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This book was fuelled by #TeamArry love,

So, I am giving it back to them. Xx


Chapter 1

Arry leads me into the apartment, holding hands, fingers interlocked snugly, and gives me a soft sexy smile as he guides me into our new abode's wide, high-ceiling hallway. I’m tired from our journey, drained, achy, and need a long soak in the tub from being on a commercial plane for hours, but we’re finally here. I can push off the heaviness of my body and bones and sink into our home with a huge sigh of relief. It’s finally happening. After weeks of hard work, stress, and panic to get us here before my new term started. I’m drained and exhausted, yet tingly with anticipation.

Paris… our home for the next year.

Our little adventure while I go to school and take steps toward the dream I have in my sight. He’s moved heaven and earth to make sure this happened, and I couldn’t love him anymore for it if I tried. It’s our reality. It’s my future.

I glance around as he drops our flight bags on the floor with a gentle thud, both from one hand. They slump by his feet, practically sighing with the same relief of a tedious journey's end, reflecting how we both look. We pre-packed and sent everything we wanted ahead of us and traveled light. All we have are two tiny bags, immense exhaustion from a long ass, an eight-hour flight from New York, and a desire to take it all in.

The flutter of excitement, the tingles at getting shown around for the first time since we bought this apartment, rise within me, stirring me from my travel fog. Peeking my attention as my lungs fill with renewed energy at seeing all the new and shiny for the first time.

We sent someone Arrick trusted to scope this place, a quick sale based on videos, pictures, and real estate inspector’s valuations. This is us seeing it fully decorated to our specifications, taking it in all its real glory, and seeing it in the flesh for the first time ever.

The grand entrance and ornate French moldings give me crazy excitement. It’s so quaint as you walk into the little half-closed entranceway, with its high ceilings, pale creamy walls, and highly polished wood floor the darkest color of mahogany brown. It’s reminiscent of a dream home in a romance movie set in a past era of Paris.

I can’t wait to see how it looks in its entirety now that our designer has made it ready for us to move into. Hours of showing her designs, ideas, and color palettes. Pouring over a million design brochures, Pinterest images, and endless sleepless nights while filling out mood boards for her. Furniture websites, soft furnishing samples, and art …

I blink as I take it all in, in one wide eye sweep as we turn into the open plan of our main living room and pause… Blink twice… blink again. My face is stilling as the visual turns me into a stony-faced statue of not impressed.

My face and heart drop spectacularly, like a lead weight, to my stomach as I take in the massive sitting room before me, and my mood completely shoots out of orbit. Excitement dead, happiness murdered, tears prickling because I am so damn tired, and this is not the sight I expected to see before me. This has the same effect as systematically being sucker punched in the stomach and head with great force.

It’s nothing like we agreed, or what we chose together, what we spent hours, days, and weeks picking and bickering about and giving to that overpriced, garish outfit-wearing, so-called designer. I can’t believe I endured her smarmy obvious flirting with Arrick endlessly for all this shit I now see before me.

I slide my hand out of his as I stop, rooted to my spot, temper simmering irrationally, and spin around with a frown that fast overtakes my face. Feeling like bashing him over the head with anything I have to hand and cannot stop the bubbling of a “Sophie overreaction” at something Arrick did to upset her.

Yes, I need to get that crap under control, but he is so damn infuriating sometimes.

This is pretty much a replica of Arry’s apartment before I moved in with him. Same neutral tones and a comfy casual vibe. Masculine, New York apartment in a French building, and nothing at all of the things I chose. He has eliminated the “Sophie” from the “Arry and Sophie” love pad. And I’m on the verge of sobbing my little broken heart out. I want to bawl in a “my boyfriend’s such a mean dickhead” kind of heartbreak. This apartment doesn’t feel like my welcoming new home, which I expected to embrace me with delight. Instead, it feels like a bachelor pad and a zone made just for Arry alone.

Where are my sparkly fairy lights, fluffy throws, and romantic scatter pillows? Where are my oversized lanterns filled with candles and cute things on the shelves? My choice of prints on the walls or even the couch I chose? Where are my goddamn silver Unicorn sculptures?

“What’s wrong?” Arry turns and appraises me, bewildered, and does a double take around the room as if he is looking for the thing that makes me unhappy. He is clearly blind to what’s missing and sees only something he obviously likes.

Asshole!

I’m pissed that he doesn’t see it at all. That he looks completely surprised that I would have this sort of reaction to the bland man pad laid out before us in all its minimal, stark, and unhomeliness glory. I’ve never seen grey look so boring.

“This isn’t what we chose?” I wave my hand around the room snappily, disappointment filling me up inside, and I know it’s such a dumb thing to get upset over, but this is supposed to be our first place together. Not just one I moved into and added my stamp.

This was ours. A half and half of us both. Our first real ‘let’s choose everything together from scratch.’

I spent nearly three weeks scrawling pictures of rooms and accessory catalogs to give to the stupid designer and bugging him at every opportunity with options. My cell and WhatsApp are jam-packed with the five thousand images I sent him at work daily and the ‘please kill me now and just choose whatever you want’ replies I got back from him. He kept telling me to go ahead and choose for us. He didn’t seem to care all that much and offered minimal input.

He clearly never fucking meant that, no matter how many times he sent it!

“Sure, it is… Pretty sure we told her to stick with the style of our New York place.” He glances around again innocently as he comes back to try and catch hold of me, but I slap his hand down with a satisfying thwack noise and walk off towards the low coffee table abruptly. Irritation is not good for me, and the last thing I can deal with when I’m pissed is him trying to get all smoochy and touchy and smooth it over without realizing what he’s even done.

He’s so goddamn dumb sometimes.

“We said similar… We picked stuff together! Furniture, décor pieces, a color scheme. Soft furnishings and art. None of that is here… Did you sign off on this shit?” I turn and flash him an angry look, gritting my teeth to curb the swell of stomach-aching disappointment, and his face drops slightly too. Finally registering how seething hurt I am by this.

I’m tired from a long flight and a stressful couple of months of cramming and packing in between all the studying I had to do to catch up with this school. They’re ahead of New York, and I had to spend my Christmas break doing homework more than celebrating. The only time off I even got was at his family party over Christmas; the rest was spent obsessing over getting our new home how we needed it to be.

I just wanted to walk in here and love it, feel like we were starting in a new love nest… but what I get is a slap in the face. An apartment replica of a time when I had no influence on the surroundings he existed in. A time when Arry was with another girl, and he had a whole future mapped out that didn’t include me. Where her shit taste and dull personality removed all the fun and sparkle from his existence, this somehow symbolizes a pre-Sophie time of Arrick’s love life.

“Baby?” Arry tries for another catch at my hand, and I move away prickly. Pushing some pebble display in a bowl away from the edge of a side table. It’s not even nice. I don’t even get what it’s for and don’t bother concealing the look of disgust at the tacky ornament from my face. I know I get more difficult when I’m tired, but Arry has no concept of the fact that you do not fuck with a woman’s interior design decisions!

“Don’t, baby, me… Is this what you want? It’s like you got her to repeat your other apartment and take everything that’s me out of it.” A tear hits my eye, and I feel stupid. I’m ruining our first moments in Paris with a dumb fight because I’ve just had my feelings stomped on massively. Arry glances around again and comes back to me, seeming a little somber, hand reaching out carefully as though approaching a wild beast ready to pounce. He has the grace to at least look wary and a bit guilty.


“Our apartment! … I didn’t ….”


I glare at him and don’t even let him finish

“Forget it. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to lie down.” My tone is deflated and, obviously, emotion torn. Even though it’s brimming under the surface, I don't want to cry. I don’t want to fight. I want to get away from him and clear my brain; maybe after a nap, it won’t feel this huge of a deal. I move to the door, which I remember is the master bedroom from the floor plans, further down the hall, but he’s fast and in front of me first.

“That’s not what I did. She was showing me a bunch of designs and shit, and you were stressed already. I just okayed a color palette and said to make it like our home. I didn’t ask her to leave out anything you picked… I swear. I just asked her to tone down all the sparkly, fluffy unicorn stuff so you could add your own later.” He’s completely serious, giving me puppy eyes, and I shake my head at him angrily.

Tone down the Sophie?!?!?! What the actual ….

For the love of… Arghhhh

“What about the stuff I gave her? Things I wanted, things you agreed to? I GAVE HER THOSE! What about my feelings and choices, huh? What about the goddamn mood boards she made us fill up? And the items I bookmarked on websites! What the fuck was all that for? I spent weeks on those. Weeks I should have been studying instead of doing crap I clearly never needed to.” I’m closer to tears now he’s stopping me, hating this dumb, stupid room as he slides his arms around me slowly, cautiously. He’s annoyingly calm and treading lightly, but it makes me madder.

“I didn’t think she would disregard all that. I guess I never made it clear… Look, we can redecorate. We can start over if you hate it that much. I’ll call her and tell her I want everything you picked out. Pay her to do it all again.” He lowers his face to me to push his forehead to mine, the way he does when he’s trying to win me around or coerce me into making out. I shove him in the abs, making him flinch. Anger spikes from deep down inside me like a hot volcano suddenly letting rip.

Like I want that stupid bitch back pawing at him at every opportunity, just to disappoint me again. If she had spent more time listening than checking him out, we might not be having this conversation.

“You hate it all, don’t you? What I’ve done to your apartment?” I blink up at that oblivious expression, wounded that I’ve lived with him for a full year, and not once has he said, ‘Sophie, you have shit taste in décor, and I hate it.’ I wish he would have just been honest with me instead of this crap right here. If he had just said, ‘Sophie, less of the unicorns, and I fucking hate glitter,’ and given me some sort of heads up.

I’m crushed at this moment. My stomach and chest ache at the effort of trying not to bawl, and he’s being the infuriating emotionless calm self that makes me want to throat-punch him. He doesn’t get the depth of this issue right here.

“No… I love your little touches.” He looks insincere, with a tiny twinge in that sexy squared jawline that conceals a smile. He thinks I’m being dramatic, and my temper rises. The cute boy looks and soft hazel eyes are doing nothing for him right now. That smug little twinkle is a huge tell because he’s a bare-faced lying asshole!

“Oh my god… You do hate it!” I yell it at him, blanching, as I shove him away harder and the instant shock on his face goes from insincere to guilty as hell, increasing my rage. Stomping away, glaring hatefully, and I actually want to punch him in the head right now. It’s so close I can almost taste it.


“It’s not that I don’t like the fluffy cushions and three hundred identical throws… or the army of silver unicorns and excessive amounts of candles we never light, but…..” It’s the slight tone of sarcasm that gets me. That hint of indulgent attitude and my temper heightens. He’s trying to be cute and sass me, confirming his dislike of all my décor choices.


Boy, does he have no clue who the sassy one is in this relationship?

“I swear, if you finish that sentence, I will hurt you.” I glare at him coldly, incensed, outraged that after a whole year, he’s coming out with this shit. An entire year of letting me fill our space with things I like… The truth comes out now! He stifles a smile because he thinks it’s cute when I get mad over ‘weird stuff’ and tries to avoid my glare as I erupt.

“You’re an asshole… you said you liked what I was adding to the apartment. You said I made it feel homelier and was bringing life to the place, making it cozy! You’re such a fucking liar.” I spit at him, trying to simmer my inner outbursts as I stomp over to the nearby bookcase. Seeing a row of old novels and vague titles that neither of us would ever read, I shove them back, so a couple falls behind the space, not caring if I’m being childish. I need a physical outlet, a form of venting. I’m wounded.

My boyfriend is one huge, lying dick head of a man who can go back to New York and leave me alone. He can take his ugly décor with him, and I can be done with both and be left alone here to make it as fucking sparkly, pink, unicorn infested as I like, and wallpaper with pink glitzy faux fur for all I care.

“I didn’t lie to you, baby. I do… I just like it when things are less … sparkly.” He’s trying to soothe with his tone, but his words are not helping. His submissive pose and pleading cute boy face, the one he pulls out whenever he’s pissed me off. None of that is helping him, especially when I know him well enough to know it’s all an act. He is saying what he thinks will smooth my mood and pat down my ruffled feathers.

King of all assholes.

I storm from the shelves before I get the urge to throw something at him and grab a throw pillow from the couch instead. It’s made from some sort of fur, like real fur, flat, smooth rawhide fur, and I grimace as I touch it. It’s awful, and I am such an anti-real fur!

I turn and throw that at him in disgust instead, trying to vent some of this spiraling energy inside of me that’s fit to burst out. He dodges and frowns, still trying not to smile, and I do not see what is funny about this. I never understood his infatuation with my tantrummy side or that he finds it cute and amusing when I am on the verge of causing him bodily harm.

He is so fucking weird.

“You can keep your shitty apartment then. You want it this way. You can have it back this way. Pretty sure I can still get mine back, seeing as Jake rented it out and never sold it. Go home and take it back … bin all my sparkly shit and burn my fucking Unicorns.” I sulk. Tears are hitting now because I’m exhausted, and I’m an emotional nightmare when I'm tired. Even I know I’m being psychotic, but sometimes, Arry brings it out of me. And this shit here, this apartment. It just sucks.

I hate it. Hate what it represents. That my boyfriend thinks my décor tastes are sucky and clearly hates our home that I thought we were happy in for the past twelve months.

Arry stands for a moment, typically cool and visually unaffected, like always. He picks up the cushion, sighs, and stares at me contemplatively. Unsure whether he should say anything or not. He has that look that says, ‘trying to choose between acting scared or being indulgent.’ It’s filtering into that thick head that I’m serious about this, and it’s not just jet lag or Sophie being her grumpy, tired asshole self or ‘hangry,’ even though I am also starving.

Food won’t fix this! I’m genuinely distraught.

“I didn’t think it would upset you this much… I figured you wouldn’t notice and would probably fill it up with stuff you bought here anyway.” The soft voice, the smooth tone of a guy trying to appease me because he knows he fucked up. I know him too well, and I turn my back on him. I hate that since we got together, it’s much easier for him to hurt me in such dumb, stupid, meaningless ways. Being in love with him gives him way too many tools to wound me. Best friend Sophie was way more emotionally stable and immune to the stupid shit he did.

“I’m sorry, baby… I don’t know what else to say. I’m an insensitive jerk, and I never thought about how you would take this.” He moves to me, his body heat seeping through my thin cotton dress as he gets painfully close, his breath on the back of my neck, and I tense. Warning him not to touch me. I will knee him in the balls if he thinks touchy and cuddly will sway me.

“Yeah. Cos telling me that you hate my taste and don’t like what I’ve done to your apartment is not hurtful.” I sniff as tears hit my cheeks, despite my efforts to hold them, shaking my head at all of this. He sighs heavily, and the warmth of his breath flutters down the back of my dress, telling me he is right behind me, and I shiver with the sensation. My skin goosebumps involuntarily and makes my stomach flip with little butterflies. Even when I am mad at him, he still makes every part of my body react to him so effortlessly.

“I love you, and I’m an asshole.” His fingers gently trace the back neckline of my dress, moving my hair and making my skin erupt in tingles. I know what he’s doing. What he always does when he upsets me and is trying to make amends. He wins me around with soft touches, sweet words, and gentle Arry that I normally have no resistance to. I’m stronger than that, and this is one step too far. It’s not just a stupid thing. It’s a huge thing that I can’t just let him brush away.

“Sometimes I hate you.” I sulk back. Refusing to let him weaken me, retorting in good old-fashioned childishness.

“Ouch, that stings. You know how to make me bleed, baby… Hate me even if I let you fill every room with sparkly, pink, fluffy, unicorn themed and a million candles you forbid me from lighting?” the lighter tone in his voice, the “I’m sorry” huskiness, gets me. I lift my chin a little higher in stubbornness, stiffening my spine. Refusing to sway so easily over something this big. He won’t win me around with sweet boy antics this time.

“Why? So that you can hate this place too?” I mumble drily as I move forward to get his fingers off my skin, his breath off my neck. I’m stronger when he’s not making me react to his proximity and more able to withstand his power over me.


“I don’t hate what you did to our apartment, and it is ours, not mine… Like this place is. I was wrong, baby. I just okayed the first ones she showed me for a quick move. Without all the little Sophie touches, I wouldn’t be happy in our New York pad. I missed them when they were gone. You do make it feel like home. I love coming home to it, feeling you in every detail, and you’ll do the same here.”


“Hmmm.” I huff loudly. Softening despite myself.

“Pretty sure you will also punish me by maxing my credit cards in the next week to make up for it. Drag me to every boutique in Paris and carry a shit load of bags and boxes for you.” He moves to me again, running his fingers down my arms, making me tremble, soothing me a little with fast words, and offering to let me spend all his money. Arry always knows how to play me and brush away my tantrums and moods, even when I think he has no chance. My tears have stopped, and I wipe them away moodily, still trying to make a show of being unimpressed. He isn’t getting off that lightly.

“Better up your limit… or add a couple more cards.” That heavy ache in my stomach lifts a little as I let go of some of the churning hurt and regain control now the shock of arrival is wearing off. Looking around defeatedly and still sighing at how disappointing it is.

It’s not my home.

“This is really going to cost me, isn’t it? And I don’t just mean in terms of money.” He also sighs as I turn and glare at him wickedly over my shoulder. Those beautiful brown eyes focused on me, that soft look of a guy who is completely smitten and trying to appease his stroppy love. He has become a master of doing just that in the time we’ve been together, and I know I can be a pain in the ass sometimes.

Arry can, too, and no one makes me as crazy as he sometimes does. Even if he is still the hottest male I have ever encountered on the planet and has a sexy body that I never tire of looking at. If anything, he has grown even more manly and mature in the past year. He’s beyond irresistible to me.


“Hope the couch that you picked is comfy… The bed’s mine.” I raise a brow and push him back with my butt playfully. Lifting my chin defiantly as I stalk off towards the bedroom once more while trying to kill the smile that’s aching to spread across my face. Smirking at that one little punishment that gets to him every time.


“Baby? Really? … I’m sentenced to the couch? … Sophie? Come on?” He follows me, but not fast enough, and I’m in the bedroom down the hall before he is. Shutting the door in his face as he catches up, with a sense of utter satisfaction. I turn to look at what I expect to be another punch in the face room, getting ready for another wave of hurt feelings at the decor that I hate and soften when I see it’s not.  In fact, it has the complete opposite effect on me.

It’s a huge bed with a million furry throws and cushions, surrounded by fairy lights and a romantic vibe. The same neutral palette that we agreed on, yet the prints I chose are all hanging in here, and there’s a mirrored vanity with a display of ornate perfume bottles. Huge candle-filled lanterns hang in one corner at different heights by a large organza-layered window that looks out over the twinkling streets of Paris in a surreal way. Even a silver unicorn statue is nestled on the sill, just peeking at me like a little surprise treasure. It’s beautiful and exactly what I envisioned when I set up those endless mood boards. My heart somersaults, and my mood lifts enough to put a smile on my face, at least.

The knock on the door of a guy who knows he’s in the doghouse makes me grin, interrupting my star-struck moment, and I sigh as I look about again. Trying not to give away that I’m softening a lot after seeing this room, as I still think I owe him a little suffering.

Why deny the guy some groveling practice when he needs a little work?

So maybe he can be forgiven for his man room out there if the rest of the apartment looks like this. These are the things I chose; this room screams of me and exactly what I love, and I can imagine us curled up together in it already. It’s not so bad.

The door opens slowly, and he edges in apprehensively. He is probably bracing himself for something to be thrown at his head and glances at me in mild surprise when he sees me calm and semi-smiling. A half smile on his cute face brings out the dimples I adore. I sometimes have to remind myself that his pretty face is not a reason to forgive him whenever he is a moron, but it’s just so hard. Arry is such a gorgeous specimen with the right look and dimples on show. I’m weak.

“This room I was a bit more specific about… Seeing as it’s where we do spend most of our time.” He edges closer, testing the water with trailing fingers across my wrist as he comes in behind me. He gently slides around my waist and pulls me back against him snugly when he gets no hint of resistance. I surrender a little too easily, even when my stubborn self tells me to make him suffer a little longer.


“Except you won’t… Cos, you know? Couch!” I cross my arms as his hand edges upwards and block his attempt at a seduction move. Arry does like to cop a feel of my boobs at every opportunity, and I’m not in the mood to be yielding to that Carrero libido just yet. I can’t just back down so very quickly. He must learn that you don’t mess with a woman’s decisions. If I let Arrick get it easy, he’ll walk all over me with that stubborn head and messy mind. He needs a little guidance on how to be a good boyfriend. Our whole happy vibe relies on it. He’s a trying man at times and needs me to take him in hand more often than not.


“I am not sleeping on the couch on our first night in our new place.” He nuzzles my neck with his soft, teasing mouth, trailing little pecks up toward my hairline, trying to be smooth about his attempts at winning me around.

“Pretty sure you are,” I answer flatly, eyes closing against my will as he trails kisses over my skin and molds a little more firmly to my body, pushing my hair aside gently. His other hand slides up to start unzipping my dress slowly, seductively. I know I need to be firmer and tell him to back off, but the weak little wimp in me who crumbles at Arry’s every touch is too busy, turning me into a bowl of Jell-O. My breathing is already hitching in anticipation of the pleasure I know he can bring me, and my stubborn side is already thinking of taking my underwear off.

Damn him. Sophie, get a spine.

“Want to make a bet that I get in that bed with you before the sun goes down?” That sexy husky tone, right in my ear, extracting goosebumps. The zipper already below waist level, and I hadn’t even felt it go down. I open my eyes and squeak when he slides his hand up my dress and connects in the one place he knows is all his, rather skillfully.

Almost got some stealth ninja moves of seduction going on; cheeky little man whore of mine.

I slap his hand away by connecting with his arm and throw him back a look meant to tell him off, but he grins. Amused, unaffected, and smug, he knows he’s got me right where he wants me. Moving into this room only made getting me into bed much easier.

“Unfair. Enjoy your couch for that.” I pull away and try like crazy to reach the zip on my dress, but Arry is relentless. Hooking me with his arm and pulling me around so I’m face to face before he plants a hard kiss on my lips. His hand is fast, and he has me in a flash, up in a show of strength and speed, and flat on my back on the bed. I let out a muffled gasp at how effortlessly he got me here, startled into giggling at that devilish maneuver.

He’s on top of me with a hand planted firmly between my thighs in the blink of an eye, looking pretty darn pleased with himself.

I know this is futile. I know my weakness for him runs deep, and already I’m sliding my legs apart to give him full access, despite my mental protests. Sensual longing courses through me with the intimacy of this position.

“I prefer it here… Then the couch, maybe explore other areas of our new pad too. Pretty sure either place will have you sleeping next to me, though, after I’m done with you.” He kisses me softly, wickedly confident in his sexual prowess, and I don’t refuse. Hating myself for being so pathetic, but at the same time, how can I ever turn down all the hotness of the single sexiest man I have ever known.

All hard muscle and tattoos and a face that makes me go to goo. His kiss alone has me surrendering my soul, and I open my mouth, so he can slide his tongue against mine, bringing me to complete control with the way he only can make love to my mouth. Arry is working his fingers under the edge of my underwear, and I exhale slowly, urging him to keep going even as I pull away and frown at him sternly.

“Sex isn’t the answer to every time you’re a jerk.” I point out breathlessly. Although while I’m saying it, I’m curling myself around him, tilting my head, so his lips graze mine more intimately. Allowing him to move against me snugly and turn me on effortlessly. He still feels like he was made to fit me perfectly, and every time we connect this way, it only highlights it. We are matched in every way, and sex has never been anything but mind-blowing with him.

“Maybe not, but it works… And we’re good at it.” He smiles at me cheekily, dipping to graze my mouth with his. Hands have found their reward, and I gasp as he moves across my warmth gently, trailing strong fingertips softly across my skin under the fabric of my panties. I exhale, my body turning to liquid instantly, and I struggle not to close my eyes and get lost in how it feels. He can ignite a fire with a touch, and I have to bite my lip to curb the moan in my throat.

“I’m redoing the rooms I hate.” I breathe out, groaning slightly as his finger probes me gently, carefully edging into me, testing to see if I am ready. He is always a gentle lover, always cautious, even if he seems to be taking control.

“Let me sleep with you here, and it’s a deal.” Those perfect pretty eyes lock on mine, pupils dilated and brows low as he puts everything into looking at me like he wants to peel my clothes off with his teeth. My stomach tingles in anticipation, and I know I’ve lost; no one makes me feel as beautiful and sexy as he does with just a look. Arry is my ultimate Achilles heel. I love him so much it’s not normal, and he knows it.

“We’ll see… Not sure I’ve forgiven you enough.” I turn my head as he dips for another kiss, giggling as he goes for my neck instead, sucking and nibbling me softly. Closing my eyes to savor what his mouth does to me when he pushes his hand further against me, his finger deepening so that I arch under his body and moan softly with the pleasure that shoots through me.

God, my boyfriend, has skills with his hands.

“Pretty sure I know how to win you round, baby. Guess we won’t be exploring France tonight.” He moves his nibbles to my jaw, trailing across until he leans over to get to my face and kisses me again passionately. Guiding my face back to him with just a kiss, parting my lips, and tracing my tongue with his once more. Pulling back to scatter more soft fluttering kisses across my cheek and towards my ear.

“Hmmm. Don’t think you can win me round with just sex!” I’m aiming for protest and just sound pleading.


“We don’t have just sex, baby. I like to think we have some acrobatic bedtime fun and then some.” Husky confidence is right in my ear as he grinds against me, pressure deepening the fingers he has inside me and sending my body heat through the roof.


From fire to a volcano in less than thirty seconds.

“You know what I mean!” I pant… Trying to sound exasperated and instead sound wanton and needy.

“You can redecorate, spend a shit load of money and punish me to your heart's content… We both know I like it when you get feisty.” He slides his hand from between us, much to my clear disappointment, which gets me another smug smile. He knows I am his for the taking and is now luxuriating in his power over me. He pushes up on his arms to lock me in the eye for a second, bringing his lust-filled gaze to mine with an expression of sheer confidence that should infuriate me, but I am too lost in this.

“Why are you so weird?” I poke him in the dimple, smiling at its prominence and cuteness, even when he looks crazily screwable.

God, he has me so horny now.

“I have to be, to be the perfect fit for you… No normal guy would keep up with you, Sophabelle.” He winks and I eyeroll.

“You owe me a day of sightseeing our new city, lots of gifts, and maybe dinner somewhere pretty.” I sigh in defeat, knowing fine well when it comes to Arry… He’s too alluring, and now my body is vibrating for sex, and I want to stop talking and get to it. I can never stay mad for long.

“Anything else?” He grins, knowing he has me right where he wants me. Now I am half nakedly wrapped around him, urging him to hurry up and have his wicked way with me.

“An orgasm or two if you are up to the task.” I screw up my nose at him, suppressing a grin as he smiles wider. Definitely smug about his influence over me.

Asshole.

“When am I not?” He winks again, and that earns him his second eyeroll.

“Stop being such an ass… Arrogance is not an attractive trait, you know.” I furrow my brow right back at him and only get a know-it-all look and still that infuriating smile that showcases his Hollywood white straight teeth.

“Yet here we are, with your legs around my waist and very attracted to me at this moment.” He bumps his groin into me to emphasize the point and gets a little laugh, yelp in response, and a soft slap to his shoulder.

“You’re lame, and you’re an asshole.” I giggle, knowing fine and well it’s true.

“And you’re a Diva and a Princess.” He sparks back with a cute frown that would make anyone forgive any of his misdemeanors. I sigh at the pointlessness of fighting this any longer. My underwear is ready to melt off, and if I delay sexual gratification, my body may self-implode. He definitely got that good Carrero DNA when it comes to making women turn into sex-mad insatiable freaks.

“Shut up and kiss me!” Every part of me gives up as I slide my arms around his neck, ready to get jiggy with it and let him do what he does best. Keeping me happy between the sheets for the next few hours until sleep overtakes us.


Chapter 2

“Do you want me to come in with you?” Arry regards me with scrutiny, standing in the street outside the old-fashioned brick building, and I blink up at him with a serious frown. Stomach in knots.

“You’re kidding, right? What, like you’re my dad, and this is kindergarten?” I resist the urge to fan my face for the third time, push down nausea and nerves and refrain from shoving Arry’s fussing hands off me. He’s fixing my jacket for the second time in five minutes, and even though it’s endearing, it’s making me feel antsy and agitated as he brushes a hair out of my face softly. I’m terrified, anxiety on overdrive, and he is being infuriatingly cool about all of this, if not a little anally handsy. He can sometimes be so much like his mother, a clucking hen fussing around me when he knows I’m uptight.

“It’s your first day. You’re in a new country, new school… You’re nervous. I just want to be there for you.” He smiles at me, that all-American, swoon-worthy smile that softens my compressed nerves, and I smile back with a sigh, a pang of guilt for even getting frustrated with him. He is only trying to do what he always does; take care of me in every way. He can’t help himself.

“I have to be a big girl sometimes and not make you always hold my hand. I need to do some things alone if I am ever to get anywhere.” I slide my hands into his and squeeze them tight, for strength, for confidence. Unwilling to let go just yet and unable to let him see just how terrified I am of leaving him to walk into that hugely intimidating building looming over us.

“I’m proud of you, baby. You worked hard to get here, and I know you’ll blow them away. You blow me away every day.” Arry bends quickly and kisses me softly on the mouth. He gives a semi-passionate kiss and grazes his nose against mine as he pulls away, the normal eruption of butterflies and tingles at his touch. Sometimes I still can’t believe that I get to kiss him anytime I want, that he’s all mine, and the past year hasn’t been one long amazing dream. I take him in longingly, one last draw of what I need from him, and pull my hands back as I inhale a deep calming breath. Arming myself with his strength.

“I can do this,” I state confidently, nodding at him. Trying to convince myself deep down that it’s true.

“Yes, you can.” He smiles back, another grazing of fingers on my cheek as he pushes my hair back and soothes my inner war of emotions. It’s getting long, I’ve been growing it out for a while now, and it's past my shoulders at a length I can hide behind when I feel vulnerable. I wore it down today for that reason, and it keeps sweeping over my face.

I blow out air, look down at my long black jacket and smooth it out. It’s cold here, the weather is icy, and my boots and coat were a present from Arry after we arrived. I love the real wool, fitted style, double-breasted buttoning, and vintage feel. He has nice taste in clothes. It’s one thing I can never fault him for, and he does love to buy me things. It gives me the courage to face this, knowing there is something from him wrapped around me, like a hug that I can keep with me all day.

“Right.” I breathe it out and turn to the building nervously, my heart hammering in my chest and my hands trembling. Arry kisses me on the cheek, and a tiny smile encompasses my face at his last quick reassurance. He knows how to make a great start to my day, and I throw him one last little wary look as I walk up the stair to the building. Waving me off, watching me go.

My strength, my protector, my heart and soul. My best friend, my missing puzzle piece, the one who makes me whole, always.

***

I glance at the three girls whispering across the room and catch their eyes on me again. My stomach sinking and trying not to make it obvious that I know I’m everyone’s topic of conversation. My palms are clammy. My stomach is wrung out like a damp rag as I try to read through the notes I’ve made for a design I’m working on.

I’ve been here three hours, in a room full of students who have already spent a year together and I’m the only new incomer. I am also the only American in this class, although I have heard others are in their senior years. So far, I’m getting the huge hint that I am not welcome at all, and it’s all because I was head-hunted and not just someone who applied to get here.

I guess because I was handpicked, they all see me as a threat, and I’ve met cold indifference when I tried to be friendly. They looked me up and down like I was trash and one girl ‘Francesca’ made fun of my accent in the first twenty minutes of our first class. Apparently, it was so hilarious that the group of ten girls snorted like pigs and couldn’t stop while mimicking me and asking me if I came from “New Yaw-ach and eat hawt dawgs!”

Now we’re all in the cutting room, fabrics laid out, drafting patterns for a challenge set for us, and no one wants to work with me. I’m the leper of the class as they have all grouped up into threes or fours and left me over here solo. I don’t care. I do better on my own. No distractions, no one changing my ideas, no one holding me back when I want to try something a bit risky. I lift my chin, try my best to ignore them, and focus on the task, not silly girls' catty, childish whispers.

“You can’t use those.” The arrogant tone comes at me from the dark-haired girl, Olivia. She seems to be the class queen, miss popular, and all the other students look my way at her raised haughty tone. She’s pointing at scissors on the table that I haven’t touched. They were here when I came over, and I try not to frown at her or her terrible efforts at a dominant stance. Typical bitch mode with a jutted hip and hands on her waist.

Pahlease.

“I’m not. I have my own.” I hold up the rose gold-handled scissors in my hand. The ones Arry bought for me that go with all my kit in my sewing bag and are the only thing I ever use. All from him and all initialed for me with a pretty ornate logo and an entwined rose in the lettering.

My supportive boy.

“Fancy… Well, here, you ask before you touch what is not yours. We all have our way of doing things, and you need to learn the pecking order. For example…” She leans over and snatches the fabric roll from in front of me, scattering my draft pieces all over the floor, and I narrow my eyes at her, trying to hold the temper I know is easy to let loose.

“You ask before you take a fabric that I might want. I’m the golden girl here. I get first dibs on everything.” She smirks as she pulls the bat and tucks it under her arm, glancing me up and down like I’m dirt, and I curb the urge to lodge my scissors in her face. I need to play nice; I can’t have my first day ruined by physically assaulting one bitchy shithead with a superiority complex.

Arry has taught me the art of counting to ten and taking a deep breath before losing my temper, and I am trying like crazy. I don’t want to disappoint him or myself by getting into a catfight on day one. Although he has taught me how to take almost anyone down in a fight, I will use it if needed.

“Sorry, didn’t realize there was such a thing. I assumed we were all in this together.” I try painfully hard to keep my cat tone on the low key and my smile in place, but I want to throw something at her so badly. I hate these kinds of bullies. I met enough of them through school, always trying to tear me down. Single me out because I was different. I got past this in New York. Christian and Jenny welcomed me lovingly, and we were a real team. I ache for both right now, for what I left behind to come here.

“You thought wrong. You’re the invader… some Yank who got a free ride because her boyfriend is a rich kid. Mr. Someone. We all know who you are, and it means nothing to any of us.” She crosses her arms and sneers at me as girls behind her giggle and smirks my way too and the heat of both rage and anxiety envelopes my face. I try so hard to control my tongue, my gut aching with the effort as I stand upright, steel my posture, and lift that defiant chin. It’s like being back in high school, except at our age, we shouldn’t still act like immature little mean girls. None of us are below twenty in age.

“I got here on my own merits. My boyfriend has nothing to do with it, and he would never interfere. I think you feel threatened, and that’s fine. Time will tell if I belong here. Have your fabric. I didn’t like it much anyway; it feels cheap, hangs weird, and looks like shit draped down you right now.” I lift a little higher, smirk appropriately, and show her she is not the only one who is an expert in the art of bitch. I turn on my heel and mightily walk off towards the fabric room with a swish of hair and lack of backward glance, exuding confidence. I know how to deal with skanky spoiled brats and class assholes. I spent my life dealing with the worst kind of bully of them all, and he makes her look like a picnic.

I will not let them push me around and corner me. I won’t let them ruin this year for me. I’m better than that, and I have standards to upkeep.

I hear her repeat what I said to the other girls, and they laugh at me. I don’t care; I walk into the room and move out of sight to sink against the wall and take a moment to cool the fire in my veins and lurching angry rage peeking up, wishing I had my cell right now to call Arry and have him calm me down. My calm voice of reason amid the storm is so needed, and I miss him like crazy when I’m this wound up. I count to twenty and take slow breaths until my limbs stop shaking with rage and my stomach stops churning into twisted kinks. My face is hot with temper and adrenalin, and it’s a real struggle to cool off.

Standing here, catching my breath, I inhale slowly, stop my hands from trembling, and look at the stacks of fabric bats piled up in front of me of various textiles and colors. I scan the room, its neat rows of organized supplies, and remind myself why I’m here. That stubborn set of mind of my goal is coming into play.

This is not about making friends and being accepted. I came here to get further with my career. To learn from the best, find my feet, and gain skills. They can hate me if they want. I’m capable of handling nasty-mouthed little girls. I am capable of standing up for myself and won’t let them get to me. I aim to show everyone my worth, and I won’t let a few bumps in the road stop me from doing that.

I came here for myself, to be proud of what I can achieve, and I don’t have anything to prove to anyone but myself anymore. I know I'll be okay if I remind myself of that anytime they get to me.

***

“Hey beautiful, you’re early. I was going to come to meet you. How was it?” Arry comes out of the kitchen as I walk through the front door, bag in hand, and have to smile through my crappy mood. I don’t want him to know how awful today really was. I don’t want him thinking some bitch girls are victimizing me already and that coming here was a mistake. He moved heaven and earth to get us here before I started the term, got our apartment ready, and pushed a lot of his stuff back so he could be with me for the first weeks of life in Paris. I don’t want him thinking it was all for nothing, not yet anyway, not in the first few days when it all might settle down, and I will stress him out for no reason.

He would hate knowing that these girls have just spent a day ostracizing me and throwing bitchy looks and snide remarks all day long. My tutors were not any help, turning a blind eye, and I could see even among them, they had their little clique groups and were no better than the students. It’s a huge culture shock compared to my last school, where all the students tended to form little friendly groups and keep out of each other’s way; or maybe, I guess I didn’t see it happening as I had friends of my own to keep me oblivious to this kind of thing, and here, I have no one.

“They let us leave when we were done with an end-of-day assignment, and you know me, I’m a fast worker. It was okay. Weird being the new kid again. Will take some getting used to and a little time to settle in and make friends.” I try for upbeat and sound deflated and exhausted. Arry narrows his brows on me and crosses to meet me, helping me take off my bag and jacket, and hangs them up for me as I slide my boots off. I can feel his eyes on me, reading me, analyzing me like he always does, and try not to show anything that will worry him.

“You sound tired and fed up. Something happen today?” His eyes are boring a hole in my head, and I shrug and move to walk past him, but he catches me and draws me into his body from behind, wrapping his arms around me and snuggling close, so his mouth is right by my ear.

“Talk to me… I can tell you’re upset, baby.” Husky, soothing tones that make me melt. Covering his arms with mine and squeezing him tight.

“It’s nothing… first day blues. Missing home, missing my friends. It’s just new, different, and so far from what I’m used to.”

Nothing ever feels like this, his circle of safety and protection. His way of making me feel whole. I close my eyes and savor the tight embrace as all day's stress and frustration ooze right out of me like a hot liquid. This was always his gift, even when I was a kid and so crazy messed up inside my own head. He would be my anchor and hold me tight until it all felt better again. He’s the only person who ever could do this for me.

“You’ll get there. It’s normal to feel like this. So much has changed by coming here, losing your circle of familiarity. We will get through this and settle quicker than you realize.” He lets me loose and securely takes my hand in his entangling fingers, guiding me into the apartment, past the lounge, and down the hall to the kitchen. I watch him walk slightly in front of me and admire his ease; even in a new world, nothing phases him about being in a strange place.

Arry loves cooking when he has downtime, and I can smell that he’s probably been at it while I have been gone. He has the table set for us; it looks so pretty that it makes me smile. The boy is well-versed in romance and beautiful candle-lit table setups. He knows how to make me go weak every day.

“What about you? How was your day?” I smile at him when he hits me with a quick peck on the mouth and pulls out a chair to maneuver me into, sliding me in smoothly when I sit down and wandering over to the worktops where he has plates sitting. He begins dishing with his back to me.

“Weird… I can’t remember the last time I had nothing to do in a day and was here alone. Normally we’re together, or we’re at work. It was kinda good to be a house husband.” He turns and winks at me, and I giggle. Not that he really is a house husband; we have a cleaner here who comes every day, and she’s supposed to cook our meals too, but I guess Arry decided to take over today. I’m not complaining; I wish I cooked as he does. I have never mastered more than the basics, even though he is a patient teacher.

I suppose half the problem with his cooking lessons is we somehow always end up having sex on the worktop before we ever finish a recipe. Just can’t seem to cohabit too close a space with each other without some manhandling from either side. Even after a year, I still want him so badly.

“Don’t get too used to it… I want to see you back in a gym before you lose those abs.” I raise a non-serious brow at him as he returns with a loaded plate of carbonara, my favorite, and a bowl of garlic bread and puts mine in front of me. He comes back with his a moment later and sits opposite me.

“I know, baby… I remember… stay fit, stay hot, or you’re dumping my ass.” He grins at me, and I nod as though I am completely serious - not that I am. Even if Arry gained weight, got slobby, and didn’t shave. I would still love him to death because he’s my Arry and makes everything right.

“As long as you know it.” I point my fork at him and then dig in with the appetite of a famished person, starving for food.

“I met a nice couple today when I went looking for a bread shop. They own the bakery a couple of streets away and asked if we wanted to meet up at a bar on Saturday night. I said I would ask you and see him tomorrow when I go to pick up some baguettes.” Arry raises his brows at me, and I smile, awed at his ability to make friends wherever he goes. It’s effortless, like breathing, and it always amazes me that people respond to him. Everyone wants to be friends with my boy.

Only Arry could go out for groceries and get an invite, while I spent a day with fellow students and got nothing but icy stares and cold shoulders.

Go figures.

“As long as they speak English, it sounds like a date.” I carry on eating, feeling better and less shitty. Food is the answer to all of life’s problems.

“I told them you were finding the language challenging, and yes, they both speak fluent American. They’re British, English, I think.” Arry is digging into his food, his feet under the table on either side of mine, so we play footsie and tangle our limbs instinctively, and I sigh.

“How you can pick up languages so easily is beyond me… you suck.” I rub my foot up his leg and smile when he puts his hand under the table to grab my foot and pull it up on his lap, sliding his warm hand around it and kneading my sole firmly. I wiggle down my seat so my foot is further on that sexy lap and smile at him broadly. Arry’s foot rubs are still the best, and he’s a pro at one-hand eating while giving me my daily massage.

“I think it’s being bilingual. Growing up, speaking two languages must help. Jake is the same… Just picks them up easy.” His cell rings on the worktop across the kitchen, and he slides up to retrieve it, leaving my foot to fall back down, and I carry on eating. Savoring the most delicious pasta known to man.

Arry leans on the surface as he talks into his cell, and I hear him utter his brother’s name. He throws me a smile and then wanders back to sit down even though he’s still talking. Throwing me a pained expression, a little eyebrow twitch, and a grimace that worries me. I try not to listen in, but he’s sat right opposite me, hardly trying to be quiet. Arry has a face that rarely gives much away at any time, but I know his little tells and quirks, and he doesn’t look happy.

“Sure. If needs must, but not for a few days yet. Give Sophie time to settle here.” He throws me another look, a more obvious frown, and I wonder what he’s talking about. I’m getting a weird vibe, and I don’t like it. I try to keep eating, but the odd lurch in my stomach tells me something bad is coming.

“Yeah, okay. Look, I will call you later. Sort that out for me, and have Amanda email me the details.” He frowns my way again; this time, I know something is up. He has that look on his face, the whole ‘she’s not going to like this’ expression, and I lower my fork to stare at him, trying to decipher what ‘it’ could be. Arry stares back, slides a hand across the table to capture mine, and plays with my fingers, throwing me a half smile that doesn’t reach his gorgeous Hazel eyes.

Now I know for sure he has something to tell me that I will hate. He’s working the ‘softly touching’ angle to prepare me; usually, this is also a ‘hold her hands down, so she doesn’t fly off the handle’ maneuver.

“Okay, bye then… Yeah, love you too.” He swipes his cell and puts it on the table beside his plate carefully and calmly, and I know this is not good. He’s being deliberate and delaying so he can choose his words, and I yank my fingers out of his and raise my brows.

“What? Tell me… Just say it.” I throw him that ‘don’t bullshit me’ glare because he knows I hate when he skirts around something. I would rather he did it quickly, like pulling off a band-aid, not the Arry method of beating around the bush. He sighs heavily and taps his thumb on the table, instantly antsy.

“I need to go to New York soon… Preferably no further than a week away. Something’s come up with Carrero Corp… A huge deal in the making. I own a third of the company. I need to be involved.” He’s tense, and my stomach drops to my knees from a great height at speed.

“We only just got here a few days ago. I don’t know anybody.” I can’t help the overriding emotions of fear and hurt that hit me hard and realize how dumb I’m being. I’m not a kid. I’m twenty, almost twenty-one. He’s not my dad, he’s my boyfriend, and I need to stop clinging to him to always do everything for me. Other women can survive separations from their men for a few days, so I should be able to do it too. I survived so much worse and stood on my own two feet before him. I need to get a grip.

“It’s only for a couple of days… the flights make it a little longer; it’s like eight hours one way. I can fly the red eye through the night and cut down how long I’m gone.” He’s watching me, poised and waiting for my reaction, and my eyes well up. My throat is aching because I don’t want him to leave me so soon. This is all new, and everyone here hates me. It’s crappy and lonely, and he’s all I have right now.

“Hey, don’t do that, baby. You’re killing me here.” Arry is up on his feet and by my side, kneeling in seconds, putting his arms around me, and pulling me into his strong embrace. Smothering me with the smell and feel of him.

“It’s so soon,” I whisper, unable to cut out the dumb tears, and try hard to sniff them back, wiping them with my sleeve. Arry tilts my face to his with fingers under my chin and brushes them away.

“I don’t want to go… If it bothers you this much, then I won’t. We can do it via video call or something. I don’t want you upset.” Arry looks and sounds sincere, nuzzling my face with his, straining to get as close as possible, and it just makes me feel even more stupid, clingy, and needy. He tries so hard always to do what’s best for me. He’s changed so much in the last year, even putting up with my random jealous outbursts or occasional insecure wobbles and crazy temper without losing his cool, without being a jackass. I never knew he could be more loveable than he was as my best friend, but he is.

Arry has matured a lot more than I have while being together, and sometimes, I feel like I’m failing him by being slow to catch up. I know he’s twenty-six now, and it makes a difference to how he is, but I still feel I need to be more capable than this.

“No. Don’t… I need to learn that sometimes we might have to be apart. The sooner I get used to you having to go away for a few days, the better, right?” I blink at him and try to force a smile on my face that I’m just not feeling. This was always part of the plan; sometimes, he would have to go back and work.

“We’ve barely moved in, Sophs. I’m not surprised that this is upsetting you. It’s upsetting me that I must go. I promised I wouldn’t go anywhere for the first month.” He leans in and brushes his nose against mine, warming me to my core and soothing me in many ways. Tilting, so our faces are so close.

“Jake wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. He knows how things are right now.” I stare at him imploringly, trying to convince myself as much as him that this is really okay. I can’t be such a baby all the time.

“It sounds like it is. It’s a multibillion-dollar partnership with our biggest competitor… It’s huge, Sophs. An opportunity we cannot pass up.” Arry stands up, leaning to kiss me on top of the head now that I am calmer, as he knows I like my breathing space to compose myself fully, and goes back to sit at the table to resume eating. Sliding his feet around mine and pulling them towards him snuggly. Still got to have his contact, though.

“I’ll be fine… Show you I can take care of things while you’re gone. It’ll be good for me. Throw me in at the deep end.” I smile brightly, not feeling it but wanting so much not to be that needy girl that I know sometimes drives him crazy. Not that he ever says it, but I know it must. I used to be so much more independent.

“Hmmm.” Is all he replies, doubtful and overly serious as he ponders me fending for myself. Despite knowing I can and have done it before, he doesn’t actually like me doing it, and I smile genuinely. He doesn’t want to go. I know him. Loving my protective boy and telling myself, this will be fine. His overriding instinct is to always look after me, be there for me, take care of me, and being so far away will stress him out as much as it will me. I can guarantee it will result in daily calls, texts, skype calls, and emails.

It won’t be so bad.

I have to prove to him that I’m not as needy and incompetent as everyone seems to assume. Arry being away will give me back some of my self-dependence and maybe grow up a little. Too used to being waited on hand and foot, pampered, and adored by him. It’s time I started acting like a grown woman and got my shit together for myself.


Chapter 3

“Hey, baby, just checking in. My flight’s at eight a.m. New York time tomorrow. That’s your two p.m. in the afternoon, so I’ll get in before dawn to climb into bed with you.” Arry’s voice is a breath of fresh air after another shitty day at school, another round of mean girl antics, and being made to feel like a leper. But I won’t let him know. He’s been gone two whole days already, I miss him like crazy, but it hasn’t been as unbearable as I thought it would. I’ve been so busy with work and essays to think beyond it that I only get pangs for him before bed and early in the day when I get up.

“Okay, dokes. I’ll look forward to being woken by you and that sexy mouth.” I giggle down the phone, wishing it was tonight instead. I could use an Arry hug. It’s severely missing in my life and its effects on me.

“You can count on it… What are you doing anyway? I miss you, baby. Tell me what you’re doing.” He sounds husky and tired, even though it’s still the middle of the day for him, while I’m home and already in a fluffy unicorn Onesie. Settling down for the evening while Paris has another monumental downpour of a rainstorm.

“Making food, getting ready to watch a movie in bed. Missing you crazily.” I smile as I push toast into the machine and press it down.

“Wait… Making food? Sophs, why are you making food? We have a cook?” He sounds instantly alarmed, with mild panic to that normally cool tone, and I frown that he thinks I’m this incapable.

I mean, really?

“I told her I would do it myself tonight. I’m making food because I want to. I am capable of cooking for myself.” I realize the toaster hasn’t lit up, so I look around for the plug in case it’s off and notice I never clicked it down properly. Messing with the dial to get it on, and after a second, it lights up.

“Baby… In all seriousness… You can’t cook. Do you need me to list the times you’ve set fire to our kitchen in New York? How many attempts at teaching you to cook have failed?” He sounds more than alarmed; in fact, he sounds horrified, and I eye roll at his dramatics.

“Shhhhh… You’re being dumb. I can make toast. I know how to work the oven. You let me heat oven food at home all the time.” I eye up the ready meal in the glass door I picked up on the walk home and peer in to see if it looks like it’s burning yet.

“Jesus Christ, woman!! Sophie, you do not make toast in the oven. Why the hell would you not let the cook, cook for you? It’s why I pay her. And me leaving you food to put in the oven when I’m due home is not the same as letting you make oven food unsupervised.” So now he sounds pissed and afraid, maybe a lot afraid, and sometimes I wonder why my big manly boy can be such a girl at times. Anyone would think I was a complete reject at life, and he forgets. I used to feed myself in the time before Arry.

“Firstly. I’m using the toaster. I’m not that dumb. Secondly… The oven is for the thing I got at the store; I follow instructions. And thirdly. She makes weird food I don’t like or even recognize.” I rattle off my responses motioning numbers with my fingers in mid-air, sniffing when it smells like something is burning, and open the oven in alarm. Can’t see any fire, so I shut it again.

“You bought food with instructions instead of letting the cook do her job? And now you’re in the kitchen, using the oven… Alone? From a box?” He says it slowly like he’s having difficulty understanding this.

Okay, so he’s not amusing me with this anymore, and I am starting to feel downright insulted.

“Weird food… didn’t like it,” I repeat with a sigh. I guess he tolerates my Diva side, so I have to tolerate his anally overbearing side. However, I have way less patience than he does.


“She is your cook; she tells you what’s for dinner, and you tell her yes, or no… She makes what you ask for, Sophs. Hence being your cook!” Talking to me like a child, I glare at my cell as the toast pops up and startles me. It looks a bit black, and I wave a hand at the little rivers of smoke coming from the toaster, which only makes me sigh harder.


“She talks French… I don’t know what she is saying.” I’m distracted by the fact that my toast still seems to be smoldering and prod at it with a butter knife absentmindedly. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I remember Arry freaking out about me putting knives near the toaster and shrugging it off.

“She speaks English… Fluently. That’s why I hired her for you.” He sounds bossy, a lot like Jake at this moment, and I’m starting to get irritated with him.

“In a really heavy French accent that I don’t understand, and I am pretty sure she served me snails last night… Snails, Arry! … French people eat snails!” I pull the toast out and throw it in the trash can under the worktop to start over, as it’s too black and smelly even to want to put in my mouth. I peer at the oven thing again, wondering if the black plastic is supposed to be curling around the edges of the tray. I shrug uncaringly and pull more bread from the bag to start over.

“For the love of god….” Arry is gritting his teeth. I can hear it and almost picture that little muscle twitching under his left cheekbone.

“Stop being so melodramatic. It’s just one Tv dinner… you’re such a food snob. I can handle a plastic tray of food for one meal.” I roll my eyes and watch the toaster for something to do, listening to his heavy breathing through an obvious panic attack.

“You did take it out of the plastic, right? Checked it wasn’t a microwave meal, instead of an oven meal, though, right?” He sounds strained, rambling like a weirdo. I can tell his nerves are probably a little frayed right now. Arry has a womanly love for his kitchen and all his gadgets here. He’s a bit of a freak about his space. He probably imagines an Armageddon-like scene of chaos and my managing to break his precious oven.

I eye up the obviously melting tray in the oven and grimace, murmuring a cuss word under my breath and turning it off to limit the damage as I spy black sauce dripping down the shelf onto the next level.

Shit

“Ummm… Sure.” I start looking around for some sort of bowl or tray I can prop in there to catch what is now oozing between the bars of the shelf and grab the first thing to hand. I open the open door, shove the oven mitt under the now stringy drips, and close it again with a slam. It stinks, like molten plastic and vomit mixed, and I realize that it’s not black sauce… but a liquid plastic tray.

“Sophie?” Arrick sounds concerned, close to hysteria. I’m starting to think that maybe he is right, and I should never fend for myself. I almost shit myself, jumping in fright when our smoke alarm goes off like a sudden slap in the head with a loud invading beep, beep, beep, at ridiculous levels. The toaster is belching smoke this time, and I hit it in a panic to pop the cremated toast while I waft the infernal smoke alarm with a dish rag.

He was the one who bought a stupidly efficient toaster that cremates bread in seconds, so technically, this is not a fail in self-sufficiency but more a fail of gadget use.

Dammit.

“This is your fault. You cursed me.” I blame him down the phone before I put it down and try like crazy to get the dumb alarm to shut up. Climbing on the counter to push open the window and air the room. I put my cell back to my ear when it finally stops, sliding to sit on the counter and hearing him ranting my name in a very irate tone.

“What?” I cut him off.

“Swear to god. I’m coming home right now. Have you called the fire service? Do I need to?” He’s so not sounding funny and probably one hundred percent serious. I jump down as the air starts to clear with the damp breeze from outside and try to ignore the alarm starting again, hoping it will stop soon before our neighbors call them instead.

“Shut up… Stop being lame. I just burnt toast and melted a little plastic… Oh, and set fire to the oven mitt….” I add in afterthought as I spot the tiny flame through the oven door appear naughtily and start filling a mug with water from the tap to throw in there. The noise he makes suggests he face-planked his desk and is probably rubbing his face half to death to keep his crap together.

“I’m calling Janetta… And the fire service. Jesus, Sophs. This is exactly why I tell you not to cook… To let me handle things. I’m coming home, I swear. I’m on the first flight before you burn our apartment down... How the hell am I supposed to sleep when I know you’re stubborn enough to think you can fend for yourself?” He’s pissed now, a lot alarmed and sounding majorly catatonic while semi-yelling at me.

Cute, yet annoying, bugging my happiness, and I open the oven and throw the water on the almost non-existent smoldering flames as it lets out a sizzle and dies.

“Calm your pants, Carrero. All fixed. Fires out, toaster and oven off… I promise. I think I’ll have cereal for dinner. You can cancel your panic flight home to save the kitchen… It’s only a little bit smelly, and Janetta is not coming here at this time of night. Stop being such a woman!” I sigh and move to open the cupboard where we keep the cereal boxes, disinterested in his meltdown. He has them every so often, and I have learned to blank them most of the time.

“This is supposed to make me feel better about being so far away? Are you sure everything’s off? The fire is out? Sophs?” He groans and mutters to himself incoherently as I ignore him. I smile when I find that he’s bought me lucky charms and left them beside my favorite bowl.

I love how thoughtful my cutie is.

“Shhhhh. I’m not completely useless. I’ll let Janetta cook next time; I mean, she is the cook after all… that’s what you pay her for.” I answer pointedly, not getting what his problem is. It’s not like I didn’t put it out. He takes a long-exaggerated, breath as though trying to cool his reaction and curb that famous Carrero temper.

“I love you, but sometimes… Sometimes, Sophs… I honest to god feel like you make me crazy. I’m calling her to get her up to check that you have eliminated the danger and fumes and switched it off properly.” He sighs again, and I can imagine him rubbing his face as he tries not to lose his shit with me. It’s a common mannerism for him since we started living together.

“You’re just a girl sometimes. I think you need to take up yoga or some sort of meditation. You get stressed way too easily for a dude and will have an early heart attack if you’re not careful.” I pour my cereal into my favorite pink unicorn bowl and smile at all the pretty colors, tumbling together in such a cute aesthetic. Pleasing to the eye and instantly mood-lifting.

“You’re my girlfriend… Do you blame me? I think I lose a year of life every three months I’m with you.” He sounds a little too deadpan for my liking.

“Ha, Ha!” I retort flatly and head to the refrigerator for milk.

“I’m being serious. You keep me on my toes, for sure. Besides cremating the kitchen… Making me freak out … What movie are you watching tonight? Please take my brain away from near death and house fires.” He sounds more relaxed, panic subsiding because, knowing him, he has already speed-dialed help on his other line. I expect Janetta to appear soon, and I know there is no stopping him; he won’t calm down until he has someone assure him I am not about to harm myself with lack of domesticity.

I catch a female voice faintly in the background saying his name, and the cell gets muffled for a second while he responds. I know he’s at his office, so it must be his PA, Amanda. I’ve never met her, but he mentions her sometimes, and I’ve heard her on his cell before.

She sounds young, not that he’s ever said she is, and she has a low, husky tone that I guess is attractive. I instantly get that pang of jealousy and push it away because I know I’m most insecure when we’re apart for days.

I hate that I get this way sometimes; it’s not often, and it’s not with every girl he knows. Just when I’m feeling low, insecure, or just lonesome. The past few days of school have me feeling all that, and his absence is getting to me.

“Sorry, baby, I need to call you back. I have a call to take. Look, Janetta is coming, I texted her, and she said she will be up in five.” He sounds disappointed, and it gets to me too, even obscuring the fact he’s sending in my housekeeper to check on me, despite my protests, like sending the Nanny in to check on the naughty kid in her room.

“I miss you; I wish you were here,” I murmur softly, a stupid insecure girl sneaking out and making me instantly emotional now he’s going, and I can almost see him smiling at me.

“I miss you too, baby girl. Please do not use the kitchen at all until I come home. You need a chaperone and a fire attendant at all times. I love you, Sophs. I’ll call you before you sleep to ensure you’re okay.” His smooth, husky tone hits me in the gut harder now he’s hanging up. I want him home more than ever and not with his sexy voice, probably hot PA who thinks business calls are more important than his Sophie time.

Bitch has no clue how important Sophie time is to Arry.

“I guess. Bye then.” I respond a little lackluster, annoyed at myself for being stupid, and he chuckles.

“Don’t you dare give me sulky… You’re such a Princess sometimes.” He laughs down the cell, and I glare at the wall.

“Whose fault is that?” I accuse snappily. I hate when he calls me a princess and implies I’m a spoiled, pampered nightmare, even if it’s true.

“Yeah, I know… I created my little monster, and I have only myself to blame for the diva in you. You’re my Princess… Stop huffing. I’ll call you back in an hour, okay? Goodbye, baby. I love you.” He hangs up before I respond, and I glare at my cell.

Asshole.

Sometimes I really dislike him, and he makes me rage like nothing on earth, then other times, I want to smooch his face to death and never let him go.

I guess it must be love.

I sigh, stare at the mess I’ve left in the kitchen, and contemplate cleaning it up. The place stinks, but I’m tired, and he does pay Janetta to do this for me. I know she is anal like Arrick. It’s why they get on, and they will probably clear it up when she checks on the damage anyway.

I wander to the bedroom lazily and pull back the throws and blankets I insist we have in here, even though the apartment never gets cold. Laying my bowl on the nightstand to eat in bed, I smile when I slide into my side and see all his familiar things on his nightstand. His shades, the watch he wears for special occasions, and a discarded set of cufflinks.

I love all the little Arry things he leaves lying around, reminders of him when he’s not here, and I sigh at his absence once more. The ache in my stomach spreads, and the feeling of utter heavy loneliness hits me harder than before. It’s not just that he’s gone. It’s that I am far removed from everything that was my life over here. It’s a huge emptiness in many ways and feels much bigger than just him going away.

I better get used to this; he will have to do it again if we are to stay here for the next year, probably frequently. This was the agreement before we even came out here. He flies back when he’s needed at Carrero Corp or when he has fights to attend, and I stay here and focus on school. That is my only responsibility while we are here; everyone in the family knows I won’t be making trips outside of term holidays.
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