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“Is it true you’re leaving, Rick? I need the
truth.” Stephanie Spicer, the normally cool and collected creative
director of London branding agency Conway Creative, was choking
back tears as she spoke with anger in her voice.

“I wish it wasn’t,
Stephanie, but it is. I had nothing to do with it, though. Diane
arranged everything,” whispered Rick, his speech trembling and
unsteady. To Stephanie he looked like a broken man, wounded and
crushed by the unassailable action of his overpowering wife and
unable now to even look Stephanie in the eye. His normally
commanding voice cracked with strained emotion and his face looked
pale and drawn. This upset was not of his making and he was
crumbling in front of her at the inexorable destiny that was
unfolding before him.

“What about us, Rick? Is
this the end of what we dreamed together?”

“Things have changed,
Stephanie. You must know that I didn’t plan for this, or want
what’s happened.” Rick steadied himself against the desk in his
office as Stephanie’s eyes followed his every move.

“So this is it. You’ll
disappear back to America in a few days, and continue your life
there. I’ll never see you again. Is that really what you
want?”

“Stephanie. This is just an
impossible situation for both of us. You know that. Inevitably, we
will see each other again, as we’re linked by the work you’re doing
for our business. It’s just that...”

“You’ll be back with your
wife, and soon you’ll be playing happy families.”

Stephanie hated herself for what she’d just
said. It seemed so cruel and unjust, as if she’d not only put the
knife in, but twisted it hard. She knew in her heart that Rick was
not directing his future at this point, and it was Diane she should
save her bile and bitterness for.

“I just don’t know,
Stephanie.”

Rick Martin, the Group Sales &
Operations Director at Sports Gear Worldwide, and Stephanie’s
biggest client, was now not only standing in his office, but at a
pivotal crossroads in his life. Stephanie knew that he was no
longer fully in control of his own future, as if he had boarded a
runaway roller coaster heading for the buffers without any brakes.
This was the moment that had always been destined, as surely as
night follows day. Her heart felt wrenched by the sadness in his
face, and she could see he looked like a beaten man. Seeing her
lover falter was not what she wanted or desired, but there was
still one further thing she needed to confront and her tone
mellowed as she spoke, choking back her own tears.

“And what about Diane
screwing the Company President while your back’s been turned? I
suppose you knew about that?” As she spoke, the image of Diane in
flagrante with Mark Anderson flashed through Stephanie’s mind and
she felt a sense of betrayal on her lover’s behalf.

“Yes, I did,” said Rick, as
he put his head in his hands. “It was her way of reminding me that
I’d been away too long.” He looked at Stephanie with tears welling
in his eyes, and she felt every strand of her very being been torn
asunder as he added, “And she knew about me and my PA, Nix, but
never you, Stephanie. Never you. You were the secret closest to my
heart.”

Rick now turned and faced Stephanie full on,
and put out his arms to hold her, pulling her trembling body close
to his chest. He rested his head against Stephanie’s and stroked
her golden hair with his strong fingers. Stephanie took a few
seconds to catch her breath and savor Rick’s intimacy, knowing full
well such moments of tenderness were on the verge of now slipping
away forever.

“I hope not, but I’m not so
sure,” whispered Stephanie, with a note of resignation in her
voice.

“Diane didn’t know,
Stephanie,” assured Rick as he continued to hold her. “Maybe she
was just trying to call your bluff. I believe she even tried to
employ you at the company.”

“She did, and I wasn’t
interested. How could that ever work? It would just be too
difficult for us both.”

Stephanie took a deep, audible breath and
exhaled again as she continued to press against him, feeling him,
wanting him, despite everything.

“And what about love, Rick?”
she whispered. “Where did that fit into these plans? Did you ever
feel the same way about me, as I did about you?”

She began to feel her anger subside as it
was replaced by a sense of sadness and loss. Stephanie ran her
fingers across his chest, aching to turn back the clock and claim
Rick for herself. This whole moment seemed like torture to her,
feeling Rick being torn away. For the first time in her life, she
had felt the power of true love. Was a sense of heartache and loss
to be all that she was left with now?

“Don’t you know what’s
happened between us, Rick? You’ve put a tattoo on my very soul, and
now it’s all over,” she sobbed. Her shoulders shook with emotion,
and she could feel warm tears running down her face and seeping in
to Rick’s clothing.

“Stephanie ... Stephanie.
You must know I never wanted this to happen,” breathed Rick as he
continued to hold her. Stephanie knew she could no longer delay the
inevitable parting and her forget-me-not blue eyes were reddened by
her salty tears, but she didn’t want to walk out of his office
still mad at him. She brushed her long mane of golden hair from her
face as she stared into his eyes with a passion that could melt the
strongest of hearts. Finally, she knew she must draw the line and
accept her fate.

Diane made it crystal clear that this would
be the way the world would turn going forward. How did I really
think I’d be able to snatch Rick away from her?

“I don’t want to hear any
more and, anyway, I’ve got to leave now. Just promise me something,
Rick. Keep this with you always.” As she spoke, Stephanie released
herself from his protective arms and unhooked the necklace with its
locket of two silver hearts from around her neck. It had been made
especially for them and it signified their special relationship. As
she looked at it now, the locket seemed to have a faded luster. Her
voice was breaking and faltering as she added, “You’ll never know
what this meant to me.”

Stephanie placed it in one of his hands and,
with the lightest of touches, closed Rick’s fingers around it, one
by one, as if it was a living being. She then leaned forward, took
his head in her hands, and kissed him hard on the mouth. As she
released him, she knew that this was the last time she’d ever be
able to be close to him.

I must leave quickly now, while I’ve still
got the strength, and I mustn’t look back. Never look back.

Stephanie turned and walked to the door. She
could feel his eyes following her, watching her every step, staring
as the true love of his life was now walking away, out of his
office and out of his life. She also knew that nothing now could
reverse the sequence of events for which Diane had been the
catalyst. For Rick to chase after her would be pointless.

“Goodbye, my love.”
Stephanie’s last words hung in the air like a poisoned perfume as
the office door closed shut behind her.

Only a day ago, she had returned to Britain
from Los Angeles, where she’d been working on the branding project
for Rick’s company. And it was only a day ago that Rick’s wife,
Diane, had delivered the news that her husband would shortly be
permanently moving back to the US to work at the corporate HQ. As
HR Director for the company, Diane had clearly maneuvered him into
a new job that she had created and from which he had no escape.

As Stephanie stepped into the fresh air
outside the air-conditioned office building, the cool breeze dried
her tears, and the saltiness stung her face. She was jet-lagged and
exhausted from her business trip to Los Angeles and had never felt
so low. Winning the account with the company had gotten her close
to Rick. She had broken up with her boyfriend to give the new
relationship a chance. Now, she would have to pick up the shattered
pieces of her life and move on.

She wondered if Rick was
standing at his office window, watching her leave the company’s
premises and his life. This has wrecked
his life too, thought Stephanie.
Why couldn’t he have met me before Diane? Fate
seems so cruel, she mused, as her heels
clicked on the carpark tarmac and she returned to where she’d
parked her car earlier.

She swung open the door of her VW Beetle,
slipped into the driver’s seat and slumped forward with her hands
on the steering wheel.

“Christ. Everyone in my life
seems to hurt me.”

“Not everyone, Steph. There
will be better days, I promise. And I’m with you right now.” The
words floated around Stephanie, and enveloped her like a protective
blanket. The American accent snapped Stephanie’s mind back to her
new friend, Asha Aman, who was sitting in the passenger seat,
waiting for her.

Stephanie drank in the sight of Asha’s
mocha-colored skin, her soulful, deep brown eyes and her long, dark
hair. Her Indian father had endowed her with a skin tone and looks
that would be the envy of any Bollywood actress. Only last night
Stephanie had run her milky-white hands across her dark skin as the
two had joined in a passionate tryst in Stephanie’s bed.

“I can see you’re upset
about Rick right now, but things may change in the future. Don’t
lose that sweet memory. Save it, put it in a box, and keep it
locked away safe — and never lose the key.” Asha leaned over and
kissed Stephanie on the cheek with an intimacy that let her know
that her new friend was not intending to leave her in a
hurry.
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