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Heather L. Powell

Under the Billionaire's Power

Parts 4-6


1. Back to reality
I’m completely stunned. I confessed to William that I witnessed the stormy scene at his parents’ party when he unceremoniously threw a woman out of the house. I shouldn’t have: I haven’t heard from him since. He dropped me off in front of Sabine’s house and then stormed off. Every time I've tried to call him, I’ve received a short text message in return saying, “Give me some time”.
Time for what, William, for God’s sake? 
The bright sunshine and the stunning scenery are just serving to make me feel even more downhearted. But Violaine’s unexpected arrival was a lovely surprise. As for Robin, who turned up on the island with her, well, I’ll think about that tomorrow.
My two friends have gone back to Hermann Village, now: the holiday village next door to my aunt’s house, where they have a pile of work waiting for them. I’m sitting fretfully in one of the deep armchairs on the terrace at Hannah Beach, my aunt Sab’s guest house.
– Sweetheart, I thought you were both getting along really well, says Sabine gently, handing me a glass of lemonade.
I look up. Sabine, who has been busy serving guests, hasn’t had time for anything but a brief hello since I got back. But she knows me well and knows that in normal circumstances I would be all starry-eyed after my trip with William.
– Oh… I say evasively, waving my hand as if there’s nothing to talk about.
In fact, I’m doing my best to hold back the sobs gathering in the back of my throat. But I must be brave; Sab has much more serious problems to deal with and doesn’t need to hear me whining about my disastrous love life. So I get a hold of myself and ask her how she is. I got the impression over the phone that she’s been feeling quite low over the last few days.
– Sab, I’m here now. Tell me what’s going on, I say in a steadier voice.
– Very well, I won’t pry, but I hope he’s not treating you badly, darling, my aunt answers, sighing. Then, anxiously, she adds: “I think you ought to know that things aren’t looking good at all.”
A wave of anxiety runs through me, my silence encourages her to go on.
– I don’t know if I ever told you how I ended up here in the Bahamas, Sol? she begins, sitting down opposite me.
I shake my head.
– This is where I met your uncle back in 1978. I’d only just turned twenty and I was spending my summer vacation on Cat Island. I was working as a waitress in return for my board and lodging. I liked nothing better than lazing around in the sun, so it was a dream job for me… I felt like I’d been given a new lease of life.
My aunt is lost in memory, now. She’s looking in my direction, but her mind is already elsewhere.
– I was having fun, working from time to time, it was a great life. And then I met this wonderful boy and he totally bowled me over. His carefree approach to life was so different to the strict upbringing I'd had in France. He’d lost his parents years before in a plane crash and he lived alone in this huge house. The bar was already there and his friends helped him to keep it open. They led a Bohemian life, laughing and having fun from morning ‘til night. They didn’t seem to worry about anything, neither the future, nor the rest of the world. All that mattered was the present.
Sabine’s eyes shine as she looks back, delving into memories that she rarely talks about. As I listen to her talk, a whole new world opens up in front of me: I see the bonfires on the beach, the threadbare mats on the terrace, the girls with flowers in their hair and the boys trying to impress them with tomfoolery and out-of-tune guitars.
– Ian ruled my world, Sol, says Sabine in a choked voice. For me, he was the most beautiful man in creation, the cleverest, the funniest... Being close to him was like being close to the sun. The second we met, I knew he was the one. I would have followed him to the ends of the earth; or stayed here, which was the same thing. And that’s what I did. Against the wishes of my family – except your father, Sol, who has always stood up for me – I agreed to marry him and we were very happy for a few years.
Sabine’s silence is so charged with emotion that I can’t bring myself to interrupt. She takes a sweeping look at the beach and then adds quietly, as if it were a secret: “We got married here, on this beach… your father was the only one who came. Your father and all of our friends on the island, of course.”
Her hands are trembling slightly on her knees and I can see that she’s fighting back the tears, but she continues:
– We had very little money, but who needs money in a heavenly place like this? I learned how to paint walls, do the wiring and fix leaks. It was a wonderful life, you can’t imagine. We didn’t need anyone but each other, we were free. And then it all came to an abrupt end.
– Because of Ian’s illness, I say gently to help her.
– Yes, says my aunt, turning away in distress. That damned cancer. In less than a month, Ian was gone. My beloved Ian Welby passed away, leaving me his own little corner of paradise as a gift.
– That’s why you stayed, I say, shaken by Sabine’s story.
Sab nods without saying a word, and then goes on with her story.
– Anyone who has ever truly loved someone will understand me. Staying here was madness but I felt responsible for my husband's precious legacy. Hannah Beach is the most beautiful beach on the island and, as far as I’m concerned, the most beautiful beach in the world. If only you knew how many people have begged me to sell; I could be a very rich woman by now.
– So what’s this thing about the title deeds? I ask, trying to understand.
– It happens quite often here. The documents are written by hand and stored in crates. It’s really easy to counterfeit them. They didn't bother me for years because I’m well-liked. Everyone knows about my past and everyone loved Ian, she says with a sad smile. I suppose a foreign property developer has been poking around in the paperwork. The people around here may not be very rich, but they can’t be bought. Anyway, what’s done is done. Last week, I received a letter saying the house doesn’t really belong to me since Ian didn’t sign the proper documents.
– But you were married, weren’t you? I ask, to make sure I’ve understood the problem correctly.
– Of course! But I’m French and, as I said, it’s easy to counterfeit a document here.
– And what exactly can they do to you?
– Throw me out, answers Sabine, going pale.
– Do you know how much time you have? Is there any chance you might be able to prove that you’re the rightful owner? Do you have a copy of the documents?
– No, I don’t have anything. Oh, I don’t know. But I’ve got a few weeks at the most…
Words fail me. The situation seems so unfair. I know what all of this means: Sabine could find herself stripped of the few belongings she has. But I can’t let my fears stand in the way: we’ll find a solution. Right now though I can see that my aunt needs a break, so I stand up and say:
– We’re not going to let them get away with it. I’ll look into it. We’ll find a way of stopping them! In the meantime, I’ll stand in for you on reception today if you need to take your mind off things.
The pale smile on my aunt’s face tells me that I’m right. She needs a break and I’m glad to be there to help. While Sab stands up to leave and I head towards the bar in case one of the guests needs something, my telephone starts to vibrate. The telephone that William gave me. The message on the screen says:
”I don’t know if I can live without you, Solveig.”
My heart almost jumps out of my chest.
I know without any doubt at all that I can’t live without you, William, murmurs a little voice deep inside me.
I have this crazy hope that the whole thing was just a tempest in a teapot. But while I’m thinking about how to answer, the phone buzzes again, making me jump.
But I think we have both slightly forgotten the terms of our arrangement.
My stomach tightens sharply as I read the message. That damned arrangement; I’ve never really understood or accepted it. But I don’t have time to give it any more thought because a third message arrives.
Pleasure, nothing but pleasure. Remember? 
I bite down on my lip as I picture our mind-blowing sex sessions. His heavenly body. His lips on my skin. I see flashbacks of him caressing my legs as he slides my stockings down, of his hands around my wrists to stop me from moving, our passionate kisses…
The temperature in the bar seems to have risen by several degrees, and it’s not only the heat outdoors that is making my cheeks go pink.
I still haven’t replied. I think of all the fun we’ve had together. Our laughter. The long discussions about art and the state of the world. Our silences even… I don’t understand what he expects of me. Does he want me to stop worrying about him? Is he just looking for a good time? Is that really possible? No, honestly, I don’t understand him…
I quickly type: "Nothing but pleasure… but is that really possible?” The second my message has been sent, I regret writing it. William’s behavior has plunged me into a state of indecision. I really don’t know how to react to everything that happened.
Then, another man decides to make an entrance. Robin is standing in the doorway.
He walks toward me, smiling timidly. Dressed in Bermuda shorts and a Hermann Village polo shirt, he looks at me with immense kindness in his blue-gray eyes. I notice that he’s already sun-burnt and I can’t help smiling.
– You need to be careful, I say gently. The sun’s really hot here.
– I think I’ve learned my lesson, he says, with an adorably shy smile.
I’d give him a hug if I weren’t afraid he’d misinterpret it. I wish everything could be simpler between us. I wish he’d stop thinking of me as the love of his life and that we could go back to what we’ve always been: best friends.
Slowly, like a wary animal, Robin pulls out a bar stool and sits down in front of me. I don’t even ask what he would like, since I already know. I get him a nice cool beer and fix myself lemonade.
– Thanks, he says, smiling again and lifting his glass to hide his discomfort.
We fall silent for a while and then Robin speaks.
– It’s funny, you look different.
– It must be the tan, I say airily to hide my unease. There aren’t that many redheads around with a suntan, I boast.
Once again, silence. So I decide to get in there first.
– Why, Robin? I murmur, not daring to look at him.
– For you, he replies simply.
Just then, William replies to my message. I can’t resist reading it straightaway and I mutter a garbled apology to Robin as I open it. The message says: “Nothing is impossible for me and you. Think about last night”.
Of course, I blush to the roots of my hair and there’s no hiding it with my pale skin -- suntan, or not. I try to disguise my embarrassment, but Robin says sadly:
– It’s... him, isn’t it?
The sadness in my friend’s voice is heartbreaking: I wish I could comfort him but, right now, I feel like I'm his executioner. However, I decide to be straight with him in the hope that it will be easier if he understands exactly how I feel.
– Yes, it’s him, I say apologetically. He’s called William.
– Violaine told me about him, Robin says, nodding his head to tell me that he already knows what’s going on.
But before I can criticize Violaine, he adds: “She told me about it to try and stop me from coming.”
– But it didn’t change anything, I say gently.
– As you can see, he answers with a smile that does little to hide the despondency beneath.
– So what are you going to do now? I ask, with all the compassion in the world.
– Nothing, he says, suddenly more decisive. Looking very serious, he adds: “I’ve promised myself that I’ll do everything I can to win you back, Sol. If I hadn’t come, I’d have regretted it for the rest of my life. As long as I’m here, it means I haven’t given up hope.”
His passionate declaration of love is both touching and alarming at once. I really don’t want to hurt him, so I decide to be as clear as I possibly can.
– There’s no hope at all, I murmur, thinking about William.
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