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    When Stella Brookes vowed "to love and to cherish till death us do part", she never figured she’d be a widow at the age of 33. Two years later, she embarks on a once-in-a-lifetime dream holiday in Naples, and it’s going great – until she meets a young, flamboyant artist, Antonio Dell’Ora. Not only does he capture Stella’s beauty in his sketchbook, he’s drawing much more from her than she’s willing to part with. Feelings of betrayal towards her dead husband and sexual desire for Antonio test her resolve to be the woman she wishes to be. But if Stella is to move on with the rest of her life, she must believe her wedding vow. When she’s given another chance "to have and to hold from this day forward" she steps over the boundary that restricted her and is drawn to Antonio.


  




  

    Chapter One




    Clasped in her partner’s arms, the woman gazed at the bay of Naples. Neapolitan lights surrounded the bay and the blood orange full moon’s reflection rippled on the sea. Across the bay, the black hulk of Mount Vesuvius stretched toward the darkening sky.




    I laid the open travel brochure on my bed. Maybe I should treat myself to a holiday. Without Tom by my side, there wasn’t much to look forward to. Was there anything exciting about a woman in her 30s touring alone? As I flicked to the next page, I could almost taste the food, savour the smells emanating from rustic backstreet grocers, and soak in the sea, but there’d be nobody to share it with. A sigh rose from my lips as I glanced at the couple in the photograph, imagining what they would do next. They’d enter a swanky restaurant where they’d order a spicy meal with an exotic name that meant nothing to them, while drinking wine they could buy in Asda. The intoxication of Naples would satisfy them and they’d lose themselves in sexual heat before they slept in each other’s arms. But at least they’d have each other. A holiday is exactly what you need, I told myself. It’ll get you away from here … even if it’s only for a short time. And you never know; you may even find a man who’d do all that for you.




    Hah! There was more chance of Vesuvius erupting. I folded the brochure and dropped it on my bedside locker. As I lay on my bed, I looked down at my body. Just because I was 35, it didn’t mean that I didn’t crave sex. Far from it. Desires once ignited can’t be extinguished. Just like the woman in the brochure, I wanted to be clasped in a man’s arms and to know I meant everything to him. I yearned for the scent of aftershave near my cheeks and passionate sex with a lover who surrendered himself only to me.




    In the warm glow of my large bedroom, I sat upright against the headboard, remembering better times. One look to the right-hand side of my bed, and even then, I couldn’t comprehend that Tom was no longer there with me. I closed my eyes and lay my head back against the pillow. For 13 years, I was married to the guy of my dreams. Sure, he wasn’t Brad Pitt, but then again I wasn’t exactly Angelina Jolie. But what we had should have lasted a hell of a lot longer than it did.




    I cast my mind back to the night, two years ago, when I was rudely awakened at 4.37 by a visit from the police. I’d trembled as I stood barefoot in the cold, stone-tiled hallway while a sympathetic officer tried to soften the bad news. “Mrs Stella Brookes? Yes. We’re sorry to tell you, but your husband’s been involved in a road traffic accident.” Each day after that, I felt like I was trudging through a barren desert, desperately seeking respite from the long, weary days and cold nights without him.




    Now, I only possessed three tangible pieces of evidence that Tom and I had ever lived together: our gold wedding rings in my bedside drawer, the Caesarean scar on my stomach, and my daughter, Maddy. On his bedside locker, I still kept a framed photograph of Tom with his mischievous smile, captured just after he and Maddy had a play fight with the hosepipe. During the long nights without him, I’d stare at his face trying hard to remember all the good times. But now, the memories are fading away – just like the hollow on Tom’s side of the mattress where, after our climaxes, he would roll over onto his back and gently hold me until I slept. For two years, there had been no one to hold me, no whispered words of love, and all our dreams had scattered like autumn leaves in the wind. All I desired was the thrill of human hands exploring my body – even if it was just one more time. For that to happen, I would have to let go of the past, move on, and let another man move in.




    So there I lay at two o’clock in the morning, on the second anniversary of Tom’s death, still dressed and sleep deprived with nobody to talk with. I’d shaken the last remnants of hot chocolate into my mug and taken a sleeping tablet, but my mind raced with nostalgic memories. If I’d fallen asleep that night, I never would have heard a clatter outside my house and crept over to the bedroom window to investigate.




    Shadows loomed from parked cars and elms, cast by the amber glow of streetlamps. All curtains were closed and lights out in the semi-detached houses along the avenue. Opposite my house, under the flickering streetlamp the council hadn’t fixed, two young women embraced in its strobe-effect. The taller woman, with the rainbow hair and strange make-up, smoothed her lover’s long, dark hair behind her ears. She kissed her girlfriend’s lips and pulled in tight so their bodies fused together. Nuzzled into each other’s necks, their laughter echoed through the barren avenue. For that moment, they were the only two people in the world who mattered.




    Behind the net curtains, I watched them leave and disappear under the shadow of an elm and my heart tightened. Their silence suggested their lovemaking had recommenced and there I was, in my home with nobody to hold. So many things had changed in the world since I had met and lost Tom. A whole lifetime had evolved, and I was captive to the past, unable to rouse myself from a life of shadows and ghosts. There was a time when kissing boys was done secretly, but now it didn’t seem to matter. I’d been happy knowing that Tom had been my one and only sexual encounter, but rather than benefitting from that, it had turned me as good as frigid and unable to view sex from other perspectives. The sexual revolution had gained pace and left me behind with my Victorian attitudes. Without knowing it, I’d become like my parents.




    Standing by the window, I heard laughter echo along the avenue, and I was jealous for the two young lovers’ happiness. But surely, that’s what life’s all about, I told myself. To find someone who makes you happy, and love each other with every breath.




    I gazed toward the sky, stretched out like black, sequinned fabric, with Venus shining bright among all the other stars. On warm summer evenings, Tom and I liked to lie upon sun loungers in the garden. With glasses of white wine, we talked until the late hours until we emptied the bottle, and felt intoxicated from alcohol and mutual love. Night air chilled us and goosepimples rose on our skin. Indoors, feeling flushed from the wine, we would lose ourselves in semi-inebriated sexual passion.




    Clutching my sides, I sighed. Those evenings were a distant memory. Venus shone for others that night, and the darkness only increased the measure of loneliness swallowing me. So I pulled the curtains and hid myself in the soft amber light that caressed the bedroom.




    My haggard reflection haunted me as I undressed in front of the full-length mirror. Long caramel curls shaped like flames framed my face, but I looked old and pale. Jesus, Stella, I thought. Look at those baggy eyes and crow’s feet. Concealer? Cement more like! Who am I trying to kid? Who the hell will want me when I look like a tired old hag? Forget it … they’re going to have to be blind or bloody desperate! But my blue eyes still retained that irresistible sparkle that had attracted men. And that was the problem – the attractions were getting less frequent. I brushed my hair as it draped over my shoulders and rested just above my nipples. My 36-inch bust had stayed relatively firm. A healthy lifestyle and having a child had plumped my breasts, hips, and waist with natural curves, so that was something to be grateful for. The gangly teenager I used to be had transformed into a butterfly on the outside, and yet for most of my life I’d felt as though I was trapped in a cocoon.




    I supported my breasts in my hands and looked at them in the mirror’s reflection. You’ve still got these,  I reminded myself. My shoulders dropped. I didn’t want to kid myself. Sure you have, said a small voice at the back of my mind. But what’s the bloody point if no one wants to touch you! I knew time was running out and the fear of being an unsexed widow at my young age filled me with dread. I ran my finger across the Caesarean scar and thought of Maddy. It didn’t look half as ugly as it had just after she was born, but I hated having that minor blemish on an otherwise beautiful body. I placed my hands on my hips, a last defiant stand against the ageing process. Well, here I was, warts and all.




    This is who you are, Stella, I told myself. It’s up to you what you do with it. You can hide away from the world or get your head together and find what you’re really looking for. You’re not an oil painting, but it’s nothing that a little restoration can’t fix. With a final glance at my curvy waist and breasts, I shrugged my shoulders. But what am I looking for, I wondered, as I looked toward the bedside lamp which bathed Tom’s image with a warm glow. I lifted the silk sheets and slid into bed.




    ‘I love you.’




    With tender thumb strokes, I traced the contours of his face, but the lack of physical reciprocation made me cry. My right hand slid under the sheets and rested on my breasts. As I tweaked my nipple, it stiffened instantly. I missed the way he nibbled them with his soft lips and with gentle, circular motions licked around the hardened peaks. ‘I miss the way you kissed me here.’ My hand moved slowly over my fluttering stomach, downwards until the palm rested on my pubic bone. ‘And here. If only you could touch me again and rest your head down there … do the things you once did to make me feel like a woman.’




    I envisaged Tom in my mind with his face buried between my legs, supporting my thighs with his strong arms, his tongue gently lapping at the labia and clitoris, with sighs issuing from his throat between breaths, his eyes adoring me. I closed my eyes and bucked with pleasurable agony. I slid my hand under the sheet and tweaked my nipple as if it was Tom’s lips. The sensations from my clitoris and nipples made me arch upwards and bring my knees together.




    ‘If only I could feel you inside me.’ My breaths became shallow as tingles rippled down my thighs toward the toes. Sensations raced through my body; as I looked at Tom’s photograph, a mist descended over my eyes. Through the tears, I was trapped with burning sensations that needed to erupt, but I was forced to create the climax I desired Tom to give me.




    ‘I wish you’d hold me, make love to me, just one more time …’ My legs squeezed together and trapped my hand. Everything was meaningless without Tom. Inside my core, I burned with lust, ached from unfulfilled pleasure, and needed so badly the ecstasy of orgasm, but grief and anger imprisoned me. I kissed the photograph and switched off the light.




    As the glow faded and darkness accentuated my surroundings, the young lovers’ laughs faded into the night. I closed my eyes and stifled tears as Tom’s face became hazy. ‘I miss you so much,’ I murmured. The streetlamp shone a small amount of light on his facial contours. I kissed him again and laid his photograph upon his pillow, my arms trailing across the bed as though I lay next to him. For all the years I’d fallen asleep next to him, my arm across his broad, hairy chest, it was the one place where I felt completely safe. Even when he was tired, there was never a time when he rolled away from me. I’d been fortunate to find a great husband who loved me just as I was.




    The six o’clock alarm roused me from sleep as daylight forced itself through the curtains’ fabric. I rubbed my eyes and saw Tom’s photograph balancing at an acute angle between the bed and locker.




    I draped my legs over the edge of the bed, too tired to move, or just unwilling to face the day ahead. Every muscle ached. In the full-length mirror, I looked at my tired eyes and naked body and quickly covered myself with the bathrobe that hung over the vanity table chair. The early-spring chill invading the house was put to flight by the soft fabric tightened against my skin. A yawn crawled from my mouth. I pulled the curtains apart just as the streetlamp turned itself off. As the amber glow faded and the first signs of daylight rose on the horizon, there was no trace of where the lovers had stood. They had their whole lives before them. Maybe next year they’d have different partners. At least they’d have somebody. With a sigh, I looked down the avenue where they had disappeared under the elm. Make the most of it, I wanted to tell them. It doesn’t last forever.




    Across the street, my lifelong friends Robbie and Jeanette kissed and headed towards their separate cars, ready for the drive to work.




    ‘Don’t forget to buy a card for Stella,’ Jeanette said, her voice echoing around the silent street.




    Robbie looked toward my window. His reply of, ‘Thanks, love. Whatever would I do without you?’ sounded loud in the empty avenue. He stole a final kiss from her then they climbed into their cars. The clutch ground in Jeanette’s, as it always did each morning. Like clockwork! I watched her reverse into the road and wave at Robbie through her open window. As I ambled from the net curtains toward the door, a brief glance at Tom’s photograph caused my thin smile to evaporate.




    Two years ago, and almost to the hour, I’d become a widow. The intervening years had felt like a post-operation haze – fuzzy; and forward movement was non-existent. As much as I needed Tom, I needed closure. Life was too bloody short to sit here moping until I was an old woman. I’d got a good few years left yet … There was nothing to lose and everything to gain.




    The brochure on my bedside locker enticed me to look once again. I flicked to the page where the happy couple held each other in Naples. It was time to reawaken my desires and fulfil all the dreams I’d put on hold when I’d married Tom.




    No time like the present, I told myself. Naples it is, then.
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