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CHAPTER ONE
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The Los Angeles skyline shimmered in the early evening light, its iconic palm trees silhouetted against a wash of pinks and golds. Through the open French doors of my sleek, modern penthouse, a warm breeze drifted in, carrying the faint murmur of the city below. I sat at my desk, typing on my laptop, trying to finish my next novel before the deadline. My expression hovered somewhere between amusement and exasperation.

Across the room, my best friend Sierra perched on the edge of the velvet chaise, scrolling through her phone, her designer gown draped dramatically over the armrest.

“Sierra, I don’t know why you’re even asking me,” I said, my voice tinged with reluctant humour. “I’m an author, not a socialite. You know I hate those things – fake smiles, endless small talk, pretending to care about who’s wearing who.”

Sierra looked up, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “That’s 

precisely why you’re coming. I need a wingman.”

“A what?” I blinked at her.

“A wingman. Or wing woman, if that makes you feel better. Just come with me and help me get some phone numbers.”

“Phone numbers?” I repeated, her request becoming increasingly vague.

“Exactly. I’m hoping to land a date with one of those handsome guys at the ball tonight – especially Richard Faulkner. Maybe even more than just a date.” She wiggled her eyebrows. Sierra was always on the lookout for men, yet she rarely managed to keep one around for more than a night or two.

“But I don’t have anything to wear,” I protested.

Without missing a beat, Sierra crossed the room and disappeared into my closet. When she turned around, she held up my favourite black dress – the one she’d ‘borrowed’ last week without asking. “You’ll look amazing in this.”

I sighed, watching her with a mixture of affection and resignation. Sierra wasn’t interested in anything serious; she thrived on temporary excitement. And while that suited her just fine, I longed for something real. Something lasting. I wanted love. Still, she was my friend, and I wanted to support her.

“You’re impossible, you know that?” I said, taking the dress from her. “Fine, I’ll go. But don’t expect me to dance or smile too much.”

She grinned triumphantly and draped the dress over my 

arm. “That’s all I needed to hear. Now, let’s get you ready. 

Tonight’s going to be unforgettable.”

We both giggled at her words. The energy of the evening ahead seemed to fill the room, and the city beyond promised glamour, intrigue, and perhaps – just perhaps – a story worth remembering.

*******

[image: ]


The party was an annual event held at a mansion owned by a wealthy businessman I had never met – likely someone rather pretentious, not the kind of person I usually enjoyed being around.

“Come on, Gabby, hurry up,” Sierra urged as we stepped out of the cab. I’d chosen not to drive, just in case we indulged a bit too much.

“I’m coming,” I muttered, though reluctance weighed heavily in my voice.

Perched upon a sprawling estate, the mansion rose before us like a monument to excess. Its façade – an ode to classical architecture – boasted towering columns and intricate stonework. Bathed in the soft glow of strategically placed lights, the structure gleamed against the night sky, its windows casting a warm, inviting shimmer. Ivy climbed the walls in elegant patterns, softening the grandeur with a touch of nature. The entrance, framed by colossal carved wooden doors, opened into a world of sheer magnificence.

As we stepped inside, the lavish interior unfolded like a dream. The centrepiece of the mansion was the ballroom, a space that radiated timeless elegance. The vaulted ceiling soared above us, adorned with exquisite chandeliers that cast a soft, golden glow across the room. Grand mirrors and rich tapestries lined the walls, reflecting the light and amplifying the sense of opulence.

The marble floor gleamed beneath our feet, polished to perfection – ideal for dancers gliding effortlessly across its surface. The air was filled with the delicate strains of a live orchestra, their music weaving a tapestry of enchanting melodies. Tables draped in fine linens were set with crystal glassware and delicate porcelain, each place setting arranged with meticulous care. Floral arrangements, bursting with colour and fragrance, added a touch of nature’s beauty to the refined atmosphere.

Guests, adorned in their finest attire, drifted gracefully across the room. Laughter and soft conversation mingled with the music, creating an atmosphere of celebration and effortless glamour. Through the ballroom’s expansive windows, the estate’s gardens shimmered beneath twinkling lights, the star-filled sky above completing the scene of pure enchantment.

In that moment, the mansion stood as a beacon of beauty 

and elegance – a haven of luxurious revelry. A place where dreams seemed to come alive, where the splendour of the night rivalled the opulence of the surroundings.

Sierra elbowed me gently. “Go mingle,” she urged. “I’ll find you later.” Before I could protest, she slipped away, leaving me surrounded by unfamiliar faces.

I scanned the room for someone to talk to, but everyone seemed to already know each other. I felt like an outsider, and the discomfort settled heavily in my chest.

Then I saw him.

Across the room, he stood tall and dark, with a strong jaw and piercing brown eyes. His perfectly tailored black tuxedo fit him like it had been crafted just for him. He exuded an effortless confidence – an air of belonging.

A flutter of excitement stirred within me. For reasons I couldn’t explain, I knew I had to talk to him. I inhaled deeply and began weaving through the throngs of people.

It felt as though an invisible force was pulling me toward him, and I had to focus to avoid stumbling in my towering six-inch heels. When I reached the far side of the room, I paused to steady myself. My heart raced wildly, and a wave of dizziness washed over me.

I took another breath and turned – only to find him standing right behind me.

His gaze was fixed on me, curiosity dancing in his eyes. 

I opened my mouth to speak, but the words refused to come.

“Hi,” he said with a warm smile. “I’m Richard.” He extended his hand, and without thinking, I took it. A spark of energy surged through me at the contact.

“I’m Gabriella,” I managed. “But you can call me Gabby.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Gabby,” he said, his smile revealing dazzling white teeth. For a moment, we simply gazed at each other. Then he chuckled softly and released my hand.

“How about we grab a drink?” he suggested, nodding toward the bar tucked into the corner. I nodded, following him as though caught in a spell.

The bar area was dimly lit, casting intriguing shadows across his face that only heightened his charm. He ordered drinks for both of us before turning his attention back to me. I took a sip, hoping it would calm the storm inside me.

Words still eluded me, but the desire to connect with him 

was undeniable. Leaning casually against the bar, he held my gaze with those deep brown eyes. A wave of awkwardness washed over me, and in that moment, I realised I was already in deeper than I had anticipated.

“Hey,” he finally said, breaking the silence. “Are you 

enjoying yourself?”

I shrugged, trying to mask my unease.

“I’m not really sure. Parties aren’t my thing. My friend invited me... then disappeared.”

He nodded thoughtfully, glancing away for a moment before turning back with a warm, disarming smile.

“I’m really glad you decided to come,” he said. His voice was smooth and self-assured, sending a delightful shiver through me.

I returned his smile and took another sip of my drink. We stood there, locked in a gaze that felt like it stretched on forever, until he spoke again.

“Would you care to dance?” he asked, his voice softening to a near whisper.

I paused, taking in the lively atmosphere around us – the laughter, the clinking glasses, the orchestra’s gentle melody.

“Yes,” I breathed. “I would love to.”

He grasped my hand and drew me closer. My breath caught as I inhaled his captivating scent. My knees weakened, and I had to close my eyes for a moment just to steady myself. The music faded into the background, yet we remained wrapped in each other’s arms, suspended in a moment that felt unreal.

Finally, he released me and leaned in, his voice brushing 

against my ear.

“I have something special to show you.”

“Alright,” I replied, a mix of uncertainty and intrigue swirling inside me.

He took my hand gently and guided me toward a concealed door at the back of the room. As it creaked open, my heart skipped a beat. I gasped, overwhelmed by the sight before me.

A lavender garden.

Enclosed by towering walls that muffled the outside world, it glowed beneath the full moon. Shadows danced across the blooms, creating a scene so enchanting it felt like stepping into a dream. The cool air carried the sweet fragrance of lavender, wrapping around me like a spell.

I glanced back at Richard. He met my gaze with a warm smile and stepped closer, still holding my hand. A flutter rose in my chest – wonder mixed with vulnerability.

“Surprised?” he murmured.

I nodded; my eyes filled with astonishment.

“This is beautiful.”

“This is my favourite spot,” he said softly, looking away as he led me down the garden path. Our steps barely disturbed the lush grass beneath us.

A blend of anticipation and anxiety surged through me as I followed him, unsure of his intentions yet thrilled to be near him. He stopped beside a hidden bench tucked into a quiet corner and gestured toward it.

“Please, take a seat.”

I lowered myself slowly, gazing up at him as he remained standing for a moment before joining me. He smiled, then looked out over the garden.

“This place has stood the test of time,” he said, his tone calm and reflective. “My grandfather created it for my grandmother. She loved lavender. Their love was... profound. After she passed, he stopped visiting. I suppose it was too painful. So, I hired gardeners to maintain it.”

His smile faltered, and for a fleeting moment, sorrow flickered in his eyes.

“So, you’re the one hosting tonight’s party?” I asked, flustered.

“My father is. It’s his yearly tradition.”

He managed a small smile before looking away again. 

“I miss my grandmother dearly, but... it’s okay. 

It’s been some time.”

We sat in silence, admiring the shimmering lavender swaying gently in the moonlight. Then he turned back to me.

“This is now our secret place,” he said quietly. “Only 

family and the gardeners come here.”

I met his gaze, puzzled by the weight of his words. Our secret place? How could it be ours when we barely knew each other?

We held each other’s gaze as he leaned in closer. The cool air grew even chillier, and the lavender’s fragrance deepened, awakening every sense.

“I haven’t felt this close to anyone in a long time,” he murmured. His words sent my thoughts spinning. Joy and apprehension surged through me. We had only just met.  Could love at first sight truly exist?

My heart raced, leaving me speechless.

Richard gently took my hand, studying it for a moment before meeting my eyes again.

“I want to treasure these moments we share in our secret garden,” he whispered.

“But what do we truly have?” I asked softly. “We’ve only just met.”

“There’s something indescribable about this,” he said.  “Being here with you... it simply feels right.”

He squeezed my hand gently and turned his gaze toward the night sky. And in that instant, though I couldn’t explain it either, I knew I was exactly where I was meant to be. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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We found ourselves nestled in the heart of a vibrant lavender garden, the moonlight casting gentle shadows across our faces. I could feel Richard’s gaze fixed on me, mirroring the intensity of my own. It felt as though I was dissolving beneath the weight of his eyes, and I had no desire to break the connection. He leaned in, our faces mere inches apart.

The air thickened with unspoken words. Then he kissed me – a long, tender kiss that ignited something deep within me.

“I feel the same way,” I whispered when I finally found my voice, though it trembled with emotion.

His expression softened, relief and joy washing over him.  Richard wrapped his arms around me, and a surge of happiness enveloped me in his embrace. I felt safe. Treasured. I smiled shyly and glanced away, still reeling from the intensity of our kiss. He gently squeezed my hand and lifted his gaze to the night sky. In that moment, I couldn’t quite articulate it, but I knew something extraordinary was unfolding.

The garden seemed to hum with promise – the beginning 

of something new.

Richard rose and extended his hand toward me. I accepted it cautiously, a thrill coursing through me at the warmth of his touch. We strolled along a meandering path bordered by lavender and a few blooming roses, their fragrance enveloping us and making the moment feel surreal.

This place was unlike anything I had ever encountered. 

As we wandered, a sense of awe washed over me; it felt as though the moon itself accompanied our steps. It was as if we had entered a realm crafted solely for us.

“Look,” Richard said suddenly, stopping in front of a dense hedge. I blinked, puzzled by his excitement, until he parted the branches and stepped through. I followed, curiosity tugging me forward – and then I saw it.

A small fountain, its water cascading into a shallow pond, shimmering beneath the moonlight.

“This is where I used to play as a child,” he said softly, a warm smile lighting his face. “I’d spend hours here, mesmerised by the waterfalls or splashing in the pond while 

my grandma called for me to come back.”

I knelt beside the fountain, letting my fingers dance through the cool water, creating ripples that shimmered in the moonlight. The refreshing sensation brought a wave of tranquillity over me. Richard settled beside me, his smile soft and inviting. He draped an arm around my shoulders, and I turned to meet his eyes – eyes that held a beautiful spark.

“This is our secret garden now,” he murmured, leaning closer. His breath brushed my ear, sending delightful shivers down my spine. Emotion surged through me as I leaned back against him, feeling the tension in his body. He wrapped his arms around me, holding me tenderly.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that things were about to intensify – this garden, this man, everything about him was driving me wild. Despite the whirlwind inside me, his embrace felt like home. Almost intoxicating.

I gazed up at the sky, offering a silent prayer. My experiences with love had not been kind. I had retreated into solitude, pouring myself into my novels. My social life had dwindled to book signings and the occasional public appearance. Dating had been non-existent for the past five years. And yet here I was – in a magical lavender garden, wrapped in the arms of a man I barely knew, feeling as though we had lived a lifetime together.

A shooting star streaked across the sky, leaving a luminous trail behind it. Hope bloomed in my chest. I sensed he was wishing for our happiness, just as I was. Our hearts felt synchronised, beating in quiet harmony. The cool air warmed around us, ignited by his touch.

The stars shimmered above, as though blessing whatever was forming between us. I closed my eyes, savouring the warmth radiating from his presence. The gentle sound of water cascading from the fountain surrounded us, filling me with a tranquillity I had never known. This moment – this feeling – was one I knew I would cherish forever.

Richard leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to my forehead. A profound sense of belonging washed over me, a feeling I had never experienced before. And I knew it was because of him – his arms still wrapped around me, drawing me close.  

I realised our conversation had been minimal; we simply existed in that moment, captivated by the garden and immersed in each other’s presence. It was both reassuring and soothing to my spirit. Whatever the future held, I felt ready to embrace it. I cast a furtive glance at him, wondering what thoughts lingered behind his calm expression.

Why had he chosen me from the crowd? Why bring me here, to his secret garden? Was it destiny?

His eyes were gentle and dreamy as he looked up at the sky.  His profile, illuminated by moonlight, exuded tranquillity – sharply defined features that could have belonged to a model.

We lingered in the garden, reluctant to leave. The night was quiet around us, broken only by the soft splashing of the fountain. I could feel his warmth behind me, the steady rhythm of his heartbeat grounding me.

“Let’s stay a little longer,” I whispered.

Richard nodded, drawing me closer. A smile tugged at my lips, pleased that he shared my desire to linger.

Together, we gazed at the stars and listened to the soothing fountain, wrapped in each other’s warmth as though we had merged into one. His fingers slipped through my hair, sending delicate shivers down my spine. I closed my eyes, savouring his touch – gentle, reassuring, and filled with unspoken affection.

A wave of emotion surged through me. In his arms, I felt as though I had found my true home. The outside world faded, leaving only our secluded sanctuary. I recognised that whatever this was, it was rare – precious – and worth protecting.

Suddenly, Sierra crossed my mind. I wondered if she was searching for me. Richard continued stroking my hair, unaware of my brief distraction. After all, she had 

encouraged me to socialise... and I certainly had.

“I want this to last,” he whispered, his voice thick with emotion. He lifted my chin gently, meeting my eyes with a seriousness that stole my breath.

Then he kissed me again – soft, tender, sealing an 

unspoken promise. I melted into him.

As the night wore on, the sky began to lighten. The stars dimmed, and the first glow of morning brushed our faces, highlighting our contentment. A pang of melancholy struck me; our night in the secret lavender garden was coming to an end.

We rose slowly, brushing morning dew from our clothes. I glanced around the garden, sadness washing over me at the thought of leaving our hidden haven. The lavender still slept, but I knew it would awaken soon. I turned to Richard and found softness in his eyes, a peaceful expression that brought me comfort.

“Is there something between us now?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

He held my gaze, steady and unwavering.

“As long as we choose to fight for it.”

His words carried weight – a promise wrapped in uncertainty. I nodded, determination blooming inside me.   Hand in hand, we left the garden behind.

The morning air was cool and fragrant with dew and lavender. Excitement fluttered in my chest, though a hint of anxiety lingered. I knew challenges lay ahead, but I was ready to fight for whatever this connection was. His hand tightened around mine.

I stole a glance at him – his expression serious, his aura set says business mogul. We retraced our steps through the hidden door into the main living area. Most guests had already left. Sierra sat perched on a barstool, engrossed in her phone.  When she spotted me, she jumped up, her eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“I’ve been looking everywhere for you! I was about to call the cops,” she exclaimed.

“You ditched me the moment we arrived,” I teased.

“So, you did socialise after all,” she said, nudging me playfully. My cheeks warmed as I glanced at Richard.

“I whisked her away,” he said with a soft laugh, giving my hand a gentle squeeze.

“This is Richard,” I introduced him.

Sierra’s eyes widened.

“I know who he is,” she whispered. “The Richard Faulkner.”

Her recognition startled me. She even knew his full name.

The three of us walked toward the foyer together.

“How about breakfast, ladies?” Richard offered.

“Yes, we would,” Sierra answered before I could speak.

Richard glanced toward the dining room, where the housekeeper was preparing breakfast. I caught Sierra watching us closely as the morning sunlight bathed the room in a warm golden glow. Breakfast passed in light conversation and easy laughter.

When we stepped outside to exchange numbers, Richard gently squeezed my hand, sending a shiver through me. He leaned in and kissed me goodbye just as Sierra’s uber pulled up. Her eyes sparkled with excitement.

“I’ll call you later,” he murmured.

I nodded, warmth blooming in my chest. I hadn’t expected to meet someone special tonight – I had only come to support Sierra. But now... was it too soon to imagine a future with him? 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Sierra burst into excitement the moment we climbed into the taxi.

“You must tell me everything! How did you even end up talking to Richard Faulkner? I mean, the Richard Faulkner of the Faulkner empire – the most eligible bachelor around! Every woman near and far is after him, and here you are, Miss ‘I don’t want to go to any party,’ somehow catching his eye. This is unbelievable!”

“Fate,” I whispered, still at a loss for words. Honestly, I had no idea who this so-called most eligible bachelor was. Maybe I really did need to get out more. A grin spread across my face as I replayed the night in my mind. “Well... we locked eyes across the room after you left me hanging.”

“Okay, I’m sorry,” Sierra laughed. “But I did tell you to mingle. I was busy on the hunt for Mr. Right.”

“Just like always,” I teased. “I started weaving through the crowd toward him, but then nerves hit me and I hesitated. When I turned around, he was standing right behind me. I didn’t even notice him walking over.”

Sierra’s eyes widened. “No way! You spent the night with Richard Faulkner? Do you know how many girls were dreaming about that tonight? He’s the main reason they come back year after year.”

“I had no clue who he was,” I admitted. “I just thought he was good-looking and seemed nice enough. Plus, he was the only one not caught up in a conversation.”

“Yeah, he’s pretty shy,” she said knowingly. “Or maybe he just prefers to keep to himself. He’s the sole heir of his incredibly wealthy grandparents. When they passed, they left him everything – the businesses and all. His dad helps him, but Richard’s the one in charge.”

Curious, I asked, “What about his mother?”

The hint of sadness I’d seen in his eyes the night before suddenly made sense.

“She passed away when he was around ten,” Sierra replied. “His grandparents raised him after that. His dad remarried and had two more kids.”

“That explains a lot,” I murmured, remembering how he mentioned his father organising the annual parties.

“I heard that when his mother was alive, she hosted lavish parties for their staff, family, and friends. After she passed, his father kept the tradition alive – and Richard lets him hold the gatherings at his home.”

Sierra seemed to know everything about him, which made me feel embarrassingly out of the loop.

“You seem to have a lot of insight into him.”

“Everyone does,” she said. “I think you might be the only person who hasn’t heard of Richard Faulkner or the Faulkner family.”

“I must be,” I admitted. “But if Faulkner was his mother’s family name, then he didn’t inherit his father’s name, right?”

“His grandparents adopted him when his mother passed,” she explained. “I still can’t believe you’ve never heard of him. Then again, it makes sense – you’re always writing and hardly ever go out. So, Missy... you spent the night with someone of high status. Tell me more.”

A flicker of uncertainty crept into my mind. Why would he choose someone as ordinary as me when so many women were vying for his attention? Sure, I was just a simple romance author – but I did have ten bestsellers to my name, which made me smile to myself.

“Well,” I continued, “after he got me a drink, we danced 

for a while... and then he took me to this secret lavender 

garden.”

“A lavender garden?” Sierra gasped. “No way! I’ve never heard of one over there!”

“It’s hidden,” I said. “He said only family knows about it.  His grandfather created it for his grandmother.”

“Oh, that’s so sweet! I guess you’re part of the family 

now,” Sierra teased.

I laughed, but her words lingered.

“I suppose I am,” I murmured. “We talked under the moonlight. The garden felt like something out of a fairy tale.”

Sierra sighed dreamily. “He must be incredibly charming.”

“You can’t imagine,” I said. “He knows how to treat a woman with kindness. At first, when I stepped into the garden, I had a moment of panic – wondering if he might be a serial killer planning to hide my body among the lavenders.  I didn’t know who he was! Actually... that could make a great plot for a murder mystery.”

“You’re always thinking about your next novel,” Sierra said, shaking her head.

Just then, my phone rang. Richard’s name lit up the screen.

“Hello?” I answered, unable to stop the smile spreading across my face.

“Hi there,” he whispered. “Would you like to join me for dinner tonight?”

“Dinner sounds great. What time should I get ready?”

“How about 7 PM? And could you send me your address?”

“Of course,” I said before ending the call.

“It appears we have dinner plans,” I told Sierra.

“Are you serious? How are you not screaming right now? Richard Faulkner just asked you out to dinner, and you’re acting like it’s nothing. That man is gorgeous – and his fortune could make anyone faint.”

I rolled my eyes. “I’m not focused on his wealth. I just want to get to know him.”

Sierra smiled knowingly.

“Well, you’ll get your chance tonight. What time is he picking you up?”

“7:30 PM,” I said, watching the city blur past the window.

“So... where’s this romantic meeting happening?” Sierra asked, raising an eyebrow.  

“I’m not entirely sure which restaurant we’re headed to. I’m just going along for the ride.”

“I can’t wait to hear all the details when you get back!”

“You definitely will, my friend. My heart raced with 

anticipation. It had been ages since I’d been with someone, 

and while excitement fluttered through me, a hint of nervousness crept in. What if he turned out to be a player, only after one thing? I forced myself to breathe, reminding myself to stay cautious – to enjoy the moment, but keep my eyes open.

*******
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When Richard came to get me, I was already dressed and ready. My hair was swept into a neat bun, and I’d chosen a stylish little black Gucci dress with a playful ruffle that hugged my curves in all the right places.

The way he looked at me made my breath catch – as if I were the only woman in existence. And even if that wasn’t true, I didn’t mind the illusion. He looked impossibly handsome in his suit. It was the second time I’d seen him dressed up that day, and somehow, he looked even more charming now. I’d never admit it out loud, but having a man like him by my side felt... wonderful.

He stepped out of the car and opened the door for me, and my heart skipped a beat. Am I dreaming? I wondered. A true gentleman.

Once we settled in, he reached over and turned on the stereo. Soft, romantic music filled the car, and when our eyes met, I couldn’t help but smile.

“Hi,” I said, giving him a playful little wave.

“Hey, babe,” he replied with a grin, glancing at me as though he had something on his mind — something he wasn’t ready to say just yet. Then he focused back on the road.

A few minutes later, we pulled up to a beautifully decorated restaurant: Faulkner’s Caribbean and Mediterranean Restaurant, with The Secret Garden written in brackets beneath the name.

What a coincidence, I thought.

Richard switched off the engine and came around to open my door again. I smiled up at him as he took my hand to help me out of the car.

“Thank you,” I murmured, a flutter of excitement swirling in my stomach.

“You look incredible,” he said, catching me completely off guard.

“Thanks. You look quite handsome yourself.”

His navy-blue Tommy suit fit him perfectly, and the scent of his cologne stirred emotions I thought I’d locked away long ago.

Inside the restaurant, Richard’s demeanour shifted instantly. His posture relaxed, and his eyes sparkled as he greeted the staff. The hostess led us to a private room, and as soon as we sat down, Richard confidently ordered a bottle of Cuvée Rosé Brut without even glancing at the menu.

“I come here often,” he admitted with a playful glint in his eyes.

As we settled in, the lights dimmed slightly and a soft piano melody drifted through the room. The waiter arrived with the champagne, placing it on the table with a cheerful nod. Golden light streamed through the large windows, bathing our table in a warm glow.

Richard lifted his glass. “To us, Gabby,” he murmured.

“To us,” I echoed, raising my glass to meet his.

We sipped in comfortable silence before I spoke.

“I had such a wonderful time with you last night... in that enchanting garden.”

“Same here.” His gaze locked with mine. “You’re always welcome to return. Actually, I was thinking of inviting you over next weekend. The gardeners will be working, and I like to lend a hand. If you’re interested.”

“That sounds fantastic. I’d be happy to help.”

Sierra’s teasing words echoed in my mind: You’re family now.

“What do you enjoy doing for fun?” he asked suddenly, catching me off guard.

“I write. And when I’m not writing... I like to stay in. 

That’s my idea of fun.”

“I meant something more fun,” he chuckled.

“Honestly, that’s pretty much it,” I said, noticing his amused expression.

“Alright,” he smiled.

“What about you? What do you do for fun?” I asked.

“I love to travel and explore new countries. I play golf, 

tennis, basketball... and I spend time with my best friend Kevin whenever we can escape work.”

“Have you read any good books lately?”

“Yes,” he said confidently. “I’m currently reading Once Upon a Perfect Time by Gabriella Jones.”

I stared at him, stunned. “You’ve read my books?”

I hadn’t expected him to recognise me.

“I was surprised to see you at the party,” he admitted. 

“My favourite romantic suspense writer, looking a little out of place when I first noticed you. I really enjoy your books – The Blue Pearl is still my favourite.”

“Is that so?” I felt my cheeks warm. “To be honest, I was lost. I didn’t know anyone there, and Sierra had abandoned me.”

“Gabriella Jones, the renowned best-selling author,” he whispered, gently taking my hand.

Just then, the waiter arrived with our appetiser, breaking 

the spell of our private moment.  

“Thank you, Jason,” Richard said warmly as the waiter stepped away. Once we were alone again, he leaned in slightly, lowering his voice.

“I admire your storylines. What inspires them?”

His beautiful brown eyes sparkled with playful curiosity, and my heart fluttered.

“They just... come to me,” I admitted, feeling unexpectedly shy. I was used to discussing my writing with journalists and event hosts – not with a man who looked at me like that.

“Now, I’d like to learn more about you,” I added, gently redirecting the conversation.

“Well, there’s not much to tell. I’m sure you already know my background – everyone does.” He chuckled softly.

“I don’t,” I confessed. “Sierra only mentioned a few things yesterday. Before that, I knew nothing about you. Clearly, I need to expand my social horizons.”

“I can tell you haven’t,” he teased.

“What makes you so sure?” I asked, intrigued.

“If you knew, you would’ve reacted like your friend Sierra did this morning. You didn’t even flinch when she said my full name. And even now, you don’t seem to realise that I own this establishment.”

“This restaurant is yours?” I asked, though the name and his familiarity with the staff had already hinted at it.

“Yes,” he said easily. “This is one of our many locations worldwide.”

I replayed the restaurant’s name in my mind and connected it to the lavender garden – but since it didn’t mention lavender, I’d dismissed the thought.

“And you remembered the waiter’s name,” I added. “I 

should’ve caught on. I can be a little slow sometimes.”

“You’re not slow,” he said with a gentle laugh. “You just have different priorities. That’s what makes you unique.”

I paused, searching for words – something rare for me.

“I spent the night with you, and you were so authentic and sincere,” he continued. “If you were like the girls who know my background and want the same things they do, our evening would’ve gone very differently. We probably wouldn’t be having dinner right now.”

His conviction warmed me.

“Do you meet girls like that often?”

“Sometimes,” he admitted. “But they’re usually gone by morning. I’ve been told I’m too self-absorbed or that I don’t talk much... but I do, when I find someone intriguing. Like my favourite author.”

“Got it,” I smiled. “I heard you were quiet, and I was 

starting to believe it since you barely spoke in the garden. Or were you waiting for me to act like one of those girls?”

“No,” he said softly. “I realised early on that you didn’t know who I was. Yesterday was my Gammie’s birthday, and I was feeling a little low. I miss her sometimes.”

“Who is Gammie?” I asked gently.

“My grandmother,” he said. “She and my grandfather – Pappy – raised me after my mother passed away in a car 

accident.”

“I’m really sorry,” I said, squeezing his hand.

“I’m okay,” he murmured. “The lavender garden was her pride. Pappy planted it for her because she adored lavender.  After she passed, he stopped tending it... until he passed too. He made me promise to keep it alive, and I’ve honoured that.”

“Does your dad live with you?” I asked, remembering Sierra’s comment. I loved stories – hearing them as much as writing them.

“No. He hosts parties there every year for our staff, family, and friends. It’s a tradition my mother and grandparents started. He kept it going even after remarrying.”

“Do you have any siblings?”

“I have two half-sisters – my little girls,” he said fondly. 

“We’re really close. They see me as their personal bank, 

but I don’t mind.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said. “Family means everything.”

“It does,” he agreed. “What about you?”

Talking about my family wasn’t something I did often.

“It’s just me, my mom, and my sister. My father never wanted to be involved until I became an author. I’m not interested in knowing him now, but I still send him money.    Not because he deserves it – but because it makes me feel 

good as a daughter. Like you said... family is everything.”

“That’s admirable,” he said softly. “I’m sure he regrets the way he treated you.”

He took my hand again, but the moment was interrupted by the waiter arriving to take our main course order. After ordering, we continued sharing pieces of our lives.

When our meals arrived, we ate in comfortable silence, exchanging shy glances. After dinner, he drove me home. 

We lingered in the car, and Richard reached over to hold my hands. I gazed into his eyes, mesmerised. He was the most intriguing man I had ever met – sharp features, captivating eyes, and a presence that felt magnetic.

When he looked at me, it felt as though he could see straight into my soul. Even in the short time we’d known each other, I felt drawn to him – irresistibly.

He leaned in and kissed me softly.

“I’ll see you soon,” he whispered.

He stepped out, came around to my side, and opened the door for me. He kissed me again, warm and lingering, before helping me out. I stood by his car as he settled back inside. He leaned across the passenger seat, his eyes softening.

“Goodnight. I’ll call you later,” he said, his voice smooth and rich.

A familiar flutter rose in my chest. I didn’t want the 

moment to end. I longed to stay near him, to feel his embrace again. I waved goodbye and walked to my front door. The cool night air brushed my skin, but my thoughts were warm and racing with possibilities.

Could Richard Faulkner be just another charming rogue? Someone who would take advantage of me and move on?

He didn’t seem like that kind of man – but appearances could be deceiving.

There was so much more to discover, and I was already captivated.

“Richard Faulkner,” I whispered as I stepped into my apartment. I turned back to watch him drive away.

What might the future hold for us? 
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CHAPTER FOUR
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As he drove off, I leaned against the door, replaying the events of the day in my mind. When I finally stepped into the living room, the familiar quiet wrapped around me. 

I wandered across the space and sank into the couch, my gaze drifting to the photos of my mom and sister on the wall.

A wave of nostalgia washed over me. I picked up a framed picture of the three of us, gently tracing their smiling faces with my fingertip. Family is everything. Richard’s words echoed softly in my mind.

The phone rang, pulling me back to reality. I hesitated before answering – then smiled when I saw his name.

“Hey, did you make it home alright?” I asked.

“Hey there, beautiful,” he replied with a light laugh. “I’m 

home safe and sound. Everything alright on your end?”

“I’m doing fine. Just about to tidy up and get ready for 

bed.”

“Alright then. Goodnight, my lady. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

“Goodnight, love. We’ll chat tomorrow.”

I ended the call and exhaled deeply, warmth blooming in 

my chest.

I was just about to head into the bathroom when my phone buzzed again – Sierra this time.

“Gabriella Jones!” she shrieked. “Why haven’t you called to tell me everything about your date with the amazing Richard Faulkner?”

“I just got home, babe. We had an incredible evening. Everything was perfect.”

“I can only imagine! He’s the Richard Faulkner. So... are you two officially a couple now?”

“I suppose we are,” I said slowly. “But I’m taking it slow.”

“It’s funny,” Sierra mused. “We all go to that ball every year hoping for a chance with him, and you’re the one who snags him on your first try.”

Her tone wasn’t what I expected – not excited, not supportive. Something else. Something sharp beneath the surface.

“I guess it’s beginner’s luck,” I said, irritation creeping in. 

Sierra’s reaction surprised me. She’d always pushed me to meet new people, to date again... yet now she sounded almost annoyed.

“There are going to be a lot of disappointed girls around town when they find out about you two.”

“How would they even know?” I snapped. “And even if they do, who cares? They can have him if they want.”

“Alright, Missy, don’t get carried away now that you’ve been on a date with a billionaire,” Sierra teased.

“What did you just say?” I blurted, louder than I intended.

This was not the conversation I expected. I thought we were close – but maybe I was wrong.

“I’m just kidding,” Sierra laughed.

“I’ll talk to you tomorrow,” I said flatly, hanging up before she could respond.

How dare she.

Her words stung as I climbed into bed. Sleep refused to come, so I got up and made myself a cup of hot chocolate. I returned to my room still unsettled, but eventually, exhaustion pulled me under.   

*******
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I found myself dreaming of Richard’s lavender garden – a breathtaking expanse stretching endlessly in every direction. The fragrance wrapped around me as I wandered along winding paths lined with countless varieties of lavender.

An older couple sat on a nearby bench, their smiles warm and inviting. The woman reached out, taking my hand and guiding me to sit beside her. Richard appeared moments later, standing with us as though he belonged to that dreamlike 

scene.

Suddenly, I jolted awake. The argument with Sierra came rushing back, heavy and unwelcome.

I inhaled deeply and released the breath slowly. Sierra and I had been friends since college; it wasn’t like us to argue over a guy. Before I could dwell on it further, my phone buzzed on the side table. Richard’s name lit up the screen.

“Hello,” I answered.

“Hey, Gabby,” he said, his voice soothing. “Did you sleep well?”

“I did, but... I had a bit of a disagreement with Sierra last night. It’s still on my mind.”

“Nothing too serious, I hope. Just a little spat between friends?” he guessed.

“I suppose so,” I chuckled lightly, unwilling to admit the argument had been about him. “So, what’s going on with you today?”

“Just checking in. But I also wanted to see if you’d like to 

grab lunch with me – assuming you’re not too busy writing.  We could spend some time in the garden afterward.”

“That sounds wonderful. I’d love to see the garden in daylight. And getting out will help me stop dwelling on my fight with Sierra.”

“Great. I’ll swing by around 1 PM,” he said with a soft 

laugh.

“I’ll be ready.”

“See you then,” he replied before hanging up.

I reluctantly climbed out of bed and headed to the bathroom for a shower, trying to push Sierra’s words from my mind. They had struck deeper than I wanted to admit, leaving me uncertain about our friendship.

After showering, I rummaged through my closet for something decent to wear. It had been ages since I’d bought anything new – I’d stopped going out altogether.

“Note to self,” I muttered, staring at the uninspiring options. “Go clothes shopping.”

I settled on black denim bottoms, a white vest, a black blazer, and my black Louboutin stilettos.

A glance at the clock made my heart jump – 12:35 PM.

“How did time slip away so fast?”

I dressed quickly, warmth blooming in my chest at the 

thought of seeing Richard again. I longed to see him every 

day, but I reminded myself not to get ahead of things.

Right on schedule, Richard arrived at 1 PM.

As I stepped outside, he opened the car door for me, and my heart fluttered. Just days ago, I hadn’t realised how much I craved a connection like this. Yet here I was, heading out on my second date with the most attractive man I had ever seen. Still, my past experiences made me cautious – bracing for potential pitfalls.

“Hello, beautiful. You look stunning,” he murmured as I approached. He kissed my cheek before I settled into the seat. He looked incredible – like he’d stepped off a runway – complete with a Patek Philippe limited-edition watch that probably cost more than my entire apartment.

He leaned over, took my hand, and pressed a kiss to it. A wave of heat surged through me, my heart racing wildly. I shut my eyes for a moment to keep from squealing. He chuckled softly and started driving.

“So... have you talked to your friend today?” he asked, pulling me out of my thoughts. After five years of celibacy, even a simple kiss on the cheek sent my body into a frenzy of sensations I wasn’t prepared for.

“No, I haven’t. I found her behaviour rude, and I won’t put up with that from anyone. So, I’m not reaching out.”

“Come on. Let bygones be bygones,” Richard said with a 

gentle chuckle.

“I might. But she needs to make the first move and apologise. Her comments were completely uncalled for.”

My frustration simmered beneath the surface.

“I hope your disagreement wasn’t about me,” he said quietly.

His question caught me off guard. I hadn’t intended to share the details of our argument.

“No,” I lied, my voice embarrassingly high-pitched.

“Are you really sure?” he pressed, his tone soft but perceptive. 

“I am,” I assured him, glancing out the window. I’d never been good at deceiving anyone – my mom could always tell when I was lying just by the pitch of my voice.

“Your tone and body language suggest otherwise,” Richard said gently. “I think you just don’t want to share it with me.”

“I’m certain,” I replied, trying to steady my voice.

Another detective, I thought, keeping my gaze fixed outside. If he could read my voice and posture, he’d definitely see the truth in my eyes.

He sighed softly and took my hands again, sending a jolt through me so intense it felt like my whole body might ignite.

This is insane, I thought. Can I really make it through lunch without losing my composure?

Breathe, Gabby.

“So... where are we going for lunch?” I asked, desperate to shift the conversation.

“At The Faulkner’s Hotel Downtown,” he replied 

effortlessly.

My jaw dropped. My eyes widened.

“The Faulkner’s Hotel?” I echoed, stunned.

The Faulkner’s Downtown was one of the most exclusive hotel chains in Los Angeles – a Michelin seven-star establishment with a reservation waitlist stretching six months to a year.

“I tried to get a reservation once,” I said breathlessly.  “They told me the wait was six months to a year.”

“It’s pretty simple to get one when you own the hotel chain,” Richard said with a grin, locking his gaze on me.

“I understand,” I murmured, smiling despite myself. “I’m just realising that now. I never thought about it.”
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