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1000 pages of erotic romance




Chloe Wilkox

Obeying my Billionaire

The Complete Series


1. Divine
August 12 th
Bourget Airport, just out of Paris. Arrivals. I must look stupid, standing here with my coffee in one hand and my little sign that says "Laroque Publishing" in the other. Where is the plane? It's taking forever. And what was Adèle thinking sending me to pick up David Fulton at the airport! This guy is super rich and flies around the world in a private jet. What use will I be to him? We don't exactly run in the same circles! He’s an author whose work has been translated into fifty languages, his novels sell millions of copies... pretty soon he'll be richer than the Queen of England. Well, I guess I should compare him to Bill Gates; he is American after all. The Bill Gates of literature. Barely twenty-nine years old, and already a billionaire. And I have to stand here waiting for him with my stupid little sign, like some bimbo at a car show! Adèle, the editor I work for, told me to be warm, friendly and make sure I "satisfy all the desires of our star author" during his stay in Paris. His new book, Myrina, is already set to be the bestselling book this autumn. This was not really the type of task I expected to be assigned for my internship, but it's a nice change from the coffee machine, and at least I can practice my English. My English is terrible. I have a very limited vocabulary and my accent is awful. I don't really know how I'm going to manage to get David Fulton to understand me.
His plane finally lands in a deafening racket. Through the big glass windows, I see two men get out. I recognize David Fulton with his disheveled black hair. He walks nonchalantly, his hands in the pockets of his beige trench coat. Just like in photos, his face is unreadable, hiding behind black sunglasses. A shiver runs through my body. In the August sun that is flooding the runway, he is remarkably handsome! Breathtakingly gorgeous. I definitely don't measure up. That's obvious now. I feel hot blood rushing to my cheeks like a flash flood. And then another flood, but this one's more real: it's my coffee running down my thigh and staining my nice white skirt.
What an idiot! 
When I look up, he's right in front of me, his black glasses staring at my skirt. He is smiling, amused. He's even more handsome up close. I am red with embarrassment, because of the coffee and his unreal beauty. It's like he's stepped out of a teenage fantasy. He holds out his hand. I smile timidly, not knowing what to say.
"Bonjour, mademoiselle. What a charming welcome!" he says in French, with a slight American accent.
His voice! It's so smooth. And what does he mean by "charming welcome"?
"Uh... you speak French?" I stammer, still very red.
"I guess I do."
"That's very... fortunate. I must admit my English is not very good."
"And you are...?" he asks, tilting his head to the side, without losing his amused smile.
I realize that not only have I forgotten to introduce myself, I haven't even said hello. The effect he has on me has made me forget the most basic rules of etiquette.
"Louisa Mars. Adèle Mason, your editor, sent me to meet you. I'll be accompanying you to your engagements and managing your schedule for the day."
"Great. What's first?"
"We're going to your hotel first to drop off your bags, and then we'll go and see your editor."
He turns to the man with him. He is carrying several bags and pulling a rolling suitcase. He looks about fifty years old and has graying hair and wrinkles around the eyes. There is a particular charm about him and he has a mischievous smile on his lips.
"Miss Mars, allow me to introduce Gary Stewart, my butler. I hope you'll be nice to him."
I look at David Fulton in surprise, and the man in the suit smiles at me, also amused.
Why wouldn't I be nice?
"Of course I'll be nice. I'm a polite young woman. I'm always nice."
"Great. Kindness is a quality I appreciate very much."
Why is he saying this to me?
The butler has walked away and I am alone with Fulton in front of the airport. I am incredibly uncomfortable. Red, splattered in coffee, and extremely intimidated. I don't dare look at him. Thankfully, the butler reappears driving a car, a midnight blue Jaguar. Off we go.
He speaks perfect French, has rented a Jaguar and has a butler/chauffeur - it's not really clear why I need to be here. I feel like one of those free key rings given to authors whose books have sold more than a million copies.
The chauffeur drives carefully to Mr. Fulton's hotel. I sit stiffly in the back seat, afraid to say anything, and steal sideways glances at the gorgeous man sitting next to me. With his elbow resting on the door, he holds his perfectly shaven cheek in his hand. He has a small, straight nose, very white skin and a beautiful head of black, wavy hair that I really feel like touching. I wonder what color his eyes are. He looks over at me, a smile in the corner of his mouth.
"Where did you learn French?" I ask, to break the awkward silence.
"At university, in New York. Then I came to Paris to study art history at the Ecole du Louvre for three years."
"That explains it!"
"Yes. Sometimes things are very easy to explain."
"Is there a hidden message in that sentence?"
"I write novels about hidden messages. So, yes."
"Oh!" I say, confused.
"Have you read my novels?"
I blush, red as a lobster. I just started Myrina, on Adèle's orders, and I haven't read any of the others. How will I get out of this one?
"You know, you're not required to have read them, I won't hold it against you!"
"But I have, I have... I like them a lot... they're very interesting."
He lets out a little laugh.
"You are a very bad liar. But you are indeed very nice."
I am really the idiot of all idiots! What is he going to think of me?
I'm so upset I don't say another word until we get to the hotel. I look at the landscape which, seen from a Jaguar seems much more exotic than it did on my way to the airport.
An hour later, we are on rue de Rivoli in front of Le Meurice. I open the door as soon as the Jaguar stops. The butler-chauffeur gets out at the same time and looks at me, shocked. I understand, too late, that I should have let him open the door for me. David Fulton gets out on my side of the car to avoid opening his door into the oncoming traffic.
"So impatient, Miss Mars, what spirit!"
"I... I'm not used to this..." I say as an apology to the driver, blushing.
A valet comes and takes the keys to the Jaguar while the bellboy rushes over to the trunk. I follow Mr. Fulton and his driver who are heading into the hotel, under the arches. I look down at the name of the hotel etched in a mosaic on the sidewalk. All this luxury intimidates me and I suddenly remember that my skirt is stained. I stop as David Fulton pushes open the glass door.
"I'll wait for you outside..."
"Come in with us! I'll buy you a coffee to replace the one your skirt drank."
"That's very kind of you," I say, touched by his concern, "but..."
"Do I frighten you?"
"You don't, no. It's more the stares of the other hotel guests when they see my skirt..."
"And the stares of the whole world?"
"You think it's funny, but, seriously - what will they think?"
"That you're clumsy? I can tell you there are worse reputations than that!"
Faced with his insistence and kindness, I give in and nod. I scamper along behind David who enters the hotel with confidence. While his butler goes to the reception desk, David heads to the bar. It's decorated in the Empire style with dark wood and gold moldings, and very beautiful armchairs with armrests in the shape of swans. I'm not used to such luxury and I feel uncomfortable. David seems to be in his element. He orders two coffees. I sit down facing him, pressing my skirt between my thighs and holding my knees tightly together to hide the stain.
"I would have liked to stay at the Crillon," he says offhandedly, with its little balcony on the Place de la Concorde... but it's closed for renovations."
I nod, wondering if what he calls the 'little balcony' is the suite with a loggia overlooking the square. He seems confused by my silence.
"Did you know that Le Meurice was one of the very first luxury hotels?" he says with a playful smile.
I can't see his eyes behind his black glasses. I wonder if he's mocking me, testing me or just making polite conversation.
"Oh, really?" I say, waiting for what's next.
"At the end of the eighteenth century, young, rich English students would go on a 'Grand Tour' to broaden their horizons, and Paris was one of the cities they would visit . Are you a literature student?"
I nod, biting my lip. Why am I on the defense? What does it matter what this American billionaire thinks? In a few days I'll never see him again. Being this close to him makes me nervous: every time he picks something up, I feel like his hands are going touch me and I jump. I think he intimidates me.
"Do you have a favorite author?" he asks, to jump-start the conversation, which has once again transformed into an awkward silence.
"I like Alexandre Dumas a lot."
He lifts a questioning eyebrow above his sunglasses. A perfectly defined eyebrow, as black as his hair.
"Alexandre Dumas? Surprising for a woman! He's more an author for young men..."
"The Three Musketeers, maybe, but I like his Mémoires and travel diaries better..."
"I can't really share your enthusiasm, since I've never read them."
I'm feeling more and more uncomfortable. I should keep talking and explain why I like Dumas, but I'm afraid I'll bore him and I don't know where to start. He's so polite and I wish I had something intelligent to say. I can't think of anything. I drink my coffee in silence.
"Would you like to have a shower before we go to the Laroque offices?" I finally ask.
"I'm not sure how I'm supposed to take that suggestion..."
"I just thought you might like to freshen up," I say, like a schoolgirl caught breaking the rules.
"It's very kind of you to think of my comfort. But I'm afraid of leaving you alone. You might meet some seedy characters..."
"Here? You think a gang of thugs might suddenly turn up at the Meurice?"
"Maybe not thugs - more like charming golden boys."
"I'm not afraid of golden boys..."
"I am!"
What is he playing at?
Just then, the butler comes over. He says something in David's ear, and he quickly stands up.
"Well, then, let's go see my editor!" he exclaims.
I get up and follow them. The Jaguar again. It's very strange to be riding around Paris in such a luxurious car. I feel like an incredibly rich tourist visiting the city. A very strange and wonderful feeling. I avoid looking at David Fulton, despite how much I'd like to. He doesn't say a word, which makes his presence even more noticeable. His cologne, the heat emanating from his body... Again, I can't help but blush.
Fifteen minutes later, we are on rue du Dragon in the sixth arrondissement, in front of Laroque publishing. This time I wait for the butler to open my door. Then David gets out as well. He takes off his trench coat and leaves it in the car. He looks very elegant, yet understated: slim-cut jeans and a black polo shirt that shows off the muscles of his torso. He looks like a rock star. We go into the former private mansion, pushing open the bottle-green double door and crossing the brightly sunlit courtyard. The girls - I mean my colleagues, the editors - are at their windows, waiting for David Fulton like the messiah. Even though they didn't say anything, I know they all would have liked to go pick him up at the airport, but with the fall publishing season just around the corner, they had to stay at the office. We take the old stone stairs up to the second floor. The receptionist greets David Fulton, blushing. Adèle has come out of her office to meet him. It's incredible - she's smiling! I've never seen her smile until today.
Adèle Mason is my boss. She's the editor who handles the French version of David Fulton's novels. She supervises the translation, selects the cover art and writes the back cover blurb to make readers want to buy his books. She's about thirty, even if her austere looks make her seem older. She's usually dressed in a pants suit with her hair in a bun. But today, she's in a sexy red dress with high heels, her blond hair cascading down her back. David shakes her hand, seeming particularly cold. We follow Adèle on her towering heels through the maze-like hallways that lead to the office of the director, Mr. Laroque.
Christophe Laroque gets up to shake hands with David Fulton. Mr. Laroque is about sixty, short with gray hair and slightly pudgy. He's the son of the publishing company's founder, Jean-Michel Laroque. He barely glances at me, as if I were a piece of furniture, and then offers seats to David and Adèle. I stay standing, my hands behind my back, looking at my feet. The situation is very awkward. David turns to me:
"Can I get you a chair, Miss Mars?"
"Thank you, but I can get it myself..."
"There's no need," Adèle interrupts, "Louisa is not staying. She has work to do."
Oh, really, all of a sudden I have work to do?
Mortified, I leave the office immediately. I feel like a valet who's been sent away. I go to the bathroom and try to clean the coffee stain off my skirt. Then I go to my office, which is a sort of storage room filled with piles of dusty files. What work? I start reading David Fulton's novel so I don't sound like such an idiot the next time we talk.
Since I started my internship in July, I have mostly been proofreading Brian Bennett's latest book, a historical novel that takes place in an English village in the Middle Ages. And I have to say, despite the fact that I'm not really into this kind of novel, I was drawn in by the fanciful descriptions and lifelike details that are the trademark of the author. But I've finished, and the novel is at the printer's, so I don't have much left to do... besides going to pick up David Fulton at the airport. He is definitely the star of Laroque Publishing. I imagined he'd be more arrogant and cold... snobbish, in other words. But he has been nothing but charming. Is it just gallantry? Probably. Part of me can't help but think he might have liked me a bit.
No, not me. It's impossible. Unimaginable!
I'm a short brunette, totally nondescript. Even though I get quite a lot of guys coming up to me in the street, I'm not stupid. I know they try the same thing with every girl that walks by. As for my exes - they were two guys of very little interest. A guy I went to high school with and a college student. Oh, of course they told me I was beautiful, but that's just because they were nice. And they weren't very handsome, very intelligent or very good in bed. You might say their opinion mattered very little to me. I was usually pretty bored in bed, and out of bed. I don't think I've ever had an orgasm. Apparently I would know if I had. I try not to think about it, but sometimes I worry I might be frigid. It's not like I don't want to, but I can't seem to make it happen even by myself. Thinking of David Fulton's lips, a flash of desire races through my body. I imagine kissing them. I close my eyes.
Adèle's voice in the hall jolts me awake from my daydream. She's talking loudly. And laughing even louder, a forced, fake laugh. I hear David Fulton respond in a soft, firm voice. Is she hitting on him? She rushes into my office abruptly.
"Louisa, Mr. Fulton seems to be requesting your presence at lunch."
"Lunch?"
"Yes, lunch, you know, a friendly gathering where people sit at a table and eat what's on their plates?"
"Thank you, I understood, I was just a bit surprised and..."
"I was too, if you can believe it, but he insisted."
I grab my bag and join them in the hall. I try not to think of the fantasies I have just been having, so I don't blush when I look at David. Total failure. He has taken off his glasses so I can finally see his eyes. I can't really admire them since I'm petrified. He looks me straight in the eyes with a stare that seems to look into my soul. I feel like I'm naked. Then he turns his head suddenly and looks tense again. Is it because of me, Adèle or Christophe Laroque?
We walk over to a chic restaurant in the sixth arrondissement. The food is delicious, but the atmosphere is a bit tense. Adèle monopolizes the conversation, I say nothing and David barely replies. He's put his sunglasses back on, seeming annoyed. Adèle runs her hands through her hair. She's annoying me too. It's obvious that she's doing everything she can think of to seduce him. Maybe I'm a little jealous. She is beautiful, blond, independent, radiant, sure of herself and has a real career. Along with very red lipstick. She probably has a fulfilling sex life. A real woman. With orgasms. Next to her, I'm just an apprentice: an editor-in-training and a woman-in-training. I wonder why David isn't un-clenching his teeth. I would have thought any man would succumb to her charms. Maybe he already has a girlfriend, fiancée or even a wife? His biography doesn't go into any detail on the topic, or on any other topic really. I only know that he grew up in New York and studied at Yale. He told me himself that he studied art history in Paris, which I didn't know. I saw on Wikipedia that his father was an archeologist and died in Iran under strange circumstances. Nothing about his private life, not even whether he has a dog, a cat or a parakeet. I look at him while Adèle talks about some Impressionist exhibit that doesn't seem to interest him in the slightest. He's looking at the knife he's playing with absentmindedly. His hands are large and powerful, and I can't help watching how they move over the knife. Adèle's tone of voice becomes more high-pitched and I snap back to reality. Why did he put his glasses back on? Is he trying to look mysterious or like a rock star? He has the appearance and the status. Is he a show-off or a tortured soul? I start thinking, during dessert, that David Fulton must be a romantic hero, a Byronic hero. The type of man Lord Byron described in his poetry: incredibly beautiful, mysterious, melancholic and...irresistible.
Even though I know I don't stand a chance, I can't help but devour him with my eyes. But there's something else, David Fulton is not just handsome. A man that is merely handsome doesn't usually have much of an effect on me. Or rather, it has a negative effect. Handsome men are like Greek statues in my opinion; they don't provoke any emotion except esthetic appreciation. David has something more. Magnetism, an electric current that runs through me when I look at him. And this man is totally inaccessible.
Stop looking at him, Louisa! Stop dreaming!
I let out an involuntary sigh of weariness. David suddenly snaps out of his bored stupor:
"What's wrong, Miss Mars?"
I blush instantly.
"Me? Nothing, I was just... thinking... about something..."
"What something?"
David smiles and leans his face in closer to mine. He wants to talk to me, and seems thrilled to find an excuse to turn away from Adèle's long monologue. He's so close that I can feel his breath on my skin. I swallow my saliva, disconcerted. My heart is beating so wildly, it's ridiculous.
"I.. I was, uh, thinking about Lord Byron."
"Oh! Do you like Lord Byron?"
"Yes."
"Well, that's something we have in common. While I may have nothing to say about Alexandre Dumas, I certainly have a lot to say about Lord Byron. Did you like his Don Juan?"
"Very much..."
This is when Adèle decides to ask for the bill, a furious gleam in her eyes. I'm sure she didn't appreciate the way David cut her off in the middle of her speech on Monet's Water Lilies.
As we leave the restaurant, David apologizes to Adèle:
"I'm sorry, but Monet's Water Lilies aren't really my cup of tea..."
"Oh really? What paintings do you like?"
"Géricault, Delacroix, Chassériau… the French Romantics… and I like antique vases too."
"Antiquity, of course! I could take the afternoon off and we could go to the Louvre if you like. You could teach me a lot of new things," Adèle says with a seductive smile, her head tilted to the side.
"I'm very flattered by your offer, but I'm pretty tired. Jet lag, you know... don't take it the wrong way, but I think I'd rather to go to the hotel."
Adèle nods her head, visibly hurt. David holds his hand out to her, and then shakes mine as well, with a firmness I'm sure is nothing but professional.
"See you tomorrow, then, Miss Mars."
"See you tomorrow, Mr. Fulton. At ten-thirty, in front of the bookshop?"
"Could you come get me at the hotel?"
"You have a Jaguar and a chauffeur, I don't see what you need me for..."
"We could discuss Lord Byron on the way."
I look at him, confused, my hand still held in his. Is he playing with me like a cat plays with a mouse before devouring it raw?
"Ten at the hotel, then," he says, letting go of my hand and turning away at the same time.
I definitely feel like a mouse trapped in the cat's claws. This authority is disconcerting, amusing and annoying all at once. Adèle is also very annoyed. We go back to the office in silence. She is even more horrible than usual for the rest of the afternoon.
2. Hot and cold
On the metro ride home, a million questions race through my head. I can't stop thinking about this man that I only met this morning, but who I find fascinating and disconcerting at the same time.
What is happening to me? Yes, he is very handsome. Very rich, too. And cultured. Cold and then suddenly warm. He's not for me but he seems to want to play with me. But what game is he playing? Where is he going with this? Is he going to make fun of me and turn out to be cruel?
Lost in thought, I almost miss my stop at Jussieu station. I walk up the six floors to my tiny studio apartment in the old servants' quarters. I'm out of breath by the time I get there. As soon as I walk through the door, I head to the bathroom to take a shower. I realize I'm not only wet because of the heat of the day. I can't help but think of his hands, and imagine them on my naked body. I try to bring myself to orgasm, but it's no use. I feel totally pathetic.
I get out of the shower and go to bed, trying not to think of David Fulton anymore. I get out his novel. I'm up to the second chapter and I'm beginning to be drawn into the suspense and the mystery that he manages to create with his abundant knowledge, juggling between the characters and Greek mythology. At eleven o'clock, I feel myself falling asleep and have to put the book down at chapter five, even though I wish I could keep going.
August 13 th
I wake up at eight and put on a black pleated skirt - just in case I have another accident - a gray shirt and Spartan sandals. I can't resist picking up Myrina again as I drink my coffee. Then I try to make myself presentable: it's not every day that one has a rendezvous at the Meurice! I try to style my brown curls and put on some black eyeliner to accentuate my green eyes. I choose a pink lipstick. Then I'm out the door, anxious to see the Apollo of the publishing world again. But I'm also resolved not to let myself get carried away by my emotions. At ten o'clock I'm at the reception desk of the Meurice.
"Hello, Miss Mars!"
I turn and there he is, in light blue slim jeans, a dress shirt and a very fitted white jacket. His black hair is rebellious. He has his hands in his pockets and he's wearing his sunglasses, smiling. Despite my good intentions, I am speechless once again. I finally shake his hand which he has been holding out for a few seconds already, and I can't help but think about how I dreamed of this same hand on my body. I need to pull myself together.
"Sleep well?"
"Uh, yes, thank you. Hello, Mr. Fulton!"
"Let's go get in the car."
The Jaguar is waiting for us in front of the hotel. I greet Gary who smiles at me in the rearview mirror. David stares at me from behind his glasses.
"Did you know your pleated skirt makes you look like a good little girl?" he says.
"A good little girl"? What does that mean? I'm not womanly enough? He thinks I look childish? He should have asked Adèle to follow him around...
He laughs, a warm, clear laugh.
"Don't take offense. It looks very nice on you."
His compliment makes me blush, like the little girl I'm trying not to be, not knowing what to say.
"I should tell you I'm planning on moving."
"Moving? You're leaving New York?"
"I mean I'm going to live here, temporarily. I forgot how horrible the heat is in Paris in August. I need a swimming pool. I need to swim to relax and cool off."
I immediately imagine him in swimming trunks, his naked torso dripping with water. I'm hot too and I need someone to cool me off.
"I'm going to rent a private mansion with a pool. Gary found me a nice one in the Marais, near the Place des Vosges, close to Victor Hugo's house."
"Why not!" I blurt out, immediately regretting it.
"Is that a reproach?"
What has come over me? He's going to think I'm really weird. I'm either blushing like a school girl, or attacking him...
I bite my lip.
"Not at all!" I say, trying to correct my mistake. "I'd do the same if I were in your position. Maybe you'll be visited by Victor Hugo's ghost..."
Whew! He smiles again.
"I'll need his help for my next novel."
"Oh really? What's it about?"
"Didn't we say we were going to talk about Lord Byron?"
Weird. Why did he tell me he's writing another novel if he doesn't want to talk about it? Gary turns around. We've arrived. Walking toward the bookstore, David whispers in my ear in a smooth voice:
"She and her wave-worn love had made their bower / Where nought upon their passion could intrude / And all the stars that crowded the blue space / Saw nothing happier than her glowing face."
I shiver. I recognize the verses from Don Juan. He has chosen the most beautiful, the few that have no hint of sarcasm. David Fulton really is a romantic. Or he's very good at pretending to be one and I should watch out.
A crowd of fans greets him, calling out his name in front of the bookstore. A lot of very young women. I almost expect them to ask him to autograph their underwear. He waves shyly at them and walks into the store. He talks with the booksellers for a few minutes and then sits down at the table that has been set up for him, surrounded by piles of Myrina. He greets his fans with kindness and smiles. Sitting in a chair in the corner, I pretend to read, but I can't keep myself from looking at him. And the more I look at him, the more I want him, the more I find this man strange and fascinating. Overflowing with imagination, learned, extravagant, provocative, elegant, handsome, switching effortlessly from warm to icy cold... I didn't know such a combination was possible.
I can't become infatuated with this Don Juan of the bookstore!
At twelve-thirty they announce that he'll be signing the last book. The bookstore apologizes to all the disappointed fans still waiting. David slips through the crowd that is trying to ask him a thousand questions and comes to join me.
"Let's go eat!"
I nod my head and follow him. I'm sure a lot of his fans would pay exorbitant amounts of money to be in my shoes. We get into the Jaguar and drive to an elegant restaurant I've never seen before.
"I didn't like the way Adèle shooed you away from Christophe Laroque's office yesterday."
"Is that why you were in such a bad mood?"
"Did I seem in a bad mood?"
"Yes."
He smiles at me and I begin to relax. Maybe I'll manage to talk to him without getting defensive or blushing inadvertently.
"It's true, I was very annoyed. I can't stand signs of contempt."
"Do you always wear your black glasses because you're trying to hide your emotions?"
He suddenly seems sad. Well, so much for relaxed conversation.
"No... it's because... it's for... medical reasons. Photophobia. Come on, let's order!"
After we order, he looks silently out the window at the road, lost in thought. I still feel like I've said something I shouldn't have. If the whole meal is this silent, it's going to be very awkward.
"I'm up to the sixth chapter of Myrina," I say to lighten the mood.
"And what do you think?"
"Intriguing... but the story of the Amazons in Atlantis fighting against the Atlanteans, how did you come up with that? It seemed so... weird..."
"I didn't come up with it. It was Diodorus Sicilus, an ancient historian who told the story of the expedition. Well, obviously it was a legend and not real history. I don't make up much myself, you know. I rearrange things, find links between different elements. That's what makes a novelist."
I nod. For the rest of the meal, he talks to me about the Amazons, in a distracted, scholarly way. For a minute I thought we were getting closer and now here he is talking to me like he talked to Adèle. I've ruined everything.
In the afternoon we go to another bookstore, in the fifteenth arrondissement this time. There is a whole new group of enamored admirers waiting for him, his book in their hands. He acts very professional, friendly even, but still distant. I don't understand. Is it all because of the glasses?
As we leave the bookstore, he asks me to have dinner with him at the Meurice. This is not normal. He's been distant all afternoon, and now he's inviting me to dinner. And, well, dinner is not the same as lunch, it's almost like a date. But I have to turn him down, which suits me just fine. I've had my share of Scottish showers for the day.
"I already have plans."
"With your boyfriend?" he asks, emphasizing the boy.
"My ex-boyfriend. We're just friends now."
Why did I feel the need to explain that? This man is nothing to me... He nods coldly.
"Did he leave you, or did you leave him?"
"That's none of your business!"
"Very true. And you can't cancel?"
"We made the plans a long time ago. We haven't seen each other for a long time..."
"Well, in that case I won't insist."
I can hear the annoyance in his voice. Well, at least things are clear between us. Professional relationship and nothing else.
I've barely walked into my apartment when the doorbell rings. It's Barbara, my neighbor on the fifth floor. She's a pretty thirty-year-old with short, light brown hair, cute freckles and a sort of hippy-chic style. She's totally straight-up and always really bubbly.
"Hey Loulou. How's it going?"
I nod my head automatically.
"Could you watch Zoé for me tonight?"
Zoé is Barbara and Julien's daughter. She's three and has the cutest face, red curls and is full of mischief. Since I live an almost monastic lifestyle, I watch her quite a bit, to help them out and to make a little money. But also because I really like Barbara and Zoé.
"I can't tonight. I'm meeting up with Olivier. I can tomorrow, though, if you want..."
"Okay. Are you sure everything is alright? You seem funny."
"Oh it's nothing... just work."
"Is Adèle acting up again?"
"No, things are okay with her since I haven't seen her all day. It's one of our authors. I have to go around with him to promote his new novel, and he acts kind of weird with me."
"Like how?"
"Sometimes I think I interest him and the next minute he's an ice cube."
"Who is it?"
"I don't know if you know him... it's David Fulton."
"What? David Fulton, the hottest novelist ever is hitting on you!" She exclaims, astounded.
"No, he isn't hitting on me, I mean... I don't know what he's doing... I think he's playing a game."
"And what about you, would you like this game to end in bed?"
"Me? Are you joking?! It hasn't even entered my head!"
I'm a bad liar, and Barbara gives me a skeptic smile.
"Okay. So, you're cool with watching Zoé tomorrow night? Julien and I are keen to go on a little date."
"Sure thing, tomorrow's fine."
"And you'll tell me how it goes?"
"How what goes?"
"You're going to see David Fulton again, right?"
"For a few more days, yeah. But there's nothing going on... nothing more than a weird little game."
Barbara leaves with a little, annoying smile on her lips.
I'm meeting Olivier on rue de Rennes to get something to eat and then we're going to the movies to see Purple Noon. He's waiting for me in the red booth at the Le Vieux Colombier café. When he sees me, he gets up with a smile and kisses me on the cheeks. He seems thrilled to see me. I sit down next to him in the booth. He takes my hand and kisses it. I pull it away impatiently.
"Stop that!"
"Lou, you look so gorgeous! I couldn't help myself..."
"I've a hard day, so please, don't start..."
"Is something going on with your internship?"
"It's complicated..."
I'm reluctant to talk to him about David Fulton. He's going to get the wrong idea. Olivier is one of those rare breeds of movie-goers. I met him during our first year of university, and he won me over with his discussions on Gus van Sant's esthetic. He's tall with short, blond hair, a square jaw and he's very petulant. I never really found him very physically attractive. And intellectually, he quickly annoyed me with his excessive babbling. Like all movie-goers, he has to talk about a movie by breaking it down scene by scene. Our relationship lasted six months. Six months during which he accused me of not loving him - which was true - six months during which I pretended to feel pleasure that was not real. I ended the relationship just before our exams in May. Since then we've remained friends; me because I feel guilty for dumping him, and him because he still hopes I'll come back to him.
"So, your internship?" he insists, faced with my silence.
"My internship can be divided into two problems: an authoritarian boss and a weird author who I have to follow around from bookshop to bookshop."
"Is your weird author a pudgy old guy with a beard?"
"No, more like the young, clean-shaven type. And annoying," I add. I don't want his jealousy rearing its ugly head.
"What's his name?"
"David Fulton."
Olivier opens his eyes wide like two marbles.
"The best-selling author? Of esoteric thrillers? Airport novels?"
"They are not airport novels! They are pretty well tied together, actually... you learn a lot about Greek mythology."
"Don't tell me you like that crap."
"Why not?"
"You disappoint me, Lou, I thought you had higher standards."
"Well, too bad. I'm ready to own up to my bad taste."
"And it has nothing to do with the fact that he's young and clean-shaven?"
"Stop it!" I say, irritated.
So even with all my careful planning, he's jealous.
"Are you sure?"
"All I can say is that he's a horrible, arrogant, cold, show-off of a man..." I exaggerate as much for Olivier as for myself.
After we've finished our salads, we go and see Purple Noon. I am so obsessed with David Fulton that Alain Delon - even in the glowing 1960  s beauty of his youth - seems dull. I imagine David in his role: David on a boat, David in the sea, David in a '60 s-style swimsuit... The word 'obsessed' is an understatement.
3. Exquisite
August 14 th
As I leave Balard metro station to head to the TV studios where David will be doing a literary interview, I jump, surprised by a voice that is beginning to sound familiar.
"Hello, Miss Mars."
I turn around. There he is, in a black suit and white shirt, still wearing his sunglasses, very FBI. He wasn't following me, I hope! Or maybe - and this seems impossible - did he take the metro?
"What are you doing here?" I ask him, alarmed.
"I was waiting for you."
Parked in the street about ten yards behind him, the Jaguar is waiting.
"You didn't come and get me at the hotel this morning."
"After what happened yesterday, I didn't think that..."
"What happened yesterday?" he says, surprised.
"Well, it seems I unintentionally upset you..."
"Upset is not the word... you just brought back some memories. Try not to worry too much about my spells of melancholy. It happens sometimes. So how did things go with your friend?"
"Fine. We went to see Purple Noon," I say, blushing stupidly.
"Great film, even if I don't like Alain Delon."
"What do you have against Alain Delon?"
"The fact that he's a pretty boy who's cold and aloof."
I burst out laughing. That's basically how I would describe David.
"You think that's funny?"
"No... it's just that... I don't like pretty boys who are cold and aloof either."
We get to the France Télévisions studio and have to put our conversation on hold. An assistant grabs David as soon as he walks in the door. He puts on his professional mask and goes through the makeup and hair routine with grace. Then it's the live interview, and I have to say, he's very witty. They ask him questions about his penchant for Greek myths. He gives an evasive reply, saying the Greek gods had more interesting sex lives than the angels of Christianity. Provocative and verging on blasphemy. He's risking a fundamentalist backlash. They ask him if success has changed anything about his writing - no, of course not.
As we leave, his hands in his pockets, proud of himself, he asks nonchalantly:
"What have you got on this afternoon?"
"I have to get back to the office. I've got a feeling Adèle is waiting for me."
"Well, she'll just have to wait a little longer to see your pretty face. What about, after lunch, we go do some shopping on Avenue Montaigne? I need some dress shirts. And a swimsuit."
I pretend to be hesitant to keep up appearances, but the idea of playing hooky sounds great. And he also said I had a pretty face. That feels good, even if I only half believe him. I nod and give him a big smile. As for that professional relationship and nothing else, we'll figure it out later.
We have lunch in a classy little restaurant in the eighth arrondissement, and he's charming - smiling and relaxed. It seems that after his cold spell, the mood has shifted to light banter. On Avenue Montaigne, he goes to Dior. Obviously. He tries on the shirts in the dressing room. Too bad for me. I would have liked a little topless show. Then he tries on some swimsuits. Once again, I'm disappointed he doesn't come out to walk the catwalk. Sitting in one of the lush armchairs in the boutique, I begin to wonder what I'm doing here.
Why did he want me to come shopping with him? Is he trying to show off just how much money he's got? Or prove he’s not just a writer obsessed with Greek mythology? Could he really be trying to impress me? Could I really attract the attention of a man like David Fulton? Me?
Then I start dreaming. Again, I replace Alain Delon's head in Purple Noon with David's. David in a swimsuit, water dripping down his body. Dangerous David with his hungry mouth at my wrist. I need to calm down.
"Well, now I better get back to work," I say, to convince myself as we leave the boutique.
"Are you sure you want to work?"
"It's not really a question of whether or not I 'want' to. It's more that I 'have' to. I'm an intern, remember?"
"Very true. And I believe that keeping one's promises is important, so I'll let you go back to work."
"Oh! Very regal of you to allow me to go. Does that mean it's within your power to stop me?"
I too know how to banter and I would really like to continue this little one-on-one...
"Of course. All I have to do is call up Adèle and tell her I need you to stay with me."
I shrug my shoulders, thinking it's probably just a joke. I wave goodbye and run to the metro. Part of me is relieved to have escaped my unprofessional desires, but the other part is racked by a pressing need to make them come true.
At the office, the wrath in Adèle's face greets me like a cold shower.
"I thought you were only supposed to spend the morning with David Fulton?"
"He has a very flexible definition of the word morning. Anyway, he didn't really leave me a choice."
"None of that with me. I know exactly what you're getting at."
"And what exactly might that be?"
"You know perfectly well. In the meantime, here's something to keep you busy and teach you a thing or two."
She gives me an index that needs to be finished by next week. I get to work, grumbling. Obviously Adèle thinks that I want to "get with" David Fulton, just like she does. She forgets that she's the one who put me in his path, handing me over to him like a 'free key ring'. She must have thought there was no way he'd be interested in me: too dumb, too childish, too young, too inexperienced. I open the file she's sent me. I have to read three hundred and fifty pages and it looks about as boring as a political debate on the economic crisis. I hear the light ding from my computer that tells me I've received an email.


From: david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: Regrets?

 

Not too hard to be working in this heat?

As for me, I've moved into my new "apartment". It's perfect. If you hadn't given in to your sense of duty, we could have gone for a dip together in my lovely little pool.



How did he get my email address? Gone for a dip together? Just the two of us? He can't be serious, he's teasing me.


From: louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: No regrets. But a lot of questions.

 

Who gave you my email address?

An apartment? I thought it was a private mansion in the Marais?

Together?

I didn't have my swimsuit on me.

It goes against all my principles to swim together on the first night.





From:david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: Denunciation, swimsuits and principles.

 

As for the email address: Adèle Mason gave it to me. I asked her for it in case I needed your services.

As for the swimsuit: We could have bought you one. Do you like Eres swimsuits?

Apartment: A bit of a crisis of humility. If one day you want to come pick me up, it's 6 impasse Guéménée.

Principles: It's good to have them. But some of them are pointless.





From: louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: Let's get serious.

 

I have work to do: An index to write.

As for swimsuits, yes, I like Eres designs very much, but I can't afford them.

Principles: Up for discussion.





From:david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: Very well.

 

Very well.



I reluctantly return to my index. I would have liked our little impromptu conversation to continue. I was just getting into it. But I can't pretend not to know anymore: he's definitely hitting on me. Relentlessly, even. My face turns violet, alone in my little office. At the same time, I don't see how he could see me as anything more than easy prey, a way to occupy his nights, an amusing little pastime. Maybe not even a full night, a sort of groupie arrangement. I want him badly, but there's no way I'll get mixed up in that kind of relationship. The whole easy-submissive woman-sexual object thing is not my style.
At six pm, I'm in the shower and the doorbell rings. I get out, all wet with the towel wrapped around me, a bit annoyed at whoever's ringing my bell. It's Barbara... and Zoé. I completely forgot I promised to watch her tonight.
"Loulou!" Zoé calls out with that little voice that makes me melt, holding her arms out.
I bend down and cover her chubby little cheeks with kisses. She laughs. I suddenly feel really happy she's here. We'll draw, play, tell silly stories: it'll keep my mind off things. Zoé runs over to play with my old dolls that I brought back from my parents' house for her, and Barbara follows me into my room. I throw on a tee-shirt and some sweats.
"So?"
"So what?"
"Your hunky author! What's going on with all that?"
"Nothing. What do you think should be going on?"
"Don't tell me you don't think he's attractive..."
"You know, for me, guys that are too good-looking kind of leave me cold."
Barbara bursts out laughing.
"Are you kidding? I don't believe that for a second!"
"I think he..."
The doorbell cuts me off. I open the door and there's a courier with a helmet on, and he hands me a package. I look at him, dumbfounded.
"For me? Are you sure?"
"You are Louisa Mars?"
"Uh... yes."
"So there's no mistake. Could you sign the slip, please?"
I sign and I'm standing there with a big package in my arms. I don't think I have any enemies, so I doubt it's a bomb. I turn to Barbara who is watching me, her eyes and smile sparkling with curiosity. I open the package. And I don't get it. There's a mysterious card, unsigned, which says: "Véfour – 8 pm". There's a pair of black patent leather pumps, with towering heels and a dress... an amazing dress. Barbara is rolling on the couch laughing and Zoé's eyes are wide with wonder. The dress has a 1950 s cut, flared at the bottom, and goes down to the ankle. It is made of a midnight blue silk faille. And the tag reads: Dior. I am beyond perplexed. Catatonic would be a better word. I look at Barbara who is lost in her fit of laughter. I look at the dress, then back at Barbara.
"What the hell is this?" I finally say.
"It looks like a dinner invitation to me."
"You think it's David?"
"Louisa, who else could it be? How many billionaires do you know who send you Dior dresses?"
"Uh... yeah, right," I say, biting my lip. "I can't accept. I'll go meet him to return the dress."
"Are you crazy?!" Barbara yells, flabbergasted. "You are going to put on that dress, go meet him like he asked, and have dinner with this... extraordinary... gentleman and then... the rest is up to you."
"It's almost like he's buying me, isn't it?"
"You don't have to sleep with him," she says in a quieter voice to protect the innocent ears of her daughter. "You don't want to have a fairy tale night, once in your life? If I was in your shoes, I wouldn't hesitate for a second. Enjoy your youth, Loulou! Live it up!"
I bite my lip, lost in a world of doubts. I'll at least try it on. I take off my shapeless tee-shirt and my sweats in my room. Oops, I just about forget I've got granny panties on. Totally comfortable but not exactly compatible with the dress I'm about to slip into. I swap them for a pair of black tulle panties. Then Barbara helps me with the dress and the heels.
Incredible!
It is exactly my size. How did he know? In the mirror I see a woman that is not me. And that's just it: she's a woman, not a girl. An unbelievably elegant woman: out of time and otherworldly. Barbara whistles in admiration. I suddenly remember that I have the perfect excuse to get out of going to this dinner.
"I can't go, I promised I'd watch Zoé."
"Yes, well, my dear Loulou, this dinner with Julien can wait for another time. This kind of opportunity doesn't come along every day."
I give in and let Barbara do my makeup. I'm still not really sure, though. It's obvious that David has invited me to dinner because he likes me, but I still don't understand why. What does he expect from me in return? And what if he's a psychopath that likes to cut up young girls into little pieces? Or if he's into bondage or S&M? He really is weird. And at work they asked me to "satisfy all his desires". If I agree to sleep with him, it will be prostitution. Hooker-intern. As I leave, I tell Barbara to call the police if she doesn't hear me come back before midnight. She agrees, laughing. Zoé seems disappointed that we don't get to spend the evening together.
I go to the Véfour in a taxi. You can't take the metro wearing this kind of outfit. When I get to the restaurant at ten past eight, David is waiting for me with a glowing smile. I feel the eyes of everyone in the restaurant on me. Kind of embarrassed, I sit down quickly facing him. He's wearing his black suit again, which makes him look like James Bond. I feel like I'm living in a dream.
"You are magnificent! I was right, this dress is perfect for you."
His velvety voice with that slight American accent, his nonchalance and his beauty make me dizzy.
"Thank you," I say, turning red. "You haven't been waiting too long?"
"Parisian women are known for their special sense of timeliness."
I decide to ignore his sarcasm... if that's what it is.
"This dress is phenomenal, really. How did you know my size?"
"Easy. You are divinely proportioned."
This comment about my body, which I probably should have found inappropriate, makes me rosy with happiness.
Did he really say "divinely proportioned"?
The waiter comes to take our order. I try to regain my composure by changing the subject:
"Did Adèle give you my address?"
He nods his head, smiling mischievously.
"You can't hide anything from me, Miss Mars."
"Really?" I say, surprised. "That's a bit worrying."
"I'm a nice boy, so you have nothing to fear."
"Since you're such a nice boy, why didn't you invite one of your admirers to dinner instead? It would have made them so happy. And they would have been thrilled to talk about your novels for hours."
"Firstly, because it would bore me to talk about my novels 'for hours'. And also because I find you exquisite. It's as simple as that."
Exquisite?
A shiver runs down my spine. I go from fuchsia to poppy red.
Exquisite, but why? Exquisite in what way? Because I am divinely proportioned?
I'm silent as if my brain has stopped working. I smile stupidly, playing mindlessly with my fork. I feel his eyes on me, obviously enjoying watching me squirm.
"Um... thank you for the compliment."
How about we change the subject now?
"Gary seems to be a lovely man. He has a very warm smile, anyway."
"Gary is a wonderful guy. He's the kindest human being I've ever known. And he always has a very wise take on things and on people."
"Is he your confidant?"
"In a way... When my parents died he helped me a lot."
"You lost your mother as well? I thought only your father had passed away..."
David looks down at the stem of his glass, a bitter sneer on his lips.
Ouch, another sensitive topic.
"Well, obviously it's not in my biography. I don't want to - I really have no desire - to talk about it."
He closes up like an oyster again. He's cold all through the meal, replying politely to my questions, and asking me a lot of questions about Olivier, my life, my studies. He seems to be mostly interested in Olivier. Is there any way he could be jealous?
We get into the Jaguar. The journey is silent. With my elbow on the open window and my fist on my chin, I look out at the lights of Paris. The warm wind blows through my hair. I don't know what to say or think. David's sudden cold spells bother me. There are too many sensitive subjects that hurt or offend him, too much sensitivity, too many mysteries. We pull up in front of my building. Gary opens the door. David gets out with me and walks me into the entrance with its flowered tiles on the floor. I turn on the light. My heart is beating so hard, I'm afraid he might hear it. I don't dare ask him what he's doing in here with me. Before I open the second glass door, he gently takes my arm and places a finger in the crook of my elbow, lightly caressing my skin. He pulls the crook of my elbow up to his mouth and starts kissing it softly. I close my eyes. He lets go of my arm and pulls me tight against him, so I can feel just how powerful his desire really is. I feel my legs weaken, I have never felt anything like this; such a delicious mixture of excitement and apprehension. His lips are quickly on mine, his tongue opens my mouth and penetrates it, searching for its partner. His kiss becomes passionate. I am completely lost. David stops kissing me. He stares deep into my eyes.
"Spend the night with me."
"Mr. Fulton, despite your... charming attentions... I can't."
"You want to, I know you do. I'll give you so much pleasure, Miss Mars."
Hearing these words, I'm submerged by a new wave of desire.
"It's not about that. There are thousand reasons why I can't... it would take too long to explain."
Quickly, to escape my torture, I use my key to open the door and step to the other side. Through the glass, I see his dark eyes on me, his mouth half vexed, half stunned, as if he doesn't understand. I take shelter in the elevator and start crying. I want him more than I've ever wanted a man. But I'm not a groupie. And I don't want Adèle to be right. I don't want to be the intern who sleeps with the celebrity: the free key ring. And I don't want to start something with someone so complicated. I want him so badly, though, to such a staggering degree it scares me. I cry out of desire for this man, to give myself over to him, to lose my freedom, my pride, to be stripped of myself, become his prisoner. I don't want to desire him, I don't want him to give me pleasure. I don't want to feel anything.
4. Pride and Prejudice
August 15 th
The next morning Barbara comes by to ask me how my night went. I haven't slept a wink. She makes coffee while I rattle off excuses and half-explain what happened.
"Loulou, this guy probably makes love like a god... To miss out on a pure moment of pleasure because of some so-called 'principles' just seems..."
"Dumb?"
"Let's just say, not a genius move..."
"Maybe that's just it, maybe the idea of sleeping with a god scares me..."
She laughs and I'm left alone with my regrets. At nine o'clock, unable to stand it any longer, I go to David's place on impasse Guéménée. I ring at the cobalt blue double-doors. Over the intercom, I recognize Gary's voice, asking who it is. I walk into the pretty, little tree-lined courtyard. I didn't know places like this even existed in Paris. To the right, I see Gary waiting at a small door the same shade of blue as the first.
"Miss Mars, how nice to see you!" he says.
"Hello, Gary. Is Mr. Fulton still sleeping?"
"No, he's swimming laps in the pool. Come with me, it's upstairs."
Gary walks me through a large entry hall with rococo console tables. I follow him up the stairs, carved out of seventeenth century stone, covered in a plush carpet. We pass through two rooms furnished in an Empire style with wallpaper, rugs, chandeliers - everything here breathes luxury, but not the tacky, eye-catching kind with gold and leopard skins, but real, elegant luxury - and we arrive at the two glass doors leading to the pool. The blue reflections from the water make sparkling specks of light dance on the ceiling.
David is swimming freestyle. His back muscles vibrate with every move he makes, mesmerizing me. He sees me at the next lap and stops swimming, looks up at me and gets out of the pool. I stand there with my mouth gaping open in front of his torso dripping with water, his perfect body: thin waist, flat stomach with clearly cut abs and toned pectorals. His blue-striped swimsuit is very 1950 s and is tight over his body.
His body is so masculine and virile but also very delicate. I am at a loss for words. I hesitate between Apollo, Adonis and Antinous... David looks at me seriously, drying himself without saying a word, as if giving me time to think.
"Hello, Miss Mars. I thought we were meeting at ten o'clock."
"Yes, but..."
"But?"
I can't tell him that I didn't sleep the entire night.
"I wanted to talk to you about last night. If I made you think that..."
"You make me think a lot of things. Worse than that, I can't get you out of my mind. But it's nothing you've done. It's not your behavior, but rather what you are naturally: your eyes, your hair... your entire body is an invitation. I feel attracted to you as if you were a magnet."
I can't believe it! Him too!
I am just a few inches from his face. He's short of breath, with his naked torso right in front of me and his mouth slightly open. He doesn't say anything. I really, really want him to kiss me right now, but if he kisses me I won't be able to resist a second longer. Suddenly a woman's voice makes me jump.
"Hello!"
I turn around. A woman, a real woman, magnificent with red curls cascading around her shoulders in a black silk blouse, a straight skirt and five-inch turquoise heels, gives me a contemptuous smile with her voluptuous lips.
"Miss Mars, I presume?" she says, holding out her hand.
I shake her hand, in shock. Is this his mistress? I should have known a man like him wouldn't be satisfied with just one woman at a time. He knows he is irresistible, and extremely rich. Why would he deprive himself?
"Miss Mars," David interrupts, allow me to introduce Judith Campbell, my agent. She just arrived in Paris this morning."
His agent? He never mentioned her before, or said she was coming to France. He had the opportunity to, last night. This must be his agent "with benefits".
"Nice to meet you," I say, barely forming the words. "Will you be staying in Paris for a while?"
"A while, yes. I'll be going to Italy with David".
I turn to David, suffocating.
"Italy? When?"
"Well, when I've finished what I'm doing here, at the end of the month," he replies.
Of course, David won't be staying in Paris forever. He has obligations: the life of a billionaire and all. What was I thinking?
"Would you like to join us for breakfast, Miss Mars?" he says.
"Um... I'll have to take a rain check, but thank you... I already ate... and, well, you probably have a thousand things to talk about. I'll meet you at the bookstore."
"I feel like you're making a bit of a habit of refusing my invitations these days."
"I just like to take the time to think things over. And I don't think that's a bad thing."
I leave them standing there, without another word. Once I'm in the street, I explode in anger.
What a jerk!
I was right: he's a worthless playboy, an intern skirt chaser who uses the smoothest romanticism to suck you in; a cheap mystery to land you in his bed.
Maybe not cheap... But thank goodness I didn't fall for his ruse last night!
The morning is spent signing books in a bookstore. Mr. Fulton has his cold, distant face on. His agent is with him. She has a satisfied smile and tells him things that make him laugh. Their camaraderie aggravates me. I think I'd like to ask him for an explanation, but then convince myself that no, I don't want any explanations. He can sleep with several women at the same time if he wants to. But not with me. Professional relationship only. At noon I go back to Laroque Publishing. Adèle is pouting. And so am I. How convenient. I get an email from David in the afternoon.


From: david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: What's going on?

 

You seemed very tense this morning.



I feel like telling him it's because of his redhead Barbie doll. But I opt for a more diplomatic approach.


From: louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: Me, tense?

 

I don't like surprises.

Well, wait, sometimes I do... the Dior dress, for example, that was a nice surprise - I need to return that to you, by the way.

Your agent doesn't seem very nice. Did you hold a casting call to find such a gem?





From:david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: Surprises

 

Jealous?

If we had had the chance to finish our little conversation this morning, I could have shown you that you have no reason to be jealous.





From: louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: Conversation?

 

Actually, Mr. Fulton, you couldn't have shown me anything of the sort.

I would have turned down your proposition like I did before, am doing now and will continue to do in the future. Allow me to explain why:

1 ) I was asked to satisfy your desires. To access that desire in particular would go beyond the limits of my contract. And my pride.

2 ) I don't want to be the little admirer who sleeps with her idol. Despite your obvious qualities, you are not my idol. And even if you were, I'm not that kind of girl.

3 ) I don't want to be just another number on a list.





From:david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: Pride and prejudice

 

Wouldn't you know that I myself am rather a distrustful person.

So I completely understand your hesitation.

All the reasons you list are related to your pride. Pride is good as long as it doesn't keep you from living your life.

Answering each of your points in detail would require me to speak of my private life. Which I am unwilling to do. I have my own secret garden. It is very overgrown, filled with brambles and weeds... and that's why I rarely allow people inside.

Also, our emails are monitored.

Let's meet at my place tonight so we can talk, calmly.

Judith won't be there.

P.S.: I don't keep a list.



I can see the trap now: at his place, sitting in an Empire sofa, a glass of wine in my hand, his fingers tracing the crook of my elbow, his breath on my neck. How long would I be able to resist?


From:louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: No thank you

 

Thank you for the invitation, but I have to decline.

I'll see you tomorrow at the hotel as planned, for the interview with Weekly Book.

P.S.: Who is monitoring our emails?





From: david_fulton@david-fulton.com

Subject: What a shame!

 

As you wish.

P.S.: The Americans monitor the Europeans, the Europeans watch the Americans, and the others keep an eye on everyone. Be careful!



Who would be interested in spying on a novelist's email correspondence? Could this have something to do with his father's death in Iran? Or is he talking about me? I guess Adèle can read my messages... I try to concentrate on my index. My rage has turned into sadness. I want to cry, but this is not the time or place.
When I get home, I burst into tears. My phone rings. It must be David, insisting I come over. He's going to be difficult to resist. And what if he suggested coming here? But no, it's Olivier's face that pops up on my phone. It's not really the moment, but I pick up, anyway.
"Lou, are you crying?"
I lie again. I'm not going to tell him I'm crazy with desire for my literary playboy.
"Work's stressing me out... and my index is driving me crazy."
"Your... index? What are you doing with your index?"
I hear his voice become breathy on the other end of the line.
"No, silly! Not my index finger... the index of a book I'm working on."
"Oh, okay!" He sounds disappointed. "Do you want me to come over?"
Just what I need! I'll cry on his shoulder, he'll start tickling the crook of my elbow too, and the whole thing will end in my bed. My life is complicated enough as it is.
"That's sweet, thanks, but I think it'd be better if I went to bed early. Why were you calling, by the way?"
"I was going to invite you to go see Cries and Whispers tomorrow, the Bergman film."
Cries and Whispers - just what I need! As if my current situation wasn't hysterical enough. I say no thanks and go to bed, but I toss and turn all night.
August 16 th
I get to the hotel, out of breath, nervous and stressed-out. The bar is deserted. I sit down in one of the chairs with gold armrests and order a coffee. I bite my lip. I should have found an excuse not to come. And I never should have worn this backless celadon green dress. The hotel is air-conditioned, I'm not wearing a bra and my nipples are getting hard. Just as I'm regretting this decision, a voice makes me jump.
"Are you waiting for someone?"
I look up and see David, his gorgeous smile and his black eyes looking down at me. It's so rare to see him without sunglasses; his stare is so deep and so seductive...
"Yes... you!" I stammer, blushing.
Crap! I was supposed to remain cold and distant... that didn't work out so well! What did I say about a "professional relationship and nothing else"?
David sits down across from me, on the other side of the glass table. He orders a coffee and watches me in silence. I feel his eyes working their way across my skin like the promise of a caress.
"Did you sleep well?" I ask to break the tension.
"Almost. Thank you for concerning yourself with the quality of my sleep, Miss Mars, but you know, my sleep would improve ever so greatly if you agreed to my insistent and repetitive requests."
"You know my reasons, Mr. Fulton," I answer, embarrassed.
"Your reasons are rather questionable... In the meantime, you have been haunting my sleepless nights, Miss Mars."
My face immediately turns violet. His eyes rest on my breasts. He runs his thumb across his lips. A sudden shot of desire rises in me. I squeeze my thighs together in an attempt to calm my emotions. But it only makes things worse. I move forward on the chair in another attempt, but as I do so, my dress is pushed up higher on my thighs.
I never should have worn this dress!
How much longer can I resist him? Suddenly David gets up, comes toward me and stands facing me, his hands on his hips, not saying a word. I look up, trying to understand what he's doing. But his stoic face gives nothing away. When the waiter brings his coffee, he sits down in the chair with me, reclining his back into the chair, his legs pressed against mine. He's basically lying down behind me. I can feel his erection against my butt. I don't dare move or protest. The blood is beating against my temples and I am burning hot. David places his hand on my bare back. He caresses my back gently, runs his fingers down my spine and, working his way back up under my arm, he brushes his hand against the base of my breast. I arch back despite myself, as if to feel his fingers closer against my body.
"You have a magnificent back, Miss Mars," he murmurs in my ear.
His hot breath on my neck makes me quiver. My mouth's open and I'm breathing heavily. I can feel waves of desire rushing over my body. If he touches the crook of my elbow, I will be completely lost. It's at this moment that the journalist from Book Weekly walks up. The man looks at us with an amused smile and David stands up abruptly. I'm red with shame, but also relieved that something has saved me from my perilous situation. I get up hesitantly and shake hands with the journalist. Still with a smirk, he starts to ask David questions. David answers with "yes" or "no", and sounds irritated. It only takes five minutes for the journalist to realize he's not going to get anything interesting out of this interview.
"It's obvious I'm bothering you... Would you like us to make another appointment - when you're able to concentrate a bit better on my questions?"
"Excellent idea. How about tomorrow. Same place, same time?"
The journalist stands up, shakes both our hands and smiles at me out of the corner of his mouth, making me uncomfortable.
He's barely walked away and David sits right back down next to me.
"Are you still going to say no?" he breathes on my neck, placing his hand on my lower back.
What's left of my pride rears up: I don't want to be the intern who sleeps with the boss. I don't want any part in these power games. But it's too late, much too late. The burning of his hand on my lower back strips me of all my willpower.
"I'd like to," I whisper desperately. "I would like to say no. But... I don't think I'll manage."
"I guess that means yes."
I nod, biting my lip. David stands and takes my hand. He leads me to reception and asks for a suite. In any other circumstances, I would feel completely humiliated. But my brain has switched off. It is not responding. I feel nothing besides this thirst, this heat between my legs that is demanding satisfaction. We go up in the elevator, behind the oblivious bellboy. David places his hand on my bare back again and it burns me. His heat radiates through my entire body. In the hallway, he leads me to a room, keeping his hand on my back the entire way.
Serious and feverish at the same time, David leads me to the bed. Instead of lying down in the bed, he bends over and pulls the red silk-covered bench away from the foot of the bed. Without saying a word, he gently presses on my shoulder for me to sit down. I'm like a rag doll with no willpower, I let him slide my panties down, without protest. Then he places my legs on either side of the bench, so I'm straddling it. He sits facing me in the same position. His eyes look into mine and make it clear I should keep my gaze on him. I feel his fingers slowly moving up my thighs, barely brushing my skin. He moves them back down as soon as my breathing accelerates. This torture is too much to stand, and my eyes beg him to end my suffering. I spread my thighs further apart as if to guide his fingers. His mouth falls on my lips just as his caress is becoming more intimate. His tongue searches for mine, dancing to the rhythm his hands are moving to. I rest on my elbows, arched back. His touch is becoming more precise, I feel all his fingers exploring me thoroughly. I straighten my back to sit on his hand and feel him deeper inside me. He is still looking at me, his eyes burning with desire and curiosity.
Suddenly he pushes me back and removes his imprisoned hand. He stands up slowly and, his eyes still locked with mine, he undresses completely. He takes my hand and helps me stand up. I am standing in front of him, panting with desire. In one swift movement, he lifts my dress over my shoulders. I am naked, his erection against my burning stomach. I am a bit scared. He sits on the edge of the bed and pulls me toward him. His hands caress my buttocks while his lips explore my breasts, imprinting them with red-hot kisses. I feel his hands slide down my thighs and I shiver. He spreads my legs, pulls me closer and pulls my right knee onto the bed. I can't wait any more and I place my other knee on the bed, straddling him. He takes me by the hips to lower me onto his hard penis. I close my eyes, frozen for a moment, between apprehension and this hunger that is devouring me. And then he is inside me. A wave of pleasure crashes through my stomach and rises along my spine. I move in rhythm to his hands and his hips, slowly at first, then faster. I cannot contain my moans, I am not controlling my movements, as if desire has taken possession of my body. I watch my nails dig into his shoulders, his eyes burning me, his half-open mouth... Then I am surprised by a new spasm of pleasure radiating through my entire body, destroying me. I fall into an ocean of white light. I didn't know such a powerful sensation could even exist. I hear David moan with pleasure.
He lies down on top of me. I open my eyes. He smiles at me. Then he kisses my neck, lays me down on the bed and comes to lie next to me, holding me tenderly in his arms.
"I knew you were made for pleasure."
"You're all alone on that one... I didn't even know it myself..."
His crystal clear laugh makes me melt.
"Let's go take a bath!"
I take his hand and follow him. The bathroom is behind two curtains and there is an antique claw foot tub sitting in the middle of the room on the white marble floor. He runs the water and turns to look at me.
"You have a magnificent body. So harmonious, such soft curves," he says, sliding a finger from my waist to my hips.
He presses up against my back, takes my breasts in his hands and kisses my neck. A new wave of desire begins to rise within me. He pulls away, takes my hand and leads me into the tub.
I am amazed by his body; his flat muscular stomach and his manly, well-defined chest. He is hard again. He gets into the tub facing me. He takes some shower gel and massages it onto my breasts slowly.
"Your breasts are divine. Like smooth marble, so white."
I blush bright red.
"And pink..."
My body is on fire again. I move closer to him and kiss him. He kisses me back. A long, deep, voluptuous kiss. His tongue explores my mouth while his soapy hands rub my back. I have completely lost control. So has he. He takes my hand and helps me out of the tub hurriedly. All wet, we drip water all over the bedroom carpet. David sits me down on the desk, which I flood with water and soap. He takes my legs, pulls them around his waist and penetrates me. My eyes closed, I lean my elbows back on the desk to brace myself. Every thrust is like an electric charge. I want this to last forever. But he stops suddenly. He pulls out and gives me his hand. He takes me back to the bed where we lie down.
"We've been making love all around the bed, but not very much in it," I say.
"That's because the bed is an intimate place..."
"And what we're doing isn't intimate?" I say, laughing.
"I haven't finished exploring your body yet, Miss Mars."
He kisses my shoulders, my breasts... and he stays there. He slowly licks my right breast, then the left. It's delicious. I am at the edge of ecstasy. Then he continues on my stomach. Once he gets to my crotch, he strokes my pubic hair.
"If you only knew how much I love your golden fleece... so soft, so silky..."
He slides a finger inside me and I am at his mercy once again. David is a magician. My arms thrown above my head, I moan. Then he lowers his mouth onto me and explores me with the tip of his tongue. His tongue draws circles on my clitoris. I have never experienced a sensation like this. Suddenly he stops. I sit up, stunned. I would have liked this pleasure to go on forever. He pulls my legs up around his neck and penetrates me. I am not myself anymore, I am nothing but a bundle of ecstasy.
A few minutes later, I begin to recover from these emotions. How can a man this wonderful even exist? Funny, elegant, cultured, an extraordinary lover, drop-dead gorgeous... and that's just the beginning. By what miracle did such an incredible man take interest in me to the point of wanting to make love to me? And to make love so often? This is not normal. I have definitely passed into another dimension. I am living in a waking dream. Confused and exhausted by all of this pleasure, I fall asleep in his arms.
I am awoken by a ravenous hunger. David is still next to me. He looks at me, stroking my hair.
"Are you hungry?" he asks.
"Starving!"
"To be expected, it's five pm... I'll order something from room service."
I sit up, surprised. Five pm! How long did I sleep? How long were we having sex? David orders some sandwiches, pastries and coffee. Twenty minutes later, the attendant arrives with a cart piled with enough food to feed an army. He arranges everything elegantly on the table. We sit and eat happily. David also seems very hungry and eats greedily, far from the aloof character that intimidated me so much before.
"Actually, you're pretty normal," I say.
"Apparently so... However, you should never trust appearances."
"I'll be careful, then."
"Be careful of everyone, except me. I only want what's good for you."
The pastries are absolutely delicious. In this alternate state I am in, I’m sure I've never eaten anything this good before. Satisfied, I lie down on the bed.
"And now, are we intimate?" I ask.
"Almost."
He takes a pillow and places it between my legs, rolls me over on my side and presses himself against my back. The pillow rubbing against my clitoris is extremely arousing. And at that moment he penetrates me. I sink into an ocean of pleasure and let myself happily drown in it.
5. Happiness?
August 17 th
After our amazing night together - or I suppose our afternoon - it's hard to wake up. It's not only my body that has been revealed to me, but a whole foreign continent has been opened up. Astonishing sensations, new emotions I never imagined possible.
David is still sleeping next to me. His regular breathing makes his chest rise. I really want to kiss his nipples, but I restrain myself. I don't want to wake him up. I want to keep watching him without him seeing me. I lean over his face. His eyes are closed, his long black lashes shading his eyelids. I want to shower him with kisses. All of a sudden a smile begins to form on his lips. He's awake. He opens his eyes. They have this particular and subtle shade that mesmerizes me; a velvety black like a night filled with constellations. Sublime. I dive into them, get lost in them. He smiles at me and his smile illuminates the room.
"Hi," he says, pulling me against him.
"Hello."
He rubs my shoulder gently.
"Would you agree to have breakfast with me, Louisa?"
"So we're on a first name basis now, David?"
"I think we've reached a sufficient level of intimacy to call each other by our first names."
"You're probably right..."
"Probably? I'm offended! I'm always right!"
I burst out laughing. I can't believe what a good mood I'm in. I'm lying in the arms of the most handsome man in the world, in a magnificently luxurious suite, after discovering the pinnacle of pleasure. David tells me my breasts are of alabaster before kissing them. Then he kisses my entire body. I must be dreaming.
We walk toward the terrace to have breakfast. It overlooks the rooftops of Paris and the trees in the Tuileries garden. A beautiful view for a beautiful moment - and a delicious meal.
David has his interview at eleven o'clock, the one he postponed from yesterday due to our uncontrollable impulses. We go down to the hotel bar. The journalist is already there. He shakes our hands with a knowing smile.
For an hour, David is light, happy and courteous. The journalist leaves, thrilled with his story. Then David, kissing my hand, suggests we go eat at his place, swim and engage in other delicious activities. I nod and smile, overjoyed. As we leave the hotel, I feel as if the city and the people have changed shape and color. There are no rainbows and the clouds aren't bubblegum-pink, but things are different. And I am too. I have become someone else. Suddenly, as if a magic wand was waved over me, I feel like I have become a woman.
When we get to David's place, he takes my hand and leads me to his room. There is a gorgeous one-piece pale pink swimsuit on the bed. I recognize the model; I've drooled over it many times in the window of the Eres shop. I jump for joy and kiss David. My thank you kiss becomes a long and languid embrace. We fall onto the bed laughing; I'll try on the swimsuit later, we have better things to do right now...
Louisa, be careful, don't fall in love. Don't let the love hormones go to your head and keep you from seeing his flaws, and placing you at his mercy. Remember, this man is dangerously strange!
Then we go swimming in the pool. Everything is so calm, we can only hear the sound of our rhythmic movements in the water. We don't talk; there is no need to.
Judith appears and greets us. I had forgotten about her. My wicked fairy godmother who's come to ruin everything, keep me from falling in love and remind me that fairy tales don't exist. I get out of the pool, making an effort to hide my annoyance. David still hasn't explained the nature of his relationship with Judith. They are both very good-looking, they work together, and obviously get along very well... how could nothing be going on between them? He puts on his glasses, and dresses in a purple polo and eggplant colored jeans. The three of us sit down to eat together. To be polite, Judith asks me questions about my studies, my tastes, my internship... I answer coolly. Noticing my anxiety, David takes my hand. He caresses my pinky with his index finger, gliding up it slowly, and then he does the same with each of my other fingers, one after the other, stopping at the crook of each finger.
His caresses stir in me the memory of other gestures, much less appropriate for this luncheon; I bite my lip to keep myself from thinking about it. Judith watches us, barely able to hide her annoyance. She would certainly like to be in my shoes. David suggests we go to the Louvre to see the Greek vases. I accept. I had imagined an afternoon together, alone, with a little less clothing, but I guess it's better this way. Otherwise I could get addicted.
At the Louvre, amongst the waves of tourists, David holds my hand as if I'm a little girl he doesn't want to lose track of. Once we get to the Greek vases, he takes notes on his digital tablet.
"Is this for your next novel?"
"Maybe..."
"You don't want to talk about it? Is it a superstition?"
"It could hinder my inspiration."
I sit on the bench, waiting for him to finish. I'm cold. I'm still wearing the backless dress I had on yesterday, I need to change. I really want to go back to bed so I can touch him, look at him, kiss him, feel wanted, feel loved... And then I have this hunger for the pleasure I've newly discovered, and I can't shake it. I don't just want to be in his arms, I want him inside me. David sits down next to me and places his hand on my lower back. I've completely forgotten the Greek vases...
"Are you bored?"
"It's not that... I'd like to go home and change."
"Well, let's go, then."
I suddenly realize that I don't want him to see my place; my tiny, messy apartment. My luxury lover would be horrified.
"I'll go. I can meet you at your place afterwards."
"I'd like to see where you live, though."
"You know... it's a little student apartment, there's nothing much to it..." I say, blushing.
"I see... I've got an idea: what about we do a little shopping?"
"Again?"
"But for you this time."
Gary takes us over to Bon Marché straight away. Despite its name ("inexpensive" in French), it is a luxury department store. I shop around for everything I need: stylish lingerie, an extremely expensive little jacket and a lavender blue silk dress. A dress that is neither too little-girly, nor too femme fatale. Perfect. I know what it looks like, but I don't care, I'm happy. To thank my benefactor, I cover his face with little kisses.
We spend the rest of the day enjoying exquisite pleasures in bed. Saturday and Sunday are spent in the same way. We eat our meals in David's room and are completely cut off from the world. A call from Barbara pulls me back to reality.
"I didn't hear you come home last night. Is everything alright, Loulou?"
"Yes, everything is amazingly good."
I can tell she'd like some details.
"I'll tell you about it... later."
David furrows his brow.
"What are you going to tell her exactly?"
"I'll be vague. I'll just say that... you are a very considerate man, that's all."
The "very considerate man" nods his head, not entirely convinced.
"It's thanks to Barbara that I put my principles aside in the first place; she's the one who said 'Live it up, Loulou! Enjoy your youth...'"
"She calls you Loulou?"
"A lot of people do. It's my nickname. But Olivier called me more "Lou", after Apollinaire's poems."
"I like Louisa better and I don't like Apollinaire."
He punctuates his sentence with a kiss on the neck.
The only shadow looming over my happiness is that this is all bound to be ephemeral. David will get sick of me in a few days, surely. Maybe he'll wait until he leaves for Italy, the perfect excuse to leave me without any complications.
August 19 th
At breakfast, I practice putting on an expressionless mask with David so Adèle doesn't catch on when she sees my ecstatic face. He bursts out laughing.
"You can't really do 'cold and distant', can you? You are just totally incapable of hiding your emotions. It's what attracted me the minute I saw you."
"So that's what it was!"
"That and much more... Okay, watch and learn."
David instantly puts on a cool, indifferent face. He masters the skill perfectly. I imitate him as much as I can before I explode in laughter too. After my little private lesson, I go to the office. I put David's lesson into practice as I walk into Adèle's office. She has asked to see me.
"So, how about that index?"
My carefully constructed facial expression crumbles to bits. I blush. I picture David's index finger and the wonders it is capable of, before I remember that I completely forgot about the other index, the one I should have finished this weekend. The "I was busy getting it on all weekend" excuse probably won't fly, so I admit I forgot, and apologize for my inexcusable behavior.
"Well, finish it today. Then you'll be taking care of Brian Bennett."
"He's already written another book?"
"Of course not!" she says, exasperated. "No one writes three hundred pages in a month... He's coming next week for the release of his latest novel, the one we just sent out to stores. You need to organize his signings and interviews."
"What I did for David Fulton?"
"The same thing, minus the simpering. That would probably irritate Brian."
"I was not simpering..."
"I don't want to hear your lame explanations."
I mull over possible insults as I go back to my office. The old hag! She's dangling me out there like a key ring again! She doesn't know what she wants: if she really thinks I "simper", that I want to sleep with all the company's authors, why is she throwing another one my way? In my unspeakable rage, I manage to finish the index in record time. Then I start preparing Brian Bennett's visit. Even though I like his novels a lot, there's no way I could be seduced by him. In the photos I've seen, he looks like a charming older man, a bit on the overweight side.
In the evening, I playfully tell David about the misadventures of my day. His face turns different colors: first very red, then white, finally turning an almost green tint.
"That's out of the question!"
"What is?"
"That you take care of Brian Bennett's visit."
"You're jealous of Brian Bennett?"
"Maybe I am."
"But he's a fat old man..."
"So? Fat old men can be charming too... and well, I know what kind of effect successful authors have on you..."
"How dare you! After I refused your advances!"
"You ended up accepting, didn't you?"
"You are..."
I don't even finish my sentence. I get up and leave, slamming the door. On top of being an infamous playboy, he's horrible, insulting and possessive. There you have it, I was so worried about the pain I'd feel when David put an end to things... here I am ending it out of anger.
I've barely walked into my apartment when Barbara rings at my door.
"So, how was your crazy weekend?"
When she sees my face, her mischievous smile turns into a worried look. I sum up the situation without going into any details.
"Don't let him walk all over you!" she insists. " You need to explain to him that we are no longer in the 19 th century and a woman who gives up everything for a man is a thing of the past... and that his jealousy is unacceptable. A relationship can't exist without trust."
"Relationship? It was just sexual attraction. Very strong sexual attraction, maybe, but now it's over."
Barbara seems disappointed that my fairytale is ending like this. I am too. After she leaves, I curl up in my bed, full of rage and regrets. I've almost fallen asleep when I'm woken by my phone ringing. David's face appears on the screen. It's a photo I took of him with his glasses on, because he refused to be photographed without them, afraid his beautiful dark eyes might be plastered all over the internet. He leaves a message. I'll listen to it tomorrow. I roll over. Again, three times… and then I listen to the message.
"Louisa, I understand that you didn't appreciate my reaction... I'm sorry, I can't control myself sometimes. Come back and let's talk about it. Please."
I am racked with sobs. No, I won't come back. He's apologizing now, but he'll do it all over again, no doubt. Once you've reached that degree of jealousy, it means there's a lot of baggage from the past.
In the morning, I'm woken up by the doorbell. I'm pretty sure it's not Barbara or Olivier. It's got to be David. Looking cold and distant, he looks around for a place to sit. He must realize we are in a tiny servant's quarters, and finally sits on the edge of the bed. I sit down next to him. He takes my hand ever so gently.
"Forget about Brian Bennett and come with me to Italy."
"What? But my internship is until the end of September. If I come with you, I'll have to quit."
"It's only an internship..."
"It's 'my' internship and it was really hard to get. It may seem like nothing to you, but it's the first building block of my career, of my life. I'm not going to drop everything for the first..."
"The first what?"
"The first lover who crosses my path."
"I'm nothing more than a lover to you, then?"
I look at him, wide-eyed. What does he want from me? A declaration of undying love? Just so he can run off as soon as I've admitted my feelings? No thank you!
"David, don't play this little game with me."
"What little game?"
"The 'If you really loved me, you'd give up everything' game."
"That doesn't sound like a very fun game to me," he says coldly. "If that's how you see things, I should leave right now..."
He gets up and goes toward the door.
"Admit it David, admit that I'm just a game to you. You can't blame me for just seeing this as a sexual escapade."
He turns and looks at me from behind his glasses.
"If you come with me to Italy, I could prove that it's a lot more than just a sexual escapade for me. "
And with these edifying words, he leaves.
I think things over for about two minutes; or rather, I decide to stop thinking. I get up, open the door, race down the stairs and throw myself into his arms.
"Take me with you to Italy!"
6. Weekend in Rome
August 19 th
I can't believe it! Honestly, I could pinch myself. I must be dreaming. I am in a private jet! What am I saying? I am in the private jet: David Fulton's private jet. We took off fifteen minutes ago and I still can't believe the luxury of my surroundings. There are two beige leather sofas, retro varnished wood furniture built into the cabin and extremely tasteful dimmed lighting. I feel like a passenger on a luxury cruise ship in the 1950 s. Except out the window, I don't see the ocean stretching out before me, but the sky. A perfect view to describe my mental state: I am floating on a cloud.
"A mimosa, Miss Mars?"
A flight attendant with never ending legs hands me an orange drink in a champagne flute. I blush at my own ignorance. David, sensing my unease, grabs my hand and comes to the rescue:
"Mimosas are one of these weird American things: one-third orange juice, two-thirds champagne. You know, our culinary culture is not always the finest. The rest of us don't really measure up to French refinement..."
Is that a compliment in disguise? Whatever it is, he winks at me knowingly. And keeps my hand in his.
I can't believe I'm living something so glamorous. Everything happened without me even realizing it. After I agreed to go with David, things happened so fast. Gary, his driver, took me to my little apartment and waited for me to pack. It didn't take me long – my wardrobe is kind of limited. It's not that I don't like to look nice, but my intern's budget doesn't allow me to be an accomplished fashionista, far from it.
When Gary took me back to David's mansion, his bag was ready too. We left for the airport straight away. It was only after we'd been driving a few minutes that I realized I'd forgotten the most important thing...
"Shoot! Adèle! I completely forgot to tell her. She's going to kill me! No, I'm going to get fired, then killed."
David laughs at my comment.
So David Fulton is capable of laughing like a regular human being?
"Don't worry, I called Adèle. Everything is taken care of."
"What do you mean, 'taken care of'?"
"I told her your skills were necessary for this trip to be a success. I can't pretend she was thrilled with my phone call. She sounded a bit uptight on the phone. But you know Adèle. Even though she's tough, she always softens up in the end. Don't worry. And anyway, what's done is done."
Yes, David, you're right: what's done is done. I can tell that by following you, I've sealed my fate.
Vertigo takes hold as the plane lands on the small runway of the private airport. Rome, here I come!
August 20 th
I wake up in the Saint Peter's suite of the Rome Plaza hotel. I can barely contain my excitement when David announces that room service is on its way with breakfast. From one of the windows I can see the Villa Medici! The temple of arts, literature and beauty! I can't believe that in just a few hours, I am going to visit Rome's famous cultural institution that welcomes the greatest names in French letters each year.
"David I'm so excited, I don't know if I can eat anything."
My lover pretends to be strict.
"No way I'll let you go out on an empty stomach..."
He strokes my shoulder and slides his hand up my neck. I shiver.
"...or wearing this indecent nightie."
After a quick wink, David goes over to the bedroom closet. He checks out my clothes and decides on a navy blue dress with a lace collar. Nothing special. I hope he won't be ashamed of me!
"Since you made me return the evening gown I gave you in Paris, I got the hint that you don't like me to shop for you."
He seems mischievous:
"But that doesn't mean I'm going to deprive myself of the pleasure of dressing you!"
His comment and his gesture are touching. It's so thoughtful of him to guide me so I don't make a faux pas in the wardrobe department. And I appreciate him respecting the fact that I don't want to take advantage of his generosity. He is such a surprising man. David Fulton is a gentleman. I never would have thought so after our first encounter just a few days ago.
However, once we get to the Villa, my bubble bursts. Yes, I am in the temple of French culture in Rome. Yes, the greatest names in contemporary literature were received here. Yes, they wrote masterpieces here and I am humbled to walk in their footsteps. But I can't enjoy it because a bunch of officials are crowding around the great David Fulton, ruining my visit. I didn't know I was so possessive. It annoys me. I really feel like I'm just a part of the decor. But it's even worse when David introduces me:
"This is Louisa Mars, my Parisian editor."
I stand there shamefaced. What am I to him, then? A coworker "with benefits," like his agent Judith Campbell? A welcome gift from Adèle Mason?
What did you expect, idiot? That a drop-dead gorgeous, internationally famous and extremely rich man like David Fulton would lose his head for you?
Yet at the lunch following the conference, the man of the hour insists I sit next to him. Under the table, he rubs my knee and whispers in my ear:
"You are incredibly beautiful, Louisa, and this good girl dress suits you perfectly. Looking at you makes me more drunk than their Chianti. It's torture having to sit next to you and not be able to..."
Not be able to what? I blush. I'm curious to know what he has in mind... I have to say, his words are exciting and reassuring. For a moment, at least. Because everyone wants a piece of David Fulton. The director of the Villa, the Roman librarians, the journalists, especially the female ones... I feel a pinch of jealousy. The Italian women surrounding us are extremely beautiful. Sensual, sophisticated... How could I possibly compete with them for David's attention?
Next, David gives a press conference and things get even worse. The journalist from Italian Vogue, a towering blond dressed up like a fashion model, keeps asking him questions about his private life.
"Do you have a muse, Mr. Fulton? Someone who provides you with inspiration? A future Mrs. Fulton, perhaps?"
David stiffens, almost imperceptibly.
"I write crime novels where history and all kinds of conspiracies form a large part of the plot."
He adds, smiling:
"Believe me, no woman would like to be the inspiration for such books. Except maybe a James Bond girl?"
The group of journalists laughs at this joke. But I'm left feeling sad. Slap in the face for me. David Fulton doesn't need anyone.
And certainly not a little insignificant intern.
When the conference is over, I feel angry. I never should have come with him to Italy. I completely misunderstood the point of this trip. I go out into the gardens to get some air and hide my melancholy mood. After about fifteen minutes, David joins me.
"Is everything okay, Louisa?"
I try to answer indifferently, but my voice is cutting.
"Of course, Mr. Fulton."
"You don't look so great. Meetings with institutions and the press can be seriously tedious! I should have let you go walk around the city. You could have visited Rome and met up with me later in the afternoon..."
"Yeah, that way you could have let Ms. Vogue know you were available, no problem."
What is wrong with me? This is not okay. You can't say stuff like that to him.
David listens calmly. He looks off into the distance and sighs:
"I see... You're angry at me because of what I said to that journalist... You know, I understand that it is difficult for you to listen to me say such things to strangers. But don't think I'm doing it to minimize the force of attraction you have over me! My career began ten years ago, and you've been in my life barely a week..."
He then adds, joking:
"And that is unforgivable, by the way."
He leans into my ear and I feel his breath on my skin. My heart is racing.
"I don't think we should waste another minute. How about we go back to the hotel?"
He wraps his two, powerful, sculpted arms around me. I suddenly feel much less... pouty.
"Louisa, I am not one of these writers that needs a muse or who puts their private life on display in the magazines. I am a loner."
A shadow falls over his face.
"With your youth and freshness and spontaneity, you may even think I'm one of those old shriveled intellectuals."
How could he think that? Shocked, I simply shake my head to refute his assumption.
"In any case, one thing is for sure: I would never want to force a woman to live in my shadow. Especially not a woman as remarkable as you."
Remarkable, me?
I feel more like a loser. And I can't believe I was so aggressive with him.
"Look, I've fulfilled my obligations to the director of the Villa. We should split, right? Plus, I have a surprise for you. Since I have a few days before my next appearance in Verona, I rented a house in Tuscany. I would really like it if you came with me. It's a very beautiful house where I often go to rest. But your presence would make it even more beautiful, and, I hope, much less restful."
Now that innuendo certainly had an effect on me.
"Would you like to come with me?"
I put my head on his shoulder and whisper as if it were a secret, our secret:
"Yes."
7. David and Michelangelo
As soon as we step off the jet at the airport in Florence, I see two cars waiting: a luxurious black sedan, fit for a president, and a two-seater Alfa Romeo sports car -– a gorgeous model from the 1960 s. David says:
"Do you recognize it? It's the car used at the end of Contempt, the Godard film. It's for us. Gary will drive the sedan."
He turns to his driver:
"Gary can you put our things in your car and go open up the house? Miss Mars and I will follow you."
Tying my hair up with a delicate silk scarf he pulls out of his pocket, as if by magic, David goes over our plans.
"There is a beautiful hotel not far from the house. I got a room for Gary, that way we'll have the property all to ourselves."
That's good news to me... And judging by the look in David's eyes, I can tell he's looking forward to it too!
"I hope you'll like the Villa degli Umbri. It was baptized "the house of shadows" because it is protected by vines and umbrella pines that always keep it cool."
"Villa of shadows..." – now that perfectly suits my enigmatic lover. I dare to ask a somewhat indiscreet question:
"If you like the place so much, why don't you buy it? I presume you have the means?"
Mind your own business, Louisa!
"Well, for starters, the house already has an owner. A woman."
Here we go.
Another woman in David Fulton's life. Should I be expecting a rival? A former mistress? My questions must show in the look on my face, because David adds, amused:
"She's a very charming elderly lady, Louisa. Who has been widowed for a long time. Her husband's death made it difficult for her to pay for the house's upkeep on her own. So let's say I help out, and in exchange, she gives me the keys when I need to come rest."
David Fulton, defender of widows and orphans?
"That's very generous of you."
"Not really. I have the money and Claudia is an old family friend. Anyway, I don't make a habit of accumulating useless possessions. I want to enjoy things. Possessing them doesn't interest me."
Another one of his famous innuendos? I change the subject – this seems like dangerous territory. I remember the advice that Barbara, my best friend, often gives me:
"You think too much, Louisa: try to lighten up a bit."
I decide to apply her words to a T and take on a mischievous attitude. I do my best Brigitte Bardot impression and recite the last line of Contempt to my writer, in a hoarse, provocative voice.
"Get in your Alfa, Romeo."
And like a movie star, I slip into the seat beside him.
As soon as I see the Villa degli umbri, I am swept away by the beautiful house sitting in the middle a huge estate covered in luxurious vegetation. The facade is beautiful, but not ostentatious. The building is solid and reassuring, without frills. Like David, in a way. Inside, however, it's a different story: antiques sit alongside designer furniture. Everything is luxurious and refined, from the cozy living room to the open-plan, modern kitchen.
"David, it's gorgeous!"
"I'm happy you like the place. After her husband's death, Claudia wanted to change things. New decor for a new start, in a way. When you lose a loved one, it's important to have a project you can get involved in. So I said I'd help out."
I ask, incredulous:
"Did you do all this?"
David laughs.
"Well, I didn't do all the work alone, but yes, I admit, I sometimes helped out the workers I hired. A concrete slab to be poured here, a wall to put up there... Working with my hands relaxes me. It's a nice change from the days I spend in front of my computer. It's rather an exciting challenge – to renovate a place without changing the feel of it."
Obviously this man is full of surprises! I walk around, admiring the place, in awe of this immense space that looks like a loft apartment. I recognize the works of several up and coming artists. David Fulton has a good eye. Is he also a patron of the arts? Or just a knowledgeable investor?
"For the ground floor, I brought in a young architect from Rome, whose work I love. Claudia and I supervised the design. She wanted something very open where the light could shine through. Upstairs, however, we just repainted without touching the old wallpaper and furniture. It's important to keep something from the past."
David suddenly seems thoughtful.
"Faced with loss, it is just as important to forget as it is to remember. Forget the sadness and the loss. Remember the happy times."
Once more, David has gone from light to heavy in a matter of seconds, from joy to the abyss. I was in awe at his hidden talents, and here I am overwhelmed by his sensitivity.
Once again, he is taken by contagious enthusiasm. He grabs my hand and says:
"Come on, let's go upstairs. I'll show you around."
He leads me up the stairs and down a long hallway. He opens the doors one at a time, showing me the six bedrooms, each one more stunning than the last. We walk into a whitewashed room with a huge window facing west. The furniture is simple: A forged iron bed, a beautiful ebony desk and a rustic dresser. David's bags are sitting on the bed.
"This is my room, Louisa."
He smiles at no one, an affectionate look on his face.
"Well... the room that Claudia calls my 'secret garden.' "
I take a quick look around the room. I stroke the desk. I look for my suitcases. As if to answer my silent question, David says:
"I’ll show you where you'll be sleeping."
Huh? What's this about? We aren't sleeping together?
I don't have time to say anything as David is already leading me to the other end of the hall. He takes me into a gorgeous room with ocher walls, and a magnificent canopy bed. The thick Persian carpet on the floor perfectly covers intact terracotta tiles. The fireplace gives off a pleasant odor of wood fire. A club chair sits majestically in front of the oak bookcase, full of old books.
"This will be more comfortable for you. You even have your own bathroom. I took the liberty of having Gary arrange your things in the wardrobe, there. Make yourself at home. A copious platter of antipasti is waiting for you downstairs. You can also use the pool outside. A late night swim is always nice before going to sleep."
He winks at me.
"As for me, I unfortunately have to work tonight. I haven't been very... productive since we met. But I must say your presence makes me distracted."
David comes over to me and kisses me deeply. His tongue caresses mine. His manly scent engulfs me. His hands slide down my back and sit on the curve of my lower back. I could faint.
Stay, please.
In a voice, full of promise, he says:
"I can't wait to enjoy the pool with you, Louisa."
Then in the bat of an eye, he is gone.
I am dumbfounded. Why do I have to sleep so far away from him? What's the point? Is he done with me? But then... why the kiss and the burning in his voice when he mentioned our late night swims? I don't get it.
You've never understood men, poor Louisa.
I'm not hungry anymore. Too bad for the antipasti. I put on my nightie and head to the bathroom to brush my teeth. Will I be able to sleep? It's not really that late after all. And my mind is full of contradictory thoughts, to top it all off. A mean voice whispers to me that I'm an idiot, a toy in the hands of David Fulton. And I can't really tell it to shut up. If he really liked me, he would want to sleep next to me.
And not only sleep.
How could I have deceived myself to this point? As I'm taking off my makeup, I look at my reflection in the mirror. I brush my long brown hair and rub cream into my pale skin. I can't blame David if he finds me too bland. I will be going to bed with a heavy heart. I've barely read two pages of a novel I found on the shelf, when tortuous dreams take over. Just before falling asleep, I feel salty tears carving out streams on my cheeks.
August 21 st
The night did not ease my anxieties. I wake up full of sadness. I dread leaving my room. However, the delicious odor of bacon tickles my nose.
Ouch!
A cramp pulls at my stomach.
It's true, I haven't eaten anything since yesterday at lunch.
I go down to the kitchen and find David preparing eggs. He seems to be in a great mood. At least he slept well.
"Good morning, Louisa! I noticed you didn't touch your plate yesterday. You must be starving! Here, this should give you some strength."
David places a steaming plate of eggs and bacon on the bar.
"Eat, Louisa. We have a busy day today, you'll need your energy."
I sit down on the stool but I don't touch my plate. My stomach is on strike. David notices.
"Is something wrong?"
I hesitate. Well, screw it, here I go. Unsure of myself, I ask:
"Why did you ask me to stay here with you, David?"
"Louisa, what a strange question! Isn't it obvious?"
No, David, it's not obvious.
In a shy voice, I go on:
"I don't understand why you are having me sleep at the other end of the house... like a stranger."
David's face breaks up upon hearing these words.
"Oh! Louisa..."
He comes over to me and kisses me passionately. His lips and his tongue give me their fever. I've never been kissed like this, so overpoweringly and with such sincerity. It's as if his kiss was worth a thousand words. I wish it would last forever! But his mouth is already pulling away from mine. He grabs my face with both hands and looks deep into my eyes, so intensely that I'm overwhelmed.
"Louisa, I have no intention of making you feel like a stranger! That's exactly why I brought you here: to show you my refuge, so you could know me better. But I am obviously awkward. I..."
I hear a hesitant tone in his voice that I've never heard him use before. He places his hands flat on the counter and continues to talk, looking at the floor, almost absent:
"When I'm around you, all I can think about is you. My entire body... I don't know how it's possible... Sometimes it scares me – this need to touch you, to protect you, to possess you. That's probably why I kept you at a distance last night, despite myself. To find myself again. To dive into my work and forget the desire I have for you for just a few hours. I... it's so selfish of me!"
This admission leaves me speechless. I grab his hands and feel their heat burn my fingers. He finally looks at me. I stand up. He grabs my waist and presses my body against his; he breathes in my hair.
"I am a selfish man, Louisa. Much too selfish and dark for a young woman as luminous as you. I am so afraid of hurting you..."
"No David, no! I'm the selfish one! I should be able to show you just how happy I am to be here with you. You don't hurt me. Quite the opposite!"
It's my turn to talk, quickly. Talk to him and touch him, make him understand that our meeting has overwhelmed me, that his words and his presence give me wings. I have to find the words... Unfortunately, I am less eloquent than he is... I'm unable to tell him that I feel emotions with him that I've never felt before. That I'm afraid because I've never met anyone as talented and brilliant as he is. That I am terrified at the idea of not being good enough. That when all this comes to an end, it will be an irreparable loss for me. So I kiss him and tell him again that I am happy, that he makes me happy. Our embrace is passionate. I lose all sense of time and space. The world has been reduced to David's scent, to the touch of his skin. He moves away a bit, and rearranges a lock of my hair. His gaze grows more tender. The moment has passed, but his charm is still apparent. David asks:
"You know what would be good? If you finally ate something and then got dressed. I want to take to you Florence for the day. There's something I want to show you there."
In the deserted gallery, our footsteps resonate. We are alone, enjoying the coolness of the place.
I can't believe he privatized the Accademia for us!
I walk through the most famous museum in Florence, as cautious as I am dumbfounded.
David Fulton has this much power?
I stop to look at every detail. I don't want to forget what I see, what I feel. In a way, the emotions from this morning are still with me. It's as if suddenly, the world became bigger. A solemn energy comes over me. I have an increased conscience of my body. I walk toward the dome slowly. Suddenly, the sculpture is there, in front of me, more monumental than I ever would have imagined. I drop David's hand to walk toward it. It blows me away.
"Oh! David... it's so beautiful!"
My voice is choked with emotion. I am facing one of Michelangelo’s masterpieces, his David.
"I am happy to see the body of this beautiful young man has such an effect on you, Louisa."
I blush, giving him a mischievous grin. He comes over and puts his arm around my shoulder. We spend several long minutes contemplating the imposing figure. David is the first to break the silence around us.
"You know, I've never told anyone this, but... my mother chose my name because of this sculpture. It was her favorite."
I joke:
" 'was'? She changed her mind?"
David saddens.
"No, Louisa. My mother is no longer of this world."
I stiffen. Great way to put your foot in your mouth, Louisa! I look at David and see a wall, for the first time since yesterday. He won't say anything else. But I can't act as if he didn't just say it. I decide not to avoid the subject, but I don't want to brush off his confidences.
"Your mother had good intuition, you know. Besides the color of white marble, you and this sculpture have a lot in common."
He turns his face to me, intrigued. Apparently I've managed to make up for my gaffe. He asks:
"Like?"
I start walking around the sculpture.
"The delicacy of the features, for starters. You have the same precision, the same purity. And yet, here and there, you can see shadows... A certain melancholy in the eyes. Worry, even."
"Go on."
"And then there's the movement of the arm. Gracious, but not pretentious. Sometimes when I look at you, I have this same impression: that you know exactly how to position yourself in space."
"Anything else?
I continue to observe the sculpture and David, blushing slightly.
"There's... the body, obviously."
I smile at him, a bit embarrassed.
"The refinement of the design, the protruding muscles, the serene power... It's so you."
"You have a particularly sexy way of talking about art, Louisa."
He comes over and wraps his arms around me.
"Even though you may not know it yet, you are a remarkably intelligent young woman. I love discovering the world through your eyes."
I am overwhelmed and flattered by the compliment. He suggests:
"What do you say we go get an ice cream? We could wander through Florence, with a cone in hand, and you could tell me about your impressions of the city. I need a new perspective of this place, it would help me for the book I'm writing. If you agree, of course."
"David Fulton, are you trying to find a muse for your next book?"
"Only imbeciles don't change their minds, Miss Mars."
We walked all day long. Florence may not be a big city, but there is so much to see! I am exhausted and starving. David suggests we eat dinner at one of his favorite restaurants, not far away. We arrive in a luxurious, cozy atmosphere. We sit at a round table in a small and charming Renaissance courtyard.
"Do I have your permission to order for you?"
I agree. I trust him blindly. I examine the fine coral bracelet on my wrist – a gift he insisted on getting for me as we crossed the Ponte Vecchio with its wondrous stands of the city's artisans.
"Thank you again for this beautiful gift, David. I am so happy to have a souvenir from this day! I always dreamed of seeing Italy. Since I was little, this country has fascinated me. We didn't travel much with my parents. My father is a teacher. I'm not sure if I told you that already?"
"No, you haven't talked about them yet. And your mother?"
"She stopped working when she was young to take care of me and my brothers. We never really had much... But sorry, I must be boring you with my stories."
"Not at all, Louisa. Everything you tell me interests me."
A waiter serves us the ruby-colored wine David has selected for us. He discreetly takes our order and slips away.
"I came to Paris because I wanted to see art. I wanted to live among beautiful things. I wanted to create them too. That's why I chose publishing. And you, how did you start writing?"
He looks pensive.
"I think as a child, I was already a dreamer. When my mother died, I was eight years old... My father died at the same time. After they disappeared, my life was turned upside down. I think it was easier for me to create parallel worlds than to confront reality."
He pulls himself out of his thoughts suddenly.
"Let's not ruin this feast with sad memories. How is your osso bucco?"
I don't want to exacerbate his sadness. I continue chatting about myself to keep his mind off things. I tell him how I arrived in Paris, my year of preparatory studies, meeting Barbara. I tell him about my three brothers, my nephews and nieces. The wine makes me talkative. Maybe even a bit tipsy? It doesn't matter! We are having a nice time, and lightheartedness is on the menu. I make my author smile as he listens attentively.
I feel like the heroine of a movie...
Once dinner is paid for, we walk to the car. We climb in the Alfa Romeo and David starts it. Each time he lets go of the gear shift, he uses the opportunity to place his right hand on my thigh. I joke about him not being very careful, which seems to amuse him. The cool night air plays with my hair. We drive in silence so as not to break the serenity of the day we've just had. I lay my head on his shoulder. He brushes his hand across my cheek. Exhausted by so much joy, I fall asleep as the car cuts through the darkness of the countryside.
8. Under the sun
August 22 nd
I wake up in my room, disoriented.
Why am I not with David?
It all comes rushing back to me. Yesterday, I fell asleep on the way back. A wave of shame washes over me. How do I not remember ending up in my room?
David must have carried me.
This thought comforts me. At least it's a little romantic. I check my phone: ten o'clock. And my voice mail won't stop beeping! I listen to my messages for the first time since I got to Italy. It's obviously Olivier, my ex, who is first up. He called at least ten times.
Come on, ten times!
"Louisa, it's me. I wanted to see if you'd like to go to the theater tonight. I have two tickets. Call me back."
Beep
"Louisa, it's me again. Nice of you not to call me back yesterday. If you had told me you were busy, I would have given my extra ticket to someone else. Call me back."
Beep
"Louisa, it's Olivier again. Listen, I'm worried that I haven't heard from you. Are you angry? Did I do something wrong? Tell me so I can apologize at least."
Beep
"Louisa, I'm starting to get really worried. If you don't call me back in the next two hours, I'm calling Barbara."
Beep
"Louisa, I talked to Barbara on the phone. She hasn't heard from you either. We are really worried. Call me back."
Fine, alright, maybe I was a bit rash. I'll send everyone an email so they don't all fly into a panic.


From: louisa_mars@jm-laroque.com

Subject: Alive

 

Hello Olivier,

Don't worry, I'm fine. I just had to go away for a few days for work.

See you soon,

L.



There, that should remind him I'm a big girl who can take care of herself. OK, so I lied about the reasons for my trip to Italy. But I don't owe Olivier anything. He doesn't need to know all about my private life. That said, I shouldn't have completely cut myself off from the rest of the world. There's an email from Adèle that's three days old.


From: adele_mason@jm-laroque.com

Subject: Responsibilities
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