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      London

      It was summer, Friday and six o’clock. Grace shoved her stuff into her bag so she could get the hell out of the office and not waste a minute of pub time. The weekend had been a long time coming.

      Fidgeting in the lift along with several others, all intent on the same thing, Grace piled out at the ground floor with the first ping of the lift doors opening. There, as arranged, was her best friend, Janey, waiting for her.

      Even though they’d seen each other practically every day since playschool, they still embraced like a couple of dizzy teenagers who hadn’t seen one another for a month. “Come on, we’ve got an hour before the others get here,” Grace said, linking arms with her and steering her off in the direction of the Olde English Boozer, not far from where she worked.

      With the first creak of the heavy sprung door, their senses were bombarded. Hit with the smell of stale beer and hot food, it was a hive of chatter and laughter. Rammed and getting busier by the minute, filling with people all finishing work and starting their weekend. The air was filled with the clatter of change in cash registers and the clinking of glasses.

      Grace managed to worm her way into the smallest sliver of an opening at the polished wood bar. “What ya having?” she said, before she’d fully registered the flustered look on Janey’s face. “Like that, is it?” she said, turning back to the barman. “Two large gin and tonics, please.”

      They arrived quickly and Grace pushed one into her friend’s hand. “You look like you need it more than me?” Grace said, clinking glasses with her. And that was saying something after the week she’d had. It had been shit!

      “Oh my god, Grace… I’m bloody exhausted. You are so lucky working full-time, and in London, in all this,” Janey said, gesturing with her hand to encompass the whole of their surroundings.

      Grace bobbed her head slightly impatiently. She really wouldn’t want her life, not really, but she kept quiet and allowed her old friend to continue with her rant.

      Janey took a deep gulp of her drink. “By the time I’ve made Dave’s tea early, bathed the kids, got my mum round and showed her what’s what … then tried to get myself ready, while the kids are arguing and fighting, I start to kinda wonder why the hell I bother. I’m bloody knackered,” she finished with a bubble of laughter.

      Grace couldn’t help laughing with her. “Once you’re out, you’re okay.” It was all so far out of the realm of her experience that she could only guess at what it must be like. She felt a slight pang of yearning. Janey had it all: the semi-detached house, the devoted husband, two adorable kids, well, most of the time.

      Janey narrowed her eyes at her. “You wouldn’t,” she said, shaking her head.

      Grace laughed, exasperated. She should know; Janey could read her like a book. “Wouldn’t what?” she said, all innocence.

      “You know what… want my life.”

      Grace made a face like she’d been busted and laughed. “Okay, why then… why wouldn’t I?… Doesn’t every girl want it all… Someone special?”

      Janey laughed while she ordered two more drinks, then, pushing a drink into her hand, she gave her a sardonic look. “Someone special, maybe,” she conceded with a bob of her head. “But the kids, whole housewife, homebird bit?” She shook her head, not believing a word of it.

      Grace looked dramatically affronted. “Whatever do you mean?” she said, and they both giggled.

      They both sobered for a moment when Grace no longer laughed and swirled her drink.

      “No, seriously though, girl… You okay?” Janey said with real concern.

      Grace nodded and sighed, still clinking her ice cubes around in her drink. “Just a bad week… well, a bad month really.”

      “Come on, babe… You can tell me?”

      “I’m nearly thirty, Janey.”

      “So… you’ve got loads of time.”

      Grace raised her eyebrows, not convinced. The fact was, Janey totally understood her. She was as good as family. In fact, with both her parents dead, she was her family. The constant partying, the not sticking with one guy, it was all because life could go in the blink of an eye, and she’d been determined to live every damn minute of it.

      Grace shrugged and knocked the rest of her drink back in one. “It’s all just getting a bit… You know… old now.”

      Janey nudged her playfully and knocked back her own drink. “Don’t go all boring on me now I’ve finally managed to get out.”

      Grace laughed; as usual, Janey had managed to drag her out of the doldrums. “Wouldn’t dream of it,” and the two women laughed and ordered two more drinks.

      “Hey, do you remember when we just started school, and we used to love to play dressing up with Michael White, so we could take turns to marry him?” Janey said.

      “Oh yeah, how funny we were,” Grace said wistfully, while she visualised their little bodies dressed in oversized clothes, walking down an imaginary aisle, with crowns on their heads.

      “Yeah, even then, you couldn’t just be an ordinary bride, Grace, you had to be a princess.

      Grace laughed at that; it was so true. “And did you know he ended up gay?”

      “No!” Janey said, scandalised and they both laughed together again.

      They spent the rest of a very pleasant hour chatting, reminiscing, ogling the very rare hot passing male (usually far too young) and Grace accepted the ribbing she always got for being the last remaining one out of their group to get hitched.

      

      The friends all oohed and ahhed and hugged and kissed when they met at the usual place at Charing Cross Station. They remarked on who’d lost weight and who looked fabulous, sporting a great suntan from a recent holiday. They were already raucous and loud when Janey shouted over them to hurry. “Come on, let’s go!… Table’s booked for eight.”

      Grace looked on indulgently at her old friend, who’d come alive and let go of the domestic bondage she’d been bemoaning not more than half an hour ago. She shook her head and followed on behind, sighing. She really had to make an effort to liven up and get on everyone’s wavelength and shake herself out of this mood she was in.

      Covent Garden was alive and buzzing. The six women squealed, giggled and tripped their way up the small staircase into the trendy cocktail bar that looked out over the main drag where it was all happening.

      “What’s everyone having?” one said loudly, and they all swarmed the bar.

      Grace did her best to look enthusiastic. She met up with her oldest mates periodically for girly chit-chat and to catch up on their latest goings on, which in her case were never very much. Oh, she went out enough, and they were all envious of her, but her social life usually revolved around people connected with work – one long round of drinks and nightclubs, but nothing that had any substance, or anything that meant anything, or anyone.

      As the dating got less and less, she kidded herself that she was going through a dry patch. Yeah, right, one that had lasted several months now.

      She studied her oldest friends while they chatted animatedly and compared cocktails. All were married or in serious relationships. Most had at least one kid. Everyone was hitched one way or another. All except her, that is. The only one who truly understood why was Janey; the others simply thought she loved the high life.

      “Let’s drink ’em quick and get another… table’s booked for eight, girls,” Janey reminded them.

      Grace smiled at her. With two kids under four, Janey had a hall pass tonight and wanted to make the most of it. She could only guess what that was like; the comfort of someone to go home to at the end of the night. Grace could go out and stay out or do whatever she bloody well wanted, and had no one to miss her – ever. Yep, life just seemed to have lost its lustre lately.

      Another round of drinks was passed around.

      It wasn’t that she had consciously chosen a career over a relationship, even. Her friends envied her, but she was only a PA – although the company had a young and lively workforce. She owned her own modest mid-terrace house, drove a small, average car and wore high street clothes, nothing to write home about really.

      Life had hit an all-time low when they’d all started referring to her as Bridget Jones. Over the last few months, with the big three O looming, they’d excruciatingly pointed out every geeky bloke they passed, calling out, ‘Look, Bridget, there’s ya Darcy’. Shit. The problem was that even if she liked any of the gormless blokes they picked out for her, she couldn’t even be bothered to date any more.

      It seemed that all the men at her workplace were boring. They had wildly inflated opinions of themselves. Spoke in fake Cockney accents about football and dumping girlfriends, competed over who had the biggest bonus or had the best company car on the new company perk list. She yawned just thinking about it.

      Janey shoved another drink in her hand. “Drink up!” she ordered.

      Grace nodded meekly and mouthed “sorry”, realising that she was being a killjoy, but she just couldn’t help it.

      It wasn’t that she wanted Brad Pitt, or anyone like that, but she wanted, no, needed, something more. She couldn’t even put her finger on what that something extra actually was; all she knew was she hadn’t had it yet and she missed it desperately. She wanted some kind of deep connection with someone, on a whole other level. Maybe being completely alone in the world made it so important, she wasn’t sure. Or perhaps she wanted to meet “the one”; the old cliché.

      “Grace… Grace?” Cindy was shouting at her.

      She frowned. “What?” She shook her head, mildly annoyed.

      Cindy was bobbing her head to the side like she had some sort of affliction until Grace realised she was trying to indicate where she should be looking.

      She quickly scanned the bar area and cast her eyes back at Cindy. “What?” she said again.

      “Mind-blowingly drop-dead gorgeous bloke at one o’clock checking you out!” Cindy said through gritted teeth, flicking her eyes sideways for her to look again.

      Grace tutted and made no attempt to hide her glance. But her gaze planted and froze for god knows how long. It had to be several seconds, or minutes, or whatever. Quickly getting a grip, she looked over her right shoulder to make sure Kate Moss hadn’t just come in and was standing right behind her.

      Nope, he was definitely looking unashamedly straight at her.

      She must have been in shock because her eyes went on a walkabout and did a complete visual sweep. From his dark-brown tousled hair, impossibly blue eyes, down his way over six-feet frame, not muscly but taut and firm.

      Grace found herself swallowing, then noticed the tattoos peeping out from the collar and rolled-up cuffs of his shirt that hung loose over the slim waistband of his low-slung jeans that tapered and hugged his long, strong legs, finished off with expensive black boots.

      She meandered slowly back up to his eyes. They hadn’t moved. In fact, he continued to sip his beer from the bottle as if he were waiting for something. His eyes stayed riveted to hers, intense, inquisitive and enquiring.

      Fucking hell. She looked back at her friends for some kind of help, but they were all openly staring at him as well, gobs open, then back at her, amazed at the irregular spectacle before them.

      “Who is he?” one of them whispered too loudly.

      Grace just shook her head slowly. She hadn’t the foggiest, but there was something in those eyes she found vaguely familiar and she couldn’t quite place him. Maybe she’d seen him on telly. He was good-looking enough. Didn’t explain why he was checking her out, though.

      She was pretty, but Grace was under no illusions; she wasn’t anything special. Her hair was a light mousy brown, wavy and mid-length. Her eyes were brown, her nose a little too small and her lips a little too thin. Skin wasn’t bad, waist was smallish, butt too big, and boobs not big enough.

      Grace held her breath when she watched him slowly take his eyes off her and bend his head to whisper something to one of the blokes he was drinking with. He nodded and looked over at her as well. She gulped.

      Then the mystery man leaned over, put his beer down on the bar and walked towards her in long, easy steps. She had to concentrate on not looking like a dribbling wreck.

      “Shit, Grace… he’s coming over,” her friend Fern giggled.

      “Shh!” She tried to look natural, but was sure she was just coming off looking startled.

      Her eyes got wider the nearer he got until all she could do was shut them as he appeared to squeeze behind her, probably to go to the men’s room.

      Mmm, a waft of him drifted up her nose as he went to pass. It was sublime. He smelled gorgeous.

      “Grace?” rumbled next to her ear.

      She jumped out of her skin. The last thing she was expecting was for him to speak, let alone know her name.

      She turned slowly, heart hammering, looking a little like a deer caught in the headlights. “Yeah… yes?” she stammered.

      He smiled the most beautifully affecting smile, showing fabulous, even white teeth. Eyes stuck on his mouth, she eventually dragged them up to his heavenly blue eyes. He was staring down at her, waiting.

      Ah fuck, she seemed to have lost her power of speech.

      Her friends were no help; not one spoke a word or twitched so much as a muscle and all gawped as gormlessly at the poor guy as she did.

      “You don’t recognise me, do you?” his fabulously deep voice rumbled again.

      She shook her head slowly.

      He laughed easily, looked away and back at her again, the loveliest male laugh she had ever heard.

      “It’s me, Dylan… don’t leave me hangin’?”

      She continued to stare at him. Dylan… Dylan… “Dylan!” she screamed. “My God!”

      He laughed again and bent his head slightly so she could throw her arms around his neck.

      She managed to find some decorum and let him go with an apologetic look. She didn’t know what had come over her. Whether it was the genuine pleasure to see him or the relief that she knew him and where from, she wasn’t sure. “You’ve grown,” she spluttered, feeling really foolish at her response.

      He smiled and nodded. “So have you… Listen, can I buy you and your friends a drink?”

      Panic surged through her for a second and she looked at her friends nervously, desperate to spend a little time with this would-be sex god and knowing their table was booked for eight.

      They all shooed her with their hands. “Go!” they all said.

      She slowed her hammering heartbeat down from Motorhead to Status Quo, and thought she’d have to work with that. Then she walked slowly with him back towards the bar.

      He gave her the only vacant stool and she tried to perch on it as ladylike as she could. He rested on the bar next to her with one arm and rested a foot on the rung of the barstool. Everything he did looked graceful and effortless, while she felt clumsy and awkward. He had to notice. Fuck.

      Could he be the same guy?

      “What?” he said, smiling, pushing a vodka, soda and lime within reach. Then he swigged a new beer.

      “I can’t believe it’s you… it’s been years?” she said, simply. “How did you get so tall?” He had always had a pretty face at school, but he was little and weedy for his age and mainly quiet and morose.

      He tipped his beer bottle towards her hand. “You’re not married?”

      Her heart pounded for a second at the implication in the question and then stalled. “No.” Stupid cow, it was just an observation.

      He cocked his head to the side a little in the most adorable way. “You wish you were?” His expression was one of wonder, like she was something he didn’t understand.

      She shook her head vigorously; the last thing she wanted was to come across desperate for wedding bells. Like she knew he could never be interested in her in that way, but she had to come across as being cool at all costs. The reminder of her last, clumsy date helped her along no end.

      He laughed again, probably at the horrified look on her face.

      “No,” she said, relaxing slightly, all too aware of how weird she was coming across. “I just haven’t met the right one yet,” she said, circling the ice around in her glass.

      He watched her again while he took another mouthful of his beer.

      “What about you?” she asked, with a small smile.

      He stood up straighter and grinned while he swigged his beer and shook his head as if the idea was ridiculous.

      “Not found ‘the one’ either?” she added.

      He raised his eyebrows and finished his beer. “I wouldn’t subject me on anyone, Grace,” he said, smiling, and looked deeply into her eyes as was becoming his habit. God, he was mesmerising.

      If he hadn’t belted her so dumbstruck, she would have analysed those words more deeply, but he had been an odd kid at school and she supposed he couldn’t have changed that much.

      “Do you work ‘round here?” he said, breaking the spell again.

      “Victoria… easy by train… You know?”

      He nodded. “Career girl.”

      She shook her head and looked into her drink again. “No… just secretarial… nothing special.”

      He was studying her again.

      “What about you?” she said, to take some of the heat off herself. “Do you work nine to five?” The minute the words left her mouth, she frowned and joined him when he laughed and just shook his head.

      “No, I don’t suppose you do,” she conceded. It was a ridiculous thing to say. She could tell that just by looking at him.

      His eyes left her for the first time when a voice called from behind her. “D!”

      She moved sideways as his friend passed him a leather jacket and black crash helmet. Of course he rode a bike. She could visualise no other way of him getting around. Public transport? Ludicrous.

      “We’re off,” his friend said.

      She became aware of another two men standing with him, ready to leave as well.

      Dylan looked down at her and smiled regretfully. “I have to go.”

      She smiled up at him. “Short and sweet.” Like most good things in her life.

      Dylan reached over the bar towards the barman and asked him something. He came back with a pen, then he tossed over a beer mat.

      “Can I have your number, Grace? I’d like not to have to rush off next time.”

      She blinked at him a few times, like she hadn’t heard properly, then pulled the mat close and bent over it, scribbling wildly; her mobile, her work and her home number. She steeled herself before she gave her email address as well. “I could put it straight in your phone if you like?” she said, passing it to him and not looking him in the eye. For fuck’s sake!

      He grinned and put it in his jacket pocket, then shrugged it on. “I’m an old-fashioned kinda guy.”

      Grace felt embarrassed. Of course, he probably lived with someone gorgeous and sophisticated and would never want to give her his number. Doh, that was why he wanted her number written down, so it wouldn’t look as suspicious. Girls must pass him their numbers all the time.

      He smiled knowingly, as if he’d just read her thoughts and they amused him.

      Yeah, stupid plain Grace, and she felt herself blush.

      He moved towards her and brushed her cheek with his lips, then stayed there a moment too long. “Later then, Grace Fellows,” he said, right next to her ear.

      The words tingled on her cheek and went down to her toes. He remembered her name. All she could do when he pulled away was to swallow hard and stare at him as if he were a Martian. And for the life of her, she couldn’t think of a single word to say. He flashed that charismatic grin of his and stepped away to join his friends loitering near the exit.

      Grace watched him idiotically from her bar-stool till he disappeared. She’d completely forgotten her friends until Cindy shouted, “Quick … veranda!” and they all scurried out onto the smokers’ balcony overlooking the cobbled stones beneath. After a much-needed moment to come back down to earth, Grace scampered after them.

      They were all hanging over the balcony when he emerged from the door underneath them. He raised a hand to his two friends, who, after a brief conversation with him, walked off in opposite directions. Then he walked in his easy, fluid steps to a large bike parked across the way, threw a leg over, flipped it back off its stand and smiled straight up at the balcony, knowing they’d been there the whole time. Well and truly busted, they looked down at him with their mouths open – Grace, the reddest of all.

      Completely at ease, he raised a hand to them in goodbye, started his bike and moved off gradually. They didn’t hear the roar until he was out of sight.

      They watched the space he’d left for quite a few more moments before Janey said, “Fucking hell, Grace, who is he?”

      “Dylan O’Shea, Grace said, in a really small voice. “Little Dylan O’Shea.”

      Janey turned and faced her in all seriousness. “Well, there’s nothing fucking little about him now.”

      And they all dissolved into shrieks of laughter.
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      Grace was in a daze the whole journey home. The rest of the evening had paled into insignificance after bumping into Dylan.

      Lost in old memories, she racked her brains to try to remember some forgotten friendship with him, but the truth was there had been very little. She had felt a bit sorry for the new kid at school and sat with him in some lessons as no one else would, had a go at a few idiots for taking the piss out of him a bit for being quiet – that was about it. He’d hardly spoken a word to her and she’d just shrugged it off and carried on with her school life, with him often hovering nearby. He was so in the background that, despite being there at the time, Janey had had to be reminded of who he was.

      Then, at sixteen, she’d left school and hadn’t laid eyes on him from that day to this. Just went to show how a person could change.

      The days that followed their meeting again were long and slow. Never-ending rounds of work, stables, sleep, work, stables, sleep. With no interest in socialising, the time she spent with her little horse, Jet, was the only relief she had from the torture of waiting for his call.

      Janey and the rest of her friends had phoned for an update every day, and she would snatch up the phone, thinking it was him and sag with disappointment when it wasn’t. By the tenth day, her friends had stopped asking and even she had given up.

      Why would someone like him want to spend time with someone like her? He probably had a stable of women. She laughed at her own silly joke as she closed the door to Jet’s stable.

      She made the short drive home to the village where she lived and threw her keys down onto the small telephone table next to the front door. The phone was already ringing. “Hello?” She sounded as tired as she felt. It had been a long week.

      “Grace?”

      She stopped breathing.

      “Hello?” the deep male voice said. “Grace?”

      “Dylan?” she said, shaking herself out of her shock.

      “Hey… I was worried you would have forgotten me.”

      As if. “Oh no, I could never… Shit! You just took me by surprise, that’s all.”

      His lovely laugh permeated the airwaves. “Are you okay to talk?”

      Did he think she wasn’t alone? “Yes, of course,” she said, frowning at how manic she sounded.

      “Sorry I haven’t been in touch sooner… been working,” Dylan said, not elaborating further.

      “Oh, that’s fine,” she lied. “No worries… are you okay?”

      “Yeah.” The line went quiet for a beat.

      He sounded sad or tired or something and the silence felt awkward. Realising she might not get another chance, she bit the bullet, “Dylan, do you want to meet up… for a drink… or just a coffee even?”

      The smile returned to his voice. “Yeah, I do.”

      She was swamped with relief.

      “Whereabouts do you live?” he asked.

      “I’m only about five miles from where I lived when we were kids.”

      “Do you want to meet out somewhere? I doubt you’ll be into bikes.”

      “How dare you… I handle half a ton of mad horse, okay, so I think I can cope with being on the back of one little bike.”

      He laughed, “You ride horses?”

      “Yes, I do. You can pick me up from home if you like?”

      “Okay,” he said, in mock defeat. “You’d better give me the address then?”

      She reeled it off and waited while he wrote it down.

      “Do you always give your address so easily to strangers, Grace?”

      Her heart stalled and she wasn’t sure what to say to that. Was he telling her off, or just being the concerned friend? “You’re not a stranger, Dylan,” she said eventually.

      There was an agonising silence on the line. Had she fucked it up already?

      “I suppose not,” he said, eventually. “But you can’t be too careful.”

      

      Grace watched him pull up, peeking round the curtain of the upstairs window of her two-up two-down terrace cottage.

      Dylan pulled off his crash helmet and ran his fingers through his hair to bring it back to life after being flattened. He studied the house for a few moments, then slowly got off the bike and approached the door.

      Grace scooted downstairs at the sound of the doorknocker and threw open the door. She had forgotten just how big he was. His presence, smile and his wonderful smell all blasted her senses at the same time. Oh boy, he should carry a health warning.

      “Ready?” he said, grinning wider.

      Was he aware of the effect he was having? Shit, he was going to walk all over her.

      She took a deep breath and nodded, summoning the courage while he passed her a crash helmet, black like his, and a smaller leather jacket. “You’ll need this too.”

      She closed the door behind her, pulled the jacket on and slung her small bag across her body.

      “Biker chick,” he said, smiling his approval.

      He pulled his helmet on, straddled the bike, started it and indicated with his head for her to climb on behind him. She did it without hesitation.

      “Hold on to me,” he said. “And lean with the bike.”

      Her head felt cumbersome as she nodded and she inched closer to him. Such a hardship! Gingerly, she put her hands around him.

      “Tighter!” he ordered.

      Oh god, and she did as she was told when the bike moved off.

      The ride was exhilarating and all the more so with the genuine excuse to cuddle into him. The habit of telling herself he was just a friend started from that moment. She just couldn’t afford to get carried away. He was heartbreak material. She was just riding pillion on his bike, that’s all.

      After a ride that was over all too quickly, they pulled into a pretty country pub restaurant. They hung their helmets on the handlebars and she followed Dylan into the bar. He ordered them two beers and took her outside to a garden full of wooden tables that swept down to a river perfectly designed for such an evening. A young waiter was bringing out pub food as well as drinks. There weren’t too many people as it was a weeknight; a large group, a few couples and only a handful of kids still wading with fishing nets.

      Dylan guided her to a wooden table at the furthest point in the garden and they sat opposite each other.

      “Have you come here before?” she asked.

      He nodded. “Yeah, it’s out of the way… I like it.”

      She wondered if she was just one of many girls he’d brought there.

      They both stayed quiet for a few moments and she realised that he was like that by nature, just as he’d been as a kid. “So what have you been up to for the last thirteen or so years?” she said, breaking the ice with a grin.

      He smiled at her and shrugged. “Not much… Work.”

      He was looking at her with that penetrating gaze again and the silence gaped between them.

      Rushing to fill the gap in conversation again, “Where do you live?” she said, blasting red. His reserve made her feel awkward, like she was being nosy with every question. “I mean… did you have far to come?”

      He smiled slightly as if he knew he was making her uncomfortable and took a sip of his beer.

      “Not much of a talker, are you?”

      He laughed. “Yeah, I have to live near central London.”

      She laughed with him, relieved that the awkwardness had lifted slightly, but he hadn’t really answered her question at all. Why did he have to? It was as though she had to prise everything out of him. “You never said what you do for a living?” she said, looking him straight in the eyes. It was a reasonable question.

      He laughed uneasily into his drink and took a large swig.

      “What?” she said, laughing as well but more out of confusion. “Did I ask the wrong thing or something?” She waited for him to answer.

      He sobered his features as if he knew he would piss her off if he continued in the same vein and pushed his beer bottle away from him. “No, it’s just that I kind of hoped it wouldn’t come up this quickly?” he said, staring straight at her with his intensely blue eyes again.

      She frowned. “How bad can it be?”

      He sighed and put his head back to search the sky. Then he looked to either side of him and laid his hands flat on the table like he was trying to find the right words.

      Her blood began to pump and a deep feeling of unease crept over her. She already thought he was just too good to be true. Was he a bank robber, a drug dealer? They were the worst things she could think of off the top of her head. Then just as she wanted to scream, for fuck sake, say it.

      He looked her dead in the eye. “I work in the adult entertainment industry.” Then studied her face closely.

      Adult entertainment? She had to run through all the connotations of what that could actually be. “What… like a Chippendale or something?” she said, flatly.

      His expression became pained, then he gave an involuntary blast of laughter. He looked away, then back at her in absolute disbelief. “A Chippendale?… I say adult entertainment and you say Chippendale?”

      First, she was really worried she’d offended him, then a wide grin extended across his face, letting her off the hook. He simply couldn’t believe what she’d come out with.

      “What?… Why are you looking at me like that?” she said, with a nervous giggle. “That’s adult, isn’t it?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “You could see me doing that?” he said, clearly holding in his amusement.

      Relieved, she bit her lip at her foolishness and shook her head. “No … come to think of it, I couldn’t.”

      “I don’t know whether to have the hump or kiss you?” he said, smiling shyly.

      She grinned. He was playing with her, which, along with his quiet reserve, was irresistible. She wasn’t going to let him off the hook though. “Okay, so you don’t shake your tush in public,” she said, laughing. “What then?”

      Just when she thought he would answer her, the young waiter came to take their empties.

      “Can I get another two beers?” Dylan said.

      “Sure.” The waiter went off.

      He flashed his eyes again. “I work in films.”

      She continued to stare into them until he averted his. Films… Films. “What, porn?” she blurted, frowning. It just sounded too absurd for words.

      She hoped he would break into laughter and say, gotcha, but he continued to look at her, face deadpan, eyes angelic and then she knew he wasn’t joking. “Behind the camera?” she said, please!

      “In front,” he said, letting her down softly, his eyes studying her intensely.

      She instinctively knew that how she dealt with this revelation would affect everything going forward. But fuck, porn? She wanted to scream.

      So she got a grip on her spiralling thoughts and emotions. No one had broken any trust. They were just getting to know each other. This was part of the process. There was always going to be a catch with this guy, and this was it.

      Again, they were interrupted when their drinks came. Dylan gave him a note. “Keep the change.” Then they were alone again.

      She took a deep breath. “It’s not like it makes a difference to me,” she said, shrugging. “We’re just friends.” And she picked up her beer and took a big gulp.

      He lifted his and watched her as he put the bottle to his lips. The silence was deafening.

      Was that a flicker of a flinch in his eyes, as if he’d been wounded? Why did she feel bad? He hid it immediately. “That’s right,” he said, smiling again and back in control.

      She swallowed hard. “So that’s what you’ve been doing since I met you the other day… filming?”

      He nodded slowly, but his face got serious. “Yeah… I don’t see or speak to anyone.”

      She had a curious feeling of concern for him that just wasn’t logical after what she’d just learnt. She didn’t really know him at all, but what was coming across in waves was that he didn’t seem to like what he did very much and that wasn’t what she would have expected at all. She would have loved to question him further, but felt she didn’t really know him enough to pry. He would have to volunteer information when he was ready. At least he hadn’t hidden it from her? “I don’t suppose it’s easy having a relationship in your line of work?”

      His eyes looked soulful and he smiled regretfully. “Impossible.”

      A lump came up in her throat. Shit, she felt so sorry for him. He seemed so incredibly alone, just like when he was a kid – even more so. A million questions buzzed around her head, but she knew instinctively that if she dwelt on it, it would only make him feel shittier about it. She exhaled loudly, “Look… there’s a footpath down there. Shall we see where it leads?”

      His expression changed immediately from sadness to surprise, then to a smile of relief. He nodded. “Yeah …” Then he stood and held out his hand to help her up.

      Despite Dylan’s revelations, and awkward beginning to their date that wasn’t a date, Grace resolved to keep it light and he began to unwind, which seemed absurd. He was the drop-dead gorgeous sex god; she should be the one unable to string a sentence together.

      They followed the path that followed the river, smelling the wonderful summer evening smells, pulling the heads off the long grasses and petting the noses of inquisitive horses reaching over the fences to say hello. Gradually, they both seemed to relax into each other’s company—well as much as a girl could walking alone with the sexiest man she’d ever met. When they accidentally bumped arms, or he stood a little too close to look at something with her, she couldn’t help blushing from head to toe with an acute awareness of every inch of him. It was an involuntary response.

      “You like horses?” she asked, when a velvety muzzle went from sniffing her hand to nipping at Dylan’s pocket.

      He smiled, nodding and rubbed a hand between the horse’s eyes. An act only someone completely at ease and used to horses would do. Out came a pack of mints and he took one out and popped it on his flattened palm for the horse to nibble on. Good-looking, sexy and comfortable around horses – could he get any sexier? She shook herself out of her delusions and they continued along the path. She kept her questions general. “So what do you do in your spare time – any hobbies?”

      They seemed to gravitate to each other constantly, with his hand brushing hers for the umpteenth time. Pausing, he looked down into her eyes with that hypnotic gaze of his. In response, her face radiated heat again. “Not really… I like a drink occasionally, I keep fit… I have to, you know?”

      God, that unblinking, smouldering stare of his. Instead of letting it get all weird again with the reference to his job, she reached up and pinched his bicep and shrugged, “Could still do with some work.”

      He laughed out loud, that wonderful deep sound that she decided she’d never get tired of and she turned and walked on before he saw her red cheeks yet again.

      “Shh!” she whispered, stopping suddenly and grasping his hand. There on the path in front of them was a duck with a line of ducklings so tiny and cute. His body heat quietly stilled behind her, igniting her nerve endings as if he encased her. She silently breathed through it.

      The duck led her little charges into the water and they eventually disappeared along the riverbank. Grace looked up at Dylan and he smiled down at her. “Beautiful,” he said simply, and they looked at each other a long while. Her heart thudded in her ears with a moment charged with electricity. But instead of kissing her, he gently touched the base of her spine and they walked on. She swallowed and attempted to get her head together again. Friends… that’s all we are.

      Eventually, they came back to where they started and it was nearly dark.

      “You have to be up early?” Dylan asked.

      She nodded sadly. “Six.”

      He flinched.

      She bet he hadn’t seen that time in the morning for years unless he hadn’t gone to bed.

      “Come on, I’ll take you home.”

      She sighed. She’d had a wonderful time with him and didn’t want it to end. He was such easy company when they both relaxed. “Take the long way?” she said.

      He passed her the crash helmet and beamed a smile. “You really like the bike,” he said, nodding his approval.

      She grinned back. Let him think that for now. And not that she couldn’t get enough of being up close and personal with him, and wanting her arms around him for as long as possible.
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      Grace sat in Janey’s front room with her friends and they all shrieked with laughter, pinging crotchless knickers and making jokes at the size of the latest Rampant Rabbit.

      She’d known most of them from school. A couple were cousins of friends that had come along later, joined the group, and stayed ever since. All girls together, and away from their husbands, they were as spirited and as noisy as a bunch of hyenas.

      “Ah come on, Grace, buy one,” Janey said. “You need it the most,” and they all erupted into laughter.

      Grace was used to the joking about her lack of sex life. “Pass me the catalogue,” she said, in defeat. It had been several days since her date (if she could call it that) with Dylan. So it didn’t look as though she was getting any with a real live man any time soon.

      A new bottle of Cava was opened and all their glasses were topped up.

      “You’re quiet tonight, Grace… What’s up?” Fern said. A plump girl with short, brown, elfin hair, and a little more serious than the others

      “Yes, Grace, you’ve not been yourself in ages,” another said.

      Grace drank down her drink with all eyes suddenly on her. “What?” she said, palm upturned, all innocence. “I’m fine.” But she felt her face tinge with crimson.

      The room read her guilt and Janey hitched a breath dramatically. “You’ve spoken to him,” she said, pointing an accusing index finger.

      Grace’s eyes widened and she looked at her friends’ faces, neither confirming nor denying.

      The others seized on the juicy gossip and demanded she spill.

      “We went out a couple of days ago,” Grace admitted cautiously.

      The room was momentarily stunned, then erupted in questions.

      She held out her hands to calm them all down. “We’re just friends. We went out for a drink. That’s all, okay?”

      “No, babe… blokes don’t go out of their way to be just friends,” Fern said.

      Everyone nodded sagely.

      Grace considered it and bobbed her head, conceding that there was some truth in that. But when she thought about Dylan and what she knew of him so far, she had to question that logic. “I think you’re wrong, Fern.”

      They all chimed in again, talking over each other in their general excitement.

      “Look, he’s different, okay? He’s like no one I’ve ever met.”

      The room all chorused, “Oh my god, she’s got it bad,” and, “she’s so naive.”

      It was all starting to make her feel a little exasperated with them. Could she confide in them totally?

      Janey shut everyone up. Grace wasn’t sure whether she was perceptive or just giving her a break. “What makes you think that then, Grace?” she asked. “Men can talk a good talk, you know they can.”

      Grace felt defeated. All she had was a gut instinct that told her that this one was different. She wasn’t even sure how yet. “That’s just it, he doesn’t tell me much at all.”

      “Secrets… now there’s something new,” someone said, and they all laughed.

      Grace was getting really irritated with them. It did all sound silly now she was away from him, but when she was with him, walking, talking, riding on his bike, everything seemed right and okay. “Look, nothing’s gonna happen. I know it’s not.”

      “Ain’t there no chemistry, Grace?”

      She raised her eyebrows. There was certainly plenty of that on her part, but she shook her head. “He doesn’t see me like that, I know he doesn’t.”

      “What, you’ve actually had that conversation?”

      “More or less.”

      “More or less?” Janey mimicked. “You mean the bastard actually took you out and gave you the ‘I only see you as a friend’ convo?”

      “Not exactly.” Grace wished she hadn’t got into it now.

      “What then?”

      “He told me what he did for a living.” There, she was going to drop the bomb to shut them all up.

      The room fell silent.

      Grace swallowed, took a deep breath and went for it. “Look, you mustn’t breathe a word that I’ve told you, okay?”

      They all nodded vigorously. Some made the cross on their chests.

      “No, really… because I get the impression that he wouldn’t want me to blab about it.”

      “God, Grace, just flippin’ tell us,” Janey said.

      “Adult films!” Grace blurted and put her hands up to her mouth.

      They all repeated the words and looked at each other in case they hadn’t understood properly.

      “What, porn?” Fern said, for them all.

      Grace nodded apprehensively.

      The room remained stunned.

      “Shit, I wasn’t expecting that,” someone said.

      “There’s all kinds, ya know?” Fern continued, a little more kindly.

      “Yeah, some are really quite comical,” another chimed in.

      “Yeah, sick an’ all.”

      They all had an opinion and had all seen at least one. That was one more than Grace.

      “What’s he do?” Janey asked.

      Grace shook her head. “I don’t know. All he said was that when he’s filming, he doesn’t see or speak to anyone.”

      They all frowned and looked at each other again.

      “That don’t sound good,” Janey said.

      “Ah, come on, Janey … you don’t know that?” Fern said.

      Grace was grateful for the optimism.

      “What do you think, Grace?” another said.

      She shook her head, feeling overwhelmed with it all.

      “Do you like him?”

      She sagged. No point in lying. “What’s not to like?”

      “He could have AIDS, Grace.”

      She looked into her friend’s eyes and nodded. That was very true; he could be HIV positive, and an angle she hadn’t really thought of. Dylan was probably screwing on a large scale and with a high-risk group of people who could be carrying all manner of nasties.

      “Are you going to see him again?”

      She smiled in defeat. That was the most poignant question of the evening and the one she undoubtedly knew the answer to, no matter how much her friends warned her.

      Her mobile phone rang. Saved by the bell. Stunned momentarily, she rummaged in her bag and peeked at the display. Caller: Dylan. “It’s him!”

      “Answer it!” they all demanded.

      The room hushed and she pressed the button. “Hello.”

      “Grace?… Hey, it’s me.”

      “Oh, hi Dylan, how are you?” she said, trying to sound as unaffected as possible, with all the rapt faces watching her closely.

      “I’m good. What are you up to?”

      “I’m at my friend Janey’s house… at an Ann Summers party,” she said, cringing. Why that somehow concerned him, she didn’t know?

      There was silence for a beat and she prayed he hadn’t heard her cringing in her voice. Fuck! She closed her eyes.

      “Okay, I won’t keep you long,” he said, eventually. “I just called to say I enjoyed the other night.”

      “Me too,” she said more softly, wishing she were alone.

      “What are you up to on Sunday?” he said.

      “I have a small Ranch Horse event at my stables.”

      “Like a horse show?”

      “Come down if you want… I’m there all day?”

      He laughed as if he knew she was trying to be flippant about it. “Okay … better text me through the address.”

      “So you’re not a stranger now, then?” she said, grinning.

      He laughed again. “Too late now, Grace,” he said quietly, sending a shiver down her spine. Even his voice held a promise and did wicked things to her.

      “I’d better warn you, my friends you met the other night will probably be there?”

      “Thanks for the heads up. Maybe I’ll come late, wouldn’t want to crash the party.”

      “Okay,” she said, not knowing what else to say. “I’ll text you later.”

      “Later then.” And he was gone.

      She took the phone away from her ear slowly, still reeling from the interaction with him.

      “You still think he’s not interested, Grace?” Janey said, one eyebrow up.

      Grace shrugged. She wanted to believe her and understood what her friends were saying. He certainly made her feel good when she was around him. He didn’t act like the big-headed womaniser you would expect him to be, looking like he did, being as cool as he was, and doing the work he did. She was confused. Something just wasn’t adding up with him.

      

      Dylan rocked up during the afternoon.  Grace’s eyes had strayed to the drive all day, waiting for him until she had told herself he probably wouldn’t come. But there he was, as bold as brass and just as beautiful, not the slightest bit fazed that all her friends were there, or that she was riding western when she lived in England.

      Her father was a keen horseman and loved anything connected with cowboys, so when a chance came to give it a try a year or so after his death, it seemed a great way to stay connected to him, as well as being super fun.

      Totally thrown off balance at his arrival, she made a pig’s ear of her first attempt at roping the calf, snagging her foot instead. Shit, just when she wanted to look like an expert.

      She lined up with the other competitors on the opposite side of the arena, waiting for her next go and watched all her friends fawning over him. She shook her head at their duplicity. He was a total hit with them.

      She completed her second run and then a third, thankfully redeeming herself, roping the calf, getting a respectable time and earning her a second place. She jogged over to the group but only had eyes for Dylan.

      He fussed her horse, confirming her suspicions that he’d been around horses before. “I didn’t realise you were a professional?” he said.

      She blushed and said, “No way, but thanks.”

      Her friends were giggly, but after the initial novelty of him had worn off, they all disappeared, one by one, to pick kids up and cook their husbands’ dinners.

      Dylan fit right in immediately. During the course of the afternoon, he helped put up and take down cattle pens and played judge’s assistant when an extra spotter was needed. Grace was so proud of him that she couldn’t speak. Everyone assumed he was her man and she let them. Why not? She could pretend just for a day.

      At the end of the day, she walked back to the barn, side by side, with him leading her horse, and he leaned down and kissed her cheek. “Well done,” he said, simply. “I had no idea you were a cowgirl… It’s really cool.”

      She blushed. “There are a few things you don’t know about me.”

      He cocked his head at that adorable angle she was getting used to. “I guess so.”

      When they reached the barn, Grace quickly took off Jet’s saddle and bridle and replenished her hay and water supply. She smiled to herself when Dylan picked up a brush and began to brush her while she worked.

      “You’re no beginner… you’re too at ease around her?” Grace said, coming over to stand next to him.

      “It’s easy … she’s beautiful,” Dylan said, running a hand over her sleek black coat.

      Again, he’d sidestepped a question. “You’ve been around horses, though, I can tell.”

      “A bit … before I met you … you know, at school.” He continued to brush her and Grace remained silent, willing him on. “I was sent to stay with an uncle in Ireland for a few months. He was a horse dealer. I rode a bit then … nothing since though.” His eyes flashed over to Grace and back down to Jet’s coat.

      He feels vulnerable when he tells me something. It seemed preposterous that he could be so confident and overtly sexual and yet painfully introverted when they were alone. And it was those snippets of vulnerability that were drawing her in slowly but surely. She looked at him with wonder. “You never cease to amaze me, Dylan.”

      A shy grin crept across his face when he looked at her.

      “Would you like to try again sometime?” Grace said.

      “She’s a bit small for me, don’t ya think?”

      “Very funny. I can borrow a big one for you. We can see how you feel, then we can go out for a ride if you like?”

      Dylan bobbed his head. “Yeah, why not.”

      Grace got out the carrots she’d reserved for Jet’s treat at the end of a hard day and shared them with Dylan so he could feed her as well.

      “You love this little horse a lot, don’t you?” Dylan said, glancing sideways at her.

      “She’s my partner, you know? We have an understanding. She’s sort of misunderstood like me. I just give her the space to be a horse and she appreciates it and tries really hard for me,” Grace said, lost in the wonderful bond she felt.

      Dylan put his arm around her shoulders and pulled her into his side. “You always take care of people.”

      Her brow furrowed and she blinked away tears as she looked up into his beautiful blue gaze. It was a strange thing to say. Was he referring to something she’d forgotten? A flicker of doubt crossed his face like he’d said the wrong thing. Anxious for him not to clam up, she rambled on, “Sometimes, when you help somebody get better, you end up curing yourself,” she said.

      He stared into her eyes for a long moment as if boring into her soul, put a hand on her cheek and rubbed his thumb across her cheekbone. “You are one in a million,” he whispered. And leant down and gently brushed his lips against hers.

      She closed her eyes and absorbed the affection. The contact shot electricity through her body and her heart hammered against her ribs. It was a tender kiss but full of promise. She opened her mouth slightly and stroked his lips with her tongue and longed for him to do the same.

      He seemed so restrained; his hand trembled next to her cheek. She licked him again and this time he responded tentatively. He touched her tongue gently with his so softly and cautiously she had to remind herself who he was. He swirled his tongue with hers and his taste swamped her senses, sending a wonderful ache to the juncture of her thighs.

      Everything in her screamed to pull him to her hard, so she could devour him hungrily, but something else told her to go slowly, as ludicrous as that seemed. She broke the kiss first and clasped the hand that rested on her cheek “You’re shaking,” she whispered.

      He pulled his hand away slowly and held it out in front of him to watch it closely. It was shaking violently. “I’ve got to go,” he said, turning on his heel.

      “Dylan?”

      He unbolted the stable door and began to jog away and out of the barn.

      “Dylan?” she shouted this time.

      Confounded, she ran to the barn door and called again, but he refused to turn and continued to jog down the drive and out to the front car park to his waiting bike. She was left totally confused, with her hands on her hips.

      Her heart was still hammering from the kiss and the shock of his sudden departure. Fuck, he was such a contradiction. Saying stuff one minute like she was one in a million, then running off like he couldn’t escape fast enough.

      Hurt and frustration quickly gave way to anger. The guy swooped in, turned her world upside down, and fucked off again after demolishing her defences. And, what’s more, he left her gagging for more, never to be the same again.

      She kicked a stone in temper. FUCK!
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      Anger dissipated into terror after several days and she still hadn’t heard from Dylan.

      She’d admitted to Janey that they’d kissed but that he’d literally run away afterwards, and she’d come up with the theory that he was a commitment-phobe, which explained why he did the line of work he did. It was feasible, she supposed. But Janey hadn’t been there to see the look of sheer horror on his face.

      The whole thing had done nothing for her self-confidence. And so she waited for Dylan to call, on tenterhooks – praying that she’d hear from him again.

      A week had gone by and she’d heard nothing.

      Cursing her own weakness, she caved and texted him: Are you OK?

      Still nothing.

      Several more agonising days passed.

      She resolved to try texting him one last time just to make sure: I’m sorry.

      It wasn’t until 3 a.m. the following night that she got her reply: You didn’t do anything wrong.

      She stared at her phone a long time. What she replied now meant everything. She knew so little about him, but what she did know was that he set boundaries without telling her what they were, and when she inadvertently stepped over them, he didn’t like it. But if she took the heat off and didn’t push him, he relaxed. He was one complicated man.

      She picked up her phone. Here goes: Do you want to ride this Sunday?

      She waited an agonising thirty minutes and then: What should I wear?

      She breathed a sigh of relief. Jeans ’n’ boots. I’ll borrow a Stetson for you. Shall we say 2?

      Straight back: C U then.

      She cuddled the phone to her chest and closed her eyes. It felt like she had another chance. She couldn’t fuck this up. She now realised how much he had come to mean to her already. And if all he could offer was friendship, well then, she would take that for now. She knew that she had to go at his speed or not at all.

      It all seemed so ridiculous considering what he did for a living, but he was quickly becoming a drug she had to have more of.

      

      When he turned up at her stables the following Sunday, it was as if nothing had happened. He smiled and kissed her on the cheek as soon as he arrived and, to save any awkwardness, she quickly introduced him to the horse he’d be riding: a beautiful, large chestnut mare called Storm. He loved her on sight.

      Grace found him a black Stetson, which fitted him perfectly and looked great. He looked so hot that Grace had to try not to stare at him too much. The cowboy look totally suited him, but then again, everything did.

      The owner wanted to see his standard of riding to make sure he’d be safe going out, so Grace adjusted his stirrups and he hopped on. It made her wonder how he kept so fit. A question for later.

      He told her he had only ever ridden in the traditional English style, but after a few pointers, he was soon steering this way and that with loose reins held in one hand – stopping and moving off like an old pro. When he put the horse into a jog, Grace recognised straight away that he had a natural seat and was deep and steady in the saddle and had lovely light hands on the horse’s mouth.

      Leaving Dylan to practice, she tacked up Jet and they were soon miles out in the farmers’ fields, following the tractor tracks.

      The day was sunny, but a cool breeze kept them and the horses from getting too hot. They chatted freely along the way, Grace always mindful of keeping it light and surface. Favourite bands – hers: Pearl Jam, his: various artists she didn’t recognise. Films – hers: It’s a Wonderful Life, his: The Long Good Friday. And stuff like that.

      Pretty soon Dylan’s confidence in his horse had grown so much that they could lope side by side at the edge of the cornfields, until they eventually slowed to a walk and took a path through the cool green of the woods.

      They found a clearing, dismounted and let their horses graze while they sat and rested on a log.

      “Can I ask you about your work, Dylan?” she asked cautiously.

      He looked down at the floor. “What do you want to know?”

      She watched him closely, not sure whether she should continue, but fuck, there was so much about him that confused her. They’d seen each other just a couple of times, but he threw her off balance constantly – pulling her to him like a magnet and then pushing her away. Her head was in a whirl. “It’s just that when I imagine someone who… You know, does that sort of thing for a job…”

      Dylan narrowed his eyes as she spoke.

      She wavered and took a fortifying breath and pushed on. “I don’t imagine him to be shy?”

      He visibly relaxed, smiled slightly and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “It’s not me when I’m working,” he said softly, looking ahead of him, far off through the trees.

      Grace frowned. “I get it… like you’re acting.”

      He looked sideways at her sharply, his brow furrowed. “More than that… I have to become someone else.” And he looked ahead of him again.

      It felt as though she had angered him. “I’m sorry, Dylan. I’m just trying to understand.”

      He fidgeted and was moodily quiet for a few moments.

      Grace really tried to phrase her words carefully. “So you have to get into character and that’s why you don’t speak to anyone?”

      When his face turned to her again, it wasn’t anger she saw but misery and it cut her to the quick. She felt terrible, but she simply could not continue with him as friends (or whatever they were) until she understood him a little. She held her breath and waited for him to speak.

      “That’s it, Grace. That’s totally it.”

      Relieved, she reached out a hesitant hand to touch his cheek. He closed his eyes, accepting the contact. She inched closer and held his face and kissed his forehead, then his nose, his mouth, desperately hoping it wasn’t the wrong thing to do. She simply could not gauge this man or the rules of this relationship.

      When she pulled apart from him, he slowly opened his eyes. “You’re such a contradiction,” she said.

      He smiled ruefully. “I know.”

      “I’m still trying to work you out.”

      “I know you are,” he repeated, and pulled her into him, cuddled her to his chest and rested his chin on the top of her head. “I can’t give you what you need, Grace.”

      She swallowed hard, not knowing how to reply to that. “What are they called… your films?”

      He stiffened and remained quiet for a beat. “Diablo … they always have Diablo in the title. Google that, and something will come up,” he said, quietly.

      Sadness seemed to be coming off him in waves and she longed to question him further, about his films, his inability to get too close to her, but she was still in his arms and she knew the intimacy of the moment would be lost if she continued. And so she let him just hold her for what seemed a very long time, until eventually, he kissed the top of her head. “Hadn’t we better get back before we’re missed?”

      She reluctantly nodded.

      They walked over to their horses, still grazing a little way off, mounted and rode back to the stables in companionable silence. Her eyes returned to him often, he was just so beautiful. A perfect specimen of a man on the outside, but a puzzle underneath; a puzzle that she was determined to piece together.

      

      As soon as she’d got the chance, Grace had phoned Janey and got her on the case to find the Diablo films. She needed a clue, any clue, as to who the real Dylan was. When she disconnected her call, a text message came through from Dylan:

      

      
        
        Keep Saturday free. I have a surprise. D

      

      

      

      Even if she had been booked, her diary would have been cleared for Dylan. She barely knew him and was getting in deep. A fact that weighed heavily on her, making her feel like a hopeless sap.

      It felt like a year, but Saturday arrived and he collected her early, informing her they had a little way to travel. Cuddled into the warmth of his body throughout the two-hour journey on his bike, they eventually arrived at the Milton Keynes Bowl.

      Realising where she was and seeing all the people already making their way in, she hitched a breath. “We’re seeing a band?”

      He nodded, came to a stop and took off his crash helmet. Reaching into his jacket pocket, he pulled out the tickets.

      “Pearl Jam!” she squealed, and leapt off the bike. “You remembered.”

      “I listen,” he said, quietly.

      She looked at his face, slightly blushing; yes, you do. She was humbled by his thoughtfulness. It was a real boyfriend-type thing to do.

      Before she could get soppy, he picked up her hand and walked with her into the stadium to find their places.

      Grace floated through the best evening of her life. Singing along to all the songs, Dylan was reserved as always, but when they stood, he held her in front of the shelter of his big body and she snuggled into the heat of him. And he let her. Everything was perfect. Her favourite band she’d waited years to see, and her perfect man to escort her. It felt as though they were a real couple.

      She had to keep telling herself they were only friends. Dylan had made it crystal clear more than once that that was all he wanted. But standing in the circle of his arms with him touching her skin at every opportunity, she couldn’t help but read the signals.

      When the concert finished, he bought her a programme as a keepsake and they made the long journey home.

      He kept the engine running outside her house and she reluctantly gave him the crash helmet back. “Come in,” she said, keeping her eyes downcast.

      When he didn’t answer or move, she chanced a glance at his face and he looked uncertain, as if he were weighing something up. “No pressure,” she added, and went to turn away towards the house. When she heard the engine switch off, butterflies tickled her stomach.

      Now that he’d agreed, she was barraged with insecurities. Shit, she’d half expected a knockback. What would she do with him when she had him? She just entered the house without looking at him, threw her keys down on the table next to the door and busied herself making coffee.

      Every now and then, she peeked at him waiting in her small living room. His eyes were roaming about the place, taking in her personal space.

      When he caught her watching him, he said, “This place is so…?”

      “Girlie?” she finished for him.

      “Yeah,” he admitted.

      The whole cottage was white, shabby-chic with splashes of colour, mainly pink. Crystals hung from the light fittings and lamps, and white furry rugs covered the pale, sanded wood floors.

      “It’s nice though… very you.”

      “Are you trying to say I’m frivolous?” she said, bringing in the coffee.

      He took a cup. “Not at all, you seem to love beautiful things,” he said, smiling. She looked in his eyes for a hint of a tease and there was none.

      Her two sofas were arranged in an L-shape; he sat on one and she on the other. He’d distanced himself again. “What’s your place like then… masculine bachelor’s pad?”

      He nodded and sipped his coffee. “Pretty much.”

      “Will I ever get to go there?” she said, looking down, knowing it was a cheeky question.

      He put his coffee down on the table. “Do you want to?”

      “Course I do. I’m nosy like that,” she said, trying to make light of it.

      She no longer suspected he lived with anyone. She supposed it came from not believing a man as gorgeous as him could possibly be single. But seeing where someone lived was a big deal, like meeting their parents or something.

      He laughed and stood up. “I’d better go.”

      She stood up, put her cup down and walked to stand right in front of him, looking up into his eyes. “Thank you for today. It was the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      A look of concern quickly crossed his face and he ran a finger down the side of her cheek. “My pleasure.”

      She’d have given anything to know what he was thinking in that moment. “Stay…” came out of her mouth before she could stop it. Her eyes were wide and she bit her bottom lip as soon as the word left her mouth.

      He exhaled and drew her to him and put his forehead down on hers, his fingers still holding the side of her cheek. “Grace…” He sounded agonised. “It wouldn’t be nice with me.”

      It felt as though her stomach had fallen to the floor, her heart sank so low. She pushed away from him and turned. “Forget I said anything.” Her eyes closed while the wave of humiliation washed over her. Of all the stupid things to say.

      She felt his hand touch her shoulder and she shrugged it off. “Please, Dylan, it’s not your fault. You’ve told me time and time again and I didn’t listen,” she said, turning back to face him with her arms firmly folded across her chest, fighting and biting back the hurt. “I’m just being silly,” she said, shrugging. “I should know you wouldn’t fancy someone like me… Plain Jane Grace.”

      Dylan’s brow furrowed angrily. “That’s not it… no… not at all. You’re beautiful. If ever I was gonna… Listen… I don’t date.” He went to close the gap between them. “You deserve… Look, it’s nothing to do with you, it’s me.”

      She threw her arms down by her sides in exasperation. “Oh my god! I don’t believe you are actually giving me the ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ line.” She marched over to the front door and opened it wide while she looked at the floor. “Goodbye, Dylan.”

      He stood for a moment, not knowing what to say or do, rocking from foot to foot until he strode out the door.

      Grace slammed the door after him, leaned her back on it and slid down to the floor. Her body shook with her sobs while she hugged her knees to her chest. She knew she wasn’t really entitled to feel so let down by him as he’d broken no promises, but she felt so terribly alone.

      Not more than a few moments had gone by when the door knocked loudly behind her.

      She ignored it.

      “Open the door, Grace,” Dylan’s voice said from the other side.

      She slowly stood, wiping her tears on her hand and opened the door. “What?” she said, flashing her reddened, angry eyes at him.

      “Can I come in?” he said, softly.

      “I thought you wanted to go?”

      “Please, Grace.”

      She pushed the door open wider and he stepped around her and back into the house.

      His body language was pissed off, to say the least. Grace closed the door softly behind her and felt like a little girl about to get told off.

      Dylan just quietly watched her. “Did you watch any of the films yet?” he said, seriously.

      “I haven’t had a chance yet… anyway, it doesn’t matter.”

      He looked away from her and back again in frustration. “When you do, you’ll understand.”

      She nodded and sagged. “I get it… but I don’t care.”

      He shifted his weight impatiently. “For fuck’s sake, Grace.”

      She raised her eyes to his angrily, but what she saw in his wasn’t anger but anguish. “You say one thing, though, Dylan, and your body says another,” she said, with conviction.

      He stepped in closer, so he loomed over her menacingly, pushing her back against the door with his hands on either side of her head. “And what does my body language say now?” he said, with his head on an angle.

      Her bravado began to evaporate and she shrank away from him. “You’re just trying to scare me,” she said, in a small voice. She swallowed, gathering her courage again. “Because you’re scared.” Her eyes narrowed, waiting.

      As if she’d stunned him, he stood motionless for a beat. Then he slowly took his hands from the door and stepped closer, flush against her body. He bent his head and brushed her lips gently with his.

      Clasping at the kiss like a lifeline, she nipped at his lips, needing more of him – all of him. He knew exactly what she needed and covered her mouth with his forcefully. His tongue probed, circled and twirled with hers, while his strong hands pulled her tight to him, crushing her for a moment.

      Then, as if he had come to his senses, he broke away and rested his forehead on hers.

      “Stay,” she repeated. “Please… Just for a while.”

      Dylan shifted his feet with his inner turmoil, groaned then lifted her on a growl, as if it went against everything he stood for, but was doing it anyway. She didn’t care and clamped her legs around his waist. He found her mouth again while he walked purposely up the narrow staircase and to her bedroom.
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