
        
            
                
            
        

    
Table of Contents


		Prologue

	Chapter 1

	Chapter 2

	Chapter 3

	Chapter 4

	Chapter 5

	Chapter 6

	Chapter 7

	Chapter 8

	Chapter 9

	Chapter 10

	Chapter 11

	Chapter 12

	Chapter 13

	Chapter 14

	Chapter 15

	Chapter 16

	Chapter 17

	Chapter 18

	Chapter 19

	Chapter 20

	Chapter 21

	Chapter 22

	Chapter 23

	Chapter 24

	Chapter 25

	Chapter 26

	Chapter 27

	Chapter 28

	Chapter 29

	Chapter 30

	Chapter 31

	Chapter 32

	Chapter 33

	Epilogue

	Excerpt - Siren

	Acknowledgments

	Excerpt of SCARS

	Books by Jaimie Roberts

	Author Bio





    
      Tailspin

    

    




      
        Jaimie Roberts

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        Copyright © 2017 Jaimie Roberts

        All rights reserved.

        

        No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any other information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews.

        This book is a work of fiction, all names, characters, places, and events are the products of the author’s imagination, or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locations is entirely coincidental.

        All rights reserved. Except as permitted under the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
      

      
        
          Prologue

        

        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        
          Chapter 32

        

        
          Chapter 33

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Excerpt - Siren

        

        
          Acknowledgments

        

        
          Excerpt of SCARS

        

        
          Books by Jaimie Roberts

        

        
          Author Bio

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Lying down with only a dim light to illuminate the room, I look back to five months ago as if it were all a dream. How did I get from there to here? I can’t seem to wrap my head around the whole thing. I keep thinking maybe if I had done things differently…

      I almost laugh at the thought. Hindsight is such a farcical word.

      I don’t find it funny now.

      Instead, I lie here with my arm hanging over the edge of the sofa and a lone tear falling down my face. I want to shut out the world and pretend it never happened. I want to believe things were different—are different. I wish I’d never found out what I did and that my life could be the way it was five months ago. I was naïve back then, but I was also happy. I lived in a glorious, airtight bubble which no one could penetrate and where no one could harm me. Armed with what I have learned, all I can think about is: Where do I go from here?

      I thought I knew my path in life, but I’m now facing the unknown.

      And it scares me to fuck.

      The urge to escape is palpable, but I’m trapped … for now. I know I will need to move, but I’m scared. I have no clue how I ended up in this situation.

      I blink, and more hot tears flow down my face and fall onto the sleeve of my white shirt. I watch as a tear-stained circle forms, growing bigger—just like the fucked-up situation I now find myself in.

      I manage to move one leg, which has gone numb from lying here for far too long before stilling again. With as much strength as I can muster, I manage to place one foot on the floor. When pins and needles form, I move my foot in a circle to try and start the flow of blood again. Maybe my body is trying to tell me something.

      Maybe I’m just dead inside.

      Biting my lip, I look up at the plain white ceiling above me and try to stop my tears from flowing. I promised myself I would no longer cry over him, but it seems I have failed yet again.

      The agonising feeling in the pit of my stomach intensifies. Bit by bit, I will move. Bit by bit, I will manage to break free. I’m just so afraid to breathe, let alone move—just in case it causes him to stir.

      But what frightens me more than anything else in the world?

      There’s nobody who can help me.
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      Five Months Ago

      

      There are some things to know about me right off the bat. First, my name is Andi Bellingham, I am twenty-six, and I live in Chelsea, London with my flatmate and close friend, Ritchie. Second, I am the personal assistant to the CEO of Worldwide Airways, Devon Jackson. Third, I both love and hate the man with a passion that consumes me on a daily basis.

      He is best friends with my brother, Charlie, who is away in the military. He is rich, conniving, and egotistical. He also has the most amazing ass I have ever seen. He reeks of self-importance; it practically radiates from him the moment he enters a room. Standing at almost six-foot-five and three-quarter inches, he is impossible to ignore. Believe me, I know.

      He also has the most perfectly short, dirty-blond hair and the most striking and intriguing blue eyes which are often hooded by his dark brows.

      His jawline is strong, but not too pronounced, and he tops that off with the sexiest goatee stubble I have ever seen.

      I don’t know how I’ve managed it, but I have been working for him for the past eleven months. I needed a job, and my brother helped me get this one. He also told Devon I was off limits. Devon just shrugged and nonchalantly said he would have absolutely no problem with that. He said he never mixed business with pleasure—despite the fact that I’ve often heard him doing just that right behind his office door.

      Like right now, for instance. A tall, leggy blonde with the biggest fake tits I’ve ever seen stands before me with that “You’re shit on my shoe” look.

      “Can I help you?” I’m trying my hardest to be polite, but this woman holds no regard for me whatsoever. As a result, I have to admit the feeling is mutual, and I can’t very well reciprocate that which isn’t offered to me in the first place. My mother always taught me that respect must be earned … and this woman has earned absolutely none.

      “I’m here to see Mr Jackson. He is expecting me.” With a flick of her hand, she tosses her golden locks away from her face and gives me a false smile.

      “I bet he is,” I mutter under my breath. “And your name is?” I ask, noting that she never divulged that information.

      “Amanda Wright.”

      The moment she says her name, Devon calls my phone from his office. I pick it up and answer in my usual bright voice. “Yes, Mr Jackson?”

      “Can you come into my office, please? I need to speak with you.” Before I can answer, he hangs up.

      Begrudgingly, I look back up to Ms Fake Boobs and grab my pen and notepad. “Please, take a seat. I will let Mr Jackson know you’re here.”

      She smiles falsely again and sits down in the waiting area. The minute she takes a seat, her skirt rides high, showing off her long, shapely legs.

      I walk towards Devon's office with a sigh and knock on the door. Once I hear his booming voice, I walk in.

      “Andi, take a seat for a minute.” He motions for me to sit down, but I point to the door.

      “Amanda Wright is waiting outside for you.”

      He waves his hand dismissively like she means absolutely nothing. “She can wait. Now, sit.” He nods toward the seat, so I immediately sit down. When I do, I can’t help but smirk at his nonchalant attitude toward Amanda “Long-Legs” out there.

      “Has something amused you today?”

      I look up to see Devon’s annoyed, but somehow intrigued expression. “No, sir. I was just thinking about something that happened on the train this morning.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “And has this incident stopped you from thinking of nothing else all day?” I shake my head. “Well, I suggest you concentrate as I need your help with an upcoming trip. I can’t have some random amused thought fuck it all up. Do I make myself clear, Miss Bellingham?”

      By fuck, I hate this man.

      I smile sweetly like I always do. “Yes, Mr Jackson. Perfectly.”

      He nods triumphantly and leans back in his chair. “There is an important meeting I must attend in New York. Sutherland Airlines is looking to partner up, and I think I can make them an offer they can’t refuse. It will mean branching out in New York, but it is something I’ve wanted to do for a while. The trip will be long, but hopefully beneficial. I will need you to book the flights and hotel as well as make arrangements for a personal driver. You will also need to check out all of the local, prestigious restaurants in case we need to make reservations. I should have more details by tomorrow afternoon.”

      I note everything down and look up. “What about your private jet? Wouldn’t you normally take that?”

      He looks annoyed by my question. “No. Unfortunately, it needs servicing and won’t be ready in time.” He clenches his fist, tapping it on his desk. His jaw ticks with displeasure.

      Judging by his mood, I decide it’s best to change the subject. “When do you intend to go?”

      He smirks at me, the irritation in his face immediately disappearing. “We, Andi, will be flying out two weeks from Saturday.”

      I furrow my brow, wondering if I’ve just heard right. “We?”

      He nods again. “This is going to take days of wining and dining to convince these old coots they need my help. I need to entice them into a world of possibilities where I will be making them an offer they can’t refuse. Max Sutherland, the CEO, is looking to retire in a few years and wants his son, Aaron, to take over. However, they need help. This is where I step in. I need you there so you can make all the arrangements. It will be a busy few days for you.” He smirks. “I’m not a complete arse, though. We will fly in Saturday and take in the sights on Sunday. Monday will be business as usual.” He pauses, leaning over his desk a little. “I know you haven’t been to New York before. It will be an adventure for you.”

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress my smile. “How long were you thinking of staying?”

      He frowns. “I’m hoping it will take no longer than a week to ten days. Besides, I’ve only ever breezed past New York. I’d like to see a bit more of it myself. It will be hot there, but I’m sure we’ll get used to it.”

      I grimace a little. “It’s just that … well … my dad’s birthday is in just over two weeks. I had hoped to do something special for him.”

      Devon sighs. “You don’t sound very grateful.”

      I straighten my posture. “I am. I just wanted to do something for him.” And I really do. It’s only been three years since my mum got shot in an attempted robbery gone wrong. To this day, the police have never found the perpetrator.

      “You can get him something nice from New York. It’s not negotiable, Andi. I need you with me. Besides, I know your father will forgive you. You were always the apple of his eye.” He’s trying to make light of the situation, but I still feel guilty.

      In the end, I know I won’t get anywhere with this. With a defeated sigh, I smile, trying hard to hide my disappointment. “Okay. I’ll wait for you to give me further details. Is that all you needed?”

      A look briefly passes over his face, but I can’t tell what it means. Eventually, he shakes his head, looking down at the desk. “I need you to open up a file for Sutherland Airlines. I will email all the information to you shortly.” He looks up briefly from his paperwork and points to the door. “You can let Miss Wright in now.”

      I rise, holding my pen and notepad in one hand as I open the door with the other. Amanda Wright looks up with an eager expression. “You can go in now.”

      I smile at her as she gets up, brushing past me as she makes her way into his office. She walks right up to Devon, who turns his chair toward her. He smirks up at her as she pushes his legs open so she can get closer. They smile at each other and then look at me.

      “Can I get you anything? Tea or coffee, perhaps?” I ask, feeling like a complete idiot. This is one of the most embarrassing moments of my life.

      They both laugh, shaking their heads. That’s my cue to shut the door. I should have just left the moment she walked in, but I quickly erase that thought from my mind. Actually, what I really want is to erase all thoughts of Devon completely.

      Once I sit down at my desk, I hear giggling coming from his office. I want to cover my ears. In fact, my hands instinctively come up in an effort to drown out the silly little chipmunk noises emanating through the walls.

      Putting some earbuds in to listen to music, I busy myself with Devon’s instructions. I don’t know how long I’m working before I feel a tug on my arm. I jump, looking up to see my big brother staring down at me with a confused smile on his face.

      I gasp and pull my earbuds out. “Charlie! What are you doing here? I thought you weren’t due back until next week.” I jump out of my seat and run into his arms for a hug. He’s been stationed in Germany for the last six months. A few years before that, he was stationed in Northern Ireland. He was a changed man when he came back from there. Unfortunately, he saw two of his friends get killed, and he told me it was something he would never get over. He had flashbacks for a while, but he did get better. To me, he has always been a strong-willed fighter, but I can tell it still affects him.

      Pushing me away slightly, Charlie looks down at me. “I got a viral infection and was laid up for several days. Because I still need rest, they sent me home early.”

      I put my hand on his forehead, checking for a fever. “A viral infection? You never told me. Are you okay?”

      Charlie chuckles, pulling my hand away with a gentle tug. “I’m fine,” he says, looking down at me with his soft brown eyes. “You were always a bit of a fusspot, Andi. It’s like you’ve taken on the role of mother hen.”

      He laughs again as I swat at him. “That’s not fair, Charlie. I worry about you—a lot. Plus, I’ve missed the hell out of you. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      He gives me an amused look. “I’m fine … especially now that I’ve seen my little sister.” He glances briefly at Devon’s door. “Is he in?”

      Just as he says this, another giggle erupts from behind the door. I roll my eyes. “Yes, but I don’t think he wants to be disturbed … if you know what I mean.”

      Charlie stares at Devon’s door with the biggest, cheekiest grin. “Sly dog.”

      Grabbing his arm, I shake my head. “Come on, big brother. There’s a table with our names on it. It’s close to lunchtime anyway. Let’s go grab something.” I pull him toward the lift. On the way, we pass Mandy, who has always had a little crush on Charlie.

      “Charlie, you’re back,” she coos, running into his arms for a kiss and hug.

      “Yep. I’ll be in London for the next three weeks. It’s good to be home. There’s only so much Weisswurst and Liebfraumilch I can eat and drink. I did miss Andi’s cooking.” He smiles at me, making my heart warm.

      “Aww, that’s so sweet. Well, if you ever fancy some home cooking around my house, feel free to let me know,” she purrs.

      She’s such a tart!

      I’m standing behind Charlie, so I motion my finger down my throat. I’m only teasing, but I know it will wind Mandy up a little. She glares, making me chuckle.

      Charlie turns and looks at me quizzically. “What’s so funny?”

      “Nothing.” I shake my head and smile innocently.

      He glances back at Mandy. “That’s very kind of you to offer.” He beams, causing Mandy to swoon.

      “You have my number, right?”

      “Well, since you’re such a close friend of Andi’s, I have to. If I couldn’t get in touch with her, I’d call Ritchie first and then you. So, yes, I have your number.”

      Mandy bites her lip, trying to suppress a smile. “So, where are you two headed?”

      “I’m just taking Charlie to the café around the corner. Devon is a little … preoccupied at the moment. So, I thought I’d catch up with my big brother.”

      Mandy raises an eyebrow at my comment. She knows about Devon’s extra-curricular activities, and she also knows I secretly obsess over him. In an unguarded moment, she’d caught the look on my face once when he brought a girl into his office. I hadn’t even realised she was watching me.

      “Oh,” she answers simply. She looks like she feels kind of sorry for me, but the last thing I want is her pity. That’s the reason I don’t like people knowing how I feel. Apart from Ritchie, Mandy is the only one who knows. Ritchie soon caught on when I would come home and talk about nothing but Devon. I’d go on and on about liking Devon one minute and then complain because he pissed me off the next. The classic signs were there. I just wish I didn’t feel this way.

      “Make sure you come see me later,” Mandy finally says. “I haven’t managed to speak to this girl in the last two days. Mr Jackson likes to keep her busy.” She chuckles a little as Charlie looks down at me.

      “He’s not working you too hard is he?”

      I shake my head. “Nah. I can handle him.”

      I don’t want Charlie to get involved in this. If he knew the way Devon spoke to me sometimes, my brother would have a fit—best friend or no best friend. He would also flip if he knew Devon told me how to dress, called me at all hours of the day and night, and somehow managed to spring “emergencies” on me when I had plans. Take tonight for instance: I actually have a date for the first time in almost a year. I daren’t let anyone know—just in case Devon manages to find something for me to do tonight. It’s for this reason alone that I haven’t dated anyone since I started working here.

      “Look, we’d better be off. I’ll come speak to you later.” I glare at Mandy again. She smiles sweetly and walks off.

      “Call me!” she bellows, holding her thumb and pinkie to her face.

      As she rounds the corner, I look up at Charlie and take his arm. “So, why didn’t you tell me you were sick?”

      As he pushes the button for the lift, he shrugs. “I knew you would only freak out and want to see me. I didn’t want to worry you.”

      I give him my best unamused look as we step into the lift. “You still should have told me.”

      He pulls me into his arms and kisses my head. “I know. I’m sorry. Do you forgive me?”

      I glance up into those eyes of his. He’s aiming his signature puppy-dog look at me now—the one he knows I can’t resist. “Okay. Okay,” I manage, swatting him again. “I forgive you. As long as you buy me coffee of course.” I raise my eyebrows, making him laugh.

      “Done.”

      We walk the five minutes to the café, order our drinks, and sit down. Seeing as it is June, the weather has started to improve. In England, the weather can be quite unpredictable. I always expect the unexpected.

      “So, how’s my little sis doing? Got a man in your life who I’ll have to beat the living shit out of?”

      I laugh. Between Devon and my brother, any man who gets close to me has to be a brave one. These two are the most protective and annoying bodyguards. Despite Devon’s lack of respect, he always manages to show an interest in my affairs and always—and I mean always—has something to say whenever I mention anything to do with a man. He even helped my brother to warn off a nineteen-year-old boy who showed an interest in me. I was only fifteen at the time, so while I understand it now, I didn’t back then. They’ve always had something to say about my choice in men, and that still isn’t changing despite my age.

      “No. Between you and Devon, you never have to worry. I’m doomed to be a spinster all my life.” I roll my eyes.

      Charlie laughs. “Oh, Andi, you really don’t get it, do you? No one will ever be good enough for you.” He smiles sweetly. Charlie has this uncanny knack of making me feel ten feet tall at times. It makes trying to be irritated with him extremely difficult.

      “I don’t want to be alone all my life. Take tonight, for instance. I have a date for the first time in forever—”

      Charlie’s posture perks up. “Who?”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake!

      “Don’t, Charlie boy. Tom is nice. Leave him alone.” I give him the best warning look I can muster.

      “Tom, is it? What does Tom do?”

      I smile. “I think you would approve. He’s a doctor.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “A doctor, huh? Just like Dad.”

      I nod. “I know. Dad already approves, and so should you.”

      Charlie chuckles and shakes his head. “I don’t know him yet, so I can’t judge. Besides, I already told you: No one is good enough for you.” Taking my hand, he sighs. “You’re right, though. I need to let my little sis live for a change because you’re not so little anymore. In fact,” he glances at my attire, “you’re looking very conservative. It’s almost as though you should be working in a library rather than as a big CEO’s PA.”

      I laugh sarcastically. If he only knew the reason I dress like this is because Devon prefers me this way… He pays for everything, so I have to put up with it. He picks out my clothes. He even picked these stupid glasses I’m wearing. I hate them, but Devon says he likes them on me. I have to go with what the boss says. Once I get home, I always change into my more comfortable clothes.

      “I only wear this at the office. Any other time, I’m in something better suited to my age.”

      Charlie raises an eyebrow. “I hope you don’t mean skimpy skirts and low-cut tops that show a little too much. I think I may have to be around tonight when this doctor comes to pick you up. What time is he coming for you?”

      I nudge his arm. “Never mind. Besides,” I sigh, “I think I should cancel now that you’re here. I want to spend time with you.”

      Charlie shakes his head. “Nah. I think you should go out and have fun. We have the whole weekend before you have to go back to work. How about it? Would you like to spend some time with your big brother?”

      I gasp. “Of course I do! You never need to ask. Although I think Mandy might want to steal some of that time from me.” I wink.

      Charlie smiles and shakes his head. “Family comes first. To be honest, I’m not looking for a relationship. If I started something with her, things could get complicated for you when I don’t call again.”

      I roll my eyes. “And yet you have the cheek to talk about me and my relationships? You and Devon are the ‘hit it and quit it’ types, but if I even have one date, you two start becoming over-protective goons. I’m twenty-six now, Charlie. I’m not fifteen anymore.”

      “Thank God for that!” His eyes widen. “Do you know how stressful it was for me to keep those fucking vultures away? Or how many times boys knocked on our door, and I had to tell them to take a hike? It wasn’t any fun, you know.”

      I laugh again, thinking how serious he is. I love him dearly, but his protectiveness goes overboard at times.

      “What am I going to do with you?” I ask, smiling as I take a sip of my coffee. “So, got any other plans whilst you’re here?”

      He nods. “Actually, yes. I’m meeting a few of my army buddies on Friday. Do you fancy coming along?”

      My eyes widen to the size of saucers, and I simply cannot believe my ears. “You're actually inviting me to meet all of your mates?”

      Charlie cringes. “Yes. I might regret it later, but I know they won’t touch you. They’ve already got strict instructions. If anyone goes near you, I’ll chop their fucking hands off.” I give him a look, making him narrow his eyes at me. “I mean it, Andi. My buddies are a lot like me, so they know not to touch family. It’s just our rules. I don’t touch theirs, and they don’t touch mine.”

      I smile, grabbing his hand and giving it a squeeze. “I get that. I’d love to go. It will be nice to meet everyone.”

      He squeezes my hand back. “Yes, it will. Just don’t make me regret it, please.”

      I immediately let go of his hand and sink back into my chair. “You’re such a jerk.”

      He winks. “Yeah, but you still love me.”

      I can’t stop a huge smile from spreading across my face. “It’s good to have you back, brother.”

      He leans forward, motioning for me to give him my hand. Once I place it in his, he says, “It’s good to be back.”
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      After finishing our drinks, we walk back to the office so Charlie can meet up with Devon. Nearly an hour has passed, so I am certain he’s done with Slutty Long-Legs by now.

      Once we near the door to the office, Charlie tugs at my arm. “I’m just going to get some water. Be back in a sec.”

      I smile, nod, and walk through the door. The minute it shuts, Devon appears—looking really pissed off.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” I open my mouth to answer when he cuts me off. “I pay you to be here to work—not to take breaks whenever the fuck you feel like it. Where have you been?”

      I start to try to answer again when the door to the office opens. Devon glances up, seeing my brother. Immediately, his face softens.

      “Charlie? Fuck, man. How are you?” They give each other manly hugs and strong pats on the back. “When did you get back?”

      Charlie pulls away first, smiling. “Only a couple hours ago. I raced straight here to see Andi. I hope you don’t mind, but I stole her for a little while. You seemed, um, a bit tied up with someone else earlier.” Charlie hits his shoulder with a wink.

      Devon grins mischievously. “Yeah, well, what can I say? The girl can’t get enough of me.”

      When I groan out loud, their heads snap to me. “Oh, no. Please, go on. I just love hearing about your extra-curricular activities. Utterly fascinating.” I sit down in my chair, noticing that I was a little shorter with Devon than I should have been. I guess having my brother here makes me braver.

      Smiling, Charlie walks toward my desk and sits on the edge. “No worries, sis. Remember who’s got the hot date tonight.” He winks. I almost fall off my chair. This is unlike Charlie in a big way.

      “Date? What date?”

      Uh-oh.

      This is the exact reason I wanted to keep it a secret. Now Devon knows, and he doesn’t look happy.

      “Andi has a date with a doctor. Apparently, he’s really nice. I think I may stumble by her place tonight to see for myself.”

      There goes the eye-rolling again. I guess some things never change.

      “But your brother just got here.” He gives me that look—the one people give when they want you to feel guilty as shit.

      “Andi said she would cancel, but I told her not to.”

      Devon gives him a horrified look. “Fucking hell, Charlie. Is that army of yours turning you soft?”

      Charlie laughs. “No, man, but my sister’s not little anymore. I think I need to learn to cut her some slack. She’s an adult and can make her own decisions.” Charlie glances toward me with a smile. I can’t help but beam back at him. He has definitely changed.

      Devon, looking indignant for a moment, seems to compose himself. “Come into my office for a bit and we’ll catch up. How long has been it been? Six months?”

      Charlie nods. “Yep, and we’re not getting any younger.”

      I huff. “Oh, please. How old are you guys now? Thirty-four? You’re not exactly old.”

      Charlie gets up, leaning over my desk. “It’s still six months closer to being thirty-five. Once past thirty-five, you’re almost forty.” His eyes bug out of his head.

      I laugh. “Well, at least you’ve got your health.” I glance down and then back at him to see his expression. It’s just how I thought it would look.

      Laughing, Charlie shakes his head before turning toward Devon. “Right, mate. Lead the way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I manage to get to the end of the day pretty unscathed. After Charlie left, Devon kept himself in his office. I was glad. Sometimes, I hate his constant distractions. He can be a good boss at times, but others? Well, let’s just say I’ve had to have an extra backbone handy. In fact, it sometimes takes all my strength not to snap. I know he’s my boss, but there is no need to be an arrogant prick.

      As the clock strikes five, I gather my things so I can get home in time to get ready for my date. I am actually looking forward to it. My social life seems to consist of Devon Jackson, my father, my brother, Devon Jackson, Ritchie, and did I mention … Devon Jackson?

      “Going home?”

      I jump, looking up. He’s actually smiling.

      Why did my knees just wobble?

      “Yes, unless you need me for anything else?”

      He shakes his head. “No. If I think of anything, I’ll call you.”

      I’m sure you will.

      “Okay. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I walk away as fast as my legs can carry me.

      I hate the fact that he has this kind of impact on me. No matter how many times I try not to think about him running his hands all over me, it just happens. Sometimes, I even dream about him, and when I wake up in a cold sweat, clasping my legs together in blissful agony, there’s only ever one thing left to do.

      I have been consumed by him since Charlie brought him home from school. That’s right; I’ve spent nineteen years obsessing over Devon Jackson. Of course, he wasn’t always around in those nineteen years. There were a few years when he’d fallen off the radar—eventually taking over his grandfather’s business after he died. By the time I saw him again, he was thirty-three, and boy did age look good on him! He just looks better as he gets older … if that is even possible.

      In those nine years he was absent, I grew older, dated boys—whenever my brother wasn’t around—and lost my virginity at the age of nineteen to a college professor. And, no, I wasn’t his student. We actually met at a party through a friend of mine who was, though. We hit it off straight away and started dating. A month later, I lost my virginity to him. A year later, we broke up.

      I often think that was my fault. I think all those years of obsessing over Devon have taken their toll. If I hear any news about him, my heart rate picks up. When I see his photo in the newspaper—usually with some leggy blonde—my heart sinks a little bit more. I’ve never truly gotten over him. When he asked me to be his PA, I knew it was my punishment. I still accepted the position, though. I can never escape the need to be with him, which I now know is stupid and adolescent. I’m a grown woman, yet I feel like a kid again when I’m in the room with him. It’s crazy, I know, but it’s true.

      It takes me an hour to get home from work. The first two trains on the underground were packed, so I have to stand around waiting for another. By the time I walk through the door, I’m frazzled and in need of a drink. I only have two hours to get ready for my date.

      “Andi, what took you so long? I thought you had a hot date with Doctor Lurve?”

      I smile. At only twenty-six, Ritchie’s as handsome as they come. He’s tall, athletic, and has an arse that looks like it could crush a melon. His eyes and skin are dark because his father is black, but his mother is white. He doesn’t see them often, but he likes the fact that he has freedom down here. He loves London—especially the girls. All the giggling I’ve heard coming from his room over the last few months has been phenomenal. I don’t mind it, though. We have a pact to stay out of each other’s way when we have company. Not that he needs to worry about that. Thanks to my brother and now Devon, I have been a virtual virgin for most of my life.

      As far as Ritchie and I are concerned, we hit it off straight away, but there was never anything sexual. We both acknowledged the fact that we found each other attractive, but it never went beyond that.

      Ritchie fell victim to both my brother’s and Devon’s assaults as soon as he moved in. They calmed down when they realised he had no interest in me. I think they frightened the life out of him that day. Gradually, though, they have accepted him. I think it helps that they saw him with a few girls afterwards.

      “The bloody tube was awful. I swear it gets worse and worse on that underground every day.”

      Placing my bag on the counter, I take my stupid glasses off. I’m not at work anymore, so no more glasses that make me look like “Betty” from Ugly Betty. It’s going to be contacts from now on. I’ve been told they emphasise my brown eyes more anyway.

      “Shall I get you a drink?” he asks.

      Exhausted, I sigh. “Yes, please. I’m just going to jump in the shower.”

      Ritchie nods as I walk off. Every day, I can’t wait until I get home to rip off my boring, conservative clothes. My skirts are always long, my trousers unflattering, and my blouses frilly, but Devon makes me wear them anyway.

      Once I’m clean, I pick out a figure-hugging blue dress that hits just above the knee. I like it because it isn’t too tight. It’s just enough to show off my curves without making me look slutty. I want to be daring for a change. All these months of being repressed by Devon “Arsehole” Jackson are taking their toll. The real me wants out.

      As I walk back into the living room, Ritchie looks up. “Damn, woman. Look at you!” He whistles as I turn around for him. He leers at me and licks his lips. I know it’s all for show, but I like the compliment nonetheless.

      “You’re going to give that doctor a fucking heart attack.”

      I snigger. “Oh, shut up, Ritchie. Where’s my drink?”

      Ritchie smiles, bends over the coffee table, and hands me an ice-cold gin and tonic. “Just how you like it. Lots of gin, but not much tonic.”

      We both laugh as I take the drink. I almost drown it in one go. Ritchie just gawks at me. “Thanks. That hit the spot.”

      His expression changes from surprise to realisation. “Don’t tell me. Mr Fucking Holier-than-thou had another slut in his office?”

      He can see right through me.

      “No. It’s just been a stressful day.” I smile. “My brother’s back from Germany.” I hope he’ll pick up on that and change the subject.

      “Really? That’s cool. I’m glad for you, Andi. I know how much you’ve missed him.” He takes a sip of his drink.

      “He said he might pop by in a bit to check out my date. I hope he was kidding because that would be rather embarrassing.”

      Ritchie’s about to answer when my phone chimes, alerting me to a text message. I walk over to pick it up, groaning when I see the name. Devon.

      Don’t forget my package tomorrow.

      I roll my eyes. Ritchie must have seen me because he steps closer. “Let me guess. The devil himself. What is he asking for this time?”

      I show him the message. “He wants me to pick up his usual box of condoms I get him every Friday. Maybe I should write back.” I type, showing it to Ritchie when I’m done.

      Yes, master.

      He scrunches up his eyes, takes the phone, presses something, and then hands it back. “Done.”

      My eyes widen when I realise he’s sent the text. “Ritchie, what the fuck?!”

      He smirks. “He has to realise what a fucking numpty twat he’s being.”

      I bite my lip. “Hopefully he won’t notice the sarcasm.”

      Ritchie laughs, clutching his belly. “If he doesn’t, he’s a sandwich short of a fucking picnic. The guy’s an arsehole. You really need to cool it with him. Do your job, date this hot doctor, and forget all about Devon Jackson. A guy like that isn’t worth it. I mean, come on, Andi. He makes you buy him condoms for fuck’s sake. What kind of man does that?”

      I snort. “I know. He’s a wanker, and I’m done talking about him tonight. No mentioning his name again.”

      Ritchie clinks his glass to my empty one. “I’ll drink to that.”
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      I’m shocked. As eight o’clock rolls around, neither my brother nor Devon has been to the flat. I’m even more shocked that neither one of them has contacted me.

      The doorbell chimes, and I instantly inhale a deep breath. Nervous doesn’t even come close to describing the way I feel at this moment.

      “Keep calm. You look smoking hot.”

      I smile at Ritchie. “Thanks.”

      I stay still for a moment … until Ritchie commands me to “answer the goddamned door.” I’m not sure why I’m so nervous. Tom’s a nice guy. I’ve spoken with him quite a few times since we bumped into each other a few weeks back.

      My back straight, I walk toward the door. I take another deep breath, plaster a smile on my face, and swing it open. Tom’s standing there, smiling with a bunch of red roses in his arms. He looks good with his cropped black hair, soft brown eyes, and crooked smile. He’s dressed to impress in a navy shirt and dark beige trousers. The nurses at his hospital must be drooling over him, so why aren’t I?

      His eyes travel up and down my body. “You look lovely, Andi.”

      “Thank you,” I answer.

      “I brought you these.” He hands me a mixed array of pink tulips, white daises, yellow sunflowers, and red roses.

      “They’re beautiful. Come on in. I’m just going to get a vase for these. They smell lovely.”

      Tom nods. I can feel his eyes on me as I disappear into the kitchen. I make quick work of getting a vase and filling it with water, placing the flowers inside. As I walk back out with them, I find Ritchie and Tom conversing.

      “So, Tom, at what hospital do you work?”

      “St. Jude’s.”

      Ritchie nods with a smile. “Oh, so not that far from Andi’s work then.” When he gives me a cheeky look, I glare back at him.

      “Yes, that’s how we met actually. We get coffee at the same Starbucks.” He glances at me. “I noticed Andi straight away, but I was always too nervous to approach her.”

      Ritchie smirks, which usually means he has something up his sleeve. “Oh, you shouldn’t have worried about that. Andi only bites on occasion.”

      “Ritchie!” I shout. I can’t believe he said that. I turn to a smiling Tom. “I’m sorry about my so-called friend.”

      Tom chuckles. “That’s okay. I thought it was quite funny.”

      Rolling my eyes, I grab my cardigan and handbag. “Are you ready?” I glare at Ritchie. “I suddenly want to leave.” Without waiting for a reply, Tom and I make our way out of the apartment.

      “Have fun,” Ritchie shouts from behind me as I offer him a one-finger salute.

      “I hope you don’t mind, but I made reservations at A Taste of India down on Mitcham High Street.”

      As we make our way down the stairs, I shake my head. “No, not at all. Sounds great. ”

      He smiles brightly. “I didn’t bring a car. We could call a cab, but it’s only a fifteen-minute walk.”

      I’m not quite sure my feet will last in these heels, but I don’t want him to think I’m lazy. “A walk will be fine.”

      Nodding, we stroll toward the restaurant, making small talk along the way. By the time we reach it, I’m freezing my tits off, and my feet feel like they’ve grown two sizes.

      We walk up to the host. “Hi. My name’s Tom Bates. I made a reservation for two at eight o’clock.” We are forced to stand as we wait for him to look up the name. Meanwhile, all I want is to be able to sit down.

      “Ah, yes,” he finally says, making me exhale. “You’re just over there.” He grabs two menus. “Follow me.”

      I hope our table is near the front of the restaurant, but no. The host walks all the way to the back before placing the menus down.

      “Thank you,” I say, eager to sit. I don’t even take off my coat first.

      Tom chuckles a little. “Cold?”

      I give him a half-hearted smile. “Something like that.” I don’t want to make him feel badly by telling him that the walk has nearly crippled me.

      The waiter walks up. “Hello. What can I get you to drink?” he asks as Tom takes his coat off and settles into his seat.

      Tom looks to me. “What is it you normally like?”

      “Um,” I bite my lip, “is there any particular wine you like?”

      “I don’t drink.” He states it so matter-of-factly, it almost sounds as if the idea is preposterous.

      I look from Tom to the waiter. “I’ll have a glass of dry white wine, please.”

      The waiter nods, then turns to Tom. “Just plain water for me.”

      As the waiter walks away, I open the menu. “I normally have Chicken Tikka Masala. It’s a safe bet, so I always stick with it. What do you usually get?”

      He looks up from his menu. “Normally, lentils. I’m a vegetarian, so lentils are the healthiest option.”

      “Ah,” I respond—not really knowing what else to say.

      “Here are your drinks.” The waiter places them on the table and takes out his pad. “Do you know what you would like to order?”

      I order my usual option and Tom orders his lentils. Once the waiter writes everything down, he hurries off.

      “So… How long have you been a doctor?”

      Leaning forward and clasping his hands together on the table, Tom smiles. “I’m just in my first year, but I’ve been studying for what feels like my whole life. I don’t mind, though. I know I’ll have student loans to pay off for the next several years, but I’ll be rewarded in the end.”

      I feel bad for him. It can’t be easy having debts hanging over your head for years on end. “I bet making sick people healthy again is rewarding in itself.”

      He nods. “It is, but studying what certain things do to your body can put you off at times. I didn’t start out as a vegetarian, but learning that certain meats can give you heart disease and diabetes over time makes you see food in a different light.”

      I think of what I just ordered. “But chicken’s okay, isn’t it? I hear white meats are normally healthy.”

      “Oh, no.” He shakes his head. “Chicken has just as much artery-clogging fat as beef. Not to mention the risk of salmonella poisoning.” When my eyes widen, he smirks. “But don’t let me put you off.” He laughs, but he’s already managed to do the job.

      I begin to reflect on whether going out with a virtual stranger was a good idea. In the coffeehouse, he seemed nice. I wonder for a moment if he’s used to dating because he seems to be a little out of touch when it comes to it. I want to ask, but don’t want to seem rude. However, in the end, curiosity gets the better of me.

      “Tell me something, Tom. When you were studying all those years, did you ever have time for a relationship?”

      He blushes slightly. “I focused all my energy on studying. I never had time for relationships. Now that I’m finally a doctor, however, I have the chance to get out a bit more. Honestly, I couldn’t resist asking you out when I saw you. You have the most incredible smile.”

      My face lights up at his compliment. “Thank you,” I reply, pushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “That’s very nice of you to say.”

      We start to talk about our work. Shortly after telling Tom about Devon, our meals arrive.

      “How long have you been working for him?” he asks after taking a bite of his lentils. I must say that they don’t look that appetising.

      “About a year, but I’ve known him for several.” I sample my chicken. It’s good—not too spicy and has just enough flavour to satisfy my palate.

      “Really? How come?”

      I swallow, covering my mouth before I answer. “He and my brother were best friends in school.”

      “Not so much now?”

      “Oh, they’re still very close. It’s just that my brother is in the Forces, so we don’t get to see him very often.”

      He looks sympathetic. “That’s too bad. Being in the Forces these days is rather dangerous. Soldiers used to be sent to Cyprus and Gibraltar … places like that. Now, it’s more like Afghanistan or Iraq. I commend anyone who wants to join these days. It can’t be easy. I bet your mum and dad find it particularly hard.”

      I wince, realising he doesn’t know much about me. “My mum died three years ago, but yes, my father finds it hard. We’re his only kids.”

      Now it’s Tom’s turn to wince. “I’m sorry about your mum.”

      I move the food around on my plate. “It is what it is. It may have been three years, but it never gets easier.”

      “Do you mind me asking how she died?”

      I place my fork down and look up. I’ve suddenly lost my appetite. “She was shot.”

      Tom’s eyes widen. “Oh, my god. I’m so sorry. That’s just terrible. I assume whoever did it is in prison?”

      Tears well in my eyes, and I shake my head. “The person has never been caught. Police assume it was a robbery gone wrong. My dad blames himself because he wasn’t home when the person broke in. They shot my mum, grabbed whatever they perceived as valuable, and took off. When my dad got home, he found her lying on the living room floor in a pool of her own blood.”

      He looks down for a moment. I can see the look of empathy. “It can’t be easy to know that whoever did it is still out there.”

      I shake my head. “No, it’s not.”

      Leaning forward, he places a hand on mine. I look at his gesture and then back at him. “I know this is our first date and I’m aware this could go nowhere after tonight, but I just want you to know I am here if you ever need someone to talk to.”

      My heart warms at his kind words. This date didn’t start off too well, but he’s relaxed a lot more since we started talking about family.

      “That’s very kind of you. Thank you. It really means a lot to me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      I’m about to comment on how I think he’s in the right profession when someone I certainly wasn’t expecting suddenly appears at our table.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Devon looks at Tom—specifically at Tom’s hand which is covering my own—and then at me.

      “Devon, what are you doing here?”

      As Tom looks up, Devon glares at him and his hand again. Getting the hint, Tom removes his hand and sits back. Devon looks back at me.

      “I’m sorry for interrupting your meal, but I have an emergency.”

      I frown. “What is it?”

      “Aaron Sutherland’s requesting the copy of my CV as well as the acquisition letter I asked you to draft up for me earlier today.”

      I briefly look at Tom before glancing back up at Devon. I can’t believe he’s interrupted my date for this. He knows my computer password and can easily access whatever he needs himself. “You have the password to my computer, so—”

      “I’m not sure where everything is on your computer. It would just be easier if you came with me. I have a car outside. I will take you to the office and then have my driver take you home.”

      I motion to our meals. “But we’re still eating.”

      “I know and I’m sorry. I didn’t know this would crop up. You know how important this deal is, Andi. I need you there.” When I sigh, he says, “Listen, I will pay for your meals. I know this is an inconvenience, but I wouldn’t ask unless I really needed you.”

      I feel like pointing out that he’s contradicting himself because, according to him, I’m normally fucking useless or just downright incompetent.

      I look at Tom apologetically before looking back up at Devon. “Can you give me a minute, please?”

      Devon nods. “Sure. One minute.” He places a couple fifty pound notes on the table. “I’ll be waiting in the car.” He storms off.

      “I’m so sorry about this,” I say to Tom.

      He smiles. “That’s okay. He seems a bit—”

      “Stuck up? Rude? Blunt?”

      Tom chuckles. “I was going to say uptight, but those will do as well.”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. “I really am sorry.”

      “Stop apologising. It’s not your fault. You had no idea this was going to happen. You go do what you need to. Maybe we can try this again some other time.”

      “That would be nice. Shall I give you a call?”

      He nods, and a smile lights up his face. “I would like that.”

      I grab my things, stand, and then walk around the table to place a kiss on his cheek. “Thank you for dinner.”

      Tom lifts his fork. “You should be thanking your boss. He paid for it.” He laughs as I shake my head.

      “Speak soon,” I say as I start walking toward the exit.

      When I get outside, Ian, Devon’s driver, quickly opens the door for me. “Miss Bellingham.”

      I smile. “Thank you, Ian.” Once inside, I look across at Devon. He stares at my legs for a second before meeting my eyes.

      “You two seemed … cosy. How long have you known him?”

      I want to tell him it’s none of his business, but I bite my tongue. “He’s a doctor at the local hospital and gets coffee at the same place I get yours. We bump into each other a lot, so we started talking.”

      “So you just went out and held hands with a virtual stranger? I thought you knew better than that.”

      I feel my anger rise at his scrutiny. “He isn’t a virtual stranger. We’ve been talking off and on for the last six months.”

      He laughs. “It took him six months to ask you out? What a fucking chump.”

      I give him an angry glare. “He’s not a chump. He’s a gentleman. Something you wouldn’t understand.”

      “Oh, I can be a gentleman, but the girl I’m with has to act—” he says, pausing to look at my dress, “and look like a lady.”

      I grit my teeth. I know full well what he’s insinuating. He’s always been very clear about what I should wear around him. That’s why I like to let loose when I’m not in his presence.

      I want so much to bite back, but I’m not going to rise to his level. I refuse to. Instead, I turn my head and stare out at the pedestrians going about their business. No matter what time, day or night, London is always busy—especially the centre of the city. It’s getting to be more and more like New York. “The City That Never Sleeps.” Thinking about New York brings a smile to my face. My anger fades as I picture myself walking around Central Park, visiting the Statue of Liberty, and going up the Empire State Building. I’ve seen it in so many romantic films and TV shows, and it’s always fascinated me. I guess I’m a bit of a romantic because I always pictured myself going up there with the one I love. I won’t miss the opportunity, though. If it presents itself, I’m going … even if it is alone.

      After about twenty minutes, Ian pulls up to the entrance of the building, gets out, and opens the door. Without a word, Devon steps out and waits for me to follow. As I slide over, Ian offers me his hand. I take it, smiling up at him.

      “Thank you, Ian.”

      He smiles back. “You’re welcome, Miss Bellingham.”

      Devon looks at us, gritting his teeth. “Come on. We haven’t got all fucking day. Mr Sutherland is waiting.” My face drops. He looks at Ian. “Wait here. We should be done in about twenty minutes, and then we will take Andi home.”

      Ian nods. I follow behind Devon as he saunters toward the building. He swipes his card at the entrance, unlocking the door. In the reception area, we’re greeted by Carl, one of the security guards. Even though he’s in his late fifties, he flirts with me something silly. I know he doesn’t mean anything by it. He’s happily married to his wife of twenty-six years. Last year, they celebrated back home in Jamaica. He still has family there and hadn’t visited in a few years. It made me smile when he told me stories of when he used to go crabbing with his brothers as a little boy.

      “Mr Jackson,” Carl says, “Miss Bellingham, you look simply beautiful this evening.” He gives me a cheeky grin as I pass.

      “Good evening, Carl, and thank you.” I offer him the same cheeky grin as he gives me a wink.

      With a jab of his finger, Devon punches the button for the lift. When the doors don’t open right away, he starts jabbing repeatedly. Just as I’m about to tell him it won’t go any faster just because he’s angrily pressing the button, the doors open.

      Devon motions me in, then follows, hitting the button for the eighth floor. You can see a lot from the eighth floor, but it’s much better when you get to the roof. From there, the London Eye, The Shard, and the Palace of Westminster are all visible. On a clear day, you can see Tower Bridge spanning over the River Thames. There was one time I had to work late and Devon ordered Chinese food. He ate in his office, so I decided to venture up to the roof. It was cold, but worth the view. The lights of London are spectacular at night.

      A repetitive tapping noise makes me look over, and I see Devon impatiently tapping his foot. He checks his ten thousand pound Rolex, making me check my one hundred pound Seksy I bought from Argos for my last birthday. It’s half-past nine.

      “Nearly your bedtime?”

      I snap my head up to find Devon watching me. “No. I saw you checking the time, so I was curious to know what it was. That’s all.”

      The doors ping and open. Devon walks through. “Don’t worry. I’ll get you back for your cup of cocoa in your fluffy jim jams in no time.” He doesn’t turn, so I flip him the bird behind his back. He’s such an arrogant prick.

      As I follow behind him, I wince with every step. My feet are still killing me. When Devon opens the door, he turns and notices me struggling. His lips curve up into that cocky, stupid grin of his.

      “Having trouble walking now? Did your parents not teach you that when you were a baby?”

      I roll my eyes. “No. Tom and I walked to the restaurant, but these shoes are obviously not meant for walking.”

      He starts laughing. “So the big doctor man doesn’t have a car, and is not even gentlemanly enough to hire a taxi for your date?” He laughs again. “Fuck me. I’ve seen it all now. What kind of wimpy delinquents are people raising these days? I bet he had to order a certain meal because he has allergies or something.” I can’t help but smile at his comment. His mouth drops open. “Fucking hell. I’m right, aren’t I?”

      I try not to laugh. “No! He’s a vegetarian, so he would only eat lentils.”

      “Lentils?!” he screeches. “What a fucking tosser.” Shaking his head, he laughs as we walk farther. With each step, I feel like my feet are on fire.

      Once in the office, I quickly walk to my computer and fire it up. Devon stands behind me, which is unnerving. When I open the folder to the file I need, he leans over my shoulder to look. He’s so close I can smell him. I hate to admit it, but he smells really good.

      “That’s the one. Attach that and my CV to an email and send it over to me. I’ll do the rest.”

      I do as instructed and hit SEND, then turn to find him still lurking over my shoulder. “Done,” I say, swallowing hard.

      He says thanks, which surprises me because although I know he doesn’t really mean it, the word never leaves his lips for any reason. Our eyes lock, and I could swear there’s a spark of electricity between us … but, just like his sense of appreciation, it doesn’t last long. Before I know it, a snarl crosses his face as he straightens. Momentarily, I look away. When I glance back, I see him typing something on his phone.

      Once he’s finished, he looks back at me. “You can shut down your computer and I’ll take you home. I’ll be waiting outside.” Without another word, he walks out the door.

      I shake my head in annoyance before powering down. When the screen goes dark, I grab my bag, get up, and walk out to find Devon on the phone.

      “Yeah, I’ll be over in a half-hour. I just have to take my assistant home.” He punches the button for the lift before saying, “No, I’d never go there, so stop bringing it up.” He looks at me. “Just be ready for me.” He smirks. “Don’t you worry. I have a lot to get off my chest.”

      I purse my lips as the lift doors open. It’s obvious what he’s talking about, but I’m confused by his comment. It makes me wonder if he’s talking about me. Am I so hideous that even the thought of me disgusts him?

      As I walk into the lift, he says, “Listen, I have to go. See you soon.”

      Ending the call, he steps through and presses the ground floor button. He doesn’t say anything as we descend, so I also keep my mouth shut. I just want to get out of here, but the lift seems to take forever. I keep my eyes trained on the numbers as they slowly go down from eight to zero. I don’t look at Devon, but every part of my body can sense him. He’s completely oblivious to me, and yet, if I close my eyes, I can picture the way the lights in the lift bounce off his neat goatee stubble and the way his eyes shine when he smiles at something on his phone. No matter how badly he treats me, I can’t stop myself from wanting him with a passion so great it has a tight grip on my heart.

      With my eyes locked on the numbers, I may not be able to see him, but I know what he’s doing. He’s either busy doing something on his phone or pretending that he is, so he doesn’t have to talk to me. I don’t know why he can’t just be civil. Maybe I’ll ask him someday, but for now, I keep the words bottled up along with a million other things I wish I could say to him. Ritchie keeps telling me to bite the bullet and just say what’s on my mind once and for all. I have to constantly remind myself that doing so could cost me my job. I’m the best paid PA in London. I know it. Devon knows it. If I speak out of line, I could get fired. No matter how much I want to stick it to him, I keep my mouth shut, so I can continue to get paid and help my father with the debt of our family home. Without the extra income my mother brought in, my father struggles. I didn’t realise how much until I went over for a visit one day and found my father passed out—a drink and a mass of overdue bills on the table. It broke me to see him that way. I had already lost my mother, and I would fight to the death before I lost my father, too. Once I sobered him up, he begged me not to say anything to Charlie. We argued and then cried, but the one thing on the forefront of our minds was losing the home which held so many memories.

      “I can still hear her,” he’d said. “She’s singing in the kitchen as she cooks me my favourite meal or whispering softly as she tells you a bedtime story.”

      Not wanting those memories to disappear, I set up a standing order to send money to my father each month. It’s not a huge amount, but it’s enough to keep the roof over his head. In return, he insisted on putting my name down on the mortgage and began paying for life insurance. Despite my initial discomfort, I’m glad I walked in on him when I did. Otherwise, things would probably be a lot worse by now.

      Once on the ground floor, I breathe a sigh of relief and eagerly step through when the doors open. Carl smiles at me again. “How’s Edith?” I ask. Last week, Carl told me his wife was suffering from allergies.

      “She’s much better, thank you. She’s not sneezing half as much as she was.”

      “That’s good,” I say as I walk past.

      “You have a good evening now.” Carl tips his hat.

      “You, too, Carl.”

      Devon and I walk out to see Ian holding the door open for us. I climb into the car, and Devon quickly follows.

      “To Miss Bellingham’s residence?” Ian asks once he’s behind the wheel.

      “Yes,” Devon responds. “Then you can take me over to Miss Crawford’s.”

      “Very well,” Ian responds before driving off.

      As the car starts moving, I sit and wonder why Devon feels the need to rub his conquests in my face. Miss Crawford is a stuck-up catwalk model who lives off of coffee and cigarettes. She doesn’t like me very much, and the feeling is mutual. I’m not sure why she feels like I’m a threat. I haven’t done anything to her, yet she treats me like shit.

      “Is Ritchie home tonight?”

      Snapping my head to Devon, I catch his stare. For a moment, I see his eyes trailing toward my cleavage and then back up again. I can tell what he’s thinking … I look like a slut.

      “Yes. Why do you ask?”

      He sucks in a breath before looking out his window. “Just wondering. I thought he was dating that hot ballerina.”

      I almost roll my eyes. “He is, but she’s performing tonight, so they won’t see each other until tomorrow.” I frown, wondering why he’s so keen on knowing about Ritchie’s love life.

      “I bet he has fun with her,” he says under his breath, still staring out the window. I huff out a sarcastic laugh, making Devon snap his head toward me. “What was that?”

      “Nothing. I’m just glad my brother’s back. It was a nice surprise to see him today.” For the first time tonight, I see a genuine smile on his face.

      “It was. I’m actually going out with him tomorrow night.”

      I frown. “Me, too.”

      Devon’s face falls as if the news irritates him. “But he’s meeting his army friends.”

      Feeling the need to get back at him, I smirk. “I know, and I’m really looking forward to it. It’ll be nice to meet his friends.”

      The look on Devon’s face is priceless. Maybe he’ll cancel now.

      “Charlie is really going soft. Are you sure it was definitely him who returned from Germany? Maybe this bug he had messed with his head.” He shakes his own at the thought.

      I want to tell him he’s being a dick, but I keep my mouth shut. If he does come tomorrow night, I’ll just have to keep as much distance between us as possible.

      Thankfully, Ian comes to a halt outside my house. I’m about to get out when Devon grabs my arm.

      “For your inconvenience tonight, you can come in an hour later tomorrow. I will be in meetings until eleven anyway. Just don’t forget my usual.”

      I know exactly what he’s talking about. That’s why I’ve given him the nickname “Mr Condom.”

      “Yes, sir,” I say with a hint of sarcasm.

      “See you tomorrow. Oh, and Andi?” he asks as I stand there, holding the door. I lean over so I can see him. He briefly looks down to my cleavage again before looking back up to my eyes. “There’s no need to thank me for rescuing you tonight. It was my pleasure.” He starts laughing. “You can close the door now.”

      Fucking arsehole.

      I slam the door behind me and watch as the car speeds off. All the while, I think of how many ways I can torture him and get away with it.

      I look up to my apartment. The lights are on, so I know Ritchie is home, probably dying to know how my date went. Thinking of Tom, I check my phone to see if he’s messaged. All I see is one from my father reminding me about Sunday dinner. I visit him as often as possible, usually making him a nice meal. Charlie will be there, so this Sunday will be extra special. I smile at the thought, and just like that, all thoughts of Mr Condom-Arsehole are gone.

      I start to walk toward the door, my feet screaming. I lean on a nearby tree and slip off my shoes. I only have to walk up a few steps, but I think I’ll need foot surgery if I put my feet through any more torture tonight.

      Once they’re off, the relief I feel is tremendous. As I lean my head back, I close my eyes on a sigh. It’s the best feeling in the world. I roll my shoulders and push away from the tree, proceeding up the stairs. Once at my door, I dig around in my bag for the keys and let myself in. Ritchie is sitting on the sofa watching The Walking Dead. He’s so engrossed in a scene, he fails to notice me. I can’t help myself. With a great, big mischievous grin, I slam the door as hard as I can. Squealing, Ritchie jumps. Popcorn flies out of his hand and lands all over him and the sofa. When he realises it’s me, I get the death stare.

      “Fucking hell, Andi. You nearly gave me a fucking heart attack!” I almost go into a full belly laugh as I drop my bag and shoes on the floor. “It’s not fucking funny. I could have seriously died of fright.”

      Walking toward the sofa, I pout as I sit down next to him. “Aww, diddums.” I grab some popcorn off his lap and eat it. “I keep telling you not to watch this show late at night. It gives you nightmares.”

      Trying to scoop as much of the popcorn as he can back into the bowl, he shakes his head. “You’re a fucking bitch, you know that?”

      I laugh. “And you’re a fucking knobhead, so I guess we’re both fucked.”

      He gives me a smirk. “You’re lucky you’re hot or you’d be down on your arse by now.”

      “Don’t be such a spoilsport,” I say around a mouthful of popcorn.

      He looks at his watch with a frown. “You’re back early. What happened? Did your date not go well?”

      As I settle back into the sofa, I huff. “Devon happened.”

      Confused, he places the popcorn on the table. “What do you mean?”

      “Devon turned up at the restaurant as Tom and I were in the middle of eating. He demanded I come back to the office because he needed his CV and a certain letter to be sent to these new hotshots in the States he’s trying to impress.”

      I can tell by the look on Ritchie’s face that he’s not impressed. “You’ve got to be kidding me?”

      I shake my head. “I wish I were.”

      He grabs a handful of popcorn before turning back to me. “When are you going to tell him to stick it, Andi? He’s nothing but an ungrateful eejit.”

      I look down for a moment. “You know I can’t. I won’t be able to earn anywhere near what I’m earning now anyplace else. Without it, my dad will go under. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that happened.”

      “Yes, but at what cost? Do you think your dad would want you to carry on working for that arsehole if he knew how he treated you?” He knows I know the answer to that, but I don’t answer. Instead, he motions me closer. “Come here. Have a little cuddle with Cousin Ritchie and help him through this bloody episode of TWD.”

      I smile, grabbing the popcorn before snuggling myself under Ritchie's arm. “Hungry?” he asks, watching me stuff popcorn into my mouth.

      “Bloody starving,” I answer. “I only got to eat a few bites of my dinner.”

      He manoeuvres me away and then stands and points to the kitchen. “I ordered pizza earlier. There are still a couple slices left.”

      The thought has my stomach growling. “Ritchie, you’re a lifesaver.”
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      “Get up, sleepyhead,” Ritchie sings as he opens my blinds. “It’s time for school.” The sun blinds me, so I turn over on a moan. “Come on,” he says, laughing as he shakes me.

      “What time is it?” I grumble.

      “It’s eight. You haven’t got much time to get Mr Holier-than-thou his condoms.” I don’t need to see him to know he’s rolling his eyes.

      “I don’t have to be in until ten. He’s letting me have an hour off because of last night.”

      Ritchie snorts. “Well, that’s really nice of him.” I watch him with one eye as he walks toward my door. “I’ll let you get some rest then. Some of us actually have to get to work early this morning.”

      “Well, I’m not going to be able to fall asleep again now that you’ve woken me up, am I?” I grumble with a gravelly voice.

      With his hand on my doorknob, Ritchie gives me an unimpressed look. “And this is the thanks I get for waking your arse up.” He shakes his head and starts to shut the door.

      “Love you!” I shout just before he closes it.

      “Love you, too, sweetheart.”

      Once I hear the front door close, I shut my eyes on a smile. I love moments like this when it’s calm and quiet, and I don’t have to get up. As I lie here, I think about Tom and then about Devon interrupting our date. If I didn’t know any better, I’d swear he did it on purpose. He’s never interrupted like that… Then again, I haven’t had a date since I started working for him. Last night was the first one.

      As I think of New York, my father, and my brother, I start to drift off again—until my alarm rudely interrupts me.

      “Ugh!” I shout, turning over and angrily switching it off. I then proceed to kick off my duvet like a petulant child. “I don’t want to go to work,” I moan. I especially don’t want to go on my condom-buying errand. The lady at the chemist must think I hump like a freaking rabbit.

      Knowing I can’t lie here all day, I force myself up and into the shower. At least today is Friday, and I can sleep to my heart’s content tomorrow morning. No doubt, Ritchie and I will go for our ritual Saturday morning greasy fry-up that’s bound to cure a raging hangover.

      Once I put on my usual—a dull, long grey skirt with a matching white shirt, which is equally dull—I apply some make-up, place my hair up in a bun, and put on my glasses. “There,” I think, staring at myself in the mirror, “I am a perfectly boring specimen of the human race … just the way Mr Condom likes me.”

      Once I grab my bag, I check the time. 9:30. I should have plenty of time to grab Devon’s condoms before he gets back from his meeting.

      Just as I think this, I receive a text, groaning when I see Devon’s name on my screen.

      Buy me a salmon and egg bagel on your way in. And don’t forget my usual. I’ll need you to type up some letters when I get in. I also have more information on the NY trip, so I’ll need you to make arrangements. Don’t be late.

      I would normally be pissed off by his text because he doesn’t even say thank you, but the fact that he mentioned New York has me grinning.

      I grab the rest of my things and walk out. I catch the two trains relatively quickly and pop into the chemist to buy the condoms before grabbing Devon’s breakfast from the local delicatessen. Although I’m not looking forward to work, the weather lightens my mood a bit. So does the thought that I may be booking our trip today. It’s the best part about my job. I’m good at making arrangements. They’re normally for other people, but I enjoy it nonetheless.

      As I’m waiting for the lift, Mandy walks up, seeing the chemist bag. She smirks. “I see Mr Robber-Johnny’s going to be busy again this weekend.”

      As we step into the lift, I laugh. “Of course. I have to get the extra large, you know? A part of me wonders if he really is that big … because if he isn’t, then he must have a secret stash somewhere with condoms of an appropriate size.”

      “Well, if that’s the case, he must be able to fill a closet with all the ones you’re buying him.” She points to the bag. “Anyway, enough about him. What are your plans this weekend?”

      Thinking about Charlie, I smile. “I’m meeting Charlie’s army buddies tonight.” The lift doors open and we walk to my office.

      She gasps. “Really? The big protective brother’s finally letting his little sister out of her cage?”

      I snigger. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

      She elbows me before resting her hip on my desk. As she does, her skirt rides up, showing her tanned legs. I’ve always been jealous of her legs. I’ve also always been jealous of the fact she’s obviously allowed to wear whatever she likes.

      “I bet you are! Can you imagine? All those hot men in uniform …”

      “They won’t be in uniform.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t stop a girl from fantasising over how good they would look in a set of combats. It’s not only that. They’re out fighting for our country and keeping us safe. You can’t get hotter than that.” She fans her face with a piece of paper and pretends to faint.

      “What are you like?” I say, taking my seat. “Besides, even if I did fancy any of them, I wouldn’t be able to act on it with my brother there. Not to mention Mr Condom himself. Also, they all have strict instructions not to get anywhere within touching distance.”

      She holds up her hand. “Hold on. Back up. Mr Condom will be there?”

      With a reluctant nod, I sigh. “Unfortunately.”

      “What a fucking bummer.” She looks away in deep thought and then her features brighten. “Hold on. I think you can use this to your advantage. Ignore what your brother says. I would flirt until the cows come home. After all the times Mr Condom’s entertained a bit of skirt in his office while you were out here typing his many letters, I would think he deserves a little tit for tat.”

      I start laughing. “What are we? Twelve?” I shake my head. “Devon’s not going to give a shit whether I’m flirting with someone else or not. He just likes control. He wants to be in control of everything. I think that’s why he interrupted my date last night.”

      “He what?!”

      In short order, I tell her everything that happened. Afterward, she just sits there, shaking her head.

      “He has some serious issues. I’ve never known anyone like him. The only reason he gets away with it is because he’s got an arse Tom Hiddleston would be jealous of. He also has good dress sense, which is important in a man.”

      “Not personality then?”

      “Oh yes,” she snorts. “He simply has to have everything. Killer looks, killer body, killer personality, and he needs to make me laugh.”

      “No wonder you’re single,” I observe, giving her a cheeky smile.

      “Hey! He’s out there somewhere. He just needs to find me and sweep me off my feet.”

      I lean toward her. “You’re such a romantic.”

      “Of course.” She laughs and glances at Devon’s office. “Where is he today? He’s normally out here shouting for his coffee by now.”

      “He’s in meetings for another hour, so I have a good break.” I point to the paper in her hand. “How’s work for you so far? Anything important to share?”

      She shakes her head. “Nothing we can’t handle. An engineer hasn’t gotten paid, and he’s grumbling about it. We sent his money, but he hasn’t received it. Apart from that, it’s quiet. It normally is on Fridays. Monday is the manic day because it’s timesheet day. Fuck, I hate Mondays.”

      “I know what you mean. Devon normally has a ton of work for me to do on Mondays because he doesn’t stop working on the weekend. He builds it all up for me.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Where does he have the time with his relentless fucking?” she snorts.

      “I don’t know,” I reply as the phone rings. I point to it. “I’d better get that.”

      Placing a hand on my shoulder, she gets up. “See you around, kiddo.”

      I pick up the phone and wave to Mandy as she walks out. “Worldwide Airways. How may I help you?”

      “Is Devon Jackson available?”

      Immediately, I pick up on the American accent. It’s sexy and gravelly, making me wonder what he looks like.

      “I’m afraid he’s in meetings for another hour. Can I take a message?”

      “Is this Andi Bellingham?” he asks tentatively.

      I smile. “Yes. That’s me.”

      “It’s Aaron Sutherland. I believe we’ll be meeting later this month.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I’m so sorry. I was supposed to call yesterday with all the details, but I had urgent business I needed to attend to. I did message Mr Jackson about it.”

      I start booting up my laptop. “I believe it was about his CV and acquisition letter, correct?”

      “No. I received that from him yesterday morning. I was calling regarding setting the dates.”

      I go silent, completely stunned. If he received it yesterday morning, then why did Devon pull me away from my date last night? Was it simply a control issue again? Is he worried that if I start a relationship my work will suffer?

      “Miss Bellingham, are you there?”

      I immediately snap out of my thoughts. “Oh, yes. Sorry. I will let Mr Con—I mean, Mr Jackson—know as soon as he gets in.” I feel like I’m out of it all of a sudden. So much so that I nearly called Devon Mr Condom to one of our business associates!

      “Thank you. And can you tell him that he needs to be quick. I’ll be unavailable in two hours.”

      I look at my watch and see it’s nearly twenty past ten. “I sure will.”

      “Thanks again, Miss Bellingham. It will be a pleasure to meet face-to-face. I’ve heard so much about you; Mr Jackson speaks very highly of your abilities.”

      “Really?!” I practically screech.

      Oh, my god. I sound more and more unprofessional by the minute. Mr Sutherland probably wonders how on earth my boss can speak highly of a waffling buffoon.

      “I’m sorry. I mean, is that so? I’m glad to hear it.” I sigh as I hear a small chuckle over the phone. At least he seems down to earth—unlike someone else I know.

      “It sounds as though this is the first time you’ve heard that. If you do well, he needs to tell you. How else will you know?”

      Exactly. How else will I know? I always thought Devon found me only tolerable.

      “Well, I’ve heard it from you, so thank you. It is nice to know.”

      I hear him sigh. “I wish I could speak more, but I have to go. It was nice talking to you. When we’re not doing business, maybe I can take you to the Empire State Building and a couple other places I know.”

      I bite my lip, smiling. “That would be so kind of you. Thank you. I’m really looking forward to it.”

      “Good. Well, I'll see you in a couple of weeks then, Miss Bellingham.”

      “Thank you. Please, call me Andi.”

      “Very well, Andi, as long as you call me Aaron.”

      My smile grows wider. I’ve not even met this man, but I already like him.

      “Okay, Aaron.”

      I hear a slight chuckle on the phone. “You have a good day, Andi.”

      “You, too, Aaron. Bye.”

      I hear him hang up, so I do the same. Just as I do, Devon walks in and spots my huge smile.

      “What are you smiling at?”

      Immediately, I stand. “Nothing, Mr Jackson.” I feel flustered. He was supposed to be gone for another forty minutes. “I got you the things you asked for,” I say, picking up the two bags.

      “Good. Bring all that stuff in and fetch me a coffee.”

      “Yes, sir,” I answer. I scurry in after him and place the bags on the table. Once that’s done, I hurry back out before he has a chance to shout at me.

      In the kitchen, I get to work making him his coffee, and it’s then I wonder why on earth I’m worried about how pissed he is. I should be the one who’s pissed. He took me away from a date last night for what seems like no reason whatsoever—other than he felt like it.

      As I think on this, a frown forms and stays with me all the way to Devon’s office. I shut the door, place his coffee on his desk, and sit opposite him with my pen and paper ready. He doesn’t even acknowledge me as he types on his laptop.

      “Aaron Sutherland called. He wants you to call back as soon as you can. He said he’s going to be unavailable to speak to in less than two hours.”

      Snapping his head up, he snarls, “Why didn’t you tell me this the minute I walked in?” He snatches his phone up aggressively. “Wait outside. I’ll call you in when I’m done.”

      I don’t say anything as I get up and quickly hurry out of his office. I feel I need some breathing room anyway. No matter what I do, it’s never enough. As I sit down at my desk, I breathe out a sigh and think about what Aaron said to me. Maybe Devon only said what he did to him because he thought it would sound better. I never know what Devon’s logic is. He told me he needed me urgently last night, and that turned out to be a lie. Then, I hear he’s singing my praises to somebody else when all he does is shout at me. I think about what Mandy said and she’s right. One of the reasons he gets away with it is because he’s so hot. It certainly isn’t because of his personality.

      Actually, now that I think about it, I haven’t heard from Tom. I guess I should be the one to contact him. I should at least apologise again for what happened last night.

      When my father enters my thoughts, I sigh. It’s almost payday, which is a constant reminder of why I need to stick with this job. Other than Ritchie, my father and I are the only ones who know about our little arrangement. The second I get my pay, half will disappear. I never grumble about it. I’d hand over all my wages if it meant keeping our family home.

      My phone rings, and I automatically know it's Devon. When I pick up, he asks me to come back in. Dutifully, I get up and walk back into his office. Once I sit down with my pen at the ready, he looks up at me.

      “I’ve got some dates for you to book.” I give a slight smile. “I need you to book our flights for two weeks from tomorrow. Book the hotel for a week. If we need to come back earlier, we will. Also, you will need to book seats for Mark and Anthony. They will join us for at least the first few days of the trip, if not all.”

      I furiously jot all this down. I had a feeling they’d be joining us. Mark is the company lawyer, and Anthony’s the accountant. They work on the floor below us and are completely different from Devon—especially Mark. He likes to flirt, but I know he doesn’t mean anything by it. I think he does it because he knows it winds Devon up.

      “Get the best hotel you can find and book the best room. I don’t want the Sutherland’s thinking we’re cheap. If there’s enough room for all of us together, then that would be best. I need to make sure we’re all on board and ready for anything.”

      I finish writing before looking up. “Anything else?”

      He taunts me with that smouldering look he likes to give. “Yes. Find the best bottle of scotch and send one to Mr Sutherland and another to his son as a thank you.”

      Getting up, I say, “Consider it done.”

      I desperately want to ask him about last night, but I hold my tongue. I doubt I will get a proper answer from him anyway.

      As I push in my chair, Devon starts typing on his keyboard again. Once I’m at the door, he calls out. “Andi?” I turn to face him. He doesn’t even look up. “Don’t forget to type up those letters to Bradbury, Colston, and Neville.”

      “I will get on it as soon as I’ve booked the flight and hotel.”

      He doesn’t answer; he just waves his hand in dismissal. As I close the door, I shake my head. Immediately, New York enters my mind, making me skip a step. If he wants the best hotel, I will find it. There’s no doubt we’ll be flying business class, too. He won’t tolerate anything less.

      Once I sit down and start looking at the dates, I realise my father’s birthday is three days after we leave. I hang my head and sigh. I know he won’t mind me missing it because he’ll have Charlie with him, but it still doesn’t stop the guilt. I guess I will just have to make him the best Sunday dinner he’s ever had this weekend.
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      The rest of the day is going by relatively well. Devon mostly keeps to himself, which allows me to get on with booking our trip. The flights are astronomical, and the hotel is an eye-watering three thousand dollars per night. That’s because it’s the presidential suite with four bedrooms and unparalleled views of Central Park. I wasn’t looking forward to spending every minute of my day with Devon so close, but I can’t help the little spark of excitement that ignites when I see the pictures of the hotel we’re going to be staying at.

      “Mmm, mmm, mmm. Is heaven missing an angel? Because I think I’ve found her right here.”

      With a smile on my face, I look up from my mirror to see Ritchie leaning against the doorway of my bedroom. “I could have sworn I closed that.”

      Pushing himself away, he walks toward my bed, sitting on the edge. “I think your subconscious wants to leave the door open, so I can spy on you when you get changed. You know you secretly want me. Let it all out. You’ll feel much better for it.”

      I can’t help but laugh and play along. I place one hand over my heart. “How can I possibly show you how I really feel? I’m way too unworthy of you, Lord and Master.”

      Ritchie smirks. “Say that to Mr Condom, and he’ll have you on your knees within seconds.”

      I shake my head, snorting. “Is everything about sex with you?”

      He laughs as he stands. “Hey, my girlfriend’s a ballerina. Everything is always about sex. You should see how high her—”

      I put my hand up, stopping him. “I don’t want to know about it.”

      Smirking, he shakes his head. “Jealousy is an evil thing, Andi.” As he reaches my door, he turns around. “What time are you heading out?”

      I check my watch and see it’s already seven thirty. “In about thirty minutes. Charlie’s taking me for something to eat before we hit the bar.”

      Ritchie points his finger toward me. “Good thinking. You need something to soak up all the alcohol you’ll consume tonight.”

      I turn around to face him. “Speaking of which, will you grace me with your presence tomorrow morning for our usual greasy hangover cure?”

      “I’m sorry to disappoint you, darling, but I think I’m going to be pulling an all-nighter.” He winks at me, making me roll my eyes.

      “I don’t want to know. Just give me a call if you change your mind.”

      “Will do.”

      “When are you going to leave?” I ask.

      “Not until ten. She’s performing again tonight and has the rest of the weekend off.”

      I nod as he leaves and then get back to putting on the rest of my make-up. As I place my mascara down, I glance at my work glasses. If I could accidently step on them, I would. In fact, nothing would give me more pleasure.

      Looking back up, I inspect my make-up once more and then brush my mass of wavy light-brunette hair. Once done, I get up and inspect myself in the mirror. I don’t want to look too slutty, but I certainly don’t want to look too virtuous either. That’s why I opted for a slim, v-neck red jumper with a somewhat short, black zip-up skirt. I wondered whether to wear my ballerina shoes, but opted for my black three-inch heels instead. I won’t be walking much tonight, so at least I know my feet won’t kill me too much.

      Needing reassurance, I walk out of my bedroom and into the living room where Ritchie’s watching an episode of The Simpsons. He turns to look at me.

      “Honest opinion,” I say. “Does this scream sexy, but not too sexy? Or do you think I should change my skirt? Something longer maybe?” I bite my lip.

      He rolls his eyes. “Andi, no matter what the fuck you put on, you’ll still look sexy. Even that fucking schoolteacher shit Devon makes you wear looks sexy as hell. No wonder he needs condoms every Friday. He probably uses them all up because he can’t get the image of you in those sexy round glasses and long skirt out of his head. Shit, even I’m getting a hard-on thinking about it.”

      I sigh. “A simple yes or no will do.”

      “Andi, you look great. Stop fussing.”

      I smile. “Thank you.” I curtsy and giggle as the doorbell rings. I skip over to the door. “That’ll be Charlie.” I open it to see him standing there holding a box of Thornton’s chocolates. “Ooh, my favourite.”

      Smiling, he hands them over. “Why do you think I bought them? Nothing but the best for my little sis,” he says, looking me over and frowning. “But you don’t look so little anymore. Are you sure you want to wear that?”

      Shaking my head, I move in to kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you for the chocolates.”

      “You’re welcome, Andi-Pandy.”

      I roll my eyes. “You haven’t called me that in years.”

      He laughs. “It’s funny how you forget things, then they just pop into your head.”

      As I smile, I look over his attire. He’s wearing a pair of jeans and a white v-neck t-shirt. “Have you been working out?” I ask, squeezing his bicep. “When did you get so buff?”

      He laughs. “I’m in the army. I have to be fit.” He nudges me. “Plus, all the girls dig it.” He winks at me, causing me to groan.

      “On that note… Come on in,” I say. “I’ve just got to grab my bag. I know Ritchie wants to say hi.”

      Charlie follows me through the door, and Ritchie jumps up from the sofa. “Charlie, my man, how are you?”

      They shake hands. “I’m good, thanks. Glad to be home.”

      “I bet.”

      “How’s the girlfriend?” Charlie asks. I know he’s only asking to fish for information. Even after all this time, I still believe he doesn’t trust Ritchie to be under the same roof as his little sister.

      “Good,” Ritchie replies with a smile. “I’m staying with her this weekend. I’m just waiting for her to finish work.”

      Charlie nods and turns to me. “Are you ready? I told my lot we’d meet them at nine. Plus, I have an Uber waiting for us outside.”

      As I grab my cardigan and bag, I almost salute him. “I’m ready.” I turn to Ritchie. “Have a great weekend with Monique.”

      He raises a thin eyebrow at me. “I’m sure I will.”

      My brother chuckles. “Lucky bastard,” he whispers under his breath, but not soft enough for Ritchie and I to not hear.

      As we walk toward the door, Ritchie scratches his head with a smile. “Oh, I know I am.”

      I place a finger in my mouth and pretend to retch. “Oh, please.”

      “See you later, Ritchie,” Charlie hollers. “Enjoy your weekend.”

      “Oh, I will!” he shouts back just as we walk out the door.

      As I close it behind me, Charlie offers me his arm. I take it with a smile and look up at him. “It’s so nice to have you back,” I say, leaning my head against his shoulder. I miss him so much when he’s gone. I have no idea how families used to do it in the days when there were only letters and the occasional phone call for communication.

      He leans down to kiss the top of my head. “It’s nice to be back.” I look back up at him with a goofy smile. “There’s just one thing I ask of you tonight,” he says, a pained expression on his face. I frown. “Don’t go flirting with any of my mates. I like them too much to spoil their faces.”

      Shaking my head, I tug at his arm. “Let me get this straight,” I say as we start heading down the stairs toward the Uber. “If I flirt with your friends, you’re going to take it out on them?”

      Charlie opens the car door for me to get in. “Yes.”

      He swiftly shuts the door, halting any response I may have. I let out a frustrated sigh before he climbs in the other side of the car.

      “Latino’s on Brent Street, please.”

      The driver nods, pulling away from the curb. I take a moment to look out onto the busy street as passing pedestrians hastily make their way to their destinations. That’s the thing about living in a city. Everyone’s always rushing.

      “So, how’s Devon treating you?”

      Quickly, I turn my head toward Charlie. “Great,” I lie. I always tell him “fine” or “great.” I think I even used “spiffing” once.

      “How do you feel about seeing him after work?”

      I shrug, trying to feign nonchalance. “It doesn’t bother me. You two have been friends for years.” That’s one of the reasons I put up with it. My brother and Devon are thick as thieves, but as I got older, Devon started seeing his friend’s annoying baby sister as an even more annoying older sister.

      I watch as his lips twitch into a smile. “It’ll be nice to catch up. So many things to do—so little time.” Looking down, he grabs my hand and threads his fingers through mine.

      I frown. “What do you mean? Don’t tell me you’re shipping off to Germany again so soon? We’ve only just gotten you back.”

      He doesn’t look up, clasping his other hand over our joined ones. “No. It’s nothing like that.” He looks up, plastering a smile on his face as he stares at me. “You’re stuck with me for a little while.”

      I furrow my brows at him. The mere fact that he’s acting strangely makes my hairs stand on end. “What are you not telling me?”

      Patting my hand, he releases a breath. “Nothing. Let’s not spoil this evening. I’ve just gotten back and don’t want to talk about work. Not until I have to anyway. Let’s just concentrate on the here and now. Can you do that for me?”

      I’m not happy, but when I see the look on his face, I nod. I have a feeling he’s hiding something, and I have a feeling it has to do with him having to go back to Germany sooner than I had hoped. It’s always hard on me and my dad each time we have to say goodbye to Charlie, but it’s been ten times worse since my mother died. When someone is as young as my mother was, no one expects him or her to be whisked away in the blink of an eye. None of us have ever gotten over my mum’s death. How can we when there’s no closure? When Charlie leaves, I always find myself pleading with God to keep him safe.

      “We’re here,” Charlie says, interrupting my thoughts. As quickly as he can, he pays the driver and then we head into the restaurant where we’re promptly seated.

      “Have you gotten in touch with Mandy yet?” I ask after the waiter takes our drink order.

      Charlie shuffles a little in his seat before leaning back leisurely. “I’ve only just gotten back, and you’re already playing matchmaker?”

      I shrug. “I just know Mandy likes you.”

      Charlie’s eyes gaze around the restaurant until they land on a pair of long legs walking toward our table. As she passes, I notice the smile she gives him. I also notice him watch her as she walks away, blatantly looking at her arse.

      “Don’t you ever stop?” I ask, exasperated.

      “What?” His eyes widen. “I can’t help it if all the ladies dig me.”

      “A girl in every port, huh?”

      He plucks at his t-shirt. “That’s me. In my line of work, you have to be able to love ‘em and leave ‘em.”

      As the waiter comes with our drinks, I ask, “Don’t you ever get lonely, though?”

      “I have no time to be. Besides, why tie myself to one girl when I can have so much fun with so many?”

      I roll my eyes. “Did you just make that line up?

      He lifts his glass of beer and winks. “I believe I did.”

      I shake my head as we clink glasses. “I can see my older brother hasn’t quite grown up just yet.”

      He shrugs. “I think it’s the army mentality. We work hard and we play hard. Never a dull fucking moment.”

      “Hey, watch your language.”

      “Yes, Mum,” he mumbles with a playful smile.

      When I see his smile disappear, I say, “It’ll be three years soon.”

      Charlie looks away, but not before I notice his Adam’s apple bob as he tries to swallow his emotions. “If I ever catch the fucker who did this, my fist coming at him will be the last thing he ever sees.”

      I look down at the napkin in my lap, trying to keep my own emotions in check. “I still phone the police every week …”

      Charlie huffs. “And what fucking good does that do? It’s been almost three years, Andi. There’s no way they’re investigating it anymore.”

      “I spoke with the inspector last week, and he said—”

      “Anything he could just to get you off his back.”

      I sigh. Leaning forward, he offers me a sympathetic look. “You know that as the case gets older, the clues get colder. What more could they possibly know now that they didn’t know then?” I hang my head. I know he’s right, but there’s one word I have clung to since that fateful night. One word that rolls around in my head day in/day out…

      Hope.

      Where would one be without it? Life goes on, and the things around you change. You change. But what good would any of it be without the knowledge that things can get better? Without the knowledge that—one day … hopefully sooner than later—my mother’s killer will be caught?

      “Are you ready to order?”

      The waiter’s voice snaps us out of our sombre conversation. After we order, I lean toward Charlie. “When did we get so serious?” I say, trying to inject a little playfulness back into the conversation. It works. Charlie offers me the smile I had missed for so many months.

      “I think it’s an age thing. We’re both getting old.”

      I huff. “Speak for yourself.”

      He looks at my outfit before speaking. “Well, tonight is definitely a change from how I saw you at work. You looked positively boring there.”

      My mouth parts in shock. “Thank you!” I jibe, causing Charlie to snigger. “It’s not my fault you’ve handed your possessiveness over to your best friend.”

      Charlie nods with a smile. “It’s good to see you’re being looked after in my absence.”

      “More like smothered,” I say under my breath.

      “Hey. Don’t knock it. You’re a good girl, Andi, and that’s only because we all raised you right.”

      I shake my head with a frustrated smile, but I know part of what he says is right. I could have gone off the rails after Mum died. In fact, I very nearly did. I stopped eating much, and anything I did eat, I threw back up. I became so thin because I thought I looked ugly—both on the outside and on the inside. Nothing mattered to me after Mum was gone … until Charlie made me see just how much my self-destruction was affecting my dad. He made me see that I had become selfish, even though I hadn’t meant to. It was only when I saw the pain in my father’s eyes that I knew I had to change. I knew I had to better myself because we were the only family my dad had left.

      “You certainly did,” I answer, taking a sip of my drink. How can I say otherwise?

      Our food comes soon after that, and we start talking about Dad, work, and life. It’s these moments I cherish with Charlie.

      He seems to be in a hurry, constantly checking his watch. True to being a soldier, he has to be on time. If it’s on the hour, it has to be on … the … hour. Not a minute after. Within twenty minutes, our plates are empty and Charlie’s asked for the bill.

      “Are you ready to meet my other family?” Charlie asks after we’ve paid.

      “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Hey,” he complains, “don’t look too enthusiastic. I may just change my mind about taking you.”

      As we walk out of the restaurant, I nudge him. “Every girl loves a man in uniform.”

      “That’s it! I’m taking you home.”

      I laugh. “Oh, come on, Charlie. I’m only winding you up.” Part of me is, but another part of me isn’t.

      We get into the waiting Uber, and Charlie tells the driver which bar we’re going to. As we pull away, Charlie receives a text message.

      “It’s Devon. He’s already waiting and just wants to know how long we’ll be.”

      As he starts typing something back, my stomach forms a knot. I hate the fact that my heart reacts every time I know I’m going to see him. My head and heart always wage a war.

      I hate him.

      I love him.

      He’s an arsehole.

      He’s so dreamy.

      He’s a womaniser.

      He’s so sexy.

      No wonder men think women are so fickle.

      I swallow. “How long is it until we get there?”

      Charlie looks up and out the window. “Should only be another five minutes.”

      Immediately, my nerves pick up. Without meaning to, I bite my lip. When I rub my hands together, I find that they’re clammy. Is it hot in here all of a sudden?

      I close my eyes, berating myself. He’s just a man. I can deal with him without secretly wishing he would lick me all over.

      “We’re here,” my brother chimes, making my head snap up. I see Devon standing outside and when I do, my breath catches. He’s wearing a pair of low-cut jeans and a dark v-neck top. It looks black, but it’s hard to tell. Maybe it’s the navy one he likes. I know that’s his favourite.

      Jeez, what the fuck is wrong with me?

      When the car comes to a stop, Charlie climbs out and offers me a hand. As he pays the driver, I watch Devon approach, his eyes on mine. My heart skips a beat at his intense stare. His hair has been cut recently, making his eyes stand out that much more. The streetlights dance in them, making them sparkle.

      “Devon, my man,” Charlie says, shaking his hand. “How are ya?”

      Devon pats him on the back. “Good. It’s great to see you. I didn’t get a chance to ask you earlier, but I hope you’re staying a little longer this time.”

      I watch as something passes over my brother’s face, but it’s quickly gone. “You’ll be practically begging to get rid of me by time I have to head back.”

      Devon laughs. “I highly doubt that.” He looks at me, and his smile disappears. “Andi, you look lovely this evening.”

      I swear he said that with clenched teeth. He really can’t stand paying me a compliment.

      “Thank you,” I simply say.

      “Shall we head in?” Charlie asks, thankfully stopping Devon’s glare.

      We both nod, heading in the direction of the bar. As my brother and Devon walk in front of me, I grab the opportunity to take a few deep breaths. I have a feeling this is going to be a long night.
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      The bar is rowdy, but I expected it to be. As we approach, I hear them cheer, noticing a big smile on Charlie’s face.

      “So, where’s this famous sister of yours you’re always hiding?” a young guy with spiked ginger hair enquires.

      “Yeah. Where is she?” another young guy asks. He looks to be about my age with blond hair and freckles. Very cute.

      “Okay, you muppets. Remember what I fucking said. Behave yourselves.” Charlie turns to move out of my way. I smile brightly, feeling my cheeks flush as he introduces me.

      One of them whistles. “Wow. No wonder you’ve been hiding her.”

      Another one of them shouts, “Come sit over here, darling. We won’t bite … much.” They all go into a fit of laughter.

      My brother scowls. “Say one more fucking word, Ben, and I’ll cut your throat.”

      “Ooh,” they all say before laughing again. It looks like most of them are already drunk.

      Charlie stands in front of me for a moment, gritting his teeth. “What would you like to drink?”

      Trying to hide my smile, I look at him. “A dry white wine, please.”

      He asks Devon the same and then says to him, “Look after her for me.”

      I exhale an exasperated breath. As Charlie moves away, Ben pats the seat next to him. “I was only joking about the biting. Come, sit next to us. We’re all friends here.”

      When I start to move, I feel a hand clutch my arm. I turn my head and see Devon staring down at me. “Charlie told me to look out for you.”

      I smile at him as sweetly as I can. “If Charlie didn’t trust these guys, he wouldn’t have invited me.” I start to move again, but Devon doesn’t release his grip. When I look at his hand, then back up at him, he finally relents.

      Releasing a breath, I walk over to Ben and sit down. Immediately, I feel like I’m on display with at least a half-dozen pairs of eyes staring at me.

      “We’re really not all that bad,” Ben says, smiling cheekily. “We just like winding up your brother. We know his weaknesses and use them against him at every turn.” They all laugh as do I. I have a feeling that is definitely the case.

      “So, what do you do … Andi, is it?”

      I turn my head to the ginger-haired guy, but not before noticing Devon staring at me intently. “I’m the PA for Charlie’s best mate, Devon.” I nod at him, making them all look. When they do, his eyes bore into mine.

      I feel Ben leaning close to my ear. “What can I say to make you laugh, so it looks like we’re talking about him?”

      I start laughing, making Ben grin, but when we both look at Devon, his face is like thunder. “You’re going to get me in big trouble on Monday.”

      “Oh, darlin,’ I would like to get you into a whole heap of trouble by Monday, but I’m sure your brother would have something to say about that.”

      I laugh again. “Yes, I’m sure he would.”

      “Tell me,” he says, trying to talk over the throng of voices. “Have you ever managed to date? I mean, ever? Charlie’s like the Hound of the Baskervilles when it comes to his baby sister.”

      I laugh again. “Yeah, you could say that. I have dated, but it’s come with some difficulty, I must admit.”

      He offers me his hand. “My name’s Ben by the way.”

      I shake it, noticing his crooked smile. It’s absolutely adorable. “Andi.”

      He looks up at my brother, who is still standing at the bar, before meeting my eyes again. “I bet you miss him, huh?”

      I close my eyes, nodding. “Every minute of every day. I’m so glad he’s home.”

      His crooked smile vanishes. “Yeah. Being away from home is always difficult.”

      I tilt my head, wondering who this Ben is. “What about your family?”

      He takes a swig of his beer. “I have a twin brother and four sisters. They drive me bloody crazy.”

      “Wow,” I say, surprised. “Are you and your twin brother identical?”

      He closes one eye, scrutinising me with the other. “Why do all women want to know that? It must be a fetish of yours.”

      I gasp, shaking my head. “I’m only asking because I’m intrigued.”

      He places his beer down. “Sure. It has nothing to do with the thought of double the trouble.” He raises his eyebrow at me, making me giggle. “Well, to answer your question … no, we’re not identical. And, just in case you’re wondering, I’m three minutes older.”

      “Is he in the army, too?”

      Ben shakes his head. “No. He’s a welder.” He notices my eyes widening. “Quite the opposite of a soldier, huh? That’s our family all over.”

      I open my mouth to ask him about his sisters when I hear someone across the table. “Hey, Ben, stop hogging Charlie’s sister. Some of us want to piss him off, too.”

      I smirk, shaking my head. “Are you lot always like this?”

      One guy goes into a fit of hysterics. “If you only knew what your brother puts us through on a day-to-day basis, you’d understand.”

      I look around at their smiling faces. “Well, tell me then,” I urge as Charlie approaches with the drinks.

      “Are you guys talking shit about me?”

      The guy sitting next to where Charlie’s standing suddenly gets up. “Only because we love you so much.” He kisses him on the cheek, making my brother scowl as he frantically rubs his face. I’ve never seen him look so disgusted.

      “Fuck off, Edward. Go kiss your mum with that mouth.”

      Edward looks at me. “I would rather kiss your sister.” He waggles his eyebrows, making me giggle.

      Charlie lets out a frustrated breath, shaking his head. “I knew bringing you here was a bad idea.”

      I smile at him. “I’m having fun.”

      “Fun, huh? Spend an hour with this lot, and you won’t think of them as fun.”

      Edward grabs Charlie’s cheeks and squeezes, puckering his mouth. “With a face that sweet, your mouth must choose to be salty.” Everyone laughs.

      Charlie shrugs him off. “Fuck off.” He sits, looking at me and Ben sitting together. “Is he hassling you?”

      “I don’t believe you, Charlie. Take a chill pill. I’m fine. Ben has been nothing but sweet and respectful.”

      “That’s because he wants to keep his man parts,” someone jibes.

      Charlie ignores whoever it is and turns back to me. “So, what were they saying about me?”

      I lean forward. “Well, I was about to hear some stories, but you rudely interrupted.”

      “They have nothing on me.”

      I hear laughter next to me. “Seriously?” Ben asks. “What about the time you found out the vending machine’s door was open, and you and Todd sat there waiting for everyone to leave just so you could steal all the money?”

      I gasp and someone else says, “And the worst part was that you and Todd didn’t even know the other one knew about it being open. You both sat there for hours until closing time before you finally turned to Todd and said, ‘Why the fuck haven’t you left yet?’ When he didn’t answer, you went on to say, ‘You know about the vending machine, don’t you?’”

      I turn to Charlie. “You didn’t?” I ask, not believing he would do something like that.

      Charlie shakes his head with a smirk. “You little shits.”

      I stare at my brother in disbelief, but he doesn’t look at me. That very fact tells me it’s true.

      “And,” Ben says, “he once filled all the showerheads with gravy granules—”

      “That was never proven,” Charlie protested.

      “Yes, but we all know it was you,” Ben answers, pointing at Charlie.

      Shaking my head, I smirk. “So what did everyone come out smelling like? Chicken or beef?”

      “Trust you to ask that,” Charlie smirks.

      Shrugging one shoulder, I look at him innocently. “I’m just interested. That’s all.”

      “I think it was beef because I remember being tempted to make Yorkshire puddings to go with it.” Ben laughs at his own joke.

      I look at Charlie. “I think you and I have a lot to talk about tomorrow.”

      Charlie takes a breath before picking up his bottle of beer. He tilts it toward Ben. “You’re dead meat.”

      “What did I do?” Ben asks with a devious gleam in his eye.

      “Not much has changed then.”

      We all focus on Devon. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Charlie shaking his head. “You may as well pile it on, Devon. I can’t get in much more trouble.”

      When Devon leans forward, I notice the change in his mood. He looks … playful. It’s a side I only see when he’s with a woman. A sight he seems to relish me witnessing.

      “I have two words for you. Actually, I have a name. Tim Burnstein.” Devon points to Charlie, who places his head in his hands.

      “I remember that name from somewhere.” I try wracking my brain. I know I’ve heard it mentioned before.

      Charlie carefully takes one hand away from his eye, looking at me. “Our old neighbour.”

      “Oh! He was an arsehole.” I remember something and gasp.

      “Remember that time someone set up a load of appointments to turn up at his house on the same day?” He’d had plumbers, electricians, painters, and even someone from pest control.

      Devon points to Charlie with a smirk. My mouth drops open as I place my hand on Charlie’s shoulder. “You didn’t!”

      He turns to me, squinting. “I may have done it a little bit.” He holds up his thumb and index finger to show how little.

      I turn away. “You are not my brother,” I say jokingly.

      “You have to admit that he deserved it,” Devon says.

      I look over at Devon—a little amazed he’s including me in the conversation. “Okay. I can give you that. He once shouted at me because I got too close to his lawn. Frightened me to death.”

      Charlie elbows me. “Why didn’t you tell me that?”

      I shrug. “I apologised and just made sure I didn’t go near his yard again. No biggy.”

      “I would have strangled his scrawny fucking neck.”

      “Which is exactly why I didn’t tell you. You were as hot-headed back then as you are now.”

      Charlie throws an arm around my shoulders and squeezes me to him. “I can’t help it if I want to make sure my little sister is safe. What kind of older brother would I be if I didn’t look out for you?” He kisses my head. I can’t help but smile. How can I be mad at him?

      “You’re such a big softy.”

      “Only when it comes to you,” he replies.

      Just as Charlie lifts up his drink for a salute, I lock eyes with Devon, who’s staring at me intently. Heat instantly rises inside me. His blue eyes seem to delve deep into my soul. It’s almost like a power he possesses. I can’t quite explain the feeling. I don’t see it in him often, but when I do, it just makes my obsession for him grow even stronger. I don’t want to desire this man, but when he fixes me with those eyes of his, it’s like he almost commands it.

      “To family and friends,” Charlie says. Immediately, Devon’s eyes are off me and on him. “Come on then.” Charlie nudges my arm, making me realise I’m still in a stupor.

      “Sorry,” I offer, picking up my wine.

      “To family and friends,” we all say, clinking glasses.
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      The evening’s going well. After two hours—with only two drinks for me and several for my brother—everyone is in a merry mood. As Charlie gets more and more drunk, I’m able to talk with Ben uninterrupted. The only thing I have to put up with is the occasional glare from Devon. I don’t care, though. I am having too much fun. Ben is extremely attentive. So much so, the thought of kissing him becomes a tempting prospect.

      When his phone rings, he excuses himself, saying it’s his sister. After several minutes of sitting and sipping my drink, I get up and head for the toilet as an excuse to have some breathing space. After I’m done and dry my hands, I walk into the hallway, running into Ben.

      “Hi,” he says with a big smile, grasping my arms to steady me.

      My cheeks flame. I feel like a schoolgirl experiencing her first crush. “Hi.”

      Ben points to the men’s toilet. “I just need to—”

      “Of course,” I say, moving out of the way. I feel like an idiot. As he moves past me, I clear my throat. “How’s your sister?”

      Ben turns around, his smile vanishing. “She’s … she’s not well.”

      Biting my lip, I move closer. “I’m so sorry to hear that. Can I ask what’s wrong?”

      He leans against the wall and rubs his hands across his face, blowing out a breath. “She’s been on dialysis for months now, but her kidney function hasn’t been good lately. She’s due for another round tomorrow, but she’s so weak. I feel helpless. What can I do?” He sighs.

      Walking forward, I place my hand on his shoulder. “Everything you’re probably already doing now. Just be there for her.”

      He huffs. “That’s a bit hard when you’re a squaddie being shipped all over the fucking place.”

      “Surely the army will understand that you need to be there with your family at this time.”

      He nods. “I’ve been granted special leave, but I just feel like I should be doing more.”

      Without meaning to, I move even closer. When our bodies touch, he turns to face me. “If I were your sister, just you being there would be enough. It’s heartbreaking for me every time my brother goes on yet another stint for three or six months at a time. I’m sure your sister feels the same. I bet she’s pleased as punch that you’re home. You being here and showing your support helps her more than you realise.”

      Ben smiles, taking my hand. “Thanks.” He lifts my hand up and kisses the back of it. “You have no idea how much I needed to hear that.”

      I suddenly realise just how intimate we are. We’re both leaning against the wall, facing each other. We’re so close, if I stand on tiptoe and wrap my hands around his neck, I could kiss him.

      Do I want to?

      We’re silent for a few seconds as we stare at each other. Ben has the softest-looking blue eyes I have ever seen. They’re not like Devon’s icy ones—nothing like them at all.

      I chastise myself for thinking about him. I shouldn’t be when I’m with another man. A man whose lips I’m currently staring at. I look back up and see the smile in his eyes.

      “You’re making this extremely difficult,” he says. I can smell the beer on his breath. It doesn’t put me off. In fact, it has quite the opposite effect.

      “How?” I whisper.

      “I have to be honest with you. Kissing you is about the only thing on my mind right now.” He leans down to emphasise his point.

      I become breathless. “Then, why don’t you?” As we edge closer, I burn from the need to have his lips on mine.

      “I shouldn’t be doing this. Your brother will kill me.”

      “He doesn’t have to know,” I say against his lips.

      Taking my head in his hands, he says, “Fuck it. You’re totally worth the arse beating.”

      We only just manage a light touch on the lips before the door to the hallway pushes open. “What the fuck?!”

      My shoulders sag as Ben steps away. I turn, seeing Devon standing there, having the gall to look pissed off.

      “Hi, Devon,” I say, trying to lighten the mood.

      After glaring at Ben, he fixes his eyes on me. “Do you realise Charlie’s going to go fucking ballistic when he finds out?”

      I step forward. “Which is all the more reason not to tell him. Nothing happened.”

      Devon huffs. “Nothing happened, huh? If I would have been just a few seconds later, you two would have been fucking each other’s mouths!”

      I feel Ben step in front of me. He puts a hand out. “There’s no need to shout, mate. We’re all adults here.”

      Devon pushes him in the chest. “Don’t fucking talk to me like I’m a piece of shit.”

      Ben steps forward again, so I decide to intervene. “Stop this right now!” I shout. “This is none of your business.”

      Devon starts to say something when the door opens again, and in steps my very drunk brother.

      This is all I need.

      “What’s going on in here? No one told me there was a party in the hallway.” He fixes a grin in our direction, but when he sees no one else smiling, his own drops. “What’s going on?” He squares his shoulders.

      Devon points toward us. “I came in to find these two almost locking lips.”

      Charlie snarls at Ben, which I know means trouble. Instantly, I round to stand in front of him.

      “Andi, step out of the fucking way so I can deck him.”

      I shake my head. “Charlie, you’re drunk. You don’t know what you’re doing. It was my fault. I wanted Ben to kiss me.”

      “Andi, step … out … of … my … fucking … way.”

      I stand my ground. “No. You’re being ridiculous. I’m not moving.”

      I feel a set of hands on my shoulders. Ben leans down to my ear. “It’s okay, Andi. Let him get it out of his system. It won’t be the first time we’ve had a bit of a scuffle. I can handle him.”

      I spin around to face him. “This is stupid. We’ve… You’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “Andi,” my brother warns again. When I don’t move, Charlie looks at Devon. “Take her outside for me.”

      Devon immediately starts toward me. “Don’t you dare!” I warn.

      Not listening, he grabs me around my waist, picks me up, and walks out of the hall. Immediately, I hear scuffles behind us. I shout toward his army buddies. “They’re fighting. Please help!”

      One by one, they all get up and head toward the commotion. I have no doubt the police will be called, and my brother will get in trouble. I won’t be here when that happens, though. I’m done.

      Devon doesn’t release his grip, so I turn my head and glare at him. “You can let go now.”

      He locks me with those icy-blue eyes of his, gripping my waist. This would normally turn me to mush, but I’m too angry. When he still doesn’t release me, I say, “I told you to let me go!” I yank myself away from him, causing him to grit his teeth. Seeing him angry just makes me even more pissed. I turn and quickly walk toward my bag. I pick it up, and without looking back, I leave the bar.

      Once outside, I inhale a deep breath of fresh air. I close my eyes, trying to calm myself. I love my brother fiercely, but this shit needs to stop. I’m twenty-fucking-six, but you’d think I was fifteen by the way he behaves. Devon doesn’t help either. It’s almost like he’s kissing up to my brother. Why the fuck does he care if I kiss someone else? It’s none of his business.

      I let out an exasperated growl. Just as I do, I’m blindsided by a young man whose face is obscured by a hoodie. Somehow, not being able to see his face makes him all the more intimidating, and before I have time to react to his presence, he yanks my handbag from me and sprints off. As soon as he’s left, I find my voice, and I scream. I keep screaming for what I’m sure only feels like an eternity until Devon runs out.

      “What happened?” he asks, looking concerned.

      I start to hyperventilate. Can this evening get any worse? I point to the running figure. “He just took my bag.”

      In an instant, Devon runs toward the disappearing man. I know it’s a wasted effort. There’s no way he’s going to catch up to him. They both disappear, leaving me breathing heavily, leaning up against the pub’s wall.

      As realisation of what’s just occurred dawns on me, tears spring into my eyes. By the time Devon comes back, he’s panting, and tears are running down my face.

      “I can’t find him.”

      Shaking my head, I wipe my cheeks. “Don’t worry about it,” I answer sarcastically. I know he helped me, but I’m still so pissed—especially now.

      He looks indignant. “You don’t sound grateful.” He’s still trying to catch his breath as he shakes his head.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Maybe it has something to do with the fact that not only have you and Charlie decided to ruin my night by going way over the top, but some arsehole decided to steal my bag!” I start to cry again.

      Devon walks over and places an arm around me. “Come on. Let me take you to the police station.” I nod. As we get to his Ferrari 458 Italia, he helps me in before running around to the driver’s side. As he starts it up, he looks at me. “It’ll be okay, Andi. We’ll cancel all your cards and get a new phone—”

      “It’s not about that,” I say, wiping away more tears. I look down at my hands. “The last photo I ever took of my mum before she died was in my purse. I don’t give a shit about the money, my phone, or my cards. It’s that photograph. It’s priceless to me, and I’ll never get it back.”

      Devon doesn’t say anything as he drives away, and I don’t expect him to. I don’t look up to gauge his reaction because if it’s pity, I don’t want to see it. Instead, I quietly cry the whole ride, mourning the loss of the photo. I have others, but this one was special. It was taken on her birthday. We’d had a party at our house. The sun was shining, and the music was playing. We made her wear a “Birthday Girl” hat and plied her with her favourite Prosecco. She was especially happy because Charlie wasn’t there and Dad had bought her a Dyson hoover. I smile at the memory. Mum had badgered my dad to buy her a Dyson. He went ballistic, saying, “There’s no way I’m buying you a Dyson. How do you think people will look at me when I tell them I bought my wife a hoover for her birthday? No way, Meredith. That’s a step too far.” Over the weeks, my mother broke him down and eventually got her hoover on the condition that she open it in the morning and open another present at the party. She agreed. My father was happy to give her a jewellery box with a diamond eternity ring inside. Wanting to capture the memory, I took a photo of her, keeping it in my purse. It was always my favourite, becoming more poignant when—just three weeks after that party—she was shot and killed.

      “We’re here,” Devon says, interrupting my thoughts. I hadn’t even noticed he’d stopped. I don’t say anything or even look up. Instead, I sniffle and nod. I hear him sigh. “I’ll help you out.”

      As he helps me out of the car, I finally look at him. “Thank you for bringing me. You can go now. I can get home by myself.”

      Devon’s jaw ticks for a moment. “We’re going to report it, and then I’m taking you home.”

      I nod as he leads me up the stairs. I’m not going to argue with him when he seems so angry. I don’t know why he’s acting that way, either. I’m the one who got manhandled by him, which led to me getting my handbag stolen.

      Once in the station, we pass by an officer who’s dealing with a drunk man singing “Oh, Danny Boy” in his best, high-pitched Irish accent. It would have been comical if I weren’t feeling like shit.

      “How can I help you?” the officer behind the desk asks.

      “I’d like to report a theft,” I answer.

      The officer, who looks to be in his fifties with greying hair and glasses, takes out a template notepad and grabs his pen. “Name?” he says, like this is the thousandth time he’s asked this today.

      “Andi Bellingham.”

      “Address?”

      I rattle off my address. He then starts asking for details about the incident. He tells me to call my bank and cancel all of my cards. He then gives me a crime report number to supply the bank with.

      “What was in your bag?”

      “Apart from the cards, fifty quid, my iPhone 7, and a few bits of make-up, the only other thing in there was a photo of my mum. That’s the only thing I care about.”

      He offers a sympathetic smile. “I understand, but I’m sure you can make others.”

      I feel a tear fall down my face. “My mother died almost three years ago. It was the last photo I had of her before she …” I cover my face to hide my tears.

      I feel a set of arms wrap around me. “Okay. I think that’s enough for one night. Do you need anything else from us?” Devon asks the officer.

      “No, I think that’s it. Here’s a number to call for an update. Just don’t forget to call the bank.”

      “We won’t,” Devon replies, ushering me toward the door.

      Because my emotions are all over the place, I don’t think. I act. Throwing my arms around Devon, I bury my head in his chest, feeling him stiffen. “How … how could someone do this? How could anyone be callous enough to just take away someone’s precious memories? That photograph was the one thing I had left to cling to, and now some stranger has stripped it away from me.”

      As I cry, his posture relaxes, and he places his arms around me. I feel him sigh against my hair. I don’t know whether it’s because he’s frustrated with me or the situation. Probably both. I pull away.

      “Sorry,” I say, trying to wipe away my tears. “I’d like to go home now.” I look up at Devon, and all he does is nod. I don’t get him at times. The moment I do something wrong, he has plenty to say, but at a time when I need him to talk, he remains quiet.

      As he drives me home, I try to push the thought about my mum’s photo aside and concentrate on what happened before the theft. I have so many questions to ask Devon that my head hurts. But, like always, I remain quiet and obedient. I know I can be timid at times, but if he keeps on, I’ll crack.

      Then what?
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      I woke the next morning with a raging headache. Not from the drink, but from sleeping so deeply. Turning over, I moan and then hear a persistent banging coming from another source.

      Throwing my covers off, I quickly reach for my dressing gown behind my door, grab my glasses, and walk to the front door. I hear the banging again.

      “Okay. Okay. Who is it?” I ask, peeking through the peephole. I see a man standing there wearing a DHL cap, box in hand, clipboard sitting on top.

      “Delivery for Miss Andi Bellingham.”

      I open the door and spot the smirk as he takes in my dishevelled state. He motions with his head to the clipboard.

      “Miss Bellingham?”

      Grabbing his pen, I say, “Oh … yes. Sorry. Where do I sign?”

      “By the X.”

      After I sign, he hands me the box as I hand him his clipboard. He touches his cap. “Have a good day, miss.”

      “Thank you,” I mutter to his disappearing frame.

      I shut the door behind me, then rush into the kitchen, grab a knife, and cut through the tape on each side. When I open it, I see a brand new iPhone 8, a credit card, a Michael Kors handbag, and a note. I grab it.

      If you decide to send these back to me, don’t bother coming in on Monday. I need to get in touch with you at all times, so keep this phone with you. Your contacts are already loaded, and I assume you have an iCloud account. If not, why not? The card is available for you to use until you get new cards from your bank. No arguments. If necessary, you can pay me back later. The pin number is on the back.

      Mr Jackson.

      I shake my head. This is too much. He knew I would send it back, so he used the I need to get in touch with you crap in order to justify getting me a phone. The phone is not the issue here. The handbag and card are.

      I take the phone out and switch it on, toying with whether to contact Devon. Biting my lip, I throw caution to the wind. First of all, though, I change his contact name from Mr Jackson to Devon … just so I can secretly stick it to him.

      I can understand the phone, but the handbag and card are unnecessary. I’ll have new ones delivered to work on Monday.

      I don’t have long to wait for a reply.

      As I said in the note, don’t turn up on Monday if you’re going to refuse them.

      It’s too much.

      I’m not going to argue with you.

      I try to think of a response when I hear the phone ping again.

      A simple thank you would suffice.

      For some reason, a big smile spreads across my face. I highly doubt Devon’s playing with me, but it could be construed as such.

      Thank you.

      That’s better. By the way, cancel the flights to New York. The jet’s been fixed. We will fly on it instead.

      Excitement bubbles up. I’ve seen the inside of his black Learjet 60, but have never flown in it. I knew it was undergoing maintenance, so I was disappointed we would have to fly commercial. Suddenly, New York looks even more appealing.

      Consider it done.

      As soon as I hit SEND, I grab my laptop and proceed to cancel our flights before taking a shower. Once I’m out and drying my hair, I hear a knock. Racing over to the front door, I check the peephole and see Charlie standing there, a baseball cap on and his head down. When I answer, I see why.

      “Ooh, nice shiner,” I say, leaving the door open and walking back in.

      I hear him sigh. “Look… I’m sorry, okay? I was drunk and that fucker hit on you, even though he knew you were my sister.”

      I turn around and wince when I see his eye, but stand my ground. “You had no right to behave the way you did. I wanted Ben to kiss me. In fact, I initiated it. How can you blame him for that?”

      He grits his teeth. “You don’t know him like I do. He likes girls … lots of them. He once had two in one night! Do you really think I want that for my sister?”

      I fist my hands on my hips. “How many have you had in one night, Charlie?”

      He closes his eyes. “That’s different.”

      “Is it? Is it really that different? No, I wouldn’t want to date a guy who goes through girls like I do Mars bars, but you do the same thing. It doesn’t mean you don’t have a heart. It doesn’t mean that, when you meet the right one, you won’t finally settle down.”

      He points at me. “See? That’s why you shouldn’t get mixed up with someone like him. You’re not like all those girls, but I’m afraid he’d treat you that way.”

      Softening my expression, I walk toward him and lay a hand on his heart. “Listen. I know you think you know what’s best for me, but I’m a big girl. I can take care of myself. If Ben and I had kissed last night and I never saw him again, that’s fine. I’m not going to cry of a broken heart. For me, it was just a bit of fun. I’m sure he feels the same.”

      “It’s just wrong, Andi. Bad etiquette. I would never—ever—go after a family member of one of my friends. It’s just not right.”

      I completely understand what he’s saying, but it still winds me up. “How’s the eye?”

      “Sore.”

      “Good.” We smirk at each other.

      “I hear Devon took you home.”

      As I make my way to the kitchen, I nod. “Yes, after we went to the police station, he did.”

      Charlie raises his eyebrows. “What happened?”

      I turn to face him. “Didn’t Devon tell you?” I ask as a frown forms. He shakes his head. “My handbag was stolen last night.”

      “No… Are you okay?”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh before looking back up to meet my brother’s black eye. “I’m okay. I’ve cancelled all my cards and have new ones arriving Monday.”

      “Do you need some money?” He starts to pull his wallet out, so I stop him.

      “Charlie, it’s fine. I have money to last. It’s the photograph I’m most upset about.”

      Charlie frowns for a moment and then remembers. “The one of Mum.”

      I nod. “Yep.”

      “Motherfucker!” he suddenly shouts. “If I find out who he is, I’ll fucking kill him.” He walks toward me and throws his arms around me. “I’m so sorry, Andi.”

      I feel the tears well, but force them back. I had enough crying last night. I guess that’s why my head is so sore this morning. As if to remind me of the fact, it starts pounding.

      “It’s not your fault. No one knew this would happen. Apart from that photograph and a headache, I’m okay.”

      He kisses the top of my head before pulling away. “I tell you what. How about you get yourself ready and I’ll take you for breakfast? I could do with a greasy fry-up.”

      I laugh. “Nothing like some eggs and bacon to set you up for the day, huh?”

      Charlie pats his stomach. “Someone has to keep this going.” He then flexes his bicep before kissing it.

      I roll my eyes on a smirk. “Oh, please.”

      “Love you, Andi Pandy.”

      “Would you just stop that already? I’m going to grab my bag.” I see him frown before I turn to walk over to the box Devon sent me.

      “I thought yours was stolen?”

      “It was,” I answer, pulling out the black Kors bag. “Devon bought me a new one. And an iPhone.” I pull that out and dangle it in front of him.

      “Fuck me. I’m in the wrong profession.” He laughs and then suddenly stops. “Seriously, though. Did Devon really do this?” I nod. “I’m impressed. I guess he really is looking after you for me.” He shakes his head. “Please don’t tell me I have to kick his arse, too. I’m getting tired of fending off all the fucktards who want to date my sister.”

      I laugh. “You sound as if I’m constantly plagued by men.” Grabbing the handbag, I place my phone and spare set of keys into it. Luckily, I have the set that double bolts the door, whereas the keys in my stolen bag don’t. Otherwise, I’d need to call a locksmith to change the locks. For now, the double bolt will do.

      “Besides,” I continue, “Devon doesn’t think of me that way. Believe me.”

      “I should think not. You two are practically brother and sister. You’ve virtually grown up together.” He shudders at the thought.

      Thinking back, I remember the day I first met Devon. I was only six—almost seven—but I remember it quite clearly. While standing at the door, I heard him politely address my mother. I liked to hide back then and sneak peeks of people at the front door. I remember that he was dressed in clothes that were too small for him. His jeans stopped halfway up his ankles. I remember giggling, and then he locked me with those icy-blue eyes of his. I gasped and ran away, but the image stayed with me. I thought he was a bad boy, but he actually turned out to be rather sweet. Yes, he considered me the annoying little sister of his best friend, but there were some nice moments, too. Like the time Charlie and he took me to the park and Devon pushed me on the swing. There weren’t many moments I remember like that, but the ones I do have stuck with me.

      Not wanting to think about Devon anymore, I look at Charlie. “Are you ready?” He nods.

      We make our way down King’s Road to the nearest café. Once there, we order two small fry-up breakfasts and a cup of tea. I notice Charlie typing on his phone.

      “Everything okay?” I ask, noticing Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You” playing on the radio.

      Angrily, he puts his phone down. “Everything was okay until a certain person followed me here.” He looks over my shoulder and frowns, making me glance back.

      Ben walks up to the table, hands out in front of him. “Look, I know I’m not your favourite person right now. I just wanted to do the honourable thing by coming here and apologising to both of you.”

      I smile at Ben before looking at Charlie. He’s scowling, so I nudge his shoe. “Come on. Despite the fact he doesn’t owe you shit, he’s offering you an olive branch. Don’t be a dick.”

      He looks up at me, smirking. “Dick, huh?”

      I nod. “Yes, you’re being a dick.” I look at Ben. “Take a seat. We’ve just ordered, but I can ask them to add you—”

      “No, that’s okay. Let me order. I’ll be right back.”

      When he walks away, I glare at Charlie. “Behave yourself. Nothing happened last night.”

      “And nothing will,” he reiterates.

      Ben walks back. He’s about to sit in the chair next to me when Charlie says, “Whoa. Pull that chair over here. You’re sitting next to me.” I roll my eyes as Ben does what he’s told.

      Once he sits, I see Charlie looks positively ill. I’m about to ask him if he’s okay when he says, “Excuse me a moment.” He practically kicks his chair away before running to the toilet.

      Once he disappears, Ben looks back at me, raising a brow. “I guess he’s still feeling a little delicate from last night.”

      “I see you didn’t escape, either,” I say, motioning to his eye.

      He points to it. “This is nothing. I have a twin brother, remember?”

      “We didn’t get a chance to talk much last night. How’s your sister?”

      He looks down, playing with his phone. “The same. I’m actually heading over there as soon as I’m done here. I’m sorry things got a little crazy.”

      I think back to everything that happened. “It certainly did, but it’s not your fault.”

      Noticing me bobbing my head a little to the music, he smiles. “You like Ed Sheeran?”

      I nod. “I really like this song.”

      He offers me a cheeky grin before looking over his shoulder toward the toilet door. When he looks back at me, he leans over the table. “Don’t tell your brother I said this, but I’m in love with the shape of you.” He winks, making my heart flutter. I’m so engrossed in the way he’s looking at me that I fail to notice Charlie heading back.

      “Why are you grinning like an idiot?” he asks as he sits.

      My smile falls. “Trust you to ruin a moment.”

      He rubs his hands over his face. “There better not be any moments going on between you two.”

      I give Ben a look before glancing back to Charlie. “I guess you’re not feeling too well, huh?”

      “I’m fine,” he protests. Ben and I look at each other and laugh. Charlie looks at both of us. “This shit has to stop. I mean it.”

      I huff. “Whatever you say, big brother. I still think you’re a dick. Ben and I were only talking last night.”

      “That’s not what Devon told me.”

      “Yes, but you and Devon are like the gruesome twosome. Always have been, always will be. Thick as thieves. I told him that nothing had happened, but he went and told you anyway.”

      Charlie leans forward. “That’s because he and I are friends. We have each other’s backs.” He glares at Ben. “Unlike some.”

      The look on Ben’s face makes me feel bad for him. “The way you’re acting, you’d think we were having sex right there. I think it’s a bit—” I’m about to say “childish” when Ben interrupts.

      “Andi, it’s okay. I understand where Charlie’s coming from. If it were my sister, I’d feel the same.”

      “Then why did you do it?” Charlie asks, making me sigh.

      “Because your sister’s special.” He smiles brightly, causing my face to light up. Damn, he’s good. He’s also very cute. I haven’t thought about Devon the whole time he’s been sitting with us.

      “Damn fucking right she’s special, which is exactly why you should know better.” Charlie turns to me. “See? This is why I wanted to keep you away from the guys I work with. I knew someone would take to you, eventually ending up breaking your heart—whether intentionally or not. You don’t want a soldier for a boyfriend, Andi. Believe me.”

      I see the contrite look on Ben’s face. I understand what Charlie’s saying, but it was just a kiss.

      “No,” I answer. “But I have a brother who’s one.”

      Charlie sees the sadness in my eyes, so he drops it and changes the subject. When breakfast arrives, all conversation is put to one side. But I can’t help the niggling feeling in the pit of my stomach. Something doesn’t sit right with me. Charlie has always been a little protective, but since he’s been back, it’s tripled. He’s right, though. Because I know how hard it is every time he has to leave, I wouldn’t normally choose a soldier as a boyfriend. I don’t know what it is about Ben, but he’s different. Maybe Charlie knows this and that’s why he’s acting worse than normal.

      Once we’re done eating and Charlie lets out an unceremonious burp, his phone rings, prompting him to get up. Before he answers it, he leans over the table, looking at us. “Behave.” He walks out of the café.

      Ben smiles and immediately reaches into his back pocket. “I’ll get this,” he says, opening his wallet. He motions to the waitress, who nods.

      “I would normally fight you to pay for this, but my handbag was stolen last night.”

      Eyes wide, Ben leans forward. “Damn. Are you okay?”

      I smile. “I’m fine. It was just …” Placing my hand around my neck, I look back up at Ben. “He took something valuable from me. Something that’s worth more than its weight in gold. It’s only a photograph, but it’s one I wanted to carry with me for the rest of my life.”

      Just as the bill arrives, Ben leans over to grab my hand. “I’m sorry.”

      I watch as his thumb travels over the back of my hand. It makes my breath hitch and my heart beat faster.

      “Do you feel it, too?”

      I look up at him, getting lost in those eyes. Maybe it’s the thought that we’re somehow forbidden, but I can’t help wanting him the way I do. I can’t help this instant connection we have.

      “Yes, I feel it.”

      “Do you have your phone, or was that stolen, too?”

      I nod, taking my new phone out of my back pocket. “It was stolen, but my boss bought me this.” I wake the screen up and hand it to him. He takes it, types something, then hands it back. “That’s my number. You can text me so I have yours. That’s if … if you want.” He gives me a big, boyish smile. I give him one of my own.

      The waitress comes over with the bill, which Ben pays. Once she walks away, I say, “Thank you for breakfast.”

      He nods. “It was my pleasure.”

      Charlie walks back in and approaches the table. “Are you ready?” I look from Ben to Charlie. I don’t quite want to leave yet, but I know I should. This thing with Ben isn’t going anywhere. I just feel nice when he’s with me.

      “Yes,” I say, reluctantly. I look back at Ben.

      Charlie nods. “I’ve just got to pay the bill.”

      Ben glances away from me. “Already done, mate.”

      “Ah, okay. Cheers.” He pats Ben’s back.

      “You’re welcome.”

      We all get up and leave the café. Once outside, Charlie says, “I have to run. I’m already late meeting up with an old school friend.”

      “Yeah, need to get going, too,” Ben says, pointing in the opposite direction of where I’m going.

      “It was nice seeing you again.” I lean forward and give him an awkward kiss on the cheek. What I really want to do is jump him.

      “It was nice seeing you, too. Take care,” Ben says, waving before walking off.

      I watch him a few seconds… I can’t help but admire his arse. Then, I see a hand waving in front of my face.

      “Hey, enough of that shit. He’s my friend.”

      “Sorry,” I say quickly, turning toward Charlie.

      He shakes his head before throwing an arm around me. “Come on, little sis. Let’s get you home.”

      We walk the short distance to my apartment before Charlie kisses me on the cheek and heads out. Once I’m settled on the couch, I remember the phone number Ben gave me. I toy with the idea of texting him. I know I shouldn’t, but a text is harmless, right?

      Thank you again for breakfast. I really enjoyed it.

      It isn’t long before I receive a response.

      It was my pleasure. I only wish I could have stayed longer.

      Me, too.

      Is Charlie still with you?

      I bite my lip before answering.

      No. He left a couple minutes ago.

      I know I shouldn’t ask this, but would you like to go for a walk somewhere? I can buy you another cup of tea, if you want. ;)

      I laugh as my finger hovers over the buttons of my phone. I know it’s not a good idea, but my body’s overruling my head. In an instant, I send him my address and ask him to come by. When I don’t get a response, my heart falls.

      A couple minutes later, my phone rings. When I answer, Ben says. “I’m outside.”

      Trying to suppress my smile, I get up from the sofa and walk to the door. When I answer, I see Ben standing there, looking all gorgeous and shy.

      “Come in,” I say, motioning him through.

      Everything happens quickly. One minute, he’s walking through my door. The next, I’m throwing him up against my door and kissing him. Frantic hands explore everywhere as I kiss that delectable, warm mouth of his.

      “We shouldn’t be doing this,” he says breathlessly.

      “I know,” I say, a hint of want in my voice. “It’s wrong. So, so wrong.”

      When I delve my tongue into Ben’s mouth, he picks me up, making me wrap my legs around his waist. He walks me to the sofa and places me down before positioning himself on top.

      “Fuck me. You taste incredible,” he says against my lips. He starts kissing the base of my neck as our hands explore each other. “Please, tell me to stop,” he says, grabbing my breast and kneading, making me arch my back on a moan.

      “Don’t stop.”

      It’s like I don’t know my own voice. It’s me speaking, but not me. I haven’t had sex in over a year, and normally wouldn’t with someone I’ve barely known twenty-four hours.

      He starts unbuttoning my shirt. I keep waiting for the moment I tell him to stop. That it’s too soon. That I’m not that type of girl. But with each button, fresh need arises inside me.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Ben says, kissing his way up from my neck to my mouth.

      When my phone rings, Ben groans and starts to get off me so I can answer it. I pull him back down. “Ignore it. Whoever it is can wait.” He’s soon kissing me again, pressing his hardness against my core.

      I start yanking at his shirt. Once I manage to pull it over his head, I’m faced with a toned, tattooed man. I trail my fingers along the lines of an eagle’s wing on his chest. My phone continues to ring, but it’s like I’m no longer here.

      Leaning forward, I start to kiss around his chest as he snakes his fingers through my hair. I nibble his soft skin, making him moan, sending waves of need straight into me.

      He unbuttons my jeans and places his hand inside me. I moan.

      “You’re so fucking wet.”

      “That’s because I need you,” I say against his mouth.

      He pulls away and yanks my jeans down, exposing my white lace knickers.

      “I tried to imagine how you would look, but nothing compares to the real thing.”

      He bends down and kisses my stomach before trailing his lips up to my breasts. He pulls one out and starts suckling on my nipple, his hand moving down into my knickers. His thick finger pushes inside me, making me moan. Heat instantly flushes my face. I have never before felt a dire need to have sex with someone.

      “Oh god!” I scream as his finger moves in and out of me.

      I hear a loud banging noise, but it doesn’t register what it is at first. It must not with Ben, either, because he doesn’t stop.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      It’s louder this time. Groaning, Ben gets off. “I’m sorry about this,” I say, wrapping his shirt around me. “Go to the bedroom. I’ll meet you there once I’ve gotten rid of whoever it is.”

      Ben nods, bending down to pick up his shoes.

      Bang, bang, bang!

      “I’m coming!” I shout. I turn to Ben. “It’s the first door on the left.” Once he disappears, I walk to the door. When I look through the peephole, I see Devon standing there.

      I bite back a sigh as I open the door. When he takes in my state of undress, his eyes widen before looking past me.

      “Who’s here?” he asks, his words laced with anger.

      “No one.”

      He points to me. “Then why are you dressed like that? And, more importantly, why does your hair look like it’s been dragged through a hedge backward?” Before I can answer, he pushes his way in.

      “Hey, you can’t just barge in here.”

      He looks around the place briefly before looking back at me. “You weren’t answering your phone.”

      “I was busy.”

      “Doing what?”

      I place one hand on my hip. “Myself.”

      He blinks. “Come again?”

      “You really want to know what I was doing? I felt horny and started playing with myself. I was kind of in the middle of it all when you started beating on my door. Sorry about that.”

      I can’t believe I just said that to my boss.

      For the first time ever, Devon doesn’t seem to know where to look. I don’t think I do either. Finally, he manages to compose himself.

      “The police rang me. They found a bag behind a dumpster. It has an empty purse in it, but they want to know if it’s yours. I told them I would take you down to look at it.”

      Hope rises inside me. “Did they say if the photo was in there?”

      “No, but they want to speak with you.”

      “Okay. Can you give me five minutes to get ready?” I ask, remembering I have Ben in my bedroom.

      Devon simply nods. I grab my jeans and head for my room. Ben is nearly dressed by the time I rush in and shut my door—minus his shirt, of course.

      He smirks when he spots me. “You look great in my shirt.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I whisper, sitting on the bed next to him.

      He shrugs. “It’s okay. I think I got the gist. I really hope you find what you’re looking for.” He leans over and kisses the top of my head.

      “Thank you.” I grab his hand. “For what it’s worth, I would have gone all the way with you.”

      He squeezes my hand, smiling. “For what it’s worth, I would have enjoyed every single second of it.”

      I look into his light blue eyes. “Maybe in another life, huh?”

      He nods. “I should go see my sister anyway.”

      I pull my jeans on, take Ben’s shirt off, throw on an off-the-shoulder top and then brush my hair. I tie it up and turn to him. “Do you mind staying here a few seconds after we leave? I don’t care if he sees you, but I just know Devon will take great delight in telling my brother you were here.”

      Getting up from my bed, he stalks toward me and kisses me on the mouth. “Text me when you’re done at the station. I’d like to know how you got on.”

      With a nod, I kiss him quickly and walk toward my door. “Bye,” I whisper before leaving.

      Once I shut the door, a sense of sadness washes over me. I don’t know if I’ll see Ben again, but something tells me I won’t. Maybe I should be glad we didn’t have sex. However, for some reason, the relief doesn’t come.

      “Are you ready?” Devon asks, looking at me from the front room.

      I nod. “Yes.”
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      I walked out of the station bitterly disappointed. It wasn’t my bag. Instead of getting emotional about it, I went straight home where Devon not only criticised me about the key situation, but hired an emergency locksmith as well. Within two hours, I had new locks, and Devon had gone home. I then texted Ben to let him know how I got on. He texted back, seeming genuinely disappointed for me.

      Maybe in another life.

      Now, with it being Sunday, I’m currently at my dad’s house cooking his favourite roast chicken dinner. In the middle of preparing everything, I start flicking through some songs to keep me company while my dad watches football. I like to listen to music as I cook.

      In the middle of searching, I hear my dad say, “Go back one.”

      Startled, I look up at him, smile, and then go back to Michael Bublé’s version of “The Way You Look Tonight.”

      “This one?” I ask.

      He nods. “Yes. It was one of your mum’s favourites.” Walking over to me, he takes my hand and starts twirling me around the kitchen. I can’t help but laugh. “Your mother loved to dance, especially to Bublé.”

      I smirk as we parade around the kitchen. “I remember. I also remember you getting quite jealous about that.”

      His eyes glisten, as if remembering those days. “Yes, but you can’t blame a man who was married to the most beautiful woman in the world—next to you, of course.”

      I giggle. “You’re such a charmer, Dad.”

      “Is it any wonder she married me?”

      I shake my head. “Not at all.”

      My dad gives me one final twirl before I stop and curtsy. “Thank you for the dance.”

      My dad bows. “It was my pleasure.” He looks at the food I’m preparing. “It all smells wonderful. I hope you’ve made enough because we have a last-minute guest.” I open my mouth as the doorbell rings. “That should be your brother.”

      My dad quickly disappears, leaving me wondering who the extra guest could be. At the thought it could be another woman, my stomach twists. I don’t think I can handle him seeing another woman so soon after my mum. I know it’s been almost three years, but she’s my mum. She will always come first.

      I hear laughter at the door, and I frown at the same time as my phone chimes. When I light it up, my frown suddenly turns into a smile.

      I’m in love with your body. ;)

      Knowing he remembers Ed Sheeran playing on the radio yesterday morning, I type back:

      My sheets smell like you. ;)

      I wish mine smelled like you. Instead, they smell of sweat and alcohol from the night before.

      I screw my nose up before responding.

      Did you at least have a good night?

      Yes, but it would have been miles better if it had been with you. xx

      I bite my lip, trying to suppress a smile. I start to type back, then hear, “So, how’s my little sister today?”

      I jump, dropping my phone on the counter.

      “Whoa, what’s wrong? Who were you texting?”

      Grabbing my phone, I lock it before placing it in my back pocket. “No one,” I quip. “How are you?” I walk toward him, noticing that his shiner still looks sore and give him a hug.

      He gives me that brotherly squeeze which always makes me close my eyes and then pulls away. “I’m fine. I’m looking forward to this meal, Andi Pandy. It’s been a while since I had some of your cooking.”

      Remembering the guest, I lean in to ask, but my father appears. “Want a beer, son?”

      “Thanks, Dad. That’ll be great.”

      Dad looks at me. “Do you need a top-up yet?”

      I look over at my wine glass, which is still half full, and shake my head. “No, I’m fine.” I start poking at the potatoes to see if they’re parboiled yet.

      “So, how was your night last night?” Dad asks Charlie.

      “It was good, thanks. More than good.”

      I roll my eyes. I know exactly what that means.

      I hear Dad pat him on the back. “When you didn’t come home last night, I thought as much. I don’t mind it, son, but be careful.”

      “I always am.”

      I huff. “Can you two take your sex talk elsewhere? I’m trying to cook.”

      “Dad, maybe it’s time you had ‘the talk’ with Andi.”

      Turning around, I flick a dishcloth in his direction. “Charlie, stop it!” He starts laughing, setting my dad off. Then the doorbell rings again.

      “Ah,” my father says, “our extra guest.” Dad soon disappears, giving me the opportunity to walk up to Charlie.

      I lean in, whispering, “Who is it?” I don’t need to wait for an answer to know. I would recognise that voice anywhere. “You invited Devon? Isn’t it enough I see him during the week? Now you subject me to him on the weekend, too?”

      Pouting, Charlie throws an arm around my shoulders. “Don’t be like that. I don’t get to see him that often.”

      My expression softens and then the guilt comes. No doubt Charlie will be going back to Germany in the next three weeks or so. “Sorry. I sound selfish.”

      He squeezes me to him. “You could never be selfish, Andi Pandy.”

      This time, I do hit him with my dishcloth. “Will you stop calling me that?!” I flick it at him repeatedly, but Charlie starts to tickle me. I’m laughing so hard that I don’t realise Dad and Devon are standing in the kitchen doorway.

      “Guys, keep it down. We have a guest.”

      Charlie stops tickling me as my eyes lock on Devon. I don’t relish the thought that he’s here, but I would take him over a woman any day.

      With a sweep of my eyes, I notice he’s going casual today. He’s wearing a black t-shirt, which shows off his tattoos from his RAF days, and low-cut jeans, which ride on his hips perfectly. His hair is gelled and spiked in his usual way, and his eyes foretell mischief. I don’t want them to, but my loins wake up.

      God, I’m such a slut.

      “Fancy a beer?” Dad asks.

      Devon takes his eyes from me and looks at my dad. “That would be very nice. Thank you.”

      Charlie walks up to Devon and gives him a man hug. “How are you, mate? Did you have a good weekend so far?”

      Devon eyes me before looking back at Charlie. I turn around to carry on with dinner, but mostly because I need an excuse not to look at him.

      “It was great. Three last night.”

      Knowing what he’s talking about, I inwardly groan.

      I hear a slap on his back. “You old dog. How the fuck do you do it?”

      “It’s amazing how much money, power, and planes talk. Once they know I fly, they’re putty in my hands.”

      Taking the chicken out of the oven, I slam the door more forcefully than necessary. I really don’t want to hear this shit.

      As if knowing I’m pissed, Charlie says, “Do you fancy taking this outside? I don’t think Andi wants to listen.”

      I turn around. “Yeah, that would be nice. Thanks.” I offer a sarcastic smile, catching a smirk on Devon’s face. As soon as they’ve gone, I mutter, “Jerk.”

      “What’s that?”

      I jump, but see it’s Dad. “Nothing. Just Charlie and Devon being the same old, same old.”

      My dad smiles. “Those two always were stuck like glue.” He shakes his head. “You know, your mother was the only other person who knew this, but that boy,” he points out the kitchen window, and I look into the garden, seeing them both laughing, “was always around here more than he was at home. It got me thinking. I’m pretty sure something was going on. He always had more bruises than I’ve ever seen on anyone. I would ask, but he’d say he’d had scraps with his brother. But I tell ya,” he says, sighing again and shaking his head, “something more was going on at home than he let on. Pete started doing drugs and disappeared. Then, Devon left to join the RAF. Sometimes, I wonder: If I had called someone to help, would things have been different?”

      I think back to those times. I remember Devon sometimes being dirty, like he hadn’t showered in a while. He was always bruised. At the age of seven or eight, I just thought he had been getting into fights. Thinking about it now, I wonder if something else was going on. It would explain Devon’s sometimes erratic behaviour and why his brother, Pete, started doing drugs.

      “You had no way of knowing, Dad, so don’t blame yourself.”

      He shrugs, but still looks sad as he watches the guys talking. “I know, but as parents, you never know whether you’re doing the right thing by your children, or by anyone in a vulnerable situation.”

      I baste the potatoes. Once loaded back in the oven, I turn to him. “You and Mum did fine with me and Charlie. I can definitely vouch for that.”

      He offers me a heart-warming smile. “And with meals like that,” he says, pointing to the oven, “you’ll knock some lucky guy’s socks off.”

      I laugh. “No chance of that happening with Tweedledum and Tweedledee over there.” I point at them chatting in the garden.

      “Ah, they’re just looking out for you. That’s all. You’re beautiful, kind, funny, and sweet. They just want what’s best for you.”

      I think about it. I’m sure Devon doesn’t feel any of those things for me. He just gets off on being wingman to my brother’s overprotectiveness.

      I feel a kiss on my cheek. “I’ll be in the front room.” He squeezes my shoulders and smiles before walking out.

      When I turn back to watch Charlie and Devon in the garden, I think about what Dad said. Devon’s never mentioned it, nor would I expect him to, but if he were being abused, I have sympathy for him. I know what he would say. “I don’t want your pity.” If it were me, I wouldn’t want it, either. I still feel it, though. Who wouldn’t?

      As if Devon knows I’m watching, he turns his head. There it is again. That one look he gives that makes my knees knock and my heart skip. For a moment, neither of us looks away. It’s almost as if we’re daring the other to break first. But I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to. It’s his eyes. They do it to me every time. I can’t help but weaken and succumb to their call.

      Charlie punches him in the arm, making Devon look away first. He laughs at something Charlie says before looking back at me briefly. I have to look away; otherwise, I’ll be under that bewitching spell of his.

      This dinner’s not going to cook itself.
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      About an hour later, all is ready. Once seated, I spread my napkin over my lap and smile at everyone.

      “Looks delicious,” Dad says, Charlie and Devon murmuring their agreement. He holds out his hand. “Let’s say grace.”

      I smile, take his hand, and look over at Devon. I have no other choice but to take his hand. I’m not sure if I welcome it or not. He hesitates slightly, but it’s soon gone as his soft, warm hand envelopes mine. I try not to look at him, but I need to see if he’s looking at me. He is.

      My father clears his throat, making Devon close his eyes. I notice my dad and Charlie have closed theirs, so I do, too.

      “For what we’re about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.”

      As we say Amen collectively, I feel Devon’s thumb sweep over my hand, making me jump with a gasp.

      “Are you okay?” Dad asks.

      “I’m fine,” I say, looking at Devon in confusion. He’s smirking. I quickly avert my eyes back to my dad. “I thought I felt something crawl up my leg.” I try pulling my hand away from Devon, but he grips it tightly. He’s still smirking, the arrogant little prick. I finally manage to get my hand back and proceed to wipe at my legs, as if trying to get rid of the non-existent spider. I laugh nervously. “I think it was a false alarm.” I look back at Devon and glare at him. I’m glad he finds it funny.

      As we tuck in, I notice Dad staring at me and Charlie. “What is it, Dad?” I ask in between bites.

      “Nothing.” He shakes his head—a tear in his eye. “I just think your mum would be so proud if she were to see you two now.”

      Charlie and I look at each other with a smile and then Dad says, “So, Devon,” he looks up from his meal, “I hear you’re whisking my daughter off to New York soon.”

      Devon places his fork down for a moment before nodding. “That’s right. I think I can get a good deal out there. I’ve always wanted to branch out to the States, and the timing with Sutherland Airlines couldn’t be more perfect.”

      “Well, you can’t be called Worldwide Airways unless you are, in fact, worldwide,” my dad says.

      “Exactly.” Devon smiles.

      “I know Andi’s worried that my birthday comes when she’s out there, but she needn’t be.” When he winks at Devon, I see the look they share. It’s almost like they’re up to something. I don’t call them out on it, though.

      “I’ll make it up to you when I get back, Dad.”

      He points his fork at me. “I’m sure you will, sweetheart. Just don’t worry about it. I think you’ll have a great time out there.”

      We carry on eating our meal, chit-chatting. I notice my brother looking worried about something, which has me on edge. It’s only once we’ve finished that I find out what’s going on.

      “Andi, that was gorgeous,” Charlie says. My dad and Devon nod, smiling. “Listen. I’m glad everyone is here because I have an announcement to make. I have three more weeks before I get my next placement.”

      I frown. “Back to Germany?”

      He sighs and looks down. “No. Afghanistan.”

      I shoot out of my seat. “What?!” I scream.

      Charlie reaches his hand out to mine. “Calm down, Andi—”

      “Calm down? How do you expect me to ‘calm down?’ How long… How long will you—” I try to get the words out, but the tears come.

      “Four months.”

      “Four months?!” I shake my head. “You can’t do this. You can’t leave—”

      “Andi, please, listen to your brother.”

      I snap my head to my dad. “Did you know about this?” Judging by the way he hangs his head, I already know the answer.

      When I briefly look at Devon, he’s shaking his head slightly, as if to warn me. It just makes me madder. “You can’t go!” I snap. “You can’t leave us.” I feel my voice shake.

      “Andi, I went into the army knowing this may happen. I choose to fight for my country, and the army has heard my call.”

      “I don’t care about your fucking army.”

      “Andi, that’s enough!” Dad shouts.

      I know I’m acting like a selfish and spoiled child. Even as I shout, I know my behaviour is unreasonable, but I just can’t help myself. “No, Dad. It’s not enough. Charlie’s going to one of the most dangerous countries in the world. We’ve already lost Mum.” I look at Charlie, gritting my teeth, trying my best to fight back my tears. “I refuse to lose you, too.”

      Angry, I push my chair out of the way and rush toward the garden to cry out my frustration. As I open the door, I can hear my dad say, “Leave her. She just needs a minute.”

      I run toward a small spot I used to hide in as a child. Once there, I sit on the little seat and let the tears flow. As my own selfish reasons for lashing out subside, the guilt comes. I know I shouldn’t have yelled the way I did. I know my behaviour was unacceptable. I also know that, as soon as I go back in, I’m going to apologise. But I couldn’t help it. Apart from my dad, Charlie’s all I have left.

      “You shouldn’t have said that in there.” I snap my head up to see Devon staring at me as he leans against the side of the house.

      Frantically, I wipe away the tears. I refuse to let him see me in this state. “You think I don’t know that?” I sniffle and look away.

      “It was selfish of you.” I get up, not wanting to hear any more. “You can’t take the heat when someone calls you on your bullshit, can you?”

      I stop and turn around to face him. I stalk up to him and jab my finger into his chest. “I don’t need you to tell me shit. I know what I said was unreasonable. What I don’t need is you rubbing my face in it.”

      He looks at my finger pointing at his chest. “Have you said your piece, little girl?”

      Instantly, my face flushes with anger. “How dare you—”

      “Watch what you say to me,” he interrupts.

      This man keeps pushing me and pushing me. Why? Because he wants me to snap? He knows he must be pressing my buttons, but he doesn’t seem to care. I’m so angry I feel like I could gouge his eyes out. Talking to me like this in the office is one thing, but having him speak to me like this in my own family home is another.

      I glare at him. “We’re not in the office today, Devon, so don’t think you can speak to me like that. You’re in my house—eating dinner with my family. I’m not someone you can boss around here. Yes, I said things in there that I shouldn’t have, and yes, I will go in and apologise. What I don’t need is you acting like Mr High and Mighty, telling me what I said was wrong. Don’t talk down on me like you have no flaws. At least I can admit mine.”

      His eyes widen. For the briefest of moments, it makes me feel like I have the upper hand. Unfortunately, as per usual, it doesn’t last long.

      He leans in so close that I feel his breath against my skin. I will my body not to react to it, but it does. He locks his eyes on mine before trailing them down to my lips. I swallow hard before he looks back up. “Number one, this is your dad’s home. Number two, I will talk to you however the fuck I like. Number three, I don’t know what you’re talking about because I haven’t got any flaws. You, on the other hand …”

      I grit my teeth. “Do you know what you can do?”

      “No, but I have a feeling you’re going to tell me anyway.”

      Without another thought, I say, “You can go fuck yourself.”

      I start to walk away, but he grabs my wrist, spins me around, and pushes me up against the house before locking his lips with mine. At first, I’m rooted to the spot in shock, but then he squeezes my waist to him and coaxes my mouth open. When he does, I moan—immediately giving in to his sweet taste.

      “Andi!”

      I can vaguely hear my name being called, but I’m so caught up in the moment, I fail to realise it’s my brother. It seems Devon is the same because instead of pushing me away, he grabs the back of my head, and breathlessly trails kisses from my lips to my cheek, along my neck, and across my shoulder.

      I moan again. It’s like I’m having an out-of-body experience. Have the last ten minutes really happened?

      “Andi!” my brother calls again. He’s closer this time, and it registers with us.

      Devon breathlessly pulls away. I watch as he struggles to compose himself before Charlie catches us.

      “There you are,” Charlie says as he comes around the corner. He looks from me to Devon, then back to me. “Is everything okay?”

      “Everything’s fine,” Devon says. “I think Andi wants to say something.” He pats him on the back. “I’ll leave you to it.”

      For a moment, I frown. I should be processing my outburst back in the house, not what the hell happened out here.

      “I don’t want to, but you understand why I need to do this, don’t you?”

      Snapping myself to the present, I look into Charlie’s concerned eyes, which make me feel guilty. “I’m so sorry, Charlie. I didn’t mean to—”

      “Shh …” He brings me in for a hug. “It’s okay. I kind of expected it, but I know you don’t mean anything by it.”

      “I’m worried that when you get back, you’ll be a changed man. I hear the stories, Charlie. I’ve read how war can change a person. I don’t want it to change you. I want my brother to come back the same—both physically and mentally.” I grip my eyes shut, hoping this is just a bad dream.

      “Andi, I promise it won’t change me.”

      “How can you promise that?”

      I feel and hear him sigh. “I don’t know what to say to reassure you that everything will be okay.”

      I clutch onto him. “I don’t want you to go. It’ll tear me apart knowing you’re out there, always wondering if you’re safe.”

      I feel him stroke my hair. “I know.” He kisses the top of my head and then pulls away. He cups my cheeks in his hands. With his thumbs, he wipes away my tears. “I’m not planning on going anywhere, Andi. In just over four months, I’ll be home and you’ll be shouting at me about something else.”

      I laugh. “I still think you stole my Now Greatest Hits CD.”

      He chuckles. “That’s my girl.” He brings me in for another hug.

      “I love you, Charlie. So much.”

      I feel him squeeze me. “I love you, too, Andi Pandy.”
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      The next morning, I feel ill. After I had apologised to everyone and stayed a little while longer last night, Devon drove me home—silently. I ended up drinking margaritas with Ritchie until midnight. We laughed, and then I embarrassed myself by drunk crying. I sometimes wonder how Ritchie puts up with me.

      Now, walking into work, I wonder if what really happened yesterday was all a big dream.

      Devon kissed me.

      Devon actually fucking kissed me.

      But the fact he took me home last night without a single word spoken made me wonder if it did, in fact, actually happen. I could still taste him on me, though. I could still feel the tingle on my lips. I was so engrossed in thinking about that and other things from last night that I failed to remember I hadn’t texted Ben back. As I walk in, coffees in hand, I plan to remedy that the second my coat is off, but what I hear halts me.

      “Yes, Devon! Right there!”

      My eyes widen when I hear something crash to the floor. I hear the sounds of a woman moaning, then another couple of crashes before there’s silence.

      I flop down into my chair. I can’t believe he’s blatantly having sex like this. I wonder why he would do this, knowing I’d soon be in, so I check my watch to make sure I haven’t accidently shown up early. It’s ten to nine, so no.

      For a moment, I don’t move. I’m too stunned. Then I think about what he did to me yesterday, and that makes me really angry. In fact, I have a feeling this was perfectly orchestrated so I would get to hear them. This is Devon’s way of telling me the kiss meant absolutely nothing to him.

      Even though I’m angry, I should have expected it. It’s Devon all over. Plus, he doesn’t owe me anything. We’re never going to be more than boss and assistant.

      It still pisses me off.

      When I hear more noises, I sit up, throw my coat off, and boot up my laptop. Just as I settle in, the door opens. Out walks Petra Johnson, one of Devon’s women he likes to entertain from time to time. She’s blonde with fake boobs and, of course, legs that go up to her neck. When Petra spots me, she giggles.

      “Oh! Hi, Andi. Sorry. We were just—” Devon slaps her bottom, making her yelp and giggle some more. I just roll my eyes. When I look back at him, he’s staring at me. I don’t even give him the satisfaction of knowing I care. Instantly, I look away.

      Petra pulls her handbag up over her shoulder and walks up to my desk. Her hair looks like she belongs with the band, A Flock of Seagulls, and her bright red lipstick is smudged.

      “You look nice in your …” She looks me up and down, trying to find something to compliment me on. It’s one of the same outfits I’ve worn countless times. “Your blouse,” she finally says, letting out a breath. I can tell that was hard for her.

      I point to my cheek. “You have a little …” I motion to her face.

      “Oh,” she responds, trying to rub it away. It only seems to make it worse. “Better?”

      I nod. “Perfect.”

      Petra turns to look at Devon, wiggling her fingers at him in a wave. “TTFN, big boy.” She giggles again before walking off. “Bye, Andi.”

      “Bye, Petra.”

      As soon as she’s gone, I’m out of my seat and walking toward Devon’s office. He’s already gone back in and is adjusting his tie, running his fingers through his hair. I place his coffee on his desk. He notices my displeased expression.

      “Have something to say?”

      I don’t even look at him when I answer. “At least she remembers my name.”

      He lets out a small laugh. “There’s only one name they need to remember when they’re in this office.”

      I sigh loudly, not caring that he heard. “Is there anything you need me to do before I get on with the Tecko reports?”

      Sitting, Devon pulls down his sleeves, buttoning them. “Yes. I need you to pick up my dry cleaning.” He places his fingers on a slip on his desk and pushes it toward me. “Once that’s done, I need you to book me in for a haircut at Joel’s before taking my Ferrari to get serviced.”

      I grumble. “How am I supposed to do all that and find time to do your reports?”

      He clasps his hands together. “Find time. It’s what I pay you extremely well for.”

      Jerk!

      “Is that all?” I say through gritted teeth. I probably shouldn’t have asked that.

      “Come to think it, Miss Casey mentioned that she’s in a tight spot today and doesn’t have time to walk her dog. I told her you would do it.” My mouth drops open. “I’ll text you the address. All you need to do is tell the man at the door your name and he’ll let you in.”

      You have got to be fucking kidding me?!

      This Miss Casey is someone he fucks on occasion. He doesn’t care about her, let alone her dog. He’s just doing this to piss me off.

      He carries on straightening his desk, completely ignoring me.

      “Devon, walking dogs is not in my job description. Especially if it involves walking the dog of someone you choose to … entertain every now and then.”

      He hears the innuendo in my voice and looks up. “Number one, whom I choose to entertain is none of your business. Number two, as of now, it is in your job description. If you don’t like it, you know where the door is.” He points to it to get his point across. “And number three, I am Mr Jackson or sir to you. If I hear you address me any other way while we’re in the office, I shall have no other alternative than to give you a written warning, which will go into your file. Do you understand me?”

      Oh, I understood him all right. I understood him loud and clear. That kiss yesterday was a mistake and now he’s making me pay for it.

      Practically snatching the dry cleaning receipt, I turn toward the door. I’m trying really hard not to say anything, but he makes it so hard. My anger boils so much that, at this moment, I don’t care if I’m at work right now and this arseholes my boss. I spin around to see he’s looking down at his phone.

      When he senses I’m still here, he looks up. With a frustrated sigh, he raises his eyebrows. “What?”

      There’s no turning back now.

      “I will get your dry cleaning, get your car serviced, and book your hair appointment because that’s what you pay me extremely well to do. What I refuse to do is walk the dog of someone you fuck every once in a while.” I see his eyes widen, like he can’t believe I’ve just said that. It makes me braver. “And if you dare tell me I’m fired for refusing, I shall get myself a solicitor and sue your arse for wrongful dismissal.” Smiling brightly, I give him a little wave with my fingers. “TTFN, big boy,” I sing before shutting the door.

      I take a deep breath. I can’t believe I just said that to him, but it was necessary. He can be an arse all he wants, but I wasn’t the one who kissed him. I wasn’t the one who grabbed him, shoved him up against the wall, and crashed my lips to his.

      So why does it seem like he’s blaming me for it?

      “Fucking prick,” I mutter before sitting down at my desk.

      “There’s no need to guess whom you’re talking about.”

      My head snaps up to find Mark standing in the doorway, smirking.

      I smile. “Good morning, Mark. How are you today?”

      Waving his hand, he walks toward me. “Oh, I’m good. I don’t think I can say the same for you, though. Is he in an especially loving mood today?”

      I chuckle. “You could say that. He’s got me doing things far beyond my capability.” I shake my head at the thought.

      Walking toward my desk, he sits down on the edge. “Ah, he’s probably a little too focused on the Sutherland deal. The moment that’s closed, he’ll be putty in your hands.”

      “Yeah, right.” I shake my head.

      He points to the office. “I take it he’s in there?” I nod. “Good. He wanted to go over a couple legal things to do with Sutherland.”

      I motion with my hand. “Be my guest. I’d rather it be you than me.”

      Getting up, Mark chuckles as he walks toward the door. He knocks, but instead of the usual “Come in,” Devon opens the door.

      “Morning, Mark. Thanks for coming down.”

      They shake hands. “No problem.”

      He motions for Mark to walk through. Just when I think Devon is about to shut the door, he fixes me with a stare. My heart rate picks up, nervous about the fact I may have pushed too far.

      “The dry cleaners opened fifteen minutes ago.” He shuts the door without another word, leaving me to release a huge breath.

      Yep. Today is going to be another long day.
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      The next couple weeks are just as bad. It’s been very much like that movie Groundhog Day where Bill Murray relives the same day over and over again. I can now understand why it drove him crazy.

      Ever since he kissed me, Devon has been a prick. He’s ordered me to do things I’ve never done before. If I dare call him out on it, he threatens to fire me. In fact, he says the only reason he’s keeping me is because it would look bad if I don’t show up in New York with him on Monday. However, despite me standing up to him, he hasn’t told me I’m fired once we return. I may not stand for his bullshit anymore, but I still feel like I’m holding back. Sometimes, the urge to let rip consumes me.

      As we sit on Devon’s private jet, I’m surrounded by all the comforts any girl could ever wish for. I’m definitely anything but comfortable right now. Devon is being his usual dick self, bragging to Mark and Anthony about his latest conquest he picked up last night. I just sit there, sipping my juice, dreaming about being anywhere else—preferably with Charlie. After I get back, he’s only got a few days before he flies to Afghanistan. I’ve since come to terms with the fact that he’s going, but I still don’t like it. The thought still churns my stomach every time I think about him out there.

      I hear all the men laughing, but choose to stare out my window at nothing but blue sky and white clouds beneath me. We’re flying over the Atlantic right now, heading toward the Canadian coast before making our way down to JFK. I should be happy. I should be excited. But the thought of leaving my father and brother behind to spend a week with this prick makes my blood boil. I should be spending as much time as possible with them before Charlie leaves. Yet here I am, travelling thousands of miles away. It just doesn’t seem fair.

      “Penny for them.”

      I jerk my head up to see Mark staring down at me, a warm smile on his face. “It’s nothing.”

      “It doesn’t look like nothing. May I?” he asks, motioning to the seat next to me. I nod. He smiles, but says nothing as he sits. I know he’s letting me go at my own pace.

      I sigh. “It’s my brother. He’ll be leaving for Afghanistan in a couple weeks.”

      Unbuttoning his suit jacket, he lets out an exhale. “Meanwhile, you’re travelling about as far away from him as possible.”

      “Yes.”

      “Will you at least get to say goodbye to him before he leaves?”

      “Yes, but—” I pause. When I look at him, I see Devon staring at me intently, like he’s trying to decipher what we’re discussing. I quickly look back at Mark. “Me leaving when my brother is about to go to war seems wrong.”

      Sensing I don’t want others to hear, Mark leans toward me. “If it makes you feel any better, the situation out there is far better than it used to be. I think soldiers over there have a good handle on things. Unfortunately, since they’ve been doing it for so many years now, they know the lay of the land. I’m sure your brother will be fine.”

      I nod with a smile, but it’s forced. After learning Charlie was going, I had texted Ben to find out if he were going, too. I didn’t like the answer. Now I understood why Charlie was so adamant we not develop a relationship. He was not only protecting my virtue. He was protecting my heart.

      Biting my lip, I try not to show how upset I am. I know I’m pathetic, but when you add in Devon’s behaviour lately, I have the right to feel sorry for myself. A few days ago, I even found myself searching for other jobs online. Things at Worldwide Airways are going from bad to severely bad. I don’t deserve any of the disrespect Devon throws at me. I doubt anyone else would put up with his bullshit for long. If it weren’t for me helping pay for Dad’s mortgage, I would have left a long time ago.

      An hour later, we land, getting through immigration and customs fairly easily, considering we came in on a private jet. Money definitely talks.

      Once we have all our bags, we’re ushered to a waiting limousine and are taken to the hotel I booked a couple weeks ago. When we get there, I approach the front desk, giving our names. The receptionist types for a few seconds and then frowns.

      “Um …” I stare at her, not liking the sound of that. Finally, she looks up. “There seems to be a problem with your booking. Excuse me while I speak with the manager.”

      When she disappears, I feel Devon approach. “What’s the problem?” he hisses.

      I turn to him, a confused expression on my face. “I have no idea.”

      The receptionist soon reappears with a manager, who smiles at me. “It seems you have booked the suite, but there are four of you. The suite only holds a maximum of three.”

      I hear Devon sigh. I ignore him and shake my head. “No, that’s not true. I booked the presidential suite. The one with four rooms. Why would I book anything less than that when I knew there were going to be four of us?” Setting my case down on the floor, I dig my phone out of my handbag. “Hold on. I’ll show you.”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Devon says under his breath. I ignore him, trying to get internet. It’s no use.

      I look up at the manager in a panic. “I can’t get a signal, but I swear I made that booking.”

      Seeming to take pity on me, the manager smiles. “Unfortunately, we are having technical difficulties this evening, which is why you are unable to get a signal. This will be resolved as soon as possible.” He points to some seats behind us. “Listen, don’t worry about a thing. I’ll look into this. In the meantime, why don’t you take a seat?”

      He walks off, leaving me a bundle of nerves. I know Devon’s going to freak. As if on cue, he appears next to me.

      “What the fuck’s going on now?”

      “They’re saying I didn’t book the presidential suite.”

      “Fucking typical!”

      “Devon, I swear I made that booking.”

      He gives me that look. The one that tells me he isn’t impressed. A look that would normally make me cower. This time, however, knowing that I’m right makes me stand my ground.

      “That’s Mr Jackson to you, Andi.” He sucks in a breath and stares me down. It isn’t hard, considering he is almost a foot taller than I am. “You’ve obviously made a mistake. You’ve been doing a lot of that lately.”

      Now it’s my turn to suck in a breath. I really need to calm my shit down because I can feel myself about to blow. Once I know I can talk without shouting, my eyes land back on him. I don’t want him to know I’m intimidated. “I know what booking I made, Mr Jackson. If I could get internet connection, I would show you.”

      “Okay, okay. Calm down.” Mark quickly stands between us. “I suggest we all sit and wait to see what the hotel can come up with. We’re all tired after such a long journey, and I suspect we would like nothing more than to get to our room and take a nice cool shower. But, for now, it’s out of our hands.” He motions to the chairs. “Sit, take a load off, and cool down a bit.”

      Devon huffs, clutching his suitcase more forcefully than necessary. He stares me down one more time before obviously deciding to take Mark’s advice. Once he takes a seat, Mark looks at me, raising a brow. I nod, sitting down, but I’m pissed. I can still feel that burning desire to rip into him. I don’t know what the hell has gotten into him lately, but he just seems irritated with me all the time. Maybe once New York is over, I should seriously look into finding another job. It’s unhealthy for me to be tied to this man twenty-four/seven anyway. I need to get some space between us … and fast.

      After another ten minutes of waiting in deathly silence, the manager comes over. “I’m so sorry for the mix up. It seems we made a double booking for that room, which was totally our mistake. The room you have booked is free. For your inconvenience, we will grant you one night free. I truly am sorry. We will also send a bottle of champagne and strawberries to your suite as a token of our sincere apologies.” He looks down, as if ashamed, then hands Devon our key cards. “These are your room keys. It is a four-bedroom suite with plenty of room. Enjoy your stay.”

      Devon briefly looks at me, then back up at the man. “Okay, well, I’m glad it’s all sorted.”

      Wow, the man of so many words is stumbling all of a sudden. Is this what it feels like? That smug feeling you get when you know you’re right and someone proves it for you? Hmm, I could get used to this.

      We all get up, Mark whispering something into Devon’s ear. Devon looks at me briefly and then scowls at Mark. Whatever he’s thinking, he can keep to himself. I walk up to him and open my hand.

      “The key, please.”

      Devon looks down at my hand, then back up at me. I can see he’s a little stunned by my reaction, so I’m quite surprised when he just places the key card in my palm. The minute he does, I make my way to the lift and press the button. I’m not going to hang around any longer. I’m angry, and the more I’m around Devon, the angrier I get.

      As I wait, I tap my foot impatiently. I don’t want to cause a scene, but I can feel the anger burning. I’ve been putting up with his shit for a whole year. Twelve stinking months of listening to him bark orders and treat me like a dog.

      Enough is enough.

      The lift doors eventually open and I step inside, suitcase in tow. Without a word, Devon, Mark, and Anthony step in with me. Silently, we all look at each other like shit is about to go down. You can cut the tension with a knife.

      Yeah, just one of you say something … I dare you.

      Wisely, everyone keeps quiet. When the lift doors open, I’m the first one to get out. I think they can tell I’m not to be messed with right now.

      With my heart racing, I march up to the room and put my key card in. Without looking back, I stroll in, the door closing behind me, and notice the huge expanse of the living room. One door veers off from to left and the other to the right. I walk to the right-hand side of the room. There is another separate living area with two doors on either end. I place my handbag on the big TV cabinet and take the room on the left. The others can pick whichever room they want, but this one is mine. At this point, I just don’t care.

      I open the door to my room, slam it behind me, and take in the beautiful, king-sized bed. The room’s huge. It’s just the right kind of hotel for the infamous Devon Jackson.

      Pretentious little prick.

      With a sigh, I unpack and then proceed to the shower. I’m hot, tired, and in need of a good massage, but the cool water hitting me helps a lot. I knew it would be hot here, but add in travelling and lugging suitcases everywhere and it’s been unbearable.

      I take my sweet time to savour how comfortable I feel for the first time in hours. I gently lather up my hair, wanting to feel and smell as nice as possible.

      When I think I have dragged on the shower long enough, I turn it off, step out, and wrap a comfortable dressing gown around myself. When I look at my suitcase, I remember I should have texted Ritchie the minute I got off the plane. Even with it being so late back home, he still insisted that I text him to let him know I got here okay.

      Biting my lip, I realise I had left my handbag in the living area. I really don’t want to bump into anyone right now, least of all Devon. I hope he chose one of the rooms on the other side of the main living room. Wherever he is, I can’t put Ritchie off any longer. He’ll be so mad at me.

      Giving myself a pep talk, I march over to my door, open it a little, and peer into the living area. All is quiet. Once satisfied, my eyes wander over to where I left my bag. I practically run out the door to fetch it. I can hear muffled voices. It sounds a lot like Mark and Anthony. They must be relaxing in the other living area, which can only mean one thing.

      I groan to myself and reach out to grab my bag. Before I have my hand on it, however, I feel something tug on my shoulder. I gasp, spinning around to find Devon staring at me, a finger over his lips. “Shh,” he utters as he steps closer. I’m about to ask what the hell he’s doing when he places that same finger over my mouth.

      God … his touch … Just a little one sparks a reaction in me. Never in my life, not even in the brief moment with Ben, did I feel this alive just from a touch.

      For a moment, he stares at my face. I must look a lot different with my glasses off and my hair wet, loosely cascading down my shoulders. Devon has always insisted I keep myself hidden. Always insisted I look as nerdy as possible. Lately, he’s gotten to see the real me. The person behind Devon’s personal assistant.

      As his intense gaze penetrates me, my heart starts beating a million miles an hour. What is that look? Is it lust? Surely not, but the way he stares makes my loins think otherwise. I’m still mad as hell, but the anger’s quickly turning into something I swore I would keep under control whenever around him.

      If I thought things couldn’t heat up more, Devon reaches down and grabs the belt to my dressing gown. With one tug, both sides open, revealing the swell of my breasts, the perk of my nipples, my flat stomach. His eyes linger for a moment, taking in the sight of me.

      What the hell is he doing?

      As his eyes travel down, he takes in the sight of my bare pussy. I had just shaved this morning, so there isn’t a hair to be seen.

      My heart kicks up even faster. Surely he doesn’t want me the same way I want him. Is this just some kind of sick joke? Is he getting me back for lashing out at him earlier?

      Devon leans in, taking his finger away. I can smell alcohol on his breath.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      “Shh,” he says again, leaning toward my lips.

      Surely he isn’t about to kiss me again. When I feel his lips brush against mine, I let out a moan. Even though I have hated him since that last kiss, I have often found myself dreaming of those lips on mine.

      When he hears my moan, Devon captures my lips, pushing me up against the wall. Our breathing becomes laboured as my hands scramble to touch and squeeze every part of his body. Devon moans a little, my pussy contracting with need. I don’t have a clue as to what’s going on, but I know one thing. I don’t want it to stop. His lips feel warm and inviting. His tongue dances with mine in perfect unison. I can safely say, hands down, this is the best kiss I have ever had.

      Just when I think it can’t possibly get more heated, Devon grabs my breast, swiping his thumb over my erect nipple. I groan into his mouth. He pulls away to look at my breasts, then bends his head, licking and sucking it until I think I’m going to explode.

      “Devon,” I whisper, threading my fingers through his hair, pulling and yanking him to me.

      “It’s Mr Jackson to you,” he growls.

      I ignore his jibe. I feel too wild and fucking horny right now to care. I’m not sure what has gotten into me, but I know I need him with a violent passion.

      He captures my mouth again, and I can feel him tugging at his belt. Surely not here? Mark and Anthony are mere feet away!

      I’m about to ask what the hell he thinks he’s doing when he suddenly yanks his trousers down, lifts me up against the wall, and enters me—hard.

      I gasp, wanting to cry out, but Devon quickly covers my mouth, halting me.

      Fuck… He feels so big.

      With his hand still over my mouth, Devon nuzzles his head into my shoulder and starts sucking as he fucks me. What the hell is going on? He’s taking me raw and hard with his lawyer and accountant just two rooms away. I can still hear their voices as Devon thrusts himself into me repeatedly.

      As he hits the spot, my eyes roll to the back of my head. He feels so good. I don’t want him to feel this good, but as he forces his way inside me, I can’t help but love every single millisecond of it.

      I’m completely submissive as he fucks and sucks me raw. I feel the pleasure of his cock coupled with the pain of his mouth on my shoulder. I can also hear his muffled moans as he forces himself to keep as quiet as possible. The thought sends me into delirium. My whole body tingles and comes alive with each thrust. He grunts softly each time he pounds into me, and with each one, I feel my orgasm rise. Shit, I’m about to come, and it’s going to be a violent one.

      As if sensing this, Devon starts going faster and harder. All I can do is take every pleasurable thrust. As my orgasm rises, I squeeze his neck, causing him to move his hand. I bite it as pleasure ripples through me.

      My orgasm goes on and on as Devon becomes frantic. He soon thrusts one more time, coming inside me.

      Shit, did he even wear a condom? The feeling of his hot semen shooting into me gives me the answer. What the hell is going on with him?

      Devon releases my shoulder, his breath harsh. He removes his hand from my mouth, my breath coming in gasps. I’m completely lost, unable to comprehend what has just taken place. Is it because he’s drunk? In the span of me getting unpacked and showered, did he really manage to get so hammered that fucking me seemed like a decent prospect?

      “Devon?” a voice calls in the distance. My eyes widen.

      He pulls away violently and stares at me, surprise clear in his eyes.

      “Devon?” Anthony calls, sounding very much like he’s heading this way. “Devon?” he calls again as Devon races to button his trousers.

      As quickly as I can, I grab my bag and race to my room. I’m sure I make it in there before Anthony spots me, but I’m certainly not going to check.

      As I lean against the back of my bedroom door, my breathing harsh, I try to get a grip on what had just taken place. Am I dreaming?

      I pinch my arm and feel the pain. No, I’m not dreaming. So what was that all about? Why did Devon suddenly find me attractive enough to take me in the way he did? Probably because he’s drunk. I’ve never seen Devon drunk before, so that must be the reason. Maybe this is his way of apologising. I huff. That man is a wealth of contradictions.

      Then it dawns on me. If he’s been treating me like shit just from a kiss, how is he going to treat me now that we’ve…

      I put my head in my hands. “Oh god,” I groan softly. He’s going to be unbearable to live with.

      As my head explodes with thoughts, anger soon sets in again. I’m pissed at him for taking me like that, but also angry at myself for letting him. At least I know he’s clean. He checks himself regularly enough. He’s also never had sex without a condom … as far I know.

      So, why not with me?

      I’m tired of his shit. I’m tired of trying to decipher what’s going on in that man’s head every five minutes. He’s my obsession because he made me that way. He can’t do shit without me, and I can’t help but do his shit. It’s like a compulsion.

      Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and make my way to the shower again. I feel dirty, the need to wash him off me immense. The sex was unbelievable, but Devon has this knack of making me feel worthless—of making me feel used.

      After my shower, I contemplate whether I should just go to bed. It’s only seven in the evening, but my internal clock tells me it’s midnight. However, I’m too pumped. I’m angry and fed up with everything that has happened lately—especially today. I blow out a breath and start looking through my wardrobe.

      I brought the usual boring trouser suits that Devon forces me to wear, but I also brought some clothes that would make me feel good about myself. I packed three sexy, but elegant dresses. In the end, I opt for a little red number. Something that would send Devon into a tailspin if he saw me wear it. I smile. I think I may just wear it now just to spite him.

      I pull the dress off the hanger and get dressed. I dry my hair, put on some make-up, and put my contacts in. As I finish the final touches, I admire myself in the mirror. It’s marvellous what a bit of preening can do to your confidence. What tops it off are the sexy, black high heels I bought myself weeks ago, but never had the confidence to wear. Not now, though. Now I want to stick it to Devon and his stupid pretty face with his pretty hair and his toned, muscular body and enormous giant dick that made me come.

      God, I hate him!

      With a sigh, I grab my handbag, pick up my phone, text Ritchie, Dad, and Charlie the same message, and then make my way to the living area. I see Anthony sitting with Devon, who doesn’t look pleased. His frown and the way he rubs his forehead make that much quite clear. When I appear, they both look up, and their mouths hang open in shock. If I wasn’t still angry, I would have found the scene quite comical.

      “Hey, what’s taking you so… Holy shit! Andi?” Mark stands in the doorway, looking just as shocked as the others. Once that subsides, his eyes travel the length of my body. He licks his lips. “Damn, woman. Where have you been hiding? I didn’t even know you had legs.”

      Devon suddenly turns to Mark. “Shut the fuck up!”

      Now it’s my turn to widen my eyes. Devon turns back to me and sees the fury on my face. I start walking toward the front door. “I’m going to the bar.”

      I brush past Mark, feeling his eyes following me. “Do you want me to come with you?”

      I shrug. “Suit yourself.”

      “Andi, you can’t go out—”

      I turn to face Devon. “What? I can’t go out without your permission now? The great Devon fucking Jackson forbids his PA to go for a drink and something to eat? What am I supposed to do? Starve to death unless you tell me I can eat?”

      He sucks in a breath. He’s definitely not used to me talking to him like this. “No, I didn’t mean it like that. If you’re hungry, let me—”

      I shake my head. “No, I don’t want you anywhere near me, Mr Jackson.” I make a point of accentuating his name so he knows just how much of an arse he’s been. I suspect he still wants me to call him that, even after everything.

      When his nostrils flare, I know I’ve hit a nerve. I can tell he wants to say something, but he doesn’t budge. Maybe it’s because we have an audience.

      “Okay, you don’t want me near you, but at least stay in the hotel. Order what you want and charge it to the room.”

      I laugh. “Oh, you bet your arse I will.”

      I turn and start walking again. I don’t want to be near Devon anymore. He’s bad for my body, bad for my mind, bad for my heart. He’s an unhealthy dose I’m drowning in too much lately. I need to distance myself from him. It’s Saturday night, for fuck’s sake. I’m young, free, and single. I base one hundred percent of my life around Devon and his company. It’s unhealthy. I can see that now.

      I’ve reached my limit.

      “You’re quite the little firecracker, aren’t you?” As we stand at the lift, waiting, I can’t help but smile at Mark’s comment. It’s not his fault his boss is such an arsehole. “See, that’s better. I thought I had lost happy Andi for a moment.” I sigh. “Are you okay?”

      I shake my head. “Honestly, no, but I will be. I think ordering a drink will help improve my mood.” The lift doors open. We walk in and press the button for the foyer.

      “Well, we can certainly do that. After being a lawyer for Devon for the last five years, I’ve certainly gotten a handle on the guy’s wealth. He can more than afford to spend a little bit on his loyal PA of the last year. You’ve been good to him, Andi.”

      Feeling my anger subside a little, I smile. “Thanks. I only wish he felt the same way.”

      The lift doors open again and we walk toward the bar area.

      “He does. He just has this fucked-up way of showing it. I think he’s too busy fighting something in his head.”

      I frown, looking at him. “What do you mean?”

      Mark lets out a chuckle. “Let’s just say he doesn’t like to show he cares. He doesn’t want to come across as weak.”

      I laugh at the thought as a waiter approaches. “Good evening. Would you like to eat this evening?”

      Mark nods. “Yes. Two, please. We’d also like your most expensive champagne.”

      The waiter’s eyes widen as he smiles. “Of course. Please, follow me. I will get you a nice table.”

      As he leads us through the bar, Mark leans toward me. “It’s amazing how much money talks.”

      I laugh again, immediately feeling the tension leave me. “Yes, it is.”

      “Is this table to your liking?” the waiter asks.

      It’s a nice little table for two tucked away in the corner. It’s very intimate, so I guess the waiter assumes we’re a couple. I just shrug. “This is fine. Thank you.”

      The waiter nods, pulling a chair out for me. Mark takes the seat opposite and smiles. “You really do look quite stunning, Andi.”

      My heart warms at his compliment. “Thank you.”

      The waiter hands us our menus. “I will be right over with that champagne.” He walks off.

      “It looks expensive here. Oh, my god. Look. The steak is a hundred dollars, and that’s without all the trimmings.”

      Mark laughs. “Well, Devon can more than afford it. I think with all the hard work you put in, it’s the least he could do.”

      I shake my head, exasperated. “I sometimes feel like he doesn’t think I work hard enough. I keep thinking, any day now, he’ll fire me for something. He never does, despite the fact he keeps telling me I do things wrong.”

      Mark places his elbows on the table, leaning forward. “That’s because he has the hots for you.”

      I giggle at how preposterous that sounds. “Don’t be silly.”

      Shrugging, Mark leans back. “It’s true. He cares more than you think, and right there is the problem. He doesn’t want to feel it, but he does. Not to mention the fact that he would be completely lost without you.” He pauses a moment. “When was the last time you had a holiday, or even a day off?”

      I laugh sarcastically. “What are those?”

      Mark smirks. “Exactly.”

      The waiter comes back over with our champagne. He opens and pours it, then takes our orders. We both opt for the steak.

      “Are you dating anyone?”

      After taking a sip of my champagne, I look at Mark. “Not really. I’ve tried going out on a date a couple times. The first one was okay, but the second one was … interrupted.”

      Mark frowns. “What happened?”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Devon happened. He showed up at the restaurant and demanded I come back to the office with him. He came up with the excuse that he couldn’t access my computer or some shit, and he needed me to send his résumé and an acquisition letter.” I can tell Mark is shocked. His face says it all.

      “Didn’t you tell him beforehand that you were going on a date?”

      I nod. “He knew I had a date well before I went out.”

      Mark shakes his head. “Holy hell! That man is a possessive nutcase.”

      I huff. “Or he just likes control.”

      Mark gives me a wry smile. “Yes, control of you.”

      “I’m not sure it’s that—”

      “Why don’t you dress like this at work?”

      My eyes widen. “This dress is not what you would call appropriate for work.”

      Mark sniggers and leans forward. “I know that. That’s not what I mean. What I mean is that you always hide yourself. Not once have I seen you look so … so …” he looks me up and down once more, “elegantly beautiful.” He winks. “And sexy … definitely sexy.”

      I lean back in my chair and regard Mark for a moment. “Mr Jackson likes me to look presentable in the office.”

      Mark rolls his eyes. “Mr Jackson likes to control anything and everything when it involves Miss Bellingham.” I frown. “Oh, come on, Andi. Even if you can’t see it, I certainly can. He tries to hide you from the world by making you dress in something suitable for a sixty-year-old, interrupts your dates so you’re not seeing anyone, and damn near fell off his chair tonight when he saw you in that dress. How much more proof do you need?”

      My posture perks up a little. “He’s best mates with my brother, who has always been very protective of me. They’re exactly the same in that regard.”

      Mark chuckles. “Yes, but was it your brother who interrupted your date? No, it was Devon.”

      Closing my eyes, I try and come to grips with what Mark said. “I’ve known Devon for years. He just sees me as Charlie’s dorky little sister.”

      Mark huffs, picks up his champagne glass, and motions it toward me. “You keep telling yourself that, sweetheart.”
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      I wake up with a groan. My head feels like someone’s decided to play the maracas on it. “Shit.” Did it have to be so bright in this room? I’m too scared to open my eyes, so I try going over what happened last night. I remember being mad at Devon and storming off, then going to dinner with Mark, eating fantastic steak, and drinking lots of champagne. I then remember going to the bar where we danced our arses off. Mark is a pretty good dancer.

      Slowly, I open my eyes.

      “I do hope you take these on a regular basis.”

      “What the fu—” I shoot up in shock, grabbing my head, seeing my arrogant prick of a boss standing next to my bed holding my contraceptive pills. “How dare you go through my—”

      “Well, do you?”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. I’m way too hung-over for this shit. “What?”

      He sighs, dropping the pills onto my bed. “Do you take these on a regular basis?”

      “Why do you want to know?” I can’t help but push him. He needs to address what he did last night.

      Devon cranes his neck to one side, then the other. He looks seriously stressed out, but also seriously hot in those pair of navy khaki’s and crisp white shirt.

      “You know exactly why I’m asking. Don’t make me spell it out.”

      Placing my finger to my temple, I gently tap it. “I don’t know. My memory is a little foggy. You’ll have to refresh it.”

      Devon, clearly unimpressed, leans forward with a heated stare. “I won’t have to remind you because the memory of you shaking in my arms while you had the best orgasm of your entire life won’t ever leave your head.”

      Wow.

      Trying to compose myself, I ask, “Why did you do it?”

      He frowns. “What?”

      “Why did you throw me up against the wall and—”

      “Fuck your brains out? Is that what you want me to say?” I simply nod. He sighs. “Maybe I was just in the mood. You drive me fucking crazy at times. You obviously needed a good shag. Maybe it will calm you down a little.”

      Throwing the covers off, I storm off to the toilet.

      “Andi, where are you going? You haven’t answered my ques—”

      I slam the bathroom door and sit on the toilet. As I’m in mid-stream, the door opens. “Devon, what the fuck are you doing? I’m on the toilet here.”

      Holding my pills in front of my face, he ignores me. “Are you taking these regularly? Don’t make me ask you again.”

      Once I finish, I wipe myself, not caring that he’s standing there. If he doesn’t care, neither do I. Once I flush, I start pulling my knickers up, Devon watching me. I notice the little flare of his nostrils as I slide them back up my thighs slowly. His eyes are intent on my body, igniting something in me it shouldn’t. I’m supposed to be angry with him, goddammit!

      Knowing he’s expecting an answer, I cross my arms over my chest. I need to in order to hide my erect nipples. Not that it’s any use because he noticed that, too. “Yes, I do take them regularly. Are you happy now?”

      He visibly sighs before running a hand through his hair. “No, I’m not fucking happy. What happened last night shouldn’t have happened and will never happen again. Do you understand me?”

      I nod. “Yes. I understand you. I understand you perfectly.”

      He looks away as if in disgust with himself. He’s not only pissed off that we had sex last night, but also because he did it without using a condom.

      “Good,” he simply states. He looks at me, his gaze landing on my shoulder. He closes his eyes, as if trying to control his temper.

      Wanting to look, I walk to the mirror, moving my hair out of the way. I wince. I hadn’t realised just how much Devon sucked the life out of me last night. I was so caught up in the moment that all I could think about was how much pleasure he'd given me.

      “Was this intentional?” I ask.

      I watch his nostrils flare again. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      I point to the bruised area on my shoulder. “This …” Turning around to face him, I place my hands against the sink. “Did you do that on purpose?”

      He laughs before leaning closer. “Do you seriously think I would want to mark someone like you? I was drunk, pissed off, and hadn’t had a decent shag in ages. You were just … there. Don’t let what happened go to your head. You’re nothing special.”

      I see the slight sneer in his face, which makes my eyes sting with tears. “You can tell me last night was a mistake, but you don’t have to be so cruel about it, Devon.”

      He leans even farther forward and his aftershave hits my nostrils. “It’s sometimes necessary to get my point across.”

      “Your point was made loud and clear a couple minutes ago when you told me it was a mistake. Trust me. Nobody knows that better than I do.”

      “Good. And clean yourself up. You stink of alcohol.” He turns to walk to the bathroom door. Once there, he looks back at me. “One more thing. It’s Mr fucking Jackson to you.” He walks out, virtually slamming the door behind him.

      “Fucking twat!” I shout more to myself than him. Shit, my head is pounding.

      As his cruel words hit me again, the tears threaten. I turn around, clutching onto the sink, and take a look at myself in the mirror. I don’t have my contacts in, but I see enough to know how I look. My long hair is matted and puffed out, my eyes bloodshot from all the drinking, my skin pale. For a split second, I feel damn right sorry for myself, but then I remember what a cock Devon is. He would like nothing more than to make me feel as small as I do right now.

      I won’t stand for it.

      Taking a deep breath, I push myself off the sink, down two painkillers for my headache, and head for the shower. It’s just what I need because after a few minutes of standing under the spray, my headache is almost gone and I feel revitalised.

      Once I’m out and wrapped in a towel, I check my phone. I’ve missed several messages from Ritchie, my dad, and Charlie. I ring my dad. Luckily, Charlie is also there, so I’m able to speak with them both. I tell them I’m having a wonderful time.

      Lie.

      I also tell them that New York is beautiful—which is the truth even though I haven’t seen much of it yet—and that the hotel I’m staying in is extremely luxurious.

      Once I finish with them, I video chat with Ritchie through Facebook. He answers on the second ring.

      “I was starting to worry about you, sweet-cheeks. I see you’re teasing me with your wetness again.” He waggles his eyebrows, making me laugh.

      “I just got out of the shower. I have a horrendous hangover.”

      He leans in closer to the screen. “Did my virginal friend get laid last night?”

      I smirk at his obvious joke, but nothing about what happened last night is funny. Plumping my pillows up, I lay back on the bed with a sigh. “Last night was … complicated.”

      “Uh-oh. I don’t like the sound of that. Something happened, didn’t it? Did that scumbag boss of yours get you to do a ton of things for him the moment you landed?”

      I bite my lip, wondering if I should tell him. I need to tell someone, though; otherwise, I’m going to burst.

      “The flight went okay, the journey to the hotel went okay, but when we checked in, everything went downhill.”

      “Oh dear. What happened?”

      “The hotel screwed up with the booking, but Devon blamed me. When the hotel realised their mistake, they were very apologetic and gave us one night for free. However, Devon never apologised for jumping to conclusions, so I stormed off.” I sigh. “I headed straight for the shower to cool off, but once out, I remembered I had left my phone in my bag in the living area. When I went to retrieve it, Devon grabbed me.”

      Ritchie suddenly looks anxious. “Did he hurt you?”

      Shaking my head, I huff. “No. Quite the opposite in fact.”

      Ritchie frowns. “What is that supposed to mean?”

      “It means that Devon, and I hate to admit this, gave me the best sex I have ever had.”

      Ritchie’s eyes nearly bulge out of his head. “You have got to be shitting me?” When I shake my head, he slaps his leg, laughing hysterically. “I knew Mr Condom had the hots for you!”

      I let out a sarcastic laugh. “You couldn’t be further from the truth. He only did it because he, and I quote, ‘needed a good shag.’ The man is an arsehole. He’s already told me it will never happen again. He was also drunk.”

      “Yes, but you know people normally let their guard down when they’re drunk. The way they really feel always comes out.”

      Looking down at my dressing gown, I shake my head. “No, I don’t think it’s that.”

      “Oh, come on, Andi. When are you going to finally wake up and smell the coffee? It’s obvious to me that he’s always felt something he shouldn’t for you, but he’s kept it hidden. Now that you’ve gotten angry with him, his frustration level has hit heights that have caused him to lose control. I reckon the alcohol must have helped him, but only in the sense that the truth has finally revealed itself.”

      I chew on my lip. A part of me would love to think that’s the truth, but another part of me remembers all the shit he’s said to me over the past year—especially this morning. Then I go right back to thinking about what an arsehole he is again.

      I take in a deep breath and manoeuvre myself to a more comfortable position. “I don’t know what it is, Ritchie, but I’m tired of trying to decipher that man. All I want to concentrate on today is doing some sightseeing.”

      Ritchie gasps. “Don’t forget to take lots of pictures.”

      I smirk. “I won’t.”

      “Okay. I’d better let you go, but I just want to say one thing before you do.”

      I tilt my head. “Oh yeah? What’s that?”

      With a serious expression, Ritchie says, “Be careful, Andi. Please.”

      I offer him a sincere smile. I love that Ritchie cares for my well-being. “Don’t worry. I will.”

      “Okay. Take care. Have a wonderful time sightseeing in New York—you bitch! I’ll speak to you later. Love you.”

      I laugh. “Okay. Love you, too.” I then motion with my finger. “Here comes the fingerrrr.” Hitting the END button, I sigh with a smile. I’m so glad I found Ritchie. He not only makes a great roommate, but also a fantastic friend. I would be lost without him.

      Checking the time, I see it’s almost nine. I don’t want to waste my morning stuck in this hotel room … especially if His Lordship is going to be here most of the day. I get dressed in some low-rise jeans and a red shirt, blow-dry my hair, put some make-up on, and then put my contacts in. I look at all my drab clothes from work, a sinister smile forming on my face. I know just what to do with them. With great delight, I pick up my horrible glasses and gather all the old lady clothes Devon makes me wear, throwing them in the bin. With a big smile, I grab my handbag. Looks like I have some shopping to do today.
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      As luck would have it, I manage to escape without seeing Devon. I tell a hungover Mark that I’m going sightseeing and should be back by the afternoon.

      I go for a walk along Wall Street, taking in all the tall buildings. It is only the morning, but already hot. As instructed by Ritchie, I take lots of photographs, eventually ending up on the ferry to the Statue of Liberty. I am disappointed that I can’t purchase tickets to go inside, but at least I manage to get close. After that, I go to Ellis Island where I learn a lot about all the people who immigrated here, hoping for a new life.

      Once back, I hop into a taxi and go to Times Square, where I proceed to take more photos. With each bundle, I upload them to Facebook, laughing every time Ritchie comments, calling me a bitch before demanding more. I then go shopping for new, sexy, slinky dresses, skirts, and high heels. With each purchase, I feel like I’m sticking it to Devon. I also buy some very feminine glasses for the times I don’t feel like wearing my contacts.

      With what seems like a hundred bags, I hail a cab back to the hotel, dump all my things in my room, and then go down to the hotel bar for a quick drink. None of the lads were in their rooms, so I assumed they were out taking in the sights, too.

      As I sit down at the bar and order a drink, I check my watch. It’s just a little after five in the afternoon.

      “Excuse me for asking, but is that a British accent I detect?”

      Snapping my head to the voice, I see a young man, probably in his early thirties, wearing a nice burgundy polo shirt and jeans, sitting at the bar with a drink in his hand. His cropped hair is black, and his eyes are a nice shade of green. I can’t tell for sure, but he looks tall and in great shape. He also has one of the nicest smiles I have seen in a long time.

      When he spots my frown, he points to the bar. “When you ordered your drink just now, I thought I heard a British accent.”

      Shaking my head, I smile. “Yes, sorry. It’s been a long day. I think I may be a little jet-lagged.”

      The gentleman swivels in his chair a little to face me more. I’m not going to tell him this, but his own accent is pretty sexy.

      “When did you arrive?”

      “Yesterday. Today’s mostly been sightseeing and shopping.”

      “What did you get to see?” When he notices my wary expression, he laughs. “Sorry. I have this habit of asking lots of questions. Forgive me.”

      I lean onto the bar a little. “No, it’s okay. I guess I’m not used to being asked so many questions. I visited Wall Street, the Statue of Liberty, Ellis Island, and Times Square.”

      “And the shops,” he says with a smirk.

      I smile back, noticing just how cute he is. “Yes. And the shops.”

      “Do you mind me asking what part of the UK you’re from?”

      “London.” The barman sets my gin and tonic down and I thank him.

      “I’ve only ever passed through London. I’ve always wanted to stay there for a bit, though.”

      I take a sip of my drink and turn to him. “Oh, you should. There’s lots to see there.”

      “So I’ve observed from the many photos and films I’ve seen. Maybe one day.” He raises one eyebrow. I can’t help but think how sexy that looks. I lick my lips, noticing when his eyes land there. Does he feel it, too?

      Not wanting to go there, I clear my throat. I have enough to deal with at the moment with Devon. Adding yet someone else into the equation would be like throwing fuel on the fire.

      “Are you from around here?”

      He shakes his head. “Not originally. I’m from South Carolina. I moved up here because of business.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      He gives me a sideways glance. “Home?” I nod. “Yes, I do, but I get to visit as often as I can. My old man and I live here, but my mom lives back in South Carolina. I haven’t visited in a while, but I hope to remedy that for the 4th of July weekend.”

      I bite my lip. “I would love to be in America for the July 4th holidays. I hear the fireworks are fantastic.”

      He smiles. “They are. They’re spectacular in New York, but there’s nothing like watching them over the lake with a beer in one hand and some s’mores in the other.”

      I frown. “Come again?”

      He laughs. “You don’t know what s’mores are?” I shake my head. “You roast a marshmallow over a campfire, then put that and a piece of chocolate between two graham crackers.”

      Lifting my shoulders, I close my eyes. “Hmm, sounds wonderful.”

      “Have you never camped out before?”

      I nod. “Oh yeah, but never with beer and,” I lean closer to him, “s’mores?” Grinning, he nods. I pull myself back up. “I have been missing out. Also, watching fireworks by the lake sounds pretty awesome to me.”

      I watch as he sips his drink. He looks so casual and sure of himself. There’s nothing more sexy than a man who knows how to carry himself.

      “I take it you’re only visiting a short while?” I nod. “That’s a pity. I could have offered you the chance to see those lake fireworks.” He gives me a cheeky look before concentrating on his drink again. I should tell him that I only met him ten minutes ago, but the words don’t come out. For some reason, I already feel totally relaxed with this man. I don’t know whether that’s a good or bad thing.

      “So what else do you plan to visit while you’re out here?”

      Taking a sip of my drink, I start playing with the coaster. “I’m here for work, but I really want to go see Central Park and catch a show. Ooh, and the Empire State Building is also a must.” I shake my head a little.

      “What is it?” he asks, noticing my reflective mood.

      I shake my head and laugh. “No, it’s silly.” I feel my cheeks flush.

      He nudges my arm. “Oh, come on. We’re friends here. I promise I won’t tell anyone.”

      I sigh before looking at him. His eyes are quite dazzling. For a moment, I can’t quite look away. “Okay, considering I don’t know you, what harm could there be? It’s silly, but I always thought I would visit the Empire State Building with—”

      “Someone you love?” I turn to him with a smile and nod. “You shouldn’t feel embarrassed by that. Lots of women feel the same. It’s one of the most romantic buildings in the world. I can’t tell you how many proposals have been made up there.”

      I scrunch my shoulders, thinking how romantic that sounds. “Oh, I bet.”

      “I take that to mean it’s never happened to you?” I widen my eyes. “Forgive me again, but I couldn’t help noticing that you don’t have a ring on your finger.”

      Turning toward him again, I offer him a cheeky grin. “Are you flirting with me?”

      He leans over, lowering his voice. “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “If it’s working.”

      I can’t help the laughter that erupts. I don’t know him, yet I feel like we’ve been talking for hours.

      I point to his left hand. “I don’t see one on yours, either.”

      He raises that sexy eyebrow again. “So it wasn’t just me looking.”

      I smirk and take a sip of my drink. “Yep, single in New York.”

      He points toward me. “That would make an excellent song.”

      “Single in New York?” he nods. I shrug. “Yeah, I guess it would.”

      Knowing if we carry on like this I will probably kiss the guy, I decide to change the subject. “So, how long have you lived in New York?”

      Looking more serious, he clears his throat. “About five years now.”

      “Not long then. What did you do in South Carolina?”

      He leans toward me again, touching my shoulder as he does. It’s intimate, but I certainly don’t mind it.

      I really am quite the tart.

      “And I thought I asked a lot of questions.”

      “Sorry,” I offer, smirking.

      “Don’t be. It’s okay. I flew F-16s in the United States Air Force for ten years.”

      My eyes widen. “Wow. That must have been quite a job.” Hell, he’s a US version of Devon. A much nicer US version of Devon.

      He smiles. “It certainly was.”

      “What made you leave?”

      He’s about to answer when my phone rings. “Excuse me,” I say, looking down. My dad. I look up at the stranger, reminding myself to ask for his name after I hang up. “Sorry. It’s my dad. I have to take this.”

      He waves his hand. “Of course. Go ahead.”

      I get up from my stool and answer with a smile on my face that I hope is in my voice as well. “Hey, Dad.”

      “Hi, sweetheart. How are you? Have you seen much today?”

      I notice the reception isn’t very good, so I walk out onto the street. It’s nosier out here, but at least he doesn’t sound robotic. “I’m fine. I saw the Statue of Liberty today. You would have loved that.” I feel a little pang in my gut again. It’s his birthday on Tuesday and I’m going to miss it.

      “I’m sure I would. Maybe you and I can see it together one day.”

      I smile. “That would be nice.”

      “Is Devon treating you okay?”

      I almost roll my eyes, but plaster a smile on my face instead. Maybe it’s because I feel guilty for the lie that’s about to leave my lips. “Of course. I have the best room with a fantastic view of the Empire State Building. I’m a lucky girl.” I remember looking out at it briefly this morning, thinking how much I would love to go there. Maybe I’ll get a chance on Monday or Tuesday after the meetings Devon’s planning.

      “I’m so glad, honey. Charlie and I are just sitting here watching the game.”

      His favourite team, Chelsea, is playing tonight. “Oh yeah? How’s it going?”

      “They’re winning two goals to nil.” I hear the smile in his voice. Suddenly, I hear a cheer in the background. “Make that three.”

      I laugh, then a taxi starts honking his horn, making it hard to hear.

      “What’s that?” my dad asks.

      “An impatient taxi driver.”

      “Speaking of which, you be careful. I hear they drive like maniacs out there.”

      I had heard that, too, but the one this morning was fine. “I’ll be sure to do that.” The taxi driver honks his horn again, making me cringe. “Listen, Dad, I’d better go. Give my love to Charlie, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

      “Okay, sweetheart. Love you.”

      I smile. “Love you, too, Dad.”

      Feeling a little teary, I hang up. I turn, noticing the taxi driver’s stopped honking now that his fare has arrived. Before going back into the hotel, I blow out some air. I walk to the toilets to freshen up before going back to whomever I was speaking with. I really must ask him his name.

      With a slight spring in my step, I walk back to the bar, seeing the stranger’s gone. My shoulders instantly sag in disappointment. I wonder if I should sit down and order another drink in the hopes he’s just gone to the toilet, but the barman’s getting pretty busy with people now and I don’t want it to seem desperate. I glance around the bar, but I don’t see him anywhere.

      Deciding I’m too tired to stay down here, I walk to the lift and take it up to our floor. Stepping into the suite, I see no one around, which I welcome. I make myself a cup of coffee and start going through all my shopping bags, hanging the clothes up and placing the shoes at the bottom of the wardrobe. Once all is put away, I gather the bags, place them in the bin, and sit down on my bed.

      Job well done, I think to myself. No more long, boring skirts, frilly blouses, and stupid round glasses for me. I don’t care what Devon has to say about it.

      As I lie on my bed, my eyes start to grow heavy. Then I hear voices, doors opening and closing, the sound of a woman giggling. I hear Devon shout, “Don’t disturb me for a while!” When I hear his door shut and the sound of a woman’s laughter again, my stomach coils. It’s been less than twenty-four hours since he fucked me, but he’s already showing me how much he’s gotten over it by inviting some floozy over.

      When I hear murmurs, I decide to get up. I don’t want to hear Devon and this random chick having sex. I refuse to put myself in that position. I walk into the bathroom and shut the door. I don’t hear as much in here. Once I turn on the tap to run a bath, that’s all I hear. I smile at the blissful ignorance.

      As I take my soak, I block everything out and think about what happened today. I don’t know who that man was, but I’m a little disappointed he didn’t at least leave me a number, especially considering how easily Devon’s moved on. I can’t help but feel used by him, but then again, I have only myself to blame. I shouldn’t have given in so easily. I can’t help but think he’s going to make my life more miserable than ever now.

      Choosing to put the radio on, I slink back and close my eyes as “Close” by Nick Jonas comes on. Once that ends, Ed Sheeran’s “Shape of You” starts, making me think of Ben. I haven’t heard from him in a while. I can hazard a guess as to why. Relationships never quite take off whenever my brother is around. No doubt he gave him the pep talk about going away to a dangerous country and leaving me behind to worry. Even though Ben and I aren’t in a relationship, I still worry.

      As I slip into a comatose state, all thoughts of Devon entertaining yet another woman leave my mind. Instead, I fall into a state of bliss.

      “Andi! Andi!” I hear faintly, wondering if I’m dreaming. “Andi, for fuck’s sake, are you trying to get yourself killed? Andi!” I feel someone shove my shoulder, which makes my eyes snap open. “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I cover myself up with my hands. I’m still in the bath, but it’s a little cooler than I remember it being when I first stepped in. It’s then I remember that I’m naked and—yet again—Devon has invaded my personal space. What is up with that?

      “What are you doing in here?”

      He rudely comes into my bathroom, but he’s the one who has the cheek to look pissed off?

      “You weren’t answering your door, so I came into your room. When I saw you weren’t there, I knocked on your bathroom door, but you still didn’t answer.”

      Pulling my knees up, trying to cover my modesty as much as possible, I glare at him. “So you thought that would give you every right to come barging in.”

      “You should be fucking glad I did. Don’t you realise how dangerous it is to fall asleep in the bath? Fuck knows what would have happened if I didn’t walk in when I did.”

      Feeling childish, I reply, “Why do you care so much?”

      Running his hands through his hair, he lets out a frustrated breath. “If anything happened to you, Charlie and your father would kill me.”

      “So that’s all this is about?”

      “Yes,” he bites out. “I don’t care what you do, Andi, but don’t you ever fucking fall asleep in the bath again. You got me?” He points at me to emphasise his point. He looks so angry that instead of biting back, I nod. “Good. Just do one thing you’re told for a change.” He sighs again, then stares at me. “You don’t pull stunts like that back home, do you?”

      “I thought you only cared because of my bro—”

      “Don’t smart mouth me and answer the question.”

      I shake my head. “Not normally. I must still be jet-lagged.”

      He looks away a moment, but doesn’t say anything. He still looks pissed off. What the hell is his problem?

      “Why were you looking for me anyway?” I want to add that I thought he was entertaining a guest, but I bite my tongue. I can’t give him any indication that I care.

      He shakes his head, as if in annoyance, before answering. “I just wanted to make sure you got some sleep tonight because I want you ready at eight tomorrow to make sure we have all the notes and files we need.”

      Putting my business face back on, I nod. “Of course. I can do that for you. No problem.”

      Devon’s eyes trail to mine before looking down my body and back up again. A small shiver runs up my spine, bringing goosebumps to my skin. I swear I see a faint smile on his face, but it soon disappears.

      He turns to leave, opening the bathroom door. “Good. Eight o’clock sharp. If you’re not ready, Andi,” he turns back around to face me, “I will come looking for you. And I don’t care,” he makes a sweep of my body again, “whether or not you’re dressed.” When he hears my intake of breath, he smirks and shuts the door.

      What in the hell was that?
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      “Mr Sutherland, meet my lawyer, Mark Reins, my accountant, Anthony Broadchurch, and my PA, Andi Bellingham.”

      One by one, Mr Sutherland shakes our hands before motioning us to sit. “Do forgive me,” he says, sitting down at the head of the table. “My son is supposed to be here, but an impromptu meeting downtown has held him up.”

      Devon offers Mr Sutherland a bright smile. You would hardly recognise the beast inside him when he smiles like that. I, for one, know there’s something hidden behind that smile. He’s a man with a wealth of personalities—most I do not want to know.

      “That’s quite all right. We can wait. Unless, of course, you want to proceed without him.”

      Mr Sutherland shakes his head. “I think we should wait. Aaron was only twenty minutes away last time we spoke. In the meantime, can I offer you all a drink?”

      Everyone else orders coffee, but all I want is a water. Once he lets his secretary know, he looks back at us with a smile. “Have you seen much of New York since you’ve been here?”

      Devon grins. “I’ve been to the Empire State Building and the Intrepid Museum to see the aircraft carrier.”

      Mr Sutherland gives him a knowing smile. “Something told me you would say that. In our line of work, I suppose one can never quite tear themselves away. I was in the air force and so was my son. Flying is a passion of ours.”

      His face beaming, Devon nods. I can always tell when he’s at his best, and this is one of those moments. Start talking about planes and he’ll gab for hours.

      “I agree. I still fly from time to time. You?”

      He smiles. “Aaron does, but I don’t much anymore. Business has taken me away from such pleasures in life.”

      Devon sighs. “I can understand that. We’ve been getting busier and busier lately. However, I think I need to fly. It’s what helps me unwind, even if it’s only for an hour.”

      “You must try a helicopter ride at sunset here. Quite spectacular.”

      Devon looks at me before nodding. “I will have to look into that. I’m sure Andi would love it.”

      My eyes widen a little at the fact he’s included me. When Mr Sutherland looks at me, my cheeks flame. “Have you ever been in a helicopter before, Andi?”

      I shake my head. “Never, Mr Sutherland—”

      “Please, call me Max.”

      I smile. “Never, Max, although I have always wanted to fly.”

      He inhales. “I tell you what. I know a couple pilots. Let me speak with them and I’ll arrange something for you. I don’t know if it’ll be tonight, but definitely one night this week. How’s that?”

      Looking at Devon, I bite my lip, trying to suppress a smile. Devon smirks, looking back Max. “That would be very kind of you, Max. Thank you.”

      Before he can answer, the door opens and in walks…

      Holy shit. It’s the man from the bar.

      Immediately, he extends his apologies to everyone around the room. When Devon starts his introductions, Aaron locks his eyes with mine. When he realises who I am, he offers me that cheeky grin that almost got me into trouble last night.

      “So, Andi,” he says, taking my hand, “you’re the girl I spoke with on the phone a couple weeks back.” His eyes smoulder into mine.

      “Nice to meet you,” I reply—one eyebrow raised.

      “Believe me when I say the pleasure’s all mine.”

      I can’t help the smirk that rises on my face. Of course, Devon notices. He notices everything. Sometimes it’s like having my dad here, which is gross when I think about it.

      “Shall we proceed?” Devon asks, almost snapping at me. He’s pissed off again.

      Just as he says this, Max’s secretary comes into the room with our drinks. After she disappears, I grab my pen and pad to take notes.

      Devon clears his throat. “Have you had much chance to look over the contracts since we last spoke?”

      I watch as Aaron looks through some papers before looking up at me. He smiles, making my cheeks flush.

      “I have,” Max begins. “Everything looks fine to me. I’m just a little concerned about the brand name. I don’t want to lose the Sutherland name.”

      As Devon answers that they will come to some sort of arrangement, I start jotting down notes, feeling like I have a set of eyes on me. When I look up, Aaron’s staring at me, making my cheeks flame red again.

      “Anthony has all the accounts and his projections for where this will go in the next five years. I think you’ll find it most profitable for you and your son.”

      Devon looks over at Aaron, noticing him staring at me. When he sees me smiling, a scowl forms on his face. Despite the fact I know he wants to berate me, he doesn’t say anything. Anthony hands a binder to both Max and Aaron. The room is silent as they flick through the pages. I know Devon is glaring at me, but I don’t look up.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see Max close the binder and look up. “If you don’t mind, I will need to get my accountant to look at these.”

      “Of course,” Devon answers. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      They go on to talk about planes and their engines. Boring. I jot down as much as I can understand, but I’m not tech savvy like my boss and these guys.

      “I’m confident you know your stuff,” Max says, leaning his elbows on the table.

      “The business has only just taken off, but I already have airlines in most of Europe and Beijing. There’s even talk of us setting up in Washington.”

      “DC?” Aaron asks.

      “Yes,” Devon answers. “If that goes well, we’ll be looking at Los Angeles. That’s why I think us partnering would be a great idea. It would be nice to know I have someone here to oversee the US side of the business.”

      “Well, I’m sure my son will be a great asset.”

      Max looks proudly at Aaron, making me smile. When I look back at Aaron, I catch him staring at me again. When he gives me a cheeky wink, I smirk and shake my head a little before looking down. If I don’t, I fear I may burst into laughter—which wouldn’t look good in a meeting.

      Once they finish talking about the New York offices, Devon relaxes back in his chair a little. “Is there anything I haven’t covered?”

      Max looks at Aaron again, shaking his head. “No, I think we’ve gone over everything. We just need to look over these figures and get back to you”

      Devon nods. “Sure thing. Would it be too intrusive to ask you both to dinner this evening?”

      Max smiles and looks over to his son. “I can’t speak for Aaron, but I would love to. I’ll have Tate set up a table at one of my favourites. I’ll email with the details later.”

      Aaron smiles at me. “I have no plans, either. I would love to come. Thank you.”

      We all stand and shake hands. When Max begins walking out, Devon quickly steps up to him. They start talking as they walk out of the office. Aaron grabs my arm and gently pulls me back.

      “I had hoped you would call.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand. When I got back to the bar, you had disappeared.”

      He sighs. “I know, but I left my card with the bartender. Judging by that look, I take it you never got it?”

      I shake my head. “No, but he was pretty busy that night. I just thought you saw an opportunity to escape.” I laugh.

      “On the contrary. I enjoyed our conversation. In fact, I very much wanted to do it again. Hence the reason I left my card.” He scratches his head. “I must admit, I was disappointed that you hadn’t called, but I was equally happy to see you sitting in here when I walked in. Talk about a great Monday morning.”

      Thinking how sweet he is, I smile. “I’m sorry I didn’t get your card.”

      He leans in closer, making my breath hitch a little. “Would you have called?”

      I think about that for a moment. Would I? I know I really liked him, still do, but would I have called him.

      I bite my lip. “To be honest, I really don’t know.”

      His face falls. “Sounds like my attempts at impressing you fell flat.”

      I chuckle. “No, of course not. I really enjoyed our conversation. In fact, I was eager to get back to the bar and carry on.”

      “Really?” he asks, raising an eyebrow. I nod. “How was your father?”

      I smile, liking the fact that he cared enough to ask. “He was good. Watching a football match with my brother.”

      “I love British football. My favourite team is Chelsea.”

      I gasp. “No way! My father would fall in love with you if he heard that. He always says anyone who’s a fan of the Blues is a fan worth knowing.”

      “Well then, it’s a pity he isn’t here. We could have talked soccer.”

      “Football,” I correct, giving him a reprimanding look. It makes him laugh.

      “Andi.” I look at the doorway and see Devon standing there. He doesn’t look happy. “It’s time to go.”

      I turn to Aaron. “It was nice to see you again, Aaron.”

      He takes my hand and kisses it. “It was my pleasure. I’m looking forward to tonight, too. Maybe I can take you for a drink afterward?”

      I nod, smiling. “Yes, I would very much like that.” I hear Devon clear his throat. “See you tonight.”

      We walk out and climb into a waiting car. Devon remains silent the whole ride back. I’m sure Mark and Anthony can tell there’s tension, but they wisely keep quiet.

      Once back at the hotel, I quickly head for my bedroom. The relief doesn’t last long, though. Devon throws my bedroom door open, invading my space yet again.

      “I asked you here as my PA, but what do I find? You virtually eye fucking Sutherland’s son across the desk. You barely even know him.”

      Dropping my bag and notes to the floor, I turn to him. “Not that it’s any of your business, but Aaron and I met at the bar last night. We just didn’t realise it until today.”

      Walking closer to me, he points. “I don’t pay you to come here and fuck strangers. I pay you to be here and do your job.”

      Bending down, I pick up all the notes and wave them at him. “Which is what I did. You’ll find it all here. All the major points to the conversation. I didn’t miss anything when I was in the middle of eye fucking Aaron.”

      “Don’t you get smart with me. You’re here to do a job.”

      I exhale an exasperated breath. “Which I did, Devon. What’s got into you lately?”

      Coming closer, he bends down until our lips are almost touching. My breath hitches. “Remember what happened the last time you gave me lip?” I swallow hard against his warm breath. “Do you remember me spreading your legs wide open and fucking you against the wall? Do you remember the moans? The way you whispered my name as I touched your skin?”

      Closing my eyes, I let out an exhale. How quickly my moods can change when he’s around. “Devon, I—”

      Stepping away, he starts pacing the room, running his hands through his hair. He doesn’t say anything, but I can tell he’s having a major battle inside. I have no idea what it’s about, but it’s definitely there.

      Finally, he stops and turns to me. “It’s Mr fucking Jackson to you.” He storms out of the room.
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      Devon’s mood hasn’t improved, even as we sit down to dinner with the Sutherlands. In fact, he seems to be brooding even more than he was earlier, which is not a good sign. He makes the right noises when spoken to, but if he wants this contract, he needs to start sucking up a little.

      “I managed to book that helicopter ride for Wednesday evening. All of us will go, but in two separate helicopters,” Max says. I smile at the thought.

      “I’ll be flying one,” Aaron says, making me turn to him.

      “You can fly helicopters?”

      “It’s easy enough,” Devon pipes up, interrupting. “What do you fly? A Bell 206?”

      Aaron narrows his eyes a little. “Yes, but I flew a Blackhawk in the Air Force.”

      Devon nods. “Impressive.” They look at one another for a second. I think that’s going to be the end of it, but Devon says, “I flew Chinooks. Took men on exercise in the Falklands.”

      I sigh. I can’t believe Devon’s entering a pissing contest with Aaron. What the hell is wrong with him?

      Aaron nods. “Nice. I guess we both have some stories to tell.”

      I smile at Aaron. He’s not taking the bait and I admire him for it. I’m still pissed at Devon, though.

      Getting up, I excuse myself. “I just need to use the ladies’ room. I’ll be right back.”

      I feel like I need air, but any kind of escape is good. Once inside, I walk up to the sink and blow out a breath, then look at myself in the mirror. I went all out this evening, trying to impress for Devon’s sake. I’m wearing a slimming blue chiffon cocktail dress with an A-line scooped neck and ruffle beading that I bought at Macy’s earlier today. Once I saw it, I knew I had to have it. I had put my hair up, a couple wavy tendrils cascading down my face. My make-up is light and my lips are a nice shade of red, which was also something I picked out today. Once Devon saw it, I could tell he didn’t like me wearing it.

      Thinking about him, I know I need to address his behaviour. He’s being a complete jerk and it’s unnecessary. I pull my phone out of my bag and text him.

      You need to cool it or you’ll end up losing this deal. What does it matter if you’ve flown Chinooks in the Falklands?!

      A few seconds later, Devon responds.

      Don’t patronise me. This is my company, not yours. Just because we fucked once doesn’t give you the right to criticise the way I conduct business! Make sure you wash your hands. Remember, you’re here to work, not eye fuck.

      Shaking my head, I place my phone back in my bag. I always thought things with Devon were complicated, but now… I grip the sides of the sink and hang my head. I don’t know what to think.

      Just when I get a handle on things, he decides to change the rules. I can’t keep up.

      I look in the mirror. I’m not smiling. Why? I’ve dedicated so much time and effort to that man, but what have I gotten in return—other than a good wage?

      Closing my eyes, I think about my dad and the house we all grew up in. If he lost it, he’d be devastated. I know my mother was killed in that house, but I think he sees it more like the home she raised a family in. So many memories. So many stories. How can I begrudge him that?

      With a quick powder of my nose, I gather my wits about me and head back to the table. I’m expecting tension, so I’m pleasantly surprised when I see smiles and hear laughter all around.

      “Having fun without me,” I joke.

      Max looks up at me with a bright smile. “Devon was just telling us how much trouble he used to get into with your brother.”

      I smile over at Devon, surprised when he smiles back. “Charlie,” I respond, nodding. “They once set fire to our next door neighbour’s shed.”

      As everyone at the table gasps, Devon shrugs. “It was an accident. How were we supposed to know they had gasoline in there?”

      I lean forward. “Yes, but you were only fifteen and experimenting with cigarettes.” I turn to the group. “They thought they were being hard.” I glance at Max, causing him to laugh. When I look back at Devon, he’s still smiling. When he realises he’s been caught, he quickly clears his throat, his smile disappearing.

      “Does anyone want dessert?”

      When we all say no, Max signals the waiter for the check. Devon complains, but Max insists, considering he chose the restaurant.

      “Well, I insist on paying for the next meal then. That is if you want to do this again, of course.”

      Max wipes his mouth with the napkin and places it on the table. “I will never say no to a meal.”

      “Oh, me, either,” I pipe up, causing everyone to look at me. My cheeks flush. “I mean … it’s nice, you know … sitting and eating with great company.”

      Aaron offers me a crooked smile, and his father looks amused. After paying, we all stand.

      “What do you think about going to the bar for a drink?” Devon asks.

      “Sounds great,” Max replies, then looks at Aaron and me with a smile. “But I believe these two would like to drink without us.” My cheeks instantly flush.

      Awkward.

      I feel Aaron’s hand on the small of my back. I smile, then see Devon glaring at me. He’s not happy, which just pisses me off. It’s like living with someone who’s bipolar.

      “Yes, I’d like to steal Andi away for an hour or two. I hope you don’t mind.”

      I see Devon grit his teeth, then slowly shake his head. “Why would I mind? I hope you have a good time.” He tries to smile, but I can tell it’s forced. If we were alone, I know he’d come up with some excuse about my brother not liking it.

      I inwardly sigh. Why should I even care? I have an exceptionally sweet, kind, and handsome man offering to take me for drinks, but I’m more concerned about how Devon’s going to take it? It’s stupid.

      “You kids have a good time,” Max says with a smirk.

      Walking forward, I kiss him on the cheek. “Thank you so much for dinner. The food here is exceptional.”

      Taking my hand, Max kisses it. “It was my pleasure, Andi, especially when I’m dining with someone as beautiful as you.” My cheeks flush again. He turns to Aaron. “See you later, son. Take good care of young Andi here.”

      Aaron takes my handbag and places it around my shoulder. When he keeps his hand there, I notice Devon’s nostrils flare a little. “Oh, I will.” He turns to me, making me look up at him. “Are you ready?”

      I take a very quick glance at Devon, who’s standing as still as a statue. “Yes, I’m ready.” In fact, I’m more than ready. I just want out of here and away from the burning sensation on my skin caused by Devon’s glare.

      “Have fun,” Max says, waving to us as we walk away.

      “Well, that was … interesting.”

      As we walk toward the exit, I look up at Aaron to try and gauge his reaction. “Interesting is one word I would use,” I answer, chuckling. As we head outside, I turn to him. “Can I ask where we’re going?”

      He motions toward a chauffeur standing next to the open door of a black sedan. “Please,” Aaron says. “It’s a surprise.”

      I give him an amused look before getting into the car. Aaron climbs in after me, a smile on his face.

      “You’re intriguing me.”

      As he settles in, he turns to me as the driver pulls away from the curb. “Do you like surprises, Andi?”

      “Hmm, it depends. I think everyone can admit to liking nice surprises.”

      “Oh, this is definitely a nice surprise.”

      Wringing my hands together nervously, I smile at him before turning my head to take in the sights. New York looks fantastic during the day, but at night? It’s spectacular.

      “Your boss seems very knowledgeable. Very … business savvy.”

      I turn away from the hustle and bustle of the streets to stare at Aaron. “That’s very generous of you, considering the way he behaved at dinner.”

      Aaron shrugs as if it doesn’t bother him. “He sees me as a theat.”

      I frown a little. “What makes you say that?”

      “I’m making advances toward his PA and he doesn’t like it.”

      I start laughing. “Ah, you noticed that, did you?”

      He nods. “What’s the deal with you two anyway? Is there something I should know?”

      My heart beats a little. I swallow, looking down at my dress before I look back up at him. “There’s nothing to know. He’s been best friends with my brother since school and now I work for him.”

      I can tell by the look on Aaron’s face that he doesn’t buy it. He inhales a little, looks away momentarily, then glances back at me. “I’ll leave it for now, but I may want to address something a little later.”

      I swallow hard. “Okay.” I don’t say anything more. I have a feeling he will press on the subject of Devon and me, and I’m not quite sure how to address it.

      But as I stare out the window once more, all thoughts of Devon are pushed to the back of my mind when I see the lights of the Empire State Building coming into view. I gasp. “Oh, my god. It’s so beautiful.”

      Aaron laughs. “I take it you’re impressed.”

      I look over at him. “Aren’t you? I know you live here, but how can one ever tire of staring at something so … so … remarkable? Something so … dominating.”

      “You get used to it, but I guess you’re right. It is rather exceptional.”

      When we pull up to the building and the driver gets out, I turn to Aaron. “We’re not going inside, are we?” Biting my lip again, I try and suppress my smile.

      He nods with a smirk. “Yes. I know this isn’t the romantic moment you were probably hoping for, but I hope it’ll be close.”

      I gasp. “Are you kidding me? I can’t think of anything more perfect. Thank you.”

      With a smile, Aaron helps me out of the car and I follow him into the building. I’m thinking we’ll have to wait, but I’m pleasantly surprised when we skip the line.

      “Come here often?” I ask, a joke in my voice.

      Aaron smiles softly. “I know a few people.”

      I nod. “Of course you do.”

      We both laugh as we head into one lift. When we get out and step into another, my eyes widen.

      “We have to take two elevators?”

      “There will be three. We’re going straight to the top.”

      “Wow,” I breathe out, trying to curb my excitement. I feel like a child on Christmas.

      I notice Aaron staring at me, so I turn to him. “You have the most amazing smile.”

      I feel the heat rush to my cheeks. “Thank you.”

      When the elevator comes to a stop, we make our way onto the main deck. Even though it’s dark, the air is sticky from the heat of the day. It’s not too unbearable, though.

      As Aaron and I make our way toward the corner of the deck, I look across at the expanse of lights. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Come,” Aaron says, taking my hand. He pulls me over to the middle and points to a massive building. “You see that building over there?” I look into the distance at the tall, extremely shiny building with a blue, red, and white top. I turn back to him.

      “Yes.”

      “That’s the One World Trade Center.” He points again. “Over there is the Statue of Liberty, and over there is the Chrysler Building.”

      I look again. “It has a very distinct shape with its arches and triangles.”

      He turns to see me looking at him. “Triangles, huh?” I nod. He looks down at my lips before looking back up. “Central Park is just over there.” He points, making me look down. All I can see is an expanse of black trees. As I follow it across, I notice the Hudson River.

      “That’s where that pilot had to land.” I point. “Unbelievable.”

      Aaron looks at me. “Chesley Sullenberger. What a great man and a fantastic pilot. He saved everyone that day.”

      “I remember being at home with my dad when it came on the news. I was in complete shock. I couldn’t imagine a plane could land on water like that without at least breaking apart.”

      “I know. That’s why they called it a ‘miracle on the Hudson.’”

      Thinking of flying and planes, I turn to him. “Did you ever have any incidents in your flying career?”

      Aaron looks away for a moment. “There were a couple. I had an incident where the plane stalled for twenty minutes. That was pretty frightening. But the worst incident was when I was on exercise off the Florida coast. There were four of us. One had trouble, causing his aircraft to dip and hit another plane. The shrapnel from that ripped into my engine—”

      I gasp. “Oh no! What happened?”

      “Clouds of coolant went into the air. I couldn’t see to get my bearings. After a couple minutes of trying to control the plane, I decided to admit defeat and pull the ejection seat. I landed safely in the ocean, but I was pretty beat up. It took me three weeks to recover before I could fly again.”

      I place my hand on his shoulder. “I bet. Were your colleagues okay?”

      He nods. “Yes. We all ejected and landed in the water. Then, we just waited for rescue.” He laughs. “The sharks kept us company.”

      My eyes widen. “I can’t think of anything worse.” I involuntarily shiver. “There’s a reason they belong in the sea and we belong on land. They don’t venture into my space, I won’t go into theirs.”

      “You don’t like sharks?” he asks, an amused look on his face.

      “I like sharks, but I respect their territory. That’s the difference.”

      “Ah, so it has nothing to do with that fact they’re huge and have sharp teeth that can bite into your flesh.” He laughs.

      “That’s not funny, you know.”

      Placing a hand on his heart, he stops, smirking. “I’m sorry.” He points up higher. “Do you want to go up farther?” When I nod, he offers me his arm. “Let’s go.”

      Once we reach the cooler, more intimate setting at the top, Aaron lets me gaze out of the windows for a few moments.

      “You like it up here, huh?”

      I turn to find him watching me. It’s nice to spend time with a gentleman.

      “I do.” I grab his arm. “Thank you so much for this.” I turn back to look out at the thousands of lights. “I think I could stay like this forever.”

      “Here,” Aaron says, grabbing me. I turn to see him holding up his phone. He takes a selfie of us, then shows it to me.

      “That’s nice.” We look great together. So happy. So radiant.

      “I’ll text it to you later. I have a feeling this is going to end up being my profile picture on Facebook.”

      I notice him staring at my lips again. It’s getting to be extremely difficult not to cross that line with him.

      “So,” he says, clearing his throat. “You only have the one brother?”

      Grateful of the change of subject, I nod. “Yep. He’s staying with my dad until he goes to Afghanistan.” My face falls.

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It’s always tough on families when they know their loved one is going somewhere so dangerous.”

      I nod. “It certainly is. We’re so close … especially since my mum died.”

      “Can I ask how?”

      When I see his eager expression, I take a deep breath. “She was shot at home, but the murderer was never caught.”

      Aaron looks down for a moment, shaking his head. When he looks back up, he places a hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry, Andi. Were you living with them at the time?”

      I nod. “Yes, and for a little while after. It’s my home; however, I couldn’t help but think some stranger invaded it and took one of the most important people in my life away from me. After she died, I did some stupid things I’m not proud of. I made poor decisions that caused more heartache for my dad. It’s something I will never forgive myself for.”

      He faces me and puts his hands on my shoulders, squeezing lightly. “Hey, as far as your father’s concerned, I’m sure there’s nothing to forgive. You were grieving as much as he was.”

      Taking a deep breath, I nod. I don’t want to start tearing up in front of Aaron. We haven’t known each other that long. I’m sure he wouldn’t appreciate the woman he’s trying to take out on a nice date turning into a mess.

      “Yeah, it was one of those things. Eventually, I grew up, moved out, got myself a housemate, and got a job working for Devon.”

      Smiling, he moves his hands away from my shoulders. “Yes … Devon …” He thinks for a moment. “Out of curiosity, what’s he like to work for?”

      I look away, blowing out some air. What can I tell him? That he’s an ignorant pig who doesn’t care what he does or says to hurt me? As far as trying to strike a deal with this man and his father, it won’t look very good for him.

      “He’s—” I start laughing. “Truth be told, it’s like working for a thirty-five-year-old child.”

      “Well, I guess we all have a little bit of a boy in us.”

      “See, there you go again, sticking up for him,” I joke.

      “He likes you,” he says. I laugh sarcastically. “I’m being serious. He really likes you, Andi. In fact, I would place a bet on the fact he’s in love with his PA and doesn’t know what to do about it.”

      Thinking how preposterous that sounds, I nudge him with my shoulder. “Oh, come on. That’s just silly.”

      “Why?”

      I stare at him in disbelief. “You haven’t seen the models he parades through his office.”

      Aaron leans forward. “And I’d bet every one of them doesn’t hold a candle to you.”

      I stare into Aaron’s eyes, thinking how sweet he is. How easy would it be to let this man kiss me? But I know I’ll be flying back to London and he’ll be staying here. There would be no point to it … other than having a really good time that is.

      I can tell by the look he gives me that he feels the same way. He has a certain hunger in his eyes that I want to explore, but know I can’t.

      Then, as quickly as it comes, it vanishes when he pulls away, inhaling. “The question is: How do you feel about him?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know what—”

      “Come on, Andi. You can tell me. I won’t say anything.” When I don’t respond, he says, “Okay, tell you what. I’m going to let you in on a little secret. Well, it’s probably not much of a secret, considering I can’t seem to keep my eyes off you, but here goes. I like you … a lot. I know it’s crazy because we live so far apart. You’re only here for two or three more days, and then you’ll be flying three thousand, four hundred and seventy miles away.” He raises an eyebrow at me as my eyes widen. “Believe me, I’ve checked.” I laugh. “Anyway, I guess what I’m trying to figure out is whether this,” he motions between us, “is crazy. Is it just me?” I shake my head. “But I sense something else, too … an uncharted spark between you and Devon. I can hazard a guess as to how he feels for you, but what is it you feel for him?”

      Wondering if I should say anything, I take a deep breath. Considering he’s so sweet and kind, laying himself on the line like that, I owe him.

      “Okay,” I say, closing my eyes. “I do have feelings for Devon.” I roll my eyes after realising how preposterous that sounds. He treats me like crap. “I know nothing can happen between us, but—”

      Aaron puts his hand up. “Say no more. I don’t want to make you feel any more uncomfortable. I already know more than enough.” He shakes his head with a smile. “I know how cliché this is going to sound, but when I saw you at the bar and heard your voice, I think I fell a little bit in love with you.” He smirks, letting me know he’s kidding. “So I guess you and I are both crazy. I’d rather know now than you leaving me with a broken heart.” When he sees my smile, he says, “Have you ever thought about quitting your job so you and he could date?”

      I snort out a laugh. “Okay, first of all, that will never happen. Second, I’ve actually started looking.” I sigh. “I’m not saying Devon is bad to work for.” I almost choke on the lie. “I just think I have devoted way too much time to him. Even when I go home at night, my life revolves around him in one way or another. It’s like he can’t brush his own teeth without me.” I laugh again, but none of this is funny.

      “It sounds as though he has relied on you way too much. Does he at least appreciate everything you do for him?”

      God, this is awkward. How can I say he doesn’t in front of a perspective business partner? Knowing I’m going to lie again, I nod. “Yes, he does.”

      Aaron smiles. “Good.” He steps away a little. “Do you want to go have a look around the main deck before I take you for some champagne?”

      Smiling brightly, I nod. “I would really like that. Thank you.”

      We take the elevator down to the main deck. We spend a good thirty minutes walking around, gazing at the lights and talking. Aaron is fantastic company, and I can’t help but think how sweet he is for spending so much time with me. He must have seen the sights a million times, yet he’s patient and lets me go at my own pace.

      Once we’re finished, we drive to a local bar where we have a glass of champagne and talk some more. In fact, we talk so long, I don’t even realise it’s after midnight until I check my watch.

      “I’d better get you back. Your boss won’t be happy with me for stealing you away for so long.”

      “Oh, I’m sure he’s got better things to do right now than worry about me.” In fact, I can just imagine him entertaining yet another woman in his room.

      Aaron shakes his head as he leads me out of the bar. “Oh, I highly doubt that.”

      We drive back to my hotel. Once there, I look at him. “You’re some kind of special, you know that?”

      Aaron looks taken aback. “What makes you say that?”

      “Well, you take a girl out on a date, impress the hell out of her, then she tells you she likes someone else. In fact, you took me for champagne after I told you. Not many men would do that.”

      Aaron turns away for a second before looking back at me. “I guess I just really like you and like spending time with you. I know nothing can happen between us because of the three thousand miles, but—”

      “Three thousand, four hundred, seventy miles.” I smirk.

      He raises an eyebrow at me, nodding. “Exactly. I guess what I’m trying to say is, despite all that, I enjoy your company.” He holds his hand out to me. “Friends?”

      Biting my lip, I nod. “I would like that very much.” I place my hand in his. “Friends.” I lean forward, placing a kiss on his cheek. I notice his hand lingers for a moment, making it hard to pull away.

      “I think it best you go inside before I cross that ‘friend’ boundary.”

      Letting go of his hand, I pull back. “I had a really good time tonight, Aaron.”

      He smiles. “So did I. Sweet dreams, Andi.”

      The driver gets out and opens my door for me. “You, too.” I climb out of the car. I turn and wave at him before the chauffeur shuts the door.

      With a slight spring in my step, but also disappointment that nothing can happen between us, I step into the lift. I’m about to press the button for my floor when I think about tonight. Making a quick decision, I press the button for the roof. If Devon is entertaining someone, I want to stay away for a while.

      As the elevator doors open, I step through and look around. There is a sign on the wall saying “Rooftop Pool,” so I decide to head in that direction. It’s probably closed, but I can still walk over there.

      At the end of the hallway, I push on the door—surprised when it opens. I expect to see a few people, so I’m shocked when I’m met with only dim lights.

      I step through and walk up to the edge, taking a deep breath. The city of Manhattan is laid out before me, and it looks just as stunning from down here as it did way up there. I look up at the Empire State Building, thinking about how much I enjoyed tonight.

      A noise in the shadows has my heart racing. Snapping my head to the source, I try and see if anyone’s there. All I can see is black. Maybe I should go. I’m probably not supposed to even be up here this late anyway.

      “Have a nice time tonight?”

      With a yelp, I jump, squinting into the darkness. “Devon?” I ask. I can’t quite see him, but I see an outline. He’s leaning up against the wall, holding a drink in his hand.

      “Well, did you?”

      Guardedly, I answer, “Yes, I had a lovely time. We went to the top of the Empire State Building.”

      He laughs under his breath. “I guess Andi gets turned on by romance. Did you let him touch you?”

      I screw up my face in disgust. “Not that it’s any of your business—”

      “Did you let him touch you?”

      “No. Why do you care so much anyway?”

      “Does it sound like I care?” he asks nonchalantly.

      “You wouldn’t ask if it didn’t bother you in some way.”

      He shrugs. “I’m just looking out for my best friend’s sister.”

      I roll my eyes. “Of course you are.”

      He pushes himself off the wall and walks toward me. Aware that he’s been drinking, I step back, hitting the wall. Devon smiles before reaching up and twirling his finger through one of my ringlets.

      “Tell me, Andi. Does helicopter man make you all wet like I do?”

      I try looking into his eyes to see a trace of humanity there, but all I’m met with is black. “There’s no need for this, Devon.”

      He steps closer, making my breath hitch. “Answer the goddamned fucking question.”

      Smelling the alcohol scares me a little. Ritchie did say it made people blurt the truth. Maybe I just don’t want to know the truth when it comes to Devon.

      “Does he make you wet?” he asks again, blowing his warm, alcohol-laden breath into my face.

      “You’ve been drinking. Maybe you should go to bed, sleep it off, and we’ll talk about this in the morning.”

      I try to move away, but he grabs my wrist and pins me to the wall. He leans down and inhales the side of my neck. He’s so close, I can feel the rapid beating of his heart against mine. So close, his warm breath tickles my skin. So close, I can feel his erection digging into me.

      “I want you to answer my question.”

      His deep breathing sets off my own. I don’t want him to affect me like he is, but I can’t help it. Nothing can happen, though. He’s drunk and will no doubt regret it in the morning again.

      “No,” I finally say, my lip trembling. “Now, are you going to let me go?”

      “Did you not want him to slide his hand up your thigh like this?” He lets go of my wrist and trails one rough hand from my knee all the way up to my thigh.

      “Devon, stop …”

      He starts kissing the side of my neck, pushing my dress up. “Did you want him to kiss you like I’m kissing you?” Grabbing my hip, he forces me against him, making him growl.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing, Devon. Stop.”

      His hand starts travelling to the hem of my knickers. Suddenly, he drops his glass and darts his tongue into my mouth.

      I can’t breathe. I certainly wasn’t expecting him to launch himself at me like this. If he wasn’t drunk and wasn’t so rough, I would probably enjoy it, but everything inside me is screaming for me to stop this.

      I start to wrestle with him, trying to push him away. He doesn’t budge. He keeps kissing me, trailing his hands all over. Putting all my might behind it, I give one big push, making him step back. “Devon, no!” I shout, slapping him across the face … hard.

      He covers his cheek, giving me a surprised look. Tears sting my eyes as I turn and run for the door, not looking back. I don’t even notice if he’s trying to stop me. I keep running, not stopping until I’ve gotten into my room and lock the door.

      Falling onto my bed, I cry into my duvet. I cry until there are no more tears left and I’m exhausted, soon drifting off.

      In my state of near-unconsciousness, I start to wonder:

      Why am I still here?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I didn’t sleep very well. By seven, I was wide awake with yet another headache, but it’s from crying myself to sleep this time. I had drinks last night, but nowhere near the amount that would make me feel like this.

      Rather than feeling sorry for myself, I put on my big girl panties and take a shower, then try calling my dad. What happened with Devon last night needs to be addressed, but not right now. Right now, the only thing on my mind is that it’s my dad’s birthday and I need to talk to him. When three attempts at calling him fail, I try Charlie, but he doesn’t pick up, either.

      I start to worry. I even contemplate going next door and telling Devon how concerned I am. I know it’s stupid after the way he behaved last night, but speaking to my dad and knowing he’s okay is my number one priority.

      Deciding to bite the bullet, I get up from the bed and walk to the door, but as I do, I hear a knock, making me freeze.

      Is Devon coming to apologise? It would be so unlike him to do so. In his world, he can do no wrong, so last night will probably end up being my fault.

      With a sigh, I decide to get it over with. Knowing my mood, I’ll probably say or do something I may regret later. Maybe if I move back in with Dad, I can afford the drop in wages. It’s something I don’t want to have to do. Once you leave home, you’re not supposed to go back again.

      Placing my hand on the doorknob, I flick the lock. With a deep breath, I open the door.

      “Surprise!” my dad and Charlie shout together.

      I gasp. “What the—”

      “Careful, young lady,” my dad admonishes.

      “But … how?” We hug, tears in my eyes.

      “Devon knew how much it meant for you to have us spend the day together, so he ordered his private jet to come get us,” my dad says.

      “Oh, my god!” I shout. I don’t believe it. Devon acts like an arsehole, then does something like this? How can I stay mad at him?

      “That plane was something else,” Charlie says.

      My dad gives him a reproachful look. “Not to mention a certain stewardess on it.”

      “Legs that went on for miles,” Charlie whispers to me.

      I roll my eyes. “It certainly didn’t take you long to mention a woman in one form or another.”

      “You know me,” Charlie says with a smile.

      I give them another hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.” I look over their shoulders, but don’t see Devon. “Where is he?”

      “In meetings,” my dad said. “He told us that you weren’t to worry and we should have a good time, no expenses spared. We have a driver at our disposal all day. I, for one, can’t wait to see New York.”

      I hug him again. “Happy birthday, Dad.”

      He squeezes me to him. “Thank you, Andi Pandy.”

      I pull away. “Did you see what I left you?” I look at Charlie. “Did you remember to give him the present?”

      I feel my dad’s hand on mine. “Don’t you worry about a thing. I have it here.” He turns around and walks to the table in the living room, the present sitting there. We all sit down on the couch.

      “How long are you here for?”

      “Just until tonight,” my dad says. “Devon tried to get us an early-morning slot tomorrow, but we could only get one at nine o’clock tonight.”

      I feel a little disappointed, but so happy I get to see them for a while. “Well, you’re here, so let’s make the most of it.”

      “Definitely.”

      I look at the present. “Okay, open it so we can go get breakfast before we see some sights.”

      A couple months ago, my dad broke his watch. He was devastated because he had it for years. It didn’t look the best, but he loved it. When he had to throw it away, it gave me an idea. My father loves Ferrari, has for years, so I went shopping for a chrome Ferrari watch. It was expensive, but he’s worth it. I knew he would love it.

      With an expectant smile, I watch as he unwraps it. When he sees the box, he looks up at me. “You didn’t,” he says with a boyish smile.

      “Open it,” I urge.

      When he does, I notice a small tear forming in his eyes. “It’s beautiful,” he whispers.

      I let out a breath I didn’t realise I was holding. “Really? You like it? Because if you don’t, I can always—”

      “No, no, no,” he protests. “I love it. It’s perfect.” I watch as he places it on his wrist. He’s wearing a light blue short-sleeved shirt and beige trousers. The watch just sets it off perfectly.

      “It looks great on you, Dad.”

      “Come here,” he says, opening his arms. I wrap mine around him. “Thank you.” He reaches out for Charlie. “Thank you both for being with me today.”

      “Well, Devon set it up,” Charlie says.

      “We must thank him properly once you get home from your deployment,” my dad says with a nod. I nod, too, wondering how on earth I’m going to deal with him now that he’s pulled this stunt.
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      Surprisingly, we bump into Aaron just outside the hotel. He’s with his company executive manager, Joanne Hawkins. She’s stunning with jet-black hair and legs that go on for miles. I can tell Charlie is smitten, and I think the feeling is mutual. We can’t talk long as we have sights to see and Aaron and his manager have meetings to attend. He wishes us a pleasant day, then wishes Charlie the best of luck in Afghanistan.

      “Nice chap,” my father says once we get in the car.

      “And that woman he was with …” Charlie gives a low whistle, making me roll my eyes. “You don’t think they’re together, do you?”

      I shake my head. “No, they’re not.” I’m not going to explain how I know that.

      We visit the Statue of Liberty, Times Square, and Central Park, where we have pizza and ice cream for lunch. Afterward, we do a bit of shopping before driving to the 9/11 memorial. We take our time walking around, smoothing our fingers over all the names of the people who met their untimely deaths here. It is both moving and inspiring.

      We take a walk along Wall Street before heading to the Empire State Building where we have to stand in line for a while. I have to smile at that. It was all effortless when I was with Aaron.

      After spending some time there, we’re all exhausted, thinking of getting a quick something to eat before they have to head to the airport.

      “I had the most amazing day today,” I say as we sit in Olive Garden.

      “Me, too,” my dad says, lifting his glass. “To Devon, for making all this happen.”

      Charlie immediately follows suit, so I do the same. I know it’s coming to that time where Devon and I need to have a talk. How that will go is anyone’s guess, but I know we can’t go on like this for much longer.

      “To Devon,” I say. “Happy birthday, Dad.”

      “Thanks,” he beams. “It’s been the best. New York was everything I expected and more. I could easily live here.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Really?”

      “Couldn’t you?”

      I look out the window at the hustle and bustle on the street. “It’s like London in the sense that it’s a city, but yes, I could definitely see myself living here. The lights, the ambience, the buildings… It’s all fantastic.”

      “Maybe we should all come here for a family holiday,” Charlie begins. “You know, once I’m back from …”

      He doesn’t say it. He knows the fact that he’s going to a dangerous country is upsetting enough for me. He doesn’t want to rub salt into the wound.

      “I would love that,” I say, smiling. He gives me a goofy smile right back. “You never know. You may even get to see Joanne again.” I wink at him.

      His eyes widen. “You never know.”

      After a gorgeous meal, we have the driver take us to the airport. I start crying. Even though I know I’ll see them again in a couple days, I still hate saying goodbye.

      My father asks me to say thank you to Devon, and then they wave as they enter the airport. The whole ride back to the hotel, I have a nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach. I haven’t seen Devon since last night, so I have no idea how he’s going to react once I do.

      After saying thanks to the driver, I make my way up to the room and notice neither Anthony nor Mark are in. Or maybe they’re just hiding in their rooms. I don’t hang around long enough to find out. Instead, I head in the direction of where Devon and I are staying. I notice his door’s shut. After dropping my things in the living area, I walk over and knock on it. When I don’t hear anything, I wonder if he’s in. I try again. This time, I hear him shout to come in.

      With a deep breath, I open the door. I’m about to say something, but all words fail me. Devon’s standing by his bed, a white towel sitting low on his waist. Water’s glistening on his skin, which explains why he didn’t hear my first knock. He must have been in the shower. Droplets cascade down his flawless torso, making me swallow hard. I could seriously lick him all over.

      But that’s not why words fail me. All the time I have known Devon, I thought I knew everything about him. I was wrong. Standing before me is a Greek god with not only a bronzed body and pecks I could kiss for hours, but he’s also covered in tattoos. On his chest is an eagle spreading its massive wings, its elegant head turned to the side. On one shoulder is a dragon curling itself like a snake, and on the other is his RAF insignia.

      “Cat got your tongue?” Devon asks. It’s only then I realise I’m gawking shamelessly. “Maybe you should take a picture. It will last longer.”

      I snap my mouth shut. Shit, I must look like a wanton hussy. Why am I here again? Oh yes. “I came to say thank you for today. It was very thoughtful of you to do something like that.”

      He runs his hands through his wet hair. Again, my brain is blank. “You’re welcome.” When I don’t say anything, he cocks his head to the side. “Is that all?”

      Shutting the door behind me, I say, “No, it isn’t.” I see the exasperated look on his face, but I don’t let it intimidate me. “We need to talk about what happened last night.”

      Grabbing another towel off his bed, he starts drying his hair. “Listen,” he says, looking at me, “I know I was out of line …”

      “Are you going to apologise?”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      I huff. “So you keep saying. Is that you’re apology?”

      “Isn’t it enough?” He sighs. “Are we about done here? Because I’d like to get dressed.” Stubbornly, I cross my arms. “I take that as a no. Suit yourself.” He rips his towel away, revealing his tight little butt.

      Sweet mother of all things holy… He could crack a nut with that arse!

      As he walks toward the dresser, I notice his muscles flexing with each step. I know I’m staring unashamedly, but I can’t seem to look away.

      Once he has his boxers on, he turns to me. Is it bad that he looks even better with them on? It’s like looking at a model.

      “You’re not saying anything, Andi.”

      Closing my mouth again, I swallow. When did talking become so hard? Looking away, I try to clear my errant thoughts. He tried forcing me to kiss him, for goodness sake!

      “Listen,” I say, walking closer. “I need to know what’s going on between us. We need to talk about it so I can move on.”

      “There’s nothing to talk about. I’ve told you before and I’ll tell you again—”

      “But there is,” I say, imploring him. I walk closer, almost placing my hands on his chest. I need to keep my eyes above chest level. “Don’t you understand there is everything to talk about? You keep telling me there’s nothing, then you kiss my neck and try sticking your tongue down my throat. What if I hadn’t slapped you last night? What if I’d been compliant like last time? We would have had sex, then the next morning, you would treat me as if I’m shit on your shoe.”

      “I don’t treat you like—”

      This time, I put my hand on his chest. “Yes, you do.” I close my eyes for a moment and look back up. I expect to see defiance … anger … something. What I don’t expect to find is a man who looks lost.

      I let out a deep breath. “I’m tired, Devon. So very tired. I don’t know what to do anymore.” I look into his cool blue eyes. “This past year, I’ve done nothing but be there for you. Everything you’ve asked, I’ve done, all the while being belittled with your snide remarks. The sad thing is that I take it because ever since I was a kid, I’ve had this stupid infatuation with you.” Gazing into his eyes, I see nothing. Not even a spark to let me know how he feels. “This is useless,” I say, breaking away and shaking my head. “I’m sorry I came here. I wish I could have just thanked you for today and went on my way, but I couldn’t.”

      I hang my head and start walking to the door. I stop and turn to him. Suddenly, I’m not thinking about my dad or what the hell I’m going to do. I may have to take two jobs just to make sure the house is paid for. What I certainly can’t do is live like this any longer.

      “I can’t do this anymore. I’m sorry, but when this deal is done and we get back to London, I’m handing in my notice.”

      I don’t wait for his reaction. Instead, I walk to the door and turn the knob. However, once I have it open a little, I feel a hand push it closed again.

      I look up and see Devon’s hand on the door, so I turn around. He’s staring at me, his breath ragged, his eyes showing me the first signs of kindness I have ever seen.

      “Please,” he whispers. “Don’t go.”

      I feel a tear slide down my face. “I can’t play these games with you anymore. I’m tired. I don’t want you waking up tomorrow morning and treating me like shit again.”

      “I won’t.”

      Looking up into his eyes, I try to see a hint of cruelty there, finding none. “How can you be so sure?”

      Leaning closer, I feel his warm, minty breath against my lips. For a moment, I close my eyes. “I’m tired of fighting this, Andi. Tired of fighting you.”

      I open my eyes, searching his. “I don’t understand. What is there to—”

      I have no time to say the rest because his lips lock on mine. At first, I’m stoic, but when he coaxes my mouth open on a moan, I can’t help but relent and immediately relax in his arms. Unlike the first kiss at my dad’s house, which was raw, passionate, and needy, this one is more tender, soft, and inviting.

      Throwing my arms around his neck, I start a hurried dance with his tongue. I feel his chest heaving, hear our deep intake of breath as we carry on our sensual kiss.

      When Devon picks me up, I don’t hesitate to wrap my legs around his waist as he carries me toward the bed, laying me down gently.

      As he kisses his way down my neck, I breathlessly say, “This isn’t exactly talking through our issues, is it?”

      He pushes himself up and quickly takes my t-shirt off. “No,” he says with a smirk. “But what a way to break the ice.”

      I laugh, then he kisses around my chest before rising up again. “I’m ready,” he says, taking his boxers off. “But you have on too many clothes.”

      “Maybe you should remedy that,” I reply.

      He smirks. “You don’t need to ask me twice.”

      Unbuttoning my jeans, he pulls them down my legs before taking his sweet time caressing his way back up. I buck beneath him, seeking more of his touch, his warmth … his everything. “Devon,” I whisper, taking his face in my hands and pulling him up.

      “Please tell me you’re still taking those pills? I don’t think I can wear a condom now that I’ve felt what it’s like to take you raw.”

      I breathe heavily against his lips. “Yes, I’m still taking them. I always take them.”

      With agonising slowness, he starts taking down my knickers. “Please say I can feel you, Andi. I want to take you bare. I want to come inside you.”

      Fuck me, I feel like I’m dying. “Yes,” I whisper.

      When he takes my bra off, he stops for a moment and stares at me. “You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met, Andi. How I’ve fucking managed to stay away from you for so long, I have no idea.”

      I can’t help the huge smile that grows on my face. I also can’t help but tease him. “I guess you’re going to have to beat yourself up since no one is supposed to touch me.”

      “No one but me,” he responds, placing his hands on my breasts, kneading them until my nipples pucker. I moan, needing more.

      As he flicks my nipples with his thumb, I arch my back. “More,” I say, reaching out to caress his stomach. As my hands travel, I can’t help but reach one down to rub him.

      Devon throws his head back, hissing in a breath. “Fuck!”

      Loving the noises he makes, I caress more, moving my hand until I reach his fully erect cock. I grasp his length, stroking until I hear him moan with pleasure. Sitting up a little, I see a bead of pre-cum form at the end of his cock. With a sweep of my thumb, I wipe it off before placing my thumb into my mouth. He watches with a heated stare as I suck hard.

      “Jesus, Andi, this is going to be over before it even begins.” He pushes me back down on the bed and hovers over me for a minute. “I’m going to rock your world, baby.”

      I smile up at him. “Really? How do you propose to do that?”

      Bending down, he takes a nipple into his mouth, suckling until he hears my moan. “I’m going to kiss every inch of your skin until I hear you beg. Then I’m going to lick your pussy until you scream.” I moan again, running my fingers through his hair, trying my hardest to pull him down. I meet resistance and he smiles. “And then,” he says, sweeping a strand of hair away from my face, “I’m going to fuck you raw, fuck you hard. And I won’t stop until I hear you scream my name.”

      Shit! I think I’m going to faint.

      “Devon, please,” I whisper on a groan.

      He smiles against my lips. “Begging already. I must be doing a good job.”

      Just the feel of him on top of me, bare skin to bare skin, does the job. Feeling how hard he is, I try manoeuvring myself until I feel his cock at my entrance.

      “Andi,” he warns breathlessly against my lips. “Stop what you’re doing right—” With a flex of my hips, I feel him enter me slightly. “Fuck!” he cries, pushing forward. “How can I fucking do what I say I’m going to do when you pull a stunt like that? Shit!” He pushes in farther. We both cry out in unison. As he starts to move, I close my eyes, savouring the feel of him. Wanting more, I roll him over until I’m straddling him.

      “You want the control, huh?”

      I smile. “Considering you have all the control in the boardroom, it’s only right I get it in the bedroom.” Threading my fingers through his, I start to ride him, relishing the feeling when I watch him close his eyes on a pleasurable hiss.

      As our breathing becomes heavier, Devon takes his hands from mine and places them on my breasts, running his fingers over my nipples. “Shit!” I cry out, loving the sensations running through every part of my body. As the pleasure hits new levels, I start to pick up the pace, moaning and crying out as I go along.

      I know Devon is close when he grabs my hips and starts moving me. His hands squeeze my hips as I push my way down onto his cock, rubbing my clit against him. My eyes roll to the back of my head.

      “Devon!” I scream, picking up the pace. Our breathing’s heavy, our movements frantic.

      “Shit, Andi, you need to come soon,” he growls.

      I move my hips, grinding myself on him until I feel it coming fast. “Devon!” I cry. My orgasm hits so hard, it robs me of sight.

      “Shit!” he yells, squeezing my hips one last time until I feel him come inside me. He grips so hard, his fingers dig into my skin. I don’t care. I’ve just had the most spellbinding orgasm ever.

      Exhausted, I flop on top of him, feeling him wrap his arms around me. We stay like that for a while, allowing our breathing to calm and the air conditioning to cool us. I close my eyes when I feel Devon caressing my back with his fingers, goosebumps rising.

      “You have the most incredible skin.” He kisses my shoulder, running his fingers down one side of my body. I wiggle, loving the feeling he’s giving me.

      I hear Devon moan. “Keep doing that and I’ll need to take you again.”

      Climbing off, I lay beside him, propping my head up with one arm. I start running my fingers over his tattoos. “I believe I took you.”

      He looks at me and smiles. “Yes, you did. I wouldn’t normally let that happen.” My smile fades a little. “What’s wrong?”

      “We still haven’t talked about us. We need to. Knowing how I feel about you and what we’ve just done, I can’t be the girl who runs out buying condoms for her boss anymore. I can’t sit outside your office while you—”

      His finger touches my lips, halting me. “I won’t do that to you anymore. I mainly did it to piss you off.” He takes his hand away on a sigh. “I was angry I couldn’t have you, so I made you suffer for it. I’m sorry. I was a dickhead. I can’t say that I’m Mr Perfect, but I promise I won’t treat you the way I have been. I was frustrated and I took it out on you.”

      I’m a little shocked, but part of me realises how much sense it all makes. I still need to address some things, though. “That girl the other night. The one you brought back to—”

      “Again, it was only to piss you off.” He rolls onto his side, facing me, running his fingers across my cheek. “Nothing happened. I sent her home, made a couple phone calls, and then I went looking for you.”

      Remembering that night, I say, “You found me in the bath.”

      He looks angry again. “Yes. Like I said before, don’t ever do that shit again.”

      “I won’t. I was just so tired, I didn’t even realise.”

      “And not realising will get you killed.” I start to ask him why he’s so insistent about it when he says, “Now it’s my turn to ask you some questions.” I frown a little, but nod. “The day I came to take you to the police station to look at a bag …” I nod. “Ben was with you, wasn’t he?” Looking away, I bite my lip. His forms into a hard line as he turns away, too. “I fucking knew it.”

      “But nothing happened.”

      He snaps his head to me. “Only because I got there in time. If I hadn’t, what would have happened?”

      I stay silent, then turn angry. “Wait a second. You have a string of girls, yet when I have one—”

      “Two. You forgot about Aaron.”

      I huff. “Nothing happened with Aaron. He never touched me, kissed me, anything. He was the perfect gentleman.”

      “And I’m not?”

      Closing my eyes, I sigh. “I don’t want to argue with you about this. In fact, why are we arguing? Just an hour ago, I thought you hated me and I had to quit. Now, we’re fighting over one man I’ve kissed and another I went on one date with. But all the while, you’ve been screwing anything with a pulse.”

      He smirks. “Okay. Forget I said anything.”

      I give a swift nod. “Yes. I think that would be wise.” Feeling a little calmer, I say, “Where does this leave us, Devon?”

      He looks up at the ceiling for a moment and sighs. “To be honest, I have no idea. I haven’t gotten that far yet. All I know is I can’t fight how I feel for you any longer.”

      I manoeuvre myself up the bed a little more. “Okay, let’s put it this way. How would you feel if I dated other men?”

      He snaps his head to me. “I would personally see to it that any man who touched you would end up regretting it for the rest of his life.”

      Even though I know he’s not joking, I still laugh. “Okay. Seeing other people is out of the question for me. If that’s the case, then it has to be out of the question for you, too. You can’t expect—”

      “After having a taste of you,” he says, stroking his fingers down the side of my torso, “there’s no way I can ever taste another. Why go for Prosecco when I have a Goût de Diamants right here in front of me?”

      I smirk. “I have no idea what that means.”

      He leans forward and kisses my shoulder. “It’s the most expensive champagne in the world. Over two million dollars.”

      “Holy shit. Do you really think that much of me?”

      He smiles. “Yes, Andi,” he says, touching my nose. “I do.”

      His words make me happy. It’s hard to imagine all those horrible times he belittled me and made me feel worthless when he’s being sweet and tender now.

      “Okay,” I say again, trying to get my head around all this. “We’re going to be exclusive, but not serious. We’ll have to keep us a secret.”

      He frowns. “Why the fuck do I have to do that?”

      “Because my brother would kick your butt.”

      He turns his head dismissively, waving his hand in the air. “I can handle Charlie.”

      Sitting up, I wrap my arms around my legs, hugging them. “I don’t care, Devon. All I know is he’ll freak, you two will fight, and I will have to deal with being piggy in the middle. It’ll be chaos. I don’t want you two falling out over me. You’ve been best friends for years. I won’t be the one to spoil that.”

      Devon pushes himself up from the bed, facing me. He runs a finger across my cheek again. I close my eyes. “You won’t break us apart.”

      I take his hand. “Please, let’s just keep this between us and see where it goes.”

      Eventually, he nods. “Okay, you’re right. We’ll see where whatever this is takes us.”

      I exhale a relieved breath. “Thank you.” I smirk. “I guess Mr Condom won’t be needing his condoms anymore.”

      “Excuse me?” he asks. “Mr Condom?”

      I giggle a little. “That was your nickname because you always made me buy your condoms every Friday.”

      Propping his head up with his hand, he smirks. “Oh yeah? And who else knows I’m called that?”

      “Only Ritchie and Mandy.” He shakes his head. “You don’t know how many times I’ve nearly said, ‘ Mr Condom isn’t available right now.’” I start laughing, noticing he’s shaking his head.

      “You’re a wicked woman, do you know that?”

      “Only when it comes to you.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

      I nod, and then remembering something, I ask, “Devon?”

      “Yes.”

      I don’t look at him. “I know that story you told to pull me away from my date with Tom was all bullshit.”

      I hear a rustling of the pillow, so I look at him. His expression is one of intrigue. “Oh yeah? What’s drawn you to that conclusion?”

      “Because when Aaron rang the next day, he already told me he got everything he needed that morning.” He looks away, smirking. A sure sign of guilt. I pick my pillow up and hit him.

      “Hey, what was that for?” he asks, looking all innocent.

      “You know.”

      He shrugs. “What can I say? If I couldn’t have you, nobody could.”

      I nudge him, but decide not to tease him anymore. Instead, I start trailing my fingers across his flawless skin, following my movements with my eyes. “Thank you so much for today. It was really thoughtful.”

      He grabs my hand and tenderly kisses it. “You’re welcome. I knew how much it meant for you to be with him. The plane was sitting at JFK doing nothing. I thought I might as well put it to good use.”

      “Still, you went to great lengths to make sure we were together.”

      He pulls me closer so I’m virtually lying on top of him. “Does this mean you forgive me for last night?”

      Leaning my chin against his chest, looking up at him, I smirk. “I think it’s going to be tough, but I’m sure I’ll forgive you … eventually.”

      “Good,” he says, pulling me up even farther, wrapping his hand around the back of my neck.

      “Good?” I ask. “Aren’t you unhappy that I haven’t quite forgiven you yet?”

      He pulls me toward his lips and smirks. “No. In fact, I’m very happy. I have a feeling that by the time the sun rises in the morning, you will have more than forgiven me.”

      “Is that so?” My breath hitches, feeling his arousal again.

      Devon rolls me onto my back, hovering over me. “In fact,” he says, kissing my lips, “you’re not leaving this room until you’ve forgiven me. I’m going to blow your mind with orgasm—” he starts kissing his way down toward my nipples, “after orgasm—” he ventures farther, kissing around my belly, “after orgasm—” I wiggle beneath him, moaning. As he goes lower, I thread my fingers through his hair, and he licks my clit.

      Closing my eyes, I throw my head back. “Oh god,” I groan. As I relish every pleasurable lick, I think:

      I believe I may have forgiven him already.
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      Once the sun rose, I had forgiven Devon. In fact, after orgasm number two, I would have forgiven him for anything. I knew he would be good in bed, but never imagined to what extent. And the things he did with his tongue had my head spinning.

      As I wake, I had thought it all a dream. As I gaze upon him, watching the rise and fall of his chest, replaying every image of what we had done last night, I realise it is all so real. I smile. I have a feeling I will be smiling like this for days.

      Needing to use the bathroom, I slowly get up, careful not to wake Devon, and make my way toward it. Once finished, I wash my hands, taking a look at my happy face in the mirror. When I look down to turn off the water, I notice something behind Devon’s toothbrush. I dry my hands quickly and then carefully pick up the packet. Clonazepam. I frown, not knowing what that is. Having heard of Diazepam, I have a feeling it’s something to do with depression or anxiety.

      I walk back to bed, slip in, and pull the covers over me, causing Devon to stir.

      “What time is it, baby?” he groans.

      I look at the clock on the nightstand. “It’s a little after eight.” I bite my lip, worrying about the tablets.

      Devon moans. “We’d better get up, but I don’t want to. We have a meeting at ten thirty, but I want to be able to enjoy breakfast in bed with you. Or breakfast on you.” He pulls me closer, nuzzling his face into the crook of my neck. He inhales. “You smell of sex. So fucking sexy.”

      I want to enjoy this, but I’m still thinking about those pills. “Devon?”

      “Mmm?” he asks, kissing my neck.

      “I went to the bathroom. When I was washing my hands, I noticed something.”

      He stops still, looking up at me. “What?”

      “What’s Clonazepam?”

      With an angry stare, he pulls away from me. “You had no right to go through my stuff.”

      “I’m sorry. I saw them sitting there and was curious.”

      He gets out of bed and starts pulling on a t-shirt and boxers. “Well, you know what curiosity did for the cat. It’s none of your business.” With that, he storms toward the bathroom and slams the door, making me jump.

      Shit, what did I do? I only asked a question. I place my head in my hands. If he has depression, it would be the last thing he would want to admit to me. A part of me feels like shit for putting him on the spot, but another part of me feels that if this thing between us takes off, I’m going to need to know what I’m getting myself into.

      Knowing he’s going to need some space, I get out of bed, wrap a towel around me, and pick up all my stuff. Once I have everything in my arms, I swiftly walk out of Devon’s bedroom and toward my own, not noticing Mark sitting in the common living area. When I spot him, I stop, eyes wide. He doesn’t say anything, just smirks and goes back to reading his paper. Great. He already knows.

      Taking a deep breath, I walk into my bedroom, dump my clothes on the bed, then head for the shower. I don’t quite know what’s wrong with Devon, but if he thinks this is a reason to start treating me like dirt again, he has another thing coming.

      Within an hour, I’m ready for whatever the day will bring. I don’t have long to wait. Just as I’m about to put my shoes on, there’s a knock on the door.

      Thinking it’s Devon coming to apologise, I call out to come in. I’m surprised when Mark opens the door. “Devon wants us to meet him by the car. We’re going to look at the fleet today.”

      Disappointed, I nod. “Okay. I’ll be right out.” Mark gives me an apologetic look before closing the door.

      With a heavy sigh, I finish putting on my shoes before pulling my hair into a bun and putting on some diamond earrings my dad got me for my birthday last year. With my figure-hugging black dress and black high heels, I’m ready to tackle the day. What I’m not ready for is Devon and whatever mood he’s in.

      Once I grab my bag, I leave the room, finding Mark and Anthony waiting. I smile. “You didn’t have to wait for me.”

      Anthony walks up, offering his arm. “It’s the gentlemanly thing to do. Are you ready?” I nod and we start walking. “You look stunning.”

      “Thank you.”

      As we wait for the elevator, Mark leans over to whisper, “If you ask me, the man’s an idiot.”

      He doesn’t say who and I don’t ask. Mark can obviously see there’s tension in the air between us. A part of me wonders if this is all worth the hassle.

      Once outside, the chauffeur opens the door. I thank him and slide in, seeing Devon staring out the window. He doesn’t even acknowledge me. Tired of his antics, I decide to speak with Mark and Anthony. I’m not going to stoop to his level. If he wants to sulk, so be it.

      Knowing how flirty Mark can be, I decide to acknowledge him first. “You’re looking rather dapper this morning, Mark,” I say with a cheeky grin. I’m not lying. He does look dapper. Working for Devon, Mark has to wear the finest suits. He also has the straightest, whitest teeth I have ever seen. I’ve even asked him who his dentist is.

      He gives me a knowing look, but I can already tell he will play along. “Why, thank you, Andi. You’re not looking too bad yourself. In fact, that dress more than compliments those amazing eyes of yours.”

      A very loud sigh emanates from Devon’s direction. Both Mark and I look at him before looking back at each other with a smirk.

      “Who are we meeting?” Anthony asks as we drive off.

      Finally, Devon looks, but only in Anthony’s direction. “Aaron and Joanne. Max can’t make it today.”

      When Anthony nods, Devon looks back out the window, but not before noticing my bare legs. I see his jaw clench. Again, I ignore him.

      We arrive at LaGuardia airport, Aaron meeting us outside. We’re taken through the metal detectors before we’re lead onto the tarmac. It’s a really hot and sticky day today, and being next to warm jet engines doesn’t help.

      “This is our fleet,” Aaron says, showing us a massive garage with five planes inside—all being serviced at the moment.

      “How many sectors do you usually have per day?” Devon asks.

      “For short haul, normally around four to six. Long haul will be around two.”

      Devon nods. “Sounds about average.”

      “We have around fifty-five pilots here and two hundred crew. I’ll take you to meet my first officer, Danny Bryden. He was in the RAF, so I should imagine you will have a lot to talk about.”

      Devon smiles. “I know him.”

      Aaron looks shocked. “Really? It’s a small world, isn’t it?”

      Devon nods. “It certainly is.”

      We’re taken around to all the planes, and we even get to go inside one so we could see it in greater detail. The aircrafts at Sutherland all look clean and comfortable, having what looks like a little more legroom than most.

      Once we step off the plane, an officer approaches us and shakes our hands. When he sees Devon, they hug, patting each other’s backs, and start talking about the old days.

      As Joanne talks with Mark and Anthony, Aaron slides over to me. “We haven’t had much chance to talk. How are you?”

      I look at Devon chatting and laughing without a care in the world. “I’m in New York. I’m definitely okay.”

      “Hmm,” he muses, looking into my eyes. “I’m not sure whether you’re telling the truth. You seem … lost.”

      I look at Devon again before turning my attention back to Aaron. “I’m fine.”

      “Uh-oh, there’s that word every man hates to hear coming out of a woman’s mouth. ‘Fine’ is like a red flag to a man. It means run as fast as you can.”

      I laugh. “I’m doing great. Honestly.”

      He looks over at Devon, then back at me. “Problems with the boss?” He quirks his eyebrow at me.

      “Nothing I can’t handle.”

      He smiles. “I’m sure you can.”

      “Andi, we haven’t had a chance to talk. How are you?” Joanne saunters over, offering me her hand.

      “I’m fine. Thank you.” I smirk toward Aaron before shaking her hand. “How are you?”

      “I’m doing well. Thanks. How was your day out with your dad and brother? Charlie, wasn’t it?”

      Inside, I smile. I know for a fact she remembers his name. They practically made love to each other with their eyes when they met.

      “Yes, that’s right. We had a wonderful time. We took in the sights and went to the Olive Garden in Times Square. It was the perfect day.”

      She looks at Devon. “Not many bosses would do that for their employees. He must think really highly of you.”

      I notice Aaron giving me a look before I answer. “Yes, he must. I was extremely grateful to him.”

      She flashes me a bright smile. She seems genuinely nice and friendly, giving me an idea. I gently grab her arm. “Can we talk?” She nods and we excuse ourselves from Aaron, walking a few feet away. I turn to her. “Do you mind me asking you something?”

      She looks confused, but intrigued. “Of course.”

      “My brother, Charlie, is going to Afghanistan in just over a week. I’m sure it would be nice if he had someone other than family he could reach out to. Forgive me if I’m stepping out of line, but would you consider being kind of a Facebook pen pal with him while he’s away? He doesn’t know I’ve asked you, but I’m sure he would love to reach out.”

      She looks pleased by the idea. “Of course not. In fact,” she reaches into her bag to grab her phone, taps the Facebook app, and shows me her page, “this is me. Is it okay if I send you a friend request? That way, you can pass on my information to Charlie.”

      I know I shouldn’t be playing matchmaker, but I have a feeling Charlie’s going to want Joanne’s details. “Sure,” I say, smiling. “Look under Andi Bellingham. I’m the one wearing a bright red dress.” She searches under my name and my profile picture comes up right away. “That’s me.” I point. She sends me a friend request, so I take out my phone, accepting it. “That’s it. Thank you. It’ll actually be nice for me to have a friend across the pond, too.”

      Joanne starts laughing. “Well, considering we’re all going to be partners, it’s only right that we’re on friendly terms.”

      “Of course.” It’s then I wonder about her. “Were you born here?”

      She flicks her long, black hair away from her face. “Yes, but my family moved to New Jersey once I was born. I was the second child, so my parents wanted a bigger house. I moved back once I completed college.”

      “How many brothers and sisters do you have?”

      “My brother, Michael, is the oldest, then there’s me, and soon after me is Helen.”

      “Do you get to see much of them?”

      She shakes her head. “Not really. They’ve both got families and have moved on. Michael lives in Virginia, so I get to see him a little bit, but my sister lives in Arizona, so it’s quite far away to visit.”

      I feel sad for her. I know how much it tears me up whenever my brother’s away. “It must be hard sometimes. Being so far apart, I mean.”

      She offers a sad smile. “It is, but we all have lives. We try and see each other when we can.”

      “Are you ready?” Devon asks, approaching.

      “Yes,” I reply, smiling.

      We drive to JFK, where it’s pretty much the same setup. Once there, I get to speak a little more with Joanne. I really like her. She seems laid back, but also has an energy about her. I get the feeling she’s caring, but would take no shit from anybody.

      On the drive back, I’m alone in the back seat with Devon because Mark and Anthony decided to do their own thing. I can still sense his mood, so I keep quiet.

      “I saw you talking with Aaron.”

      I snap my head to him. He’s still staring out the window. “Yes. So?”

      “I didn’t like it.”

      I start laughing. “He was only being polite, asking me how I—”

      He looks at me. “I. Didn’t. Like. It.”

      Not liking his tone, I grit my teeth. “Whether you like it or not is irrelevant. You’re supposed to be going into business with him. It’s only natural that I’ll have contact with him from time to time.”

      He shrugs. “I don’t care. I still don’t like it.”

      I look away. “I’m not getting into this with you.”

      “When we get back to the hotel, I want you in my bed.”

      I don’t believe what I’m hearing. “I can’t believe you. One minute, you’re all over me; the next, you’re shutting me out. I can’t keep up with your mood swings,” I say on an exasperated sigh.

      “You were asking personal questions.”

      “Yes, I was, but I have a right to know what I’m getting myself into here, Devon. Don’t you think?”

      Leaning his chin on his hand, he stares out the window again. “It’s none of your business.”

      “Devon, how are we supposed to have a relationship if you won’t talk to me?”

      He starts laughing hysterically. “Relationship?” He looks me up and down. “There is no relationship. You’re just a great piece of pussy. That’s it.”

      Stunned into silence, I don’t know what to say, then I get enraged. “Stop the car!” I shout to the driver.

      “Andi, there’s no need for—”

      “Stop. The. Car!” I shout more urgently. The driver does as he’s asked. I hastily grab the door handle, pushing it open.

      “Andi, stop being a baby and get back in here.”

      I turn around to him. “How I was ever attracted to you, I have no idea. You’re nothing but a selfish, manipulative pig.” I slam the door and walk off into the sea of people. I don’t have a clue where I am or where I’m going. All I know is I need to be as far away from that man as possible.

      I take in the tall buildings, the noise, and the hordes of walkers busily brushing past me as they go about their day. I may be surrounded by people, but I feel like the loneliest person on earth right now.
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      Two days later, we’re back in London. The deal went through and everyone is happy. Well, everyone except me. Devon continued to be an arse, so I continued to ignore him, only acknowledging him when he needed something. I was especially pissed because when we went on that helicopter ride at the end, I had to deal with misery the whole time.

      However, I must admit, it was hard saying goodbye to New York. Even though I had some bad memories there, I also had some good ones, Aaron being one. On my last day, he came to the airport and wished me well, telling me to contact him if I ever needed anything. He also mentioned about coming to visit at some point, which I’m looking forward to. I know Devon hated all of it, but screw him.

      “Here,” Ritchie says, handing me a gin and tonic before sitting next to me on the sofa. “Wanna talk about it?”

      I take a sip of my drink before placing it on the coffee table. “Not really.”

      Ritchie nods. “Okay then.”

      Grabbing a cushion, I hug it to me. “He didn’t have to be an arse, did he?”

      He smirks. “I already told you that you should have handed in your notice a long time ago. He’s only dragging you down.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. “We’ve known each other for years. You’d think he’d open up to me a little more. You’d think he would know he could trust me by now.”

      Placing his hand on my shoulder, he squeezes it a little. “He’s a dickhead. Plain and simple. It’s not even worth your time to fret over him.”

      Realising I’m being self-centred, I say, “I’m sorry. I’m so engrossed in what’s happening with me, I’ve failed to ask you what’s going on with Monique.”

      He looks a little sad. “We’re doing okay.”

      I place my hand on his. “It doesn’t sound like you’re doing okay. What is it?”

      He sighs, looking down at our hands. “It’s just this new dancer she’s partnered with. They seem close. Closer than they should be. When I point it out to her so we can talk about it, she shuts me down, saying it’s all in my head and to stop being jealous.”

      “What makes you think they’re closer than they should be?”

      He looks up, shaking his head. “I don’t know. It’s little things that amount to bigger things. Take last week, for instance. I arrived at her dance studio a little earlier than planned. They were dancing, which was fine. What wasn’t fine was the way they smiled at each other every time he placed his hand on her waist or how he lifted her into the air. When he set her down, he whispered something into her ear, making her blush and giggle. When I asked what he said, she shut me down again. It got me suspicious. Things have been awkward between us ever since.”

      I rub my hand over his. “I’m sorry, Ritchie. It does sound a little odd, but maybe there’s a perfectly reasonable explanation.” I try to think of one, coming up empty.

      “Can you think of one?”

      I smirk. “No, not really.” When the doorbell rings, I get up. “Maybe there’s a lot of stress at work. Maybe what he whispered was perfectly innocent, but she snapped at you because she’s just overworked.”

      I open the door, thinking it may be Charlie. I’m surprised when I see Monique standing there.

      “Hi,” she says, looking a little nervous. “Is Ritchie around?”

      Opening the door wider, I motion for her to come in. “Yeah, sure. Come on in.” I shut the door behind me. “Ritchie, it’s Monique!”

      Once we walk through, Ritchie stays sitting as Monique stands there, clutching her bag. “Would you like a drink?” I offer.

      Monique turns to me with a small smile. “No, thank you.” She turns back to Ritchie. “Can I talk with you for a second?”

      I motion to my room. “I could go—”

      Ritchie gets up. “No, that’s okay.” He looks at Monique. “Let’s go to my room.”

      They both smile at me before disappearing into Ritchie’s bedroom, the door closing behind them. A part of me wonders if she’ll tell him she’s having an affair with this dancer, but another part of me hopes it was all a big mistake.

      As I sip my drink, reading a magazine, I hear muffled talking, but can’t make anything out. The voices escalate a little, so I know they’re arguing. I start to wonder if I should leave and go for a walk, but then things go silent.

      I shrug, hoping they’ve sorted out what they need to. I go back to flicking through my magazine, finishing off the rest of my drink.

      “Ritchie! Oh god! Yes! Yes! Right there.”

      Oh shit.

      Screwing up my face, I try covering my ears, but nothing can prevent me from hearing the moaning and the shouts of pleasure emanating from Ritchie’s bedroom.

      Getting up, I grab my keys and head for the door. I think I need that long walk after all. Once I open the door, I see Devon standing there, holding a gift box. He frowns. “Going somewhere?”

      I point behind me. “Ritchie has Monique over, so I’m giving them some privacy.”

      He nods, holding up the box. “I just wanted to drop this by.”

      I get angry. “You think you can apologise to me by buying me gifts? I’m not that kind of woman, Devon.”

      “I know you’re not.”

      “Then why this?” I ask, pointing to the present.

      He thrusts it toward me. “Please, just take it. You’ll want to see it. Believe me.” In the end, I take it from him, but only because I’m intrigued. “I know I keep fucking things up, but I hope that will offer you some form of apology. I hope you accept it. If not, I understand.” He turns, walking down the stairs and toward his car.

      “You can’t keep doing this to me, Devon. And offering me gifts isn’t a way back into my heart. Words and actions are.”

      He stops, nods, and gets into his car. As I watch him drive away, I’m left feeling completely bewildered. I look down at the gift, noticing it’s light as a feather.

      Stepping back inside, I close the door behind me. I venture into the kitchen, which is the farthest point from Ritchie’s bedroom. I can’t hear them anymore, but I don’t want to chance it, either. I sit at our little dining table and start opening the gift. I shake my head as I do, exasperated that he thinks he can apologise by buying me—

      Without realising it, I gasp and throw my hand over my mouth as tears quickly form in my eyes and fall. Slowly and delicately, I pick it up, as if picking it up any other way will somehow damage it. Wiping my tears, my hand shakes a little as I stare at the photograph. Unbelievably, I am looking at the last photograph I had of my mum.

      “How did he …?” I whisper.

      With a smile on my face, I reverently kiss the photo, place it inside my new purse, and call an Uber. Within five minutes, one comes and takes me to Devon’s apartment complex. I ring the bell. Shortly afterward, I see his face on the screen by the apartment entrance.

      “Can I talk to you, please?”

      He nods, pushing the button to unlock the door. I quickly walk to the lift, nodding to the night guard as I punch in the code for the penthouse.

      Once I’m on Devon’s floor, I see him standing at his door.

      “I’m sorry about every—”

      I throw my arms around his neck for a kiss. Breaking away, I look into his eyes. “How did you do it?”

      “Come in and I’ll tell you.” He places his hand on the small of my back. Once inside, I take a seat at his breakfast island as he fetches a glass and a bottle of wine, pouring me some.

      “I put the word out about the photo. I described it in detail and offered a substantial reward for anyone who found it and gave it back.” He places the glass of wine in front of me.

      “Who handed it in?”

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. It was done anonymously. All I know is that whoever had it said they found it in some bushes in Shepherd’s Bush.”

      I bite my lip. “Could it have been the person who stole my purse?”

      “Could be, but I’ll never know. I was more worried about getting your photograph back.”

      I frown. “But why, Devon? Why did you go to all that trouble?”

      Placing his hands on the counter, he leans forward slightly. “Because I knew how much it meant to you.”

      I look down at my fingers playing with the stem of the wine glass. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “You don’t need to say anything. I’m just glad you got it back.”

      I smile up at him. “You don’t realise how much it means to me that you did this. First, New York with my dad and Charlie, and now this. I just can’t quite wrap my head around what I’m supposed to think and feel with you.”

      I watch as he walks over and sits opposite me. He takes my hand. “Will you come sit outside with me for a bit?”

      Looking toward his balcony, I nod. Devon gets up. Without letting go of my hand, he leads me to the sun loungers outside. The air is sticky, but there’s a cool breeze. The moon looks so big I could reach up and grab it. Tonight is clear, the stars shining bright, the lights of London illuminating the city, as well as the River Thames.

      “I’ve always loved the view from up here,” Devon begins.

      “It’s beautiful,” I reply, sitting down on the sun lounger. Setting my glass of wine beside me, I stretch my legs out in front of me and watch as Devon sits down. For a few seconds, we stare off in silence.

      “I have night terrors.”

      He says it so quietly, I’m not sure I hear right. “Sorry… What was that?”

      He turns to me. “The pills you found in my bathroom. I was ashamed to admit to you that I have night terrors.”

      I suck in a breath and turn my body so I’m facing him. “Why would you feel ashamed to tell me that? Everyone has something they’re afraid of. No one is immune to what life throws at them. Not even you.”

      He smiles. “You know me better than anyone, Andi. I don’t like weakness, and I was ashamed you had found one of mine.”

      “Can you tell me why you have night terrors?”

      He looks away, sighing. “You know my mum died, right?”

      I nod. “She drowned, didn’t she?”

      “Yes, in the bath. She was high and fell asleep. I came home from college and found her dead in the bath.”

      I gasp. I didn’t realise he had actually found her. “Oh, my god, Devon. I’m so sorry.” I shake my head, now realising why he was so pissed off that I had fallen asleep in the tub. “No wonder you panicked when you saw me sleeping in the bath.”

      “It frightened me, but you weren’t to know. I never told you or Charlie the full details.”

      “So she was a drug addict?”

      He nods, gritting his teeth. “An abusive drug addict. She used to hit me, and I would take it. If I needed new clothes, she would hit me. If I needed new shoes, she would hit me. If I needed to buy food, she would hit me. Every single penny went into feeding her addiction. It got so bad, my brother and I used to beg on Oxford Street just so we could buy a burger from McDonald’s.”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. “What happened to Pete? Why did he go the same way she did?”

      “Pete adored our mother. In his eyes, she could never do any wrong. In an attempt to please her, he decided to join her one evening when she was high. He was only fifteen. She thought it was hilarious to get her fifteen-year-old son high. It was all just a game to her, but she got him hooked. One day turned into two, then three. Before I even realised it, he was just as hooked on the shit as she was.”

      I look away. “I’m so sorry, Devon.”

      “I didn’t want you to know. Yes, I was mad that you had found my drugs, and yes, I lashed out like I normally fucking do, but all that shit I said in the car… You’ve got to know I never meant any of it. I was just doing what I do best—pushing you away.”

      “Do you still see your brother?”

      He sighs. “Occasionally. Usually about once a month when he needs money.”

      “You don’t give him any, do you?”

      “Andi, he’s my brother. What else am I supposed to do? If he needs help, I can’t turn him away. It’s not his fault he had a shitty mother.”

      “It wasn’t yours, either.” He looks over at me, offering a gentle smile. “What made you decide to join the RAF?”

      “Mostly because I wanted to get away from all the shit, but I honestly wanted to join. Because I passed all my exams with flying colours, I started my thirty-week training straight away, then went on to specialist training. Within that time, I knew this was the right thing to do.” He starts laughing. “The first time I flew, I vomited.”

      “No way!”

      He nods. “Yep. All over myself and the training officer. Fucking embarrassing. It made me feel better that I wasn’t the first one. Still embarrassing, no matter how you dress it up.”

      “But you were okay after that?”

      He nods. “Oh yeah.” He looks sad for a moment. “I was about six years in when I was on exercise in Kenya. An unknown shot me down and I had to crash-land the plane.”

      I gasp. “Were you okay?”

      He smiles. “I was fine. Well, physically anyway. I started having night terrors after that. I don’t know if it was the stress that triggered it or what, but they got so bad, I had to see a doctor.”

      “Did the RAF know about it?”

      He shakes his head. “I went to a private doctor. I didn’t want them finding out because they may have struck me off.”

      It then dawns on me. “You were taking tablets while flying?”

      He shook his head. “Only at night. I would never harm a mission or exercise. But you’re right. Taking them became a massive issue in the end. I couldn’t live with myself if anyone died because of me. Plus, they took regular drug tests. I had managed to dodge a couple, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to hold out much longer.”

      “So you resigned.”

      He nods. “Yep. Luckily for me, I got a break. My grandfather from my father’s side found me. My father died before I was born, so my grandfather didn’t know about me until after my mum died. He had been looking for me for a couple years before I met him. I told him about my career in the RAF, but that I was looking for something else. That’s when he told me of Worldwide Airways.”

      Grabbing my drink, I take a sip. “He asked you to come on board.”

      “Yes, but he left out the part he was dying and needed an heir to take over.”

      I look away. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Were you pissed off when he told you?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I can’t really be pissed off with a man who offered me a way out.” He motions with his hands. “Look at what I’ve achieved since. When I started, the company hadn’t gotten off the ground yet. Within two months, I had doubled our clientele. Because of it, we needed to build more aircraft and hire more engineers.”

      I smile. “He must have been so proud of you.”

      He shrugs. “I did what I had to do. I always find I’m eager for a challenge.”

      “Is that so?” I ask, a little more seductively then I probably should have.

      Devon smirks in my direction. I watch as he trails his eyes down the length of my body before meeting my eyes again. It makes my skin prickle. “Yes, Andi. In fact, I have one right now.”

      Raising one eyebrow, I say, “Oh yes? And what might that be?”

      “There’s this lady …”

      “What is she like?”

      He looks at my cleavage for a moment. “She’s the brightest, most beautiful girl I’ve ever met. She has the most amazing eyes and legs that go on forever. I could lick them all day long. And her tits are so—”

      “Okay, juvenile. You were doing so well until you said the word tits.” We both laugh, but then he stops.

      “I want her to forgive me, but I don’t know if she will. I keep fucking things up between us, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

      Glancing at him, I see a man built like a lion. Tall, strong, and athletic, he has everything a girl could desire, yet I sense a vulnerability in him. I also sense something hidden deep beneath that shell of his. Something dark and untouched. Something I’m unsure whether I would want to delve more into. I know he’s suffered and is still suffering. The question is: Can I be the one to lay half of it on my shoulders?

      Already knowing the answer, I put my glass down, get up, and walk toward his sun lounger. I lean forward, straddling him, placing one foot on one side and one on the other. Devon smiles, leisurely trailing his hands up my thighs as I come to rest in his lap.

      Heat instantly fills me. I place my arms around his neck. “What you did to get that photo back for me… Thank you. That’s worth more than any gift in the world.”

      While he searches my eyes, I watch as the lights dance in his. They’re hooded, telling me he’s just as turned on as I am. Instantly, I feel something hard press on my core, making me want him even more.

      “I didn’t want to rest until I found it for you.”

      Leaning forward, my breath ragged, I whisper, “And that’s why I forgive you. In fact, I think I need to show you just how much I’ve forgiven you.”

      His eyebrow quirks, and his cock is pulsating beneath me. “How do you intend to do that?”

      I lean my forehead on his, moving my hand down to his cock. “I’ll show you,” I answer, then press my lips to his. As I caress him through his jeans, I feel him moan. He makes a grab for me, but I stop him. “We’re not going anywhere.”

      “You want to fuck me again, huh?”

      I start unbuckling his belt and undoing his jeans. “Remember what I said? You give the orders in the boardroom. I give the orders in the bedroom.” Placing my hand inside, I start massaging him through his boxer shorts.

      “Fuck, Andi. I need to feel you.”

      He grabs for my head, and I let him. We’re a frenzy of warm, wet kisses and hands. I pull Devon’s jeans down. I don’t even bother taking my knickers off. With one hand, I push them aside before sliding onto Devon’s cock.

      “Fuck!” he breathes out, capturing my lips again.

      With my knees on either side of him, I start rocking back and forth on his cock as we carry on our breathless kisses. The feeling of him inside me is incredible.

      “So fucking tight. So fucking warm and sweet. I can’t get enough of you, Andi. You’re right where you’re supposed to be.”

      Feeling pleasure hit new heights, I cry out. I become frenzied in my movements, seemingly unable to control myself. It’s like I can’t get enough of him.

      “Devon!” I scream, moving faster, feeling my clit rub against him. “Shit, I’m going to come!” I feel it rising higher and higher.

      “Make it quick, baby, because I’m right there with you.”

      A few seconds later, we explosively come together. Soon after, I collapse on him, exhausted. Devon places his arms around me and starts stroking my arms as I close my eyes.

      I have no idea where we’re heading, but I know one thing is definitely certain.

      I would kick myself if I didn’t at least try and find out.
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      “Wine?”

      I smile up at Devon, feeling blissfully happy. It’s been four days since he came around, and I’ve hardly been back to my apartment since. Well, only to get clothes and toiletries and to have a quick chat with Ritchie. That’s been about it. Speaking of that, he’s back with Monique. Apparently, the dancer guy turned out to be a douche. She was only being nice to him because he was the son of a very influential person and told her he could take her career soaring. She believed him, but had no interest in starting a romance. Once he tried it, she told him where to stick it and came looking for Ritchie.

      I have seen my brother as much as possible since being home. In fact, Devon gave me a few days off in order to catch up on sleep and be with Charlie. The only thing he insists on is having me all to himself at night. I’m certainly not complaining.

      “Yes, please.” I watch as Devon pours me a glass. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome. You look stunning tonight. So stunning, I could lick you all over.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Really?”

      He nods. “Yes.” He looks at his fridge. “In fact,” he says, walking toward it. He opens the door and pulls out a bar of Dairy Milk. “I’d very much like to lick this off you.” I smirk, watching him walk to a cupboard and pull out a bowl. He takes the bar of chocolate out of its wrapper and breaks it up into little pieces before placing it in the microwave. He starts it before turning back to me. “Now we need to get your clothes off.”

      “So eager,” I joke, uncrossing my legs and standing.

      “You have no idea.”

      I giggle and watch as he stalks toward me. He pulls on the belt of my dress, revealing my black lace bra and panty set. “Hmm, I’m going to enjoy this.” He points to his sofa. “Lie down.”

      Happy to comply, I pull the dress off and lie down. Devon follows me, watching my every move. Once I’m comfortable, he bends down, slowly pulling my knickers down my thighs. He plants warm, wet kisses as he goes, making my body heat. I moan, threading my fingers through his hair as he makes his way back up to my chest. When the microwave pings, he doesn’t get up. Instead, he pushes his hands behind my back and unhooks my bra, slowly pulling the straps down each arm.

      “So beautiful,” he says, placing kisses on my breasts before taking one nipple into his mouth.

      “Devon,” I moan, loving every moment of it.

      Suddenly, he gets up. “I’ll be right back.”

      He leaves me in a mess on the sofa as he walks into the kitchen and takes the bowl out of the microwave, stirs it, then tests the temperature. “Perfect,” he says, walking back over and kneeling on the floor next to me. “Just like you.” He winks before stirring a little more and bringing the spoon up. I watch as chocolate spills over the spoon and back into the bowl. He carefully spins the spoon a few times and then holds it over my nipples. I watch as the chocolate falls toward my skin. Once it hits, the warmth makes my skin prickle and my nipples pucker.

      “I’m going to enjoy this,” he says, placing the bowl on the coffee table. He bends down. I feel his wet tongue slide across my nipple, and it makes me come alive.

      “Devon,” I whisper.

      He swirls his tongue, licking up all the chocolate. He doesn’t stop until all is gone, then he puts another drop on my other nipple and starts the same torture. When he’s licked me clean again, he trails a line of chocolate down my stomach to my pussy. He takes special care to put as much chocolate as he can down there. It feels icky, but erotic at the same time.

      Devon stands, inspecting his work. “Absolute perfection.”

      Bending, he starts to leisurely lick his way down. I wiggle and moan, loving the sensation it brings, but also wishing he would get on with it.

      “You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?” He looks up at me and I notice he has chocolate all over his nose and around his mouth. It makes me laugh. “I’m not sure this process is meant to be funny.”

      “I’m sorry,” I offer. “It’s just … you have a bit of chocolate,” I say, pointing to my nose and mouth.”

      “Don’t care,” he responds with a smirk. He looks down again and starts licking his way around my belly, then he reaches my pussy. “And to my favourite part.” He starts licking between my folds, up toward my clit. He gives a long, leisurely lick, pressing hard with his tongue.

      “Fuck!” I cry, arching my back.

      The doorbell rings, followed by knocking. We both still. Devon looks up at me. “Who’s that?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “I don’t know. I’m not expecting anyone. Just ignore it.”

      He bends down to resume licking when a knock sounds again. “Come on, Devon. I know you’re in there. Stop jerking yourself off and answer the door.”

      At the sound of my brother’s voice, we both snap our heads up. “Shit,” I whisper, eyes wide. “Shit, shit, shit.” I quickly stand.

      “Stop panicking,” Devon says. “Grab your dress and head for my bedroom. I’ll get rid of him and then come join you once he’s gone.”

      I nod in agreement, grab my dress, and run for his room. I sit and wait—my breath ragged as I try and listen to what’s happening.

      “I hope you don’t mind that the doorman let me in …” Then there’s a slight pause. “What the fuck have you been up to? Your face is dirtier than a coal miner’s.” He starts laughing, then stops. “Oh fuck. Sorry, mate. I didn’t realise you had company.”

      “That’s okay,” Devon replies.

      “I just wanted to know if you’ll come to my farewell dinner tomorrow night. It would be nice to have you there. After all, you’re like a member of the family anyway. Dad insisted on it, too.”

      “I would love to,” I hear him reply, making me smile.

      “Hold on …” My brother’s voice goes silent for a moment. “What are Andi’s bag and phone doing here?”

      Oh shit!

      “Listen, I can explain …”

      “Explain what? Where the fuck is she? Andi!” he shouts, his footsteps heading for the door.

      “Shit,” I say, pulling Devon’s cover over me to try and hide my modesty as best as I can.

      “Charlie, don’t go in there …”

      Too late. He swings the door open, staring at me. He looks down, causing me to do so as well. I notice the chocolate stains on my shoulders and chest. When I look back up, I wish I hadn’t. Charlie looks like he’s about to blow a gasket. He inhales sharply. His nostrils flare as he glares at me.

      “Charlie, listen—” I begin, but he cuts me off.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      “Listen, mate …”

      Charlie turns to Devon. “Don’t fucking ‘listen, mate’ me. What the hell do you think you’re doing with my sister?” He pokes Devon in the chest, causing him to step back a little.

      I wrap the cover around me and stand up, walking up to my brother before he does something stupid. “Charlie, stop it. I’m not a little girl anymore. I can date anyone I want.”

      He snaps his head to me. “Yes, but not my best friend. Do you realise how many women he’s slept with?! How many women he’s cast aside like they meant nothing? I thought you were better than this!”

      He looks back at Devon, who holds his hands out in a placating manner. “Anyone. You could have picked anyone, but no. You had to fucking go for my sister, didn’t you? You had to touch the one thing you couldn’t have. Andi’s a good girl with a good heart. She doesn’t deserve someone like you.” He steps toward him.

      “Charlie, no!” I shout, but it’s too late. Charlie lands a right hook to his jaw. Devon goes down to the floor, but gets back up.

      “Come on,” Devon urges. “Get it out of your system.”

      “Devon, no!” I shout, knowing this is a really bad idea. “Charlie, if you hit him again I’m going to—”

      Punch.

      Closing my eyes, I start to panic. “Charlie, please. Stop!”

      Charlie punches Devon again, splitting his lip. Once Devon falls to the floor again, my brother grabs him by the collar. “Of all people, why my sister?” He pulls back a fist, causing me to scream. “Why?!”

      “Because I fucking love her!”

      Shocked, a gasp escapes me, and I throw my hand over my mouth. Charlie hesitates, lowering his fist.

      “What?” he asks, as if he can’t believe what he just heard. I can’t believe what I just heard, either.

      Devon looks over at me. “I love her. I’ve always loved her. Yes, she is family, but to me, she is something … more. Something whole. I can’t live my life without Andi in it. I realise that now more than I ever did. I rely on her for everything.”

      In shock, Charlie steps back. I run to Devon, kneeling beside him and inspecting his face. He looks terrible. I scowl, looking back up to Charlie.

      “How could you, Charlie? Look what you’ve done to him. Your best friend.”

      “My best friend who went after my sister.”

      “He didn’t ask for this to happen. Neither one of us did. Knowing the consequences, we tried to keep apart, but we couldn’t.”

      “He’s not a good man, Andi. He’ll get bored, move on to someone else and break your heart.”

      “No, I won’t,” Devon says, holding his head in his hands. “I would never do that to her. You have to know. Andi… She’s different. I’ve never felt for anyone as much as I do your sister. She’s become my world. I can’t give her up, even if it means losing you.”

      Charlie grits his teeth. “Fuck!” he shouts, turning. He starts pacing. “And when you two break up, then what? When you have an argument and hate each other’s guts, how am I supposed to cope with that? How am I supposed to be Switzerland when it all goes tits-up?”

      Keeping a protective arm around Devon, I look up at Charlie. He looks so angry. “None of whatever happens between us should affect your relationship with Devon. I would never make you choose sides.”

      “It’s not about choosing sides. If he hurts you, I’ll fucking break his legs.”

      “And I wouldn’t have it any other way,” Devon says, trying to stand up. I help him, and once he’s on his feet, I turn back to Charlie.

      He motions his hand to me. “When were you going to tell me and Dad about this?”

      I’m about to respond when Devon cuts me off. “We wanted to tell you, but—”

      “Don’t cover for me, Devon.” I look back at my brother in defiance. “I wanted to keep us a secret simply because I knew you would react like this.”

      “So when were you planning on telling me? When I was in Afghanistan? When I was miles away from doing anything about it?”

      Walking closer to him, I point a finger at his chest. “There is nothing to do about this. What can you do?”

      He glares in Devon’s direction. “I can kick his fucking arse again.” He steps toward him, but I block his path.

      “Charlie, stop being a bull in a china shop. You knew I would find someone one day. I never thought it would be your best friend, but you can’t pick and choose how you feel about someone. I’ve known Devon just as many years as you have, and love him just as much as you do. Can’t you just accept that we’re together and that our relationship doesn’t have to get in the way of yours?” He’s still sneering at Devon, so I nudge him. “Charlie, I love you, but you need to calm down. I’m just as much involved in this as Devon is. Stop glaring at him and talk to me.”

      Finally, he relents, letting out an angry breath. When he looks down at me, I see his pained expression. It hurts me that he feels betrayed. “Do you know how fucking torn I am?”

      He points to Devon. “My best friend,” and then to me, “and my sister …”

      Looking into his eyes, I implore him. “I can understand how this would affect you, but there’s nothing to be afraid of. I’m a big girl who can handle herself.”

      “Believe me, I can vouch for that,” Devon says with a laugh.

      I see a flicker of a smile on Charlie’s face, but it quickly disappears. “When did you grow up, Andi Pandy?”

      Rolling my eyes, I shake my head. “Charlie, I’m twenty-six.”

      He throws his arms around me. “Yes, but you will always be that six-year-old girl who came crying to me all dirty because one of the neighbour’s sons thought you were cute and decided to pick on you by tripping you and making you fall in the mud. Do you remember? I had to go have words with him.”

      “That was twenty years ago. I was small and the boy was big. He didn’t have to be so mean.”

      “He liked you. Believe me, when I was that age, I picked on girls a lot.”

      “Yes, but you never once made them trip and hurt their knees, did you?”

      He squeezes me tighter. “No, but that’s by the by. I’m telling you that, to me, you will always be my little sister. I’ll protect you until my dying breath.”

      I nudge him with my head. “You’re too much, you know that?”

      “Come on, sis. Admit it. You can’t live without me.”

      I push at him. “Live without you? You just hit my boyfriend. I’m mad as hell at you!”

      I hear him growl. “Don’t mention that word. I don’t like it.”

      Pulling away from him, I raise an eyebrow. “What? Boyfriend?” He nods. I walk over to Devon, who’s now sitting up on one of his barstools. Snaking my arm through his, I stare back at Charlie. “Wouldn’t you rather it be this than we were just using each other for sex?”

      Charlie shakes his head, covering his ears. “Don’t start mentioning that shit to me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re still a virgin.”

      Ignoring him, I turn to Devon. “Are you okay?” He nods, giving me a gentle smile. I inspect his eye and lip. Both are swollen. “I’m getting you some ice.” I point to Charlie. “Don’t you move a muscle. If I see you go near him, I’ll scream bloody murder. You got that?”

      I hear Devon chuckle. “See. I told you she can hold her own.”

      “I’m still not sure I want to talk to you,” Charlie snarls.

      Taking the ice tray out from the freezer, I place it down harder than I should, causing them both to look. “Will you stop being so juvenile? What’s done is done. Can’t we learn to live with it and move on?” I grab the ice, place it inside a cloth, and bring it over to Devon. I hold it over his eye for a bit before moving to his lip. His lip looks worse than the rest of his face.

      On a sigh, I turn to Charlie. “You’re going away in a couple days. I don’t want to spend it fighting with you.”

      His shoulders visibly relax as he lets out a defeated sigh. “I don’t want to fight, either—”

      “Why then?” I say, cutting him off, but he talks over me.

      “But you have to understand. I just found out about you two ten minutes ago. I can’t just switch off wanting to protect you.”

      I’m about to say something when Devon places his hand on mine. I look at him, seeing him smile. “Can I say something now?”

      I chuckle softly. “I’m sorry. Of course.”

      He looks at Charlie. “I understand how you can think the worst of me. My track record isn’t exactly the best in the world. But what you do know about me is that my word is my bond. I’ve kept every promise I have ever made to you. I’m not asking you to accept us being together with open arms right now, but all I ask is that you take time to think about it. In the meantime, I want you to know that I will never, ever hurt Andi. You can rest assured that while you’re away, I will carry on your job as protector. You won’t have to worry about a thing. I promise that my intentions with Andi are completely honourable. I tried to fight my feelings. I really did. But you and I both know that she’s not someone you can easily ignore.”

      He smirks, making me nudge him. “Hey,” I say, smiling. We stare at each other, then Charlie clears his throat.

      “I still don’t fucking like this, but I promise I’ll think about it. In the meantime, let’s enjoy the next couple days we have.”

      I smile. “That’s better. I love you, Charlie, but you can be a real arse sometimes.”

      “And you,” he says, pointing at me, “are going to send me to an early grave.”

      I roll my eyes again. “You’ll send yourself by stressing over insignificant things. What are you going to be like if you have a daughter? I actually fear for her.”

      “Hey, don’t mock me. I’m just looking out for you.”

      I smile. “I know, brother dearest, and I appreciate it.” I place the ice over Devon’s eye again, looking at him with a smile.

      “I’d better go. Staying here watching you two isn’t helping. I would drag your arse out of here, but it already looks like I’m too late to stop anything from happening.” I’m about to answer when he holds a hand up. “Nope. I really don’t want to know. I’ll just pretend you were eating lots of chocolate and were in his room about to wash it off. Totally innocent,” he says, looking away.

      “I’ll tell Dad at dinner tomorrow. In the meantime, go home and cool off. You’ll feel better about it in the morning.”

      He starts to walk to the door. “I don’t know if I’ll ever feel better about this.” He motions to both of us, then looks at the sheet wrapped around me. “Can’t you put some clothes on?”

      I glare at him. “I thought you were going.”

      His lips thin into a hard line. “I can’t fucking deal with this. I’m out of here.” Charlie storms off, slamming the door, making me jump.

      I turn to Devon. “Are you okay?”

      He gives me a soft look, placing his hand on my arm. “I’m fine. Believe me, I’ve had a lot worse than this in my time. One time, my mother threw a frying pan at my head because she saw me washing them after making myself something to eat. She was furious I had taken money to buy food.”

      I close my eyes, trying to shut out the image. For Devon, this was all too real. “Did she hurt you badly?” I’m not sure I want to know, but I have to.

      “I had a hairline fracture. I was sick for a few months and had a lot of headaches for a while, but I got over it.”

      I frown. “Didn’t the hospital question how you got the injury?”

      He laughs lightly. “Yes, but I told them I fell down the stairs.” He notices the expression on my face. “I know what you’re thinking. Classic excuse for someone who is being abused. It’s just that I had my brother to look after. I knew if I went to a foster home, we would have been separated. Not to mention that I could have gone to a home just as bad, if not worse. I heard the nightmare stories of people in foster homes.”

      “Yes, but not all of them were bad. You could have been put into a loving home.”

      “But for how long? And where would my brother go? These were all things I had to consider back then.”

      Feeling bad for him, I sigh. “You were just a child. You shouldn’t have had that responsibility put on your shoulders.”

      “What’s done is done.”

      I smile. “Yes, and look at you now. At least you turned your situation into something positive. You’ve done so well for yourself. I’m proud of you.”

      Devon offers me a bright smile. “You know, you’re the first person who has ever said that to me.”

      Tears threaten. I am blessed with a family who loves me. I could never imagine a mother being so cruel. “Well, it’s true. How can one not be proud of you?”

      Devon searches my eyes, sweeping a strand of hair from my face. “I’ve never known someone who is as beautiful on the inside as the outside. I’ve known that about you for years. When I watched you and Charlie growing up, it used to make me jealous. He was so fiercely protective of you, and you … you just loved him. I could see it in your eyes. I never once saw you fighting like a brother and sister normally would. It was heart-warming. At the same time, I felt resentful of the fact I never had that in my life.”

      I swallow, looking into his beautiful eyes. “Do you still feel that way?”

      “Of course not. Why would I when I have that in my life now?” I smile brightly. “What?”

      “It’s just hard to imagine someone who’s been such an arsehole to me at times saying something so sweet.”

      Caressing my cheek, he shakes his head. “I was only an arsehole to try and keep you away from me. It was my way of coping with the fact that I wanted you, but couldn’t have you.” He looks at the door before glancing back at me. “I knew this would happen. I don’t think Charlie will ever get over me betraying him like this. One of the reasons I kept away was because he’s like a brother to me.”

      Hearing him say this makes me feel bad. “I don’t want to be the cause of all this between you.” I sink onto a barstool, defeated.

      Devon leans forward, cupping my face. “Hey, don’t talk like that, okay? It wasn’t your fault. None of this is your doing. I realise Charlie will feel sore about this, but he’ll come around. He’ll have to because I’m not going anywhere.” He smiles, making my own face light up.

      “Is that right? What if I try to escape?”

      He pulls me toward him. “Then I will have to hunt you down and drag you back to my lair where I will ravish your body.”

      God, this man certainly knows what buttons to press. I’m already on fire and he’s hardly touched me. “Hmm, maybe I should escape just so you’ll carry out your threat.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Says she who likes control. I feel I may have to gain that back.” He presses his lips to mine and instantly pulls back. “Fuck, that hurts.”

      I sigh. “My brother, the contraceptive.”

      “My face may be sore, but the rest of me isn’t.” He waggles his eyebrows before scooping me into his arms.

      I scream. “Devon!”

      “Shut it, wench. I’m taking you to my lair.”

      Other than a laugh, I don’t respond… I certainly won’t be protesting that!
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      “You’re fidgeting.”

      We’re in Devon’s Ferrari on the way to our family meal at Dad’s favourite Italian restaurant. I look forward to the food, but not to how my dad will react to the news of Devon and I. Not to mention a certain brother of mine whom I’m still mad at.

      “I suppose I’m still mad at Charlie.” I gaze out the window at the cars we’re passing, the passengers all looking. Devon’s car is hardly unnoticeable. I can’t even count the amount of times he’s stopped at traffic lights and people have taken their phones out to take pictures.

      “So this has nothing to do with the fact we’re telling your dad about us today?” I look at him and sigh. He takes my hand, placing it on his leg. “I’m sure he’ll be fine.”

      I look at Devon’s relaxed expression. “Aren’t you nervous?”

      “As hell,” he laughs.

      “You don’t seem it.”

      “Years of practice. When you’re a fighter pilot, you have to remain cool as a cucumber or you’ll end up making big mistakes. Mistakes you can’t afford to make.”

      “Well, you’re not in the Forces anymore, and I’m more like a chilli than a cucumber right now.”

      He glances at me before laughing. “I can definitely vouch for you when you say you’re a chilli. I’ve never met someone so fiery.” Picking my hand up, he kisses it. “Especially in bed.” He winks before letting my hand go to change gears.

      “Do you ever not think about sex?”

      He laughs. “Not when it comes to you.”

      “You think you’re so smooth, don’t you?”

      “Ah, so you’ve noticed?” He smirks at me, making me shake my head, as he parks.

      Taking a deep breath, I swallow hard. Devon turns off the engine and grabs my hand. “We can do this. I’m with you, okay? We’re in this together.”

      Once I nod, he gets out of the car and runs over to my side to open my door, passersby gawking as we do. I step out and he grabs my waist, pulling me to him.

      “Have I told you that you look stunning this evening?”

      I smile, remembering the several times he told me as I was getting ready earlier. Mind you, in the red chiffon dress I bought in New York, I feel positively sexy. But it helps when you have someone constantly tell you that you are.

      “I believe you have,” I tease. “Have I told you that you look good enough to eat tonight?”

      He has his hair slicked back, but spiked in the front. He also hasn’t shaved in a few days, so his five o’clock shadow is more pronounced. I believe he stopped shaving for a few days because I told him how sexy he looked with stubble. He’s wearing a short-sleeved pale pink shirt tucked into some beige khaki trousers, which hang low on his hips. I love the way they stop just above that pert arse of his. I run my hand down his back until I reach just under one cheek. I squeeze, causing Devon to jump a little.

      He growls. “Carry on like that and I’ll have to forgo the meal and take you back to my lair.”

      I pucker my lips. “Oh, promises, promises.”

      Smacking my arse, he grabs my hand. “Come on. We’re already a couple minutes late.”

      I check my watch. “Oh shit.”

      “Indeed,” he agrees. “I have never been late for anything in my life. Your bad habits are rubbing off on me.”

      I huff. “I don’t have any bad habits.”

      “Really?” he asks. I nod in defiance. “Okay… What about you putting your feet up on my coffee table, or drinking the orange juice right from the carton rather than pouring yourself a glass?”

      “One, I have socks on when I put my feet up on your coffee table. And two, I’m just saving unnecessary washing up.”

      He leans forward to whisper in my ear just as we walk into the restaurant. “And you snore.”

      “I do not!”

      Devon smirks. “You do, but it’s sexy.” He winks before addressing the host. “We’re here for a party of four. The name should be under Bellingham.”

      The man looks down at the notepad. “Oh yes. Follow me, please.”

      He leads us toward the back of the restaurant. I see my dad and Charlie sitting in one of the booths. When we spot each other, I smile, but notice the scowl my brother still has on his face. He obviously hasn’t cooled down any.

      When the waiter walks up, Devon quickly orders our drinks, then my father rises to shake Devon’s hand. “Devon, how are you? Glad you could come.” He narrows his eyes when he sees his face. “Wow, who did that to you? I hope the other guy looks worse.” As we sit down, I laugh nervously. My dad notices the tension as he gazes at us. “Is there something I should know?”

      Shit, I had hoped not to have to address Devon and I so soon.

      Placing my hands on the table, I lean forward, clearing my throat. “Dad, there’s something you should know.”

      He looks ashen. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      “No!” I protest, then calm. “No, it’s just … well …” Devon places a hand on mine. I look over at his encouraging smile. When I look back, I see Dad staring at our hands. “As you can see, Devon and I are together.” I let out a breath. There. It’s out in the open.

      My father stills, saying absolutely nothing. He looks to be a cross between shocked and confused. Then clarity seems to form as he stares at me. “Well, that explains your brother’s strange behaviour since yesterday.” He turns to him. “Were you responsible for this?” He gestures at Devon’s face.

      Charlie glares at Devon. “Yes, and I’d do it all over again if I had to, the little shit.”

      “Eh!” Dad says, nudging him. “You’re not too old for a smack, you know. I thought I brought you up better than that.”

      “So you condone this?” Charlie asks, motioning toward us.

      “Stop your blabbering and let me get a word in.” With a frustrated tut, my dad shakes his head, making me laugh. Charlie glares at me, so I glare back, sticking out my tongue. “Have we suddenly gone back fifteen years? I thought you two were adults.”

      I point to Charlie. “He started it.”

      “You shouldn’t have started anything with my best friend. He’s a player, Andi.”

      My father places his head in his hands in frustration. Devon leans forward. “Listen, I know tensions are high. In hindsight, maybe we should have said something earlier, but this thing between us has only just begun.”

      My dad looks up. “How long?”

      “Since New York,” I say.

      “I knew you going on that trip together was a bad idea,” my brother grumbles.

      “You’re being unreasonable.”

      Charlie stares at me. “Unreasonable is you two cavorting behind people’s backs.”

      “We’re not cavorting behind anyone—”

      “Okay, that’s enough,” my father says, putting a hand up to stop us. He takes a deep breath, shaking his head as he looks down for a moment. He looks at Devon and me. “What is this between you?”

      Devon squeezes my hand. “I love your daughter. Always have. But that love has recently turned into something more … real. It’s hard to explain. I know we’ve only just gotten together, but I’ve known your daughter for years—”

      “And that’s what makes you a sick pervert.” Charlie folds his arms.

      “Will you learn to shut your mouth for once in your life?” Dad asks. I smile, making Charlie even angrier. When Dad looks at me, my smile fades. “Your brother isn’t going to like this. I must admit, I am shocked. But you know each other well and have been working together for almost a year. I suppose it’s only natural that you would become close.” He focuses on Devon. “You don’t have to say anything, but I had my suspicions your childhood wasn’t the best …”

      “I know. I remember that time you approached me,” Devon says. I frown, looking at him. “Your dad once asked me about home. I told him it could be better, but that leaving wasn’t an option. Remember what I told you last night?” I nod. I understand Devon’s reasons for not wanting to leave home, but it still didn’t mean it was right. Dad never told me that he said anything, though.

      “The point I’m trying to make,” my dad continues, “is that despite everything, you made something of yourself. You served your country and now you run your own business. You’re stable. That’s something I want for my Andi.” I release a breath and Devon smiles. “However,” my shoulders slump, and Devon’s face falls, “Andi is still my daughter, and her happiness—as well as Charlie’s—will always be my number one priority. You understand that, don’t you, son?”

      Devon nods. “Of course. Her happiness is my priority, too. I would move heaven and earth to make her happy.”

      “You’re making all the right noises, but will you able to see it through?” Devon opens his mouth, but my dad holds his hand up. “I know what you’re going to say and I just hope you’ll be the man to do the job. Are you happy?” Dad asks me.

      I beam. “Ecstatically.”

      Leaning back in his chair, my father inhales. “Well, that’s the main thing.” He points at Devon. “Just don’t hurt her.”

      I see Charlie clutch his fist.

      “I won’t,” Devon begins. “I think of all of you as family. If I hurt her, I hurt you all. I could never do that. I would never be able to forgive myself.”

      My dad slaps the table lightly. “Good.” He looks up. “Now, where are your drinks so we can order? I’m bloody starving here.”

      I start laughing. “Can’t wait to tuck into your ravioli, huh?”

      He rubs his stomach. “It’s all I’ve thought about all day.” His face brightens. “Oh, here he comes.”

      The waiter sets the drinks down and we order. Because we’ve come here often, we all have our favourites—including Devon. Once the waiter walks away, I hold my glass up. “To Charlie. Make sure you come home to us safely, okay?”

      His frown immediately turns into a soft smile as he holds his drink up. “I will.”

      “To Charlie,” we all say before taking a sip.

      Twenty minutes later, our meals come. By then, the mood has relaxed a little. In the middle of eating, I receive a text. I take a peek down and see it’s from Ben.

      I’ll get to squeeze that shape I’m in love with in a couple days. You’re coming to see us off, aren’t you?

      Instantly, my cheeks flame, like I’ve done something wrong.

      Of course. I’ll see you there.

      I quickly pop my phone back into my bag. I can tell by the look on Devon’s face that he wants to know who it is. I don’t say anything and carry on eating.

      After we finish our meals, my dad gets out his wallet, but Devon stops him, insisting on paying.

      “Son, just because you have money doesn’t mean someone else can’t treat you.”

      Devon smiles. “I know, but I want to. I’m just so happy you’ve accepted that Andi and I are together. Now I just need someone else to forgive me and I’ll be all set.” He looks at Charlie, but he’s sitting there, stoic. I can’t believe what a bitch he’s being. I let out a frustrated sigh and shake my head.

      “He’ll come around,” my dad says, staring from Charlie to Devon. “If you keep making her happy, you’ll have nothing to worry about.”

      I smile at my dad, knowing there’s a veiled threat there. It’s just Dad being a father to his daughter. I can understand that. What I don’t understand is why Charlie’s still so mad.

      After paying, we say our goodbyes, telling my dad and Charlie I’ll see them tomorrow. Considering my brother is leaving in two days, Devon gave me the day off so I could spend the whole day with him. I’m looking forward to it, even though Charlie’s still pissing me off.

      As we start driving back, I laugh. “Well, that went better than I thought.”

      “Yeah. I guess it did.”

      Noticing Devon’s troubled face, I frown. “Everything okay?”

      He glances at me, offering a fake smile. “Yes, everything’s fine.”

      I know everything’s not fine, but I don’t press him. Instead, I stare out the window.

      “Who texted you during dinner?”

      “Sorry?” I ask, looking at him.

      “You received a text while we were eating. You seemed kind of … anxious when you got it. Everything okay?”

      I smile. “Everything’s fine. It was Ben asking if I’m coming to see them off on Thursday.”

      I watch as Devon’s jaw ticks. “You’re still in contact with him?”

      I sigh, knowing this is heading toward an argument. “After I met him at the bar that night, I saw him at the café the next day. We took each other’s numbers. At the time, I didn’t see anything wrong with it. I was single.”

      “But you’re not now.”

      “Devon, I know that.” I take a deep breath. “Look, you have to trust me when I say that this is the first I have heard from Ben since New York. The night after we got there, he sent me a message, asking how things were and telling me that his sister was much better. That was it. I swear to you.”

      “What’s wrong with his sister?”

      “She has a kidney disease and has to be on dialysis.”

      He looks sympathetic for a moment. “That’s too bad.”

      “It is.”

      “But I still don’t like that you’re in contact.”

      “We’re just friends. Nothing more.”

      “You weren’t acting like just friends when I interrupted you that morning.”

      I sigh. “I know, but things were different then.” I see his anger rise, so I twist myself in my seat to face him. “Do you really think I would have even entertained the idea of Ben and I if I had known how you felt? Don’t you trust me?”

      Devon grips the steering wheel. “Of course I trust you. It’s him I don’t trust.”

      I straighten in my seat. “Well, in two days’ time, you won’t have to worry about a thing. He’ll be gone, so keep your pants on.” Turning my head to the window, I sigh. For a couple minutes, we’re silent, then Devon grabs my hand, making me look at him. He’s smiling.

      “Listen, I’m sorry, okay? I’m jealous. I admit that. I just don’t like the thought of anyone stealing you away from me.”

      My anger immediately fades. It’s amazing how much Devon can change my moods to fit his. “No one is going to steal me away from you. I promise.”

      “Pinkie swear?” he asks, holding up his little finger.

      “What are you? Five?” I laugh.

      “No, but I can count at least five things I’m going to do to you once I get you home. But know one thing. This five-year-old has to be up early in the morning, so don’t wear him out too much.”

      I smirk at him. “I’m not sure I can promise you that, but I’ll try.”
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      “Are you all set?” I ask Charlie as he places his rucksack down.

      He smiles. “As I’ll ever be.”

      “Hey, Andi!” I look up and see Ben walking toward us. I smile as he comes in for a hug. “You take care of yourself.”

      I feel my tears come as I laugh. “Shouldn’t I be saying that to you?”

      He pulls away. “We’ll be fine.” He nudges Charlie. “Won’t we?” Charlie nods, then Ben points to the coach. “I’m getting on. I’ll leave you two to it. See you later, Andi.”

      “Bye,” I shout, waving to him as he gets on. I turn around and see my dad and Devon standing behind us. I notice Devon staring at the coach, a vexed look on his face.

      Not wanting to waste any more time, I turn back to Charlie, who’s staring at Devon. I tap his army jacket. “Hey, no more of that now. I can’t say goodbye to you knowing that you’re still angry at Devon.”

      Placing his hand behind his neck, he rubs. “Listen, I don’t know if I’ll ever get over the fact you two are together. We had a pact growing up. No going after ex-girlfriends or sisters. He broke it.”

      “And if Devon had a sister, you wouldn’t go after her, even if you had feelings for her?”

      “Of course not.”

      “That’s easy to say when you’re not living it.” Grabbing his coat with both hands, I pull him a little closer. “Please, Charlie. I don’t want to fight. You’re …” feeling the tears build up, I stop myself. I look into Charlie’s eyes, his face softening. “You’re going to one of the most dangerous countries in the world. I don’t want us parting like this. It scares me, Charlie. I’m so scared! ”

      “Shh,” he says, pulling me in for a hug. “You don’t have to be scared for me, Andi Pandy. I’m built like steel.”

      I punch him in the arm. “Trust you to joke at a time like this.” I sniffle as he laughs, pulling me closer.

      “I don’t want you to go.” My face burns with fresh tears. I hate crying, especially in public, but I can’t help it. My brother’s going to a war-torn country. What if I never see him again?

      Gently pushing me away, Charlie cups my face and wipes my tears for me. “Listen, I will contact you every day that I can, okay?” I nod. “These four months will go quickly. I promise. When it’s all over, I’ll come back and then you can be mad at me again … once I beat your boyfriend up for a second time.”

      “Don’t you dare!”

      He laughs. “There’s my Andi Pandy.” He notices my scowl and pulls me in for another hug. “Take care of yourself, sis. Make sure he treats you well, or he’ll have me to deal with.”

      I nod into his chest. “I know. I will.”

      I feel him kiss the top of my head. “I love you so much. Don’t ever forget that.”

      Sniffling again, I grip him tightly. “I love you, too. And don’t you forget that, either.” I pull away from him and reach into my pocket, pulling out a little teddy I bought from the shop this morning. “Listen, I know you’re a little old for one of these, but I wanted to give you something. Something that carries all the love from me to you.” I show him the little teddy with hearts on its paws. “Just know that when he’s with you, I’m with you, too. Every step of the way, brother.”

      When he takes the bear, I notice tears welling in his eyes. “You know I’m going to get absolutely slaughtered when my mates see this, right?”

      I laugh through my tears. “I’m counting on it.”

      We smile at each other as my dad approaches “I suppose you’ve got to go.” We all look and see the guys saying goodbye to families and getting on the coaches. A lot of them, like me, are crying.

      I see the moment sadness crosses Charlie’s face and it breaks my heart. For a second, I look away because I know I’ll break down if I don’t. My father steps forward and hugs Charlie, giving him a kiss on the cheek. “I l-love you, s-son,” he stutters, trying to keep it together. Seeing my dad starting to break is too much to bear.

      “Love you, too, Dad,” Charlie says before he starts crying. I seriously don’t know how much more I can take.

      When my dad walks away, Devon steps forward. “Don’t get into too much trouble in Afghanistan.”

      Charlie starts laughing. “Telling me that is like telling me I can’t eat.”

      They pull each other in for a hug. Devon pats his back. “If you don’t come back alive, I’ll kill you.”

      Charlie laughs again. “I’ll have to remember that.” He pulls away. “You look after my sister or I’ll kill you.”

      Smiling, Devon walks over to me and places his arm around my waist, pulling me to him. “I think that’s a fair trade.”

      Seeing Charlie’s acceptance makes my heart soar. He smiles, then picks up his bag and waves to us. “I’ll call once we’re there. Love you both.”

      “Love you, too,” we say, watching him get on the coach.

      The doors close and the coach pulls away. Everyone is shouting and waving as it moves. Devon and I wave at Charlie, and I blow air kisses to him. I see Charlie pretend to catch one and place it on his heart before he disappears from view.

      Then I break down in Devon’s arms.
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      I don’t know how long I stand there, but Devon eventually manages to drag me away, offering comforting words as he leads me back to the car. When we get to his Range Rover, my dad is leaning against it, his head hanging. As we approach, he looks up and notices I’ve been crying. So has he. My dad takes over comforting me, sitting in the back seat with his arms around me as Devon drives to his apartment.

      “Would you like a drink, Joe?” Devon asks when we walk through the door.

      “I’ll have a beer, if you’ve got one.”

      Devon nods, walking into the kitchen, grabbing my dad a beer from the fridge. He doesn’t have to ask me what I want, pouring me a glass of wine. When I mumble my thanks, Devon looks up and gives me a big beaming smile. I’ll never tire of his smiles.

      “That was quite the afternoon,” Devon says, clinking his beer bottle with Dad’s.

      “It definitely was.” My dad walks to the sofa and sits down. “You know, I never thought I’d see the day where I’d be saying goodbye to my son as he goes off to war. It’s something you don’t think could happen in this day and age.”

      Nodding, Devon sits down opposite him. I stay on the barstool, observing them. “We’ve lived without a war for seventy-five years. No wonder it’s hard to fathom. I suppose it’s because we live in this little bubble where everyone is for peace, love, and democracy. Thinking there’s a war going on somewhere else is just …unbelievable … I suppose.” Devon sips his beer.

      “You must have seen a thing or two. Didn’t you go to Iraq a few years back?”

      My posture perks up. I never knew this.

      “Yes. I actually almost got captured. They shot at my jet. I thought I would have to dive it, but I managed to coax it away from enemy lines. It was the most hair-raising moment I have ever been through.”

      Getting up, I walk over to him, placing an arm around his shoulders as I sit. “You never told me this.”

      Devon shrugs. “I had only been there a month, but when that happened, they sent me home. I was too stressed to continue.”

      Closing my eyes, I shake my head. “I can’t even begin to imagine how scared you must have been.”

      He places a hand on my knee. “If I had been caught, I wouldn’t be here today. I thank God every day that I was spared.”

      “Amen to that,” my father says, holding up his bottle before taking a swig. “Let’s just hope my boy comes back safe and sound, too.” He looks away with a sad sigh, making my chest tighten.

      “I never had family to say goodbye to when I went away, but I’m sure if I had, my determination to make it back would have been tenfold. I know Charlie will be thinking of you every minute of every day. It’s what will drive him when he’s there. Yes, he’s fighting for his country, but he knows once he’s done, he’s lucky enough to be able to come home to a dad and a sister.” He smiles at me, my heart fluttering at his words.

      “Thanks, son,” my dad says. “I think I really needed to hear that.”

      Devon shrugs. “I’m just telling you the truth. Charlie has something to live for.”

      I nudge him. “So did you.”

      He laughs a little. “I know. I suppose I just didn’t know it back then. I must admit, though, I thought about you all when I was away.”

      “Really?” my dad asks.

      “Yeah. You and Mrs Bellingham were always so good to me. The memories I took with me were the ones I always shared at your house.” He looks sheepish. “I know I took advantage of you when I was younger.”

      My dad frowns. “How can you say that? You were just a kid. A very hungry kid. Meredith and I would never turn a hungry kid away.”

      “I know. I suppose what I’m saying is I guess I knew that and that’s why I took advantage.”

      My dad tuts. “You were best friends with our son. You never once took advantage of him. As long as you were true to your friendship with Charlie, you were always welcome around our house. No questions asked.” He shakes his head. “Now, I don’t want to hear any more nonsense about you taking advantage, okay?”

      Devon laughs, looking at me, then back at my dad. “Okay.”

      I tug Devon to me. Even though my brother is gone and I’m fearful for him, I have the most amazing family anyone could ever wish for. Devon’s a part of that family and always has been. I listen as he talks about his RAF days with my dad. I can’t help but think about how much Devon has encroached on not only my life, but my heart. Do I feel scared? Yes. Is it all worth trying for? Of course.

      Isn’t a chance at love always worth the risk?
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      A week later, I’m getting back into work. Devon has been extremely busy with the Sutherland deal, so I’ve been trying to take as much of the load off as possible. I’m happy, though. Apart from missing my brother terribly, I’m happier than ever.

      And I owe it all to Devon.

      He’s been nothing but sweet to me this past week. We’re virtually spending every day and night together. I can’t even remember the last time I slept in my own bed. I miss Ritchie, but we talk to each other on the phone every day. I believe he and Monique have been using my absence to their advantage.

      Devon and Trent Bakers, the Chief Operations Officer and someone we don’t see often because he runs the offices near Gatwick, are in his office. While they’re busy, I’m going through a load of emails when the phone rings.

      “Worldwide Airways, this is Andi Bellingham. How may I help you?”

      “Andi, it’s so nice to hear your voice again.”

      I smile brightly. “Aaron, how are you? It’s lovely to hear your voice, too.”

      “I’m good. Thanks. How’s London life now that you’re back from New York?”

      I laugh. “It’s been okay. Jet-lag has kicked my arse, though. It’s been a lot harder to get back into the swing of things than it ever was in New York.”

      “Unfortunately, it normally works that way.”

      “How’s Joanne?” I hadn’t heard from her in a couple days. She did tell me she touched base with Charlie last week and they’ve been talking whenever they can. I’m glad he has someone other than family to talk to.

      “She’s doing really well. She told me how much she likes you.”

      I smile at that. “I really like her, too.”

      “Listen, I’ve been thinking. I know I mentioned a visit to London. I actually talked with Joanne about it yesterday. We won’t be able to come right away, but we’re hoping maybe September. Would this be good for you? That’s one of the reasons I’m calling. To speak with Devon about it.”

      I quickly get out Devon’s diary and start looking. “Personally, I’d love it,” I say, flicking through the pages. “Let’s see.” I go down the dates. “He’s in Belgium the first few days of September, and in Switzerland toward the end. Apart from that, he looks free.”

      “Great. We’ll look at around the middle then. Is he free to speak?”

      “He’s with our COO at the moment, but I can tell him to call you back as soon as he’s free.” As I say this, one of Devon’s conquests, Amber, enters the office.

      “Okay. Thank you. That would be good. I need to be in a meeting in an hour, so it would be great if he can ring before then.”

      “I’ll let him know.”

      “Thanks, Andi. Great talking to you. I’ll let you know when arrangements are made for our trip.”

      Despite being pissed off Amber’s here, I smile. “I’ll look forward to it.”

      When I hang up, Amber approaches my desk, resting her extra-long fingernails on it. She makes a perusal of me with her cat-like eyes before meeting my gaze. “You look … different.”

      I’m not sure whether that’s supposed to be a compliment or not, so I choose to ignore it. “Can I help you?”

      “I’m here to see Devon.”

      “He’s with the COO at the moment, so I’m afraid you can’t go in.”

      I’m about to ask if I can leave him a message when she replies, “I’ll wait.” She immediately turns and takes a seat, crossing her long legs. I’m annoyed, but try not to let it show as I get back to work.

      “Aren’t you going to offer me a coffee or something?”

      Gritting my teeth, I look up. “Can I get you something to drink?”

      She smiles triumphantly. “No, thanks. As you can imagine, I’m not here to drink.”

      Bitch!

      Devon’s door opens. “Thank you for coming to see me again on such short notice, Trent.”

      They shake hands. “No problem at all, Devon. It was my pleasure.” He turns, nodding to me before spotting Amber. Once he looks her up and down, he turns back to Devon and winks at him. Devon looks at me, but I don’t feel like waiting around to see what he does next. Grabbing my coffee mug, I say goodbye to Trent and walk out of the office.

      Once in the kitchen, I put the kettle on and start getting my coffee ready. I stand in a daze, trying to think about anything other than what’s possibly happening in Devon’s office. I would love to think they’re not doing anything. He’s supposed to be with me. It still pisses me off, though. Why hasn’t he told everybody that we’re together? We’ve already had this conversation about him entertaining his floozy’s in the office. If I hear her in his office when I get back, I’m gone. I’m not putting up with that shit anymore.

      As the kettle clicks, I’m just about to pick it up and pour the boiling water into my cup when I hear, “Aren’t you going to make me one, too?” I turn, finding Devon standing in the doorway, a smirk on his face.

      “It depends,” I answer, pouring the water in and stirring, not looking at him.

      “On what?”

      “On what you did with Amber.”

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, I feel a set of arms wrap around me from behind. When I feel his body press against my back, I try not to let it affect me.

      He snuggles his nose into the base of my neck before kissing me. “Nothing happened. Nothing will ever happen as long as you’re in my life. I told her to go, that I was in a relationship and that I’m happy.” He kisses my neck again, his dick hardening. “Extremely happy.”

      Closing my eyes, I smile, caressing the arm wrapped around my waist. “Is that so?”

      “Can’t you feel just how fucking happy?” he growls into my ear.

      Despite his playfulness, I have to know. “But why was she here in the first place?”

      He squeezes me tighter. “I understand how you must feel. I would have been ten times worse than you if it had been the other way around.” I chuckle and he nudges me. “Hey, there’s no need to agree with me.” He swiftly kisses the side of my neck. “Would you believe me if I said I was so wrapped up in us that I had no time to think about anyone else?”

      I smirk. “I suppose we have been a little busy lately.”

      “Mmm, we certainly have,” he muses, inhaling my neck. “I promise you one thing, though. I will make sure that never happens again. I’m sorry you had to go through that. And I’m also sorry for all the times I’ve made you go through it in the past.”

      I rub his hand comfortingly. “I think I can forgive you.”

      He starts nibbling my neck, causing me to giggle.

      “Oh shit! I’m sorry,” a voice says from the doorway. We both turn, but Devon doesn’t move away from me.

      “That’s okay, Mandy. Andi was just making me a coffee.” He looks down at me. “Weren’t you, Andi?”

      “Yes, boss.”

      Smirking, he lets go. “I’ll be in my office when you’re ready.” He strolls out, as if nothing happened.

      The moment he’s gone, Mandy steps in, a look of absolute excitement on her face. “When did this happen?”

      Grabbing Devon’s coffee mug, I smile as I put some granules in and stir. “In New York.”

      “New York!” she screeches. “That was, like, two weeks ago. How come I’m only finding out now?”

      I shrug. “I wasn’t sure where it was going. It’s all new and—”

      “Is he good in bed?”

      “Mandy!”

      “Has he got a big dick? I’ve always imagined he was nine inches or something.” She looks me up and down. “Hold on. Walk for me.”

      “What in the hell—”

      “Go on,” she says, shoving me. “Walk from one end of the kitchen to the other.”

      I pull my arm away, smirking. “I’m not walking from one end of the room to the other. I’m not some circus act here for your entertainment.” I pour milk and two sugars into Devon’s cup before stirring.

      “Come on, Andi. You’re giving me nothing here.”

      I pick up the two mugs and start walking. She follows. “That’s because it’s personal.”

      She practically runs to keep up with me as I head back to my office. “Oh, come on. We’re friends. You’ve got to give me something.”

      Finally, I think of something to say. “He’s actually very sweet.” I start walking again, knowing Mandy’s going to be pissed.

      “You and I both know that’s not what I’m after. I bet he’s not sweet in bed. Come on. Give me something. Does he like tying you up?”

      Once I’m in my office, I set my coffee mug down and turn to Mandy. “I’m not getting into this with you.”

      She lets out an exasperated breath. “I thought you were better than this.”

      I gasp. “Mandy, you little shit.” I start laughing, making her smile.

      “Oh, come on.” She pulls at my sleeve like a little kid wanting attention.

      “No.”

      Squinting, she places her thumb and forefinger about an inch apart. “Just a teeny-tiny something then?” I shake my head.

      She’s about to say something else when Devon’s door opens and he emerges. “There you are. I was wondering what was taking you so long.” He smirks, obviously knowing what’s going on.

      “I’ve got your coffee right here. Mandy was just asking some questions.”

      He raises an eyebrow at her. “Really? What do you want to know?”

      “Nothing,” she replies hastily, then storms out of the office.

      Handing Devon his coffee, I laugh. “Thank you for that.”

      “You’re welcome.” He takes the mug from me, then leans toward me. “I have to make a phone call, but meet me in the boardroom in fifteen minutes. I have some pressing things I need to discuss with you.”

      “Okay,” I say, flustered, then remember. “Oh, Aaron called. He wants to speak with you.”

      He looks down at my lips for a moment before glancing back up with hooded eyes. “Okay. I’ll call him. She you in fifteen.” He pulls away, smiling as he shuts the door. Meanwhile, I’m left feeling completely wanton and breathless. I’m going to need those fifteen minutes just to calm down.

      I blow out a breath and walk around my desk to sit down. I remain there for around ten minutes, finishing my coffee and sending a few emails. Once finished, I grab my pen and notepad and head to the main boardroom to wait for Devon. I’m there for another three minutes or so before he walks in. Upon shutting the door and locking it, he glances down at my seated position, my legs crossed, a pen and paper at the ready. I push my glasses back up and watch him walk toward me slowly. He looks so magnificent with his crisp grey suit, white shirt, and black tie. I could just imagine grabbing that tie with my teeth as I pull him toward me.

      Trying to pull myself together, I say, “You had some things you wanted to discuss.”

      He positions himself in front of me and glances down. “Yes. Stand up.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He narrows his eyes. “Stand up. Now.” Placing my notebook and pen down, I stand up in front of him. “Turn around and face the desk.”

      “What are you—”

      Leaning forward, he whispers, “Turn the fuck around and face the desk. Don’t make me ask you again.”

      My breath hitching and my heart hammering, I turn to face the desk. My knickers already feel wet and he hasn’t even touched me yet. Is he going to touch me?

      “Hands flat on the desk in front of you.” I do as I’m told and feel him lean over me. “Good girl.” He places a hand on my calf and slides it up my leg. I close my eyes, swallowing hard. “Do you realise I’ve been dreaming of doing this to you since the day you fucking started here?” As his fingers lightly dance up my thigh and in between my legs, I moan. Once he rubs against my knickers, he hisses. “Fuck, you’re wet already.”

      Feeling like I can’t take anymore, I try to turn, but he grabs my arms, holding them in place on the desk. He leans close to my ear, his hot breath fanning against it. “I call the fucking shots in the boardroom. Remember?”

      I close my eyes again, my breath becoming ragged. Once he knows I won’t move, he relinquishes his hold on me and starts kissing my neck. He moves my hair out of the way before grabbing a handful. He yanks my head back, making me moan.

      “You are the sexiest thing alive, do you know that? The way you look, the way you feel, the way you make those sweet little noises when I touch you. But, above all else, you know what makes me come undone?”

      “No,” I manage to croak out.

      “The way you scream my name when you shudder in my arms. Witnessing you come is the best fucking sight in the world. The thought of it alone is what gets me up in the mornings. In more ways than one.”

      I smile. He lets go of my hair and runs his hands around my breasts through my blouse. As I push my arse back, I feel how hard he is, making me yearn for more.

      “So fucking eager, aren’t we?”

      “Devon, please,” I beg, feeling him pinch my nipples. He’s slowly driving me insane.

      He doesn’t answer. Instead, he travels his hands down to my skirt and starts pulling it up. Once it’s positioned around my waist, he pulls my knickers down and cups my pussy. “Mine,” he growls, squeezing. I place my head back against his chest, moaning. “All. Fucking. Mine.” He slides one finger down, brushing it against my clit as he reaches my entrance. I moan again as he pushes it inside and starts moving in and out. We’re a host of sounds rhythmically bouncing back and forth between us as he squeezes one of my breasts with one hand and fucks me with the other.

      “Devon,” I whisper, closing my eyes, knowing that I’m close.

      “Not yet. Not until my cock is buried inside that sweet little cunt of yours.” I feel both hands pull away as he frantically undoes his trousers. When I hear the zipper, the fires start raging in my body. Once ready, he leans in. “Hold on tight, baby. I’m about to give you the ride of your life.”

      I smile, but it soon disappears when he enters me. We cry out together and Devon stills, allowing us both to adjust. It’s not long before he grabs my hips and starts thrusting. With a steady rhythm, he leans forward, grabbing my hair and forcing my head to the side. Moaning, he delves his tongue into my mouth. I want to keep him there, but I know I’m already losing control, so I break away.

      “Fuck!” I whisper feeling goosebumps rise with every thrust.

      “That’s right, baby. Give it to me. Fucking give all of it to me.” He lets go of my hair and starts rubbing my clit with his fingers. It’s like a detonation switch as I blow, calling out his name as I come undone.

      “Shit, Andi!” Devon bellows, digging his fingernails into my hips as he thrusts forward. “Fuck!” he roars, releasing himself into me. Breathlessly, he leans his head on my back. “Jesus, Andi. You’re going to kill me at this rate.”

      I can’t help but smile. “Who else could give me such fantastic orgasms?”

      Gripping me tight, he answers, “Nobody.”

      I laugh. “You’re so possessive.”

      Smacking my arse, he pulls out of me. “Only when it comes to you.” He helps pull my knickers back up before smoothing down my skirt. “I believe that ends our meeting for today. However, keep walking around like that and I may need to schedule several more before the week ends.”

      I smirk. “My boss certainly likes to work me into the ground.”

      Turning me around to face him, he flicks my hair. “That can also be arranged.”

      I lean forward, lightly pressing my lips to his. “Promises, promises.”

      Growling, he kisses me back before finally pulling away. “Come on. As much as I would love to stay in here all day grinding you into the floor, we have work to do.”

      I laugh. “Okay, but would boss permit me a small bathroom break? He’s made an awful mess and I have to clean myself up.”

      He grips one of the office chairs. “Yes, but don’t clean yourself up too much. I like the thought of my come inside you. Fucking turns me on to no end.”

      “Caveman.”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “Seductress.” He strolls toward the door and opens it. “See you back in the office,” he says before walking through and disappearing. He then pops his head in briefly. “Don’t be too long.” He disappears again, leaving me laughing.

      It’s then I realise, through my euphoric state of orgasm, just how happy I really am.
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      Toward the end of July, we’re as busy at work as ever. Devon’s constantly at work, so when he’s at the office and doesn’t need me, I spend my time watching TV at his place, waiting for his return. I’m in the middle of watching an episode of Grey’s Anatomy when Devon’s doorbell rings. I frown, looking at the time. Past nine. It can’t be Devon, so I have no idea who it could be. In all the times I’ve stayed here, the only person who’s been by is the cleaner.

      Getting my phone out, I quickly send a text to Devon.

      Someone’s at your door.

      I get up to answer when my phone immediately rings. Before I can even say hello, Devon says, “Don’t fucking answer it.”

      “I’m just going to have a look and see who it is. It might be someone important.”

      “It’s nobody,” he says angrily. “Just do as you’re told, Andi. Please, don’t answer it.”

      I don’t listen to him. He’s being unreasonable. Unless I let whomever it is in, I’m safe up here. I press the button. “Hello?” Devon’s screen immediately lights up, showing me who’s standing outside.

      “Andi, I fucking told you… Who is it?”

      A man with blond, unkempt hair and a beard is standing there looking very anxious. “Who is this?” he asks.

      “I’m Andi. Who are you?”

      “Pete, Devon’s brother.”

      Devon immediately shouts, “Fuck. Andi! Don’t let him in. I’m coming over. Tell him I’m coming over.” I hear the line go dead.

      “Devon’s not here at the moment. He says he’s coming over now, though.”

      I watch as he scratches his head and shifts his weight from foot to foot before looking back at the screen. “Okay. Can I come in and wait?”

      I sigh, wondering what I should do. Surely he doesn’t expect his brother to wait out in this heat. I press the intercom button. “Just a sec,” I say, trying to think of what to do.

      “Okay,” he answers, smiling.

      I stand back, clutching the phone in my hand. I hear a text ping. I look down and see it’s from Devon.

      I’m 5 minutes away. Don’t answer the door!

      Jeez, how pissy is he? I text back.

      Ok.

      I walk toward the button and press it. “Devon says he’ll be here in five minutes. I guess he wants to meet you downstairs.”

      He rubs his brow, a sure sign he’s sweating. “Okay. I’ll wait for him here. Thanks.”

      I let go of the button and step back, sighing. “This is ridiculous. It looks like he’s roasting out there.” I press the button again. “Listen. You must need a drink. Come on up. I’ll make you one.” I press the buzzer and watch as he pulls the door.

      “Thanks,” he says, smiling up at me. “It’s really hot out here today.” He waves, walking through. I fetch the Coke from the fridge before I hear a knock at the door. I quickly grab a glass and start pouring.

      “Just a sec!” I shout, placing the Coke back in the fridge. I grab the glass and walk swiftly to the door to answer it. I smile as I hand him the drink. “Here.”

      Tilting his head to one side, he frowns at me. It’s almost as if he’s trying to figure me out. I assume he’s not used to seeing anyone other than his brother here.

      “Thanks,” he replies, taking it from me. He gulps it down before I even have a chance to say anything. He hands it back, wiping his mouth with the back of his arm.

      I motion for him to come in. He smiles and walks through. Just as I’m about to shut the door, the lift doors ping and out storms Devon, sweating profusely and out of breath. When he sees me in the doorway and his brother’s retreating frame going into his apartment, he clenches his jaw.

      “I thought I fucking told you …” He scowls, walking past me and to his brother.

      Pete turns, smiling when he sees him. “What’s up, bruv?”

      Devon inhales sharply. “What have I told you about coming here unannounced?”

      “Sorry,” he says, scratching his head. I feel sorry for him. He looks like he’s just been scolded by his father.

      “Come with me. I’ll talk with you downstairs.” He grasps his brother’s shirt before turning to me. “Stay here. I’ll talk to you once I get back.”

      I want to tell him how dare he talk to me like that, but I keep my mouth shut. There’s a time and a place. Right now isn’t one of them. When they walk out, I start to close the door when I hear Pete ask, “Who’s the girl?”

      “No one important. Now, come on. Let’s talk somewhere else.”

      Hearing the lift doors close, I shut my eyes. I close the door and lean my forehead against it. Every time I think I’m getting somewhere with Devon, he says something like that. I have so many questions inside my head right now, but only one person can answer them.

      My heart aches as I walk to the fridge and pour myself a glass of wine. I don’t know how long I’m going to have to wait, but I need to get a few things straight with him.

      One hour turns into two, then three. I start to wonder if I should just call it a night and go home, but then I hear the door open. I wait at the kitchen island with my second glass of wine, which is now virtually empty. He walks in, looking tired. When his eyes land on me, I see relief, but also anger. He sets his keys down and walks to me.

      “You’re still up.” I can’t tell whether he’s happy or pissed off about that.

      “Are you going to tell me what that was all about?”

      Devon sighs, walking toward his drinks cabinet and pouring himself a bourbon. “Not now. I’m tired. Can we leave it until morning?”

      I get up, walking toward him. “Why is it I can’t meet your brother? What’s so bad about him that I couldn’t let him in to wait five minutes? It’s so hot out there, he practically downed a drink in two seconds.”

      He takes a swig of his drink and points to me. “You shouldn’t have gone against me. You shouldn’t have let him in when I told you not to.”

      “Why?”

      “Because it’s none of your fucking business!”

      It’s then I realise his eyes are out of focus. “Have you been drinking?”

      His lips curl up into a nasty smile as he shakes his head. “See. This, right here, is the reason I don’t get into relationships.” He stares at me like I’m nothing, as if all the nice, sweet, kind words he said about loving me and being unable to stay away from me meant nothing.

      I don’t let him see how much that hurt. Instead, I glare back at him, showing him that I won’t back down. “I’m not going to get into this with you when you’re drunk.”

      I start to move away when I hear him say, “Coming from the girl who’s obviously been drinking since I’ve been gone.”

      Grabbing my bag, I turn around to face him. “Yes, but I’m not the one who’s acting like a prick. You said you wanted a relationship with me. You were the one who pursued me and made all the right noises. So which one is it, Devon? Are you in or out? Because, right now, I’m starting to wonder if this is all worthwhile.”

      He bangs his drink down on the kitchen island. “So you’re a quitter, just like the rest of them. Just like my mother.”

      I’m taken aback by this. “Devon, I am not your mother. If you see me as just like her, this thing between us should end right now.”

      He slumps into the chair. “What does it matter anyway? Everybody leaves me eventually.”

      Even though I’m angry, his words crush my heart. I know he’s drunk and this conversation should be left until morning, but I can’t help wanting to go to him. This man, this strong man, looks defeated. He looks … lost.

      I walk toward him, placing my hand on his shoulder. He flinches, but doesn’t push me away. “You had a shitty life growing up, but you had people who loved you—who still love you. Charlie, my dad, me … we’re all here for you. Stop trying to push me away whenever things get tough. I’m not your enemy here.”

      Pushing his glass away, he turns, grabbing me by the waist and pulling me to him. I immediately smell the alcohol on his breath as he snuggles his head into my chest. “You’re the only fucking light in my life. The only thing that makes sense.”

      I place my arms around him, giving him the comfort he needs. “Then why fight me?”

      He looks up, his eyes glassy. “My one and only weakness is you.” He squeezes my waist, pulling me tightly to him. “My one and only weakness has always been you.”

      He places his head against my chest again, so I start stroking his hair. We stay like that for a while until I realise he must have fallen asleep. I can hear his soft breathing against my chest.

      “Devon, come on. Get up. Let’s go to bed.” I try lifting his head, but he’s limp. Eventually, I nudge him enough that he moans.

      “Bed with me?”

      I place his arm around my shoulders and virtually carry him into his bedroom. I don’t know how, considering he’s a dead weight. “Yes, Devon. In bed with me.” I feel just as exhausted myself. I know we still need to talk, but it will have to wait until morning.

      I manage to pull the covers away before Devon falls onto the bed. I take his shoes and socks off, leaving the rest. Once I cover him up, he moans, then falls back to sleep.

      For a moment, I stare at his angelic face. A face that heralds demons I’m starting to think are far beyond my capabilities. But if he wants me here, I want to be here. I don’t know whether my love will be enough, though.

      But I’ll damn sure try.

      Walking over to the other side of the bed, I slip out of my dress, leaving my bra and knickers on before I slip under the covers. I watch Devon’s back, hearing his soft breathing. It’s enough to make my eyes start to droop. I know I need sleep, but I keep opening them to check on him. After a few more seconds, my eyes can’t stay open any longer.
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      “No!” I hear, wondering if I’m dreaming. “You fucking bitch. Why? Why did you do this to us?!” My eyes snap open to find Devon flailing his arms and legs. “No!”

      I jump up, turning on the side lamp before straddling him. “Devon,” I say, trying to hold onto his arms. He starts struggling, but I do my best to keep his arms in place.

      “Stop!” he yells. “Why did you have to do this?!

      His voice sounds so pained. “Devon, wake up. You’re having a bad dream. Devon!” I scream. “It’s me. It’s Andi. Please, wake up.”

      He suddenly screams. “Andi, no! Don’t fucking do this. Don’t you dare fucking leave me.”

      My arms are tired from trying to restrain him, but I hold firm. “Devon, I’m here. I’m not going anywhere. Devon!” I scream again. “It’s Andi. I’m right here!”

      His eyes suddenly fly open. When he sees me, his body relaxes, allowing me to release my grip. When I do, he sits up, throwing his arms around me. “Andi,” he says, snuggling his head into my chest. “I thought you were gone.”

      I stroke his hair to calm him down. His breathing is ragged, his heart thumping. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere.”

      He starts kissing my chest. “I need you.”

      “Devon, I don’t think we should… Don’t you think we should talk?”

      Pulling my bra strap down, he starts kissing my breasts. “Please,” he says, taking my nipple into his mouth. A part of me wants this, but another part thinks this is the wrong way to solve anything. “I need you,” he says again, manoeuvring himself. In an instant, he’s hovering over me, kissing my neck. I can feel his hardness digging into me.

      “I need to fuck you. Let me fuck you.”

      I don’t say or do anything to stop him. A part of me knows he needs this. It’s fucked up, but if it helps him, I’ll do anything.

      As his breathing picks up, he pushes my knickers down before undoing his trousers. He doesn’t even take them off. He just pushes them down enough to free himself.

      He thrusts his way in, making me gasp. I’m wet enough, but I certainly wasn’t expecting it so quickly. He doesn’t even give me time to adjust. He immediately starts thrusting inside me, grunting. He’s not being gentle, but I don’t stop him. I can hear his heavy breathing in my ear as he moves so violently on top of me, the headboard bounces off the wall.

      Eventually, he screams, “Fuck, Andi!” He thrusts a few more times before slumping on top of me, falling asleep. A part of me wonders if he was even awake.

      “Devon?” I nudge him. He moans, but doesn’t move. “Devon,” I urge, using all my strength to push him off. He grunts, landing on the bed, his trousers still around his knees. I sigh, getting up before pulling his trousers off. I then cover him again, checking the time. Five in the morning. Shit, what a night it’s been. I shake my head as I walk toward the shower.

      Once washed, I get dressed and make myself some coffee. I feel hungover, but not from the wine last night. It’s from lack of sleep and exhaustion over everything that’s happened.

      I take my coffee cup, pick up a magazine, and settle myself on the sofa. I read for a little while, but I must have fallen asleep at some point because I feel a nudge on my arm.

      “Andi, wake up, baby.” I moan a little, stirring. “Andi, wake up. Do you want another coffee?” The smell of it suddenly hits me, making me jolt awake. When I look up, I see Devon dressed in a suit and holding out a cup. “It’s after eight. We both slept in.”

      Getting up, I moan as my tired bones cry out. Once upright, I take the mug from him. “Thank you.”

      “No problem.” He smiles, sitting next to me.

      I rub my eyes, desperate to become more alert. I have too many things to say—too much to get off my chest. “Devon, we need to talk about last night.”

      He takes a sip of coffee before sighing. “Things got a little out of hand last night. I was just pissed you let him in when I told you not to.”

      “But, why?”

      He turns to me. “You know Pete’s an addict. What if he had been high?”

      “Is he normally aggressive when high?”

      “That’s not the fucking point,” he snaps. “When addicts get high, they’re unpredictable. Do you really think I want that around you?”

      I understand, but I’m still annoyed at how he went about it. “Why isn’t he getting the help he needs?”

      He huffs. “I’ve been there, done that. He’s been in rehab twice and has left within a couple weeks each time.”

      “What does he come around here for?” I can hazard a guess, but I need to hear it from Devon.

      “I ask him to visit at least once a month. I need to know he’s alive still.” His jaw ticks. I know he’s lying.

      “Do you give him money?”

      He sighs, leaning forward. “I don’t want to get into this with you right now.”

      I don’t need him to answer the question. His expression already has. “Last night, when he asked you who I was, I heard you tell him I was nobody.”

      Placing the coffee cup down, he turns to me. “Andi, he’s an addict. I don’t want that around you. Yes, he’s my brother and I love him. He’s been through the same shit I have. At the same time, he’s someone I don’t want in your life. I don’t want him tainting the only good thing I have.”

      Leaning forward, I grab his hand. “How can he taint me? I’m here for you no matter what. I understand your loyalty to your brother, but he needs help, Devon. Help that is beyond your capabilities. You can’t save him by giving him money every time he pops by. You know the saying, ‘You’ve got to be cruel to be kind’? Well, this is a prime example.”

      He takes my hand, closing his eyes. “I know.” He opens his eyes and looks at our hands before looking at me. “I didn’t mean anything by what I said. I would have said anything to keep him away from you. If he knows you’re in my life, he’ll want to meet you.”

      I smile. “Is that such a bad thing?”

      He shakes his head. “No, but I won’t let that happen until he cleans himself up. You can understand that, right?”

      I nod. “Of course.” He looks relieved. I start to wonder. “During the night, you had a nightmare. Do you remember?”

      His eyes widen. “What did I say?”

      “You were screaming, ‘No!’ and, ‘Why did you do this to us?’At first, I thought you were dreaming about your mother, but when I started trying to calm you down, you begged me not to leave you.”

      He closes his eyes. “I didn’t take a tablet last night.” He grabs my arm, stroking it. “I didn’t hurt you, did I? Please tell me I didn’t hurt you.”

      I shake my head. “No, you were fine.” I bite my lip.

      He frowns. “Andi, what did I do?”

      I feel my cheeks flush a little. “You, um … you got quite amorous.”

      His eyes widen slightly. “Amorous?”

      “You started kissing me, telling me that you needed me. We had sex. Afterward, you just went right back to sleep on me.”

      He drops my hands, turning away. He places his head in his hands. “Shit!” he shouts. He then stands up and starts pacing, so I get up with him.

      “Devon, calm down. You didn’t hurt me.”

      He stops pacing and looks at me. “Now can you see why I need to take those tablets?” He walks up to me and grasps my arms. “I can’t lose control around you.”

      I offer him a smile. “You didn’t. It was just a minor setback. I didn’t do anything to stop you, either.”

      “But did you want it?”

      I sigh. “A part of me wanted to because I thought it would ease your pain.”

      He lets go of my arms. “Fuck!” He walks toward one of the barstools before sitting down. He places his chin on his hand, as if deep in thought. He looks lost, so I walk to him. When I’m right next to him, he turns. He looks sad as he takes my hand. “I shouldn’t be putting my shit on you.”

      I pull his head close to me, snuggling mine into his neck. “Have you ever thought that part of the reason you’re still having night terrors is because you’re dealing with it all by yourself? You’re not putting your shit on me, but maybe it’s time you learned to. Everyone needs someone on their side. Someone they can trust and reach out to.”

      He squeezes me to him. “I don’t know what I’d do without you. I can’t ever fucking lose you.”

      Placing my hand on his head, I start stroking his hair. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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      It’s a particularly hot July day. The air conditioning is on full blast, and I have to run to the toilet every hour because of the amount of water I’ve been drinking. Devon’s currently at a meeting, so I have the office to myself. It’s sometimes nice to have some breathing room in order to get some work done. There’s nothing worse than trying to type something on your laptop when you have a sex god bending over you, nibbling on your ear.

      I seriously have the worst job in the world!

      As I smile at the thought, my phone rings. I pick it up and hear Aaron’s voice. “Andi, so nice to speak with you.”

      I smile brightly. “Aaron, how are you? It feels like ages since we were in New York. I miss it.”

      “I’m great. You must come visit again. It would be lovely to have you here in a work capacity … or otherwise.” I hear the slight flirtation in his voice, so I clear my throat, quickly changing the subject.

      “Devon’s not here at the moment.”

      “Oh, that’s okay. I’m glad I got to talk to you, but it would be much better face to face. Fancy a coffee?”

      I frown, saying, “What are you talking about?”

      He laughs. “I’m in the Starbucks about a block away from your office.”

      “You’re what?!”

      “I’m here on a last-minute business trip. I have to go back tonight, but I couldn’t leave without at least having coffee with you. I don’t have much time, though, so it’ll have to be a quick visit.”

      I’m already on my feet, grabbing my bag. “I’ll meet you in five.”

      He laughs as we hang up. I hastily make my way down the lift and into the hustle and bustle of the street. I’ve only just opened the door, but I’m already sweating.

      Once I reach Starbucks, I spot Aaron wearing a beautifully styled navy suit. His hair is slicked back and he’s clean shaven. I see all the women staring at him, but I don’t blame anyone. He’s certainly someone you notice.

      When he looks up and sees me, he quickly stands up and gives me a beaming smile. “You look beautiful.” He leans over and kisses me on the cheek, lingering a little longer than he should.

      “Thank you,” I reply, blushing. I know I’m with Devon, but I’m not completely blind to his attractiveness. I pull away, hastily sitting. It may be nice and cool in here, but I still feel the heat. It doesn’t help that he smells like he does. He wears some nice aftershave. “You’re looking really good, too.” I place my bag down. “Aren’t you hot in that, though?”

      He chuckles. “I would love nothing more than to get out of this, but I’ve been in meetings all morning.” He smiles. “No Devon?”

      “No, he’s in meetings today, too.”

      “It never seems to end in this line of work.” We laugh. It seems the air has grown thick around us and I’ve only just gotten here. “Do you want a coffee?”

      I nod. “Actually, that would be nice. Seeing as all I’ve had today is water, I could use a change. I’ll have an Americano, please.”

      Smiling, he gets up and orders. There aren’t too many people, so he manages to come back with it rather quickly.

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” He smiles brightly before sitting back down. “So, what’s been happening in your life since you got back from New York?”

      Looking down, I place my fingers on the coffee mug and tap it a little. I haven’t yet had a chance to tell Aaron that Devon and I are officially together. For some reason, I feel a little nervous about telling him, like it will hurt his feelings. Pretty egotistical of me, I know, but the feeling’s still there.

      “My brother’s in Afghanistan now.”

      He looks concerned as he leans over the table. “That’s tough. How long has it been?”

      “Six weeks and two days. Believe me, I’m counting.” I chuckle a little, even though I don’t find it funny.

      “How is he coping out there?”

      “He’s coping with it the only way Charlie knows how. By joking about anything and everything. It’s just how he is.”

      He takes a sip of his coffee. “I suppose that’s the Forces for you.”

      I nod before blowing on my coffee and taking a sip of my own. Without looking at him, I say, “Devon and I are together now.” I don’t hear him say anything, so I look up at him.

      When I lock my eyes on his, he smiles. “The man finally saw sense. That’s good.” When I laugh, he fixes me with a perplexed look. “What? Don’t you think that’s the case? He probably knew I was going to try and sweep you off your feet, so he decided to get there first. I can hardly blame the man. I would have done the same in his shoes.”

      As if Devon knows someone’s talking about him, I receive a text. I already know it’s him before I look. He should be out of his meeting by now. “Excuse me a second,” I say to Aaron. He motions with his hand that it’s okay.

      You’re not in the office. Is everything okay?

      Everything’s fine. I’m in Starbucks down the street. Come and meet us.

      Us?

      You’ll see. xx

      I smile as I put my phone away. “I think we will have another guest joining us soon.”

      “If he knows it’s me, he’ll be here in no time.”

      I shake my head with a smirk. “I’ve deliberately not said anything so it will be a surprise.”

      “Well, I better not be making any untoward advances to his girl before he gets here.”

      I start giggling. “Aaron, stop.”

      He smiles. “You’re so cute when you blush, you know that?”

      I give him a reprimanding look. “I thought we were just supposed to be friends?”

      He leans toward me. “We are, but there’s no harm in a little flirtation. Besides,” he says, tapping my left finger. “I don’t see a ring on that yet. Until there is, it’s pretty much fair game.”

      Seeing something out of the corner of his eye, he turns his head, smiling. I don’t look. I’m too gobsmacked by what he just said.

      “Aaron, what are you doing here?”

      The sound of Devon’s voice jolts me out of my stupor. I look up to find him looking both confused and pissed off. When he sees me looking at him, he gives me a smile, bends down, kisses me possessively, then sits down as close to me as possible. He pulls me to him, wrapping his arm around my waist.

      Aaron smirks. “I was in town on last-minute business. I just thought I would stop by for a coffee.”

      “Has it gone well for you?”

      He nods. “It has. Thanks.”

      “Are you in London for long? We could maybe go for dinner.”

      “That’s nice of you to offer. Unfortunately, I have to go back tonight. I just hoped to get a quick coffee and say hello before I head back to my hotel. I have a late checkout at three, and it’s almost,” he looks at his watch, “two-thirty now.”

      Devon squeezes me to him, almost as if he’s telling me he’s not happy. “What hotel are you staying at? If you’d like, I can get my driver to take you back.”

      Aaron smiles. “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      Devon quickly grabs his phone and calls his driver. Once he puts it down, he says, “He should be here in five minutes.”

      The conversation awkwardly turns to other things. Meanwhile, I’m still a little stunned by Aaron’s confession. He didn’t seem like the type to play these competitive games. I thought it was more Devon’s style.

      When Devon’s phone rings, he abruptly answers. As I hear him say, “Yes, thank you. We’ll be right out,” Aaron fixes me with his eyes. I see mischief there, causing me to give him a warning look back. Aaron just smirks, shaking his head.

      “That was my driver. He’s waiting outside.”

      Aaron sucks in a breath. “Well, I suppose that’s me then. I told you it was just a flying visit.”

      As we all get up, I say, “Thank you for the coffee.”

      “You’re welcome, Andi. It was my pleasure.”

      When he gives me a bright smile, Devon nudges me. “We better get back to the office.”

      I look up at him. “Sure.”

      We all walk outside, Devon’s arm wrapped around my waist the whole time. When we reach the car, Aaron turns and holds his hand out to Devon. “It was nice to see you again.”

      “And you, too,” he answers, shaking it.

      Aaron pulls away and comes in to give me a kiss on the cheek. When he does, Devon grips my waist tighter.

      “It was lovely seeing you again, Andi. We must arrange that trip to New York again someday. I know Joanne would love to see you on a more personal level.”

      “That would be nice. Take care and have a nice flight back.” It was lovely seeing him again, but I know he must be winding Devon up.

      “Speak soon.” He gives a little salute with his fingers before getting into the car. Once he drives off, my shoulders relax a little, but not for long.

      “We need to get back to the office.” Devon keeps me close to his body as he practically drags me back. I know he’s angry, but a part of me doesn’t want to look up. Against my better judgment, I do, seeing his jaw ticking, confirming it.

      Once we reach the office, I start to walk to my desk, but Devon tugs me back to him. “In my office. Now.” He growls the last word, so I know not to go against him.

      Briefly, he lets me go, but only to make sure I’m inside before he shuts the door. I turn, about to ask him what’s wrong, when he stalks toward me, backing me up until my legs hit his desk. In an instant, he has his hand between my legs, roughly pushing my thighs apart.

      “I need to fuck you.” He breathes angrily against my ear before starting to kiss me aggressively.

      I push at his chest. “What are you doing, Devon. Not here and not now.”

      He runs his hand up around my arse, grabbing it and pulling me into his erect cock. “I need to fuck you. Right here. Right now.”

      “Why?” I ask, knowing I would rather die than let him fuck me in here.

      “I need you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m fucking horny. That’s why.” He bends down, trying to kiss me, but I turn my face away. When that doesn’t work, his hand comes around and tries to push into my knickers.

      “Devon, stop.”

      Picking me up, he places me on the table, forcing my legs apart.

      “Devon, stop!” I shout, pushing him as hard as I can. He steps back a little, allowing me to get up and compose myself. “You’re pissed off, I get that, but this is not the way to resolve it. Fuck, Devon. When are you going to get it through that thick head of yours that I’m with you?” I push myself away and walk to his door. “And if you think I’m going to allow you to do to me what you’ve done to countless other women in here, you have another thing coming.”

      I walk out, slamming the door behind me before grabbing my things. I don’t care that I have a ton of work to do. There’s no way I’m going to allow him to treat me this way every time petty jealousy gets the better of him.

      After taking two trains home, I finally reach my apartment building, seeing Devon sitting on the doorstep, waiting. He sheepishly looks down the stairs as I start walking up. “I’m sorry. Okay?”

      Angrily, I place the key in the lock. “Where have I heard that before?” I push the door open and Devon follows me in. Once inside my apartment, I place my things down and turn to him.

      He sighs. “I was pissed off that Aaron was there and looking at you the way he was. It’s no fucking mystery that he likes you and wants you for himself, Andi. You can’t be blind to that fact.”

      I shake my head. “No, I’m not blind, but I keep telling you I’m not interested in anyone else. I’m with you. I’ve chosen you. The fact you keep feeling like you need to stamp your authority over me somehow makes me feel … I don’t know … belittled.”

      He walks forward, raising a hand to my cheek. “I’m so sorry. I don’t want to make you feel inferior of me in any way.” He turns away, angrily running his hands through his hair. “I keep fucking this up.” He sits down on the sofa, looking defeated.

      Feeling bad, I walk toward him and sit down. I pick up his hand, causing him to look at me. His eyes don’t look cold anymore. Instead, there’s a vulnerability there I haven’t seen often. I know he has his demons and is suffering because of them. “I’m not your enemy. And, before you ask, I’m not going anywhere.”

      We both lightly chuckle as he squeezes my hand. “I guess I just like controlling everything around me.” He looks up from our hands. “Even you.”

      “I want to understand you, but I also want you to understand that my commitment is with you. No one else. You. My heart belongs to you.”

      He nods. “I know.” He looks down again. “There was so much of my life I couldn’t control when I was a kid.” He suddenly looks disgusted, but doesn’t say anything.

      I nudge him. “What is it?”

      Closing his eyes, he shakes his head. “No, I can’t tell you this. It’s completely fucked up.”

      I squeeze his hand tightly. “Devon, please. You can tell me anything. I promise whatever it is won’t leave this room.”

      His chest heaves with a heavy sigh. He won’t look at me. “So many things have happened that I haven’t told a soul about.” He suddenly turns his head toward me. “So many things in my life that I wished I could have controlled.” He looks so vulnerable right now that my heart aches for him. I have a feeling about what he is referring to, but as he’s not offering that information right now, I feel I need to push him. “Your mother?” I ask.

      He sucks in a big, deep breath and nods. “Yes, my mother. There were lots of things, but my mother is definitely one of the major players.”

      When he doesn’t offer anymore than that, I raise my hand, cupping his cheek to make him look at me. When he turns his head and locks me with those icy blue eyes, I plead with him with my own. “Devon, I need you to know that I’m here for you no matter what. Please trust me enough to let me in. I know something awful flashed through your mind a moment ago. What was it?”

      When I place my hand down, Devon turns his head away from me, his eyes downcast. “I once caught my brother performing a sexual act on my mum.”

      I gasp and throw my hand over my mouth. I actually feel vomit rise. “You’re kidding?”

      He laughs sadly. “I really wish I were. He was seventeen and high as a kite—just like Mum. They didn’t even know what they were fucking doing. I heard noises, so went to his room. I’ve always wished I hadn’t opened that door. It’s an image that won’t ever leave my head.”

      I snuggle my head into his chest. “What you went through as a kid …” I close my eyes on a sigh. “I can’t even begin to imagine what that was like for you. I understand that because you couldn’t control that particular time of your life, you want to control everything now, but there are just some things that are beyond your control. I know you feel like Aaron’s a threat, but you can’t keep throwing your weight around every time you think someone’s trying to steal me from you.” I nudge him with my fist. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      Picking my hand up, he places it to his lips. “I know you’re not. Do you forgive me?”

      I close my eyes, inhaling his sweet scent. I don’t know what’s going to become of us in six months, a year, or even a few years from now. Hopefully, in time, I will make him see that I can be someone to lean on and trust. As long as he carries on loving me, I will love him right back.

      So, as I breathe out a small sigh, I already know what my answer is going to be. “Yes, Devon. I forgive you.”
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      I’m at work when it all happens. It’s like one of those movies where everything is eerily quiet, then the phone suddenly rings, the person staring at it like it’s something to be afraid of.

      That is me. The phone rings. I stare at it. When I pick it up, I wish I hadn’t.

      “Can I … speak … with Devon Jackson, please?” a woman sobs into the phone. I frown, immediately wondering who this is.

      “May I ask whose calling?”

      “It’s Beth Townsend.”

      I’ve certainly never heard that name before. I tell her to hold while I put her through. Devon, knowing it’s me, answers with a sultry hello.

      “I have a lady on the phone. She sounds really upset.”

      “Who is it?” he asks without hesitation.

      “Someone named Beth Townsend.”

      Deathly silence. Then he says, “Put her through.”

      I desperately want to ask who she is, but I put her through, knowing I can be nosey once he’s finished. I know I’ve certainly not heard her name before, so she’s not been in the office.

      I sit in my chair, staring at the clock as the hand goes around one minute, then two, then three. After another three minutes, Devon suddenly appears, keys in hand as he places his jacket on.

      “I’ll be back in an hour.”

      Before I have a chance to ask him what this is all about, he strides out the door. Stunned, I sit there, biting my lip for a moment. I know his sudden departure has everything to do with the phone call. I’m not normally one to get suspicious, but something isn’t sitting right with me. I know the normal protocol is to have me here whenever Devon isn’t, but I can’t sit and wait on this.

      Without another thought, I grab my bag and head out the door. I have a feeling Devon’s taking his car because he had the keys in his hands, so I will have to use a taxi to track him down. It shouldn’t be too hard, considering he has a bright red Ferrari with the license plate WRLDWD1 on it. I hate doing this because it makes me feel like a stalker girlfriend, but I can’t just sit around hoping he’ll give me answers upon his return.

      Immediately seeing his car pull out of the garage, I hail a taxi and hastily get in, saying the famous words, “Follow that car.” The cab driver gives me a hesitant look, but when I hold up a fifty pound note, he quickly pulls away from the curb. It’s amazing how much money talks at times.

      As I sit on the edge of the seat, I keep an eye on his car. We make our way down Oxford Street, then into Park Lane. As we come out at Hyde Park, Devon parks and quickly gets out. I ask the driver to stop, hand him the money, and quickly follow on foot, keeping my distance. He seems to be in a rush, his body tense as he marches through the park and toward a café. I notice him stop, look through the window for a moment, and then rush in.

      Carefully, I walk toward the café. I only need to see enough to figure out who he’s gone to meet. As the glass panels of the café come into view, I see Devon sitting at a table with a blonde woman who’s dressed smartly in a skirt suit. Whoever she is, she’s completely different from the women he would normally go for. The women he used to entertain were model types, but this one is refined, beautiful. She’s also crying. As Devon sits beside her, he offers her an arm. She accepts it, tugging at his shirt so she can bury her head into his chest. It looks like a man offering comfort to his girlfriend or wife. They look so natural together. So close. So enamoured. For a moment, I want to pull away and block out what I’m seeing, but a part of me says I’m being silly. This could just be an old friend who’s in trouble and needs his comfort. I see her pull away. He tenderly wipes a tear from her face, then she pulls him toward her lips.

      Gut-wrenching pain hits my stomach, forcing me to turn away. I may have been compelled to watch at first, but not anymore.

      I’ve seen more than enough.

      I rush through the park and hail another cab, but I don’t go back to the office. I don’t go home, either. When the taxi driver asks where I want to go, I speak before thinking.

      Over thirty minutes later, I arrive at Richmond Cemetery. The place where my mother’s buried. I normally come here every other Sunday, but I feel I need to be close to her right now.

      I pay the driver, walk to my mother’s grave, and kneel beside it. With my finger, I gently trace the grooves of the name, then smooth out the flowers my dad must have brought recently.

      As I smile, a lone tear drops down my face. “Hi, Mum,” I say. “I know I normally come here on Sundays, but I just felt like I needed my mum. God, I wish you were here now so I could talk to you. You would know exactly what to say.” As I wipe my tears, I shake my head. “I feel so silly. You’ve probably figured out it’s about a guy. When is it not?” I chuckle a little, then close my eyes as a welcome breeze blows. I inhale, smelling a hint of fresh lilies, roses, and grass. The smell of freshly cut grass has always been my favourite. I smile again, loving the aroma, then I remember why I’m here.

      I open my eyes, hearing my phone ringing in my pocket. I take it out and see it’s Devon, so I decline the call. Immediately, it starts ringing again. Again, I decline. When he rings back again, I silence it. That’s when I see a text from him.

      Don’t move. I’m coming to get you.

      I shake my head and put it back in my pocket. How does he know where I am?

      Not wanting to think about it, I turn my attention back to my mother. “I don’t know what to do, Mum. I’ve fallen in love, but now I feel like my heart’s been crushed.” I look at her headstone again. She was only fifty when she left us. Way too young to be taken away from her family. “I wonder if you had any cause to distrust Dad when you were younger. I suppose he was one hundred percent devoted. Dad has always been that way with you. I wish I had that in my life now. I know I’m only twenty-six, but I’ve grown up being completely obsessed with Devon. I was only six when I met him, but I remember him well. I was fifteen when my hormones started to kick in.” I chuckle again. “That’s when I really noticed him. He had been gone a while—shipped off somewhere for the RAF. When he came back, he was in his twenties, ripped, and taller than anyone I’ve ever met. I remember jokingly telling you that I fancied him, but I also think you knew it wasn’t a joke. You knew how far my infatuation with him went. You were the only one who could see it.”

      Closing my eyes again, I sigh. I look around to see I’m alone. There’s a couple in the distance, but that’s it.

      I look back at my mum’s headstone. “I know you’re not here to answer, but I need you to know that when I come here to speak with you, I always leave feeling so much better. I have you to thank for that.” I smooth my hand over her headstone with a smile.

      “Andi?”

      I look up to see Devon standing on the other side, looking both frantic and confused. He’s not the only one. “How did you know I was—”

      He holds up his phone. “GPS tracking.”

      I stand up. “And here I thought I was the stalker.”

      He frowns. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      I fix him with a glare. “It means I saw you, Devon. I saw you with that woman in the café. The one who was crying on the phone. The one you just up and left for without a word to me about where you were going.” He’s about to answer when I put my hand up. “I’m not getting into this with you here.” Placing a kiss on my hand, I lay it on my mother’s headstone. “See you soon, Mum.” I walk away.

      Once we’ve gotten some distance away, Devon pulls me over to a bench. I’m hesitant, but he’s so strong, he manages to force me down.

      “What did you see?” I start laughing sarcastically. “Andi, what did you see?”

      I take a deep breath. “I saw you and the lady at the café. She was crying and you were offering her support. She grabbed you, started crying into your chest. When she pulled away, you wiped a tear from her eye. That’s when she kissed you.”

      “Andi …” He tries to take my hand, but I pull back. “Did you stick around long enough to see what happened?”

      I look away. I already know the answer to that. I also think he knows it, too, and that’s why he’s asking. “No,” I simply state.

      “Well, if you had, you would have seen the point where I pulled her arms off me. You would have seen me say something to her, then you would have seen me leave. I immediately tried to call you at the office. When I couldn’t reach you, I asked Mandy to go check your office. She said you weren’t there, so I started trying to call your cell. When you wouldn’t answer, I tracked down where you were.”

      “Who is she?” I need to know. I’ve needed to know since she rang a couple hours ago.

      He sighs, looking away. “My ex-wife.”

      When I gasp, he looks back at me. “Your ex-wife? Isn’t this something you should have told me when we got together? All these years I’ve known you, you’ve never once mentioned a wife. Why?”

      He grits his teeth. “It’s complicated.”

      I settle back into the bench. “I’m all ears, Devon.”

      When he sees I’m not moving, he sighs, shaking his head. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Would you?”

      He smirks. “Point taken.” When I look away in anger, he takes my hand. “Look, I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about her. She’s my sore spot—”

      “Did you love her?” I ask.

      “I thought I did.” I can tell by his face that he seems to be telling the truth. “It was a whirlwind romance. I met her when I was out in Italy. She was a holiday rep there, so I bumped into her a lot when I went out for drinks with the lads. We got to talking and hit it off. Within a couple months, we were married. A month after that, she became pregnant.” When I snap my head to him, he holds up a hand. “Let me finish.” He shifts a little in his seat, obviously uncomfortable. “We had a son. James. He was stillborn.”

      I throw my hand over my mouth. “Oh, my god, Devon. I’m so sorry.”

      Placing another hand over mine, he smiles. “You don’t have to apologise. It was one of those things. It was shitty, but I suppose it just wasn’t meant to be. Things were never right between us after that, though. The marriage quickly dissolved.”

      “But you kept in touch?”

      He shakes his head. “No, oddly enough, we haven’t.”

      “So her ringing today was totally out of the blue?” I ask, a little confused.

      He nods. “Yes. I feel as surprised as you look right now.”

      “What did she want?” Considering she tried to stick her tongue down his throat, I feel compelled to ask.

      “She recently miscarried again and is completely distraught. She wanted to meet me because she felt I could somehow be the one to offer her the comfort she needed, considering we went through a similar loss together.”

      I frown. “But what about her current boyfriend or husband?”

      He grits his teeth. “It’s an old friend of mine. They were together even before we’d split. The bastard would go out for drinks with me when he was screwing around with my wife the whole time. Well, it looks like old habits die hard.”

      “So she cheated on you with him, but now that he’s cheating on her with someone else, she’s trying to get back at him by getting back with the person she cheated on in the first place.”

      “A bit of a mess, but that sounds like it in a nutshell.”

      I shake my head. “I hope you told her where to go.”

      He looks at me with a smirk. “Yes,” he says, leaning closer. “And I told her that I was with someone who has my heart.”

      “Yeah, so no taking your body.”

      He laughs. “Yes. You totally have that, too.”

      I pull away a little. “I’m still mad at you, though. You never told me anything about her. I thought you trusted me.”

      He looks guilty. “With all the shit you know about me so far, I didn’t want to add something else. I keep thinking I’m going to fuck it all up and lose the one and only good thing I have in my life.”

      “Damn you, Devon,” I say, taking his hand. He has the most confused, boyish expression on his face. “I’m trying so hard to be angry with you, but then you go and say something like that.” I see his smirk and nudge him. “This isn’t funny.”

      His playful expression soon disappears. “I know.”

      “For someone so strong, so independent, and so confident, you sure know how to be insecure when it comes to me. There’s no need to be. I’m still here. I just wish you gave me a little more credit. I’m a big girl now,” I smirk. “I can handle what you throw at me. All I ask is that you don’t break my heart.”

      Devon sighs before gripping my hands, locking me with those beautiful blue eyes of his. “I’m so sorry I never told you. She’s been out of my life for so long …”

      “That you didn’t feel the need to tell me.” He nods, a contrite look on his face. “I don’t need to know the ins and outs of everything, Devon Jackson, but when I hear you were married before and had a kid who died, I think this is something that needs to be discussed, don’t you? Finding out like this isn’t fun for me.” I sigh, making Devon wince a little.

      “I don’t like knowing that you’re mad at me.”

      I let out a tired exhale. “I’m not mad. I’m disappointed.”

      He snorts. “That’s even worse.”

      “Relationships aren’t always black and white. But you should already know this, considering you were married before.”

      Looking down at our hands a moment, he squeezes them a little before looking back up. “That relationship was fourteen years ago. I was young and stupid. We both were. What we have together far outweighs anything I had with Beth. You have to believe me when I say this. You are everything to me. I can’t lose that.”

      I lean forward pulling my hand away to stroke his chin. I watch him close his eyes. “Stop being so afraid.”

      He opens his eyes and looks into mine. He grabs my hand from his face and nods. “Okay, I’ll try. I’m not saying I’m perfect, but I’ll try.” He smiles. “Can you settle for an imperfect man?”

      I smile back. “What we have is perfectly imperfect.”

      He laughs. “I don’t know if I like that or not.”

      “You should. Not everything is perfect. We both have our flaws. It’s how we decide to live and deal with them that counts.”

      He grabs the back of my head and pulls me toward him until our foreheads touch. “Does this mean you forgive me?” he asks. This seems to be a running theme with Devon.

      I kiss him lightly before pulling away begrudgingly. His mouth is so intoxicating, it’s always hard to resist. “There’s nothing to forgive,” I add with a sigh. “I just ask that you give me a little credit in the future. Stop shutting me out of important things.”

      He nods. “I’m not used to baring everything, but I’ll try. All I ask is that you give me time.”

      I grab his hand before kissing it. “That’s all I need to know.”

      Devon smiles before looking toward the exit of the cemetery. “Are you ready to get back to work? I have to leave in a couple hours.”

      I groan, knowing he’s going to Brussels for a few days. “Okay, let’s get you back.”

      As we both stand, Devon suddenly swoops me into his arms, giving me a spellbinding kiss. “I’m going to miss you, Andi Pandy.”

      I groan again. “Not you, too.”

      He smirks. “I think it’s cute.”

      “It was cute when I was six, not twenty-six.”

      He sweeps his nose across mine. “You beguile me, Miss Bellingham.”

      I bite my lip in an attempt to hide my smile. “Keep talking like that and you may get lucky once you’re back from Brussels.”

      He digs his groin into mine, showing me that he’s already hard. “I was counting on it being a little sooner.”

      I raise my eyebrow. “Really? And how do you propose that?”

      He kisses me lightly. “I was kind of hoping for another ‘board meeting.’” He waggles his eyebrows, making me laugh.

      “I’ll have to check my schedule. My boss can be a right hard-arse at times. I may not be able to squeeze you in.”

      He pushes his groin into me again. “Oh, I’m pretty certain you can squeeze me in. You’ve done pretty well in the past before.”

      I fake tut, shaking my head. “Oh, Mr Devon Jackson. What am I going to do with you?”

      Running his tongue against my bottom lip, he bites it, waking my loins up. “I’m sure you can think of something.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      After a spellbinding half-hour “board meeting,” I reluctantly say goodbye to Devon. Afterward, I stay at the office to catch up on some work before taking Devon’s offer of full use of his driver, Ian, while he’s away. Devon wanted me to stay at his apartment so I would feel closer to him, and I didn’t say no. Plus, he has the most comfortable bed. Having a great night’s sleep does wonders for the soul.

      Once I receive a message from Ian letting me know he’s waiting, I lock everything up, say goodbye to Mandy, and head to the lift. As the doors open on the ground floor, I find Beth standing by the front door. I frown, wondering why she’s there, but when she locks her eyes on mine, she starts moving toward me.

      As she and I approach each other, I try to gauge her reaction, but she gives nothing away. I have no idea why she’s here, but I figure it’s not going to be good.

      “Andi?” she asks. When I nod, she looks me up and down. “A little young for my Devon.”

      I inhale a sharp breath, the bitch radar on full alert. I have to remind myself that she’s been through a loss, so I need to be the better woman. It still pisses me off that she’s speaking to me like this right off the bat, though.

      “From my understanding, he’s no longer your Devon. Not after what you did to him.” She smirks. When she does, I notice how unattractive she looks from the inside. What did Devon ever see in her?

      “It was an oversight on my part. Things were different back then. We were both so young.”

      I frown. “I don’t understand why you’re here. You and Devon happened fourteen years ago. You’ve both moved on.”

      “What did he tell you about me?”

      “Enough,” I simply answer.

      “Then you should understand why I’m here.”

      I scrutinise her, wondering where this is heading. She’s giving nothing away. A part of me thinks she would make an excellent poker player. “But what are you hoping to achieve?”

      Beth crosses her arms in front of her, sighing. “Devon and I share something no one can take away from us. You wouldn’t understand.”

      I nod. “No, I wouldn’t, and hope to never understand your pain. What you both went through was horrendous. I’m truly sorry about that.” I see the shocked look in her eyes. She certainly wasn’t expecting me to be so kind.

      “Th- Thank you.”

      I sigh before pointing toward the exit. “Listen, I don’t know why you’re here, but I have to go. I have a driver waiting for me. I just need you to know that Devon and I are together now. I trust that what we have is solid and nothing you attempt to say will ever make me think otherwise. I’m not trying to be nasty by saying this, but I’m not going to get into some bidding war over Devon. I know I’ve already won.” Feeling proud of myself, I smile softly before moving away. As I do, I hear her voice.

      “I wasn’t expecting you to be like this.”

      I stop and turn around. “Like what?”

      She smiles a little, shrugging. “I don’t know. So … sensible, I suppose. I expected some sort of fight from you. I certainly didn’t expect your kindness.”

      I laugh softly. “Well, at least you’re being honest.” I bite my lip, pointing toward the door. “I’m sorry, but I really need to go. I don’t want to keep him waiting.”

      She nods. “Yes, of course. Sorry.” I start to move again, her next words halting me. “Can I just offer you a word of advice?”

      Turning back to her, I nod. I’m waiting for the bitchy comment to come. One that tells me I’m in way over my head if I think I can have a man like Devon.

      “I don’t want you to take this the wrong way. You seem like a really nice girl, so I feel compelled to say something.” She sighs. “Be careful.” Before I can ask what she means, she walks through the door.

      For a moment, I don’t move, wondering what she means. Maybe she’s genuinely looking out for me, or maybe she’s attempting to simply mess with my head. I don’t know, but if it’s the latter, it’s working.

      Knowing I can’t stand here all day, I start moving. Once outside, I apologise to Ian for being late and get in. As the door shuts, I receive a message.

      Just landed and I already miss you.

      I smile as my thumbs hover over the buttons. I contemplate whether to tell Devon about what happened, but know it will probably freak him out. I know I should ignore Beth’s warning to be careful, but it’s playing in my mind.

      “I have instructions to take you to Mr Jackson’s residence. Is that okay?”

      Looking up, I see Ian’s eyes staring back at me in the rear-view mirror. I nod. “Yes, thank you.”

      He puts the car into gear as I look down at the text. I inhale a deep breath. I’ll ignore Beth’s warning. Maybe it was just a last-ditch effort at throwing a spanner into the works. She would probably love to see Devon and I fail in our relationship now that her own seems to be doomed.

      I miss you, too.

      I place my phone in my bag, then stare out the window. It’s after rush hour, but the roads are still pretty busy. It’s also busy with shoppers probably attempting to calm their nerves after a hard day at the office.

      When the light turns red, we slow to a stop. As we do, I gaze upon a café window and see something that makes me frown. There’s a couple sitting by the window looking very cosy. They’re holding hands, gazing into each other’s eyes. When he leans in to kiss her, I gasp.

      Not thinking, I open the car door and start walking toward the loving couple. As I do, I hear Ian shout my name. Tyres screech, someone screams. The man looks up at me, his eyes widening. I feel pain, I’m suddenly airborne, and then…

      Nothing.
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      I come to, but don’t open my eyes. I don’t remember anything. All I know is everything aches. I’m flat on my back, and something is restricting my hand. I try to wiggle my fingers, but I’m met with resistance. When I try harder, the weight is suddenly off me. I hear a sharp intake of breath.

      “Andi? Andi, wake up, baby. Andi, please wake up.” Hearing Devon’s voice, I try to open my eyes, but they feel heavy. I groan in frustration. I feel a hand on my arm. “I’m going to get a doctor. Sit tight.”

      When I hear him move, I panic. “No, please stay.” My voice is barely above a whisper. I open my eyes to see Devon standing at the foot of the bed. He looks tired, unshaven, and his shirt is all crinkled like he’s worn it far too long. Slowly, I look around the room. “Where am I?”

      Devon rushes back to my side, taking my hand. “You’re at St. Thomas’s. You’ve got a concussion and have been out for two days.”

      Two days?!

      I swallow and wince. My throat feels like it’s on fire. “Do you want some water?” I nod. Devon fetches me a glass, holding it to my lips with one hand, carefully lifting my head with the other. I take a sip, feeling the sting in my throat as I do, but also welcoming the cool liquid as it slides down my throat.

      “Do you remember what happened?” Devon asks, carefully laying my head back down and placing the water by my bedside.

      I blink a couple times, trying to think. “I was in your car and Ian was driving me home …”

      “Yes,” Devon says, encouraging me.

      I frown when I remember the sound of screeching tyres. “Was I in an accident?”

      Taking my hand, Devon says, “Yes. Your dad witnessed the whole thing. He’s been simply beside himself. He’s out getting himself and me a sandwich right now, but he’ll be so fucking relieved you’re finally back with us. We’ve both been worried sick. When he called me in Brussels, I was frantic. Never has a flight back home taken so long.” He shakes his head, like the memory pains him.

      It then hits me. Immediately, my eyes fill with tears. “He’s moved on already.”

      His forehead crinkles in confusion. “What are you talking about, baby?”

      I shake my head. “My dad.” I close my eyes. “It’s all coming back to me now.”

      “What is?”

      I turn to look at Devon. “He was with a woman.”

      He smiles. “She could have just been a friend.”

      I shake my head. “She wasn’t. They were holding hands, then he leaned over to kiss her. Friends don’t do that with each other.”

      Just as Devon opens his mouth, my dad walks in holding a plastic bag. When he sees I’m awake, he comes rushing in.

      “Andi, you’re awake. Thank God.”

      Devon moves out of the way, allowing my dad to sit down. When he does, he can tell I’m upset. I see the guilt written across his face. Devon points to the door. “I’ll go get the doctor and tell him you’re awake.”

      I look at Devon, nodding. The moment he’s out the door, I turn to my dad. “How long?”

      My dad smiles. “Andi, shouldn’t we concentrate on you? How are you feeling?”

      “Dad, tell me how long.”

      Sighing, he looks down at his hands. “About a month. Maybe five weeks. Something like that.”

      “And you didn’t think to tell me?” I practically screech, making my head hurt. I groan.

      My dad puts his hand on my shoulder. “Shh, Andi. You’re recovering from a head injury. You need rest.”

      “No, Dad. What I need is for you to be honest with me. Mum died only three years ago.” My eyes well with tears again at the thought of him moving on so soon after her death.

      He gives me a look, as if to say he understands. When he lightly squeezes my shoulder, he looks down again. “I didn’t want to tell you partly because I don’t know where this is heading, but mainly because I knew you would be upset.”

      “Three years, Dad …”

      “I know.” He looks up, smiles, then nods. “For you, it doesn’t seem long. She’s your mum and nothing will ever come between that. She will forever be your mum. At one time, I thought she would forever be my wife.” I open my mouth, but he stops me. “Please, let me speak.” When I nod, he closes his eyes. “I know it must pain you to think of me with another woman. I totally understand that you feel I’m somehow betraying the memory of her. Believe me. I have been through exactly the same emotions. I met Lynette three months ago.” Hearing her name fills me with pain. Somehow, knowing it cements her existence. “I tried to fight my attraction to her. I really did. It’s just …” He grips his eyes shut. I can tell he’s finding this difficult. When he opens them back up, he meets my eyes. “I’m so lonely, Andi.” My dad’s eyes well with tears, causing my own to surface again. When he lets out a small sob, pain like no other hits me. Seeing my dad suffer is one of the worst things I’ve ever had to witness.

      Knowing I need him to see I’m here for him, I offer him my hand. He takes it, laughing. With his other hand, he starts wiping away his tears. “This is so silly. I keep telling myself every day that I’m the parent. I’m the one who needs to be strong for you and your brother.”

      I squeeze his hand. “She wasn’t just my mum. She was your wife. You can’t deal with this all by yourself. You may be a dad, but you’re also Joe Bellingham, a man who met a woman, fell in love, got married, and had children. You’re a human being, as well as a dad. You’re allowed to tell me if you’re in pain … if you’re suffering.”

      He sniffles a little, smiling through the tears. “When did you grow into such a mature young lady?”

      All the anger over this woman vanishes. I smile. “My mum and dad brought me up right.”

      He laughs, picking my hand up and kissing it. He shakes his head. “I must admit to you how guilty I feel. I’ve felt guilty ever since I left your mother that night. Guilty for not being there when she needed me. Guilty for not having her here so she could continue to be a mother to her two children. Extremely guilty for meeting a woman and feeling attraction. All this guilt just tears me up.”

      I look into my dad’s eyes and all I feel is love. How can I be angry when he pours his heart out to me like this? I swallow my pride, squeeze my father’s hand, and decide it’s time for me to grow up.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I begin.

      “Of course,” he answers, sniffling.

      “Are you happy?”

      For me, this is the most important issue. I understand what he’s trying to tell me. Yes, my mum will always be my mum. But my dad lost a wife he loved dearly three years ago, and now he feels it’s time to love again. As long as he’s happy, how can I begrudge him of that? Charlie and I are living our lives while my dad sits at home … alone. Eventually, I will need to realise I can’t selfishly expect him to sit at home pining for my mother for the rest of his life.

      My dad smiles. “Yes. It’s still early on, but I am happy.”

      Despite trying to be adult, I still feel the pain for my mother. As the tears come, I swallow hard. “Well, don’t you think Mum would be happy knowing that?”

      He smiles, placing my hand on his cheek. “Yes,” he answers, catching another sob in his throat. “I think she would.”

      Seeing my father in pain makes it difficult for me to stop my tears. I swallow again, hard, knowing I need to say this to him. “Then I’m sure you would have her blessing.”

      When my father lets out a sob, I follow suit. He stands and sits on my bed, carefully pulling me toward him for a hug. For a while, we stay like that, allowing the other to give comfort—allowing each other to share in one another’s grief.

      For the first time since my mother died, we both mourn the loss of a great woman. I know my mum will forever remain in my heart, but my dad is a man saying goodbye to his wife, trying to move on with his life, finding room in his heart to love another. At this moment, I know he isn’t crying because he lost her. He isn’t crying because he knows he will never see her again.

      He’s crying because he’s finally letting her go.
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      I can’t remember the last time I felt so happy. July quickly turned into August, then September. Aaron was due to fly in to visit in a couple weeks, and things between Devon and me were stronger than ever. He’s stopped drinking and kept taking his tablets so the night terrors have faded. I also managed to persuade him to see someone he can talk to. He said he has me, but I’m no expert. Sometimes I don’t have all the right answers.

      I haven’t heard from Beth since that day she cornered me. As far as I’m aware, neither has Devon. I also met Lynette, who seems really nice. It was awkward, but she seems to genuinely care for my dad, which is all I care about.

      I hear from Charlie every other day and occasionally get a text from Ben. I don’t tell Devon because I know he’d get jealous. The texts are totally innocent, but it’s sometimes best to hide it in order to have an easy life. I know it’s a cop-out, but it’s how things are.

      “Are you going to eat that last slice?”

      My head snaps to Devon, who’s pointing at the last slice of pizza in the box. I smirk. “Are we feeling particularly hungry tonight?”

      “With you, I’m always ravenous.” He winks, pushing himself up from the sofa and picking up the pizza. Realising I haven’t answered his question, he turns to me. “You don’t want this, do you?”

      I laugh. “No. Go ahead. I’m stuffed.” I pat my stomach, causing him to smirk as he places almost half the slice in his mouth. “Ugh, you pig!” I complain, laughing as some of the cheese and tomato fall down his chin.”

      He waits until he’s swallowed before answering. “Give me a kiss,” he says, leaning forward, tomato all over his face.

      “Get off me.” I giggle, pushing him away. He puckers his lips. “Stop it. I’ll scream.”

      “Ah, you love it.”

      “Not when my boyfriend starts trying to kiss me with tomato all over his mouth.”

      “Lick it off for me then.”

      I push at his chest. “No way! That’s like licking gazpacho, and I can’t think of anything more disgusting.”

      “But you’d be licking it off me.”

      I have him trapped between my legs to stop him, so when he pushes his crotch into the one wrapped around his waist, I immediately feel his hardness.

      “I don’t care how hot you are, I’m not licking cold tomato sauce off you.”

      His eyes start to get hooded. “How about I lick that sweet cunt of yours? Would you lick your juices off me?”

      His dirty talk turns me on, but I’m watching TV. “Stop your filth, man. I’m in the middle of watching The Blacklist. We’re going to find out who betrayed Red.”

      Devon places his half-eaten pizza back in the box, turns, and starts crawling up in between my legs. I give him a stern look. “Don’t you dare.”

      “Do you know how much it turns me on when you have a go at me?” As he hovers over me, he licks around his lips, trying to get the tomato off. “Gone?”

      I laugh. “Yes, I know how much it turns you on, but I’m still not giving it up. I have a program to watch.”

      He leans forward and starts nibbling on my ear, pressing his crotch into me. It’s so erotic, I can’t help but want to give in.

      “I’m sure I can change your mind.” He breathes heavily into my ear, flexing his hardness into my groin.

      He knows he can change my mind. The things this man can do to me has my body trembling and my mind spinning. It doesn’t help that I have leggings on so I can feel more when he pushes himself into me.

      As if knowing this, he stops nibbling my ear and looks down at me, gyrating his hips. “Do you think I can make you come just by doing this?”

      I know for a fact he could. I feel the flex of his hips as he pushes his hardened cock onto my clit. My breathing quickens and my heart beats like a drum.

      “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shake my head. I’m way past that barrier now. He’s started something, so he’s going to have to finish it. “No, keep going,” I say breathlessly.

      “Am I going to make you come, baby?”

      As I feel his cock press against my clit, my eyes roll to the back of my head. “Yes,” I respond, moaning as he arches his back, pressing himself into me again. I have never been dry humped like this before. It’s a glorious feeling. “Keep going.” My breathing quickens even more as I grab his hips. He flexes them into me again, causing me to cry out.

      “I’m going to make you scream, baby. I bet your sweet cunt is full of juices. I can’t wait to coat them on my dick. Do you feel how hard I am for you?”

      “Fuck!” I cry. I know I’m close.

      “Keep going like that and it’ll be over for me before I’ve even begun. Do you realise how fucking sexy you are? Your cheeks are flushed, your lips are parted. That pretty little mouth that sucks my cock so fucking good. I love coming in your mouth, but do you know what’s even better?”

      “No.” I moan again as I feel my orgasm rise.

      He leans forward, his eyes hooded and sexy. “Coming inside your tight little cunt.”

      All thoughts of Red and who’s betrayed him go flying out the window as the most mind-bending orgasm rocks my body. Who knew I could come from being humped with clothes on.

      “Shit … ,” I breathe out, trying to catch my breath.

      “Was that good, baby?”

      Devon smiles before kissing me. He stills. I’m trembling beneath him, grabbing him to hold him still. Shit, that orgasm was something else.

      “Jeez, Devon. I feel like a teenager being dry humped by her adolescent boyfriend.”

      “There’s nothing adolescent about me,” he scorns.

      “Don’t I know it.”

      When he stands, I feel coldness between my legs. I’m wetter than I’ve ever been. I watch as Devon kneels and pulls me to the edge of the sofa. In one swift movement, he has my leggings and knickers off, which he holds to his nose and inhales. “Best aroma in the world.”

      I don’t know how he manages it, but he’s got me wanting him again within seconds. I still haven’t gotten over my orgasm yet.

      Once he has me naked from the waist down, he stares at my pussy. He places one finger at my entrance, gathers some juices, then licks them off.

      I moan. Just watching him do that turns me on. He unbuckles his belt and undoes his top button before pulling down the zip. Once he pushes them down, his cock springs free. He takes it in his hand and positions the tip, but he doesn’t enter me. He merely places the tip there, then pushes it up around my clit. I cry out, still feeling sensitive from my orgasm.

      “Devon,” I moan. “Fuck me.”

      Looking up at me a moment, he leans over me. “You want me to fuck you?” I nod. “Fast or slow? Your call.”

      I feel my legs virtually trembling at the thought. “Slow, then fast.”

      “Ah, my baby wants it all.” He leans down, kissing me on the lips, his tongue tangling with mine, causing me to moan again. “If my baby wants it all, then all she will get.”

      He starts sliding his cock in, making me cry out. When he pushes it all the way in, he stills for a moment, his breathing as ragged as mine.

      “I can’t ever get enough of you.” He starts moving agonisingly slowly. With each thrust, I want to beg him to give me more.

      “Still want it slow?” He flexes his hips forward.

      “Shit, Devon!” I cry, knowing I won’t be able to take much more, but also wanting this feeling to last a little longer.

      “Having you beneath me like this, vulnerable and moaning, makes my cock stiffer than ever.” He flexes his hips forward again.

      “Please, Devon … ,” I moan.

      “Please, what?”

      “Faster. Harder. Just fuck me already!”

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Pushing himself up, he grabs my hips, pulls me down a little more, then thrusts forward. “Fuck, Andi. I’m going to come in that tight little pussy of yours. So fucking perfect.”

      I don’t know how he does it, but orgasm number two is coming and it’s coming fast. When he smiles down at me, I realise he can sense it. “Come for me, Andi. Come around my cock. Let me feel those walls tightening down on me. Only for me.”

      Gripping the sides of the sofa cushion, I scream his name, trembling around him.

      “Shit, you’re going to make me come. I’m going to fucking spill my load into you.” His breathing and movements quicken.

      With one final flex and grunt, he comes. “Jesus, Andi. When will enough be enough?” I feel his breaths against my skin as he leans his head on my shoulder.

      After a couple minutes trying to slow our breathing, Devon pulls out of me and puts his pants back on. Then he picks up the remainder of the pizza and starts eating.

      As I sit up, my mouth hangs open. Then I snap my head to the TV in time to see the ending credits. “You’re eating pizza like nothing’s happened. In the meantime, you’ve made me miss The Blacklist.”

      “I get hungry after sex,” he mumbles around a mouthful of food.

      “Tosser,” I groan under my breath, gathering my wet knickers and leggings from the floor before standing up.

      “What?” he asks, shrugging. “Didn’t you get two great orgasms out of it?” He smirks at me.

      “Yes, but you don’t have to be so smug about it.” I walk away to head for the shower.

      “Ah, come on, baby. Don’t be like that.” I hear him running after me, making me smile.

      When I reach the bathroom, I turn the shower on and take my t-shirt and bra off. I can tell Devon’s watching my every move. “I have to shower now. Someone’s made an awful mess inside me.”

      Devon raises his eyebrow. “Remember, not too much. You know I like the thought of my—”

      “Yes, yes, yes,” I say, waving my finger at him as I step into the shower. “Possessive caveman.”

      I feel the warmth of the spray hit me as I get in, but I soon feel the cold of Devon’s clothes on my back. “Devon!” I screech. When I turn, I see him smiling down at me. I look him up and down. “You still have your clothes on!”

      “I couldn’t wait. Will you help me out of these?”

      I shake my head, smirking. It’s difficult, but between us, we manage to peel his clothes off. We shower together, washing each other and laughing. I can safely say this is one of the best nights I’ve had—apart from missing a crucial episode of The Blacklist, of course.

      When we’re done, we dress and walk back into the living room. He grabs my hand, practically spinning me around as he takes me in his arms. He looks down at me so lovingly, it takes my breath away.

      His eyes seem to scan my face like he’s committing it to memory. “You know I’ve fallen in love with you, right?”

      I suck in a breath and realise my lips are dry. I wet them with my tongue as I stare at him. It’s like I’ve suddenly lost the ability of speech.

      “I may have told you I loved you before, but now I know I’m head over heels, baby. Do you feel it?” he asks, squeezing me, robbing me of breath. “Do you feel my heart beating for you? Do you feel how much it dances when you’re near me? I know I’m not the perfect man, but the one thing you can rely on is my heart. It beats for you, Andi. It only beats for you.”

      I try to swallow past the lump in my throat. I’ve never been this lost for words before. Sure, he’s told me he loves me before, but that was in a capacity of a friend loving and caring for another friend. It’s different this time. This time, he’s telling me he’s in love with me.

      That I have his heart.

      I know he’s waiting for an answer, but I can’t seem to form words. Do I love him? Yes. Can I say it? Yes, but I’m still speechless.

      Just as my mouth opens, the doorbell rings. He searches my eyes a moment, then releases me.

      “You don’t have to say anything back.” He smiles. “We’ll talk about this another time. I’ll go see who it is.”

      Blinking a couple times, I nod and watch as he disappears around the corner. At the moment, I can’t seem to move. My feet are stuck to the floor. Euphoria fills my head at the knowledge Devon loves me. Devon’s in love with me.

      Finally, I breathe, and a smile spreads across my face. I hear shuffling and look up, seeing the person who was at the door enter looking pale and tearful. He stares at me as my smile fades, then I watch his bottom lip start to tremble.

      All euphoria is gone within the blink of an eye. I start to shake my head as a sob threatens to escape. “No,” I whisper. Subconsciously, I step back. I don’t want to hear it. A few seconds ago, I was happy. A few seconds ago, I thought nothing could take this away.

      “No,” I say again, my lip trembling as tears spring in my eyes.

      Please God, no.
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      Holding his arms out, my father steps forward. From behind him, Devon appears, tears staining his cheeks.

      I look back at my father. “Charlie?” I ask. Do I want to know? “Is he …?” I can’t get the word out.

      “No, but …” I feel the relief. He’s still alive. My father takes my hand. “They normally tell me what happened, but the man I talked to knows Charlie. They got word that the Taliban had taken over a small town, capturing a bunch of women and children. They quickly deployed to the area. One of Charlie’s friends stepped on an IED. It exploded, killing him and injuring a couple others. One of them was Charlie.”

      Filled with panic, I squeeze his hand. “Where is he? What have they said? Is he dying? What’s going on?” I can feel my tears bubbling to the surface.

      My father squeezes my hand. “I don’t have all the answers. I’m waiting on them to call.” He takes his mobile out, placing it on the kitchen island. “All I know is he’s been injured. He’s serious, but stable. They’re operating on him right now at Camp Bastion in Central Helmend. I just couldn’t sit at home alone.”

      I bite my lip, trying to stop myself from crying. “You did the right thing. Sit,” I say. “I’ll get you some tea.”

      I start to walk around to put the kettle on, but Devon stops me. “Sit down with your dad. I’ll make the tea.” I purse my lips, a tear trickling down my face. I nod timidly, Devon pulling me into his arms and squeezing me to him. “He’s going to be okay, Andi. If Charlie’s one thing, he’s a fighter. He’ll be all right.” Nodding into his chest, the tears flow.

      “He’s right, Andi,” my father says. “Charlie will be fine.” I peek over at him leaning his elbows on the kitchen island. He looks down at it for a moment. “He has to be.”

      When Devon releases me, I go and sit with my dad, holding his hand as Devon makes us tea. We don’t say a lot to each other. We’re all too busy staring at the phone, urging it to ring.

      When one hour turns into two, I start pacing. “This is agonising. Shouldn’t they know something by now?”

      My dad looks down, shaking his head. “I don’t know. I keep hoping that no news means good news. The longer they operate and we don’t hear anything, the greater chance he’s going to survive this.”

      Devon comes close, pulling me into his arms. I stay like that for a while, then hold my hand out to my dad. He takes it. It’s like we all zone out. I’m not sure how long we’re like that when his phone rings.

      Immediately, my dad snaps into action, answering his phone with a quick hello. I squeeze Devon’s arm, trying to gauge my dad’s reaction to whatever he’s being told. I see the moment relief seems to flood his face, but it’s not there long. Tears stream down as he nods.

      “Yes, please. Let me know as soon as you have more news. As you can imagine, we’re more than eager to have him home.”

      Closing my eyes, I let the tears flow. He’s obviously made it. He’s going to be okay.

      “Yes, of course. And thank you for calling me. I’m at my daughter’s boyfriend’s house. Can you take that number, too, just in case?” He nods, looking at Devon. Devon grabs a piece of paper, writing his landline number down. My father reads it off, then hangs up.

      “He’s made it.” My father’s shoulders start shaking as he sobs. I move forward, wrapping my arms around him. We cry our relief, but it’s short-lived. My father pulls away and looks up at me. “He’s lost his leg, Andi. He’s lost his right leg.”

      Feeling sick, I throw my hand over my mouth. I don’t say anything for a moment. I’m too shocked to process exactly what he’s just said. My brother may have survived and will be coming home, but will he ever be the same again?

      I watch as my father hangs his head. “He’ll never be in the army again. It’s all he’s ever known. All he’s ever wanted to do. It’ll kill him when he finds out.”

      After a few moments, I grab my father’s shoulders in determination. “He’ll be fine. He has to be. He’ll come home, he’ll be safe, and we’ll be a family again. With our support, I’m sure he’ll be okay.”

      My dad smiles, nodding. “Of course. He has us.” He looks at Devon. “He has all of us.”

      Then my stomach drops. “Dad?” I ask, waiting for him to look at me. “Do you know who was killed? Who stepped on the IED?”

      He frowns for a moment, looking off in thought. “Hmm … The man on the phone said he could lose his job for telling me. What was his name?” My father’s brows furrow. “Yes, I remember. Charlie spoke of him frequently. His name was Ben.”

      Closing my eyes, my world spins for a moment. When I open them back up, my father’s looking at me.

      “Did you know him?”

      My eyes fill with tears again. I nod. “Yes … Yes, I knew him. We met at the bar a couple weeks before they were deployed. We talked quite a bit that night.” I don’t look at Devon’s reaction to the news. I know he’ll be conflicted about my reaction.

      Dad takes my hand and squeezes it. “I’m sorry, Andi.”

      I try to smile. “You don’t have to be. I hardly knew him. It’s his family I feel badly for. He has a twin brother and a sister who’s on dialysis. I’m worried for her and how this is going to affect her treatment.”

      My dad shakes his head. “I can’t even begin to imagine what life will be like for them. I lived through it myself for a few hours. I wouldn’t wish that hell on anybody.”

      We stay silent for a while and I welcome it. I need a moment to process the fact that a boy I once kissed—a boy my brother had beat up because he was trying to save me from a moment like this—is now gone. And he’s never coming back.
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      It’s over a week later before Charlie is able to fly home to our local hospital for recovery and physiotherapy. We got to speak with him two days after the operation. He seemed okay, but I could tell by the sound of his voice that he wasn’t the same Charlie.

      Since hearing the news of Ben, Devon has been acting strange around me. Sure, he’s there whenever I need him, comforting me when I get upset about my brother, but there’s definitely an underlying emotion stewing just under the surface. I know he’ll get it off his chest eventually, but he knows right now isn’t the time.

      “Are you okay?” I ask Charlie, holding his hand.

      He smiles. “For the hundredth time, Andi, I’m fine. Stop fussing.”

      Just as I smile, a group of men nosily trudge into the room. One of them shouts, “Charlie, my man. Trust you to get fucking legless in Afghanistan.”

      I gasp, thinking how inappropriate a comment that is, but I turn to see Charlie laughing.

      “Fuck off, Darren.”

      He looks at me, acting appalled. “I hope you don’t kiss your sister with that mouth.”

      “No, but I’ll kiss your mother.” They all laugh. I seriously can’t believe my ears.

      Darren’s still looking at me, smiling. “You look like you’re in shock. We’re not all that bad.” He places his leg on top of Charlie’s bed and lifts his cream-colored khaki trousers, revealing a prosthetic. He taps it, looking at me. “Lost it to an IED. Same as Charlie, but I was in Kuwait when it happened.” He puts his leg down. “I’m just telling him the same joke one of my mates told me.”

      I look around the room at the six men, all smiling. “Do you all have prosthetics?”

      Darren points to a man who looks to be in his late forties with black hair and thick eyebrows. “Apart from me, there’s Frank here.”

      Frank steps up, showing me both legs are gone. “My sergeant stepped on a mine. Unfortunately, I was nearby when it happened.”

      “How long ago?” I ask, feeling enamoured by them. They all seem so sure of themselves. So confident. It gives me hope for Charlie’s recovery.

      “Mine was five years ago,” Darren says.

      “Mine seven,” Frank adds. “Darren and I help other soldiers who are dealing with the same things we did.”

      I frown, confused. “So you don’t really know Charlie that well.”

      “Sure we do,” Darren replies.

      “Unfortunately,” Frank says with a grin. “We trained together in Pirbright.” He points around the room to all of the other men. “We all did.”

      They start talking about when they first joined the army. In the midst of it, I somehow feel like I’m eavesdropping on a conversation I shouldn’t be privy to, so I excuse myself, asking if anyone needs a coffee. They all politely decline.

      Coffee in hand, I sit outside my brother’s room and pull my phone out, seeing a text from Devon. He’s at work, allowing me time off. In the meantime, Mandy is filling in until I can come back.

      Mandy’s doing my head in! I need you! How are things with Charlie? Is he ok?

      I chuckle.

      I’ll be back before you know it. Maybe I could show my boss just how much he needs me later. ;) Charlie’s ok. A bit too ok. He’s taking everything so well at the moment, I don’t know whether to worry or not.

      Definitely on showing me how much I need you later. I look forward to it. As far as Charlie’s concerned, let him deal with it in his own way. I’m sure he’ll want to talk at some point, so don’t worry about it too much right now.

      I smile.

      I knew there was a reason I loved you.

      Not as much as I love you.

      I put my phone away and blow on my coffee before taking a sip. As I do, Charlie’s door opens, Darren sticking his head out.

      “What are you doing out here all by yourself? Why aren’t you in here with us?”

      I shrug. “I guess I just felt you all needed some privacy without Charlie’s little sister spoiling the party. Plus, I needed a breather.”

      He doesn’t say anything as he walks out of the room and sits down next to me. “I guess you’re wondering why Charlie isn’t shouting, screaming, or crying.”

      I look at him. “I guess. He just seems to be taking it so well.”

      He manoeuvres himself a little to face me more. “When I got back, no one could help me. I didn’t eat, didn’t speak for a week. I was a mess. I had lost my leg, but I felt like I had lost a close relative. I went through all the stages. I wondered why me. Eventually, I asked myself why not me? What makes my life so much more special than another’s? At first, my family didn’t know how to deal with it. They worried about me. I had come back a completely different person.”

      “And now?” I ask.

      “I won’t lie and say it’s a bed of roses. I suffer from PTSD. Any bangers or really loud noises and I’m put straight back to that moment. I go straight back to seeing friends I trained with die in front of me. Doing this with Frank is the only thing that gets me through each day. That, and my wife and kids.”

      I smile. “How many kids do you have?”

      “Three,” he says, a grin on his face. He pulls out his wallet and shows me a photograph of his wife and three children. One is definitely older than the rest. He points to his wife. “That’s my wife, Susan. We’ve been married for eleven years now.” He points to the older boy. “That’s George. He’s ten. She was pregnant when we got married, but we didn’t know until our honeymoon. She thought missing her period and getting sick was due to all the wedding stress. It was only when we were in Bermuda and she was still getting sick that we came to the conclusion she might be pregnant.”

      I laugh. “I bet that was a shock.”

      He smiles. “It was, but a nice shock.” He points to what looks like the next eldest. “That’s Lance. He’s four and quite the troublemaker. Our youngest, Terry, is almost three. He’s great. Just sits there for hours watching all the madness around the house. He’s as good as gold.”

      “All boys. No chance of trying for a girl?”

      He shakes his head. “No. Three is enough for now.” He laughs. “Three is more than enough.”

      I smile, then sober. “Is there any advice you can give me?”

      “For Charlie?” he asks. When I nod, he takes a deep breath. “Just be there for him. Be there throughout all the shit.” He leans forward with a smile. “And, believe me, there will be shit.” His smile soon disappears. “He may be handling it well now, but it’s all a front. Deep down, he’s suffering. At some point, he’ll let it out. Just be there for him when it happens.”

      I don’t know Darren at all, but I feel confident enough around him to take his hand. “Thank you.”

      He gives me a cheeky smile and squeezes my hand. “It’s no sweat.” He takes out a card. “Here. This is my number. If you ever need me, don’t be afraid to give a shout.”

      I take the card, noting it has Darren’s full name and the title Military Psychologist underneath it. “You’re a psychologist?”

      His eyes widen. “Don’t look too shocked.”

      I laugh. “I’m not. It’s just … what you said in there—”

      “It troubled you. I get it. Believe me, soldiers say a lot worse to one another. It’s how we cope in bad situations. We turn shitty circumstances into comical ones. It’s just how we’re brought up.”

      Thinking about it, I smile. “It’s like having a second family.”

      “It is,” he agrees. “Definitely like having a second family.”

      I nudge him. “Thank you for talking to me.”

      He nudges me back, making me laugh. “You’re welcome. Charlie may be the victim of a terrible tragedy, but you’re his family. You suffer along with him. As I said, I’m here to help.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      My dad appears from down the hall. He looks anxious, just like we all have lately. However, when he spots me sitting next to Darren, smiling, his face lights up.

      “Hi, Dad.” As he approaches, I get up and hug him, then turn to Darren. “Dad, this is Darren. Darren, this is my dad, Joe.”

      Darren gets up, shaking my father’s hand. “Nice to meet you, Joe.”

      “Likewise.”

      Darren points to the door. “I’d better go and make sure they’re not getting into trouble in there.”

      I smile. “Okay. Thanks, Darren. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      When he disappears through the door, my dad turns to me. “One of Charlie’s army buddies?”

      I nod. “Yeah. They trained together in Pirbright. Darren lost his leg in Kuwait five years ago. He’s now a psychologist.”

      “Good for him. He’s seems like a nice chap.”

      “He is. He left me his card if we ever needed anything.”

      My dad nods, looking at the door. “How is he?”

      “Same as he was yesterday and the day before. Darren told me that I need to let him deal with it. When he needs us, he’ll let us know.”

      “Good advice, I suppose.” He sighs, placing his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “And have you managed to get in touch with Ben’s parents about the funeral?”

      I had been trying to find out when the funeral was. It took a lot of trouble to track down his parents’ number, but I eventually managed to get it from another soldier and friend of the family. He knows Charlie, so he knew why I was asking.

      “I rang this morning. No one was in, so I left a message. Not something you want to do over the phone, but seeing as I don’t know where they live or when the funeral will be, I had no other choice.”

      Dad places a hand on my shoulder. “I didn’t realise you knew him.”

      I knew him more than Charlie or my dad will ever know. “Yeah. We spent quite a bit of time talking that night at the bar. He then came to the café the next day and had breakfast with Charlie and I. It was there we exchanged numbers and kept in touch.”

      My dad frowns. “Is that the same boy Charlie punched because he found him about to kiss you?”

      My eyes widen in shock. “You know about that?”

      He gives me that look. The one that asks me if I think he’s stupid. “Andi, Charlie came back looking like he’d gone a couple rounds with Mike Tyson. He had to tell me something.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t think he’d actually tell you the details.”

      “I may be an old man, but I still ain’t lost my noggin,” he says, taping his head.

      I laugh. “You’re not old, Dad.”

      “That’s very nice of you to say. I feel it, though. With your brother punching every guy who looks at you and you dating his best friend, I’m practically eighty.” He starts laughing.

      I smile. “I never got a chance to ask you how you felt about all this.”

      “I must admit, I suspected it. All those times he would come over for meals and the way you two looked at each other, I knew. I just didn’t like the thought of how Charlie would react when he found out. He’s fiercely protective of his little sister.”

      I roll my eyes. “Don’t I know it.”

      Dad puts an arm around me. “Ah, kiddo, he just loves you and wants the best for you. We both do.”

      I smile. “I know.” It’s then I realise just how lucky I really am. Devon was brought up without a family to love him. Me? I was on the other end of the spectrum.

      “Come on,” Dad says, tugging me. “Let’s go see how your brother’s getting on.”

      We both go in and spend some time with Charlie and his buddies. They leave around an hour later, but my father and I stay. Devon soon arrives, leaning down to kiss me. Charlie visibly sighs.

      “I don’t know if I will ever get used to that.”

      I take his hand. “Oh, come on,” I scold. “Isn’t it better to know the person I’m in a relationship with?”

      He looks up at Devon, who has a hand on my shoulder. “It’s because I know who he is that bothers me.”

      Devon places his other hand on my other shoulder. Charlie watches him as he does. “All those days are over. You knew we would have to settle down one day.”

      “Yes, but not with each other.” He sighs. “Just don’t hurt her, okay? The last thing I want is to have to not only comfort a broken heart, but also lose a best friend.”

      Devon squeezes my shoulders. “I promise I won’t. Your sister means more to me than the air I breathe.”

      “Good.”

      I look across at my dad, who has an amused expression on his face. I can’t help but silently chuckle.

      We sit and talk for another hour before Devon offers to drive my dad back home. We say goodbye to Charlie, promising to come back tomorrow to visit. We drop my dad off, then drive toward Devon’s apartment. On the way, my phone rings. I look down to see it’s a private number, so I cautiously answer.

      “Is this Andi?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s Rachel, Ben’s sister. You left a message on my phone. I think you may have gotten the numbers mixed up or something because this is my number, not my parents.’”

      “Oh, I’m sorry about that.”

      “That’s okay. How can I help you?”

      I look across at Devon, who’s frowning. I can tell he’s wondering who it is. Once I speak, I know he’ll find out, not wanting to experience his reaction when he does.

      “I’m ringing on behalf of my brother, Charlie. We just want to offer our sincere condolences for your loss.”

      I hear her take a deep breath. “Thank you. His funeral’s on Saturday. Your brother is more than welcome to come.”

      I smile. “That would be great if he could. Would you mind if I came, too? I met Ben before he went to Afghanistan. I just want to be there to say goodbye.”

      I cautiously look across at Devon. His face gives nothing away as he stares out at the road.

      “Of course. It’ll be at Putney Vale at eleven o’clock.”

      “That’s very kind of you. Thanks. My brother and I will be there.”

      “Okay. I look forward to meeting you.”

      “Thank you. And us, too.”

      Hanging up, I look at Devon. “That was Ben’s sister.”

      His jaw ticks a little. “So I heard.”

      “You’re okay with me going to the funeral, right?”

      “Why wouldn’t I be?” He answers so quickly, I know he’s not happy in the least.

      “Charlie wants to go, and I want to be there for him.”

      He glances at me, smiling, and takes my hand. “Of course you do, and you should.”

      I smile back, but I know Devon’s is a little off. I don’t know why I’m worried about it. He and I are together. Apart from the obvious that went on between Ben and me, I liked him as a person. I could see that his heart was in the right place.

      I stare at Devon, who’s keeping his eyes on the road. He may be a little annoyed, but he probably realises it would be out of order to speak out. I will say goodbye to Ben and life will go on. I just hope Devon feels the same way.
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      The day of the funeral comes quickly. Ben’s send-off is big, but I kind of knew it would be. He has a lot of people who loved him. The amount of people crying during the service tells me as much. I allow the tears to fall, too, as I sit with Charlie. He’s stoic, but I know it’s a front. I know he must be feeling it inside, but he’s keeping it all in.

      I meet Ben’s parents, Summer and Craig, as well as his twin brother, Barry. All are all very pleasant to me. They know Charlie, and I can tell they want to ask questions, but realise he isn’t up to that right now.

      Once Ben’s buried, we go to his sister’s house and have a few appetizers and a couple drinks. Everything is lovely, but also exhausting. I can only imagine what his family must be going through. It just makes me more grateful for everything I have.

      Afterward, I took a silent Charlie back to the hospital in an Uber. I keep asking if he’s okay, and he says the same thing he always says. “I’m fine, Andi. Stop fussing.”

      Sensing he needs time alone, I leave him to go back to Devon’s. Something doesn’t feel right, though. I feel it in my stomach.

      My Uber takes me to Devon’s apartment. I say hello to the guard and take the elevator up. When I walk in, I shout Devon’s name, getting no response. I walk into the bedrooms. Nothing. I pop my head into the bathroom. Again nothing. It’s only when I go back into the living room that I notice a curtain blowing in the breeze. I look outside and see Devon standing on the balcony, leaning on the railing, a drink in his hand. I walk out cautiously.

      “Devon?” I ask, approaching him. He doesn’t turn to acknowledge me.

      “How did the funeral go?”

      Placing my hand on the railing, I stand next to him. “As well as can be expected. There were a lot of people there.”

      “That’s nice,” he simply says, taking a sip of his drink.

      “Is there something wrong? If there is, please, tell me.”

      He turns to me, his expression one of sarcastic confusion. “Why would anything be wrong, Andi? Could it be that my girlfriend’s just been to the funeral of a man she almost slept with?”

      I grip the railing. I knew this was coming, but I certainly hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. “Nothing happened between us.”

      He gets closer to me. Close enough that I can smell the alcohol on his breath. “Only because I interrupted it.” He brushes past me, walking back into the apartment.

      I walk in after him. He has his back to me as he takes another swig. “We weren’t even together then. I wanted you. I’ve always wanted you. But you did your level best to show me that could never, ever happen. What else was I supposed to do? Be a lonely spinster for the rest of my life?”

      He turns around, glaring at me. “Did you mourn him?”

      I sigh. “Devon, this is ridiculous.”

      “Did you?” he asks sternly.

      I don’t say anything. We just stand there, staring at one another. “I’m upset that he’s gone. He had his whole life ahead of him. I liked him as a person, and yes, I did like him a little more back then, but that was only because I thought you and I were a lost cause.”

      He closes the distance between us. “That’s not what I asked you.”

      I stare down at the drink in his hand and step away. “Devon, you’ve been drinking. I’ve had a long day, I’m tired, and I just want to go to bed. We can talk about this in the morning when you’re not so …”

      “So?” he snaps.

      I try and gauge his expression. On the outside, he doesn’t seem that drunk, but I know appearances can be deceiving as far as Devon is concerned. Whether he’s drunk or simply on his way there, I don’t want to be here to find out. I start walking toward my bag, grabbing it before making my way to the door.

      “I’m staying at my place tonight. We’ll talk in the morning.” I open it, but it’s shoved closed again.

      “You’re not going anywhere.” Turning around, I find Devon’s hands on the door above my head, pinning me.

      “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this.”

      “Like what?” he asks, moving closer to my lips. “Like a man who’s losing his head over a woman because he can’t stand the thought of her with another man?” His breathing is laboured, making me scared of what he might do.

      “Devon, you have nothing to worry about. It’s always been you. Don’t you realise this by now?”

      Devon’s eyes trail down toward my lips before looking back up. He places his hand on my thigh and works his way up. “Did Ben do this to you when you were with him?”

      Tears start to pool in my eyes. “Devon, stop. Why are you doing this?”

      “Did Ben feel up your thigh like this until he reached your pussy?” He cups me and squeezes.

      Grabbing his hand, I try to push him away. “Devon, stop! There’s no need for this.”

      He keeps his hand there, pushing my knickers out of the way before pushing his finger inside. “Did Ben do this to you?” He bends down, forcefully putting his tongue in my mouth. I’m frantic, knowing he’s gone too far. Just how far would he go?

      Not wanting to find out, I manage to bite down hard on his lip. Devon immediately pulls away, turning as he holds his mouth. “Motherfucker!” he shouts.

      I don’t wait any longer. I grab the handle, turning it. Just as I’m about to run out, I feel a set of arms around me.

      “Okay, Andi. I’m sorry. Please. I’m so sorry.” He wraps his arms tightly around me and pulls me back in. Once he has the door closed, he brings me to the floor and hugs me. “Please, don’t leave me,” he whispers into my hair. “I’m so sorry.”

      My eyes pool with tears again. Why can’t he see it? It’s him I’m with. It’s him I love. But it doesn’t seem like enough.

      “You were out of order, Devon. Why can’t you trust me enough to know that it’s you I love? It’s you I’ve always loved.”

      He pulls away, grabbing my face in his hands. “I know. I’m so sorry. I just get so angry when I think of you with other men.”

      I grab one of his arms and look into his eyes. “You should never question my loyalty to you. I’ve never given you cause to. But this,” I say, looking at his bleeding lip, “isn’t normal. You say you want me, but you’re doing your best to push me away.”

      He strokes my face. “I know I keep fucking up. I’m trying, Andi. I just stew on things for so long, it eventually boils over. I know you’re a good girl and you love me.”

      “But is it enough?”

      “Yes, of course it is. I promise I’ll be good from now on. I won’t mention Ben again. Just, please, don’t leave me.”

      As I stare at the desperation in his eyes, a part of me is conflicted. I want to be with Devon, but will he always think I’ll leave him for another man?

      “I don’t want to leave you—”

      “Then don’t.”

      “But you obviously don’t trust me.”

      “I do, Andi. Implicitly.”

      “Then why did you behave like this tonight? Why not talk to me. Why wait, start drinking, then let it come out like it did?”

      “Because I’m a fucking arsehole who doesn’t know a good thing when it’s staring right back at him. I fucked up, I know, but you can’t leave me for this one indiscretion.”

      I look down, not knowing what to do. “You practically forced yourself on me, Devon.”

      He looks disgusted at the thought. “I know, and I will do everything in my power to make it up to you, okay? Please, stay with me tonight. Sleep with me in my bed. Our bed. I won’t expect anything else. Just don’t leave.”

      Against my better judgment, I nod. “Okay.”

      He visibly sighs in relief. “Thank you.”

      I look at his lip again. “You’re bleeding.”

      He smiles. “It’s less than I deserve.” He pulls me up. “Come to bed. I’ll take a shower and join you.”

      I nod, walking with him to the bedroom. Once he walks into the bathroom, I sit down on the bed with a sigh. How did life get so complicated? I thought things with Devon would be simple. He loved me. I loved him. I knew he had demons, but I was prepared to face them. His actions tonight troubled me, and I don’t know how I’m going to deal with this come the light of day.

      Eventually, I undress and slip into bed. Ten minutes later, Devon appears. His lip isn’t bleeding, but it’s slightly swollen. We don’t say anything as he slips into bed and puts his arm around me, holding me tight. He kisses me on the cheek, says goodnight, and then falls asleep. However, I’m wide awake. Exhausted, but awake. At some point, I must have fallen asleep because the sound of my phone ringing wakes me.

      I reach out and answer. Hello?”

      “Is this Andi?”

      I sit up in bed. “Yes?”

      “I’m so sorry to be calling you at such a late hour. It’s Grace Marks, a ward sister on duty at the hospital your brother’s staying in.”

      I sit up even straighter, noticing Devon hasn’t moved. “Is Charlie okay? Has something happened?”

      “Charlie’s fine, physically. It’s just… well … he woke up screaming your name a little bit ago. He said he won’t go back to sleep until he knows you’re okay.”

      “I’m coming over.”

      “There’s no need. I can simply put you through.”

      “Tell Charlie I’m coming over. I’ll be there in fifteen minutes.”

      I end the call, looking at Devon. He’s still sound asleep. I get up and quickly dress in a pair of jeans and a t-shirt before grabbing a pen and writing Devon a note to let him know where I am headed. I leave it on my pillow before putting on my shoes and calling for a cab.

      Fifteen minutes later, I arrive at the hospital and take the lift up to Charlie’s floor. When I step out, I search for anyone who can let me know what’s going on.

      “Can I help you?”

      I turn to the sound of the voice, spotting a nurse in a navy uniform, her blonde hair tied in a bun. “Are you Grace?”

      She smiles, walking forward. “I take it you’re Andi?” I nod. “You really didn’t need to come down. He just wanted to know you were okay. Was insistent on it, in fact. He’s sleeping now.”

      “Can I go in and see him?”

      She motions with her hand. “Of course.”

      I nod and walk into the dim room. Charlie’s on his back, snoring softly, so I creep in and take his hand before sitting down. He immediately murmurs, so I caress his hand. “Shh. It’s okay, Charlie. I’m here.”

      “Andi?” he asks, his eyes still closed.

      “Yes. I’m here. Go back to sleep.”

      He opens his arms to me. “Need a hug, Andi Pandy.”

      I can’t help but chuckle at that as I get up and crawl in beside him, noticing that he’s still asleep. I lay next to him and he throws his arms around me, snuggling his head into my chest before stilling again. I smile, tenderly stroking his hair as I rest my head on the pillow. Out of the corner of my eye, I notice the teddy I bought him sitting on the other side of the bed. It looks a little dirty, but I’m so glad he kept it.

      I look at the ceiling, thinking about everything that’s happened tonight. I’m not sure how long it is before I fall asleep, but then, something nudges me, waking me up.

      “Ben. No, Ben! Please, no!”

      My eyes fling open to find Charlie lying next to me. His face is pained as he shakes his head from side to side.

      “Fucking help me. Do something. Ben!” he screams again, his arms flailing.

      I try grabbing them, holding Charlie to me. “Charlie, it’s okay. Please, wake up.”

      A nurse runs in and up to the bed. When I nod at her she quickly, but silently retreats.

      “Ben!” he screams again. This time, his eyes snap open, immediately landing on me. They look wild and his breathing is heavy. “Andi?”

      I take his face in my hands. “It’s me. I’m here.”

      “Andi,” he says, pulling me to him and burying his head in my chest. He starts crying, heart-wrenching sobs.

      I don’t know what to do, so I sit there holding him. Hearing my brother shattering is one of the worst feelings in the world.

      “I should have done something.”

      I squeeze him. “Shh, you can’t say that. There was nothing you could have done to save him. Nothing.”

      “He shouldn’t have been there. It shouldn’t have fucking happened. Now he’s gone and I’m angry. I’m so fucking angry.”

      “I know,” I say, gripping him tightly. “It’s unfair. It was too early for him.” I feel him calm a little in my arms, but I don’t let him go.

      “He was only thirty-one.”

      In that moment, we both fall silent and mourn the loss of a great friend and comrade. Yes, I’m mourning him, but not for the reasons Devon would suspect. I’m mourning the life he could have had. I’m mourning the fact he left a loving family and friends who adored him behind. I’m mourning because, right now, my brother’s heart is breaking in two and there’s nothing I can do to make it better.

      I only wish there were.
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      Two weeks later, Charlie was well into his physiotherapy and waiting on his prosthetic limb. Apart from his frequent bouts of anger, he was healing well. I just worried about his mental state. I know he needs help and we will be here for him every step of the way. I just hope he accepts counselling because he’s being stubborn at the moment.

      Aaron and Joanne visited like they said they would, and it was almost like she and Charlie were in a relationship. They held hands, so I knew they had been in contact for a long time. Charlie seemed happy, so who was I to complain. Aaron was nothing but kind and courteous the whole time they were here. During the day, we took him to see the sights, and at night, he bought us dinner. On the last night, he offered me a proposition if I ever wanted it. I turned him down, which he expected, but he told me it was on the table.

      It’s October and the weather is the worst. It’s almost like summer has turned into winter overnight. The wind’s blowing so badly, you can hear it whistle through the apartment. Devon just got home from work, so he’s in the shower. I’m curled up on the sofa, eating a tub of Ben and Jerry’s Chocolate Fudge Brownie. Things between Devon and I have gotten stronger since that horrible night over a month ago. Two nights ago, I found a receipt in his pocket when I was doing the wash. It was from a jewellery store. I’m not sure if it’s what I think, but the price of it raised my suspicions. Add in the fact Devon booked us into my favourite restaurant tomorrow night. If it is what I think it is, I’m glad I know. It’s given me time to think about what my answer will be.

      As I think about that, I smile, scooping a big spoonful into my mouth. When the doorbell rings, I get up, casually strolling toward the door. When I answer, I find Pete standing there, looking drenched.

      As soon as he sees me he squints. I know he recognises me, but I’m not sure if he remembers. “Hi. Is Devon home?”

      “He’s in the shower at the moment, but I’ll let you in.” I press the buzzer and watch him walk through. I then walk to the door, opening it, waiting for Pete to emerge from the elevator. When he does, I notice how jittery he is.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, frowning.

      He walks past me and into the apartment. He immediately starts pacing. “Is he finished yet?”

      “He should be out any minute. Can I get you anything?”

      He starts shaking his hand like he’s trying to shoo something away. “I’m fine, thank you.” I know he’s not fine at all, but I keep quiet. When I sit down, he finally acknowledges me. “You’re that girl from before.”

      I smile. “That’s right. I’m Andi.”

      “Andi,” he repeats. His eyes dart around the room, making me feel uncomfortable. I start to wonder whether I should hurry Devon along. “Where have I heard that name before?”

      I smile. “Probably because I’m Devon’s best friend’s sister. His name’s Charlie.”

      “Bellingham,” he quickly says.

      I frown. “That’s right.”

      He suddenly walks up to me, looking at my face. When he sees whatever it is he wants to see, he turns away, as if I’ve scorned him. I’m about to ask him if he’s okay, when he speaks.

      “You look just like her.”

      I watch as he starts pacing again, tapping his fist against his hand as he does. He’s obviously high or in need of a fix. I can’t tell which.

      “Just like whom?”

      He looks visibly upset. “Your mother.”

      Frowning, my eyes train on his pacing form. My heart starts beating at the mention of her. “I don’t understand.” I move closer to him, my eyes trying to keep up with his pacing frame. He mutters something under his breath. “What did you say?”

      “So much blood. I couldn’t do anything.”

      I start panicking. “What do you mean? Whose blood?”

      He finally snaps his head to me before walking toward me. He cups my face in his hands. “I didn’t mean to. I swear, I didn’t mean to.”

      As it all starts sinking in, my eyes pool with tears. “What do you mean, Pete? What are you talking about?”

      His ragged breathing stops. It’s almost like the air has been sucked out of him. “Your mother.”

      “Pete, what are you doing? Get away from her.” He releases me and turns to Devon. My vision blurs, tears falling. “I thought I told you to fucking call before you show up.”

      “I’m sorry, Devon. I just really needed to see you.”

      Finally, I find my voice. “You shot my mother.” I swallow hard, wiping away the tears. Suddenly, I am furious.

      “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Shut up, Pete. You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      I ignore Devon, my eyes completely trained on Pete. “You. Shot. My. Mother. You killed my mother.”

      He starts pacing again, tapping his fist against his hand. “I didn’t mean to. So much blood. I couldn’t stop the blood.”

      Stepping back, I throw my hand over my mouth and start shaking my head. “No. Stop! I can’t hear any more! Make it stop. Make it stop!” I cover my ears to block out anything else he might say.

      Devon grabs Pete, pushing him toward the door. “You need to go before you say something else you’ll regret.”

      It’s only when he has the door open that my legs spring into action. “No, he can’t. Devon, he said he killed my mother. We have to take him to the police.”

      Before I can act, he pushes him out. “Get the fuck out of here, Pete.” He slams the door, but doesn’t turn around.

      Seeing him standing there, unmoving, makes me realise something I wish I didn’t. “You knew, didn’t you?” I whisper.

      He turns. “Andi, he’s a drug addict. He doesn’t know what he’s saying. He’s fucking high as a kite.”

      “He killed my mother. You knew about it and did nothing.”

      He doesn’t have to answer. The look of guilt on his face says it all. Stepping back, I gasp, as if it’s only just dawned on me. Devon steps forward, reaching a hand out. I flinch away.

      “Andi, he’s my brother.”

      “And Charlie’s your best friend. And I’m supposed to be the woman you love.”

      “I do love you—”

      “How can you justify this? How long have you known?”

      He looks desperate as he places his hand up in a placating manner. “Listen, Andi. He’s the only family I have left. Please, don’t …”

      “Don’t what? Go to the police and finally get justice for my mum’s death?” I turn away, devastation pulling me from the inside out. I feel sick, my stomach churning at the knowledge that my mother’s killer has been right under my nose. The worst part is Devon already knew.

      “This will kill him.”

      I snap my head around. “And he killed my mum!”

      My head starts spinning. I look at his face, the face of the man I fell in love with. I realise now that it was all a lie.

      “You sat around our dinner table and faced the man whose wife is dead because of your brother.” He starts to speak, but I put my hand up. “No, you don’t get to talk. You get to listen. I’ve been there for you. Charlie, my dad … we’ve all been there for you. We were your family, and you—”

      “He’s my brother, Andi. My family.”

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t call a person who disappears and only turns up when he needs more money family. He doesn’t see you as family, Devon. He sees you as a cash dispenser.” I turn, sobbing into my hand. “You held hands with us around the dinner table. You sat there listening to the heartache of my father losing his wife and Charlie and I losing a mother, yet you did nothing. You faced us every day with that knowledge. You were even there when I called the police station to find out if they’d gotten anywhere. All the while, you knew who the killer was.”

      Devon moves closer, trying to grab my hand. “Andi, please—”

      I flinch away, fresh tears pooling my eyes. “No. You don’t get to worm your way out of this, Devon. You could have done something, but you chose to pick your killer brother over us. I will never forgive you for this.”

      I step around the sofa and grab my bag. I don’t care that I’m in sweats. I can get my clothes later. I just know I can’t stay here a minute longer.

      “Andi, please, don’t do this to us. Please, you have to understand.”

      I get to the door and turn to him. “All I understand is that you made me fall in love with you. You made us all fall in love with you, and this is how you betray us? How can you look at yourself in the mirror every morning?”

      He shakes his head, tears streaming down his face. “I don’t. I can’t. I… Please, Andi. Don’t leave. We can talk about this. I’ll take him to the police. Anything you want, I’ll do it.”

      Feeling my anger rise, I grip the door handle. I have never felt so betrayed in all my life. “You should have thought about this three years ago when your brother pointed a gun at my mother and shot her in cold blood.”

      I grit my teeth before opening the door and walking through, slamming it behind me. If I stay a minute longer, I’ll end up doing something I may or may not live to regret.

      Clutching my bag, I wait for the lift to come and punch the button for the bottom floor. Once I get there, I run out, tears streaming down my face as I do. The wind is howling and the rain hits my face. It’s freezing, but I can’t feel anything. I’m numb.

      I notice familiar yellow lights in the distance, so I flag the taxi down. When he comes to a halt, I say, “Hammersmith Police Station, please.” Seeing him nod, I get in, wiping my tears away as he drives off.

      “Everything okay, miss?”

      I look up and see a set of eyes watching me from the rearview mirror. “No. But it will be.”
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      “You should have fucking let me go around there when I had the chance. I could have killed him and gotten rid of the body. I know people. They would have helped me.”

      Shaking my head, I look at my brother as he stands in my apartment looking out the window, hands clenched.

      It’s been almost six weeks since I left Devon’s apartment. Six weeks since I went to the police station and told them everything I knew. They went over to his apartment. Apparently, he corroborated my story, giving them a couple addresses Pete could be. They didn’t find him until a week later, a needle in his arm and vomit running down his chin. He had overdosed. We couldn’t get our justice.

      As for Devon, he was arrested for perverting the course of justice, but is out on bail, pending trial. I don’t much care what happens to him. As far as I’m concerned, that’s done. Apart from getting my clothes, there is one more thing I need to do before I close that chapter of my life.

      “And where would you be now if you got caught? I need a brother out free and living his life. Not one with his arse in jail for years.”

      “I still can’t believe it all,” Ritchie says, interrupting.

      I shake my head. “Me, either. I can’t believe all that time I was with him and spoke about Mum, he never thought to mention it. He kept telling me his brother was the only family he had—”

      “He had us,” Charlie says, gritting his teeth.

      “I know.” I feel my eyes pool with tears, so I shake myself out of it. I promised that I wouldn’t shed another tear for that man again.

      I hear Charlie inhale sharply as he turns to me. “Right. I’d better go. I have a ton of shit to sort out before we go away.” Getting up, I smile and walk toward my brother, giving him a hug. “Do you want to come with me to Dad’s?”

      I shake my head. “No, I have some stuff to do, too. I’ll come see you tomorrow.”

      I see my brother out and then walk back in. Ritchie looks up to me with a sad expression. He gets up and takes my hand. “Are you okay?”

      I smile. “I’m hanging in there.” I look around the apartment I’ve known for well over a year. “I’m going to miss this place.”

      Ritchie gives me a hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

      I squeeze him tightly, closing my eyes. “I’m going to miss you, too. Whenever you and Monique can, will you visit me?”

      He pulls away, nodding. “Of course … just as long as you don’t start wearing baseball caps and talking all that American talk.”

      I laugh. “Okay. I won’t.”

      “I can’t believe you’re leaving.”

      I can’t quite believe it, either. After everything that’s happened, I knew I couldn’t stay in London anymore, so I take up Aaron’s offer to go and work in the US. The money is just as good as what I make here, so I jump at the chance. It means I can still help Dad out with the mortgage payments. He needs it now more than ever with Charlie staying with him. He’s still recuperating and getting help for his PTSD. He and Joanne have been getting on really well. So well, in fact, that when I move over there in two weeks, Charlie’s coming with me and staying for a month.

      “So much has happened in such a short period of time. I can’t quite wrap my head around it all. I know, in my heart of hearts, this is the right thing to do.”

      Dropping his hand, I look around the place again. “I still have a lot of packing to do before moving over to my dad’s tomorrow, but I need to go do something first. Once I’m back, I’ll have little gin and tonic with you. For old times’ sake.”

      Ritchie smiles. “I look forward to it.” He sits down on the sofa. “Let me know when you’re coming home so I can start slicing the lemons.”

      With that, I laugh, grab my keys, my bag, my phone, and an envelope. “Okay, I’ll be sure to do that,” I say as I walk to the door. “See you soon.”

      I hail a cab, rattling off Devon’s address. I sit clutching my bag the whole way. My heart is erratic. A few times, I wonder if I should tell the driver to turn around so I can go home. I won’t, though. I feel this is something I have to do.

      When I get there and walk into the building, one of the guards seems surprised to see me. It has been a while. I nod at him before calling the lift. I’m hoping Devon isn’t in, but I will do this whether he is or not.

      When I get to his door, I take in a deep breath and ring the doorbell. No one answers. For a brief moment, I sigh in relief. A part of me hoped he was out, but another big part wanted to face him, tell him what he did was the worst possible thing he could have ever done.

      Digging into my bag, I take out my key and let myself in. I tentatively look around, but I don’t see anyone. Everything is almost as I left it all those weeks ago.

      I place everything down, go into the bedroom, and start packing my clothes. Again, everything is exactly as I left it. Even my toiletries are still in the master bathroom next to Devon’s stuff. Once I’m done, I walk out into the living room, place the white envelope on the counter next to the landline, and walk back toward my bag.

      “Did you get everything?”

      The sound of his voice makes me jump. I squint, trying to find him in the living room. I see a shadow in the corner. Devon walks out, holding a glass of bourbon in his hand. This time, he’s visibly drunk. I grip my hands tightly, trying to stop my heart from beating out of my chest. This was a man I used to love inexplicably. Seeing him, knowing what I know, him looking unkempt, unshaven, and drunker than I think I’ve ever seen him, I start to wonder how I could have ever loved him. Loved that demon inside him.

      “Yes,” I answer, watching him as he sits on the sofa.

      “Is that envelope what I think it is?”

      I nod. “Yes.”

      He smiles. “He won.” He doesn’t say his name, but I know he means Aaron. He never liked him simply because he knew he liked me.

      “It’s not about winning or losing, Devon. It never was. If you wouldn’t have kept what you knew a secret, it would have never come to this. I’m not going to the US because of Aaron. I’m going because I need this job.”

      “To pay for your father’s house.”

      I frown. “How do you know about that?”

      He leans forward, rubbing his head in his hands. “I’ve known about it from the beginning. Why do you think you were paid so highly?”

      I feel my anger boiling again at this new information. “You knew and you took advantage of it? You treated me like shit because you knew I had no other choice but to take it?”

      He gets up from the sofa and turns to me. “No. I treated you like shit because I wanted you and felt like a piece of shit for knowing I had this fucking black cloud hanging over my head.”

      “What is it you want from me? Pity? Because you know hell will freeze over before I offer you that.”

      Looking down, he shakes his head. “No. I don’t want your pity. I know I don’t deserve it. But I want the chance to offer you this.” He bends down, picking up a briefcase before placing it on the coffee table. He opens it, revealing it’s full of cash.

      “What is this?”

      He looks up at me. “A chance for you to pay off your father’s debt. A chance for you to live your life and do what you want to do rather than what everyone else expects of you.”

      Closing my eyes, I feel my blood boil. “One, no one expects anything from me. I do it because of the love I have for my family. And two, I’m not your brother. I don’t want or need a fucking penny from you.” I start to move, but he rushes to stand in front of me, placing his hands out.

      “I’m sorry. I was trying to help.” He sways a little on his feet, rubbing his face again. “I know I’m doing everything wrong. I was just trying to find a way to make it up to you.”

      “Nothing you can do or say will make up for the fact that you knew your brother killed my mum and you did nothing about it!” I try to move around him, but he wraps his arms around me, locking them in place. I scream.

      “Shh, please. I just want to hold you one last time.”

      I start struggling. Suddenly, the air is sucked right out of me. “Devon, let me go.” He moves his head to the crook of my neck, inhaling. Tears pool in my eyes as I struggle, but to no avail. “Devon, please,” I whisper. “Please, let me go.”

      When he doesn’t listen, I get angry—struggling in his arms like my life depends on it. Devon starts moving me toward the sofa. When I realise it, I struggle even more. “Devon, let me go!” I kick his leg, hearing him grunt. We both fall, landing on the sofa. He starts kissing the side of my neck, making a fear like no other crawl up my spine.

      “I need you, Andi. Just one last time. Give this to me,” he whispers breathlessly, his hands all over me.

      Tears pool my eyes again as I shake my head. When he looks up at me, I try imploring him to stop. “No, Devon. Not like this. Please, let me go.”

      He looks at me vacantly. It’s almost as if he’s not Devon anymore—and the thought terrifies me. Bending his head, he starts kissing around my chest. “God, I fucking need you. I’ve missed you so much. Missed what it’s like to feel you beneath me. Missed what it’s like to be inside you.”

      I start to sob, realising he’s reaching a point of no return. Fear creeps up my spine exponentially, wondering if I can get myself out of this.

      “I don’t want this.” I try moving my arm to push him off, but he holds me in place with one arm strapped across my chest, the other moving to push up my skirt. “Devon, no!” I scream, trying to move. It’s no use. “Please, don’t do this to me,” I beg as he starts to unbutton his jeans. “Please.”

      When he pushes his jeans down, I buck beneath him, screaming at the top of my lungs. His hand quickly covers my mouth as he moves my knickers out of the way. My chest tightens, making my lungs scream out in agony.

      Knowing what’s coming next, my body becomes rigid. I can’t see through my tears, but I can feel enough to know what’s happening. What’s going to happen?

      Once he places his erection at my entrance, I start to scream into his hand. I shake my head violently—frantically trying to will him to see sense. I try pushing myself up as much as I can to get away from him, but it only allows me a few more seconds before he degrades me in the worst way imaginable.

      He forces his way inside me, making me realise I’ve completely lost myself. The man who I used to love and who I once trusted is gone. How can a man who claims to love me tear me apart like this? How can a man who once said he would protect me until his dying breath end up being the beast I need protection from?

      As the pain sears me from the inside out, my head bobs as tears wrack my body. I try opening my mouth to cry out, but nothing comes. I can’t breathe. No air fills my airways to allow my beating heart to thump at the rate it is.

      He starts to move, grunting like a vicious animal. He is an animal, but it’s only now I realise how much of one he has become. I thought I could change him. I thought I could tame the demons inside of him. In the end, I’ve only succeeded in letting them out after having incited their wrath.

      Pain. That’s all I feel right now. I try moving my head away so I don’t have to see what’s happening. Whatever I do, it doesn’t take away the fact that I can feel each thrust, feel his skin on mine, hear each ragged breath he takes and moan he makes.

      I can feel and hear everything.

      “I love you, Andi. I fucking love you.” He says it repeatedly, as if somehow saying it makes what he’s doing okay. It’s not okay. It’s far from okay. I feel like someone’s ripping my heart out of my chest. My whole world is collapsing around me with a violent thud. I feel claustrophobic, like the walls are caving in on me. I can’t move. His body is pressed to mine, trapping me from any possible escape.

      I try closing my eyes, shutting out the sound so I don’t have to be in this body anymore. Bile rises in my throat. I feel like I’m going to be sick. He suddenly arches his back, crying out before stilling. My body goes rigid, feeling the pain inside me. I’m so glad it’s over, but now that it is, the urge to run is immense.

      As he places his head at the crook of my neck, he still has his hand over my mouth. Eventually, he moves it, allowing me to inhale a sharp breath, but he doesn’t get off. Every single cell in my body wants to move, but I know he won’t let me go if I try.

      So, against everything my mind and body is telling me to do, I remain still and let Devon relax on top of me. When I hear his steady breathing, I know he’s fallen asleep. I try to figure out how to move without waking him.

      A few more minutes go by, but all I’ve managed to move is my arm and leg. The rest of me is still pinned tightly underneath him. With my free hand, I push the coffee table away from me so I can try to slide myself out from underneath him. I manage to move a little, but he stirs, moaning. My heart is beating so fast. I don’t want to wake him because I don’t want to find out what he’ll do next.

      Agonisingly slowly, I manage to push myself from underneath him until I fall to the floor next to the couch. Holding my breath, I look, seeing him lying flat on his stomach, his face to the side of one of the sofa cushions. He looks peaceful. So peaceful, one could never imagine the horror he’s just unleashed on me.

      I push myself up, grabbing my things before I run to the door. I turn to look at Devon once more, making sure he’s where I left him. He hasn’t moved.

      I clutch the door handle, feeling a huge sigh of relief. My heart thumps and I’m sweating, but my body feels like it’s not mine. I have this urge to scrub myself clean until I’m rid of the dirt I feel etched into my skin. Until I’m rid of Devon for good.

      I swiftly open the door, slowly closing it so as not to make too much noise before I steadily walk towards the lift. When I step in and watch the doors close, it’s like I’m permanently closing a chapter of my life. A chapter I never want to read or even touch again.

      As I ride the lift down, I close my eyes, clutching everything tightly. I hope that if there is life beyond death, my mum is somehow with me now, comforting me like I know she would.

      “I’m so scared, Mum,” I whisper, shaking my head, wondering how on earth this all happened. I open my eyes, fresh tears falling down my face as I stare straight ahead.

      “What happens now?”
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      Devon – Five years later

      

      Four years ago today, I was sentenced to twelve months for perverting the cause of justice. Of course, I pled guilty, so I was given a lighter sentence. The fact that it was my first offence and my brother died played a huge part in that. I served six months, but was out in four on good behaviour. Prison was hell, but I felt I deserved every minute of every day. I may have been doing time for something everyone knew I did, but I had been living a personal hell for something, as far as I’m aware, only Andi and I knew about.

      I was drinking and had taken medication. I know that’s no excuse for what I did, but I was a different person back then. I was an addict, just like my mother and my brother. I was just too stupid and stubborn to admit it. All those times I got drunk, I ended up doing something I shouldn’t. I think that’s why I tried not to drink. Because, deep down, I knew I had a major problem. Deep down, I knew that if I drank, I could ruin the one good thing I had in my life. I was wrong to keep what my brother did a secret. I know that now. I guess the only excuse I had was my brother. I grew up protecting him, doing the same into adulthood. Andi and Charlie will never forgive me, and I don’t expect them to. I certainly won’t ever be able to forgive myself for all the pain I’ve caused. Because of my selfishness, I ended up fucking up Andi’s life. She deserves so much better, and I know that’s what she’s got in New York.

      “Would you like to try a sample of our coconut cake, sir?”

      I put my hand out, tapping my belly with the other. “No, I’m fine. Thank you. I think I’ve had enough.” I’m about to tell him which cake was my favourite when the bell on the door rings, alerting us of another customer. The owner of the bakery looks at me. “I’ll be right back. Let me just serve this customer.”

      I nod, watching as he moves around the other side. I don’t look to see who’s come in. Instead, I take a sip of my coffee, thinking about which cakes to buy for a major client’s fiftieth birthday. I wasn’t happy that I had to come to the city where Andi lives and works, but the pull was too much.

      “How can I help you?” I hear his cheery voice say.

      “I’ve come to pick up a cake for my daughter.”

      At the sound of the voice, my back stiffens. Surely it isn’t… I don’t turn to confirm my suspicions. I’m too scared.

      “Ah, yes,” he says, pausing a moment. “And is it your birthday, young lady?”

      “Yes,” I hear this little voice say.

      “How old will you be?”

      “I’m going to be four.”

      My heart rate picks up as I start to do the math in my head. Five years ago, Andi was still in London. Five years ago, I…

      I place my head in my hands. Surely not? Surely life wouldn’t be that cruel to her. Maybe it’s not her. Maybe my mind is playing tricks on me, so it hones in on a British accent, making me immediately assume it’s Andi.

      “Four years old,” the man says. “Wow, look at how big you are for four. Are you going to have a big party?”

      “Yes,” she answers in a sweet voice. My heart squeezes at the sound of it. “I’m going to have a pool party with all my friends. We’re going to have balloons and a clown. Mommy doesn’t like clowns, but Daddy told her she needed to … what was it, Mommy?”

      “Face my fears, sweetheart.”

      Closing my eyes, I grip my fists tightly. It sounds like she’s moved on, maybe even gotten married. A part of me is happy for her, but another big part thinks it should have been me. In fact, I was planning on asking her to marry me before everything happened.

      I’m desperate to turn around to confirm what I believe to be true, but I’m scared of what I might find if I do.

      I hear the little girl giggle and my gut twists. I don’t know what she looks like, but she sounds perfect.

      “So, what cake was it you ordered?”

      “It was the chocolate fudge brownie one,” the little girl answers.

      I smile. I know that was Andi’s favourite and also the one I thought about ordering today.

      “Oh yes, I remember. You obviously loved the movie Dory because I have it down here that you wanted her all over your cake.”

      She giggles again. “Just keep swimming,” she says in her beautiful voice.

      He laughs. “Okay. Let me go check in back. I believe I know exactly where it is.”

      It goes silent for a moment and my heart rate picks up. Could she be looking at me? I certainly don’t want to turn to find out. Instead, I take a sip of my coffee. Maybe it isn’t her. Maybe there’s another English woman living out here who sounds exactly like her.

      The bell on the door rings again, allowing me to release a breath. “Darling, there you are.”

      “Daddy!” the little girl screams. I hear her sprinting toward the door.

      “Hey, pumpkin. How’s my favourite girl?”

      “We’re picking up my cake.”

      “Here it is,” the cheery man says.

      “Wow. That looks beautiful.”

      I close my eyes at the sound of her voice.

      “I’ll go take this to the car. You take your time.” When I hear footsteps retreating to the door, I can’t help but peek over my shoulder. Aaron.

      “Here’s your receipt.”

      “Thanks,” she says. “Come on, Meredith. We have to get going now.”

      My breath hitches. That was Andi’s mother’s name.

      “Okay, Mommy.”

      I hear them moving. When they reach the door, I can’t help but turn my head to look. My eyes immediately land on Andi. She looks absolutely beautiful. Despite the heat of this warm August day, she looks as fresh as a daisy. She has aged, but the five years look good on her. In fact, she looks even more beautiful than I remember … if that is even possible.

      Then my eyes land on the little girl. The little girl I know must be mine. My heart aches and my stomach twists. How can something so beautiful be born from such an ugly situation? There’s no way Andi deserves to have a constant reminder of what I did to her that night, but she does.

      And she’s the most precious thing I have ever laid eyes on.

      She has brown curls and a heart-shaped face. Her eyes are big and brown, and she has the cutest little dimple in her cheek. She’s wearing a pink sundress and red shoes. I can’t help the smile spreading across my face.

      Then I look up again to watch Andi leaving the shop, clutching her daughter’s hand protectively. I think she’s going to leave without seeing me, but as if some unknown will is controlling this encounter, her eyes snap to mine. She stills, her eyes widening in fear. My heart twists at the knowledge that I did this to her.

      For a moment, neither one of us can seem to look away. She stands still, holding the door, and I’m frozen rigid to my chair. I know I should look away, but I can’t. I need to show her that I’m not a threat. I need her to know that she no longer has to fear me.

      But how?

      Then it comes to me. I offer her a small smile before my mouth parts to say the words I know she was longing to hear all those times she worked hard at the office. All the times she did all the chores I demanded of her without a grumble. All the years she’s spent raising our precious daughter—even with the knowledge she was conceived the way she was. I had to offer her one last thing. I had to offer her something so she knew she no longer needed to be afraid of me. It was the least I could do.

      So I manage those two words. Two tiny, insignificant words that I should have said every minute of every day she was in my life. Two precious words that are not hard to say, but can mean so much.

      “Thank you.”

    

  


  
    
      For lovers of dark and twisted...
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      I’m not a good person. In fact, I’m a real bitch. If the opportunity arises, I will take your husband, give him the best sex he’s ever had, and laugh behind your back once I’m done with him. I do not put on airs and graces. I just take what I want whenever I want it.

      I am the abused who has become the abuser. I live for power because all power had been stripped from me for years. Now that I have it back, I feed off of it like it’s my primary sustenance, and I don’t care who I hurt in the process.

      Every woman hates me, but do you know what? I don’t give a shit.

      You won’t like me. I’m not here to be liked. You want to know my story? I won’t stop you from observing. Just know that once I’m done with you, no shower—no matter how scalding—will ever get me out from under your skin.

      Warning: If you’re looking for pink, fluffy clouds, rainbows, and HEA’s, then this book is not for you. These pages contain flashback scenes of child abuse in all forms (physical, sexual, and emotional) as well as BDSM and other taboo themes.

      Love does not live in this book. Only dark, twisted, and sick obsessions thrive here.

      You. Have. Been. Warned!
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      I stand over my father’s grave, wiping the tears that threaten to fall onto the soil beneath my feet. I’m wearing a black dress, which is cut just above the knee, and on my feet is a pair of brand new, black and red Louboutin high heels. I scream class, but I am also the perfect image of a daughter in deep distress over her father’s untimely death.

      And what an untimely death it was.

      I clutch my chest, heaving sobs of grief as I bend down to lay new flowers at his grave. I have been coming here every single day, bringing new flowers to replace the old ones. I pick up yesterday’s flowers and toss them aside as I trace the line of my father’s name on his headstone.

      Here lies Richard Valentine, loving father to two daughters. Born 26th January 1970, Died 15th July 2016.

      That was three weeks ago. His body was found buried in Virginia Water in Surrey—only nineteen miles or so from where I live. He was buried deep, but a storm sixteen days ago unearthed his decaying body. He had a stab wound in his back which was determined to be the cause of his death. It was murder, of course, and it is only now that the police are investigating.

      At first, they thought he had run away—possibly met a girl, got swept off his feet, and was living by the beach, sipping cocktails with a buxom blonde. My sister kept on the case, though. She tried to tell them that it wasn’t like him to just disappear without at least keeping in touch. I vouched for her to the police, but I also reminded her of that time when he disappeared for a year without a trace and came back just as suddenly as he had left. I knew the real reason why, but I didn’t divulge it to my sister or to the police. That little secret was between Daddy and me alone. The two police officers gave each other that look… The one that says, “Yeah, there’s no foul play here.” They just thought he had found the girl of his dreams and was busy acting the part of the doting boyfriend to his new plaything.

      As I think on this, I stroke his grave tenderly and sweep away the leaves that have fallen from the nearby trees. I need to make sure that it is clean and tidy before kneeling down at his grave and throwing my arms over the gravestone. With my arms shielding me from anyone who may be watching, I take in a long, deep breath. A smirk rises on my face as I utter the words, “You always loved it when I threw my arms around you, didn’t you?” I sigh, scooting up to get closer to his headstone before spitting on his grave.

      “I hope you’re enjoying your time in Hell, Daddy.”
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      I won’t lie. Writing Tailspin was kind of hard at times—especially since I already knew the ending. There were a number of times I had to break away for a while, take a deep breath, and go back again. I won’t say this book is deep, but it has a number of deep elements that are both endearing and heartbreaking at the same time. I really wanted Andi and Devon to make it, but alas, it was never meant to be. He had already done one thing that was unforgiveable, but he could never come back from the second. That scene wasn’t easy. For a few months, I lived with Andi and Devon in my head. To have one lead character do that to another was heart-wrenching. I’m glad I wrote it, though. I’m glad I write every book, as every one of them helps me write the next.

      Anyway, I hope you enjoyed the story and it is enough for you to continue reading further books from me. It’s what I live for. I can’t think of anything else I would rather do. I know I sometimes annoy the hubs because he “loses” his wife while I write, but he knows it’s my dream. My family will always come first, but they support me and I couldn’t do it without them. I love them all to bits.

      Kim Young, Kim’s Fiction Proofreading & Editing Services… Thank you so much for editing the hell out of this book! You took away around a thousand words of shit. I seriously don’t know how you do it. It just goes to show just how much dribble I spill, lol. Seriously, though, you are awesome. I can’t wait to send you my next book.

      My PA, Sally-ann Hall… Thank you for all your support and hard work. You are a super trooper and a friend. You read Tailspin right after I finished the first draft and, I must admit, I was as nervous as hell. I knew you would be honest, and I needed that. I’m just so grateful that you enjoyed it in the end. When you told me I broke your heart, it gave me the knowledge I had done the best I could.

      Also, I want to thank Claire Lamb for beta reading the book. You gave me some fantastic pointers, which I took. I’m hoping that with the new chapters you advised, the story now looks much better.

      To Shannon Steed for extra editing, and Claudia Schoepper for proofreading Tailspin… You did a fantastic job—as always. Thank you.

      Thank you to Dave Kelly from Dave Kelly Artistics for providing the awesome photographs, and to Kellie Dennis from Book Cover By Design for making me a wonderful cover.

      Thank you to Gel from Tempting Illustrations for designing some cracking teasers. You seriously kick ass with your designs. You’re not only talented, but an amazing lady. I wish I could meet you just so I could squeeze the life out of you, lol ;)
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      No amount of physical or emotional scars left behind could ever actually reveal true heartache. The evil from which they were formed cuts so deeply into your bones that it seeps into your bloodstream and pumps through your veins until it’s ringing in your ears. The scars never truly show themselves… Never reveal the brunt of their true force. While they are a symbol of survival, they are also reminders of things we would much rather forget—of pain that cannot be shed.

      I have become an orphan … left to pick up the pieces of a broken heart which can never be fixed. I am incurably and irreparably hopeless.

      Time stood still the day my family was ripped away from me. I lost myself—my very identity. I was chosen to live. I was chosen to carry with me the burden of being the one who survived. I was left with the question which haunts me endlessly:

      Why me?

      Why me?

      Why me?

      And now, I lie in a small room. Four walls are what welcome me day after day. No sharp objects, no ropes… Not a thing I could use if I wanted to end it all. He took me. That’s why I’m here. He will never let me decide my own fate. He will never let me choose my own destiny.

      He will never let me go.

      It was he who chose me. It was he who had been stalking me for the last nine months. And it was he who pulled me from the car on that fateful day—two, maybe three weeks ago. He won’t leave me in peace… He will never leave me in peace.

      He is forever waiting in the wings, watching me. I am his, he tells me. As long as I have breath in my lungs, I will always be his. He rules my head, my body, and my heart. But the most frightening thought of all is that … pretty soon … he will rule my soul as well.

      With that last thought, I clutch the duvet to my chest.

      I would have expected to be alone with my family gone, but he’s certainly made sure that my situation could have been worse.

      Far worse.

      I get fed three times a day, provided with refreshments on a regular basis, and a little later, I get treated to hearing his voice over a speaker in the corner of my room. He talks to me. He wants me to tell him about my life, my fears, my longings, and my dreams.

      He has not once entered my room, but now, I long for it. I long for the contact so much that my insides burn. I am relieved to hear his voice, but now his voice alone is not enough.

      I want more.

      I need to see him. Need to be with him… I need to touch him. I crave the contact. To feel skin on skin.

      He has started to invade my dreams so much that I cry out during the night. He knows they’re about him; he tells me so. I talk in my sleep, apparently, and he likes that. He also tells me that he likes the sound of my voice. For some reason, that makes me smile. I have no idea why.

      He abducted me and is holding me prisoner against my will. I didn’t ask for this. He forced me. So, why do I long for him the way that I do? Why do I seek out his company? It wouldn’t make any sense to a normal person… I guess that means I’m not normal.

      Despite it all, I still feel that frisson of excitement every time I hear his voice. I still smile the minute I hear the thumping of the speaker. And my heart still beats a million miles an hour every time I hear the sound of his velvety voice.

      Six days ago, I began asking him to come visit me, and I’ve repeated my request every day thereafter. All I hear from him is the same response: “It isn’t time yet.” 

      “Why isn’t it time yet?” I would ask.

      “For now, I can’t say. I just need you to trust me… To realize that this is for your own good.”

      His response both frustrates and angers me. It’s been that way for days, but today things suddenly changed. I have become desperate for his contact, so I altered my request.

      “I want you to come to my room… I need you to come to my room… I’m desperate for you to touch me… To hold me like you did that night in the little house… Please make it happen, J. Please?” All has been silent from that moment on. I have been sitting here, feeling my heart beating erratically for the last hour—ever since I pleaded with him.

      My heart aches.

      My body quivers.

      My mind races.

      My pulse speeds up more when I hear a noise coming from my door. Maybe he is just coming to feed me, but I know from the patterns to which I’ve grown accustomed that it’s too early for that. He has taken my watch from me, so I have no concept of actual time, but I have gotten used to relying upon my internal clock. And my clock is telling me that it is too early to be fed, so what could it be?

      I gasp when I hear the tapping. That sound—the sound of footsteps—taunts me.

      I clutch the sheets even more tightly to me once I realize the noise is getting louder. There is nothing I can do but sit and wait to see what will happen next.

      Silence falls, and I watch the door like a hawk. I stare at the handle, which, for now, remains still. I swear that it, too, is taunting me. I swear it knows of my trepidation and is deliberately staying still just to tease me.

      I hold my breath—biding my time—as I sit here, rigidly clutching the bedclothes. It feels like hours, but it’s only been mere seconds since the total silence began.

      And then, it’s happening. I gasp again, clutching the sheets more tightly still as the handle on the door moves down, and the door pushes forward. For a fraction of a second, nothing happens. Total silence fills the room again as the creaking door comes to a stop. My heart starts hammering in my chest, and my body trembles as anxiety ripples through my insides and prickles my skin.

      Nothing is there apart from the door—which is now ajar—and the slight shadow of his body as the light shines on the bedroom wall.

      I remain seated, waiting in earnest to see what will happen next. Involuntarily, a sharp intake of breath floods my lungs and pains my chest when I see the shadow of one foot moving forward … then two. My eyes widen as I tighten my grip with both hands this time. My breath escapes in little wisps as the shadow increases its density. I gasp as I see a foot … followed by a hand.

      And then…

      He emerges.
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      Take a Breath, and Take it Deep – Both have been pulled from Amazon for rewriting and editing. Release dates for both to come.

      Until I Met You – Released 1st June 2014

      DEVIANT – Released 31st October 2014

      Redemption – Released 3rd April 2015

      CHAINED – Released 17th July 2015

      A Step Too Close – Released 17th September in 2015

      Luca (You Will Be Mine) – Released 15th January 2016

      Luca (Because You’re Mine) – Released 26th February 2016

      Scars – Released 23rd June 2016

      Siren – Released 6th September 2016

      Possession – Released 10th March 2017

      A Surrogate Love Affair – Released 13th April 2017

      Tailspin – Released 20th June 2017

      Tethered – Release date to come
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      Jaimie Roberts was born in London, but moved to Gibraltar in 2001. She is married with two sons, and in her spare time, she writes.

      In June 2013, Jaimie published her first book, Take a Breath, with the second released in November 2013. With the reviews, Jaimie took time out to read and learn how to become a better writer. She gets tremendous enjoyment out of writing, and even more so from the feedback she receives.

      If you would like to send Jaimie a message, please do so by visiting her Facebook page:

      https://www.facebook.com/AuthorJaimieRoberts.
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