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Chapter One


Now


Evan’s hand rests on my naked hip as I lie on my side with my back facing him.


Gently, he begins to move his fingers up and down my side, eliciting the goose bumps that rise on my skin. Even after all these years, he still knows how to make me tingle. My body responds to him almost on instinct now.


His weight on the bed shifts, and I hear the flick of a switch as our bedroom lights up with a gentle glow. I roll onto my back. Evan leans up on his elbow and peers down at me. ‘So, had you intended to spend the whole night pretending you were asleep, or are you actually going to tell me what the matter is?’


I sigh, and Evan’s soft, wavy hair tickles my cheek as he swoops in for a kiss.


‘All these years and I still can’t hide things from you, can I?’ I stare into his beautiful emerald eyes. Those glittering gems still capture my heart and take my breath away as if I am looking into them for the very first time. I’ll admit, I even love the more recent laughter lines at their corners which have slowly made an appearance over the past few years. Why is it that men get better looking with age? It really isn’t fair. Anyway, regardless of his looks, I’ve been with Evan some fifteen years now, and he still never ceases to amaze me.


Each and every day over those years has been filled with laughter, happiness, the greatest of pleasures and, well, inevitably, the odd disagreement. I think it’s fair to say that we owe it all to our good friend, Conor. I don’t know what would have happened had he not contacted me, asking for my help with a very broken Evan all those years ago.


The situation was partly my doing, really. I’d seen images of Evan with his ex-wife, things I was never supposed to see, and the turn in events prompted by those pictures had proved too much for me to handle. He wasn’t ready to give up on me until, in a moment of mad desperation, I had used my safe word with him. I guess it wasn’t the typical way one would use a safe word, in a non-sexual situation I mean. But I would have done anything in that moment to make the pain stop. I’d happily take all manner of spankings or floggings over that kind of pain again.


And yet, I still made that journey to the Manor, the exclusive BDSM retreat Conor owned and ran, on a plea from a total stranger. That journey didn’t just bring Evan and I back together, but gave me the opportunity to dig deep for strength, to take on the vilest ghost from Evan’s past. Strength that I had no idea existed within me. Although I wish I could say that I became a different woman from that moment on, in all honesty, it actually took me a little longer to become the confident women I know I am today.


‘Now come on, beautiful, I know you inside and out. When you’re stressed, every muscle in your body tenses up. Including those in your peachy backside.’


Evan brings me back from my recollections.


As an infectious smile spreads across his face, I find myself grinning back at him.


‘So, come on, out with it. It’s nearly one in the morning and some of us have to get up early.’


‘That is your own choice, Evan,’ I remind him. ‘You know that you don’t have to be so hands-on. They don’t need you in the office quite as often anymore.’


‘Yeah, yeah.’ He brushes my remark away, still clearly convinced the company will fall apart without him. ’Now spill.’


‘Ben called today while you were out. He and Emily have decided to take Jacob away for a month.’


Evan interrupts, while playing with my hair. He knows that I’ll always have a soft spot for Ben, who’s not only my old employer but also a dear friend. ‘And this is troubling you because...?’


‘Because I’m the reason they’re taking him away.’ ‘Ah.’ He lies back onto his pillow while I cover my face with my hands. He beckons me to rest my head on his chest before bringing his arm down around me. I snuggle in, immediately comforted by his familiar masculine scent.


‘Were those Ben’s exact words?’


‘Not quite, but it’s what he meant. He thinks it’s unhealthy, the amount of time Jacob spends around here. Ben has this stupid notion in his head that Jacob no longer sees me as his auntie, but as more of an... attraction.’ I bury my head in his chest to hide my face again as I think back to how he first entered my life.


Jacob was the result of one of Ben’s many one-night stands. The night Ben broke the news to me that he was a father, was the night he turned his life around. Initially, he hadn’t wanted to know anything about Jacob, but I’d interfered and arranged for Ben and me to meet up with his son and the boy’s mother, Emily. It had turned out to be the making of him.


Having missed the first five years of Jacob’s life, Ben soon made up for lost time. He’d rekindled his relationship with Emily too, creating the perfect family unit.


And, in the process, I’d gained a surrogate nephew, who I’d absolutely adored from the moment we played football in the park on our first meeting with him. Admittedly, Jacob had stopped using the word “Auntie” before beginning to call me Lou some years back. I hadn’t thought anything of it at the time.


The laughter spills from Evan’s mouth, causing his chest to move up and down, unsettling me in the process. I can’t help but be annoyed with his reaction.


I try to pull away, but Evan tightens his grip around me. I am defeated, yet again.


‘I’m sorry, beautiful. I hate to say I told you so, but I did tell you so. In fact, I’ve been trying to tell you this for a good while now. It’s hardly ground-breaking news.’


I jump on the defensive. ‘It’s not true. Why the hell would he be interested in me like that? I’m old enough to be his mother, and I have more grey than I allow the hair dye to let on. For Christ’s sake, he’s an attractive lad with youth on his side. Girls must be falling at his feet.’


‘Louisa, it is blatantly obvious that he is besotted with you. Not much unlike his father was back when we first met, if I recall rightly. Jay follows you round like a puppy dog, hangs on your every word. And don’t forget how he took an unhealthy interest in the tale of how we met. Granted, it’s a great story, but still... And how many texts have you received now, pleading for the next part of your story?’


I slap my hands over my face. ‘I’ve done it again, haven’t I? Ignored the signs because it was easier to simply dismiss them. I’m so stupid.’


‘No, not stupid at all. You are a wonderful woman. Bright, funny, with a loving soul and, let’s face it, with curves as sexy as hell. What’s not to like? He probably sees you as a Mrs Robinson type figure.’


I elbow him in the ribs. ‘I doubt he would even know who Mrs Robinson is. Besides, you have to say I’m all those things, you’re my partner.’


‘No, beautiful, I don’t. Now, back to the subject. When do they go away?’


‘They fly early on Tuesday, so they’re checking into a hotel nearer the airport tomorrow evening.’


I watch as Evan strokes his jaw in contemplation.


‘Well, why don’t you write Jacob a letter to take with him? Tell him the rest of your story. Perhaps it might encourage him to try new things, live his own life.’


I ponder the suggestion for a moment. It sounds like a good idea. ‘Why not? I guess I could end it with some sort of moral,’ I add.


‘Well, there you go, then.’ Evan kisses my forehead.


Moving from his grasp, I jump from the bed and then rush to grab my bathrobe hanging on the back of the door. Evan watches, mouth wide open.


‘Where the hell are you going now?’ he asks, clearly exasperated.


‘To write a letter for you to drop through Ben’s door tomorrow.’ I smile sweetly and blow a kiss at him, before swiftly leaving the room, not giving him any further time to object.


In Evan’s study, I sit in the soft leather chair and switch on the table lamp. I run my hands over the smooth, worn arms of the chair, conjuring up memories of the many times I have decided to side-track Evan from his work in this room with our delectable extra-curricular activities. Despite me instigating the scene on every occasion, it always ends up the same. Me bending over the desk to be spanked with a ruler, before being tied to the chair I now sit in while he has his wicked way with me.


Shaking my head, I tell myself I need to stop reminiscing, however pleasurable those memories may be, and move on to the job in hand.


Opening the side drawer, I pull out a handful of high-quality cream paper. With Evan’s best pen in hand, I begin to write.


Dear Jacob,


I hope this letter finds you well?


Before you read on, it’s important to know that this is a letter for your eyes only and cannot be seen by your mum and dad. If they see it, I am a dead woman!


I’m about to tell you the next part to my story. Though it’s beyond me as to why you are still so eager to hear it. Perhaps it will encourage you to step outside of your comfort zone and put yourself out there in the world. I know it did for me. And so, here goes...






Chapter Two


Then


Twelve months have passed by, and here I am, standing on the platform at Leamington Spa train station. The very same station where I waited only a year ago, with more than a little uncertainty, for a total stranger to come and collect me.


Conor, now a much-loved friend, had needed help with bringing Evan back from the brink, during a time when he thought he had lost everything. I eventually left the Manor with Evan, having aided him in conquering his demons and defeating the man who threatened to destroy him for good. And, thanks to the uncharacteristic amount of strength that I showed on that day, we were finally able to move on and start our life together.


I moved in with him not long after that, at his invitation, or should I say, insistence – having simply come home one day and found all my belongings had already been moved to his place – and we made the home we now share fit for both of us. A home that has held many nights of passion, pleasure, and of course, a little bit of much wanted pain.


Conor and I kept in touch, and it was only a matter of weeks before we joined forces to wind up Evan. We still love nothing more than teasing him, and the three of us have grown very close.


Yet, here I am alone, visiting our mutual friend, all by myself. The one person I could really do with seeing right now. His never-ending wit and Irish charm is enough to warm any heart.


I may have only known him for twelve months, but the way we interact would have anybody thinking we had been best friends for years.


Lifting my case, I make my way down the stairs and out of the station. The cold, damp air hits me as I walk against the wind towards the line of waiting taxis.


Heading to the first in line, I don’t have to wait long for the driver to open his window.


‘Where to, love?’ the jolly, slightly balding, middle-aged driver asks.


‘Orchard Manor House Retreat, please?’ I pray to God he only knows the location of the house, and not its function, or the many secrets that hide behind its walls.


‘OK, love.’ He nods before stepping out from his vehicle. He takes my case, then kindly opens the rear passenger door for me.


As I jump into the vehicle and slide along the seat, the driver places my case on the floor next to me before closing the door.


We have barely pulled away from the station when the taxi driver decides he wants to engage in idle chit-chat.


I only half-listen to what he is saying as my mind drifts back to the reason I am making this journey. Did I overreact out of anger and spite?


It’s not too long before I am gazing out of the window at the beautiful Manor. At a glance, nothing appears to have changed, the place still retains all its beauty.


The driver stops directly outside the entrance. Opening the door, he takes out my case and then offers me his hand to assist me out of the car. A very sweet gesture. Perhaps he feels that I could do with the extra support, due to my current conflicting emotional state.


I give him the taxi fare, and a little extra for his kindness. He gives me one last concerned glance and I do my best to muster up a reassuring smile. I watch as he slowly drives away before turning my gaze to the building ahead. I straighten my spine and, case in hand, I make my way up the steps and into the lobby.


There are a few people ahead of me in the queue at the reception desk, but the more time I have before I’m attended to, the better. It will allow me to compose myself and put on a mask for Conor. After all, he doesn’t need to know the real reason for me being here, does he?


After five minutes or so of kicking my case along, it’s finally my turn.


‘Can I help?’ The bubbly enquiry comes from an overly enthusiastic, young looking receptionist with a tad too much make-up on.


I take a deep breath before meeting her thickly lashed and heavily kohled eyes, and manage to eke out, ‘I was wondering if Mr O’Berne is available, please?’


‘Conor? Sure, he’s in his office. Want me to buzz him?’


‘No, it’s OK, I would quite like to surprise him. I’m – well – my partner, Evan, and I are friends of Conor’s.’


‘So, you must be Louisa!’ she squeaks, as she bounces in her chair and claps her hands with excitement.


I can quite honestly say this is a very embarrassing moment indeed. My cheeks flame as I glance from side to side, wishing she would keep her voice down. ‘Yes, how did you know my name?’


‘Conor never shuts up about you two. Every day, I’m asked if, by any chance, you may have checked in.’


I need to divert this conversation onto another track before I cringe any further. There’s nothing worse than being the centre of attention. Well, for me at least.


‘Where can I find him?’


‘In his office. You know where it is, right?’


I nod. ‘Is it OK if I leave my case here?’


‘No worries, Ms Gosser.’


Christ, she even knows my surname. As great as it should feel to be treated like royalty, I would much rather just blend into the background.


Leaving my case at the side of the desk, so as not to cause any obstruction to others, I head down the hallway to Conor’s office.


I take a few seconds to plaster the fake smile across my face before knocking lightly on his office door. To my disappointment, there is no reply.


About to walk away, I stop in my tracks when I hear that strong, loveable Irish accent. I weigh up the repercussions of just walking in without being asked, and come to the conclusion that, seeing as he doesn’t have a dominant bone in his body, he probably wouldn’t object.


Quietly, I open the door just a fraction and take a peek through the crack.


The back of his leather chair is turned towards the door, and the phone cable stretches from his desk and disappears around the side of the chair.


Deep in conversation, Conor remains oblivious to my presence.


‘You’re not listening to me. I bloody well just told you that I haven’t heard from her.’ His tone is clipped and his words abrupt.


I decide to enter, closing the door quietly behind me.


‘I know you’re worried but, for the love of God, she’s a grown woman. If she turns up here, I’ll let you know. Oh, and trust me, I will get an explanation.’ The receiver is slammed down onto its cradle.


Well, I don’t need two guesses as to who was on the other end of that particular phone call.


My ballet pumps prove themselves to be the perfect footwear, allowing me to tiptoe over and stand behind his chair without alerting him to my presence. I place my hands over Conor’s eyes.


‘Guess who?’ I try my hardest to sound jovial. Whether or not I have managed it is debatable.


‘Darlin’!’ I pull my hands away, allowing Conor to swing round in his chair. ‘It’s so good to see you. Want to tell me what the fuck is going on?’






Chapter Three


Think fast, Louisa. ‘I thought I would pay a very overdue visit to a dear friend, that’s all.’ Have I pulled it off?


‘Nice try, darlin’, but judging by the crappy appearance of your face, the red rings around your eyes, and the fact that I’ve just had a right earful from your very panicked other half, I would say that your reasoning is complete shite.’


Relaxing back in his chair, Conor orders me to sit.


I skulk around to the other side of his desk, where I plant myself down, defeated.


‘You want the truth? OK. I was angry and needed to get away from Evan.’


His sapphire eyes bore into me. I know he wants me to elaborate.


‘He’s going away tonight anyway,’ I add, trying to justify my actions.


Still his eyes remain relentlessly fixed on me. What can I say that will satisfy him?


‘In fact, he’s probably boarding the ferry as we speak.’ I shrug.


‘A ferry to where?’


‘I mean, it would have been quicker if he had flown, but no,’ I continue, ignoring his question. ‘He had to take Oscar, too. Couldn’t even leave me the dog for company while he’s gone.’ My face falls as I think about our little white Westie, and I can’t help but miss him already.


Conor pinches the bridge of his nose between two fingers. ‘A ferry to where, Louisa?’


‘He has a number of business meetings, and some belongings to collect from his old property in France, so he’ll be gone for the week.’


‘And that’s a reason to run away from home because...?’ He sounds exasperated.


‘Did you know that it’s a year this week since I was last here? It’s our first anniversary. Do you think Evan remembers?’ I don’t give him time to respond. ‘No is the answer.’


I can feel the anger building up inside me again, just as it did before I left my home in London, but I try to contain it while I continue.


‘I did suggest going with him to France, but the answer I got was a big, fat no. So I asked him why not. It’s because there’s a chance that he may come in contact with a certain very beautiful and glamorous ex-wife.’ It pains me to tell him this. ‘The belongings he needs to collect are at the villa the bitch obtained through the divorce.’


I rub at the stray tear that runs down my cheek with the back of my hand. Within an instant, Conor is kneeling at my feet.


‘Darlin’, it doesn’t mean anything.’ He tries his best to comfort me.


‘Really? He doesn’t connect the fact that I have taken a week off work to anything that might be happening in our lives? A year, Conor. It’s been the best year of my life, and I thought it had been the best year of his, too. Not to mention the fact that he’s putting himself in the position of seeing Laura again.’


‘Listen, Evan is a fucking idiot, darlin’. But the one thing you can be sure of is his love for you.’


‘I trust him, Conor. It’s her I don’t trust.’


‘So, we’ll just leave it as he’s a bastard then, right?’ he quips. I huff out a laugh.


‘You always know how to make me smile.’


‘Too bloody right, darlin’. I want to see that stunning face of yours without the worry lines. Those red rings around your eyes need to go too.’


I playfully slap his arm.


For a brief moment, there is silence. Not an uncomfortable one, but the fact that we are looking directly into one another’s eyes is a little unnerving, and I feel the crackle of an odd tension between us.


As if sensing the same, he looks away and returns to his chair.


‘Well, since you’re here, how’s about dinner and drinks tonight? I have another friend arriving shortly. But, dining in the company of two gorgeous women is even better than dining with just one.’


‘I don’t want to intrude, Conor,’ I assure him. ‘I am quite happy just pottering about. I don’t want to spoil your date.’


‘Don’t be daft. You actually couldn’t have timed your visit better. I think it would be good for you to meet my dinner date. You’ll get on like a house on fire. And trust me, she can be fiery.’


I watch Conor suspiciously as he strokes his beard. The last thing I want to be around right now is a strong, glamorous woman.


‘Conor, really, I will be fine just hanging out upstairs in our place.’


His eyes go wide. ‘The bastard hasn’t told you, has he?’


‘Told me what?’ I ask, puzzled.


‘Louisa, he sold the top floor back to me. It’s currently being renovated and I’ll be moving in on completion.’


‘What?’ The news hits me like a smack across the face. ‘No, he didn’t tell me... Why would he do that and not tell me? He knew I was desperate to come back here. What the hell am I supposed to say to that? Perhaps I should just head home.’


‘Don’t be daft, darlin’. I’m glad you came here. We’ll sort out a suite for you. I’m sure we have at least one going free.’ His face brightens. ‘Tell you what, I’ll go sort it out while you ring Evan. And before you argue, yes, you do have to phone him. Humour him, or curse at him if you have to. Either one will do, as long as he knows that you’re safe.’


I watch Conor leave his office, closing the door behind him.


Having pulled my mobile out from my handbag and feeling resigned, I hit the Skype icon and dial Evan.


As always, he answers in less than three rings.


‘For God’s sake, Louisa, I’ve been trying to contact you for hours.’ There’s no “hello”, no “how are you?” The tension set in his jaw and the frown across his forehead is all I need to know he is majorly pissed off.


‘I just needed to get away.’ I feel a need to justify my actions. ‘You’re not the only one who can do a moonlight flit, you know.’


‘If you’d have let me explain, you would have understood why it was for the best that I go alone. But no, you always choose to be so bloody stubborn.’


I can’t help but scoff. ‘Me, stubborn? You’re a fine one to talk, Mr I Get What I Want When I Want. I took the week off from work – a complete week for us to spend together, 24/7.’


Evan bites back. ‘I didn’t know you were going to take this week, did I?’


I shake my head. He really has no idea.


‘There’s a reason for it being this week.’


‘Enlighten me.’


I watch him on the screen, briefly noting the five o’clock shadow that he sports on his jaw. For a second, I remember how much I love the feel of it against my skin before I give my head a sharp shake, snapping myself back into my present anger.


‘Twelve months, Evan. Happy anniversary.’


Realisation dawns on his face and I see the moment the horror of his mistake sets in. But, before I can soften and melt into his eyes, like I usually do, I make the brave decision to end the call. Something I know is bound to count against me at a later date.


While I still have a small amount of anger in me, I decide to fire off a text to him.


Oh, and thanks for telling me you sold the apartment at the Manor. I see now you had absolutely no intention of bringing me back here.


Having thrown my phone back into my bag, I rest my head in my hands. I wonder how the hell I’ve reached this stage, me running from the one man that I love, adore, and worship.


All wrapped up in my own thoughts, I realise that I failed to hear Conor enter the room when suddenly I sense him standing over me.


Placing his hand on my shoulder, he squeezes it in a comforting gesture.


‘Come on, darlin’, I’ve got you a room sorted. It’s on the ground floor. Got a king-sized bed and the most amazing en-suite in this place.’


He lets go of my shoulder and I look up at him. Hands in pockets, he displays an expression of great pride.


‘Wow, I’m honoured. But a box room or even a sofa would have suited me just fine.’


‘Only the best for the most gorgeous person on earth.’ Conor’s eyes sparkle with the Irish charm that I’m pretty sure causes a lot of both men and woman to swoon.


‘Really?’ I ask dryly. He should know by now that I don’t handle compliments very well. It’s taken me this long to feel comfortable with Evan calling me beautiful. Though I still find it hard to believe there’s any truth behind the endearment.


‘Come on, then.’ Taking both my hands, he pulls me to my feet. ‘Let’s get you sorted.’


The humour evaporates within a matter of seconds as I ask my friend for the answer I can’t find within myself. ‘What am I going to do, Conor?’


‘Well, I thought judging by the bags under your eyes, you could have a doze first, then perhaps take a shower before meeting me in the Hall later on for drinks before dinner.’


I let out a heavy sigh. ‘That’s not what I meant.’


‘I know, darlin’. But, for now, let’s forget the issue and focus on getting pissed tonight instead.’


He hands me my room key before walking to his office door. ‘I’ve had someone take your case to your room already.’


Since Conor doesn’t follow me out of the office, I say, ‘I’ll see you later then?’ I need the reassurance.


‘You sure will, darlin’. Let’s say seven-ish.’


‘OK, seven it is.’


Conor smiles before quietly pulling his office door shut. I guess, like any other business, there is always work to do.


Looking at the now-closed door, my current situation suddenly hits me. I am in the environment that I had practically begged Evan to bring me back to, but now that I’m here alone, it suddenly seems like quite a frightening place.


A cough coming from behind me causes me to jump. Turning, I see a tall man with greying hair in a black suit standing behind me in a military stance, wearing a deadpan expression.


I check around and decide that, yes, he is definitely looking at me. The cough was obviously designed to capture my attention.


‘Is something wrong?’ I manage to pluck up the courage to say.


With that question, his face softens and suddenly he’s not so intimidating. Awaiting his reply, I take the brief opportunity to study him a little more.


His café au lait skin shows signs of weathering, as though his face has been beaten by the winds of a harsh life lived. His salt and pepper hair is cut military short and his dark eyes are unreadable. They say the eyes are the window to the soul, but this man has a carefully constructed facade in place to defend against the enquiring stares of others. It’s almost as if they are blocked by a wall, barring anyone from seeing too deep inside. A shield protecting himself from intruders.


With a natural formality, he responds, ‘Not at all, Ms Gosser. My name is Simon and I’ve been asked to show you to your room.’


‘Oh, right, I see.’ Why didn’t Conor mention this?


‘Please call me Louisa, and, really, I’m sure that’s not necessary. I should be able to find my own way.’


‘No, I insist. It’s no trouble at all. Shall we?’ he asks, marching forward without me, naturally just assuming that I’ll follow.


As he begins to stride off, I see no further point in arguing. He may be pleasant enough, but I doubt I would win in an argument against him. Much like any argument I have with the men in my life.


I find it almost impossible to keep up with his brusque pace. As I scurry along behind him, I get the odd feeling that we’ve met before.


He leads me into the very aptly named Great Hall. A huge airy space full of exposed wooden beams and high marble arch ways. Intricate and beautifully woven tapestries depicting all manner of risqué scenes from widely known tales of Greek mythology adorn the rustic brick stone walls. Everything is lit up with the sultry, flickering glow of what looks like hundreds of candles, all supported and held in place by the huge, swirling iron chandeliers that hang down on long chains from the ceiling.


The clash between medieval and Greek themes are blended seamlessly by the more modern pieces of art work that come in the form of, what must be, ridiculously expensive sculptures, perfectly situated in various spots around the room. The roaring fire and voluptuously squashy sofas suffuse the vast hall with a feeling of warmth and comfort.


I stop for a moment and look around at the indescribable splendour of this glorious space, as if seeing it for the very first time.


However, Simon has other ideas, and he cuts my reminiscing short when he fails to slow his pace and I have to race to catch up with him.


When we reach what appears at first sight to be a wooden panelled alcove, he turns and looks at me expectantly. We’re situated on the right side of the monstrously sized fireplace, directly across from the grand staircase that I walked down only 12 months previously to be greeted by the waiting arms of my loving soul mate, Evan.


‘Well, here we are, Louisa.’ Simon drags my attention back to the here and now.


I stare in the same direction as Simon, but find myself at a loss. All I see is the dark wooden panelling of a wall in the corner of a room.


Simon, obviously catching onto my confusion, lowers his hand, and I spot it. The brass door handle, which now suddenly seems strikingly obvious.


Feeling a little foolish at my lack of observational skills, I mutter, ‘Sorry. When Conor said the ground floor, I had no idea it would be – well, directly attached to this room.’


Simon chooses to ignore my embarrassment. ‘Wait till you see the inside. The room is usually reserved by quite high-profile people. It gives them a brief walk to the lift and quick access to what’s downstairs.’


I can only assume he is referring to the playrooms in the basement.


‘Yet, Conor decides to let me have it,’ I mutter quietly, humbled by the gesture.


‘Perhaps you are special to him – being a friend, I mean.’


For some reason this makes me cringe and I don’t quite know how to answer.


‘Well, if you need anything just call reception and ask for me.’ Simon offers a curt nod and makes to leave.


He doesn’t get far, however, before I call out to him. ‘Simon. We’ve met before, haven’t we?’ He stops dead in his tracks and turns on the spot.


‘Yes, Louisa. The last time you were here, I had only just started.’ He hesitates slightly before adding, ‘I must say, you did a grand job of handling that vicious bastard.’


I know exactly to whom he is referring. ‘Lucas,’ I mutter under my breath. It’s not a name that’s been mentioned, for obvious reasons, for some time now.


By the time I look up, Simon is no longer in sight. Well, let’s check out this room then.


My fingers fumble with the key as I unlock the door. Turning the handle, I take a peek inside. Conor wasn’t kidding. This room is something special.


From the doorway I look out onto the beautiful expanse of the Manor’s grounds through a large bay window.


I walk a little further into the room, allowing the door to close behind me. It’s larger in size than I expected and, as promised, there is a king-sized bed with a plush suede headboard resting against the left-hand wall. I can’t resist running my hand over the rich, red damask bedspread, so soft and heavenly to the touch. Both sides of the bed have bedside cabinets on which sit the most beautiful Tiffany-style lamps.


Against the right-hand wall stands a beautifully restored, obviously antique dressing table. It has a large mirror surrounded by a masterfully carved wooden frame, and comes complete with a velvet padded stool. I can just imagine one of the high-profile guests Simon mentioned – a film star, maybe, or a Member of Parliament – sitting on the stool doing her make-up or brushing her hair.


By the side of this is a large wardrobe. Its style is in keeping with the dressing table, and I doubt the clothes I shoved into my case in such a hurry would even fill half of it.


Sitting on the soft bed I look around at the surrounding walls. The lower halves all have the same wooden panelling as the Great Hall outside. However, the top halves are papered in a rich, deep red. The perfect match for the bedspread. The room has a beautifully heady gothic feel to it and I sigh in contentment.


I glance out of the arched bay window once more, admiring the grounds, until I see another door situated on my left. This must lead to the brilliant en-suite Conor was so proud to mention earlier.


My case stands by the wardrobe. But suddenly feeling fatigued, I decide that unpacking can wait.


I grab my handbag and pull out my phone so I can set an alarm in the event that I do manage to drift off.


It’s now four o’clock, so I set it for six, just in case.


I make the conscious decision not to climb under the covers as this would allow me to get too comfortable. I lay back, head resting on the pillows.


It doesn’t take long before my eyelids grow heavy and sleep prevails.






Chapter Four


As I turn over on the bed it takes a few moments for my eyes to adjust, and for me to familiarise myself with my new surroundings.


Daylight no longer fills the room. When I look out of the bay window the darkened sky greets me. ‘Shit!’ Sitting bolt upright on the bed, I grab my phone from the bedside cabinet.


When I bring the screen to life I see the time now reads eight o’clock. Crap. I have a vague memory of waking briefly and switching off my alarm. Double crap. I’ve also missed three calls from a familiar number.


Immediately I hit dial, returning the call. ‘Conor, I am so sorry. I didn’t mean to sleep so long.’


‘No worries, darlin’. You were obviously having sweet, wicked dreams. Sort yourself out, freshen up, do whatever you ladies do, and come join us in the Hall. We’ve already eaten but I’ll have something fixed up for you.’


Food is the last thing I want right now. ‘No, Conor, there’s no need. I’m not hungry.’


‘Don’t be daft. You’ve got to line your stomach if you’re going to get pissed. So, shut up and get your sweet arse down here.’ The phone goes dead before I can respond.


Jumping off the bed, I feel a little more awake. I open my case in front of the wardrobe and have a rummage through, quickly deciding on a grey tunic top (which Evan hates due to its lack of shape), a pair of black skinny jeans, and my old faithful black ballet pumps. Hardly the height of sophistication, but they’ll have to do.


Once I’ve changed I tie my hair back into a bun, and, looking in the mirror, remove the smudges of mascara from under my eyes. I could probably do with removing my make-up entirely and reapplying it, but I’ve kept Conor waiting long enough.


As I head out of my room, I look around the bustling room, full of different faces, but am unable to locate the one that I want.


I don’t have to scan the Hall for much longer as the infectious sound of Conor’s laughter soon spills out into the space and signals where he is sitting. He’s over by the other side of the large fireplace, which is currently alive, crackling and dancing with flames.


Although I can see him, his female guest remains a mystery. They’re both sitting in high-backed chairs which are placed on opposing angles toward the blazing heath. Conor is directly in my line of view but the angle of his guest’s chair means that she’s completely obscured to me.


I approach with caution, a little uneasy and cursing myself for sleeping so late. I more than likely wouldn’t be experiencing this “two’s company, three’s a crowd” feeling had I arrived back when I should have.


I quietly stand behind the high-backed chair, some three steps away, waiting for a lull in the conversation to catch Conor’s eye.


I take a second to appreciate his stylish appearance and effervescent manner. His eyes glitter with mirth and he waves his hands around as he speaks, no doubt regaling his guest with a story of one of his many wicked adventures. When he’s not speaking, he sits comfortably in his chair looking every inch the king of the Manor.


He wears a dark burgundy slim-line suit with the jacket left open over a plain navy t-shirt. The lack of a button up shirt makes his look more modern and casual, as does his choice to push his jacket sleeves back above his forearms. The bold choice of colour makes him stand out, as does his shock of multihued silver hair, which is cut neatly on the sides and kept longer and swept back on top. He leans back, drink in hand, and flashes a bare ankle as he rests an Italian leather loafer on one knee. It’s these touches, like the silk navy pocket square he sports in his left breast pocket, and the signet ring resting on his left little finger, which are all signs of the man’s innate sense of fashion and obvious flare. But he wouldn’t be half as charming without the infectious smile that never seems to leave his face, along with the ever present twinkle in his sapphire gems.


I feel a smile creep up onto my own face as I can’t help but marvel at my friend and his larger than life presence. I’ve almost forgotten about his guest entirely, that is until I step a little closer. The most intense and overwhelming, yet enticing – intoxicating, even – scent floats into my nostrils.


Oh my God, I’m about to crash a date. But Conor has yet to notice... I could easily slip away back up to my room and text him to say I’m unwell. The thought is so very appealing.


Wearing ballet pumps makes it quite easy to take a few steps back without being heard. I know I can pull this off.


‘Ah, darlin’, it’s about fucking time. Come and sit down.’ Conor waves his hand airily, beckoning me towards him.


Shit. Disappearing is now completely out of the question as Conor and his guest stand to greet me.


Apprehensively, I make my way to Conor’s side. He rests a hand on my lower back as he introduces me.


‘Louisa, this is Tessa.’


My jaw practically drops to the floor as I take in the owner of the rich perfume. Now standing to greet me is one of the most exquisite examples of God’s creations that I have ever seen. So exquisite in fact that I find I can’t tear my eyes away.


Tessa’s skin is flawless porcelain. It creates a stark contrast to the black, figure-hugging dress she wears, showing off her perfectly exaggerated hourglass figure. Long, red, glossy hair flows down her back. Brave enough to only take momentary glimpses at her face, I start with her thickly lashed eyes which are a brilliant shade of blue, so intense they almost appear violet. I get the impression that a multitude of secrets are hidden behind that violet hue, and when she smiles at me it feels as though she is inviting me to share one with her.


Tilted up to one side, her lips are plump and her mouth small, the almost perfect heart shape highlighted by a bold shade of red lipstick, making them even more enticing. The only other make-up I can see is the slightest amount of blusher highlighting her high, prominent cheekbones. She looks like a red-headed, perfectly plus sized cross between Gigi Hadid and Dita Von Tease. My cheeks feel hot.


What the hell is wrong with me?! I need to look away! Now would be good Louisa! Despite my brain screaming this, I just can’t do it. I mentally curse Conor for not warning me as to how bloody immaculate his date would be. Had I known that I would be greeted by Jessica Rabbit I would have made a lot more effort with my own appearance.


Hell, who am I kidding? It wouldn’t matter what I was wearing or whatever amount of make-up I had applied. This woman would outshine even the most glamorous of celebrities. That’s exactly what Conor and her look like together, a couple of A-list celebrities.


Suddenly feeling very insecure, I find myself focusing on the floor.


‘Hello, Louisa, how lovely to meet you. I’ve heard so much about you.’ She holds out a perfectly manicured hand for me to take. Her low, husky voice sends a tingle down my spine.


Shaking Tessa’s extended hand, I can’t help but blush. ‘It’s nice to meet you too, Tessa.’ The heat in my cheeks increases and I imagine myself turning a lovely shade of a beetroot. My hands begin to shake nervously. And yet Tessa refuses to let go. I chance a quick look at her eyes and feel like they are boring into me, stripping me bare. I quickly reacquaint myself with the floor.


‘Come. Sit by me.’ It’s more of a command from Tessa than an invitation. When I find myself obeying, her grip on my hand tightens.


Tessa sits in between Conor and me, and although I feel completely isolated from my friend, I’m relieved to finally be sat down. Not only am I suddenly very aware of how short I am, but also my legs have apparently turned to jelly. Why am I reacting like this?


Focusing purely on Conor, I hope to ease my discomfort. However, I’m not sure that’s going to be possible as I sense the eyes of this goddess continuing to scrutinise me. Judging me for my shitty appearance perhaps? Despite my best efforts, feelings of negativity and inadequacy take hold. Come on Louisa you’re supposed to be over this kind of thing now!


I play with the loose pieces of hair that hang on either side of my face, reverting back to my old habit. Evan would be so disappointed in me, but they act as a much-needed security blanket while an awkward, unnerving silence seeps around the three of us.


My shoulders relax when finally Conor breaks the silence.


‘You must be hungry after your nap, darlin’,’ he addresses me. ‘What do you fancy to eat?’


‘Nothing, really. Thanks, Conor, I’m fine.’ Please, Conor, not with the food. Not now.


‘Come on, darlin’, you’ve got to eat. Don’t want you wasting away on me.’


‘Please, Conor, I’m really not in the mood for food right now.’


‘If Evan were here, you’d eat. You’d have no choice in the matter,’ he goads me.


‘But he’s not, is he?’ I mutter quietly.


‘For fuck’s sake, Louisa... ‘


Conor is cut off by a wave of Tessa’s beautifully manicured hand.


‘Leave the poor woman alone. For whatever reason, Louisa doesn’t want to eat. Give her a break. Even better, go and grab us some cocktails. It doesn’t matter which. Does that sound good to you, Louisa?’


Tessa turns to me for confirmation, and the last thing I thought I would feel is relief.


‘That sounds great.’ I smile as a thank you for her side-tracking Conor.


Resigning himself to the fact that he has obviously been beaten, he gets to his feet. He shakes his head before disappearing, presumably to the bar.


‘Thank you for that,’ I say hastily, eager to avoid any further spells of difficult silence.


‘No problem. He knows better than to argue with me,’ she responds, smiling smugly to herself.


‘I’m sorry for gate-crashing your date.’ It’s a statement that I immediately regret making when Tessa bursts into raucous laughter. She slams her hand down on the arm of her chair. My cheeks flush. Here comes the fifty shades of beetroot.


I look around, anywhere but at Tessa. Luckily, it seems her laughter hasn’t attracted attention, as the other guests remain focused on their own private discussions.


But that still doesn’t stop me from wishing the ground would swallow me whole.


Suddenly I feel a hand rest gently on my arm. Looking down I see it’s Tessa’s.


‘I’m sorry,’ she says, carefully wiping a tear from her eye. ‘I’m not laughing at you. It’s just the thought of Conor and I being on a date.’


I don’t get it. This thought must show through the expression on my face because Tessa begins to elaborate.


‘Conor and I go way back. Every so often we meet, I inflict some pain, which he gratefully receives, and then we fuck. We’re good friends but that really is as far as it goes.’


‘Oh, I see,’ is all I can manage to say after being given a little bit more information than I actually wanted to hear.


Tessa, however, is still happy to continue. ‘Now, are you going to tell me why the hell you’re so nervous? I really don’t bite, sweetheart – unless, of course, I’m asked to.’ She bares her white teeth at me in a predatory smile.


How do I answer this question honestly without being blunt and just coming out and saying ‘actually it’s you’?


‘To be honest, I don’t know. It’s just – well – you’re stunning.’ Did I really just say that?


‘Well thank you, sweetness. I happen to think you’re quite the gorgeous little flower yourself.’ She smiles genuinely at me but it fades abruptly when I can’t help the dry, disbelieving huff that escapes me. I outwardly cringe.
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