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        This book is also dedicated to my husband;

        he’s the bee’s knees.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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, and emotionally/physically abusive relationships; there is also a mention of suicide.

      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. To help my readers, I’ve created a summary of the previous book in the front matter. If you don’t want spoilers, it may be best to skip the summary 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. WELCOME TO MY WORLD

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “An angel should be on the top shelf,” I said to myself, “but I’m too short to reach the damn thing.”

      I stood on my toes and held my breath as I pushed the angel statuette onto the shelf’s edge with my fingertips. She teetered when my sock-covered feet slipped on the hardwood floor.

      Carrington caught her while steadying my body. “Here now, allow me to do that.”

      I squeezed his hand. “Thanks.”

      “My pleasure, darling.” He flexed his fingers into my blouse. “No dress today?”

      “Nope. A V-neck and yoga pants are best for putting stuff away. Besides, you’re handsome enough for two, even without a suit.”

      “You flatter me, my love.” He kissed my temple and positioned the angel in the middle of the shelf. “Next time, please ask for help should what you’re reaching for be this high. There’s no sense in needlessly harming yourself. How’s that?” He guided me with his body as he stepped back.

      I smiled and turned to wrap him in my arms. “It’s perfect, Carrington. Just like you.”

      “I love you, my beautiful Clara,” he said against my cheek.

      “I love you too, John.”

      “Would you like to feel how much I love you?” The golden flecks in his gorgeous hazel eyes deepened to toffee, and his silky black hair, still damp in his swept-to-the-side style, smelled like coconut.

      “Later, when my favorite lock goes rogue.” I giggled and breathed deeply after touching his baby-smooth cheek. “Coconut doesn’t normally pair with spearmint, but you somehow pull it off.” He winked at me slyly before I rechecked the angel. “She needs a name, but I don’t know what it is yet.”

      The angel stood twelve inches tall. Tapered snowy wings with elegantly coiffed feathers graced her white gown. Molded billows pressed into her skirt as if from the rolling wind. She stretched out her delicate arms, beckoning to accept my secrets. Her face was a seraphic etching curtained by curly brown hair, and a band of white flowers sat on the crown of her head.

      “A lapsed Catholic controlled by superstitious nonsense,” I muttered. “It’s shameful.”

      “I’m certain whatever name you choose will be lovely, as she reflects your countenance quite well.” Carrington rested his hand upon my shoulder, and I gravitated toward it. I blushed as he popped into my peripheral vision. “Though she doesn’t quite capture your eyes. The rosy cheeks, however, are absolute perfection.” He grinned against my inflamed skin and looked over his shoulder. “I thought you had more to stow away,” he said apprehensively. “When are you planning to bring the rest?”

      My stomach twisted. “I’ll bring my clothes and a few more things on October first.” I opened my hand, and he interlaced our fingers. “That’s two weeks away. Jim should have my citizenship finished by then, right?”

      Help me, angel, even if I don’t believe in you anymore.

      “Yes,” Carrington said. “Jim states the flat deed and condo documentation should also be finalized by then. He’s rather pleased New York extended licensure to Pennsylvania by reciprocity; however, the Pennsylvania bar exam will still be necessary due to the acquisition.”

      “Jesus, Carrington, speak like a human.” I spun to face him with my hands on my hips.

      “It’s pure legalese, darling. Attorneys don’t speak a human language.”

      I cocked my head. “I’ll keep that in mind. So, what do you plan to do while I’m away? Anything fun?”

      “I’ll be engaging in the same activities I’ve undertaken for the past five years on a work night.”

      “Nerd,” I said.

      He laughed loudly. “Yes, well, perhaps as of the last decade or so, you’re quite right.” He slid his hands into his pockets as he searched my face. “What are your plans for the next week and a half, then?”

      “I’m getting a head start on my third book. I’ll probably catch up with Mark, Ang, and Tiff, too.”

      “Mark and Angelica are marrying on the twelfth of December, correct?” he asked, pulling out his phone.

      I raised my brows. “Yeah. At Stotesbury Mansion. I can’t believe you remembered the date without looking.”

      He tapped his screen. “Excellent. I’ve altered my schedule for that week by blocking several interviews together. The flexibility will allow me to travel with you prior to their rehearsal dinner on the tenth.” He glanced up at me. “Granted you wish for me to accompany you, that is.”

      “I always want you to accompany me, Carrington.”

      His gentle smile grew genuine as I enclosed his waist and pressed my face into his white dress shirt. He dropped his phone into his pocket before hugging me.

      “Stiff exterior, warm interior,” I said. “A better explanation never existed for the enigma in my arms.”

      “I’ll miss you dearly, Clara,” he replied with a slight ache.

      “I’ll miss you too, but it’ll only be for a few days; then I’ll be back to stay.” I focused on the wall next to the entryway. “Did you order the TV?”

      His chest shook with laughter. “I did, indeed. That’s why I went into my office. I wanted to be certain you had a true reason to return. Sixty inches of flat-screen brilliance will be mounted and awaiting your arrival two Thursdays from now.”

      I hummed and leaned away after he rested his chin on my head. “Are you sure you don’t mind?” I asked.

      “Not at all, my love. Please don’t hesitate to ask for anything you may fancy. This is your home now as well.”

      “Oh, good, because I really fancy you.”

      I covered his supple lips with mine. He coaxed my mouth open and inspected me with his skillful and often evil tongue. I traced the contours of his chest through his shirt.

      “One hundred and ninety-five pounds of hardened muscle,” I said. “Thank God for body-building equipment.”

      And for yesterday morning, the dark part of my mind chimed in.

      Carrington kissed me again, and the memory returned.

      Jet lag was killing me; sleep was just a dream over the last six days. Yesterday, I woke after a catnap to find Carrington gone. I wandered to the kitchen, only to discover it empty as well. I crafted a cup of coffee with his glamorous brewer and heard rattling on the third floor. I climbed fifty-four polar-white steps to find him tucked into a corner.

      He was surrounded by thick black flooring, which secured some workout equipment. The room was completed with a few strength-training machines, two rows of free weights stacked horizontally across a mirror wall, and a weight rack, where he lay, doing several reps with a barbell. I sneakily leaned against the doorjamb and scanned his body past his fitted black shorts, lost in the glistening skin stretched tautly across his showcased six-pack.

      “Do you see something you fancy?” he asked.

      I jumped as he replaced his barbell to sit straight. He looked at my mirrored reflection, and my cheeks blistered. I lifted my cup to him. He snagged a towel and pushed his hair away with his fingers, mopping his face, but a few strands stuck to his forehead.

      “Do you intend to stand there and stare, or are you planning to come in for a bit?”

      I crossed my ankles. “I’m going to stand here and stare. Thanks for asking.”

      He peered at me over his shoulder, smiling wickedly, then tilted his head with a light, “Come here.”

      “Nope,” I said.

      He slung the towel around his neck and caught it with his other hand. “Will you make me come there and fetch you?”

      “I’m not making you do anything. I’m enjoying my coffee with a view. Whatever you decide to do during the time it takes for me to finish it is your business.”

      “Is that right?” he asked, rising to his feet.

      My heart pounded in time to his steps. “Yep.”

      He stopped to inspect my bedtime shirt, one of his pink button-ups. “Someone awoke to be a naughty girl, I see,” he said under his breath. “What shall I do with such a naughty girl?”

      Our eyes met. His smoldering golden flecks darkened to toffee as warmth rushed between my thighs.

      “To indicate my actions are naughty implies I’m breaking a rule,” I said. “I must’ve missed that memo posted along your obnoxious number of stairs.” He pressed his lips together before taking my cup. “You’ll have to post it with better intent next time.”

      “And so I will.” He placed my coffee on a short table inside the doorframe. “In the interim, I’ll determine whether releasing you with a warning equals sufficient compensation.”

      He kissed me softly and threaded his fingers through my hair. I returned the favor, enjoying his sweat-matted downiness. His muscles shifted when he grabbed me under my thighs, and I gasped excitedly, wrapping my legs around his waist and tossing his towel onto the floor.

      “I’ve concluded that reparation is mandatory,” he said, striding to his barbell bench. “The nature of the infraction is severe.”

      He straddled the bench with my ass settled between his thighs and reached behind me; there was a click, and the seat back sloped. He kissed both of my palms before positioning my hands above my head.

      “Grab hold of this bar, darling,” he instructed.

      It rocked as my fingers closed around it. “Will it come loose?”

      He tapped a metal lip. “I’d never put you in danger, my love.”

      “Oh.”

      “Make that two infractions,” he said.

      “Think I can lift it?” I asked, grunting with a deep breath.

      His eyes changed from alluring to reproving. “Absolutely not, Clara.”

      I released a loud puff after testing it for real. “How much is on here?”

      He stared at my arms. “One hundred and fifty-eight kilos.”

      “That doesn’t sound like much.”

      “It converts to near on three hundred and fifty pounds.”

      “Oh!” I exclaimed. “You’re tall, lean, still annoyingly tanned from our honeymoon, and, apparently, you can lift almost double your body weight.”

      “You’re now up to three infractions.” He ran his lips along my jaw. “Do you wish to keep playing for four?”

      “You keep listing these infractions, but I have no idea what the rules or punishment are.”

      “The rules are the same as they’ve always been, Clara. You set them yourself. You merely need to listen.” He kissed along my left cheek, toward my throat. “And I’d never punish you, darling. You’re far too valuable for that nonsense.”

      “If an infraction is a transgression, and a transgression is an offense against a rule, there has to be a punishment for the concept to work.”

      “‘Cleverness is serviceable for everything but sufficient for nothing,’” he quoted, then pulled my throbbing middle against his bulging shorts. I moaned into his neck. “I only wish to bring you pleasure, Clara. Should you feel the need to assign it a label, think about it as more of a pleasure penalty than a punishment.”

      “A pleasure penalty? Only you could come up with that and make it sound appealing, Carrington.”

      He nipped the exposed skin at my shirt opening before covering my mouth and gliding his hands along my sides to cup my breasts. I writhed under his expert fingers as he pinched and rolled my nipples.

      “You positively love every penalty, darling,” he whispered into my ear. He sucked my earlobe before releasing each of my shirt buttons, followed by his mouth. He parted my shirt upon reaching the bottom. “Good Lord. You’re perfect in every way.”

      “You don’t mind my faded stretch marks?” I asked.

      “Why would I mind those?” He trailed his lips along my stomach and stopped before reaching my vulva. “They’re part of you.”

      “John, please,” I begged.

      “Please what, my love?” he asked into my pelvis.

      “You already know what.”

      He lifted his eyes as he kissed up my body. “Naughty girl, indeed.”

      I tangled my hands in his hair and tugged on it. “No, the other way,” I said, frustrated.

      “Did I instruct you to withdraw from the bar?” he asked, displeased.

      I flinched before retaking hold of it. “No.”

      “You needn’t be frightened of me, Clara. I’ll never harm you.” He studied me. “However, you do seem to enjoy acting defiantly today. Perhaps we should make a few changes, yeah?”

      “I’m sor⁠—”

      He blanketed his lips over mine to quiet me. “You needn’t apologize. You clearly require something unique, and I believe I understand why.” His smile was warm and unanticipated. “You normally like it when I tell you what to do, as it helps you to feel in control when you lack it. Right now, however, you’re not lacking control so much as guidance. You’re lost, stranded, and confused, correct?”

      “Not a doctor, my foot,” I said. “You only need the three letters on the suffix to make it legal.”

      He chuckled. “I know this is difficult for you, but you must try to discuss these things with me, my love. I’ll always help you to the best of my ability; however, I can’t do that if you remain silent.”

      I blinked rapidly, and he wiped my tears with his thumbs. “Fret not, my darling,” he said tenderly. “You’re safe. I’m here with you. We need to keep your mind occupied. Would you like to hear my suggestion?”

      “Yes.”

      “You will tell me what to do, and I’ll follow your instructions to the precise detail.”

      I glared at him. “John, I can’t. You know I can’t.”

      “Oh, yes, you can, my love.” I sighed as he lowered his head to the crevice between my breasts. “You need to rediscover the woman who successfully seduced a nearly impenetrable heart, my dear, and I’ll help you do it.” He licked along my skin.

      My groan vibrated through my chest. “What do you want me to do?” I whispered.

      “The proper question would be better phrased as such: what do you wish for me to do to you?”

      I squirmed between his thighs and rested my head before asking quietly, “Can you kiss me a little lower?”

      “Of course, darling.” He moved his lips an inch to place a single kiss.

      “John,” I warned through clenched teeth.

      “I told you that I would follow your instructions to the precise detail, Clara; that’s exactly what I’m doing. Were you to prefer I do something other than what you’ve indicated, perhaps you should consider being more specific.”

      “So help me, Carrington, I want you to use that ungodly, infuriating mouth to kiss down my stomach,” I snapped. “Then I want you to put your face between my thighs.”

      “How would you like for me to kiss you, darling? Like this?” His feather touch was barely detectable. “Or like this?” He grazed my skin with his teeth before he swirled the tip of his tongue around my belly button.

      “Oh, Jesus. Both.” My body bowed as he started downward.

      He outlined the well-groomed hair at my opening with his nose. “My face is between your thighs, my love. What do you wish for me to do next?”

      “It’s too hard to think when I’m this aroused.”

      He nuzzled closer to my center. “Give it a go for me. All I wish is to bring you pleasure; however, I’m at your mercy.”

      I whimpered and twisted my fingers around his silky strands. He stared at me with a patient, burning need.

      “No one has ever looked at me like you do,” I said. “I think that’s why I love you so much.”

      “It’s reciprocated, my love. I assure you.”

      “That makes this a little easier, I guess. I like it best when you start slow; then, when my breathing increases, you skate figure eights around my spot and gently suck me into your mouth. You keep going until I beg you to stop.” He shifted on the bench. “That’s what I want you to do.”

      “With pleasure, darling.” He parted my mound and brought my words to life with that tongue.

      Within minutes, I was panting and perspiring. “Oh, fuck. Oh, fuck.” I tossed my head and pulled his hair. “John, I’m there.” He captured my clitoris and sucked me into his mouth after securing my bucking hips. “Jesus fucking Christ! I’m coming! You’re so fucking good! I love you so much, John.”

      He moaned, and it resonated through me while he increased his suction. I eventually tapped his head until he released me.

      “Good Lord,” he said, fascinated. “You’re bloody phenomenal.” He nibbled my inner thigh and rested his cheek against my leg as I played with his hair. “You’ve never been that vocal. Where have you been hiding?”

      I shrugged. “I’m a late bloomer. C-can we do it one more time?” I asked, glancing at the floor.

      His eyes enlarged, and he smiled. “You want to do it again?” he asked sweetly.

      I bit the inside of my lower lip and nodded as I swept his errant lock away. He brought my open hand to his mouth to kiss my palm.

      “Do you have any idea how long I’ve waited to hear you ask me that?” he asked. I shook my head. “From the very beginning,” he said. “I’ll always give you more, my love. Always.” My stomach muscles clenched. “Would you like for me to do anything differently?”

      I averted my eyes. “Would you⁠—”

      “Clara, you needn’t be embarrassed,” he interrupted. “I’ll never judge you. As long as I’m comfortable with what you’re asking, I’ll give it to you. And do trust, it’ll take quite a lot for me to become uncomfortable.” His rakish wink inspired my giggle.

      “Would you use your fingers?” I asked.

      “You like that the most, yeah?” He kissed my wrist after my single head bob. “What kind of person would I be to deny that beautiful face such a reasonable request?” I blushed as he worked his right hand down my body. “I await your command, my love.”

      “I like it when you curl your fingers around my spot and work me over until I scream,” I breathed, stroking his hair.

      “Would you like for me to use my mouth as well?”

      “No. I like it when you talk to me.”

      His hazel eyes sparked golden. “Naughty girl,” he expelled. A deluge of moisture flooded me. “How have you managed to keep that a secret?”

      “I thought you knew.”

      “I knew you enjoyed listening to the sound of my voice,” he said. “I did not know you were aroused by my talking with you during our lovemaking.” He sat straight and spoke so close to my ear that his bottom lip brushed the lobe. “Is there anything special you’d like to hear?”

      I shivered as he slipped his fingers inside me. “Everything you say is special.”

      “Beautiful, resourceful girl.” He moved slowly inside me. My moan elicited his smile against my cheek. “You enjoy it when I compliment you.” He dipped his thumb into my slickness and circled my clitoris when my breathing increased.

      I clutched his neck. “Oh, John. This isn’t fair.”

      “What’s unfair, my love?”

      “You know so much about me, and I know nothing about you.”

      “Mmmm. That is true.” He inclined his head to kiss my neck as he expedited his tempo. “Would you like for me to share some of the things that induce my excitement?”

      I convulsed, and he braced my stomach with his free arm. “Yes!” I shouted.

      “I love it when you scream.”

      I replied through gritted teeth, “Oh, fuck you! You’re cheating. I already know that.”

      “Such a foul mouth for such a gorgeous girl.” The weight of his forearm strengthened as I thrashed. “I love that about you as well.”

      “Oh, my god! I know that, too! You’re such a fucking hustler, Carrington!”

      He moved his hand faster. “Would you prefer to hear something I love about you that you’re currently unfamiliar with, Clara?” I cursed at him. “I love that you’re unafraid to call me out, as they say. You’ve never been persuaded or influenced by my status or my wealth, and you have no idea how refreshing that is,” he said with quick breaths.

      “You always make me work for everything, darling,” he continued. “You’ve tested my patience and my will, and you’ll break fucking glass by the time you release this scream; however, you’ll hold it until you’ve proven your point. All to make certain I keep fast on my end of the bargain. An honorable opponent in every way.”

      “Fuck!” I seized him and tapped his shoulder. “John, I’m going to do the thing!” Liquid heat rose to my core, but his pace stayed the same. I slapped him. “I’m going to make a mess!”

      It was the most wicked tone I’d ever heard. “Too bloody right you are, darling. You’re going to make a very large, beautiful mess.” I screamed, and his groan was agonized with pleasure. “That’s it, my love. That’s my girl,” he said sweetly through my endless screams. “Give me every last drop, darling. Keep coming, keep coming.”

      “John!” I shrieked, tingling from my toes to my scalp as I clawed his back.

      “Good Christ. I love it when you say my name like that.”

      He maneuvered his mouth over mine. I fell limp when he concluded, gasping and breathing as he instructed. He extracted his fingers as my mind and body quivered. I released another euphoric yelp as he grunted, “Mmph,” and moved between my thighs.

      I tightened my grip on him. “Don’t leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere, my love. I’m merely shifting position.” He kissed my neck as he slid his arms under my back. “I can’t believe you exist. I still can’t fathom that you’re real.”

      “That makes two of us.” I stared at the whiteness above me. “Has the ceiling always been so high?”

      He leaned back to stare at me. His chest shook with silent laughter, and he brushed my hair away with the tip of his nose. I lifted my lips weakly, dreamy-eyed.

      “That look is enough to allow me to die a happy man, Clara. Thank you.” My eyes drifted shut. “Let me take you to the bedroom for a rest,” he said.

      My eyes snapped open, and I quickly said, “No. I’m still in charge.” I caressed his side before cupping the bulge in his dampened shorts. “And I want you.”

      He emitted a low pining. “Clara, you must be rather sensitive from what we’ve done. It’s best for us to take a ten-to-fifteen-minute break.”

      “I think I’m in charge today, Carrington,” I reminded him, squeezing his spandex-covered protrusion.

      He muffled another groan. “Accurate as that may be,” he said quietly, “there will come a time when that will no longer be the case. What will you do then, I wonder?”

      My stomach flip-flopped as I raised my chin. “I’ll deal with it when the time comes.”

      “I suspect you’re the only one in this entire world who would do so successfully, my love.” He pressed his fingers into my lower back. “You’re still shaking. I can feel it.”

      “I want you inside me. Now.”

      “Very naughty,” he replied. He stood and cocked a brow when I protested. “I have to remove my shorts, Clara.”

      He retrieved his towel from the floor to wipe away the results of his undeniable prowess and discarded it and his shorts. I snatched a quick kiss on the tip of his impressive penis when he re-straddled the bench. He sat quickly.

      “You’re positively incorrigible today, my dear.”

      “But I like doing it,” I said.

      “I remember well.” He inched my body up the backrest by my hips. “However, at this point, you must choose. You may either have me in your mouth or your nether region. I’m too aroused to last through both.”

      I giggled. “Nether region?”

      “I like to save my obscenities for the opportune moment,” he said.

      “Fine. Nether, because I’m greedy.”

      He advanced his lap under me. “I love it when you’re a greedy girl.”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “Is that why you want to take a break?”

      “Due to you being a greedy girl?”

      “No, because you’re so aroused.” He left a trail of burning kisses down my neck. “Do you want to take a break so you can calm down?” I asked. “Does that help you last longer?”

      His kisses slowed. “Endlessly persistent, my darling. Perhaps I’ve created a monster.”

      “No more so than you.”

      He flexed his hips to stroke his straining penis against my sensitive spot, and I jerked. “We shall see.” His golden-hazel eyes looked into mine as his enormous shaft rubbed me again. “Are you comfortable being on top, my love?”

      “Oh, my god,” I snarled. “You’re such a fucking prick.”

      “And you absolutely love it, as I’ve said.” He grinned impishly when I squinted at him. “Moreover, it was merely a coincidence.”

      “I said inside me, Carrington. Not driven crazy by predetermined coincidences.”

      He jutted his chin toward his shaft. “Are all coincidences not predetermined, my love?”

      “If you say so,” I answered, positioning him below me.

      “Have you never heard of the concept? It relates to faith in free will versus a prearranged fate; it more or less states that if coincidences truly are coincidences, they shouldn’t feel so contrived.”

      My head fell back as I moaned. He only entered his penis’s tip inside me.

      “Right or left, darling?”

      I snapped my head up and responded with, “What?”

      “Do you prefer the right or the left side for penetration, my love?” he asked, surveying me intensely.

      I opened and closed my mouth several times. “Oh, fuck, John. I don’t care. Just go.”

      “It matters, Clara. Tell me which side, and then I’ll continue.”

      “The fucking left,” I admitted.

      He entered me at an angle. “Like this?”

      My mind spun like a top. I grasped his forearms and said with an exhale, “Jesus fucking Christ. Yes. Just like that.”

      “That’s a girl. Now tell me how.”

      “Wait,” I said. “That voice is familiar, but— Oh, you son of a bitch,” I whispered to his exultant stare.

      “I believe I still owe you one more penalty, my love.” He settled deep inside me. “And it’s conceivable that you may need a plan for misplacing your crown earlier than anticipated, yeah?”

      I was about to tell him to move slowly when he did it. “John,” I pleaded.

      “My brilliant girl. My brilliant, beautiful girl,” he said reverently. “Will you continue to defy me? Hmmm?” He held onto my hips and intensified his thrusts. “I didn’t hear your response, my love. Will you be a good girl now? Tell me, darling. Tell me, or I’ll show you how long I can really last.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “Faster, please.”

      “You want it faster, my love? It’s yours.”

      “Harder, John.”

      “You want it rough, my darling? My pleasure.” He rocked into me in time to his quickened thrusts. The penetration was deep, and the skin of his pelvis rubbed my clitoris.

      After tensing against the backrest, I dug my nails into his arms and screamed, “Oh, fuck! John, I’m coming!”

      His breathing escalated as he gripped me firmly. “You’re so vocal today, and it’s driving me mad. You know it as well, darling. Don’t you?” He took deep breaths. “Always a challenge. A beautiful, fiery challenge. Let us see if you can keep that fire burning through the next penalty you’ve earned.”

      He glided his hands up my heaving, sweat-covered rib cage. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him hard, dominating our movement. He tore his mouth away and twitched inside me, sucking in another unexpected breath.

      “Good fucking Christ!” he exclaimed, shoving me against the seat. “That’s a big one, yeah? Oh, that’s a big one,” he remarked, awestruck. “Look at your goosebumps.” He ran his tongue along the slope of my throat. “They’re all over your beautiful skin, my love.” He bumped our noses. “You’re so clever. You nearly took me with you. Yes, you nearly did.”

      “Please,” I begged, “I want you to come with me. Please come with me. I love you. I love you.” He closed his eyes. His thrusts increased without matching my need. “God, you’re so good. I need you. Please come with me, John. Please.”

      My next orgasm hit hard, unpredicted. I bit his shoulder to stifle my scream. He released a loud expletive and went over the edge with me in strangled glory. We collapsed against the backrest. My heart beat fiercely as he lay his head on my chest.

      “Well played, my love,” he said.

      I puffed a laugh. He joined me with several lingering kisses between our hushed, joyful eruptions. We embraced in quiet tenderness until he carried me to the bedroom. Sleep greeted me for more than an hour, but I couldn’t sleep through the whole night.

      Insomnia had returned today, and tonight would be a rough ride. I brought my dirty, meandering mind to the present and enclosed Carrington’s neck.

      “Want to know what I’m thinking about?” I asked.

      “One may only guess,” he said.

      “Yesterday morning in your gym.” I booped his nose.

      “Our gym now, and yes, that one was rather special. It’s briefly crossed my mind a few times today as well. I’ll certainly use it to get through the next several days without you. It’s high on my favorites list.”

      “You have a list of favorites?” I asked. He pinkened, and I plunged my fingers into his silky strands. “What’s number one?”

      He stiffened. “You enjoy running your fingers through my hair.”

      “I always have.” I sighed. “Want me to tell you mine first?” He glanced me over. I offered without his prompting, “Second night in Mexico after we danced in the glow of the setting sun.”

      He snuggled his nose closer to my neck. “Given the choice, I’ll always dream of our wedding night. I believe it’ll be with me upon my deathbed.”

      “Really? Why that one?” He prevented me from stepping back with his immovable grip. “It’s okay, John. You can tell me. I won’t judge you. You’ve never judged me.”

      “Were you to be kind enough to share your reason first, I’d gladly reciprocate.”

      “Okay.” I massaged his scalp. His fine midnight hair settled into place as I stared over his shoulder. “I was in a bad place that day, and you saw it. You helped me realize it was acceptable to feel love in addition to giving it. You took away my guilt. I’ll always have a special place in my heart for that awkward day because you made it magical.” He squeezed me tightly and almost lifted me off the floor. “It was also the first time I tapped out from orgasmic delectation.”

      “Your joy brings me joy, my love,” he said. “Our wedding night is special for several reasons. The one most closely related to this discussion is that it helped you become a bit more receptive to different types of pleasure; furthermore, you unknowingly assisted me in discovering something new.”

      “How?” I asked, startled.

      “I’ve always had a partiality to executing dominance over my romantic partners during lovemaking, as I’m certain you’ve already divined. The authority helps me harness and control some of my more harmful behaviors; therefore, I was exceptionally gratified when you suggested it upon your first visit. However, your overt arousal to our unintended physical restraint broached that subject for me as well. I’ve never given it a second thought, as the concept of keeping someone in a sexual situation against their will doesn’t appeal to me in the slightest. Again, as I say, your reaction unlocked an unknown section of my psyche, and I greatly wish to discuss exploring that with you.”

      “You can tie me up any time you like, Carrington,” I responded puckishly, then kissed his neck.

      “Yes, well, should that be something you’re interested in, we may certainly discuss it.” He mimicked my move and added his teeth. I shivered. “I don’t know that I would go so far as to ‘tie you up,’ so to speak; however, keeping you lightly restrained is appealing.”

      I cupped his cheek and slid my thumb over his angular jaw. “We make love so well but struggle so hard to communicate. This has to give.”

      “It’ll improve over time,” he said. “Perhaps we can investigate it further upon your return. It may supplement the research for your next book.”

      “You want me to write a porno?” I asked. He smirked, and I lowered my head to his chest. “Dirty bastard.”

      “Your writing is rather eloquent for a self-help author. I believe you’d do fairly well with erotic fiction.” He ran his hands along my back. “It would be better than dealing with writer’s block, yeah?”

      “How the fuck do you know I can’t write?”

      “You haven’t lifted a pen or notebook, electronic or otherwise, since we’ve married, darling.”

      “True,” I agreed. “It’s okay. The TV’ll suffice. I love TV when I’m struggling with writer’s block. But I’ll be a couch potato if I don’t get into a better mindset.”

      “Why do you suppose you’re having such difficulty?” He swayed us, like dancing without music.

      “It’ll go away; it always does. It likes to rip my heart out, stomp on it, and leave a bloody trail on its way out the door first.”

      “Perhaps you should switch your genre to horror,” he suggested. “You’d be halfway done.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind. Oh! Give me a second, will you?”

      I ran down the hall and up the stairs to snag a newspaper-wrapped box. Carrington was hunched over his writing desk when I emerged from the hidden hall. He wore his black-framed readers and scanned the pages of his afternoon paper.

      He glanced up quizzically. “What’s this?”

      “A present!” I shouted.

      He laughed loudly and accepted it. “Clara, you shouldn’t have done this.” He studied the wrapping. “Is it the entertainment section?”

      “Is there any other?” He shifted his eyes to me, and I bounced and clapped. “C’mon. Open it!”

      “You’re positively enchanting, my love.” He searched the seam. “Are you certain I was meant to open this?”

      “You have to earn it.”

      “With you, my dear, I’d expect nothing less.” He turned it on all four sides. “Aha!” He slipped his finger into the slit and discarded the wrapping on the coffee table, casting me another curious look. He peeled away its black flaps, exposing the white-and-blue tissue paper that kept it well hidden. “You certainly went all out with this, yeah?”

      He clucked his tongue after pushing the tissue paper aside, and his eyes softened. The green dinosaur I’d crocheted on the plane was adequately stuffed with cotton and as roly-poly as an adorable Jurassic partridge. He guffawed upon seeing its crocheted, three-piece navy-blue suit.

      “Very fitting,” he said.

      I kept my other hand behind my back. “His name is Alfredo, and there’s more underneath.”

      “Alfredo,” he whispered, removing the T-Rex. He expelled air through his nose as he set the empty cardboard on the table. “A newspaper and glasses.”

      “The ‘C’ stands for Carrington.” I pointed to it on the three-by-three gray periodical. “Now you won’t have to read your paper all alone while I’m gone.” I shrugged, snugged Alfredo’s glasses on, and then showed Carrington how to arrange his arms so the canvas was propped open. “I have one, too. See? Her name’s Allegra.” I revealed an identical dinosaur with a few pieces of brown yarn for hair and a lime-green minidress, like mine, on the day we were married. “So, on some level, we’ll be together even though we’re apart.”

      He was perfectly still, but a glinting shine through his lenses was impossible to hide. The dinosaurs’ little feet dangled after he sat them next to each other, and then he closed the distance between us and snaked his arms around my waist.

      “I shall count the days until you return, my love,” he said with an obvious pang. He tossed his readers onto the table. “In the meantime, please allow me to give you my own gift. Perhaps it’ll keep you warm at night should you grow cold in the crisp East Coast’s early autumn.”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist when he lifted me by my thighs. “I’ll set my sheets on fire if I think about this at night all alone.” My head fell back when we reached the stairs.

      His wandering lips gave me a glimpse into the limitless bounds of his singular passion for pleasure. “Please allow me to remind you how to extinguish the blaze without harming the flame, my darling.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. BLEEDING LOVE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “You okay, Pres?” Mark asked.

      “Yeah, just tired. It’s probably the time-zone difference.” I checked my phone, but it didn’t have the red number one next to the green text bubble. “It’s eight, so that means⁠—”

      “It’s one in the morning there. John’s asleep. Stop it.”

      I glared at him. “Shut up.”

      “Wow. I actually got a reaction.”

      “Day three of my ban from the United Kingdom update: this is bullshit,” I muttered.

      Mark stared at me curiously. “Talking to yourself again?”

      “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “It’s a stress-developed habit. Don’t you have any?”

      “No. I drink mine away.” He demonstrated by slugging his beer.

      “Do you miss Ang? Her trip to L.A. was unexpected, wasn’t it?”

      “It’s a family thing. She’ll be back this weekend, so I won’t have a ton of time to miss her. And speaking of beers…” He walked into my condo’s kitchen and returned with a newly cracked bottle, extended to me.

      “Double fisting?” I asked.

      “She has a personality all of a sudden.” Mark cocked his brow; it disappeared under his dark brown hair, making his Superman curl prevalent.

      I shook my head as he hovered the twelve ounces of golden-brewed goodness in front of my face. “I can’t.”

      He inclined his other brow before squinting his warm brown eyes at my stomach. “Anything you want to share with me?”

      “Fuck off, Kennedy. There’s more than one reason for a shotgun wedding.”

      “Then I’m confused about why you can’t drink this beer.”

      “It’s not that I can’t, but I shouldn’t.”

      “I’m repeating your words.”

      “I misspoke.” I put my phone face down on the coffee table. “And why exactly are you handing a woman you suspect to be pregnant an alcoholic beverage?”

      “I didn’t suspect a pregnancy until you said no to the drink. It’s not you, Pres.”

      “It’s a little late, don’t you think?” I asked.

      “When the hell has eight ever been too late for you?” I averted my eyes, and he huffed. “I won’t make you drink it. I just want you to think long and hard about why you’re choosing not to if you don’t.” After clinking the bottle on the table, he sat with a heavy thud.

      I swigged the beer and discreetly snuck another sip. Yeasty barley mixed with sweet hops as I crawled back up my slippery slope.

      “Carrington’s only worried about my health.”

      “Listen, what you guys do in the privacy of your relationship isn’t something you have to explain to me.” He flipped to the first available baseball game. “I just want my friend back.”

      “I know it happened fast, but I really do love him,” I insisted.

      “Fast is an understatement,” he said under his breath, staring at the television.

      “Fine. I never told you, but we met almost a year ago at a charity function in Las Vegas.”

      He shrugged out of his lightweight rust-colored jacket. “The one from last October?”

      “I can’t believe you remember that,” I said. He tapped his temple. “Yeah. I, um, I had way too much to drink with no food and passed out at one of the tables. Carrington carried me to his room so I’d be safe.”

      “What the fuck?” Mark whispered, eyeing my beer. “I didn’t know you drank like that anymore.”

      “I don’t.” I hesitated before I added, “Not as of recently, anyway. I slept with Carrington the following day and ran from him for the next six months.”

      Mark’s eyes enlarged. I focused on the TV to recount the rest.

      “Carrington and I were meeting for an interview the day you and I had lunch at New Deck in March. I never thought I’d have to see him again, but Steph couldn’t get me out of the interview. He let me stay at his place when the station and my hotel flooded, and we had a heart-to-heart in his kitchen. We started a long-distance relationship by phone right after.” I sighed. “I knew it was happening, but I didn’t want to see it, you know?”

      “I get it,” he said.

      “The way I treated Carrington— I-I was in love with him but had no idea how to tell him. So, I got drunk again and flew to Vegas, where he was giving another charity ball, and confessed in his suite. We went out to celebrate, and, well—” I held up my left hand.

      “Jesus,” he said. “You got drunk and flew out to Vegas on a whim when John was running a charity drive?”

      “Yes.” I lowered my eyes to the floor as my cheeks seared. “I stole his room key.”

      “That doesn’t sound like you at all,” he said quietly. “John must be really something.”

      “Yeah, Carrington’s very special.”

      “I wish I’d known you guys were serious,” he replied, troubled. “I’d have given you better advice.”

      “You gave me solid advice.” I lifted one shoulder. “We never talked about that stuff before, anyway. I didn’t know you were dating Ang for a whole year. It’s understandable.”

      He bobbed his head as he kicked off his shoes. “Are you doing better now? Coping and all?”

      “Yes. Carrington makes sure I take care of myself.”

      “Really?” he asked. “And how does he manage that?”

      I shrugged. “He just makes it easier. I mean, he’s basically a psychologist. Most of the time, it feels like he knows what I need better than I do.”

      “Wait, what?” A chill ran down my spine as Mark leaned forward in my peripheral vision. “You heard the way that sounded, right?” I stayed silent. “Pres? Please tell me you heard it.”

      “I didn’t mean for it to come out that way,” I said, memorizing the gray hardwood.

      “That seems to be happening a lot today, but you’re the writer, so I’m pretty sure you already know word usage matters,” he said flatly. “What do you mean when you say John knows what you need better than you do?” I cringed. “Because it sounds to me like he’s brainwashing you.”

      I snapped my annoyed eyes up to meet his concern. “I’m sorry, detective. I didn’t realize I was under suspicion of a crime. Should I turn on the overhead light so you can get a better look at my facial expressions?”

      “No, because you’re not the one under suspicion.” Mark glanced down at my stiff body. “I won’t fight with you. You’re an adult, and you know what you want and need. What I need is to know you realize this sounds really fucking fishy.”

      “What sounds fishy? The fact that Carrington saved me and gave me the confidence I’ve been missing?” I cursed. “He asked me to stay on a regular eating schedule and not to drink excessively. I don’t equate that to brainwashing. You ask something similar of me every time we see each other.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with the regular eating part,” he said. “But when you show up drunk and emotionally naked to someone’s door and wake up married the following day, your intuition should be on overdrive.” He crooked his knee as he sat sideways. “John was okay with you being drunk the two times he ‘saved’ you, but after you got married to him, he asked you to stop drinking to excess? It makes me wonder what changed.” I swallowed hard. “You not questioning it tells me a lot, too. When did you decide to move in with him, Pres?”

      “Carrington was worried about my drinking before we got married,” I corrected. “He told me so the morning after he helped me the first time. And I changed my mind two weeks ago because we had another discussion about the difficulties of long-distance relationships.” I threw my hands in the air. “You asked me the same goddamn question right after you found out I was married!”

      “Yeah, and you were adamant about keeping your condo.” He wrinkled his brows. “When did that change?”

      “I don’t know, maybe when I knew I’d miss living under the same roof as my husband? Ang moved across the country to live with you. Does that make her brainwashed?”

      Mark narrowed his eyes and pointed the neck of his bottle at me. “It’s not the same thing, and you know it.”

      “Then what are you implying?” I asked. “Come out and say it.”

      “Well, you obviously decided to move after thinking it through.” He motioned around my living room. “You’ve packed everything up so nicely, and this is clearly a crash pad for when you’re home to visit.” I blushed. “I don’t know if you were pressured into making the decision or not. Either way, whatever’s going on doesn’t sound healthy.”

      “Carrington has two degrees in psychological studies from Oxford.” I crossed my arms. “I’m fairly certain he knows the difference between healthy and unhealthy behavior.”

      “Yeah, he might know, but that doesn’t mean you do,” Mark countered quietly. I gasped. “It also doesn’t mean he’s capable of abiding by boundaries. Was he already drunk when you met him in Vegas?”

      I stared at Mark, shocked.

      “Clare, if this guy is so great, why did he get smashed when he knew you were already gone, propose to you, and then issue orders for you to follow once you were married?”

      My body went numb. “You haven’t said my first name in years,” I replied.

      “I know. I want your attention because it sounds to me like John took advantage of your vulnerability.”

      “Hello, Columbo,” I said. “It’s nice to fucking meet you, too.” I downed half my beer in four gulps and slammed it on the table with a grimace. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore, Mark.”

      “You may not want to talk about it, but that doesn’t mean it’ll go away.” He swung his bottle between his legs. “Controlling people don’t stop just because their spouses don’t want to discuss it.”

      “You don’t know Carrington.”

      “You’re right. I can only guess since I’ve never met him; based on what you told me, he sounds like a charming, manipulative dude. A borderline narcissist.”

      “You’re wrong. Abusers are rough, gruff, and mean; they torture their prey physically and mentally for sadistic pleasure. That’s not Carrington. I’ve dealt with monsters before, and they cut people down with words faster than a machete in the jungle.”

      Mark leaned against his backrest to cross one leg over the other and rested his beer on his upturned ankle. “Okay, so tell me about him.”

      Mark’s sitting stance is wide in comparison to Carrington’s. Is it another sign? Soon, I won’t know the man I married. But do I really know him at all?

      I tapped my index finger on the arm of the couch. “What do you want to know?”

      “Anything you want to tell me,” he said. “Help me get to know John. It’ll stop me from jumping to the conclusions that are clearly pissing you off.”

      I looked at the TV. “The Yanks are winning. I can win this shit, too. Carrington’s an Englishman who was born in Ireland. He occasionally lives in both countries, and he’s forty-four years old. He’s written almost a dozen books in addition to acquiring three advanced degrees, and he currently owns and operates the production company that produces his wildly popular show. He’s an incredibly savvy businessman, an amazing cook, and deeply loves his mother, his sisters, and me.”

      Mark lowered his eyelids as he raised his brows. “Great. Sounds good.” The TV crowd cheered. “Could you tell me something I wouldn’t find on Wikipedia now?”

      I cursed when he smiled glumly. “Carrington’s an extremely private person. I don’t feel comfortable sharing too much about him.” I rechecked my phone. “It’s eight-fifteen, and it feels like a fucking battlefield in here,” I mumbled.

      A red number one popped up next to the text bubble. I clicked it.
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        Sleep evades me; however, your beauty offers a light in the darkness. Only six days remaining, my love. xxx

      

      

      

      

      

      I grinned.

      
        
          
            
              
        They’ll go by in the blink of an eye. You should shut yours. You have work in the morning. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Mark was watching me when I looked up from my phone. He sighed and took another drink. “I can’t wait to meet him,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      Pumpkin-spiced anything on a mild morning in September, especially when emulsified in a delectable cold brew, was magic. I skipped down Market Street and spun on the sidewalk as my phone pinged in my purse.
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        Have a moment for a brief chat? xxx

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        For you? Anything.

      

      

      

      

      

      My cell buzzed and jingled with the theme from Guys and Dolls. Carrington’s handsome face and gorgeous hazel eyes greeted me like I was streaming his show.

      “You have impeccable timing,” I answered.

      “It’s lovely to hear your voice,” he said. I smiled into my coffee cup. “On coffee number one or two, then?”

      I exhaled while stealing another sip and choked on the foam after it blew up my nose. “Wah-one.” A passing businessman looked at me strangely. “It’s the aftermath of a messy pumpkin blowjob,” I called to him. He hurried away. “That creativity would be great in a story outline,” I added to myself.

      “What on Earth?” Carrington asked, alarmed.

      “Never mind,” I said with broken giggles. “Some dude was eyeing the pumpkin cold foam on my lip. I took care of it.”

      “Your uniqueness is superb, darling. And I do love your laughter; it’s quite infectious.” He thanked someone from a distance. “Will you tell me what has you so cheery, or will you make me guess?”

      I licked the foam off my lip. “You make me cheery.”

      “Is that right? And what have I done to deserve that recognition?”

      “You exist.” I smacked my forehead with the heel of my coffee hand. “I should think before saying shit,” I whispered.

      “Yes, well, I assure you the feeling is mutual, my love,” he said with a chuckle.

      “Oh, my god,” I realized aloud. “We’re the worst. We’re that couple.” A woman smirked at me when I mimicked a gagging motion with my cup. “Man, I’ll make an impression on everyone before arriving at the Rocky steps.”

      In the distance, Swann Memorial Fountain graced a gravel-and-grass-covered traffic circle. I neared the curved sidewalk that led to the Parkway and Logan Square. The cityscape’s green spaces and tiny oases were inspiring; I hoped they’d spur my creativity.

      Carrington quietly asked away from the phone, “Yes? Are these pages for me? Excellent. Thank you very much.”

      “It’s okay if you have to go,” I said. “I know you’re busy.”

      “No, no, darling. I’m all yours.” A minor palpitation coursed through me. “What are your plans for today?” He followed the question with a click.

      “I plan to contemplate all the possible color combinations of your suit.”

      “Is that your subtle way of asking what I’m wearing?” he asked. I giggled again. “That’s quite a sweet sound coming from such a naughty girl. I do believe I’ve met my match with you, young lady.” His headshake was nearly audible. “My suit is plain black with a monochrome plaid waistcoat.”

      Wind swirled the fall leaves like a nearby funnel, and my insides heated from more than the sun peeking through the clouds.

      “Yes, well,” he said, “I feel as though this would be a rather lopsided conversation were I not to inquire what you’re wearing in return.”

      When I bought my dress, it fit snugly, but my recent weight loss made it flawless. Red roses and white baby’s breath on a pink background highlighted the plunging neckline that ended at my cleavage; its hem stopped at mid-thigh but was hidden by my short black trench coat. I described it exactly that way.

      “Will you kindly understand when I say I find it difficult to believe you?” he asked. I laughed lightly. “I thought not; however, I do wish to see this dress upon your homecoming.” He cleared his throat after a distant knocking. “Is it urgent?” he asked someone. “I’d rather it wait the moment should it be routine. I’m on the phone with my wife.”

      My pulse increased. “Where are you?” I asked.

      There was another click before he answered me matter-of-factly. “I’m in my office.”

      A zing went through me. “Can I see it someday?”

      “I’ll give you a tour of every last inch, darling,” he said without hesitation.

      Even though the temperature was getting warmer, I shivered and stared at the fountain.

      That arching water is what I need every time I think of him; it’ll extinguish the fire he sets so I won’t be engulfed by the flames.

      “Oh, my god,” I said. Blue water morphed into liquid gold. “You just gave me an idea!”

      “You’re awarding me far too much credit.” His desire recalibrated to affection and was accompanied by a keyboard clacking. “I’m certain the idea was already present.”

      “No. It was undeniably you. It just materialized.”

      “Yes, well, I’m glad to have been of some help. I know your muse being eclipsed by evasion has bothered you for quite some time,” he replied, distracted. “Clara, darling, are you next to a waterfall? It sounds as if there’s a river raging nearby.”

      I sat on a bench. “No. I’m on my way to the art museum. I stopped next to the fountain in Logan Square.”

      “You’re on a stroll? Oh, well, that sounds lovely. Which sandwich did you select with your coffee? Another turkey and cheddar?”

      “I didn’t get a sandwich this morning,” I said pensively.

      His voice was calm and even. “I see. Did you select something else?”

      “No. I wasn’t hungry. The coffee is enough to fill me.”

      “Clara, my love, are you aware that several studies equate chlorogenic acids and caffeine in coffee to an appetite suppressant?”

      “Anecdotally,” I said. “I found it in a disturbing sixties magazine article that advocated red wine, hard-boiled eggs, steak, and coffee to lose five pounds in three days.”

      “That’s abhorrent. Those unfortunate women; however, perhaps you will allow me to explain the science in somewhat more specific terms?”

      “Okay, Mr. I’m-not-a-doctor.”

      He laughed warmly. “Chlorogenic acid is one of the active antioxidant dietary phenols in the human body. It controls hunger. This often works harmoniously with three of the most critical metabolic hormones: Ghrelin, Leptin, and Peptide YY. Now, as you know from your many animated driving adventures, coffee contains caffeine. It’s a stimulant that affects the central nervous system and has the potential to wreak havoc on your metabolic apparatus.

      “Ghrelin, should you be unfamiliar, induces the desire to eat,” he continued. “Leptin, if you’ll forgive my assumption that you need it explained, lives in fat cells that communicate directly with the hypothalamus to regulate energy expenditure. Lastly, Peptide YY is produced in the small intestine; it reduces appetite.”

      He shuffled some papers. “When caffeine is consumed regularly or excessively, it’ll severely alter these hormones. This will decrease Ghrelin, increase Leptin and Peptide YY, and otherwise trick your body into believing it’s satiated when it’s not.”

      He adjusted the phone. “I know you’re already aware of this, my love; however, you must keep up with the caloric depletion experienced during your daily exercise. You seem to have been struggling with this. Please make certain you’re supplying your body with proper nutrition.” I blinked away my blurry vision. “Is there any particular reason you’re having such difficulties eating?”

      “I miss you so much, John,” I whispered shakily, then sniffled and batted away my annoying tears.

      His comforting voice was strained. “Oh, Clara, my darling, please don’t cry. I can’t bear it. I miss you as well. Very, very much. Fortunately, there are only a few days between now and our reunion. In the meantime, you’ll ease a portion of our burden by providing me with tranquility that you’re taking care. Please remember the promise you made, my love.”

      “I will,” I reluctantly agreed. “I hate coercion for consent, but I can’t blame you. You’re thirty-five hundred miles away, and I’m breaking down in a public fucking park.”

      “That’s my girl,” he said. “I know, being separated feels punishing at times; however, it only reconfirms that we’re making the right decision to reside together full-time whenever possible, yeah?”

      “Yep,” I said. “At least no one’s staring at me. Thanks for staying gritty, Philadelphia.”

      “Tell me what catches your fancy about visiting the art museum,” he suggested.

      I wiped my cheeks with my coffee-clutching fingers. “I love the structural designs down here; they’re gothic in style. Want to see?”

      “I’d love to see it,” he said. I snapped a picture of the fountain and texted it to him. “As an aside, you’ll revel in investigating London should you enjoy gothic pieces.”

      His voice diminished when the picture registered as delivered. His delay lasted a beat longer than anticipated.

      “It’s a fine piece of architecture, to be sure,” he said, weirdly calm. “However, are you certain walking alone in that area is safe?”

      My brows crinkled as I laughed. “Absolutely! Logan and Rittenhouse Squares are the glitziest and safest Philly has to offer.” I cleared my throat when he was silent and inspected the fountain, keeping my voice gentle but firm. “It’s fine, Carrington. I’ve lived here for three years. There’s very little crime in these areas.”

      “I trust your judgment, Clara. It’s only that I see several ungentlemanly individuals in the background of this photo, and I’d like to be certain you’re taking proper precautions.”

      “Oh!” I exclaimed. “Those poor guys are unhoused.” I tipped my cup as if he could see me. “They won’t hurt me. I know them by name.”

      “Clara, I know you have incredible compassion and a deeply caring nature,” he said. I stiffened. “However, I must ask that you don’t make it a habit to approach random vagrants. That’s exceptionally dangerous.”

      Every hair on my body stood on end as I said sharply, “I’m up to date on street etiquette. Thanks for your concern. And you can reserve that tone for when my feet are in the air because if you really love me, you should trust my judgment the way you claim.”

      His voice shifted to soft and adoring. “Clara, darling, please listen to me.”

      I sighed, fatigued. “Here we go ’round the fucking mulberry bush.”

      “Though I don’t know what you’re thinking, I may only assume by the way you’re responding that you’re of the mind I’m attempting to reign over your decisions. Is that correct?”

      “What do you think?”

      “We must keep the lines of communication open, my love; otherwise, we don’t have a relationship. Were those not the very words you spoke to me?”

      “Yes, and only because you said them first,” I reminded him, staring at the fountain with déjà vu, yearning to swim away in it.

      “Right. Now, I promise, I have no intentions to encroach upon your free time; however, as the man who is desperately in love with you, I need to know you’re safe. All I ask is for you to utilize caution during your explorations and wanderlust. Is that an unreasonable demand?” he questioned steadily.

      “No, but I feel safe doing something you’re asking me not to do.”

      “That’s true; however, I’m stating it makes me uncomfortable. How would you feel if you knew that I was intentionally placing myself in harm’s way?”

      “But there’s no harm here,” I said. “There’s⁠—”

      “The potential for harm exists if you routinely approach woebegone strangers, Clara.”

      “I wouldn’t like it,” I begrudgingly admitted.

      “Thank you. I appreciate your honesty. As you’ve identified that there’s nothing deceptive in my appeal, perhaps we may agree that it is, in fact, sensible?”

      “Yes?”

      “Is that a question or a statement?” he asked.

      “It’s a question because I’m unsure if you led me to this decision.”

      “Very well. I can only assure you that I did not; thus, I believe we’ve reached an accord. I also wish to remind you that I have no desire to change who you are, darling. For if I did, you’d no longer be the woman with whom I fell deeply in love. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, I understand,” I mumbled.

      “Let’s not hear you so downhearted. I’d far rather listen to your delightful giggles than feel as though I’ve canceled Christmas.”

      A sinking stone hit my stomach as I looked at the guys across the park. My throat tightened when they waved at me, and their faces split into wide grins.

      “No, I do understand,” I said to Carrington. “You want me to stay away from danger, right?”

      “That’s all I ask, darling.”

      These guys aren’t dangerous. Two people can play your twisty-word, non-promise-breaking game.

      My muscles relaxed as I waved back at the guys. “Okay.”

      “Now, I’m having difficulty recalling,” he said. “Perhaps you may be of some assistance. Have I explained how incredibly beautiful you are today?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Oh, honestly, Carrington.”

      “I don’t believe that’s an answer, my love.”

      “You did this morning.” I repressed any gleeful noises as I exhaled and stared at the sky.

      “I see. This morning. Have I not reminded you yet this afternoon that the very stars in the sky pale in comparison to the sparkle in your eyes?”

      Heat in my cheeks radiated down my neck and into my arms while I studied a pebble under the bench. “No,” I said. “And it’s still technically morning here.”

      “So it is; however, as I may not speak with you again until late this evening or early tomorrow, please allow me to inform you in advance,” he said playfully. “Better prudent than repentant.” I laughed. “That’s my sweet girl. I have exactly three minutes before I must return to set; thus, I’ll use them wisely and help you recall how breathtaking you truly are.”

      I kicked the pebble, and he stopped waxing poetic with thirty seconds remaining.

      “There,” he said. “Now that I’m satisfied you’ve been reminded of your exquisite body and mind, unfortunately, I must go. I love you, my beautiful Clara.”

      You’re a complete fucking idiot, the dark part of my mind said when my heart fluttered.

      “I love you too, John,” I assured him softly.

      “I shall speak with you soon, darling.” He waited for my acceptance before ending the call.

      I stared at my home screen, tossed my coffee into the nearest trash can, and gave fifty dollars to the three guys across the park. After I left Kirk, Dan, and Rob, the art museum appeared on the horizon. The walk cleared my head as I took pictures of everything I loved about the city.

      “Come back, muse,” I said as a breeze ruffled my hair. “You’ve flitted away with the falling leaves on the wind. Oh, well, until you return, the photos will be in my camera roll. The Rocky statue will serve as a symbol: I can fight my way out of anything.”

      What felt like fifteen minutes later, nearly three hours had disappeared. I took a stroll for some food and a pint to properly prepare for my London residency, zigzagging a circuitous route. When I returned to Logan Square, I inspected Urban Farmer’s charcuterie board.

      A piercing whistle disturbed the hum of traffic, and a voice boomed, “Oi! How you going, pretty lady?”

      I lifted my face to the sky and said aloud to myself, “Is that a god? If it is, he’s clipped and broken, vastly differing from Carrington’s eloquence. But why does he sound like a drunkard who left a London pub?”

      A titter rose next to me as a beautiful blonde gazed googly-eyed at the top of the building to my left. The voice amended, not quite British, “Pretty lady with brown hair and a black coat.”

      “Australian?” I asked.

      The blonde’s smile faltered, and the voice said, “Nup. You’re beautiful, too. And don’t you forget it!” The blonde shook her head and continued on her way. “Can you hear me?” the strange Aussie/British deity asked. “Over here!” it shouted, whistling again.

      I turned to the Assembly Rooftop Lounge, on top of The Logan Hotel, to see that the voice was not a god’s. It came from a man with spiky blond hair, which moved when he tossed his head. The color matched his messy beard and mustache. He had an athletic build to the middle of his chest; oddly, that was where his torso ended because of the concrete slab jutting from the bottom of the lounge.

      The man’s tight black t-shirt accentuated his impressive arm muscles. He held a beer bottle in his right hand. I glanced at the floating torsos with heads who walked by him; all were male as they gathered around him.

      “Sorry to yell and all,” he said to me, “but I couldn’t think of another way to get your attention.” He took a long pull on his beer bottle before lowering it to his side. “I know you. What’s your name?”

      “What in the blue fuck is this new development?” I whispered, then caught movement in the corner of my eye. A handful of people had stopped behind me on the sidewalk.

      The muscular man on the roof shrugged. “What’s the matter?” he asked. “Cat got your tongue?”

      Another tingle of déjà vu ran down my spine. I walked to the corner where Con Murphy’s would provide solitude.

      “Wait, wait, wait!” He swished his fanned fingers. “I do know you. I just can’t place your name.”

      I paused before rounding the corner, and a few more people stopped and stared. “I’m sorry,” I called to him. “You may know me, but I have no idea who you are. I hope you have a good day!”

      A chorus of shouts and jeers erupted from the rooftop. Five men came to the side of the railing and slapped him on his shoulders and back.

      “Right in the bollocks, this one!” he exclaimed loud enough for the whole street to hear. His friends and several people nearby laughed. He tipped his bottle at me. “Name’s Alex Campbell. Ring a bell now?”

      I held my hands to the sides. “No, I’m sorry, it doesn’t. I hope you find who you’re looking for. Have a great day!”

      An uproar descended upon the street. Several more men appeared out of nowhere on the rooftop, clapping and cheering as Alex lowered his head.

      A timid, college-aged girl stepped forward from the overhang of the hotel’s main entrance. Her hot-pink, cat-eyed glasses had their arms slightly askew; they were stuck in the sides of her brown hair, which was tied in a messy ponytail. Her gray graphic tee displayed the following: “Society of Obstinate Headstrong Girls: Seriously Displeasing People Since 1813.”

      “I think I’d like to join,” I said, motioning at it.

      “We’re always looking for new members.” The girl peeked at the top of the building, then at me, whispering quietly, “Alex Campbell is a midfielder for the Manchester Dragons. He’s one of the best players in the Principal League. The team is here for the friendlies match tomorrow.”

      “Who are they friendly with?” I asked, furrowing my brows.

      “No, it’s a special football match,” she said.

      “Oh! I didn’t know there was a football team called the Manchester Dragons.”

      “Not American football,” she replied. “European football. Soccer.” She walked away.

      Alex was still taking a verbal beating when he shouted, “It’s nice to see someone cares!”

      I hid my blistering face and stepped toward the pub. “It was nice to meet you! Good luck with your game tomorrow!”
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