Edward is there on company business, so my father needs to manage it.”


  Jennifer gives me that look. The one that tells me I’m about to be doing something I rather wish I wasn’t.


  “Babe, you can’t pretend like you’re not involved with them anymore,” she says.


  “I most certainly can. Stratford Investments is no longer my concern, as you well know.”


  She places her hand on my arm. “What I well know is that they are your family, and even though you haven’t seen your father much or Edward, it doesn’t mean you don’t feel responsible for them.”


  “Nonsense. They are grown men. They don’t need my aid.”


  “Maybe they don’t. Maybe they do. You should at least make sure before you decide what to do.”


  She leaves me to fluff her flowers, and I glare at the telephone. Edward, that bloody plonker. What has he done now?


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER NINE


  Jennifer


  



  WILLIAM IS PACKED AND READY to leave for the airport when his phone rings.


  “Stratford,” he says.


  I watch him, admiring the way he fills out his traveling suit. He’s been working out like crazy, telling me he needs to get in shape for fatherhood. I think he’s actually afraid he’s not up to it. He’s even practicing getting up in the middle of the night, just in case. He makes me laugh and forget how scared I am to be a mom.


  “Edward!” he exclaims. “Where in the bloody hell have you been?”


  I put my hand on my belly as the baby makes some flutter-kicks inside. Or maybe it’s just gas bubbles. I’ve been told it’s too early for me to tell the difference, but it sure doesn’t feel like gas.


  “That makes absolutely no sense whatsoever,” William growls. “I have my valise right here by my feet, and I’m thirty minutes from driving to the airport to come fetch you. What am I to do now?”


  I wish I could hear what Edward is saying, but since I can’t, I wait. William is pissed, though, that’s for sure.


  “Fine. Have it your way. You owe me, brother. You’ve shaved at least five years off my life.” A few more seconds and he pulls the phone from his ear to stare at it. “He rang off.” William looks at me, mystified. “He actually disconnected the call without even a by your leave.”


  “Maybe he was in a hurry,” I offer, knowing full well that wasn’t the case.


  “Maybe he needs a good punch-up.”


  I walk over and rub William’s back. “And you’re just the guy to give it to him. Is he coming back soon?”


  “Yes. He’s on his way to Glasgow right now to catch a flight to London. He just called to let me know there was no need for me to intervene.”


  “Well, that was nice. He saved you a trip out there.”


  “Nice? You must be joking. He puts us all in an uproar with his skiving off and then out of the blue bothers to call and say, ‘Oh, hello, I’m just jet-setting around Europe, no need to worry…’”


  I shrug, knowing that trying to make William not mad at Edward is a lost cause. “You know how he is.”


  “Yes,” he says, glaring, but not at me exactly. He’s just mad and Edward’s not here to take it out on. “He’ll not be invited to the wedding. I’m putting my foot down on this one.”


  I blink several times. “Wedding? What wedding?”


  His face turns red. “Heh-heh … did I say that out loud? Silly me.”


  I cross my arms both cranky and nervous all of a sudden. “What wedding?”


  William puts the phone on the counter and then wraps me in his arms, pulling me close. “I was just thinking that maybe … perhaps … one of these days you might want to … you know … go to one of those.”


  I lift an eyebrow. “You can’t be serious.” He’d better not be proposing like this, just because he got mad at Edward.


  “I cannot?” He looks afraid.


  “No, you can’t. If you plan on asking me an important question that will involve the rest of our lives together, you ask me the right way, not in reaction to Edward pissing you off.”


  He pulls away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I wasn’t going to do any such thing.”


  “Then what wedding were you talking about?”


  “The one between my father and Ingrid.”


  My jaw drops open. “Are you serious?”


  He gives me an awkward grin. “Surprise?”


  I try to laugh but it comes out more like a bark. “Ya think?”


  “He told me earlier today that they’ve planned it, a last-minute affair apparently, but with all the packing and worry over Edward I hadn’t yet broached the subject with you.”


  Now I actually believe him and go from being cranky at what I imagined to be his casual blow-off of what should be a seriously romantic moment between us to being annoyed that he forgot to mention this important bit of news. Frank and Ingrid? Talk about a tragedy.


  “When? When are they getting married?”


  “This week-end. At my father’s home.”


  “That’s two days from now!”


  “Yes, quite.”


  I swallow hard, trying to force the bile to stay where it belongs. “That is just … oh my. I don’t know what to say.” I could say that his father should be institutionalized for being such a nut job.


  That woman he’s marrying has wreaked more havoc on this family than should be legal. So far she’s managed to insinuate herself into the family business, move into and redecorate Frank’s home, and even bring her three Great Danes to live there. William went over there once to pick up some documents from Frank and told me that he was practically mauled when he arrived. I saw the drool marks all over his pants, so I believe him.


  “Yes.” William sighs. “The woman who tried to blackmail me with a sex tape she made of us is about to become … my step-mother. Shoot me now.”


  My stomach churns. Are we going to be expected to hang out with them on Thanksgiving and Christmas? Oh my god! She’s going to be my child’s grandmother! All I can see in my mind is Snow White and the evil queen. She’ll for sure try to poison my baby with a bad apple, I know it.


  “I seriously need a drink right now,” I say, feeling my face go pale.


  “Orange juice,” William says, moving towards the fridge.


  “Make it a double,” I say, taking a seat at the small table in the corner.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TEN


  William


  



  THE VERY WORST DAY OF my life has arrived. I tried to avoid it, tried to come down with a plague of some sort that would have necessitated my quarantine, but all was for naught. My father insisted I attend his wedding and act as his right-hand man. With Edward running amok, he said I was his very best choice, the only one he could truly count on to be there at the appointed time, and I couldn’t very well let the old man stand at the altar alone. He is my father, after all is said and done. The man who will be the grandfather to my child.


  It makes me positively ill to see my father trussed up like a Christmas goose in all of his finery. Ingrid has pulled out all the stops, running up a tab that must be in the six figures to make this wedding appear out of nowhere to be something to be remembered and gossiped about for years to come. Everyone who is anyone is in attendance, but the only person I want to see is my lovely housemate.


  Jennifer looks stunning in her peach-colored confection. I want to eat her up, something I plan to do the moment we leave this ridiculous farce. Drowning in her love always helps me to disconnect from the pressures of the real world.


  Unfortunately, she left me to go sit with the guests, to give her feet a rest, she said. I’m in my father’s suite, acting as his support figure in the moments before he sacrifices his entire life to live with the spawn of Satan.


  “Are you sure, Father, that this is what you want to do? Because if you have any doubts, any at all, even just an inkling of a doubt, I would fully support your decision to cancel.” It distresses me that he’s changed so much since being with her. It’s as if she’s given him a brain transplant, removing his rational, thinking mind and replacing it with that of a lovesick adolescent.


  “Cancel? Don’t be ridiculous. I’m in love. When you’re in love with a woman, you marry her.” He adjusts his tie in the mirror. “Which begs the question … when are you going to make an honest woman of Jennifer? I don’t want my grandson being born a bastard.”


  A tight smile rises to the occasion. “Ever the silver-tongued devil …”


  “I’m merely saying aloud what the rest of the world is thinking.”


  “What you are doing is begging to be standing alone at that altar. I’ll not have you bad-mouthing my lady or my child. You have better things to concentrate on now, anyway. Like how you’re going to manage your honeymoon. They’ll not let you bring Jimson Weed on the airplane. You’ll be arrested for illegal drug trafficking.” There. Let him suck that for a while, bloody prat.


  “I don’t need that anymore. It was just a hump and I got over it. Ingrid is bangers in bed. Really, she …”


  I hold up a hand and move to leave the room. “One more word and I’m gone. I swear it, I’ll leave.” My stomach is not strong enough for that topic of conversation.


  “Fine. Fecking nun.” He brushes the sides of his hair with his hands as he admires his reflection.


  “Ingrid’s nothing like Mum,” I say, toying with a small string that hangs from my sleeve. “The opposite, really.” It makes me quite sad to think of my beloved mother looking down on this mess. She really must be disappointed in old Frank. I know I am.


  “And a good thing,” my father says. “Your mum and I … never a good match.”


  I laugh but without humor. “You can say that again.”


  “Son, I know you don’t hold me in the highest regard, but I was always honest with your mum. She knew who I was and what I was about. She never held that against me.”


  “Doesn’t make how you treated her right or decent.” I feel like a child again, sad for my mum and angry at my father for making her feel like less of a person because she didn’t fit into his idea of what a wife of a man like him should be. She was one hundred times the person he is. Even now, I love her ten times more than I could ever love him. Perhaps that makes me a bastard, but it’s the truth.


  My father shrugs. “People grow older. They change. Sometimes they change and grow together, sometimes they change and grow apart. That’s the way life is. I wasn’t responsible for your mother’s happiness. That was entirely up to her.”


  I cannot answer him. To do so would be to say the things he’s needed to hear for going on twenty years, and those kinds of conversations are better kept for non-wedding days. Making that decision to keep my thoughts to myself, I feel the warmth and wisdom that was my mother’s domain seep into my bones. It makes me think that she really is here, guiding me. My father is right about one thing; my mother never did hold his actions against him. She loved him until the day she left us for bluer skies.


  As I’m trying to think of a more neutral topic to discuss while we wait for the signal that the bride is ready, a commotion outside the door takes my attention. I’m glad for the distraction. Deep emotional topics and my father do not mix well. I’m already feeling a little bit feverish.


  My father ceases his grooming and turns towards the door. “Find out what that is, will you?” He mumbles some harsh language before going back to his reflection.


  By the time I get across the room and to the door, it’s clear this isn’t just a matter of guests arriving and greeting one another. Someone is yelling.


  “Ingrid?” my father says, striding across the room.


  I pull the door open and enter the hallway, taking several steps down it and around a corner until I’ve reached the balcony that looks over the front foyer. I’m gobsmacked at what I see. My father stops just next to me.


  Edward is there, trying to push his way through a crowd of people, and Ingrid is hitting him over the head with a bouquet of flowers. Petals are flying everywhere.


  “Oy, lay off me, ya bloody slag!” Edward yells.


  I’m both shocked and entertained by the idea that my dolt of a brother has not only crashed the wedding everyone expected him to avoid, but he’s also managed to call his future step-mother a slut in her own home. Brilliant. I knew I could count on him.


  “Edward!” I yell, giving him something to home in on.


  “What is the meaning of this?!” yells my father, his voice ringing in my eardrums long after he’s done shouting.


  “I want him out of here!” Ingrid screeches. “Out! Do you hear me! Take him out!”


  “Not bloody likely!” Edward yells, letting himself out of his jacket to escape the well-meaning guests trying to keep him from getting upstairs. They are left holding it, empty of its wearer, as he takes the steps two at a time in our direction. He’s wearing his white shirt and bow tie with suspenders holding his trousers up, and he does look dashing, I must admit, even with the tattered flower petals littered throughout his hair.


  “Frank! Don’t you dare talk to him!” Ingrid shouts, holding up the bottom of her dress so she can also mount the stairs in a hurry.


  Edward reaches the top of the staircase breathing hard, but he doesn’t stop there. He rounds the corner and grabs both my father and me by the sleeves. “Come on, then. In you go.” He shoves us ahead of him and into my father’s study, several doors down from the bedroom.


  My father and I stumble into one another as Edward turns and slams the door shut behind us, locking it soundly in place.


  Moments later there’s a banging and screaming just outside, but Edward ignores it completely. He puts his hands on his hips and grins hugely. “Sorry I’m late. Did I miss anything?”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Jennifer


  



  I’M STANDING OUT IN THE back yard admiring the roses that are everywhere and the fact that Ingrid somehow put together a wedding in mere days, when the sounds of a crazy woman start coming through the back doors leading out onto the terrace. Crowds of people standing around are filled with their murmuring voices as everyone tries to figure out what’s going on.


  I quickly step over to one of the people hired to work the wedding. “What’s going on?” I ask.


  He shrugs. “I have no idea. Some woman is going nuts in there, though, sounds like.”


  Time to investigate. I hate that I have these stupid strappy heels on. I have to take every step very carefully so I don’t slip and bust my ass on the marble floors.


  When I get to the foyer, I find everyone looking up.


  “What’s going on?” I ask a teenager who’s standing there smiling.


  “Dude … the bride just totally went nuts on this guy and they ran upstairs.”


  “Is that her yelling?” I ask. The sound of the voice is familiar but definitely has an unhinged quality to it.


  “Yeah, man. Whoa. She’s wicked pissed.”


  I push through the onlookers to reach the stairs.


  “I’m not sure you should go up there,” a large guy says, blocking my way. He looks like a bodyguard.


  “I’m definitely sure you shouldn’t try to stop me,” I say, looking down at my belly for emphasis.


  He steps to the side. “It’s your funeral.”


  I hiss at him as I pass him by. Idiot. As if a cranky bridezilla is any match for me. I’m practically a mom now. I am fearless.


  I’m huffing and puffing with the exertion of climbing all those stairs in heels. Following the sounds of door-pounding down the hall and around a corner, I find what I’m looking for — Ingrid standing outside a room, having a fit. She has the skeleton of a bouquet hanging from her hand, most of the petals from the flowers gone. Many of them litter the ground around her.


  “Edward, I swear to God, I will end you,” she says, trying to both shout and be discreet at the same time. “I will end you, do you hear me!” She pauses, notching her voice down to something near pleading. “Frank, don’t listen to anything he says, okay, babe? Please, just give me a chance to explain. Let’s talk. Let me in, sweetie.”


  My mouth goes into the shape of an O as realization settles in. Ingrid’s been a baaaaad girl, apparently. Holy shit. Talk about drama. I’ve never been to a wedding like this before.


  Ingrid turns around and catches me standing there staring at her with my eyes bugging out.


  “What are you doing here?” she asks.


  I try to act all casual, like I didn’t just hear what I heard. “Just coming up to see what’s wrong. You okay?”


  She turns to face me fully. “This is all your fault.”


  “All my fault? What are you talking about? What’d I do?” Now I’m just confused. And a little scared. Ingrid looks like she’s ready to strangle someone. Maybe me.


  She takes a few steps in my direction, her eyes narrowing to slits. “Everything was going just fine until you showed up. Everything.”


  I take a few steps back. I don’t like the way she’s suddenly so focused on me. I’m getting that poisonous viper feeling from her again. One of my hands goes to my belly and the other towards the wall as I teeter on my heels trying to reverse down the carpeted space.


  “Ingrid, today is your wedding day. I know you’re majorly stressed, and I get that, believe me, I do. How about you and me go downstairs and have some champagne while we wait for the guys to catch up? Edward’s been gone a long time, and I’m sure he has a lot to talk about with Frank and William.”


  Her voice comes out as a growl and a crazy scream all mixed together. “He told you?!”


  I put my hand on the railing, almost to the top of the stairs now. “Told me what? No, I haven’t talked to Edward at all.”


  “You’re a liar,” she says, walking faster. “A liar!”


  Her hands come out towards me and there’s blood in her eyes.


  I turn to avoid her and my heel catches in the deep carpet fibers.


  A collective gasp comes from all the people down below, but I have no time to appreciate what’s happening. I’ve lost my balance and my weight is shifting down.


  Down, down, down.


  I scream as I feel myself tipping backward, past the point of no return and unable to stop gravity from taking over.


  All I can think about is my baby and what is about to happen to him…


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER TWELVE


  William


  



  “NO, YOU HAVEN’T MISSED ANYTHING, you bloody arsehole,” I say, looking from Edward to my father. “What’s the meaning of showing up like this, getting everyone in an uproar?”


  Edward is still grinning, acting the fool. “You know I always like to make an entrance.” He shifts his gaze to my father. “However, this time, that was not my intention.”


  A very inelegant snort of disbelief leaves me. “Unbelievable.”


  Our father sighs. “Son, obviously you have something to say, so say it. I haven’t the time for the drama today. I’m to be married.”


  Edward moves over to my father’s desk. “You might want to take a look at this before you do the dreaded deed.” He busies himself with turning on our father’s computer.


  “What is that?” my father asks as the bright light of hope begins to shine in my chest. I envision my brother standing there in blue tights with a red cape. Super Edward, to the rescue!


  “Yes, brother, what is it?” I move to stand at his side, trying to keep the glee from my voice. This is going to be better than Christmas morning. I think. Please let Edward not have cocked this up too.


  “Just a little home movie I made. An amateur production to be sure, but I believe it will get the point across.” He clicks twice on the icon for the file he has brought on a thumb drive.


  “What is it?” our father asks, coming over to stand at Edward’s other side.


  Edward sounds like a museum docent when he replies. “Please save all your questions for the end.” He turns the monitor so my father can see it more clearly.


  The image starts out grainy but then becomes clearer as the camera-person behind the lens makes some adjustments. We are staring at a bedroom in a hotel.


  “I recognize that,” I say, pointing to a hideous lampshade. “That’s your hotel room in Scotland.”


  Edward puts an arm around me and pulls me into a side-embrace. “Well done, brother. Gold star for you.”


  I elbow him off me. “Fuck off.” I say it with the fondest of emotions filling my heart.


  “Why are we watching your empty hotel bed?” our father asks. I believe he, like I, has an inkling of the answer, but he’s playing the fool, pretending things are not happening that actually are.


  “Wait for it …” Edward sounds positively gleeful.


  There’s a sound we can hear on the video over the ruckus Ingrid is still causing outside the office. It’s a knocking at a door, presumably the one leading into the hotel room.


  There’s a short conversation that follows and some rustling sounds before two figures appear in the frame. One is wearing a suit and the other a gown. They are kissing passionately and then falling to the bed together.


  “What is the meaning of this?” our father says, sounding very agitated. “Did you call me in here to watch a skin flick mere minutes from my wedding?”


  Edward goes very sober. “Father, this is not an impromptu bachelor party. Watch and see.”


  The three of us go silent as does Ingrid outside the door, making it very easy to hear what’s happening in the movie. “Edward, you are so bad,” says this woman. This woman with long legs, blond hair, and a face very much like the woman my father is about to marry.


  “I hear that’s how you like it,” Edward says, pulling roughly at the woman’s dress at the shoulder. It tears and she slaps him.


  “Watch the dress. Frank bought it for me and he’ll wonder what happened to it.”


  I feel sick for my father, but I cannot look at him. I do not want him to see me pitying him.


  “Fuck the old man,” Edward says to her. “You came here for me, now I expect you to follow through.” Edward grabs her and kisses her hard on the mouth. “You’ve been after me for months. Time to stop playing games and put out what you’ve been offering.”


  “And here I thought I was being so cool about it,” she says, breathless.


  “You’re not cool about anything, Ingrid. You’re a bloody whore and we both know it. Stop wasting our time by pretending otherwise.”


  She slaps Edward on the face and he grabs her wrist. They stare each other down.


  I, and I assume my father as well, wait for the reprimand that never comes from her lips.


  “I love it when you call me a whore,” she says, smashing her mouth to his, making me think for a moment that her jaw is about to become unhinged so she can swallow him whole.


  No one’s hitting anyone anymore as they become more involved in their … lovemaking or whatever one calls this horrible mash-up of jealousy, deceit, and rage. I cannot be lovemaking. No … it’s more like … revengemaking.


  She looks as though she’s enjoying it, though, regardless of what it is. It would be impossible to deny, even by my besotted father, based on the sounds she’s making and the parts of my brother she’s taking in hand. Within less than a minute they’re both mostly undressed and all over one another on the bed. I have to look away, lest an image be burned into my brain that will torture me for all of eternity.


  “Shut it off,” my father says, his voice beaten down and very old-sounding. “Just … turn it off. I’ve seen enough.”


  “But wait,” Edward says, sounding too happy, “you’ll miss the part where she gets on her knees and …”


  Edward never gets the words out.


  My father brings a right hook around so quickly, neither of us sees it coming. I didn’t even know the old man had it in him.


  Edward’s head snaps back and then he falls into me, sending us both to the floor in a pile of limbs.


  Our father stands over us, wheezing with obvious anger and pain. “Get up,” he says in a voice rough with anguish. “Get off the fucking floor so I can kill you with my bare hands.”


  I’m scrambling to get out from under my brother when I hear a scream come from beyond the door, out in the hallway.


  And I’d know that distress call anywhere.


  “Jennifer!” I shout, crawling to my feet and stumbling towards the door.


  Screams of dismay and fright reach my ears as I wrench the door open. I get to the open part of the hallway just as the peach-colored mass of frothy material is settling on one of the lower steps.


  The world stops spinning in that moment, I am convinced of it. Time stands still as I take in everything: Ingrid standing at the top of the stairs, a shocked expression on her face; the people below, some of them with hands over their mouths in surprise; a large man bending over with hands outstretched; Jennifer, lying in a heap, not moving, on the third step from the bottom of the staircase.


  I cannot breathe. I cannot hear anything but a loud ringing in my ears. I feel as though I’m going to vomit.


  “Noooooo!” I cry as I fly down the stairs to reach her.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Jennifer


  



  “BEDREST. ONE WEEK, AT LEAST. After that we’ll see how she’s doing and let you know if she can get up and move around normally.”


  The doctor clicks his pen and slides it into his breast pocket.


  “Thank you very much, doctor,” William says, “not only for your care but also your willingness to allow Jennifer to recuperate at home. I didn’t know that doctors made housecalls in the United States.”


  “We don’t,” he says, not sounding all that pleased to be admitting it. “But your father can be very convincing when he wants to be.”


  William clears his throat, like he’s embarrassed. “Yes. Well. I can understand what you mean. Not many people feel comfortable saying no to Frank Stratford.”


  “I’ll be back in three days.” The doctor is looking at me now. “You have a home health nurse who will be in twice a day to check your vitals and view the tape from your monitor. Call me on this number if anything unusual happens.” He hands William a business card with a phone number written in ink on the back.


  “Unusual?” William frowns. “I’m not sure I’m qualified to make that diagnosis. What would be considered unusual?”


  “Contractions. Sharp pains. Loss of consciousness.”


  William’s Adam’s apple goes up and down several times as he swallows over and over.


  “Don’t worry,” the doctor says, patting him on the shoulder. “You’ll be fine. I have every confidence she’ll come through without a hitch.”


  I smile as William and the doctor walk out the door. Within seconds I’m half asleep again. Ever since my fall down the stairs at Frank’s house yesterday I’ve done nothing but sleep. I just want all of this awfulness to go away, and sleep helps me fast-forward through it.


  William walks back in the room a little while later, a mug in his hand.


  “Hi,” I say, sounding as groggy as I feel.


  “Hello, my darling.” He sets the mug down. “How are you feeling?” Sitting on the side of the bed, he reaches out and strokes my hair, being careful not to touch the bump near the back of my scalp.


  “Poopy.”


  “Hmmm … poopy. That doesn’t sound good at all, does it?” He leans down towards the floor and comes back up with one of my slippers in his hand. “Perhaps these will make you feel better.”


  “You found them!” I exclaim, taking it from him and hugging it to my chest. Tweetie makes everything better.


  “I couldn’t sleep for the worry, so I kept myself busy with mind-numbing tasks. The last box has finally been unpacked. The birds were hiding in it. Embarrassed about their condition, most likely.”


  “Their condition?”


  He looks meaningfully at its head. “You know.” He drops his voice to a whisper. “The water retention issue.”


  I hit him with the slipper. “Don’t talk about my Tweetie Birds like that.”


  “As you wish.” He points to the tea. “Brought you a cuppa cha.”


  “Thanks.” I sigh, hugging my slipper again. “What’d the doctor say when you went downstairs? Are we going to be okay?” I’m almost afraid to hear the answer. Please let the baby be okay…


  He rubs my arm, careful to avoid the bruised spots. “Yes. You are as fit as a fiddle and right as rain. You’ll be on your feet in no time at all.”


  “And the baby?” Is he avoiding the question? My chest hurts thinking he might be.


  “He believes the baby is fine as well.”


  “I haven’t felt it move,” I admit, sadder than words can describe.


  “Not to worry. I’ve read online that you can go days without feeling something at this point in the pregnancy. It doesn’t mean the baby isn’t moving, necessarily.”


  I nod, wanting to believe him with everything I have. “Okay.” William will make this all right. As long as we’re together, everything is going to be fine. It has to be.


  “I’ve been thinking,” he says, sliding off the bed and moving to his knees next to it. He takes my hand in his and surrounds it with his long fingers, spreading them apart a little in one spot so he can kiss my knuckles.


  “This sounds scary,” I say, smiling a little as he goes completely serious.


  “Well, to be honest, it is a bit scary, but I’m a grown man. I can manage it.”


  “What are you talking about?” I giggle because I’m so confused. I’m not on anything stronger than over-the-counter pain meds, but still … he makes me dizzy when he’s this close and looking so earnest.


  “As I said, I’ve been thinking, and I’ve come to some conclusions.”


  “Okaaaay …” My heart starts beating faster as I try to figure out what the heck he’s talking about.


  “You and I started out as two people looking for no commitment.”


  “Yes,” I say. It’s the truth, as silly as it sounds. There’s no point in denying it.


  “We were, in fact, seeking the exact opposite.”


  I start to worry that he’s about to tell me how he wants more space. Less commitment. It makes me sad enough that tears start to well up in my eyes. I hope he doesn’t notice.


  “Yes,” I say, not without difficulty.


  “And yet, here we are … living with one another in a home with a garden, you pregnant with our child. I even have Japanese maples.”


  I feel guilty, like I’ve trapped him in this life he might not want. “We should have used protection. That night in the club…”


  He kisses me quickly. “No. I am not going to spend a single moment regretting that decision. Sometimes when I lie awake at night and replay that moment, I wonder if it wasn’t somehow intentional on my part.”


  “You think about that moment?” I ask, going soft inside.


  “Well, normally not at night in bed, to be honest, but in the shower, yes.”


  I laugh. “In the shower?”


  He winks. “A man must have a few secrets, yeah?”


  I’m suddenly turned on by the idea of what he might be doing in the shower while he imagines us banging each other in the nightclub. “Maybe.”


  He lets go of my hand to wag a finger at me. “Naughty girl. You’re distracting me from my mission.”


  “Your mission?” My eyebrow goes up. “What mission is that?”


  His hand dips down below the bed and then comes back up to place a small, dark blue box on the bed next to my pillow.


  We both stare at it.


  “What’s that?” I finally ask, my voice barely above a whisper.


  “That … is a box,” he says. “Wrapped in velvet. Blue, to be exact.”


  I bite the inside of my cheek to keep from smiling. “What’s inside the box, William?”


  “Ahhh … I’m glad you asked.” He’s staring at me, just inches away. “Inside that box is a promise. It is a promise from me to you, that I will provide for you, love you, cherish you, and worship your body.”


  “Until death do us part?” I ask. I’m about to have a heart attack, but I’m playing it as cool as ice.


  “Beyond death, if I can manage it.”


  Tears leak out of my eyes. “William … I’m not sure I understand. I mean … I don’t want to misunderstand … is there a ring in there?”


  He winks. “Open it and see.”


  I pull my hand from his and reach for the box.


  His hand shoots out and covers it, keeping me from touching it. “Not so fast.”


  I can’t help but laugh. Part of it is nervous energy. “What?”


  “You must know that if you open this box, and you accept what’s inside, that you are also making a promise. A promise to me.”


  “Oh yeah? And what is that promise?”


  “You are promising to love me, to cherish me, to worship my body, and to obey me.”


  His eyes pretty much sparkle at that last part.


  I pull my hands away and roll over onto my back, closing my eyes and schooling my features to go completely serene. I say nothing. I just wait. The sound of a watch ticking nearby is the only thing I hear for what feels like forever.


  “Jennifer?” he asks.


  “Yes?”


  “Are you rejecting my offer?”


  “Your offer as stated?” I nod. “Yes. I reject your offer.”


  “Do you have a counter-offer in mind, perhaps?”


  “I might.” I’m nearly dying with happiness inside. I want to jump up and down on the bed and laugh and scream and cry, but I can’t. I have to play this out. This is how William and I roll. This is what makes him so perfect for me.


  “I’m open to hearing it,” he says.


  I turn my head and open my eyes to look at him. “I’ll do everything but the obeying part. I think you should have to obey me.”


  He scoffs. “That’s not very traditional is it?”


  “Maybe not, but there’s no way in hell I’m obeying anybody.”


  He chews his lip and nods, acting like he’s giving it serious consideration. “Hmmm … I can see your point. I’m not sure that I want blind obedience, in any case. Dreadfully boring. How about … if you promise to listen to my suggestions and take them into consideration? Would that work for you?”


  “Only if you promise the same in return.” I hold my breath, waiting for his answer.


  “Oh, all right. If you insist.” He picks up the box and holds it out to me. “Here. Open it.”


  I yawn really big and turn over onto my other side. “I’ll open it later. I’m really tired right now.”


  He’s silent for several seconds. I’m battling to hold in the huge guffaws that are threatening to explode out of me. I know this is making him nuts. It’s making me crazy too, but in a good way.


  I want to see what’s in the box, but then again, I don’t. I know what it means, and it scares the crap out of me. I want to extend this moment of not really knowing for sure just a little bit longer. Plus I want to tease the crud out of him too.


  I hear a rustling near the bedside table and then the bed shifts as he gets in behind me. I jump a little as his fingers reach around and find the sensitive spot between my legs. His cock presses into my butt checks and I realize he’s completely naked. Immediately, I’m amped up and ready to forget that I’m supposed to be relaxing here in bed, not starting another round of sexual olympics.


  “What are you doing?” I ask, all the laughter gone and now sexual energy taking over.


  “I’m going to make love to you, very gently, but for a very long time … until I weaken your resolve and convince you that you must open the bloody box and promise yourself to me.”


  I turn around and wrap my arms around him, pulling him close, letting my nightgown go up to expose most of my bottom half. “You don’t need to convince me. I’m only teasing.” I put my leg over his hip and wait for him to guide his dick over to me. I push forward when I feel it at my entrance.


  We kiss passionately, tangling tongues and the reveling in the taste of one another, as our hips move towards each other and then away. He sinks into me with agonizing slowness, and I can’t think of a better way to recover from a fall. All my pains disappear and pleasure takes over completely. I will never get tired of that, of the essence of William, of how he can make me feel every bit of emotion he has for me. He is the most intoxicating man I have ever known.


  “You make me feel amazing,” I say softly.


  “I love you, Jennifer. I want to be with you forever,” he whispers in my ear. “And I heard this song that said I should put a ring on it if that’s the case.”


  I smile, hearing the tune he’s referencing floating through my head. I start humming it and William joins in with a falsetto voice I’ve never heard him use before. “If you like it then you should’a put a ring on it…”


  I start laughing so hard it pushes him out of me. Then he starts laughing too and we end up hugging each other, more to keep from falling out of the bed than anything else. The love I have for this man is taking over every part of me, but it isn’t suffocating at all. It’s liberating. I finally feel safe. Cherished. Loved.


  “Where’s that box?” I ask, pulling away and looking around in the covers.


  “What box?” he asks, all innocence.


  I freeze and fix William with an icy glare. “Do not even play like that, William. You do not want to see me get angry right now.”


  He winks. “I wouldn’t be so sure about that.” He pulls the box out of the covers and hands it to me. “Remember your promise. You’re to obey me.”


  “Nope,” I say, ready to crack it open. “I’m to take your opinions into consideration.”


  “Ooooh, right. That’s it. I remember now.” He smiles. “Go on then.”


  The box makes a creaking sound as the top goes up on the hinges. Inside, nestled in thick, dark-blue velvet, is a diamond ring.


  “Oh my god,” I say. “It’s …”


  “It’s three karats, but if you want more, you may have more.”


  “No, three is good. Three is really, really good.” I can’t believe how much it’s sparkling and we don’t even have good lighting in this room right now. “This was too expensive. I know it was.”


  He kisses me on the nose. “Nothing is too much for my future wife.”


  I look up at him all innocence. “This is an engagement ring?”


  He pauses, studying my face before he answers. “Was I not clear on that?”


  “I don’t know,” I say, sounding doubtful, “I don’t actually remember you asking me to marry you, soooo …”


  He snatches the box away from me, clamps it shut, and rolls out of the bed. “Right. You are absolutely right. An oversight on my part.” He starts getting dressed, keeping the box in his hand.


  I laugh. “What are you doing?”


  “Getting dressed. Must get to work, you know. The work won’t do itself.”


  My jaw drops open as I wait for him to stop playing around. Only it looks like he’s not joking this time.


  “I’ll be back before seven. Try not to miss me too much,” he says, leaning over to kiss me on the forehead before high-tailing it out of the room.


  I fall back into my pillows and stare at the ceiling. Then something that feels a lot like a gas bubble flickers in my tummy, and a moment later I realize that it’s not gas. Laughter comes flying out of my mouth and for the longest time, I cannot stop.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  William


  



  THE FLOWERS HAVE BEEN DELIVERED. The champagne is on ice. The five-course gourmet meal is warming in the oven. The Stratford name is still good for getting big things done is little time in this town. I am grateful to my father for such favors and called him to let him know. He didn’t sound nearly as broken down this time as he has in previous calls. Thankfully, he is on the way to healing, recovering from the devastation brought down upon our heads by Ingrid. Reading the news article of her losing her solicitor’s license brought me an insane amount of joy this afternoon.


  “William, what the heck?” Jennifer has come down the stairs at my request, wearing her sleeping gown, looking deliciously rumpled.


  I gesture down the hallway. “If you would be so kind as to join me, I would be honored.”


  She comes to me with her hand out. I take it and slide our fingers together, weaving them and making them one. “Follow me to the dining room. I have a surprise for you.”


  The smell of roses greets us before we enter the room. I’ve turned the lights down so the candles placed round the room can do their best.


  “Oh my god…,” she says, placing her free hand on her heart. “What did you do?”


  I stop when we are in the middle of the room. The table is set with the finest of linens, china, and silver … things my father gave to me that used to be my mother’s. Roses cover most of the surfaces. Petals litter the table and floor. Our first course rests on the plates and the best bottle of champagne from Mia’s employer sits on ice.


  “I am only doing what is proper.” Pulling out a chair, I gesture for her to take it. “You mustn’t be on your feet, darling. Please sit.”


  She sits down, her eyes never leaving mine. “But I haven’t showered. I look terrible.”


  “You look like an angel,” I say. “My angel.” I lower myself to one knee and take the blue box from my trouser pocket. “I’ve planned this delicious meal and made the most romantic setting I’m capable of, but I cannot do what Mia has counseled and wait until we are at dessert to do the deed. Today has been the longest day of my life. Please say you will be my wife.” I open the box, pleased to see the icy rock inside sparkling madly. Perhaps all that brilliance will blind her to my faults and she’ll say yes before she clears her head.


  She pulls the ring from the velvet and slides it onto her left ring finger. Then she places her hand on my cheek. “Yes, William. I will be your wife.” She begins to cry and then laugh as well.


  I gather her in my arms and stroke her back. “There, there. No need to cry. I’m here.”


  “I know you are, William. That’s why I’m crying.”


  “Is that a good thing, then?”


  “It’s definitely a good thing. Trust me.”


  I hold her tightly, mindful of her bumps and bruises. “I do trust you, my love. I do.” No truer words were ever spoken, either. In this business of investment real estate, I’ve learned that it’s difficult if not impossible to find people you can truly trust. And I’ve never loved another person like I love Jennifer. Not even my mother was on the receiving end of what I’m offering.


  I lift my eyes to the ceiling and smile. Tears sting my eyes as I imagine my mother looking down on this moment with approval. “Thanks, Mum,” I say, convinced she’s the one who kept knocking that silly advert off my desk, keeping me from tossing it in the bin.


  “What?” Jennifer asks.


  “Nothing,” I say. “Just thanking my mum for bringing you to me.”


  Jennifer sighs and rubs my back. “I wish I had known her.”


  “Not to worry.” I pull away so she can see me and I see her. “I will tell you all about her. Every last detail. She would have loved you. I’m certain she does love you. She’s watching over us both now.”


  “Us three,” Jennifer says, looking down and rubbing her nearly imperceptibly rounded belly.


  “Yes,” I say, rubbing it along with her as feelings I’ve never known before well up inside me and take me over. I’m to be a father. The greatest calling a man shall ever know. “Us three.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  EPILOGUE


  



  MIA HOLDS BABY EDWARD IN her arms, rocking him gently and staring down at him as she speaks in a whispery, high voice. “That’s a baby boy … sleepy, sleepy so Momma and Dada can get married without you crying and messing it all up.”


  “Mia, my baby couldn’t possibly mess up my wedding, even if he does cry.” I smooth the front of my dress down for the fiftieth time, trying to make my post-pregnancy pooch disappear like magic. The Spanx can only do so much at this point. The fact that my boobs are twice their normal size is awesome. I’ve never filled out a dress so well and William is going to drop over into a near coma when he sees my cleavage. My plan is to distract him from the weight I gained by enthralling him with my boobs. So far it’s been working.


  There’s a sharp knock at the door.


  “Come in!” I say.


  “Shhhh, not so loud,” Mia says, glaring at me. “He’s almost asleep.”


  Edward walks in, going straight to the baby. “Hand him over. You’ve had more than your fair share already today.”


  Mia turns sideways so he can’t reach the baby. “Back off. I’m putting him to sleep.”


  “Children, children, no fighting over the baby.” I can’t help but grin like a crazy person. No one ever told me how much pride a mother can feel in her child. Imagining he’s so popular that people would fight to change his diaper is making me feel like the queen of the world.


  “I’m delivering him to his Grandda, as planned, thank you very much, so give over.” Edward holds his arms out.


  “Already?” I ask, a whisper of panic sliding through me.


  Mia glares at Edward but hands the baby over. “Be careful,” she warns. “Hold his head really well.”


  “Bugger off, I know how to hold a baby.” Edward turns to leave.


  “What’s up with you two?” I ask, staring at them, mystified.


  Mia lifts her chin, a sure sign that she’s pissed. “Nothing at all.”


  “Not one single thing,” Edward says, leaving the room. He slams the door behind him as he leaves, and the baby’s fussing comes through the paneled wood as they disappear down the hall.


  “Idiot. I told him not to make loud noises around the baby. He never listens.”


  I walk over and stand in front of her. She’s acting like she’s too busy with her buttons to look at me.


  “Mia. What is going on with you two?”


  “Nothing, like I said.”


  I take her by the arms and shake her a little. “Hello? Are you in there? Look at me.”


  She looks up and her eyes are swimming with tears.


  I immediately take her into a hug. “Babe, what’s wrong? Why are you crying?”


  Her body trembles with the emotion she’s holding inside. “I’m just … just … happy for you.”


  I pull back to see if she’s telling the truth. “This feels a lot more like sadness,” I say when I notice her refusing to look me in the eye again. I bring her to me again and rub her back. “Edward did something, didn’t he?” The fury begins to build in my chest. If he hurt my best friend, I will kill him. He might be William’s best bud right now, but I don’t care. Mia is mine and she doesn’t deserve to be hurt by any man.


  “Yes. He did. But it doesn’t matter, does it?” She sniffs loudly and backs away from me, wiping under her eyes. “Shit, I ruined my mascara, didn’t I?”


  I shake my head. “You’re just as gorgeous as ever.”


  She laughs and points at my chest. “Talk about gorgeous. You’re going to get pregnant again tonight looking like that.”


  My face goes pink. “Ha, ha.” I stare at her red eyes and go sober again. “Are you going to tell me what he did?”


  She shakes her head. “It seriously does not matter. Come on. Let’s go get you married.”


  Today is not the day for best friend/brother-in-law drama, so I’m going to let it slide for now. But when this is all over? You bet your butt I’ll be all up in their business finding out what happened. No way is Edward going to get away with making my best friend cry.


  We leave the upstairs for the backyard of Frank’s house. He granted my wish and didn’t spend a single penny on flowers. I told him his own garden had more than enough for me. I think all of us wanted to avoid bringing up the painful memories caused by Ingrid’s wedding event.


  Frank has told me many times how much he appreciates me and all I’ve done for his family. Aside from having a baby who they all adore and attending all the brunches that Frank has hosted, I’m not sure what I’ve done exactly, but for Frank, apparently, it’s a lot.


  He’s almost back to his old self, albeit a slightly kinder, gentler version of the man. William swears it’s the baby that’s caused it. I think it’s both the baby and Frank’s broken heart. He will probably never forgive his son for showing him the ugly side of human nature. For a man like Frank, knowing his weakness allowed him to completely misjudge a person is devastating. It has humbled him to the point of making him into a different man. William is happy about it. Me, I’m not so sure, but only time will tell if this is a permanent change.


  Guests are seated in white folding chairs out in the lawn under a white tent. Two ribbons strung from the last chair to the first mark the aisle I’m to walk down. At the end of it I see William and his brother. Frank is there as well, holding the baby.


  “I’m nervous,” I say, as butterflies set up battle formations in my belly.


  “Don’t be nervous, babe, I’m right here.” Mia links her arm in mine and pulls me forward.


  “But …” I stop and indulge a moment of panic.


  “But nothing,” Mia says, pulling me along. “You are about to marry the most perfect guy you will ever find. He loves you, he’s got gobs of money and excellent business instincts, and he makes seriously adorable babies. What more could you possibly want?”


  William sees me coming and a slow grin spreads across his face. He is the most handsome guy I have ever known. “You’re right,” I sigh, this time with happiness. “He does make adorable babies, doesn’t he?”


  Baby Edward chooses that moment to let out a mighty wail, and my milk immediately drops in response.


  “Oh, shit,” I say, feeling the drip, drip, dripping start.


  “What?” Mia asks, whispering.


  “My milk is leaking!” I whisper-yell back.


  “Don’t you have one of those pads in?” she asks, sounding panicked.


  “Yes!”


  She stops walking and looks at me. “Then what’s the problem?”


  I think about it for a second and then smile. “I don’t know.”


  She laughs. “Come on. No more stalling. Time to get married.”


  The small quartet that we hired starts playing a beautiful song that William chose for us.


  “I’m getting married,” I say, in an almost dreamlike state.


  “Yes. You are getting married,” Mia says, just steps away from William now.


  “What if I screw it up?” I ask, sweat popping out on my brow. I feel light-headed.


  “You won’t screw anything up. That’s Edward’s job. Now go be with your husband and be happy for the rest of your life.” She stops at the end of the aisle and kisses me on the cheek. “This is your happily-ever-after moment. Soak it up. Enjoy it. This moment will live on forever in your mind, trust me.”


  I grab her and squeeze her around the neck. “Thank you, Mia. I love you.”


  “Love you too.” She detaches herself and moves off to the side, taking her place as my maid of honor.


  “You came,” William says. He holds out his hand for mine. “I wasn’t sure it would really happen.”


  I lace his warm fingers in mine, cringing a little inside at the fact that my hand is so clammy.


  “I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I say, meaning every word.


  William and I stand at the altar, facing one another, holding hands. Frank is behind William with the baby and Edward is there as well. He is looking at the ground, his expression serious. For a split second I think he has something devious planned, but then I let that thought go. Edward likes me a lot. He wants me to marry his brother. He’s said it at least three times in the last week.


  “Are you ready?” William asks. He seems nervous, maybe afraid I’ll say no.


  I smile, seeing him and his family with our baby behind him. It’s a wall of love, one that no enemy will ever be able to breach. “I am ready.”


  “Excellent,” William says, turning to face the priest. “Get on with it then, quickly, before she changes her mind.”


  I giggle through the entire ceremony, ready to burst with nervous happy energy, until the moment William adds a ring to my glittery diamond.


  “I now pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride.”


  William takes me in his arms and looks down at me, his eyes shining with unshed tears. “You are, quite simply, the most beautiful woman I have ever known, Mrs. Stratford. You have made me the happiest man alive. I’m ever so grateful that just one night was not enough for either of us.”


  “Shut up and kiss me, William.”


  “I hear and obey,” he says, lowering his lips to mine.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  BONUS CHAPTER : A conversation between William and Edward


  



  “EDWARD, AS YOU KNOW I’M to be married in a week’s time.”


  “How could I forget? You remind me every Sunday. You really must work on this, William. Jennifer will have your winkle wrapped around her little finger in no time if she knows how embarrassingly eager you are.”


  “I’m reminding you for a reason, not because I’m eager.”


  “I know, I know, so I won’t forget. I’m not a dolt, you know. I do know how to use a bloody calendar.”


  “It’s not because I think you’ll forget. It’s because I’m concerned that you’ll make another grand entrance, and then I’ll end up with a frantic bride on my hands. She’s consumed by a mother’s fears and the hormones are, let’s just say, plentiful; I’ll not have her back on bed-rest because you can’t be a normal, boring guest at a wedding.”


  “Are you referring to Father’s near miss, by any chance?”


  “I am.”


  “What I do for this family … never appreciated. Not even once.”


  “Oh, I appreciate the final result. Watching Ingrid being tossed out on her arse was one of the loveliest days I can remember ever having. But the way in which it occurred … that I could live without on my own wedding day.”


  “Yes, well, I have apologized at least ten times for sending your ladybird to bed, haven’t I? And it wasn’t my fault Ingrid lost her marbles and caused Jennifer to fall down the stairs. Father shouldn’t have let her in the house in the first place. She’s a fucking looney.”


  “Are you going to tell me how that tape came to be about?”


  “You sure you want to know?”


  “No, I’m not. In fact, I change my mind. Don’t tell me.”


  “It began when you left the company …”


  “Really, Edward, feel free to keep this tawdry tale to yourself.”


  “As you know, I left for Scotland with my nose in my bum, trying to figure out which end was up.”


  “That brings to mind a lovely picture. Thank you for that.”


  “Weeks went by and I began to get inklings about what had gone sixes and sevens.”


  “Inklings?”


  “Yes, inklings. Little clues, here and there. I believed something deliberate was happening, but I couldn’t determine who was responsible.”


  “I don’t see how Ingrid could possibly figure into any of this.”


  “She wasn’t the one causing the issues in Scotland, of course, but with you gone and Father besotted, it left Ingrid an open door.”


  “No. I don’t want to hear any more.”


  “Father invited her to look over our financials.”


  “I’m not listening. Truly, I’m not.”


  “She told him, and I learnt this through Rachel, that she could see exactly what was wrong and that I just needed a little guidance from her to set things right. That’s when I knew.”


  “Knew what?”


  “That she was looking for a good rodgering by yours truly.”


  “I feel the lurgi coming on. Look, I’ve a swollen gland right here on my neck. Feel it.”


  “Rachel immediately got on the line with me, keeping me updated as she listened in on their conversations. I tried to head them off, but it was no use. Father did whatever Ingrid wanted, led around by his cod, no doubt. Did I mention that I put poison on all the Jimson Weed in his garden? I did. Right after the wedding ended. The very next day. It’s all gone, every last leaf.”


  “That’s a relief.”


  “I thought you weren’t listening to my story?”


  “Bugger off.”


  “Right. So the next thing I know, I’m in Scotland and up to my bollocks in women. Ingrid on one side of me, Rachel on the other. Rachel and I couldn’t get away from that bitch, Ingrid. She was determined to hook her claws into the business and make it her own, not to mention what she wanted with my business, if you know what I mean. Whatever she could do to tie father to her more fully, that is what she wanted. Ruthless, she is.”


  “I truly feel sick now. I’m not kidding this time. It’s not a gland. It’s a tumor.”


  “Believe me, Brother, I know how you feel. Imagine how I felt. I wanted to kill Father, but at the same time I wanted to save him. We were going to lose the business in Scotland, perhaps — and for the record I still don’t know what the hell is going on there — but eventually the entire business would have gone into Ingrid’s hands for certain. I couldn’t let that happen.”


  “You couldn’t?”


  “Don’t look so surprised.”


  “This isn’t surprise you see on my face. This is fear and disgust.”


  “I did what I had to do.”


  “I saw part of that tape. I’d say you went above and beyond.”


  “Any job worth doing is worth doing well. I’ve a reputation to uphold.”


  “Well, she certainly seemed to be enjoying herself, I’ll give you that.”


  “She did. Until she realized she’d been taped.”


  “When was that?”


  “While she was still there in Scotland with us. I have no idea how she figured it out.”


  “Did she try to get it?”


  “She did get it. She broke into my hotel room and turned the place upside down. The original was on a thumb drive under my mattress. I was literally living a spy novel, and not doing a very good job of it. For a while there I thought all was lost, that I’d dipped my wick into the demon’s cesspool for naught, but luckily Rachel was there to save my sorry arse.”


  “Rachel?”


  “Yes, the daffy redhead. I adore that girl. Unbeknownst to me, she had made copies and sent them into outer space before I put the original under my mattress.”


  “Outerspace? Are we to see your films on the next NASA mission, then?”


  “No, I mean into some clouds. Whatever. She can explain it to you. She took it back down out of the internet or the clouds and put it on another drive for me to show to you and Father. I meant to do it sooner, but Ingrid was very good at keeping us apart. Did you know she sent someone to my apartment the morning of the wedding to waylay me?”


  “She didn’t.”


  “She did.”


  “What’d you do?”


  “I showed him one shouldn’t mess with England when England has a game to win.”


  “Well done, Edward, well done.”


  “I thought so.”


  “And so you slept with the viper to save our father. To save our family’s business.”


  “I did.”


  “That is … impressive. I am well and truly impressed by you. Truly, truly. Whatever inspired you to such heights? Or depths … I’m not sure which is which anymore.”


  “Isn’t it obvious? I’m an uncle now. It’s a high calling. I have to earn the right to the title, make sacrifices on behalf of the family name and fortune and all that.”


  “That you do. And I believe you have, Brother. In spades.”


  “I have?”


  “Most definitely so. Speaking of spades, you up for a game of cards?”


  “You have enough money to wager against me?”


  “I’ve a hundred quid. Should be enough to take you for everything you’ve got.”


  “I’ll see that bet and raise you.”


  “Oh, really? With what?”


  “Loser takes the CEO position at Stratford Investments.”


  “You’re on.”


  



  SEE WHAT HAPPENS NEXT WHEN EDWARD’S STORY GOES ONLINE! Check my website for details at www.ElleCasey.com.


  


  Want to get an email when my next book is released?


  Sign up here: http://eepurl.com/h3aYM
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