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 Chapter One 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    It’s a bright spring afternoon, and, for the first time in months, I don’t feel as if the world is coming to an end. 
 
    My mood might be due to the beautiful pink blossom from the cherry trees blowing across the lawns like confetti outside the conference room. Or it might be the new suit I’m wearing that I bought for today, because I wanted to look smart for the Japanese investors. 
 
    Or it might be the fact that the guy sitting at the far end of the table hasn’t taken his eyes off me since I walked into the room. 
 
    I know who he is: Harrison Grant, one of the four directors of Hearktech, the telecommunications company I work for. Harrison is, quite possibly, the most gorgeous guy in the history of the world, ever. Maybe in the history of the universe. He’s around six-foot-two, and even though I’ve only seen him in a suit, I just know that beneath his crisp white shirts his body is so tanned and toned it would make a girl’s fingers itch to touch it. And his face… oh, his face. Movie-star handsome, and with a pair of warm brown eyes that have creases at the corners because he’s always smiling. 
 
    But I’m not interested. Yes, he might be god-like and have featured in my dreams every night since I started work at the firm, and his sex appeal might be like strong cologne, making women turn and inhale when he walks past, and he might be filthy rich, with an emphasis on the filthy, judging from what I’ve heard in the lunch room, and… wait, where was I? Oh yes, I’m not interested. For a hundred reasons that I remind myself of every night when I lay in bed panting and sticky in the darkness from yet another Harrison-induced fantasy. 
 
    Recently, my life has been turned upside down and inside out, and I’m not looking for a man right now. I have plans, and none of them involve staying here and dating, even if the guy happens to be a descendent of Apollo. I’m working hard and saving my money, and I’m going to leave this crappy city behind and travel the world until the memory of everything that’s happened here has become a distant blur.  
 
    Besides which, I’ve met Harrison’s type before. Men who look that good are mostly arrogant, self-obsessed, and convinced every woman they meet is going to fall rear over tit for them. Annoyingly, they’re usually right, and because of that they go through women like ordinary men go through socks. They use them and discard them, and as much as it pains me to admit that being ‘used’ by a guy like him in a sexy way might feature in some of my fantasies, there’s no way I’d ever hand my heart to this sort of man.  
 
    Until today, I was convinced that Harrison Grant wouldn’t have looked at me twice. I’ve been working at the company for three months, for goodness sake, and I don’t think he’s even been aware I’ve existed. And then today I walked into the conference room to find his eyes fixed on me, making me feel as if he can see through my new suit to my lacy underwear. 
 
    “Are you okay?” The question is whispered by Colette Holmes, the marketing assistant who started here just before me. The two of us are at the back of the room, waiting to hand out a series of documents to the attendees. “You look kind of… dazed.” 
 
    I flick a glance across to Harrison. He’s still watching me. “His eyes are like lasers.” He’s supposed to be paying attention to the presentation on the screen. I have a feeling he hasn’t looked at it once. 
 
    Colette follows my gaze, then smirks. “His tongue is practically flopping on the floor.” 
 
    I turn away and fuss with the pile of folders on the table. My face burns, and I suspect I’ve turned scarlet. “Will you stop? Harrison Grant would never be interested in me, and anyway, I don’t date, remember?” Colette has already tried to pair me off with half a dozen of her friends, to no avail, as, since the event I have affectionately termed Armageddon, I refuse to set foot out of my apartment in the evenings. 
 
    She sticks out her tongue. “I’m determined to get you fixed up with someone, and if it can be one of Sebastian’s friends, that’d be great. We can double date!” She grins. Colette lives with one of the other directors of Hearktech. Apparently, Sebastian had never dated anyone at the office until she turned up, but they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. Although she now works full time at the firm, they’re careful to make sure their relationship remains understated at work. But I’ve seen him come up behind her when he thinks nobody’s looking, and I love the way he nuzzles her neck, whispers in her ear, and makes her giggle and blush. 
 
    The thought of a man like Harrison Grant doing that to me gives me tingles all over. The last thing I need is a panic attack, so I do what I’ve always done, and list culinary ingredients in my head, one for each letter of the alphabet. Allspice, basil, chicory, dill... 
 
    “Why on earth are you reciting herbs?” 
 
    I hadn’t realized I was doing it aloud. What is wrong with me? Why am I always such an idiot? 
 
    “I’m not interested in Harrison,” I state, collecting up the folders as the speaker draws to a close. “And he would never be interested in me anyway.” 
 
    “He looks interested. He looks very interested. He looks as if he’s thinking about covering you in melted chocolate and licking it all off.” 
 
    “Colette!” I whisper furiously. 
 
    “Well, he is. Don’t tell me he doesn’t make your mouth water. I’ve seen the way you watch him when you think nobody’s looking.” 
 
    “Of course I think he’s hot—he’s practically an oil painting. If you look up ‘stud’ in the dictionary, it just has a photo of him. But that’s irrelevant. I’m not even going to talk about this. Men are so far off my radar, he’s not even a blip. That’s the end of the matter.” 
 
    “Blah, blah,” Colette says. “You have a little bit of drool right there…” She touches the corner of her mouth. 
 
    Ignoring her, I walk toward the conference table with the folders and start laying them in front of the guests. The last thing I need is a man in my life, and I’m not going to give him a second more of my thoughts. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Harrison 
 
    Gabriella Manners walks slowly along the left side of the table, placing folders in front of the Japanese investors. 
 
    I hook one arm over the back of the chair and watch her as she nears. As always, she moves with effortless grace, like a ballet dancer or a yoga instructor, elegant and poised. She’s tall and slender, and she has loooong shapely legs that go all the way to the ground. It takes little effort to imagine what they’d look liked wrapped around my waist. 
 
    She moves to Sebastian, who’s sitting on my right and currently replying to a question from one of the investors. She leans over to place the folder before him, and then she straightens and circles around his chair to me. 
 
    Leaning across, she puts the folder on the table in front of me. It’s the closest I’ve been to her since she arrived at the firm. For the first time, I smell her perfume, and, as she bends, her white blouse gapes the tiniest bit, giving me a glimpse of pale skin and an enticing strip of cream lace. 
 
    Everyone’s watching Sebastian, who’s giving a detailed reply to the investor’s question, and nobody’s looking at us. So, it’s only me who’s aware when Gabriella turns her head and catches me looking at her bra. 
 
    She freezes, and I lift my gaze hurriedly to hers. Her eyes widen, and for a moment I have the horrific thought that she’s going to make a scene, either by slapping me or by standing up and yelling.  
 
    I deserve it. Elen—the only female director here—has given all us guys a talk on how inappropriate it is to flirt with the staff, and that includes making sexual innuendo, giving wolf whistles, and staring at girls’ boobs. We were indignant that she felt she had to explain this, as we’re all modern men. We know how to do it so we don’t get caught. Usually. I must be off my game. 
 
    Gabriella looks into my eyes. I have a split second to choose my reaction—do I raise an eyebrow and act as if it’s my right to look at her cleavage in the hope that she’s timid enough to be subdued by my glare? Or do I apologize?  
 
    I opt for an apology, because I am sorry, and pull an eek face. 
 
    To my relief, her lips curve up. She gives me a wry look, then straightens and moves on to Caleb, sitting on my left. After giving him his folder, she continues to make her way around the room. 
 
    My gaze flicks over our guests, making sure nobody saw our exchange, and then it falls on Colette standing at the back. When she sees me looking at her, she winks. I roll my eyes. Trust her to have been a witness. She’s been trying to fix me up on a date for months, ever since I broke up with Sarah, my ex.  
 
    I’ve studiously avoided her attempts so far. I have no interest in going steady with anyone. It’s not general knowledge at the firm, but I’m taking on a different role at the company starting in a few weeks’ time, and I’ll be travelling a lot more, taking the news of Hearktech’s technology to the rest of the world. 
 
    I’m still up for sex, and told Colette as much. That would have earned me an exasperated glare from most girls, but Colette just grinned and said, “Fair enough.” Sebastian fell on his feet with that one. 
 
    The afternoon session goes on for another fifteen minutes, and then we have a break before the last session of the day. I grab a mug of coffee and walk over to where Gabriella is standing behind the information counter, ready to help the investors if they have any queries. 
 
    I stand beside her and sip my coffee. She straightens the folders on the counter, her shiny brown hair swinging forward to hide her face. I watch her tuck it behind her ear, revealing a touch of color on her cheek. 
 
    “Sorry,” I tell her. 
 
    “Sorry you did it, or sorry you got caught?” She smiles—she’s teasing me.  
 
    I shrug. “Both, I guess.” 
 
    She laughs. “At least you’re honest.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not all bad.” 
 
    She meets my eyes briefly, then looks away. 
 
    My gaze lingers on the curve of her neck, the pale skin beneath her ear. I want to touch my lips there, and see if it’s as soft as I imagine it to be. 
 
    “You’re doing it again,” she scolds. 
 
    “Doing what?” 
 
    “Ogling.” 
 
    “Might be. You going to sue me for sexual harassment?” 
 
    “Probably not,” she admits. “You might want to be a bit more surreptitious about it, though.” 
 
    “Normally I am. Have you noticed me ogling you before?” 
 
    Her expression turns disbelieving. “Before? You weren’t even aware I existed until this morning.” 
 
    “Gabriella Manners. As if you could have walked into this building and not set my world alight.” 
 
    “Ha!” She gives me a skeptical glare. 
 
    “I happened to be in reception the day you started work,” I tell her. “You came into the foyer—you were wearing a gray rain jacket with the hood up.” I remember it clearly. I’d glanced at her and was just about to look away when she’d pushed the hood back, unzipped the jacket, and slid it off to reveal a slim, shapely body in a stylish stone-colored pants suit and sexy black high heels. She has long straight hair the color of chocolate, so shiny that I just know it must feel like silk to touch. 
 
    She’s staring at me now. “I was wearing a gray rain jacket.” 
 
    “As I said, I was there. You walked straight past me. It was you who didn’t notice me.” I have to admit, it rankles a bit that she’s managed to studiously ignore me since she’s started here. 
 
    “Oh, I noticed you,” she says. 
 
    She looks up into my eyes, and holds the gaze for a long, long time. 
 
    “Sorry to hear you broke up with your boyfriend,” I tell her when I feel I ought to say something. I know there’s not an ounce of sorrow in my voice. 
 
    She blinks. “How did you know about that?” 
 
    “Colette only revealed it yesterday. Otherwise, I’d have asked you out three months ago.” 
 
    She blushes then, her skin turning a delightful shade of pink. I laugh, which only makes it turn to fuchsia. 
 
    “Mr. Grant…” she begins. 
 
    “Goodness, do I look like my father? I hope not.” 
 
    “Harrison, then…” 
 
    “Harry.” 
 
    “Well, um, it’s very nice of you to say that, but I should tell you now that I’m not on the market, so to speak.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She shakes her head and leans on the counter. “Not after… well, anyway. I’m not actually going to be here much longer. I’m only here to cover someone on maternity leave. Next month, I’m going travelling.” 
 
    I sigh and lean next to her. Our arms are almost, but not quite, touching. I feel genuinely disappointed, but then I remind myself that I’m not on the market, either. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I say. “Me neither. I’m going to be travelling too. Spreading the Hearktech word, so I won’t be around as much.” I smile at her. “Shame, eh? Kind of happened at the wrong time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She looks wistful. Her eyes are a strange blue, almost violet, quite hypnotic. I get a strong wave of regret that we’ve missed the boat. She’s lovely, and I would like to have gotten to know her better. 
 
    “Not after what?” I ask her. 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “You said you’re not on the market, not after…” 
 
    She looks at her fingernails. “Ex troubles,” she admits. 
 
    “Ha. I know all about those. What did the idiot do, cheat on you?” I meant it as a joke, because surely no man would ever be tempted to be unfaithful to the brown-haired beauty by my side. But instantly, I can tell I’ve hit the nail on its tender head. I gape at her. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “What a idiot.” I’m horrified, and angry at my gender. “What a jerk.” 
 
    She rubs her nose and laughs. “Mm. A total one.” She bites her lip. “Don’t tell anyone.” 
 
    “Of course not.” That implies she’s confided in me. I’m surprised and touched. “I’m really sorry to hear that.” 
 
    She gives me a curious look. “You surprise me.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I didn’t think you’d be the type of guy who’d be outraged at cheating.” 
 
    That makes me stiffen, and I glare at her, indignant. “You think I’d cheat on a woman?” 
 
    She surveys me, obviously realizing she’s hurt my feelings. “Sorry. You look like the sort of man who has a different girl every week, that’s all.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean I have more than one. Unless, you know, it’s three in a bed.” Her eyebrows rise, and I add hastily, “I’m kidding. That one’s purely fantasy.” I’m smiling, but her accusation still rankles. 
 
    She chews her bottom lip. “I am sorry, it was an unfair accusation. I shouldn’t tar every guy with the same manky brush as my ex.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’m not exactly an angel, I admit.” 
 
    “The best men aren’t.” 
 
    I grin. “I don’t want to go to heaven anyway. It sounds so dull.” 
 
    “So where are you going?” 
 
    “Valhalla.” 
 
    She laughs. “Really?’ 
 
    “Yeah. I’m going to spend eternity drinking beer out of horns and composing sagas about all the wonderful adventures I’ve had.” 
 
    Now her eyes hold a glimmer of something I can’t quite fathom—admiration? Possibly even something hotter than that. “I can see you as a Viking.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it. Want to hear a Viking joke?” 
 
    “Oh, absolutely.” 
 
    “A famous Viking explorer came home from a voyage only to find his name missing from the town register. He went to the man who composed the list, who apologized and said, ‘Sorry, I must have taken Leif off my census.’” 
 
    She giggles. “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “Yeah. Made you smile, though.” 
 
    She presses her lips together and looks at the counter. She mumbles something, not sure what—it sounded like ‘horseradish,’ but that can’t be right. 
 
    I study her profile—her straight nose, full pink lips, her long dark eyelashes hiding those violet eyes. She’s gorgeous, and suddenly I don’t care that Elen’s office rules state no banging the secretaries. I want this girl, and even though a long-term relationship is out of the question, neither of us wants that anyway. But it’s possible she’s interested in something else. 
 
    “Want to go for a drink tonight?” I ask her. 
 
    She lifts her gaze to mine, puzzled. “What? I just told you I’m off the market.” 
 
    “I know. A guy can have a drink with a girl without it leading to a long-term relationship.” Does she know what I’m hinting at? 
 
    She studies me a for a long moment. There’s a touch of heat in her eyes, simmering away beneath the cautiousness. Oh yeah, she knows. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.” 
 
    “Okay.” I push off the counter. It was worth a try. “No hard feelings, eh?” 
 
    “No.” She gives a shy smile. “I’m very flattered you asked me.” 
 
    “All right. Have a good afternoon. I’d better get back to work.” I leave her at the counter, and walk back toward the conference room. 
 
    My lips curve up as head back to my seat. All is not yet lost. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    “What was that about?” Colette gives me a curious look as we carry the unused documents and folders back to the marketing department. “You two looked all cozy over there.” 
 
    I debate whether to tell her. It’s not a big deal and I don’t want her to make a fuss. But I can’t deny that talking to him has lit a flame inside me. “He asked me out for a drink tonight,” I admit. 
 
    Her mouth forms an O, and she looks as if she’s about to squeal. 
 
    “I’m not going,” I add hastily. 
 
    Her look of triumph turns into incredulity. “What? You have to go!” 
 
    “I really don’t.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because of, oh my goodness, where do I start? I keep telling you, I don’t want a relationship. I’m leaving soon. And he’s… well, you know.” 
 
    “Gorgeous? Sexy? Loaded?” 
 
    “Well, yes, but he’s also one of those men.” 
 
    She frowns and punches the button to call the elevator. “What men?” 
 
    “Come on, it’s obvious. The type who use women. Who sleep with them and then don’t call them the next morning.” 
 
    “If you don’t want a long-term relationship, why do you want him to call you the next morning?” 
 
    I stare at her. She just shrugs. The elevator dings, and we go into the carriage. There are a couple of young guys already in there, but they move aside to let us in. Colette pushes the button for the floor below, and the doors close. 
 
    “Anyway, just because he’s rich and good looking, it doesn’t make him a mongrel,” she continues as if there’s nobody in there with us. The guys exchange amused looks. I blush and glare at her, but she either doesn’t see the glare or doesn’t care. “He’s nice, Gaby. Cocky, yeah. Totally focused on work, just like Sebastian. They get impatient, these men, because the women they meet in the clubs have no idea how hard they work and expect too much from them. These guys are feral, you know? You can’t tame them, and you’d be an idiot even to try. But they will come up to you and eat from your hand if you offer them the right tidbit.” 
 
    One of the young guys chuckles. I think he works in the mailroom. “Not you, Jack,” Colette states as the doors slide open. “You need to start shaving first.” 
 
    He gives her the finger, and she laughs and walks out. 
 
    I follow her down to the large marketing office, and we place the folders on the table. Colette starts sorting them into piles, and I help her. 
 
    “So?” she asks. 
 
    “Sew buttons.” 
 
    “So… are you going out for a drink with Harry?” 
 
    “No!” I slap a folder onto the pile. “Absolutely not. Well, probably not. Maybe. Possibly. I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’ve made your mind up.” 
 
    I give her a pained look. “I can’t. It’s difficult to explain.” 
 
    “Aw, come on, you can talk to me. I won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    I hesitate and square up the folders. I’ve lost touch with most of my girlfriends since leaving high school, and I’ve changed jobs a few times, so I haven’t developed any lasting friendships. I’ve told Colette that Alex cheated on me, and that’s why I broke up with him. I haven’t told her the worst part—I haven’t told anyone. But she’s probably the closest I’ve got to a confidante, and it might be nice to talk. 
 
    “Don’t laugh,” I tell her, “but Alex is the only guy I’ve been with.” 
 
    She stares at me. “How old are you?” 
 
    “I’m twenty-six. But I was only sixteen when I met Alex. I’ve never dated anyone else. I thought he was The One, you know? I thought I was going to be with him for the rest of my life.” I swallow hard. When will I stop feeling as if someone’s stabbing me in the stomach whenever I think about him? 
 
    “In that case,” Colette declares, “you definitely need Harrison Grant to screw you senseless.” 
 
    “Colette!” Just the thought of it makes me feel faint. To let Harrison kiss me, touch me, take off my clothes and see me naked… Mustard seeds, paprika… I blow out a long breath. “I couldn’t! Men like Harrison go out with women who do stuff.” 
 
    “Stuff?” she echoes, amused. 
 
    “You know, sexy stuff. Girls who are Experienced with a capital E, who’ve had multiple partners, who’ve learned how to please a guy a thousand different ways.” 
 
    “It only takes one way,” she says, “but I think I know what you mean.” 
 
    “I’m just not that kind of girl.” 
 
    “You don’t like sex?” 
 
    “I love sex!” I say it a little too loud, and a couple of the marketing assistants look over with a grin. I lower my voice hastily. “It’s like I’ve only ever had vanilla ice cream. Being with Harrison would be like standing in front of a hundred different flavors, with twenty different sauces and fifty toppings. How would I know which ones he’d like?” 
 
    “He’d like all of them,” she advises. “He’s a guy.” 
 
    “Colette…” 
 
    “Alex only liked vanilla?” 
 
    “Well, you know, maybe he’d occasionally like a bit of strawberry or Rocky Road. But when I suggested chocolate sauce, it freaked him out, and as for sprinkles…” 
 
    Colette tries not to laugh. “Sweetie, you’re overthinking it. Normally, guys enjoy showing you what they like. They find it a turn on. It appeals to the Neanderthal inside them. You know—me man, you woman, me show you how to bend over…” 
 
    At the thought of bending over for Harrison, I feel dizzy and flop into the nearest chair.  
 
    “Goodness, you’ve gone as white as a sheet,” Colette says with alarm. “Put your head between your knees.” 
 
    I do so, taking deep breaths. “I’m sorry, I must sound like such an idiot.” 
 
    “Of course not.” She drops to her haunches beside me, and to my relief, her eyes are kind. “I think it’s terribly romantic that you’ve only been with one guy—it just sucks that he turned out to be such a orangutan.” 
 
    I laugh. “That’s an insult to the great apes.” 
 
    “Yeah. What I mean is, it’s not a problem. You really think Harry’s going to say, ‘you’ve only been with one guy—jeez, get away from me’? Of course he isn’t. You tell him that you want him to show you what he likes, and his head will explode.” 
 
    “I’d like to believe you…” 
 
    “Do you like him?” she asks. 
 
    I straighten in the chair. “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you think sleeping with him sounds like something you might enjoy?” 
 
    “Let me think about it while I hyperventilate into a brown paper bag.” 
 
    She laughs. “Why don’t you let me go and see him for you? I’ll set you up on a date. Remember, you don’t have to do anything. If you go for a drink and you decide you can’t go through with it, you just say thanks for a nice evening and go home.” 
 
    “Won’t he be angry if he’s expecting more?” 
 
    “Harry doesn’t do angry. He’s a pussycat. Okay, he’s more like a big cat, a tiger, or a panther, but honestly, he’s one of the good guys. He wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    I chew my lip. Dare I go through with it?  
 
    I think of Alex. I gave him my heart, and he took it, spat on it, then threw it on the floor and stomped on it. I don’t owe him anything. 
 
    I have the chance to have sex with the most gorgeous guy in the office, if not the city, if not the world. He likes me. He wants to sleep with me. Am I really having to think twice about it? 
 
    “All right,” I say cautiously. “Tell me I’m not going to regret it.” 
 
    “Ohhh,” she says with a triumphant smile, “I’d bet every cent I own that regret would not be one of the emotions you’d feel if Harry took you home.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Harrison 
 
    The conference ends at four thirty, and it takes another thirty minutes of discussion before everyone finally leaves the room and heads for the elevators. 
 
    I collapse into a chair, and Seb, Caleb, and Elen, the other directors of Hearktech, do the same. 
 
    “That was a long day,” Elen says, “and it’s only five p.m.” 
 
    “Good though,” Seb replies. “It went well, don’t you think?” 
 
    We chat for another fifteen minutes, glad for the time to relax. While we’re having one last cup of coffee, Colette comes in and tidies up the table, collecting the unused documents and folders, and putting everything else in the trash. 
 
    Eventually, Seb rises, stretches and yawns. “I’ll just nip back to the office and then we’ll head home, shall we?” he asks Colette. 
 
    “Sure.” She smiles, and he kisses her on the cheek, then leaves. Elen gathers her stuff and follows soon after. 
 
    I finish sending an email on my laptop, then close it before realizing with some surprise that Colette’s still in the room, perching on the table. 
 
    “Sorry,” I tell her. “Didn’t realize you were waiting for me.” 
 
    Her blue eyes dance. “I understand you asked Gaby out for a drink.” 
 
    I give her a wry look. “Girl talk? Did she also tell you she turned me down?” 
 
    “Yeah, about that. She’s had second thoughts.” 
 
    I grin, and my spirits lift. “I hoped she might.” 
 
    “Can I tell her you’ll meet her at Atomic at, say, seven thirty?” 
 
    “Sounds great.” 
 
    “Okay.” She hesitates. “One more thing. And she doesn’t know I’m about to tell you this.” 
 
    “All right…” 
 
    “She’s a bit nervous.” 
 
    “Aw. Did you tell her I’m a pussycat?” 
 
    “I did, as it happens. But it’s not just that. You know I said she’d just broken up with her boyfriend.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She’s been going out with him since she was sixteen.” 
 
    “Wow. I didn’t realize people still did that.” 
 
    “Me neither. So you see, the thing is, she’s only been with the one guy.” 
 
    I stare at her. For a girl in her mid-twenties, that’s almost as unusual as being a virgin, in the circles I mix in, anyway. 
 
    “I think you can see what I’m getting at,” Colette says. “It doesn’t sound as if her ex was dynamite in bed, so you’ll have to, you know, show her the ropes.” 
 
    “Hmm.” 
 
    She grins. “I told her the idea would turn you on.” 
 
    “Did you, now?” 
 
    “Just be gentle with her, Harry. If you like her, take it slow, all right? Or she’s likely to run a mile and you won’t see her for dust.” 
 
    “Okay,” I say softly. 
 
    Her teeth tug on her bottom lip, and for a moment I think I see a touch of a blush in her cheeks. Colette Holmes, blushing! I raise my eyebrows. 
 
    “I hope you didn’t mind me saying,” she says. “It’s just… I like Gaby. She’s nice, and she’s had a tough time. She deserves better.” Her eyes twinkle. “But I could only find you, so you’ll have to do.” 
 
    “Gee, thanks.” 
 
    She laughs and walks to the door. “So, seven thirty?” 
 
    “That’s fine.” 
 
    She nods and walks out. 
 
    I put my feet up on the table, ankles crossed, and think about what she’s just told me. It’s not what I expected. After we both stated that we weren’t looking for anything long-term, I suggested having a drink to Gabriella with the idea that we chat over a glass or two of wine, then go back to her place—or my place, I’m not fussy—for some hot sex. 
 
    Most of the girls I meet know their way around the bedroom. It makes for uncomplicated fun, and I know it’s not just me who has a great time then walks away without looking back. Gone are the days when every girl was sitting at home waiting for you to phone her, and I’ve never had a crying female turn up on my doorstep demanding to know why I haven’t returned her calls. I’ve discovered that women like sex as much as men—thank goodness—and therefore I’m not ashamed to say it’s purely a physical act for me. When girls have tried to turn it into something more, it’s not taken me long to back out of the relationship. I like being free.  
 
    And yet now Colette’s telling me that I need to be gentle, and to take it slow with Gaby. I rub at a mark on the table top. Is that what I want? To have to spend time talking her into it, and to ‘show her the ropes’, as Colette put it? I’m not quite sure what she means. Gaby’s obviously not a virgin. Even if her ex was unimaginative, she said they met at high school, so he’s around the same age as her, relatively young. They must have… you know, experimented. 
 
    Or maybe they didn’t. Maybe he just thrust away in missionary, and if she had an orgasm it was more by luck than anything else. I find it difficult to believe there are still men out there like that, but I’ve had enough girls tell me I’m great in bed to convince me that even my meager talents are something worth celebrating. 
 
    I flip my pen through my fingers. I could ring Colette now and tell her to call it off. But the thing is, it doesn’t mean Gaby doesn’t like sex. I saw that heat in her eyes, and I hope that by now I can tell when a girl looks at me as if she’s trying to guess whether the size of my feet correlates to the size of another piece of my anatomy. Gaby might be shy and nervous at being with someone new, and she might need me take it slow. But she wants me. I can feel it, and anyway, she wouldn’t have agreed to meet me tonight if she wasn’t at least interested in taking it further. 
 
    I think about taking it slow, for once. Teasing her. Watching her eyes light up with surprise and shock as I show her things she’s not done before. 
 
    Hmm. Yeah. Maybe that doesn’t sound so bad after all. 
 
    My lips curve up, and I rise and grab my stuff with the intention of heading for home and getting ready for my date. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    At seven thirty, I walk into Atomic and pause just inside the door. 
 
    I’m shaking like a leaf that’s about to be eaten by a ginormous caterpillar. I can’t believe I let Colette talk me into this. I don’t need a man! Men are outdated. I don’t want to go steady, and I don’t want to get married. If I ever want a child, I’ll visit the local fertility clinic, request the sperm of a rocket scientist, and never have to think about pleasing a guy ever again. And as for sex, I’m a strong, independent woman who doesn’t need a man to fulfil her. I have a vibrator for that. 
 
    So, what am I doing here? 
 
    I glance around the bar, trying not to look like someone on a blind date who might have been stood up. It’s only now that I realize I’m not expecting him to be here. My nerves stem more from the fact that it’s going to be embarrassing turning around and walking out the door alone. 
 
    But, to my surprise, he’s already here. 
 
    He’s leaning on the bar, talking to the barman, but as my gaze falls on him, he sees me too, and he straightens and holds up a hand. Holy Goodness. He turned up. He really wants to have a drink with me. 
 
    I try to recite the list of herbs, but not a single one comes to mind. 
 
    My heart rat-a-tats on my ribs, and I feel queasy as I thread through the tables toward the bar. I should have had something to eat before I came out, but I was too nervous. I’d better not drink too much—it’s going to go straight to my head. 
 
    He watches me walk across the room, smiling. I stop before him and look up into his dark brown eyes. I should have worn heels, not my Converses, because he’s quite a bit taller than me. I’m going to get a crick in my neck. 
 
    “Hello,” I say. My voice comes out a squeak. I’ve only ever seen him in a suit, but he’s changed into jeans and a dark gray T-shirt beneath a black jacket. His hair is all ruffled, and he has a five o’clock shadow. He now looks like a bad boy, exactly the kind my mother warned me against. 
 
    “Hi.” There’s real warmth in his eyes. “I didn’t think you’d come.” 
 
    “You didn’t think I’d come?” I give a short laugh. 
 
    He doesn’t say anything, just continues to smile, and then he gestures at his glass, which holds what looks like Coke. “What can I get you?” 
 
    “Oh, um, a white wine, please?” 
 
    “Chardonnay, Pinot Gris, Sauvignon?” the barman asks. “Or a sparkling?” 
 
    “Sparkling, please.” I watch him walk to the fridge and extract the bottle, conscious that Harrison’s still watching me. 
 
    The full realization hits me then. He came. He wants a drink with me. And, if all goes well, no doubt he’s hoping that it will lead to something more. 
 
    He wants to have sex with me. With me! 
 
    A giggle rises inside me like the bubbles forming in my glass, and I press my fingers to my mouth as his eyebrows lift. “Sorry. It’s nerves.” 
 
    He chuckles. “Are you hungry? I’m starving and I haven’t eaten yet. I thought I might order a bowl of wedges or something.” 
 
    Relieved, I nod, and he orders, pushes my wallet away and pays the barman, and then indicates an empty table over by the window. The sun has set, and there’s a candle on the table, spilling orange light across the surface. There’s also a tiny vase with a couple of pink flowers. It looks oddly romantic, and I wonder whether Harrison is going to baulk at the notion of this being too much like a date. 
 
    But he just smiles and gestures to one of the chairs while he takes the other. I sit, trying to keep my breathing calm, and take a large gulp of my wine, then scold myself. Not too quick! 
 
    “So,” he says, taking a swallow from his Coke. “Why are you nervous?” 
 
    Because you’re gorgeous. Because I don’t know where this is going. Because you might want to have sex with me, and I’ve never had a one-night stand, and I’m terrified. 
 
    “Big game tonight,” I tell him, gesturing at the TV. 
 
    He grins, and we talk for a while about various sports. I confess that I was a champion swimmer at high school. Harrison tells me he was a keen sportsman at school and a great sprinter until he broke his leg in a car accident. 
 
    “So that was that,” he says. He smiles, but this time it doesn’t reach his eyes. 
 
    “Who was driving?” I ask. 
 
    He studies his glass. “My dad.” 
 
    “Was he…?” 
 
    “Oh, he’s still going strong,” he says flatly. “As far as I know.” He swigs the Coke and looks away, out into the dark night. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to—” 
 
    “He was drunk.” Harrison looks surprised at his confession. His gaze comes back to me, then returns to his glass. Maybe driving home isn’t the only reason he’s not drinking. “He was always drunk. And violent. Mum finally left him after the accident and took me and my brothers with her. I’ve only seen him twice since then.” 
 
    It’s difficult to know what to say to that. “That must have been hard for you,” I opt for. 
 
    He sits back, an arm hooked over the back of the chair, and tips his head at me. “I don’t tell many people that.” He gives me a curious look.  
 
    “I have that kind of face.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He sips his Coke. “Have you seen the new Bond movie?” 
 
    He wants to change the subject. I’m touched enough that he’s told me something so personal—I’m not going to push it. “I have. Great opening scene, I thought, with the fight on top of the building.” 
 
    We start talking about other action movies, and soon the food arrives. I tell him the chili sauce with the wedges could be hotter, and he agrees. “You like cooking?” he asks. 
 
    I grin. “I love cooking. I only really discovered it after I left home.” 
 
    “Your mum didn’t cook?” 
 
    “She did, but she’s the sort of person who sticks rigidly to a recipe, and I wasn’t allowed to experiment. I’m not that sort of cook—I make it up as I go along.” 
 
    “Me too,” he admits, surprising me. 
 
    “You cook?” 
 
    “Yeah, all the time. I find it relaxing.” 
 
    Thrilled, I start asking him about his favorite recipes, and I’m delighted to discover that his passion for food is on a similar level to mine. We eat the wedges, and I buy us another drink in spite of his protests, and the more I talk, the more I relax. He’s not at all what I thought he’d be like. He’s not arrogant or patronizing or superior; he’s funny and clever and interesting. And best of all, he makes me feel interesting. That takes some doing, the way I’ve been feeling. 
 
    At one point, we come to the end of a line of conversation, and I sit back in my chair and give him a puzzled look. 
 
    “What?” He dips his last potato wedge into the remains of the sauce before eating it. 
 
    “I’m having a good time,” I tell him. 
 
    “You sound surprised.” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    “You didn’t think you would?” 
 
    “I thought…” I don’t know what to say without insulting him, but then decide I might as well be honest. “I thought you’d chat me up and fill the conversation with sexual innuendo, and then tell me you’d booked a motel room or something. You haven’t, have you?” 
 
    “No.” He looks as if he doesn’t know whether to be amused or insulted. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to offend,” I say hastily. “I’ve not done this before, that’s all.” 
 
    His expression softens. “I know. Colette said as much.” 
 
    “She did?” I feel my cheeks burn. Did she tell him I’ve only ever slept with one other guy? 
 
    “I’m flattered,” he says. “That you’re here with me tonight. Whatever happens, I’ve had a good time.” His eyes are honest. He means it. 
 
    “Thank you,” I whisper. 
 
    He pushes his empty glass away. “Want to go for a walk along the river?” 
 
    Surprised, I say, “Sure,” and I rise and slip on my jacket. We head out of the bar, and cross the street toward the waterfront. 
 
    Without asking, Harrison takes my hand. His large, warm fingers close around mine, and I find myself suddenly breathless. It’s the first time he’s touched me, and even this innocent gesture sends shivers skittering up my spine. 
 
    I don’t know where this is going. Ultimately, nowhere, is the answer. In a few weeks’ time, I’ll be putting this city behind me, and whatever happens tonight will become a distant memory. 
 
    But the next few hours… Anticipation surrounds us like glitter tossed in the air. What’s he going to do? Will he ask me to go back to his place? I don’t know if I can go through with it, but the excitement of having the option, of pretending that I’m brave enough to spend the night with this man, is enough to make me glad I came tonight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Harrison 
 
    The spring evening air runs light fingers over us as we approach the river, and Gabriella shivers. Or is it caused by the touch of my skin on hers? I held her hand without thinking, and she didn’t protest, but I suppose it could have been interpreted as possessive or forward considering we’re only out for a drink. 
 
    She still doesn’t say anything, though, so I make the most of the contact. Her hand is slim-boned and feels small in mine. Strange how such an innocuous touch can feel so intimate when it’s the first. And maybe the only. Gabriella is shy and clearly nervous, and I can’t imagine this evening is going to end in anything more than a goodbye kiss on the cheek. But that’s okay. I’ve actually had an enjoyable evening. She’s spirited and funny, and she has a brain in her head, so she has an opinion on most subjects, as well as being happy to listen to others. 
 
    It’s a shame, though, that a passing friendship is probably all that will come out of tonight. She looks stunning. I’ve only ever seen her in smart work clothes, but she looks younger and even sexier, surprisingly, in tight jeans and a pale pink sweater that clings in all the right places. Her long, chocolate-brown hair lifts in the breeze, and I imagine it would feel like a handful of silk ribbons if I were to run my fingers through it. She’s wearing a dark-gray eyeshadow smudged over her lids, her lashes are long and dark, her lips bear a pale pink lipstick that matches her sweater, and she looks sultry and sexy. I want to push her up against the railings, press my body against hers, and kiss her, hard. I don’t, though. I’m far too polite for that. 
 
    She’s talking about her upcoming trip, and I drag my attention away from her lips and concentrate on what she’s saying. She’s starting in London and travelling around Europe. She talks about all the different food she’s going to try. She loves pasta, and is looking forward to going to Italy. 
 
    “Me too,” I tell her. “I bought a great Italian cookbook a few years ago that has some superb pasta recipes in. I don’t follow them, of course, but they’re a great starting point. You’ll have to come and see my kitchen one day.” 
 
    I genuinely mean it—I love my kitchen, but it makes her laugh. “What a great chat up line!” 
 
    I feel embarrassed. “It wasn’t supposed to be…” 
 
    “I mean it, Harry. If anything’s going to convince me to go back to a guy’s place, it’s food!” 
 
    I’m not sure whether she’s joking, so I just smile. 
 
    We walk quietly for a while. Usually, I’m too caught up in getting from A to B to take notice of my surroundings, but the scene before me is playing a great backdrop to the drama unfolding between us. The moon is nearly full, shining just above the cherry trees in the park, and its reflection lies on the surface of the river like a silver coin. Even though it’s dark, there are plenty of people around, sitting outside the bars and restaurants, cycling along the river path, or just walking, like us, enjoying each other’s company. 
 
    It’s been a nice evening, but it can’t last forever. We’re not far from where I parked my car, and I think maybe it’s time I headed to my apartment. 
 
    “How did you get here tonight?” I ask her. “Want a lift home? My car’s just around the corner.” 
 
    She looks across the river and presses her lips together. The moon highlights a silver strip along the edge of her nose. 
 
    “I’ve had a lovely time,” I say gently, sensing her awkwardness. “Thank you for coming out for a drink. I hope you enjoyed yourself, too.” 
 
    “I did.” She blinks a few times, looking around. Then she turns her face up to mine. The color has been bleached from her eyes, and the pale discs send a shiver down my spine. 
 
    I wait for her to say goodbye and walk off in the other direction. But she doesn’t. 
 
    She takes the edges of my jacket in her hands. Moves closer. Then lifts onto her tiptoes, and presses her lips to mine. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting it, and for a moment I don’t move. I’m completely shocked. Her lips are cool, and she gives me four or five soft kisses, maybe waiting to see if I’ll respond. 
 
    When I don’t, she moves back. “Garbage,” she says, and releases my jacket. She looks terrified. “Star anise,” she mumbles. 
 
    That makes me laugh, and my brain shudders into gear. Before she can move away, I take her hands in mine. I turn her, gently, so she’s resting against the waist-high railings, her back to the river. I cup her face with my hands, and note the way she inhales deeply, her eyes widening. And then, before she can escape, I lower my lips to hers. 
 
    Gabriella exhales, and it comes out as a delightful moan that sends all the hairs on the back of my neck—as well as other pieces of my anatomy—rising. I remind myself that we’re in public, in full view of those strolling by the river, but nobody seems to be paying us any attention, and anyway I don’t want to stop, so I decide not to.  
 
    I touch my tongue to her bottom lip, and she parts them and allows me access, sighing again as I sweep my tongue into her mouth. I thread my hands through her hair—I was right, it does feel like silk ribbons, such a sensual feeling that it sends all my senses spinning. I feel all-consumed by this girl, overwhelmed by the taste of her, the subtle smell of her perfume, the warmth of her skin, the feel of her hands sliding around my waist and splaying on my back. 
 
    I like her, and in an alternate dimension, this could have been something more permanent and lasting, but in this reality, it’s not possible. There’s only here and now, but fortunately that’s more than enough to keep me interested. 
 
    Ahhh, the bliss of kissing a woman, of the first touch, of sharing that intimacy with the anticipation of more to come. And I want more. Hunger is rising in me. I want to take her back to my place. I want to peel each piece of clothing from her until she’s naked before me, then press my lips to every inch of her, until she’s gasping for breath, and she’s begging me to take her. And then I want to make love to her, slowly, drawing out our pleasure until she’s crying out for relief. 
 
    I want her. The question is… is that what she wants, too? 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    Harrison’s kissing me like there’s no tomorrow—actually like the world’s going to end in about five minutes. I’ve never been kissed like it. It makes me feel like a movie star and a sex goddess and like the most desirable woman on earth, which isn’t bad considering I’m pretty ordinary really. 
 
    It’s only now that I’m beginning to realize how much the spark had gone out of my relationship with Alex. I loved him, and I think he loved me, but we’d been together for ten years, and, somewhere along the way, we’d taken each other for granted. Sex had gone from every night to three times a week to once a week if we were lucky. Life had taken us over, and I don’t think either of us had realized it until someone else showed him how different it could be. 
 
    Until now, I’ve been blaming Alex for cheating on me, and that hasn’t changed. But it’s only as Harrison kisses me that I accept that maybe, just maybe, a little bit of it was my fault too. 
 
    He moves back, and as I stare up at him, I’m sure the stars that are popping out across the night sky must be reflected in my eyes. 
 
    “Mmm,” he murmurs, wrapping his arms around me. “Nice.” 
 
    “I’ll second that.” I feel shivery and tingly and throbby in all the right places. Goodness, my old relationship was so dull. It’s been so long since being with Alex made me feel like this. When we were teens, I used to idolize him, but as we moved through our twenties, I grew frustrated because he wouldn’t pick up his socks or be bothered to shave or scrub the toilet after he’d been in there, and gradually, the magic died. 
 
    As Harrison touches his lips to mine again, as if we’re two strong magnets and he can’t keep away, I remind myself that this is only exciting because it’s new. No doubt if I lived with him for ten years, he’d also wind me up in a dozen different ways. 
 
    But I don’t have to worry about that. This relationship has all the benefits without any of the disadvantages. It’s all about the zing—the initial contact, the electricity. Screw the issues that come with living with someone—who needs that? Suddenly, I see the appeal in having a one-night stand. No wonder some people do this all the time. You could easily get addicted to this sort of buzz. 
 
    Harrison’s kissing me leisurely now, dipping his tongue into my mouth, making me shiver and shudder. My nipples feel tight and sensitive in my bra. When he eventually lifts his head again to look at me, I know the unspoken question he wants to ask. 
 
    I’d already prepared myself for the reply, or I wouldn’t have kissed him in the first place—I’m not a prick tease. But now I give it without hesitation. 
 
    “Yes,” I whisper. 
 
    He looks into my eyes, apparently surprised by that.  
 
    “I want you,” I tell him honestly. “And I know I’m nervous and I’ll probably make a fool of myself more than once, and I appreciate how you’ve been tonight, going slow for me, but I want you to know that if we go back to your place, I know what I’m going there for. You don’t have to serenade me to get me into bed, Harrison. Your kisses and your touch are incentive enough.” 
 
    A wide, sexy grin spreads across his face. He takes my hand. And without another word, he leads me away from the river toward the road. 
 
    His car is parked around the corner, and we’re lucky it’s a nice part of town because it’s a gorgeous BMW M4 convertible, which would easily have lost its wheels in other, less salubrious, areas.  
 
    Harrison unlocks it with a click of a button, and opens the passenger door for me. I slide inside, my heart beating like a bass drum as he circles the car and gets in beside me. 
 
    He shuts the door, then blows out a breath and looks across at me. This close to him, in the intimate atmosphere of the car, I feel a surge of nerves and excitement as his sparkling eyes meet mine. 
 
    “Sure about this?” he asks. 
 
    Am I sure? Do I really want to go home with this man, to let him kiss me, take off my clothes, touch my body with his warm hands? Let him move inside me? 
 
    Heck, yeah. 
 
    “Yes, please,” I answer, somewhat tamely. 
 
    He smiles. “My place okay?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    He nods, starts the engine, puts the car into drive, and pulls away. 
 
    We slide into the dark night. Harrison navigates the still-busy streets with ease. He’s a competent guy, at work and at leisure, and I have no doubt he’ll be great in the sack. 
 
    I swallow down my nerves. There’s no point in worrying about my own performance. As Colette says, I’m sure he’ll enjoy showing me what he likes. After all, if it was a pro he was after, he’d have run a mile when Colette told him I’d only been with one guy. 
 
    He reaches out and takes my hand. “Are you okay? You’ve gone quiet.” 
 
    “Just… thinking,” I murmur. 
 
    “Having second thoughts?” 
 
    “No! I swear. Just…” I decide to be honest. “A bit nervous, that’s all. It’s not every day a girl like me gets propositioned by gorgeous sexy guys.” 
 
    “Then there’s something wrong with the rest of the male population. You should be receiving at least twenty propositions a day.” 
 
    I nudge his arm with my elbow. “Flattery will get you everywhere.” 
 
    “I’m counting on it.” He signals and takes the next left. “I’m serious, though. I find it difficult to believe I’m the first who’s asked you out since you broke up with your boyfriend.” 
 
    “Well, you are.” 
 
    “I’m amazed.” 
 
    “I don’t know, Colette says it’s all about signals. Everyone’s sending them, and when we’re single, the signals are open invites, and when we don’t want a partner, it’s like having a neon sign on your forehead flashing ‘Get lost.’ I wasn’t looking for a partner, so I suppose I had the neon sign.” 
 
    “Didn’t put me off,” he says. 
 
    “Yeah. Strange, that.” 
 
    He grins, turns the car into an underground car park, and parks in the corner. “Come on,” he says when the engine goes quiet. “Come and see my kitchen.” 
 
    We take the elevator up, and although he’s not in the penthouse, we walk out into a huge apartment with a perfect view of the city. He flicks on a few lights, and I’m surprised to find it homey in spite of its size. There’s a large cream rug in front of a gas fire, a stylish cream suite, and what looks like antique oak furniture scattered around the place, including a large oak dining table and eight chairs. 
 
    “Do you entertain much here?” I ask him. I’m rewarded with a wry smile. “I meant guests,” I clarify, “not women.” 
 
    “Sometimes. The four of us take turns entertaining clients from time to time.”  
 
    It’s funny to think of Harrison and the others having lives outside the office. When you see someone day in, day out, it’s the same as seeing your teachers at school—you can’t imagine them relaxing, or meeting friends. 
 
    He leads the way over to the huge kitchen. It has every mod con available, and although it’s clean, it looks well used, with jars of herbs scattered across the worktop, and what must be his favorite cooking utensils piled at the end rather than laid neatly in a drawer. He opens the fridge, and I see all kinds of exotic foodstuffs in there—ten different cheeses, six kinds of mushrooms, some fruit I don’t even know the names of. I love it. 
 
    He pops open a bottle of bubbly from the fridge. It’s only as he pours it into two glasses that I see the name on the bottle—Veuve Clicquot. It’s real French champagne. Incredible. 
 
    Acting like I’m offered several-hundred-dollar bottles of wine all the time and not like a person who only buys what’s on special offer that week, I accept the glass, inhale its aroma, and sip it. “It’s lovely.” 
 
    He has a swallow. “Mmm.” His tone is approving, but dismissive enough to tell me he drinks wine like this all the time. 
 
    His attention is all focused on me. He moves toward me now, making me back up against the kitchen counter. My heart begins to hammer as if someone’s playing my ribs like a xylophone, and a tsunami of excitement and panic sweeps over me. He’s so tall, and incredibly handsome. But he looks so… dangerous. At work, he’s like James Bond, suave and sophisticated in his suit, and it’s easy to forget he can kill men with his little finger. James, that is, not Harrison. I don’t know if my boss has that skill, but I’m betting he has an impressive concealed weapon. 
 
    The champagne bubbles have nothing on the giggles rising inside me, but the look in Harrison’s eyes pops them, leaving me giddy with passion. 
 
    “Don’t be nervous,” he murmurs. 
 
    I shake my head, but it’s a pointless protest, because I clearly am. 
 
    He moves closer, and now I’m pinned between him and the worktop. “You don’t have to do anything,” he continues, dropping his head to brush his lips up my cheekbone to my ear. “I’m happy to take over. Would you like me to take over, Gabriella?” 
 
    I shiver, and give a tiny nod. 
 
    He touches his tongue to my ear. “You’ve had a tough time lately, and I think you deserve a treat, don’t you?” 
 
    I close my eyes. “Um… I guess.” 
 
    “I do. I think you deserve a treat. So tonight, I’m going to give you a fantastic orgasm—several, hopefully—and then I’m going to make love to you as slowly as I can manage it. I’m going to give you the best sex of your life, and wipe all memories of that idiot out of your mind, until the only images in your head are of me and the pleasure I’m going to give you.” 
 
    He kisses back to my mouth. “How does that sound?” His breath is hot on my lips. 
 
    I’m reciting herbs so fast in my head they’re just a jumble of syllables. How did Colette ever dare to describe this man as a pussycat? He’s one hundred percent a king of the pride, and oh my goodness, I think I’m going to die from excitement. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Harrison 
 
    I meant every word I said. I’ve never felt so determined about anything in my life. Gabriella’s ex didn’t deserve her, and I’m going to make sure that whenever she thinks about him, it’s only to compare him to me, and find him wanting. 
 
    She gives a helpless little squeak that sends heat surging through me. I crush my lips to hers, and lose myself in the kiss, in the sweetness and warmth of her mouth, as our tongues dart and slide, and she lifts her arms around my neck and presses up against me. 
 
    She might be shy, and nervous about sleeping with another guy, but she’s not reluctant. I like that. I like how she moans against my lips, and how she threads her hands through my hair. And how she pushes her hips against mine. Pinning her against the worktop, I make sure that she’s in no doubt as to how aroused I am and how much I want her as I rock my hips and press my erection against her soft mound. 
 
    I do want to take this slow and make the most of the night, but equally I want her naked. Every guy’s dilemma. I lift my head reluctantly, slip one arm behind her shoulders, then bend and scoop her up into my arms. 
 
    She squeals. “You’ll drop me!” 
 
    “Only if you wriggle. Pick up our glasses.” 
 
    She does so, and then I carry her through the living room and into my bedroom. 
 
    I tidied up earlier, just in case I got lucky, and I’m pleased now as she looks around and exclaims in delight. It’s a man’s bedroom—there are no sheer curtains or colored pillows or mobiles in the windows, but I had a designer in to decorate it, and I’m pleased with the dark, sensual burgundies and the chocolate browns, so like Gabriella’s hair. 
 
    I walk over to the window and dip her so she can place the wine glasses on the bedside table. Then I lower her feet to the floor, and let her slide down until our bodies are flush. Finally, I slide my hands beneath her pale-pink sweater. I don’t find skin though—my hands glide across something silky and slippery. 
 
    I nuzzle her neck. “Interesting. What have you got on under here?” I explore with my fingers, finding a variety of fabrics—satin, lace, ribbon, and my thumb brushes against the base of her breasts and finds the cups underwired. Incredible, that’s hot. I love sexy lingerie. 
 
    “Mmm, Harrison…” 
 
    “Harry,” I remind her. 
 
    “I can’t call you Harry. You’re my boss.” 
 
    I laugh and start pulling her sweater up her body. “I’m also going to be your lover in about ten minutes, so I think it’s okay.” 
 
    I lift the sweater over her head, and drop it onto the chair in the corner of the room. The moon’s just visible above us, and her arms and shoulders glow in the pearly light. To my delight, she’s wearing a sexy cream bodysuit, with lace cups joined to the satin body. 
 
    “Wow.” I stand back, my hands on her hips, and admire her for a moment. 
 
    “You like?” 
 
    “I do.” My gaze returns to her face. The moon has almost bleached all the color out of the room, and she looks like a black-and-white photo, like an old-fashioned starlet. Still, I can see the blush in her cheeks as she lets me admire her. 
 
    Cupping her face, I kiss her, and then when she leans against me, splaying her hands on my chest, I move my arms around her. I slide my hands down her silky body, then forward to undo the button of her jeans. 
 
    She lets me push them down, toes off her shoes, and kicks the whole lot to one side. This time when I rest my hands on her hips they skim over the satin to her soft butt. 
 
    “Goodness.” Just the feel of her is enough to send my blood thundering through my veins. Unable to hold in a prehistoric growl of passion, I reverse her to the bed. When she meets the mattress, she falls onto her butt with a gasp. 
 
    Standing in front of her, I undo my jeans and take them off, then grab a handful of my T-shirt at the back of my neck and rip it off. Gabriella’s eyes are so wide it wouldn’t have surprised me if her eyeballs had popped out and rolled along the ground like a cartoon character’s. I would have laughed, but I’m too far gone for that. I want her, I want to taste her, I want to be inside her, and as she lies back and lifts her arms over her head, stretching out on the bed, I have to stop myself from just leaping on her and taking her in ten seconds flat. 
 
    First things, first. I climb onto the bed and lower down on top of her, and look into her eyes as our two almost-naked bodies press together. Her lips part, and she’s breathing quickly, so it seems as if she’s as turned on as I am at this moment. 
 
    I kiss her, leisurely, taking time to touch my tongue to her lips before delving it inside and tasting the sweetness of her mouth. I kiss her cheekbones and her nose, her eyebrows and eyelids, and up her jaw to her ear, where I suck the lobe into my mouth. She sighs, her hips automatically pushing up so she’s arousing herself against me. Interested in that movement, I shift so I’m lying right between her legs, and she draws up her knees. I give little thrusts, gently grinding the base of my erection through my boxers against her clit through the satin bodysuit. Gabriella moans and clenches her fingers in my hair, and I know I was right—she’s so turned on she’s close to coming. What a little sex kitten. 
 
    “Harrison…” she whispers. 
 
    “Mmm.” Delighted, I kiss her deeply, and I cup her breast and rub my thumb across her nipple. She shivers, so I do it again, more firmly this time, tugging the sensitive skin between my fingers through the satin. A few more rocks of my hips, and she braces her hands on my shoulders as if she wants me to stop, but I don’t, and then she stills, and I cover her mouth with mine and drink in her long gasps of pleasure. 
 
    When she’s done, I lift my head and look into her eyes again. 
 
    “Jeez,” she says, blushing scarlet. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    I laugh and kiss her nose. “For what?” 
 
    “Well, you know, not being able to wait.” 
 
    “Honey, I’m flattered. The more orgasms the merrier.” I lift up, and begin to kiss down her neck. “This is a very sexy piece of lingerie. But I think it’s time to see what’s beneath it.”  
 
    I slide the strap off her shoulder and kiss the bare skin. Then I slide the other one off. Slowly, I pull them down her body, gradually revealing inch after inch of creamy skin. When I reach her breasts, I think we both hold our breath as I peel the lace from them. 
 
    Her nipples are medium sized, a pinky brown color. I rub a thumb across one, and it feels like velvet. I sigh. “Gabriella… You are perfect.” 
 
    “I’m really not,” she mumbles, and then she catches her breath as I pluck it gently until it peaks. I do the same to the other one, and when they’re hard like beads, I lower my head and take one in my mouth. 
 
    It’s difficult to describe to women how much joy their breasts bring to men. They fascinate us. I guess it’s because we don’t have them, but it goes deeper than that. I’ve heard experts say men are attracted to a shapely figure because it appeals to the prehistoric desire for a perfect mother to bear our children. I don’t know about that—I’m not interested in kids and I’ve never referred to a girl’s hips as being great for childbearing—but I get their point. It’s desire in its most primeval sense, and the caveman inside me rears up and roars as I trace my tongue around Gabriella’s nipples and take them in my mouth. 
 
    Goodness, she’s turning me feral. I’m a modern man; I’m respectful to women; I buy them dinner before I harass them, and I always make sure they have an orgasm first. But at the moment, I feel like dragging Gabriella by her hair onto the floor, turning her onto all fours, and taking my pleasure from her beautiful body. She’s making me burn. I’m going to have to make her come again, because when I eventually let myself go, the heat inside me is going to turn us both to ashes, and there’ll be no coming back from that. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    I feel hot, sweaty, and sticky, but for some reason it only seems to be turning Harrison on. He’s finally moved on from my breasts, leaving the nipples bright red and hard as marbles, and he’s now kissing down my belly as he peels back the bodysuit, revealing my skin. 
 
    “Lift up,” he directs when he reaches my hips, and I lift my butt so he can slide the bodysuit down. He removes it and tosses it onto the chair in the corner, then shifts between my legs and pushes up my knees. 
 
    “Um…” I say, lifting up onto my elbows when I realize what he’s going to do, but he ignores me, lowers his head, and then immediately I feel his tongue brush up through my folds. I groan and fall onto my back, and cover my face with my hands. 
 
    Harrison gives the sexiest groan I’ve ever heard from a man, the kind a woman gives when she’s eating chocolate fudge brownie ice cream, and he buries his mouth in me, sliding his tongue deep inside. I shudder, and then discover I have no control over the speech center of my brain as I gasp and moan each time he licks and sucks me. I can’t help it—the feeling is amazing. It’s not the first time I’ve had a guy go down on me, so I don’t know why it feels a billion times better—maybe it’s because I can’t believe a man like Harrison would want to do something like this for me, but he’s not only doing it, it sounds as if he’s enjoying it, and so perhaps that’s what’s such a turn on. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he mutters as I arch my back, and he slides two fingers inside me. With his other hand, he strokes up through my sensitive flesh, then presses at the top and gives a satisfied grunt before covering my clit with his tongue. I inhale and find I can’t breathe out as he swirls the tip of his tongue there, sending pleasurable sensations skittering through me. 
 
    “Harry…” I whisper, and it turns into a long sigh as I open my eyes to see his dark head between my pale thighs. 
 
    He moves back to watch his fingers sliding in and out of me. “You’re so amazing.” He circles his thumb over my clit, watching me to see my reaction. “Down here, you’re beautiful. Swollen and pink and glistening.” 
 
    “Oh goodness, don’t.” 
 
    “It’s hot. I want to slide right into you and thrust you into next week, but I’m going to wait, because I want you to come again.” 
 
    I just groan. 
 
    “Don’t you want to come again?” he asks.  
 
    “No,” I lie. 
 
    “Well, you don’t have any choice in it. I’m going to tease you with my tongue and my fingers until you have the most amazing climax of your life. Are you ready?” 
 
    I cover my face with my hands again. Why are his words reducing me to a quivering heap of lust? 
 
    “Tell me what you like,” he says huskily, stroking his fingers in and out of me. “Tell me how to pleasure you, Gabriella.” 
 
    “Mmm, ohhh, you seem to know the answer to your own question.” 
 
    “Come on. Tell me. Short, quick flicks like this?” He demonstrates with his tongue. “Or slow and steady, like this?” He slides his tongue down and up with agonizing slowness. 
 
    “Ohhh… Yes, both are nice, but slow is… mmm… yes…” 
 
    “Like this?” 
 
    “Mmm…” My orgasm is seconds away. How many muscles do I have down there? Because it feels like I have a thousand, and each one is tensing in turn, forming a tiny wave that is gradually building in size, threatening to sweep me away. 
 
    He must realize, because he slows down, dipping the tip of his tongue right inside me, then brushing it up through my folds. Then he blows hot breath on the area, making me groan and squirm. I slide my hands into his hair and clench my fingers there.  
 
    “It’s coming, sweetheart,” he promises. “Just relax. It’ll be even better like this.” 
 
    Better?  
 
    It’s not easy to relax because I’m so tense, but I try, letting my thighs fall wide open and abandoning myself to him. He licks and sucks, and I just feel everything start to tighten when he lifts his head. 
 
    I give a deep groan. He strokes my thigh in response, then dips his head, teasing me with his tongue until once again I start to tighten. And once again he moves back. 
 
    “Ohhh…” I’m close to begging him now. In fact, I decide it’s worth a try. “Oh, please…” 
 
    But he does this three or four more times, and each time I seem to get a fraction closer before he stops. I’m so frustrated by now that I’m panting and aching. Desperate to climax, I slide my hand between my legs, but he captures it with a growl and pulls it aside. 
 
    “Just for that, I’m going to do it twice more,” he announces. 
 
    “Harry,” I wail, but he ignores me and flicks his tongue across my clit. 
 
    He’s torturing me—he’s literally trying to kill me with sexual pleasure. I clutch at his hair again, but he’s completely in control, and I can only lie there and let him do what he wants with me, until I’m gasping and crying out for release. 
 
    “All right, baby,” he murmurs, “here we go.” He slides his fingers back inside me, then covers my clit with his mouth. This time, he sucks, and he doesn’t stop. 
 
    I wait for my orgasm to crash into me like a speeding train—but it doesn’t. Instead, and I can’t believe I’m thinking this, it feels almost spiritual, and suddenly I can see why the lotus blossom is so popular in literature because that’s how it feels, like the blossoming of a flower, petals unfurling inside me, blooming and radiating through all my muscles in such sweet agony that when I finally clench inside, it almost hurts and makes me cry out, and I’m sure there are real tears on my cheeks.  
 
    But it’s not just the physical pleasure, it’s because he’s taken the time to pleasure me, as if I’m something beautiful, worth worshipping, worth spending time on, and that’s a treasure that fills me with a glow I know isn’t only physical. 
 
    I clench, and I gasp, and clench, and gasp, and it goes on forever, and I think I’m going to pass out from pleasure, and then finally it stops and I fall back onto the bed and cover my face with my arms, limp and boneless, utterly exhausted. 
 
    Below me, the mattress dips. Harrison shifts on the bed, and there’s rustling of clothing and the sound of a packet opening, and then he moves up and leans over me. 
 
    “Incredible,” he says. “I’ve worn her out.” 
 
    That prompts a laugh from me, and I lower my arms and look into his smiling eyes. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’ve done to deserve you,” I tell him. “I must have performed miracles in a previous life or something.” 
 
    “Possibly.” He guides the tip of his erection between my legs, and I feel it press at my entrance. “Even angels deserve a good idiot every now and again.” 
 
    I laugh, but it ends in an abrupt gasp as he pushes forward and sheathes himself in one smooth thrust. I’m so swollen and wet that there’s no friction at all, and he’s right inside me, balls deep, all the way up. 
 
    My eyes fly open, and I shiver at his hot gaze. There are flecks of orange around his brown irises, and it makes me feel as if I’m being consumed by fire. 
 
    He touches his lips to mine. “I want to stay here forever. Like this. Can I?” He kisses me again. “Can I chain you to this bed and just forget you for the rest of my life?” 
 
    “Yes.” I mean it with every fiber of my being. “Goodness, yes.” I give a laugh of sheer pleasure. “Where are the handcuffs?” 
 
    His gaze turns lava-hot. “Don’t tempt me.” 
 
    “I am going to tempt you, Harry. I can’t believe I was brave enough to go through with this, but I’m here, and you’re inside me, and I’m about to get messed senseless by a god.” I give him a hopeful look. “Are you going to mess me senseless?” 
 
    “If that’s the way you want it, definitely.” 
 
     “Yes,” I say again, and I wrap my legs around his waist and kiss him fiercely. I really have won the lottery of love. 
 
    Of lust, I remind myself. Not of love. 
 
    I push the thought away, feeling dizzy, feeling reckless. “We might as well make the most of it. Take me, Harry. Idiot my brains out. Idiot me so hard I won’t be able to walk in the morning. Idiot me all night if you want. Any way you want. I give you permission. Use me. Make me your sex slave. Just for tonight, I’m all yours, one hundred percent.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Harrison 
 
    I narrow my eyes at her. “You should think carefully before you make an offer like that.” 
 
    “I don’t care.” Her eyes are wild with excitement. 
 
    “You don’t know me,” I warn. “You don’t know what I’m really like.” 
 
    I’m still inside her, but as much as I want to thrust, I keep my hips still. Her words have lit a fire deep within me, but we don’t know each other, not really, and I can’t tell if she’s just playing, if it’s all words. 
 
    She blinks and bites her bottom lip. Incredible, I’ve made her nervous, and I didn’t mean to do that. “I know you’d never hurt me,” she whispers, probably more out of hope than knowledge that it’s the truth. 
 
    I settle down on my elbows and make myself comfortable. I brush my lips against hers and start moving my hips, thrusting slowly inside her.  
 
    “No,” I tell her, “I would never hurt you. But I’m only human, and I’m a man. There’s enough testosterone coursing through my veins at the moment to make a woman faint at twenty paces. You can’t offer yourself to a guy like that unless you mean it.” 
 
    “What makes you think I don’t mean it?” Her shyness has vanished again as she realizes I’m playing with her. The look in her eyes is bold, challenging. “I’ve never had sex like this. And if I only have you for one night, I want it all.” 
 
    I nibble her bottom lip. “Do you have any idea how many positions I can think of to forget you in?” 
 
    She laughs and slides her hands down my back to grab my butt. “I have a pretty good imagination.” 
 
    “I can think of lots, Gaby. Maybe hundreds. I can think of enough to keep you as a sex slave for a month. If not a year.” 
 
    Her eyes take on a helpless look. “Oh.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t be able to stand the pleasure.” I kiss up her jaw to her ear and run my tongue around it. “I’d wear you out in two weeks.” 
 
    “What a way to go, though.” She shudders, and I feel her clench around me. 
 
    I grunt and give a deeper thrust, and her eyes fly wide again. “But I’d probably shock you,” I say absently. She’s hot and wet and tight. This is heaven. 
 
    “I want to be shocked.” 
 
    “Do you?” I get the feeling her ex wasn’t adventurous in the bedroom. “How shocked, Gaby?” 
 
    Her lips curve under mine. “Very.” 
 
    “Okay.” I’m enjoying this. I’m having to keep tight control, otherwise I’d come in seconds. I try not to concentrate on the sensations spiraling through me and focus instead on Gaby’s eyes. “How many different places would you like to get messed?” 
 
    She opens her mouth for a moment to my deep kiss, then says, “Places in the apartment? Or places on my body?” 
 
    “Both.” 
 
    She looks into my eyes as I slide inside her. I hold her gaze, letting her know I’m not kidding. She lifts her arms above her head and stretches beneath me, and I sense a change in her—her thighs loosen, and she tilts up her hips to welcome me in. She’s giving herself over to me—she’s completely mine at this point. “Every place,” she whispers. 
 
    Heat surges through me, and my hips start thrusting harder, in spite of my brain’s attempt to stay calm. “Are you sure?” I run my tongue along her bottom lip. “You want me to harass this pretty little mouth?” 
 
    She laughs. “You’re so filthy. They were right in the lunchroom.” 
 
    “I don’t know why they’re talking about me in the lunchroom. I’ve never slept with anyone at the office.” 
 
    “I think it’s more hopeful fantasizing.” 
 
    I smirk and kiss her. “Well?” 
 
    “Yes, Harry. I’d like you to mess my mouth.” Her cheekbones stain red, but her eyes are bright. 
 
    I kiss around to her ear while I stroke my hand down her body to her hip. Then I move it around to her butt. “What about here?” I slide my fingers down between her cheeks as far as I can reach and tease the area there. 
 
    “I… mmm… I’ve never…” 
 
    Waa-hey, an anal virgin. The thought of introducing her to that makes my head spin. “Would you like to?” 
 
    “I did say, Harry. Every place.” She’s breathing hard now. 
 
    “Does that turn you on? The thought of giving yourself over to me? Of letting me do whatever I want to this sweet body?” 
 
    She groans.  
 
    I shift the angle of my hips so I’m grinding against her, enjoying the way her lips part and her eyelids flutter. I’m not going to be able to hold back much longer. She’s spread out before me, all soft and hot and wet, and her excitement is a turn on I hadn’t expected. 
 
    I lift up onto my hands and push up her knees, and now when I thrust, I’m plunging down into her. Gaby cries out, and a sexy flush spreads up from her chest as her blood heats up. 
 
    “Yes,” she says, panting, tightening her hands in my hair. “Oh idiot, yes.” 
 
    I hadn’t meant to be rough, but every time I move, she reacts with such a sexy groan that eventually I give in and let my body take over. I pound into her with deep, hard thrusts, and the air is filled with the sexy slurp and suck of me plunging into her where she’s so wet, the slap of my hips against the back of her thighs, and my grunts and her cries of pleasure. 
 
    She claws at my back, and I drop my mouth briefly to her breasts and suck hard on her nipples before returning to her lips where I kiss her, groaning at the way she darts her tongue inside. 
 
    “Oh goodness,” she whispers, “oh my goodness, oh goodness,” and I know what she means, because it’s hot and sweaty and sexy as idiot, and she’s the hottest chick I’ve ever met. I’m having to hang onto the headboard as I drive into her, but it’s banging against the wall, and I think I might be thrusting her head against the board too but she’s not complaining, and I can’t do anything about it because I’m going to come, and there’s not a lot I can do about it. My balls tighten, heat rushes through me, and then I feel every spasm as fluid bursts from me in jet after hot jet, so many times that for a moment I worry the condom isn’t going to be able to hold it all. 
 
    I feel Gabriella’s gaze on me as the climax rolls over me, and her hands are so tight in my hair I think she might have pulled a few handfuls out at the roots. I open my eyes and look into hers. She’s smiling, but I don’t think she’s come yet, so I continue to thrust, making sure I’m grinding against her. Her eyes widen again, her mouth forms an O, and then her eyelids flutter shut. I pick up the pace again, slamming the headboard against the wall, and the orgasm that never really finished continues to ripple through me when Gaby finally comes, milking every last drop out of me with pulse after pulse of excruciating clenches that leave me shuddering and groaning when she eventually collapses back onto the bed. 
 
    “Ow,” is the first thing she says. “My head.” 
 
    I have been banging her against the headboard. I curse as she starts laughing, each contraction of her muscles squeezing my already sensitive cock, and I withdraw from her, then fall onto my back. 
 
    “Stop complaining,” I tell her, panting, pulling her tightly against me. “You wanted one hundred percent.” 
 
    “I didn’t know it involved driving me into the next apartment.” 
 
    That makes me laugh, and soon the two of us are chuckling away, too exhausted to do anything but lie there and let the sleepy after-sex hormones creep over us. 
 
    “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” I mumble. 
 
    “Of course not. Slight bruising to the skull notwithstanding. And tomorrow I’ll be walking as if I’ve been horse-riding.” 
 
    “I seem to recall you requesting that. I aim to please.” 
 
    “Mmm. Yes, you do, Harrison.” She rests her head on my shoulder. “You really do.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    I lie in Harrison’s arms, and drift in that pleasurable world between waking and sleeping. My body still seems to be humming, like a tuning fork struck some time ago that continues to bear an inaudible vibration for ages after it’s struck. I feel all loose and limp, as if I’ve run a marathon and collapsed at the finish line. Not that I’ve ever run a marathon. The thought makes me want to giggle, but I’m too exhausted even to do that. 
 
    My head, though, is whirring, filled with images of what we’ve just done, as well as thinking about what to do now. I want to stay here forever. But is he expecting me to get up and leave? How long have I been lying here? Maybe thirty minutes or so. What’s the protocol for one-night stands? Surely, it’s okay to bask in the afterglow for a while, but is there a period after which it’s awkward to stay? 
 
    Colette told me that the three male directors don’t appreciate women who distract them from their work, and even though it worked out for her, I’m under no illusions that this night with Harrison is anything more than a one-night stand. He wanted to take me to bed, and he’s done that. He’s quenched his thirst, and as soon as he rouses he might be restless for me to leave. The last thing I want to do is overstay my welcome—I don’t want to see an impatient smile or a glitter of irritation in his eyes. I don’t want anything to spoil the beauty of this evening. 
 
    Slowly, reluctantly, I push myself up onto an elbow. At some point, he drew the duvet over us—I don’t remember him doing that. His eyes are closed, and I think he might be asleep. I take the corner of the duvet, peel it off me, and swing my legs over the edge. 
 
    Instantly, an arm slides around my waist, strong as a steel bar, and a deep, sexy voice says, “Where do you think you’re going?” 
 
    I let him pull me back onto the mattress. He’s upside down, and I sigh as he leans over me and plants his lips on mine in a Spidey kiss. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you were expecting me to go,” I say when he eventually lifts up. 
 
    He gives me a look I can’t decipher because I’m the wrong way up. “What gave you that impression?” 
 
    “Uh… I thought that was what people did on one-night stands.” 
 
    He purses his lips. “I told you, I’m going to chain you to the headboard for a month. Possibly a year. You’re never leaving this room again.” 
 
    I chuckle. “It’s a nice thought.” 
 
    He tips his head to the side and runs a finger down my nose. “Some girls would run a mile if a man said that to them. What makes you so sure I’m not a maniac?” 
 
    “You are a maniac.” 
 
    “I mean a sex-mad one?” 
 
    “I stand by my previous comment.” 
 
    He gives me an upside-down sarcastic look. “You know what I mean. Some kind of pervert who would chain you up and practice all kinds of unseemly acts on you.” 
 
    “Still sounds like you.” I raise a hand, slide my fingers into his hair, and pull his mouth down to mine. We exchange a long, lingering kiss that starts me tingling right at the tips of my toes. Jeez, this man turns the dial up to eleven on everything. Why is it that I seem to feel everything more when I’m with him? It’s like the moon shines brighter, and the wine tastes sweeter. Weird. 
 
    He kisses my nose and my eyebrows, then my forehead. “Sorry about the headboard,” he says. 
 
    “I didn’t notice it at the time. I’ll probably have a bump the size of a walnut, but it was worth it.” 
 
    A smile touches his lips. “It was?” 
 
    “Best. Sex. Ever.” 
 
    He gives me another wry look. “I don’t see how. I couldn’t even get out of missionary.” 
 
    “Doesn’t matter. It ain’t what you do, mister, it’s the way that you do it. No wonder you have a reputation if you’re like that with every girl.” 
 
    “I’m not,” he says. 
 
    “Not what?” 
 
    “Like that with every girl.” He pushes up and leans over to get our wine glasses. “Here.” He passes me mine. 
 
    I roll onto my side and take it, watching him lean back against the pillows. I could let that comment go, but he’s intrigued me. “What do you mean, not like that with every girl?” 
 
    He shrugs and sips his wine. “Was it like that with Alex?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why not? As I said, it was only missionary.” 
 
    “That’s true. You didn’t put anything where it hadn’t gone before.” 
 
    He laughs. “No. Not yet.” Eyes gleaming, he has another swallow of wine. 
 
    My heart rate speeds up a bit. His hair is all ruffled where I’ve clutched my fingers in it. He’s so handsome, but it’s not just the angle of his jaw or the color of his eyes that gives me that special sizzle. It’s the way he looks at me. He’s right—the mechanics of the sex might not have been exceptional, but it was the passion behind them that set me alight. Alex had sex with me when he felt horny, and although at the time I didn’t have anything to complain about, it’s only now that I can see how lackluster it was. I don’t think he looked at me once in our whole relationship the way that Harrison’s been looking at me all evening. 
 
    “What?” Harrison asks. “You look sad.” 
 
    I smile. “I like the way you look at me. You make me feel… special.” 
 
    “That makes you sad?” 
 
    “Only because Alex didn’t look at me like that. Or at least, he hadn’t for a long time.” 
 
    “If you were my girl,” Harrison says, “I’d make you feel special every day.” 
 
    I lift my gaze to his. He’s not smiling now. In fact, he looks a little puzzled. He drops his gaze first, and I wonder whether he’s regretting saying it. I decide not to pursue it, because it was almost certainly an offhand comment, and I’m sure he’s hoping I don’t turn it into a thing. 
 
    “It’s easy to say that,” I continue, “but I suppose the shine wears off every relationship after a few years. My parents are divorced. So are yours, by the sound of it. I don’t think any of my friends have dated anyone for longer than four or five years. Divorce is more common than it’s ever been. People no longer feel the need to stay together after having kids, so mixed families are the norm now. So, the notion of starting a new relationship doesn’t fill me with a warm glow.” 
 
    “I guess. But most people don’t go into a relationship expecting it to fizzle out. We all crave companionship, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Even you?” 
 
    He laughs. “Maybe one day I’ll settle down. I’m not dead set against it. But it’s not high on my list of priorities.” 
 
    “You want kids?” 
 
    I wait for him to pull a face or scowl, but to my surprise he just tips his head from side to side. “Same thing. It’s not high on my To Do list. But do I see myself aged eighty sitting in my chair with my teeth in a jar and my grandson on my knee? Yeah, maybe.” 
 
    I chuckle. “That’s a nice image.” 
 
    “You want kids?” 
 
    “Eventually. I’ve got a lot of things I want to do first though. I want to see the world so I can have lots of stories to tell my kids when I’m old. I don’t want to be chained to the kitchen sink at twenty-six, you know?” 
 
    “How about chained to the bed?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “That’s more appealing.” 
 
    He smiles and sips his wine. Then he says, “Did tonight help you to get over Alex?” 
 
    I decide to be honest. “Yeah, but probably not in the way you think.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve been blaming Alex for our breakup, but you’ve helped me to understand how the sparkle had faded from our relationship, and we’re both responsible for that.” 
 
    “That’s not an excuse to cheat on your partner,” he scolds. 
 
    “No, true, but I mean that maybe I had more to do with it than I realized at first. I don’t think he was happy, and I’m not sure I was, either, but I ignored it, you know? Even Mel herself mentioned it, so I suppose I should have been forewarned.” 
 
    “Whose Mel?” 
 
    I’d forgotten that I hadn’t told him the whole story. I chew my bottom lip. “My sister.” I take a big swallow of wine. “That’s who Alex had an affair with.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Harrison 
 
    I go quiet, and eventually Gabriella lifts her gaze to meet mine. 
 
    “Your ex cheated on you with your sister,” I state flatly. 
 
    “Yeah.” Her lips twist. “A double betrayal.” 
 
    I can only stare at her for a while. Colette told me that Gaby took the breakup with Alex badly. I’ve been having trouble understanding why. The jerk cheated on her, for a start, and it doesn’t sound as if she was madly in love with him. Now, though, it makes more sense. From what she’s been saying, it sounds as if things were going downhill, and maybe Gaby would have eventually concluded that it was over, but for the mongrel to sleep with her sister… And for this Mel to sleep with her sister’s boyfriend… 
 
    “Incredible,” I say eventually. “That’s awful.” 
 
    “Yeah.” She sips her wine to cover her emotion. “I took it really hard.” She swallows, then lifts her chin, a lovely little gesture that tells me she’s determined not to let it get her down any longer. “The thing is, I blamed them both, but now I’ve cooled down I can see the signs I was blind to at the time. About a year ago, Alex and I had a God-awful row about something, and I walked out and went around to Mel’s. She told me then that I had to be careful or I’d lose him. I had a go at her for being so negative—I wanted her to tell me it was all his fault. But she was right, in a way.” 
 
    “Were they sleeping together then?” 
 
    “I don’t think so. I think it started a few months after that. But it might have been the beginning. Don’t glare—I know you think there’s no excuse for cheating. I’m just saying I should have seen it coming. I know now, after being with you, that whatever had been there between us in the beginning had… faded, I suppose, if not vanished completely. I know you have to work at a relationship to make it work, but I was caught up in everyday life stuff, and I suppose I just thought he’d always be there, you know?” 
 
    After being with you. What she means is that this is exciting, especially for someone who’s never had a one-night stand. She’s only ever slept with one person, for goodness sake. She hasn’t just stepped out of her comfort zone, she’s practically moved to the next country, so of course it’s going to be exciting. 
 
    Even so, I discover I’m strangely pleased by her comment. 
 
    She looks sad, though, and that irritates me. I don’t want her to be sad about her ex. I want to smash his face in, and have her do a victory dance around him. 
 
    “He should have talked to you about it,” I tell her. “Or broken up with you. Not cheated on you. That wasn’t your fault, Gaby, and you don’t deserve that.” 
 
    She reaches up and touches my face. “You’re very sweet.” 
 
    My eyebrows rise. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me that before.” 
 
    “Well, you are. Sweet… and very, very sexy. I’ve had a fantastic evening.” 
 
    “So far.” My body has had enough time to recover from our heated session, and desire is starting to stir again as my gaze slips down her naked body. Her breasts and thighs are shining in the moonlight, and her nipples are plump and full. I want to suck them to tight peaks, nice and hard, so it makes her squeal and wriggle beneath me. 
 
    Her lips have parted, and I know she can see the passion in my eyes. “I might not be able to keep you as a sex slave for a whole month,” I tell her. “I’m sure I can manage it for one night though.” 
 
    She moistens her lips with the tip of her tongue and shivers. 
 
    I put my glass on the bedside table, lift up, and move over her, so I’m looking down on her. 
 
    “You said it,” I remind her. “‘Idiot me all night if you want, any way you want,’ wasn’t that what you said?” 
 
    “Um…” 
 
    “You said ‘use me. Make me your sex slave.’ Or am I remembering that wrong?” 
 
    “No,” she whispers. “I did say that.” 
 
    “Have you changed your mind?” 
 
    She gives a little smile, and a shy look. “No.” 
 
    She’s all highlights and shadows in this moonlit night, and it makes me itch to get my camera out and take some classy black-and-white shots. I’ve been a keen photographer since I was a kid, and she’s framed perfectly, with her silky brown hair pooling on the bed, and her breasts and the swell of her hips painted silver. She stirs on the bed, sliding her thighs together, and I know she’s feeling turned on, too, at this little fun game we’re playing. 
 
    I place her glass on the bedside table, and then take her hands in mine. Slowly, I move them above her head, and pin them there. 
 
    “You’re mine,” I tell her, looking into her eyes. “You belong to me.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whispers. 
 
    “Just for tonight, I own you. I’m going to do whatever I want to your body, and you’re not going to stop me.” Holding both of her hands with one of mine, I slide the other down over her breasts, stopping to tug her nipples on the way, over her tummy, and down over her soft skin to between her legs. She’s still a little swollen and slippery from her earlier orgasms, and my fingers slide easily down through her folds and inside her. 
 
    “Aaahhh,” she says, and when I circle my thumb across her clit, she shudders. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” I say, my voice sounding husky, even to me. “Because if you’re not, feel free to get up and leave now. But if you stay, you’re telling me that it’s okay for me to forget you whatever way I choose, until you’re so exhausted you beg me to stop.” 
 
    I’m half playing with her. I do want to harass her again. And again. And again, if I have the energy. But although the alpha thing is fun to play at in bed, a woman always has the final say. I’d never force her to do anything she didn’t want to do. Good sex is about testing boundaries and trying new things, and both parties should always have the option to back away if they want to. But sometimes we need a little… persuasion, and I’m happy to help, if that’s what she needs. 
 
    She gives me a helpless look. “I’m not going. I want to stay.” 
 
    I remove my fingers from her, bring them up to my mouth, and lick them. “Good,” I say smugly, and bend and kiss her. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    Holy Nora, what am I doing? Having sex with Harrison is like having it in its most natural state—raw, primeval. As he kisses me, I can smell myself on his lips, and I have to admit to being a little shocked.  
 
    Goodness, Alex and I were tame. Why have I never realized it before? We used maybe three or four different positions, and threw in a bit of oral sex for good measure, and that was about it. It’s not because I’m a prude—far from it. I don’t know why, but we never discussed it. He tended to take the initiative in the bedroom, and I let him, because that’s what I thought women did. Why did he never suggest anything new? Did he think I wouldn’t be interested? The fact that Alex had an affair tells me he wanted more excitement. Why didn’t we communicate our needs? If only we’d talked, we might still be together. 
 
    But then I would never have met Harrison, and I can’t in all honesty say I wish that right now. Because this man is setting me alight, and even though I’ve already had three magnificent orgasms tonight, I want him inside me again, and I know that’s only going to culminate in more pleasure for me. 
 
    He’s half lying on me now, kissing me hard, still holding my hands above my head, and with his other hand he’s pushed my knees apart, and he’s back to touching me. His fingers are sure and firm, occasionally sliding deep inside me, then returning to slip and slide through my folds, sometimes swirling over my clit. 
 
    I don’t know if it’s the physical stimulation or the fact that I’m emotionally and mentally turned on that sends desire spiraling inside me, but it’s not long before I can sense my orgasm’s arrival from far away, like the sound of music played in the distance, the first strains echoing through the evening air. I moan against Harry’s lips, and then groan as he removes his hand and moves back. 
 
    He’s reaching for a condom, though, and my heart rate increases once again at the knowledge that he wants to take me. His erection is long and thick, hard as a broom handle, and the thought of taking him inside makes me shiver. 
 
    He tears open the packet and rolls the condom on in seconds, then eyes me and twirls his fingers in the air. 
 
    “Turn over,” he instructs. 
 
    My mouth goes dry. I roll onto my front, and then squeal as he unceremoniously lifts my hips so I’m on my knees. My elbows are still on the mattress, so my butt is high in the air. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” he says with satisfaction, apparently enjoying the view. “Let’s make this one quick and hard. You up for it?” 
 
    “Oh goodness, yes,” I say, panting, and I widen my knees so he can kneel between them, then feel him positioning himself at my entrance.  
 
    I tense, waiting for him to slam forward, but to my relief he enters me slowly, gently rocking his hips and lubricating himself with my moisture, until he’s fully sheathed, all the way in, balls deep. 
 
    “Ohhh…” I lean my forehead on my hands. It feels amazing like this, so intimate and sexy, reminding me of my primeval analogy. I can imagine that the cavemen took their women like this in front of the fire. Although would they have been this tender? This caring? 
 
    “All right?” he murmurs. 
 
    “Mmm… yeah.” I tense my internal muscles, smirking when he grunts. He rests his hands on my hips, and then he starts moving. 
 
    He clearly enjoys observing us, because every now and again he slows, apparently watching himself sliding in and out of me, as well as listening to the slick sounds. 
 
    But it’s not long before he starts living up to his promise of hard and fast. He thrusts firmly, burying himself deep inside me each time, and there’s little I can do except take it and say oh! as if I’m surprised at every penetration.  
 
    Goodness, this is feral. I’ve done this position before, but it was nothing like this. Harrison has enough energy to fuel the whole city. No wonder I feel as if I’m on fire. Pleasure stirs deep in my belly, and I groan when he slides a hand beneath me and plays with my breasts. My knees slide apart of their own accord, allowing him unfettered access. 
 
    With a growl of pleasure, he withdraws, and he plunges his fingers into me. I gasp, but then he removes them, and I feel him smoothing the moisture up between the cheeks of my rear. 
 
    Incredible. I don’t know if I’m ready for this. 
 
    But he slides his erection through my folds again, and it’s his fingers that do the exploring, as he teases my tight muscle with his thumb, just the tip, pushing it a little inside. 
 
    I shudder at the unusual sensation, clenching around him, and he murmurs his approval and does it again, moving his thumb in and out while he continues to thrust deep within me. The feeling is amazing, and even though he’s not touching my clit, I feel my orgasm approaching. 
 
    I wonder if he’ll do what he did before and make me wait, but this time he doesn’t—instead, he increases the pace of his thrusts, slamming hard into me. I release all control and just let him take me, let the orgasm roll over me, and as I clench around him, he swears and pushes so hard I’m certain he’s going to come out the top of my head. It’s an unbelievable feeling, and we remain clenched in mutual gratification for what is probably only ten or twenty seconds, but feels like hours of intense pleasure. 
 
    Breathing heavily, he withdraws, and I fall forward onto the pillow and bury my face in it. Harrison falls on top of me, pinning me to the mattress, but I don’t even have the energy to protest. 
 
    “Goodness.” I shiver at the aftershocks of the orgasm, little champagne bubbles of pleasure that ripple through me as my muscles tense and relax. “Holy hell.” 
 
    He chuckles, the deep rumble in his chest reverberating through my back, and he nuzzles my neck. “Nice?” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, you have no idea.” 
 
    “Mmm.” He shifts a little so he’s not so heavy on me, but wraps his arms around me, so we’re like two spoons from the same batch, made to lie together. “Okay, take five. Then I want you on top.” 
 
    I start laughing. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Then side by side, I think. Then standing up.” 
 
    “Incredible, Harrison! Where do you get the energy?” 
 
    “All night,” he murmurs, kissing my ear before nibbling the lobe. “I’m going to forget you until the sun comes up. So, don’t plan on getting any sleep.” 
 
    I shiver. Is he serious? When he joked about me being his sex slave, I assumed he meant we’d do it once or twice more and then he’d send me packing. 
 
    All night. I lift my head and check my phone on the table—it’s not even eleven yet. That’s what, seven or eight hours until we have to go to work? 
 
    Nah. He’s kidding me. There’s no way a couple could have sex that many times in one night. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    “Hey, wake up.” Colette pokes me in the side with a ruler. 
 
    For a moment, I think I’m back in bed with Harrison, and then I remember that I’m at work, at my desk. “I wasn’t asleep,” I mumble. It’s a half truth. I’m so tired I was phasing out, and she caught me right at the moment my eyelids drooped. 
 
    “Here.” She plonks a mug of coffee in front of me and pulls up a chair. Dragging a pile of new brochures toward us, she opens one as if we’re about to proofread for errors, then says, “You have to tell me everything.” 
 
    “I had a glass of bubbly and some potato wedges,” I reveal. 
 
    “Gabs!” 
 
    My lips curve up. She looks like a kid on Christmas morning. Bless her, she’s really excited for me. “It went well, don’t worry,” I tell her. 
 
    “Did you go back to his place?” 
 
    “Yeah…” 
 
    “And?” 
 
    “It was lovely. I loved his kitchen.” 
 
    She sits back in her chair and gives me a wry look as she sips her coffee. “At least tell me you had a good time?” 
 
    “You could say that.” I cross my eyes. “The guy’s insatiable.” 
 
    “Really? How many times did you do it?” 
 
    I bite my lip. “Seven.” 
 
    “Seven! Holy idiot.” 
 
    “It was indeed. Seven holy idiots.” We both chuckle. “I think he only stopped because I fell asleep,” I admit. “He kept me up until four a.m. I’m a shadow of my former self.” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you!” 
 
    That makes me laugh. “I’m glad.” 
 
    “Did he finally banish the ghost of exes past?” 
 
    “He did. In more ways than one.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    I sip my coffee as I think about it. “He made me feel… different from how I was with Alex. It was exciting, and it made me realize how much my relationship with Alex had grown stale. But I suppose that’s natural, isn’t it? No relationship can stay fresh over ten years. Everything fades in the sun.” 
 
    Colette shrugs. “I hope not. Things with Seb are only getting better.” 
 
    “You have only been with him three months,” I remind her gently. 
 
    “True. But there’s something between us I’ve not felt before.” A touch of color appears on her cheekbones. 
 
    “Are you saying you believe in soul mates?” I tease. 
 
    She doesn’t laugh, though. “Maybe. Or perhaps it’s just a confluence of events—the meeting of two people who are statistically well matched with likes and dislikes, and it happens at a time in their lives when they’re ready for the next step. Maybe if I’d met him a year ago, or even six months ago, the timing wouldn’t have been right. Who knows? But I’m hopeful that this one will last.” 
 
    “Of course it will!” I feel bad for suggesting otherwise, because it’s clear the two of them are crazy about each other. “Don’t mind me. I’m just jealous.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like you have a reason to be.” She winks at me.  
 
    “I hardly think we can compare your relationship to my one-night idiotfest.” 
 
    “Hey, mine started as a one-night idiotfest. We had no intention of it developing into something more. But flings tend to be like feral dogs—they have a mind of their own. Are you going to see him again?” she persists. 
 
    “Noooo.” Of that I’m certain. “I’m going travelling, remember?” 
 
    “Not for another few weeks.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it’s a reason not to get involved.” 
 
    “Is it? You could say it’s the perfect reason to have a fling. No worries for either of you about Where This is Going.” 
 
    I don’t reply to that. I’m not sure I can put into words my fear that I’m going to fall for Harrison Grant. 
 
    I liked him even before I went to bed with him. And now… 
 
    An intern who wants some details about the new brochure distracts Colette, giving me time to stare into the distance and daydream about last night. 
 
    I’d told Harrison during a moment of sensual madness that I wanted him to use me, to mess me any way he wanted. To make me his sex slave. I can’t believe I was brave enough to say the words now, but I did, and he absolutely followed my instructions to the T. He took complete control of my arousal last night, and he did make me his slave inasmuch as he directed me into different positions each time, and he took his own pleasure from me with no sign of a decrease in passion from the first time to the last. 
 
    But even though in my sexual fog I’d offered him the use of my body, and I completely expected him to take it with little thought to my own desire, I couldn’t have been more wrong. He took great delight in taking time to arouse me, touching and stroking me in between the moments of intercourse until the whole night blurred into one long haze of sensation. 
 
    I’d expected him to be passionate, and maybe even to be thoughtful, making sure I enjoyed myself. But I assumed after that, he’d be showing me the door. Instead, I stayed all night, and it was only when my phone went off at six that he finally let me call a taxi and go home to shower and get ready for work. 
 
    “Earth to Gaby.” Colette finishes off her coffee. “Dreaming of Mr. Seven-times-a-night, are we? Your eyes have glazed over.” 
 
    “I was thinking about having a chocolate muffin, actually.” 
 
    “Figures. You need something to keep your energy up if you’re going to expend that number of calories.” She smirks. 
 
    I open my mouth to give a sarcastic retort, then stop as out of the corner of my eye I see Harrison walk into the office. The words die on my lips, and my whole body floods with heat. 
 
    Colette stares at me—I’ve obviously gone scarlet—then follows my gaze. She laughs. 
 
    Harrison is with someone who’s wearing a visitor’s badge, no doubt showing an investor or someone else of importance around the office. He hasn’t seen us yet, and I enjoy having a few seconds to ogle him. He’s wearing a slate-gray suit, with a white shirt and a sky-blue-and-silver striped tie. Ohhh… he’s gorgeous. I want to jump on him, rip off his clothes, and have him for breakfast. 
 
    “Wow,” Colette whispers. “You’ll set him alight if you carry on looking at him like that. Want to drag him off into the stationery cupboard?” 
 
    “No chance of that,” I mutter. “I can barely walk this morning. My lady parts are radioactive.” 
 
    He glances over at that point, and for a moment I think he heard what I said. He looks at Colette, who’s smirking again, and then his gaze flicks to me. My face burns as images from last night flash through my mind. His mouth, his hands, other pieces of his anatomy… Teasing me to the edge of pleasure, and beyond… This man took me to places I’ve never been before, exciting places, dark places, pushing my boundaries, and showing me what real, grown up, sexual desire is all about. 
 
    I thought I’d rise the next morning and walk away without looking back. I thought I’d be an adult about this, be able to have sex with him and not give him another thought. 
 
    I’m such a idiot. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Harrison 
 
    I’m completely unprepared for the feelings that flood through me when I look over and see Gabriella standing there, watching me. 
 
    I let her go this morning with a gentle kiss, and told myself it had been a fun night, but that it was time to move on. I showered, got dressed, and forced myself to think about business, occasionally letting my mind linger on images of Gaby from last night, stretching out beneath me, her cries of pleasure filling the night. But I told myself it was just sex, and put her to the back of my mind. 
 
    My brain can say what it likes. The way my body reacts when I see her tells me otherwise. 
 
    I inhale, and my heart leaps into action, racing away and sending adrenaline pumping through my veins. I feel like a star that’s suddenly gone supernova, and for a second, it feels as if there’s nobody else in the room except the two of us. 
 
    “Morning,” Colette says cheerfully, and I realize she’s left Gaby’s side and crossed to stand by me and my guest. “You must be Mr. Johns,” she says to my visitor, and holds out her hand for him to shake. “Would you like a tour of the marketing department? This is our creative team over here, where all our ideas start…” Still talking, she leads a captivated Brad Johns away, giving me a parting wink over her shoulder. 
 
    Gabriella picks up the two mugs on the table and takes them to the kitchen area in the corner. I follow her over and stand beside her. 
 
    For a long moment, we say nothing. I watch her rinse the mugs and dry them, her eyes downcast. Her blush has died a little, but my gaze lingers on the touch of color remaining in her cheeks, and the way she nibbles at her bottom lip. 
 
    “Good morning,” I murmur. 
 
    She turns her head and studies my tie, then lifts her eyes to mine. The look in them makes me catch my breath. 
 
    “Morning,” she whispers. 
 
    Last night, her eyes had looked black in the moonlight, but now they’re a beautiful violet again, and so unusual I find myself staring into them. I want to press her up against the worktop and slide my hands beneath her pink top and kiss her until her mouth opens under mine and her hands snake up into my hair the way she likes to do. 
 
    I don’t. But we do exchange a long, heated look that sends our lips curving in a smile of mutual appreciation. 
 
    “Thank you,” I tell her, because I can’t think of anything else to say. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Her eyes sparkle. “It was fun, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I can hardly walk,” she whispers. 
 
    I laugh. “I seem to recall that was what the lady ordered.” 
 
    She gives me a happy grin, and I smile back.  
 
    “It was a great evening,” I say. “I hope it helped you to move forward.” 
 
    “Oh, it definitely did that.” 
 
    “Now you can focus on travelling, and your new adventures.” 
 
    “Mmm. You too.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Except I can’t think of anything but Gaby and her warm, soft body. 
 
    I was so unprepared for last night. When I met her at the bar, I wasn’t really expecting her to come home with me, and even when she did, I thought we’d have sex once, twice if I was lucky, and hopefully it would be fun, and then we’d call it a day around midnight and she’d head back to her place. 
 
    I hoped to find physical pleasure with her. I didn’t expect to enjoy myself quite so much.  
 
    Still, it’s done. One-night stands are fun, but they’re like soufflés or meringue—they look good and taste sweet while they last, but have no substance. 
 
    “Have a lovely day.” I risk the chance that someone’s looking, and bend and touch my lips to hers. I feel rather than hear her inhale. I linger, wanting to deepen the kiss. It’s like she’s an incredibly strong magnet—I have to fight against the attraction I have for her, but I force myself to do it. I turn on my heel and, without looking back, I head off to rescue Brad Johns and complete the tour of the department. 
 
    * 
 
    For three days, I tell myself I don’t need her. I avoid the marketing department—in fact, I avoid the second floor altogether, and she doesn’t appear on my floor. But I feel acutely conscious of her presence in the building, of the fact that she’s close, but not close enough to me. I try to find reasons to see her, then scold myself for being stupid and walk away. I pick up the phone to call her, and hang up before she answers. I daydream about her in meetings, and tap her name into my laptop when I’m supposed to be taking notes. I search the net for recipes I know she’d like, print them out, then throw them in the trash. I think about her all the time, then get cross with myself for doing so. I irritate everyone around me because I’m grumpy and short-tempered. 
 
    I can’t talk to anyone about it, because I know they’ll just say I should call her and ask her out again, but that seems pointless. I need to get over this… whatever it is. I want to take two Advil and wake up better. I don’t want to think about Gaby—I want to get on with my life and not give our one-night stand a second thought. 
 
    But by day four, I’m even irritating myself, and mid-afternoon I take the stairs down to the second floor. I’m not going to talk to her, I tell myself—I’m just going to take a quick glance, to remind myself she’s only an ordinary girl, and nothing special. 
 
    I walk along the corridor, and then stop by the small stationery room. 
 
    Gaby is inside, apparently doing some kind of inventory as she counts the number of reams of A4 stacked on the shelves. She writes down a number, then stops, stares off into the distance, and sighs. 
 
    I freeze, tell myself to turn away, but find I can’t, and then she looks up and sees me too. I watch her inhale with shock, her eyes widening. She looks even more gorgeous than I remember, in a short navy skirt and a white top, with sexy high heels, and she’s pinned her chocolate-colored hair up so that wisps fall around her face. 
 
    We stare at each other for a long moment. 
 
    Phoo. 
 
    I walk into the room, close the door behind me, take the chair that sits in the corner, and jam it under the handle. 
 
    Then I stride up to Gaby and take her face in my hands. I wait a moment for her to exclaim or pull away. And when she doesn’t, I crush my lips to hers. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    I’m finding it difficult to catch my breath. Harrison’s kissing me, and it’s only been about ten seconds, but he’s already set me alight. He’s pushed me up against the shelves, and he’s sliding his hands beneath my shirt, and they’re skating across my skin, sending little shivers radiating out through me. 
 
    I lift my arms and slide my hands into his hair, tilt my head, and stand on tiptoes so I can deepen the kiss. Jeez, I want this man so much. I’m filled with an exultant delight that he seems to feel the same way. Since spotting him the other morning with Colette, I haven’t seen him for a few days, and I assumed that he hadn’t even given me a second thought. But when he appeared in the hallway just now, as soon as I looked into his eyes I knew he felt the same way I do. 
 
    I haven’t been able to stop thinking about him, even though I know there’s no hope of this developing into anything. I can’t help it. It’s like he’s moved into the dusty corners of my mind and hung the walls with images of him and us together until it’s overflowing, crowding out every other detail of my life. I’ve been distracted, walking into rooms, and forgetting why I went in there, making phone calls without a clue as to why I’m calling, not wanting to eat, lost in a dream world.  
 
    And now, with his lips on mine, I feel complete. 
 
    Garbage. One night with this guy, and I’ve gone and fallen for him. 
 
    Actually, I think I fell for him the day I started at the firm, and I’m even more crazy about him now I’ve been to bed with him. He’s just so… manly. If the test for masculinity was like one of those fairground strongman machines where you have to hit a pad with a mallet, Alex might have clocked seventy to seventy-five, but Harrison would have sent the puck ringing the bell and then shot it off into the stratosphere. 
 
    It’s dumb and idiotic and stupid and other words that mean the same thing, but there’s nothing I can do about it. I couldn’t turn around and walk out of this room now if my life depended on it. There’s no future in this relationship, but I don’t care. We could be blown out of the sky by an asteroid tomorrow. I could be hit by a bus. But right here, right now, Harrison is holding me, and that’s all that matters. 
 
    We haven’t said anything yet, but there’s no need for words. Our bodies are having a conversation of their own. Tongues delving, hands stroking, my nipples hardening, an ache growing between my thighs. This isn’t enough. I want more. 
 
    I glance at the door and double check the handle—yes, he’s forced the chair against it. Nobody’s coming in anytime soon, so I start fumbling at his belt. 
 
    He lifts his head and stares at me for a moment, and then his eyes light up and his lips curve. He helps me out with the belt and I push down the zipper, and then I release his erection from his boxers. It’s thick and long and hard as a rock, and I sigh with relief when he takes out his wallet and produces a condom. 
 
    While he removes the packaging, and rolls the condom on, I slip off my panties and hitch up my skirt. He sweeps the contents of the table onto the floor, lifts me onto it, and within seconds he’s inside me. 
 
    I gasp and my head falls back, and he just stands there for a moment as we both enjoy the sensation of being joined in such an intimate way. When I tighten my internal muscles, I can feel him, all the way up—it’s amazing.  
 
    Harrison groans softly and begins to move, and soon he’s thrusting firmly, while his hands unpop the buttons of my shirt to reveal my bra. He slides his hand inside the cup, and the feel of his warm fingers on my skin makes me shudder. 
 
    He kisses me, strokes me, moves inside me, and it’s only minutes before his thrusts become firmer, and I know he’s not far from climaxing. Luckily, I’m there with him, and I clench around him in glorious bursts, feeling his hot gaze on me, before he stills and then his fingers dig into my hips as he comes. 
 
    We’ve done it all silently, in a haze of sexual desire, and it’s only as it begins to fade that I blink and look around, and realize where I am. The floor is covered with boxes of paperclips, fold back clips, staples, rulers, and erasers where he swept them all off the table. It’s hot in here, and the light’s not particularly flattering. But it was the most erotic encounter I’ve ever had, and when he withdraws and then folds me in his arms, I can honestly say I’ve never felt happier. 
 
    “Come to my place tonight,” he murmurs in my ear. 
 
    I nod. There’s no point in a big discussion about how pointless this is or what our expectations are. We both know that we’re wandering through a maze and the turning we’ve taken isn’t leading anywhere. But neither of us cares. Does having no hope of tomorrow mean we shouldn’t enjoy ourselves today? Of course not. I decide that I’m going to make the most of whatever this man is willing to give me, and I have a feeling he’s thinking the same. 
 
    After a minute or two, he moves back. I button up my shirt, and he disposes of the condom and zips up his fly. He helps me pick up the boxes of paperclips from the floor. 
 
    Then he removes the chair from the door, opens it slowly, and checks outside. Giving me one final glance over his shoulder, a beautiful smile breaks out onto his handsome face before he finally disappears. 
 
    * 
 
    “In the stationery room?” Colette’s eyes nearly fall out of her head. “I was joking when I suggested that.” 
 
    “It was convenient.” I hadn’t meant to confide in her, but I must have returned to my desk looking as if I’d gone out into a cyclone, and she knew instantly that something was up. “I’m going to his place tonight,” I admit. 
 
    I’m not sure whether she’s going to cheer or give me a warning glance. She does neither. Instead, she gives me an appraising, interested look. “Your idea or his?” 
 
    “His. I didn’t need much convincing.” 
 
    She grins. “Hoping for another seven rounds?” 
 
    “Jeez, I don’t know if I’d have the energy. Maybe I’ll just cook him dinner.” 
 
    She laughs. “Well the way to man’s heart is either through his stomach or his family jewels, so it looks as if you have both bases covered.” 
 
    “I’m not aiming for his heart,” I tell her. 
 
    “Of course.” She doesn’t look convinced. 
 
    I’m not convinced, either. But I don’t tell her that. 
 
    Not that I’m planning anything. Even though I’m crazy about him, I have no intention of having my heart broken. But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to make sure he’s crazy about me when we eventually part ways. If he’s going to haunt my dreams until my dying day, I want to make sure I do the same to him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Harrison 
 
    Gaby arrives shortly after seven p.m. She’d texted me, once, asking what time she should come around, and I just texted back, How about 7? And she replied Okay, and that was the extent of the conversation. She doesn’t fuss, and she’s not clingy. I like that. 
 
    However, I find myself uncharacteristically nervous when she walks through the door. I’m excited to see her, but apprehensive about having asked her around. I don’t want her to think I’m pushing her for anything more. Neither of us wants that. Equally, I don’t want her to think I’m using her for sex, because that’s just rude, even if she seems to be doing the same to me. 
 
    All I know is that I want to see her, and I was thrilled when she appeared to feel the same way. But I’m not sure what to expect from this second date—if that’s what it is. 
 
    To my surprise, she comes in carrying two carrier bags full of groceries. “Hey, sexy,” she says, passing me, and going straight into the kitchen. “As a thank you for today’s orgasms, I’m going to cook you dinner. And yes, I did use the plural there, just so you know what to expect for dessert.” 
 
    I laugh and shut the door, and it’s as easy as that. All my nerves vanish, and I join her in the kitchen, and let her start directing me to chopping up vegetables while she prepares the meat. 
 
    I’ve always cooked alone. On the rare occasion that I’ve prepared dinner for a girl, she’s sat and talked to me while I’ve done the cooking, so it’s the first time someone else has taken over my kitchen. And I discover that I love it. Gabriella is moderately bossy tonight because it’s her meal, but we move around each other as if we’ve been doing it for years, retrieving knives and bowls, and when one of us suggests something to the other—you could cut those this way? or have you thought about adding Cajun spice to the chicken?—we take each other’s advice without quibbling, and discover the meal is better as a result. 
 
    We eat our Cajun chicken and bacon pasta at the dining table, talking about other recipes and meals we’ve prepared, places we’ve eaten and the best restaurants, and spend an hour afterward sipping wine while we continue with our favorite cooking shows and chefs we admire. 
 
    It feels odd, I think, as the evening wears on, to be sharing myself in this way with someone that I’m not dating—not technically, anyway. What’s the definition of dating? Surely, it’s seeing someone with the intention of the relationship continuing? That’s not what this is—this is a second one-night stand. I have no intention of asking her for a third. 
 
    Yeah, right. My heart knows what my brain refuses to admit. This isn’t going to be the last time I see her. In fact, I think I might see her every night up until one of us leaves, if she’s willing. What the heck. Carpe diem, and all that. 
 
    This particular line of conversation has naturally come to an end. We sit sipping our wine, studying each other. My dinner has gone down, and I start to be aware of physical things—the pale curve of her neck, the way her eyes are darkening with the fading light, the fact that I can see the tips of her nipples through her shirt, which tells me they’ve hardened, possibly because she’s thinking about similar things. 
 
    She puts down her empty glass and rises. “Give me five minutes,” she whispers, “then bring in another glass of wine.” She bends and kisses me, just a press of her lips on mine, then walks away into the bedroom and pushes the door almost closed. 
 
    My heart racing, I sit there for the prescribed five minutes, finishing off my glass while I look out over the city, imagining what delights the next few hours are going to bring. I might repeat some of my favorite positions from the other night, I decide. Or maybe think up some new ones. I’d quite like to watch her make herself come—that would be hot. Or perhaps I’ll tie her up. Maybe I will keep her as a sex slave until it’s time for us to part. Somehow, I don’t think she’d argue too much with that idea. 
 
    I wait impatiently for the five minutes to pass. Then, rising, I pick up the wine bottle and take it into the bedroom. 
 
    I find Gabriella naked, lying across the bed, her head resting on the edge, so her hair is hanging down toward the floor. I put the bottle on the bedside table, and go to walk around the bed, but she catches my hand and pulls me toward her. 
 
    I bend over and give her an upside-down kiss, and she holds my head for a moment, opening her mouth to let me dip my tongue inside. But when I go to rise, she lifts her arms up and holds onto my thighs. 
 
    “You haven’t messed my mouth yet,” she says, her eyes glittering in the moonlight. 
 
    My heart immediately pounds like a jackhammer, and the erection that was already on its way appears fully formed in seconds. 
 
    “Strip,” she demands, not moving. 
 
    My lips curve up, but I do as she says, removing my T-shirt and pants, and then my boxers. Clearly, she has an idea of what she wants to do, and although I’m not sure what it is yet, I’m happy to let her think she’s in charge for a while. 
 
    I start walking around the bed, but she clicks her fingers and then beckons me back. Puzzled, I return to stand behind her head, and I watch as she licks her palm. Upside down, she takes my erection in her hand and begins to give it firm strokes. And then she wriggles a little so her head is tipped over the edge, and licks her lips.  
 
    Holy idiot, she wants me like this. I let her guide me to her mouth, and then I feel the warm wash of her tongue over the tip, lapping up the moisture that’s already formed on the top. 
 
    “Mmm,” she murmurs, and then she takes me fully in her mouth. 
 
    It’s a big bed, high off the ground, and as I lean forward and rest my hands on her bent knees, we’re at the perfect angle. Heat surges through me at the newness of the position. I hadn’t thought I had much to learn in the bedroom, but I’ve not had a girl do this before. I’m concerned about choking her, but Gaby tightens her fingers on the back of my thighs and pulls me toward her, and I realize she can let me know if I’m going too deep, and at the moment she wants more. 
 
    So I give her what she’s asking for, and slide between her lips and into the hot velvet of her mouth. Ohhh, but that feels good. The breath hisses between my teeth. She looks so hot stretched out before me. I run a hand up her body from her knee to her breasts to play with her nipples, which makes her moan around my cock and suck even harder. 
 
    Still, I’m worried about going to deep, and I thrust a little, then gently pull back and look down at her. “Okay?” I murmur. 
 
    She licks her lips, which are red and puffy from being stretched around me. “Come on Harry,” she teases. “You’re not going to break me. I want more.” 
 
    I groan and sink back into her mouth, and this time I push my hips forward, plunging deep. She moans again, and, encouraged, I begin to thrust, knowing I’m not going to take long with her being so hot like this. I slide my hand from her knee down between her legs, and I’m not surprised to find her wet and swollen again. She moves my hand away, but then I watch her lower her own where mine has been, and to my delight, she starts arousing herself. 
 
    Watching my very own porn show, I play with her nipples with one hand, and continue sliding between her lips, so turned on by now that it’s all I can do to not come in seconds. Gaby’s fingers swirl over her clit, and she encourages me to thrust harder with her other hand, pulling me toward her. 
 
    Giving in, I push forward, deep throating her, thrilled when she takes it without complaint, and that’s it, I’m lost. I plunge into her mouth, tugging on her nipples, watching her fingers slipping and sliding through her folds, and unfortunately, I can only take about twenty more seconds of this bliss before my balls begin to tighten. 
 
    “Gaby,” I say hoarsely, “let me know if you don’t want me to come in your mouth,” but her fingers just dig into my thigh, so I let the heat rush through me, and as I watch her tease herself to an orgasm with her fingers, my climax hits. I pull back, and I’m able to watch myself fill her mouth, spilling occasionally across her chin and onto her pale throat, and see her swallow it down as she gasps and clenches. 
 
    The whole show is marvelous, and when I’m spent, I fall onto the bed beside her, gasping for air, and bewildered that although I’d promised to make her my sex slave, I have no doubt that she’s the mistress, and I’m the one who’s enslaved. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    Harrison and I lie and talk for about an hour, drinking wine and picking truffles from a box he bought, I think, especially for me. We make love again, slowly and luxuriously, making me feel as if all the truffles have melted and filled the room with chocolate, and I’m lying there letting it flow over my skin as Harrison worships my body. 
 
    Afterward, we lie there, exhausted, but neither of us wanting to sleep. I don’t know what to make of this, and I’m afraid to study it too hard, in case it’s like one of those pictures you stare at where you’re sure it’s a face, but when you look closely it’s just squiggles and lines and the brain is filling in everything else to make it complete. 
 
    And anyway, there’s no need to analyze it. It is what it is. It’s like a bird of paradise—I don’t need to know every detail of its feathers and understand the physics of how it flies to appreciate its beauty. 
 
    Still, I can’t help but wonder what’s going to happen after I get up and leave tonight, or in the morning. I’d assumed he didn’t want more, but quite clearly, I was on Harrison’s mind as much as he was on mine. We’re both about to take big steps toward our futures, him with his career, me with my travel plans—is it possible that this fling is born out of fear or apprehension of all the change to come?  
 
    Possibly. Lying in my chocolate-and-sex-induced haze, I don’t really care. 
 
    “I liked the chicken,” Harrison says. I presume he’s talking about dinner, because as far as I know we haven’t attempted sex in any position named after poultry. 
 
    “Cajun rules,” I agree, sleepy but not sleepy. Contented, maybe. 
 
    “I think it would have gone better with the penne.” He studies the ceiling with a frown. I love that he’s so serious about what kind of pasta we should have eaten several hours after the meal. 
 
    “And possibly a touch more Parmesan,” I agree. 
 
    “Yeah.” He turns his head and looks at me with a wry smile. Our eyes meet and our gazes lock, and my breath catches in my throat. There’s fondness in his eyes, and something else—an understanding, maybe, that this is something. Neither of us knows what, and it’s far too soon to give it a label. But it’s not nothing. 
 
    He opens his mouth, and my heart skips a beat as I realize he’s going to comment on it, but at that precise moment, his phone rings on the bedside table. He blinks, distracted, and looks at it, and I bite my lip and beg him silently to ignore it, but he sighs, rolls over, and picks it up. 
 
    He stares at the screen, but frowns, apparently not recognizing the number. It’s late now, nearly eleven p.m.—who would call him that late from a number he doesn’t know? 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    I prop my head on a hand to watch him. If he turns away from me, I’ll know he wants to take it privately, and I’ll slip out into the kitchen. 
 
    He listens, still frowning. “Yeah… yeah…” His expression turns reluctant, even irritated. “Yes, he’s my father.” He listens again, and then he sits bolt upright, staring in front of him. “What?” 
 
    I push myself up, my pulse beginning to race. Harrison has gone completely white. He listens a bit more, then runs a hand through his hair. “Yes, of course. Around eight a.m.? Sure. It’s okay. Yes, thank you, I appreciate that. Goodbye.” He hangs up. 
 
    I stare at him, knowing it’s not good news. “Harry? What’s happened?” 
 
    He turns his shocked gaze to me. “Holy idiot. My father died.” 
 
    * 
 
    Neither of us knows what to say or do. He’s told me a little about their relationship, so I know that his grief is going to be complicated and confused. If it was a woman who’d made the announcement, I’d throw my arms around her and we’d sob together, but I can’t imagine that Harry wants to be comforted like that. He looks bewildered and angry, not upset, staring off into the distance, and for a moment I wonder whether he’s forgotten I’m here. 
 
    “Do you want me to go?” I ask softly.  
 
    He turns his gaze to me and stares at me for a long moment. Then he shakes his head. 
 
    I blow out a silent sigh of relief, and decide that the best course of action is to be practical. 
 
    I rise and, pulling on one of his T-shirts, make us both a cup of strong coffee, and we take it out onto the balcony to drink it. It’s cool out here in the spring night air, so I duck back in, dig a couple of blankets out of a cupboard, and bring those out with me. Harrison’s sipping his coffee, having hardly said a word. I shake the blanket out and put it around him. He looks at it, puzzled, then gives me a small, curious smile, as if to say So this is what people do when a parent dies? 
 
    I slip into the chair beside him, draw up my legs, and tuck the blanket around me. Then I sip my coffee, and we listen to the sounds of the city at night—the cars, the occasional siren, the raucous calls from one drunk group of friends to another, the sound of Stevie Wonder’s Superstition in the distance blaring out from one of the nightclubs. 
 
    Should I say something? Whatever happened in the past, the man was still his father. Do I say I’m sorry? Should I ask what happened? Or should I just sit here and wait for him to talk, or not, until the sun comes up? 
 
    I’ve never been very good at not talking, so eventually I whisper, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He leans his elbow on his chair and rests his fingers on his lips. “I keep thinking I imagined it,” he says. His voice sounds as if it’s coming from far away, as if he’s down in the nightclub, calling up to me. “Am I dreaming?” 
 
    I know it’s a rhetorical question, so I don’t answer. “How did it happen?” I ask instead. 
 
    “She said it was a heart attack. Possibly drug-related.” He says the words easily, as if this kind of thing happens to him every day. None of my family has ever done drugs, to my knowledge, so this sounds as alien and exotic to me as saying his father was a Russian spy who’d been shot by the FBI. 
 
    “Was it your mother?” I ask. 
 
    He shakes his head. “A police officer. She’s going to call back in the morning to discuss the funeral arrangements.” His brow furrows, and he leans forward and puts his cup on the table, then rests his elbows on his knees and sinks his hands into his hair. 
 
    “Aw, sweetie.” I move closer and slide my arm around him. “It’s okay.” 
 
    “I’ve spent over twenty years hating him.” His voice is hoarse. “He was a pathetic human being, an evil man.” Now venom seeps in, almost making me wince. “He deserved to die. I’ve told him that more than once. I should be laughing. I should be shouting thank you to the heavens and dancing on his grave.” He clenches his hands in his hair. “But my chest feels as if someone’s reached in and squeezed my heart. Why?” 
 
    “Because he was your father,” I say simply, and I lean forward and kiss his shoulder, willing all the grace I possess to pass into him. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
    Harrison 
 
    In the end, Gabriella stays all night. 
 
    At first, I feel guilty, because the poor girl came here to get screwed senseless—I’m sure the last thing she wants is to have her stud moping about because his father has passed away. So, I ask her if she wants to go, and she says, “Sweetie, if you want me to, that’s absolutely fine. But I’d rather stay.” After that, I don’t mention it again, and neither does she. 
 
    We sit out outside on the balcony for hours, drinking coffee and then moving on to whiskey, and for a while I don’t feel like talking, so we just sit and look at the stars. Then a memory rises into my mind—one of the few good memories I have of my father—and I tell Gaby the story about when I got my first bike, and how Dad ran behind me all the way down the street holding the back, and I was fine until I realized he’d let go, at which point I wobbled and fell off into a bush. 
 
    She laughs and asks me about where I grew up, and I tell her about the small town where I lived with my parents and two brothers, and then I tell her about my school years, and soon I find I can’t stop talking. I tell her everything—the good and the bad—about the time when we still formed some semblance of a family, with grandparents joining us for Christmas, and holidays to the coast. And then I describe how it started to go wrong, with my father drinking more and then turning to drugs. About the first time I realized he was abusing my mother, and the fury and impotence I felt as a child at being unable to help her. I tell her about the first time he hit me, and how humiliated and hurt and angry I felt—I never did work out what had I done that was so bad he had to take a belt to me. I explain how I worked so hard at school in my early teens, joining all the sports teams I could, to build up my physical strength. And then I tell her about the first time I stood up to him one time when he beat me, and finally hit him back. 
 
    I’m not ashamed to say there are tears on my cheeks while I relate the story. I don’t know if they’re tears of sadness or triumph, maybe both. But I’m not ashamed to show my emotions in front of Gaby. By this point, I feel as if I’ve known her forever. I so rarely open up to anyone—life as a single guy, especially a single guy in a city, is hectic and fun and frantic, but it’s rarely heartfelt, and I’ve learned to keep my emotions to myself. But I needed this tonight. I needed to talk, and Gaby is the perfect companion, quiet, attentive, and so beautiful, curled up in her chair with her big violet eyes fixed on my face as she listens to me ramble on. 
 
    Around two a.m., I think, I notice that she’s shivering and realize how cold it’s become, so we go inside and get back into bed, and I take her in my arms, and we wrap the duvet tightly around us. We still don’t sleep for a while, talking in the darkness, about memories and growing up and all the dreams we’d had as kids. 
 
    I wrangle with feelings of love and hate and regret and bitterness that swirl around inside me like a rhythmic gymnast’s ribbons. When I tell her that I don’t know which emotion is the right one to be feeling, she says, “They’re all valid, Harry. There’s nothing wrong with hating him, or missing him, or feeling triumphant or sad that he’s gone. He was your father, and he died today. Grief is an umbrella term for an untold number of conflicting emotions. Just let the wave wash over you, and it’ll disappear. ‘This too shall pass,’ my grandmother used to say.” 
 
    And then, just after three, Gaby finally dozes off. 
 
    I lay awake for another hour or so, though, thinking about my father, and the fact that he’s not around anymore. I wonder for the first time if the police have rung my mother. I’ll call her first thing in the morning and find out. I’ll have to call my brothers, too. I suppose I should do it now, but they’re probably asleep, and I’m too warm and cozy here with Gaby molded to my body, her breasts and belly and thighs pressed up against my side, her breath fanning across my shoulder. 
 
    Poor Gaby. She didn’t sign up for this. But the odd thing is that I can’t imagine having anyone else with me tonight when I got the news. Not a friend, not Sebastian or Caleb, even though I’ve known them the longest, not a stranger, not Sarah, my ex, or any other girls I’ve known. Gaby was perfect—is perfect. 
 
    This too shall pass. I suppose that’s true for all things, including this relationship. In a few weeks, we’ll be moving on, and this night will become one of many memories shoved in a box in my mind. 
 
    The thought troubles me, though, and it’s another hour before I finally succumb to sleep. 
 
    * 
 
    When I wake, I turn over and put out a hand, but find the bed empty. Gaby’s gone, and I feel a pang of disappointment and hurt. Then the memory of the night before hits me, and I almost gasp as I remember about my father. I roll onto my back and sink my hands into my hair. He’s gone. He’ll never have a hold over me or my family again. The wave comes, washes over me, and then vanishes just as quickly. This too shall pass… 
 
    I open my eyes, and suddenly realize it’s light. Too light. I push up onto my elbows and reach for my phone, but it’s not where I left it. Did Gaby take it? I slide my tablet out from the shelf by the bed and switch it on—idiot, it’s nine-thirty! 
 
    It’s only then that I hear someone moving around in the kitchen. 
 
    I get up and pull on a pair of boxers, then walk out. Gaby’s there, wearing my T-shirt and panties, making coffee. 
 
    “Oh, hey,” she says when she sees me.  
 
    “Did you take my phone?” I ask, puzzled. 
 
    “Yes.” Her cheeks flush. “I hope it was okay—I thought you’d probably set your alarm and I didn’t want to wake you. I rang Colette, and Sebastian said there’s not much on today so to let you lie in. He said to take the day off, but that you probably wouldn’t.” She gives me a hesitant smile. “You want me to go?”  
 
    She thinks I’m going to be mad at her for making decisions for me. 
 
    I walk up to her, remove the mugs from her, and put them on the table. Then I move her so she’s resting against the worktop. I take her face in my hands and study the beautiful violet eyes of this generous, thoughtful, caring, sexy woman. Then I kiss her. 
 
    After I’ve kissed her, I lift my head and look into her eyes again. “Stay with me,” I tell her. “Until you go away. Stay with me for the next few weeks.” 
 
    Her jaw drops, and her mouth forms a perfect O. For a moment, I think she might refuse. Then her lips stretch into a smile, and she nods. “Okay,” she says. 
 
    I kiss her again, and then I take her back to bed. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    I spend the next two weeks at Harrison’s place, and have the time of my life. Talk about a whirlwind romance. Both of us are working hard, but we still find the time to go out and eat, to go to shows, to visit friends, and then we come home and get into bed and have the most amazing sex that shows no signs of fading. 
 
    It’s because it’s new, I keep telling myself. That’s the only reason it feels so exciting and wonderful. Harrison’s a lovely guy, but like all men—like all people—he has his faults, and no doubt they’d get on my nerves if this were to turn into anything long term. He’s untidy, he’s obsessed with his work, he doesn’t suffer fools gladly and can be impatient with someone if they don’t get his meaning right away. And the way he bosses me about in the kitchen might feel endearing now, but I’d probably end up resenting it. 
 
    True, we do seem to fit together well. We have the same attitudes toward things—religion, children, family, politics. We like the same music, the same food. And there’s something about us that slots together, and I don’t mean physically—although that slots in pretty well too—I mean our personalities just blend in a way I don’t think either of us expected. 
 
    I go with him to his father’s funeral, and meet his mother and his brothers and their families. Harrison introduces me as his friend, although he’s not shy about holding my hand or slipping his arm around me, so I’m sure everyone guesses we’re more than that. It’s nice to meet his mother, who’s not really like Harrison at all—shy, quiet, kind of tired with life. I’m surprised she’s come—I’m not sure I would have if the guy who’d died had beaten me, but then he was also the father of her children, and I guess, like with Harry, it might be good for her to have closure and say goodbye.  
 
    Harry’s brothers look a bit like him, but they don’t seem to have much in common—the older one is a fire fighter, the younger is a vet. Their wives are what you’d expect, as are their noisy kids. We’re the only people at the funeral—Harry’s dad doesn’t appear to have had any friends or work colleagues. One of the wives has booked a table at a local restaurant, so we all troop along there afterward. It’s odd and awkward; talk about his dad is stilted, and it’s like everyone is a stranger—it’s certainly not a grand family reunion. They’ve all moved on with their lives, and I think everyone’s relieved when we all decide to go our own ways. 
 
    Harrison hugs his mother, shakes hands with his brothers, and then we head back to the city. 
 
    “Thank harass for that,” is all he says, and then he changes the subject. I’ve learned not to push him—he’ll talk to me later, once he’s had time to process his thoughts, so I let it go, but I’m glad that he’s not alone tonight. 
 
    The days fly by, and oddly, even though I’m aware that my last day at work is approaching before my big adventure, and my time with Harrison is coming to an end, I’m not worried. We’re both too busy to dwell on it. A week after I go, Harrison starts his own travels, taking the news of Hearktech’s innovative products to the rest of the world, so we’re busy with planning and packing and getting mentally prepared. 
 
    Soon it’s five days, then four, then a mad rush over the last three days, which pass in a blur because I’m hardly sleeping, because Harry is keeping me awake for most of the night. Our lovemaking is intense, somewhat desperate, and maybe all the sweeter because we know it’s finite. I’m going to miss him terribly. But it is what it is. Better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all, right? 
 
    I have my final day at work, and they give me a beautiful travel diary that I’m thrilled with, along with a special pen to write in it with. And then, finally, it’s time for me to go. 
 
    I haven’t seen or spoken to Alex, and I have no desire to. I discover that over the time I’ve spent with Harrison, Alex had faded in my mind, the way a paste necklace looks dull when placed next to one made from diamonds. I’m still not quite ready to forgive my sister. I visit my parents to say goodbye, and Mum tells me that my sister has been begging her to talk me into seeing her, but I’m not ready for that yet. Maybe after I’ve travelled, in six months or a year, her betrayal won’t hurt as much, and I’ll be ready to move on. But not yet. I have other things to deal with first. Not in the least, saying goodbye to the man that I… like very much. 
 
    “I’m going to tell you something,” he says on our last night together. We’re in bed, we’ve just made love, and I think it might have been our final time. I’m desperately trying not to cry. I don’t want to spoil it. 
 
    I lift his hand to my lips and kiss the tips of his fingers. “What?” 
 
    “Don’t freak out. I know we haven’t been together long, but… I love you.” 
 
    I stare at him. It’s the first time either of us has said it. 
 
    “I should have said it before,” he says huskily, “but I kept telling myself I couldn’t love you because love’s something that develops over time. A relationship needs marinating, I thought, to let love develop. But I don’t know how else to describe how I feel about you.” 
 
    “Me too.” This time I don’t stop the tear running down my nose. “I love you too.” 
 
    “I know we’ve got things to do,” he says, “and I know you’re going to be away for a while, but I thought perhaps, when you get back, we could catch up…” 
 
    I swallow hard. “I’d love to,” I tell him. His words make me glow, but deep down, I’m convinced it’s not going to happen. This feels intense right now, but I’m sure after a few weeks of travelling across the world he’ll meet some gorgeous girl, and that will be that. I can’t imagine him staying celibate until I return. If I return. I’m not even sure I will yet. 
 
    I do love him. But this has been super-fast and super-intense, and I need time to think. To see if the glow fades after we’re apart for a while. And so does he. We’ve approached this relationship the same way we approach our cooking—we made it up as we went along, and now, like a gorgeous joint of roasted meat, we need time to let it rest before we carve it apart and examine it. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, I suppose, given our record, we make love again, and then once more in the early hours, as the rising sun melts like butter across the bed. But the moment can’t continue forever. Eventually, we doze, and then finally it’s time to call it a day. 
 
    Harrison takes me to the airport. I’m going to London to start with, and then I’ll be heading to Paris, Germany, and Italy, making stops along the way as I see fit. I’m excited, but it’s only when it’s time for me to head to the departure lounge that I realize this could be it. 
 
    He wraps me in his arms. “Keep in touch. You can send me photos and I’ll keep an eye on your blog. One day we’ll meet up and talk about all the adventures we’ve had.” 
 
    “Until Valhalla?” I say. 
 
    His lips won’t form a smile. I can see that he realizes I don’t believe we’ll see each other again. “Until Valhalla.” 
 
    My heart is pounding so hard I think I might be sick, but I’m determined not to cry. “Thank you,” I whisper as he takes my face in his hands. “I’ve had such a wonderful time.” 
 
    “Me too.” He looks suddenly upset. “Thank you for helping me through the past few weeks.” 
 
    “I’m glad I could be there for you.” 
 
    “I’m going to miss you.” His voice is hoarse with emotion. 
 
    “Me too.” Suddenly, I can’t stand it any longer. I kiss him hard, wrap my arms around his neck and hug him tightly, and then I turn and walk away. I don’t look back. If I do, I might never leave, and that wasn’t part of the plan. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    Harrison 
 
    The moment Gabriella disappears around the corner, I know I’ve made a mistake. 
 
    I stand there for at least five minutes, fighting the urge to run after her, leap over the barriers, and risk being shot in order to reach her and beg her not to go. 
 
    After five minutes, I walk over to a chair by the window, and sit. Sliding down, I rest my head on the back, look up at the ceiling, and close my eyes. 
 
    We both knew it would end like this. Gaby has been fighting her feelings the same way I have. There was no point in either of us saying we didn’t want it to end, though, because our feet are walking down different paths now. We both have things we want to do, and it wouldn’t be fair for either of us to ask the other to give up their plans. The pain I’m feeling is fleeting, like ripping off a plaster. Of course I’m going to miss her. We’ve been practically inseparable for nearly three weeks, so I’m going to notice that she’s not around. But I’ll get over it. In a few weeks’ time, once I’m on the road, I’ll look back at the time I spent with her fondly, but I’ll be far too busy to dwell on what’s done and dusted. 
 
    I get to my feet, glance out at the planes waiting on the tarmac, and head for the exit. 
 
    * 
 
    It’s all trash, of course. It doesn’t get easier. It just gets harder. I miss her more and more with every minute that passes. 
 
    I make it until day three before Colette tells me, with a fair amount of impatience after spotting my grumpy face, “For idiot’s sake, Harry. I’ve never seen you so miserable. Look, I’m not supposed to tell you, but I’ve had twenty emails from her saying how much she misses you. She’s trying to let you go, but she can’t, any more than you can her. Send her an email or a text or call her, will you? You’ll make her day.” 
 
    My heart leaps onto the floor and does a tap dance. She’s missing me? She wants me to contact her? 
 
    “Might do,” I say nonchalantly, then walk out of the building and down to our local coffee shop where I order a latte and sit and stare at my phone. After a few minutes of sipping the foamy hot coffee, I give in and send her a text.  
 
    How are you? Hope all is well in London. Missing you. H x 
 
    I press send, and wait for a twinge of dismay, a conviction of incredible, shouldn’t have done that. It doesn’t come. Instead, I feel a wave of hope, along with a frisson of anticipation. It’s late evening in London—she might have gone to bed already, so I might not hear back until tomorrow. If I hear back at all. Maybe Colette was wrong. Maybe she doesn’t— 
 
    My phone buzzes on the table. 
 
    Harry! My face breaks into a smile—I can almost hear her saying it. OMG I miss you so much! Lovely to hear from you. London’s so cool—I wish you were here!  
 
    And so it begins. 
 
    * 
 
    Late that evening, I FaceTime her, and we talk for an hour. She tells me everything that’s happened since the moment she left the airport. She’s excited and oh, so beautiful, her face glowing with enthusiasm—at least, I think it’s enthusiasm. But as we go to say goodbye, I can’t help but speak the truth. 
 
    “Love you.” 
 
    Her mouth opens, and then she gives me the most gorgeous smile. “I love you too.” 
 
    We hang up, but I glow inside for at least another hour. 
 
    * 
 
    After this, we’re constantly in contact. We text during the day, send emails with photos, and FaceTime in the morning and evening. We don’t make each other promises, and we don’t really talk about the future. Even though we both say the three little words all the time, we don’t press each other to explore what that means. I’ve never felt so free and yet so secure in a relationship before. 
 
    I love this woman! 
 
    What am I going to do about it? 
 
    Still unsure, a week later I leave the city to embark on my own adventure, and for the next month, my feet barely touch the ground. I fly to Japan, Hong Kong, Singapore, Sydney, and finally to London, although by then Gaby’s left England and is somewhere in France. I work hard, and my days are mostly filled with meeting clients and holding presentations. It’s exhausting, but I love every minute. 
 
    But I don’t forget Gabriella. In fact, we continue to keep in touch as often as we can. 
 
    I wait for the passion between us to start fading, because that’s what has happened before with other women. 
 
    And I wait, and I wait. 
 
    Six weeks after Gabriella walked away from me in the airport, I finally realize the truth. 
 
    * 
 
    A few days later, I’m sitting in front of the Trevi Fountain in Rome when my gaze falls on her. 
 
    My heart lifts, but I don’t get up. Instead, I watch her for a moment. Her hair’s grown longer, and she’s braided it in a thick plait that hangs down her back. She’s wearing jeans and a big black jacket, and she’s carrying a rucksack. She’s staying at a hotel not far from here, and she told me she was going to visit the fountain after she’d had lunch. 
 
    She slows as she reaches it, and lifts her sunglasses onto the top of her head as she looks at the beautiful Baroque stonework. 
 
    And then her gaze falls on me. 
 
    She blinks a few times. I push myself to my feet and walk forward a few steps. Her jaw drops, and I watch her inhale deeply. I’m ninety-nine percent sure she’ll be pleased to see me, but of course there’s always a small part of yourself that tries to tell you it’s all a big mistake, and I wait for dismay to spill onto her face. 
 
    It doesn’t. 
 
    Instead, she runs up to me, throws her arms around my neck, and buries her face in my shoulder. 
 
    “Mmm.” I wrap my arms around her, and we stand like that for at least five minutes, just drinking in the delight of being together again. 
 
    Finally, she pulls back. Her face is wet, and her bottom lip is trembling. “What are you doing here?” she whispers. “Are you here on business?” 
 
    I shake my head. “I missed you. I shouldn’t have let you walk away from me in the airport. I’ve missed you every day, and I love you, Gabriella Manners.” I take her face in my hands and give her a long, deep kiss. Then I lift my head again. “I don’t want to stop you from travelling. I don’t want to get in your way. But I miss you, and I thought maybe we could, you know, travel together.” 
 
    More tears run down her cheeks. “Oh, Harry…” 
 
    “If you’d like that.” 
 
    “I’d love that. I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I put my hand in my pants pocket and pull out a small velvet box. Dropping down onto one knee, I pop the lid. “Ti amo, vuoi sposarmi? That means I love you. Will you marry me?” 
 
    She stares at me. “Si! Caro mio.” And she bursts into tears.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    Gabriella 
 
    We marry two weeks later, in Florence, in a quiet ceremony with just us and a couple of strangers as witnesses. Later, we’ll return home and celebrate with our friends and family, but it feels important to both of us to do this alone, in the peace and quiet of this beautiful place, where we promise to love each other forever. 
 
    Afterward, we stroll along the Ponte Vecchio, Florence’s oldest bridge across the Arno River. Halfway across, we stop and I lift my arms around Harry’s neck. 
 
    “Do you regret it?” I ask, somewhat breathlessly. I keep expecting him to say yes. I keep waiting for the bubble to burst. 
 
    “Never.” He kisses me. “I love you, Gabriella Manners. I’ve promised to love you for the rest of my life, remember?” 
 
    “They’ll say we were too hasty. That we should have waited until we were sure.” 
 
    “I’m sure,” he says. “Are you?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “So harass ’em.” 
 
    He kisses me for longer this time, and I think I’ll never grow tired of his mouth, the sweetness of his tongue, the feel of his body against mine. Yes, this is a whirlwind romance, but that doesn’t mean it’s any less valid. I love him, and he loves me, and I know—I just know, the same way Colette knows—that the relationship is going to work. 
 
    Two Italians walking past us cheer, and we pull apart and laugh. 
 
    “I don’t care what anyone else thinks.” He hugs me tightly and kisses my forehead. “I’ve never felt this way about anyone in my life. That moment when you walked away from me at the airport was the worst I’ve ever felt. I’m never going to let you go again.” 
 
    “Okay.” I rest my cheek on his chest and snuggle into his arms.  
 
    I don’t know what the future holds for us. I think we’re going to travel together, and then perhaps we’ll go back home for a while and spend some time there. Maybe we’ll have kids, maybe not. It’s kind of nice living from day-to-day. Not everything has to be planned and organized, and I know Harry feels the same. Oddly, we’re freer when we’re together than we were when we were single. How does that work? 
 
    I telephoned my sister yesterday. It just felt like the right time. It wasn’t an easy call, and we both cried, but I think I came off the phone ten pounds lighter. 
 
    Harry was talking about his father this morning, telling me a story about when he and his brothers were all kids, and laughing while he told it, and for the first time since his father died—maybe even since he was a child—there was no hate in his voice. 
 
    The past slings chains around us and pins us to the ground, stopping us from flying to the stars. But for once, I feel as if the links of the chains are finally breaking, and we can start to form our own future. 
 
    “La liberta,” Harry murmurs, confirming my own thoughts.  
 
    At last, we’re starting to be free. 
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    Excerpt 
 
    Chapter One: Caleb 
 
    Love at first sight is trash. 
 
    In my humble opinion (or IMHO, as my friend Colette would say). Not that I have much experience of it (love, that is. I’ve plenty of experience of trash.) But from what I understand, love is something that develops over time, like a photograph in a darkroom, or whiskey in oak barrels, or cheese. Okay, maybe cheese isn’t the best example—I can hear the squeak of Colette’s eyeballs rolling in their sockets at that comparison. The point is, so I’ve heard, love is about trust and contentment and becoming comfortable in another person’s company, discovering their strengths and weaknesses, learning what they like and dislike, and feeling as if—at that moment—nobody in the world is more suited to you than this person.  
 
    This is all hearsay, by the way, as my one and only foray into Cupid’s world ended very badly, with no sign of trust and definitely no contentment anywhere to be seen. But others assure me it exists in this form, and, if that’s the case, it simply can’t happen at first sight. 
 
    Lust at first sight… well, that’s another matter. That I do have experience with, because the moment I lay eyes on the new girl who comes in to collect a parcel from the conference room, I fall in lust. 
 
    I feel like a character from a cartoon—like Hanna and Barbera’s Tom when he sees that girl cat with the long eyelashes and the bow on her tail. His eyes pop out of his head with hearts painted on them, and his tongue unrolls like a red carpet on the floor. 
 
    Now let me explain, first of all, why this is so unusual. I’m not lacking in experience where women are concerned, or at least, I wasn’t when I was younger. I’ve dated all kinds—tall, short, curvy, boyish, sexy, homely, skinny, and my favorite—the ones with a few extra pounds that give them curves a guy can hang onto. But the last couple of years, I’ve tended to go for a particular type. Normally tall, blonde, sophisticated, well-spoken, educated, and ambitious. They’re normally called Sophie or Annabel or Lydia, and they wear pantsuits and style their silky hair in neat bobs and have French manicures. 
 
    I suppose, if I were to think about it, I’m subconsciously searching for someone who would make a suitable long-term companion. A woman I can take to the theater and the opera, to dinner parties and to charity functions, who’ll be able to blend in with the clientele I mix with, and who other men will look at with envy and say to each other Have you seen Caleb’s date? Wow, what a looker, and she has a degree in engineering, too! And the other guy will reply, Yeah, and Caleb told me she does yoga and can get her ankles behind her ears, which is really useful because apparently she knows every position in the Kama Sutra and she’s filthy as sin, even though she looks like a goddess. 
 
    Such is the fantasy. I’ve yet to meet a real girl like this, but I’m happy to keep looking for the foreseeable future. 
 
    The girl who comes into the conference room is… well, let’s say politely, not like this. She’s short—maybe five-four, slender, and… hmm, how best to describe her. Well, she has jet-black hair that’s twisted up so the ends stick out all over the place. She has black eyeliner, black eyelashes, and purple lips. She’s wearing a tight purple sweater the same shade as her lipstick, a black mini skirt, black tights—one leg of which bears a ladder running up her thigh—and long black boots. And she has a shedload of attitude that’s obvious from the moment she walks in. 
 
    We’re coming to the end of a busy afternoon preparing for a big presentation we’re putting on next week as part of a huge telecommunications conference in the city. As well as several members of the office staff, the four directors are there—me, Elen, Seb, and Harry, as well as Seb’s partner, Colette, and Harry’s girl, Gaby. Harry and Gaby returned only last week from a long stint abroad. The two of them got married in Florence, and they’re having a big party at the weekend to celebrate the wedding. 
 
    Lots of people are talking and moving around as we check out the various promotional materials the marketing department have put together, so nobody else hears the door open. I’m standing right near it, though, so I turn, and then I stare as the girl comes in. 
 
    She stands there for a moment, looking around, obviously looking for someone or something. Then her gaze falls on the post tray on the table near the door, and she leans across and picks up a large parcel waiting for collection. 
 
    When she turns back, she finally sees me watching her. 
 
    Our eyes meet, and she stops in her tracks. She has huge green eyes, made even huger by all the black eyeliner, and she’s chewing bubblegum. We look at each other for a long moment. Then her gaze leaves mine to slide slowly down me, taking in every detail of my appearance, I presume, from my suit to my shoes and then back up, lingering in a not-subtle manner somewhere around my crotch before returning to my face. 
 
    Her eyes meeting mine, she pokes her tongue through the bubblegum and blows out a big bubble, which she then pops with her teeth before gathering the gum into her mouth with her tongue and chewing it again. Her lips curve up, and she winks at me before finally backing out through the door and disappearing down the corridor. 
 
    Someone appears beside me, and I glance down at Elen—the only female director, and Seb’s younger sister. 
 
    “Who the heck was that?” I ask her. 
 
    “A walking lawsuit.” She gives me a direct look. “No banging the temps, remember?” 
 
    “Yeah.” I look down the corridor, but the girl has vanished. “Don’t worry. She’s not my type.” 
 
    My gaze comes back to Elen, who is now giving me a wry smile. “Her name’s Roxie,” she tells me. Of course it is. “She’s working in the mailroom for a few weeks while Max is on a course. She’s only twenty-one, and she really is as feisty and unconventional as she looks.” 
 
    “All right,” I say, somewhat impatiently, “I said, she’s hardly my type.” 
 
    “Yeah. The steam coming out of your ears says otherwise. Just want you to know what you’re getting yourself into.” Ignoring my glare, she grins and walks away. 
 
    Refusing to look back down the corridor, I close the door and return to the table. We have to make a decision on which leaflets and promo sheets are the best, and Seb and Harry are currently arguing over two, so I’m going to have to intercede. 
 
    I push the girl and her laddered tights to the back of my mind. I am not going to fall in lust with someone like Roxie. That way lies seven kinds of madness. I’m definitely not going down that road. 
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