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In your store:
Rocked by a Vampire - Vol. 1
I look like a typical hipster in my slim jeans, Converse, black vest, and checkered shirt.
She must see a stream of girls like me every day, who have flown across the country just to spend five minutes with Benjamin Marlowe.
What makes me any different from the rest? 
Gloria Robin, a young and talented rock musician, is contacted by Benjamin Marlowe, a legendary New York producer. Benjamin wants her to sing in a group. It's all going well, the group are nice and Gloria feels welcome. What's more, Benjamin is insanely charming! So everything is perfect, right? Too perfect! Because Benjamin is a vampire, he is 239 years old, and Joan, Kim, Alex and William, the members of the group, are all vampires too. 
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In your store:
The Billionaire's Fantasies
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
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In your store:
The Billionaire's Secret, part 1
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
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In your store:
Boxed Set: A Billionaire's Charms Parts 1-3
Mature content. Recommended for 17+ due to mature language and adult situations.
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In your store:
Friends with Benefits : Lucy et Arthur - 1 (Season 2)
Lucy pushed her friend Chloe into the arms of the handsome Alistair, but she was a long way from imagining that she would end up falling for Arthur, Alistair’s twin. Wilder and more rebellious than his brother, but equally good looking, Arthur has a magnetic charm and raw sex appeal that completely overwhelm the young girl. She had only planned to stay in New York for three days before going back to London... but these three days may well be the kind that change a life forever!

Did you like Chloe and Alistair? Then you will love Lucy and Arthur, the heroes of the spin-off series to Eva Bennett’s successful saga!

Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur - volume 1 of 3

***

Eva Mary Bennett was born in 1989 in New York. Her English mother is an opera singer and her American father was a rocker in his day. After excelling in communication and literary studies, she became a freelance journalist and works for a range of celebrity magazines. After the success of her series Friends with Benefits, this is her spin-off series, Friends with Benefits: Lucy and Arthur.
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Megan Harold

Lust
Under the Billionaire's Control

The Complete Series


1. Sighs and Spills
Why can I never find that blasted menu? I sigh in exasperation. This really isn’t the time: it looks like being a busy night, and I still need to get changed before I start my shift. Why did Mr Owen look so stressed? It’s going to be a long evening again, I can feel it coming… Still… I give a weary sigh. Let’s hope this will be one of my last shifts at the club! The clients are nice, a little superior at times, but they are always polite and they tip well. I'm a waitress, or rather a hostess, at the San Francisco Presidio Golf Course: it’s a little more prestigious, and above all quieter, than working as a waitress in a local café. I can’t complain about my job, after all, it’s not for long and it pays the rent.
“Eléa, hurry up! Get changed. I need to talk to you. Quick!”
“Yes, sir. I’m on my way.”
As far as I know, I’ve done nothing wrong over my last few shifts, so why is he in such a hurry to talk to me? I haven't bumped into any of my colleagues yet, so I don’t know what’s going on, but I don’t like it at all… I don’t think I’ve ever been in such a rush to get into my uniform. Luckily, I've already put my makeup on at home, so I just need a couple of minutes to slip into a clean white blouse and my straight black skirt. It’s a rather traditional uniform, and it doesn’t do me any favors. Maybe I should mention it, after all, we don’t all have the figure of a model! Still, it's too late now – I’m not about to make a fuss about the skirt when I’m leaving my job soon. The thought cheers me up.
Mr Owen, my boss, shows me into his office and closes the door behind me… What’s the big secret?
“Eléa. I need you to work in the Ambassadors’ Room this evening.”
“Oh, but I…”
“I know, it’s your first time in there, but you’ll be fine. You’re the best hostess I have here this evening. Just do what you usually do and stay professional. If you have any problems, you can call me on my direct line. Whatever you do, don’t delegate: if you need help, call me and nobody else. Understood?”
“Yes, of course, but…”
“And above all, Eléa, I’m asking you to be discreet: no photos. I know it’s exciting having Adam Ritcher here, but I expect you to be professional!”
“Yes, sir.”
“Excellent, Eléa, and above all, don’t forget: call me if you have any problems. I know you’re perfectly capable, though. You’ve been with us a while now. I’m counting on you Eléa. Go on, get going! They’ve just arrived. Go and take care of them.”
So that’s why Mr Owen is on edge: Adam Ritcher is at the Club. The famous billionaire. It’s not the first time he’s been here, but I've just risen through the ranks at lightning speed: only the best and most experienced hostesses get to work in the Ambassadors’ Room. Still, why should I be worried? Not because “rich and handsome” Adam Ritcher is here, but simply because I’ve never been in that room before, and I’m all alone… Come on, there's nothing to be scared about! It shouldn’t be any different from normal, really… It might even be quieter, with fewer customers to serve… We have strict guidelines to follow for working in the private rooms, and I can’t leave my station until the last club member dining there leaves. Who knows when that will be. Mr Owen might at least have told me how many of them would be coming…
“No photos,” he said, as if I were some sort of groupie or something… I know nothing about this Adam Ritcher! I’ve had my nose in books studying for the past few months, and I might have seen him in a couple of newspapers but I don’t take much interest in the business world.
There is a small service door to let the staff slip in and out of the room quietly. I use it to get a sneak peek of what I’m dealing with. There are five people in leather armchairs, deep in conversation… five, that’s not too bad, it should be fine! I take my place behind the bar, knowing that I should leave them time to get settled. This gives me a while to get a good look at my surroundings: everything is very well-organized, and it should be easy to find all I need. Here, organization equals efficiency! The atmosphere is cozy, with subdued lighting. Now I see why these rooms are so in demand for business meetings. I’d love to sink into one of those massive sofas, cuddled up under a blanket, with a cup of tea. It would be the perfect place to think up a new song. It’s a bit warm for an open fire, but it would be so relaxing…
“Excuse me, miss.”
Oops! I got a little carried away with my dreaming and forgot what I was meant to be doing… I rearrange my features into a professional expression and turn to face the voice.
“Good evening, sir, what can I do for you?”
“Could we have some of your 15 -year-old bourbon, please?”
“Come on, Miles, why don’t you ever try anything different? We drink the same thing at every meeting. Just look at all those bottles. I bet you’ve never tasted anything else.”
“You’re right, Adam. Go on then, let’s be daring: I’ll let you choose!”
Adam. The famous Adam Ritcher is standing right next to me. I didn’t even see him get up, let alone come behind the bar. He shouldn’t be here! I look at him, unable to stop myself staring. It must be obvious… His face… it's hard to describe... He’s not just handsome, he’s... I mean, wow… he’s ravishingly good-looking! And so young! He can’t be much older than thirty. So this is him: “the man from San Francisco” that Mr Owen is so afraid of? 
I watch him looking at the bottles, his face a picture of concentration. Curious, I stare at him. After all, it’s not every day you meet a billionaire! His black hair has a slight wave in it, but it is impeccably styled: not a hair out of place… I’d love to ruffle it up! he has a very masculine square jaw and the nose of a Greek God. The perfect tall, dark stranger! A small dimple gives him a special something that makes him even more gorgeous. Like he needed it! His hands, his long, slim fingers, confidently running over the labels… his smell… very subtle, but so intense and sensuous. I close my eyes for a second.
“We’ll have the Scotch whisky: this one here, please. Hello?”
My eyes snap back open. He’s talking to me! His voice... He's looking at me, waiting for me to respond. I see a flash of amusement in his magnificent, shimmering hazel eyes… unless it’s just the light.
“Yes, of course sir. Right away.”
You’re meant to be acting “professional”. You can’t start losing it just because a customer smells nice… I shake myself back to reality and start to pour the whiskeys quickly.
“Oh, miss, let’s play a little joke on our friend, Miles. Give him his beloved bourbon. We’ll tell him that his taste buds have forgotten how to detect anything else!”
“Yes, sir…”
The smile freezes on my face. Mr Ritcher has just put his hand on mine to stop it. It sends a shock right up my arm, and I pull it back as if I had been stung by a wasp. I suppress a gasp of surprise, and feel myself start to blush. My entire body tenses up, so I can’t move or speak. His eyes are right on me. He noticed, and I can see him trying not to smile. He leaves the bar area and goes back to the other side, his eyes never leaving mine… our gazes are literally locked together. Before, I had only seen him from the side. Now that he's facing me, he's even more breathtaking. Intense eyes, a mischievous smile that accentuates his dimples, sensual lips, perfect teeth… this sudden complicity between us… I’m… I don’t know, I can’t get over it. Something is stirring inside me, my heart is pounding… Oh God, I don’t know… I can’t think properly. Calm down, Eléa! Mr Ritcher goes back to his group, and I look down at the bar, trying to steady my breathing. This is when I realize that I'm shaking. I’m not paying attention to what I’m doing. As I go to lift the tray, although part of me goes through the motions of my job, my arms seem to have a will of their own and I spill the four glasses of whiskey down my uniform! Clumsy? That’s not like me at all!
I glance over at the table, but they don’t seem to have noticed. I am relieved to see that Mr Ritcher has his back to me. What am I playing at? I need help. I can’t serve them in this state. I press the button to call Mr Owen, so that he can stand in for me while I change.
I wipe off the worst and clear up the evidence of my clumsiness. Time drags as I wait. My customers will get impatient if I don’t serve them quickly, and I don’t want to face Adam Ritcher again, not now, not with whiskey down my clothes, even if it is the very finest Scotch. I sense someone behind me, and after a little internal prayer of thanks, I say:
“It’s fine, don’t worry, they didn’t see. They need four whiskeys from the open bottle over there, and an old bourbon. I won’t be long, sorry…”
I slip out of the service door, my heart still beating wildly, not giving Mr Owen time to reprimand me. There will be plenty of time for that at the end of my shift. Wow, Adam Ritcher… He’s known for making an impression, but on me? He really is stunning. Perfect, even. And those eyes…
“Eléa! What are you doing here? Don’t tell me you’ve left them alone! You should have waited for me to arrive before you left. What were you thinking?”
Mr Owen’s voice snaps from behind me.
“But… You were right there, I just told you… Oh, no!”
I snatch up an apron. No time to change. At least it should cover the massive stain on my skirt. I hurry back into the room, hoping that it wasn’t… but it was… Adam Ritcher is parading around in front of the other members of his group, my tray on his hand, roaring with laughter. Mr Owen, who has followed me in, is furious.
“Eléa, I…”
“Ah! You came back!”
Mr Ritcher leans on the bar. He doesn’t look angry about my mistake. In fact, he appears to be rather enjoying it. He looks at Mr Owen, and seems to understand the situation immediately.
“Everything is fine, sir, our hostess this evening is perfect. In future, I would like it to be her that looks after my guests and me.”
His eyes are firm, and his expression and voice are not to be argued with. Mr Owen gapes and shrinks into himself. Adam Ritcher couldn’t have found a better way of saving my skin, but what does he mean by “in future”? Does he really want me as their hostess, or does he just feel sorry for me?
Luckily, the rest of the evening goes smoothly. I am on edge the whole time, and whenever I catch Adam’s eye, I almost jump out of my skin. I like that he looks at me occasionally, but it does make me nervous. As soon as I feel his piercing eyes on me, I go crimson. He must be thinking about earlier and laughing to himself. I mean, it’s not like he’d be eyeing me up!
The guests begin to leave, nodding their thanks to me. I busy myself by tidying up the bar. All I want to do is get home and get rid of this jittery feeling I've had ever since our hands touched.
“Thank you for a very entertaining evening, miss.”
It’s him again: Adam Ritcher, behind my bar, leaning on the counter! This time, there’s no doubting the mischief in his smile, and his eyes are sparkling. He’s laughing at me! Panicking, I squeak:
“I’m sorry about the… mix-up… I thought you were my boss.”
“Nothing to worry about. Thank you for making me laugh. Anyway, it was my fault too. I should have warned you. Although it was… funny.”
Suddenly, Mr Ritcher steps closer to me, and his eyes become serious. Our closeness behind the bar… it feels almost intimate. I can sense the heat of his body through his suit and his sudden proximity leaves me unable to speak, but my body responds to the magnetism of the athletic man standing in front of me. Under his perfectly tailored suit, his broad shoulders hint at a muscular build. He looks more like a model than a businessman! Adam Ritcher leans towards me slowly and I hold my breath… In an even deeper voice than before, he says,
“See you soon.”
Then, he turns around and leaves the room. At last, I breathe out. Nobody has ever made my body react in that way. I’m such an idiot! I’m trembling. Why does he have such an effect on me? Just because he’s handsome and rich? Get a grip Eléa! Next time he’s here – if there is a next time – try to keep your cool! I close my eyes, in an effort to slow my racing heartbeat.
2. Recognition
“You know there's every chance you’ll see Adam Ritcher again?”
Claire shouts from the bathroom, as she is getting ready to go to one of the biggest events of my whole life. It's the end of my course, and there are speeches and solos from the best students at my music academy. I'm proud to be one of the soloists who gets to play in front of my peers. It proves all my hard work has paid off, but I'm trying not to think about it, in case I get nervous.
“And it's not a bad thing. He’ll see the real you, doing what you do best.”
Claire, my flatmate and best friend, knows everything about the little incident at the Club. Well, almost everything: I didn’t tell her about the feelings it stirred up inside me.
“He’s bound to come and speak to you, to congratulate you, so don’t panic. Okay, so he’s rich, but he’s basically just like other men!”
No, he’s not really like other men: there isn't another man in the world as handsome as he is…
“Oh, I don’t know if he’ll make time to come and talk to the students.”
“Of course he will, he’s the Academy’s biggest benefactor. He’s obviously going to take a close interest in where his money goes… Come on, you’ve got no reason to be nervous. Nothing can touch you when you’re playing!”
Claire is without a doubt my biggest fan, the one who believes in me when I don’t have faith in myself. I know I have a talent for music. She’s right, it’s what I was made for. I'm a hundred times more confident with my violin in my hand, but this evening, I'm nervous. The solo, the end of my studies, the end of an era… My emotions have gone into overdrive, but that’s not the only thing bothering me. Ever since we met, I've been dreaming about Adam. I can’t stop thinking about his eyes, his long hands, and I keep imagining the maddest things, re-writing our meeting in my head. He must have thought I was so stupid, seeing me drop the tray like that… a billionaire playing waiter because of me! And there was me gaping like a goldfish, almost drooling over him… I don’t know what's come over me. I’m not normally so dizzy. I even looked him up online, just to see him again. All that got me was twisted heartstrings: article after article about his “new conquest”. But why was I so disappointed? It makes no sense. Claire's right: if I see him again, I have to keep it together! Now that I know he’ll be at the ceremony, I’m terrified. Yet part of me can’t wait. I can’t wait for him to see me in my world, my universe… but I'm terrified that I might fall apart again… that I won’t be able to play. Making a mistake on stage? I feel myself shudder at the thought of it…
“Ready? This is your big night! Get ready, world: here comes Eléa Haydensen! Wow, you look fantastic!”
For tonight, I have chosen a dark blue evening dress that shows off my curves and hides my faults. My shoes have smallish heels: I don’t want to go turning an ankle on stage in front of everyone! I leave my hair loose, with just a small clip to keep it out of my eyes when I'm playing. Looking in the mirror, I'm satisfied that I look elegant and feminine, far better than in my waitressing outfit at the club.
The Academy hall is filled with the cheerful murmur of conversation. Naturally, all the families have been invited, but none of mine are here. My mother still doesn’t believe music can be a real career, and my father sent flowers: a small gesture that warmed my heart. As for my brother Ryan, he’s studying medicine and he's busy with his end of year exams. Claire is the only one here to watch me. She’s not only my housemate, she’s also a treasured and loyal friend. When it is time to take our separate seats, she gives me an encouraging squeeze, and I sit in one of the front rows, which are reserved for the students.
Almost immediately, the lights go down and everyone gets settled. I haven’t seen Adam Ritcher, and the thought that he might not be here makes me feel hollow inside. If he hasn’t come, you’ll have no chance to show him what you can do! But on the other hand, there’s no risk of you making a fool of yourself in front of him again!
“Ladies and gentlemen, we are here today to celebrate an important moment. My dear students, the time has come for you to fly the Academy nest and take your music outside of our walls.”
The solemn atmosphere makes me emotional. After years of study, a new chapter of my life is beginning. The idea is both frightening and exciting. I'd love to make a living from my music at just 24 years old, to get up every morning and indulge my passion… While the academy director, Mr Reynolds, is speaking, I drift off into my thoughts, not really listening to what he's saying, but then a name jolts me out of my daydream.
“And of course, our heartfelt thanks to Adam Ritcher for his generosity, which every year allows us to…”
He’s here? Adam? My eyes scan the stage for him, and there he is, sitting in an armchair with his head on his hand and his legs crossed. He is smiling politely, but his expression is unreadable. I smile with relief. He’s here. I’ll be able to show him who I really am. Not that I expect anything in particular from him, but I need him to hear my music. However, my relief is short-lived as my stomach clenches with nerves. Please let it go well!
The lights come on again, and one by one, the students go up on stage to collect their certificates. I don’t take my eyes off of Adam for a moment. He shakes each student’s hand, without much enthusiasm, but he says a few words to every one of them. Soon, it will be my turn, and the very thought of it makes me blush. My heart thuds wildly in my chest, and I am suddenly far too warm. No, this evening, you’re on home ground. This is where you belong, Eléa !
Mr. Reynolds dedicates a speech to each of the three best students and I am overjoyed to be one of them: I am the last on stage, which means that my teachers think of me as an exemplary student… I really wish my mother was here to see it…
“And finally, ladies and gentlemen, there is one student whose humility, hard work, and musical talent have particularly stood out this year. Our corridors will seem a little empty without the sound of her violin, but we hope to hear her in our country’s most prestigious concert halls very soon…”
Standing on the podium, I feel my heart thudding with pride, and tears begin to well up. All of my teachers and professors are there, and some of them are dabbing at their eyes. I am grateful to every single one of them for what they have taught me, what they have given me. Mr Reynolds even gives me a friendly hug and we laugh together as he takes me over to Mr Ritcher.
“Mr Ritcher, allow me to introduce you to Eléa Haydensen, our pride and joy.”
I look Adam straight in the eyes, all of these unexpected compliments filling me with confidence. I see surprise flash across the face of our “generous benefactor”, and… is that a twinkle in his eye? He recognizes me!
“You’ll see for yourself, Mr Ritcher, Eléa will be playing for us at the end of the ceremony. I think you’ll be just as proud as us to see what your generosity has helped to produce.”
“I’m sure I will. Congratulations, Miss Haydensen…”
His handshake is firm, but it betrays nothing. Just a normal handshake, exactly like the hundreds he has already given this evening. What did you expect Eléa? All too quickly, the moment is gone, and we are asked to go to the wings, ready for our solos. Adam leaves the stage without looking at me. Why does his indifference hurt me so much?
I lift my violin out of its case, taking comfort from the weight of it in my hands. I have rehearsed so much that I know my piece off by heart. My bow has memorized its routine. Claire must be somewhere in the room, but it’s not her that I'm looking for. Tonight, I can only think of one person: Adam Ritcher. Actually, why is there nobody with him this evening? Doesn’t his model girlfriend like music? Well, good. I would have felt awful standing next to her, my curves looking clumsy against her waiflike figure… Honestly Eléa, this is no time to be thinking about your extra pounds – concentrate. You might not have the waist of a violin, but you know how to play one!
Throughout the other performances, my eyes stay glued to Adam. The music acts like a balm, calming my emotions. I see Mr Reynolds whisper something into Adam’s ear. The billionaire is fidgeting in his seat, as if he had no interest in the performances. What is he looking for? Oh… he’s seen me, he is smiling and… giving me a little wave. A frisson runs through me. There it is: he's singled me out from the others, and he's smiling the same smile as he was the other evening… I limit my answer to a nod, but inside, I'm bubbling over with joy. Adam is staring at me. Is it really me he’s looking at? Don’t be silly, Eléa, he’s just looking in your direction, that’s all… I close my eyes. I’m on soon. I need to focus. My palms are damp, but not with nerves… anything but! I can’t wait to get on stage and play for him, have him hear me, listen to me!
Finally, it is my turn. I love this moment, my moment, the moment when I am judged on my music, rather than my body. Adam is still looking at me hard, with his head resting on his hand and his index finger on his lips. Finally, he seems to be taking an interest in the stage. My heart skips a beat. His eyes are full of meaning and there is nobody here but us… I don’t even hear Mr Reynolds' voice. Then, the lights go down, plunging Adam into darkness. I am entirely focused on my music, on the rhythm. I lift my violin onto my shoulder, ready to begin Bach’s Sonata for Violin. And I play, just play, carried away by the music as it takes flight, spreading the wings of the melody across the room. Then, silence. Time has stopped. Thunderous applause drags me back to reality, the lights go back up and everyone is standing, even Adam. His face… his face is filled with admiration. For me? I feed on the applause, but my ears tune into Adam’s hands, clapping as hard as they can…
After the ceremony, everyone shares cocktails and congratulations. The atmosphere is celebratory, and I am buzzing as I go over to Claire.
“I hope you’re happy, you made me cry!”
“Oh, as if! Your makeup’s still perfect!”
“Well, obviously! It’s waterproof. It wouldn’t run in a tidal wave.”
Claire rolls her eyes and I snort into my champagne
“Oh right? Do you want me to get a bucket of water so we can test it?”
All around, people are calling out to me, congratulating me on my performance, but all I can think about is Adam. I made quite an impression on him, I could see it on his face. I don’t think I’ll ever forget that moment: Adam Ritcher applauding me! Just like me, he is surrounded by people. The members of the Academy board, particularly Mr Reynolds, are competing to talk to him.
“Eléa, come and join us!” Mr Reynolds calls out.
Everybody turns to look at me, including Adam Ritcher, but his expression betrays no emotion. Nevertheless, my heart and my breath seem to be racing each other. Calm down!
I turn to Claire:
“I’ve got to go, duty calls. Can you forgive me?”
“Of course, go on, milk your glory: it’s your evening! You must have made quite an impression on him. He’s not been able to take his eyes off you since your performance…”
Adam is watching me?
“Go on, I’m going to grab a bite at the buffet while I wait for you. And try not to drop your glass!”
“Oh, ha ha! I’m not that useless!”
I join Mr Reynolds, who is as jovial as ever. Tonight, his enthusiasm is topped up by euphoria and champagne, but as soon as I arrive, Adam interrupts him and takes me by the elbow:
“I’d like to see your music rooms. I’m sure your student will be the best person to show me around and explain how things work here.”
Before Mr Reynolds or I have time to say a word, Adam has already led me far away from the function room. The Academy corridors are deserted, and the sound of the celebration soon fades away behind us.
“Alone at last! I didn’t think I’d ever get you to myself, Miss Haydensen. Everyone here wants to talk to you.”
What does he mean “alone at last”? He wants to be alone with me? Don’t blush, don’t blush! Just breathe!
Adam’s serious mask has slipped away, leaving a relaxed expression. He looks amazing in his gray suit! He runs his long fingers through his brown hair, and his face becomes animated. His eyes shine as he looks into mine.
“Mr Ritcher.”
I struggle to hold it together, trying not to drop my eyes despite the frantic beating of my heart. He’s here, in front of me, standing over me. Calling all nerves, calling all nerves, please be quiet! Brain, back to work! I take a deep breath and try to concentrate. Instinctively, I clutch my champagne glass and move it away from Adam’s suit. If I’m going to drop you, I’d rather it wasn’t on Adam…
“Where would you like to start, Mr Ritcher? The music rooms? Our library? We have some very old original sheet music and…”
“Okay, let’s start with the library, Eléa, you can teach me to read music!”
Eléa? So he’s using my first name now? I feel the warmth in my cheeks… “Eléa.” Coming from him, it sounds so…
“I’m delighted to see what a talented musician you are. The violin seems safer than whiskey glasses.”
I could swear that’s a challenge in his eyes. So he obviously noticed my whisky-soaked skirt the other evening…My blush deepens. I want to shrink, scuttle away, and hide in a mouse hole!
“Last time, you made me laugh, but tonight, you took my breath away. Your music is enchanting, Eléa…”
Adam lingers in front of the music stand, sliding one hand into his pocket in a relaxed pose. I can smell him… Oh my God, he smells just like last time… But why didn’t he ask Mr Reynolds to show him around? Does he really want to be alone with me? I can’t believe it… I must be dreaming, it can’t be real…
“Eléa, you’re very quiet. Surely you’re not frightened of me, are you?”
Despite myself, I laugh. It must be nerves.
“Frightened? No, I’m not frightened of you, Mr Ritcher. I just played in front of over a hundred people, and there’s only one of you.”
What made me say that? Am I completely insane?
I can tell that Adam is stung by my remark.
“True, I’m not much compared to your horde of admirers,” he acknowledges, “but I am pleased to see you again Eléa. You’ve made me even more curious about you…”
Having confided this, Adam tucks a tendril of hair behind my ear, as if it was something he did every day, but his hand carries on past my hair to my shoulder, then skims my arm. His fingers barely touch me, but it is like they have scorched my skin. I feel my nipples go hard inside my dress… I didn’t expect such familiarity… and I certainly didn’t expect to react like this… I can’t stop myself stepping back, then seeing Adam’s surprised expression, I regret it immediately. Well, what is he playing at anyway?
“I don’t see how I could make you curious, Mr Ritcher. You’ve seen me doing the two main things in my life. You already know everything there is to know.”
My voice is confident, and I congratulate myself on my response. Did he think I’d swoon when he touched me or something?
“No, I don’t know everything there is to know about you. I’ve only just discovered that you’re more skilled on the violin than you are with a tray, and that you have very soft skin, Eléa.”
I feel myself ripple with pleasure… My skin is soft all over, Mr Ritcher… But I manage to keep it together.
“Waitressing isn’t my calling, Mr Ritcher: it pays my bills and puts food on the table.”
His eyes darken at my aggressive response. He’s teasing me!
“And a good thing too, you’re much prettier on stage than behind a bar, Eléa.”
He thinks I’m pretty? I feel myself go purple and my irritation slips away. A “thank you” escapes my lips, but it comes out more like a quiet chirrup.
Now, Adam is looking at me hard, and his smile has disappeared. I don’t know what to make of it when his face changes so fast. I decide to take control of this meeting again.
“Do you want to see anything else in the Academy? I’d like to spend some time with my friends before the end of the evening.”
I'm surprised by my little outburst, but I don’t regret it. What does he want anyway, harassing me like this, looking at me as if he wanted to read my mind? Does his girlfriend know he flirts with anyone and everyone? Is he taunting me? I don’t know what he wants… What might he see in me anyway? And what does he mean by calling me “pretty”?
“Sorry, Eléa, I’m hogging you. I’ll leave you to your obligations as a young graduate. I hope I get the chance to hear you playing again… maybe a private performance one day?”
Playing for Adam Ritcher in his sitting room, with that intense gaze on me alone?  Yes, I'd love to!
“Actually, Eléa, I suppose I won’t see you behind the bar again?”
“I don’t know. I have other projects now.”
“I understand.”
His voice softens.
“I wonder where I’ll bump into you again. These things always come in threes, they say… See you, Miss Haydensen…”
Those last words sounded like a promise… He smiles an Adam Ritcher smile: confident, arrogant even, and yet it feels almost like a caress. I watch him as he walks off, letting my eyes slide to his butt, but it is hidden under his jacket… Something stirs inside me. My God, the effect that man has on me…
I stay there, staring at the door of the hall. I can’t say this guy does nothing for me… I can easily imagine myself in his arms, under his hands… I shake the thought away. It’s all just a silly fantasy. Adam Ritcher is out of my league. Tempting, but out of my league. So what attracts him to me? My curves? Yeah, right… “These things come in threes”. I can't stop thinking about those words… Who knows?
3. First Kiss
Things are already in full swing at the Lorrigthons' chalet.
“Well then, Eléa, ready for a crazy evening?”
Behind her steering wheel, Claire can’t stop fidgeting. Tonight is crucial for her career. She recently got a job at the San Francisco Cultural Center, and she has to organize a massive charity event to fund the restoration and reopening of an old local theater. Quite the baptism of fire. It’s her first project, and given that she’s only 25 , they must think a lot of her. Claire and I are both from modest backgrounds, and we've had to fight to prove ourselves in privileged San Francisco. The Lorrigthons' event is a chance to get the financial support that she will need. Claire needs to convince this evening’s famous guests and business people to contribute to setting up a new cultural venue. I've promised to help her, particularly as I stand to benefit from her work: if it all goes to plan, I’ll be playing at this theater, alongside other former Academy musicians.
Claire looks magnificent. She is effortlessly beautiful in a very distinguished and professional-looking pencil dress. Her innate charm alone is enough to win anyone over, and I know she'll do just fine, but I understand that she's been given massive responsibilities. I've made an effort too… helped by Claire, obviously. I'm pleased with how I look in my burgundy silk dress, which is tailored to suit my figure. I don’t usually feel good in this sort of outfit, but in my high heels and with the soft fabric caressing my skin in the gentle evening breeze, I feel particularly sexy and alluring. Claire is full of compliments about how I look in the dress, as well as about her own skill in choosing my outfit!
“Eléa, enjoy yourself this evening. Leave most of the work to me, okay? If you meet any men you like, make sure you get their names. No harm in mixing business and pleasure!”
Even when she’s stressed, Claire can’t resist teasing me. I know she’d like to see me with a good man, but I am still obsessed after my meeting with Adam Ritcher at the graduation ceremony. I have spent the past two days sighing over him and imagining our next meeting, giving it an easy intimacy in my fantasies…
Stop it! You’re wasting your time! Focus your efforts on launching your career!
The event is already well underway in the chalet garden. Waiters are hurrying back and forth with trays of canapés, and the barman is churning out cocktails and glasses of champagne. Claire is ready for action:
“Wish me luck! I’m going benefactor hunting!”
I've only been here five minutes, and I’m already all alone. Time to go and get a drink, I think. I make a beeline for the bar, intending to stay there for a few minutes and do some people-watching. What a great idea putting the bar right in the middle of the garden: very strategically placed! Maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad idea to try and meet someone after all… but flirting, making the first move, I wouldn’t know where to start!
I ask for a glass of champagne.
“Miss Haydensen, finally, a chance to talk to you!”
I look around and come face to face with a smiling stranger. I have no idea who he is. He has a natural tan, which forms a striking contrast to the deep blue of his eyes. Charming, attractive even: the surfer type, judging by his build. Seeing my puzzled expression, he introduces himself.
“Oh, yes, sorry. I’m Paul Hill. I saw you play at the Academy. Quite exceptional. You were divine with your violin.”
Divine... I’m not used to being approached by attractive men, especially attractive men who find me divine.
“Thank you, Mr Hill. I don’t remember meeting you.”
“I regret that we've not really met. Still, now we have, and I finally get to speak to the best violinist in San Francisco… and admire you too.”
Divine? Admire me? Is he talking about someone else? If anyone had ever told me that my violin made me more attractive… Paul’s smile is sincere, and he seems like a nice guy, but I'm not comfortable with this kind of meeting, particularly this sort of flattery.
“Are you here alone? I can keep you company, if you like.”
Is he flirting with me?
“No, I’m not alone.”
I turn back to look at the crowd, scanning the garden for Claire, but instead, my eyes fall on Adam. He's here too, with a dazzling woman, and he's talking to another man. As if he could feel my eyes on him, he turns around to look at me. I'm not really surprised to see him here, but chance does seem to be throwing us together. Three meetings in just a few days: it’s like it was destined to happen. My heartbeat quickens. Maybe this time…? Maybe what?
He looks at me, nodding his head almost imperceptibly in greeting. This tiny gesture makes me go scarlet and weak at the knees. Eléa, get a grip, he’s just acknowledging you, being polite, that’s all… Honestly, you’re like a teenager gibbering over her first crush! Come on, drag your eyes off of him and think about something else! But then I see his face contort when he sees the man beside me. Ooh, he doesn’t seem to like that at all!
I half listen to what Paul Hill is saying. Finally, I see Claire with a stranger, and jump at the chance to escape. It’s not that Paul isn’t nice… really, he is, but he’s a little too pushy for my taste…
“Sorry, I have to go. My friend’s waiting for me.”
“Oh, okay. See you later then.”
Phew! I smile politely at Paul and head off into the crowd, forcing myself not to run. What a strange man.
I can’t resist looking over at Adam, but he's gone. I'm annoyed at myself for feeling disappointed. For God’s sake, what was I hoping for? Looking around, I can’t see him anywhere. Oh well, now I can focus on enjoying the evening and forget about him.
I hate how nervous he makes me! He only has to get within meters of me and I completely lose it. It’s true that Adam Ritcher isn’t like other men. He’s got money, charisma, and a sort of natural power over other people. He's one of the handsomest men in the United States. He has everything going for him: the world at his feet. So what would he want with a girl like me? Anyway, I’m sure I’m not his idea of a beautiful woman. Did I seriously think he might find me attractive? In my dreams… I don’t like my inability to let go of a lost cause. Really, I'm disappointed in myself!
But the other evening: his fingers on my skin, I can’t pretend it didn’t make me want more… I would have loved it to go further! And the way he smelled… the warmth in his voice… that intense gaze when he said he was “curious” about me… Enough! If he was a little more in my league, maybe, but we’re talking about Adam Ritcher here! Anyway, he’s already with someone!
I wander aimlessly through the garden, lost in my thoughts. I seethe at myself, trying to banish the thoughts of Adam and me, of his hands on my dress… No, no, and no! How many times do I have to tell you?
“Hey, Eléa! What’s that face for?”
“Er… nothing. I was looking for you. I just met this guy and…”
“A guy? Well, what’s he like?”
“Not bad, nice really… but too pushy! How are things going for you?”
“Honestly, if you keep finding fault with every man you meet… Anyway, yes, it seems to be going pretty well. Hold on, I’ll get a drink and I’ll be right back.”
Alone again, and it doesn’t look like Claire will be back any time soon: she has just started talking to a group of guests.
I grab another glass of champagne from a passing tray. This is turning out to be a bit of a depressing evening, what with Paul making me uneasy, my mad dreams about Adam, my studies coming to an end… I don’t feel great about things.
I look around the massive garden, studying the labels on the plants. The Lorrigthons really take care of their garden. Or maybe, given the parents’ age, the labels are just there to trigger their memories… It’s like strolling around a botanical garden!
“Waitress, musician, and now plant enthusiast? Nobody could ever claim you were boring, Miss Haydensen!”
That voice… I turn around. Adam is standing behind me, smiling roguishly, with a glass in his hand. He looks astoundingly good again, in a dark suit, with his shirt collar open underneath his tie. This glimpse of skin sends a flush of heat through me. I’d love to undo his tie, see a little more flesh…
“Mr Ritcher, I didn’t know you were here!”
Who do you think you’re fooling?
I see his eyes travel down my body, from my shoulders, to my breasts, then my stomach and legs… taking in every detail from head to toe. I blush under his gaze.
“You’re not here to play the violin. So I guess I’m in for another surprise. Are you with anyone?”
Is that his way of asking if I’m single?
“I’m with a friend: Claire Swanson. You might have seen her at the graduation ceremony.”
“I don’t recognize the name. Are you are in a rush this evening, or can you spare me a little time?”
“Won’t your girlfriend be looking for you, Mr Ritcher?”
This is my way of asking who he was with earlier.
“My girlfriend? I don’t have a girlfriend.”
I don’t believe that for a second. Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to lie, Mr Ritcher?
We take a few steps in silence. The air is warm, but with a gentle breeze. This could be the perfect moment, except that I can’t help being on my guard. We walk towards a small wooden bridge, in a secluded corner of the garden. All alone: I quiver at the thought…
“What a lovely evening… Nothing like a secluded, natural little hideaway.”
“Don’t you like social events, Mr Ritcher?”
“Call me Adam, Eléa. This is the third time we’ve met, I think we know each other well enough now.”
“You know more about me than I do about you. We're not exactly very well acquainted… Adam…”
“True... I’d like to know you better, Eléa, but you keep running away!”
I scrutinize his smile, but he looks like he means it, and I feel it again, that same complicity as the last time, just before he started acting… strange… I look him straight in the eyes. It’s my turn to take in every detail. After all, I have nothing to lose: I don’t stand a chance, so might as well make the most of the moment.
“This is the first time you’ve dared to look at me, Eléa! I’ve finally got your attention.”
My attention?
“And you, this isn’t the first time you’ve laughed at me!”
“Laughed at you? You’re wrong, I never laugh at anyone. I’ll admit that I find you entertaining, but only because you intrigue me, and I mean that, Eléa…”
We're standing side by side, leaning on the rail of the bridge. Our shoulders are touching, and I can feel that he's looking at me. It’s like some kind of dream. Adam is right next to me, with the sleeve of his suit brushing my bare skin. Through the fabric, I can feel his arm. This barely perceptible touch makes me sway on my feet… I think that if he makes a move, this time, I won't pull back, just to see what might happen… But why set myself up for a disappointment? I shake my head and sigh.
“I don’t see what you find so interesting about me. Really. I don’t see what could be so intriguing. You’re just leading me on for a laugh.”
Adam turns his whole body towards me now, and places a hand on my waist. I quiver as he looks me deep in the eyes, making my heart pound.
“Eléa, you must never, ever, say that I'm laughing at you. I respect you far too much to treat you that way. I mean it. You have to believe me…”
He moves his hand from my waist to my cheek, his eyes burning.
“Eléa, you just have this power over me, I don’t know what, how, or why, but since I saw you at the club, I’ve been dreaming of doing this...”
And his lips are on mine, hot and silky, gently at first, then harder as he lets the kiss take over. The last shreds of my resistance fall away, and I… I return his kiss, abandoning my feeble defenses… He moves away, and looks at me anxiously. His hand is still holding mine, and his fingers are stroking tenderly along my own. I don’t know what to say, what to do. I’d like him to do it again, just to be sure that it wasn’t a dream.
“I’m sorry, you must think I’m such an idiot, but I…”
His mobile starts ringing, shattering this electric atmosphere and dispersing the emotion. Adam glances at it, then turns it off, stabbing at the button in annoyance.
“Obviously, they can’t do without me for five minutes!”
Adam’s face has turned hard with irritation, but as he speaks to me, it softens again.
“I’m sorry, Eléa, I have to go. I hope I’ll see you again.”
I feel him hesitating, ready to kiss me, but then he decides against it. Or maybe I’m imagining it… His expression is closed again.
“That man in the bar earlier, was he a friend of yours?”
“Paul Hill? No, I don’t even know him. He came to talk to me about the concert.”
“Hmm. Good. Keep away from him, Eléa. Goodbye.”
Adam walks off. Keep away from Paul Hill? Why? Does Adam know him? From his tone of voice, it’s obvious that he doesn’t like him… Strange…
I run my tongue over my lips, savoring the aftertaste of our kiss. Adam Ritcher just kissed me… Adam Ritcher just kissed me! I kissed Adam Ritcher!
The alarm clock rings and I tug my duvet over my head. I have no desire to get up this morning. I need to get this image of Adam, that kiss, that feeling, that fire out of my head… He had such soft lips, and he was so gentle with me… just thinking of it makes my body tingle and my stomach glow. No man has ever had that kind of effect on me. Okay, so I’m not exactly experienced, but Adam Ritcher is just so seductive… I squirm under the sheets, as my imagination gets the better of me… Mmm.
He left in such a rush! Anyone would think he had been “saved”. Yes, that’s it. He got that text and off he went, without even a backward glance! But he said that he meant it… Yeah, right. He comes to a party with a stunning young woman on his arm and you somehow imagine he might leave with the short, dumpy one? Give it up! It makes no sense. Adam is way out of my league, he’s taken, and I’m far too boring for him! Just forget it, I have other things to be thinking about. I have an audition for the New York Philharmonic Orchestra tomorrow, so I have a date with my violin. I need a real job now. I have to prove to my mother that music is a career like any other, a career that can earn me a living. I dream of going back to Kelowna, the town where I grew up, and waving a contract in my mother’s stunned face! Perhaps with Adam on my arm?
“Awake already? Not having a lie-in?”
Claire is sitting in front of her computer with a coffee.
“You don’t look so good, shouldn’t you go back to bed? You’ve got plenty of time before your…”
She is interrupted by the doorbell. She gets up, and I pour myself a coffee.
“Eléa, flowers for you!”
I almost spill my coffee down my front. Really? Flowers?
“Something tells me you didn’t tell me everything about your evening!”
Who might have sent me flowers? Oh no, not Paul Hill? I shudder as I remember our meeting…
“Do you think it could be that Paul Hill?”
Is Claire a mind reader now?
The bouquet is magnificent, and enormous. It is beautifully arranged, with a note in the center in writing that I don’t recognize. I tremble as I read it.
“Are you free this evening? My driver will come for you at eight. Yours, Adam.”
4. A Memorable Night
I am saved from Claire’s questions by the call of duty. I can feel the frustration radiating off of her: she hates having to leave without finding out more, but my respite is short-lived: she calls me half way through the morning.
“Eléa, Adam just called me. He wants me to give you the details about the theater, so that the two of you can discuss it this evening. He said he was interested and that he wanted to know more…”
Adam is everywhere today… Does he want to see me just to talk about the theater? Is that all? I try to hide my disappointment from Claire.
“Wouldn’t he be better off talking to you?”
“I told him that I could come with you, but he refused. I reckon it might just be an excuse to see you… Anyway, it’s a good job I asked you to help me. If you bring me Adam Ritcher, I’ll owe you one big time. Right, I’ve got to go! Get some rest, you need to be on top form for this evening!”
Yes, that’s what I need: sleep. That will stop all of these thoughts from fluttering about in my head…
Claire comes home early from work, with the theater dossier under her arm. I have already started to worry about this evening. What if it really is just to talk business? I can’t shake off the disappointment.
“Eléa. You’re acting weird. Come on, this isn’t the first time you’ve been out with a man! What’s so different about this one? You’ll talk, and if you get on, who knows!”
Claire gives me a knowing wink. If we get on… I hope… No, Adam just wants to talk theater, concerts, and violin. That’s all! Still, this doesn’t stop the butterflies in my stomach. Claire has chosen my outfit. She knows what suits me far better than I do and this evening, I am dressed quite demurely in a black swing dress. The neckline is plunging, but it doesn’t show too much. She has even tamed my hair into a relaxed chignon, and lent me her dangly earrings. I have to say, I don’t look bad at all. Claire needs Adam for her event, which means that I need him too, for my first musical project to work out. Oh Christ, the driver will be here soon. I’m sure that clock must be running fast! Or slow… part of me is dying to see Adam again.
The buzzer rings. The car has arrived.
“Well, the chauffeur is certainly punctual! Come on, let me look at you… You’re a bit pale, you know. Oh! I’m so excited for you!”
Excited… She’s convinced this is going to go well! Her enthusiasm isn’t helping at all.
“And don’t forget: I’m not in this evening, but if you need anything, call me on my mobile!”
The car pulls up in front of the luxurious Mandarin Oriental Hotel. The doorman shows me in, greeting me as if I were a regular. A man comes to meet me, and I'm reassured by his warm smile, which relaxes me a little.
“Miss Haydensen, Mr Ritcher is waiting for you in his suite. If you’d like to follow me.”
His suite? Adam did mention an evening alone… So there really will be no one else with us?
“Sir, Miss Haydensen is here.”
“Excellent, thank you Conrad, I think that will be all.”
Conrad leaves, and I don’t even know if he hears me stammer a tiny “thank you”. I can’t help making a mental inventory of this suite. Everything is flawless, white and modern, but still homely. However, what really impresses me is not the decor, but the view from the balcony.
“Eléa, I’m so glad you accepted my invitation.”
Adam is leaning against a doorframe. For once, he isn't wearing a suit, but jeans and a collarless white shirt. He is unbelievably sexy in this simple outfit and he looks even younger: nothing like a prominent businessman. His brown hair is still damp from the shower. He looks at me with a relaxed smile that I’m starting to recognize. I want to make sparkling conversation, but my voice quavers.
“You didn’t leave me much choice, Mr Ritcher.”
“Call me Adam. Yes, I did sort of force your hand. Shall we go out on the balcony. It’s still quite warm. Would you like a drink?”
The view is breathtaking. On the balcony are two cane armchairs and a matching table, surrounded by fairy lights. There are two glasses on the table. On the horizon, the sun is just setting, bathing the entire city and a pink glow. The view across the bay is amazing.
“Magnificent, isn’t it? San Francisco looks best from up here. Sit down Eléa.”
Adam takes a seat opposite me, and passes me a glass. I don’t know how to act. He is a considerate host, just as gorgeous as ever, and visibly relaxed.
“I hope you like it,” he says, looking around him. “I love this place. I feel at home here.”
I feel a complete fool sitting here in silence. I’ve got to say something!
“You wanted to talk about the event that my friend is organizing?”
My voice comes out a little deeper than usual, but at least it is audible.
“Yes, I did. Tell me about it.”
His eyes crinkle in the corners, as he focuses his full attention on me.
“It’s a charity event to fund the reopening of an old theater in the Soma neighborhood. Once it’s open, we hope to hold classical music concerts there. Well, not just music, theater and dance too… but I’m more involved in the music side of things.”
“That’s a great idea. Soma really needs a venue like that for shows. So you’d be playing there?”
“Yes, that’s what we hope. The aim is to give exposure to local artists, then bring in more famous people later.”
“It’s an ambitious project, but I do love a challenge. Obviously, you can count on my support, especially as it will allow me to see you play again…”
And here it comes, the blush! Up until now, I was in control, but one smile and I go crimson…
“If it’s okay with you Eléa, I’d like to leave the details of my contribution until later. I’ll pass the paperwork to an assistant, and she will go over it with your friend. Now, let’s enjoy our evening.”
But if we’re not going to talk about the Soma theater, what will we talk about? Enjoy our evening? Yes, but how? Maybe Claire was right? Heat invades my stomach and a shiver of anticipation runs down my back. Phew! It’s hot on this terrace.
“Eléa, I get the impression that I make you nervous.”
Whatever gives you that idea?
“Er… sort of.”
Eléa, say something comprehensible! You’re not mute! There are plenty of things you could talk about: the champagne, the suite, even the weather for goodness sakes! Come on! If he’d just stop looking at me like that…
“Don’t look away, Eléa, I love it when our eyes meet. Are you nervous? I’m sorry, but I don’t regret anything about the other night.”
“It’s just… I don’t quite understand your… interest in me. It makes me uncomfortable… you know, there’s your girlfriend…”
What am I doing? I didn’t mean to start talking about his private life… Oh stuff it! At least this way I’ll know once and for all!
“My girlfriend? Do you still not believe that I’m single?”
“You seem to be with her a lot…”
“Too much, even… Don’t pay any attention to that Eléa. It’s a stunt. My aunt’s idea. She thinks investors find it reassuring to see a couple…”
“Your aunt?”
“Yes, she’s very… Let’s just say that she has been very involved in my life since…”
Does Adam never finish his sentences? He doesn’t seem so relaxed all of a sudden. He even seems a little irritated… A sensitive subject, perhaps?
“Anyway, Eléa, it’s nothing. There’s no one in my life.”
Well if that isn’t an invitation, I don’t know what is. Predictably, I blush. At least he’s not annoyed anymore… I’d like to see his aunt…
“I love it when you blush, Eléa.”
His smile is teasing, and his eyes sparkle. He’s actually trying to wind me up… and I think I like it.
“Why are you blushing? You were confident enough the other night when you kissed me.”
“It was you that kissed me!”
“I didn’t hear you objecting, Eléa…”
Remembering our kiss, I blush an even deeper shade of red, and I can’t help but bite my lip.
“Did you like it?”
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