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   Dear Reader,
 
   We all have a history, a story, some of it good, some of it bad, partly painful, but also unbelievably beautiful.
 
   We can’t change history. We can’t delete our mistakes. We can’t do anything about the past, but we don’t have to let it ruin today. Perhaps more importantly, we can learn from it.
 
   Hanleigh
 
    
     
     
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
       
       	  
  
       	  
  
       	  
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
   He was the ruler by which I measured my growth. He was the stick by which I measured my tears. He was the tape by which I measured my success and he was the string by which I measured the size of my heart.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One: Clara
 
                 
 
    
 
   Watching him now I recall how he had always been biting on an apple, back when we were in school; that is, whenever he wasn’t making sly remarks at my expense. Even now, as he bites into that apple his eyes are taunting me, a painful reminder that I haven’t managed to escape the bully who now sits in the chair opposite me with his feet on my desk. He is wearing a dark grey suite and black shoes. The black shoes that are currently resting on top of my HR paperwork are either new or very well cared for; they sparkle in the florescent light of my office. The thought makes me smile; not my thought about the cleanliness of Andrew’s shoes but the thought that this is my office. Compared to the office I used to have at my last job, it’s amazing. My old office had been a shared office. It had been cramped and cluttered but this office is large and airy. That office was the reason I left my last job. After everything that had happened, it was just too small and confined. With two brothers I know how to share; but I just couldn’t share that small room with him after I’d found him in bed with Cathy. It’s ironic that it looks like I’m going to have to share this work space with another guy that I don’t like. If Stephen hadn’t cheated on me then I wouldn’t be here with Andrew right now. It’s all Stephen’s fault, I think to myself childishly.
 
   “Alright Princess,” Andrew smirks at me and suddenly the perfect job has lost all of its appeal. This job had promised to be everything I’ve ever wanted. It is everything I’ve been working towards since I finished high school eight years ago. Trust Andrew bloody Contius to ruin everything.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I blurt out. I can feel my face reddening in agitation.
 
   “I’m here to show you around,” Andrew takes his feet off my desk and stands to his feet. “Time to start your tour,” he winks at me. I look him up and down and I’m pretty sure I’m giving him a look of absolute loathing mixed with interest. He looks good but I really don’t want him to know I think that. The office that moments ago I had been delighted with now feels stiflingly small. It’s too hot. He removes his jacket and places it across the back of my desk chair. His shirt sleeves are rolled up, his biceps are significantly more defined than the last time I saw him. I shake my head trying to clear it. Calm down; it’s just Andrew Contius. I shouldn’t be checking him out. His eyes are shining with humour. I’m certain he’s mocking me and I feel like that awkward teenage girl all over again. My hands are sweating and I’m not sure if it’s in agitation or desire. I step back towards the door to my office. He can’t be here. This is the last thing I need.
 
   “You work here?” I ask, gaping at him. My eyes are wide and I’m sure I’m staring at him so I drop my gaze to the floor.
 
   “Surprise!”
 
   “Oh fuck,” I shake my head, “you have to be joking.”
 
   “Office right next door,” he smirks, clearly very pleased with himself. Well at least that’s better than having to share an office with Stephen. If he’s next door I won’t have to spend hours every day with him. I can cope if it’s just the occasional run in in the break room. Somewhere in the back of my mind I hear a thought; ‘you don’t really think Andrew will leave you alone do you?’
 
   “Great,” I mutter, I won’t let this ruin my day. This job is the best thing to have happened to me in years. It’s exactly what I need. I won’t let Andrew ruin this for me. Just thinking about working with him is giving me a headache. I consider walking out of the office, but why the hell would I do that. It’s my office.
 
   “Come on Princess,” he drawls, his arm outstretched pointing towards the door.
 
   “What do you want?” I ask with more hostility than is probably necessary. His eyes are gloating, frilled by the fact that even though we’ve been out of school for several years now, he can still get a rise out of me. He’s never failed yet. I try to smile; I don’t want him to know just how irritated I am.
 
   “Just wanted to welcome you to the office,” he smirks before taking another bite of his apple. That bloody apple.
 
   I glare at him but he doesn’t flinch, instead he keeps his eyes focused on me. I don’t know how to respond to him. He’s never said a kind word to me in all our years at school, so why would he start now. I feel awfully childish as I engage him in a staring contest. His grey eyes hold mine with a confidence that I find awfully intimidating. Very few people intimidate me. I’ve always been the girl with the bright coloured hair and a big smile; the girl that everyone gets on with. That is except Andrew Contius and Cathy Lacey. Cathy and I were never friends. She was my last boss and she fucked my boyfriend in my bed. Talk about overstepping your boundaries. I’ve always had a bit of a fiery temper but even I’d been surprised by my response. I’d grabbed her by the hair and pulled her out of the bed. I’d dragged her to the door of my flat and flung her out completely naked. As for Stephen, I’d merely demanded he get the fuck out of our home in a quiet, deadly cold voice. I think that’s why Andrew teased me so much in school; he loved getting a rise out of me. Andrew isn’t like me. I’ve only once seen him loose his cool control and that was when he’d taken a particularly hurtful taunt too far and I’d slapped him across the face. I can still remember the look of shock on his sixteen year old face as he pushed me up against the wall and told me to keep my dirty hands off him. He had looked flushed and unrepentant as he pushed me away and stormed down the corridor away from me.
 
   I’m frowning now, “this is stupid. We may have to work in the same building, but it doesn’t mean you need to be using up the oxygen in my office. This building is big enough that we should be able to work effectively with minimal contact.” I’m trying here. I want to get my life in order and this job is the key. I’d even died my hair back to its natural auburn colour in an attempt to be taken more seriously. Stephen had never taken me seriously. He was only two years older than me but he’d treated me like a child. No. Worse. He’d treated me like a teenager. 
 
   Andrew is chuckling at me, “ah but it’s just so much fun teasing you.”
 
   I laugh bitterly, “You’ve not changed have you Andrew? Still as arrogant as ever.”
 
   Andrew throws the core of his apple at the bin next to my desk, never taking his eyes off me. “Clara you make it sound like you wish I had changed... were you hoping that we’d be best friends and I’d start braiding your hair and sharing my lunch with you?”
 
   I’m frowning again. Actually I’m not sure I’ve done anything but frown since I entered my office a few moments ago to find Andrew Contius with his feet on my desk. This is not going to be good. He’s always brought out the worst in me and I’m trying to be a grown up, “Argh! You are such an arse!”
 
   “Now, now...” Andrew is barely concealing his glee at the opportunity to chastise me, “Remember, it’s your first day. You wouldn’t want to show yourself up.” He bites his bottom lip and I’m sure he’s holding back a laugh. He always did like to laugh at me.
 
   I’m actually speechless. I have no idea how to respond to his words. “Come on Clara,” he walks towards me, “time for your tour.”
 
   “Isn’t there someone else who can show me around?”
 
   “Clara... Clara... Clara... don’t you realise yet; you’re stuck with me.” He’s smiling cockily at me. He really hasn’t grown up. I sigh in resignation.
 
   “Fine,” I tell him, my shoulders slumped as I follow him out my office. I plaster a smile on my face. I don’t want the rest of the TWR employees to know that there is history between us. My pride doesn’t stop tears welling in my eyes. I brush them away hastily.
 
   “First, you have an assistant,” Andrew points towards the booths in the centre of the open plan office space just outside of my office. “Her name is Katie... she’s pretty good. If you need anything, she’ll be able to help you.”
 
   I nod my head in an attempt to at least appear polite. I’m going to have to try and work with him. I have no choice. “Everyone in this office space is either a part of your team or mine; our teams work quite closely together.” I hear what he isn’t saying, that I am not going to be able to avoid him, no matter how hard I try. I try to process his words but my brain feels empty. I’m not taking any of this in.
 
   Our tour seems to go on forever. I just nod and grunt at regular intervals. I wish I could pretend that I am more mature than that but apparently when in the company of an adult Andrew Contius I revert back to adolescence. He has me doubting myself again. I’m more confident than this. I’d thought today would be brilliant and Andrew had to go and mess it all up. When the tour is finally over, I sigh in relief but the relief is short lived because Andrew follows me back into my office. “We need to go over the accounts you are taking over.” I should be grateful that he’s talking shop. Perhaps we can be professional. Maybe we can make this work.
 
   “Great,” I sigh, I can hear the acquiescence in my voice. I should be excited. This is my dream job. I shouldn’t be letting the idea of working with Andrew ruin it. I can make this work; I have no choice. I can’t go back to Liverpool.
 
   “Don’t sound too excited,” he chuckles, “I’ll be around if you need help with any of these accounts. I’ve been looking after them for the last couple of weeks.”
 
   I nod my head. I don’t trust myself not to vomit at the idea of spending time with Andrew. He runs through the details of the new accounts I’ll be looking after. I decide to behave like a grown up and do my job properly so I ask him questions about the accounts. For a few short moments, I actually begin to take him seriously. He is so focused on what he is talking about. He actually enjoys his job. I can tell; his face is animated and his tone excited as he describes the work my new team have been doing over the last month. If I’m honest, I’m excited too.
 
   The moment passes though. The first sign of what is to come is a gentle twinkling in his eyes. “You still look the same,” he comments and I don’t really know what to say in response. I know he’s probably teasing me but I can feel my heart racing at the idea that he might be giving me a compliment.
 
   “I look older,” I tell him after a moment. It’s the only thing I can think to say.
 
   “Yeah... you’ve got grey hair now,” Andrew smirks at me. A small part of me wants to check my reflection. My hand reaches up to touch my hair. I know he’s wrong though so I don’t even glance at the mirror that sits on the wall near my desk. I only dyed my hair last night so there is no way I have any grey hair. Henrietta and Henry are as auburn coloured as the rest of my hair; I know because I extra cautious when dying the hair at my crown. I’ve only got two grey hairs; Henrietta and Henry. It’s practically a matter of international security; their existence is top secret.
 
   “Piss off,” I reply hotly.
 
   Andrew grins before checking his watch, “your wish is my command; time for my lunch break anyway.” He lazily gets to his feet and stretches, yawning. “See you around princess.”
 
    
 
    
 
   One week into my new job at TWR Advertising I have fallen into a comfortable routine. I wake up early each morning, drink a cup of coffee and eat my breakfast in bed before getting ready for work. Living in the city means that driving is always somewhat impractical and so I get the tube to work each day, reading a trashy novel on my kindle as I sit on the train. Every day, I smile at the attractive, blonde guy who always seems to get the same tube as me and he always smile back. I spend each day working hard and doing my best to ignore Andrew Contius. He drops into my office at least once every day. He usually has some teasing comment to say but sometimes he merely perches in my doorway smirking at me. His favourite time for hounding me seems to be at the end of the evening as I check my emails before leaving for the night. There is always an email from one of my friends inviting me out for drinks. It’s Friday night and it looks like tonight will be no exception, Andrew is leant against my door frame with yet another apple, “you got plans for tonight Delos?”
 
   I don’t even look up. I hope that if I ignore him, eventually he will go away. I’ve been trying really hard all week to just ignore him and I’ve failed massively. Not that he knows it. I’ve managed to at least pretend to ignore him. But it’s been impossible to ignore him completely. Every time he walks passed my office my heart races like I’m running for my life and every time he talks to me I feel my temper rising. I hear my laptop beep and so open up the email I have just received from one of my best friends, Anna.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   From: Anna (Anna.Louise@criticalthinking.co.uk)
 
   To: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: DRINKS!!!!!!
 
   Clara!
 
   Drinks tonight at that old pub we found last weekend! Already spoken to Mike and Elle.
 
   Really can’t wait to hear all about the new job.
 
   See you at seven?
 
   A x
 
   Anna Louise
 
   Occupational Therapist
 
   Critical Thinking
 
    
 
   Other than the new job, the other great thing about moving back to the city is that I have my friends back. It has been so hard not having them just around the corner the last few years. I know that if the whole thing with Stephen had happened here, Mike would have probably punched him or something and Anna and Elle would have fed me ridiculous amounts of ice cream. I still haven’t looked up. Andrew is unimpressed. I can tell from the way he has started making exasperated huffing sounds. He really doesn’t seem to like being ignored. I quickly type a reply.
 
    
 
   From Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Anna (Anna.Louise@criticalthinking.co.uk)
 
   RE: re: DRINKS!!!!!!
 
   Anna,
 
   I have so much to tell you! You won’t believe who I have to work with! ONE WORD: ANDREW!
 
   I bloody hate him! Anyway, I’ll rant later.
 
   See you at seven.
 
   C x
 
   Clara Delos
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I hear another ping from my laptop. I quickly go to open the new email, fully expecting Anna to have replied already. I am surprised when I open the email to find that it is addressed from the man stood in my doorway. I don’t check to see how pleased with himself he looks before opening the email and reading it quickly;
 
   From: Andrew.Contius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   To: Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   RE: You’re Ignoring Me!
 
   Miss Delos,
 
   You seem to be ignoring me. Is this really the only way to get your attention?
 
   Stop being rude.
 
   Andrew
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I barely have time to think of a reply when I hear him typing on his phone. I look up and see him looking straight at me instead of watching what he is typing. My email pins again, looking down I see another email from him.
 
    
 
   From: Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   To: Cara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: Perhaps I was wrong
 
   Perhaps I was wrong, you seem determined to ignore me even through the medium of email.
 
   Just so you know, I’m going to email you all weekend about the most ridiculous and tedious things until you finally crack.
 
   Have you got plans for tonight? You still haven’t answered the bloody question.
 
   A
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I frown. I really don’t want him emailing me all weekend. Perhaps I’d better reply and hope he leave me alone.
 
    
 
   From: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   RE: re: Perhaps I was wrong
 
   I am most certainly determined to ignore you. Why would you think for a second that I wouldn’t be?
 
   Yes, I have plans for tonight, plans that do not involve you emailing me constantly.
 
   Clara
 
   Clara Delos
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   Eight years out of high school, I should be rid of him. I certainly thought I had been. His phone vibrates as he received my message. I switch off my laptop and pack it away. I hear his reply come through on my phone but I refuse to check it. Instead I pull my coat on and grab my bag before walking out of my office; straight passed him without so much as a word. I’m incredibly proud of myself as I manage to walk past him without looking back. Passing him, I notice an electricity surrounding him. I am convinced that if he tried to touch me, I’d receive an electric shock. I am surprised his hair isn’t more of a tangled mess with that current rolling off his skin. My heart is racing and my hands feel clammy; maybe I should make an appointment to see my doctor. It’s not like I like Andrew. I can’t stand him.
 
   As soon as I am in the lift and going down I pull out my phone and check the email. I can’t resist it.
 
    
 
   From: Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   To: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: re: re: Perhaps I was wrong
 
   Got a date have you, Delos?
 
   I’m not going to let up you know; by Monday morning you’ll have given up on his ridiculous notion of trying to ignore me.
 
   A
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I can almost hear him chucking to himself as I formulate my reply. I can almost see his eyes twinkling with humour. He’s probably counting the seconds to see how long I can resist replying. He knows I always react.
 
    
 
   From: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk
 
   RE: re: re: re: Perhaps I was wrong
 
   Not a date. Just catching up with friends.
 
   Good luck with your scheme. You know it won’t work, right?
 
   C
 
   Clara Delos
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   His reply is practically automatic.
 
    
 
   From: Andrew (Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: No date? That’s a shame
 
   Shame. I was looking forward to ruining a date with my incessant beeping and pinging.
 
   Of course it will work Delos. I’ve already got you replying haven’t I?
 
   A
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I decide not to reply. Instead I open up the Facebook app on my phone. I have a few new friend requests. I quickly accept them; they are all from work. As I am flicking through them I find one that I wish I could ignore; Andrew Contrius.
 
   Instead of accepting, I spend a few minutes having a look at his profile, checking his relationship status and going through his profile photos before unwillingly accepting him. I ignore the voice in my head that says I’m Facebook stalking him. I don’t want to be rude to a new colleague even if it is him. Within seconds of accepting his friend request I receive an instant message from him.
 
   I knew you couldn’t stay away.
 
   I don’t know what you are talking about. I couldn’t refuse your request; our colleagues would have wondered why we weren’t friends.
 
   Ah... excuses... excuses... As if they’d have noticed. They are an oblivious sort. So tell me, these friends you are meeting up with; do I know them?
 
   Yes, you do. Anna, Mike and Elle from school.
 
   Are you all still BFFs? I’d have thought you’d have outgrown each other by now!
 
   Why?
 
   Don’t know. Just seems silly, still being close to people from school.
 
   Are you and James not friends anymore? I fully concede your point, we shouldn’t be close to some of the people we went to school with; for example, I shouldn’t be close to you. I think you should refrain from coming into my office.
 
   Now you’re just talking rubbish. We’re different. We were never close in school and we’re still not now... although we could rectify that. James and I talk occasionally.
 
   I think I need more distance, not less, thanks.
 
   Shame. I’m enjoying the less. Where are you meeting your friends?
 
   A pub.
 
   ?
 
   Why do you think I would even think about telling you? Knowing you, you’ll show up just to torment me.
 
   True. It was worth a go.
 
   In school, my friends were convinced that Andrew fancied me. They were always saying that boys tend to tease the girls they fancy, but I had never believed them. Andrew had managed to make me feel absolutely awful about myself. He seemed to always be able to pick up on every insecurity I had and point it out for the whole school to see. I’d been foolish enough to have a crush on him at one point. I’d been seventeen and we’d been at a mutual friend’s birthday party. Everyone was well on the way to getting completely wasted when I’d decided to go out for some air. He’d been watching me, smirking at me, with another bloody apple in hand. I’d felt his grey eyes on me almost all night and I was anxiously waiting for the taunting to start. “You look pretty tonight,” I heard him say from the door way.
 
   I didn’t turn round. I didn’t want to see his teasing expression. “But?” I waited for the ridicule. I knew it was coming. He never missed an opportunity to make a joke at my expense.
 
   “But nothing; you look pretty.”
 
   I had turned around then, my eyes wide, taking him in. He had just stood there with an easy grace, acting as if his behaviour was completely normal and in character. As if he hadn’t just said the most absurd thing I’d ever heard. His grey eyes looked sincere but I daren’t believe him. His words didn’t fit into the parameters of our relationship. I had decided it was safest to escape. I had nodded before making my way back inside towards my friends. I avoided him like hell for the rest of the night and tried not to dwell on what he had said. I had ignored the sensation of his watchful gaze on my back. Even then as a teenager I had been more aware of him and what he was doing than anyone else I’ve ever known. As much as I had pretended not to be affected, seventeen year old me had allowed his words to wash over me and when I went home that night there was a smile on my face. I didn’t expect anything to change but a small part of me had hoped. I’d hoped that I’d go into school the next day and everything would be different. I’d lain in bed wishing that he would tell me he liked me. I’d really hoped he’d ask me out; not that I’d ever admit it. When I had gone into school on Monday morning and he immediately started ripping into me, I couldn’t help myself; I burst into tears and rushed into the nearest bathroom. He’d managed to make me feel like absolute shit. Somehow his compliment had hurt me far more than every joke and teasing comment he’d ever made at my expense.
 
   Half an hour later, when I enter the pub, my friends are already sitting at a comfortable table near the fire. I’ve missed them so much. I haven’t told them about Stephen and Cathy. They know that we broke up and they know that he hurt me but I haven’t told them the details. It still hurts too much for that. The pub is called ‘The Last Leg’, an old pub with an equally old landlady. I drop my stuff at the table with my friends, remove my coat and scarf, grabbing the wine they have ordered for me, and perch down on the bench, “cheers.”
 
   Anna’s eyes are sparkling with interest, “your email; did you mean Andrew Contrius?”
 
   I nod. I don’t want to open my mouth; I’m not sure I will be able to control my tongue.
 
   “Bloody hell,” Elle laughs.
 
   “Just your luck,” Mike grins.
 
   “You never know it could be fun,” Anna suggests with a wink. They all laugh at that idea; of course they would find this funny. Andrew had been one of the popular boys; with his messy, black hair. He’d always had a reputation for being a bit of a player. He’d had several girlfriends during the years that he’d spent teasing and bullying me. They had all been of the same sort; skinny, blonde, pretty, popular. They had always been everything I wasn’t.
 
   “Hell; it could be fate,” Elle tries. 
 
   My phone beeps and I consider ignoring it but think twice, it could be important. It might be about work or it could be from my dad.
 
   Miss me yet?
 
   No. Go away.
 
   Never.
 
   Arse.
 
   Arse? That seems unkind.
 
   Really? I’m sorry... I think it’s quite tame. There are other names I’ve been wanting to call you for years. I think I’m showing restraint.
 
   Really? Well, feel free to indulge yourself, so long as you’re screaming them as I...
 
   You are an arse. Fuck off.
 
   I put my phone away. I must not let him get inside my head.
 
    
 
   I’ve managed to avoid looking at my phone for the last three hours. He’s messaged me a couple of times much to Michael’s entertainment. Mike’s been teasing me all night about Andrew. “It’s your chance to tell him you’ve always liked him,” Elle smiles happily at me. She’s always been a romantic. She’s had a crush on Mike’s brother Jack for as long as I can remember but she’s never said it out loud. All of us know of course. Jack even knows; I’m almost sure of it. He’s a couple of years older than us all but he’s far less mature than Michael and so he’s always seemed like the younger brother out of the two.
 
   “I think you’re projecting,” Anna smirks.
 
   Elle scowls at her before continuing, “I’m not projecting. Clara has always liked him.”
 
   “No I haven’t,” I don’t know why I’m bothering to argue with her. None of them are going to believe me any way. They’ve always known when I’m lying and I really did like him back when we were seventeen.
 
   “Yes you have,” Mike rubs me on the back soothingly, “but that’s okay. There’s no accounting for taste.”
 
   “You bastard,” I shake my head at his teasing remark, “you’re supposed to look out for me.” He is a shitty best friend.
 
   “Doesn’t mean I’m going to lie to you,” Michael has dirty blond hair and dark blue eyes. He used to play hockey when we were in school. His shoulders are broad and he has a strong build. He’s smirking at me. Mike is probably the only one of my friends who is in a proper committed relationship. He’s been married for years. He’d married Sarah as soon as they’d graduated from university.
 
   “Come on Mike,” Anna laughs, “we shouldn’t tease her.”
 
   “You’re right,” he sighs, “Sarah wanted me to invite you round for dinner, Clara. She’s missed you.”
 
   “I’ve missed her too,” I smile at him. Sarah his wife had been one of the popular girls in our year at school. She’d been friends with Andrew and his friends. It had been a bit of a surprise to us all when Mike had asked her out in our final year at school. The bigger surprise had been her saying yes. Mike had been attractive but he’d never been popular. Our group of friends were sort of second tier; neither cool or uncool. We just existed. So when Sarah had said yes to Michael it had given me hope that perhaps I had a chance with Andrew but that had been stupid of me. I’d never had a chance with Andrew. I was and always would be just the girl he teased, “and Amelia... I can’t wait to see Amelia. I bet she’s grown so much.”
 
   “She has,” Michael is the image of a proud father, “she’s amazing. She dances around the room, twirling like a ballerina. Sarah wants her to have dance lessons. She sings too; like an angel. You’ve never heard anything quite so beautiful...”
 
   “Tell Sarah I’d love to come for dinner,” I smile at him.
 
   The four of us sit in the pub for hours reminiscing and enjoying each other’s company. It’s fantastic being back with them, just like old times, except now we are proper adults. Michael is finally a doctor and Elle is in Medical Research. One day she wants to cure cancer. Anna is an occupational therapist and I have just finished my first week at my dream job.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter two: Andrew
 
    
 
    
 
   My brother Jacob has dragged me out tonight. He’s in rant mode about the most recent escapades of our younger sister Maya. “She’s twenty one... what do you expect?” I ask, as I down the rest of my beer, “My round.” I jump to my feet and head towards the bar of the Kent Mockery. I check my phone as I wait for the barman to get our beers. She hasn’t replied. I hate it when she ignores me. I send her a quick message over facebook since I haven’t managed to get her number yet.
 
   Back to ignoring me again?
 
   I wait a split second to see if she replies but she doesn’t so I sigh, put my phone back in my pocket and pick up our beers. Jacob is typing into his phone when I get back to him. It’s probably work related so I give him a moment. He’s a lawyer and a workaholic. A moment or so later he puts his phone away, “sorry about that. A case I’m working on at the moment... it’s a bitch.”
 
   “No worries,” I grin at him. I’ve always looked up to my big brother, not that I’d ever tell him that.
 
   “As I was saying,” Jacob is back to his rant, “Maya needs to grow up. If I have to loan her the money to pay her rent one more time...” he doesn’t finish his sentence because he knows that whatever words he was going to end it with are meaningless. The threat was completely hollow.
 
   “Jake,” I try to reason with him, “Where is she living?”
 
   “I’ve no idea. She doesn’t tell me anything these days. I think she lives with a friend.”
 
   “Have you spoken to mum about her?”
 
   “Are you serious? Since when has mum had any control over any of us?” He’s laughing at the idea and if I’m honest with myself, he’s not wrong.
 
   “She’s serious about this singing thing?” I ask.
 
   “I don’t know how serious you can be about being a singer. I mean, she sings beautifully, don’t get me wrong. She’s amazing but can she seriously believe that she can make it into a career?”
 
   I shake my head, “I don’t know.”
 
   “You could offer her an internship or something at TRW.”
 
   “She’d hate it.”
 
   “She’s shown no interest at all in the law otherwise I’d invite her to join me at the firm. At least advertising is creative...”
 
   “Creative? Why do you say that with such abhorrence?”
 
   “I didn’t realise I had,” Jacob smirks at me. I know better though. Our mother has always been a creative sort of person. She draws and sculpts. I think that’s why Jake struggles with the idea of our sister trying to be a singer. She’s too similar to our bohemian mother. “So what girl has you checking your phone every few minutes?”
 
   “I’m not checking my phone every two minutes,” I tell him defensively.
 
   “Are too!”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Come on then; who is she?” Jacob’s mood has changed. I can’t tell if it’s because we’re no longer talking about Maya or if it has something to do with whatever he was typing into his phone a few minutes ago. He’s smirking at me and it’s infuriating.
 
   “Just someone I work with,” I concede because he’ll just keep digging if I don’t give him something.
 
   “Right... just someone you work with.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Not giving much away are you?” He has a teasing glint in his eye. I can’t tell him about Clara. He used to tease me about her back when we were in school. He is the reason I used to bully Clara so badly. I’d once told him about the pretty red haired girl in my class and he’d teased me about her for hours.
 
   “Fuck off.”
 
   “Now... now... no need to get all defensive.”
 
   My phone buzzes and I’m tempted to ignore it so as not to give him anything more to mock me about, except the idea that Clara might have replied is far more enticing.
 
   What could I possibly have to say to you?
 
   Miss Delos, there are thousands of things you could say to me...
 
   Like what?
 
   I haven’t got a clue what to say to her. I glance up at my brother. He’s watching me with interest. He’ll have something to say about this. I send a quick message to Clara;
 
   I’d settle for a date.
 
   A date?
 
   Yes, a date. You. Me. Dinner?
 
   I’m not going to dinner with you.
 
   Shame. What about a movie?
 
   My brother smirks as he interrupts, “little brother it’s rude to ignore the people around you.”
 
   “I’m not ignoring you...” I frown as I hesitantly put my phone away.
 
   “What are we going to do about Maya?”
 
   “I’ll offer her a job,” I sigh, “leave it with me.”
 
   “Good,” he nods his head, “right. I’ve got to go.”
 
   “Oh right. Now you’ve got what you want?” I laugh.
 
   “Yes,” at least you can say my brother is honest, “there’s a girl waiting in my bed.” He’s still smirking, the bloody bastard. He gets to his feet, pulling on his suit jacket, “let me know how it goes with Maya.”
 
   It’s not a request. It’s a demand and it grates. “Yeah. Yeah. Whatever.” I wave him off before turning back to my drink. I down the rest of my pint and check my phone.
 
   I’m not interested. Not in dinner. Not in a movie.
 
   I don’t want a moonlit walk along the beach.
 
   Trust me when I say there is nothing you could offer me
 
   that could possibly entice me to go on a date with you.
 
   Her response leaves me cold. There’s never been another girl in my life that’s been able to make me bleed the way she does. I won’t let her see it though.
 
   I won’t give up. I always get what I want in the end.
 
   Let her think I’m just messing with her. It’s safer that way. “Hey,” I look up as a girl with blonde hair sits beside me, “why are you sitting here all alone?”
 
   I check my phone once more for the reply that never seems to come, “my brother was here but he just left.” I give her my best smile. I look her up and down. She’s thin; almost too thin. Her eyes are a dark brown; almost like mud. She’s pretty sure and she’ll do for tonight, but she’s not Clara. It’s frustrating. I’d almost completely forgotten she existed before she came and started working at TRW. I’d finally gotten passed my teenage bloody obsession with her. I’d reached the point that when our mutual friends talked about her it had no effect on me at all... well almost.
 
   I put my phone in my pocket. Clara and I... there is no Clara and I. There never was. It’s all history; she’s just a girl I went to school with. But right now, there’s a pretty enough girl flirting with me and I’m almost ignoring her and for what? For a girl that hates me? I shake my head. I need a clear head, “can I get you a drink?” I don’t need a clear head. I need to get drunk.
 
   “Great... I’d love a mojito.” She’s smiling at me. She knows that this is all just a polite precursor to the moment when I fuck her. I get to my feet and get the girl her mojito and another beer for myself.
 
    When I get back to my booth I introduce myself properly, “hi. I’m Andrew.” I almost offer her my hand to shake. Instead I present her with her drink.
 
   “I’m Millie,” she smiles. She’s playing with her hair. She’s exactly the sort of girl I’ve always dated funnily enough. It’s a shame she’s not what I want now.
 
   “Nice to meet you Millie,” I smile back at her politely.
 
   “Do you want to dance?” she asks, nodding towards the dance floor.
 
   “Sure,” I grin at her. My phone buzzes in my pocket and it takes all of my self control to ignore it.
 
    
 
   I can’t sleep. The blonde... Millie... she’s asleep. I glance at her. She’s pretty cute when she’s asleep. I get out of bed, pulling my clothes back on. This is stupid. There’s no point lying in bed, if I can’t sleep. I find my phone in my jacket pocket. I smile when I see that Clara has replied. Even though the time stamp says she’d sent her message hours ago, it makes my heart race.
 
   You’ve never been one for giving up. Wouldn’t expect you to start now.
 
   I know I should leave it until tomorrow or something but I can’t resist. She’s probably asleep. She’d sent her message at 23:34pm and it is now almost 2:00am.
 
   Have you got a boyfriend Clara?
 
   I don’t really know where the question came from. She surprises me by replying almost immediately.
 
   That’s none of your business.
 
   I’m surprised you are awake.
 
   Why?
 
   I don’t know... just didn’t picture you as the awake at 2am sort.
 
   I just got home.
 
   From where?
 
   I told you I went to the pub with my friends.
 
   You were at the pub with your friends until 2am?
 
   Yes. Why is that so hard for you to believe?
 
   Mike is married with kids.
 
   And?
 
   Everyone knows that once you’re married the late nights end.
 
   Is that what you think?
 
   Do you think I’m wrong?
 
   Depends on what the couple want, I guess.
 
   What do you want?
 
   What do you mean?
 
   Are you the stay in and snuggle type or the go out and party type?
 
   I don’t think I fit into either category.
 
   Why?
 
   What’s with all the questions?
 
   Just getting to know you better.
 
   Her reply is slower this time and I find myself tapping my foot. I’m in the kitchen. I’ve somehow migrated here. I pull a glass out of the cupboard and pour myself a glass of water.
 
   Sometimes I like to stay in and sometimes I like to go out. Both work.
 
   She has a boyfriend. The realisation leaves me with a sinking sensation in my gut.
 
   What about your boyfriend? Does that work for him?
 
   It’s stupid but I need to be certain.
 
   I don’t have a boyfriend. I just moved back to town.
 
   The sight of her reply is like a shot of adrenalin to my heart.
 
   Why did you come back?
 
   She keeps me waiting for her reply. I’m sat at the breakfast bar with my phone on the counter in front of me and I’m anxious for her response.
 
   I found my boyfriend in my bed with our boss.
 
   Shit. I haven’t got a clue what to say to her. She doesn’t give me a chance to think of a reply either before she’s messaging me again.
 
   Use that as ammunition against me and I’ll tell everyone at work you have crabs.
 
   Her threat makes me laugh because I can’t imagine her following through with it. She’s nicer than me. Even though I’d teased her for years, she’d never once been unkind to me during school.
 
   I won’t. I promise.
 
   Forgive me if I don’t trust you.
 
   It’s okay. You will. Eventually.
 
   Doubt it.
 
   You worked with your ex? You said ‘our’ boss...
 
   Yeah.
 
   That must have sucked.
 
   Yeah. Why are you still up?
 
   Been out with my brother.
 
   I don’t want her to know about Millie. I don’t know why the idea of her knowing about my one night stand is so unwelcoming.
 
   Jacob?
 
   You remember my brother’s name?
 
   It’s a surprise. I secretly hope that she remembers his name because she used to have a crush on me in school or something.
 
   He was cute.
 
   My brother was cute?
 
   That was not the answer I wanted.
 
   Yeah... he was three years above us right?
 
   Yeah.
 
   I heard he was a lawyer now... how is your little sister? Maya right?
 
   You remember my sister’s name too? Not going to tell me she was cute too are you?
 
   Er no... you just used to talk about her a lot.
 
   I didn’t realise you ever listened though.
 
   Yeah... well not much. Just occasionally. When you weren’t being a complete bastard.
 
   So not often then.
 
   I consider offering her an apology but I don’t know what I’d say. Nothing I say now can change the way I’d treated her as a kid.
 
   I’ve missed having someone to tease.
 
   I’m sure you’ve found plenty of victims.
 
   Victim? You loved it really.
 
   How do you work that out?
 
   I don’t know what to say to her. She’s the only girl that’s ever made me feel awkward and uncertain of myself.
 
   So you still don’t want to go on a date?
 
   No.
 
   Even though it’s Christmas in a few days?
 
   What does that have to do with it?
 
   I’d be willing to accept a date as my gift.
 
   Who says I’m getting you a gift?
 
   Just hoping is all.
 
   I’ll see you Monday.
 
   Sure thing Princess... x
 
   Fuck – you know this conversation doesn’t make us friends right?
 
   Friends? No, we’re not friends. Perhaps FWB?
 
   You fuckwit! We are not friends with benefits!
 
   It’s okay I’ll settle for just the benefits for the time being.
 
   I’m smirking in the dark of my kitchen because I can imagine her huffing as she reads my message.
 
   No benefits. No sex. No friends. No dates. Nothing. WE ARE NOTHING.
 
   Shame. Night Princess. X
 
   I don’t wait for her reply before closing the Facebook messenger app on my phone. I consider texting my sister but it seems a bit late. Maya is a twenty one year old girl and it’s Friday night. She’s either asleep, out clubbing or fucking someone I don’t want her to be fucking; either way it’s not something I want to disturb. I make my way back to my bedroom where Millie is still asleep in my bed. I undress and roll back into bed.
 
    
 
   Millie is gone when I wake up the next morning much to my relief. She left a note on the counter in the kitchen saying thank you for a lovely evening. She didn’t leave a number or any means of contacting her so it looks like we both just wanted the one night. It’s a relief because as much as people used to think I was a player in high school, it’s never really been true and I didn’t want to have to be the guy that tells another girl he’s not interested in the long haul. Truth is, there’s only one girl that I’d go the distance for and there is no chance in hell that she’ll ever let me. I try calling my sister but she doesn’t answer so instead I send a quick email to my boss asking him for a favour. I hate asking him for favours even if we have developed a bit of a friendship.
 
    
 
   From: Andrew (Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Landon (Landon.Peters@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: Favour To Ask
 
   Good morning,
 
   Hope you are coping without Aurora this week. When does she get back?
 
   I’m sorry to ask but I was wondering if we could arrange an internship for my little sister. She’s twenty one. Very clever. Just a bit unfocused atm.
 
   I know I’m a pain in the arse for asking.
 
   A 
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I’m barely left waiting a moment before my phone alerts me to Landon’s reply. He really must be bored without Aurora around.
 
    
 
   From: Landon (Landon.Peters@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Andrew (Andrew.Contius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: re: Favour To Ask
 
   Good morning to you too,
 
   Worst week of my bloody life. I’ve never been so bored. I don’t know what I did before I knew her. She’s back on Christmas Eve. Literally counting down the hours.
 
   As for your sister... we could get her shadowing one of the directors if you like. Maybe Miss Delos?
 
   Speaking of Miss Delos, how is she settling in?
 
   L 
 
   Landon Peters
 
   Managing Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I reply quicker than lightening.
 
    
 
   From: Andrew (Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Landon (Landon.Peters@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: Miss Delos
 
   She’s settling in great. Like a fish to water.
 
   Do you think Clara will agree to having Maya shadow her?
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   From: Landon (Landon.Peters@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Andrew (Andrew.Contius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: re: Miss Delos
 
   I think you know her better than I do, so you can be the judge.
 
   Send a quick email to Catherine Jenkins in HR to sort out the paperwork. If you email her now; she’ll likely get someone on it ASAP.
 
   See you Monday.
 
   Landon Peters
 
   Managing Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
    From: Andrew (Andrew.Contrius@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   To: Landon (Landon.Peters@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: re: Miss Delos
 
   Great. Thanks boss.
 
   See you Monday aka Christmas Eve aka the day Aurora comes home.
 
   Andrew Contius
 
   Account Director
 
   TRW Advertising
 
    
 
   I send another quick email to Catherine in human resources before trying to call my sister again. It’s still early for her, I guess. I give up and this time when it goes to voicemail I don’t hang up, “alright Maya. I’ve got you a job. I know you want to sing but I think you should have something to do in the mean time... and it’ll keep Jake off your back about covering your rent. Call me back.”
 
   I decide the best thing to do with my Saturday morning is to do work. I have nothing better to do and if I’m honest with myself I enjoy my work. I catch up on all of my emails and go over some of my team’s ideas so that I’ll be ready for the directors meeting on Monday morning. I decide to message Clara. I tell myself it’s just to warn her about the meeting but really I know I just want to talk to her.
 
   Delos – every Monday morning Landon likes to have a meeting with all the directors.
 
   Thought I’d better warn you. He’ll want to know what’s going on with your current accounts.
 
   Thanks for the warning.
 
   Her response is irritatingly short.
 
   I could help you prepare. If you like.
 
   I think I’ll be okay.
 
   But thank you.
 
   You’re welcome. This Monday shouldn’t be too big what with it being Christmas Eve.
 
   Okay.
 
   Have you thought more about my Christmas present?
 
   I can’t resist the opportunity. I need to get a rise out of her. It’s like heroin or coke and I’m an addict. She doesn’t respond immediately and so I carry on working on one of my current projects.
 
   What are you going to get me?
 
   I can’t work out if she’s teasing me, calling my bluff or flirting... she’s the only girl that’s ever confused me. It’s infuriating.
 
   You can have anything you want, princess.
 
   Including you leaving me alone?
 
   Her answer isn’t the one I want.
 
   Except that.
 
   That’s all I want.
 
   I don’t reply. I don’t really know what I’m supposed to say to the girl who apparently still hates me for something that happened eight years ago. It’s completely ridiculous. As if either of us are the same people we were in high school. I get up and head down the hall. I need something to drink. I grab a bottle of beer from the fridge and an apple from the fruit bowl before making my way back to my home office. A part of me hopes that in the brief time I’ve been in the kitchen she’ll have changed her mind, but if the lack of a new message is anything to go by she hasn’t.
 
    
 
   Come Monday morning I’m literally dragging an unwilling Maya into my office. “Wait here,” I tell her irritably.
 
   “Fine,” she retorts, arms folded. She sits herself down in one of the comfortable arm chairs and gives me a death glare.
 
   I walk out of my office and knock on Clara’s door. Every day last week, Clara arrived earlier than me. Trust today to be the exception. I turn to the cubicles in the middle of the central office space. Katie, Clara’s assistant is sat with two coffees in front of her. Evidence that Clara is late. “Can you get Miss Delos to come see me as soon as she comes in. It’s important.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   I turn back to my office and sigh. Why the hell did I agree to my brother’s stupid idea? “Right Maya,” I begin a riot act that Jacob would be proud of, “you are going to take this job seriously. Do you understand?”
 
   “Of course I understand. I’m not deaf, so I can hear you. I’m not foreign, so I can understand you and I’m not illiterate so you can just give me the bloody contracts and shit and I’ll go through them.”
 
   “You can be such a brat sometimes.”
 
   “I’m not a brat... I’m just fed up of being treated like a child. Just because I’m not like you or Jake...”
 
   “We just worry about you,” my voice is gentler now. Perhaps we are too hard on her sometimes. I know it’s because she’s so much like mum...
 
   “I’m not mum you know...” her words are a whisper. “I’m not going to change my mind on a whim... I’m not going to run off with a guy I’ve just met... I’m not going to forget to take my meds... I’m not her. P.S. I don’t have any meds to forget to take... more proof I’m not her.”
 
   “I know,” I nod, “you just seem so similar sometimes and we worry.”
 
   “I’m my own person Rew. I need to make my own decisions.”
 
   “I know but give this job a chance, please.” I’m almost begging her. I need to know she’s safe. I need to know she has money. I need to know she can pay her rent. If there is one thing I’ve learnt in life it’s that you can’t rely on your parents. “Please?”
 
   She nods her head, “what does it entail?”
 
   “You’ll be shadowing one of the directors,” I tell her, “much like an assistant.”
 
   “I can do that.”
 
   There’s a knock at my office door, “you wanted to see me?” Clara asks as she lets herself in. She’s wearing a suit dress. It fits her perfectly. I know that if she turned around now I’d see that she has the perfect arse. Her waist must be tiny and her boobs are completely covered up and yet they are still the focal point of the dress. She looks amazing. Her hair is down and flowing a deep red auburn.
 
   “Yes,” I smile at her but she doesn’t return it. Her eyes are cold as stares me out, “my sister Maya is going to be your intern.”
 
   “My intern?” she’s not impressed. “I don’t need an intern.”
 
   “Landon authorised it.”
 
   “Fuck sake Contius! Can I talk to you next door?” she asks. She’s struggling to keep a polite tone.
 
   I follow her out the door, watching the sway of her hips and admiring how good her legs look when she’s wearing those killer heals. Fuck; she’s hot.
 
   “What are you playing at?” she almost screams at me as soon as the door is closed behind us.
 
   “I’m not playing at anything. My sister needed a job. I asked Landon to help her. I suggested an internship and he said she could be your intern.”
 
   “This isn’t some Contius quest to piss me off?”
 
   “Maya isn’t interested in helping me piss you off. Trust me.”
 
   “Problem is I don’t,” she sighs. “Fine; send her in.”
 
   “Thanks,” I smile at her. “I owe you one.”
 
   “Just leave me alone.”
 
   I turn when I reach the door, “never.” I wink at her because I can resist.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Three: Clara
 
    
 
    
 
   “You don’t like my brother,” Maya Contius says to me as soon as she enters my office. It’s clear it’s not a question. I hadn’t realised my dislike for Andrew was that obvious. “I recognise you... you went to school with Rew.”
 
   “Rew?” I ask. I’m sat behind my desk, drinking my morning coffee. It’s too sweet. Katie hasn’t quite learnt to make it the way I like it yet. I wince at the taste.
 
   “Andrew,” she clarifies.
 
   “You call him Rew?” That tickles me. I’ve never imagined Andrew with a nickname. The fact that it reminds me of one of the characters from Winnie The Pooh only makes it more funny to me.
 
   “Since I was a little girl. I couldn’t say Andrew as a baby.” It’s strange having an insight into Andrew’s childhood like this. It’s not something I’d ever imagined.
 
   I nod. “So you did go to school with him?” she presses.
 
   “Yeah,” I don’t want to give too much away, in case he’s sent her in as some sort of spy. I wouldn’t put it passed him. He always was a devious bastard.
 
   “What’s your name?” she asks me and it makes me wonder just how quickly this internship has been put together. Since when does anyone get a job before learning their boss’s name? It’s not something I’ve ever done. Nor can I imagine myself having the confidence to pull it off. I almost respect that about Maya; she’s not insecure. She’s definitely headstrong.
 
   “Clara... Clara Delos.” She’s quiet and I can’t decide if I’m disappointed or not. A small part of me would like to imagine that Andrew used to go home and talk to his family about me but that’s just ridiculous. Andrew’s teasing may have always been a large part of my school days but I doubt it ever held any significance to Andrew.
 
   “Were you friends?” She’s very talkative like a young child with a new best friend.
 
   “Friends?” I ask. She’s completely lost me. Friends? Friends with Andrew? Why is she asking me if I was friends with Andrew?
 
   “Friends in school?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Oh. That’s a shame. I’m sure that Andrew had a friend called Clara or Claire... Ara... Lara... who knows...” She shrugs as if it doesn’t matter; it matters to me though, “he used to talk about her a lot. My brother Jacob used to tease him about her all the time.” I wait for her to continue but she just stays there looking thoughtfully right at me with an ease that is clearly inherited. She’s more like Andrew than she realises.
 
   I want to ask her about  what she has just told me but I’m scared that anything I say to her or any questions I ask her will get back to her brother. I don’t know her and I can’t trust her. Instead I get straight to work. “As my intern you will need to be here each week day at nine am.”
 
   “Yes Ms Delos,” She’s polite unlike her brother. Perhaps we will get on after all.
 
   “You can call me Clara,” My tone is kind yet professional; slightly clipped.
 
   “Thank you Clara.”
 
   “You are welcome,” I smile, “I think we’ll work well together... so long as you aren’t too much like your brother...” I say it almost as an afterthought and I blush when I realise she has heard me.
 
   “Nothing a like at all,” her smile isn’t mocking or teasing but bright. She’s genuinely happy about being different, and she’s not angry with me for my rudeness, “I’m nothing like either of my brothers.”
 
   “Good. Then I imagine we’ll do just fine,” might as well be honest. She’s going to realise soon enough that me and her brother do not get on. “Why did you get this job? Do you have an interest in advertising?”
 
   “No. Not at all.”
 
   “Then why?” I’m frustrated that it’s beginning to look like Andrew is just trying to get me to babysit his little sister. As nice as she is, I don’t have time for babysitting and perhaps more importantly I want him to take me seriously. I’m not Clara the girl he knew in school any more. I’m Clara Delos, an accounts director for one of the largest advertising companies in the United Kingdom.
 
   “My brothers... they are a little overprotective. I’m twenty one. I’ve just finished university. They think that my choices aren’t...” She seems to struggle for words. I don’t think I’m the only one who is cross. “I want to be a singer but they don’t think it’s a financially viable means of supporting myself.”
 
   “Your brothers sound very heavy handed.” I don’t know why I’m commenting. I know I shouldn’t. The last thing I should do is get involved in their family disputes. To be frank; it’s none of my business and I quite like it that way. I need to stay detached from Andrew and now Maya too.
 
   “You have no idea.” She has no idea; I know her brother of old. I know just how heavy handed he can be. Except in the physical sense. He’s never once hit me.
 
   I stand up and grab a file off of my desk, “I’ll introduce you to Katie. She’s my assistant. You’ll have the cubicle next to hers. If there is anything you need don’t hesitate to ask her and of course if I’m around, feel free to ask me for help.” Please don’t. I’m going to be making it my life’s ambition to avoid you and your family like the plague.
 
   She’s nodding her head and following me out of the office. “I’ll leave you to sort out your paperwork... there’s so much of it. I’m pretty new here too... Katie,” I turn to my assistant, “this is Maya. She’ll be interning with us for the foreseeable future. Could you show her around, help her with her paperwork and perhaps show her where the coffee machine is. I’m going into the directors meeting now, so hold my calls.”
 
   “Yes Miss Delos,” Katie nods.
 
   “Katie,” I chastise her, “Call me Clara, please.”
 
   “Sorry Clara...”
 
   I nod to them both before turning on my heels towards the lift. Andrew is waiting for the lift when I arrive. The last thing I want to do is make small talk with him.
 
   “How is Maya doing?” he asks calmly.
 
   “Good... she’s cracking on with her HR paperwork.”
 
   “Thank you,” he seems almost sincere, “if she becomes a pain, let me know.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll be fine,” I smile at him bitterly. “I always was good at babysitting.” One thing I definitely will not be doing is being some sort of intermediary between them. That is not happening.
 
   “Clara,” Andrew looks surprised, “that’s not what I had in mind.”
 
   “What did you think we’d become friends and braid each other’s hair?” I throw his own words back at him. I’m more pissed than I’d realised.
 
   “It wasn’t my idea,” he looks uncertain for what I can only presume is the first time in his life.
 
   “Perhaps not,” I’m angry and I’m not completely sure why, “but I’m still going to have to baby sit your sister. Do you know what I think?”
 
   “No. But you wouldn’t be you if you didn’t tell me.” He’s so frustrating. He’s entertained by the situation we’ve found ourselves in; no that’s not right, he’s entertained by the situation he has put me in.
 
   “I think you are looking for ways to irritate me further... this is all part of some plot.” I’m in for the long haul when I take a deep breath before opening my mouth again to rant, “either she’s spying on me or you are just some sort of pigheaded man that thinks he can do whatever he wants. You’ll never take me seriously, will you? I’m here to work, not babysit your sister! If you want to know how she’s doing, ask her your fucking self.”
 
   “If that’s what you want, princess...” his teasing tone is back and the lift is full of static charge. I can feel it in my bones, for fuck sake. I don’t understand the effect he has upon me. He’s staring at me, almost challengingly and he’s definitely standing too close. His face is inches from mine and I can feel his breathe on my cheeks. I feel almost tempted to inch forward and lean up so that I can kiss him but that is completely absurd. “Are you ready for this meeting?”
 
   “Of course I’m ready,” It angers me slightly that he doubts me.
 
   “I only mean, you’ve had a lot to catch up on.”
 
   “I catch up quick.”
 
   “I know you do,” he’s smiling at me, “I remember when we used to have to do cross country and no matter how much I might be beating you for 97% of the race, you always caught up and beat me in the end.” His eyes are twinkling with humour. I don’t understand why he can’t take anything seriously.
 
   “Yeah...” I don’t really know what to say. Truth is, if I didn’t beat him, teenage me had considered it a failure. He was the ruler by which I measured my growth. He was the stick by which I measured my tears. He was the tape by which I measured my success and he was the string by which I measured the size of my heart. 
 
   “Every time I tried harder to beat you and every time you still managed to win.” He’s pouting now and it’s quite funny. It’s cute.
 
   “I never won at tennis.” I don’t know why I’m reminding him of all the times he’d beaten me. I’d begged my father for tennis lessons so that I might finally beat him but he’d refused. Hadn’t stopped me learning though. Eventually, I paid for my own lessons. 
 
   “No... and hockey... I always won at hockey.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And maths. I was better at maths.”
 
   I need to stop him before he lists all the things he was better at than me. We’d be here all day otherwise. “But I was better at English.”
 
   “Barely...” his eyes are twinkling. He’s so naturally competitive.
 
   “This isn’t the career I’d pictured you in.”
 
   “Really? What did you think I would do?” He seems genuinely interested in my response. He’s leaning towards me, an eyebrow raised, waiting.
 
   “I don’t know... perhaps the police or something sporty,” I consider my words carefully, “you never seemed particularly creative.”
 
   “I’m not very creative,” He’s laughing now, “to be honest; this isn’t where I thought I’d be either...”
 
   “How did you end up here?”  I ask because I’m genuinely intrigued.
 
   “You.”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Explain... please.” I have no idea how I could possibly have influenced his decision to go into advertising and marketing but I’m desperate to know. I haven’t seen him since school; I would have thought I’d been long since forgotten by Andrew Contius, popular kid.
 
   “No. Not today.” He smirks before opening the door to the conference room where I’d been interviewed for this job. I hadn’t even realised we’d left the lift; I was so focused on Andrew and our conversation.
 
   “Maya calls you Rew...” I raise an eyebrow at him.
 
   “What of it?” He’s so unaffected. I could tease him to high heaven and he wouldn’t care; the arrogant pillock.
 
   “It’s just so cute,” I tease.
 
   “You’re cute...” he smirks, “but I promise you, no matter what you call me, Andrew, Rew, Contius, bloody arse, arsehole, fuckwit... no matter what you call me, I am anything but cute.” His eyes are dark and they seem to be calling to me like a siren, begging me to fall into their depth to find my drowning death. I need to pull back. I need to restore the balance. I need to avoid him.
 
   “I think you and your sister are cute,” I’m definitely teasing him now and it pleases me to finally have the shoe on the other foot. Perhaps if I tease him, I can get us back into safe territory where sexual tension doesn’t exist and he doesn’t have any effect upon me whatsoever. 
 
   “I’ll prove you wrong,” He whispers to me as he pulls out a chair for me at the conference room table. Glancing around the room I spot that several of the other directors have already arrived and are sat gossiping amongst themselves. They are completely ignoring us, thankfully. I do not want to be the cause of office gossip.
 
   “Maya seems almost as irritated with you as I am.”
 
   “I doubt anyone could be as irritated with me as you are,” he laughs gently as he takes the seat next to me at the table. I glance at the file that I’ve brought with me, hoping that if I look focused on work Andrew might leave me alone. It’s unlikely but anything is worth a go.
 
    
 
   After the meeting with the other directors, Landon Peters, the managing director of TRW Advertising calls me into his office, “how are you settling in?”
 
   “Very well, Mr Peters,” I smile at him. He’s got dark unruly hair and grey eyes. He’s wearing a black suit and a white shirt. His every action seems full of purpose. He takes a seat behind his desk and pulls out his phone.
 
   “Good and Contius is looking after you?” Landon asks me without looking up. He seems distracted by whatever he is looking for on his phone.
 
   “Yes sir,” I try to keep my temper in check, even inside my head. I don’t like feeling ignored and my boss is doing a fantastic job of ignoring me.
 
   “Good,” Landon Peters, “and your new intern; is she settling in well?”
 
   “I left her with a mountain of HR paperwork.” My words possibly come out stronger than I intend but Landon doesn’t seem to notice.
 
   “Ah...” Landon chuckles, “the joys of a new job. Let me know if there is anything you need.”
 
   “Yes sir,” I nod before turning towards the door.
 
   “Call me Landon, Clara,” and finally he glances up from his phone, “you changed your hair. It’s darker now.”
 
   “Yes,” I run a hand through it, “I fancied a change.” I needed a change. I needed to change.
 
   “It suits you,” he is smiling politely at me. I imagine that Landon Peters is a difficult man to get to know, “Oh and Merry Christmas Clara.”
 
   “Thank you Landon,” I smile at him, “Merry Christmas to you too.”
 
   “Do you have plans?” Landon asks me, now more engaging but still remote. He’s a confusing man.
 
   “I’ll probably visit my father,” I tell him, “You?”
 
   “My mother is having a party tonight,” Landon is frowning, I get the impression he isn’t excited about the idea of a party, “my girlfriend and I will be going together and then we’ll be spending Christmas with our respective families.”
 
   “Sounds nice,” I smile.
 
   Landon grins at me, “it’ll be a lot nicer once Aurora’s plane lands.”
 
   “Aurora? Your girlfriend?”
 
   “Yes. She’s in L.A. with her father at the moment. Her plane is due to take off any moment.” Landon checks his phone once more. He types into it quickly, “They are boarding the plane.” He’s grinning massively now. That explains his earlier rudeness. I guess I can let it slide.
 
    
 
   I’m just preparing to leave for the day when Andrew barges into my office, like usual. “Andrew, not now,” I complain as I pull my coat on. I glance up at him. He’s got another green apple in hand. I’m tempted to lean over and take a bite, just to see if it’s as juicy as it looks. My mouth waters at the thought. His clothes are as perfectly fitted as ever, much to my irritation. How does anyone look that good at the end of the night?
 
   “Just wishing you a Merry Christmas,” Andrew smirks at me, but I try to ignore him as I wrap my scarf around my neck, “it’s Christmas Eve you know.” He takes a bite of the apple and I watch as he chews and swallows it. My eyes are focused on the line of his jaw. I can’t look away. At some point he has moved across the room and now he is stood right in front of me. Why does he always stand so bloody close to me? He smells so good, I breathe in his rich scent. It’s spicy; almost like cinnomen and something darker, almost like woodsmoke. It’s strange. He smells like an outdoorsy type and so seeing him in an office like this seems to go against his very being, but I think I love the sight of him in a suit. Not that I’ll ever tell him. Everything inside me feels pulled towards him but I refuse to give in. I step back.
 
   “Obviously it’s Christmas Eve,” I frown at him. I hate how stupid he can make me feel. “I’m delighted I won’t have to see you for two whole days.”
 
   “It’s okay,” he’s grinning like the bloody Cheshire cat, as he steps closer to me again, placing his hand on my arm. Even over my coat the touch of his hand is like fire. I’ve never felt anything like it. I gasp in shock. If he hears me, he doesn’t comment, and for once I’m grateful to him, “there’s still facebook and email.”
 
   “I don’t plan to reply,” I tell him as I pluck his hand off my arm and drop it disdainfully. I’m frustrated with him for making me feel this way and angry with myself for feeling attracted to him at all. I’m not seventeen any more. I grew up a long time ago.
 
   “I know,” he nods almost solemnly, “won’t stop me trying though.”
 
   “Of course not,” I almost laugh. I wouldn’t expect anything less.
 
   “Let me walk you out,” he smiles almost to himself, “what are you doing tonight?”
 
   “Avoiding you,” I tell him honestly.
 
   “Is that all,” he’s smirking. I can tell. I’m not willing to look at him but I’m almost certain that he is smirking at me. “No parties. No time with your family. Your friends.”
 
   “That’s not the point,” I tell him irritably.
 
   He’s no longer smirking. He’s not even smiling. All the humour in his eyes is gone. “For Christ’s sake Clara,” he’s angry with me, “I’m trying here.”
 
   “I haven’t asked you to try,” I tell him stubbornly. He’s stepping closer once more. He pulls me closer to him; his hands burning into my forearms as he holds me tightly. His eyes are bright like angry fire and I’m scared I might get burnt.
 
   “I’m no longer the boy that used to tease you, Clara. Believe it or not, I grew up years ago.”
 
   “You might have changed, Andrew,” I sigh, “but you can never change what has happened.”
 
   “Perhaps not,” his eyes are softer now, his tone gentle, “but I am sorry.”
 
   “Just leave it please,” I’m almost begging him to drop it. I don’t want to keep dwelling on the past. He’s so close. My heart is racing. I want him to touch me again but every time he reaches for me I pull away.
 
   His voice is harsh, “I want to kiss you.”
 
   “You can’t,” I whisper.
 
   “I could,” is his only reply as he places a hand on my cheek. I don’t speak. I have no idea what I am supposed to say in response.
 
   “But you won’t.”
 
   “But I won’t,” he nods in agreement. He roughly drops his hand from my cheek and steps away from me. His eyes look remote and distant as he turns away. He closes my office door quietly behind him and I am left feeling bereft and empty, standing there in the sparse office with a tingling cheek. This is not supposed to be happening. I need to keep this professional. I pull out my phone. I need a drink. I need a friend. I send Mike a text;
 
   Had a bit of a shit day. Can I come over? X
 
   Sure. We’re going to be wrapping presents all night for Amelia.
 
   But you are welcome to join us. There will be wine. X
 
   Fantastic. I’m just leaving work now. I love wrapping presents.
 
   Is there anything I can bring; food? Take away? X
 
   Sarah says Indian would be great. See you shortly. X
 
   “Has my brother left already?” Maya barges into my office without knocking.
 
   “I can’t say that I know what your brother is doing,” I reply almost coldly.
 
   I think my words might have upset her, “sorry. I just thought he was with you.”
 
   “Why would you think that?” I ask her. She’s getting the brunt of my bad mood when really it should be directed at myself and perhaps her brother, but mostly me.
 
   “I thought I saw him come in here.”
 
   I consider denying it but that wouldn’t help my cause, “he left a few minutes ago.”
 
   “Oh. I thought he was going to give me a lift home.” Her face is disappointed, “we’re supposed to be going to our mother’s house for Christmas.”
 
   “Perhaps you should check his office,” I suggest.
 
   “Yeah...” Maya smiles happily a me, “have a good Christmas Clara.”
 
   “You too,” I smile back at her, I shouldn’t be taking it out on her, “I need to go.”
 
   “Yeah sorry for keeping you,” she follows me out of my office just as her brother thunders angrily towards us.
 
   “I’m waiting Maya,” he squares his shoulders angrily; at least I’m not the only one feeling this way. “We need to go.”
 
   “I was looking for you,” Maya’s responding posture is unafraid. She doesn’t take shit from her brother by the looks of it. Andrew hasn’t so much as glanced at me. His eyes are focused solely on his sister. He’s still angry with me. No matter how much he might want to kiss me, he still doesn’t like me.
 
    
 
   I follow Michael into the kitchen of his London town house where Sarah his wife is washing the dishes. They really are ridiculously domesticated. The house is so homely. They are so lucky to have each other. Sarah has short blonde curls that stop at the base of her neck, brown eyes and a wide smile. For a mother of a two year old, she is looks amazingly awake. There are no bags under her eyes or anything and I almost want to scream at her, how do you do it? Instead I give her a massive hug, “I’ve missed you.”
 
   “We’ve missed you too,” Sarah smiles as I pull away, “I want to hear all about living in Liverpool.”
 
   “There’s really not much to say,” I laugh bitterly. This wasn’t what I had in mind when I decided to come see them.
 
   The school teacher in Sarah picks up on the lie immediately, “sure there isn’t and I’m Pocahontas.”
 
   “Liverpool was great, my job was good...”
 
   “But what happened with Stephen?” she’s on the pursuit of information and she won’t let up. There’s a reason she was always popular in school. I’m pretty sure it was because she was so good at getting information out of people. It made sure she always knew the gossip. We hadn’t been friends then. She’d always laughed when Andrew teased me. She’d apologised since but it was still sometimes hard to remember how different things used to be between us. I used to be jealous of her. She had Andrew. They’d only ever been friends; but I’d have loved to be his friend.
 
   “Nothing worth hashing over now,” I tell her coolly.
 
   Her eyes are sad as she looks me over. She’s so maternal, it’s a shame that her and Mike had never managed to conceive naturally. She was born to be a mother and Amelia Vincent was the luckiest little girl alive in my opinion. “We’re here,” she places a caring arm on my shoulder, “if you want to talk.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You brought dinner?” her tone is bright, making it clear that she’s dropping the subject at least for the moment.
 
   “Indian as requested,” I grin at her.
 
   “Fantastic! Michael, grab some plates,” she tells her husband, “I’ll pour the wine.”
 
   I stand there watching them move around the kitchen together. I notice the hidden touches. The way Sarah will lean across Mike to get something off the counter and graze her hand across his arm or the way Mike will place a hand at the base of her back as he opens the cutlery draw. They are about as in love as it is possible to be. They are all the proof I need to know that not all marriages end like my parents’. “Mike told me that you are working with Andrew,” Sarah begins a new line of questioning.
 
   “Yeah,” I nod, gulping down a finger or two of my wine, “it was a bit of a surprise.”
 
   “I’m sure. Do you want to eat in the living room? Or in the dining room?”
 
   “The lounge is fine,” I smile, “thank you Sarah.”
 
   “You are welcome,” she replies hospitably.
 
   We each carry our plate through to the living room. Once we are all settled, Sarah continues our conversation as Mike turns on the TV and begins to scan through the channels. He stops on the BBC news and the wind is knocked out of me, because there on the screen is a picture of my boss and his girlfriend, Aurora Stone.
 
   “That’s my boss,” I blurt out, cutting across whatever Sarah is saying about Andrew.
 
   Mike turns up the volume. Mike is part of the reason I got an interview at TRW in the first place. Landon is a really close friend of Mike’s brother, Jack. I’m not the only one with an invested interest in the outcome of this news report. I’m shocked to hear the reporter say that Aurora’s plane has crashed. It’s difficult because I don’t even know the woman but I was talking about her just this morning. “Holy shit,” I pull out my phone and automatically send an instant message to Andrew;
 
   Have you seen the news?
 
   Yes. Can’t talk. Landon has gone to L.A.
 
    I’m working with the guys at P and P to organise a press release.
 
   His response is a surprise. It’s more than I’d expect from him. He really is dedicated to his job at TRW. In the meeting this morning with the other directors, I’d also gotten the impression that he and Landon were sort of friends.
 
   Is there anything I can do to help?
 
   Is there anything you need?
 
   No. I just need you to enjoy your Christmas.
 
   What about your Christmas? Aren’t you going to your mother’s?
 
   I’m cross with myself as soon as I press send. I’m giving more away than I’m sure exists. He’s going to think I’m interested now.
 
   My family will forgive me being a bit late. The circumstances are exceptional.
 
   Will you let me know when you hear something?
 
   I don’t know why it matters so much to me. I don’t know the woman. She’s just my boss’s girlfriend but I need to know she is okay. Landon has the potential to be the best boss I’ve ever had and I want to know he’s okay. He’s certainly better than Cathy already; he’s definitely not going to sleep with my boyfriends.
 
   It might be late before I hear anything.
 
   Trust Andrew to be thoughtful now, when it’s completely unnecessary.
 
   I’ll be awake. I’m at Mike and Sarah’s. We’re wrapping presents for Amelia, their daughter.
 
   Mike knows Landon pretty well – I’m not the only one here who will want to know.
 
   Okay. I’ll message you as soon as I hear anything.
 
   I’ve got to go. The guys from P and P are here.
 
   Okay. I hope you manage to get everything done.
 
   You and me both. X
 
   I’m surprised by the kiss at the end of his message. I don’t know how to respond so instead I just lock my phone and turn my attention back to the TV. I take a sip of wine, “Andrew is working on a press release for the company. He says he’ll let us know as soon as he hears something.”
 
   Mike nods his head, not taking his eyes off the screen. “They are saying that someone’s dead.”
 
   “Aurora?” I ask
 
   “I don’t think so,” Mike is shaking his head, “it’s not confirmed but they are saying it’s one of the pilots. Someone else is still trapped inside.”
 
   “Shit,” I ignore my plate of food that is resting in my lap as I wait anxiously for news.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER four: Andrew
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m sat in the conference room at work. I’d gotten the call about the crash barely moments after I’d left the building. I hadn’t even pulled my car out of the car park. Landon’s assistant Lisa had been the one to call me, asking that I oversee the press release and potentially deal with the day to day running of TRW until Landon’s return to Britain whenever that might be. I hadn’t hesitated to say yes, even though it would mean delaying my Christmas break. As I had spoken to Lisa on the phone, I registered the look of disappointment on Maya’s face. She’s always loved Christmas, ever since she was a little girl hiding under the Christmas tree waiting to catch Santa in the act of delivering her presence. She took it to be her own personal mission to discover the identity of Santa Claus. She’d been incredibly disappointed when she had learnt at the age of eleven that Jacob and I were actually the ones depositing her presents under the tree. Not only was she disillusioned about St Nick that year, it was also the moment she realised just how disassociated our mother was. Our mother had nearly died that Christmas so the idea of not having her whole family there to celebrate Christmas is unimaginable for Maya. I’d hung up the phone and apologised, before promising that I would be there for Christmas Day.
 
   I’ve called my brother Jacob to get him to pick up Maya and now I’m sat surrounded by a bunch of idiots from P and P International as they argue over what to tell the press as if it isn’t pretty obvious. They keep over thinking their choice of words. I’m beginning to get cross with their indecision, “it’s simple,” I tell them angrily as I write a short statement out on a piece of paper. I clear my throat and read them what I have written; “Everyone at P and P International and TRW Advertising is deeply troubled at the news of the plane crash in L.A. Landon Peters, our Managing Director, has travelled to L.A. today to be with his girlfriend, Aurora Stone and her family. We are waiting to hear confirmation as to Aurora’s medical condition. We will keep you informed and Mr Peters appreciates your support and respect of his privacy at this time.”
 
   There is a general murmur of consent around the board room. I think more than anything they are just grateful that they are my words; they can’t be blamed if this turns into a shit storm. They all nod their head in acceptance before one of the P and P guys turns almost grey, “who is going to be our spokes person?”
 
   “Seriously?” I’m as close to losing my cool as I’ve ever been.  How the fuck does Landon put up with these plonkers. “I’ll do it myself. Lisa, can you inform the press I’ll be ready to receive them in about half an hour?”
 
   “Yes Mr Contius,” she smiles at me. She’ll be glad when we can get the P and P guys out of our building. I can’t really say I blame her. They are getting on my last nerve too. Not to mention my mother keeps texting me to ask why I’m running late.
 
   “Thank you,” I smile back at her, “has Ashley gone home yet?”
 
   “No sir,” Lisa tells me, “She was waiting to hear if you needed anything else.”
 
   “Tell her to enjoy her vacation and to go home. Can’t have her little Jackson missing out on Christmas because his mum didn’t get home in time to wrap the presents.” My assistant Ashley, is one of the most hard working women I’ve ever known and to top it off she’s a single parent. She makes my bohemian mother seem ludicrous by comparison, the way she manages not only her career but her home life. Her organisation skills are a sight to behold whilst my mother can’t even remember my birthday. She’s a wanderer. A hopeless romantic. She’s the epitome of everything I’m not. She draws. She paints. She used to sing me to sleep. She’s the reason Jake hates the word creative. To Jake and I, to be creative is to be fickle. To be easily swayed and easily broken. But maybe that’s just mum.
 
   “Yes  sir,” Lisa nods before leaving.
 
   I sigh as I pull my phone out of my jacket pocket and glance at the screen. Clara hasn’t replied. Perhaps the kiss was too much. I decide to send her a quick message. I don’t know why I’m doing it. It’s not like I have news for her.
 
   Hey, we haven’t heard anything new yet.
 
   Having a press conference in half an hour.
 
   I consider leaving it there. I wait to see if she replies, my thumbs hovering over the screen.
 
   Looks like I’m going to be on TV. The guys from P and P are a waste of space.
 
   Sorry. I was wrapping a teddy bear.
 
   Do you know how hard it is to wrap a teddy bear?
 
   No. I have no idea.
 
   I’m smiling now. She’s amazing; the way she can just brighten my mood with a few choice words. She doesn’t have a clue what she leaves me thinking. Just thinking about her clears my mind for what I know is coming.
 
   Easily. If you want to do it badly.
 
   But of course, you don’t want to do it badly.
 
   No. So for me it’s a bloody difficult task.
 
   You haven’t heard anything yet?
 
   No. I wish I had.
 
   Do you think the fact we haven’t heard anything is bad news?
 
   I hope not. I really hope not.
 
   In fairness, Landon will still be in the air.
 
   It’s a long flight to L.A. even by private jet.
 
   The news hasn’t said anything new for ages. One dead. One still trapped.
 
   Yeah. That’s all we know too.
 
   No names or anything.
 
   One of the P and P guys taps me on the shoulder, “it’s time.”
 
   It’s time for the press conference. Wish me luck.
 
   You don’t need luck. The camera loves you. X
 
   Her kind response amazes me. I hadn’t expected that. I had thought she’d consider me vain for worrying about what people might think. Not to mention the fact that she gave me a kiss. That kiss almost cleared all the clouds in my sky.
 
   Thank you, Clara. X
 
    
 
   Just as I’m wrapping up the press conference things turn manic. The press are all talking amongst themselves before one of them turns to me, “do you have a TV?”
 
   “Sure,” I’m surprised by their behaviour, “in the next room.”
 
   The press start barging through but the one who had spoken to me turns and says, “You’ll want to see this.”
 
   I follow the hoards of press into Landon’s office. One of them has turned Landon’s TV on and the headline automatically catches my attention, Plane Alight – Publishing Heiress Pulled Out Just In Time. I automatically pull out my phone. I want to call Clara but I don’t have her number. “Lisa!” I shout out.
 
   She pops her head through the door and takes in the sight of all the reporters and what is on the screen in front of us all. “Can you get me a contact number for Clara Delos, please?” I ask her.
 
   “Yes sir,” she rushes back out of the office. She isn’t gone long. In less than a minute she is stood in front of me with a memo sticker. There is a mobile number written on it in rushed biro.
 
   “Thank you, Lisa,” I look at the fifty something year old woman, “if you want to go home and rest you can, you know.”
 
   “No.” Her voice is clear and resolved. “I will stay until I know that Aurora is okay; until I know Landon is okay.” She is a very maternal woman and she’s incredibly protective of Landon. She’s been his assistant since his very first day in the TRW building. She’s been with him since day one.
 
   I nod before walking back into the conference room. I dial the number that Lisa has given me and wait patiently as it rings. It barely rings twice before she answers, “Clara Delos.”
 
   “Clara,” I sigh. The sound of her voice is soothing. All the tension that hasn’t left my body for hours seems to just wash away and my mind clears of the fog that had filled it seconds ago.
 
   “Have you heard anything?” she sounds anxious.
 
   “Only what is on the news,” I tell her, “there was an explosion and they got Aurora out just in time.”
 
   Her breathing is harsh down the line of the phone, “Landon is still in the air?”
 
   “Yeah... will you distract me for a little while?” I sound harsh. I don’t know why I’m asking her for a favour. She doesn’t owe me anything and we’re certainly not friends but she’s the person I need right now.
 
   “How?”
 
   “Just talk,” I suggest.
 
   “About what?” she sounds unsure.
 
   “Anything... your plans for Christmas...”
 
   “Erm... I’m planning on going to visit my father.”
 
   “What about your mother?” I ask gently.
 
   Her tone is soft, “she’s not around. Hasn’t been for years.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I tell her honestly. I hadn’t heard that. Over the years I’d listened closely to even the smallest snippet of information about her life that our mutual friends disclosed and yet there is so much I don’t know. So much I’ve missed.
 
   “No. She’s not the sort of mum you miss so don’t be sorry.” That’s a sad sentence to hear and it leaves me with more questions than answers.
 
   “I’m still sorry. You have siblings right?”
 
   “Yes...”
 
   I don’t let her continue. I want to prove to her that I pay attention. That I know at least something about her life. “Two brothers – Luca and Gabriel.”
 
   “Yes...”
 
   “They are both older than you.”
 
   “Yeah,” her word is barely a whisper. I’m hoping I’ve surprised her.
 
   “Why didn’t they ever beat me up for teasing you?” It’s a question I’ve asked myself a thousand times. I deserved at least a punch for what I’d done to her.
 
   “Gabriel is eight years older than me and had left home by the time you started bullying me and Luca wasn’t interest... he was more interested in girls.”
 
   I laugh but it’s almost a sad laugh because I know that if anyone had treated my sister the way I treated Clara growing up I would have done everything in my power to destroy them. “Bullying seems like a strong word... I prefer teasing...”
 
   “Teasing?” I can’t tell if she’s angry again or laughing. I hold my breath.
 
   “Teasing... bullying... either way, you were mean.”
 
   “Yeah; I was. I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say. It’s the most clarifying truth my heart has ever known. I’m sorry.
 
   “I know.” It’s not forgiveness. It’s not even acceptance. It’s just awareness but I’m amazed by my reaction to it. It’s like there is a lion inside my chest, roaring in arrogant smugness at her awareness of me. Hoping that awareness can be a precursor to something more. I’m probably deluded but I feel a bubble of hope. It’s small but that doesn’t make it any less real. For the first time since she came back into my life I think I might be able to win her over. 
 
   “How long do you think it will be before we hear anything?” she’s asking.
 
   I wish I could give her a definitive answer but I can’t, “I have no idea.”
 
   “Poor Landon.”
 
   I nod my head and sigh before replying, “yeah...” I really have nothing to say. I can’t imagine what Landon is going through.
 
   “I better go,” she sighs quietly, “I’m still at Mike and Sarah’s...”
 
   “Yeah. Wish them a Merry Christmas for me, would you?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Merry Christmas Clara.”
 
   “Merry Christmas Andrew.”
 
    
 
   “Come on Andrew,” Maya is smirking at me, “get off your phone.”
 
   “Yeah little brother! It’s Christmas Day!” Jacob laughs as he goes to grab my phone.
 
   I pull it away just in time. Mother looks at me with concern. She’s wearing a flowing patterned skirt and a jumper. She’s bare foot and carrying a tray of roast potatoes through from the kitchen. “Maya, Jacob leave your brother alone.”
 
   “Do you need some help mum?” I ask, putting my phone down. Aurora is okay. She’s been out of theatre for a while now but she’s still asleep. Landon has decided to stay in L.A. until Aurora is well enough to come back to England. He’s asked me to watch over TRW and my phone is a constant buzz of messages from all the other directors asking after Aurora and Landon.
 
   “Oh no darling,” she shakes her head, “It’s all ready.” I love my mum. She’s amazing. She’s goodness personified but she’s also weak. She’s fragile. I spent most of my childhood trying to protect her. Protect her mostly from herself. She’s never been scared to love, but that love that she always gave so freely was never freely returned. My father might have been the only man to ever truly love her but he had died. He’d left her. Left her broken and incomplete. She’d tried to heal herself, mend her broken heart. She’d started hobbies; one after another they all proved incapable of filling the void. As lonely as she always had been, she’d never been alone. She’s had more great loves than I can count but each and every one of them took something away from her until she was just the shell of the woman she once was. I take in the sight of her. She’s thinner than last time I saw her. She looks tired. I wonder if she’s been sleeping. Christmas is always a difficult time for her. Dad died on Christmas Day fourteen years ago. It’s never been an easy time of year for our family. My mother usually spends most of it crying or in her bed, whilst we all try desperately to distract her. I remember a time when it was different. It’s a distant memory. I’m not even sure it’s real or if I’ve just made it up in the back of my mind. But things used to be different. Christmas used to be different. The house would smell like mulled wine and cinnamon. Mum loves cinnamon. We’d always have the biggest tree and a ridiculous number of perfectly wrapped presents under it. But then dad had died, he’d had a heart attack on Christmas morning and after that mum always forgot to get a tree. The first Christmas that followed we didn’t have a tree or presents. Mum spent the whole of two week vacation in bed. After that Jacob started buying the presents. He would save up his allowance all year so that we could have presents even if we didn’t have a tree. I wasn’t much younger than him, barely three years, and so I’d cottoned on quickly and together we acted as Santa for the Contius household. It wasn’t until I was sixteen, four years after my father died that our mother tried to take her own life. Jacob and I were downstairs, it was the middle of the night and I think she thought we were all asleep, but Jacob and I were wrapping presents. Maya had crept down the stairs in search of Santa. We hadn’t heard her. She was so small and quiet, amazingly stealthy for a eleven year old. When she saw us, she cried out in shock. She’d had no idea there was no such thing as Santa. Before waiting for an explanation, she’d ran up the stairs and into our mother’s room. That’s when she found her lying unconscious surrounded by her own blood. I can still recall the sound of her blood curdling scream as I ran up the stairs after her.
 
   “I do love it when you all come to visit me.” She’s so good at putting a brave face on it but her eyes are bloodshot and her cheeks are puffy and I know she’s been crying in the last few hours.
 
   “We love being here,” Maya smiles, pulling our mother into a wide armed hug. I’ve always struggled visiting our mum and a glance at Jacob tells me he finds it hard too. He worries about Maya. He doesn’t want her to fall into our mother’s trappings. He’s scared they are too alike but I think Maya  is stronger than Angela Contius.
 
   “Tell me everything,” she’s smiling as she takes her seat at the table. “I want to know everything that is happening in all your lives.” No one could ever say that our mother doesn’t love us, she just hasn’t always loved us enough to live. I’m not sure that’s a bad thing; I wouldn’t want the responsibility of being the sole reason someone is alive. I’d be bound to mess it up.
 
   Maya is the first to respond as she rushes to tell mum all about her new internship. My mum smiles at me across the table gratefully before returning her full attention to Maya.
 
    
 
   I dress quickly the day after Boxing Day. I had planned on leaving the night before but my mum had convinced me to stay. She had looked at me with sad, tired eyes and I’d relented even though I knew it meant adding an hour to my commute. Once dressed I make my way to the kitchen; I need caffeine. My mother is already up. She’s wearing a dressing gown and her hair is tied back, “ah darling, can I get you something for breakfast?”
 
   I try to say no, but it’s useless. I accept a slice of toast, “you know mum... you should come visit.”
 
   She nods, “yes...” her voice is quiet, subdued. She’ll never visit, “we could go to the theatre.”
 
   “Yes mum. We could.” I sigh because if there is one thing I hated growing up, it was my mother’s habit of dreaming up things she’d never actually do. She had always been the queen of broken promises. It was never a lie. She’d always had the best intentions. She’d just never been strong enough to fulfil her own dreams never mind anyone else’s. I’d always resented it. When she promised to come on school trips and then never turned up. When she’d promised a holiday to Europe but never bought the tickets. When she’d promised not to quit, but days later had tried to take her own life. It’s not that she doesn’t love us. We’re just not enough to keep her sane.
 
   “Thank you for looking after your sister.” Her words are so soft I barely hear them.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “You always were a good boy, trying to look after everyone.”
 
    
 
   I’m grateful when I finally get to work. I need the distraction. Ashley and Lisa are sat opposite me as I sit behind my desk. “Who do you want to delegate your accounts to?”
 
   “Delegate?” I ask Lisa. I had no intentions of delegating.
 
   “You will struggle to manage the company and work on your account projects,” Lisa explains, “we do not know how long Mr Peters will be away.”
 
   She’s right of course. Landon is in L.A. and Aurora still hasn’t woken up. He could be gone for weeks. I consider the other directors. There’s only one that I would trust with my team, “Clara Delos will take responsibility for my accounts. Will you bring her up to speed Ash... after the directors meeting that is.”
 
   Her response is immediate, “yes.”
 
   “Good. Help her. You know the accounts as well as I do.”
 
   “Yes sir.”
 
   “Perhaps keep me in the loop too?” I’m not sure how things are between Clara and me. I certainly can’t rely on her to keep me abreast of any developments when she keeps deciding to hate me.
 
   She smirks at me before nodding her head. She notices everything. I wouldn’t put it past Ashley to know everything about my relationship with Clara. In fact she probably knows more than I do. I’m tempted to ask her but now is not the time to get distracted thinking about Clara.
 
   “What time is it?” I ask as I glance at my watch. It’s almost ten. Time for the meeting. My phone buzzes. One glance tells me it’s Landon. “He wants me to call him when I’ve finished with the directors,” I tell Lisa and Ashley.
 
   They both start typing into their tablets, no doubt adding that phone call to the schedule they both intend to keep me to. I get to my feet and pull my jacket back on. I rub the back of my neck as I try to centre myself. I leave the two assistants in my office and make my way towards the lift. Clara has beaten me there. She’s wearing a black pencil skirt and a purple shirt that is unbuttoned just enough to give me a glimpse of her cleavage. Her hair is down and she’s smiling radiantly. The sight of her calms my nerves slightly. She doesn’t even look at me, “how was your Christmas?” she asks politely.
 
   “Nice enough,” I reply honestly, “you?”
 
   “Christmas like...” her answer is vague, “how are Landon and Aurora?”
 
   “She’s not awake yet,” I tell her.
 
   “Oh dear,” she looks suddenly gloomy, “she missed Christmas... that’s just too sad.”
 
    
 
   The journey in the lift is awkward. Even in my nervousness about the directors meeting I can still feel the tension between us. It’s electric. Pure static. I straighten my tie and try to focus my mind. She finally turns to look at me and I see compassion in her eyes. I hate that she sees my weakness. I’m not like my mother. When I find a weakness, a fault in myself I resolve to fix it. She steps towards me in the moving lift, “you are going to do brilliantly.”
 
   “Y-you think?” I hate how unsure I sound.
 
   “I know.” She sounds sincere. She surprises me when she places her hand on my arm and squeezes it gently. If she’d hoped to calm my nerves she was mistaken. Her touch only ignited a different fire in me. I took a step towards her and pulled her into my arms, “what the hell are you doing?”
 
   “Kissing you,” I tell her huskily. I don’t move. I just hold her there. When she tries to pull away I merely hold her closer. She licks her lip and I can’t take my eyes off her tongue as it moves seductively across her plump lower lip.
 
   “I thought you were going to kiss me,” she’s given up fighting now and is just standing limply in my arms, staring up at me wide eyed. She’s trembling and I can’t help but wonder if she wants me too. Her cheeks are flushed. I lean down to kiss her, my lips brush hers for just a second before the lifts doors open and I have to pull away. That kiss, it isn’t even really a kiss, more like the prelude to a kiss but it is everything it has promised to be. I want more. I take her arm and guide her towards the conference room. Her breathing is harsh and I’m not sure if she’ll be talking to me later after I pulled that stunt.
 
   I hold open the door for her before following her into the empty room. We’re the first ones there. “Clara...” I begin.
 
   “No. Andrew, I don’t want to play any games.”
 
   “It’s not a game,” I’m more sincere than I’ve probably ever been with her.
 
   “It’s always a game with you,” her words resound around the room and leave me feeling hopeless. She takes a seat at the table. I follow suit, trying to think of anything that I can say to make this right but she takes me by surprise when she says, “I really do think you will do a good job.”
 
   “Thank you Clara,” I smile sadly. Normally her praise would make my day but following her previous sentence it just stings.
 
   “Don’t be nervous okay,” she smiles. There’s something familiar about that smile. Something that I don’t like. It’s the look my mother gives me when she puts her hurt aside momentarily to help me. That thought disturbs me enough to make me want to run from the room.
 
   “I’m not,” I lie because I still don’t want her to see my weakness and now I’m worried that I’ve hurt her again. As if the years of torment I inflicted on her in school weren’t enough.
 
   “Sure,” she nods.
 
   I need to change the subject. I need to get this onto safe territory, “how is Maya doing?”
 
   “She’ doing well... she’s working on the Lorrell account.”
 
   “That will interest her,” I grin at her gratefully.
 
   “Yes,” Clara nods happily, “she told me she would like to be a singer. Working the Lorrell Labs account is the closest I can get her to that goal.”
 
   “Thank you,” my voice catches. Her generosity amazes me. I press my fingers to my lips. I’m smiling now and my lips are tingling slightly as I recall the feel of her lips on mine in the lift. I don’t know how I could ever repay her for her kindness to my sister. I want to say more, to thank her again but I can’t because the room is filling now. The TRW directors all grinning and laughing happily as they take their seats. I take a last glance at Clara, using her face to sooth my anxious heart, I breathe deeply before beginning, “as you all know Landon is currently in L.A. following last week’s tragic events. Miss Stone is still in the ICU and Landon plans to stay with her until she is well enough to return home.”
 
   There are nods of understanding. The laughter that had filled the room moments ago is gone now. I’m surprised by how confident my voice sounds. I sound in charge. I can do this, I tell myself. I glance once more at Clara but her focus is on the notebook on the table in front of her, “in the meantime we need to look after Mr Peters’ company for him. John, tell us about the Toys Barrel account.”
 
   John responds in exactly the same way he would to Landon; with a slight stutter and a nervous smile before blurting out an overwhelming amount of information. I smile kindly at him as I try to follow his words.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER five: Clara
 
    
 
    
 
   I impatiently tap my fingers on the conference table in front of me. Andrew glances towards me but I keep my eyes averted. I can’t look at him. I pick up my pen and start fiddling with it as I hear Andrew talk to John. I can’t believe he kissed me. My stomach is churning. I can’t help but wonder what sort of game he is playing. Of course, it has to be a game, everything is a game with Andrew Contius. Before I started working here, I hadn’t thought he had a serious bone in his body. Now, I’m less sure but I’m no less convinced he will never be serious about me. I’m just a play thing; something to tease and laugh at. To Andrew, my sole purpose in life is to keep him entertained. My thoughts are spiralling. They are convoluted and unclear. I hear Andrew calling to me through the muddle of my brain, “Delos, tell us about the Lorrell Labs account.”
 
   His request has caught me off guard enough that I look up at him momentarily before glancing back down at my notepad. I’m blushing. I’m angry that he probably knows how much his kiss has knocked me off centre. He’s probably enjoying this. I breathe in and out before launching into my explanation. “I’ve got Lauren and Kenneth working on it,” I start out. I’m proud to hear my voice is steady. I just wish my heart rate was as calm, “my intern Maya is working alongside them. We have a new model Allison Hudson.”
 
   “What happened to Lucy Tolle?” one of the other directors asks.
 
   Andrew answers for me, “she’s back in rehab.”
 
   There is the sound of a mass sigh throughout the conference room. “Is there anything we can do to help her?” one of the older directors takes me by surprise.
 
   “Not at the moment,” Andrew replies, “we’ve sent a fruit basket. What else Clara?”
 
   “Er, so we’re currently arranging a photo shoot with Allison and Lucas O’Donnell,” I tell them referring to the photographer we have on retainer. “I’m also looking into doing some short videos with some of Lorrell Labs artists...”
 
   “Interesting,” Andrew is nodding his head.
 
   “But Emerson Lorrell is a nightmare to get a hold of,” I complain.
 
   “Don’t give up,” he’s smiling at me and it’s making my heart race. It’s a genuine smile and it’s so different to the smiles he gave me as a child, “Delos, I’d like you to look after my accounts until Landon returns. Ashley will bring you up to speed.”
 
   I glance at his face, trying to read his expression but it’s impossible. I’ve never been able to understand him. I don’t know why I keep trying.
 
    
 
   Forty five minutes later when the meeting has finally finished, I rush towards the door before he can call me back. I worry that he’ll catch up with me but fate seems to be on my side because the other directors pounce on him before he can leave. I breathe out a sigh of relief when the lift doors close behind me, leaving me alone in the lift. I can’t stand still. I start pacing and muttering to myself. Who the hell does he think he is to kiss me? Why does he have to make this so complicated? Maya is waiting for me just outside the lift with my favourite mug, “I got you a green tea.”
 
   “Thank you,” I reply without looking at her. I can’t. She’ll see that I’m upset and the sight of her might just make it worse. She looks just like her brother. “Get Ashley, your brother’s assistant to come into my office.”
 
   “Yes Clara,” Maya nods before walking away. If she notices that I sound abrupt she completely ignores it as she does what I ask and I sigh gratefully.
 
    
 
   Finally in the quiet solace of my office, I take a deep breath and feel my heart beat slow. I sip my tea and smile. You just have to be firmer with him. Avoid him if you must. You have to tell him he can’t kiss you again. I mentally chastise myself for allowing the kiss to happen in the first place. My peaceful solace is stolen away when Andrew barges into my office. He’s picked up an apple from somewhere and is biting into it. “Ever heard of knocking,” my voice is higher than I want it to be. It’s almost shrill.
 
   He doesn’t respond. He just smirks at me, clearly happy with himself, before lounging in the seat opposite me. “What do you want?” I ask attempting a tone of indifference. The rise of his right eyebrow tells me I didn’t achieve it. He doesn’t say anything though. He just sits there looking cocky, the smug bastard.
 
   “If it’s not work related I’m busy,” I tell him without so much as a glance in his direction. I try to look busy; checking my emails, pretending to type out a reply when really I’m watching my fingers shake as I type random letters onto the screen.
 
   “I” he stalls and for a moment I think he might apologise but he doesn’t. Of course he doesn’t. He’s far too pleased with himself to apologise. He probably doesn’t even think he did anything wrong, “I think you owe me a kiss.”
 
   His words do something to me. They make my stomach flip and my lips tingle as a reminder of what a kiss from Andrew Contius would be like. But his words also anger me and confuse me. “That isn’t going to happen.” I aim to sound resolute. The words come out more like a question.
 
   He smirks, “I disagree.”
 
   “You disagree?” I’m astounded by his response. It shouldn’t be up for debate. He can’t force kisses on me. I’m not his... I’m not a toy he can use and abuse, for fucks sake. My mind is all over the place.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why do you disagree?”
 
   “Because I know you want to kiss me.” His words are clear and certain. He’s completely confident that I want him.
 
   “That’s not true,” I try to deny. I glance up at his face and I hope that he can’t hear the uncertainty in my tone or see the blush that is on my cheeks.
 
   “Oh but it is, Clara,” he stands to his feet and steps around my desk so that he is stood right in front of me. This time without a desk or anything else in between us to keep him at a distance, my heart feels like it doesn’t fit in my chest as I wait for him to make a move. “I can tell.”
 
   “You can tell?” I whisper. I want to tell him to leave; to get the hell out of my office but I can’t. The words just won’t come and my mind is scrambled.
 
   He nods, “I can see it on your rosy cheeks,” he runs his palm across my cheek and I have to stop myself from pushing my face into his hold. I don’t want him to know how his touch affects me. How it makes my skin tingle or my sex clench. “I can see it in your eyes,” he trails his hand up my temple, “they tell me you crave me just as much as I crave you.”
 
   “You’re wrong,” I whisper but I’m still not pulling back like I know I should. In the back of my mind, I know that Ashley or Katie or worse his little sister could walk in at any moment but it doesn’t make me step back. Everything inside me is screaming to get away but I’m glued to the spot.
 
   “I’m not,” his voice is softer than it has been. It’s almost gentle. It’s definitely not teasing, but that scares me more because it’s when he’s sincere that he hurts me most. “I can see it in the way you are biting your lip,” he runs his finger across my lip, leaving the taste of his skin there. “I can feel it in the electricity that is always between us.” He squares his shoulders, challenging me to deny it. “I’m going to kiss you now.” He doesn’t wait for a response. He takes my head in his hands and lifts my chin. His lips are on mine again and it sends fire through my veins. I can feel his kiss in every inch of my body. My mind tells me to pull back. You shouldn’t be doing this, I tell myself but my body reacts completely on its own. One hand pulls on his shirt, pulling him closer so that I can feel his body against my own. He groans into my mouth as I kiss him back. My other hand is in his hair, tugging at it with desperation. He’s right. I do want him. I shouldn’t but I do.
 
   The door opens and we lurch apart. I rub the back of my hand across my mouth, “shit,” I mutter. The distance between us is enough to bring me back to my senses. What the hell am I doing kissing Andrew Contius?
 
   “Sorry,” Maya blurts out before literally running from the room. If I wasn’t so completely lost in my own turmoil, I’d find the whole situation unbelievably funny. A quick look at Andrew tells me he’s completely unaffected by what just happened. The door to my office is wide open and I can see several faces looking over their cubicles at us. Great. We’re going to be the office gossip for the next week.
 
   “That isn’t going to happen again,” I tell him with more strength than I thought I had.
 
   “Yes it will,” he argues with me.
 
   “No it won’t.”
 
   “I’m not going to argue with you,” he’s laughing now. I feel humiliated. I pull on the bottom of my shirt, feeling exposed. I feel sick. This is not the plan. I don’t need this complication.
 
   “Just go, please,” I sound like I’m begging him to leave. Then again, I think I am. I’m close to tears. I just want to be alone.
 
   “Clara,” he steps towards me, reaching out to me with his hand. All laughter is gone now. His eyes are worried.
 
   I pull back jerking away from his touch, “get out,” I whisper.
 
   He opens his mouth to argue but stops himself. He walks out of my office and into his own. I close the door behind him, keeping my eyes averted from all the staring faces. I crumple against the closed door and begin to cry. I call Anna. I need to talk to a friend.
 
   “Hey Clara,” she sounds bright and happy as always, “what’s up?”
 
   “Hi,” I reply, my voice sounding even more broken when in contrast with hers.
 
   “What’s wrong?” the therapist in her never misses a beat.
 
   “I...” I don’t actually know what to say to her.
 
   “Let’s get an early lunch,” her words are demanding. It isn’t an option. I glance at my watch. It’s only 11:36.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Meet me at the Kent Mockery?” she refers to one of Michael’s brother’s bars.
 
   “Be there in twenty,” I tell her before hanging up. There is a knock at my door. I quickly wipe my tears away and get to my feet. “Come in.”
 
   It’s Ashley, “did you want to go over the accounts now Miss Delos?” Her expression is kind and a little bit sympathetic.
 
   “Sorry,” I frown, “I’m going out for lunch. Could we perhaps meet afterwards?”
 
   “Of course,” Ashley smiles at me, “going anywhere nice?”
 
   “The Kent Mockery.”
 
   “Lovely. Is there anything else I can get you?”
 
   “Yes. Can you get Maya for me?”
 
   “Of course,” she turns to leave.
 
    
 
   Maya looks at me nervously when I ask her to sit. “I’m so sorry,” she blurts out, “I should have knocked.”
 
   “It’s okay, Maya.”
 
   “No it’s not,” she looks close to tears herself, “Andrew is cross with me and so are you.”
 
   “I’m not cross, at least not with you,” I tell her honestly, “I just need to clear everything up. I don’t want you getting confused.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What you saw...”
 
   “I didn’t see anything. It’s none of my business.”
 
   “You’re right it’s not but I like to have the respect of my colleagues, especially those I’m responsible for.”
 
   She’s playing with her hands in her lap. “Nothing is happening between me and your brother. What you saw was reckless and it won’t be repeated.”
 
   “You don’t like him?” she seems even more upset now.
 
   “It’s not like that. We work together. It’s important to be professional.”
 
   She nods sadly, “It’s a shame. I think you’d be good for him.”
 
   I laugh almost bitterly, I’ve never been good for him and he’s hurt me more than he knows, I think to myself.  “I’m going out for lunch. I’ll see you in a bit,” I smile at her as I get to my feet, “if you finish your lunch break before I am back carry on working with Kenneth and Lauren.”
 
   “Okay,” she follows me out of the office. A quick glance at my watch tells me I’m running late.
 
    
 
   “Sorry,” I apologise as I fall into the booth. I unravel myself from my coat and scarf and remove my gloves. It’s cold outside. So cold I think it could snow; it won’t though. It never snows.
 
   “It’s okay,” Anna smiles happily, “I’ve just been looking at the menu.”
 
   “What’s good?” I ask. I’ve never eaten here before. It’s still pretty new.
 
   “The steak is always a win,” Anna tells me. “So what’s wrong?”
 
   “What’s right?” I mutter more to myself than to Anna.
 
   “It can’t be that bad,” my optimistic friend tells me.
 
   “It is,” I know I sound like a stubborn child but I can’t help it, “Andrew kissed me.”
 
   “What?” that got her attention, “when? How? Where? How many times?”
 
   “Twice,” I tell her. I can do facts. It’s the emotions that those facts inspire that are the problem, “once in the lift on our way to a meeting and then again in my office.”
 
   “Shit,” she blows out a long whistle. “You know maybe Elle was right... maybe he does like you.”
 
   “And maybe he’s just found a new game to play.”
 
   “So what happened?” The waitress comes just in time for me to avoid answering that question, “I’ll have the steak – rare – and a mojito, please.”
 
   “I’ll have the same,” I tell the waitress.
 
   When she has walked away Anna asks me the question again. “Come on, tell me.”
 
   “I don’t really know... I don’t know how to describe it. It was just a peck in the lift because we arrived where we were going but in my office...” my words fall short, I can’t describe it.
 
   “That good huh?” she winks at me.
 
   “That good,” I nod. “But I can’t be kissing Andrew Contius at work.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It will just complicate everything... not to mention that he’s still the arsehole we went to school with.”
 
   “How will it complicate everything?” she asks intrigued. I wait whilst the waitress puts down our drinks. I’m barely comfortable talking to one best friends about this, I don’t want a waitress hearing it too.
 
   “Thank you...” I wait politely till she’s stepped away, “we work together. I don’t want to do that again.”
 
   “After Stephen?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah...”
 
   “What happened between you?” I’d avoided that question with most of my friends. It’s not like they’d ever met him. That had been the perk of coming home to London when we broke up. It meant leaving all our mutual friends behind but I’d been able to leave all the Stephen and Cathy shit in Liverpool.
 
   “He cheated.”
 
   “Shit,” Anna’s eyes are wide in surprise, “Why didn’t you tell me?” I think she’s hurt. We used to talk about everything. But then I moved away and things changed. I changed. I learnt things, things that made me question who I was. Who I am...
 
   “I just wanted to leave it all behind and start fresh.”
 
   She nods her head but she’s still frowning, “so you couldn’t stay at your work because you worked together?”
 
   “No. I couldn’t work there anymore because I might have assaulted my boss,” my voice is quiet, ashamed and definitely bitter.
 
   “What? Clara, what are you talking about?”
 
   I tell her the whole story. I tell her how I’d dragged Cathy out of my house by her hair and left her naked on the doorstep after breaking her nose with my fist. She’s laughing, much to my surprise. “That’s brilliant,” Anna tells me.
 
   “It is?” I really think she might be insane because from what I remember getting arrested for assault was not fun.
 
   “Of course it is. You have no reason to feel guilty. I’d probably have done the same thing.”
 
   “Anyway she decided not to press charges because... well it was all pretty complicated...”
 
   “Complicated?”
 
   “She didn’t want to get in trouble with her boss,” I told her honestly, “basically I threatened to call HR on her.”
 
   “I guess her behaviour was very unprofessional.”
 
   “Well actually mum’s lawyer was the one to threaten Cathy.”
 
   “I didn’t know you were in contact with your mother.”
 
   “I’m not.” After a moment of silence I realise my answer isn’t enough, “dad still speaks to her occasionally.”
 
   “Really?” she’s amazed. “Has she ever reached out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Have you met her?”
 
   Her questions are overwhelming, “no.”
 
   “She has a good lawyer though,” I concede.
 
   “Has she a family? Do you have more siblings?”
 
   “I don’t know.” I don’t want to know, more to the point. I have all the family I need.
 
   “How do you not know? Haven’t you googled her?”
 
   “No... I don’t know her name.”
 
   “You don’t even know her name? How is that possible?”
 
   “Dad has tried to tell me about her... but I don’t want to know.”
 
   “But... you used to talk about her all the time. You said she was a queen from some exotic land... and she was going to come rescue you one day.” Her words sound whimsical and ridiculous to my ears.
 
   “She never did though did she?” I reply. The truth is all I know about my mother is that she didn’t love me and my brothers enough to stay. I don’t want to know if she has other children because I don’t want to know that she loves them enough to stay. I’m comfortable believing that it wasn’t about us children. Perhaps it was dad’s career. I used to hate being a politician’s daughter so perhaps she hated being a politician’s wife. I’m comfortable not knowing.
 
    
 
   “Where have you been?” Andrew Contius barges angrily into my office, “I’ve been looking for you for hours.”
 
   “I took a long lunch,” I tell him calmly.
 
   “You better make it up,” he demands.
 
   “Already did this morning when I arrived an hour early,” I retort, my temper rising quickly.
 
   “Right. Good.” He looks suddenly lost.
 
   “What did you want Andrew?” I ask with a defiant note to my voice.
 
   “I wanted to talk to you about what happened earlier.”
 
   “Nothing happened earlier... at least nothing that will be repeated. We work together that’s all. We’d do well to keep professional boundaries.”
 
   He gapes at me, “that’s not going to happen.”
 
   “That’s our only option.”
 
   “I like you,” he tells me and I try to gage from his expression if he’s being honest with me, “doesn’t that count for anything?”
 
   “Andrew, you’ve spent our whole acquaintance teasing and bullying me. Why do you think anything you say or do or even feel counts for anything what’s so ever? Let me be clear; it doesn’t. Not with me.”
 
   “I’ve told you I’m sorry,” he rubs the back of his neck, “what more can I do to prove myself?”
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   He looks at me with an expression close to that of a puppy that’s been kicked. “If that’s really what you want,” he looks deep into my eyes as if looking for a denial that isn’t going to come.  “I thought you’d want to know, Aurora’s awake.”
 
    
 
   I don’t doubt that Maya, Ashley and Katie probably think I’m a workaholic after the last few weeks. I’d ignored the gossip that was circulating. There was an office poll on how long it would take me and Andrew to get together. I had double my usual workload as I was looking after Andrew’s cases as well as my own. Landon and Aurora had returned to the U.K. but they were having a belated Christmas so we hadn’t seen Landon at the office at all. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, Andrew was doing a great job covering for him. He’s also been leaving me alone. He hasn’t barged into my office at all since our first day back after Christmas and that was almost a week and a half ago. I’m almost disappointed, but that’s stupid. I do not miss his teasing. What I don’t like so much is the sad look he gets every time he looks at me. A ping from my laptop distracts me.
 
   From: Anna (Anna.Louise@criticalthinking.co.uk)
 
   To: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: DRINKS!!!!!!
 
   Clara!
 
   Going to the Kent Mockery tonight for drinks. Except this is not just drinks.
 
   Dress up. We’re going dancing!!!!!!!
 
   A x
 
   Anna Louise
 
   Occupational Therapist
 
   Critical Thinking
 
   Her excitement is entertaining and definitely contagious. I haven’t been dancing in ages. I quickly confirm a time and close my laptop. Maya walks in after knocking gently. She knocks all the time now. I think she’s scared she might walk in on me and her brother again, although everyone knows we’re not talking. I still can’t believe the office is placing bets on how long it will take us to get together. I’m tempted to place my own bet; NEVER just so I can beat them at their own game.“I’m heading out,” she smiles, “is there anything I can get you before I go?”
 
   “No,” I grin, “I’m on my way out too. Do you need a lift anywhere?”
 
   I know she usually gets a lift from her brother. “No. Andrew is waiting. Do you have plans for tonight?” she asks politely.
 
   “Yeah,” I tell her, “going to the Kent Mockery.”
 
   “Ah cool,” she laughs, “I love that place.”
 
   “I know one of the owners,” I tell her.
 
   “Cool... do you get in for free?”
 
   I laugh along with her, “and a V.I.P. area if I want it.”
 
   “Cool!” She’s so easily impressed.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER six: Andrew
 
    
 
    
 
   “So where is she going?” I ask as soon as she gets into my car.
 
   “I shouldn’t be telling you this.”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “You aren’t going to make her cry again are you?” my caring little sister asks. She’s looking directly at me with a glare; probably challenging me to hurt Clara. Trust Delos to win my sister over so much that Maya’s actually threatening me. It’s not in the words she is using but it’s still there in her tone and it’s written all over her face. 
 
   Probably. “Not intentionally,” I tell her. I’m impatient. My fingers are drumming on the steering wheel. I can’t give her what she’s asked me for. I’ve barely slept all week. I’ve stayed almost all night strategising how to win her over in the most covert way possible. I need help. I need like a whole team of wing men. Either that of a therapist. I almost laugh at my own thoughts. I’m being ridiculous. Even a team of wing men won’t win her over. The chances of Clara ever forgiving me are slim to none and the chances of her letting me kiss her again are beyond impossible. Perhaps I’d be better off with the therapist.
 
   “The Kent Mockery.”
 
   “Thank you,” I smile genuinely at her; she really is an amazing little sister.
 
   “I’d ask if I can come,” she laughs, “but my presence would give away the trap.”
 
   She’s right. I need to make this look real. That army of wing men sounds like a good idea round about now. I run through my contact list in my head as I drive my sister home. I could ask Jacob to come out and perhaps James, I haven’t seen him in months. It would be good to catch up. Maybe I can even pry Landon away from Aurora for the night. As I pull the car into a parking space opposite her apartment building. She hasn’t let me inside yet and the outside of her building isn’t very promising. The dirty grey walls are covered in faint graffiti marks as if it’s recently been cleaned off. “Maya,” I sigh, “do you have a roommate?”
 
   She’s picking up her bag off the floor next to her feet, “no.”
 
   “You live here on your own?” It’s bizarre that I’ve never been in my sister’s apartment. A few weeks ago I hadn’t even known where she was living. Although she’s often asked Jacob to help pay her rent, she’s independent. It’s strange. We spend all our time worrying that she’s like our mum but in all the important things she is nothing like our mother.
 
   “My boyfriend used to live with me,” she says quietly, “but we broke up.”
 
   My temper spikes and I know that I’m frowning, “you had a boyfriend?” I need to start paying way more attention to my little sister’s life.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We broke up; no big story...” Her words are clipped and she’s looking out the window, avoiding my eye. Her fingers are gripping the door handle. She’s lying.
 
   “This isn’t the best neighbourhood, Maya.” I run a hand through my hair, “how big is your apartment?”
 
   “One bed.”
 
   I frown, “so not enough room for a flatmate...”
 
   “I’m fine on my own.”
 
   “I’d rather you weren’t on your own,” I tell her.
 
   “I’m not a kid.”
 
   “No. You’re a single woman living alone in a dodgy part of the city.”
 
   “It’s hardly dodgy just because it’s not Chelsea...” she argues back, “in fact, there’s more crime in the affluent areas of the city...”
 
   “Point taken; I still would prefer you have a flatmate. Do you have any friends who you could share with?”
 
   She sighs. I’m irritating her. “I can’t afford to move and I don’t have enough room for a flatmate.”
 
   “What if I found you somewhere?” I ask her. “Could you find a roommate or two?”
 
   “I guess I could talk to Lara and Zara,” she gives in, “I don’t know what good it will do.”
 
   “Just try,” I plead.
 
   “Fine,” she tells me as she opens the car door.
 
    
 
    I call Landon as soon as Maya is out of the car. “Alright Andrew, what’s up?” Landon’s voice is light and humorous as if he’s just answered the phone after laughing at a joke. I think he’s been enjoying having time off work. I can’t really say I blame him. Landon doesn’t tend to take much time off. 
 
   “Everything’s great,” I tell him. It’s not quite accurate. Everything at work is great but things with Clara are far from perfect. “I just wanted to ask you for a favour.”
 
   “Sure. Anything.” I know he’s sincere. He’s given me his company to look after. There’s perhaps only one thing he loves more and that’s Aurora.
 
   “Can I pop round?” I sigh, “It will be easier to explain in person.”
 
   “Sure. Let yourself up when you get here.”
 
   “Thanks,” I do a u-turn in a quiet residential road before heading towards Landon’s apartment.
 
    
 
   Barely ten minutes later, Landon is letting me into his apartment. He leads me into the sitting room where Aurora is reading a book. “How’s the shoulder Aurora?” I ask politely. I don’t really know Aurora. In fact, I think this might be the first time we’ve actually met but I’ve heard a lot about her. I’ve even betted on the outcome of her and Landon’s relationship with the rest of the office.
 
   “Could be better,” she laughs melodically and there’s something slightly familiar about the sound, “thank you for looking after the company for Landon. He hasn’t let me out of his sight so work would have been a bit of a challenge.” I’m not sure if she’s really grateful or if Landon’s ever present bossiness is beginning to irritate her.
 
   “Do you feel a bit suffocated?” I wink at her.
 
   “Just a tad,” she tells me impishly, “I’m being very well looked after...”
 
   “Would you like me to take him away for the evening?”
 
   “Oh would you?” her eyes are alight with mischief.
 
   Landon chimes in, “I don’t think that’s such a good idea, Aurora.” I turn to face Landon and although I can note he’s smiling, he also looks concerned.
 
   “I’ll have a girls’ night... I can get Tallulah, Aileen and maybe even Grace to come round. We can watch movies in the home theatre upstairs and wear facemasks and eat junk food.” Her voice is so hopeful that I know Landon is going to give in to her. She’s his greatest weakness.
 
   “What have you got in mind, Andrew?” he says with a sigh; giving in.
 
   “A night out... there’s a girl...”
 
   Aurora laughs, “There’s always a girl.”
 
   “Is it Delos?” Landon takes me by surprise.
 
   Oh shit. What if he’s heard the office gossip? “How did you know?” I ask him. I keep my composure. My face is void of expression; or at least that’s what I’m aiming for but in reality I probably just look like I’m trying not to laugh. My mother always used to tell me that she couldn’t take me seriously. She used to find it frustrating whenever she would try to tell me off because I’d give her a cheeky grin and she would work so hard to keep her face straight but she’d never succeed. Before she knew it we’d both be laughing.
 
   “Something you both said in your interviews...” at my puzzled expression he elaborates, “When I hired you. You both gave the same story about wanting to get into advertising. You were her inspiration and she was yours.” His eyes are sparkling; trust Landon to find entertainment in my downfall because that’s what she is. She’s my downfall. I’m at a complete loss without her. Every time I see her I open my mouth to bark out some quick remark at her but have to slam it shut again. She’d just think I was laughing at her expense. After all that’s all I’ve ever done.
 
   “Are you serious?” I’m completely flabbergasted.
 
   “For real. So tell me, what’s the story with you and Delos?”
 
   Aurora closes her book, her attention keenly focused on me, “this is more interesting than my book.”
 
   “We went to school together. I liked her and like most boys that age I teased her... or bullied her depending on how you look at it. She’d tell you I bullied her but whatever I did, I hurt her and that’s really all that matters. Any way I kissed her the other day and now we aren’t talking at all. It’s complicated. She doesn’t think I’m serious and she’s convinced we can’t see each other without being unprofessional at work.”
 
   “Well I can understand why she might think that,” Landon says to himself. “So what is the plan? How are you going to win sweet maiden’s heart?” he winks at Aurora.
 
   “She’s going to be at the Kent Mockery tonight,” I tell him. I don’t want to admit that that is as far as my planning has taken me.
 
   “So we’re going out on a boy’s night just so we can crash her night out?” he’s smirking. His eyes are on Aurora though, “good things always start at the Kent.”
 
   I’m missing something. I don’t know what but it’s clearly personal so I choose to ignore it. “I want to come too,” Aurora almost whines.
 
   “You know that could help,” I grin at her, “you’re pretty approachable.”
 
   “Absolutely not,” Landon’s demeanour has changed. “Don’t encourage her or she’ll never rest.”
 
   “Sorry.” I’m laughing gently. He’s very protective of Aurora but then again I think I would be if I was in his place, having almost lost the woman I love.
 
   “Don’t apologise Andrew,” Aurora grins, “I’ve been resting for weeks. I won’t dance. I won’t drink. I’ll just sit and talk to this Delos woman. I’ll be your wing woman, Andrew!”
 
   “You’re high on prescription medication right now,” Landon chuckles.
 
   “That’s why I won’t drink,” she smiles at him, “can we pretend to be on an Mi5 mission with code words and everything?”
 
   Landon is shaking his head, laughing at his fiancée’s words. “I guess we haven’t been out to celebrate our engagement yet. We haven’t told you, have we Andrew?”
 
   “You’re engaged?” I smile at them both, “Congratulations.”
 
   “It’s brilliant, isn’t it?” Aurora is smiling.
 
   Landon gives her a gentle smile. It’s strange seeing that expression on his face. He’s usually so impersonal in his expressions. I knew he’d give in. I think he’d give Aurora anything she would ask him for. Aurora looks like she’s about to explode with excitement at the prospect of going out. “I’m going to go make some calls.” She’s on her feet and out the door faster than I would have thought possible considering her shoulder.
 
   “She’s a firecracker,” I smile at Landon.
 
   “She’s an angel,” is his response.
 
   I nod. “So you are in?”
 
   “I guess so,” he smirks, “I’ll invite a ton of people. It will give you an excuse to be there.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t thank me yet. We still need to work out what you are going to say to win her over.”
 
    
 
    Landon and Aurora have gone all out. We’re in the largest VIP area at The Kent Mockery. They’ve invited nearly everyone they know and so our part of the bar is heaving with bodies. I grin at Landon, “I think this might just work.” She’ll never know that the only reason all these people are here is for her.
 
   “Of course it will,” Landon looks cool and in control whereas I’m sure I look like a wreck. I’d managed to talk my brother Jacob into coming. I’d told him all about Aurora’s Mi5 mission. I’d even told him it was all for the same girl he used to tease me about. That had been the icing on the cake. He was almost desperate to meet Clara.
 
   “Have you invited Michael Vincent?”
 
   Landon nods his head, “of course. Clara is out with Mike and her friends tonight. Mike and Sarah said that since they were already coming here tonight anyway they’d drop in on our little gathering.”
 
   “Great.” I’m nodding my head as I remember the plan.
 
   “I said to them that they should bring their friends with them since we have plenty of free booze to go around.”
 
   “Good idea.” No one ever turns down the idea of free drinks.
 
   “I know,” Landon smirks, “it will be easier to woo her if you have less competition.”
 
   “Less competition?” I’m laughing now, “Our section of the bar is the busiest.”
 
   Landon pats me on the back, “you can do it. It’s going to be fine. Aurora’s been stalking her on social media for hours. As soon as she arrives Aurora is going to make a beeline for her.”
 
   “Won’t that be a bit weird?”
 
   “That’s Aurora’s way.” Landon says with something akin to amusement, “she’ll make it look natural.”
 
   “I’ll ask her if she dyes her hair that colour or if it’s natural,” Aurora pipes up as she comes to stand next to Landon. “I’ll say I’ve been thinking of dying my own hair but I haven’t found the right shade.”
 
   “See...” Landon says pointedly.
 
   Aurora almost squeals in delight a moment later when Clara walks into the bar. “Just wait,” Aurora is saying under her breath. She waits for Clara and her friends to enter the VIP area, “come on Landon. Let’s go say hi to our guests.” She winks at me.
 
   I watch from one of the booths where I’m sat with Jacob while Aurora talks to Clara avidly. If nothing else happens tonight, Clara’s definitely made a new friend. “So that’s her?” Jacob asks.
 
   “Yeah,” I don’t want to say more. I’m a bit wary. Even though we’ve both grown up and he no longer teases me about girls, Clara’s different. If he was going to tease me about anyone, it would be Clara.
 
   “She’s pretty,” Jacob says. “I’ve got an idea.”
 
   “What idea?” I ask without taking my eyes off Clara.
 
   “Before you try talking to her,” he’s saying, “I could apologise to her... it’s kind of my fault you teased her.”
 
   “I don’t know if that would help.” I’m pretty sure it won’t.
 
   “Or we could have a conversation about it and she can overhear us,” he tries.
 
   “Or I could just be a grown up and accept responsibility for my actions.”
 
   “Where’s the fun in that?”
 
   “Spoken like a true lawyer. Besides I think Maya may have already told her about you teasing me.”
 
   “Shame. It sounded like a fine plan to me,” he smirks, “I could chat up one of her friends if that helps?”
 
   I laugh at that one, “going to pimp yourself out for the cause?”
 
   “If I need to,” he’s laughing too now.
 
   “Perhaps we should just get a drink.”
 
   “I like how your mind works little brother... the bar is right next to your little ray of sunshine after all.”
 
   “Can’t you take anything seriously?” I shake my head.
 
   “Little brother the only things I take seriously are sex, the law and Christmas.”
 
   His words almost make me laugh, except I know it’s the complete and utter truth.
 
    
 
   I do my best to keep my distance until I get the signal from Aurora and even then I go to walk passed them but Aurora calls me over just like we’d planned earlier in Aurora and Landon’s apartment. “Andrew!” Aurora is smiling at me, “you need to hear Clara’s story... it is the funniest thing I’ve ever heard.”
 
   Clara is blushing now, “there’s no point. Andrew already knows the story.”
 
   “I do?” Oh shit. She’s probably been telling her about how I used to bully her. She really isn’t going to forgive me. I should probably just give up.
 
   “He does?” Aurora’s frowning now.
 
   “It was about him,” Clara is so quiet I’m not sure I heard her correctly over the sound of the music.
 
   “Now I definitely need to hear this story,” I say with a smirk, pretending to be unaffected.
 
   “I was telling Aurora about your penchant for apples.”
 
   I laugh, “It’s true I really do like apples.” And apple pie...
 
   Aurora smiles, “Clara was telling me about a time when you threw an apple at her accidentally. Apparently you were aiming for the bin.”
 
   I can remember that day. We’d just gotten back from Christmas break and my mother had just tried to kill herself. I’d been lashing out at everyone; Clara especially. “She threw it back at me,” I tell Aurora without looking at her. My eyes are completely focused on Clara, “it hit me square on the nose.”
 
   Aurora must catch the sad look on my face or something because she quickly asks why I did it. Clara answers before I can, “he did it because he loved to ridicule me. It was a game.”
 
   I close my eyes, “that’s not true. I threw that apple at you because I wanted your attention.”
 
   She shakes her head. She doesn’t believe me. “We’d just got back from Christmas break and my mother had just tried to kill herself with her razor blade. I needed you to notice me. I needed you to see me. Just you. Not anyone else.”
 
   I step back. I’ve said too much. I’ve said more than I’d planned. “I’m heading home, Aurora.” I sigh, “I just wanted to say congratulations again.” I pull her into a hug and whisper my thanks. I really am grateful for her effort, even if it is wasted. There is no world in which Clara Delos is ever going to forgive me for once being a child.
 
   I quickly say my goodbyes to Landon. He gives me an almost pitying look. When I find Jacob, he’s in a mouth lock with one of Aurora’s friends, I think her name is Grace, so I just leave him to it.
 
    
 
   I’m out on the street when a small hand pulls my arm back, “Andrew.” I’d recognise that voice anywhere. I turn on the spot to see Clara Delos looking anxiously up at me. I wait for her to speak. I’ve made myself vulnerable enough for one night. “Did you mean what you said?”
 
   “Clara that’s not the sort of thing I joke about,” the words come out harsher than I intend.
 
   “Sorry... I didn’t know,” her eyes are soft and kind; compassionate.
 
   “No one at school did,” I tell her, “except James.”
 
   She’s nodding, “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s not your problem...” I don’t understand why I sound so cold all of a sudden. Is it because I’ve let her see a part of me that I normally keep hidden; buried?
 
   “I know but... can we go somewhere? Can we talk?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about my mother.”
 
   “Not about your mother,” she says quietly, “not unless you want to. I want to talk about us.”
 
   “Clara, you’ve made it clear there is no us,” I don’t know why I’m trying to push her away when she’s everything I want.
 
   “Sometimes I’m wrong,” she all but whispers.
 
   I sigh, considering my options, but as much as I might want to right now, I know I can’t walk away from her. Not now. Not ever. “You can come to my place if you want.”
 
   My words hang in the air between us and she seems to take an age to respond, “okay.” I’m relieved when she finally answers me. I’m feeling more exposed right now than I’ve ever felt before.
 
   “I was going to walk,” I tell her, “I don’t live too far away.”
 
   “Alright, we can walk,” she takes my hand in hers much to my surprise and falls into step beside me. She’s quiet. She doesn’t speak and I don’t either. I don’t want to ruin the moment. I’m scared that I’ll say the wrong thing and lose whatever advantage I’ve gained. My skin tingles under her touch. I squeeze her fingers gently in my own, “you’re cold.”
 
   “It’s January,” she says simply.
 
   “You should have gloves on,” I tell her as I pull her hand into the pocket of my coat, still holding it in my own.
 
   “I left them in the bar,” she tells me. “I sort of just ran out after you.”
 
   “At least you grabbed your coat,” I grin at her.
 
    
 
   There’s an awkward tension when I let her into my apartment. I lead her down the corridor and into the living room. “Can I get you something to drink?” I try to break into the strange atmosphere between us.
 
   “A glass of water would be great,” she’s looking around, probably acknowledging the bareness of the walls. I don’t put photos on the walls. In fact, I don’t think I have a single family photograph in my entire apartment. My mother has more than I can count on the walls of her house. She has always documented our family’s happiest moments with her camera. To look at her walls, you’d think we were the happiest family alive, but that just isn’t true. In reality, those happy moments were few and far between. That’s why I don’t put photographs on my walls. I don’t want them to be a lie. If I ever put photos on my wall, they’ll tell the truth.
 
   “Sure. Make yourself comfortable,” I tell her.
 
   I wander over to the kitchen area, secretly disappointed to have to turn my back on Clara. I pull a glass out of the cupboard above the sink. I fill the glass with ice and water from the fridge before turning back towards Clara. She’s sat on the corner sofa. She’s taken her shoes off and pulled her feet up on the chair next to her. It’s a shame. She looked bloody sexy in those black six inch heels, but then again the sight of her in my apartment is enough to make me hard. I’m perhaps the closest I’ve ever been to getting what I want; Clara Delos. I pass her the glass and watch as she takes a sip. I take a seat on the coach next to her. I need to speak but I’m not sure what to say.
 
   “Thank you,” she smiles at me, “it’s nice here; very grey.”
 
   “I like it,” I tell her with a smirk.
 
   “It’s a bit clinical...”
 
   “Let me guess, your place has photos of you and your family everywhere, lots of colour on the walls...”
 
   “Maybe,” she’s smiling at me, not really answering my question.
 
   I know we should be talking. She wants to talk about us but I haven’t got a clue how to get that conversation started. It turns out that I don’t have to, “do you really like me?” she asks me, looking more vulnerable and unsure than I’ve ever seen.
 
   “Yes,” I consider saying more to try and convince her but I don’t think it will help.
 
   “Okay,” she nods her head gently and an auburn lock of hair falls into her face. I lean forward and place it behind her ear before running my finger down her neck. She shivers at my touch, leaning into it gently before pulling away and standing up. She walks away from me, “we need to talk.”
 
   She takes a seat at my dining table. She’s still close. Close enough that we can still talk quietly, almost intimately, but far enough away that I can’t touch her. She’s too far away. I follow her to the table and sit opposite her, directly across from her at the round table. I lean forward and take her hand in mine, “let’s talk.”
 
   “Okay,” she seems unsure again. I don’t think I’m the only person who doesn’t know what to say.
 
   “What do you want to talk about?” I ask her.
 
   “Why did you tease me when we were kids?” I’ve answered this question already and the idea of answering it again irritates me.
 
   I consider my answer, “I liked you Clara.” The look on her face tells me she needs more.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER seven: Clara
 
    
 
    
 
   “I liked you Clara,” his words resonate in my ears. I know that he expects me to reply. He wants a response but I have no idea what to say to him. “We were children and I liked you.”
 
   I wait for him to continue. He doesn’t keep me waiting, “I didn’t know how to tell you. I told my brother about you but he just started teasing me... he wasn’t really very helpful.”
 
   “Maya said that Jacob used to tease you about me,” I acknowledge.
 
   He smirks at me, “he wasn’t quite as much of an arse as I was to you.”
 
   “That’s a relief,” I laugh gently, almost flirtatiously.
 
   “But the more he teased me the more I teased you,” he says, “truth is I didn’t know the first thing about how to tell you I liked you and then we got into a routine. I teased you, you gave me attention... I couldn’t give that up, even once I was old enough to work out how to talk to you.”
 
   “Couldn’t give it up?” I question him.
 
   “The rush... it was heady,” he squeezes my fingers, “it’s not dissimilar to the way I feel when I touch you now.”
 
   “And do you feel, Andrew?” I ask even though I’m scared of his answer.
 
   “Just the touch of your hand makes my whole body burn,” his words are confident and I can’t help but trust them. I tilt my chin as I try to read the look on his face. His eyes look sincere and for once he isn’t smirking. “Truth is Clara; I liked you more than apples, more than my mother’s apple pie. I liked you a heck of a lot and I still do. I always have.”
 
   “But you haven’t seen me in years,” he has my heart racing and my skin is prickling with the electricity that is always between us. I pull my hand away. I need distance so that I can focus.
 
   “Doesn’t mean I wasn’t aware of you,” he looks almost embarrassed. “We have a lot of mutual friends and I could never forget you, Clara Delos. Not for one second.”
 
   He probably expects me to say something but truth is I’d been delighted when I finished secondary school to finally be able to get away from him. “My dad died fourteen years ago,” he tells me.
 
   “I know,” I frown.
 
   He gets to his feet so that he can plonk himself back down but this time in the seat next to mine. His hand twitches as if he’s almost restraining himself from taking my hand in his again. “I was twelve and it felt like everything was just awful. The only thing that got me through that Christmas was the idea of seeing you again when school started back.”
 
   “Why?” I can’t help but ask.
 
   “Because Clara even in the darkest moments of my life you lit the whole thing alight. You rescued me. Your smile. Your laughter. Your eyes. You were like fireworks or something. You were always so happy and real and... I wasn’t like that. I was a broken, I guess. Everything was dark. Dad was dead and everyone else was crying all the time but I could always count on you to make me smile.”
 
   “You didn’t smile at me,” I tell him, “you smirked.”
 
   “Same difference; you made me feel something. You made me feel alive when everything inside me said I was dead.”
 
   I nod my head because I really am at a loss for words. “Then when my mum tried to kill herself and my world fell apart again, I needed to feel alive again so I threw a bloody apple core at you.”
 
   “And I threw it back,” I whisper without a trace of annoyance.
 
   “Yeah,” he agrees, “and having you look at me just for that one moment was all I needed and then my whole universe re-centered again and you were right where you belonged. You’re the centre of my universe Clara. You’re like the sun in my solar system.”
 
   “I think you’re making me sound more important than I am.”
 
   “Nope. I mean every word.”
 
   I stand up and begin pacing, “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “You don’t have to say anything.”
 
   “But what do you want?” I ask.
 
   “You,” a one word answer was not what I had been aiming for.
 
   “I don’t think you can.”
 
   “Why? Clara, give me one good reason. Just one.”
 
   “We have all this history between us,” I tell him, “we can’t just erase it and pretend it doesn’t exist. It’s always going to be there; it’s always going to be between us.”
 
   “Clara, it just means we have a story.”
 
   “A story to tell the grandkids?” I ask sarcastically.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   I shake my head, “It’s not just a story though. It’s painful and...”
 
   “What I did was wrong,” he’s stood in front of me now and he’s taken both my hands in his. “I was a bastard to you but I was a child and unfortunately children tend to behave like children.” I open my mouth to speak but he shakes his head, silently asking me to wait, “but I’m not a child any more. The history between us can either be the thing that keeps us apart or you could let it be the thing that brings us together. Clara, I really like you and I know that if I let you walk away from me, I’m going to regret it.”
 
   I’m crying now because I’m scared he might be right and I don’t want to let him in. I don’t want to risk him hurting me again. I spent my childhood being hurt by the man in front of me. “The thing is Clara, the second you walk out that door, I’ll regret that you are gone. The second you leave... you might not regret it. You might be able to walk away and not regret it immediately. Heck you may not even regret it tomorrow or in a month from now but I think you will one day... and I think we owe it to ourselves to try.”
 
   “Why?” I ask hoarsely.
 
   “Because I think you liked me too once upon a time.”
 
   “I didn’t,” I deny and I wish I could say I sound convincing.
 
   “Sure Delos,” he’s smirking slightly and it’s irritating. I want to slap the look off his face, “if you say so.”
 
   “What do you actually want from me?” I ask him again.
 
   “I want you; however you come,” he says gently and I’m caught so off guard that I’m speechless.
 
   The silence stretches and I know that at some point I’m going to have to respond. I take a breath and count to five, “however I come?”
 
   “I need you in my life. In whatever context you want, but I need you in my life.”
 
   “I’m in your life,” I tell him honestly, “I can’t get out of your life.” It sounds almost like a joke but I’m fully sincere, “trust me; I’ve tried.”
 
   “I don’t want to just be your colleague though.”
 
   “Then what do you want”
 
   “I want to kiss you.” He’s as close to me as he can get without our bodies pressing together and he wouldn’t even need to take a step towards me. If I just tilted my head up slightly, his lips would be right there. I want it too. Not that I could ever tell him that; his ego is already far too inflated. I fight the urge to tilt my chin but everything inside me is calling out to him, craving him. He has my hands entrapped in his own. His thumb is stroking the back of my hand and it sends fire running through my veins, up my arms and through my entire body to my sex. I want him. I don’t want to but he’s all I can see. He’s all I can feel. The soft touch of the carpet beneath my feet is lost next to the touch of his skin against mine. I breathe in the smell of him; I want this. “Will you let me?”
 
   I must look like an animal caught in a trap because he releases my hands, giving me the option of escape but it’s not what I want. I don’t want to leave. I’m scared where this will take us. I can’t have a repeat of Liverpool. My father had been quite angry; it didn’t look good. He might be a retired politician but he has high hopes for my brother Gabriel and scandal is not allowed. “We work together; it would be unprofessional.”
 
   “We could make it work.”
 
   “How?” I ask him because I’m convinced he’s wrong.
 
   “Plenty of people date the people they work with.”
 
   “How Andrew? Answer the question.”
 
   “We’ll just behave. We’ll be adults about it. I won’t kiss you at the office.”
 
   “Yeah right,” I laugh, “we’re not even together and you’ve done that twice already.”
 
   “Delos! Why do you have to make it so bloody difficult.”
 
   “This is the other thing,” I tell him, “we argue like cat and dog.”
 
   “Clara, why does it matter? Why can’t you just give it a go? I don’t have all the answers. Chances are I’ll fuck up plenty but that’s how relationships work.”
 
   “What happens at work when we break up?”
 
   “Who says we’re going to break up?”
 
   “There are company policies about this sort of thing.”
 
   “Yeah,” he nods his head, “I’ve already spoken to Landon; he knows I’m invested in this. Stop trying to find an excuse to say no.”
 
   “I’m not...”
 
   He cuts across me, “yes. You are. If you don’t want to try then just say.” He sounds annoyed, “there are thousands of what ifs in this world... don’t let them stop you living Clara.” I don’t know what to say. I’m scared. This is Andrew Contius for fucks sake. No matter how much Stephen or any of my ex’s might have hurt me, they had nothing on Andrew. He’d made me cry more tears than I’d cried when I found Stephen in bed with my boss. Stephen had broken my heart for sure; problem is I don’t think Andrew would break it. If it all fell apart with Andrew; he’d completely pulverise my heart.
 
   “I can’t.” I’m disappointed in myself as soon as I say the words. I can’t even look at him. My eyes are focused on the floor.
 
   His response is resigned, “okay.”
 
   “Okay?” I look up then and notice the distraught look in his eyes.
 
   “Okay,” his voice is gentle, almost unaffected, “I can’t force you, Clara.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “You’ll stay the night,” he says firmly, “I can’t drive you home. I’ve been drinking.”
 
   “I can get a taxi,” I tell him.
 
   “No. You’ll stay here. I meant what I said. I want you in my life any way I can; whatever capacity you can give.”
 
   “I’m not sleeping with you,” I blurt out.
 
   “Yeah,” his eyes are void of feeling, “you’ve made that clear. I have a spare bedroom. Let me show you.” He kneels down, picking up my shoes off the floor where I’d left them before getting back up and leading me out the door. He takes me down the corridor. At the end there are three doors; one to the left, another straight ahead and another to the right. “The bathroom is straight ahead,” he tells me, before pulling the door to the left open, “you’ll sleep here.” He puts my shoes down on the floor and turns back towards the door. His face has lost it’s usually smirk, “I’m straight across the hall, if you need anything.”
 
   “Thanks,” I want him to say more but he doesn’t. His hand is on the door and he’s about to leave, “Andrew?”
 
   “Yes Clara?” his head is turned towards me but his eyes are looking beyond me. He can’t even look at me.
 
   “I’m sorry.” It’s all I can say.
 
   “I know. It’s okay. Just get a good night’s sleep.”
 
   I nod my head but he’s already gone.
 
    
 
   Sunlight is streaming into the room when I wake up. The bed I’m in, might be the most comfortable bed I’ve ever slept in. Not that I’ve done much sleeping. I’ve mostly been thinking and regretting my decision. I can’t hear any movement so I think it’s safe to say he’s still asleep. It’s almost ten and I need to talk to someone. I call my brother. I could talk to one of my friends and they’d give me some amazing advice no doubt, but that’s not what I need right now. “Gabriel Delos,” my big brother answers briskly.
 
   “Hey Gab.”
 
   “Clara?” he’s surprised to hear me. We don’t tend to call regularly. As much as we love each other, our family aren’t really the communicative sorts. “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I think I’ve made a mistake.”
 
   “Shit; you aren’t in jail again, are you?” Gabriel sounds terse, “this isn’t you calling me from the police station?”
 
   “No! Of course not. That happened one time.”
 
   “One time too many,” my brother mutters more to himself than me.
 
   “I’m talking about a boy.”
 
   “Really, Clara? You called me about a boy?” he sighs. He’s not interested.
 
   “I need your advice.”
 
   “Advice about relationships? I’m really not your man... try Luca.”
 
   “No. I want to talk to you about it.”
 
   “Fine... hurry up. I haven’t got all day.”
 
   “Do you remember when I was a kid, there was always a boy that was teasing me?”
 
   “Yeah; the Contius kid?”
 
   “Yeah him...”
 
   “What about him?”
 
   “He works with me now.”
 
   “Unlucky.”
 
   He’s so unhelpful sometimes, “it’s not that bad... any way... point is...”
 
   “Get to it, Clara... in fact, let me guess. I imagine he has told you the reason he was a mean arse is because he liked you and now you’re all upset and unsure because you liked him too, not that you’d ever say it because you’ve got that bloody pride of yours.”
 
   “I’m not proud.”
 
   “Are too; you won’t even give your own mother the time of day, what chance did this poor boy have.”
 
   “Like you spend time with her!”
 
   “We’ve had lunch.”
 
   “As if!” I’m flabbergasted.
 
   “You forget Clara,” Gab sighs, “I remember her pretty clearly. She left when I was eight; she isn’t just a nameless, faceless woman for me. She was my mum.”
 
   I want to ask him about it. I want to know what she’s like. If she’s pretty and elegant like I had always imagined. All the questions I’ve had my whole life are on the tip of my tongue but I’m too scared to hear the answers; too scared of disappointment. “Clara, do you know what your biggest problem is?”
 
   “No.” I don’t want him to tell me either.
 
   “You’re scared,” he tells me bluntly, “you aren’t willing to take risks and life just consists of risks. If you don’t take them, you’re not really living... do you like him?”
 
   “That’s not really the point...”
 
   “Answer the bloody question Clarisse.” The use of my birth name surprises me. No one ever calls me that. It was shortened as a child because neither one of my brothers could say it and Clara had just sort of stuck.
 
   “Yes, I like him.”
 
   “Then take a fucking risk,” Gab tells me impatiently, “give the poor boy a chance. Now I really do need to go, Clara. I’ll see you in a few weeks at dads... I know you probably don’t want to hear this but you should give mum a chance too. She’s really not that bad.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” I tell him, “I love you Gabriel.”
 
   “I love you too,” Gabriel replies, “speak to you soon and don’t get into any trouble.”
 
   “One time. One time!”
 
   “One time too many,” Gabriel tells me again, “I hate it when you make me worry.”
 
   “Speak to you later,” I hang up.
 
    
 
   I sneak out of my room, hoping that Andrew is still asleep. I need a plan and so I need space to come up with one. I can’t do that in his apartment. It’s only when I’m in the hall that I hear his voice and a gentle tapping sound. I quickly realise it is the sound of typing. “Yeah Landon,” he’s saying, “it could have gone better.”
 
   He’s momentarily quiet as he listens to Landon’s reply. “She’s not interested; it was worth a go though. Say thanks to Aurora.”
 
   I walk into the living room and find him sat on the sofa, his laptop on his lap. His phone held in the crook of his shoulder. He’s wearing a pair of comfy pants and a grey t-shirt. It’s tight against his biceps and I catch my breath at the sight of him. His hair looks damp; as if he’s just gotten out of the shower. He’s sat in the corner of his L shape sofa with his legs up in front of him. He’s no longer paying attention to Landon. His eyes are on me and the look he’s giving me is enough to make me blush. “Got to go, Landon. I’ll call you back in a bit.”
 
   He puts down the phone but doesn’t say anything to me. I’m stood in the doorway of his living room and we’re both just staring at each other. I should tell him I’m leaving. But I can’t. He’s right. I’ll regret it. Gabriel’s right. I’m scared. I take a step towards him before hesitating again, “you really meant what you said last night?”
 
   “You know I did Clara.” He doesn’t move.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay,” he frowns, unsure what to make of everything. I can see the question in his eyes; what does that mean? I walk across the room, push his laptop closed and take it off his lap. He raises an eyebrow but doesn’t say anything. I take my time, placing the laptop on the coffee table before turning back towards him. I take a seat on the edge of the sofa next to his legs. His hand is resting on his abdomen and I see it twitch. He wants to reach for me but he doesn’t.
 
   “Andrew, there are rules if you are in my life. You might not like it.”
 
   “Tell me,” he sighs and I’m not sure if he thinks I’m looking for more excuses.
 
   “My family have a very public image. I can’t let my private life embarrass them. It has before.”
 
   “Liverpool?” he asks, “I’m not going to hurt you, Clara.”
 
   “You don’t know that,” I tell him, “you probably will and I’ll probably hurt you too and that’s okay. It just can’t be public.”
 
   “What our relationship?” he asks; his back straightening.
 
   “No; our issues...”
 
   “Clara,” Andrew frowns at me, “it’s no one else’s business. If I have a problem with our relationship; you’re the only person I’ll want to talk to. Just you. But you have to trust me. You have to give me a chance.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Okay. So... can I kiss you now?” his smirk is back.
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?” he’s pouting and I think I like it. I bite my lip before leaning in and kissing him gently on the lips. His hand moves to my hair and he pulls me closer until I’m lying on top of him on the sofa. What started off as a gentle peck, quickly escalates into something more when he takes control; his tongue licking at my lips demanding entrance. I sigh, giving in and opening up to him. The kiss intensifies, lips melded together and our tongues fighting for dominance. I pull away to breathe and pull his t-shirt off revealing the perfect abs that I’d always believed were there. His pants are hanging low on his hips and the sight of him is almost too much. “Like what you see, do you Delos?” he’s smirking teasingly at me. Some things don’t change.
 
   “Shut up, Contius.” I reply before covering his lips with my own once more.
 
   He’s still smirking. I can feel it against my lips. His hands are on my arse. He slaps it gently, “I always liked this arse.”
 
   “I told you to shut up,” I sound breathless like I’ve run a marathon. He flips me over so that he’s hovering above me on the couch. My hand is against his hard chest and I can feel his heart beat. He’s looking down at me with an expression I’ve never seen on his face before. I run my other hand through his damp hair and pull him even closer. He smells clean; like soap and shampoo and I’m pretty sure he’s had an apple for breakfast. The thought makes me giggle. His eyebrow rises questioningly but I just shake my head, “kiss me,” I whisper in his ear.
 
   “Whatever you say Miss Delos,” he’s smirking again. This kiss is no less passionate than the last. His body is against mine. His hand is on my neck, tickling my skin. I want more but I don’t want to rush it. He pulls away leaving me wanting and if the sight of the tent in his trousers is anything to go by he’s suffering too. “Spend the day with me, Clara.”
 
   I’m not sure it’s an invitation. It has the ring of a demand. “Okay.”
 
   He’s surprised by the lack of argument but I think he’s pleased. “If I’d realised you would agree that easily I’d have asked for the whole weekend.”
 
   I laugh, “I’d probably have given it to you.” He’s really smiling now.              
 
   “First, we can’t have you wearing the same outfit you wore last night.”
 
   “I can go home and change,” I say looking down at my dress.
 
   “No,” his answer is quick. He grabs my hand and pulls me out of the room and down the corridor and into his bedroom, “I don’t plan to go out today; you can wear my clothes.”
 
   “Okay.” He’s rummaging in his wardrobe looking for something for me to wear. I take the opportunity to look around his bedroom. Just like in his living room there are no photographs on the walls. In fact the only thing you could describe as personal in the whole room is the small pile of books on his bedside table. I glance at the titles; A tale of two cities and War and Peace are amongst the titles. “You like to read?” I ask.
 
   He looks over at me, “every day.” He hands me a small pile of clothes, “I’ll leave you to change.”
 
   I nod, “thank you.”
 
   He kisses me on the top of my head, “see you in a second princess.”
 
   My breath catches at his words and tears come to my eyes. He must notice because he’s looking at me thoughtfully but after a moment he shakes his head and pulls away leaving me alone in his room. I look down at the clothes he’s given me. There is a blue shirt; I’ve seen him wear it to work before and a pair of boxers. I pull the clothes on quickly; happy with the fresh clean feeling they give me. I make a pile of my own clothes; the dress and my underwear. I take one last look around the room before glancing down at his bed. He’d never know, I think to myself. I listen for a second to check that he’s not about to come back before leaning down and picking up his pillow. I breathe in the smell of him before putting it back down and leaving the room. I leave the pile of clothes by my handbag in the hallway and walk into the living room. He’s waiting for me. He looks serious. He’s sat on the sofa. He’s got his t-shirt back on. He smiles at me, “come here.”
 
   I don’t speak but do as he asks. I go and sit next to him on the sofa. He turns so that he’s looking at me, “Clara, why does the nickname princess upset you so much?”
 
   “It doesn’t,” I try to deny it. Truth is, it always has.
 
   “Don’t lie princess. I can tell. You just winced for fucks sake.” He runs an agitated hand through his hair.
 
   “Do you really want to know?” I ask him.
 
   “Is it my fault?” he asks. Even when we were kids he’d always called me princess.
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “Positive.”
 
   “Then why?” he asks. He isn’t going to drop this.
 
   “My mother.”
 
   “But you don’t know your mother.” His words sound harsh but I know he’s just trying to clarify the situation. He isn’t trying to be unkind.
 
   “No, I don’t. I never have.”
 
   “Never?” he’s surprised.
 
   “She left when I was a baby.”
 
   He exhales sharply. I pull my legs up to my chest as I begin to explain, “I’ve never even spoken to her. I don’t know her name. I used to...”
 
   I gasp as he pulls me into his lap so that I’m in his arms. I try to avoid looking at him but he pulls on my chin gently until our eyes meet. “Tell me.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, silently begging him to let it go.
 
   “Because I need to know if I’m hurting you.”
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   “You winced.”
 
   “I’ve winced at a lot of things that you’ve said to me.”
 
   “Not today,” and I hear what he’s saying loud and clear; that today is our fresh start.
 
   “When I was a little girl, before you knew me, I used to pretend that she was a queen or a princess of some distant Disneyesk land. I used to tell Anna that one day she would come and rescue me because I’m a princess.”
 
   “You are a princess,” he pulls me tighter into his arms. “You’re my princess.”
 
   “I’m not,” I sigh, “I’m just Clara and that’s okay.”
 
   “I’m never going to stop calling you princess, you know that right?”
 
   I frown because I don’t really understand why he won’t just leave it. “Clara, if your mother doesn’t realise your value then she’s an idiot but it doesn’t make you any less valuable. You might not be her princess but you’re certainly mine.”
 
   I’m crying so I lean my face into the crook of his neck so he won’t see. “Don’t hide from me, Delos.” He chastises me softly. “When my mum tried to kill herself, I blamed myself.”
 
   “Why? It wasn’t your fault.”
 
   “Of course on a purely intellectual level I know that but emotionally... I just thought I wasn’t enough. I wasn’t enough to keep her sane... to keep her alive.”
 
   “That’s what I worry about...” I say it so quietly I’m not sure he will actually hear me. “That if I agree to meet her, I’ll realise that I’m right because I can’t understand why I wasn’t enough to keep her... or why she didn’t take me with her.”
 
   “I’m sorry Princess,” his words are soft, “please don’t be sad. Do you want to watch a film? I got popcorn.”
 
   I smile at that, “flavour?”
 
   “Toffee of course,” he’s smiling sweetly, “you never did like sweet or salted popcorn.”
 
   “What are we going to watch?”
 
   “Anything you want, Clara.”
 
   “Whatever you can find will do,” I tell him honestly.
 
   He selects a movie. It’s a classic Hitchcock’s so I know it’s going to be good but I’m barely paying attention to it. Right from the moment he presses play, my focus is on him. He’s lying on the sofa next to me. I’m curled around him, with my head on his chest. I can hear his heart beat. It’s softer than it was earlier. His hand is running up and down my spine and it’s very distracting. I sigh with frustration and I hear him chuckle, “alright princess?”
 
   “Fuck you,” I grumble.
 
   “That’s not very nice,” he’s such a smug bastard sometimes. “Not enjoying the film?”
 
   “It’s a great film.” I refuse to give in.
 
   “But you aren’t enjoying it,” he’s chuckles again before turning off the television, “tell me what you want to do.”
 
   I don’t want to rush but my body is on fire and he’s still touching me. “You bastard.”
 
   “I’m a bastard now am I?” trust him to find this entertaining. “Tell me what you want and I’ll give it to you.”
 
   Perhaps if I can get his hands off me, I can cool down. “I’m hungry.”
 
   He grins at me wolfishly, “hungry?”
 
   I ignore the double meaning in his tone, “yes hungry... I think you should make me some lunch.”
 
   “Lunch?” his grin doesn’t falter, “What would you like?”
 
   “Anything,” I reply, “whatever you can make.”
 
   “Well I don’t know,” he’s smirking now, “I’d be happy to just eat you.” He bites down on my  shoulder gently making me gasp. His fingers are still making a trail along my spine. “But if it’s food you want...” he sighs and gets to his feet, leaving me alone on the sofa. I very nearly call him back and beg him to take me right here on the sofa.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER eight: Andrew
 
    
 
    
 
   I take my time making Clara a sandwich. I really do love teasing her. I can feel her gaze on me and I can hear her foot tapping impatiently. I want to fuck her. I know I should take her on a date first. Dinner or something. Problem is I want her right now. I’ve been hard for hours and it’s beginning to take its toll. I make my way back to her with her sandwich, “are you not hungry?” she asks.
 
   “No. I had an apple a little while ago,” I tell her and I notice her smirking at me. I almost ask her about it but decide against it when she offers me half her sandwich.
 
   “I can share,” she says.
 
   “Thank you,” I’m not hungry but I’d never refuse anything she offered me.
 
   We eat quietly and when we’re finished I place her plate in the sink. I need to get her out of this apartment, if we’re not going to have sex today. I should have thought this through better. “Andrew,” she sounds uncertain as I turn to face her.
 
   “Yeah Clara?”
 
   She’s smiling shyly, “I’m trying really hard not to ask you to fuck me because you haven’t even taken me out on a date or anything...” her words are blunt and forward and they go straight to my dick.
 
   “Princess what do you want?” I ask her; “do you want us to go out somewhere public? Ease the temptation? Or do you want me to fuck you?”
 
   “Can I say both?”
 
   I chuckle, “yeah you can... you deserve flowers... you deserve a date... dates... I should woo you. It’s what you deserve but right now I want to scoop you up and carry your perfect arse into my bedroom and fuck you until we’ve both had our fill, even if that means not stopping until we go to work Monday morning.”
 
   She’s laughing again. I take a breath, “so which do you choose? Do you want flowers and dates and wooing or do you want me to fuck you?”
 
   “Tomorrow, you promise you’ll woo me?” she asks with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “I’ll woo you every day of my life if you’ll let me.”
 
   “Okay,” she says.
 
   “Okay?”
 
   “Okay,” she’s smirking, “pick up my perfect arse and fuck me into next week.”
 
   I laugh because that’s exactly what I plan to do. I pull her up and drag her down the corridor and into my bedroom. I close the door behind her and just take in the sight of her stood there in front of me. She’s wearing my shirt and my boxers and if I wasn’t already hard the sight of her hear in my clothes would be enough. I consider jumping her but I want this to last. I need it to last. This is the moment I’ve been imagining every time I’ve brought myself off since I was a teenage boy. Her fingers are on the shirt she is wearing. She undoes the top button before hesitating. Her eyes are on me, watching my reaction. I’m barely breathing. I pull my t-shirt over my head as quickly as I can. I don’t want to miss a thing and even a second of blindness as my shirt covers my eyes is too much.
 
   She’s onto the second button, then the third. She pushes her hand under the fabric and rolls her breast in her palm and I almost groan in agony. She’s killing me but I’m so focused on the sight of her that I can’t move and I definitely can’t interrupt. “I want you,” she tells me and that’s all the encouragement I need to pounce. I stride across the space between us and my mouth is on hers within seconds. She moans into my mouth. She’s working the buttons of the shirt until it’s completely open. I smirk at her, “you’re beautiful.”
 
   She smiles back at me before I lean my head down and suck on her left nipple. I bite it gently causing her to moan. Her hands are on my sweatpants. She’s pushing them down until they are around my knees. She surprises me when she uses her foot to dislodge them further pushing them down to the floor. I step out of them and pick her up. She wraps her legs around my waist and wraps her arms around my shoulders so that she’s enclosed my head inside them. She kisses me then and I lie her down on the bed, hovering over her.
 
   She’s a sight to behold, lying there in my open shirt and a pair of my boxers. Her hand is underneath their band, rubbing her sex gently as she waits for me. I lean across to my bedside cabinet, pulling out a condom. I pull myself onto my knees between her open legs and pull down my boxers and roll the condom onto my throbbing cock. “You’re sure you don’t want me to woo you first?” I ask her with a teasing wink.
 
   “I think I’ll live without the flowers,” she grins, “so long as I get tulips tomorrow.”
 
   “Tulips huh?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah,” she nods as her eyes take in every detail of my body, “my favourites.”
 
   “I’ll remember that,” I mutter into her ear, “I’ll buy you them every day.”
 
   I pull down the boxers she’s wearing and pull her hand away from her sex. I look at her face and I love the fact she’s completely unembarrassed. I bring her hand to my mouth and suck on the fingers that moments ago were inside her wet sex. “Fuck you taste good.”
 
   I lock our fingers together before licking her clit, “I was just going to fuck you... and save this for later. I didn’t think I would be able to wait but one taste just won’t be enough.”
 
   I bring her to orgasm with my mouth, delving my tongue deep inside her as I rub her clit with my thumb. When I feel her walls begin to spasm around my tongue I pull away but replace my tongue with my hard, throbbing dick. I enter her quickly and she takes me straight to the hilt with a moan of ecstasy. The orgasm has her writhing and convulsing on the bed sheets beneath me. I begin to move inside her before she comes down from her high. Even though I want this to last, I can’t take it slow. It would be torture. The sound of the bed banging against the walls keeps me focused as I try to make this last as long as I can. She’s grasping at me, tearing up my back, digging in her nails. “Fuck,” she moans.
 
   “Clara,” I groan out her name. My thighs are working overtime as I pull out and push into her over and over again, relishing the feel of her sex against my dick. The feel of her tits against my hard chest. “Your bloody perfect princess.”
 
   She’s close again. Her back arches off the bed and she meets me thrust for thrust. I lean down and kiss along her jaw, her neck, collar before biting down on her breast. She’s going to have love bites and I should feel bad but I don’t. This is what I’ve always wanted. I’ve always wanted to call her mine; to claim her in the most primitive ways that a man can claim a woman, “you’re mine,” I tell her and for once I don’t worry that she’ll argue back.
 
   “I’m yours,” she moans, “Andrew... Andrew, I’m all yours.”
 
    
 
   This might be the best day of my bloody life. The feel of her skin next to mine is enough to keep my dick in a half hard state. Her leg is wrapped across my waist and her hand is drawing patterns on my chest. Her head resting on my shoulder and she’s breathing so softly, I’m certain she’s asleep. I’ve fucked more women than I can count but none of them could compare to Clara. I’m just lying here looking up at the ceiling wondering how I got so lucky. My phone buzzes from where it is in the pocket of my joggers. It’s probably Landon. I should get up so that I can respond to the text message but I don’t want to disturb her. “You can get it you know,” she whispers gently.
 
   “I thought you were asleep.”
 
   “Not quite,” she stretches before pulling away from me.
 
   “Where are you going?” I ask her, not hiding my irritation.
 
   “Getting your phone,” She leans down over the end of the bed, sticking her perfect arse in the air. I lie back and enjoy the view. She shakes her head at me when she rights herself and notices my smirk, “pervert.”
 
   “You just have a very fine arse,” I tell her.
 
   “I was going to give you your phone but I don’t think I will now.”
 
   “That’s okay. I don’t want it. I just want you to turn back around so I can stare at your bottom all day.”
 
   “Bottom?” she’s giggling now.
 
   “Your pert little butt, your derriere, your rear end... whatever you want to call it. It’s quite a sight you know.”
 
   “Is that right?” she’s still giggling and it’s such an amazing sound. I still love the huffy, irritated sounds I usually get from her but I think I might have to get her to giggle more often.
 
   “Oh princess you have no idea.” I sigh, “right hand it over.”
 
   “You want me to give you my arse?” she asks with a teasing smirk.
 
   “Every day,” I grin, “but I was actually thinking about my phone.”
 
   She laughs, “shame. I was hoping you’d fuck me again.”
 
   “Tease,” I grumble.
 
   “I guess I’ll have to go get myself off in the shower whilst you check your phone.”
 
   My jaw drops at her words. “Fuck. Clara Delos did you really just say that?”
 
   “Yes,” she looks serious, “and I meant it.”
 
   “You meant it?” my eyes are wide and my cock is standing at full mast.
 
   “Yup...” she goes to get out of the bed but I grab her back.
 
   “You’re not going anywhere,” I growl.
 
   She’s laughing again, “it’s okay Andrew. You can check your phone before you fuck me again.” She climbs out of bed, turning to face me, completely unabashed by her nakedness, “I’m going to get a glass of water. Do you want anything?”
 
   “No, thank you,” I say politely, even though I know I’m probably pouting. She winks at me before turning away from me and walking out of my bedroom completely naked. I watch as she disappears around the corner, my gaze focused on her perfect arse.
 
   “You are such a bloody tease Clara Delos!” I call after her. It takes me a second to remember that I’m supposed to be checking my phone. There are several text messages from Landon but none of them are work related so I’m not worried. I pull on my joggers and get out of bed as I dial his number, “hey Landon.”
 
   “Hey, you hung up so quickly I thought something had happened.”
 
   “It did,” I’m grinning a smug smile that would get me in trouble if Clara saw it.
 
   “What happened?” he asks.
 
   “Clara Delos happened.”
 
   “You fucked her?”
 
   “He fucked her?” I hear in the background. Clearly both Landon and Aurora are interested in the outcome of my sex life.
 
   “That would be telling,” I walk out of my room and walk into the living room, just in time to watch Clara dance around my kitchen singing to herself “Let’s just say, I’ve had the perfect day.”
 
   Clara turns to look at me. Her radiant smile takes my breath away. “I’m going to have to go Landon.”
 
   “Have fun,” I can hear the mirth in Landon’s voice but I choose to ignore it.
 
   “I plan to,” I say before hanging up.
 
   “You got dressed,” she’s pouting.
 
   “Hardly,” I grin, “I think you promised me a shower...”
 
   “Are you planning on watching?” she smirks as she approaches me.
 
   “I’d like to do more than watch,” I tell her honestly.
 
   “Really,” she puts her hand down the front of my joggers and pulls out my cock. “Are you sure you want to do more than watch?” she asks as she starts tugging on my dick.
 
   “Positive,” I hiss. Fuck her touch feels so good.
 
   “Good because I was hoping you’d fuck me against the wall of your shower,” she says matter of factly.
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   “Yup,” she licks her lip and I can imagine her lips locked around my prick.
 
   “Clara, you’ll be the death of me.”
 
    
 
   We spend the majority of the weekend in my bed but I didn’t break my promise. First thing Sunday morning there was a delivery of multicoloured tulips. That had earned me a kiss. We’d had dinner together; although it was technically takeout and we ate it with chopsticks, in bed, watching the TV. We’ve spent the last hour and a half looking for an apartment for Maya. “You really are a very sweet brother,” she’s teasing me.
 
   “I just want her safe.”
 
   “I told you you were cute,” she’s adamant, “you know there might be something in my building. There’s usually at least one apartment free.”
 
   “Where do you live?” I ask, suddenly wondering if I should be worried about where Clara lives too.
 
   “South Ken; SW7,” she tells me matter-of-factly. As much as a South Kensington postcode would be perfect for Maya. I don’t really want her living in the same building as Clara. I  don’t want my comings and goings to become family gossip. “There’s a three bed in SW5, on Old Brompton Road.”
 
   “That might be worth a look,” I smile at her. “It’s not quite Kensington but it’s still a decent area.”
 
   “And it’s slightly cheaper,” she points out. “What are we going to tell your sister?”
 
   “Er... what do you want to tell her?”
 
   “She’s your sister. I think it’s really your decision.”
 
   “Okay but I value your opinion.”
 
   “I told her nothing would happen between us,” she tells me, “I don’t want her to think I’m a liar. It would undermine me professionally but more than that I’d like your sister to like me, so I think we should tell her the truth. I’d hate for her to just find out; like if she walked in on us again.”
 
   “Okay. We’ll tell her. We can tell her tomorrow. We’ll all go out for lunch.”
 
   “Okay,” she smiles at me, “is that what you want though?”
 
   “I really don’t mind,” I shrug honestly, “she’d work it out anyway.”
 
    
 
   I drive Clara home late on Sunday night, “do you want to come in?” she offers when we pull up outside her building. I’m tempted but I know that I won’t leave and we’ve both got to be up early.
 
   “Clara Delos! Are you trying to seduce me?” I give her my best faux shocked expression, “you shock me woman... you... you hussy.”
 
   “I’m not a hussy, I’ll have you know Mr Contius,” Clara says as she prepares to leave me, “I’m a lady.”
 
   “A lady of ill repute I bet,” he teases.
 
   “You shock me sir,” she’s giggling again. “See you in the morning.”
 
   “Sleep well princess,” I kiss her gently on the lips, already regretting the decision to end our weekend tonight and not tomorrow morning.
 
    
 
   When I pick up Maya the next morning and tell her I would like her to join me for lunch to say she’s shocked is an understatement. “Why?” she’s suspicious.
 
   “Can’t I just want to spend time with you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Hey!” I frown.
 
   “I’m serious,” Maya is watching me closely, “normally you eat in your office.”
 
   “Not today.”
 
   “Who else is coming?”
 
   “Fine. If you must know. Clara is coming too.”
 
   “I knew it,” she’s squealing, “I knew something was going on. Jacob said you didn’t answer his call yesterday.”
 
   “I regularly don’t answer Jake’s calls.”
 
   “So you and Clara are an item?”
 
   “An item?” I laugh, “what are you forty?”
 
   “No. So you’re hooking up then?”
 
   “Clara is my girlfriend,” I reply. I try to keep a straight face but I’m not sure my facial muscles know how to look serious. I’m smirking like an arrogant arse and I can’t help it.
 
   “I’m happy for you,” Maya smiles at me.
 
   “Thanks,” I’m a bit taken aback by her affectionate tone, “you’ll need to be discrete at work.”
 
   “No duh!” sometimes she really is a child.
 
   “Did you speak to your friends?”
 
   “About?”
 
   “A flat share?” I press.
 
   “Oh. Yeah. They said they would love to if it’s not too expensive.”
 
   “Clara and I looked at options yesterday online.”
 
   “Did you now?” she’s smirking at me and I regret the fact that she learnt that expression from me.
 
   “Yes. Clara has all the details. She’ll pass them onto you at some point today, no doubt.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “I really am happy for you big brother,” Maya smiles genuinely, “Clara’s really amazing.”
 
   “Yeah. I know.”
 
   “Oh shit!” Maya blurts out.
 
   “What?”
 
   “This means I can’t even tell the guys I won the fucking bet.”
 
   “You won?”
 
   “Yeah. I knew she’d give in eventually... no one is as stubborn as you.”
 
   “Thanks,” I frown at her.
 
    
 
   If I thought it was difficult working with Clara before, it is pure torture now. I’m supposed to be listening to Liam talk about his restaurant accounts but my attention keeps drifting to the memory of Clara in my bed. She’s sat there looking all innocent and unaffected and it’s driving me insane. I rub my brow with my palm, “so what you are saying Liam is that you think they need to completely rebrand?”
 
   “Yes sir,” Liam is young and I’m not convinced with what he’s just told me.
 
   “Make an appointment to come talk me through your proposal either today or tomorrow.”
 
   “Okay sir,” he nods his head.
 
   I turn my head to the girl I’ve been trying to ignore, “Clara, have you managed to get a hold of Emerson Lorrell yet?”
 
   “Yes, he’s pretty much given me a free pass with his artists,” she tells me, “Maya and I will be heading over later this week. I thought that it would be really interesting to have Maya interview each of the artists. Then edit it up a bit into smaller snippets; I want to tell a story. Maya is an aspiring singer herself, so the videos will not just be telling us about Lorrell Labs artists but also the journey they take them on. A journey that Maya will act out. She’ll be the girl asking the questions... then she’ll be the one writing lyrics on the train... and eventually we’ll see her in the studio... signing an autograph... on tour... on stage.”
 
   “Nice. I like it,” I tell her honestly, “and I’m sure Maya will be delighted.”
 
   “She’s literally squealing downstairs right now.”
 
   “She does that,” I’m smiling flirtatiously at her and I shouldn’t be. We’re at work and I promised we’d be professional. “That’s great everyone,” I turn back to the room at large. I’d almost forgotten the other directors were there.
 
    
 
   I’m sat with Clara and Maya in Thorpe’s when Landon and Aurora approach us. “Out celebrating?” Landon asks with an entertained expression, eyeing the bottle of champagne.
 
   “Maya is going to be in one of our ad campaigns,” I explain, “the Lorrell Labs account. She’s very excited.”
 
   “Very excited doesn’t cover it,” she tells them, “thank you very much Mr Peters for giving me the job at TRW.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” Landon smiles, “can we join you?”
 
   “Sure,” Clara returns his smile.
 
   “I see you two are getting on better,” Landon comments and I notice that Aurora pinches his arm. “Ouch darling angel, did you really just pinch me?”
 
   “Yes love,” Aurora says sweetly, “you need to behave.”
 
   “That’s me told,” Landon sighs, “I was merely saying I’m glad.”
 
   Clara smiles widely at Aurora, “you are you feeling Aurora? You’ve been let out twice this week!”
 
   Aurora laughs, “I know I don’t know what’s gotten into him. Hopefully now he’ll start letting me go out alone again.”
 
   “Unlikely,” is the only response Landon offers.
 
   “Overprotective, heavy handed pillock.”
 
   “Yes love,” he nods his head, “not going to change either. You’re hurt so I’m in charged and I say that I’m not leaving your side for more than twenty minutes at a time.”
 
   Clara takes pity on Aurora, “how’s the wedding planning going?”
 
   “Terrible because Mr Heavy handed over there won’t just let us elope.”
 
   “Ignore her Miss Delos,” Landon says authoritatively, “she knows just as well as I do that both our mother’s would skin us alive if we even considered eloping. Although Aurora,” he turns towards his fiancée, “if you are serious I checked the weather this morning. It’s sunny in Gretna all week.”
 
   “I’m not eloping to Gretna Green!” Aurora slapped him across the head, “you pain in the arse.”
 
   “Your shoulder seems to be doing well, Aurora,” I say.
 
   “Very. It’s all the exercise I’m doing slapping this one round the head.”
 
   “We’re normally so civilised. I don’t know what’s happened,” Landon whispers to me, “I think she might be pregnant.”
 
   “I’m not pregnant Landon!” Aurora is fuming now, “you are just an insufferable arse.”
 
   “As I was saying...” Landon puts a serious look on his face, “it’s been a pleasure taking time off work to care for my angel, even though she doesn’t appreciate it.”
 
   Aurora shakes her head, “he needs to go back to work. His brain is muddled without it. He thinks he’s actually funny. I fell in love with him for his moody good looks and I got stuck with Mr Heavy Handed Comedian.”
 
   We all laugh loudly at that, Landon included, “she’s right. I do need to start working again. We’ll start small though. I’ll do a bit more from home. You’ve done a very good job Andrew.”
 
   “Thank you sir,” I reply.
 
   “You’re welcome. It’s only the truth.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER Nine: Clara
 
    
 
    
 
   I’m sat at my desk responding to an email from my friend Anna. It’s Friday yet again and I’m about to call quits for the week. We’re all going round to Mike and Sarah’s house for dinner tonight. I’m really looking forward to seeing my friends even if I know they are going to ask me a million and one questions about Andrew. Speaking about Andrew, he should be here any moment. Ever since my very first day at TRW he has made a habit of hounding me just before I’m due to leave. Anna thinks I should invite Andrew to dinner but I have completely chickened out. My stomach keeping flipping and I’m grateful I haven’t eaten since lunch time. I check the clock. He’s usually here by now. I’m anxious to see him. It’s insane how much things can change in a week. A week ago, the idea of him hovering in my office doorway, smirking at me would have been something to avoid. Now it’s something I crave.
 
   I consider packing my things away. Perhaps he’s busy. But I know that wouldn’t stop him saying goodbye to me. I think this might actually be his favourite time of day, the moment when he gets to hound my arse. It’s quickly becoming my favourite time of day too. I don’t look up when I hear my door open. I know it’s not Maya, she knocks all the time now. Besides, I can feel him. My body is hyperaware of him. My lips burn with an expectancy for of his kiss and my skin tingles in need of his touch. I refuse to look up. I won’t give him the satisfaction. Instead, I open the top draw of my desk, “I got you a present.”
 
   “A present?” he’s smirking. I know because I can hear it in the tone of his voice. I hear the click of the door closing behind him.
 
   I throw the green apple across the room aiming for his forehead but his response is ridiculously quick and he catches it in one hand much to my disappointment. “Thanks Princess...” he throws the apple into the air before catching it. I pretend not to watch but he’s hard to resist. “Fancy sharing it?” he offers almost sweetly.
 
   He steps towards me, walking around my desk until he’s leant against it directly in front of me, invading my personal space in that way that he’s made a habit of since we were teenagers. I press my thighs together. My body wants him; even here and now in my office with a whole team of people just outside the door. I don’t speak. I’m not sure I’d make much sense if I tried. Instead I just watch as he lifts the apple to his mouth and takes a bite. “Juicy,” he offers me the apple.
 
   I bite into it, not taking my eyes off him. Whoever thought that sharing an apple could be erotic? But the sight of him swallowing his bite of apple is enough to make me want to moan but I restrain myself. I’m not sure I like how he affects me. It’s intimidating and overwhelming because as much as he makes me feel so so good, he also has the potential to make me feel worse than bad. I think he could destroy me if he tried. “It’s a good apple,” I say with a composed voice that is in complete contrast to how I actually feel.
 
   “I want to kiss you,” he says huskily and I’m grateful for the evidence that he’s affected too.
 
   “You can’t.” I need us to try and keep things professional at work. It’s important to me. It’s the only safety net I have.
 
   “Like hell I can’t,” he seizes me and pulls me into his arms, “princess you are killing me.”
 
   His lips are on mine within seconds, his apple lying on my desk forgotten. Time stops then and it’s as if we’re somewhere else. A place where I don’t have to worry about what our colleagues might say. A place where I don’t have to worry that we’re not being professional. A place where I don’t over think the details. A place where I don’t have to worry about the consequences if this all goes wrong. My body craves his touch and it curls around him in response. His hands are in my hair. The hair that had been in a tidy bun not two minutes ago is now flowing down my back. Always one to push the boundaries, Andrew’s hand moves to my thigh until he’s pushing his hand under the fabric of my skirt, “Andrew!” I try to chastise him but I can’t because I’m moaning wantonly and I don’t want to deny myself the pleasure he’s promising. His fingers are inside me, burning me. “Someone might walk in...”
 
   “It’s okay,” he smirks as he rubs my clit with his thumb. How can he say that? This is so far from okay. We could get caught and as much as my body doesn’t care, my mind does. The small rational part of me that isn’t over run with desire tells me that anyone could walk in and see us like this. I’m still new here and he’s covering for the boss. It looks bad. More importantly, I’m the one who’d be painted in a bad light if this got out. He bites down on my bottom lip. I’m fucking myself on his fingers, grinding my sex into his palm. This is so very far from where we were a week ago. He removes his hand before I can find my release causing me to growl at him. “Now now princess,” he chuckles, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Tomorrow?” I ask. He’s lost me. It’s probably because I’m unable to concentrate on anything except the need between my thighs. He’s going to leave me like this. I think I might hate him after all.
 
   “Our date,” he tells me.
 
   “Date?”
 
   “I promised dating.”
 
   “What about right now though?” I ask and I sound desperate. It makes me blush with embarrassment. I don’t want to need him. I don’t want to give him that sort of power over me.
 
   He smirks for just a second, enjoying my need. “You have plans with your friends,” he sighs and I realise it isn’t just me who is being denied right now.
 
   “You could come,” then you might fuck me, I add in my head.
 
   “Is that what you want?” he asks.
 
   “I want you to fuck me,” I tell him honestly. Perhaps too honestly.
 
   “What happened to acting professional in the work place?” he teases.
 
   “I’m trying but you make it really difficult,” I reply bitterly.
 
   “Good,” he retorts, “I’ll pick you up in an hour. Go home and change.” He kisses me once more before picking up the apple and walking out of my office without so much as a glance back. I definitely think I might hate him.
 
   “You’re supposed to be my friends,” I complain, “and here you are completely betraying me.” I shake my head in mock disappointment.
 
   Andrew is teasing me and the best bit is my friends have all decided to join in. “Oh come on Princess,” Andrew winks at me as if that will fix everything, “you know you love it.”
 
   I bark out a laugh at that. I’ve never loved his teasing. “I’m not a princess,” I retort irritably.
 
   He looks like he’s going to argue but he doesn’t. Then again he doesn’t really need to. His eyes are saying what he wants to say clear as day. I am a princess. I am his. My attention is pulled away when Michael chuckles, “I always thought it was an apt nickname to be honest.”
 
   “Why?” I ask, genuinely interested.
 
   “Well the way you grew up,” Mike tells me, “you kind of were a bit of a princess.”
 
   “How was I?” I’m irritated but I don’t want them to know. I don’t want to make my issues their problem.
 
   “What with your dad being in politics, you always behaved so perfectly.”
 
   “That’s true,” Elle adds, “I remember when we were in primary school, you refused to play in the sand and you absolutely hated getting paint on yourself but you loved painting so much.”
 
   “That doesn’t make me a princess,” I frown, “it just means I was always aware of my public image.” Some things never change, only now it’s my brother Gideon’s career that’s in the papers on a daily basis. He’s young but there’s talk of him making Mayor of London in the next mayoral election.
 
   “You had the composure of a queen,” Andrew tells me as he leans back in his chair, “that’s why I loved teasing you so much. It took so much to get a reaction.”
 
   “I thought it was obvious you irritated the hell out of me.”
 
   “Only in your eyes,” he replies.
 
   “My eyes?”
 
   “They were fire compared to the ice of your words.” I choose not to reply. Instead I take a sip of my wine, staring at him the whole time. My sex is clenching, demanding to be filled. I want him but we can’t leave just yet. No matter how much I might want to; I won’t be rude to my friends.
 
   I’ve missed a massive chunk of the conversation and Elle is talking about her job in medical research. I need to stop letting him distract me. Fortunately, my friends don’t seem to have noticed. A beep from my phone pulls me away from them all momentarily. I’m surprised when I see a text from my brother Gideon;
 
   Really need to talk to you. It’s urgent.
 
   I consider leaving it until after dessert but my brother wouldn’t say it was urgent if it wasn’t. He doesn’t ever exaggerate. “Excuse me a moment would you,” I say without looking at any of the people around the table. I’m dialling my brother’s number before I leave the room and when I’m finally stood in Mike and Sarah’s living room Gideon finally answers.
 
   “Gideon,” I say, “what’s wrong?”
 
   “There’s going to be a story in the papers tomorrow.”
 
   “Shit,” I blurt out loudly, “about me?”
 
   “Yes. You. Me. Luca. Our family. All of us.”
 
   “Shit! What about?” my mind is reeling with the possibilities.
 
   “The identity of our mother,” Gideon’s answer cuts me to the core, “I need to see you.”
 
   “No,” I sit on the edge of the sofa, completely in shock, “I’m at friends.”
 
   “Then leave,” Gideon demands in the way that big brothers think they have a right to, “you need to hear this from me. Please don’t let yourself find out in the paper.”
 
   I take a second to process what he is saying, “thank you for warning me but I just won’t read it. I don’t want to know.”
 
   “Don’t be naive Clarisse!” he’s angry.
 
   “I’m not being naive,” I’m barely restraining myself. I mustn’t shout. I don’t want my friends to come check on me, “I just don’t want to know. She’s nobody to me.”
 
   “She’s your mother.”
 
   “She’s the woman who abandoned me when I was a baby.”
 
   “Clarisse,” his voice is softer now, “I can’t protect you from this.”
 
   “I’m not asking you to.” The door to the living room opens and Andrew walks in. His raised eyebrow tells me he’s concerned. He takes a seat next to me and pulls my hand into his.
 
   “Times run out Clara,” he says, “I know why you feel the way you do but trust me this is not the way you want to find out. Let me tell you the truth. The papers are going to betray their story; make it something sordid and you’ll hate them...”
 
   “I already do,” I say although I know I’m lying.
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “I won’t argue with you. I’ll meet you at your flat in half an hour. Get out of your social engagement.”
 
   “Gid! You don’t get to demand this.”
 
   “It’s for your own good. For once in your life do as you’re fucking told.”
 
   “Why don’t you understand? I just don’t care.”
 
   “You need to meet me anyway.”
 
   “Why?” I ask stubbornly.
 
   “There are other things to discuss. We’re going to be in the spotlight. We need to discuss  your boyfriend.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You heard me. Half an hour. Be there or I will come find you. Do not test me.” The line goes dead and I’m left in shocked silence.
 
   “What do you need?” Andrew’s question breaks into my bubbled silence.
 
   “Er... I need to go home,” I tell him without so much as looking at him.
 
   “Okay; lets go say goodbye to your friends.” I look at him for the first time and I see concern etched across his face.
 
   When we re-enter the dining room my friends go silent. Elle asks the first question, “is everything okay?”
 
   I don’t answer. I just pick up my coat. “You’re leaving?” Sarah’s face is downcast.
 
   I nod. “What’s happened? Your family?” Anna asks at the same time Mike pipes in, “what can we do?”
 
   “Nothing. I’ll explain later. Or even better. Read the paper tomorrow. Then you’ll know more than I do.”
 
   “What?” their faces all hold matching looks of horror but it’s Anna who puts two and two together, “the press know who your mum is.”
 
   I nod. Why deny the truth; what’s the point?
 
    
 
   Gideon is waiting outside my apartment building when Andrew stops the car out front, “are you sure you don’t want me to come up?” Andrew offers one more time.
 
   “No. I’ll be fine.”
 
   “Call me?” he asks as he strokes my cheek gently.
 
   I nod because I don’t really know what to say. I don’t want to promise that I’ll call. I might not. It depends what my brother has to say.
 
   I step out the car, wave Andrew goodbye and make my way over to my building. I don’t say a word to Gideon. I don’t say hello or ask how he is. Polite conversation is superfluous right now. Gideon wordlessly follows me up the stairs. He doesn’t even speak when we enter my apartment. I walk straight into my kitchen and pour two glasses of Gin and Tonic. I hand him one of the glasses and wait for something to happen. When it doesn’t I guide him over to the sofas. “So,” I encourage him irritably.
 
   “I know you don’t want to know but I think you need to hear this.”
 
   “Fine,” I sigh, “you’re going to get your way either way. What’s the point in fight you on it?”
 
   “I’m just trying to protect you.”
 
   “I don’t fucking need protection.”
 
   “Yes you do,” Gideon says between gritted teeth.
 
   “Fine. Say what you came to say.” My words are quiet but no less fierce.
 
   “Before dad went into politics our parents met.”
 
   “Obviously.” Get to the point, I almost say out loud.
 
   “Our mother was a socialite; London heiress sort.”
 
   “Right,” I’d worked that much out myself.
 
   “Dad was on holiday and our mother was temporarily living in France. They met in Paris. They had an affair and fell pregnant.” He keeps stopping as if I need time to process his words. “We’re talking 35 years ago. They eloped in a small French town and didn’t tell anyone. She was scared what her parents would say. They lived in Paris together for quite some time. No one knew that I existed, back in England that is. Then they had Luca and finally they had you. They lived together for ten years but they got a lot of pressure from back home. Grandfather was pushing for dad to go into politics and our mother’s family wanted her to come home and settle down. Little did they know.”
 
   This is almost pointless. I really don’t want to know. All I really need to know is her name. Nothing else matters, “what’s the heiress’ name?”
 
   “Michelle Spencer,” Gideon tells me and it means nothing to me. I sigh in relief that I don’t recognise her name. “Of course, she’s remarried; you’ll know her as Michelle Stone.”
 
   I don’t breathe. I don’t move. I can’t even think, “as in Stone Publishing?”
 
   He nods his head, “yes.”
 
   “I have a sister?” I ask, thinking of Aurora.
 
   “You have two,” he tells me with such a lack of emotion that I almost want to hit him. I feel tears prickling at my eyes. “Do they know about us?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Our mother does not like scandal.”
 
   “And we’re a scandal,” for some reason that hurts.
 
   “We’re the product of her foolishness.”
 
   “Why did they divorce? Didn’t they love each other?”
 
   “Father had to go into politics to inherit the family money and she refused to be a politician’s wife. She said she couldn’t handle having the whole country watching her. She knew our father was ambitious; he would never settle for a quiet life.”
 
   “So she left?”
 
   “Her parents demanded that she marry to get her own inheritance.”
 
   “But she was already married.”
 
   “Yes but they had no idea so our parents divorced quietly. Father kept us and we all returned to England. Dad went into politics and our family spread a story about a French wife that had died of a heart condition whilst we were young. It did wonders for his political career; everyone loves a widower.”
 
   “Fuck; that’s fucked up.”
 
   “Mum remarried almost immediately,” Gideon tells me, “to Lewis Stone. I think she loves him. She focused on her work for a few years before having her daughters. She has two; Aurora who is twenty two and Aileen who is twenty.”
 
    
 
   We’re silent. I’m not sure what more there is to discuss but there’s clearly more or my brother would have left by now. “What else?” I ask when I can’t take any more.
 
   “We need to talk about your boyfriend.”
 
   “How is this relevant?” I ask because he’s not even really my boyfriend yet. We’ve been together a couple of days. I don’t want my family to damage this for me.
 
   “With this scandal out there, they are going to be looking for more.” I nod because he’s right. We’ve always been squeaky clean and now we’re not. “Your situation in Liverpool is most likely going to become public.”
 
   That isn’t what I’d expected but of course he’s right. I give him a look that says I understand. I’m not happy about it but it’s the consequences of my behaviour. I’ll deal. “I had a friend do a bit of digging into Contius.”
 
   “Of course you did,” I try so hard not to sound bitter.
 
   “He’s got a reputation as being a bit of a player,” Gideon tells me.
 
   “So do most guys,” I retort.
 
   “When you were in high school he had sex with your friend Sarah.”
 
   “What? No he didn’t. When?” I’d have known that. She’d been with Mike. She gave Michael her virginity... what the hell?
 
   “She fell pregnant.” I can’t respond. Everything inside me is closing down as his words wash over me. Andrew’s a dad but I’d have noticed a bump. “She miscarried,” Gideon tells me calmly.
 
   “When?” my voice is harsh.
 
   “You were all sixteen.”
 
   “Was she with Mike then?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “What the hell am I meant to do with this?” I ask with with a desperation that isn’t like me.
 
   “The only way to stop it going public is to end your relationship.”
 
   “It will definitely go public though? If I don’t I mean.”
 
   “My source at the BBC says they have the story yes.”
 
   “Fuck.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “What do I do?” I ask, “I need to tell Mike.”
 
   Gideon frowns, “that’s up to you.”
 
   My mind is all over the place. I can’t process this. “When are they going to run the story?”
 
   “The story about mum will be in the paper tomorrow.” I nod but that isn’t the story I care about.
 
   “Then they will see how it goes,” he tells me, “they will probably use the story about you and Stephen before the weekend ends and they’re bound to attack me and your brother on something or other.”
 
   “So we have time?”
 
   “To end your relationship yes,” Gideon nods.
 
   That isn’t what I’d meant but I know it’s probably the only rational answer. I have to spare Mike and Sarah. Even if she cheated, she doesn’t deserve to have people talking about her miscarriage. Sarah and Mike have been really unfortunate when it comes to kids. “How?”
 
   “Easy. I tell my source at the BBC and he discourages them from going down that direction. It means you have to cease communication with Contius though.”
 
   I nod, “okay.”
 
   “Right. I better go. Thousands of things to do.” He smiles sadly at me, before pulling me into an unexpected hug, “it will be okay Clarissa.” He pulls a card out of the pocket of his jacket, “you may want this.”
 
   I look down at the card. The first thing I notice is the Stone Publishing logo. It’s my mother’s contact information, “I don’t need this.”
 
   “Perhaps not yet, but I think you might want it one day.”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “It’s like you said; you have sisters... and a mother.” Gideon walks out the door leaving me to the uncertainty of my situation. I’d wanted to be Aurora’s friend not her sister. I consider calling the number on the card but I can’t bring myself to do it.
 
    
 
   I don’t check the papers and I refuse to turn on the TV all weekend. I don’t respond to any of the texts that have filled my inbox. Andrew has sent at least a dozen texts. My brothers have both tried calling and my father has emailed me perhaps the longest email I’ve ever received from him.
 
   From: Kenneth (KennethDelos@outlook.co.uk)
 
   To: Clara (Clara.Delos@TRWAdvertising.co.uk)
 
   RE: Everything
 
   Clarissa,
 
   I’m so sorry. I can only hope that your brother got to you in time. I’ve always wanted you to know your mother but it’s your prerogative to do as you please. I’d never force her upon you but this was the worse way you could possibly find out about her.
 
   Clarissa, I know you’ve always disliked being in the spotlight. In that way, you remind me so much of your mother. She hated it too. That’s why she was in Paris, you know. Trying to run away from everyone else’s expectations. In that way, you are far stronger than her. You’ve never cared what anyone else thinks. You are so brave, princess. When I found out what happened with that Stephen, I knew I should chastise you for what you did and the potential scandal it could cause but secretly I was so proud of you.
 
   I know you think that I have prioritised my political career over you children and perhaps you are right. Although if you are I cannot apologise enough. That was never my intention to hurt you. Your brother tells me there are other stories that might come out. I want you to know that nothing they can say will make me any less proud of you.
 
   Your brother is worried about his career but as much as it pains me to say this, you need to put your own heart first for once. Don’t let this hold you back. Not for a second. Fly high until you are soaring above the clouds like you were born to do.
 
   Love Dad x
 
    
 
   He’s not the only one who has tried emailing me. She has too. Michelle Stone. She wants to meet up for lunch some time. It was a short message, barely a couple of lines, but she said that she has so much that she wants to say to me. I haven’t replied. I’m not sure if I know how to. Instead of replying to everyone’s messages, I’ve curled up in a ball in my bed with a romance novel and I am trying my best to hide away from the world.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER ten: Andrew
 
    
 
    
 
   Why the hell hasn’t she replied to my text messages? I’m sat in my living room with the paper in front of me. Landon has called me to ask if I knew. He says the Stone family are having the fight from hell. Apparently Aurora and Aileen are both a mess. He asked after Clara but I couldn’t tell him anything because she’s avoiding me. I try calling her once more but it goes straight voicemail. A knock at my door has me catapulting into the hall, hoping that it’s Clara. “What the hell is going on?” Maya asks as her and Jacob barge into my apartment, “how is Clara? Is she here?”
 
   She settles down on the sofa and Jacob makes his way over the kitchen to pour a drink, “make yourselves at home, why don’t you?”
 
   “Well?” Maya demands, “how is she?”
 
   “She...” I don’t know what to say, “I don’t know. She’s not answering her phone.”
 
   “Then why the hell are you here?” Jacob asks from the kitchen.
 
   “I...” truth is I don’t know. I have no idea why I’m stood in my apartment with my siblings when the girl I care about; the girl I’ve loved almost my whole life is hurting. “I’m going to go.”
 
    
 
   “Clara, let me the fuck in,” I call through her letterbox but there’s no response. I’ve banged on her door and rang the bell but she’s either not there or choosing to ignore me. The idea that she doesn’t want to see me cuts but I remind myself that this is not about me. “Clara, princess, please.”
 
   Still nothing, “I’m going to stay here until you let me in.”
 
   I sit and wait for what feels like hours but I’m waiting for nothing and when it goes dark outside I give up. I’ll try again tomorrow. A quiet voice in my mind tells me not to give up. I call each of her friends one after the other but none of them have heard from her either. It looks like I have no choice. I’m going to have to wait until tomorrow. My apartment is empty; my siblings having departed after eating the entire contents of my fridge.
 
    
 
   Sunday morning brings another newspaper article. This one is all about the Delos children’s disastrous love lives. They reference the boys inability to settle down but the focus of the article is Clara’s relationship with her ex Stephen. They even managed to get an interview with that bitch Cathy. Fuck. I’m at a loss. I have no idea what I’m supposed to do. I don’t know how I’m supposed to help her. I try calling her again but there’s still no response. I leave a voicemail;
 
   “Clara, I know you probably just want some time alone but baby I need you to know that I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying put. Talk to me, please.”
 
   There’s only one thing left to do. I’m going to have to go talk to Gideon Delos. He’s the one who spoke to her. She was fine until she spoke to him. Perhaps he can give me something that I can work with because I can’t just leave everything like this. I love her. I’ve loved her almost my whole life and I need to tell her. I need her to know how much she means to me. I get Gideon’s number off of Mike and I’m pleasantly surprised when he picks up straight away, “Gideon Delos.”
 
   “Hi. It’s Andrew Contius.”
 
   “Hello Andrew,” he says politely but there is an edge to his voice that I don’t expect.
 
   “Is Clara okay?”
 
   “No.” I want more than that. I hope this conversation isn’t just going to be one word answers.
 
   “Do you know where she is?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Will you tell me?” he’s frustrating to say the least. I picture his face as I slam my fist into the wall of my bedroom.
 
   “No.”
 
   I don’t know how I’m supposed to get any information from him. It’s like getting blood out of a stone, or at least that’s what my mother would say. “Best thing you can do Contius is leave my sister alone.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “If you care for her at all, you’ll give her the space she needs.” There’s a threat beneath his words. It’s clear as day in his tone.
 
   “What have I done?” because this evidently isn’t just about what has been in the papers.
 
   “Our past has a habit of catching up with us,” Gideon tells me with more coldness than I’d expect in the Antarctic.
 
   I try to put the pieces together, “this is about the teasing?  The bullying?”
 
   “No. It has nothing to do with the way you treated Clarissa. That isn’t the only thing you’ve ever fucked up.”
 
   I have no idea what he means. There are more things than I can count that he could mean with that one sentence. There are so many mistakes I’ve made. Things that I’ve not told Clara. “Just leave my sister alone. It’s better for everyone if you do.”
 
   I hang up. I’ll see her tomorrow at work. She has to talk to me then or at least I hope she will talk to me then.
 
    
 
   Sometimes it feels like our history is always between us. But there’s no way to put it right when I don’t know what I’ve done. I’m a mess on Monday morning. Maya passes me an apple but I can’t even eat it. Clara doesn’t come into work though and when I check with Catherine Jenkins in HR she says that Clara has the flu but I know better. She’s ignoring me. She’s avoiding me. And I’ve done the one thing I promised I wouldn’t. I’ve made her work situation more complicated than she’d like.
 
   The rest of the week passes in a blur. There’s a pile of apples on my desk that I refuse to eat. Landon keeps calling in to see if she’s come back yet but so far Clara Delos is still out with the flu. No one except HR has heard from her. Mrs Stone has been in to see her only to be sent away when she realised that Clara, her daughter, hadn’t been to work all week. Landon says that Aurora has tried reaching out to her but so far she’s received radio silence. It’s Friday night and normally at this time on a Friday I’d be hounding Clara to see what her plans are for the weekend but now she’s not here and so I’m going to work late. It’s all I can do not to think about her. I don’t look up when someone knocks on my door, “come in.”
 
   “Andrew,” Landon’s commanding voice causes me to look up, “come on.”
 
   I automatically get to my feet. “Where are we going?”
 
   “Pub,” Landon answers, “I think you need a drink.”
 
   I don’t know what to say to him so I just follow him out of my office and through the building. I’d like to say I have hope that my history with Clara won’t destroy us but I’m not convinced. In fact, I’m almost certain it already has.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  
 
 
   
   A quick message from hanleigh
 
    
 
    
 
   Thank you so much for reading Repeating History. I hope you loved reading it as much as I loved writing it.
 
   If you haven’t read the prequel then you should definitely check it out. The sequel to Repeating History, Deleting History will be coming soon.
 
   Please check out my website www.hanleighbradley.weebley.com
 
   and my Facebook page at www.facebook.com/authorhanleighbradley
 
   for more information about upcoming giveaways and book releases.
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