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        This book is dedicated to my dog, Elvis;

        his sweet smile made sunny days brighter and cold days warmer.

        I love you, buddy, wherever you are.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s continue to be real. This is a sexy comedy/drama, so here’s the shake:

      Clara still curses like a seaman and takes the Lord’s name in vain like it’s her bleeping job; she’s also still self-destructive. The heavy scenes include mental health issues, eating disorders, addiction, fertility struggles, mentions of non-consensual sexual interactions, and emotionally/physically abusive relationships; this book also contains graphic violence.

      A note: I did not create this work to glorify abusive relationships. Clara and Carrington are adults and understand toxicity, but they can’t let one another go, and that is the real conundrum when it comes to relationships.

      A second note: This series is long and contains many characters. To help my readers, I’ve created a cast of characters in the back matter and a summary of previous books in the front matter. If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip these sections and read this book as a standalone.

      Still interested? If so, Clara and Carrington’s caffeine-addicted world, amongst other things, awaits.
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      DID I LIE?

      

      Clara Presley and John Carrington had a one-night stand in Las Vegas in October 2019. She ran from him for months before she was forced to see him again in March 2020 for a guest spot on his talk show.

      During a freak storm that flooded Clara’s London hotel, Carrington offered to let her stay with him, where he told her he was in love with her. She rebuked him. He agreed to wait for her to accept her feelings.

      Carrington spearheaded five months of long-distance phone dating with Clara. She refused to see them as anything more than friends until August 2020, when she surprised him by flying to Las Vegas, where he was running a charity drive.

      Once she was properly drunk, Clara admitted she loved him. Carrington permitted her to accompany him to the charity drive if she promised to behave herself. The next morning, they woke up married.

      Clara discovered three videos from their wedding—two safe for work, one definitely not—going viral on the internet. The ensuing fight with Carrington about not telling her about the videos precipitated a health scare from her anorexic practices. He made her promise she’d never put herself in a situation like that again or she’d lose him. Grudgingly, she accepted his ultimatum.

      Clara’s intuition questioned if Carrington had planned their unplanned wedding. Rather than answer her, he introduced her to his dominant persona and gave her endless pleasure during their two-week honeymoon. This was interspersed with volatile fights.

      The honeymoon over, the newlyweds visited Carrington’s family in Ireland. Maggie, one of Carrington’s sisters, explained that Carrington had a fifteen-year absence while visiting the US, starting when he was eighteen. No one knew what he did while away, but he was rehabilitated from alcoholism and achieved two psychology degrees from Oxford when he returned at age thirty-three. But before she could tell Clara everything, Maggie was interrupted by Carrington.

      Back in Philadelphia, Clara and Carrington fought over finances during a road trip. When she defied him at a rest stop, he made a public spectacle, which included flinging her over his shoulder and carrying her to the car.

      Clara finally realized what Carrington was doing during their fights: manipulating her into acting the way he desired. He revealed some of his past to her and recounted how he easily manipulated women because of his appearance and manners. Clara, he confessed, was the only woman who presented a challenge to him. Her dismissive attitude at the beginning of their relationship made him want her more than anyone else.

      Clara then guessed his greatest manipulation of all: he had gotten drunk with her on purpose on the night of their marriage. She forgave him and announced that she was selling her condo to move to London with him. Carrington, who was far wealthier than she had ever dreamed, proposed a business agreement to buy her condo with a promise to allow her to repurchase it. The couple embarked on a new future together in London.

      
        
        WOULD I LIE TO YOU?

      

      

      This book begins five days after the closing events of the previous book.

      Clara returned to Philadelphia while her UK citizenship was in flux. She and Carrington continued to struggle over who had control in their relationship. Three days later, when Mark Kennedy visited—and Clara revealed what happened the night she married Carrington—Mark became suspicious of Carrington’s motives and control issues.

      Clara and Carrington fought over the phone the next day. Walking to clear her head, she was distracted by Alex Campbell calling to her from the top of a building. The two had lunch, and Clara learned that Alex was a superstar soccer player who intensely disliked Carrington. Before she could determine why, Carrington called her cell phone. He evaded telling her the truth.

      Clara was followed by a black BMW that night. She called Mark, who came to the rescue. She fought with Carrington over the phone again and threatened to stay in Philadelphia permanently if he didn’t stop trying to control her, then she went into shock from the day’s events.

      The next day, Clara shared tickets to Alex’s soccer game with Mark. They had a tender moment which alluded to their previous romantic relationship before Alex appeared. Mark drove Clara home after the soccer match and told her he’d be back later that night.

      Clara was greeted by Mack, the night shift lobby supervisor, when she entered her condo building. He’d just spoken with James Clarke, who called to say Carrington had purchased Clara’s condo a week early. Carrington arrived, and Clara tricked him into believing she was leaving him unless he started telling the truth. Somehow, he stole her condo keycard and seduced her into staying.

      Carrington wanted to roleplay Dominant and submissive, and Clara agreed. While establishing a safeword, he divulged that his former subs used to call him Mr. Carrington. She became distraught because his last name was a term of endearment to her. He requested her to call him by his first name, John, during their D/s lovemaking because no other woman had used it.

      Mark returned, as promised, and showed Clara and Carrington a little black book torn up at the sides and a floppy disk with Clara’s initials written on it, both gathered as evidence from the black BMW. The car’s interior contained fingerprints belonging to a felon, Girard Boudreaux.

      Clara fainted, then relived her first abusive relationship with Charles Benoit. She had destroyed a floppy disk, similar to the one Mark had shown her. On awakening, she called for Carrington and recounted her physical abuse to him and Mark. Carrington vowed revenge against Benoit.

      Dr. Sarah Jenkins arrived later that night to check on Clara, diagnosing her with PCOS. The doctor suggested that Carrington speak at a women’s sexual wellness conference to share his expertise on inducing orgasms.

      The next morning, Carrington and Clara played checkers while she plied him with personal questions: both the game and her questions resulted in a stalemate. They made a deal to answer one difficult question each.

      Clara shared that she’d only enjoyed having sex with one other person before meeting Carrington; he guessed that it was Mark Kennedy. Carrington, in turn, explained that his former relationships were not relationships; they were business deals. Each woman called him Mr. Carrington so they wouldn’t form an attachment to him because he wanted to feel they were his property. At her insistence, Carrington granted Clara autonomy.

      Carrington returned to London. A week later, Mark drove Clara to the airport. He told her that Carrington had tried to steal the little black book after she fainted. She promised Mark she’d investigate and watched a video on the plane, which showed Carrington and Alex competing like children. It illustrated the dislike between them.

      Two weeks later, Clara was tired of visiting Carrington’s Paddington television station. She opted to write before surprising him at Paddington. When Charlie arrived with the car, Carrington disclosed that he knew how long it had taken Clara to walk to the station without her telling him. She guessed that he was having her followed. During the ensuing fight, he threw her over his shoulder and carried her to the car.

      Carrington revealed Charles Benoit was in London and that Clara needed to remain safe. He locked her in their bedroom at the London flat, even though she begged him not to do it. She worked through her fear by calling Alex Campbell.

      Alex helped Clara down a fire escape and drove them to Heathrow Airport. She and Alex discussed several things during their car ride, including the sex video from Clara’s wedding—which she’d previously believed to be silent—and her unusual relationship with Carrington.

      Realizing that the only person Carrington feared was his mother, Aoife, Clara made a split-second decision to fly to Western Ireland. At the airport, Clara found that her condo keycard was being used to track her and threw it away.

      Clara and Alex stayed with Maggie for the night. Maggie and Alex went sightseeing through the countryside while Clara talked with Aoife the following morning. Although Aoife was unable to explain why Carrington lied to Clara, Aoife shared her history with Carrington’s father, Nicholas. The relationship parallels were eerie. Aoife implied that Carrington was involved in underhanded dealings before he arrived at her house in the middle of a punishing rainstorm.

      Clara demanded the truth from Carrington. He took her to his house in Castlemacgarrett, where he disclosed that he was the second-in-command of an underground crime organization, County Mayo Clan (CMC). He’d been watching Clara for three years in secret because he’d been commissioned to kill her by Benoit’s uncle, Francis Villemont.

      Carrington had schemed his marriage to Clara to save her life, not only from Villemont but from an unknown mole within his organization. Alex, part of the same organization, had saved Clara’s life when he’d called out to her the day he met her because he saw the black BMW following her along the road and thought it could be the mole.

      Carrington’s fifteen-year absence in the US had involved assassination work. He mentioned many names that were featured in the little black book he’d tried to steal from Mark, though he didn’t directly mention the book.

      Remembering the fairy allegory Carrington had told her on the beach in Mexico, Clara cited it when she understood why their relationship couldn’t end. As she acknowledged her attraction to the danger his lifestyle posed, they recommitted to each other.

      The next morning, Carrington diagnosed Clara as a borderline personality disorder sufferer. He knew her diagnosis because he suffered the same affliction. They met his mother and sisters at church, and when Maggie failed to arrive, Aoife revealed that Maggie was saying goodbye to Alex before he returned to Manchester.

      Once again, Carrington and Alex fought, this time outside Maggie’s house. Maggie admitted she’d lied to and seduced Alex, not the other way around. Carrington apologized to Alex for assuming the worst of him. While alone, Clara and Carrington contemplated fate and whether it existed. They ultimately decided they were meant to save each other.
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      “Which color do you like better?” I asked Aoife. “Pink or red?”

      “I’d say red, but I gather you’re a pink enthusiast.” Her hazel eyes studied the notebooks as she put her hand on her hip. “They also have polka dots if you prefer.”

      “Ooh! I’ll get one of each.” I tossed them into our bursting cart and walked beside her down the aisle. “How did you know pink and polka dots were my favorites?”

      “It wasn’t that large of a leap.” Her smile grew when she glanced from left to right. “Johnny’s wardrobe has included several new pieces over the last few weeks. He’s always been a snappy dresser but rarely favors a particular color or pattern. Aside from that, you always choose the blushes.” She side-eyed my new dress that featured an A-line slit. “I’ve also heard your footballer friend call you Pinks.”

      She stopped walking.

      I studied her curiously. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, aye,” she said. “I apologize for inching along, but I feel as if I’m merging into traffic at Tesco. As they say, ‘If you don’t know the way, walk slowly.’ I hope you don’t mind.”

      “My mother tells me life isn’t a race, so— Oh!” I plucked a loose eyelash from her cheek; it rested on my extended forefinger. “Make a wish,” I said.

      She quirked her mouth and blew a strong stream. Spearmint mixed with spicy autumn staples as it fluttered away. She sighed, relieved.

      “How did you know that old folklore?” she asked.

      “What old folklore?”

      We resumed ambling to checkout. I held onto her arm so she wasn’t jostled by three people talking animatedly as they skirted around us.

      “It’s customary to toss or blow away a lash for luck,” Aoife said. I cocked my head when we reached the line. “But it’s also a way to keep the devil at bay. He’s known to collect human hair and such to have a stronger pull over its owner; wishing him away brings a better chance of victory.”

      “Wow! And here, I’d have wished for a third cup of coffee. I’d be a caffeinated adversary, to say the least.”

      “That may help in its own right. Although I suppose any wish would do. As long as the lash moves along without sticking, it’s protection enough.”

      Two kids chased after each other, dodging pumpkins, bats, and skeletons before turning to come back in our direction.

      “I do miss having the little ones around with Samhain only two weeks away,” she said. “They add a bit of brightness, though they can be wee monsters.”

      “Was John ever a monster, or was he always calm and collected?”

      “Johnny held his emotions in check even when Maggie and Diane were right terrors.”

      The little boys ran by again; one continued, screaming at the top of his lungs, and the other stopped to tug on my dress.

      “Excuse me,” he said, raising his green-and-purple mask. His costume removal revealed matted light brown curly hair. Fear touched his eyes as he pointed at me. I lifted my brows, and he said, “Please don’t take me, but are you a fairy? You don’t look like one. You’re too pretty.”

      Aoife gasped while my favored blush erupted on my cheeks.

      “No, I wouldn’t dream of taking you,” I said. “Aren’t fairies supposed to be pretty?”

      Aoife searched the store sternly.

      “No, princesses are,” the little boy answered. “I thought that’s what you were. Mam said you were a fairy.” He outstretched his finger, swinging it toward a tall blonde frantically searching for something across the store. “Shay thought you were a princess, too, but he was afraid to ask you.”

      The other boy hid behind the blonde woman. Her soft green eyes shifted to us, and a flash of horror crossed her face. She raced at us with an overfilled cart.

      “Oh, that’s so sweet,” I said.

      Aoife cleared her throat and blessed herself, then me, in my peripheral vision.

      “Careful, mam!” the little boy yelled.

      The woman skidded to avoid crashing into someone emerging from an aisle. An older man squeaked as an oversized Jack-o’-lantern jumped ship from the woman’s cart; it bounced merrily, grinning like a loon.

      “Did I not tell you this shop was similar to traffic?” Aoife asked. The pumpkin slid to a stop at my feet. “There was almost a collision.”

      The blonde apologized to every person within fifty feet. Her alabaster cheeks were red, matching the colors on her fitted, checkered sweater. Her makeup was immaculate. A tight white undershirt, white-washed jeans, and sable knee-high boots accentuated her petite, hourglass figure.

      “It’s okay,” I said, snugging the pumpkin into place. “It could’ve happened to anyone.”

      “Please forgive whatever my son may have said,” she pleaded. “Please believe me, I have nothing but admiration for you and your husband. I only⁠—”

      “Mam, I didn’t say anything bad,” he defended. “I just asked if she was a princess.”

      “Aiden, are you telling the truth?” The woman’s scrutiny turned into a flinch as her eyes flicked to Aoife.

      “Aye,” Aoife said. “The little fire is being earnest. Aiden believed Clara to be a princess. You claimed she was a fairy. That was all he said.” Her golden flecks glinted, reminiscent of Carrington. “My son would be inclined to side with yours.”

      The woman swallowed and extended her hand to Aiden. He ignored her.

      “Are you a princess?” he asked me.

      “Aiden,” she said under her breath, snagging his fingers.

      Aoife redirected her softening stare to him. “You were correct, little one. Clara’s a princess who comes from the faraway land of Gleann Dóchais. It’s a beautiful place where everyone speaks kindly of everyone else and treats strangers with the same love as their families.”

      My heated cheeks grew warmer while Aiden bobbed in place.

      “Hope Valley sounds lovely, doesn’t it, mam?” he said.

      A small huddle of people scowled at the blonde. She backed away with Aiden in tow.

      “Yes, it does,” she said. “Now off we get to leave these nice women to their duties.”

      “But maybe you were right,” he said, ripping his hand away from his mother to wrap his arms around my middle. “You were! She is!” He jumped and held onto me. “She’s a fairy princess, mam! She’s like sunshine in a bottle.”

      He squeezed me extra tight and raised his wholesome face. “Are you going to Hope Valley soon? Will you tell everyone I said hello?” He swatted his mother after she picked him up.

      “Yes, of course I will,” I said, my voice thick. I blinked a few times at the prickling in my eyes. “They’re all as sweet as you.”

      “I’m sorry,” the woman whispered guiltily. “Thank you.” She walked off with him under her arm; he waved until they exited.

      I curved my tilted hand at him. “I hope it’s appropriate for a princess.”

      Several people offered to let Aoife and me go to the front of the line. She thanked them but said it was silly as we had a full trolley. They all smiled. I returned it, strained, before studying the cart’s contents.

      “Do you think I got the right decorations?” I asked.

      “They’re lovely, Clara. As are you.” She pressed her fingers into my shoulder as I gazed at a Frankenstein cling. “Some adults are greater monsters than children will ever be.”

      “Monsters are make-believe,” I said. “They only have the power we allow them to hold over us.”

      When it was our turn, the clerk was chatty. Her golden ID tag indicated her name was Bridget. She displayed a string of ghost lights and gushed, “You’ll be the nicest house in the neighborhood! These are grand!”

      “Aye,” Aoife said after the barcode beeped. “Clara convinced my son to hold a fancy dress party. Can you believe it?”

      Bridget dropped the lights into a bag and jerked her head. “Is this the first one?” she asked, high-pitched. Aoife confirmed it. “It’s amazing what a woman’s touch can do, eh?”

      I nodded and stared at Carrington’s glittering name in silver letters on the black plastic credit card in my hand. As I swiped it through the card reader, the scene from this morning absorbed me.

      “You know, I’ve been thinking,” I’d said, fixing my hair in the mirror.

      “I knew something was brewing.” Carrington flashed his trademark smile. “You’re rather beautiful when your mind shines, even in sleep. You nearly blinded me this morning, so I simply had to disturb your slumber.” He kissed my shoulder.

      I glanced at the floor, but not before admiring his light pink, three-piece suit. “I thought it was a vivid dream,” I said. “I never climax while asleep, but then I did, and holy hell.”

      “Did you enjoy it?” he asked lightly, nuzzling my neck.

      “I’m pretty sure you already know the answer. I moaned your name from a dead sleep.”

      “Yes, it was rather enticing to hear you calling out to me as I licked and suckled you.” He rubbed his leg against mine. “With these shaking thighs resting upon my shoulders, I was tempted to hold you in place all day.”

      “You could’ve gotten away with it, too.” My cheeks grew warmer. “Your arms are like steel.”

      He slid his thumb along my nape. “Do you wish for me to do it again in future?”

      “Maybe a little later in the morning next time, but yeah, it was wonderful.”

      “I do apologize, darling.” His chest vibrated behind my back with a deep, warm chuckle. “I know you’re not an early riser. I was a tad preoccupied with watching you and lost sight of the clock. Next time will be more in line with your schedule rather than mine. Does that sound fair enough?” He cupped my chin to tilt my face.

      “Yep. Fair enough,” I agreed, accepting his contented kiss.

      “Clara…” His gorgeous hazel eyes stared into mine. “Should anything I do make you uncomfortable, please don’t hesitate to tell me. My desire to bring you pleasure occasionally overrides reason; however, we do need to be certain this remains consensual. I apologize for not asking your permission ahead of time. I’ll note a few ideas during the week, and we can discuss them this weekend.”

      “John, I love everything you do to me. You don’t have to apologize.”

      “Well, my love, as much as I appreciate your eagerness, we must remain open and honest. You’re not an object. You’re a bright, vivacious being who deserves the utmost respect. Should you enjoy a surprise orgasm, I’m only too happy to comply; however, it was my duty to inform you of my intentions, and I failed. Thus, my apology stands.”

      I sighed when he kissed my forehead. “Okay, Carrington. I accept your apology.”

      “Ah, now.” He grasped my shoulders. “That’s not exactly how two people communicate effectively.” I rolled my eyes, and his well-manicured brows rose high. “What part upset you, my love?”

      “I—” I examined the heart-shaped ring dish on his bedside table, though his platinum band gleamed on his left ring finger. “I like it when you surprise me,” I whispered, shrugging. “I know you’ll stop if I ask, so I’m not worried about you crossing one of my boundaries. If you make your intentions known every time, it won’t be much of a surprise.”

      His stealthy smile was slightly infuriating. “Yes, well, to be quite tongue-in-cheek, that doesn’t surprise me, darling.”

      “Dopamine?” I asked.

      He tapped the tip of my nose. “Precisely, my dear.”

      “I think we’re slowly rubbing off on one another.”

      “Indeed,” he said. “Dopamine is generated as a result of positive surprises. That is to say, surprises which instill happiness. They stimulate a small but essential portion of the brain known as the nucleus accumbens. Significant dopaminergic inputs are processed through this rather tiny section in the basal forebrain tied into the risk/reward system we discussed yesterday.”

      He flexed his fingers into my bicep. “The element of surprise introduces unanticipated stimuli to our systems. Studies within the last twenty years or so have shown a direct correlation between pleasant surprises and memory creation. Now, as much as I adore you associating our acts of love with lasting memories, I do need to make the case that boundaries, as you mentioned, be discussed. For instance, with a simple two-minute conversation, I’ve been informed you enjoy morning coitus.”

      “Late morning coitus,” I corrected.

      “Yes, excellent distinction, darling.” He looked at some papers on the dresser. “You know, a few universities have incorporated various surprises into their curriculum as a way to bolster learning. What are your thoughts on establishing a professor/student relationship in regard to our future roleplaying?”

      A rush of heat surged along my veins as I brushed his belt. “That’s a firm bulge,” I said. “It normally takes you longer to recover. It’s only been an hour.”

      He twitched, but his body remained stock-still. “This has never happened to me prior to you, Clara.”

      “Student/teacher kink is kind of dirty and super hot, Carrington.” He grinned crookedly as I lifted my left brow. “Or Dr. Carrington?” I squealed when he pinched my ass.

      “I’m not a doctor, my love, as I’ve told you several times.” He bit my earlobe. “And you may call me the name we established in Philadelphia.”

      “So, just John?” I squinted at his reflection. “That doesn’t sound very professor-y.”

      He gripped my shoulders when I tried to face him. “Have you requested proper permission to move, Miss Presley?”

      “I have to ask permission to move?”

      “Should you decide to enter my classroom, you must request permission for anything I deem necessary.”

      My eyes partially closed as I relaxed against him. “I’ll ask permission to fucking breathe as long as you continue in that voice.”

      “Mmmm,” he hummed. “You must also refer to me with respect. What, to you, would be a respectful way to request permission to move, Miss Presley?” He slid his hands down my arms.

      “Anyone but you would be punched in the fucking face, but since you’re you… May I have permission to move, please, John?”

      “I’d never be disobliging to such a well-behaved young lady. Of course you may, Miss Presley.” He nipped my neck with an impish glimmer in his desire-filled toffee eyes as I rotated to face him. “Perhaps the title is not the lone determinant in whether one is treated with respect.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I replied, launching myself at him.

      He caught me as if expecting it and laughed between my eager kisses. “Clara, darling…we mustn’t. I’m…several minutes…past schedule…as it is.”

      I ran my fingers through his hair, but he refused to budge.

      “Please say you’ll speak at that women’s sex conference,” I said. He released another puff of laughter. “Sarah was right. You can’t keep all this to yourself.”

      “As I’m currently sharing this information with you, my love, I believe I’ve done my civic duty to the extent I’m comfortable.” I rested my shaking forehead upon his chest. “Though to fully answer your unasked question, no, my attendance at the conference has not yet been determined.”

      I crossed my middle finger over my pointer. “Here’s hoping. I’ll buy a front-row seat.”

      “You needn’t purchase anything; it’ll be reserved. I’d enjoy nothing more than watching your lovely cheeks pinken to the shade of this shirt whilst I present my speech. At any rate, you seem to agree with the roleplaying terms. I promise I’ll think of something.” He kissed my head. “Which reminds me, what were you contemplating before I thoughtlessly interrupted you?”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “I was thinking maybe you could throw a Halloween party for your employees.” He blinked a few times, and I added quickly, “As long as you’re comfortable with it.”

      He cleared his throat and turned to fix his long black hair in the mirror. His traditional pompadour was mussed, thanks to me.

      “Were you thinking of holding a fancy dress party?” he asked.

      “If that means a costume party, then yes.”

      He resecured the knot on his silver-and-white necktie and patted his matching pocket handkerchief. “That’s a wonderful idea, Clara. I’m certain the staff will be delighted when I inform them later today.” He eyed me interestedly. “Do you plan to go to Mother’s dressed like that?”

      I twisted, and his white dress shirt bunched at my hips. “I’m going to bed. Aoife said she’d pick me up whenever I was ready, and I was wo-wo-woken,” I stuttered through a yawn, “by a very sexy Irishman with a devastating English accent.” He beamed. “It’s weird that he used his tongue in a way that would make any Frenchman jealous.”

      He laughed loudly. “Is your mobile charging?”

      “Yep. I’m not taking chances now that I have juice again.”

      “Yes, well, do be certain to take the cable when you pack your belongings.”

      “Aye, aye, captain.” I saluted him. “And you make sure you text me when you get to London.”

      “With pleasure, darling.” After he escorted me to the bed, I tried to pull him on top of me. He resisted, amused, as his golden-hazel eyes sparkled in the sunlight shining through the window. “Sleep well, my love.”

      “I will.” I hugged his neck and kissed his cheek. “I love you.”

      “As I love you, my beautiful Clara.”

      Our lips touched, soft and tender. He slid his thumb over my chin as I settled under the covers. My eyes drooped but popped wide when he snapped his fingers.

      “Did you forget something?” I asked, suppressing another yawn.

      “Yes, indeed.” He whipped the covers away from me to grab my ankles.

      I snagged a handful of silk pillowcase as he dragged my ass to the mattress edge. He dropped to his knees and balanced my thighs on his shoulders.

      “John, you’re in a suit!” I squeaked.

      “We’ll make certain we don’t cause too large a mess then, yeah?” He winked at me while smoothing his tie. After pushing my shirttail away, he separated my opening to run his tongue along its length, sucking my tender bundle of nerves.

      I bowed my back and abandoned the pillows for handfuls of silk sheet. “Oh, fuck me.”

      I made a pretty big mess after all, but his suit remained untouched.

      A cart bumped my leg. I jumped and grasped my thudding heart, coming out of my dirty memory. Aoife apologized and retraced a few steps.

      “Oh, dear,” she said. “I thought you heard me.”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s my fault.” I placed the final bag in the cart before moving away. “I was lost in my own head.”

      “That’s quite understandable, child. I imagine, somewhere in London, there’s a devil of a slightly different kind lost in the same fog.” I avoided her eyes as my cheeks flamed. “Was it really your idea to stay with me, or did Johnny ask you to do it?”

      “It was my idea,” I lied. “I needed a break from the city. I think it was causing severe writer’s block. A week or two away will help me get into the flow. Besides, John’s gone most of the time. I’d rather be with good company than all alone.”

      She popped the trunk with her keys. “I have to say, that’s a relief.”

      “Why a relief?” I asked, piling the decorations into the Clubman’s cargo space.

      “Johnny’s been inquiring about my health for several weeks. He can sense there’s something wrong. I thought, perhaps, he asked you to do some investigating. That fancy dress party is out of the ordinary.” She pressed the button to lower the gate. “I wouldn’t be surprised to find it was a stratagem.”

      “Nope, not a scheme. At least, not by your son.” When I shut my door, she thanked me for returning the trolley. “You don’t have to tell me anything you’re uncomfortable sharing. I’m happy to spend time with you.”

      “I’ll likely say this loads while you’re visiting, but you’re a lovely young woman, Clara.”

      The engine hummed as I gazed at a golden ring suspended from her rearview mirror. It was strung on a long, braided chain, and two hands held a heart encircled by a crown.

      “I noticed that ring on our way to the store but was too deep in conversation to remark on it,” I said. “Is it yours?”

      She rested the ring upon her upturned palm; the initials N.S. + A.C. were engraved in the heart. “Yes, it’s mine. It’s a Claddagh ring.” She dropped it and carefully backed out of her spot. “Are you familiar with its origin?”

      “No, but I’m all ears if it’s anything like that devil folklore.”

      “It was born in Galway. Its symbolism is rather beautiful. The hands represent friendship, the heart, love, and the crown, loyalty.” We merged onto the Knock-Claremorris Bypass. “Nicholas gave it to me on my thirtieth birthday. He said it declared I was his best friend, the love of his life, and that he’d remain loyal to me for the remainder of time.”

      “Carrington takes after his dad in more ways than he’ll ever know,” I said. “The ring wasn’t in the car when John borrowed it. Do you normally keep it on you?” I asked tentatively.

      “Aye.” She checked her mirrors before switching lanes. “It’s a way to hold a small piece of Nicky close when we’re apart.”

      “Does he visit you often?”

      She lowered the volume on the oldies station. “We have a standing date at the same time each week on Wednesday afternoons. We meet at the home he bought for the children and me in Claremorris.”

      “You still own that house?” I asked, surprised.

      “Nicky’s the rightful owner, though my name is on the deed. It was difficult for me to leave it, but Johnny insisted we clear the slate after he bought his production company. And it hurt fewer people to graciously accept the house and car Johnny bought me than to voice my true wishes. He worked so long and hard; it made him happy.”

      “You’ve been sacrificing your happiness to walk a tightrope no one can see,” I said. “Does anyone know you still see Nicholas?”

      “Well, there’s you, of course.” She briefly turned her head, and her long, wavy black-and-silver hair fell over her shoulder. “And Margaret and Belle see Nicky occasionally on their own. Diane and Jean don’t think on it much; they feel Tommy was their father.”

      The Crossboyne exit neared, and the road transitioned into a gravel lane, which divided farmlands. A slow-moving cultivation vehicle hugged the side of the road so we could sneak by. I waved to the driver, and he waved back.

      I caught Aoife’s amusement out of the side of my eye. “I knew there was a reason I called you ‘child,’” she said. “You’re uncorrupted in a childlike way.”

      I belly-laughed until my eyes watered.

      “I’ll take that as a kind dismissal,” she said.

      “No, I’m sorry,” I managed with wheezing snorts. “But John said the same thing when I met him in Vegas. I had a similar reaction with a few more, um, vulgarities.”

      She expelled air sharply. “Oh, I see. Well, I’ll take it as a compliment then. Johnny’s always been an excellent judge of character when he forms his own opinions.”

      I cocked a brow. “Thank you. For all his faults, I’ll never take that from Carrington. He doesn’t judge me. He had every right to do it countless times and still can, but he chooses to read into my actions. His patience is unparalleled. I owe him a lot; he changed my perception of the world.”

      “Aye, Johnny has a knack for pointing out what he feels should be obvious to others. I’m glad to hear he’s been doing it in a kinder way.”

      She took a left onto another small road. We only went a few feet before she took a second left into her driveway.

      “Do you often call him by his surname?” she asked, parking the car outside her garage.

      “Yeah. It’s a sort of nickname. He’s intellectually in a separate league from me. I think that’s how I keep the playing field even.”

      “Don’t tell him that,” she said. “His head will swell so that he can’t walk through the door.” I met her at the liftgate to retrieve the bags. “It’s lovely that he allows you to have an intimate connection with him. He hardly considered such things years ago. He didn’t appreciate his sisters and me calling him Johnny, though he’d never say anything. But his cheek would tick.” She executed a flawless example. “It was the only bond I could make with him, so I held fast to it. He eventually learned to live with it, and now I believe he likes it.”

      I carried the bags to the front porch and shooed her off when she tried to lift one. “I’ve got this. There’re only two more anyway.”

      She held the door open as I stacked the bags against the living room wall. I fished out my notebooks and a pack of pens before heading to the kitchen for that third cup of coffee. She sat at the table and chatted with me.

      A lot of Aoife’s time was spent alone. Her parents had passed away eleven years ago, and though she had several brothers and sisters, they were scattered around the world. Martha was her closest friend, but they mostly spoke by phone. Aoife crocheted and knitted items and donated them to local charity shops. The Tesco clerk was an avid fan of her stitching techniques.

      She laughed before sipping her tea. “Bridget’s asked me no less than twenty times to show her that stitch, but she can’t seem to master it, bless her.”

      I set my coffee on the table. “I was going to look it up when I got here, but I’d rather hear it from you. Why did Aiden ask if I was a fairy?”

      Her laughter faded with a sigh. “I figured you’d be interested. It’s only natural.” She set her cup between her hands. “The fairies you’re familiar with resemble Tinkerbell. They’re pretty and slightly mischievous and playful. The other faerie is of Gaelic origin; it has a somewhat darker meaning. Legends say the faeries would sneak into children’s bedrooms at night to steal them away.”

      “No wonder he asked me not to take him,” I said, staring at a napkin.

      “Clara, I can see this is bothering you. I won’t try to change how you feel; it’s not my place. I’ll only ask you to remember that the woman in that shop knows nothing about you. She’s never seen the way you light up a room or the way you’ve changed things for the better for so many people. Nor do I believe she’d care. Just as it’s not my place to change your viewpoint, I shouldn’t guess at motives. But that woman held evident jealousy when she spotted you.”

      “But she was beautiful,” I said, stunned. “Why would she be jealous of me?”

      “Now I know why Johnny loves you so much. Your modesty’s sincere. You’re quite beautiful as well.” She sat straighter at my shy acceptance. “You’re also married to John Carrington.”

      I studied her fingernail as she tapped the wooden table.

      “I’ll always see Johnny as the handsome, stubborn little boy I raised,” she said. “The rest of the world has a slightly different outlook on him.” Her tapping stopped. “He was already quite popular prior to your marriage, and the intrigue about his private life has grown. He handles it well, but some people will attempt to bypass his desire for privacy to get a sought-after story.”

      She somersaulted a cookie in her fingers. “The woman in the shop today is one of those people. Her husband is the producer for the local news. He’s rung me going on twenty-five times, asking for an intimate interview about Johnny. The last time he did it, I threatened to ring the Garda with a claim of harassment. His wife was impudent enough to knock on my door five weeks ago after you and Johnny left.”

      I sucked in a breath. “Does Carrington know that?”

      “I’m capable of dealing with headstrong individuals,” she said, and the glint reappeared in her eyes. “I assure you, she left empty-handed as quickly as she came. Today was the first time I’ve seen her since.”

      She balanced her cookie on the edge of her saucer; it teetered, somehow defying gravity. “I’ve no concept of what it must be like for you, but I’m sorry you’re dealing with these prejudices. Intimacy between two people should remain exactly that: private.”

      “You know about that video?” I whispered.

      “Oh, aye. Everyone who knows Johnny does,” she said dismissively. “It’s none of my business, as it’s none of theirs.” She pointed at the door. “But that woman had a preconceived notion about you when she came here. I corrected her poor assessment before sending her away. She tried to pass that on to her son this afternoon; it misfired, and she was made to see repercussions.”

      She nursed her tea. “Don’t drown in self-doubt over other people’s opinions, child. They’ve no want or care to know what you’ve suffered. They only wish to see their selfish prejudices reflected back at them.”

      “I’ll try to remember that,” I said.

      Aoife has enough credibility and experience in the matter to fill a whole library.
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      “As long as you have everything, I’m off,” Aoife said. “Nicky asked me to arrive earlier than normal, but I’m certain there’s a reason for it.”

      “I guess so,” I replied, looking away from the television. “It’s not even noon. He must⁠—”

      I lowered my pen and hit the mute button. Carrington’s voice went silent as if he could see his mother resembling a finely aged beauty queen.

      She stood in the living room doorway with her hair straightened, though a slight curl bounced when she looked at the TV. Her mint-green eyelet dress ended at her ankles, and a belt was tightly cinched around her hourglass waist.

      “Wow-wee!” I yelled. “I need to take notes from you!”

      “Oh-ho, now. I thank you kindly.” She blinked, flashing her plum eyeshadow at me. Expert swoops of black liner highlighted the golden flecks in her almond-shaped hazel eyes.

      “May I get you anything from a shop on my way home?” she asked. “I should return around seven-thirty. I’ve prepared an asparagus Swiss quiche and some roasted red potatoes, but if you’d like something else⁠—”

      “I require nothing more than your delicious food,” I interjected. “I have to be careful; my clothes are getting tighter. Carrington’s cooking ability is superb but nothing in comparison to yours.”

      “Thank you once again. And speaking of Johnny, should he ring while I’m away, you can create whatever excuse you like and tell me about it later. Then we’ll have matching stories.”

      “It’s not a lie if you’re asking me to do it,” I said.

      “Till this evening, then.” She sighed and tentatively added, “Erm, there’s quite the chance Nicky may sneak in for a visit when I return.”

      After I choked on my coffee, it sloshed down my chin. I wiped the spillage with my sleeve. “It’s no problem,” I croaked. “I can sleep at John’s house.”

      Her upper body rebounded with laughter as she braced her hand on the doorframe. “No, child. That’s not what I meant.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue before slipping the unmarred white puff inside her pocket. “Good Lord,” she whispered.

      “My mind is always in the gutter,” I said unapologetically.

      When she glanced at the television, Carrington bowed. “So I see,” she said, still giggling. “Though Johnny prefers not to have anything to do with his father, Nicky’s aware of your marriage and may become inquisitive enough to ask to meet you when I share that you’re staying here. Should he ask, may I have your permission to invite him?”

      “Oh!” A tingle sizzled down my spine. “Um, jeez. This is stickier than the moorlands spread across my new home countries, isn’t it?” She waited patiently. “Screw it,” I said. “Yes. I’d love to meet Nicholas.”

      Carrington waved on screen. His broad smile mirrored his mother’s as she lifted her hand to me.

      “Not to worry, child.” She disappeared through the threshold. “Johnny won’t find out.”

      “You’d better be right,” I said. “For all our sakes.” I went to my room to swap my notebook for a bag of yarn and knitting needles. “A pair of gloves for the coming winter is what my I’m-not-a-doctor will appreciate for a two-month anniversary gift.”

      While descending the stairs, I studied the photos littering the walls. There was no form or organization; any space seemed to be fair game. Many pictures of Carrington and his siblings ranged from when they were babies to recently. A copy of the photo that graced his entranceway was right in the middle. He was missing from most of the other group shots.

      “Those must’ve been taken before he came home,” I said.

      None of the people featured matched Nicholas’s description, but I found Aoife’s wedding picture in the top-left corner. She wore a very eighties gown, tasteful for the time. Her short veil covered most of her black hair, but what poked out was teased to high heaven.

      Her sleeves came off her shoulders, hugging her upper arms with leaves and roses patterned in lace. A scalloped bodice tapered from her bustline to her neck; her chest was covered in white mesh, connected to an ornate choker collar. Her skirt had the same leaves and roses as her sleeves.

      “Like a secret garden princess,” I said.

      Tommy, standing next to her, wore a traditional tuxedo. His smile had enough energy to power a whole town. There were deep lines around his eyes, which were locked on her face. She stared at the camera with a perfunctory duty. He seemed about ten to twelve years older than her, but the wrinkles in his cheeks were pulled tight.

      “I would’ve mistaken him for Carrington’s father, too,” I said. “His build doesn’t match, but his hair is black as night.”

      Reruns of Real Talk occupied most of my day as I knitted two navy-blue gloves. Several hours later, my phone rang just as I finished the last stitch. Steph’s picture popped up. She flipped off the camera with her bare ring finger while chugging a beer.

      Carrington’s voice disappeared with a push of the mute button right before I answered, “Hey, Steph!”

      “I’ll be damned,” she said. “The writer lives.” Papers rustled, followed by something tapping on glass. “I guess John hasn’t banned you from answering the phone yet.”

      In an attempt to ignore her comment, I asked, “Are you in your office? Isn’t it past quitting time? I know you’re a workaholic, but this is ridiculous.”

      “I’ve got three and a half hours to go, kid. It’s one-thirty over here, or did you forget the time difference along with your responsibilities?”

      “Oof. Yeah, I guess I did. I’ve become accustomed to Greenwich Mean Time. You know how it goes. I get⁠—”

      “Who the hell is this?” she interrupted, then something thudded dully. “What’ve you done with Clara Presley?”

      I placed my knitting needles on my lap. “What do you mean?”

      “Since when do you take sarcasm without dishing it back?” Metal slid against metal. “I’ll cut off that bastard’s huge dong if he thinks he can kidnap, marry, and brainwash my best client and dear friend. Then I’ll staple it to his forehead so he can watch it swing.”

      Something crunched; it happened repeatedly for the next minute. I cringed and brought a needle tip to my left temple.

      Brainwash. Where have I heard that?

      “Steph, it’s not what you think⁠—”

      “Yes, it goddamn well is, Clare. This is how it starts. First, he’ll ask you to do things because he loves you so much. He’s worried about your health and yadda yadda yadda.”

      My spine stiffened as I sat straight.

      Now I remember why it’s familiar. Mark, you son of a bitch.

      “After a few months, he’ll start telling instead of asking,” she said. “It’s no longer explained; it’s expected. You think I don’t know how that goes?” There was a loud bang. “It seems like John’s ahead of the curve; he began the day you got married.”

      “When did that motherfucker call you?” I asked harshly.

      “Don’t make Mark out to be the bad guy,” she said. “He called yesterday to make sure you were okay. He was going out of his mind. I told him to slow down and explain it. I mean, I only met him once at my divorce party. It was strange enough to get a random call from him in the middle of the night; then he went into detail, and I⁠—”

      “Mark called you in the middle of the night?” I threw my needles upward; they clattered on my arm after I covered my head.

      “Yeah, he did. He tried calling you for four days; it kept going to voicemail. He didn’t want to call your mother because he was afraid to worry her. He figured if anyone would have the scoop on your whereabouts, it’d be your publicist.” She noisily closed a drawer. “He was wrong on that one, too. Pretty bum move for a detective.”

      “Thank Christ he didn’t call my mom! My phone was dead! I just got my hands on a charger! That was Monday, and it’s Wednesday… but still! This is an invasion of privacy.”

      “That’s bullshit, Clare. You accepted the meeting request I sent for next Monday through your email yesterday, and it was marked as sent from your phone. Mark isn’t banging down the door on your London flat because I let him know you confirmed the meeting when he called. He’s hurt.”

      “Yeah, he’s about to be real fucking hurt,” I said through clenched teeth, flopping on the couch.

      At least everyone still thinks I’m in London.

      “What else did he tell you?” I asked.

      Her voice softened. “He shared unofficial details from the case that was opened when you were followed home by that guy from Louisiana.”

      “Girard Boudreaux,” I clarified.

      “Yeah. Mark also said you were assigned top-of-the-line security by… him.”

      “Listen, Steph, I love you like a sister, but he is my husband. Show some damn respect.” I stared at Carrington’s handsome, smiling face on the TV.

      If only the world knew, no one would be jealous of me ever again.

      “Clare, I’m taking off my publicist hat to ask you a question. Now, before I do, and before you answer, I’ll remind you of two things: I’m in this house alone, and I’ll never tell a soul. I swear to God.”

      I could picture her with her hand over her heart as her tight brown curls swayed. A long silence followed.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Do you feel safe with John?”

      “With John? Yes. I’ve never felt safer with anyone else. The other shit has my anxiety on overdrive. I’m not good with returning calls or texts when I’m this nervous. I barely wanted to pick up the phone for you. It’s not because I don’t want to talk to you. I miss you; I really do. But my mind can only handle so much.

      “Those videos from my wedding keep causing me grief. People are judging me harder than a swimsuit competition. I can’t handle all the stress and responsibility while juggling the world’s perception of what happened. I needed to disconnect. I’m sorry if I worried you guys. I’ll call Mark later.”

      “I’m sorry too, kid.” Her packing resumed. “I didn’t mean to come down on you like that. So, will you tell me what really happened the night you got married? There’s no way you got drunk and accepted John’s proposal in Vegas like the tabloids say, and you wouldn’t talk to me the morning after. Even if that did happen, the Clare I know would’ve filed for an annulment. I’m confused by your contentment and jet-set lifestyle.”

      “I was on my honeymoon,” I said evasively.

      “Your honeymoon began in Vegas before traveling to Mexico,” she reminded me. “You then went to Ireland, did a sideline in Scranton, returned to Philly without telling me, and stopped in London. What’s your definition of jet-set if it doesn’t involve continent-and-country-hopping for leisure?”

      “I knew I had some time to kill before the book promotional stuff,” I said. “And I’ve been working on my third book the old-fashioned way: pen and paper.” The doodles in my pattern book looked depressing. “I miss my laptop, though,” I added quietly.

      “That doesn’t explain anything.”

      I cursed. “Fine. We got drunk in Vegas. We got married on a whim. I wanted to back out the morning after, but Carrington convinced me to stay.” She huffed. “I’ve been in love with him since last October and didn’t feel comfortable admitting it to myself, let alone to someone else. That’s the reason I stayed.”

      “Based on your wedding night highlight reel, I can’t say I blame you,” she said. “Lord alive.” I covered my laughter with a pillow. “I understand why it’s difficult for you to talk to Mark. Do you think he’s having second thoughts?”

      I crinkled my brows as I became serious. “About what?”

      “Not pursuing you while you two were having your friends with benefits stage.”

      I tensed. “It’s not like that. We split amicably once I told him I’d had a one-night stand in Vegas. Granted, I didn’t say it was with Carrington, but I didn’t feel Mark needed to know. Besides, Mark’s getting married to Angelica, in case you forgot. I’m married to Carrington. We’re friends who happen to have a colorful past.”

      Steph hummed. “I’ll call him on your behalf and let him know you’re okay, just busy. It might buy you a few days, but I don’t think he’ll let this go.”

      “He’s probably worried about paperwork related to the case or something. I shouldn’t have ignored him. I’ll contact him before the weekend. I need to give him the venue for the bachelor party anyway.”

      “Clare, are you sure it’s wise to serve as the best person at his wedding?” she asked bluntly.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I know you’re friends with a ‘colorful past,’ and he’s the cop investigating your case, but doesn’t this seem strange?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “What’s the ‘this?’”

      “He was frantic, Clare.” My limbs tingled as her skepticism came through. “The way he sounded was deeper than worry for a friend.” I swiped away my emerging goosebumps. “Our Monday meeting was the next time I planned to contact you. I did it early because of his fear.”

      “I’ve been texting with Ang several times a week since Mark asked me to be at the wedding. I haven’t contacted her in a while. She probably delegated to him, and he freaked when I didn’t answer. She can be kind of scary; she’s planning the whole thing herself. There’s no wiggle room for dates and times.”

      “What I heard was more than obtaining info about a bachelor party. I don’t care how scary his fiancée is.”

      “Mark doesn’t feel that way anymore,” I insisted. “It’s the only way I agreed to remain friends with him.”

      “Just because he said it doesn’t make it true.”

      “Yeah, but I’m married. He’s getting married. There’s nothing more to say.”

      “Well, I guess if Angelica is planning a whole wedding alone, his reaction is understandable. The poor guy might’ve been ready to cry from her stress levels.”

      I exhaled and sagged against a couch cushion.

      “You might want to hold onto that sigh,” she advised. “I can only buy you a few more days with everyone. Amanda and Jess Winters are breathing down my neck, and the public is clamoring for signings and interviews with you. I have requests stacking up to my ceiling.” I groaned. “Yeah, I figured you’d appreciate the volume since you’re constantly staring at my chandelier.”

      “There’s only one reason they want to interview me,” I said, glancing at the TV. Carrington studied his interviewee, engrossed in whatever was being said. “Stupid, good-looking jerk,” I whispered.

      “I know,” she said. “Incidentally, this is where John comes into play.” She shuffled more papers, following it with a light, rhythmic strike. “His people organized your original publicity contract; it was completed when your interview was acknowledged as attended in March. Despite their underhanded clauses, that contract was solid and offered a huge advance. It’s best to stick with what we know.

      “I’ll request that John’s people create a contract and put in a new clause stating that anyone who asks about the particulars surrounding your wedding should be considered persona non grata for future promotional circuits. I wouldn’t normally suggest it, but demand dictates supply. People want you, not the other way around. We’ll use it to your advantage.”

      “That’s a really good fucking idea, Steph.”

      “Yep. That’s why I get paid the big bucks; they’ve been bigger since I met you. I knew there was a reason I kept your neurotic behind on my client list.” A wisp of her laughter echoed through the connection.

      “Wait, won’t it be a conflict of interest for Carrington to be involved with my contract?” I asked, gathering my needles. “I don’t know much about entertainment law, but he’s my husband.”

      “It’s fine. John’s not an attorney, but you wouldn’t know it from how he speaks; his verbiage is very specific. That’s how he got me last time. There were so many bells and whistles with such a large advance that I got distracted and forgot the most important rule: dissect everything.”

      “Then what the hell were all the meetings between you and him about?” I asked.

      “John told you about those, huh?” She snickered. “I got under his skin a couple times. I don’t know, Clare. Every time I spoke to Jim, he requested a break for clarification. I got disgusted and asked to talk to whoever the hell he was talking to. It was John.”

      “So, you know Jim created my contract as a favor, then?”

      “What?” she shrieked. “Did Jim say that to you?”

      I cursed. “Not Jim, but Carrington did. I might’ve misunderstood. I’m not great with legal jargon.”

      “Don’t lie to me. I can sniff it out like a coyote. You worked for two attorneys spanning eight years. You know damn well what John said.”

      “I was a paralegal, and not for entertainment law. Walt worked in family and corporate law.”

      “And Michael was intellectual property,” she said. “It’s a sister field to entertainment. Sell your ocean-front property in Arizona to someone else. I knew John was acting crafty. Why would he have a contract created as a favor, though?”

      “He said he knew I had talent and potential and wanted to make sure I got a leg up.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she hummed. “He’s in stalker territory, and you married him.”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” I said quietly.

      “Fine. After I send the contract request, have John ask Jim to further your potential under the name of their production company. It’ll keep us all out of the fire.”

      I peeked into the kitchen upon hearing a distant squeak. “Good. You’re not mad at me anymore?”

      “I was never mad at you,” she said, then zipper teeth closed on her end of the line. I conjured her overstuffed bag in my mind.

      “Your happiness is my primary concern,” she said. “If you’re happy, great. I’m worried for you. I have been since your marriage news was plastered everywhere.” Her anxiety was discernible, the exact opposite of the morning before my interview.

      “You’re a smart girl, Clare. You always have been. Your desire to succeed reminds me of mine when I was twenty years younger and gave a damn about my figure.” I laughed reflexively. “And I’m sure you won’t sit around hoping it’ll get better because it never does; it only gets worse. Take it from someone who knows what they’re talking about.

      “But please remember that, as smart as you are, John’s just as smart, maybe more so,” she added begrudgingly. “I know that’s the reason you’re so into him. But his intelligence might come with a big side helping of issues.”

      “He’s different, Steph. I know what you think, but it’s hard to explain.”

      “It always is. Listen, you can handle yourself, kid. But if you do need help, don’t hesitate to pick up this phone. Don’t let depression or fear stop you. Day or night, I’m here.”

      “Thanks,” I said. A squeak broke the silence. I glanced into the kitchen again. “I think I’m losing my fucking mind.”

      “It’s called stress. Also, sorry about my dong comment earlier; it was out of line.” I almost pulled a stomach muscle from my ensuing cackles. “But, uh, yeah. Wow. Good for you.”

      “Oh, my god.” The couch absorbed my bouncing laughter as I wiped my eyes with the backs of my fingers. “You’ve got to stop. I’m in pain.”

      “That’s the closest thing to a compliment John’ll get from me, so take it. But once again, if I even get a whiff of any funny business—” Metal sliced against metal. “Snippy-snippy snip-snip.”

      “I’ll let him know,” I said.

      “Remember, three days, max. That’s all I can buy you. I’ll request that John and Jim send the contract to my office no later than Monday morning, but make sure you talk to John, too. You can influence him. Throw in something good for yourself. Don’t let them run the show.”

      “No, I won’t,” I said. “I know exactly what I’m asking for.”

      “Glad to hear it. And have you checked John’s asset portfolio yet? Marilyn’s been calling you, but I’ve picked up the slack since you’ve ignored the world during your ridiculous two-month honeymoon. I told her you already did it; if you haven’t, get it done. Don’t make me a liar.”

      A click echoed into the room, and I studied the kitchen doorknob. It remained still.

      “I haven’t,” I admitted. “I promise to do it this weekend.”

      “You better.” She heaved loudly. “Oh, my back.”

      “You need to stop overpacking that bag.”

      “Yeah, and you need to get your head out of the clouds and come down to earth. Your vacation from life is over. You know what? I’ll schedule the conference call for Monday, too. You can have the weekend to wrap up your fun.”

      She and I exchanged a few more friendly blows before she hung up. I unmuted the TV and climbed the stairs as my phone buzzed again.

      “Speak of the damn devil,” I said, slinging my knitting bag onto the floor next to my nightstand. I answered the phone with, “Hello, handsome.”

      “Good evening, darling,” Carrington said. “What a wonderful way to be greeted after such a long day.”

      I engaged the speaker and set my phone on the dresser. “Want to hear something just as wonderful?”

      A brief burst of static popped through with his calm voice. “Always, my love.”

      “Steph called. Apparently, I’m very popular. Everyone with a pulse wants to interview me. Any suggestions on how to achieve that in the current climate?”

      “Ah, I see,” he said with a shade of discomfort. “Did Stephanie happen to mention when the circuit commences?”

      “That’s entirely contingent upon the contract she’s going to have you create.” Hangers in my closet clinked as I sifted through my new wardrobe.

      “Is that right?” he asked, surprised.

      “Yep. I need a new contract, and Steph is requesting Jim to draw one up with a clause precluding anyone from asking questions regarding the circumstances of our marriage. She said their compliance is the only way they can be considered for future press junkets. Since a request to Jim is basically a request to you, I’m telling you in advance.”

      I selected a conservative, soft purple, off-the-shoulder floral dress; it hung to my knees and would make my sassy personality a genuine shock.

      “That’s quite a good idea, at that,” he said.

      “Steph is pretty good at her job. She said the contract needs to be delivered to her office no later than Monday morning. Also, my salary needs to reflect my condo cost so I can buy it back.”

      Stretchy cotton material slid over my head as he asked, “Pardon me?”

      “You heard me. I want my apartment back. You own everything in my life; you practically own me. You know how I feel about that.”

      My dress fell into place with a satisfying swish, and I disentangled my hair as he cleared his throat.

      “Yes, darling, of course. I’ll make certain your salary is befitting the effort you put forth each day in keeping me an honest man.”

      “Let’s not go crazy. Only pay what you can afford.” He chuckled warmly and asked what I was doing when I grunted in annoyance. “Ireland is beautiful, but the rain hates my hair. I’m getting ready for bed,” I lied, tossing the brush onto the dresser and twisting my hair into a bun with one of my pens.

      “You’re going up the wooden hill to Bedfordshire at five past seven?” he asked.

      Hoping to distract him so I wouldn’t have to lie again, I said, “That’s a colorful turn of phrase for you.” I scrunched my face when I pulled a few hairs out of my head. “You’re using way more common phrases with me lately.”

      “Yes, well, I feel comfortable being myself around you, darling. I often present a stiff and formal vocabulary in public so as not to reveal my true personality. I feel it’s best to leave the world guessing.”

      “You’re doing a great job,” I said.

      “Thank you. As for my phrasing, your evening schedule leans on the later side. I was adequately thrown. Mother seems to have made quite an impression upon you.” His shoes clacked in the distance; the noise stopped, and he thanked someone.

      “Are you at the studio?” I asked. The cap came off my pen and exposed its point. I cursed after yanking it out to re-wrap my hair. “You’re normally home by five-thirty.”

      “It appears we both have altered schedules this week, my love. I’ve been working a few extra hours daily to ensure I can leave by three on Friday afternoon.” A click indicated he was secured in his office.

      “I can’t wait to see you.” I patted the pen, and the whole bun fell to the middle of my back. “Damn it!” I retied it. “I’m going to rip your clothes off along with this hair.”

      “I’m equally looking forward to seeing you, darling. Though, ah, I do hope you’re somewhere discreet at the moment,” he said hesitantly.

      I quirked a brow as I jammed the pen into place. “I respect Aoife too much to say any of this in her presence. Use your damn head; I’m over here abusing mine.”

      “My apologies. I should’ve known better than to assume anything lesser of you.” He snorted when I proclaimed victory. “Darling, why not visit a salon? Should your locks present that much of a struggle, perhaps it’s time to appease them.”

      “You know what? I think I will. I’ll call Maggie and find out where she goes, then I’ll tell them to give me a fucking buzz cut.”

      “Yes, well, should that be your true desire, then so be it. Your body is your own to do with as you like; however, I’d be remiss should I fail to mention how much I adore pulling on those locks whilst you’re screaming my name on your knees, my love.”

      A molten deluge rushed through my core, and I snatched the phone from the dresser to switch off the speaker. “Goddamn it. Now I have to keep it. Prick.”

      He emitted a deep rumble of delight. “I’m happy to hear it. Though never fear. I’d take pleasure in getting creative should your hair ever become too burdensome. I’m certain there’s something else on your lovely body I can use for balance.”

      I felt my pupils dilate as I grabbed the dresser’s edge. “You’d still be attracted to me if I were bald?”

      “Bald as a Snooker cue or hair down to your arse, I’ll fancy you until my final breath, my beautiful Clara.”

      “You’re too sexy for your own good,” I said. “I’ll wear you out before you leave.”

      “We shall see. I have several items for us to discuss on Friday evening regarding a potential roleplay. Should you be as eager as you sound, we may determine who will tire first.”

      Heat spiked my body. “I’m twelve years younger than you, Carrington. I dream about banging you multiple times in multiple ways daily. Good fucking luck.”

      “Would you care to hear how I feel?”

      My knuckles turned white against the dark wood. “Shoot.”

      “I’m twelve years older than you, darling. I’ve had plenty of time to cultivate dreams far filthier than your wildest fantasies.” My breathing elevated as my knees weakened. “What’s more, mine always come true.”

      “Jesus Christ, John. I love how secretly dirty you are.”

      “We’ve only scratched the surface, Clara.”

      “I’m going to need more than a couple of hours to prep for this shit.” I fanned my face, and the wind stirred a few loosened tendrils away from my forehead.

      “And you’ll have it,” he said. “I require mental preparation to fully enter my role. Whatever agreements we reach on Friday won’t be enacted until Saturday evening.”

      “You’re not making me wait until Saturday night!” I slapped the dresser. “I’ll fucking combust!”

      He laughed loudly. “No, darling, I wouldn’t dream of it. The authorities will find pieces of us both scattered about. Saturday evening’s engagement solely involves our roleplay. I’ll greet you properly on Friday upon arrival. I promise.”

      “You’re lucky, Carrington.”

      “Yes, I am. For so many reasons,” he said softly.

      I checked the time on my phone. “As much as I’d love to have phone sex with you, I can’t. It’s just after seven, and I have plans for a new stitch technique. That leaves no room for dirtiness. Sorry.”

      “Fret not, darling. I must complete several documents prior to returning to the flat.”

      “Don’t forget about Steph’s incoming request.”

      “I’ll begin straight away.”

      Another squeak filtered up the stairs. I turned to the doorway, but nothing was there.

      “This may be a rather silly question,” he said. “However, is Mother reacting well to your company? She rarely engages with anyone outside my sisters and me. Ah, well, and Martha, of course.”

      “Aoife’s amazing. She gives me tons of space and lets me ask endless questions about knitting, crocheting, and you.”

      The valance curtain rod shook when the veranda door opened and closed downstairs.

      “Is Mother nearby?” he asked. “May I speak with her for a moment?”

      “I think she’s getting ready for bed,” I lied again.

      “Ah, yes,” he said, distracted. “It’s about that time. Tomorrow night, then. Unfortunately, I must leave you for the evening. These guests won’t invite themselves.”

      “That’s okay. I hope you have a good night.”

      Two sets of footsteps made their way across the kitchen floor.

      “And you as well. I love you, my beautiful Clara.”

      “I love you too, John.”

      “I shall speak with you soon, darling,” he said, then ended the call.

      I placed the phone face down while eyeing the landing. Aoife called up the stairs, “We’re here, child.”

      “I’ll be right down,” I said loudly before checking the mirror one last time. “Only your nerves are messy,” I added to myself.

      Carrington’s voice filled the living room as I slowly descended the stairs barefoot. I froze on the last stair while Aoife beamed at me. She had her fingers curled around Nicholas’s arm.

      His hands were buried in the pockets of his gray slacks, and his black blazer and white-collared undershirt had several buttons undone, with the sides lounging open, defiantly suave. He had disheveled, graying-brown hair and brilliant eyes, like robin’s eggs; despite the age difference, the rest of him was indiscernible from the man he studied on the television.
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