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      Enjoy this playlist while you read: 35 songs for 34 chapters and an epilogue. Listen while you read (one song per chapter) to have a soundtrack experience, or listen before you read and get a feel for where Lucas and Elodie are headed next!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “There is a kind of merry war betwixt Signior Benedick and her:

      
        They never meet but there’s a skirmish of wit between them.”

        Much Ado About Nothing (1.1.50)

      

      

        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        1. Lucas

      

      
        2. Elodie

      

      
        3. Elodie

      

      
        4. Lucas

      

      
        5. Lucas

      

      
        6. Elodie

      

      
        7. Elodie

      

      
        8. Lucas

      

      
        9. Lucas

      

      
        10. Elodie

      

      
        11. Lucas

      

      
        12. Elodie

      

      
        13. Lucas

      

      
        14. Lucas

      

      
        15. Elodie

      

      
        16. Lucas

      

      
        17. Lucas

      

      
        18. Elodie

      

      
        19. Lucas

      

      
        20. Elodie

      

      
        21. Lucas

      

      
        22. Elodie

      

      
        23. Lucas

      

      
        24. Elodie

      

      
        25. Lucas

      

      
        26. Lucas

      

      
        27. Elodie

      

      
        28. Elodie

      

      
        29. Lucas

      

      
        30. Lucas

      

      
        31. Elodie

      

      
        32. Elodie

      

      
        33. Lucas

      

      
        34. Lucas

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        To My Reader

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Books by Chloe Liese

      

    

    

  



    
      
        
          
            One

          

          

      

    

    







            Lucas

          

        

      

    

    
      London, United Kingdom, July 2006

      Physician offices are the piss. They reek of infirmity and antiseptic, and I have a working theory they’re the unspoken repository for the world’s worst artistic endeavors. A poor attempt at a field of poppies set against a flat blue sky hung on the wall, directly at eye level. It was unquestionably supposed to evoke calm, but all I felt was rage as I stared at it.

      Perhaps that had more to do with what I knew was coming than the horrific landscape behind my childhood friend’s shoulder. Jo set her glasses on her desk and drummed her fingers on its polished surface.

      “No good way to say this, Luc, so I’m going to be direct with you. You have a few years. Five at most,” Jo said. “Based on your latest examination and test results, it’s picking up, unfortunately.”

      The clock in her office ticked ominously loud, an unwelcome reminder.

      Tick-tock. Time is not on your side.

      Apparently time had been good to me for years; I just hadn’t known it. Or perhaps, like a good Englishman, I’d known deep down but buried it deeper. Flashed a rallying smile and carried on.

      “I’m sorry, Luc,” she said.

      It was at moments like these that you could only be grateful for an old friend who didn’t mince words and whose shared history softened the blow. Jo wasn’t telling me anything I didn’t know, even if only subconsciously. I was living it, feeling the walls close in on the life I’d known. But hearing it lent my condition’s inevitability a new terrifying weight.

      Dread fizzed to the surface of my body, my skin prickling and hot. I clasped my hands between my knees and squeezed so hard my knuckles throbbed. Pain localized, panic averted. For now.

      “Right,” I said. “Well, nothing we didn’t know, really.”

      Jo’s eyes pinched in concern. “Doesn’t mean you can’t have feelings about it, Luc.”

      That was precisely what it meant. If I could think my way through my feelings, I preferred to. It diffused them to aberrations, inconsequential noise in the data of my life that I could justifiably ignore because of their rarity. I was Lucas Edwards. Good-natured, if not a little dry in my wit. Even-tempered, healthy as a horse. Forever all right.

      That was unfortunately going to change. According to Jo, a little sooner than my denial had let me acknowledge.

      I gave her a look that said enough talking about the sticky stuff. “Feelings aren’t the purview of the physician, Dr. King.”

      Poor woman. What kind of first name is Jo, and not a middle name to be seen? Not Joanna. Not Josephine. Jo. King. Jo-king.

      Horrifying really, how cruel parents can be.

      My uncharitably named childhood chum stood and shirked her professional demeanor, wrapping me in an embrace that was as familiar as it was bittersweet. Friends are a blessing and curse in these situations. Acquainted with your every soft spot, they’re poised to love you well when the going gets tough. It’s deuced embarrassing though, that they know those tender places to begin with, especially as they grow in scope and dimension.

      I knew I was fortunate to have so many people who gave two flying figs about me. But the underpinning circumstances were a bitter pill to swallow, even if they were chased by the sweetness of abiding friendship.

      Jo squeezed my shoulders, then finally let me take a pride-preserving step away from her affection. “Call anytime. You know that, Luc.”

      I swept up my suit coat and patted my pockets, checking myself for the trifecta of necessities: phone, wallet, keys.

      “What, and risk my namesake picking up, and once again telling me Mum and Mummy are taking a loud nap?”

      “That was once. I’d been on night rotation and hadn’t seen a sliver of my wife in weeks. So sue me, we gave Lucy the telly and had a shag—”

      I threw up a hand and backed toward the door. “You know, much as I adore Rebecca, though I have no clue how she puts up with you”—that got me a shove to the arm—“I don’t need to hear the intricacies of your sex life, daytime or otherwise.”

      Jo helped herself to straightening my tie as she smiled up at me saucily. “You know, it felt a bit elicit. Sort of redeemed the sex-sabotaging aspect of little ones.” Patting my chest, the nonverbal cue that meant she’d finished fixing me, Jo glanced up. “You could have that still, you know? There’s nothing stopping you—”

      “Rubbish. There’s loads of reasons.” I gripped the handle behind me, then opened the door. “Genetics. My horrible, crotchety disposition that’s only bound to grow worse. My workaholic tendencies.”

      Jo waved a hand. “I’ll convince you yet. Marriage is good for us as we grow old, Luc.”

      I sighed in the doorway, momentarily surrendering to Jo’s uncanny skill at keeping me longer than I planned. “You make it sound as if we’re practically knocking at the pearly gates. We’re bloody mid-thirties. I’ve got enough on my plate without you prematurely aging me.”

      “We’re not getting any younger, is all I’m saying.” Her voice softened as she stepped close once again. “I can personally vouch for how life-changing children are, too. Think about it, Luc, a family—a wife, a few children before you’re forty.”

      “Yes, and how would that be for me? You’re ascribing luxuries to my married parenting years that you’ve had but I would never.”

      Jo sighed. “I’m not dismissing the fact that it would be different and in some aspects more challenging, for you. I’m saying even with all that, it will still be just as worth it. Perhaps more so.”

      “And that’s where we diverge, dear friend. Nothing is worth giving me something else to fall short of, more than I already am. Now I’ve got to run.”

      I pecked her cheek and left. Strolling out, I hopped in my Aston and began driving, knowing full well I couldn’t go back to the office in this state.

      A few years.

      I’d remained stoic but that prognosis was a bit grim. Definitely worse than I’d been expecting. Panic crawled underneath my skin again, and I pulled over. Hands shaking, I phoned Gina and told her to reschedule my afternoon meetings. Thankfully it wouldn’t botch any client relations since I wasn’t yet fully at the helm—Dad was still president and CEO of the company. But the plan was for me to take over, and soon. Give the old boy his overdue retirement. Years with Mum to be a man of well-earned leisure.

      I knew how much Dad was looking forward to weeks spent in Cornwall with my sister, Sarah, her husband, Ollie, and their three little ones. Traveling and sightseeing with Mum. A month in Italy. A fortnight in France. I had to figure out how I was going to do the job while dealing with this. Disappointing Dad, leaving him stranded in the position for another indeterminate number of years while I wallowed, or else placing the company in outsider hands, were untenable options.

      I heard my own breath. Fast. Erratic.

      “Steady, Luc,” I muttered to myself. “Deep breaths.”

      I raked my hands through my hair, tried visualizing something happy and peaceful to coax my racing heart back to calm. But, of course, my brain’s a fuckwit, so it sent me straight to the heart of my deepest grief—what this illness was costing me.

      Elodie.

      Elodie Bertrand, who Zed, my best mate from footie days, had aptly dubbed The French Firecracker. Statuesque, wild-haired. Wide-set eyes, blue as sapphires, and chestnut curls that gleamed gold when the sun hit them. An absolute temptress, that one. Alluringly quiet and observant until she flared to life, tempestuous and witty. Not unlike her best friend, and Zed’s wife, Nairne. That woman floored me, too. Nairne was even more practical and anti-emotion than me, and she had an unnerving ability to handle Zed, who was by far the most stubborn, high-handed, tenderhearted bastard I had the privilege of calling friend.

      Yet between Nairne and Elodie, there was a fundamental difference. Nairne stayed squarely in the realm of the mind, rarely dipping her toes in the water of feeling. But Elodie? A bright mind, no doubt, yet fueled by emotion, affection, vulnerability. She carried hurt within her, which, unlike mine, was never far from the surface. It was the sadness in her eyes—the effort it took her to laugh hard. In our time among our mutual friends, I’d coaxed details of past loves, probed her for problems in university or footie—there she was all casual smiles and ease. It was some other realm that weighed on her. She’d been wounded, but by whom I didn’t know. All I knew was I was unwilling to wound her anymore, even if she was all I could think about.

      And I wasn’t thick enough to miss the mutual feelings. Ms. Bertrand lacked the ability to mask not just sadness but desire. It flitted across her aristocratic features and filled her gorgeous, curvaceous body as naturally as breathing. When I ribbed her over Scrabble, or beat her at lawn bowling and arm wrestling, she’d fire back repartee, a smile dancing in her eyes.

      Elodie was a glorious flirt, and in another life, I would have claimed her as mine months ago. And that’s not some alpha male show; it would be completely consensual. Because Elodie Bertrand was quite interested in being more than friends. She’d made it clear in conversation: she was through with casual dating, which translated to I don’t fuck around anymore. She always looked impeccable and wore a perfume that should be named temptation. She laid herself tastefully on a platter, and all I wanted to do was ravish her until kingdom come.

      I was wild about her.

      But I couldn’t hurt Elodie. I wouldn’t. Yet after this wretched appointment, I missed her so badly—this friend of a friend who I’d come to care for and rely on—that I knew what I needed. A paltry substitute that would give me a weak fix of the woman I wanted.

      Zed’s number was on speed dial, and he answered after the second ring.

      “What the hell do you want?”

      His flat American accent was as intense as his personality. I laughed and felt the unfamiliar tug of a smile on my face. “A heaping bowl of your mushroom risotto and a night in with my godson.”

      Zed whistled, and I heard little Jamie—the godson in question—gurgle in the background. “Must have been quite the day. You’re kicking us out again.”

      “It’s been a week,” I said defensively. I triple-checked my mirror before shifting lanes. “And I just saw Jo, who didn’t hesitate to remind me it’s a bit hard for new parents to find time for the activity that got them in their predicament in the first place. I’m just trying to be a good friend.”

      “I won’t say no. I have eight thousand things to do to finalize plans for his baptism party, Jamie’s slept like shit this past week, and Nairne’s been working nonstop. All I’ve got in days is a shower quickie—”

      “I don’t need the details, mate. Just keep it high level, yeah?”

      I couldn’t see it, but I knew Zed was shrugging. He wasn’t loquacious about his sex life, but he found no need to keep it exactly under wraps either. “Fine. Mushroom risotto and Jamie await you.”

      “Brilliant,” I said. “Be there, say…five o’clock.”

      “Great,” Zed replied. “Oh, and, Luc?”

      I paused, thumb over the button that would end our call. “Yes?”

      “Thanks. An evening out with her is just what I needed. I miss her.”

      I smiled even though the words stung. Zed gloried in a world—a wife, a child, a nuclear family—that I believed wholeheartedly wasn’t mine for the having.

      “That’s what friends are for, Zeddy.”

      “Yeah, well, you might want to pick up your pace a little bit with The French Firecracker if you want a chance of me returning the favor, friend. I have it on good wifely authority that the woman’s not going to wait around forever.”

      “Nor should she. Now let me go before I wreck.” I rang off before he could prod me, and tossed my phone to the passenger seat. Time wasn’t waiting for me, and Elodie wasn’t either.

      Bloody time. The concept might be an abstraction, but it was a buggering nuisance. One day, when time came and demanded its due, its passing wasn’t going to feel one bit abstract anymore. In that hour, I would be truly alone.
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        * * *

      

      “And that, my dear boy, is the entire history of my career in a nutshell.” I sighed, bouncing my godson on my legs. Jamie was just three months old, but he was a plump little fellow. Fat though he might be, he still looked miniscule nestled in my thighs, which stretched off the length of Nairne and Zed’s sofa.

      He was fast asleep, head fallen to the side, one cheek squished adorably against my leg as he snored. According to Zed, Jamie was only nursing, no formula or foods yet. Baffling, that tits could make a baby this fat. Now that I thought of it, though, Sarah had exclusively nursed her littles too, and they’d all been right porkers. Not that I delighted in considering my sister’s breasts doing anything, let alone her having breasts to begin with. Sarah was supposed to stay a prepubescent girl forever, but instead she’d gone and grown up tall and lovely and married one of my childhood friends. Capital offense among men, marrying each other’s sisters, but I had to begrudgingly admit Oliver was a fantastic husband to Sarah.

      Jamie fussed. I shifted him so that he was nestled tighter in the valley of my legs. I swayed them side to side and he settled then, tiny fists falling in a pose of surrender.

      “That’s right, mate, no crying on my watch. Your dad would have my head, the uptight arse.”

      “Hey.” Zed strolled in and gave me a disapproving, paternal look. “No swearing in front of the baby. You know the rules.”

      I chuckled as I accepted the beer he handed me. “So says the foulest mouth in the house. I’ve been around enough to hear what you say when you change his nappy.”

      Zed huffed dramatically as he dropped into the chair across from me. “That is the exception. His shits deserve every foul word there is in the book. Christ, they’re terrible.”

      “Baby shit really is the worst.”

      “And what experience, pray tell, has the recently self-declared childless bachelor?”

      I scowled at him as I took a drink of my beer and set it down. “I’m an uncle. I’ve changed loads of nappies, plenty of which have been horrors to the nose.”

      “That wasn’t the point of my critique,” he said.

      “I know that.”

      When Zed and I met in his hometown of Boston, playing footie for an American team—the twilight of my career and the promising start of his—I’d had vocal plans to return to England once I retired, and settle down. Since then, I’d changed my tune drastically, once Jo told me what I was dealing with. It wasn’t easy news, and I still hadn’t told Zed, meaning he was in the dark about my reasoning for such an abrupt change of plans. He was none too happy I was keeping him there.

      I bought myself time and had another drink of my beer. “I’ve told you, it’s complicated.”

      “And I’ve yet to hear you elaborate on such a pathetically vague explanation,” Zed fired back.

      I dropped my head on the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. “That’s a spectacular chandelier.”

      “Don’t change the subject, Lucas.”

      I shook my head slowly side to side. “Nothing worth getting into.”

      “Jesus,” Zed groaned. “You’re worse than Nairne.”

      I could try to deny it, but he wasn’t wrong. My behavior the past few months made his wife, the indomitably repressed Scotswoman, look emotionally verbose.

      Zed rolled his eyes, took a long drink of his beer. “It’s like pulling teeth with you two.”

      I lowered my gaze once again to Jamie. Such a happy mix of his parents, yet uniquely himself, with a spray of Zed’s dark, uncontrolled hair and Nairne’s vivid green eyes. The medley of their features made him this precious, one-of-a-kind person whom I adored, yet looking at him hurt. I’d never do this—make a child with the woman I loved. Because what was the point? It was better this way, to spare her and any children we would have the misery I’d bring them.

      Zed set a foot on his knee and settled deep into his chair, looking frightfully litigious. “You slipped, Lucas.”

      I glanced up at Zed. “What?”

      “You said you saw Jo. She’s a doctor, isn’t she? When I met her last year, she said she and your brother went to med school together.”

      Shite.

      Bloody Zed and his barrister brain. Who remembers that kind of random information?

      I stared down at Jamie, avoiding Zed’s eyes. “You’ve an alarmingly retentive memory,” I said.

      I could have made up a lie that I’d met Jo for coffee, but he’d see through me. The man smelled bullshit from miles away.

      “What’s. Going. On,” he growled.

      Nairne periodically referred to Zed’s unusual coal-rimmed, pale irises as tiger eyes. At the moment, I could see what she meant. I had four inches on the bloke and a bit of weight too, but his gaze held something primal in it that I refused to meet.

      The door unlocked and both our eyes went to it. “Give me a little more time,” I said quietly. “I’ll tell you soon. I just need a bit more time.”

      Zed deflated. He looked about to tell me just how unacceptable that was, but Nairne’s smoky voice prevented him.

      “I’m home!” she called softly, as if on maternal instinct alone she knew her baby was sleeping.

      Zed popped up from his chair and jogged into the foyer. I suffered through hearing the noises of him greeting her, kisses and hugs, mumbled sweet nothings. Christ, they needed to leave.

      “Just go, why don’t you?” I said. “If you stay any longer, you’re not going to make it out the door.”

      Nairne laughed and whispered something to Zed, who grumbled a response. Then Nairne came into the living room smiling widely, Zed hot on her heels.

      “Lucas!” she said, offering me a friendly embrace, but her eyes were fixed on Jamie.

      Perhaps I watched Nairne differently this time than I had before. How confidently and happily she related to her child. Nairne was paralyzed after a freak injury during a football match. The end of her prodigious career, it was an incomplete spinal injury, significant enough to inhibit walking freely. Sometimes she used a wheelchair, other times crutches or a walker, since making headway in her rehabilitative physiotherapy.

      I’d only ever known her this way, seen her empowered and habituated to the challenges of disability while doggedly working to surpass them, too. I’d witnessed her slip into motherhood naturally and happily. But perhaps there had been grief behind closed doors.

      Talk to her.

      Out of the question.

      “You’re staring at me, Lucas,” Nairne said, still smiling at Jamie. “You’re awfully handsome, but you know how Zed gets. I like you with your limbs intact.”

      Zed narrowed his eyes at her and gave her a smile that veered more toward a snarl. “It’s unwise to bait a starved animal, fragolina.”

      Christ, the Italian pet names. Zed was American, but thanks to his parents, half Italian, half Irish, and thus whole hothead, yet he always called Nairne the sweetest things. Fragolina—little strawberry—for her fiery mane of hair; innamorata—my lover. Those two were a duality of passion and power struggles that often left me with a headache after I’d seen them.

      Nairne snorted. “You’re all bark and no bite, Zed,” she said as she bent over and kissed Jamie’s forehead. When she sat up, she smiled to herself. “Well, maybe a little bite. The good kind.”

      I waved my hands, begging to be spared where this was going. “Stop, please. No verbal foreplay. My staring was inadvertent. I was lost in thought.”

      We all knew I only saw Nairne as a friend, but I knew that I found proximity to her was how I best coped with missing Elodie in between her visits. Nairne would mention her offhandedly, tell ridiculously funny stories from their wild days playing footie together in Paris, dropping little updates that I gobbled up hungrily. Like a man slowly wasting away, those breadcrumbs barely sustained me.

      Elodie was the one woman I wanted, and she was the one woman I was most unwilling to hurt. Meaning Elodie Bertrand and I had been—and always would be—strictly friends.

      That was the plan. No wife. No family. Misery contained to me and myself alone.

      So, this was how I coped. Parked in my friends’ parlor, voluntarily shooing them out the house for a date while I held their little squish and regaled him with the greatest highlights of the long and glorious career of yours truly. Jamie might have been lulled to sleep by my first pass earlier, but I’d only covered basic chronology. Once his parents left, we’d double back and retrace my journey from the perspective of how I’d transitioned from defender to keeper.

      Jamie began fussing.

      “Shhh now,” Nairne crooned, placing her hand on his belly. He settled at that. “What do you have to say for yourself, Lucas?” Her sharp green eyes scanned me in concern. “You look sad.”

      I tried for a wide smile. “I’m fine! Really, you two have too much time on your hands. You should get going so Jamie and I can resume our very edifying conversation about my professional history and his aspirations to be a keeper.”

      “Fat fucking chance,” Zed said as he stood from his chair. “Both of his parents are strikers—no way in hell will he be standing in the box for his career.”

      “I’m no striker anymore, silly,” Nairne said lightly. But I heard the weight of loss in her voice.

      “Once a striker, always a striker, innamorata.” Zed stepped up to Nairne and massaged her neck softly, fixing her hair and thumbing her cheek. Something small yet profound passed between them, and I averted my eyes, feeling like I’d seen an intimacy I shouldn’t have.

      Zed walked to the bar and poured Nairne a bare nip of whiskey, while Nairne watched Jamie closely, her eyes roaming his little body with ferocious love. Jamie fussed again and started making small sucking noises. Zed strolled back into the room, shaking his head.

      “I swear to God, he can smell her,” he said as he handed Nairne her whiskey. She took a quick taste of it, then placed it on the coffee table. “As soon as she’s within a foot of him, he wakes up and demands the boob.”

      Nairne laughed as Jamie started hollering and arching his back in frustration. “Hush, now, dinna greet,” she muttered to him. Deftly plucking him from my lap, she set him in her own. She moved quickly, unlocking something at her shoulder and tugging the bottom half of her shirt at her waist. Before I knew it, she’d spun Jamie into her arms, where he was immediately silent, the sounds of his gulping the only noise filling the room.

      Nairne sighed. “Christ, that feels good.”

      I laughed as I stood to give her space. “Sarah always said the same thing.”

      Nairne leaned back, eyes shut, as Jamie gulped away. Zed drank his beer, watching me out of the corner of his eye.

      I walked toward the mantel, peering at their pictures. One from the pub back in Boston, another from their wedding. Pictures of Zed’s brother and father, Nairne’s father, an old one of her mother, and one that stopped my heart for one painful moment—a candid of Elodie and Nairne, arms around each other’s shoulders. Nairne stood tall next to her best friend and surrogate sister, both in their club kits. It was odd to see Nairne this way, her hair in a high, short ponytail, her legs muscular and powerful. And next to her, Elodie. Striking blue eyes, chestnut curls tugged into a puff of errant corkscrews, flushed cheeks pinking her glowing skin.

      I stood, staring at her picture, missing the hugs she gave, a touch I’d give anything to have for the rest of my life. And that body. My eyes trailed her form. Christ Jesus. Strong and toned, that woman was also abundantly curved everywhere a woman should be.

      Yet there was so much more to Elodie than her decadent body or her prowess on the pitch. Elodie was this maddening paradox of soft and hard, bite and tenderness. And I had no prospect of ever knowing her better, but for the social gatherings in this home, with our mutual friends. Which I was to blame for. I was medically unlucky and too cynical to allow anyone into that reality, let alone the woman I was mad about.

      Nairne’s eyes drifted open and found me. “You’ve a sister and a brother, correct?”

      Smiling at her, I nodded. “I do.”

      Nairne stared at me, those uncanny green eyes locked with mine. “And do they, along with your mother and father, know?”

      “Know what?”

      “Whatever’s breaking your heart that you won’t tell us.”

      I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach. Zed stood, empty beer bottle in hand. He paused to lean against the doorjamb, looking seriously at me.

      “Nairne…” I sighed.

      “Do they?” she pressed.

      Jamie squirmed and rhythmically pounded her chest with his tiny fist, drawing her attention mercifully away from me.

      I stared at the bloody clock ticking on the mantle. I’d a mind to bash every clock I encountered with a cricket bat. “My brother and Jo do. They’re the only ones.”

      If Zed’s eyes could melt me, they would. “I knew it,” he said, lethally low.

      “Whatever it is,” Nairne said, shooting him a look, “we’re not going anywhere, okay?” When she stared up at me again, her eyes brimmed with tears. “You’re our family. Trust how much you mean to us, Lucas. And when you’re ready for us to know, we want to.”

      “You’re wrecking me, woman,” I groaned. I couldn’t bear when women descended to tears. Glancing over to Zed, who still looked livid, I tried for my usual levity. “Did you put her up to this, Zeddy? You know I can’t take it when women cry.”

      “I did not.”

      Jamie’s mouth made a soft popping noise. Nairne adjusted her top and began to lift him to her shoulder.

      “Let me,” I said. “You two be on your way.” Taking Jamie carefully from her, I propped him on my shoulder. With steady pats on his back, I began my normal circuit, an infinity loop, around the room with him.

      Nairne spun herself quickly toward the foyer, then faced me. “You look well with a bairn in your arms, Lucas.”

      “Expert uncle, nothing more. Off you go now.”

      Zed started in on his usual list of security measures and safety precautions. “And remember, if anything happens, call emergency services, then call me and—”

      “Zed,” Nairne crooned, her arm sliding along his back. “Relax. He knows what to do.”

      Zed sighed heavily. “I just get stressed leaving him.”

      “You know I’m the same way,” Nairne said, “but we’re just going down the street for a bite at the pub. He’s in good hands.”

      I saw them out, then watched from the doorway as they made their way together. Zed must have said something saucy, because Nairne laughed, then smacked him on the arse just before they turned the corner and drifted out of sight. I glanced down at Jamie, who squirmed and nuzzled into my shoulder. I patted his bum and bounced him gently, just as he liked. Then, turning, I backed inside and kicked the door shut behind me.

      “Right then, mate, where were we? Ah yes, the merits of becoming a keeper…”
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      They say dreams are our subconscious processing. That our mind makes sense of its experiences as it runs permutations of the past. I dreamed the same nightmare often, and it always ended in the heartbeat of my guilt. Guilt, the fulcrum of my life.

      In my dream, dust on the road kicked up, but my child-self’s scream was silent against the screech of a car rounding the bend. It grew louder, then deafening.

      I gasped awake as its noise blended seamlessly with my mobile’s ringtone. Jerking upright, I pulled long tugs of air. My phone lit up on my bedside as it rang again.

      Maman.

      I groaned and hit the button to accept her call.

      “Good morning, Mother.” Adrenaline, thanks to my dream, flooded my system, making me alert enough to say it in clear English. That would set Maman off, but I practiced English whenever I could. The language of international commerce, English was my ticket to a wider world beyond the one my parents had made for me. Even if I wasn’t brave enough to leave it yet.

      Maman sighed impatiently on the other end of the phone. “Why must I indulge you in speaking that horrible language? Are you even awake? You sound terrible.”

      I stifled a yawn, threw back the sheets, and padded down the hall to my kitchen. “Because if I’m going to take the European business world by storm, I must have absolute command of English. And yes, I’m awake. Sort of.” I spun around, looking for the kettle. “I need coffee.”

      “Don’t add much milk. You’re getting too wide in the hips since you quit football. Not that I’m complaining about your retirement from that ridiculous waste of your time, but it was good for keeping your generous figure in check.”

      I banged my head against the cabinet over the sink as the kettle filled. “Can we talk about whatever it is you needed to discuss at”—I craned my neck back to catch the time on the clock overhead—“seven in the morning?”

      Flicking the water off, I turned toward the stove.

      “You want to take the business world by storm, you’ll have to get used to working hours, Elodie Josephine Marie. Not this leisurely schedule of late to bed and late to rise. No wonder you’re nearly thirty and have nothing to show for it. You’ve always been unmotivated.”

      I bit my tongue while I watched the water coming to a rapid boil. There was nothing I could say that would satisfy her, no defense that would make Maman see me in a better light. I’d stopped trying to make her like me long ago. So I waited, staring blankly out the window above the sink as my stomach began to growl.

      Quietly, I set my phone down and put it on speaker, then rummaged around the refrigerator for milk and jam. I straightened up, kicking the door closed with my heel, and set my arms’ contents on the counter. As I gingerly laid out my breakfast fixings, the kettle began to whistle and I flicked off the heat.

      “I’m sorry, Maman,” I finally muttered.

      Her voice returned, stiff and cold. “Thank you. Whether or not I woke you, Elodie, that kind of attitude is unacceptable. Wake up and deal with the day. I don’t need to have my head bitten off, I’ve had enough of that in my life…”

      This was going to be a long one. She droned on, while I dropped two heaping scoops of coffee into the French press and added boiling water. That heady aroma wafted up as the water hit the grounds, and I breathed in and smiled. Glorious, beautiful coffee.

      I poured milk into a saucepan to warm and tidied the kitchen while she went on with the usual litany of my conflicting offenses. I was both unambitious and entitled, lazy and overactive, vain yet negligent of my appearance. I nodded, knowing we were winding down as she circled back to the grievances of her childhood, while I spread butter and black currant jam on my baguette.

      “You have no sympathy for me,” she continued. “You never have. And you’ve hardly made life easy.”

      Shame soured my stomach as I poured both milk and coffee into the large cup from which I drank my café au lait each morning. I swallowed the bitter taste of my guilt, that the state of our family was my fault. Yet sometimes I wondered whether all that Maman blamed me for was actually my responsibility.

      These thankfully rare and one-sided conversations with her never failed to remind me that no matter my guilt, life was best with Maman out of it. I tuned out her voice long enough to take a drink of my coffee and have a fighting chance of enjoying it. Then I reached for my bread and took a large bite. The soft butter and tart jam coated my tongue and made me sigh happily.

      “Elodie?”

      I glanced at the phone as I swallowed. “Yes, Mother?” I took another delicious bite of baguette.

      Her gasp was so loud my phone rattled. “You have me on that speakerphone, don’t you?”

      I paused mid-chew, dropped my bread, and lunged for the phone. Bringing it to my ear I tucked it against my shoulder. “No, why would you say that?”

      Quietly, I swallowed, then snuck in another bite.

      “It sounded odd. I don’t appreciate being put on the speaker. I hate the idea of being some bodiless voice floating around your kitchen while you make your café and roll your eyes at me.”

      “I would never, Maman.” This time I stole a sip of coffee. “I was simply listening.”

      “Hmph. Well, you could certainly afford to do more of that. Now, as I was saying, I need to talk to you about something.”

      “Okay.” I took another bite of my bread.

      “In person, Elodie.”

      The bread lodged in my throat as I choked in panic. Because when Maman wanted to talk in person, Maman wanted something. And that was never good.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      An hour later, I strode briskly to one of my preferred cafés in a pair of four-inch heels with a compact suitcase rolling behind me. I wore wide-leg linen trousers and a sheer blouse only undone two buttons so I didn’t have to hear it from Papa. I already knew Maman would approve of what I was wearing, since she periodically sent overpriced ensembles to my flat ("No daughter of mine should be seen walking the streets of Paris in last season’s styles”). A message from her after we hung up had dictated I wear this specific outfit from the latest batch.

      I glanced at my watch and swore under my breath. I was late. Maman would have something to complain about after all. Anxiety knotted my stomach as I picked up my pace.

      Being with my parents was always difficult, but I had an odd foreboding that today’s meeting would be particularly unpleasant, not that any reunion was ever truly enjoyable. Maman and Papa had divorced when I was thirteen and still managed to bicker as if that was their business, not wealth management for France’s most elite.

      As I arrived, they glanced up from their corner of the outdoor café. Maman peered back down at her menu without a further word, which wasn’t unusual. Papa stood and smiled as I approached.

      “Sorry I’m late.” I pecked Papa on the cheek. “Maman,” I said. She gave me her cheek and stayed seated.

      “At least you’re here,” she said briskly. “I was about to excuse myself for the ladies’ room. I’ll be back in just a minute and then we’ll talk.” She and Papa exchanged a look, before she spun and strolled away in heels as high as mine and a fitted dress that revealed how little Maman allowed herself to eat.

      Papa pulled out a chair for me and pushed it in once I sat.

      In their own respective ways, they’d greeted me too warmly. Maman had let my tardiness go. Papa was being practically attentive. When I’d asked if we could meet for a mid-morning coffee rather than lunch, they’d been amenable.

      There had to be ulterior motives.

      “You look well, mon ange.” Papa dropped to his seat, his muscular frame filling the chair. He lifted the menu that was so tall it mostly obscured his face, and signaled the waiter.

      “Thank you, Papa.” I shifted in my chair a little and stared at his profile, trying to read him. I’d given up on expecting either of my parents to be actively engaged in my life, but whenever I was in Papa’s presence, I was always reminded I loved and missed him.

      “You’re staring at me, doudou.” Papa flicked down the top of the menu and leveled me with a piercing sapphire gaze that mirrored mine. “What is it?”

      “It’s just odd, Papa. I haven’t seen you since…” I sighed, wracking my brain. “I don’t even know since when.”

      A flash of remorse tightened his features before he averted his eyes quickly and resumed reading the menu. A server approached the table, setting down a pastry and both Maman’s and Papa’s cups as I murmured my request for coffee.

      “Your maman and I have been building an empire, Elodie. It is rather time-consuming, you know.”

      They’d decided to divorce but still run a company together. How two people could make each other miserable enough to end their marriage yet agree to work together baffled me.

      I accepted the excuse and wished the coffee I’d ordered could be wine instead. Alcohol always dulled the sharp edges of their presence. “Papa, I wasn’t criticizing, just saying that this is unusual.”

      Papa glanced up at me. “Elodie, have you been…have you been lonely?”

      “No, Papa. I’m used to doing things on my own, being alone.”

      “But it’s not good for you to be alone as much as you are.” Papa tossed away the menu and sat up. “You’re getting older. Don’t you think it’s time to settle down and find a partner for your life? Someone to share the journey with, the responsibility of the business?”

      This was an odd conversation. He’d never cared about my relationships before. “What are you talking about?”

      Papa sipped his coffee, then set it down and spun the cup on its saucer. “You’ve grown quite lovely, Elodie. You’re intelligent, beautiful, cultured. You could have any man you want. You’re also close to thirty, and I just wonder why you’re so decidedly isolated.”

      “I’m not isolated,” I objected. “I’m frequently alone, but those aren’t the same things. I have friends, people I love and care for.”

      “But no man to love and care for you,” Papa countered.

      “I don’t need a man in my life,” I said tartly.

      Lucas’s voice filled my traitorous head. The lady doth protest too much.

      I rubbed my temples, hoping to exorcise him from my mind. If Lucas had made it any clearer he was immune to my charms, I’d have died of mortification. Didn’t mean I didn’t still find him ridiculously attractive. Smart, gorgeous. Witty and perfectly teasing. Chivalrous and kind. So temptingly tall. Completely unaware of how alluring he was. God, he was perfection—well, except for being English, but all of us have our flaws.

      And all we’d ever be was friends, unless he suddenly decided he saw me as a sexual creature rather than an irritating little sister.

      “I don’t need a man to be happy,” I reiterated. “Besides, finding the person who’ll be my best friend and lifelong love doesn’t happen overnight. I have no plans to settle for just any man with a fat bank account who can navigate the upper echelons of society.”

      Papa stared into his coffee and frowned. “Elodie…such romantic notions. There are many reasons to marry. Not all of them are for love or even friendship.”

      I stared at Papa in bewilderment. “What reasons are those?”

      As if on cue, Maman returned. She sat down elegantly in the seat and picked up her café crème. After a sip of it, she set it down and regarded both of us. “What have you been discussing?”

      I glanced at Papa, but he wouldn’t look at me. Something passed between him and Maman as he dropped back in his seat, flushed and irritated.

      Maman’s cool brown eyes slid my way, assessing me as she sipped her coffee. “Elodie, your color is high. What is it, chaton?”

      Confusion tightened my face. She hadn’t called me that since I was little. “Papa and I were discussing reasons for marriage.”

      She smiled slightly, and it seemed genuine. “What about it? Go on.”

      “Papa said I should think about trying to settle down, find a man.” I glanced over to Papa again, but he refused to look at me. “That I should marry for reasons beyond love and companionship.”

      Maman’s smile remained frozen, but the scrutiny in her eyes was unsettling. “And what did you have to say?”

      My noisette was served, and I bought myself some time, sipping the delicious bitterness of espresso cut with a splash of rich milk. Finally, I answered quietly, “I told him that I would only want to marry the love of my life rather than settle for someone convenient but with whom I have no connection.”

      Maman’s eyes flicked to her menu as she picked it up. “Is that so?”

      “Yes,” I said uneasily, glancing between them both. “Why? Is there someone you wanted me to meet? You’re not matchmaking, are you?” I laughed and a snort snuck out.

      Papa cleared his throat uncomfortably. “Enough, Simone. Just tell her.”

      “Tell me what?”

      Maman glared at Papa. “I should have known you wouldn’t be man enough to just come out and say it. You always try to take the soft way, the roundabout way. It never works, Georges, never.”

      Papa slammed his hand on the table, causing me to jump. Maman didn’t even blink, as if outbursts like that were a regular occurrence. For all I knew, since I hardly ever saw them together, they could be. And this was the fruit of my mistake. I’d ruined them. Our family. Their marriage. They’d once loved each other, I could swear it. When I was little, they were tender and affectionate; they’d smiled and doted on Adrien and me. But that’s when it changed. After Adrien.

      “Elodie,” Maman snapped. “Pay attention.”

      I directed my focus back to her. “Y-yes, Maman. What is it?”

      “Your father and I have spent the last year courting a lucrative deal—a partnership that would vastly expand all the growth and accomplishments we’ve achieved these past twenty years.”

      Maman clasped my hand. “Your papa and I want to begin your career at Bertrand with this deal—teach you to apply everything you’ve studied to our company’s operations. Mentor you and groom you for the role you’ll play overseeing all that we’ve built.”

      I glanced down at her pristine hands, those glittering rings. “Maman, I…I don’t know what you’re saying. Why are you and Papa talking about settling down? And this deal? It doesn’t make sense.”

      Maman smiled slowly. Her nail traced softly over my ring finger as our eyes met. “We need someone to close this deal, and you’re the only one who can, Elodie.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It’s simple, really,” she said. “You’re well aware that our biggest competitor has been Leroux for a decade now. We’re at each other’s throats, the only threat to each other with every deal we pursue. Your father and I are tired, Elodie. We’re ready to live our life, enjoy all we’ve worked to give you.”

      I frowned, trying to follow her train of thought.

      “So,” she said, reaching for her coffee, “we struck a deal with them. The Lerouxs are ready to settle down as well, make it easier for everybody involved.”

      “Wait.” I glanced between my parents. “You’re going to merge with them? Surely, you’d be a monopoly. Won’t regulators prevent it?”

      Papa’s eyebrows lifted, but he said nothing.

      Maman waved her hand dismissively. “That’s not your problem to worry about. We’ll ensure that they have no such issue—”

      “Maman, you’re not going to bribe them, are you?”

      “I thought you said they gave you an education at university, Elodie.” She sighed and set her coffee down. “This is how it goes. Now, back to the point—none of this is even possible, unless you are willing to step into your role in our company’s future.”

      “And what is that?”

      “Future leadership of The Betrand-Leroux Group—one of Europe’s largest and most elite private investment firms. At your fingertips would be a portfolio of unprecedented prestige. Elodie, we are giving you the world.”

      Dread filled my stomach. “But I have to do something, don’t I?”

      “I knew there was a little bit of me in you, Elodie,” Maman said as she gamely pinched my cheek. “Oui, chaton, you do.”

      “What is it?”

      Maman’s eyes, cold and brown like the Seine in winter, bore into me greedily. “You need to solidify our families’ ties. That is their only stipulation. Their son, Joseph, is two years your senior—he’s handsome, wealthy, but not terribly business savvy. It’s not his interest. He likes the life but not what it takes to have it. Whereas you, you’re a bit of a wreck on the outside, but clearly our child—business is your oxygen. The deal is this: Joseph is the face of the company, you run it. Once you two marry, the deal is complete.”

      A deafening roar filled my ears as I fell back in my chair. My heart pounded in my chest as I choked on my shock. “Maman, I…I can’t marry someone I don’t even know, who I don’t love.”

      “You absolutely can.”

      “No!” I yelled, drawing a few stares. “No,” I repeated, this time quietly.

      Maman cupped my cheek, and I flinched. “You know, Elodie, sometimes I think you really are very beautiful, even when you sulk. You remind me of Adrien, when I told him he was too old for his beloved blanket.”

      Tears welled in my eyes and spilled over. Her thumb stroked my cheek tentatively.

      “It was sweet because he was my baby boy—young and childish.” Her hand stilled as her gaze locked with mine. “That weakness in you, Elodie, is not so becoming. You’re a woman, not a girl.” Her palm lifted, then connected with my cheek with a force that split the difference between a slap and a pat—harsh and unkind, but not so violent as to be damaging. “Start acting like one.”

      I leaned out of her touch, indignation boiling inside me. “This is what women do? Let themselves be sold in marriage to close a business deal? This isn’t the Middle Ages, for Christ’s sake!”

      “I’m well aware what century we live in, Elodie, and I am telling you, you will do this, because it is the only way.”

      I shook my head violently. “Never!”

      “Lower your voice,” she hissed. Maman’s expression turned to steel. “How can you be so heartless? Where is your gratitude? What have your papa and I given you except everything you needed every step of the way? I ask one thing—one thing of you—and you dismiss it without even a moment’s consideration.”

      I stared at her in disbelief, telling myself I must be dreaming this. Nobody asked this of their child, did they?

      “Maman, you’re telling me I must barter myself for a business deal. That I must shackle myself to a loveless marriage so you and Papa can retire early? This isn’t a favor you’re asking of me— it’s my life!”

      Tears blinded me, and I blinked them away, knowing that crying was weakness in Maman’s mind. I glanced over to Papa, but he stared resolutely at the ground. “Papa? Why are you so quiet? Say something.”

      He glanced up at me and sighed, silent before her fury, as he had been so many times before. A sob crawled up my throat. I held it back, taking a deep steadying breath.

      “Elodie,” Maman said. The breeze whipped her brown curls dramatically about. Even as she hurt me, a tiny sliver of my heart held her in awe and wonder. My mother—ma mére—imposing, beautiful, and vicious. How could you love someone when they were ripping out your heart?

      “You listen to me. You have two choices. Either you will do what I ask of you—marry Joseph Leroux and become the next partner and future of Bertrand—or you will leave our life, and you will leave it with nothing.”

      Papa sucked in a breath and sat up. “Simone. That is not what we agreed.”

      “Quiet,” Maman snapped. “I only agreed to that to placate you. You idiot, you actually thought I’d let her get away with this? After everything we’ve done for her, and we ask her this one small thing—”

      “It’s not a small thing!” Papa said sharply. “It is a monumental demand to make of her, Simone. I agreed to ask her to consider it as an option, but never to threaten her.”

      “Well, thankfully, I hold majority ownership and can make exactly such a decision, Georges. Elodie needs to acknowledge that she is nothing without us, and that the life she has been afforded does not come without a price—”

      I stood abruptly, shaking as tears ran down my face. “I have a plane to catch.”

      Maman glared up at me. “And where are you going?”

      “To London. For Jamie’s baptism.”

      My parents both stared at me quizzically.

      “Nairne’s son, my godson.” Why I would even expect them to know or care showed how foolishly I still held affection for them in a naive corner of my heart. I yanked the handle up on my suitcase and dabbed my cheeks.

      “Well, you’re not going,” Maman said. “You’ll stay, and we’ll sort this out right now, Elodie. Sit down, for goodness’ sake. You’re making a spectacle.”

      I shook my head. “I’m going. I have a commitment, a promise to my friend that I will honor, and you cannot—”

      “Walk out of this café,” Maman said, voice low and malevolent, “and don’t bother coming back.”

      Papa opened his mouth and then shut it, staring at me with so many emotions in his face that I couldn’t read.

      “Then, here’s your answer,” I whispered.

      The shock of what I was doing reverberated through my body. For the first time in my life, I turned my back on both my parents and walked away.
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      My commercial flight to London was delayed. I’d be cutting it close to the baptism if I waited for the new flight the airline put me on, so I used my parents’ private jet—without their permission and to their significant personal expense—because they could fuck themselves, after what they’d asked of me.

      The flight was fast, a little over an hour, and as I rode a taxi to Nairne and Zed’s home in Bloomsbury, the morning’s conversation played on a loop in my brain. I was in shock. I couldn’t wrap my mind around it, even knowing they cared for me as little as they did. No one in the twenty-first century asked their daughter to marry for business, did they?

      I couldn’t do it. I wouldn’t do it.

      Mercifully, when I got to Nairne and Zed’s house, they were in the throes of readying the house for the event, and I made an excuse of settling into my guest room. After pacing around the room, wishing I had a soccer ball to boot seventy yards down the field, a piano to bang out some angry Mozart, or a really complex math problem to distract my mind, I settled for showering while humming Rondo alla Turca and doing insanely long division in my head. That helped marginally. Math always calmed my mind. Math and music. They were the same thing really, intervals and counts, measures and frequency. There was order and beauty to them both. They made sense of a world that felt indiscriminately painful and disordered too much of the time.

      Somewhat settled, I changed into the dress I’d bought for the occasion—dusty rose, with a soft, fluttering, one-shoulder sleeve. It hit right above the knee, and I stepped into sky-high ivory Louboutins, all financed by my parents. Suddenly I wanted to burn everything I was wearing. To scrub my skin clean of their touch.

      How had I got here? Nearly twenty-seven, just recently done with graduate studies, no career experience except for internships and years battering my body on a pitch. While a footballer, I’d had to spread my university learning over a much longer time while I played. But despite that, I had graduated top marks and attended a world-class business school, HEC Paris for business management. I wasn’t an absolute failure. Yet I’d been floundering, trying to find the courage to tell my parents I hated wealth management, that I wanted to revolutionize workplaces, teach companies to broaden their searches, diversify their workforce, and build business cultures that were truly inclusive. Instead of finding a backbone, I’d waffled and stupidly relied on my trust fund, until I found the “right time” to be honest with them.

      I knew how I looked to the outside world—privileged and spoiled. But receiving my parents’ money was receiving the only kind of love they could give me. If I rejected that, I lost my last tether to their already thin affection. Money was a startlingly accurate approximator for what I meant to them—it was the sum total of our relationship. Instead of conversation and time spent together, I was compensated when I was compliant, docked when I was not. Which had grim implications for my future, given how I’d behaved today. I was an investment, one which would be divested when I proved not to be paying dividends.

      Pinning back my curls into a loose side knot, I looked at myself. Papa’s deep blue eyes. Maman’s thick tendrils. I felt sick.

      When I came down the stairs, it was another blow to my heart.

      Lucas stood in the corner of the foyer, unfairly beautiful in a gray three-piece suit of dashing summer wool, paired with a crisp white shirt and a tie in colors that matched his eyes, gray and green, like a stormy summer sea. He was so tall most people found him intimidating, but I was tall, too, and I had a figure my mother termed generous. When I was around Lucas, I felt like I was just right.

      “Lucas.” I smiled in greeting. “Good afternoon.”

      “Elodie.” He grinned back, but as his eyes traveled me, his expression sobered. “Has someone died?”

      His blunt sarcasm was unsurprising to me by this point. “No, Lucas.”

      I felt his examining gaze bore into me as I used the mirror hanging in the hallway and applied lipstick.

      Tossing my lipstick in my purse, I turned and faced him. “You’re staring at me.”

      “Yes,” he said. No attempt to deny it. No pithy deflection.

      Finally I met his stunning eyes. “Would you stop?”

      He pushed off the doorjamb, seeming poised to stalk toward me. “You look about to cry.”

      “I’m weepy.” I shrugged and lied. “Time of the month.”

      “No, it’s not.”

      I opened my mouth to ask how in the hell he had any concept of my cycle, but my phone beeped, and I saw who it was. That was enough to distract me. I opened it to read the message.

      Be back in Paris tomorrow, amenable to the deal. You will do this. Defy me and delay, and you’ll enjoy a taste of what life without our name is like. – Simone

      If I’d had any doubt I was about to be in dire straits, her signature confirmed it. When I’d been penalized before, it was always signed, Simone instead of Mother.

      “What is it?” Lucas took a step toward me as I closed out of the message.

      I couldn’t tell him this. It would be humiliating to admit having parents who loved me so little, particularly to another person who loved me much less than I wanted him to.

      “Elodie.” He closed the distance between us until we were nearly chest to chest. Heat radiated from his body, and my heart was beating wildly. I took a step back, out of instinct.

      “We should be going,” I said. Turning, I called up the stairs to Nairne and Zed. “Ready to leave?”

      Their bedroom was a few floors up and complicated by a rather intimidating security system. Better to shout than face that.

      “Almost!” Nairne called back.

      My phone rang. I saw it was Gabrielle, but I sent it to voicemail. My parents had assigned me a financial advisor when I was given my initial trust at age twenty-one. Gabrielle and I talked rarely. Annually, usually, since there wasn’t a lot to discuss. My club salary had been nothing next to what my parents had bestowed on me, and they privately discussed with Gabrielle the money I’d use and how. I’d do as they say, then spend the dregs my way to try to fill the hole made by their absence in my life.

      My phone beeped a tone that said I had a new message. There was only one reason Gabby would message after calling. She had something urgent to say. Something related to my finances. I held my breath, opened my phone, and read my sentencing.

      There was ringing in my ears. A wave of hot nausea soared up my throat.

      I was penniless. Yet what hurt most wasn’t the sudden loss of my lifestyle, it was the confirmation of what I meant to my parents.

      Nothing.

      The lift that made their home accessible for Nairne’s wheelchair dinged, my friends emerged, and I told myself I’d deal with this later. I had to. I loved Nairne and Zed, and Jamie my godson. My chosen family. Today was their day and a joyful one, not to be ruined by my misery. I stared at my mobile, feeling the earth threatening to give out from underneath me.

      Zed whistled as he stepped off the lift and shoved Lucas’s shoulder. “Luc, it’s rude to show up the father of the baby on baptism day.”

      Lucas’s cheeks pinked as he glanced down at himself, and a rogue swatch of dirty blond fell across his forehead. “What’s so remarkable about the fact that I’m wearing a summer suit? I took no great care or anything.”

      Zed rolled his eyes. “Yeah, that makes it so much better. Fair warning, I have handsy aunts, and you’ve got sexy times written all over you.”

      Nairne laughed but tried to cover it, which earned a glare from Lucas. “What?” she said. “I haven’t said a word.”

      “Your laugh was plenty indication.” Lucas sighed. “Should I change or something?”

      Zed seemed preoccupied with the nappy bag and Nairne was holding Jamie to stand on her lap. He bounced his legs and garbled around the fist he was sucking. “Jamie says no, Uncle Luc. Looking this dashing is only fitting for my party.”

      A mother who loved her child. What a revolutionary concept. The betrayal, my heartache, grew tenfold and I felt like I might faint.

      “What’s the matter?” Lucas asked as he strode right to my side.

      Lucas’s concern jarred me and I looked up, catching Nairne giving me a look that said what she’d said about us before: “Friends my arse.”

      I closed my mobile, pocketed it, and stared up at Lucas. In my heels, I only had to glance up slightly at him, even as he towered over us all. “Nothing.”

      “It’s not nothing,” he insisted. “You’re white as a sheet.”

      I shook my head, turned toward Nairne, trying to smile brightly as I walked her way. “I promise, I’ll be fine,” I said, shifting my attention to Jamie. “Now let me see you.”

      I scooped him up and held Jamie in my arms, stroking his cheek and muttering to him in French, while Jamie answered back in baby babble.

      I felt Lucas’s eyes on me but couldn’t bear to meet them. He’d see straight through me and demand explanation for my distress. Zed finally stood and hoisted the nappy bag on his shoulder, oblivious to the conversation that had transpired. “All right, kids,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

      The rest of the afternoon passed in a surreal blur. The baptism. The reception at their home. Greetings and small talk. I floated in a daze and mostly managed polite conversation. My mobile buzzed nonstop in my dress pocket, tormenting me. I knew who it was. And if I answered, what could I say? How did you speak to your parents when they wanted you to marry for a business deal and punished you for your resistance with destitution? And yet, could I let such coldhearted injustice go unchallenged? How could I not fight to make my parents understand how wrong they were?

      After another round of buzzes, I was at my wits’ end. I slipped outside and resigned myself to answering Maman. Boiling angry, I spoke in French. I wasn’t yet good enough with English to be irate in the language.

      “What do you want, Maman?” I paced the yard, knowing I was ruining my heels and not caring.

      “You thought I wasn’t serious, didn’t you?”

      “Maman, I don’t care about your money.” True and false. I did care, but only because of what money signified to them. In the Bertrand household, money was how you loved someone. And look where we were. I wasn’t begging for funds or feelings. They clearly didn’t have either to spare for me.

      “You say that, Elodie. But you’ve never lived without. You’ll see.”

      “You’re not going to threaten me into this. I won’t do it!”

      Maman laughed emptily. “Don’t be too hasty in your words. I give you a week at most, having your little tantrum in London. Enjoy it, see how much you actually like life beyond my provision, then come back and report for duty.”

      I gripped the phone so hard my fingers went white. “How could you do this to me?” I whispered as tears choked me. The betrayal I felt sent rage coursing through my system.

      “Because it’s the best thing for Bertrand. It’s your heritage, whether you want it or not.”

      “I. Don’t. Want. It.” I inhaled raggedly. “Never.”

      I could hear her fury, felt it flying through the ether from her phone to mine. “Then, you’re dead to me, Elodie!” Maman yelled over the line. “And now you can know the truth. You’ve been dead to me ever since Adrien. Ever since you killed my little boy.”

      I had to bite my hand not to scream as my heart broke.

      I couldn’t take any more. I hung up and wished I were strong enough to crush the phone in my hands. Part of me always knew Maman hated me for it, but the little girl who just wanted her mother’s love had never given up hope that one day she’d be forgiven.

      I stared up at the sky, remembering how after Adrien’s death, I’d lain on my favorite high-up tree branch and thought about heaven and hell. How I’d wondered if my parents would be happier if I weren’t there. How easy it would be to fall and snap my delicate neck. Would they welcome my absence? Relief from the constant reminder of their daughter who’d allowed their precious little boy to die?

      The back door slammed and startled me from my thoughts.

      Lucas stormed across the yard, fierce determination tightening his features. I stared at him, tears streaming down my face as he advanced on me. One large hand wrapped around my arm and hauled me against his chest.

      “Elodie.” His voice was a low, gentle timbre, and my French name sounded like music on his clipped British tongue. The damn burst inside me, and I sobbed in his arms.

      Everything about Lucas was warm and solid. He smelled woodsy and clean as he wrapped me in the comforting protection of his body. I felt safe, and I realized how rare it was that I felt safe with anyone.

      “Shh, there now,” he crooned. More gentling words, sweet nothings that you’d offer a wounded animal. I sank into his touch and cried until I had nothing left. A hankie appeared in front of my face as I pulled away, and I took it, blowing loudly for such a long time that Lucas was grinning at me when I pocketed the soaked fabric. His smile was dazzling, but his eyes still assessed me with concern.

      “I’m all right,” I whispered.

      “Rubbish.” He grasped my chin and tipped my face so I’d look at him. Our eyes met and held as life went on around us. Clattering plates. Children’s laughter. The whisper of evening air through the trees. A car alarm and the sudden screech of a cat caught off guard.

      We’d never been alone before. That had to be why I felt as if the world had tilted. But then his gaze shifted to my mouth, then back to my eyes, and I saw something I’d never seen before, what I’d only dreamed I’d see in his eyes when he looked at me. Longing. No, not just longing.

      Love.

      But Lucas didn’t love me. Lucas was my friend, who’d made it quite clear he was interested in nothing more. An unabashed flirt, he’d certainly fancy a tumble between the sheets, but nothing else. No, Lucas was my friend, first and foremost. Trivia rival, arm wrestling nemesis, teaser who never failed to needle me to rage. He had no business looking at me like that.

      I clasped my mobile in my hand and hardened my features as I stepped out of his touch. After Mother, I couldn’t take another person’s dishonesty. Love was off the table, so what did this look mean? Why did he have to choose the worst moment of my life to give me false hope?

      I wanted to slap him, then maul him with kisses. I wanted to climb his long body and demand he do something with me if he was going to look at me like that. Instead I took a slow breath and sighed his name wearily. “Lucas…”

      “Tell me what’s going on.”

      I glanced away and wiped under my eyes. “I’ll be fine.”

      A string of oaths muttered under his breath, Lucas threw his hands on his hips. I had to bite my lip as my eyes disobediently returned to him. My life was imploding, but when he set back his suit coat and revealed his solid, lean torso, the elegant strength of his body behind a tailored gray suit that made his sage and silver eyes sparkle, I couldn’t help but want him.

      “Why don’t you trust me with this?” he pressed. “I’m your friend. You can tell me anything.”

      “What?” I laughed bitterly. “Who are you to demand honesty from me? To insist on my confidence, when these past months you’ve been sullen and removed and—”

      “Christ, woman, we are not making this about me.” He scrubbed his face with his hands and swore under his breath. “I’m fine. I’ll be fine. You are my concern. You’ve been worrying me all day, darling, and I can’t…”

      Lucas’s voice died off as he realized his slip. His eyes widened in alarm.

      He’d called me darling. Said it soft and tenderly, as natural as the embrace he’d wrapped me in. No one had ever called me such an endearment, and that genuine affection opened my guarded heart.

      Our eyes met as my phone, my worries, slipped from my grasp.

      I lunged at him. Slid my hands through his thick, silky hair like I’d wanted to for a year, since the first time I stumbled into him. Then I kissed him. There was no finesse to it, no tenderness. Mouth smashed against mouth. Teeth clacking. Tongues battling for control. I wanted him, and somehow with just one tiny word, I knew he wanted me. No more playing these stupid games, pretending we weren’t shaped for an intimacy that both relied on and deepened with our friendship.

      Oh, God. Friendship. What if I’d just crossed the line irrevocably, and now I’d lose Lucas too? What if he was just politely, platonically concerned? Or what if he, like my parents, really only had use for what I could give him—my body?

      I pulled away from his grip on my shoulders as I gasped for air. My body burned with longing, and I hated myself for wanting him.

      Lucas stared at me, chest heaving, gorgeous sandy blond hair mussed.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered, so quiet, my voice barely carried on the breeze.

      Lucas had heard me, because his features darkened. “Don’t you dare apologize,” he growled.

      The air crackled, and the sun slipped behind a cloud, casting us in shadow. His eyes went to my mouth, then back up. Then he cupped my cheeks and crashed his mouth to mine again, kissing me with the same intensity that I’d kissed him.

      A groan of pleasure left his lips as he kissed me deeper. I opened my mouth instinctively, desperate for him, moaned as his tongue slipped along my lips and then charged my mouth, searing every corner of it.

      “Elodie,” he whispered. His kiss was hungry and desperate. Long fingers tangled in my curls, he hauled me flush against him. His hard length pressed from inside his trousers against my belly, and heat traveled my body with every brush against his front. He tasted like mint and something inexplicably Lucas. I wanted to taste him forever.

      My arms flung around his neck, and I pressed up on tiptoe. He slid his hands down my back and held me tight as our kiss became something dangerous. Hot, fast, rhythmic. We’d always bantered and sizzled. I’d had a hunch we’d be fantastic together, but now I was experiencing our potential, a tiny taste of what it would be like to be loved by Lucas. Now I knew it would be worlds better than I’d imagined.

      Until he pulled back, anguish lacing his features. “God, Elodie. I-I shouldn’t have…” He stepped further back, raking a hand through his hair. “Forgive me.”

      “Don’t. If I can’t be sorry, neither can you.” I grabbed his hands as they tugged his hair, and held them fast. His eyes locked with mine as he exhaled.

      Thunder boomed from a ways off. That meant my escape outside was going to be short-lived, which was a problem. I was in no position to socialize further. I needed a bottle of wine, a stomach-aching cry, and then a new day tomorrow to figure out what I was going to do with myself.

      “We should go in,” he muttered. His head craned up at the darkening clouds, and I stole a glance at his handsome face. Pronounced Adam’s apple and a strong jaw. Soft lips, long nose. That misbehaving hair flicking in the growing wind.

      “I can’t face anybody right now,” I said.

      His gaze snapped down to mine. “No. Of course not. Go tell Nairne you’re feeling unwell, then I’ll get you out of here.”

      “Where could you take me?”

      He interlaced his warm hand with mine. Lucas stared down at our connection, as his thumb softly circled my skin.

      “I’m taking you where I should have a long while ago. Home.”
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      My resolve was crumbling, barreling down on me like an avalanche that I felt powerless to stop. Months ago, at Nairne and Zed’s wedding, I’d confessed my attraction for Elodie to Nairne. I’d also explained I would never act on it, that I was trying my best to keep a healthy distance, for a number of reasons nobody was privy to yet. I really was trying. I was just failing miserably at it.

      After Jamie’s baptism, I was concentrating so hard on not watching Elodie, I’d been completely useless for conversation. I was stuck in some mindless banter with one of Zed’s teammates when a swish of rose-colored dress caught my eye, and the faint scent of jasmine infused the air.

      Elodie.

      My head snapped around just as the minx slipped through the swinging door to the kitchen and disappeared. As if of their own volition, my feet strode ahead, taking my legs, then my body with me. I was following her, and I shouldn’t. But she’d been distressed all day, preoccupied with messages coming in on her phone yet denying anything untoward was happening in her life. It was rubbish. Something was wrong, and the woman was obtuse to think I hadn’t noticed, hadn’t worried and watched her in concern as covertly as I could all day.

      When I strode through the kitchen, straight into Nairne and Zed’s backyard, Elodie was tromping through the lawn, spitting rapid French into her mobile, and I knew right then something was direly wrong. With each step, her Louboutins sank into the earth, making a terrible sucking noise as she extracted each heel with the next stride. A woman didn’t ruin shoes like that unless in true crisis. Especially Elodie, who was never vain but dressed simply, quintessentially Parisian. Shoes, though—they were her weakness.

      Elodie began shouting into the phone, her back to me, and a sob burst from her. French was my best second-language, and I’d caught something along the lines of How could you?

      A hand flew to her mouth, as if Elodie realized the ruckus she was making. She’d never want to disturb the day, to cause Nairne, and by association Zed, to worry. Elodie was considerate to a fault and fiercely protective of her friends. It was one of the many qualities I admired about her.

      Again, as if of their own will, my legs strode across the lawn. Elodie was tall, gloriously, beautifully tall. But I was much taller, and the long frame that had served me well in my footie years now brought me quickly to the woman I wanted. I took her by the arm and hauled her to me. She flew against my chest, head nestled under my chin, as she drenched my shirt in tears.

      Christ, she felt perfect, tucked against my body. Even as my heart ached for her sadness, I couldn’t stop thinking how bloody right this felt. To comfort her, to hold her. To be the person she turned to when the world turned against her.

      There were no words as she fisted my waistcoat and cried against my chest. I held her close, my wingspan wrapping her tight against me, shielding her from the glass wall that would allow anyone in the back of the house to see her upset.

      Protecting her, covering her body with mine, my heart was pounding. It felt too good, holding the woman who had battled me in board games and bantered across lawns. Who’d pinched my side when I teased her and always ferociously hugged me goodbye. Who’d stumbled into my arms in a Boston hospital waiting room, after Nairne’s fall, and glanced up at me shyly like men were suspect creatures, not to be trusted. Who’d approached me warily at first, before she learned to call me friend. I held her as a man holds the woman he adores. The woman he’s vowed to honor and cherish and protect. It shouldn’t have felt that natural.

      But it did.

      Bad thought direction to take. That was a no-go zone. And after those kisses—mauling each other, months of pent-up desire surfacing between us, even thinking about it was dangerous. I couldn’t do it to her. Couldn’t even bloody entertain it. So what in God’s name was I doing, bringing her to my place?

      Because she needs sanctuary. She needs a friend.

      Right, I could be a friend to her. That’s what we were. Strictly friends.

      I tucked her under my arm and guided her inside, making our way to the front of the house.

      “Elodie, I’m sorry you’re feeling unwell,” Nairne said, concern etching her features. Jamie squirmed in her lap and looked like he was as over this socializing nonsense as much as I was. Nairne directed herself to me. “Thank you for taking care of her. Call later? Let me know how she’s doing?”

      “Of course.” I smacked Zed’s back goodbye, then bent to give Nairne a peck on the cheek and Jamie a gentle boop of his nose. That earned me a gummy smile.

      “I’m sorry,” Elodie said miserably. “I’ll phone tomorrow, promise.”

      She waved and blew a kiss toward our friends from the foyer, explaining to those calling from the other room that illness was her excuse for hurrying off and not hugging anyone goodbye as she normally would. As she did, Elodie backed straight into me, knocking her fantastically full arse right into my groin.

      “Oh, goodness. I’m sorry, Lucas,” she said softly.

      It took my cock from the first to the second circle of hell. Limbo to lust. “Not to worry.”

      When I opened the door, signaling Elodie should go first, she turned, and her breasts brushed my chest, sending a fresh jolt of hunger surging south.

      Strictly friends. Right.

      I settled her into the car and sped off. Not five minutes in, Elodie fell asleep from what I surmised was sheer emotional exhaustion, while I drove like a speed demon through the day’s fading light and berated myself. When we got to my place in Greenwich, I scooped her into my arms, managed to finagle the key into the lock while holding her, walked right upstairs, and laid her on the guest bed. When I flicked on the light so I could see better how to ready her for sleep, she didn’t even flinch.

      Nairne liked to tease Elodie about how she could sleep through the Second Coming and had a slew of accompanying stories to prove it, but this was my first experience of it firsthand. Selfishly, stupidly, I stole the opportunity to examine her.

      She snored softly, a mass of bronze curls fanning out around her head. Thick, dark lashes. Straight nose, high pronounced cheekbones. Full pink lips parted in sleep, and a dimple on either side that never disappeared. Sprawled on the bed, her long, golden limbs stretched off the edge, reminding me how bloody tall she was. She was perfect.

      Gently, I pulled both mud-stained heels off her feet and set them at the end of the bed. Then I stole off to my room and found a cozy, worn shirt that would fit her well enough as a nightie. Slowly, I raised her up, unzipped her dress, and tried to think pure thoughts. She was asleep, emotionally drained, completely helpless. I could keep my cock in check and not savor the feel of her soft skin under my fingertips. I slid the shirt over her head and tugged it down, doing the trick where you change out of one clothing item while another one is over top it. Still, she slept through it all.

      Elodie’s dignity preserved, I’d managed to get her in something comfortable without being a lecherous arse, and now I was able to turn back the sheets and gently lift her inside. When I had her all tucked in, I hazarded one last glance and stroked her cheek. At that she stirred, only to smile in her sleep.

      It felt like the time my uncle’s filly kicked me square in the chest. “You’re wrecking me, Elodie.”

      Turning off her lamp, I left the bedroom quietly and headed to my own.

      After I flicked on both lamps flanking my bed, I strolled about the room, undressing. Trying not to think about those kisses earlier. Bloody hell, they were animalistic. Not really my style, generally, to ravish and be ravished, but with Elodie I’d turned primal; we both had. Yes, we were intellectually and personally compatible, which led to a fine friendship, but there was more to it. Something fundamental and inexplicable. I didn’t want Elodie. I needed her.

      I got myself down to a shirt and briefs, and had just taken out my contacts, replacing them with my glasses, when a blood-curdling scream came from the other end of the house. I spun, began a dead sprint, and promptly barked my shin horribly on the trunk at the foot of my bed. Stumbling, I ran through that pain, thundering down the hall until I was back in the guest room.

      Elodie was curled into a ball, hands pulling madly at the sheets as she screamed words I couldn’t make out.

      I watched her flailing, completely unsure how you helped someone in the thick of a night terror. Her shrieks morphed into shattering sobs and gasps of air. I couldn’t stand watching it one more moment.

      “Elodie,” I called, walking toward her bed. “Wake up, love.” I didn’t want to startle her or shock her, but I wanted her out of that dream. Carefully, I ran a hand along her back.

      Her body shook, and that was when I was frightened for her. I had to wake her. I climbed onto her bed and lay next to her, running a hand along her arm as she faced away from me.

      “It’s Luc, Elodie. You’re dreaming, and it’s making you terribly sad. Wake up, darling.”

      Suddenly her body softened. She sank into me.

      “Can’t you wake up, sweetheart?” Her lips trembled, and I ran my thumb gently over them, trying to soothe away her grief. “God, Elodie. You’re gutting me.”

      I swirled my finger over her deep cupid’s bow, traveling next to explore the small divots of her dimples that never seemed to leave her cheeks. As my finger trailed up to her long lashes, dark at the tips and then gradually blonder as they approached her eyes, I thought my heart would break at the tears streaming down.

      No words were waking her, but I couldn’t leave her alone in her pain. So I pulled her flush against me as I wrapped her tight inside my arms. Her round arse pressed into my cock, that head of curly hair flowing all over my face and tickling my neck. Her cold feet slipped against my shins and made me gasp. Bloody hell, who knew feet could be that cold?

      It was all worth it the moment one long, peaceful sigh left her lips. “You’re okay, Elodie.” I kissed her temple, then dropped my head onto the pillow beside her. “I’m not going anywhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Sunlight hit my eyelids, hot and bright, meaning the morning was well underway. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept until sunrise, let alone that late. Elodie’s arse moved softly and grazed my morning stiffy. I let out an involuntarily groan.

      It had been quite some time since I’d been with a woman, and my poor knob knew it. She shifted again, and I hissed. Christ, I needed some relief. I had to figure it out, how to make myself once again amenable to meaningless shags for the purpose of simply getting off. I used to be able to do it, no problem—fuck without attaching—but since I’d met Elodie, it was the last thing I wanted, to bury myself in some random woman.

      “Lucas?” Elodie’s voice came out husky, her accent thicker with sleepiness as she stretched.

      “Hm?” I was half-awake, caught in hazy memories of Elodie and the bliss of holding her close. I buried my nose in the sweet fragrance of her curls without knowing whether or not I was still dreaming. My hand relinquished her waist, slid up her arm, then smoothed back her hair. She turned to look at me over her shoulder.

      “Why are we sleeping together?” She looked at me with such vulnerability and confusion, blasting a hole in my sternum where fear came barreling in. It was one thing to tell myself I wouldn’t let this go any further, that I’d hold her at arm’s length, keep it platonic and friendly. But, what if I couldn’t? What if I had no fucking choice but to love her?

      Then we’d both be in shambles. Me, besotted with a woman whose life I’d ruin, and her, saddled with my misery for the rest of our days. We’d be a tragedy, which she had no business in. Elodie was a heroine meant for Shakespeare’s best comedies—ample romance, a feisty happily ever after. She was Katerina and Beatrice, Viola and Rosaline. Women who took their antagonizing circumstances and conflict-ridden love interests, then turned a comedy of errors into a poignant, hope-filled ending.

      I belonged in none of those plots. My story had no happy ending, and the thought of robbing Elodie of hers filled me with self-loathing. But as I stared down at those heart-stopping eyes, sparkling dark like midnight water, I began to panic that my resolve to protect her was only as strong as my capacity to numb my feelings for her. And I was getting increasingly bad at ignoring just how much I felt when I was with Elodie Bertrand.

      My hand drifted softly up and down her back. Against my better judgment, I savored the heat of her skin beneath the shirt I’d put her to sleep in. Pictured sliding that shirt up her back, tantalizingly slow, before I kissed my way up her spine.

      Elodie turned in my arms fully to face me, eyes pinched with concern. “What happened?” she asked.

      “You had a bad dream, I think. I wanted to comfort you. You didn’t settle until I held you, and I must have fallen asleep. I’m sorry.”

      She craned her head, and it made me crazy. Every little quirk of hers was endearing and attractive. “Was I yelling?”

      I nodded, and her eyes widened in alarm.

      “Unintelligible words, but you were clearly distressed. We don’t have to talk about it right now, Elodie. I don’t want to upset you.”

      I couldn’t stop touching her. Now my hand gentled her cheek’s impossibly soft skin. My finger found her dimple, marveling at this tiny feature’s ability to melt me, that bloody dimple that got deeper when she smiled, nearly disappeared when she frowned, but never quite left. Steadfast and precious, just like Elodie.

      Her features smoothed with relief. Slowly she set her hand on my waist. Her thumb slid beneath the hem of my shirt, swept across the sensitive skin of my stomach. I had to stifle a massive groan. That shouldn’t feel that good. Nothing had ever felt that good. Could you come from having your stomach touched? There had to be something wrong with me.

      Friends, Lucas. Strictly friends!

      Bloody hell, I needed to straighten us out. Sitting up, I slowly felt about for my glasses. When I threw them on, I heard an intake of air. Elodie bit her lip, and there was a furious blush on her cheeks.

      I pressed my glasses up the bridge of my nose and gave her a concerned once-over. “What’s the matter?”

      Elodie’s eyes darted from my glasses and down my body. Then like a madwoman, she flew off the bed, ran into the bathroom, and slammed the door behind her. “I’m just going to um…freshen up,” she called. “I’ll join you for breakfast soon?”

      I eased off the bed, bewildered. “Right…I’ll set us up with something.”

      “No, let me, Lucas!” she said from the other side of the door. “It’s the least I can do. I’ll only be a minute. Go freshen yourself up as well, and I’ll have something for us both.”

      “Nonsense,” I said. “You’re my guest, I’ll take care of it.”

      The door whipped open, and Elodie stood there, still in the shirt I gave her, which might dwarf a more petite woman but came to a scanty mid-thigh on her. I swallowed thickly and tried to keep my eyes off her hard nipples poking against the material. This was all much more erotic than it should be.

      “Lucas.” Her voice drew my eyes from feasting on her body.

      “Mm?”

      Her gaze had a familiar feisty gleam to it. “Let’s make this fair. Showers postponed. First one to the kitchen gets to make breakfast.”

      I was still struggling not to stare at her tits, thinking about how much I’d love to suck on them straight through that shirt, soak the fabric and make her moan, so I was delayed in processing what she’d said. But as she streaked past me, feet pounding on the floor and down the hall, it finally sank in.

      “Cheater!” I bellowed.

      Spinning around, I gained on her as I made it down the stairs. I was at an advantage in that I knew exactly where my kitchen was, and Elodie, having never seen the place since I brought her in asleep, was clearly disoriented. She paused at the bottom of the stairs, craning around as she saw me bearing down on her. I shoved her out of the way and turned sharply toward the kitchen but was jerked back by the hem of my shirt with an impressively strong yank.

      She sent me off-balance just long enough to slip past me and launch herself into the kitchen. Landing on the counter with a screeching sound as her bare skin hit the granite surface, she crowed in victory.

      Triumphant, her eyes sparkled, and those dimples were out in full force. I sauntered across the tiles, nursing a wounded ego yet wildly aroused that she had a strong enough arm to throw me off and beat me.

      Bracing my arms on either side of where Elodie sat perched on the counter, I leaned into her space. Our breaths came short and choppy as I stared her down.

      “I’m going to overlook your unsportsmanlike conduct, Ms. Bertrand, because you’re my guest, but be warned—next time, I’ll not be so generous.”

      She laughed breathily. “What happens to repeat offenders?”

      Adrenaline. Endorphins. I’ll blame them. I gripped her hips and tugged her toward me, so she’d feel exactly what her antics did to my body. “I think you can guess I’m capable of implementing necessary penalties.”

      Her jaw dropped before it morphed into a slow smile that warmed her entire face.

      “Well, in that case…” she said softly. Slowly, she slid off the counter, the whole front of her body grazing against mine as her feet landed on the floor. “Duly noted,” she whispered.

      Christ, this was bad. Or good, if I went by what my todger had to say about it.

      I needed space. Miles of space, because my body was in hell. Backing away, I grabbed an apple off the table, tossed it into the air and caught it before I took a large crunching bite. “I’m going to spruce up, and when I come back down, I expect a full French breakfast, Ms. Bertrand.”

      Elodie raised her eyebrows. “Are you sure about that?”

      I frowned, chewing my apple. “Yes, quite sure. Now get to it, kitchen wench.” I took the stairs two at a time, my body—no, not just my body, my whole being—enlivened as it hadn’t been as long as I could remember.

      And it was all her fault.
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      When I stepped out of the shower, I heard Elodie’s muffled voice coming from outside my bedroom. Wrapping a towel around my waist, I dripped water as I strode across the room, then threw open the door.

      Sweet Christ Jesus.

      Elodie stood soaking wet like me, her curly hair flattened by the water. The towel she’d tugged tight over her breasts had slipped a bit, revealing a torturous curve of cleavage. Tiny droplets of water beaded on the swell of her breasts, her collarbones, and shoulders.

      I told myself I needed to stop staring at her, that I was going to get a well-earned scolding for how hungrily my eyes roamed her. But when I glanced up, I saw Elodie finishing her own perusal, seeming quite distracted with what she’d bumped into.

      I leaned against the doorjamb and smiled down at her. “Hello, pet, what can I do for you?”

      “Pardon,” she croaked.

      The colloquial response rolled off my tongue instinctually. “Ça fait rien.”

      Her eyes widened. “Nairne said you spoke it, but I didn’t know you actually spoke. Tu parles très bien le français, Lucas.”

      I shrugged, fighting a blush. With a long and sordid history between the countries and plenty of mud-slinging, language was at the heart of the acrimony between England and France. It took quite a lot for either side to compliment the other’s facility with their own language.

      Elodie cleared her throat. “Anyway, I’m sorry if I interrupted your shower, it’s just that…I have no clean clothes.”

      I stared at her, not computing. Elodie raised her eyebrows, confused as to what I was missing.

      “I’m sorry.” I shook my head. “You have nothing?”

      She blushed in embarrassment. “I left my overnight bag at Nairne and Zed’s. I don’t want to go back and face an inquisition.”

      Ah, that made sense. Nairne was nosy and intuitive. She’d smell trouble on Elodie and not settle until she knew exactly what was wrong. I had half a mind to go Nairne on Elodie, too.

      “You’ve no…knickers?” My voice cracked. I cleared my throat into my fist, castigating myself for talking like a sex-starved boy. “I mean, forget I asked that. Yes, yes. I should have a shirt that will work, and I think my sister left a few things here last time.” Turning into my room, I made for the dresser. “She’s a notorious slob.”

      “How so?” Elodie asked.

      “Leaves shite everywhere. Never puts anything in the same place twice. Is constitutionally incapable of order.”

      Elodie followed me in and peered around as she sat on the edge of my bed. “I mean if you compare other people’s tidiness to this…no one would measure up.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said over my shoulder, “are you criticizing me for being organized and tidy?”

      She shrugged and swung her legs off the bed. “I’m just saying some people simply lose track of things. They aren’t trying to be messy.”

      “But messy they are. That’s what my sister does. Just leaves things strewn about. She’s a slob.”

      “Not all mess-makers are slobs.”

      “Nonsense.” I rifled through my drawer and found the jeans. “Things have a place, and some people are too lazy to be bothered with putting them there. Now, here’s a shirt and her trousers.”

      Elodie stood and clutched them to her chest. “Thank you.” Then she sighed heavily. “I have one more favor to ask.”

      “Of course.”

      She closed her eyes, looking pained. “I need to borrow a little money from you. I promise, Lucas, I will pay you back. I just need a tiny loan—enough to buy a small professional wardrobe and some…knickers.”

      One eye cracked open. She smiled as she bit her lip.

      That bloody lip. I wanted so badly to draw it between my teeth, lave it with my tongue. It was full and a glorious rosy pink. Were her nipples that same color? Taut and pink and perfect? Of course they were perfect, they were hers.

      I was suddenly aware that I had a growing problem under my towel, thanks to my lascivious thoughts. “Absolutely. In fact, I’ll take you to the shops myself after I change. But now I’ve got to uh…use the loo, so if you’ll excuse me.” I took her by the arm and quickly walked her out of my room. Pulling the door my way, I hid my waist behind it.

      “Right,” I said awkwardly. “Be right out.”

      I slammed the door in her face, and dropped my head shakily against it.

      “Thank you, Lucas,” she said from the other side of the door.

      “Gladly, Elodie.”

      I was now at full salute and throbbing painfully at the thought of Elodie’s wet body before me. On a groan, I headed right back to the shower. This one was going to be frigid.
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        * * *

      

      Shakespeare’s known as the master of irony, the narrative device that breeds conflict, misunderstanding, and often, tragedy. Irony always struck me as poetic yet uncomfortably close to human experience. Irony made for good literature but terrifying reality. So while I always loved reading the Bard, I couldn’t say I fancied feeling like one of his doomed characters as I did at the moment.

      When I’d met Elodie, disparate locations made pursuing her impossible. Then, when I finally had her in my sights, I learned my diagnosis and the truth that I could never keep her there. Pièce de résistance, the woman I wanted and could not have was nestled in my bloody car, after sleeping in my bloody flat, where we’d done nothing but sleep chastely in a bloody bed and have a coffee in comfortable quiet.

      Talk about a tragedy.

      My Aston zipped easily through London’s streets as we left Greenwich behind. Elodie faced the window, peering at the River Thames as I sped us over the Waterloo Bridge. Her stare was intense. She looked troubled.

      I drummed my fingers on the steering wheel, at an utter loss for what to say. My body was taut as a wire, painfully aware of her closeness. Her smell was maddening—a soft scent of flowers. Jasmine and honeysuckle. Decadent and sensual. I breathed deep and let it wash over me. I wanted to bathe in it, to taste it on her skin. I really just wanted to bury my face in her gorgeous cunt until she was fisting my hair, screaming my name, again and again.

      Really poetic, mate.

      Well, I wanted more than that too. I wanted to make her gin and tonics and drink them in the backyard while I told her absurd mythologies of the constellations. I wanted to bike trails with her and kiss her senseless on the sofa. I wanted to hear her talk finance and get tetchy about the distinction between diversity and inclusivity. I wanted her fierce, rib-cracking hugs, and her bell-like laugh. I wanted to be the man who wiped her tears and held her close when she broke apart as she had yesterday. I wanted to shield her from pain.

      And that last point was why I could never have her. I wanted all of her, but if I gave her all of me, I’d hurt her. Deeply.

      I gazed around, ensuring I watched the road carefully. Last thing we needed was to wreck. The A2 was quiet enough, though, since it was mid-morning already, and I allowed myself to relax as I settled us to a reasonable speed. I’d never been terribly comfortable with prolonged silence, and we had another ten minutes left in our drive. If the past ten were any indication, it was going to feel eternal if I didn’t say something to her.

      You’ve got to tell her.

      I couldn’t, not yet.

      “When are we going to talk about what happened, Lucas?”

      My fingers tightened around the steering wheel. “Must we? Right now?”

      She rolled her eyes as she glanced over at me. “You’re so avoidant. Like Nairne, but worse.”

      “You’re not the first to say that,” I muttered as I began to look for my turn. “Zed’s told me this as well.”

      “Yes, well, I’m not overly eager to say Zed’s right any more than he already thinks he is, but I have to agree with him.”

      I chuckled at that. Zed and Elodie weren’t as dissimilar as they liked to pretend they were. Frighteningly observant, fierce lovers, loyal friends—there was a reason Nairne adored them both.

      “Zed’s ego aside, he’s right,” she said. “As am I. We need to talk about it.”

      “About what?” As if I didn’t know.

      “About the fact that you and I want each other. And you say we shouldn’t act on it, but then you do it anyway.”

      I took the turn and avoided her eyes. “Fine. But what I’m about to say is not meant to yank you about, understand? I’m not being dramatic. I’m being…honest.”

      Elodie shifted to face me more. “Yes, I understand.”

      “If things were different, darling, I’d woo the hell out of you. I’d sweep you off your feet and worship you for the rest of my life. Please don’t ever, ever doubt that. It’s just I simply can’t.”

      She inhaled sharply. “You can’t, but you want to? Then, why have you acted like you don’t want me?”

      “Elodie, I’m so far from not wanting you.”

      “But you don’t,” she pressed. “Romantically, you don’t want me.”

      “No, that’s what I’m saying. I do want you. I just have very good reasons for not acting on that.”

      She groaned in frustration. “You’re playing with…comment dit-on…picky with words?”

      I frowned. “You mean, semantics?”

      “Oui, semantics. You’re playing with them.”

      I had to fight a smile. We were having a very serious conversation but hearing her butt up against the limitations of her English was absurdly endearing. She was all siren on the outside—alluring, striking, incredibly polished, but inside she was a curious, language-loving Pollyanna.

      “Lucas, are you listening? You say you want me, but you’re rejecting me.”

      “No,” I said emphatically. “It’s not rejection. It’s protection. I’m protecting you from something that isn’t fair to ask anybody to sign on for. There’ll be no partner or wife for me.”

      She stared at me in disbelief. “Never?”

      The look in her eyes was an arrow to my heart. This was exactly what I didn’t need—to add a lick of pain to Elodie’s life.

      My pulse was thrumming. It was on the tip of my tongue; the temptation was so real to unburden myself to her. But as I stared from her to the road and back to her again, I knew I couldn’t. She was already burdened and wounded. Something was clearly wrong at home. She had nothing with her but a bloody handbag and an overnight suitcase, and suddenly she needed a loan, when I knew for a fact she was—or had been—obscenely wealthy.

      “Never,” I confirmed.

      Elodie gripped my forearm. I didn’t have the heart to shrug her off, but her touch burned me. I wanted to lose myself in it or rip it off. This platonic limbo was agony. “What’s the matter?” she pressed.

      I shook my head. “We’re not talking about this right now.”

      “Please, Lucas, tell me.”

      “I will.” I wrenched the car into park, and scrubbed my face. “I will soon—I just need some time to collect my thoughts on it. I know it’s dreadful of me to string you along, and I’m being a prideful arse, holding my cards so close, but it’s sort of like Beetlejuice, you know? Once I say it, then somehow it’s here in front of me.”

      Elodie’s eyes danced between mine, her face a portrait of concern. She sighed and released my arm. “Okay.”

      I exhaled in relief and threw open my door. “Thank you. And for the record, you better not bloody cry when I do. It’s bad enough I have to talk about my feelings and share my problems with you, but if you cry, I’m done for, you hear?”

      Elodie laughed as she blinked away tears. “Don’t know what you’re talking about, I never cry.”

      I jogged over to her side, pulling open the door before she could. As Elodie stepped out, the wind lifted her wild curls and brushed them against my face, bathing me in her jasmine scent.

      Our eyes met, and she slipped her hand in mine. “Don’t make me wait too long.”

      A curl danced across her face. Reflexively, I tucked it behind her ear. My fingers lingered longer than they should have before they whispered down the column of her throat. She shivered, and I hated myself for torturing us both.

      “I promise, I will tell you soon. And afterward, friends no matter what, right?”

      She nodded as a smile crept over her face. I couldn’t help but smile back as I tugged her close and tossed my keys up in my hand. It felt perfectly natural to wrap an arm around her shoulders, to talk with her and take a stroll. Now all I had to do was not get used to it.

      Good luck with that one.

      As we started window shopping, I hazarded more glances than I should. That pair of trousers Sarah had left at my place eons ago fit Elodie too well. And she was wearing another one of my old shirts, this time a Rolling Stones concert tee that I got when I was a lad, so it was a reasonable size. She had it knotted to the side and the black color that had faded to charcoal bounced off her golden skin.

      It’s a cliché that French women always look put together, but I was starting to believe there was truth in the stereotype. She’d informed me she was knickerless—which was absolutely a ploy on her part to make me suffer—she was bare-faced, wearing borrowed clothes, and she looked like she’d stepped off a fashion walk.

      My knob was back in hell, I was famished, and Elodie was oblivious to all of it.

      “I’m hungry already,” I grumbled as we strolled down Oxford Street.

      Elodie smirked in profile, and my stomach did a summersault that had nothing to do with hunger pains. “Serves you right.”

      “I had no idea when I asked for it that a full French breakfast meant a measly piece of toast, butter, and jam, with milky coffee.” I shuddered. “Blech.”

      “Then, you should have thought about what you asked for. How are you fluent in French but completely ignorant of a French breakfast? You have French friends, you’ve stayed in France…”

      I shrugged, looking both ways and pressing my hand into the small of her back as we crossed. “I think it’s because everyone always offers me a tower of food when I’m there. I suppose they take a look at me and say, ‘well, there’s a large chap, let’s make sure he’s got enough to eat,’ you know?”

      “You’ll get no special treatment from me. You asked for a French breakfast, and you got one.” She peered in a window, frowned, then moved on.

      “No wonder you’re all so bloody thin in France,” I said. “If I started my every day on a sliver of baguette with butter, I’d waste away. You’re active, Elodie, don’t you need to eat more than that?”

      She seemed perfectly content with her breakfast, but privately I mused that she must eat at some point. A woman simply could not have that glorious of an arse while eating nothing. I’d known plenty of waifs, and they subsisted on salad, cigarettes, and seltzer. It was a sad existence, and certainly not worth having a bony arse for.

      Elodie sighed, pushing us past another window. “I eat, just later in the day. My stomach’s slow to wake up, and the milk in my café au lait offers adequate protein and fat to give me energy.”

      We’d yet to walk into a store. She just kept shuffling along the windowfronts, and I was starting to think she had no idea what any of them were. When she asked me to take her to a shopping row with reasonable prices so she could buy what she needed without racking up a big tab, I’d gritted my teeth and fought the impulse to deny her, to assure her I’d buy her whatever she needed because it was a drop in the bucket to me. But, whatever was going on, Elodie valued her pride and her independence, and I wanted to honor her request. However, it was quickly becoming apparent the woman had never shopped at TopShop or Ted Baker or any of these other places that many frequented.

      “I’ll give you that, your milky coffee was top rate. Christ, I’d take that every morning, with a few blueberry muffins, some eggs, maybe some bangers on the side.” I groaned, and my stomach growled. “That would be a full breakfast.”

      “Starting your day with that much food is not good for the system.” She shuddered. “The English and their horrid food. C'est dégoûtant.”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t hide my smile. Gross, she’d said.

      Turning away from a window, she sent her eyes raking over me. “How do you stay so fit? I’ve yet to see you exercise, ever.”

      I frowned as I crossed my arms. “I’ll have you know I exercise quite regularly. I’ve just had my hands full every time you’re with me, either with some drama our friends concoct, a baby godson in arms, or I’m too distracted by a certain round-arsed woman snuggling into me to get up and do my usual morning routine.”

      She gaped as she looked up at me. The shape of her open mouth had filthy thoughts flooding my mind very quickly, sending a chain reaction through my body. I pushed her ahead of me, onto the next window, visualizing my annual Boxing Day dive into the frigid lake near my parents’ home. It did little to solve the pressure inside my trousers.

      More pointless meandering, and I was done with it.

      “Right, let’s get out of here.” I turned and headed onto Regent Street.

      “Where are we going?” Elodie asked, coming beside me.

      “Dover Street Market. Where you’ll actually recognize names and brands and buy what you like.” She started to protest, but I talked right over her. “Don’t argue with me, Elodie. Be sensible. It’s what you know and what you’re comfortable in, and you might be on your own and starting fresh, but knowing you, you’ll be making enough to pay me back tenfold within the year for this spree, so just hush.”

      She stopped abruptly. “You really think that of me?”

      I turned and glanced back at her. “What? That anything you set your mind to, you’ll accomplish with rapacious acuity and intelligence?” I spun back around, heading toward the familiar high-end shops. “Abso-bloody-lutely.”
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      I sat back in my seat, sated from a delicious lunch. After barely eating yesterday thanks to my emotional state, I’d worked up an appetite and practically inhaled my meal. Pleasantly full, I reclined with my coffee in hand and people watched.

      London was quite different from Paris, but something in the summer air, the hot sunshine, made me feel like it was a place where I could settle in and be happy. Perhaps one day I’d return to Paris, but not anytime soon. I shuddered just thinking about flying back, living in my old place, suffocated by things I didn’t want and obligations that had swallowed up my time and joy. Already I was working out the logistics. I’d pay someone to pack up my things, let my flat, have those horrible clothes from Maman sold off—assuming my parents hadn’t vindictively disposed of and liquidated everything already.

      But beyond those considerations, to live independently and secure my ability to stay in England, I’d need to find a job, of course. That was next on the agenda.

      Leaving my thoughts, I glanced at Lucas and did a double take when I caught him watching me over his cup of tea. He held it in front of his mouth, while his sharp sea green eyes roamed my face curiously, warm with appreciation and something more perhaps.

      More.

      It hurt to consider just what more could be, the more he refused to pursue, even as he curled around me in my sleep, interlaced our fingers, crossed streets with a protective hand on my back. It would cut deeper if I believed Lucas was manipulating me, but I knew he wasn’t. It was as if this was the least he could manage—that not touching me, not expressing any affection, was impossible.

      I liked that thought more than I cared to admit.

      The pull between us was steady as ever as we sat across from each other at the café table. Hiding behind my sunglasses, I let myself peruse his body. Long, lean arms folded across his chest, biceps flexed, their sharp definition giving me all kinds of ideas about where my tongue could travel, the planes and divots I could taste and bite. He was still wearing his tortoiseshell glasses, and they were driving me insane. I had no fucking clue why that was, but when he’d put them on this morning, I’d almost spontaneously orgasmed.

      He wore a gray T-shirt that hugged his shoulders and revealed enough of his chest that I caught a smattering of gold hair, pectorals defined as he shifted and reached for a bite from his plate. His muscular legs stretched out on either side of my chair, caging me in. All of this visual information met in my brain, painting a much more comprehensive portrait of Lucas naked than it ever had before. Long, powerful legs. Lean arms and a chiseled torso I’d seen dripping wet this morning. I could almost feel his tall, bare body sliding over me. I had to bite my lip as I scissored my legs.

      Lucas set down his teacup, mouth set seriously. “Elodie.”

      My name on his tongue sounded warm and proprietary. So different from the melodic pronunciation in France, he made it staccato—brisk and English. My name on his lips sounded brave and strong.

      “Yes?”

      “We’re friends.”

      I straightened in my seat. “Of course, yes.”

      “Tell me, then,” he commanded quietly, his eyes roaming my face. “Tell me why the daughter of two of the most powerful business moguls in France is shacking up with me, with nothing but an overnight bag and a cocktail dress to her name.”

      He reached his hand across the table, beckoning for mine. I gave it to him instinctually. His hands were impossibly large, but beautiful, as elegant as they were rough. Calloused, yet fine-boned. I slid my palm against his and wished it were different parts of us connecting.

      “What did they do to you?” he asked.

      My eyes met his. “Why do you say it like that? What if I did something?”

      “Because that’s not you,” he said. “You’re good, Elodie. Generous, loyal, principled. If you left everything behind, it’s because something terrible happened to you.”

      I took a gamble. “I’ll tell you if you tell me.”

      Lucas stiffened and relinquished his hand. “I said, I’m not ready.”

      “Then, we’re at an impasse, Loulou.” I slumped back in my seat, pulling my knees up to my chin as I resumed people watching. A flock of mothers pushed their babies in prams, and a young couple kissed before parting ways.

      Grumbling, Lucas sat back himself and crossed his arms. “It’s not the same bloody thing, you impossible woman. I”—he paused—“wait, what did you call me? Loulou?”

      I kept on people watching. “Loulou, oui. It’s a nickname.”

      “I can infer that, but what’s it mean?”

      I glanced over to his handsome face. “It means a few things. It’s a diminutive of my wolf which you call your…”

      Boyfriend, I was about to say.

      Lucas took a sip of his tea and seemed to read between the lines, because he had a bashful grin on his face when he set down his cup.

      “Mon loup,” he said, perfectly pronounced. He had a beautiful accent, just like earlier when he’d shocked me with how well he spoke.

      I smiled. “Oui. Très bien.”

      The air thickened between us, and I think we both got a little lost in contemplating the possibilities. French is a very romantic language, after all. I was hearing in my head what he’d say, what he’d whisper in my ear as he sank inside me.

      A car backfired, startling us both.

      “It also means little one,” I continued, fanning my face. “Obviously I’m using it ironically. And, it sounds like your name…I don’t know, it just came out. I won’t say it again if you don’t want.”

      “No!” he nearly shouted. “I was only curious. ” He raised his eyebrows, smiling slightly as he took another sip of tea. “Little one, eh? I hope that’s not an insult to a certain part of my anatomy, because I can assure you—”

      I covered my face and laughed. “It’s not at all about that. It’s just, you know, like calling a small man big or a tiny child fat. It’s…humorous.”

      Lucas grinned. “Ironic, specifically.”

      His wristwatch started beeping, and when he glanced down at it, his face fell. “Shite, I forgot. I’ve got to go. I have a…I have an appointment. I’ll run you home, you can get settled in with your new purchases, then when I’m back I’ll make some dinner.”

      I watched him closely, wishing I could pierce through his guarded layers and know what it was that made him so closed up. What had convinced him he was better off alone for the rest of his life.

      “Okay, Lucas.”

      After a quick ride back to Greenwich, I waved him off once he’d hauled my packages up to the guest room for me at his insistence.

      “I don’t want to make you late,” I said. “Go, shoo.”

      He stared at me enigmatically as he buttoned up a dress shirt, like he was debating something, but then he simply nodded and left the room. I heard his lumbering gait as he ran down the stairs and a quick slam of the door, followed by his car’s engine roaring to life.

      “Mischief managed,” I said to myself. “Well, for now at least. Next, deal with suspicious and meddlesome best friend.”

      I put Nairne on speakerphone, and we chatted easily while I unloaded my purchases to put them in the closet.

      “So you’re feeling better today?” she asked.

      “A bit. Not quite one hundred percent, though. I must have caught a virus on the plane to London. I just hope I didn’t spread it at the party yesterday.”

      I didn’t like lying, but I needed a little space from her close scrutiny until I had a plan. The last thing I needed was Nairne worrying about me when she already had plenty going on in her life. “I’m going to rest for a few more days, then once I’m better, schedule interviews while I’m here.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “You’re actually going to do it? Tell your parents to bend over and—”

      “Yes, Nairne,” I said wearily. Her father was always in her corner, and her mother had passed away when Nairne was very young. She found unsupportive, antagonistic parents like mine both foreign and insufferable.

      “You don’t sound too happy about it.”

      Jamie squawked in the background and it made me smile. “I am. I’m just still under the weather.”

      “Ah, nice use of an idiom, Ms. Bertrand. Ten points for Hufflepuff.”

      I laughed. Nairne was forever patient with my questions about English vernacular and never failed to praise me for a job well done when I got them right. “You were so sure I was a Gryffindor like you.”

      “Well, and not without good reason. You’re brave and sacrificial, Elodie,” Nairne countered.

      “Ah, but more so I am loyal, and I lead with my heart. I’m tenderhearted, as you say.”

      “That you are.” Nairne snort laughed. “And no one was surprised what Zed got.”

      “Slytherin,” we said together.

      “I wonder what Lucas is?” she said.

      “Easy. Ravenclaw. Disciplined, intelligent. Sharp and witty.”

      “You’re probably right. Oh dear, Elodie, I have to go. Jamie’s nappy smells like a sulfur experiment gone wrong, and he’s about to scream bloody murder.”

      I hung a dress and opened up the next bag of clothing. “Go. Tend to the child of the house divided.”

      “Very poetic. Cheers, love. Keep me updated on your interviews, all right?”

      “Will do,” I said.

      “Oh, and, Elodie?”

      I pinched the phone tighter between my cheek and shoulder. “Yes, Nairne?”

      “I’m proud of you. You’re making your own way. The life you truly want. Hufflepuff or not, you’re courageous.”

      My throat thickened with emotion. “Thank you, ma fille.”

      “Kisses.” Then she rang off.

      I could wallow in the fact that my parents had left me destitute and shunned. Or I could look at it how Nairne did, as an opportunity to make my own way. Yes, I felt guilty for my role in my family’s dissolution, but what could I do now except try to live a life of integrity? And that life was not wealth management. I had skills and values, a dream to influence companies’ policies and tactics for hiring a broader spectrum of minds and abilities. I didn’t just like diversity and inclusion, I believed in it.

      I stood back, looking at my closet, pleased to see I was settled with a small wardrobe of appropriate, versatile clothes. Now I was prepared to interview for the job I so desperately wanted and needed.

      Wardrobe secured, now it was time to check the listings, so I ran down the hallway to Lucas’s office, where he told me to make myself at home on his desktop computer. I quickly booted it up and scrolled through job postings online. Some seemed like good leads, but I found myself being selective. I wanted a position that truly aligned with my goals and paid well enough to live close to Nairne and Zed and little Jamie.

      And Lucas.

      “Yes, and bloody Lucas,” I grumbled.

      Deep into the listings, I started to feel forlorn, when a description nearly jumped off the page:

      Director of Diversity and Inclusion for Financial Services and Consultancy Firm.

      A senior staff position right out of graduate school was probably a stretch, but I’d matriculated from essentially the world’s best, and prestige sometimes got you places you otherwise wouldn’t reach. I considered it was somewhat hypocritical of me to leverage such perks when I aspired to uphold and institute better equanimity in the business world, but first things first.

      “One step at a time,” I said to myself. “Let’s get you employed for now, Elodie.”

      I read through the position, and it was ideal. Everything I’d studied, and it spoke to my professional ethic. The company was advertised through a recruiting site and thus unnamed, but it described itself as an organization that didn’t just prioritize big established corporations but served young, mid-sized, and start-up businesses that often struggled to have enough in-house expertise to manage their profits and strategize well for business growth. Another sympathy of mine—helping burgeoning businesses take flight.

      I felt a wide smile on my face as I read through the requirements of the job: compatibility with fast-paced environment, a rigorous work ethic, willingness to think creatively and collaborate with leadership in formulating equitable internal and external strategy, implementing fresh concepts, driving organizational growth. I’d be perfect. I’d be perfect for this.

      Seeing that the posting said to call first for inquiries, I searched around for my phone. It took me a little longer than I would have liked to unearth it from the unmade sheets of the guest bed, and Lucas’s judgmental grumblings about disorderliness might have infiltrated my thoughts.

      I didn’t try to make messes; I just had the tendency to set something down and change directions before I remembered to make a mental note of where I’d put it. Which meant by the end of the day, little piles tended to accumulate in my living space. I got to tidying them eventually, but Lucas’s philosophy that everything had a place didn’t sound so bad either. If it mattered to him, I could slow down and be a bit tidier while I stayed with him.

      I punched in the number and made the bed as it rang. After a while, a friendly woman answered, taking my information while she assured me the position was still open. Giving me a fax number to send over my résumé, she promised I’d hear right back from the hiring personnel once they’d reviewed my information. With shaking hands, I checked my email and read once again through my résumé, pleased with my credentials and my performance at university.

      Every class, top marks, and two glowing recommendations from my professors as well as from my mentor at my internship. I printed off my résumé and sent it through the fax, triple-checking the number as my knees bounced furiously.

      The next hour dragged. When I started to feel like I was going crazy, pacing about with nothing to do but wait for the call, I wandered into the kitchen and rummaged through Lucas’s refrigerator. It was full of fresh vegetables and fruit, brown eggs, and a few jars of creamy milk. He had herbs growing on the window ledge, and I ran my hands through them, savoring their pungency.

      A momentary pang of sadness for France stung my heart. The familiar scent of thyme and rosemary reminded me of my childhood home’s abundant garden, of our cook’s roasted game covered in herbs, Parisian bakeries, and fresh bread. It was quickly washed away though, as I remembered my parents’ faces in the café.

      “Asking me to marry myself off for their business,” I seethed. My stomach soured, and I ripped off a piece of mint and stuffed it in my mouth, letting its bite clear my palate.

      I didn’t know what I’d do if I didn’t get this job that had me written all over it. I wanted it badly, not only because I was penniless and starting completely from scratch, but because it felt right already. Wanting something, having so little security if it didn’t work out, made me choke on tears.

      “No.” I smacked my hand on the counter. “No more tears, Elodie.” I turned to the refrigerator and whipped it open, identifying my victims. Vegetables, cream, hard cheese, onions and butter. I found a jar of pastry flour in the pantry. Soon I was lost in the soothing rhythm of cooking and baking, stirring a pile of fresh chopped herbs and vanilla bean into a simmering broth for a barigoule. Kneading the dough I’d started, I pressed it flat, smiling at the joy of sinking my fingers into its sticky mixture.

      By the time I’d finished, my mobile rang just as I shut the oven. I dove for it, covering it in flour and butter as I fumbled to answer it.

      “Allô—I mean, hello?” I grimaced.

      “Yes, hello,” a deep weathered voice said. “Is this Ms. Elodie Bertrand?”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Ah, good. Well, I’m Jack, calling from Farthington. You sent us your CV just an hour or so ago, and, my dear, I have to say I’m mightily impressed. We’d love to have you in as soon as possible for an interview.”

      I swallowed a squeal as I hopped up and down. “I’m so glad to hear that, sir. I’m very excited about the position.”

      The man chuckled. “That’s good to hear. We want everyone who works at Farthington to be happy they’re here. Though you sound awfully French; are you sure you don’t mind working for a bunch of uncouth Englishmen?”

      I gaped, flummoxed as to how I could respond. He was probably teasing, but what if he was being serious? What if he was implying I wouldn’t fit in their business culture?

      “I’m joking,” he said quickly, “I’m sorry. Well, honestly we do have a few uncouth numbskulls, but I’m working on them.”

      I laughed uneasily. “Oh…well…every company has them?”

      He chuckled. “Forgive me. I tend to baptize by fire. I have a terribly dry sense of humor. It’s a chronic condition, for which my wife laments that there’s no cure. How’s tomorrow look for you?”

      I sighed in relief. “Tomorrow is excellent, sir, I can be there whenever is best for you.”

      “Wonderful! Let’s say nine in the morning, sharp. You’ll meet me, and if all goes well, then we’ll move you on to schedule a final interview with the incoming leadership. How’s that sound?”

      “Perfect, sir. Thank you again.”

      “Oh, please, don’t call me sir, you’ll make me feel old!” He chuckled again, and I could tell he was indeed both older and as much of a tease as he’d admitted to being.

      “Never again, then, I promise.”

      “Ha, and a wit to boot! Lord help me, you just might have a chance, dear, because whomever ends up in this job is going to need a coat of armor and a hell of a sense of humor.”

      That made my stomach pinch with unease. What did I expect, though? Businessmen and women were demanding. I should know, I’d grown up with them, and I was one myself. I was my deepest critic. “I assure you I’m up to the task, and I look forward to showing you just that, when we speak tomorrow. Have a good evening, Mister…?”

      “Oh, we’re casual here at Farthington. Just Jack,” he said. “You as well, Elodie. Until tomorrow.”

      When he rang off, I ended the call and tossed my mobile down, then began a mad dance around the kitchen. Covering Lucas’s radio in butter and flour, thanks to my still-messy hands, I found the rock station and cranked it up high, not knowing what it was but only needing music that echoed my happiness. Dancing, singing, and flailing about, I breathed deeply for the first time since I’d arrived in London.

      Until a tall shadowy figure in the hallway caught my eye, and I jumped and screamed.

      “Oh, Christ, Lucas!” I slumped in relief over the flour-dusted counter when I recognized him.

      Lucas stepped in cautiously, looking bewildered. Scanning the kitchen, his eyes landed slowly on me. “What in the hell happened here?”

      I reached to shut off the radio. Glancing around, I bit my lip nervously. I’d been so determined I’d keep things tidy, and it was a total disaster.

      “I’m sorry, Lucas. I was cooking, and just about to clean up. But then I got a call to schedule an in-person interview tomorrow and—”

      “What?” He whooped happily, dropping his handful of groceries on the dining table. In two quick strides he scooped me up against him, hugging me fiercely. “That’s bloody brilliant, El! I told you, didn’t I? You’ll be the queen of Canary Wharf before you know it.”

      He held me tight, so we were eye to eye. Suddenly, I was keenly aware of every bit of surface area that we shared. His powerful thighs hard against mine. The rise and fall of his chest against my breasts. I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed and wondered what it would feel like to kiss the hollow at the base of his throat. I glanced down to his chest, seeing I’d gotten flour all over him.

      “I’ve made a mess of you,” I whispered. I tried dusting the flour off his dress shirt, but I just got more on him because it was all over my hands.

      “Yes.” His voice was strained and deep. “You have.”

      I looked back up to him. Hunger and emotion darkened his eyes.

      “You’ve made a mess of me all right,” he growled as he hugged me tighter. An involuntary whimper escaped my throat.

      His eyes were on my lips, then his mouth was whispering over mine. “I shouldn’t do this,” he muttered.

      I leaned so our lips brushed and felt like I’d been shocked. “I wish you would.”

      Slowly, he slid his nose along mine, pressing the faintest kiss to the corner of my mouth. I felt it in my toes and my fingertips. Everywhere. I turned and tried to catch his mouth, but he pulled back, eyes roaming my face. Then another, faint whispering kiss to the dimple in my cheek.

      He held me tight against him, and I squirmed, impatient.

      “Hold still, you little minx.”

      I snorted and was about to tell him there was nothing little about me when his lips met mine. I gasped when they did.

      This. This was a kiss. This was unforgettable music. The perfection of mathematical proofs. This kiss changed everything.

      He tipped his head, deepening our kiss, his tongue teasing me with slow, expert strokes. He moaned, and the reverberation against my tongue and lips made my body thrum.

      Circuits fired beneath my skin as I pressed into him. My breasts tightened when they brushed against his crisp shirt, and a heavy ache settled between my thighs. I sighed as he released my mouth and covered my face and jaw, my neck and collarbone, with biting kisses. He walked with me in his arms until I landed on the counter. Cupping my arse, he hauled me against his body. His cock strained against his trousers, and he rocked against me.

      He breathed roughly, his mouth moving madly over the sensitive skin of my ears and neck. “I can’t stop, Elodie. Make me, please.”

      I cried out as he bent and sucked my nipple through the thin material of my top. “Don’t stop, please. Don’t you dare stop.”

      I yanked his head up, grabbing his face forcefully and pulling him to me. I kissed him how I wanted to, swirling my tongue in deep tantalizing circles, then sucking his tongue like I wanted to suck his cock. He groaned into my mouth, crushing me against him as I devoured his mouth with mine. He cupped my breast, drifted a hand up and down my waist.

      “So beautiful,” he whispered. “How are you so beautiful, Elodie? T’es plus beau que dix milliards couchers de soleil.”

      I sighed as I kissed his jaw and breathed in his scent. He’d just told me I was more beautiful than countless sunsets. It was sweet bedroom talk, but it made me feel like liquid gold in his arms. No, hotter than that—I felt like molten lava. I palmed him through his trousers, and my mouth watered.

      “Je veux te faire une pipe,” I whispered in his ear.

      Lucas pulled back and stared at me, scandalized. “Elodie!”

      “Oh, don’t act like such a prude.” I yanked him to me while he kissed me deeply, hands sliding through my curls. He might act perturbed by my filthy saying for how I wanted to suck his cock, but said cock felt very, very excited by my words.

      The oven beeped loudly, shattering the moment. We broke apart, panting and heaving as our bodies separated. We were covered in flour, lips swollen, hair mussed.

      I smiled at Lucas, who wasn’t smiling back. He was staring at me like he was preparing for a head-on collision. My stomach dropped, embarrassment flushing my cheeks.

      I slid off the marble surface ungracefully because my legs weren’t working right. Opening the oven door, I removed the tarte flambée and set it on the cooling rack, before turning around. Lucas stared at the floor, rubbing his forehead. A streak of flour colored the back of his hand and his shirt front was wrinkled, a button pulled loose. Slowly, I walked up to him and tugged his hand down. Flour was everywhere. I swept it away, then stared up at him.

      “Elodie,” he sighed.

      I took a deep breath, and tried to prepare myself. I saw the regret in his eyes, and while it hurt my pride, I was as worried for him as I was for my own heart. He’d said himself that keeping distance was about protecting me, not rejecting me. That something made him believe he was unsuitable for a relationship. That still worried me more than anything else.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “I’m fine, but what just happened—"

      I pressed a hand softly over his lips. I could be his friend, I could even love him from a distance. But he wouldn’t trust me. That hurt most.

      “You call me your friend. What kind of friends are we when there is so much that stays unspoken between us?”

      Lucas’s eyes searched mine, his expression pained and conflicted. “I don’t know. I’m…I’m trying, Elodie.”

      I turned back to the kitchen. Wetting a rag, I began wiping flour off the counter, pulling it across the glossy surface. “Why don’t you wash up. I’ll do the same, and we’ll have dinner when we’re clean.”

      “Elodie—”

      “Please, Lucas,” I whispered, barely holding back tears. “Please just go.”

      He stared at me for a long minute, as I bent my head and cleaned my mess, until he finally left me alone with my tears and a kitchen that resembled what my life had become—a wreck. Discarded by my parents, now I was throwing my bruised heart at the feet of a man who said he wanted to treasure it, but couldn’t.

      I’d made an absolute mess of it. An absolute mess.
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      The next morning, I sat quietly at Lucas’s breakfast bar, sipping my café au lait and reading through the business section of the paper. I’d tried to look up Farthington last night, but the internet kept disconnecting on me. After our uncomfortable episode in the kitchen, which ended in yet another blow to my pride, the last thing I wanted to do was ask him for his help or his insight into the company. I wasn’t overly prideful; I simply valued my independence. I’d do my best with what I knew, on my own.

      I knew the parameters of the job, the sectors it served. Thus far, I’d made a few mental notes from the newspaper on the state of the market. Buttering my slice of the baguette Lucas bought at the store yesterday—obnoxiously sweet and considerate, that—I read the next section on recent acquisitions.

      The now-familiar sound of Lucas thundering down the steps cut through my thoughts, but I made myself refocus on my breakfast and the paper. The sooner I got this job, the sooner I’d be out of his house and on my own. And judging by our dinner last night, that needed to happen immediately, for both our sakes. We’d sat quietly, eating the barigoule of summer vegetables and tarte flambée I’d made, sipping white wine Lucas had picked up and trying to make the quiet, intimate dinner not feel so bloody quiet and intimate.

      We’d made conversation, though Lucas of course avoided talking about his afternoon spent away, and I, in retaliation, withheld any further information about my interview. It hadn’t been an easy meal.

      Lucas rounded the corner and stopped abruptly. When I glanced over my shoulder I saw his eyes sparkling as they took me in. I sighed, and he took the hint, shuttering his expression and resuming his steps into the kitchen.

      “Good morning,” he muttered, his voice a little deeper and rough from sleep.

      “Good morning, Lucas,” I mumbled into my coffee cup.

      Lucas banged around for a while in the kitchen while I read, then swept by and dropped next to me at the breakfast bar. The scent of him hit me hard as I breathed in. He smelled woodsy and a little spicier than his natural scent. Desire soaked my system and settled between my legs. I crossed them and brought the paper closer to my face. Subtly, I fanned my flaming cheeks with it, before I set it down to continue reading.

      Lucas dove into a gigantic bowl of yogurt, granola, and fruit, alternated with swift gulps of steaming hot black coffee. Out of the corner of my eye I caught him repeatedly peering over at me, but I kept my gaze to the paper.

      Clearing his throat, Lucas smacked his granola with the back of his spoon. “Elodie, I don’t want it to be like this.”

      I flicked the top of the paper down and stared over at him. “Like what, Lucas?”

      He sighed and dropped his spoon. “Distant.”

      “Lucas, you’re the one who backs away, not me.”

      He raked a hand through his hair. “I’ve never been friends with a woman I’m attracted to. I have no idea what to do here. But I’m trying, because I care about you so much, Elodie. It guts me when we row.” He glanced at me, his eyes pleading. “I want to keep your friendship. Desperately.”

      Lucas looked…weary. He was still absurdly handsome, but there were smudges under his eyes from what had to be lack of sleep. His shoulders sagged. His whole demeanor was worn down. And while I recognized that the corner I’d painted myself into with my parents had plenty to do with shoddy boundaries—and I knew I needed to hold firm with Lucas, too—I hated to think my terse treatment of him, our uneasy détente, had contributed to his state.

      “A riddle,” I said.

      Lucas’s eyebrows lifted as he took a sip of coffee. He knew me well enough by now to play along. “Go on.”

      “There are three kinds of people in the world. Those who know math and…?”

      He frowned while he set his coffee down, then had a bite from his yogurt and granola as he thought about it. “Those who don’t?”

      I smiled. “Well done, you.”

      “Terrible,” he muttered. “That’s worse than Nairne’s chemistry puns.”

      “Nothing’s worse than Nairne’s chemistry puns,” I said as I stood.

      I brought my mug to the sink, rinsed it out, and set it in the dishwasher. Mood lightened, I leaned against the counter and folded my arms. “You’re my dear friend, Lucas. I’m not threatening to take that from you. It’s just that friends trust each other. I don’t know what you’re facing, and I’m not asking for your confidence out of some invasive need to be in-the-know. For one, you’re hurting deeply and I care about you; if I knew what was hurting you, I could be a better friend to you through it. And two…” I swallowed my pride and met his eyes. “It’s your justification for why we can only be friends. And I have a vested interest in understanding that too, given episodes like last night. The baptism. The wedding. In Edinburgh—”

      “Yes, yes.” He sighed and scrubbed his face. “I’m well aware I’ve wrenched you around abominably. I don’t deserve your patience, I know that.” He dropped his hands and peered up at me. “For that I’m terribly sorry.”

      I pushed off the counter and picked up my bag. Then, squeezing his shoulder affectionately, I planted a chaste kiss on his cheek. “I know you are, Loulou. Forgiven.”

      Quickly, I left the house and began walking toward the metro. My phone rang soon after. I groaned when I saw who it was.

      “Hello, Lucas,” I answered tiredly.

      “Where in the hell do you think you’re going?” Banging in the background was followed by a door slammed shut.

      My heels clicked along the pavement, reminding me of the purpose of my day. I was dressed for success, I was going to go get a brilliant job, then kick this year’s arse. “I’m walking to the metro station for my interview, Lucas. I told you.”

      He sighed, and I heard the roar of his Aston from down the street. “Impossible woman. You know what I mean. I’m driving you; we’re going to the same damn place. You’re not taking the tube. You’ll look like hell by the time you get there, and every man within a mile radius of you will have ogled your arse in that bloody skirt.”

      I stopped abruptly on the street. “And have you ogled my arse in this bloody skirt?”

      I turned and saw him driving down the road, mobile up to his ear.

      “Possibly,” he hedged. “But I can’t help it. I saw you try it on; I approved it. I’m simply attuned to that skirt’s fit around your arse.”

      I stomped my foot. “Lucas! I’m getting to my interview by myself, and I don’t need your noisy car or your sexist comments mixing with my head.”

      “Messing,” he said gently. “Messing with your head.”

      His car caught up and slowed to a crawl, following my progress along the pavement. “Please let me drive you, Elodie.”

      “No.”

      “All right, how about this,” he said through the open window. “I’ll drop you off three blocks from your destination. You can walk there on your own, without me in your hair. You get your independence, I get my peace of mind. How’s that for a compromise?”

      I turned to face him, weighing his offer.

      “See?” He smiled, and it was devilishly handsome. “I can be accommodating.”

      Those gorgeous eyes twinkled, sea glass and ashen gray. Their cooler hues popped against his three-piece charcoal suit, bright white shirt, and crisp argyle tie in complementary hues. He was too confoundingly dashing and stubborn to resist.

      “Fine.”

      The door popped open, I sat with a sigh, then we were speeding to the business district, on our way to my future.
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      Lucas dropped me off as promised, but since I saw how much time I had—and I didn’t trust him not to follow me—I made him drop me off five blocks away, unbeknownst to him. Then I took a detour, circling the buildings, inspecting their architecture, the names on top, the dress and demeanor of professionals as they flitted to and from their destinations. Finally I came upon the skyscraper where Farthington was housed.

      A packed lift ride later, the door dinged open and revealed an inviting, modern office. Walls a soothing blue-gray, the furniture a mix of tufted leather and creamy linen. Midcentury tables and modern fixtures. It felt current and stylish but not pretentious. A power financier could walk in here, same as a small business owner, and both would feel comfortable and welcome.

      Ample light spilled in and office doors sat open while people milled about, many of them greeting me with a warm smile as I walked slowly to the front desk. A kind-looking older woman, with sharp eyes and white hair, smiled at me over half-moon glasses before glancing back down to her work. As I met her at the desk, she looked up.

      “Can I help you, dearie?”

      I smiled. “Yes, thank you. I’m here for a nine o’clock interview with…Jack.” I winced, wishing I knew his last name. He’d never told me, and I’d never been able to look it up. Now I was embarrassed I’d referred to him so informally.

      The lady nodded as if she thought nothing of it, though. She glanced at her computer, making a small clicking noise with her mouth as she searched the screen. “Elodie?” she asked.

      “Yes, that’s me.” I smiled again, hoisting my purse higher on my shoulder.

      “Excellent, right this way, then.” She sprang up from her seat and proceeded to walk briskly down the hall ahead, her kitten heel loafers sinking into the carpet.

      We walked the floor, which I realized with satisfaction was a parabola. When we reached its vertex, we stopped outside a wide door that she rapped smartly on twice. “Jack, your nine o’clock is here.”

      Immediately, the same warm voice I’d heard on the phone yesterday called out from behind the door. “Brilliant, send her in.”

      She opened the door, gesturing for me to enter, and I was greeted at once by a tall, broad man with silver hair and a neatly trimmed matching mustache. He had warm hazel eyes and a kind face. There was something familiar about his demeanor, his welcoming physicality, as he strode toward me and offered me a large hand, soft with wrinkles and age marks. He had to be nearly seventy, yet he was impressively fit and straight-backed, even with a little paunch in his middle.

      “Come in, come in, dear.” He waved me toward his desk and a chair across from it. Smiling at the lady who’d brought me, he dropped into his seat. “That’ll be all, Midge, thank you.”

      She nodded, winking at me as she stepped out, and shut the door.

      “Right then.” He clapped his hands together and smiled warmly at me. “Where to begin…Tell me about yourself, Elodie. What brings you to London? To Farthington?”

      I took a deep breath, weighing my words. I could hang my hat on my family’s reputation, the places I’d attended, but that felt empty compared to what I really loved about my studies, and why I believed I was such a good fit for the job. I told him my vison for businesses, and what, not where, I’d studied to be able to implement that.

      As I spoke, he never once looked away or checked the time. I had his entire focus, and I felt seen and fairly appraised as I finished my speech. Jack threw a few questions my way, offering me client and office scenarios, asking me what I’d do. I felt I handled them satisfactorily, because he smiled and talked through my answers, seeming impressed. After my last response, he leaned his large frame on the desk and smiled at me cheerily.

      “So you don’t have previous office experience beyond your internship, but that aside, you’re unquestionably credentialed. Your university marks are unheard of, and your recommendations from your work studies were glowing. You’re clearly very bright and driven…”

      He cleared his throat and stared at me frankly. “May I safely assume you are connected to Bertrand Enterprise?”

      I shifted uncomfortably. “Yes.”

      “You don’t wish to elaborate on that?”

      I considered my explanation before I answered. “I don’t wish to rely on the weight of my family’s company to secure this job. I’d like my ability, my voice today, to be reason enough, if that makes sense.”

      He nodded seriously. “Yes, Elodie. It does. And your words and achievements speak amply for your candidacy. In my book, you’re a shoo-in.”

      I bit my lip nervously. I wasn’t familiar with that expression, a shoo-in, but it sounded promising.

      “However,” he sighed, rubbing his forehead. “There’s a bit of a wrench in it all, and I haven’t quite put that to you yet. No, scratch that, I haven’t put it to you at all. You’re the first candidate who’s floored me, who I actually felt worth screening for this part, so bear with me as I find my way.”

      He sat back, swaying in his chair as he drummed long, weathered fingers on the table. He smiled faintly. “Elodie, you’re being vetted for a position that will have you collaborating extensively with the next CEO of our company, forming a more modern and inclusive organization that fits this era and embraces its future, that equips our clients to do the same. Currently, I’m running the ship, but I’m retiring, and handing the reins to my eldest son. He’s spent the past year refamiliarizing himself with the organization after spending the majority of his career thus far in a very different line of work. Now, he’s preparing to take over for me, but six months ago he got some very bad news.”

      I barely knew Jack, but my heart went out to him. He looked so pained as he spoke.

      Jack sighed and stared out at the wall of windows facing the business district. “Well, it’s a bit wonky, you see, because he doesn’t know that I know he got this very bad news.”

      I frowned. “Sir—I mean, Jack—are you saying you’re interviewing me to work with your son, and that this will require understanding him in light of this bad news, but he doesn’t know that I’m being interviewed to collaborate with him as such?”

      Jack sighed in relief. “Well, you said it better than I ever could.” He eyed me curiously. “Yes, that’s the crux of it—he’s going to be facing some very significant learning curves, and while I have every faith that my son will succeed brilliantly in spite of this nasty turn of bad luck, I have a nagging suspicion he’s not so confident. He’s very good at putting on a strong front, appearing optimistic and all that. He’s never been inclined to open up and confide in me about his troubles, so he’s of course said none of this, but…” His voice died off as he searched my face.

      “This role,” he said, “it will be…consuming. My son’s a demanding bastard professionally. A right lover outside the boardroom, but bloody hell, here in the office, he makes me look like Father Christmas by comparison. That said, you’d be handsomely compensated, commensurate with the demands of the position and the hours required. We’re probably looking at a ballpark of one hundred thousand pounds. Think that’ll do you?”

      I gaped but recovered quickly. That was beyond what I could have imagined. “That is an incredibly appealing offer; I can’t express it enough. As for the pressures of the position, I’m ready for them. A high expectation for performance is imperative when driving your business into new avenues of growth and achievement.”

      “I agree, Elodie. But at the same time, this firm is a family place. We, most of us, have partners and children whose anniversaries and birthdays and milestones we like to actually witness, friends and hobbies we prefer to keep up with. We’re a driven place, but also an organization devoted to balance.”

      He dropped his gaze and sighed. “That is my sole worry, that he will not be able to find balance. He’s much more like his mother, incredibly hard on himself and unrelenting when he has a goal. I’m a bit more easygoing—I’m a smart enough fellow, but mostly I know when to push and when to let up, when to go after the deal and when to leave it for a better day.”

      Jack eyed me over, as if scanning my mind and intent. “You strike me as a similarly minded person. You hail from a background of unprecedented privilege and exposure to the finest of things, yet here you are, taking your career at your own pace, by your own mettle, in your own time.”

      I nodded fervently. “I want my work to reflect my life values, not compromise them.”

      Jack grinned, but when he opened his mouth to speak, an abrupt crash from the other side of the wall behind him rattled the air, bringing our conversation to a halt.

      “Bloody hell, what was that?” he muttered, looking over his shoulder.

      A man’s deep voice, muffled and distorted by distance and rooms between us, cursed loudly. “God’s sake, Regina, I told you not to leave bloody file folders strewn about! How many times have I said that when you’re finished sorting, they’re to go into the cabinet and be locked up? These are confidential, and you’ve left them for any old janitor to snuffle through.”

      “Oh, sir, I’m so sorry,” a woman’s plaintive voice responded. “I promise I’ll do better, I’ll not forget again. If you’ll just give me another chance—”

      “Enough, enough!” he grouched. “Please don’t cry! I can’t stand women crying. I’m not going to fire you, just—please, for the sake of my welfare, if nothing else, do better from now on.”

      She responded, presumably amid tears, given the loud nose blowing. “Thank you, so much, sir, I really—”

      “Yes, now don’t worry. You’re a good egg. Just keep it tidy so I don’t off myself in my own office. Go on now, I’ll find you later to take meeting minutes.”

      Jack had been sitting there, rubbing his forehead as he stared down at the desk. He smiled tightly as he picked up his head.

      “Is that…” I cleared my throat. “Is that your son, sir?”

      Jack nodded. “It is indeed, and what a fabulous first impression he’s made, hasn’t he?”

      “He sounded upset—perhaps a bit harsh, but his frustrations are legitimate. No one should have to walk through their office like it’s a landmine.”

      Jack snorted. “Yes, well, Gina is a good person, she’s just a bit scattered. Perhaps not the best candidate for a personal secretary training to be the next executive assistant, but she’s Midge’s daughter, and after her no-good husband left her in dire straits and she was desperate for the work, I had to give her a chance. She works her tail off, but she’s just a little slow learning the ropes. Midge is helping her; it simply takes time to get adjusted, of course.”

      I opened my mouth to agree but paused when I heard the thud of approaching footsteps. They grew louder, emanating from the door behind Jack that must lead to an adjoining office.

      “Father!” a voice bellowed, and my blood froze. I knew that voice.

      The door flew open, and Lucas came barreling in, raking his fingers through disheveled hair. Jack stood quickly, turning away from me, and effectively blocked my view any further.

      “Son, this is not—” Jack began to chide, but Lucas trampled right over him.

      “Dad, I cannot handle her. I’m trying, but she’s a fucking mess. I nearly broke my neck with those bloody folders everywhere. I’ve got enough on my plate—”

      “Lucas,” his father said on a sigh, trying to break in.

      “And then there’s this fucking call with Rodger at eleven, and he’s going to go at me for every bloody number, and now I can’t find the fucking file.”

      “Lucas,” he tried again.

      “Where are we with the search for that director position? Pierce and Harry are useless, and I’m up to my eyeballs in this shite, half of which I can’t even read because the print is so bloody tiny. Seriously, who prints in font size eight? Please tell me that we’re getting somewhere with—”

      “Lucas!” Jack yelled, finally getting his attention.

      “What?” Lucas bellowed back.

      Jack stepped aside, revealing me with a sweep of his hand. I sat stone-still, panicked. I needed this job so badly, I’d be perfect for it, and Lucas could ruin it. Not that I’d blame him for not wanting to work with me, given how strained our relationship already was.

      He stood there, dumbstruck.

      Jack sighed. “Well, don’t just stand there like a gobsmacked monkey. Say hello.”

      Lucas remained silent, still staring at me.

      Jack rolled his eyes, took Lucas by the elbow and walked him my way until Lucas stood in front of me.

      I rose from my seat, offering a shaky hand as I stared pleadingly into Lucas’s eyes. “Elodie Bertrand. A pleasure, sir.”

      Lucas blinked finally and swallowed, his eyes dancing over my face.

      Jack leaned toward him, whispering. “What the hell has gotten into you? Say something, Luc.”

      Lucas cleared his throat, extending his hand, then taking mine in his. He squeezed it tight and released it politely. “Lucas Edwards, Ms. Bertrand. A pleasure.”

      Jack grinned as he clapped Lucas on the back. “There you are. Thought you’d gone and lost the plot.”

      Lucas cleared his throat again and adjusted his tie. “Sorry, I was just a bit, uh, taken aback. I wasn’t expecting someone.”

      “Of course, and I’m sorry I surprised you.” I took a step back, hoping I could make my exit, because Lucas was doing a horrible job of not staring at me oddly, and the last thing I needed was Jack’s suspicion about us. “Perhaps we should reconvene, Jack, if you and Lucas decide to proceed with my interview process.”

      Jack nodded, glancing between me and Lucas as I brushed off my skirt and pulled my purse onto my arm. “Right, yes,” he said. “Elodie, we’ll most certainly be calling you back. I’ll be in touch.” Jack glanced back at the still-awestruck Lucas and rolled his eyes again. “Say goodbye, Lucas.”

      “Goodbye, Lucas,” he muttered as he rubbed a hand along his face.

      “Goodbye, Lucas,” I answered quietly.

      Jack held the door for me and escorted me out. Shutting the door behind him, Jack exhaled heavily. “Well, that went to shambles.” His face searched mine. “Please just tell me honestly if we’ve scared you off. I won’t be in the least offended, but I’ll know to resume my search.”

      “No!” I responded quickly. “Please don’t. I—I very much want this position, presuming Lucas is all right with me.”

      Jack nodded thoughtfully. “Honestly, dear, I’ll make him all right with you. You’re exactly what we need. As for Lucas, he’s only overwhelmed, but when Gina gets a bit more organized and he has a sensible head among his senior staff like you, I think it’ll go brilliantly.”

      I stared thoughtfully down at my shiny black heels that Lucas had loaned me money to buy before peering back up at Jack. “What about his…bad news? I don’t feel right knowing that behind his back. If we’re to collaborate, he needs to be able to trust me unequivocally, otherwise I can’t do my job well.”

      Jack smiled, his face lit with approval. “A point well made. I plan to have him over for dinner tonight so we can talk it over. I had to corner his younger brother and coax it out of him, the lying little man. But he’s a physician, what do you expect? Bunch of crooks, the lot of them, I say.”

      I was fairly confident he was joking but, as with yesterday, unsure of what to say.

      Jack took me gently by the back and began walking me toward the front. “Once we get it out of our system, I’ll give him a few days to cool off, and then I’ll fold you in. At that point, we’ll have you onboarding and up to speed. Lucas will have had time to adjust to this.”

      “Adjust to what?” I asked.

      Jack looked back in the direction of what must be Lucas’s office. “To the fact that he’s going to need our help, for a while at least.” He sighed, then muttered to himself, “And he’s not going to like it one bit.”

      Dread filled my stomach as I heard a door slam and a familiar voice bellow once again, “Regina!”

      Something told me this job was going to be even more difficult than I’d imagined.
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      I pulled into Mum and Dad’s place with a sour stomach and a headache, which were my body’s way of saying I was both anxious and under-slept. Quickly, I sent Elodie a text explaining that I’d been roped into dinner at my parents’, but I’d be home later, and we needed to talk about this situation then.

      Sighing, I pushed open my car door, then shrugged off my suit coat. Tossing it back, I yanked off my tie and threw that in as well. I popped open the top few buttons of my shirt and took a deep breath, uncuffing my sleeves, then rolling them up.

      Mum and Dad’s place seemed cheery as ever, little fake candles in the windows, the lawn manicured and overflowing with flowers. It looked innocent and comforting, but I knew that what awaited me inside was far from innocuous—the prospect of the conversation I’d been dreading.

      I was knackered. The day had been a maelstrom of meetings and disorganization, topped off by the unequivocal shock that Dad wanted to hire Elodie. If you had told me Elodie Bertrand was going to be sitting in my father’s office this morning, looking positively sinful with those longs legs crossed, godforsaken sky-high heels and a pencil skirt suit, I would have laughed in your bloody face. But there she’d sat, looking like a powerbroker seductress, tall and confident, her gorgeous face intelligent and focused. That skirt suit really wasn’t office appropriate, and we were going to have a little chat about dressing less beautifully for work—that was, if we agreed to this asinine situation in which we would collaborate together.

      Constantly.

      I groaned, tucking the bottle of wine I’d picked up under the crook of my arm, and walked the flagstones toward the front door. If I could barely keep my hands off Elodie when I saw her for two hours in the evening, how in the hell was I going to spend every waking moment of my day in her orbit and not ravish her?

      What if you stopped fighting it?

      Snorting, I shook my head, turned the door handle, and let myself in. No way could I do that to her. She didn’t deserve the sad sack of tatties I was soon to become. I’d be a nuisance, a burden, and no doubt a right crank about it too. It was all fucking depressing, really.

      Yet I was warmed and encouraged as I entered my childhood home, littered with pictures of me with Sarah and Kai, through all phases of growing up, plus hilarious shots of Mum and Dad in terrible outfits and hairstyles from the eighties. Despite what awaited me here tonight, I was lucky, for I had people who loved me, who’d put up with my shite and help me find my way.

      It wasn’t a question of whether or not Elodie was constitutionally capable of being one of those people. She had a wide-open heart; she was loyal and devoted. But it wasn’t the same. Unlike her, my family hadn’t a choice; they were stuck with me. Elodie could have better, though, far more from a partner. And if I actually loved her—did I love her? I thought I might, unfortunately—wouldn’t the most loving thing be to let her go?

      “Lukey!” Mum hauled me against her and smothered me with kisses on the cheek.

      “Mum, Mum. Jesus, down, girl,” I chuckled as she smacked me playfully. You’d think I got my height from Dad, who towered beside me, but Mum had brought her genetic game as well. She stood close to six feet, her eyes that mirrored mine crinkling in sharp assessment while she looked me over.

      “You don’t look so well, darling. Come in and eat. You’re too lean. Ooooh, my favorite wine, you’re so dear, always thinking of your old mum.”

      I smiled, tugging her against me as we walked toward the kitchen and planting a kiss on her graying blonde hair. It was so pretty—straw yellow with streaks of silver. Distinguished and dignified, it brought out the gray in her eyes. I loved that Mum had never colored her hair or fussed much over her appearance. She just filled a room with her genuine kindness and made everyone smile.

      “Lukey, you’re looking at me like that again. You’ve got to stop, or you’ll spoil me for your father.”

      “I heard that,” Dad grumbled, as he walked in and swatted her on the arse. “Don’t think I’d go down without a fight, Charlotte.” Leaning against her, he kissed her soundly on the cheek, before nuzzling her neck while she pulled the seal off the top of the wine. Mum giggled and shoved him away. How a sixty-five-year-old giantess managed to giggle adorably, I didn’t know, but Mum did.

      “All right then, you two, please don’t make me lose my lunch.” I gestured for the bottle as Mum struggled to yank it open. Taking it in hand, I quickly pulled the cork out with a pleasant pop, then handed it back to her.

      “Where’s your friend that’s staying with you, Luc?” Mum’s eyes were on her task as she poured glasses for each of us, including Kai, who was due any minute. “You know, the one you mentioned that’s a friend of darling Nairne and that handsome Zed?”

      Her eyes went moony, and Dad pinched her. “What?” she asked innocently, resuming her pours. “He’s absolutely dashing, even you can’t deny it. Built like a stack of bricks, edgy demeanor, that handsome Italian coloring and Irish eyes that make women trip over their own feet.”

      Dad and I both scowled at her.

      She just smiled and shrugged. “You should have brought her. What was her name again?”

      I glanced between her and Dad nervously, hesitating when I saw Dad staring at me. “Funny thing about that, is…” I swallowed the panic tunneling up my throat. What if Dad had second thoughts about hiring Elodie if I told him how I knew her, that she was bloody living with me until she shored up her resources? She’d kill me. I’d kill me. Despite how difficult I knew working with Elodie might be, the prospect of ruining her chances was unacceptable.

      “Well, she’d had a long day, so I figured I’d leave her to a quiet night of a bath, without me banging around and irritating her.”

      Mum frowned, but I’d successfully rerouted us from her original question. “Well, that’s silly. Next time you’re to bring her if she’s still staying with you, you hear? Sunday dinner, how’s that?”

      I nodded, quickly draining my wine and gesturing for more. Dad peered at me curiously, making me fear he was sharp enough to have made the connection between my odd behavior now and my nerves around Elodie this morning.

      Dad leaned my way. “She wouldn’t happen to be—"

      “Evening, all!” Kai called, slamming the door shut as he entered. I sprang up, taking my out and quickly walking down the foyer.

      “I need a distraction,” I whispered as Kai handed me his contribution for dinner—yet another bottle of wine, but alas not Mum’s favorite. Typical Kai mistake.

      “What?” he asked in confusion as he threw off his jacket and loosened his tie. It was always funny looking at him. We were nearly duplicates, except that he was half a decade behind me and had Dad’s hazel eyes instead.

      “Dad’s onto me, and I need a reprieve. Please, Kai, anything,” I muttered as we walked back in.

      Kai glanced at me nervously. Bloody hell, why was I even asking him? He was the do-gooder, the bad liar, the obedient son with the big heart. He was a bloody general physician because he cared about helping people live their healthiest lives, even though he was smart enough to pursue the most rigorous and lucrative specialty. He was that kind of bloke, and this was who I was relying on for a devious diversion. I was done for.

      “Evening, Dad. Hullo, Mum,” he said cheerily, kissing her cheek and handing her the wine. She peered at it, then set it down, trying to look enthusiastic. Did he even pay attention? She hated Shiraz. Who doesn’t hate Shiraz?

      “Thank you, love!” She patted his cheek, waving him to sit down. “Very sweet of you.”

      Dad opened his mouth, looking about to start in again, but Kai surprised me and rushed to the rescue. “I lanced the biggest boil I have ever seen off this old man’s arse today! The diameter of a tennis ball and not too far from the color either.” He winked at me as he plopped down and pulled the wine his way, taking a sip. “Mmm,” he grunted appreciatively, “that’s a good wine.”

      “Yes,” Mum sighed, pushing her glass away and looking distinctly green, “it was.”

      Dad made a small choking noise and muttered to himself about having normal children.

      “Thanks, mate,” I said out of the side of my mouth.

      Kai smiled at me but it faded quickly when both our parents turned their backs to finish preparing dinner.

      “Luc.” Kai sighed, peering into his wine. “I told Dad.”

      My heart dropped. “What?”

      “He cornered me, said he knew something was wrong with you, and you were being a stubborn wanker who wouldn’t own up.” His eyes searched mine pleadingly. “I can’t lie to him, mate—he sees into my bloody soul. It’s terrifying.”

      “You always were an absolute puss with Dad. I should have known you’d cave.”

      Kai shoved me. “Shut up, am not.”

      “Oh, right, as your recent behavior demonstrates.”

      I glanced over to see Mum and Dad canoodling by the stove, cutting bread and muttering to each other. Turning back to Kai, I leveled him with what I hoped was my most intimidating glare.

      “Who else have you told?”

      “No one!” he said urgently. “Not even Sar, I promise—though you’ve got to tell her soon too. I’ve only been able to keep it from her because I haven’t seen her in person. Next time I do, though, she’ll smell deceit on me. Then she’ll twist my finger back and poke that spot between my ribs—”

      “All right, point taken.” I threw back more wine, fighting the impulse to punch the daylights out of my little brother.

      “She should know though, and soon, so she and the children can get tested.” Kai peered over at me, his face awash with worry. “You know that’s why we’re here tonight, don’t you? To have it out? You’re going to have to tell them. Dad’s at least prepared, so he can be strong for Mum.”

      My suspicions were confirmed, but it didn’t smart any less. “Christ. Big of you all to gather me for this.”

      “Luc,” Kai chided. “Think of Mum, okay? The rest of us have had time. She hasn’t. You’re her favorite, and it’s going to gut her.”

      I frowned. “Am not. She doesn’t have a favorite.”

      Kai snorted into his wine as he took a drink. “Deny it as you might, you are. You’re her firstborn, her clone. You two are thick as thieves, and you know it. Just go easy on her, and don’t get mad when she cries.”

      I grabbed the wine bottle and poured more. “I don’t get mad—”

      “Yes, Luc, you do. If there’s one thing you simply can’t stomach, it’s a woman in tears, especially your mother.” He stood, clapping me on the back as he took the salad bowl Dad handed him. “But you’re going to have to,” he said. “End of.”
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      It went as miserably as I guessed it would. Just miserably. Mum cried hard, just as Kai predicted. Especially when Kai explained how it worked genetically—that she was the carrier, and Sarah could be too. It was a glum prospect to consider, that little Noah might one day follow my path, that Amelia and Poppy could pass it on to their children. Fucking genetics. I promised Mum I’d call Sarah first thing tomorrow and tell her, and have Jo follow up, so Sar didn’t freak.

      Dad chided me for not trusting him sooner, in a loving, paternal sort of way. Kai patiently answered all their questions as best he could when they could tell I was sick of it. On the way out, Dad squeezed my shoulder and halted me.

      “You should tell her,” he said.

      Shite, he had made the connection between Elodie and me. The man was too damned observant. “Who?”

      Rolling his eyes, Dad squeezed my shoulder again and all but shoved me outside. “Don’t play simple, Luc. Elodie needs to know by the time she starts, and if you don’t tell her, I will.”

      I lunged at him, grabbing his shirt. Dad stood steady, undeterred by my rage. “You will not,” I gritted, my breath coming fast and angry.

      Dad plied my fingers off him and patted my hand affectionately. “She deserves to know. Tell her, son.”

      During a somber ride home chasing the day’s last light, I debated how on earth I’d come clean with her. Now here I was, dragging my feet as I stepped up to my front door. I walked in cautiously, not wanting to disturb Elodie if she’d gone to bed already. I wasn’t sure if she’d be awake, and if she was, I wasn’t sure I could face her. Fumbling about, I locked up the place for the night, heading last to the kitchen to check the range dials and make sure they were completely off.

      I passed the breakfast bar but quickly backtracked, seeing a plate of muffins and a note. Stepping closer, I saw they were massive—full of large, plump blueberries and covered in thick sugar granules. I lifted the note but couldn’t see it, so I snatched it up and then trekked over to the light above the oven.

      Some days are harder than others. Tomorrow’s a new day, and hopefully a better one. Let’s talk then.

      XO, Elodie

      It was so stupid to tear up at something like that, but I did. Could Dad have mentioned his plan to her this morning before she left? How else had she known I’d be miserable and down when I got home? Or perhaps she’d interpreted my distress at work, and that itself was enough to merit a sweet note and blueberry muffins, just like I’d told her I wanted the other day when I whined about being hungry—massive, sugary blueberry muffins.

      I lifted one off the plate and sat down, peeling back the parchment paper. In the silence of my kitchen, as dusk fell and darkness surrounded me, I wondered what the hell was to be done with that confounding, caring woman sleeping upstairs. I ate a muffin made in love, wondering if it was possible that the woman who’d made it for me could love me after she knew the truth.

      She just might, mate. She just might.
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      I told Dad I’d quit Farthington if he didn’t give me until the weekend to tell her. That shut him right up. The man had principles, but his beloved retirement was trump.

      Unfortunately, that meant that over the past few days, our uneasy détente had made Elodie particularly distant. Not cold so much as a skittish horse, reticent and a little short with me. We’d talked briefly over muffins the next morning, and as it always was with Elodie and me, I saw straight through her, how desperate she was for the job. We could make it work, we agreed. We could be two adults who were completely professional and kept the personal out of it.

      “So that’s that,” I’d said, hearing the skepticism in my own voice. “We’ll keep it professional and platonic. Strictly friends.”

      She’d nodded solemnly. “Strictly friends.”

      Elodie thus began the job, determinedly above reproach between us. She spent the remainder of the week onboarding: doing business culture training, getting up to speed on our markets and industries, along with the main deals and client projects on the horizon. She was mostly working with Dad and a few other higher-ups for now, learning the clients, discussing how to pitch consultative services for companies wanting to improve their diversity and inclusion. It was a lot of pressure, because Elodie was essentially creating the service offering, but I had every confidence that if anyone could handle the doozy of the role and working with me, it was her.

      The past few days I’d gloried in arriving and leaving the place with Elodie, knowing the obvious inference people would make—that we spent ample time together, most likely slept together, that she was my girlfriend or partner—an assumption that was ethically allowable here, since Father’s only stipulation about work relationships was they were allowed so long as their impact didn’t lead client services to suffer.

      So as we’d strolled in, shoulder to shoulder, I knew what everyone was thinking, and for now it was a comfort. Elodie wasn’t mine, but if she were anybody else’s here, I’d probably murder them. And yes, I knew that was boorish and unreasonable, and yes, eventually I needed to own that if I wouldn’t give her my heart, her heart wasn’t mine to keep from anybody else. Rationally, I knew this. I just wasn’t quite…emotionally there. For now, it was better everyone stayed in the dark about the fact that Elodie and I were only friends and housemates.

      A mere three days into the routine, it was one of my favorite times of the workday—collecting Elodie and walking out with her. I strolled down to Dad’s office from the copy room, a stack of market insights to read over the weekend in hand, and rapped smartly on his door.

      “Come in!” he hollered.

      Elodie sat with Dad, as well as Pierce and Harry, two of our senior managers. I nodded to all but fixed my eyes on Elodie, who had already returned to the task at hand. She was making frantic notes in the margins of whatever they were going over, oblivious to my eyes on her.

      Going for the purely professional vibe a little too hard, perhaps.

      “Elodie?” I said gently.

      She startled, fumbling her pen and papers before steadying them in her lap. “Yes, Lucas?”

      I smiled, pleased to have her midnight blue eyes on me. “End of day, no? About ready to leave?”

      Elodie glanced over at Dad in deference.

      “Goodness,” he said as he shut his folder, “I lost track of time.” Harry and Pierce began shoving papers together, closing their laptops as Dad stood and stretched on a groan. “Elodie asks damned insightful questions, I got sucked right in. She’s left us with lots to think about for some incoming proposals. Perhaps you two can hash it over as well, if you don’t mind, Elodie?”

      Elodie smiled warmly at him, and I frowned because bugger if I’d seen that smile from her in days. “Of course, Jack, I’ll take these with me and make time for us to discuss them.” She stood, slipping the handful of papers neatly into her bag, while Pierce and Harry’s eyes traveled straight to her arse.

      I cleared my throat meaningfully, and their gazes snapped away guiltily.

      “Have a good weekend, lads. Dad, see you Sunday.”

      “See you Sunday, Luc,” he said offhandedly. Smiling over to Elodie, he winked at her. “Have a lovely weekend, dear.”

      Confirmation right there. I was chopped liver.

      “You as well,” she said brightly to him. She gave the other two a polite nod. “Pierce. Harry. See you next week.”

      They responded in unison, like besotted gits. Dad shook his head, fighting a smile as I closed the door behind us.

      I took her by the small of the back and guided her to the lift, still rankled by those gits ogling her precious body. “Must you wear such infernally flattering skirts, Elodie?”

      She stopped abruptly, head turning slowly toward me. In those daunting high heels, she was a paltry inch or two below me, bringing her formidable glare to nearly eye level. I might have taken an involuntary step back.

      “You’re really asking me that? As if it’s my fault you’re all perverts who can’t keep your eyes off a woman’s arse?” Shaking her head, she turned her back on me and sped off.

      I placed my hand on the small of her back again, but she slapped it off. “Of course not, pet. I meant it rhetorically.”

      No response. She stared resolutely forward as we waited for the lift, tapping her toe against the polished floor of the lobby.

      I stepped close behind her and set my chin on her shoulder. “What I meant was, I’m pissed they were staring at your gorgeous backside. They’re dirty bastards, and if they do it again, I’ll fire them.”

      Elodie gave me side-eye as the door opened. “That’s more like it.” Then she powerwalked into the lift, nearly leaving me behind. I hopped in, stepping quickly to the back since plenty more bodies would pile on, given the time of day.

      A few more floors and we were crammed with people. I was forced to stand shoulder to shoulder with Elodie, her floral scent washing over me and torturing my body. I peered at her profile. Full pink lips, dark lashes. Her normally wild curls were tamed to a severe chignon at the base of her neck, with only a few errant corkscrews popping out after a long day. I fought the impulse to yank out each pin and tangle my fingers in those silky spirals.

      I hooked my pinkie with hers and watched her breath hitch.

      “Have dinner with me tonight.”

      She glanced over at me sharply. Then her eyes returned to staring ahead. “We have dinner together every night.”

      I sighed. “Well, I want to have real conversation while we have dinner tonight, and that does not include bickering about mathematical methods deployed by our analytics team.”

      Still staring straight ahead. “You just don’t like that I’m better at the maths than you.”

      I actually found it wildly arousing that she could do advanced calculus in her head, but I kept that tidbit to myself. Strictly friends, and all. “I thought we might talk.”

      She finally hazarded me a glance. “Talk, talk?”

      I smirked at her. “And you say you’re not getting the hang of English vernacular.”

      She elbowed me sharply in the ribs and I groaned. “Have you always been this much of an unrepentant arse, Lucas?”

      Someone in the lift stifled a laugh.

      I only nodded, because I’d yet to be able to draw breath again after her assault on my lungs. By the time we reached the ground floor, I managed a gasp of oxygen. The car emptied and we walked out.

      “Fine,” she muttered.

      “Brilliant,” I wheezed. “Look forward to it.”

      Side by side in our power suits, briefcases in arms, we strolled to my car. I couldn’t help but smile at her. Elodie caught my gaze and rolled her eyes.

      “I’m rather getting to like this, you know,” I said.

      She paused as we arrived at my car so I could get the door for her like I always insisted on. “What?”

      I opened her door. “This. You and me. I feel like I’m getting to know you better, Ellie.”

      She paused midway down to her seat and jabbed me in the stomach with a sharp finger. “Don’t call me that. Pierce called me that yesterday and Harry did today, and I set them both straight.”

      She slammed the door shut out of my hand, and I chuckled as I rounded to my side.

      Elodie flicked on the radio and set it to classical. She’d done it every day this week, and I’d come to find it surprisingly helpful for mentally unwinding from the stress of the day. But for the first time, I noticed something as I started the engine.

      Her fingers, dancing over her lap.

      “That’s right,” I said. “You play, don’t you?”

      Her hands froze. Slowly, she looked up at me. “A little.”

      Mum and Dad had forced lessons on all of us through primary school. I’d kept on with them longer since playing relaxed me, and I’d become a decent pianist, good enough to know we were listening to Mozart’s Piano Sonata No. 16 in C Major. The piece was absurdly involved and fast. There was nothing bloody easy about that piece. You didn’t play “a little” and play something like this.

      A baby grand took up the back half of my sitting room, and she’d not once looked at it. I’d been too distracted by her living with me to have done my usual evening routine of nursing a gin and tonic while playing through my repertoire.

      “Why haven’t you played at home?” I asked.

      Home. As if it were ours.

      Elodie shrugged and glanced out the window. “I don’t know.” Her hands went to her stomach and pressed firmly.

      It was probably not exactly right that I had a ballpark awareness of Elodie’s cycle, but I did. I also knew she had horrible cramps. When she’d visited London shortly before Nairne had Jamie this spring, she’d been nearly incapacitated with them on the sofa. I’d forced the truth out of her one evening because she was driving me mad with worry. When she owned up, I warmed the hot water bottle and served her lemon tea and ginger biscuits. Since then it wasn’t hard to keep track.

      She winced and pressed her stomach harder. “Do you have a bath, Lucas?”

      “Yes, Elodie, off my room. You’re always welcome to it. You want one before dinner?”

      She exhaled slowly and shut her eyes. “Yes.”

      I could tell she was hurting. It also fit in nicely with how tetchy and distant she’d been the past few days. I had plenty of experience with PMS thanks to my sister.

      “We’ll stay in,” I said. “I’ll whip up something. Café Lucas.”

      She looked over at me with an enigmatic look on her face. “Well…if you don’t mind?”

      “Course not.” I ran a hand gently along her neck, massaging her muscles. “Italian? Spanish? What does the lady fancy?”

      “Mmm,” she moaned quietly, and it went straight to my poor cock. “Italian. A glass of red and a heaping bowl of pasta.”

      I loved that Elodie ate. She ran and lifted weights and ate and had an abundant arse and thighs and tits that drove me mad.

      “Italian it is. I think I still have some of Zed’s homemade pasta and I’ll make arrabiata sauce.”

      “Oh God, Zed’s pasta…” She wet her lips and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

      “Now, let’s not expound too much on Zed’s abilities in any realm. I’m a territorial bloke with a fragile ego, you know.”

      She laughed softly. “Zed drives me insane. The man can cook, and he’s a good husband to Nairne, but I don’t really know how she doesn’t bash him on the head daily.”

      “Oh, I think she has her ways. Many subtle maneuvers for handling Zeddy,” I said.

      The rest of the drive was in silence. Elodie dozed, and I stared at her more than was necessarily advisable while driving in stop-and-go traffic.

      Once home, I set the car in park, which jarred Elodie awake. Stepping out quickly, I opened her door. “Now, let’s draw you that bath, and I’ll try much too hard in the kitchen as I attempt to compensate for not being nearly as good a cook as Zeddy.”

      Elodie laughed, a full, happy belly laugh. A smile tugged at my mouth, and I realized how rarely I smiled anymore. But looking at Elodie, seeing I’d given her even a moment’s reprieve from her pain and earned a grin that drew out both her deep dimples, I realized I could get used to making her smile and smiling in return.

      When she took my hand and stood, she pressed a soft kiss on my cheek. I closed my eyes and drank in her jasmine perfume, the warm sweetness of her body. “Thank you, Loulou.”
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      I knocked on the door to the bath, knowing what I was about to see and wondering whether I’d gone barmy or simply discovered my masochistic streak. I knew what awaited me behind there. Elodie, naked. Thing was, I didn’t really have an option, since I wanted to feed her and she was holed up in there, trying to dispel her cramps in a steaming tub. God, just saying it in my head made my body taut as a bow—Elodie in a steaming tub. I had to bank on dim lighting and ample bubbles.

      “Come in,” she answered, as if it were perfectly natural, her lounging in the tub while I strolled in with a tray of pasta and a generous pour of chianti.

      It was indeed dim in the room, and there were bubbles everywhere, so I couldn’t see much except her beautiful face and a pile of massive curls atop her head, frizzy with the humidity in the room.

      She sighed happily as she looked up at me. “Oh, it smells incredible. Thank you.”

      “But of course.” I set the tray on the stand next to the tub, then turned to leave.

      “Lucas?”

      I froze, hand on the doorknob. “Yes, Elodie?”

      “Would you mind staying? Talking a little, like you said? I feel better in here. I don’t want to get out for a bit.”

      I turned her way and had to bite my tongue as she sat up a bit and the water level drifted lower to reveal the top half of her breasts. “Okay.”

      She lifted a hand from the water and patted the wide edge of the tub. “Sit, then. Talk.”

      I sat, picked up the pasta and twirled a forkful, hand underneath as I fed it to her. “Eat first, then I’ll talk.”

      “Mmm, it’s delicious. Talk while I eat, how about that?” she said around the bite.

      I knew what I planned to tell her; I’d told myself I would, yet my stomach knotted at the prospect. I picked up her wine and had a long drink before I tipped it to her mouth. Her eyes locked on mine, and when I brought the glass away, the faintest sheen of chianti darkened her lips.

      The room felt hot and small and suddenly all I could think about was kissing that wine right off her mouth. Tasting her, filling her body with mine. I cleared my throat and lifted a leg so one foot rested on my knee. It also happened to hide the raging stiffy I had from being in her naked proximity.

      “What were you talking about with Dad and the office oafs?” I asked.

      She laughed. “A number of things. Our internal hiring practices, some ideas for what to pitch to our first prospective Diversity and Inclusion Consultative Services clients. They’re blockheads, but they have some good ideas here and there. Pierce and Harry, of course, not your father. Jack is wonderful.”

      I chuckled as I spun another bite of pasta on the fork and fed it to her. “I knew what you meant. You and Dad seem chummy already. He adores you.”

      “I like him, too,” she said around a mouthful. “He’s a good listener like you, Loulou.”

      That compliment went straight to my heart.

      When she took a sip of wine, I watched her throat, how she licked her lips. I unbuttoned my shirt at the collar and tugged it gently from my chest where it was sticking. Fuck, it was hot in here.

      “Essentially,” she continued, “I proposed that the cornerstone of our D and I consulting should center on customized inclusive conditions. I think a lot of organizations know how to broaden their pool and at least somewhat correct bias in their hiring, more so than even a few years ago, but the problem persists once their diverse workforce is in-house. They need an environment that actually welcomes their viewpoints, experiences, and skillsets. Otherwise, diversity is a formality, nothing more. It also becomes horribly costly, because diverse hires who don’t feel included quit and quickly. And everybody knows turnover’s a money-draining nuisance. I think it’s a really good sell. You flatter the client with how well they’re hiring from a diversity standpoint, then pitch tweaking their best practices for inclusion.”

      That was probably the most I’d gotten out of her about work since she’d started. It was brilliant, and she sounded exuberant about it. She looked joyful. “So, you’re happy there?” I asked. “So far at least?”

      “Oh, yes. I love it.” She sat taller and served herself a bite this time. Now the water was precariously low. One deep inhale and I’d see her nipples. I had to get out of here, before everything went to hell and I was hauling her out of the water, stripping down and taking her on the tile floor, impending menstrual cycle be damned.

      “Are you still okay with me being there? I know it must be odd for you,” she said quietly.

      “I love that you’re there. That you’re happy and you feel like you fit in.”

      She smiled, and those deep dimples popped in her cheeks. “I am happy. I love the family atmosphere. It’s comforting. Until I started at Farthington, I didn’t realize just how unhappy and lonely I was at home, even after everything with my parents…” Her eyes widened, and she lifted a hand to her mouth.

      I’d been monumentally patient, letting her go without an explanation. Partly because she’d thrown the not-unreasonable justification that I was withholding my own information about my life from her, too. Too bloody bad. I needed to know.

      “What did they do to you?”

      Elodie spun a web of pasta on the fork and brought it to my mouth. “You need food too, Loulou. Why don’t you eat?”

      “Answer the question, Elodie.”

      “No, Lucas. Not until you trust me as well.”

      I stared at her, face defiant while she held a bite of pasta to my mouth. This was what I adored about Elodie. She was unrepentantly stubborn, and it was always driven by her heart.

      I’d promised Dad I’d tell her. I had to, or he would. I could put it off until Sunday, or I could find my bollocks and own up tonight. And if I did it now, I’d get the truth from her as well.

      “Fine.”

      Her lips parted as she gasped, but otherwise she hid her surprise. I accepted my bite and watched her pull the plate into her hands, then settle back in the tub. “You first,” she said.

      “Nice try, Bertrand. Out with it.”

      With a longsuffering sigh, she shifted in the water and picked at her food. “The morning of Jamie’s baptism, Maman called me and asked me to meet her and Papa for lunch…”

      “And?”

      She shrugged and took a bite of food. “We never do that. Meet for meals. Talk.”

      My heart ached. I thought about Sunday dinner at my parents’ house. How Kai tended to pop around my place every week for a meal. How Sarah was forever nagging me to come to Cornwall more often. And Elodie’s parents never made time to even sit and eat with her.

      “You don’t need to pity me, Lucas. I’m used to it.”

      “I’m not pitying you. It’s just a little sad, dearest.”

      Another gallic shrug. “Il n’ya a rien à dire.”

      What’s there to say? she’d said.

      “So, I did as they asked,” she continued. “When I arrived there, they were acting very odd…”

      Water dripped from the faucet as I waited. Elodie seemed to struggle with what to say next.

      Suddenly she picked up the wine, threw half of it back, and swallowed with a gasp before saying in one solid breath, “They told me I needed to marry the son of their competition to secure a merger between our two families’ businesses. I refused. They disinvested me for it.”

      I had to have misheard her. “I’m sorry, I think—” I wiggled a finger in my ear and leaned in. “I didn’t get that right. I just heard you say your parents told you to marry someone they chose for their business interests and when you didn’t, they impoverished you.”

      Elodie was chewing a massive bite of pasta and spoke around it. “No, that’s it in a nut sack.”

      I barked a laugh, despite how nothing should be funny at a time like this. “Oh Christ, Elodie. It’s nutshell. Nut sack’s something else entirely…” She looked at me quizzically, so I gestured to my groin.

      She choked on her pasta and sat up, clearing her throat. After I thwacked her on the back, I handed her the wine, which she finished in one gulp.

      “Elodie, I can’t believe they did that.”

      “Well, I can. And they did. But as Nairne said, it’s an opportunity for me to make my own way, and tell them to slip it up their arse. Did I get that one right?”

      I cupped her cheek, emotions at tug of war inside me. I wanted to eviscerate her parents. I wanted to grin so hard my face hurt at her hopelessness with English idioms. I wanted to kiss her bloody senseless. “Close. Generally one says shove but I think stick also works. Slip sounds a little…” I softened the blow by using her mother tongue. “Érotique.”

      Elodie blushed. “Oh.”

      “Yes, oh.”

      Our gaze locked until Elodie shook her head and started to pick at her pasta. “That’s my sad story. But it has a happy ending. I’m here, starting fresh, so much in thanks to you, Lucas.”

      She clasped my hand and squeezed it. “You’ve been a truly good friend. I’m sorry I’ve imposed on you so much. It’s just with Jamie, I don’t want to bother Nairne and Zed. But good news is after a few pays I should be prepared to let my own flat.”

      My stomach dropped at the thought of her leaving. But of course she would. I’d planted us in the fucking friend zone, and here we were. I stared down at her hand and traced its delicate veins with my finger. “Take as long as you need. I like your company. I’m not eager to lose it.”

      When I glanced up at her, her eyes were on my mouth. She shivered. “The water’s getting cold. I think I should get out.”

      I shot upright. “Course. I’ll just take your food and—”

      “Can we talk more downstairs, Lucas?” She glanced carefully up at me. “Since it’s your turn now.”

      “Yes. It’s my turn now, isn’t it?” I sighed as dread sat heavy in my stomach. Backing toward the door, I drew it open. “I’ll just be in the sitting room.”

      She nodded. “Okay, Loulou.”

      I walked down the steps like the doomed approaching their sentencing. “It’s not that bad, mate,” I said to myself.

      Wouldn’t know it by the amount of gin I poured into a tumbler. I added some ice, a splash of tonic, and promptly knocked it back. After making myself another, slightly less boozy this time, I made Elodie’s just how she liked—lots of ice, light on the tonic, extra lime.

      Her soft footfall carried above me. This wasn’t what I wanted, to confess my brokenness to her, to be weak in front of the woman I wanted to be strong for. I felt maudlin and doomed, so my g-and-t and I traipsed over to the piano.

      As I sat at the bench, a blade of moonlight knifed across the raised piano lid. I looked up at the sky, and felt the weight of darkness swallowing up that small orb of light. How bloody apropos.

      “No. No wallowing.” I cleared my throat and began playing the first thing that came to me.

      Elodie swung into the room, a breath of fresh flowery air and bouncing curls.

      Slowly she walked the length of the sofa, then sat on its arm. Scooping up the gin and tonic I’d left on the side table for her, she watched me seriously.

      “Claire de Lune,” she said approvingly. “You play very well, Loulou.”

      I shrugged, because I’d fall apart if I spoke—if I told her I played this almost every night because it captured something I’d lost and this song helped me remember.

      When I finished, she smiled at me sadly. “That was beautiful. But you played it so mournfully, Loulou. Why?”

      I turned toward her, searching her eyes. They held such tenderness and patience. This was it.

      “I’m going blind.”

      Elodie’s eyes widened and filled with tears. “Lucas,” she whispered.

      “You promised.” I pointed a finger at her. “You promised you wouldn’t cry.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not that terrible, really, I’m just a stubborn arse, and I’d rather not have to go through with it, so I’ve been sulking while living in denial.”

      Elodie inhaled deeply, slowly shutting her eyes. When she opened them, they spilled with silent tears. Sad but devoid of pity. She sat tall, steeled herself. I wanted to kiss her for being strong for me when I couldn’t handle my pain making her fall apart.

      “When?” she asked quietly.

      “When will I be blind or when did I get it?”

      “Both.”

      “It’s genetic, so I’ve had it my whole life. Choroideremia, it’s called. Kai doesn’t have it; I do. I’ve always had weak far-sight and sort of fuzzy peripheral vision, which I know is comical given my former profession—”

      “Instead I’d say it’s wildly impressive, Loulou. It speaks to your raw talent—your work ethic—that you became spectacular at something that you weren’t even operating at full physiological capacity for.”

      No one had ever done that—laid my weakness and strength side by side and shown me how they made something compatible, rather than mutually exclusive. My throat felt thick with emotion, and I turned toward the piano again, fiddling among the quiet, high notes.

      “Thank you, Elodie.”

      She nodded as she sipped her drink. “I’m sorry. I interrupted you,” she said. “Please go on.”

      I had a sip of my own drink. More like a gulp actually, because this was the part I least liked discussing. “I’ve been incredibly poor-sighted at night since I was a child—night-blindness it’s called—but I thought that was how it was for everyone once night fell—only faintest shadows and deep d-darkness.” I cleared my throat, emotion hitting me as I vocalized something I hadn’t before, except once to Jo. Thank Christ she’d chosen ophthalmology as her specialty. I really didn’t know how I would have gone through the diagnostic process without her friendship.

      “When did you know, Loulou?”

      “About six months ago.”

      “This past winter,” she whispered.

      “Yes, last winter.”

      Elodie exhaled shakily and set her drink down. “That’s when you grew distant.”

      I stared at the ground, chastened. “Yes.”

      “Because you didn’t want me to get close to you. Because of this.” Disapproval dripped from her voice. “That’s how poorly you think of me, that I wouldn’t want you because you’re losing your sight?”

      “Of course not.” My hands traveled down to low, heavy keys and began playing. Toccata and Fugue in D Minor. Angry, melancholy. Those dark chords felt fitting. “It’s just that it would be wrong to pursue you when I knew I wasn’t going to burden you with my condition later in life. I’m going to have to relearn…everything. From how to cross the street to answering my blasted phone without cocking it up. Cooking. Cleaning. Writing. Reading.” I jabbed the keys, then ran my hands in a glissade down the bass. “Not what most women sign up for.”

      She sprang off the sofa and marched toward me, looking like a vengeful goddess, wild curls flying, her eyes burning like blue flames. “I’m not most women, Lucas. I’d hope you of all people would know that.”

      Then she grasped my neck and kissed me.
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      I couldn’t stop kissing him. His hands cupped my cheeks, sliding back until they tangled and tugged my hair, knocking my curls loose so that we were surrounded by them.

      “You stubborn man,” I whispered. I shoved the bench back, then straddled him. “You bloody stubborn man, pushing me away. I’ve wanted you.”

      And he wanted me. But Lucas had been pushing me away to protect me from something I was completely unwilling to be shielded from. I wanted to be by his side. His friend, his partner, his love. Blindness was immaterial to that.

      I pushed my hair back ferociously, pent-up anger, depth of feeling for this infuriating man pumping through my body like the purest of cocktails.

      “God, Elodie. I wish it were different.” Lucas kissed me harder as he grasped my hips and pulled me flush against him. Christ, that man had a cock. I felt it, hard and thick, pressing between us. I didn’t have knickers on, and I slid shamelessly against him.

      He groaned. “What are we doing?”

      “What we should have done all along, no matter how obstinate you were.”

      He pulled back. “Elodie, be reasonable. We’re both going to end up miserable if we go down this road. This is why, don’t you understand?”

      “No.” I locked my thighs around his lean waist, pressed my body against him.

      “Oh God,” he muttered. His lips swept the shell of my ear, down my throat, whispering over my chest, while one hand pressed down my back and cupped my arse. With his other hand, he plumped my breast before sucking my nipple through my shirt so hard it sent a jolt straight down to my clit. “I can’t think straight, I want you so badly.”

      I smiled as I tipped my head back and gave him my body to taste and feel. “I want you too, Lucas.”

      “Elodie,” he whispered.

      “Lucas.” I wrapped my arms around him, holding him tight against me. I love you, I wanted to say. I love you, just as you are and as you will be. But I couldn’t, not yet. He wouldn’t hear it. Because Lucas didn’t love himself as he was, as he would be. He didn’t love the Lucas that was losing his sight.

      So I said it with my body. Holding his face, I brought our mouths together, tenderly, gently. I sucked his bottom lip, dragged it between my teeth, earning a curse. His grip tightened on my hips. I slipped my tongue inside, where it slicked against his and earned his low moan. It was dark, and we were clothed. I wanted us naked and illuminated. I wanted to press Lucas on his back with sunlight pouring over him so I could memorize every inch of his body.

      One hand wrapped around my waist, his grip firm and desperate. The other swept slowly down the valley of my thighs, to where I was wet and painfully empty of his touch.

      “Lucas,” I gasped.

      “Yes, darling.” He kissed me as two of his fingers finally teased along my entrance. God, his touch. Firm, teasing, impossibly perfect. Suddenly he froze and withdrew his hand.

      “Where the hell are your knickers?”

      I shrugged. “They didn’t seem important at the time.”

      His head fell back. “Christ, what am I doing?”

      I grabbed his hand and tugged it back down. “Don’t stop.”

      “Elodie, I can’t do this to you.”

      “Can’t do what?”

      Lucas sighed as he dropped his forehead to mine. “Start something I can’t finish.”

      I snuck a kiss. “Mon nounours, I’m straddling your very impressive cock. I have no concern about your ability to finish.”

      He hissed as I palmed him firmly through his trousers. “Stop, just—what did you call me? Your teddy?”

      I kissed his neck, tasted sweat and cologne on his jaw. I had a heartbeat in my core, and I’d never wanted a man this badly. I felt dizzy with need. “Oui. It’s just an endearment. You’re French is so good, Loulou, it makes me crazy.”

      He was panting, rolling his hips up to mine. “You have to stop. I can’t think while you’re on me.”

      I smiled against his skin, then bit his neck, making his hips lurch against me. “That’s the point.”

      “No, Elodie.” His hands stilled me. “We need to talk, truly.”

      Slowly I straightened, and looked at him. “You told me the truth, Lucas, and it changes nothing for me. I still want you, so much. What else could you possibly have to say right now?”

      “Just because I told you doesn’t mean…” He sighed heavily. “There are implications. This”—he gestured between us—“won’t last. I can’t give you forever.”

      I froze, then stepped off his lap. “Why?”

      “Because it’s going to get ugly. I’m not happy about my situation. I feel robbed, and resentful. I’m really angry, Elodie. I’m not going to be a pleasant person to be around when my sight loss truly picks up. When I’m clueless as to the color of my shirt or whether or not the sun’s shining. You’re not going to want to be in the same country as me, let alone tethered intimately to my life.”

      “Lucas, this is not to make light of what you’re saying. I think I understand your concerns. You are grieving, and you’ll continue to grieve. You won’t always be yourself when you do. But, Loulou, you’re not necessarily an easy person in a number of ways already, and I like you just fine. You’re not the only one with moods and weaknesses. I have them too. So we’ll learn. We’ll give each other grace and patience. We’ll fight and make up. Why don’t you believe that?”

      Lucas huffed a longsuffering sigh. “No, I…I think I’ll manage to ruin it all. Then, on top of being blind, I’ll have broken your heart and lost the…” He turned back to the piano, began playing Lacrimosa from Mozart’s Requiem.

      Lacrimosa. Tearful. Weeping.

      “What would you have lost, Loulou?”

      He shook his head, played on. “Don’t make me say it.”

      The…love of his life? Could that be it? My heart hammered against my ribs. I wanted to cry and kiss him and drag him to bed and never let him doubt how much he meant to me.

      “Lucas, I won’t want to leave you when your sight is gone.”

      “Perhaps. But I will want you to leave when my sight is gone.”

      “No,” I said emphatically.

      Lucas threw his elbows on the keys, and a smash of discordant notes rang in the air. Then he stood and stepped toward me slowly, hands outstretched. “Elodie, you deserve much better than me—”

      “No!” I backed away.

      Lucas lunged and grabbed my shoulders. “Why are you doing this? Why won’t you just let me go?”

      “You won’t even give us a chance,” I choked out.

      “To what end?” he said hoarsely. “I’ll be miserable. I’ll make you so unhappy. I’ll hurt you.”

      I pushed against him and took a step, making him backtrack until his knees hit the piano bench. We stood there, eyes locked, breaths heavy with emotion. I’d never felt so determined about anything in my whole life. I had to convince him that he was wrong. I would convince him.

      I would not let Lucas descend to despair. We’d learn how to live and love together, and while his world grew darker, I wouldn’t let his life grow dim. How could I show him this?

      A memory flashed in my mind’s eye.

      “Play when you are angry, Elodie. Play when you are heartbroken,” my instructor had said. That was my first lesson back since Adrien’s death. “Play when you don’t think you can do anything else, for music is the language of our souls. It will always see you through, even in your darkest hour.”

      “Darkest hour,” I muttered. I stepped past the piano, where, like any serious pianist, Lucas kept piles of music in shallow shelves. Unlike me, Lucas was neurotically organized, so I easily found a stack of duets.

      “What are you doing?” he said wearily.

      I ignored him, rifling through them until I found what I’d heard him playing earlier. It wasn’t a typical duet by any means, yet I hadn’t even been surprised he knew it, like I did. Since I met him, I’d felt a kinship with Lucas—a similarity amid all our differences. We were deep lovers, yet as playful as we were passionate. But underneath our cheery facade, we both carried melancholy and grief. This piece encompassed it all.

      I slapped it on the stand. Bach’s Toccata and Fugue in D Minor, arranged for duet. The massive, heart-wrenching piece originally intended for organ. The first time I heard it in church, I wept. Then I swore I’d learn it.

      Lucas stared up at me. “Elodie, I know I should have told you sooner, and that I regret. You’re sad for me, and we’re attracted to each other, but that means nothing for the long run. It will be a nightmare. You have to trust me.”

      I ignored him, hands shaking as I spread the papers across the stand, not like we’d use them. Lucas probably couldn’t see in this light, and I had it essentially memorized.

      He frowned from the piano to me. “I’m not playing right now, we’re talking.”

      “This is how we’re talking,” I said.

      “Elodie—”

      “Lucas!” I wiped an unsteady hand across my nose as tears trailed down my cheeks. “Sit down and fucking play this with me.”

      “Christ’s sake.” He sat with a huff and didn’t even bother glancing at the music. “What is it I’m playing?”

      “Toccata and Fugue.”

      “Oh, bloody hell. Right, Bach in the dark. No problem.”

      “Exactly. Now, move over. I have an arse that needs room.”

      Lucas didn’t take the bait to remark on my backside. Vulnerability tightened his features. “I don’t know if I can. It’s been years. And I can’t…” He stared at the music and sighed. “I can’t see well in the dark. I can barely see anything right now.”

      I shrugged and smoothed the pages. “You’ll be all right. The written music’s only here for formality’s sake. You know it, Lucas. I heard you playing it earlier.” I began the famous opening line, eyes shut, praying Lucas joined in the bass line.

      Holding my breath, I exhaled in relief as the low notes echoed my opening run. Then Lucas played the sustained chords that would be the organ’s pedals.

      “This is madness,” he grumbled.

      “And yet we’re doing it.” I began the rapid series from the top while he syncopated the bottom notes like we were made to do this. Because we were.

      “I’ll muck it up soon enough,” he said over the music. “Trust me. I always practiced the opening most. I’d no patience for seeing the long, difficult pieces through to the end.”

      “The ending is like the beginning, Lucas. You push through the hard movements, and finish with the joy of coming home. Now, stop dooming us before we’ve even started. Feel the beauty of what you’re doing. Life’s beauty is felt, not seen or even heard. It’s felt, Loulou.”

      I can’t tell you what expression he wore as I said that, because I kept my own eyes closed. I only know that he threw himself into the music with me, that two people played, with four overlapping hands, a piece we’d never once practiced together. That as the piece advanced, Lucas’s breath grew ragged, and my arms ached, though not as much as my heart.

      Suddenly he laughed. “How the fuck are we doing this?”

      I shook my head as we crossed arms. “I don’t know. Does it matter?”

      The sequence grew more complex, approaching our finale. Its melody returned—as I’d promised Lucas—to how it began, until we landed on the heavy minor chords. Soon came my massive arpeggios. I glanced at him and met his eyes.

      “Ready?”

      He nodded, beginning the heavy bass that offset my runs. My hands danced with his as the music grew wilder, until Lucas played its final, somber chords.

      The last D minor echoed in the room and faded until the only sound was our breathing, jagged and spent. My inhale, his exhale, perfectly syncopated, as our hands had been. Even our breaths were attuned to each other.

      Lucas turned toward me, cheeks stained with tears. “I’m not sure I liked that.”

      “Liked what?” I asked quietly.

      He brushed a loose curl behind my ear. Then, as he kissed my cheek, he whispered the truth. “Feeling alive again.”

      I sighed as he kissed the corner of my mouth. “That’s unfortunate. I had plans to spend quite a lot of time feeling alive with you.”

      A growl, and the creak of the bench as Lucas sprang up from it, was all the warning I had. Suddenly I was inverted over his shoulder, watching the first floor fade from view as he marched us up the stairs.

      “What are you doing?” I cried happily.

      “Talking with you, as promised,” he said. “Just not with words. At least not tonight.”
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      This was exactly what I’d been afraid of happening—that despite every effort I made, I’d still fall headlong for Elodie. Selfish and weak, I’d keep her for myself, even for a fragment of time.

      Out went every justification for protecting her heart and mine. To hell with how it would hurt us when that day came, and my world as I knew it became a sheet of black. I wanted every part of Elodie, for as long as I could. Quirks and sharp temper, high expectations, and a penchant for comforting me with enormous baked goods. I wanted her tangled-up idioms, her slips into French profanity, the way she left little piles behind her like a trail of breadcrumbs that without fail led me to her.

      I wanted the fragrance of jasmine and honeysuckle to perfume my bed. I wanted to walk shoulder to shoulder with her every day into work, laugh and torture her with my in-office neuroses and bastardly demands. I wanted to watch her mind unfurl complex problems, to take her places we’d never been. I wanted to hike and ski and bike the world with her.

      I wanted Elodie Bertrand in every corner of my life, and not a single thing between us, for as long as I could, which wasn’t nearly as long as I liked. But when I’d told her the truth, so she could understand why forever was never going to be ours but a little while could be, she’d solidly rejected that. And I just couldn’t figure out how to fight off my need for her before I’d convinced her this was the only way.

      Stubborn, beautiful woman.

      I threw her down on the bed, then flipped on every bloody light in the room. It wasn’t romantic or atmospheric, but I had to see her. Every gorgeous bit of her. She squinted and smiled cheerily.

      “You’re fortunate I’m such a confident woman, Loulou. Not many women like a spotlight on their nakedness.”

      “Ah, but you’re not most women.”

      I splayed my hands on either side of her. Our eyes met, and the air thickened. She was so torturously beautiful. Her hands drifted to my side and slid underneath my shirt. My stomach tightened, and my breath caught. My whole body burned for her.

      Slow down, mate. Savor her.

      Leaning slowly, I kissed her, gentle tastes of her sweet, full lips. She opened for me like I was all she wanted, her fingers flying up my chest and slipping through my hair, then tugging gently. Our tongues met once, twice, as she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me flush against her.

      “Christ, you’re strong.”

      She smiled against my lips. “Yes. And I’m very determined.”

      I let my body press into hers, kissed her deeper, gloried in how perfectly we fit. “You think I don’t know that?” I said. “I’ve seen you in action. You’re a force of nature at the office.”

      She yelped. “Wait, Lucas, stop!”

      “What? What’s the matter?” I sat up and tried to redirect blood flow from my cock to my brain.

      “This can’t get in the way of our work,” she said. “We have to set up some rules.”

      I groaned. “Well, my knob was absurdly hard, but you’ve managed to deflate it quite handily. Work will do it, every time.” I dropped next to her on the bed. “All right, let’s have it, then.”

      She stared at me in confusion and tried not to laugh. “Don’t you have any expectations or restrictions? You’re going to have the run of the place soon, after all.”

      I tilted my head to the side, smiling at her because I couldn’t help but do so when I looked at her.

      “No, El, I really don’t. You did the training, you know we don’t have boundaries around relationships and colleagues. So long as the work doesn’t suffer, we’ll be fine.”

      She frowned. “Really?”

      “Really, but clearly you have concerns. So, go ahead. I’m all ears.”

      Sighing, she stared up at the ceiling. “Well, first off, no flirtatious banter; your banter makes it hard for me to think straight, and I can’t afford that. Second, no inuendo, especially in meetings; I get excited, and then I start thinking very filthy things. And obviously, no sex in the office.”

      I snorted in laughter, but when I saw her stern expression, my face fell. “You’re serious?”

      “Of course I’m serious, Lucas! Our work would undoubtedly suffer. Sex right before a presentation, sex when an important client calls. Or what happens if I’m bent over your desk and—”

      “Right,” I interrupted. “No offense, darling, but we’ve yet to even have sex in the first place. You talking about me taking you in all these places, most notably my desk, then telling me I can’t…” I scrubbed my face, trying to erase the mental picture of how smashingly hot that would be. “How about we agree I’ll respect your boundaries, try to follow them dutifully, and that can be that?”

      “I’d say we have an agreement, then,” she said on a smile.

      I pulled her my way and yanked her leg over my hip. This felt so natural, like all the months of subtle touches—sandwiched on the sofa for board games, sidling up to each other lawn bowling, shoves and prods over trivia, hard hugs goodbye—all coalesced and built into this perfect completion of who we’d always been, who we were supposed to be. Friends, yet so much more.

      When she pressed a soft kiss at the base of my throat, I shivered. Slowly, I slipped my fingers under the hem of her shirt, revealing wide, soft hips. A shadow at the apex of her thighs.

      “Did you at least buy knickers?” I whispered. My hand swept over her legs along her smooth skin.

      She smiled and blushed. “Yes, but I found I rather liked not wearing them when we were out shopping.”

      “You’re going to be the death of me.” When I pressed my hands along her hips, felt her strength and curves, her beauty finally mine to touch, her muscles flexed and her breath hitched.

      “I might…” She cleared her throat. “I’ll start my cycle soon. It might come while we’re together. Maybe you don’t want to—”

      I silenced her with a kiss. “I couldn’t care less about that. Only that it’s comfortable for you.”

      She bit her lip and peered up at me through her lashes. “I don’t mind it, but I bleed…badly. I have PCOS—polycystic ovary syndrome—so it’s rather grim for about a week.”

      I knew her cramps were terrible, but I hadn’t known she had an underlying condition. PCOS was no joking matter. “I’m sorry it’s so painful. I hate seeing you hurt.”

      “Thank you, but it’s all right. I get through it.” She kissed my lips, my jaw, along my throat. “And I’m also very ready for you.”

      Her hand found mine and guided me to touch her. Our eyes met. I felt like an inexperienced boy all over again, a nervous wreck. My mind blanked as I lifted her nightshirt from her body.

      Oh God, I was ruined. Elodie was the muse for every sculptor and painter. She was a goddess.

      Silky skin, full breasts, rosy nipples that tightened as the cool air hit them. My eyes traveled down her long, voluptuous body that screamed all woman. I pressed her thighs far apart, revealing her, glistening wet, the small dusting of curls shaped into un ticket de métro—a neat rectangle that pointed straight down.

      “Christ, you’re beautiful,” I muttered.

      I stood up and slowly unbuttoned my shirt. Not a performance but a focused task. Our eyes held the whole time I did it, and she smiled. My skin felt hot, my body aching to press skin to skin against her perfection. Next I made quick work of my trousers. My cock sprang free, and I watched her, memorizing her expression as she gazed at me.

      Her eyes grew wide as her mouth fell open. Then she covered her face.

      “Brilliant,” I said. “Exactly how to make a man feel like he’s measuring up.”

      She snorted as she separated her fingers enough for one sapphire eye to peek through. “You’ll break me in half, Lucas. You’re huge!”

      Yuuuge, it came out. Her accent was thicker, and she was flushed. Her eyes locked on my length, and her tongue wet her lips.

      I blushed spectacularly. It wasn’t the first time I’d heard that, but coming from Elodie, it felt different. It mattered to me that she was pleased, if a little daunted; that I was what she wanted. That was all I cared about.

      I scrubbed my neck and grinned bashfully at her. “I mean, I’d say I’m proportional, yeah? That’s all.”

      She shook her head while she crooked her finger at me. “The nuns in primary school always did say be careful what you pray for.”

      Laughing, I crawled over her, my lips sweeping across her collarbone. “You prayed for a man with an over-average willy as a girl, Elodie? I’m concerned.”

      The bed shook with our laughter, as she wrapped her arms and legs around me, then nestled close. Feeling her warm body finally against mine, I had to bite my lip. Nothing felt this good— the simple touch of two bodies—except this, with Elodie. To her I wasn’t a famous footballer or a CEO, a status symbol or a tall, decent-looking fellow to fuck and then mark off her dossier. I was a man whose weaknesses and particularities she knew, my neurotic need for tidiness and big breakfasts, my love of Debussy and a tight business plan, my dry sense of humor and my protective impulse. Elodie knew me. And I knew her.

      This was intimacy, wasn’t it? Feeling like every part of what made us who we were was reciprocally known, accepted…

      Loved.

      My heart beat wildly, the need to be inside her overwhelmingly powerful. I pulled her close, tilting her mouth up to mine.

      “I’ll go slow, okay?” I whispered, showering kisses, soft and gentle, over her face. Showing her I could be patient, even when my body felt about to detonate. She moaned quietly into my mouth, relaxing in my arms.

      “There.” I interlaced our hands and began to kiss down her body.

      Each soft kiss, I breathed in her warm, flowery scent, tasted her skin in sucks and tender bites. My tongue swirled down her stomach and to her pelvis. She rocked her hips, squeezing my hands.

      “This is torture,” she whispered.

      Finally I released one of her hands and slid a finger along her soft skin, a thumb against her swollen clit. “Christ, you’re drenched.”

      “Lucas.” I loved how she said my name. Tenderly, desperately.

      “How do you like it, sweetheart? Show me.”

      She parted herself, showing me everything. My mouth went dry, starving to taste her. I leaned down, but she put a hand to my forehead. “No. Just because my cycle’s coming. I won’t be able to relax and enjoy it.”

      I growled and nipped at her thigh. “That’s torture.”

      She laughed, and I watched her slip a finger inside and then bring it up. Fast swipes over her clit. Quickly, her body tightened, and a flush crept up her cheeks. That meant—

      “Now hang on,” I said. I shoved her hand off, and began kissing tenderly across her belly. “Not so fast.”

      “Why?” she said tightly. “Why wait and draw it out unnecessarily?”

      “Are you serious?”

      She looked down at me. “Yes. I know how to come. I always make sure I come before a fellow does, too, so I’d say I’ve rather perfected the art of near-simultaneous orgasms, thank you very much.”

      “No, no, no. There is so much wrong about that. First off, the whole bloody point is every minute before you orgasm. Where you get to feel incredible and teased and worshiped. Where I get to feast on your body and enjoy it for as long as I want.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Is that so? I’ve been orgasming wrong all these years, then,” she said dryly.

      I laughed and kissed my way up her body. “Not wrong, I take that back. It’s just…Elodie, you deserve time and attention. You deserve to be worshiped. Not given a three-thrust fuck and have yourself a good night.”

      “But it still all comes down to an orgasm,” she said matter-of-factly.

      I’d just have to persuade her, then. God, I was lucky. “Well, darling, let’s allow me to have a go, and we’ll see what tune you’re singing afterward, shall we?”

      She grinned and nestled into the mattress. “I suppose so.”

      “Now, where were we. Ah, yes.” I cupped her breasts, dizzy with desire as I saw them spill out of my grip. I had large hands. Elodie just had even larger, glorious tits. I sucked her nipple into my mouth steadily, teasing the other, and heard her breath hitch, felt her belly tighten as I pressed a hand down her stomach and cupped her.

      “So beautiful, Elodie.” I stared down, watching my hand grow slick with her arousal, euphoric that this goddess in my arms was naked and wet and calling my name. I don’t know why, but French slipped off my tongue. I’d had my share of French lovers—I knew what to say—but this was unscripted. It was honest and reverent. I told Elodie how beautiful she was in the language she knew best. I wanted nothing lost in translation.

      “Putain,” she panted.

      I laughed against her lips. “Only in French can the word for whore mean, wow.”

      Elodie smiled as I kissed her again. “Whores and brothels,” she said. “The foundation of French profanity.”

      “Well,” I whispered over her mouth, “what’s the verdict?”

      She shook in my arms, breathing unsteadily, arching into my touch. “I…didn’t think I’d like it. I don’t like to wait. But…oh God…” She sighed. “I like it with you. I like you touching me, making it last.”

      Christ, her words were heady. She reached for me and swept her thumb over the tip. I swore into her neck, her words, her touch, wrenching me closer and closer to the need to come. My cock had a pulse, and my bollocks were so tight they hurt.

      “Don’t, or I’ll shoot my load,” I muttered. I kissed her temple as she released me begrudgingly.

      I bit along her neck, nipping her collarbone, down to her nipples again. I sank my teeth over one, then the other, laving and kissing between bites. She started to shake, her belly pulled in as she gripped my hair with her free hand. “I want you. I want you inside me.”

      “I want you too, love.” As our mouths met and tongues tangled, I slid myself against her, where she was warm and wet. Kissing her lips, I dragged them softly between my teeth and grew hungrier with each taste I took.

      “Elodie,” I whispered against her mouth.

      “Mm?” she answered, slipping her hands through my hair, making my scalp tingle in the wake of her nails as they scratched their way.

      “Tell me if I hurt you?” I ground against her, groaning as I felt how ready she was.

      “Oh, it’s going to hurt, Loulou. But the good kind of hurt. There’s no way around it. You’re massive, and I…I haven’t been…” She sighed. “It’s been a while.”

      I laughed. “Well, wait for my poor showing, because me too.”

      Her eyes cracked open. “You’re joking.”

      “No, I’m bloody not, woman.” I paused. “Why is it so hard to believe?”

      Elodie tugged me back over her. “Don’t get cranky. You’re just a very desirable man with a high sex drive. It’s not unreasonable to be surprised.”

      “How do you know I have a high sex drive?”

      “You wear it like a stamp on your forehead, Lucas. I’m the same way.”

      I groaned as she gripped my length again. “How often do you like it?”

      “Daily,” she said happily. “Twice or more, ideally.” Our kisses resumed as she ran her hand across my shoulder and over my back. I shivered when she whispered against my skin, “Let me guess. Loulou likes sex before coffee. Sex after lunch. Sex before dinner and then right before bed.”

      “Possibly accurate,” I croaked.

      Fact was I was a lecherous bloke, but the idea of that much sex in and of itself wasn’t what made me wild. It was the thought of all of that with Elodie. How I’d wake her up with my face between her thighs; drag her into my office’s little sleeping room right after a lunch meeting; shove her skirt to her waist and take her against the wall right after we got inside the door at home; kiss her and make love to her so slowly, she’d be weeping for joy before she fell deep asleep at night, sated and adored.

      We fell into silence as I dragged myself against her, over and over. Only her quiet gasps punctuated the air as her fingers sank into my skin. For long minutes I stared down at her, wanting to memorize every feature of her face—full soft lips, those deep sapphire eyes that flickered as she grew desperate. Her dimples flashed as she bit her lip, fighting a cry. I kissed them quickly, licking the tiny divots and lavishing her face with my mouth, so fucking needy to taste and feel her.

      “Now, Lucas,” she whispered, reaching for me, and making me curse as she wrapped her warm fingers around the base of my length. “I want to come when you’re inside me.”

      With my knees, I nudged her legs wider, then dropped to my elbows and framed her face.

      She drifted her hands over my shoulders and down my back. Every touch of her hands was bliss, more erotic than the deepest kiss, the dirtiest position of my past. Elodie’s touch was a pebble skittering over the surface of my body, shooting wider and wider waves until they built to a tsunami. I kissed her deeply, pressing the head of my cock against her entrance.

      “Lucas, do you have a condom?” she whispered against my lips.

      I shook my head. “Don’t need one.”

      “I’m clean too,” she said, misunderstanding my meaning, “but I’m out of my birth control pills.”

      Fuck.

      It had left my mouth before I could stop myself, and now I had no reply to that. We didn’t need birth control, but I didn’t want her knowing that. That’s what I got for opening my gab when ninety-nine percent of my blood was concentrated in my dick.

      She pulled back and eyed me disbelievingly as she connected the dots. “You mean we don’t need birth control?” I hesitated a moment too long, and she grabbed my shoulders firmly. “Tell me.”

      I dropped my forehead to the bed, letting my body be a dead weight over her. As I did, she slid her hand slowly up and down my back, waiting patiently. She was so fucking patient with me.

      “I had a vasectomy,” I said. “Two months ago.”

      “Oh, Loulou.” Her forehead pressed into the crook of my neck.

      “It’s hereditary, Elodie. I don’t want to pass it on.”

      She exhaled shakily, squeezing me toward her.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered against her temple, nuzzling her hair, breathing in her scent. Her body was home and incense, respite and prayer, the only thing that held me together.

      Her arms locked tight around me as I pressed my lips to her ear and confessed. As I poured out my heart and began to slip inside her. “I’m sorry for everything I can’t give you, for every way I’m going to fall short. I’m sorry that I want you more than I want to spare you.”

      “Lucas,” she cried softly. I paused, sensing how overwhelmed we both were by our bodies, finally connected. She was impossibly tight, squeezing me to the point of near pain, but even so, I ached to bury myself inside her. She cupped my arse, pulling me toward her. Apparently, she had the same idea.

      “Please, Lucas. Don’t be gentle.”

      I shivered in the wake of her touch, her quiet pants against my neck, as I eased in further. My need built, and I thrust into her until I was fully seated, making us both cry out.

      I dropped my forehead against hers. I could barely breathe she felt so perfect. “You okay?”

      “Yes,” she whispered, but beneath me she was shaking like a leaf.

      “You’re trembling.”

      She squeezed my arse and kissed my neck. “You feel incredible to me, Loulou. I’m all right, I promise.”

      Dragging back, I felt her breath hitch. Sparks of pleasure shot up my legs, straight to the base of my spine. “Elodie.”

      She was all I could say. All I could feel or think.

      Elodie, Elodie, Elodie.

      Deep, steady strokes inside her, each one a heavenly hell. A fit so tight it nearly hurt, yet with each thrust, as my body met hers, Elodie softened and opened, and I felt the gift that she was giving me. Her heart, her body, entrusted to me.

      The emotions, the relief of us tangled together, built to an urgency, unleashed a volatile demand. I couldn’t be slow or patient or any other gentlemanly bedroom practice. I needed to fill her completely, feel my body become the same thing as hers—whole and strong and redeemed.

      “I’m sorry.” I drew back and drove into her. Hard.

      “Yes!” Her eyes locked with mine as she cradled my face. “Don’t stop, please don’t stop.” Her body shook beneath mine, her full breasts swaying with each drive, hair swirling around her as if she floated in water. I felt her begin to tighten around me and prayed I could fight off my own release.

      “Lucas,” she gasped, her grip increasing, her breaths choppy and strained. “Tell me.”

      “Tell you what?” I choked.

      “What you need,” she whispered, smiling up at me. A flush crept up her neck, her hands still cupping my arse.

      I stared at her mouth. With other women—even the one woman who I’d spent years with, that I refused to think about at a time like this—I hadn’t wanted to kiss as I came. To fall apart so openly. Elodie bit her lip, and I knew what I wanted. Maybe it was juvenile or insignificant, but it was what I wanted, and she’d actually asked. No woman had ever asked, like it was simply a given that I’d get off and that was that.

      “Kiss me,” I said quietly. She wrapped her legs tight around me, drawing me somehow farther inside. Then she leaned up and pulled me hard against her. Every surface of our bodies was crushed together, and Elodie demonstrated that she’d been holding back just a little, because she kissed me like a bloody prodigy. My mind scrambled, my body soared; all I could do was feel.

      A moan rumbled out of me, as torture became euphoria, a level of bliss I’d never known shocking my body. She keened quietly, arched her back as she came, wet and hot around me. On a grunt that sucked every drop of air out of me, I poured inside her, felt our release soak our skin while we moved together.

      I gasped for air, pulled her hands from my face and interlaced them with mine. We sounded as though we’d surfaced from nearly drowning, and I knew I was crushing her, that I should get off, but I couldn’t make myself move. Her body was too warm, too perfectly soft and molded to mine. I was buried still, deep inside her. Even as I softened, I never wanted to leave.

      Her cool lips pressed right below my ear and sent a jolt of fresh desire through me. Turning toward her and finding her mouth, I worshiped it with featherlight, then deep kisses, every feeling I had expressed in my touch. I hoped she felt as I did—that she knew how I felt, even though I couldn’t yet convey it in words. That now and forever, even long after I’d released her from what I’d become, I would be hers, and hers alone.
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      I woke up the next morning gloriously sore. Lucas’s heavy leg draped over my arse, his arm wrapped around me possessively. I watched his face, relaxed and peaceful. Admired his long, aquiline nose and smooth lips that looked so full, slightly parted in sleep. His lashes were dark blond like his hair, and the faint scruff along his angular jaw sparkled in the morning sun. It was blond too, and seeing it for the first time made me grin. Massive and fair, he looked remarkably Norse. Suddenly his authoritative, possessive tendencies made much more genetic sense.

      “My Viking,” I murmured, admiring the beauty of a face that would be almost too lovely if it weren’t for the sharp angles that roughened it.

      He shifted and pulled me tighter to him. A man whose size, so long and built, felt foreign to me, because as a tall, athletic woman with plenty of curves, I was used to being at least the same size as the men I’d been with before, if not larger. In the past, it had suited me fine.

      But now, lying next to him, his handspan nearly covering the breadth of my back, his leg so heavy on my arse that it had gone numb, I realized it was an unfamiliar comfort. And it wasn’t that he made me feel small or dainty. Who needed to feel that? I wasn’t petite or thin, nor did I aspire to be. With Lucas, I just felt…right.

      For how imposing his body was, Lucas was a gentle giant. He stood six foot four in bare feet and filled a doorway with his broad shoulders. His voice was deep and brisk, his slate and sage eyes intelligent and viciously observant. But while he was to the outside world a formidable man with a stunning physique, a stellar football career, and a position of power at his prestigious company, to me he was the tenderhearted fellow who both fell into my arms and laughed at my terrible knack for colloquial English. Who kissed reverently and made sure I knew he believed in a firm three-to-one orgasm ratio. In my favor, of course.

      He sighed quietly, and his warm breath fell over my face. How absurd. He even had nice morning breath. Shifting my head on the pillow, I looked at his features differently, imagining what a child of his would look like, wondering why he’d decided so abruptly to end his chances of having a baby of his own. I understood hereditary diseases, but wasn’t there a way to test for those things? To know for the future? Maybe I was naive, but his choice seemed rash and violent. As if he’d been boiling mad and needed to do something tangible about his fury to regain a semblance of control.

      Lucas’s eyes scrunched in his sleep as his hand slipped down my ribs to my waist. He looked troubled, and his grip tightened.

      Now that I knew his worries, I saw the mark of months of grief. The crease in his brow, dark smudges under his eyes. He was worn down by this, tormented. And yet, while I grieved for him, there was no room for pity. Lucas wasn’t helpless. I saw how his tenacity and strength would get him through it. He would mourn and struggle, but I believed in the man who held me inside his grasp. He would find a new way to normal and stand tall and happy again one day. He was going to be all right.

      “Do you normally stare at your bedfellow in their sleep?” he croaked, cracking open one eye. “No, don’t answer that. I don’t want to know about your past bedfellows.” Hauling me closer to him, he opened both eyes now and smiled at me as he pressed our fronts together. “As far as I’m concerned, they never existed.”

      I had to bite my cheek not to moan when our bodies touched. Lucas had no idea just how ready I woke up, but he was about to find out. Lucas woke up ready, too, like most men. His cock was stiff and jutted straight between my thighs, sliding easily along my entrance. His eyes widened.

      “Sweet Christ, woman, what were you doing before I woke up?” His hand drifted down my front and felt how wet and tender I was.

      “Watching you,” I gasped as he stroked me with his calloused fingers, the perfect abrasion against my aching body.

      He groaned as he threw back the sheets, shocking me with cold air that rushed over my skin. When Lucas stood and I got to see all of him in the dazzling morning light, I sighed. He was perfect. So bloody tall and powerfully lean. A tight arse with divots at each side of his buttocks and a taut, narrow waist. Flat, defined abdominals and long legs. Rounded shoulders that flexed as he set his hands on his hips.

      He stopped and stared at me. Then he grinned slowly. “The lady is pleased with what she sees?”

      I blushed and shrugged, the height of gallic indifference. “You’ll do.”

      “That so?” He hauled me to the edge of the bed by the hips. “I can’t believe you wouldn’t let me do this last night,” he grumbled, settling his face right between my thighs.

      “But, Lucas, I might—”

      “Rubbish. Relax.” One soft kiss to the inside of my leg, followed by a bite. “Now I’m having my breakfast, and there’ll be no interruptions, understood?”

      I was about to answer him, but Lucas’s warm mouth covered me in a deep kiss. He was commanding and ravenous as his tongue swept up my center steadily, dipping into me, then licking my clit and sucking it repeatedly.

      “Oh God.”

      “No, pet, this is all me,” he mumbled against my skin. “Now hold on tight, darling. And don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      His elbows pinned my thighs wide, and one hand spread me open for him. I was flying up to the precipice of orgasm so fast I felt dizzy. “I’m close—oh God. You’re really good at this, Loulou.”

      He laughed against my skin, and the vibration made me shudder. I was almost there, shaking, my thighs pressing against the weight of his elbows. If he let go, my knees would jackknife up and crush his head. Maybe that’s why he held me how he did. Clearly, he knew what he was doing.

      I felt the first wave begin, and suddenly Lucas let off.

      “No!” I gasped. My eyes were scrunched shut, and I felt around madly for his hair, then gripped it hard. “No, I was about to…ohhh…”

      Lucas kissed me in every spot except the one that was a pulsing point of light. Swirls of his tongue, deep long kisses, had me hanging on the edge of obliterating orgasm as warmth spread over my skin like sunlight. His hands whispered over my breasts, teasing my nipples gently. A new layer of arousal built and traveled in waves down my stomach.

      He kissed my skin, dragging his nose gently through my curls and breathing deep. “Fuck, you smell incredible. You taste incredible. I could live here, Elodie.”

      I moaned again. It was pathetic, but it was all I could manage.

      He read me and lowered his mouth, whispering above my throbbing clit. “Ready, sweetheart?”

      I nodded.

      One single flick of his tongue, and I screamed so loud my own ears rang. My orgasm lasted forever, tightening my belly and breasts, pulsing everywhere.

      Eventually he placed one last kiss, then crawled up my body. “You okay?”

      “You killed me,” I whispered hoarsely. “I’m dead. Death by orgasm.”

      His laugh came muffled in my hair. He kissed my wild bedhead and pulled me against his chest. “Not death, but only a pleasant sleep.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked dazedly.

      Lucas grinned. “Only the mumblings of a man with too much Shakespeare. It’s what the Friar says to Juliet when he gives her the sleeping potion: And in this borrow'd likeness of shrunk death, thou shalt continue two and forty hours, and then awake as from a pleasant sleep.” His finger drifted across the bones of my face—forehead, nose, cheeks, jaw. “But you’re no Juliet. No tragedy for you, my Beatrice.”

      I peered up at him. “From Much Ado?”

      He cupped my cheek and slid his thumb along my lips. “Yes. You are very much a Beatrice. A loyal, witty, hardheaded woman.”

      “Who’s her fellow? Benedick.” I laid my hand on his chest, swirling my fingers through the light smattering of blond hairs. “The confirmed bachelor.”

      His face fell.

      “And when he hears Beatrice loves him, and realizes he loves Beatrice,” I continued, “what does he say?”

      He tucked a curl behind my ear and smiled sadly. “Lots of lovely poetic things.”

      My eyelids felt heavy, and I lost the fight to keep them open.

      “Sleep, darling.” His kiss on my nose became the brush of a butterfly’s wings. I dreamed of a field of flowers, the roar of the sea. I dreamed of a new place, but one thing remained steadfast. I was safe in Lucas’s arms.
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      It was too bright. I burrowed under the pillows, hiding from harsh sunlight and the birds chirping outside. A warm hand rubbed my back and smoothed the sheets.

      Lucas.

      That was someone worth waking up for. I picked up my head and squinted through a screen of curls cascading over my face.

      He sat in bed, completely naked but for those dangerously handsome tortoiseshell glasses perched on his nose. His eyes flicked left to right as he read through a thick printout propped on his knees. One hand on my back, the other reached for his coffee. He didn’t stop reading as he sipped and then set the cup back down.

      Finally, as if he sensed my observing thoughts, he peered my way. His smile as he smoothed my hair off my face warmed me to the bone.

      “Good afternoon, my darling. How’d you sleep?”

      “Afternoon?” I stretched long and squeaked. Sitting up, I stared around groggily. Like a magic trick, a thermos of coffee was set in my hands.

      “Your caffeine, madame,” he said.

      I smiled at him like an idiot. He was too perfect. He was naked, wearing the glasses I couldn’t stop thinking about, offering me a thermos of coffee. He took my silent inaction as lack of alertness, and took it upon himself to twist off the lid. As he did, his arm muscles flexed, and my body flared to life as if we hadn’t made love more times in one night than I ever had before.

      “I feel like a train ran me over,” I muttered before I took a sip.

      “That would be my cock, dearest, and you’re just going to have to get used to it, because”— tossing his papers on the floor, Lucas spoke softly against my neck and planted delicate kisses there—“I’m addicted to your body, and I’ve no plans to leave it.”

      I moaned quietly at his words but mostly at the piping hot coffee that I sipped once more. “That’s all right by me.” I turned my face and caught his lips. “So long as I get to wake up to you in only those glasses every day.”

      He paused his kiss and frowned at me. “You actually fancy these ridiculous things? They’re practically magnifying glasses.”

      I slid my finger along the edge of the tortoiseshell frames, ghosting my touch over his brow and cheekbones. “I think they’re impossibly handsome on you.”

      His eyes flickered and revealed a rare window into his vulnerability, that tiny part of his life wherein he both feared and battled what he perceived as inadequacy. I hated the nature of it, but I loved him for entrusting it to me.

      “That so?” He grinned as this time he picked up a book from his nightstand rather than the pile of work papers.

      “Quite so,” I said. When he settled in, I pecked his cheek. The air kicked on, and I felt a chill, so I pulled up the duvet and snuggled deeper into bed, resting my head on his shoulder. Why did it feel so natural after our first night that we were lounging like an old couple?

      “What are you reading, Loulou?”

      “Hm?” he asked. He was deep in the text already, eyes back to flicking left and right.

      “I asked what you’re reading.”

      “Hawking.”

      “He’s the physicist? With ALS?”

      Lucas nodded but didn’t look at me.

      “He’s lived with it much longer than anyone else thought he would, if I remember correctly,” I said. “And he’s happily married. A few times, I think.”

      “Take that for what it’s worth,” Lucas muttered.

      There were parallels here I needed to be careful of, but I didn’t think it was necessarily a coincidence that Lucas was reading the seminal work of a man who’d performed stratospheres beyond what anyone expected, given his physical limitations.

      “I saw him speak once,” I said. “I was transfixed.”

      Lucas peered over at me. “That must have been incredible.”

      “He made it so accessible, you know? He did this whole presentation that just…well, it made me wish I understood space, the stars, the universe so much better.”

      “I’d have loved to see him,” Lucas said. “He’s completely above my head. But it’s glorious stuff.”

      “Oh, no doubt, he’s fascinating to read. I found I could track his math decently, but I couldn’t conceptualize the vastness of it all—how it translates into actual space.”

      Lucas laughed. “And I can’t follow the logic of the numbers, but can totally translate them to the spatial expression.”

      “How many mathematicians does it take to change a lightbulb?” I asked.

      Lucas groaned. “It’s too early.”

      “It’s never too early to tell a math joke,” I said.

      He tipped his head in thought. “I have no clue.”

      “Only one—she just gives it to a handful of physicists, thus reducing it to a problem that’s already been solved.”

      Lucas barked a laugh. “I don’t think Mr. Hawking would appreciate that kind of humor at his expense.”

      “But physics is all math!” I protested. “That joke is stunningly accurate.”

      Lucas’s eyes flicked to mine, and those glasses really were dangerous. God, he was gorgeous in them.

      “I don’t think I’ve told you enough how insane with lust your mind makes me, Elodie. I still remember trivia in Edinburgh for Zeddy’s birthday, when you solved those math problems.” He shook his head and stared up at the ceiling. “I had a stiffy under the bar table because of that.”

      A cackle left me. “You did not.”

      Hawking flew past his shoulder as he leaned over me. “Questioning my word?”

      I smiled as I sank into the pillows. “Perhaps.”

      “Oh, darling, capital offense. I must punish you gloriously for it.” He kissed me deep, threading his fingers through my hair. Tugging me toward him, Lucas groaned into my mouth as I let his tongue in. But I pulled back gently and pressed a hand against his chest.

      “Lucas, as much as I’d love to, I need a few hours before any kind of punishment, no matter how pleasurable. Give a poor woman enough time to drink her coffee and take a few anti-inflammatories?”

      Lucas pouted as he fell back, and his hard length jutted away from him. I stared at it, then back up to him. “You’re insatiable, aren’t you?”

      He laughed as he arched his back and exhaled slowly. “Well, it’s not a constitutional thing. I have a healthy libido, but this is not typical You’re the entirety of my problem.”

      I blushed and hid my face in my coffee as I took a deep drink. When I peered up at him, Lucas was watching me with that smile on his face like he couldn’t help it.

      “Last night was fantastic, wasn’t it?” I said.

      He nodded, not taking his eyes from me. “Yes, it really was.”

      Peaceful silence filled the room as Lucas watched me and his gaze grew more heated.

      “Right,” he huffed, reaching off the bed for the work papers once more and giving me a beautiful peek at his firm backside. “When you’re ready to help me with my not-so-little problem, let me know.”

      With a yank of the duvet over his very big problem indeed, Lucas threw the papers down resolutely on his lap. “Until then, stop sitting there with your gorgeous tits in my face and those dimples out in full force.” He shooed me away. “Get you gone.”

      Draining my coffee I set it on the nightstand and dove under the sheets. “I suppose I could help you out a little. I am your friend, after all, it’s the least I can do.”

      He sighed, groaning when I took him deep in my mouth. “Praise God, you are.”
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      I’d taken to reading Stephen Hawking a good bit, a fellow who spent so much of his life trapped in a defiant body that diminished his physical ability yet in no way touched his mind. If anything, it had liberated it.

      Yesterday, I’d read from A Brief History of Time to Elodie. Once we’d finally left my bed, we’d whipped up a massive lunch and eaten like starved animals. Curled up on the sofa afterward with her legs stretched across my lap, I read, “The increase of disorder or entropy is what distinguishes the past from the future, giving a direction to time.”

      Immediately she’d scrunched her nose in thought, then smiled.

      “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? How math can encapsulate and explain such seemingly abstract concepts. Math is just one example of how humans are capable of making meaning out of the randomness of life. There can be beauty in chaos.”

      She got it. She bloody got it. The inevitability of suffering, the fact that things were easier to break than they were to fix. And yet she held a hope, a quiet optimism I aspired to but fell short of. The words had barely left her when I’d kissed her, pressed her into the sofa, and shown her just how much I liked passing time with her in the pursuit of beautiful chaos.

      Now that we were driving to Mum and Dad’s, thoughts of Elodie naked and bent over my sofa needed to be banished, or it would be a very awkward introduction indeed.

      “Your knee is going wild, Loulou,” Elodie murmured. Gently, she pressed her hand on my leg. I glanced over at her, and it was a kick to the stomach. She was just unreasonably beautiful. Since telling her the truth two days ago, the reality of what lay ahead spent more time in the forefront of my mind. I was nearly obsessing on how gutted I was that one day I wouldn’t be able to see that beauty anymore.

      “Lucas?”

      I felt her eyes searching mine, but I kept my gaze on the road. Pressing my hand over hers, I interlaced our fingers. “Sorry, lost in my head.”

      “Anything on your mind?” she asked gently.

      “Oh, just wondering if there’s any possible way to prepare you for the baptism by fire you’re about to undergo. Mum, Dad, and Kai. Thank Christ, the rest of them won’t be there. Though I love them dearly, they’re pure mayhem.”

      Carefully, I switched lanes before I floored it, reveling in the feeling of power beneath my hands. I savored every second of driving I had left, because while Jo gave me the okay to continue, it wasn’t for long, she warned. I’d be lying if I said that didn’t cut.

      Elodie frowned. “You mean your sister, Sarah, her husband, Oliver, and their children? Noah, Amelia, and Poppy, is that right?”

      I glanced over to her. “How did you remember that? I mentioned their names once, months ago.”

      Elodie shrugged and glanced out the window. “I remember what you say, Lucas. It matters to me.”

      I smiled and gentled her cheek until she turned back toward me. She was blushing, and her dimples were as deep as they got. Memories of licking and biting those cheeks, how they hollowed out when she took my cock deep and fast, had me adjusting myself. Elodie grinned, and I knew I’d been caught.

      “Keep looking at me like that, Bertrand, and I’m not above trying to make two over-average-sized humans have sex in an Aston.”

      She laughed. “That’s not a disincentive, Lucas.”

      I brought her hand to my mouth and kissed it.

      “As you were asking—no, Sarah won’t be there. She, Ollie, and their littles live all the way down in Cornwall. You ever been?”

      Elodie shook her head.

      “Gorgeous. Beaches as far as the eye can see, constant sea breeze, sunny nearly every day. We’ll go sometime. Ollie works on an agricultural grant down there, and Sarah’s a solicitor, working in labor advocacy.”

      “They sound like good people.”

      I turned the car onto Mum and Dad’s road. “They are.”

      Elodie smiled. “I’d like to meet them. And what about their children, what are they like?”

      “Magnets for mischief, incredibly adorable, with fat lisps and Cornish accents, so I can’t understand a word they’re saying, but I love them all the same.”

      Elodie laughed and the sound warmed me straight to the marrow. I nodded toward my childhood home. “There it is.”

      She leaned forward and peered curiously about. “It’s lovely, Loulou. This is Hampstead, you said?”

      “That it is.”

      “It seems quieter here than Greenwich. A little residential, non?” She looked around more, smiling. “I can picture you as a boy, with a ball in the front yard, showing off for the neighbor girls.”

      She had me pegged so accurately.

      “No comment,” I said.

      She was still laughing after I’d popped open the door, and made it to her side.

      “Lukey!” Mum hollered from the doorway.

      I waved at Mum, taking Elodie by the small of her back and leading her forward. When we’d approached the door, she handed Mum a bottle of white wine.

      “It’s lovely to meet you, Mrs. Edwards.” Elodie smiled. “Lucas told me you’re a rather particular wine drinker, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to offer you something new. Thank you for having me.”

      Mum peered at the wine and back up at Elodie, whom she eyed appreciatively. “Please, just Charli, and thank you, dearest, I’m quite intrigued. I’ve never drunk Sancerre.” Extending her arm to Elodie, she turned with her, abandoning me on the steps.

      “Well, and what am I?” I hollered as they walked down the hall and left me behind.

      Mum called over her shoulder, “You’re my Lukey, always precious to me even without preferential treatment, so quit your whinging.” When Mum leaned toward Elodie and whispered something, Elodie threw her head back in laughter as they turned into the kitchen.

      So much for being nervous about meeting the parents.
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      Everyone sat around the table, howling at my expense while I scowled into my wine. Elodie’s warm hand slid up my thigh and stopped just south of tempting territory while giving me a gentle squeeze. It made things only marginally better.

      I leveled Mum with a severe glare. “You really had to tell that one? The most embarrassing story of my childhood, the first time I bring Elodie around, per your demand, I might add—”

      Mum snorted, pouring the last of the Sancerre in her and Elodie’s glasses. She’d taken one taste and told the rest of us to find something else—she and El were going to split it. “Lukey, she’s obviously special, she deserved a special story! You’re the first outside this family to ever hear that one,” she said conspiratorially to Elodie, bringing her wine to her lips.

      Kai frowned. “Well, except for Soph—”

      I kicked him furiously under the table, and he stifled a groan in his fist, staring at me like I’d gone mad.

      Dad shook his head. “Would you two kindly act more mature? You’re grown men. Allegedly,” he added as an afterthought.

      I reached for Elodie’s hand on my thigh while Kai glared at me.

      “What is it?” Elodie glanced around tentatively.

      Mum stood and began to stack plates. “She’s a nobody, dear. A horrible vestige of his past, and her name’s not to be spoken in my house, understood, Kai Graham?”

      “Yes, Mum,” Kai grumbled into his wine.

      “Besides,” Mum said as she scraped plates clean in the sink. “I never told her that story. She never proved to me that she deserved it.”

      Elodie blushed and fiddled with her napkin in her lap. It was a bit awkward. My family clearly thought we were together—neither of us had disabused them of the notion—and both of my parents already liked Elodie ten times more than they’d ever seemed to care for Sophie.

      Elodie and I’d spent the weekend fucking on every surface possible in my home but really hadn’t gotten around to discussing what that even meant. And I knew why—we were at an impasse. I wanted a timetable on this before things got messy, and Elodie wanted to boot me in the bollocks for having any such notion.

      “Well, Kai’s is Graham. What’s your middle name?” she whispered.

      It snapped me out of my thoughts. I leaned toward her and spoke quietly into her ear. “Percival.”

      Elodie snorted and buried her head in my shoulder.

      “I know, terrible isn’t it? It’s not even a family name. Mum thought it was jaunty.”

      She had to cough to hide her laugh and brought her napkin to her face. Slowly, she lowered the napkin to her lap, features now composed.

      “What’s yours?” I asked quietly.

      “Josephine Marie,” she said.

      Bloody hell, she even had a beautiful middle name. Beautiful head to toe, inside out. I was hopeless.

      I smiled. “That’s quite lovely.”

      “Yes.” She took a sip of her wine. “One of about three things my parents managed to get right with me.”

      I squeezed her hand.

      Dad stacked more plates for Mum and handed them to her. When he saw we’d stopped our private talk, which he probably misread for discussing the woman I refused to even think about, he directed himself to Elodie. “You’ll forgive our family bickering. Sometimes I wonder what I did to earn such disappointments—a retired footballer who’s taking over the business for me, a physician who actually cares about helping people, and a solicitor advocate daughter who’s always been an absolute angel—wasn’t even hellacious in her teen years.”

      Kai and I snorted.

      “Ah, revisionist history,” I said.

      Kai knocked his glass with mine. “Cheers to that.”

      Dad kept on directing himself to Elodie. “It’s terrible, isn’t it? What sad progeny I have to my name?”

      “My sense of sarcasm isn’t always good in English, Jack,” she said. “Are you teasing me?”

      Dad shook his head gravely, luring Elodie in, like I knew he would.

      She leaned closer to him, puzzled. “What did you want them to be? Those all seem like worthy professions.”

      Mum sighed from the kitchen. “Jack wanted us to be traveling troubadours. I’d play the guitar, Jack the fiddle, Sarah was going to sing, Kai would play the accordion, and Lucas was going to play…?”

      I groaned. “The tuba.”

      Kai dropped his head, shaking it in mortification.

      “But no,” Dad said woefully. “Charli would have none of it. Said it wasn’t conducive to family life! No sense of adventure, these Farthingtons.”

      “No,” Mum laughed, setting on the kettle and pulling out dessert. “I said it wasn’t conducive to financial solvency.”

      “Alas, yes. That too.” Dad stared off, looking melancholy. “So, I settled for taking over her family’s lucrative business and an existence of domestic bliss, never to know the perils and thrills of a life on the road with a family band.”

      Elodie stared at him, biting her lip as her mouth twitched. I knew by then that meant she was struggling not to laugh. Dad caught her out of the corner of his eyes and pursed his lips, fighting it as well. Mum’s shoulders shook as she cut pie, and Kai set a fist in front of his mouth.

      Then like a firework in the night, Elodie’s bright laughter pierced the air, the first spark that began the grand finale. Dad guffawed, Kai snorted, and Mum cackled. I felt the unfamiliar joy of a belly laugh rumble up my throat and join them.

      Elodie’s eyes met mine on another peal of laughter, and I wanted to remember that moment forever.

      Once our laughter died down, Mum passed around dessert, then dropped to her seat with a cup of coffee and a sigh.

      “So you see, Elodie,” Mum said. “To Jack, we are all disappointments.”

      Elodie wiped tears from her eyes. “I’m so sorry, Jack. Disappointments indeed.”

      Mum kissed Dad’s cheek and patted his hand. “He would take the life of a wanderer and be content, simply to have his loves with him always, under the stars.”

      As Mum said it, Elodie’s eyes met mine. “A simple life under the stars with those dearest to you sounds rather wonderful, doesn’t it?”

      I squeezed her hand under the table. “For a certain type of fellow, I suppose.”

      She squeezed my hand back and grinned as she slipped her fork’s tines into her pie.

      Kai watched us carefully and gave me a face. I avoided answering him by cutting into dessert myself. He’d badger me later, but for now I wasn’t speaking sibling facial expressions to tell him what was between Elodie and me.

      “You really wanted that, Dad?” Kai asked instead. “You’d have been content, penniless, with a family to scavenge for, constantly in transit?”

      Dad glanced at Mum. “Well, I never did it, so I can’t say for sure, but the idea held true appeal for me. A simplicity to life, focus on daily existence, present to those I loved. Ultimately, of course, I wanted the life that gave me your mother. When it came to it, I found I could still envision what I wanted—a balance between adventure and domesticity, work and play—and have your mother too.”

      Mum smiled at Dad.

      “Now what about you, Elodie?” Mum asked. “What’s your family like?”

      Elodie’s hand stiffened in mine but she remained otherwise completely composed. “Oh, well, my parents are very…entrepreneurial. I grew up going to boarding school and seeing them on holidays, so we’re not very close. But…they love me, in their way.”

      Grand fucking gesture right there. I would have dragged my parents’ character through the mud if they’d done to me what they’d done to her. But Elodie was gracious and also deeply practical; she knew there was nothing to be gained to maligning others. I knew this too, even as I raged internally on her behalf. It was best to simply leave toxic people behind you and never look back. I had plenty of experience with that, thanks to Sophie.

      Mum gasped. “They only saw you on holidays? I’d die.”

      “Charli,” Dad sighed wearily. “Did you not catch her name? Bertrand? Bertrand Enterprise?”

      Mom frowned. “I pulled my head out of that world the moment I gave it to you, Jack. I hated it. But you don’t seem to mind it one bit,” she said to Elodie, “do you, love? Perhaps at least they gave you that?”

      Elodie nodded as she swallowed. “I think I got plenty from them. Some good, some not so good. Like any parent-child relationship, no?”

      Mum seemed to sense the sadness beneath Elodie’s polite words. “Sweetheart, I’m sorry for prying,” Mum said. “I forget that not everybody is quite so totally enmeshed as us.”

      “No, no,” Elodie said. “I hope I haven’t made you uncomfortable with my answer. You weren’t prying in asking, my answer was just an uncomfortable truth. There’s a difference.”

      “Hear, hear,” Dad said.

      Mum smiled in relief. “Well, all the same, I hope so long as you’re here you’ll consider us family. And I expect to see you much more than just during holidays. My goodness.”

      Elodie smiled and blinked rapidly. Even in profile, I could see unshed tears glisten in her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “I’m honored.”

      “And this, my dears, is why I don’t regret my choice for a moment,” Dad said. “If I hadn’t settled down for the girl who knocked me on my arse the first time I met her, who made me swallow my prideful agenda and demanded a partner in her life, where would we be? Certainly not together, here at this table. With my two knuckleheaded sons and this dear young woman. Nor with my dearest one, my Charli.”

      Mum kissed Dad’s cheek. “You said you’d rather be a fool for my love than a wise man without me.”

      “Because, that’s love for you,” Dad said, raising his glass to her. “Though I amend my statement. Love works both ways, not exclusively. It humbles and elevates us. It makes both fools and wise men of us, doesn’t it?”

      I raised my glass. That it most certainly did.
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      Humming happily in the car, I sped us along the bridge toward Canary Wharf, feeling like the luckiest bloke in England. Elodie Bertrand sat in my car, after sleeping in my bed, after riding my cock so long this morning that she’d left me in no doubt that the woman might be a retired professional athlete, but her stamina hadn’t dipped one bit.

      Elodie stared quietly out the window, hands folded primly on her lap. She looked smashing, and it was killing me, this ridiculous rule that we couldn’t have sex at work. I had a bloody en suite in my office, for Christ’s sake, complete with a single bed, a bathroom, and a closet with a few spare suits, shirts, and ties. And you’d better believe I’d had Regina pick up a few duplicates of Elodie’s skirt suits and dresses too.

      Her hair was pulled back in a tight chignon that somewhat reined in her wild curls. Her dress and blazer were a rich navy blue that made her eyes pop, and her lips looked alluring with some kind of gloss on them. She wore delicate gold chains on her wrists and a necklace that she never took off, as well as tiny gold posts in her ears. Her always tan skin glowed, and she looked like a fucking dream.

      “You’re staring Lucas. Eyes on the road.” She blinked over at me and smiled sweetly.

      “Right.” I cleared my throat and turned onto our building’s street.

      Her soft warm hand reached for mine. “I’m a little nervous, Loulou,” Elodie whispered.

      “Why, darling?”

      She bit her lip. Using my thumb, I freed it from her teeth. “You’re going to nibble it to shreds. Please don’t. I fancy your lips far too much.” I threw the car in park and turned to face her, waving off the valet when he came by and leaving my blinkers on. “You’re nervous about the presentation today?”

      She nodded. “It’s a really big one. What if I mess it up?”

      So far, I’d presented Elodie’s part, though she’d done all the writing for it. She’d said she wanted some time to observe how I engaged clients and fielded questions. To make sure she felt confident that her English was up to snuff. That was a month ago. Yes, a whole glorious month of nights together spent sleeping much less than we should, days working long hours, then late dinners. Morning runs and evening cuddles.

      The weeks had flown by in an intoxicating blur of professional adrenaline and sex-soaked endorphins, none of which I wanted to change one bit, but this one thing I was putting to a halt—letting Elodie shortchange herself at work. Thus I’d told her Gorgon—a potential client that would be huge business for us—was hers.

      “You won’t, Elodie. You know this information so well you could recite it in your sleep. These are your ideas, your insight, your recommendations. You’ll kill it.”

      Elodie nodded, breathing deeply. “Okay, yes, you’re right. Let’s murder this.”

      Her bloody idiomatic flubs were wrecking my heart. I smiled and kissed her hard. “Let’s.”

      Popping out of the car, I tossed my keys to the valet and jogged over to Elodie’s side. She swung her legs around, ankles locked in ladylike fashion as she stood tall. Men’s eyes snapped to her as they passed on the street while Elodie fixed herself, oblivious to their stares. As she smoothed her dress and hitched her purse on her arm, I glared at every single one of the bastards and set my hand good and low on her back, right above her round arse, so every one of them knew she was mine. Mine, mine, all bloody mine.

      “You’re snarling, Lucas.”

      We strode through the lobby to the lift, Elodie’s heels clicking smartly along the floor. God, those heels were sinful—alligator skin and frightfully high.

      I dipped my head to her, breathed in her jasmine perfume. “You don’t understand how men work, Elodie. We’re foul, base creatures, and a good pissing around your woman’s really the only way to go about sending the message that she’s to be left alone, loud and clear.”

      Elodie snorted, shaking her head while rummaging in her purse. “That’s what you were doing, fondling my arse on the street and growling like a bear?”

      “Quite,” I muttered, pressing her forward when the lift opened. As always, we walked toward the very back. I leaned against the wall and looked her over. I really didn’t understand the compulsion for her heels—they had to be excruciatingly painful to wear—but I did like that they put us at much of a closer height, so I could savor looking into those midnight blues. “You sure you won’t rethink your…policy?”

      How I’d managed a month respecting it was beyond me.

      The neckline of her dress was square, revealing her collarbones and the faintest shadow of cleavage. The saturated blue contrasted with her golden skin, and I couldn’t stop thinking about licking along the border while I dragged the zipper down her back and watched it flutter to the floor.

      She shook her head resolutely, glancing at me out of the side of her eyes. “Lucas, please. You promised, and today is a very important day for me.”

      I dropped my head back. “Are you at least wearing knickers?” I whispered.

      Elodie smiled coyly, eyes ahead as the car stopped at our floor. She stepped out of the lift and I followed, grumbling to myself. Briefcase in front of me, I made a quick adjustment and strode behind her, the torturous view of her swaying arse ensuring that this was going to be a very long, painful sort of day.
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      “Regina!” I bellowed, searching madly over my desk. I had a call in five minutes with one of our biggest clients, and I couldn’t find the fucking draft numbers we were going over.

      Regina came tumbling into the office, looking petrified. “Yes, sir?”

      “Gina, please don’t look so frightened. I yell not because I’m angry, but because I send you every which way in this place, and I never know where you are. Please don’t take it personally, okay?”

      She nodded quickly and relaxed a little. “What can I do for you, Mr. Edwards?”

      “Where are the Avery numbers? I asked that they be printed up this morning, and not in font size eight, remember?”

      Tears fill her eyes. “I thought you said Haybury,” she whispered.

      I glanced at the clock, seeing I now had only three minutes until the call. I could hardly see the numbers on my computer screen unless I zoomed in, but then I was constantly scrolling around, and I lost track of what line I was in. I was useless without a large printout.

      Fighting a growl of frustration, I pinched the bridge of my nose and breathed deeply. “Not to worry, it’s a misunderstanding. Just call Philip at Avery and tell him I’m running—”

      “Late?” Elodie burst in, flying past Gina and striding to my desk. “Absolutely not. Here are the numbers, Lucas. Sit down.” She scooped my mess off the desk and straight into her arms, replacing it with a single presentation in large bold font. It was almost comically big, but damn, was it easy to see. Gina frowned curiously at it, glancing at me and then Elodie. Elodie quickly cut off her line of sight.

      “Regina, please get Philip on the line, and block off one hour after this for you and me to meet.” She glanced over her shoulder at me, then waved at me to focus on my presentation.

      Gina stumbled on her words. “Y-yes, ma’am. I’m so sorry again, sir—”

      “Enough now, no need to be sorry, we’re all learning,” Elodie said, guiding her out the door by the elbow and starting to pull the door shut. She leaned out and kept talking. “We’ll discuss it further after this, but for now, Avery on the phone immediately, Gina.”

      “Bloody hell, Elodie, that was—”

      The phone beeped, alerting me that the call was ready to start. Elodie smiled, gesturing to the phone that was flickering. “Time for you to knock their shoes off,” she whispered.

      Christ, she was perfect. I smiled as my heart ached with gratitude and love.

      Love.

      No. No, that wouldn’t do. I shook it off as the phone rang and demanded my fully present mind.

      For the next ninety minutes, we combed through every corner of the report—market insights, baseline financial assessment and their projections, as well as our forecasted profits if they took our advice and went for this small target company. Elodie’s realm wasn’t at play this early in the process—pre-acquisition—but if Avery ended up buying the company, she’d be brimming with work.

      A few times over the call, which I had on speakerphone, Elodie jotted something down in large clear writing so I was able to read it, think it over, and work it in. Not that I was surprised, but she was a natural at raw analytical and persuasive business, not just the ethical corner she loved.

      We finished the call, having impressed Avery. They’d sounded likely to move forward with the acquisition, which meant even more work with them was imminent. I was euphoric—I’d worked my arse off to win the project. I pushed back from the desk and strode over to the window, taking in the view of the busy streets and modern buildings.

      Throwing back my suit jacket, I rested my hands on my hips, glorying in how good it felt to have nailed it. When I turned back to the woman who’d saved my arse and made it possible, she was scribbling furiously in her copy of the report, pausing to reach up to her laptop and type quickly in a spreadsheet, before glancing back down and muttering to herself.

      “Take a moment off, El?” I called to her. Her pen paused and then dropped as she blinked up at me.

      “I don’t want to forget it, and there’s so much jumbling around in my head. Give me another minute.” She looked back down and scribbled further, allowing me an opportunity to watch her as she worked, her blazer thrown over the back of the chair like she’d always belonged here, the muscles in her arms flexing as she wrote, the shine of the overhead lights on the little blonde streaks in her hair as she bent over her work.

      Finally, her pen fell, and she sighed as she leaned back. “I think that went brilliantly, Lucas.”

      I grinned as I walked her way. “I think so, too, entirely thanks to you.”

      She smiled as she stood. Smoothing her dress, she then started to slip the report’s loose papers into her folder and close her laptop.

      “Where on earth are you going?” I asked, glancing about.

      Elodie cocked an eyebrow at me. “Last I checked, I have a meeting with Gina to teach her how to actually be an executive assistant, Gorgon is in three hours, and I have about eight different proposals to finish. I may have a few things that require my attention.”

      Frowning, I walked toward her, took the folders, then laptop out of her hands, and set them on my desk. “Can the upcoming CEO at least have a small kiss before the busy Director of Diversity and Inclusion leaves him destitute at his desk?”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled. “Kisses only, Edwards.”

      I growled into her neck, nipped it lightly, then pressed a soft kiss right over the spot. “I’ll wear you down, Bertrand, you’ll see.”

      “Never,” she whispered, but I felt her body give in my arms.

      I smiled as I leaned down to take those lips, full and soft, and that sweet mouth, that sharp tongue. “Whatever you say, dearest.”

      I was about to kiss her, but we were interrupted as the door to my office opened abruptly.

      “Edwards, I—”

      Elodie spun out of my arms, marching up to Harry in three quick strides and abruptly halting his progress into the room.

      “Sorry, Ellie,” he said. “I didn’t see you there.” Harry smiled wide, his eyes raking up and down her body. I took a step forward, but Elodie raised her hand to me. She stared down at Harry, yes, down, the poor lad, since he was a paltry five-ten to her towering six-three in her skyscraper heels.

      “Listen, York,” she snapped. “You’ve got to learn to observe the basics of office etiquette and knock first, then wait to be admitted, understood? Do you have a meeting with Mr. Edwards that I was unaware of?”

      Harry glanced over at me helplessly. I simply crossed my arms, covering my mouth with a hand and trying bloody hard not to lose it. He was a pain in my arse who put on airs and liked to waste my time, but I hadn’t the bandwidth to do any more than let him sit there and ramble while I scurried through papers and gave him perfunctory grunts of acknowledgment. It was beyond gratifying to see Elodie put him in his place.

      “Well, no,” he mumbled, shoving his hands in his pockets and eyeing her warily.

      “I didn’t think so. He’s not your pal or your mate, York, and he certainly hasn’t time for chitchat, so if you’ve got something to say, request a meeting through Gina and leave the man alone. Now, get to, go on.” Elodie turned him by the shoulders and all but shoved him out, slamming the door shut and this time locking it.

      I leaned a hip on my desk and watched her strut, head high across the room, back into my arms. “I never knew I had a dominatrix fantasy, Elodie, but you’re quickly filling in the details for me.”

      She laughed and wrapped her arms around my neck as she leaned her front to mine. I pressed my lips firm against hers, demanding my tongue’s entrance, taking her quiet, exasperated laugh and her warm kisses like the selfish, needy bloke I couldn’t help but be.

      This time a knock startled us, and she pushed away abruptly, licking her lips and smoothing back her hair. She spun quickly toward the door, oblivious to my scowl over her need to fix herself, as if we’d something to hide. A pale hand extended when Elodie opened the door, trembling with a pile of papers.

      “Here you are, Ms. Bertrand. And I’ve reserved Conference Room C for our meeting five minutes from now.” Regina’s voice wobbled, and I grinned that Elodie had yet another person quaking in their boots.

      Elodie nodded curtly, retrieving the papers, and clicked the door shut with her backside. She pushed off absentmindedly and flipped through them while muttering to herself.

      “No.” She flipped the page. “No,” she huffed, flipping another. “For fuck’s sake,” she hissed, stomping forward, sweeping her things into her arms and flying out.

      I followed her until I stood in the doorway to my office. Hands in pockets, I watched her storm down the hall, grumbling and hoisting her armful higher. Pierce walked by and backtracked, eyeing her arse. I smacked him sharply upside the head.

      “Move along,” I said roughly.

      He turned to look at me, his expression one of awe.

      “Don’t worry, Luc, I don’t think there’s a man in this office but for you who stands a chance with a woman like that.” Her door slammed, and he jumped.

      “Too right,” I said. “But whether or not anyone here stands a chance with her, their eyes are to stay resolutely north of her shoulders. Or else human resources needs to be involved. Understood?”

      Pierce nodded in fierce agreement. “Completely understood. Really, I don’t even know why I look, she’s gorgeous, of course, but she’s absolutely terrifying.”

      Something thudded in the direction of Elodie’s office, drawing Pierce’s and my attention. Elodie’s voice rang out. “Regina!”

      “Christ, what a shrew,” he muttered, stalking off.

      I rocked on my heels, grinning as I turned back into my office. If by shrew, Pierce meant a feisty, driven, capable woman—Shakespeare’s Katerina, a woman set to live her life empowered and independent—then she was indeed. And she was all mine.

      For now.

      “Yes,” I sighed, “for now.”
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      I never knew I could feel like this—waking up every day with a fire under me, passion for what I was going to do all day long. You’d think I would have felt this way about football, for how long and diligently I committed myself to it, but I hadn’t. I’d been naturally good at it, worked hard to be skilled, and, believing it was some karmic justice because of its role in my brother’s death, told myself it was what I should do. Except for the few years in which Nairne and I shared the pitch and built our sisterhood from a tenuous friendship, I never truly loved football like I now loved getting up and going to Farthington.

      As I woke that morning, I had the distinct feeling that life seemed too good to be true. When I’d felt that way before, it was generally when everything went, as Lucas was wont to say, tits up. And so, as I readied myself for our morning run, I bounced on my feet, trying to dispel my nerves like I used to before games. Lucas walked in, toothbrush in his mouth, and smacked my arse. He leaned over my shoulder, pressing his front to my back, and spat into the sink.

      Some mornings he really did act like he had testosterone poisoning. Usually it was after a particularly energetic and raunchy fuck. Which it had been.

      I wanted to be irritated with him, but the heat of his body against mine distracted me. His woodsy scent mixed with the heady smell of sex that still lingered on him. As he stood there in shorts, an old shirt, and trainers, disheveled sandy blond hair and stubble, looking a little playful and quite handsome, I forgot what I was supposed to be angry about.

      I scrubbed my own teeth, and when I leaned forward to spit and rinse, I rubbed my arse against his growing interest as fair punishment.

      Lucas grunted as I did it, and glared at me as he kept scrubbing. I straightened and tossed the toothbrush in its cup. “Sometimes you’re an animal, Loulou. You’re very lucky that you smell so good, and that I can’t think straight when you tower over me like that. Otherwise I’d be very peppery with you right now.”

      “Salty,” he muttered and spat once more over me.

      I shoved him and ducked under his arms. I was getting impatient, which Lucas knew. Every morning we played this game where he brushed his teeth forever, until I did something distracting enough to make him quit. It might have led to some return visits to the bed and late mornings at work, but there were perks to being on the top rung of the corporate ladder.

      I stood, arms crossed while tapping my toe. Lucas just kept scrubbing, knowing he was pissing me off. For some reason that morning, my stomach felt off, perhaps because of the anxiety and dread I was inexplicably feeling. I was not in the mood to seduce Lucas. In fact I was plainly irritated at that point.

      “All right, fine,” I said as I spun out of the room. “I’ll run by myself.”

      I heard him spit and then use the water briefly, followed by the thundering of his feet down the steps as I pulled open the front door and looked back.

      “The hell you will.” Sweeping his key off the entryway table, he shoved me outside, then turned to lock us out. “It’s my second favorite time of day. I get to ogle your gorgeous tits and arse for a full sixty minutes without you punching me or calling me a sexist pig.”

      I rolled my eyes at him but couldn’t help my smile. “You are a sexist pig, whether I call you that or not.”

      “I’ll plead guilty to the pig part, because I’m a man, and we’re all disgusting things, but I’m no sexist, and you know it.” Pulling his shoulders back, Lucas found his form beside me as we settled into our run. Then he glanced over at me and grinned. “Sexists are objectifying wankers who see a woman solely as a vessel for their pleasure and manipulation. I, on the other hand, am merely a saveur of the female form, a supplicant at the feet of the fairer sex.”

      Scoffing, I picked up speed, knowing that if Lucas was going to be this chatty, the run needed to end sooner rather than later. I loved the man, but he could talk until my ears hurt.

      Merde. I wasn’t supposed to love him.

      Doesn’t mean you don’t.

      We were still dancing around what we were, let alone making grand proclamations like that. Me, insisting what lay ahead for Lucas could not be grounds for dissolving our relationship, Lucas insisting that was precisely what it was grounds for. Perhaps it was because we’d longed for each other so much, and here fate—if there was such a thing—had dropped us on each other’s doorsteps. Who were we to question it? To rip apart this delicate gift with long-term worries and disagreements?

      I told myself I’d convince Lucas yet, while he probably woke up each day reassuring himself of the same thing. But at some point, we’d have to talk, and honestly, it frightened me to think what would come of it, even as I tried to hold on to hope.

      “You’re quiet,” he said.

      Lucas drove me mildly mad in the morning. I was slow to wake up, and he just popped out of bed, mind moving a million miles a minute, mouth flying even faster.

      “I’m just running, Loulou. And you talk enough for both of us at this time of day.”

      Lucas slapped my arse gently. “You’d miss my ramblings if I didn’t narrate the morning. You’re just tart because you’re missing your coffee.”

      I whimpered. “I do miss my coffee.”

      “So get up early enough to have a cup before the run, Bertrand.”

      “We both know that’s never going to happen. I like waking up other ways much better. And they don’t involve me getting out of bed.”

      Lucas grinned. “Hear, hear.”

      The park was quiet since it was early. Only a few people strolled around, mostly the odd solo runner. As we passed a clump of trees, a tall fellow came into sight, jogging with his little one babbling in the pram he pushed.

      My heart faltered. Lucas noticed it too and grew quiet. I could feel when he pulled back as easily as I noticed the sun slipping behind a cloud.

      “Have you ever run with Zed and Jamie?” I asked, hoping it might soften the blow of the encounter.

      Lucas smiled faintly. “A few times. Prams are bloody difficult to push while running. I didn’t think they would be, but they’re quite ungainly. And Jamie never shuts up, which Zeddy says he gets from his uncle Teo. I find it both highly entertaining and totally adorable. Baby gibberish the whole time, and his little green eyes just like Nairne’s, darting around, taking in the world.”

      I glanced over at him as we approached an intersection before the next section of the park. “Maybe we can watch him for the love birdies tonight.”

      Lucas smiled. “Yes, that might be nice.”

      As we got to the intersection, Lucas glanced perfunctorily both ways with me, but when I saw a cab drawing close on the left, and thus stopped, Lucas jogged resolutely forward.

      “Lucas!” I screamed.

      He snapped his head my way, alarm infusing his features.

      Words should have poured out of my mouth, a warning to tell him to turn back, but they didn’t. The cab hurtled closer, quiet on the smoothly paved road, and there wasn’t time to tell Lucas anything. There was only time to sprint at him and shove his massive body out of harm’s way.

      Tires screeched, and I reeled from impact. My ribs screamed in protest just before my head hit the concrete with a loud smack.

      Then everything went dark.
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      Papa and I run. Our feet pound quietly along the dirt path of the trail. It’s our secret place, our time away from everything.

      “You’re getting so strong, Elodie, you’ll soon be outrunning your papa!” He laughs, as I stretch my long, scrawny legs, flapping my bird-like arms, reveling in the feel of the wind in my face as I speed up.

      “Catch me, Papa,” I yell, and for once I smile.

      “Elodie, wait!” Papa calls to me, and so I turn around to watch him while jogging in place.

      “Hurry up, old man,” I giggle, and at that he breaks into a shockingly fast sprint, catching me quickly and hauling me over his shoulder. He runs with me over top of him and I laugh, smacking his back with my fists, demanding he put me down.

      Finally, he does, and we’re both gasping for air, then laughing. Papa’s fit, and it’s funny to see him panting, but I guess even athletes get old. Papa used to play for France, until he met Maman, then he retired to please Maman’s father, Grandpapa, so he’d let them marry. It’s not a story that makes Papa smile. It makes me sad when I hear it, too. Papa was young when he retired, and he was so very good. I’ve seen old videos, and they make me proud.

      “Elodie,” he huffs, standing up and setting his hands on his hips. “We need to talk, chaton.”

      I smile at him. “Of course, Papa, what is it?”

      Papa takes my arm in hand, turning us to begin our cooldown. “Mon ange, Maman and I have decided to pursue a big acquisition for Bertrand.”

      I scrunch my face. “You sound like that’s bad. Didn’t Maman say acquisitions are good?”

      Papa’s eyes crinkle in pride and amusement, but his smile seems too small. “Yes, doudou, you’re right, but there’s more to this acquisition. What it means for our family…”

      I turn toward him but follow his lead to continue walking. “Papa, what do you mean?”

      Papa sighs, lifting a hand to my back and rubbing softly up and down. “It means we won’t run like this very often anymore, Elodie. I’m going to be very busy, traveling, drumming up investments, and preparing us to be able to buy this company.”

      “Why must you be gone so much? Can’t Maman travel?” Maman isn’t very nice to me, especially since Adrien. I want Papa to stay.

      “Because, Elodie…” He sighs. “Ah, I have to just tell you. I’m not very good at this. Your maman and I are divorcing, Elodie.”

      My steps falter, but I recover fairly quickly and walk on, stifling tears in my eyes and holding my breath, hoping it helps. “Oh, okay.”

      I know divorce means Maman and Papa don’t love each other anymore. But I already knew that. They stopped loving each other after Adrien. Adrien’s death was my fault. Which means their divorce is my fault, too.

      Papa sighs again, silent as we walk along. I glance over at him, and he looks sad.

      “You mustn’t blame yourself, Elodie. This is not your doing.”

      Papa’s always read my mind. I don’t believe him, because he says nice things to me often, so I won’t be sad. I take his lie and give him a truth.

      “I’ll miss you, Papa,” I whisper. When he glances at me, my tears spill over.

      His face scrunches, and he pulls me hard against him. “I’ll miss you too. So much. But I have to do this, Elodie, to give you a good life. Maman and I will still work together, keep the company intact.”

      I want to tell him a good life isn’t having things but having him and Maman hugging me and singing at the piano like we used to. That their working together compared to their marriage falling apart means nothing to me. I nod quickly against his chest and try not to cry more. “Okay, Papa.”

      He kisses my hair gently, whispering against its curly madness. “I love you, Elodie. My dear little one.” Papa squeezes me tight, but now I can’t see him anymore. His grip keeps getting tighter, and now it’s much too tight…

      “Elodie! Fuck.” Lucas’s voice drifted around the edge of my consciousness. His warm hand cupped my face. It comforted me even as I became very tired. His voice picked up, and I sensed his body right near mine. “Elodie? Wake up, talk to me, sweetheart.”

      I groaned.

      “What are you saying?” His breath whispered over my face, minty clean from his arduous toothbrushing, and the perfect undertone of his own natural taste. I wanted to kiss him one last time before my head burst. God, it hurt to think.

      “Sweetheart, I can’t understand, I’m sorry.” His voice cracked, and I heard the panic hidden barely beneath the surface. His hands drifted over my face, his fingers tracing my lips like they’d reveal my senseless silent mutterings. His hands never left my body, gentle and soft as the wind that licked against my skin and hair.

      Just like on the trail with Papa.

      Why was Lucas with me and Papa on the trail? And where had Papa gone? Why couldn’t he help me? Why hadn’t he ever helped?

      “Head hurts,” I croaked.

      “Oh, thank God.”

      Slowly I opened my eyes and blinked at him.

      “What happened?”

      I’d never seen that look on Lucas’s face, and if I never did again, I’d be fine. Murderous. Terrified. He looked poised to kill. “You threw yourself in front of a moving vehicle on my behalf, and but for your freakishly good reflexes, you’d have been dead, Elodie.”

      I blinked some more and groaned. “Oh.”

      A dark laugh burst out of Lucas. “Yes, oh. Now your neck, your limbs. Does any of it feel numb or odd? I don’t want to move you if your spine—”

      I wiggled everything slowly, felt sensation everywhere, then swung my head side to side. “I’m okay.”

      “That’s a generous use of the word,” Lucas grumbled. Gently his arms wrapped around me, and he swept me up.

      “Lucas, we’re a ways from home. You can’t carry me that whole time.”

      He snorted as he walked briskly. “I’m not taking you home. You’re going to the bloody hospital.”

      “But I’m heavy.”

      “One of these days, Elodie, you’ll learn to stop underestimating what I’ll do for you. Besides”—he hoisted me gently higher in his arms and pressed his cheek to the top of my head—“we both know you’re light as a feather.”
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      One concussion, two bruised ribs, and a stupefying conversation with the discharging physician later, I left the hospital knowing that this incident had shifted the dynamic between Lucas and me back into unfavorable territory. We both knew why I’d done what I had, and both reasons terrified Lucas—because his sight was getting worse, and because I loved him enough to trade my life for his.

      I wasn’t willing to hear his objections, and he wasn’t remotely open to my defense on those points, so we came home and lived with a new, weightier bank of unspoken words between us. This had to stop, and we both knew it, because it was going to fall like an avalanche on our heads.

      A week after the incident, as I’d suggested that morning I’d been hit, we watched Jamie for our dearest friends. Tucked into Nairne and Zed’s sofa, we were entertaining baby Jamie while they went out for Nairne’s birthday dinner. Nairne had only agreed to it on the condition that we’d stay over once they were back and spend some time with her.

      Lifting Jamie hurt my ribs, so Lucas held Jamie beneath his chubby arms while our little godson bounced over and over. At five months, Jamie was now a bit more fun. With a stronger neck, he held his head up and looked at you curiously. He’d give gummy smiles and make the silliest little noises.

      Lucas leaned in and gave him a massive raspberry, which made Jamie shriek in delight. I watched them both and tried not to cry as I smiled. Lucas was so good with children. He held them confidently, knew exactly what to say and how to delight them. He would be such a good father.

      “Loulou?”

      He was making a ridiculous face at Jamie, singing some nonsense to him and sang, “Yes, Elodie?”

      I laughed, then winced because it hurt my ribs. Lucas did a double take and frowned at me.

      I waved it off. “I’m okay. But I want to talk. We’ve been dancing on eggshells—”

      Lucas sighed happily and kissed my hair. “Dancing around or walking on eggshells.”

      “English is so random!” I threw up my hands. “Au Français, there are rules. There are very clear reasons for expressions.”

      “Oh yes,” he said to Jamie. “Right, Jame? When you’re angry, it makes perfect sense to say, la vache! The cow! Oh, I shit my nappy, the cow!”

      I smacked his arm. “Okay, fine, maybe there are a few odd ones. And no swearing in front of the baby.”

      “I’d say we can agree that French is just as arbitrary as English, darling. But I do apologize. I interrupted you.”

      Dropping my head on Lucas’s shoulder, I took Jamie’s tiny foot in hand and sighed. “I want to talk about what happened. You’re angry.”

      “You could have died,” he said flatly. “And it would have been my fault.”

      I sat up and looked at him. “I made a choice, because…”

      Lucas held Jamie, still bouncing on his lap, but his eyes locked with mine. “Because what, Elodie?”

      I bit my lip as tears spilled over. “Do I have to even tell you?” Cupping his face, I scratched my nails along his scruff and kissed his cheek. “Don’t you feel it in everything I do and say to you?”

      Lucas shook his head and sighed heavily. “You can’t love me, Elodie. It’s a road to ruin.”

      I held his eyes with mine. “Can you say you haven’t walked just as far down that road?”

      His face tightened, and he looked away. Jamie squawked, and Lucas stood with him, pacing the room. He patted Jamie’s bum absentmindedly, then stopped to stare at a newer picture added to the mantel. Zed and Nairne and Lucas and me at their wedding—faces illuminated by the flash, prosecco in our hands, except for Nairne, who was quite pregnant with Jamie. Beaming, happy, elated.

      In love.

      Lucas looked over at me and sighed miserably. “No, I cannot say that.”

      “Meaning what, Lucas?”

      “Meaning I love you, dammit.” He stormed toward me, hand cradling Jamie’s head. “Meaning I want to redden your arse for endangering yourself for me. Meaning I want to throttle us both for letting this happen. Meaning I hate myself for my sight loss almost costing you your life. I could go on—shall I?”

      I stood and approached him. “You have a choice, Lucas. Think of what you read me a few weeks ago. Disorder is inevitable. Pain and hardship are human. They’re ours to brave, regardless of conditions or diseases or accidents. Why must you insist on demanding this perfect life as the only possible place for our love?”

      I set an arm on Jamie’s back as he fussed. “I love you. I’ve always loved you. First as my friend, now as so much more. And yet this is how little credit you give me or yourself. We are more than this, Lucas.” I stood back, suddenly feeling very overcome with emotion. “And you simply cannot accept that love can thrive amid your prognosis.”

      “Because it can’t,” he snapped. “Because loving you means releasing you.”

      I reeled back. “That’s love to you? Pushing someone away when they’re the very person that wants most to care for you?”

      “I don’t want your care!” He bounced Jamie, who continued to fuss. “I want your partnership. I don’t want to be your pet—your child—to be faffed over and babied.” He choked on emotion as he shook his head. “I want to be the man in your life, who protects you, provides for you, who’s strong and steadfast and gives you the world. Who gives you your own child to love and raise. And I can do none of that, Elodie.”

      “You will always be able to do that, Lucas.”

      He shook his head and spun away with Jamie. “I can’t talk anymore about this right now. First I need to cool down. I’m angry, and I’m holding an infant. It’s not a good combination.”

      “Give him to me, then,” I said.

      Lucas did, but instead of staying and having it out, he walked right out of the room and into the night.
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      “Buggering fuck!” I kicked a lawn chair and ripped at my hair. Storming around Nairne and Zed’s backyard eased some of the pressure that had built inside my chest, comprised of guilt, hopelessness, and anger.

      Every time I closed my eyes, I still saw Elodie running toward me. How she’d lain on the pavement, looking like staying alive was an obligation she’d rather not fulfill. It had terrified me.

      For the first few days, when her face was scraped with road burn and bruised, I couldn’t look at her too long, or I’d just start to shake with fury. Now tonight, watching her cuddle Jamie, whispering to him in French, that rage was replaced by a bone-deep sadness. God, I wanted Elodie big with my baby. I wanted to wash her hair in the tub and make her ginger tea. I wanted to watch her breasts grow heavy and then nourish our child who had her curls and Mum’s eyes.

      Bloody fucking blindness.

      I had to let her go. I’d known it would come, but this was the crossroads, sooner than I liked but here nonetheless. My cheeks were wet. My chest hurt. I was bloody crying.

      “You stupid fuck,” I said to myself, wiping my face furiously. “This is what you knew would happen. Goddamn!”

      A whining sound pierced my mad thoughts. Then a scrape against the thick back gate to their property, adjacent to the detached garage in the alley. I strolled toward it, cautious that this was my friends’ home and they had to take security quite seriously. But as I came to the gate, I realized there was no threat.

      A black paw swiped under the bottom. I could only see it because of the bright floodlights that illuminated the yard—soft pink pads against shiny midnight fur.

      A puppy.

      I unlatched the gate, and he came barreling in, storming around my feet and nipping already.

      “Steady, mate.” I scooped him up, and he went right for my thumb. “Hungry, are you?”

      The back door swung open behind me at the other end of the yard. Nairne swiveled her wheels and squinted out, Zed standing behind her. He said something, prompting her to quickly wheel through the threshold and out onto the pavers that made the lawn accessible for her.

      Zed shut the door quietly behind them and followed her.

      “What have we here?” Zed petted the puppy’s head and managed to avoid having his hand chewed on.

      “Just a whining little fellow scraping at your door.”

      Nairne frowned up at me. “What’s going on with you and Elodie?”

      Zed dropped into a seat beside Nairne. Quiet, arms folded, while he watched a dialogue he really had no part in. Elodie was Nairne’s first, her sister in every way but blood. I was answerable to her.

      I sighed as I dropped onto a lawn chair as well, grateful to have a rogue pup to focus on rather than Nairne’s brutal gaze. Nairne spun her wheels and eyed me severely. I wasn’t looking, but I heard the former and felt the latter. The woman was incredibly intimidating.

      “You’re being too hard on her,” she said.

      My head snapped up. “She could have died. Because of me. She had no business putting herself in front of me.”

      “Christ, you’re narrowminded. Have you not once considered that perhaps there’s more to what she did than her love for you? That this isn’t all about you?”

      “Nairne,” Zed said softly. “Easy.”

      I scrunched my nose as the puppy tried to lick my chin. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Nairne just shook her head. “You need to ask her. And if she hasn’t told you, then you obviously need to work on your openness with each other.”

      I wanted to make a pun on the pot calling the kettle black, but I feared for my physical safety if I did that. Nairne’s upper body was exceedingly strong to compensate for her injury, and I’d been on the receiving end of her right hook before. It wasn’t an experience I wanted to repeat.

      Zed leaned in. “What happened?”

      “It’s not my story to tell,” Nairne insisted.

      “You can’t say shit like that, Nairne,” Zed complained. “That’s the worst cliffhanger ever.”

      Nairne rolled her eyes. “This isn’t a bloody book, Zed. You can’t get mad that she’s had traumatic life events that aren’t immediately revealed to you. Lord Almighty, man.”

      A silence fell between us, and I looked at Nairne, watching disapproval and fierce emotion tighten her features. “I’m sorry this is monopolizing your birthday evening,” I said. “You rarely get out, and here we are talking over this rubbish. Let’s go in, then, put Jamie down, have a few rounds of cards.”

      Nairne waved her hand. “I’m not done here. And it’s not your fault we never get out. We would if we had a nanny, but—"

      “We still haven’t found a nanny we feel is suitable,” Zed finished defensively.

      “No, we haven’t found a nanny that Zed’s found to be suitable. I’ve okayed six of them, but he’s impossible.”

      “Why not?” I asked.

      Zed threw his hands up. “He’s my child, all right? I’m not leaving him with any woman with a nursery instruction certificate and all her teeth in her head.”

      Nairne looked about to retort, but Zed shot up from his seat. “You know what, can we not talk about this right now? Because it’s hardly pressing. Between my dad and brother, and you guys, and my father-in-law who was just visiting, again,” he added pointedly. Nairne grumbled. “We’ve lucked out so far, until the right one comes along.”

      “He’s delusional,” Nairne said bleakly.

      Zed ignored that. “I’m going to go get alcohol. You guys want anything?”

      I shook my head. Last thing I needed was my wits lost when I was being cross-examined by the Scottish bollock-buster.

      “As if you had to ask,” Nairne said.

      Zed nodded. “Whiskey it is.”

      “Where is Elodie?” I asked.

      “Sleeping,” Zed replied, as he cracked open the door. “She and Jamie are passed out on the couch. Anything else, you two?”

      “Tea,” Nairne and I said unanimously.

      Zed balked. “Okay, that was weird. What’s with the tea?”

      I sighed. “Tea is served in times of duress. If I have to be interrogated, at least there’ll be tea.”

      “Not coffee?” he offered. “I could make espresso.”

      Nairne and I shook our heads.

      Zed shrugged. “Suit yourselves. I’ll be back.”

      When the door snicked shut, Nairne peered at me curiously. “What’s going on between you two?”

      I focused on opening the puppy’s jaw so he’d release my wristwatch.

      “Elodie’s been odd lately,” Nairne continued. “A little distant. She’s only like that when she’s hiding something. Did you tell her what you’re going through, Lucas?”

      “Yes.”

      “And?” Nairne sat back in her chair and crossed her arms. Now was as good a time as any, I supposed.

      “I’m losing my sight. Quite steadily. I’ll be legally blind…in the near future. Totally blind within the decade, so says the ophthalmologist.”

      Nairne gaped at me. “Mother of God, Lucas, I don’t know what to say.”

      I glanced back at the house where Elodie was resting, safe and peaceful. “It’s a damn shame. Too bad, old boy. Rotten luck, mate. Any of those.”

      Nairne smiled at me wryly. “You know, I’m no stranger to the world of disability, right? You could have talked to me.”

      “I just don’t think of you like that. You’re independent, and busy, and capable, and—”

      “You don’t think of me as disabled?” she asked pointedly.

      I shrugged. “I suppose not. Not that I see disabled as pejorative, it’s just…blindness is terrifying, and to tell others was to accept its reality. I haven’t felt prepared to deal with it, let alone talk about it.”

      Nairne nodded. “So, what does this mean for you and Elodie, then? She’s living with you still, which she also won’t talk to me about except an enigmatic ‘It’s financially practical, Nairne. We get along well. For now, it works.’”

      I swallowed. I hated that explanation, that we were merely friends, albeit shagging each other’s brains out. Because we’d become so much more than that. I knew Elodie’s quirks, her schedule. I’d learned her body, how to please her and make her toes curl. How she liked her hair washed in the shower and how strong to make her coffee in the morning. I’d seen her mind’s agility and power in the office and at home…

      But then a car horn blared down the road, reminding me what my blindness had nearly cost Elodie. And my resolve settled deep in my heart.

      “I can’t do this to her,” I whispered.

      “Do what?”

      “Burden her with me, endanger her like I did.”

      Nairne sat up, bracing her hands between her knees. “What I’m about to say, you probably don’t want to hear, but I’m going to say it anyway, because thankfully I don’t give a rat’s arse whether or not I upset you.”

      “Way to sell it, dove.”

      She shrugged. “You’re stubborn. I’ve been where you are. And it took a blunt, equally hardheaded someone to talk sense into me, too.”

      Nairne sighed heavily as her eyes glazed over, like she was revisiting a memory. “The first time they set these bloody wheels in my hospital room, Lucas, I screamed at them to get out. I lost my absolute mind on everyone. Then I went on a two-day eating strike.”

      I gaped.

      “Yes,” Nairne said. “Ah, you assumed I was always this assimilated to my disabled life, that I didn’t go through fucking hell and grief to get there—is that it, Lucas?”

      “Perhaps,” I said quietly.

      “I’m going to tell you what the first person I listened to said to me: One minute at a time. But first, you’ve got to accept that it’s reality. You have to be present before you can even take the present a minute at a time. Otherwise, you’re living in the past. The past is dead. And if you stay there, you’ll die with it.”

      “And in this case that means what?”

      Nairne eyed me over. “You tell me. You know the answer.”

      I stared at the house, where Elodie was. “The only answer I have thus far is that I need to let her go, that she doesn’t belong in my future and the reality that I have to embrace.”

      Nairne made a wrong-answer buzzer noise. “If you happened to miss it, I’m a woman with a disability married to a man without one. Inter-abled coupledom is completely doable. Try again.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not the same. I’m going to be horrific when this happens. I just know it.”

      Nairne groaned. “Lord, I need that whiskey. And the bloody tea.” On a sigh she sat forward and held me with her vivid green eyes. “Let’s come at this a different way. A question. What would have happened last week if you’d had necessary orientation and mobility training to compensate for the degree of sight you’ve lost thus far?”

      “What, a bloody cane? I can see fine…mostly.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “Mostly. Which is a pretty big deal when it comes to how eyes work. And canes aren’t the only option, I bet. What if there are glasses, or tricks for looking about?”

      The puppy squirmed in my lap and barked softly. She gestured to it, as she said, “Even a service dog. None of which you’d even considered.”

      Regret and shame slammed into me. “I…I didn’t think I needed it until I was…”

      Nairne nodded. “Say it, Lucas.”

      “Blind,” I whispered.

      “You didn’t think you needed it until you were blind. Ah, so that’s where our disabilities are different. I walked onto a pitch expecting to do so for many years to come, and left it knowing I never would again. Now you, you have a different task at hand—knowing it’s coming, you must brace for impact. And to do so, there are incremental steps you can take to soften the blow. Surely your ophthalmologist has explained this.”

      Jo might have nagged me to look into it. I might have ignored her.

      “Fuck,” I sighed.

      “Now, listen. This is not to say what happened is your fault.” Nairne patted my hand gently, then scratched behind the puppy’s ears. “You’re making a huge adjustment. It’s a shift in identity, and frankly, I get it. It’s not your fault, you hear?”

      I exhaled shakily, palming my eyes. “Yes, it is. I hurt her with my obstinance.”

      “It’s not your fault, Lucas. But it is your responsibility. Maybe you didn’t really know how limited your peripheral vision was. You’ve dealt with this for years, not knowing what was happening. You’ve adjusted to it already, degree by degree. But, now that you know, you start to do the work, okay?”

      I nodded.

      “Good man,” she said, squeezing my hand, then releasing it. “That’s the cheery news. That you can have a life with Elodie and be an equal and proud partner, just like me. Of course, you’ll have to work hard to be the man you want to be with her, but doesn’t everyone have to put in the work to have a good relationship?”

      “That’s the good news,” I said dryly. “Excellent. Piece of bloody cake.”

      Nairne laughed. “Yes, that is the good news. No one said it’s easy, just that it’s possible. And if you don’t have gratitude for that, you will one day. I promise.

      “The bad news is you’ll have…rough patches. Bad, bad days. You’ll struggle, then plateau, and get really discouraged. Then you’ll grieve your disability afresh in new chapters in life. For example, I had my initial crisis when I was first injured, then I had one when I was getting serious with Zed, then another when I was pregnant with Jamie.”

      She laughed to herself and leaned to catch my eye. “It comes in waves, the challenge to feel adequate and whole, as life goes on, but with good support, commitment to therapy—both emotional and physical—and a loving partner, you’ll be fine. You’re a fine man to her, Lucas, and one day you’ll be a fine father—”

      “No,” I muttered, “that I’ll not be.”

      Nairne frowned and opened her mouth, no doubt to prod me to explain, but mercifully Zed threw open the back door, carrying a tray of tea, whiskey and what looked to be a stiff rum and Coke, Zed’s lowbrow cocktail of choice. Zed turned from closing the door quietly, took one look at us and sighed. “What the fuck did I miss?”

      I glanced uneasily at Nairne. She smiled at Zed and outstretched her hand to him. “Not much, dear.”

      “Goddammit.” Zed stomped over with the drinks, set them down and quickly fixed Nairne’s tea as she liked it before handing it to her. “That’s what you always say when shit’s gone down.”

      When he picked up my cup, I gestured for it, but Zed pulled back suddenly and gave me a once-over. “Uh-uh. Talk first, tea later.”

      “That’s unpatriotic, Zed. One doesn’t withhold tea from an Englishman in crisis.”

      Zed shrugged. “Too bad I’m not English. I’m an Irish-Italian mutt without a soul. Now spill the beans.”

      Nairne knew, which meant Zed, who was my friend first and foremost, needed to know. And I wanted my bloody tea.

      “Right. I’m going blind. I didn’t know until last winter which is when I got all moody and despondent and started talking confirmed bachelordom. I also got my bollocks chopped because it’s hereditary, so I’ve no hope or plans for a family. I pushed Elodie away, because I don’t know how to be blind and feel adequate for her, but I suck at keeping her away, so now we’re living together. I’m definitely in love with her, and rather than deal with my impending sight loss, I’ve been out in the world, acting not blind while I’m clearly limited in my vision, meaning I both risked myself and her. Now I’m completely overwhelmed with how I’m supposed to ever get a handle on this and possibly be a good, serious partner to her.”

      Zed blinked slowly a few times, before glancing over to Nairne. She smiled at me proudly as she sipped her tea.

      “Jesus, Lucas,” he said.

      Popping the lid off a tiny pitcher, Zed added a splash of milk, no sugar, just how I drank it. “You could have just said that months ago, buddy.”

      “Yes, I know. I’m sorry. Now hand me my bloody tea.”

      Zed rewarded me, shoving it in my grasp and patting me on the cheek like a good boy. Then he dragged the other chair closer to Nairne, dumped six sugars in his tea and stirred it rhythmically.

      Nairne and I eyed him with disdain.

      “What?” he asked, raising his shoulders. “Jamie woke up eight times last night. It’s this or cocaine, so back off, judgey pants.”

      We all fell into silence, sipping our tea.

      “So what are you going to do?” Zed asked quietly.

      I set my cup on its saucer and scratched the puppy’s head. “I’m going to try very, very hard to be brave and face this more than I have. To take practical steps that keep us safer while I figure out how to live and be well with her. Elodie deserves that.”

      Nairne smiled over her tea and sniffled. Zed leaned forward and clasped my shoulder. “So do you, Lucas. So do you.”
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      I woke Elodie with a gentle kiss as I slipped Jamie from her arms. She looked stunned and confused. Zed tucked Jamie in his crib for the night, and after a few games of euchre between the four of us, I carried her upstairs to our guest room.

      I’m sorry.

      Forgive me.

      I love you.

      I’m trying.

      I peeled off her clothes, drew a bath, and we sat in the water together, me cradling her inside my arms. I watched warm water dance over her long body, slid my hands between her legs, as I whispered in her ear, as I told her what she meant to me, and promised my plan to take better care.

      She glanced up at me, tears in her eyes. “I believe you.”

      I kissed her, and slipped inside her, as we made waves in the water until we crested together.

      I carried that newfound promise, the openness between us into the following day, the start of our work week, with a resolution to continue the momentum we’d picked up last night. As Nairne had aptly noted, too much went unsaid between Elodie and me. And if we were going to promise love to each other, we needed to face love’s rough edges, not just its smooth, delicious contours.

      Our workday was daunting, as we headed into busy season, but tonight, I’d make her a nice dinner, and start the real work that mattered—talking more, opening up. Facing the difficult questions just as head-on as the easy answers.

      I’d begged Elodie to set up a small desk in my office since we collaborated the majority of the day, and the less she moved while her poor ribs slowly healed, the better. It also allowed her to continue mentoring Regina more directly. God bless the woman, Regina was finally beginning to remember some of my protocols. She’d also taken my hint to print in a legible size, and made sure people stopped barging in and interrupting me constantly.

      In short, life felt, tenuously, on the up-and-up. Elodie was healing, work was going smashingly, and I was going to make some adjustments for our safety that didn’t make me feel like I’d dove headlong into the waters of blindness. We wouldn’t run outside for the time being because of her ribs, so that made for an easy fix—I’d simply take to the treadmill. I also decided we’d either leave the office before it was remotely dim out, or let Elodie drive home, which I avoided at all costs, because while controlled, Elodie had a horrible temper behind the wheel. For now, it was a reasonable beginning.

      “One minute at a time,” Nairne had said.

      Elodie sat at her temporary desk, staring off and looking distinctly pale. She glanced over at me as I ravaged my tuna melt, then cleared her throat into a fist before turning abruptly away.

      “All right, love?”

      “Hm?” She stared at her computer. “Yes, just fine.”

      I watched her for a minute, but she kept typing away, seeming otherwise okay if not a little wiped out.

      “Feel ready for this presentation with Gorgon?”

      “Mhmm,” she said, typing nonstop.

      Elodie was affectionate and warm, but not the chattiest woman. When she was quiet, it was nothing personal. I had loads to do, so I took her response as a cue to shut my gab and let her work. So I did. I hummed to myself, flipping over a page of the report she and I had prepared for that afternoon’s big meeting with our latest major client, Gorgon. A young start-up, it was producing some mind-blowing data analysis programs for retailers. When we won the work for them, my goal numbers for us to hit by fourth quarter had been met handily at the start of quarter three. I had lavish bonuses planned for everyone, and major technological updates in place that this work was financing.

      Elodie stood and gripped the table, swaying. I shot up from my seat and was over to her in three seconds flat.

      “Elodie.”

      “I’m all right.” Shaking her head, she smiled at me. “I’m fine. I just stood too quickly.”

      I tipped her chin so her eyes met mine. “Sweetheart, you’re not acting yourself today. You’re worrying me.”

      “I’m okay. I just don’t have much appetite. I’m a little lightheaded. I’ll sneak a biscuit from the breakroom and then we can go to the meeting.”

      I stepped closer to her, ran my hand along her side tenderly.

      “Are you hurting? You want your paracetamol?”

      She bit her lip, and I could have sworn she teared up before she blinked a few times and turned toward her desk.

      “No, thank you. Like I said, just a biscuit is required.” Then she spun back, straightened my tie and kissed me smartly. “Come on, Loulou, let’s go knock it out of the pitch.”

      I didn’t even bother correcting her. I had a running tab of Elodie’s botched idioms, and they were as precious to me as her little piles of books, notes, and makeup she left scattered over all surfaces in the house. It felt so remarkably her, and I treasured them.

      “Okay, darling,” I said as I followed her out, a hand gently on her back. “Let’s.”
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      Never again were we coming home late. Elodie’s driving was going to give me an ulcer. I closed the door behind us and enjoyed the spectacular view of Elodie’s arse as she leaned against the wall, bent over her heels while she pulled them off. She’d made it through the day, though I’d been worried she might topple over on me a few times.

      “You were brilliant, sweetheart.”

      “Thank you, Loulou,” she said wearily. “So were you.”

      Elodie had sold Gorgon on her D and I part of the consulting package handily, which was the only bit they weren’t initially interested in. They figured that since they were a “progressive” young company, they wouldn’t need help with diversity and inclusion, but Elodie had very politely shown them just how much shite they were full of, all with a cheery smile. The woman was bloody phenomenal.

      I frowned. “Elodie, I’m concerned you’re ill. You’ve been not yourself all day.”

      She froze, then threw a tired smile over her shoulder at me. “I think I just need to get some rest.”

      Slowly, she walked up the steps, gripping the railing.

      “Should I make you some toast and tea?” I called.

      She paused, turning enough for me to see her exhausted profile. “Yes, Loulou. Thank you.”

      I threw on the lights in the kitchen and putzed about as the kettle came to a boil. While the tea steeped, I made her toast, and when I was midway through pouring her tea, I noticed her standing in the kitchen wearing only one of my old United hoodies.

      I loved when she wore my clothes and privately enjoyed how much this hoodie resembled one of those infernal minidresses she liked to wear when she went out with Nairne. As my eyes trailed up her body, they froze when I saw tears dripping down her cheeks.

      “Elodie?” I dropped everything with a clatter when she hid her face in her hands and her shoulders shook.

      “Darling, talk to me. What’s wrong?”

      When I embraced her carefully, due to her still-tender ribs, she wrapped her arms around my waist in a death grip, squeezing so hard the air rushed out of me. “Hold me, Lucas. Please just hold me.”

      “Okay, love.” I pulled her close and ran my hand steadily between her shoulder blades as I kissed her jasmine-scented curls. “Elodie, I’m sorry if this is selfish to press you, but I can’t stand it. You’ve been miserable all day. I need to know. We need to tell each other what’s going on, love. No holding back.”

      “God, Lucas,” she sobbed.

      This wouldn’t do. I scooped her into my arms, carrying her steadily into the living room. When I’d nestled her on the sofa, I wrapped a blanket around her. “I’ll be right back with your tea and toast, then we’ll talk, okay?”

      She looked up at me and nodded somberly. “O-okay.”

      I returned with our teas, which I set on the coffee table. Then I dropped softly on the sofa, scooting closer so I could pull her legs onto my lap and run my hands along their length.

      I smiled at her gently as I reached for her tea and handed it to her. “Go on, then, darling, let’s have it.”

      She blew out a long breath, taking a hesitant sip of her tea. After another sip, she set it on her lap.

      “Today is always a hard day for me, because there’s someone I haven’t talked to you about. It’s painful, and I don’t like thinking about it, but you should know.” She swallowed and wiped her eyes. “Adrien Olivier Bertrand was my little brother.”

      What?

      “He died…” She paused, exhaled shakily. “This is harder than I thought it would be.”

      I squeezed her knee affectionately. “Take your time.”

      She laid a hand over mine and squeezed it back. “He died sixteen years ago, today. He was five years younger than me, and I treated him more like my baby than my brother. He was six when he was killed. He would be Gina’s age,” she whispered. “I think about that when I’m with her more than I probably should.”

      Christ.

      “Elodie, love. I’m so sorry.”

      She nodded and wiped away her tears. “Maman was inside on a business call, Papa was in town for a meeting—at this time we lived just outside Paris, because they believed children should have space to run and play, and they felt we were too cooped up in the city. We had a nanny, Marie-Élise, but she was old, and she got tired in the afternoon. Whenever Maman caught her nodding off, she’d reprimand her, but nothing bad had ever come of her little naps, so Maman and Papa didn’t let her go for it. I was eleven, and thought myself very much grown up, and secretly sort of enjoyed when Marie-Élise dozed off, because I told myself I was in charge of Adrien.”

      She sighed as tears slid down her cheeks. “He was so precious, Lucas.” Suddenly she laughed through her tears. “Lanky and energetic…he looked nothing like me. I favor Papa, and Adrien favored Maman—unruly dark hair and these expressive brown eyes. Eyes like the Seine in summer, Papa would say—muddy and full of trouble.”

      I handed her the tissue box and stroked her cheek softly, waiting as she dabbed her eyes. “He was very competitive, always bothering me to race him and challenge him to this or that. He was starting to play football, too, and was very jealous of my skills, how Papa praised me and spent time at my practices and games. So, one afternoon, while Marie-Élise leaned against the front of the house, napping in her chair, Adrien asked me to race him. He kept on talking, describing the course—from the door to the fence at the end of the path, where the main road began at the edge of our property.

      “I told him no,” she continued. “Then I ignored him. I was working on my drills, kicking against the practice board Papa had built me, and he got angry. Fine, he yelled, I’ll race myself and run all the way to Paris. Papa will see what a strong boy I am, and then you’ll be sorry, you chicken shit.”

      She sighed. “I was shocked by his language. Adrien never said bad words—he was such a good little boy. When I looked up from my drills, he was flying down the path, and something didn’t feel right. He was running so hard, glancing back at me, his face angry and stubborn. I grew nervous he’d keep running and go into the main road.”

      She held her stomach, looking like she might be ill. “Loulou, I don’t know if I can do this.”

      I grasped her hand and held it firm. “I know, darling. But remember you’re all right now, and what’s done is done.”

      “I started running his way, not as fast as I should. I didn’t think that I should run as fast as possible and snatch him up…Adrien kept running, bearing down on the main road, and I finally started to run with all I had, frantic to catch up to him. He looked back and smiled at me, I think interpreting my speed as finally giving into the race. It just encouraged him, and he sprinted right out into the road. I shouted at him to get back inside the fence, but he just shook his head, his little hands perched on his bony hips. No, because then you’ll cheat and say you’ve won! he shouted.”

      She choked on a cry, then breathed deeply, and pressed on.

      “I swore I wouldn’t, but he just ignored me, stubborn little boy that he was. I kept running toward him, and as I called to him, begging him to come back, I caught sight of a car coming round the bend ahead. Adrien couldn’t see it from his vantage point, and I screamed at him, calling his name. He just stood there and then glanced my way when I called his name again, still running as fast as I could, but—”

      Her cries came faster. I crawled over to her, took her tea away and pulled her onto my lap. She was shaking and covered her face again. “I saw it, Loulou. I saw him…” Air came fast and shallow, and she shook worse. Hyperventilation.

      “Hush now, Elodie. Steady breaths. Shhhh.”

      I rocked her in my arms for long minutes as gasps for air became steady sobs. Finally those sobs abated enough for her to talk.

      “He died instantly. And it was all my fault,” she whispered. “After that, everything changed. We lost the life of our family. Maman grew sullen, Papa got quieter, and I lived in my treehouse, tortured with guilt. At first, I wouldn’t touch a ball after the accident, because I associated it with my own part in the accident—ignoring him in favor of my drills—but after a time, I decided I would play for Adrien, try to be the best for him. I even became a defender for him. Up to that point, I’d been interested in midfield, but defender was what Adrien wanted to be, so I changed my focus. We sold the house, moved into the city, and I was sent to boarding school. Then my parents divorced two years later.”

      I sighed heavily, held her close to me even as I felt her resisting my comfort and reassurance.

      “My brother died because of me.”

      My hands froze in their path up her arm, and I looked down at her severely. “Elodie, you were a child. Your nanny was asleep on the job, and your little brother was somehow more of a stubborn imp than you are—just a sweet, hardheaded little boy who should have been better supervised by an adult who could keep him safe. It was a horrible, freak accident, darling, not your fault.”

      Fresh tears spilled over and my heart ached, witnessing this much weeping from the woman I cherished most.

      “But I could have saved him,” she insisted. “If I’d just paid closer attention, ran after him right away.”

      I kissed her hair. “Darling, just because there’s something you could have possibly done, doesn’t make it your fault. You can’t walk this earth your whole life bearing responsibility for every wrong that happens around you, conjuring scenarios in which you could have fixed it. You’ll drive yourself mad.”

      “It doesn’t change what happened, doesn’t erase my guilt. I’ll carry it my whole life. Perhaps I deserve to go mad.”

      “Now that’s quite enough. You deserve no such thing.” I pressed another kiss to her hair, to her temple. After a moment’s silence, I peered down at her again. “Do you feel like your parents blamed and punished you?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. They didn’t really comfort me. I’m not sure what that says. Papa held me at the funeral, but Maman…well, she’s never been affectionate since. They sent me away—whether I was a reminder of how they thought I failed Adrien, or if it was just too painful to see one child and miss the other, I don’t know.”

      “And then last week you put yourself in front of me, to protect me from being hit. Did it have anything to do with this?”

      She wove her arms around my waist, hugging me tight. “Perhaps. It wasn’t a conscious choice, Loulou, I just knew I couldn’t lose you. I didn’t even get so far as to worry about the guilt I’d feel if I didn’t save you; I just knew I couldn’t lose you in the first place.”

      I groaned, emotion tightening my throat. “But I could have lost you, Elodie. Have you thought about that?” I whispered quietly against her hair. “Then where would I have been?”

      “You could have found another love, Lucas.”

      I pulled her away and stared fiercely down at her. “You are the only woman I’ll ever love, Elodie. It would be over for me.”

      Tears streamed down her face. “That makes me very happy to hear, Loulou. Selfishly.” I kissed her tenderly and tucked a loose curl behind her ear. She smiled genuinely for the first time in days. “That’s how I love you too,” she said.

      “I know.” I slid my thumb along her full lips, and kissed her gently once more. “Thank you for trusting me with this.”

      She smiled faintly. “I’m glad you don’t despise me for it.”

      “Despise you?” I sat back and cupped her face. “Elodie, your parents did you such a disservice in life that you thought I ever would. Little girls shouldn’t carry the guilt of their brother’s accidental death at the hands of adult negligence; they shouldn’t be tossed aside and emotionally neglected. They’re not supposed to grow up as hard on themselves as you are.

      “You are good—you are truly good, darling, and dazzlingly intelligent. You see straight through problems to their solution; you’re fast to fix messes and generous toward those who make them. You are gorgeous and gloriously strong and lovely, soul and body. You love deeply and sacrificially. You are a breathtaking, wonderful person.”

      Her next exhale sounded like a sigh of relief, and she nestled under my chin. Then she kissed the spot right over my heart. “Thank you, Loulou.”

      “Now up to bed with you. I’ll clean up down here and be right there. Shall I read to you a little, help you sleep?”

      Elodie stood gingerly, hands pressed against her stomach. “Umm, yes, I’d like that.”

      “You all right?” I frowned up at her, then down to the plate of untouched toast and barely sipped tea. “You haven’t eaten. Have you eaten at all today?”

      She shook her head slowly. “I’ve felt queasy. Like if I take a bite it will all come flying up, even though I haven’t anything in my stomach.”

      “Do you think you’ve come down with something?”

      Elodie bit her lip. “I don’t think so.”

      Something passed between us, her hands held over her stomach, panic widening her eyes. An unsettling chill skittered across my skin. I used to be implicitly aware of Elodie’s cycles, but amid the madness of diving headlong into work, then the accident and her recovery, I realized I had no idea the last time I’d seen any sign of Elodie bleeding.

      My heart was pounding in my ears, and Elodie was staring at me warily. A riot of different emotional directions ricocheted in my brain, but Elodie’s heartache she’d shared with me, her vulnerability, was first and foremost in my mind.

      “Let’s get you to bed, then. Come on.” I swept her up once more, carried her upstairs, and tucked her in. When I kissed her cheek goodnight, she looked up at me uneasily, then turned back into the bed. “Be up soon,” I promised.

      Her quiet sigh answered for her, and I shut the door.

      Pacing the kitchen, I tried to think it through. If she was pregnant, I could well understand why she wouldn’t tell me. She couldn’t be too far along, not to mention terrified of what I’d think. I’d made it quite clear I didn’t want to pass this on.

      And that of course led to the pressing question—how the hell could she be pregnant? My procedure should have prevented it, but something had to have gone wrong. I wouldn’t even entertain that she’d gone behind my back, slept with some other man. It was impossible. Elodie was Sophie’s opposite in many respects, that included.

      I had too many questions and not enough answers.

      “Kai,” I said to myself. I searched the counter for my phone, swiped it open and hit his speed dial number.

      It rang three times before his voice, not unlike mine, answered on the other end of the line.

      “Luc, how are you?” he said, sounding far too chipper for my liking.

      “No bloody good, and you?” I grumbled.

      “Christ, mate, what’s the matter?”

      Sighing, I dropped onto a stool at the breakfast island. “I think Elodie’s pregnant.”

      “Lucas, that’s brilliant, I…Wait. Ohhh fuck me sideways.” Kai’s voice died off.

      “Hard pass. You’re not really my type, lovie, but thanks anyway.”

      Kai sighed into the phone. “Your capacity for poor jokes at the most serious of times will never cease to amaze me.”

      “Yes, well.” I swiveled on the stool while rubbing my eyes. “If you can’t laugh, and all that.”

      I could practically hear him nodding in understanding. He was a good fellow, Kai. Always ready to listen, and he’d been incredibly helpful as I figured out all this sight and genetic nonsense, even though neither were his specialty.

      “Lucas, listen. I know you didn’t want kids, but focus on the good. Your children are safe. If the baby is a girl, she’ll be a carrier, but God willing, by the time she has children—which I’m sure will have you growling and threatening castration to whatever poor bloke pursues her—genetics will have us a cure by then. And if it’s a son, he won’t be affected. That’s a mercy.”

      Right after I’d told Sarah, she’d had them all tested. Noah was blessedly negative. Amelia and Poppy were carriers but they were young, so I had to have Kai’s hope for their children.

      “I know, Kai, hope for genetics and all but—” I stilled my chair. “Wait, what did you say?”

      There was a long pause. “What part did you miss?”

      I was undoubtedly hyperventilating. “You fucking imbecile, you told me my child could have it! Noah could have it from Sarah, my child could have it from me!”

      “No,” he said patiently, taking the tone of clinician that made me want to reach through the line and shove my fist down his throat, “I said they would inherit it. Not that they would be symptomatic. An affected male passes on the gene to his daughter but not to his son. Only a mother can pass on the gene to her son who will be symptomatic.”

      “For fuck’s sake, Kai. I’m a footballer with cotton between my ears and a flare for business, not a bloody geneticist! Some clarification would have come in handy, you twat!”

      “Well, pardon me for trusting you were intelligent enough to speak with someone other than your brother, the general physician, rather than a bloody geneticist and your ophthalmologist! Don’t blame me for your impetuousness. You wanted a vasectomy, and I didn’t stop you because it wasn’t my fucking bollocks being hacked. I thought it was extreme, but that’s how you do things, Lucas—bullishly and without pause.”

      We were both snarling into the phone as I realized what an absolute disaster I’d made of things, and also what hope might still exist. I could have children and not condemn them to this darkness that was inexorably my future. Elodie and I could have loads of babies, and they’d all be well. It struck me square in the solar plexus and reminded me that Elodie was sick to her stomach and heart, most likely, because of me.

      With my child inside her? How could it be? None of this explained how Elodie could be pregnant by me. I had to understand that.

      The sound of a door closing echoed in the background of the call. “I’m sorry, Lucas. I lost my temper. It’s just—”

      “It’s I who should apologize, Kai. I’m a dreadful arse. You’re right. When I had the procedure, I was still shocked and very angry. I wanted some sense of cosmic control when in reality I have none.”

      He sighed. “You’d every right to be angry. It’s terribly unfair.” There was a long pause before he spoke again. “I wish it were me every day, Luc.”

      “Don’t. I’d never wish this on you, little brother. I’ll be all right.”

      Kai cleared his throat of his own emotion enough to respond. “Listen, I’m over at Mum and Dad’s, and I don’t want them to catch wind of what I’m saying. I’m outside, but we know the reach of our neb of a mother to eavesdrop, so consider yourself warned.” He sighed, and I heard him scuffing his feet on the pavers. “God help us, that child’s going to be a menace. I thought you were a domineering pain in the arse, but then you had to go and find a woman who tamed you with a single crack of her whip—"

      “So you think it’s mine too?” I interrupted. “I’m not deluding myself?”

      “Well, who the bloody hell else’s would it be, you git?” he huffed.

      Clearly I was missing something medically, again. “Kai, this is where I’m drowning. I had a vasectomy—you said they’re foolproof.”

      “No, I said they’re as good as it gets without abstaining from ever dipping your wick again, and on top of that, it’s not been that long since the procedure—the little bastards can sneak out and go on stealth missions, you’d be surprised.”

      “How?”

      “Right, well, there are a few things. One, vasectomies do just go wrong sometimes for a number of reasons, and because of that comes number two, you get your swimmer count checked around six to eight weeks or after ten-odd shot loads and see where they’re at. You did that, right?” Kai stomped around, and I heard shuffling as he most likely pulled out his work phone. “If you did, I can log in and check your numbers right now.”

      “I don’t remember doing that. I was supposed to schedule it, but I was rather forlorn and the uh…desire to rub one out, let alone ten, wasn’t very prevalent at the time. I had all these pathetic ideas in my head about becoming a monk, then enter Elodie, and well, you can imagine that went tits up.”

      Kai laughed heartily. “There’s your answer. Even if you’re sterile now, you weren’t when you first slept with her. If you didn’t empty the tank that still had live ones, you were completely virile when you were first with her.”

      “Bloody hell,” I muttered. I’d botched this. I’d not done my research. I’d acted in anger. I’d misled Elodie and accidentally impregnated her.

      “Okay,” Kai said. “Here’s what we’re going to do. I’ll meet you at the office first thing tomorrow. You’re going to give me a sample, which I’ll send off for rush analysis, and then you’re going to go crawling on your knees to beg her forgiveness for inadvertently getting her up the duff and making her scared stiff to tell you.”

      A crashing noise upstairs interrupted us, and my head snapped to the ceiling above me. “Kai, I’ll call you back.”
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      Lucas left the room and in my half-asleep, low-blood sugar state, I realized he must know what I’d been so afraid to tell him, what I’d known since my discharge examination at the hospital.

      “Elodie.” The doctor had a kind, motherly face. Not that I really knew in practice what those were. “How are you feeling?”

      I sighed, and it hurt. Grimacing, I shifted myself up a bit in the bed. “I’ve felt better.”

      She nodded understandingly, then gestured to the foot of the bed. “May I?”

      “Of course.”

      She perched softly on the edge of the mattress while her eyes searched mine.

      “What’s the matter, doctor? You look worried.”

      “When do you remember your last menstrual cycle being, my dear?”

      I reared in surprise. But then I tried to count back. “Erm, it was…Now, let me think.” I glanced up at her, blushing. “Here’s the thing, I have polycystic ovary syndrome, and somewhat irregular periods, so they’re no indication. I was off the pill but my partner, he’s…he can’t—”

      “Don’t take offense, dear, but nothing’s foolproof except abstinence, so please just answer my question.”

      I cleared my throat, trying to think back. “I’m not exactly sure. But I’ve felt crampy and my breasts hurt. I’d expect it any day.”

      Nodding, she patted my hand again. “Yes, well, if I were you, I wouldn’t expect it.”

      My jaw dropped. “What are you saying?”

      “Elodie, I’m saying you’re pregnant. It’s very, very early, obviously, but frankly, that’s the only thing that saved your baby—that it’s so tiny. Any bigger and the impact of your collision would have certainly caused miscarriage. I’m shocked it didn’t as it is.”

      My hands flew protectively to my stomach. Another life whose death would have been on my conscience.

      “You’ve got a little miracle in there.”

      A little miracle. I hadn’t told Lucas, because I just couldn’t figure out a single way in which he’d see our child as a miracle at all. More like a curse. And that would break his heart. He didn’t want a child who’d inherit his blindness. Where did that leave me? Ending the life of my own baby was unthinkable to me, and I believed Lucas wouldn’t want that either.

      Beyond knowing in my heart that Lucas could never reject his own flesh and blood, I had no clue what to expect from him. I was confused as to how it had happened in the first place, terrified he’d be doubly grieved—first his own blindness, then his child’s. It was too much to ask him to bear. So I bore it for us the past week, and tried to figure out what to say and when.

      How was I pregnant? I’d been on the pill for years for the hormone balance, to minimize my PCOS symptoms, up until I fled my parents and came here. I’d had no insurance to refill my prescription when I first got to the UK, then Lucas confessing his vasectomy made birth control a moot point, while giving me the opportunity to see how I did free of birth control. Bang! Here we were, pregnant. Whoever had done Lucas’s vasectomy had some answering to do.

      I’d have to tell him in the morning, or rather say out loud what I’d seen in his eyes downstairs he already knew. That I was pregnant, that I loved this baby, and I wanted her or him, whether or not one day he was blind. I was already planning how to talk to Nairne, sure she would give me some hope about genetic therapies and cures. I’d believe her, because I was already consumed with a mother’s desperation.

      I heard Lucas’s deep voice downstairs, steady as the rise and fall of the ocean. Finally, I drifted asleep, hand pressed over my aching stomach. I dreamed about Adrien, as I had so many times before. Since sleeping with Lucas, my dreams were gone, as if he guarded my heart even in our sleep. But Lucas was not with me, and so here I was again.

      Like always, Adi ran into the road, but this time, I caught up to him. Then, as if my life’s moments were fusing together, I threw him out of the way just in time to take the glancing hit from the car, as I had with Lucas. I doubled over in pain that perforated my dream and lurched me awake. A sharp cramp low in my stomach took hold, and I groaned involuntarily, curling up into a ball.

      The pain amplified in intensity and duration, and I was afraid. This couldn’t be right. I tried to sit up and walk when the pain stopped. Perhaps it was indigestion, and I needed to let it run its course. It felt sort of like it, but worse than I’d experienced. I almost made it to the toilet before another wave hit, so painful I stumbled into the floor lamp. It fell with an almighty crash as I crumpled to the ground, crawling the rest of the way. I reached for the ledge of the sink to pull myself up, but paused, groaning as a spasm took over and a rush of liquid left me. Glancing down in horror, I watched dark clots of blood fall from my body and splatter on the gray tiles. It could only mean one thing.

      “No, no, no,” I whispered, tears falling hard and fast. This was my baby, my little miracle. I couldn’t lose my baby. Blood pooled on the floor beneath me, and I crawled to the shower, pulling myself onto the bench and turning on the water. It was frigid at first, causing me to gasp and shiver, and I pulled my shirt off, then threw it out of the stall. I held my stomach as another wave hit. This time my back ached fiercely, too.

      Scrunching my eyes shut, I prayed to a God I hadn’t prayed to in a very long time, begging this to be a mistake. The water began to warm, and as my shivers ended, I hazarded a glance down, whimpering when I saw more blood. I couldn’t look. If I didn’t look, then it wasn’t real.

      “Oh, God!” Lucas’s alarmed voice made my eyes snap open. He nearly slipped on the blood in the bathroom as he came my way. His eyes, wide with worry, found me as he stepped into the shower and bent down, his hands shaking as he took in my state. “Christ, Elodie, we’ve got to take you to the hospital. This isn’t right, is it?”

      I shook my head and tried not to sob.

      Lucas’s eyes scanned me worriedly as he glanced over his shoulder at the blood-stained floor. His eyes finally returned and found mine.

      He knew. I saw it.

      And he wasn’t angry with me. In fact, his eyes were shining with pain, with love, anything but anger. He seemed torn between what was necessary and what he wanted to do. I probably should be seen, but I could tell all he wanted to do was hold me in his arms.

      “Hold tight, darling. I’m going to call…just hold on. Breathe, Elodie, okay?”

      My eyes flooded with tears, and I brought my hands to my face, hiding as I fell apart. I heard Lucas step away, the banging of cabinets as he yanked out towels and mopped up the floor. He stepped out of the room with the soiled towels, and I heard his voice. I could only assume he was calling someone, likely Kai, but I didn’t have the energy to try to listen as another spasm hit me. An involuntary wail left me as I doubled over, falling onto the floor of the shower. It was so awful, the worst I’d ever felt, and I slumped to my side, wishing I were dead rather than lying here, losing my baby in contortions of pain.

      “Elodie!” Lucas ran back in and promptly scooped me into his arms. He sat, legs crossed and cradled me in his lap, the water pouring down on us. More pain came, this time sharper and so excruciatingly intense.

      “Lucas,” I whispered, trying to push off of him, “I’m bleeding all over you, let me off.”

      His hands tightened ferociously around me as he kissed my head and smoothed my soaked hair off my face. “No. You’re staying right here.”

      “But…” I glanced up at him, my voice dying off as I saw the sadness in his eyes. “Aren’t you disgusted?” I felt ashamed and sick. This felt like my fault, my body rejecting our baby, and he could just sit there and hold me as it did its betraying work?

      His eyes narrowed, their pain amplified. “It’s our baby, Elodie.” His fingers stroked my cheek, eyes never leaving mine. “And your body, hurting. I’m not going anywhere.”

      Water sluiced over us, blood and tears mingled and swirled down the drain. I felt ill watching it, so I closed my eyes. I felt my heart slipping away with those life forces too.

      “I’m so sorry, love,” Lucas said quietly.

      A cramp wracked my middle, and I leaned into him, breathing heavily. “I should be sorry. I am sorry.”

      “Stop now. This is not your fault. It’s no one’s fault.” He kissed my hair and sighed. “It’s just indiscriminate and horribly sad.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut as another wave hit. “I feel like my heart is breaking, Lucas.”

      He sighed and rubbed his hand along my back. “I know, dearest. Now rest against me. Let me hold you.”

      I groaned, curling up as the most painful wave yet struck, making me feel like I might retch.

      “Shhh,” he whispered, rocking me softly, one strong hand still sliding along my back, circling at my tailbone and gliding back up. “You’re all right, love, I’m here. Shhh. Just let me hold you.”

      And he did, as we lost the tiny person we already loved, whose face I’d dreamed of, whose name I’d already considered. It was the saddest moment of my life—somehow a deeper, rawer pain than losing my brother and watching his life slip away in my arms. But for once, as my heart broke, I wasn’t alone. I was held in the arms of love, knowing somehow, Lucas would see to it that we made it through this. Even if I could not.
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      “It’s been three days. She won’t eat, won’t bathe, won’t get up.” Lucas sighed, his feet shuffling against the hardwood floors. “I’m worried, Mum.”

      Lucas’s mother sighed as well and I heard the sounds of them hugging, Lucas’s muffled voice in her embrace, her comforting words. “I’ll see to her, Lukey, don’t you worry.”

      I lay with my back to the door, so everyone who entered knew I wanted nothing to do with them. Because of this I was forced to stare out the windows, which Lucas insisted on having open. I hated the sunlight—it was too cheery—and the sounds of the birds, singing happily. What did they have to be happy about? My baby died inside my body and left me in a night of blood and pain. I felt like my heart had been carved out of my chest. I wasn’t sad; I was empty. Completely empty.

      “Elodie, dear,” Charli called quietly, stepping into the room. I heard the door click shut, so I assumed we were alone. I didn’t answer. There was no point.

      “Lovie, it’s Charli. I was going to sit with you a bit, figured we could have a chat. First though, can’t I get you anything, dearest? A cup of milky tea? A biscuit, perhaps?” She paused, waiting for me to respond, but she was going to be waiting a long time if that was the case.

      “Right, well, if you change your mind, just tell me.” Her ability to prattle along without encouragement, the cheery tenor of her voice, reminded me so much of Lucas.

      Lucas.

      He felt so far away, though he’d been near me plenty, wrapping me in his arms at night, begging me to have some broth or tea, to let him take me for a bath, but I was locked inside my body, unable to respond to any of it.

      A tentative warm hand rested on my back, and I sucked in a breath. Her palm was soft and warm, its gentle heat seeping through my shirt. She smelled like roses and sage—those outlandishly romantic flowers, the herb of wisdom. It was impossibly inaccessible, yet some part of me wished I could latch on to it.

      “Lucas was only six months old when I found out I was expecting again. I was a little surprised, mind you, but we weren’t very careful, Jack and I, and we could never keep our hands off each other. Still can’t.” She laughed quietly. “Probably more than you wanted to know…”

      I stared blankly at the window, struggling to listen to her as the heaviness of my grief pulled me away.

      “Well, at any rate, much like you, I was early on and started to bleed. I just knew I was losing the baby, and, Elodie…” She sniffled, rubbing my back carefully.

      I felt a tear drop from my eye down my cheek, observing it as if outside myself.

      “It was so horribly painful, my child leaving my body. That’s not how it’s supposed to go, I told Jack. They’re supposed to be born wailing and hale, fat and plump and jolly.”

      I breathed in shakily and felt the unfamiliar sensation of demanding my own breath, rather than inhaling and exhaling robotically.

      “Like you, I sunk into the saddest state. I was heartbroken. I couldn’t begin to know how to just keep going through life, as if nothing had happened, as if I hadn’t lost something so precious.”

      She sniffled again, then blew her nose. “It was Lucas who truly pulled me out of it in the end, his warm chubby little hands and those pink cheeks. Oh, he was such a darling baby. All fat rolls and smiles.” She sighed, and hesitantly started to finger comb my tangled curls.

      “I know you don’t have a little Lukey to call you back, but you do have the grown-up one waiting outside, dearest. He’s so desperate to give you love, to help you through the darkness.” She began to pull my hair into sections, braiding them deftly. “He needs to grieve too, Elodie, with you. You both lost your baby. It’s different, of course, in that it was your body, but truly, he’s heartbroken. You two need each other.”

      Her hands stilled as she smoothed my plaited hair. “Lucas says your mother isn’t really in your life anymore, and I know it’s not my place—I’m no one to you, but I want you to know I believe in you, Elodie. I know you’re strong, physically and emotionally, and you can pull through this. You’ll bear another little one yet, and though it will never ever replace your lost child, it will help you knit those broken pieces back together.”

      Slowly, I looked over my shoulder at her. “You’re not no one to me,” I whispered, my voice hoarse from disuse.

      Her eyes widened as she tipped an ear my way. “What’s that, dearest?”

      A tear slipped from my eye. “I said, you’re not no one to me.” Tears poured now, faster and faster.

      “Oh, sweetheart,” she crooned, pulling me gently into her arms. Finally, I wept, as layers of numbness fell away like sheets of ice surrendering to a thaw.

      When all my tears were gone, I wiped my eyes and blew my nose endlessly, laughing quietly with Charli as I piled up an obscene amount of tissues. I stared down at the mound on my lap, sighing heavily before I glanced up at her.

      “Thank you.”

      She smiled kindly at me. “For what?”

      I shrugged, pulling my braid over one shoulder. “Before you and Lucas, I’d never been comforted when I cried before. It’s very different.”

      Her brow creased in sympathy. “Oh, sweetheart. No one should ever grieve alone. Grief is when we rely most on each other. It’s one of the many parts of life that family is for.”

      I nodded through my tears. “I know that now.”

      Lucas’s voice carried from outside, through the window, mingling with the lower timbre of Jack’s speech and Kai’s even tone. I peered toward the window, and realized for the first time in days, even though my heart still ached with loss, I wanted something. No, someone.

      I wanted Lucas.

      “Thank you,” I whispered.

      Charli kissed my head gently and smoothed the hairs off my face. “I’ll send Lukey up now. He’ll be so relieved you’ve perked up. You had him terribly worried, Elodie.”

      “No!” I grabbed her arm as she made to stand.

      I felt my matted hair, only marginally improved by the braid, knowing I’d literally not moved from this bed for nearly three days, so I must look a mess and be in much need of a bath. “Charli, would you...I’d like to clean up, maybe go downstairs and sit outside.” My eyes searched hers. “Would you help me?”

      She smiled at me. “Of course, dear. Let me draw you a nice bath, and we’ll have you spruced up in no time.”

      I soaked in a bath with bubbles that made the whole water closet smell like a summer garden. Charli combed my hair and washed it for me, helping me in and out of the tub since I was shaky from days with nothing to eat. I still had no appetite, but I knew it would come around. I sat on the tub’s edge unsteadily as she helped me spin my curls so they’d dry nicely. She placed a hand gently on my shoulder, as if reading my thoughts.

      “Give it time, dear. One minute at a time.”

      Once I was dressed in a jumper of Lucas’s and leggings, Charli helped me walk down the steps, fussing over my weakness and telling me I must eat. When we made it outside, I blinked at the sun shining in my eyes and all the men’s conversation halted. I dimly saw Lucas pop out of his seat and stride over to me.

      “Elodie,” he whispered, taking me from Charli with a quiet thanks. Wrapping my arms around his waist as he held me tight, I bathed in his warm, woodsy scent. There was no comfort like Lucas’s arms. The solidity of his chest and his steadily beating heart. We stood there for long minutes, swaying in the afternoon sun, the smell of grilling bangers and the quiet noise of beer bottles clinking, of conversation resuming among Lucas’s family, now my family too. “Sweetheart, you’re skin and bones,” he whispered against my hair.

      “Hardly.” I buried my nose into his chest and squeezed him tighter. “There’s still plenty of me left.”

      “Well, I miss what’s gone,” he said gently.

      “I’ll get my figure back. I’m not hungry just yet.”

      He nodded against me as his hands slipped softly down to the small of my back and held me tenderly.

      “You know I love you no matter how thin you get, and I’ll be an understanding bloke for the time being, but there are lots of butter sandwiches, lemon curd, and clotted cream in your future.”

      I managed a smile up at him as he met my lips for a gentle kiss. “All right, Loulou. Sounds wonderful to me.”
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      “What do you want, you tosser?” I grumbled into my phone.

      Kai chuckled. “You sir, are, as you’ve enjoyed reminding me our whole lives, extraordinary.”

      “What?”

      Elodie glanced at me with worry from her desk, which I’d refused to get rid of, now that I had another reason to keep her close. She was doing better, but she needed a close eye and lots of love. I was more than happy to provide both of those things. I waved away her concern and smiled at her.

      “You’re shooting live bullets, Luc, loads of them. I have to call Carter, because he needs to know how bad he bungled this. Imagine how many other poor chaps who’ve gone under his knife are out there, thinking their little lads are locked up tight? You know, Carter was always a bit of a wanker at uni, I should have thought to tell you to go see someone else when you mentioned he was going to do it.”

      I stood and began to stroll around the room. “Yes, Kai, good of you to think of all this now.”

      “Yes, well, do pardon me for not orchestrating your life more perfectly for you, you ingrate. Now, how is she?”

      I glanced over at Elodie. Her color was better, and she’d put on a bit of the weight she’d lost starving herself. But she was sad still, I could see it. Thankfully I had rip-roaring plans to at least cheer her for a bit soon. “A little better each day,” I said.

      Elodie glanced up at me and smiled. Regina popped her head in, and Elodie stood, stopped by me and planted a quiet kiss on my cheek before she walked out.

      “You’re with her now, aren’t you?”

      “Was.” I watched her arse until the last possible moment when the door closed. We hadn’t yet slept together since we lost the baby, but it felt like it might be time, like she was finally ready. We needed to reconnect in a language that we’d spoken brilliantly from the start, and Elodie needed to feel what she meant to me, not just hear it. “Why do you ask?”

      “Because you sound different when you are. Happier. I might even say cheerful.”

      “Careful, mate. You might make me sound agreeable.”

      Kai laughed. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

      Elodie popped her head back in, looking alarmed. “They’re here early,” she whispered.

      Shite.

      Our big presentation to Gorgon started in an hour. Apparently they’d decided to prematurely grace us with their presence.

      “Listen, I’ve got to run, Kai. Thanks again, brother—”

      “Wait, Lucas. Just so you know, if you want to avoid further pregnancies, you’ve got to get it redone, and for God’s sake, don’t go to Carter again, okay? Let me find someone better recommended this time.”

      I grinned at Elodie, who was watching me curiously from the door. Perhaps I saw a little longing in her eyes as she smiled, and her gaze raked down my body. “That won’t be necessary, mate, but thanks all the same.”

      With that, I ended the call and tossed my mobile on the desk. Then I swept up my papers, font size forty-five, just as I wanted, and wrapped my arm around the woman I adored.

      “Come on, darling. We’ve got a client to wow.”

      “Who was that?” Elodie asked. Gina handed her a ream of papers, which Elodie accepted without breaking her stride.

      “Who, on the phone?”

      She nodded.

      “Mind out.” I steered her gently out of some git’s way who had his nose in a printout and nearly crashed into her. “Kai.”

      Her head snapped toward me. “And?”

      I stopped. She stopped. I looked both ways, whipped open a vacant office door and pulled her in.

      “I didn’t think I should talk with you about it right before a big meeting. I don’t want to upset you.”

      She smiled faintly, but her face was strained. “I want to know. I’ll be fine.”

      This whole trajectory of Elodie and me felt telescoped to this moment and its permutations. Every logistical roadblock I’d put up to a long-term us had been removed. We’d opened up about our hopes and the challenges of making a relationship work. I’d promised to work on adaptive living. Children were safe to have.

      I stared at her, in awe that after all she’d been through with me, Elodie wanted this with me. And when I told her, she’d know everything was possible.

      “Lucas, you’re torturing me,” she said, grabbing my coat. “Tell me.”

      “I’m not…sterile. Not in the least. Carter botched it, epically.”

      Her hand flew to her mouth as tears filled her eyes.

      “See?” I pulled her against me, kissed her hair, and fought worry. “I’ve upset you.”

      She pushed me away, and I realized she was beaming. “I’m not upset. I’m so happy, Loulou!”

      Her fingers were in my hair, and she tugged me by the shoulders until I was flush against her. Elodie’s sweet mouth crashed into mine, and as always, our tongues danced immediately. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pressed myself against her.

      “You’re happy? You’ll want another?” I asked against her lips.

      “Oh, yes, Loulou. Another and another.”

      Elodie wanted babies with me—that meant she wanted me, all of me, for the long haul. You didn’t want babies with someone you didn’t want forever with, did you?

      That thought reverberating in my head, tomorrow’s plans became both a bit more complicated and more dauntingly significant.
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      After serving them tea and biscuits, kissing their arse as if an early arrival were not a problem in the least, we settled in the large conference room. Gorgon’s executive team lounged around the table while Elodie finished passing around the presentation. After her first client meeting when she’d done this ritual, I’d told her Gina should hand out papers, seeing as it was an administrative task. She’d yanked the printouts back out of my hands, given me a look that said don’t cross me, Edwards, and I’d left it at that.

      I realized gradually that she used it as a last-minute quality-control check. Every time, she flipped through each printout, ensuring its completeness and correctness before setting it down. It took a minute, but I always enjoyed watching her at work.

      “How goes, El?” Andrew, one of their founders, smiled up at her as she leaned nearby and slid the last of the papers over to his business partner and the other founder, Roy. As I caught his eyes sliding appreciatively over her body, I ground my teeth together, knowing that at this rate, within the decade, working with Elodie and all these tossers would reduce my dentition to dust.

      “Well. And you, Andrew?” she answered evenly. Having completed her task, she strode purposefully to her seat across from me, closest to the presentation screen.

      I felt her foot slip against my ankle and managed not to jump out of my skin. When I glanced up at her, she was smiling as she spread out her copy.

      “Very well,” Andrew said while his gaze continued its perusal of her. “Beautiful view here.”

      I rolled my eyes and swallowed the derisive snort begging to be let out. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

      The screen came to life, a massive blur. I nearly told Elodie to adjust the focus, as you did with the projectors we’d used in primary school, when I remembered this was a digital projection from the laptop.

      Meaning the issue of focus lay with me.

      Attempting nonchalance, I swiped my glasses from their perch at the head of my handout, and set them on, seeing if they accomplished anything. Bugger, I couldn’t see any of it clearly.

      Panic surged through me. This had never happened. The past week I’d noticed a few new black spots in my peripheral vision, and for a long time of course I’d needed glasses for the computer screen and a book in front of me. But this was unprecedented. The whole presentation was a colorful blur—numbers were lost to me, even the large title at the top of the elaborate graphic representation was a haze.

      The lads were absorbed in flipping around the printout, but Elodie caught every movement, a small crease of concern forming between her brows. She knew what I used my glasses for, and I saw the cogs turning quickly as she realized I must be unable to see the screen.

      I tried sliding my glasses up and down my nose, seeing if a different angle changed their efficacy, but my view remained resolutely fuzzy. Elodie’s gaze bored into me, and when I turned back to her, I slipped the glasses off, setting them down before I stared back at her. I shook my head ever so slightly to indicate we were absolutely fucked.

      I was about to apologize—beg off with some excuse that I’d just realized an error in the numbers and we should reschedule, but Elodie stood, causing me to snap my jaw shut and stare at her in barely concealed shock.

      “Gentlemen.” She smiled widely at them, professional yet warm.

      Every one of them beamed back at her, sat up in their seats, and proceeded either to adjust their ties or straighten out their suit coats. Bloody hell. I had to be blind to the presentation and perfectly capable of watching fifteen blokes ogle my Elodie. The world was cruel, indeed.

      “Lucas has been gracious enough to let me have a turn running this meeting, rather than only covering my portion of our consultative services. I hope you’ll bear with me, as this is my first time at the helm with you all. That said, please know, I’ve been heavily involved in your account since you started with us, I’m fascinated by your work, and deeply invested in seeing you succeed—so whether I make a mistake here or there, don’t doubt how much I personally—and Farthington as your consultant and advisor—value your company’s vision and goals for the future.”

      I glanced around at their sea of nodding heads and appreciative smiles and then back to the woman who’d saved my arse.

      Again.

      “Thank you, Elodie,” I said. “Let’s begin.”

      For sixty minutes, I watched her, transfixed. She slaughtered it—absolutely aced it. Elodie covered every nuance in the results, pointed out key drivers and pivotal assumptions, making these men glance furiously from her captivating delivery to the notes they couldn’t help but scribble along the margins in our presentation. She threw in additional observations and recommendations left out of the summary, which clearly demonstrated she knew their market and business inside out. As she left the numbers and opened it up for discussion, the conversation directed itself back to me somewhat. Still, she fielded her fair share of questions and handled every one that came her way with poise and due attention.

      By the end of it, I was right chuffed, glowing with pride, even as more sinister feelings nagged at the back of my mind.

      Weakness. Inadequacy. Unworthiness.

      I suppressed those ravenous voices that feasted on my self-worth, making me question my ability to be a partner to this woman. I couldn’t listen to them, because they’d swallow me whole. So I listened to Elodie and basked in her brilliance instead.

      When the meeting concluded, Elodie stayed for a polite few minutes, accepting praise and additional conversation only briefly before she slipped out and disappeared. I stood and shook hands, engaged in the usual perfunctory banter, then saw each one of them off. When they were all gone, I stared around the room. Then I sat down, turned back on the projector, and tried different distances, to see if I could see any of them. Some of them focused okay, others not at all.

      I whipped out my phone and dialed Jo’s number.

      “Wendy’s barbecue and grille,” she answered.

      I threw my phone on the table, set to speaker. “I can’t see the bloody projector, Jo.”

      A beat of silence. “Just general fuzziness?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s nothing to do with choroideremia. That’s just your piss-poor eyesight you inherited from your mother, along with the choroideremia. You’re probably overtaxing your eyes a bit in general to try to compensate for your retinal damage, though. Come in. I’ll take a look and tweak your prescription.”

      An exhale burst out of me. “Oh, thank God.” I’d been convinced this was a sign my disease’s progress was accelerating.

      Another silence stretched between us. “Lucas…have you done any of the things we’ve talked about?”

      I toed the carpet. “Not exactly. I’ve had a lot going on. Elodie’s accident, then the baby. Now it’s busy season at work. But after the new year, I swear, I’ll—”

      “No, Lucas, you don’t have that kind of time. You’re overworking yourself, squinting at screens and printouts, navigating environments that might be hazardous. I need to reassess you for driving, reexamine your peripheral vision. The time is now, sweets. I’m sorry to be tough on you, but that’s how it is between us. We’ve got to come at this, head-on.”

      “What’s there to come at, Jo? I’m already visually impaired. I’m going blind. Becoming disabled.”

      “Differently abled,” Jo corrected. “And choroideremia does not define you, it’s how you handle it. It’s our choices that reveal what we truly are, much more than our abilities."

      I frowned at the phone. “Did you just paraphrase Albus Dumbledore and attempt to sound inspirational?”

      “Yes, but I credited him in my head. There was a mental footnote.”

      “Plagiarist.”

      “Prat,” she countered.

      “Fine.” I sighed. “I’ll come in tomorrow.”

      “Good fellow. And while you’re at it, bring that sensational bird of yours. Never hurts to have something easy on the eyes.”

      “Wow.”

      “You heard me, Lukey. Tootles.”
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      Jamie pursed his lips and frowned at me as I held him. “What’s the matter, mon petit?”

      “Careful,” Zed warned, dropping onto the chair across from me. “He looks like he’s about to unload on you.”

      “Unload? I don’t understand.” I glanced back to Jamie, and Zed’s meaning became abundantly clear. Jamie’s face went bright red as an explosive noise rattled his bum.

      “Sweet Jesus, that sounded like a bad one.” Zed jumped up, setting down his drink and stepping my way. “Quick, hand him over before your clothes get ruined.”

      I glanced down in disbelief at Jamie, who cooed happily now, but the smell that wafted my way quickly set me into action. “Oh, okay, here he is.”

      Zed swept Jamie off of my lap, holding him at arm’s length, which just made Jamie babble more. His dark hair still stood straight up in a little mohawk, stubbornly refusing to do anything else, to Nairne’s chagrin. He kicked his legs happily and made squawking noises as Zed carried him to the dining room, where they kept a bassinet and changing table.

      “Christ, kid!” Zed reared back, face scrunched in suffering. “What the fuck did your mom eat today?”

      “Language,” Nairne chided, walking in so steadily in her arm crutches it made my heart sing. She’d worked hard toward a greater range of mobility, and every time I saw her doing it I wanted to cry. Which only made Nairne laugh and call me a big softie.

      She smiled at me, looking gorgeous in an emerald shift dress that matched her eyes. “To answer your question, I may have stopped in at the pub on my way home and had fish and chips.”

      Zed gagged, swiftly wiping Jamie’s bum while he lifted his little feet in one hand. “That would explain it. Fuck, Nairne, next time it’s on you. You can’t do this to me. I have a weak stomach.”

      Nairne shrugged, sitting down cheerily next to me on the sofa. Letting go of her crutches, she took my arm. “You ready for your big night?”

      “I suppose,” I said on a faint smile.

      Though the most incapacitating pain from my miscarriage had subsided, I still ached, especially being around my godson. My pain was there, but manageable, like a shadow that I could keep at bay if I kept my eyes trained on the sunlit path in front of me. I tried for a wider smile that felt a little too bright for my melancholy. “Thank you for wanting to go out.”

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Nairne reached for the pretzels sitting among a small spread of snacks on the coffee table, and popped one in her mouth. She glanced around, like something was missing. “Zed, where’s the yogurt?”

      Zed threw the soiled cloth diaper into the wash pail with a look of disdain. “It would be in the refrigerator where yogurt belongs, not in a bowl next to pretzels, you weirdo.”

      She pouted and glared at him. “You’re such a food fuddy-duddy. It’s a delicious combination.”

      Setting Jamie, freshly diapered and happy, up on his shoulder, Zed walked our way. “Believe it or not, even if I were gastronomically adventurous, I’m really not in much of a mood to talk about food right now after the massacre I just wiped off your son’s ass.”

      “Oh, quit your havering.” Nairne reached for Jamie, who happily screeched when he was placed in her arms. “Hullo, my wee man! I missed you this afternoon, yes I did.” She continued cooing to him as she lifted a layer of her dress, which had some magical opening for him to nurse. He latched on loudly and began thumping her chest.

      Zed sighed wistfully. “Ah, the good old days.”

      Nairne laughed, staring down at Jamie. “No need to be jealous. They were yours first. Still are.” She smoothed a hand down Jamie’s hair, but it popped right back up.

      “Damn straight,” Zed said as he kissed her on the head. “All right, now that I’m officially out of the war zone, I’m going to go wash my hands and change.” He started walking toward the foyer, then spun around. “Wait, where’s Lucas? Shouldn’t he be here by now?”

      “We had a lion of a day.” I sighed.

      Nairne snorted. “Bear, Elodie. A bear of a day.”

      I shrugged. Lucas had given up correcting me unless they were particularly offensive, but I’d found a little list in the kitchen where he kept a running tab of them, which proved both sweet and informative. He got his sentimentality; I still got to learn. Who knew it was knock it out of the park? A pitch made much more sense.

      “Well, regardless,” I said, “it was a long day. We’re doing another rush project for Gorgon before the end of the fiscal year, then something came up with Avery, and Lucas had to stay and smooth it over. He tried to sneak it past me, but that’s impossible to do when I know his schedule and correspondence better than he does. He still insisted I leave ahead of him, and said he’d meet us there.”

      Zed groaned as he turned back to the stairs and jogged them. “Wow, that sounds miserable. Sometimes getting paid to play with a ball doesn’t sound so shitty after all.”

      “The tragic life of a footballer,” Nairne whispered to Jamie. “Your poor da, huh, Jamie?”

      The doorbell rang.

      “Would you get it, El?” Nairne asked. She was staring happily at Jamie, and my heart hurt.

      “Of course.” I went to the door, checked the security camera first to be safe and then did a double take. “Nairne, were you expecting your father?”

      “Yes!” she called from the living room. “Who do you think is watching Jamie tonight?”

      I blinked in confusion, unlocking the door, and pulling it open. Both her father-in-law and brother-in-law lived nearby, but perhaps they were traveling. “You still haven’t found a nanny?”

      “No,” Gianno said as he stepped inside. “To my absolute delight.” He dropped his crossbody bag and gave me a gentle hug hello. “Good to see you again, Elodie, you look wonderful, bella. And buon compleanno.”

      “Thank you, Gianno. It’s good to see you.”

      He had a lean, muscular frame that made me see where Nairne had inherited her lithe build, wiry compared to my muscles and curves. Behind his glasses, Gianno had the most interesting eyes, the color of cognac. He had to be pushing sixty, and he only had a few wrinkles around those amber irises and a dusting of silver along the temples of his dark brown hair.

      It was a bizarre small-world story, how Nairne’s father had found his way into her life only in her adulthood. It also made for shocking differences between this Italian father and his daughter who took much more after her Scottish mother. Yet for all their disparities, Gianno held a magnetic appeal to him that echoed in Nairne. I had to hand it to them—Italian men, like wine, grew better with age. I fanned my face to try to cool the blush in my cheeks.

      “Did you fly in just now?” I asked.

      Gianno smiled, oblivious to my hormones. “Eh, what else do I have to do with myself? I’m retired, my house renovations are done, I have more flight credit than I could use in five lifetimes, and il mio patatino lives all the way in England, so far from his nonno.”

      I watched happily as Gianno followed the sound of Nairne’s laughter, strolling into the living room and devolving into Italian baby talk. Locking the door, I followed them. Tears pricked my eyes as Gianno bent over Jamie who cooed in Nairne’s lap.

      Even if Lucas and I had another baby, Papa would never know or fawn over him like Gianno did Jamie. But then I remembered Charli and Jack, all their words of encouragement, kind smiles, and long hugs they’d lavished on me in the short time we’d known each other. Even if my family was estranged from me, the fact was if I had children with Lucas, they would be loved openly and deeply, as I was now.

      Zed hustled down the steps, cuffing the sleeves of a black button-down, which made him look dangerous and very handsome indeed. With his scruff along his jaw and those insanely bright eyes peering out from dark lashes and brows, he looked every bit as rough and dashing as Charli always described him.

      I glanced to Nairne, who was watching him with hunger in her gaze.

      “Ready?” Zed glanced up, staring between the three of us.

      I nudged him as I walked by and picked up my bag. “You clean up nice, Zed.”

      “That he does,” Gianno agreed. “The last few times I saw you, Zeddo, your shirt was covered in shit, and your hair looked like you’d stuck your finger in an electric socket.”

      “Gee, thanks, Gianno. Nice to see you too,” Zed grumbled, combing his fingers through his wet hair. Shaking his head to the side, he wiggled his finger in his ear to get water out of it.

      Nairne laughed as she handed Jamie over. “Da, that’s not nice. Zed’s been incredible—he’s taken Jamie every moment he’s not training or at a match, so I could get right back to work and research. Be kind.”

      Nairne was a brilliant biomedical engineer, determined to create vaccines that would eradicate diseases that ravaged developing nations. Her work was her great love, right behind Zed and Jamie, and maybe a few other lucky souls, like me.

      Nairne’s eyes raked over Zed once more as she slid her arms in her crutches and stood up. “You look sinful, Zed.”

      He walked her way and slipped an arm around her waist.

      “Thanks, innamorata, so do you. This dress…” He whistled quietly, planting a kiss on her lips.

      “All right, all right, get out of here, innamorati, and go take the birthday girl out on the town.” Gianno stood with Jamie in one arm and shooed us out toward the back door.

      “Bottles are in the fridge, top right,” Zed called over his shoulder, shrugging on his jacket.

      “Yes, Zed,” Gianno sighed. Jamie babbled and sucked his fingers.

      Zed opened the back door for us to go ahead of him. “And don’t turn the bottle warmer too high or it makes the breastmilk break and taste funny—trust me, I tried it once. It’s foul.”

      “Yes, Zed.” Gianno walked up to the door, nodding in understanding.

      “And make sure you leave both arms out of the swaddler, or he wakes up pissed as hell that he can’t find his fingers—”

      “Dio, Zed. Yes, yes, go.” Gianno all but shoved Zed out the door and shut it in our faces.

      Zed frowned, his bottom lip stuck out. “I didn’t get to kiss him goodbye.”

      The door wrenched open, Jamie stuck out in the air from Gianno’s arms, and Zed’s face morphed to one of joy. He planted a kiss on Jamie’s forehead, then little lips, before he leaned in and gave him a massive raspberry right in his neck that made Jamie squeal in delight.

      “Now get out of here and be safe!” Gianno chided, shutting the door once again.

      Nairne was ahead of us, halfway to their garage. “Want me to drive?” she called.

      “No!” we both yelled. Zed jogged ahead of her, keys in hand.

      “Remember, Nairne, we want Elodie to arrive alive and not having pissed herself for her birthday dinner.”

      “Arseholes,” Nairne muttered.

      Zed walked backward, grinning widely. “Call it self-preservation, fragolina. It’s nothing personal, right, El?”

      I shrugged and tried not to laugh.

      “Some friend you are,” Nairne grumbled as she settled into the front seat and handed me her arm crutches.

      I took them, then patted her shoulder sympathetically. “Ma fille, do you remember the last time I tried to drive us somewhere?” We both erupted in laughter. “I’m not one to talk. Let’s just let Zed be our chauffeur and enjoy the night.”

      Nairne smiled back. “Fair enough. Drive on, Jeeves!” she hollered.

      Zed sped us into the night, windows cracked, our laughter marrying with the warm early autumn air.
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      We pulled up to a vibrantly lit building, the valet desk right in front. Its facade was old, with colorful, modern lights strung about. Joie de Vivre was written in large, illuminated letters across the building’s roof, and music thumped softly from the door as the doorman drew it open for us.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      Zed looked over his shoulder at me and smiled. “You remember Remington from Boxing Day at our house, right? Lucas’s buddy from their Man United days, and now he’s one of my coaches at Arsenal?”

      I nodded, still taking in the club’s eclectic design, curiosity mounting as we approached it. “How could I forget? Such a bizarre name.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s a bizarre guy,” Zed said. “This is his place.”

      Nairne examined the exterior before peering inside the entrance. “Place seems aptly named. Looks like a good time’s being had in there.”

      Nairne and Zed entered ahead of me, but when I made to follow, I was stopped by a tall figure hidden in the shadow of the entranceway.

      “Hello, sweetheart,” Lucas said softly, stepping into the evening air and giving me a gentle hug. “God, I missed you. That was absolute piss back at work.”

      “Loulou.” I squeezed him back, reaching for a kiss, which he gave me, deep and full of longing. Finally, I pulled away and ran a hand through his hair. It was a little in disarray, like he’d been tugging at it, a tell of his unease. Even nervous, his silvery-sage eyes sparkled like the stars behind him in the night sky.

      “I’m sorry it was so bad,” I said. “I wish you would have let me stay and help.”

      “No.” Lucas kissed me on the forehead and turned us back toward the entrance. “That would not do. I barely tolerated you coming into work at all on your birthday. Had to draw the line somewhere. Elodie—” He stopped us abruptly and looked down at me. “You know I’m mad for you, right? I love and adore you.”

      Squeezing his waist in my arm, I stared up at him affectionately. “Of course.”

      He hugged me hard. “And you’re mad for me too, right?”

      “You know I am, Lucas. I love you. I tell you that every day. Why are you saying this?”

      “I just want you to hold on tight to that feeling after we walk in.” He took a step, but I held steady, which yanked him back.

      “Why? What’s going on?”

      Lucas bit his lip and groaned. “Best I just come out with it. Right, well, Mum may have got word that I was planning to close down Joie tonight and have the place to ourselves. Remington was all for it, and I had everything in place. But Remington’s mum, who still lives next door, had to walk over for tea, open her fat yap, and tell my mum as much. Which meant that then my mum decided it was only fitting that she invite everyone and their great uncle to your birthday.”

      My stomach flip-flopped as I started to back away. “Oh, no, Lucas, I can’t…”

      Lucas lunged forward, catching me. “Wait, El.” He sighed, tugging at his hair. “I’m exaggerating…I’m just irate with Mother. It’s really only some family and friends, but I know you’re not a lover of crowds or meeting new people, so I’m sorry for that, especially on your birthday. I just wanted you to know it’s not my fault, and please don’t ban me from your bed tonight for subjecting you to this.”

      I laughed at his dramatic plea. “I like you in my bed far too much to do that, Loulou.”

      “Thank God.” He sighed, pulling me against him as we started to stroll in. “I am sorry, Elodie, and I’ll make it up to you. A quiet night, just you and me, okay?”

      Right as we stepped inside, I was met with a rousing chorus of “Happy Birthday!” A sea of faces, some familiar, some not, but all smiling, brought unbidden tears to my eyes, and my hands flew up to cover my face.

      Lucas gripped my shoulder, and he leaned to whisper in my ear, “You okay?”

      I nodded, dropping my hands and smiling through my tears as people clapped and hooted. “Yes, Lucas, I think I am.”

      Then I left him in my wake, my heart open and grateful for the love they had to give.
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      “Think she’s enjoying herself?” Kai shouted in my ear.

      Music blasted loudly, lights flashing, and the floor was packed with people. My gran was putting some highly inappropriate moves on Remington, who didn’t seem to mind, and catching Mum and Dad’s gyrations made my tapas climb up my throat. I shuddered, turning toward Kai as my eyes landed on Elodie nearby. She danced freely, gorgeous chestnut curls bouncing around her bare shoulders as she raised her arms, cocktail in hand. Her head fell back as she laughed and then leaned toward my sister, who whispered conspiratorially with her.

      She wore a black, strapless dress, high at her chest but featuring a torturously revealing cutout that exposed her bare midriff. The skirt of it flared at her full hips, swaying with that fantastic arse which I’d watched, mesmerized, all night. Gold bangles slid along her arms as they writhed in the air, and her familiar necklace danced across her collarbone, reminding me how I’d dragged my tongue across it countless times on my way down to right between her thighs.

      I clinked bottles with Kai before we both took long pulls of our beer. “Yes, I would say she most certainly is.” Just then Remington’s brother stepped up to Elodie, placing a hand on the bare expanse of her waist and starting to move with her as she continued to laugh and dance with Sarah. “Perhaps a little too much.”

      I frowned, stepping away from Kai, who chuckled. Easy for him to laugh.

      “Oi, hands off.” I shoved Griffin away half-playfully. He looked cranky for a minute before he recognized me.

      “Lukey Dukey!” he hollered. Obnoxious twat. That’s what you get for keeping up with your childhood neighbors—childhood names. “Is she yours?” He started to playfully dance back toward Elodie, who drew deeply from her straw and smiled in amusement. “Ain’t she a bit too refined for the likes of you?”

      I shoved him back again. “Yes, she absolutely is, which is why you shouldn’t even be breathing near her. Now run off, Griff, before I lose my sense of humor.”

      Griffin looked glum. Then—quicker than I could process—he lunged forward, pecked her on her cheek, and sprinted off, calling back to her, “Happy Birthday, Ellie!”

      Elodie laughed, snorting softly as she shook her head. Her hips just didn’t stop, undulating to the rhythm of the music, and I stood there, transfixed by their movement. “You’re staring, Loulou,” she muttered around her straw.

      “Yes, well, you rather tend to have that effect on me.” I pulled her close and nearly shot my load as she ground into me. Wracking my brain for anything to keep the imminent at bay, my eye caught Griff in the crowd, now putting the moves on poor Nairne. Zed was there instantly, shoving him off and smacking him upside the head.

      “What’s with you?” I glanced down at her. “Griff called you Ellie, and all you did was smile like an angel. If he were Pierce or Harry, you would have flattened him.”

      Elodie shrugged as she wrapped her arms around my neck. “He’s cute. Like a puppy. It doesn’t bother me, coming from him. I just strongly dislike Pierce and Harry. Anything that leaves their mouths makes me want to throat punch them.”

      She swayed in my arms, the scent of her sweat and that jasmine perfume hitting me hard and making everything south of my stomach ache even more. Christ, I was dying for her. She pressed against me, biting her lip, and it was just about more than I thought I could handle.

      “Are you trying to make me maul you on this dance floor, Elodie, in front of all these poor people?”

      Her eyebrows lifted in surprise. “No, Lucas, I’m just enjoying dancing with you.” She smiled, her eyes traveling over me appreciatively. “You’re impossible to resist, mon gran, you look so handsome, and you smell really good,” she muttered, leaning against my shirt, and breathing in deeply.

      I smirked at her. “Mon gran. Big guy, eh? Now that’s more like it.” She sucked her straw suggestively and smiled at me as she continued torturing me at the edge of the bloody dance floor. “Elodie, are you a little tipsy, love?”

      She leaned back and seemed a bit unsteady. Then she grinned wide at me while she completely ignored my question. “I love you, all disheveled from work.” She sighed, running her hand along my side and up my chest. “Like the big, important executive man.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Oh, now I’m sure you’re pissed. That’s the least feminist thing you’ve ever said.”

      She laughed, bright and long, her head dropping back before it fell forward again. “I may be a little bit drunk, oui.”

      “And she needs another,” Sarah hollered, encroaching in our space as she shoved a drink under Elodie’s nose. Elodie accepted it with glee, hooking an arm around Sar’s neck and starting to suck down the new cocktail swiftly.

      “Christ,” I muttered, connecting my palm to Sarah’s forehead, and applying enough pressure to back her up slightly. “Once an annoying little sister, always an annoying little sister.”

      “Oh, sod off, Lukey. You’re just sour because you have to share her,” Sarah snarked. Wrapping her arm around Elodie’s waist, she turned her, and they began dancing together. Sarah leaned in toward Elodie, glancing my way. “He always was shite at sharing. Never wanted to let us have anything of his.”

      “I can confirm that,” Kai piped up, stepping on the other side of Elodie and dancing behind her. Elodie spun around inside them, happy as the day is long while I stood, privately delighted with watching my two siblings enjoy her.

      “You’re ridiculously gorgeous, just like he said,” Sarah yelled over the music, making Elodie blush and laugh. “Seriously.” She turned toward me. “It’s unfair how beautiful French women are. I bet you she doesn’t use a lick of face cream, eats her body’s weight in butter, takes brisk strolls as her only form of exercise, and just woke up like this. Whereas I need a biweekly facial, the keto diet, and a bloody personal trainer just so I don’t look like the inside of a handbag.”

      Kai and I both scoffed, rolling our eyes. “Sarah,” I said on a sigh, “shut up. You’ve had the lads wrapped around your finger since we could walk.” Wedging myself between them, I drew Elodie into my arms.

      “He’s right, Sar,” Kai said. “It’s not becoming. You’re a catch, and you know it. Poor Ollie’s still lovesick for you, sad chap.” Kai took a long pull from his beer and gestured toward Oliver, who stood nearby, looking desperately over at Sar. I’d say that had more to do with the fact that Uncle Stanford had cornered him, the cranky old goat of Tory, but all the same, everyone knew Sarah and Ollie were over the moon for each other.

      I laughed at poor Oliver, whose face brightened in relief when Sarah caught his eye and gestured him to come over. “I would say that description of Elodie is accurate—she is effortlessly this beautiful. And we go through as much butter in one week as I used to in a month.”

      She gasped, smacking me, and turning their way. “That’s not true. I take care, and we eat very well.”

      Sarah and Kai laughed, as Ollie joined and threaded his arm round Sarah’s waist, kissing her deeply. I still had to suppress the long-trained urge to punch a bloke who stuck his tongue down my baby sister’s throat like that. Incredibly, he just kept going at her. I still had a limit.

      “Enough already,” I snapped.

      “Fuck off, Edwards,” Oliver said, smacking lips with Sarah. “I’ve knocked her up three times now, and I’m not promising I’m done. One of these days you’re going to have to deal with the fact that your sister and I—”

      “God’s sake, don’t say another word,” I begged. “Just keep it less pornographic in front of her brothers, would you?”

      Ollie grinned in his good-natured way. He’d gone through a bit of a hazing, thanks to Kai and me, when he courted Sarah, sort of like Special Forces training that involves simulating drowning and surviving without food and shelter for a fortnight. Ollie pulled through it all though, with a small smirk on his face and his eyes set sure on Sarah. That had been enough for Kai and me.

      He leaned down and this time chastely kissed Sarah’s cheek, as Kai took a drink of his beer and pulled an absurd dance move. In that moment, I was stunned by how natural and perfect this felt, seeing the people I loved falling madly in love with Elodie, just as I had. This room, full of ridiculous souls, loud laughter, and cheery conversation. The moment felt right, perfectly and utterly right.

      Glancing down at Elodie, I gently took her drink in hand and promptly threw its remainder back, in one swift gulp. The burn of gin and the sharp tang of lime took over, reviving me as I pulled her close. She stared up at me and frowned. “You took my drink, Loulou. That’s not nice.”

      I laughed, kissing her as the taste of our shared cocktail mingled with our tongues, cool from the ice. “I needed it much more than you, I think.”

      She pouted, and I turned her a bit, so I could see her clearly in a spotlight.

      “Elodie, how drunk would you say you are?”

      She glanced up, thinking. “Marginally. It wouldn’t be safe for me to drive, but I can walk kind of straight, and not piss myself. How’s that?”

      I fought a laugh. Catching a little curl that had fallen on her forehead, I twirled it in my fingers. “Not, say, so inebriated that you’d agree to something tonight and regret it tomorrow?”

      “Maybe if I agreed to a whole round of shots, but other than that, no. I’m of sound mind, Loulou, you don’t need to worry.” She smiled, taking my gesture and bopping me lightly on the nose with her finger.

      Nerves settled in, but I was no stranger to them. That’s a bonus of playing as an athlete in the most competitive circles for so long—you learn that nerves are your friend, not your enemy.

      “Isn’t this just the most wonderful party?” Mum cried, tumbling into our group and hugging Elodie ferociously. “You are so darling, Ellie, I just couldn’t stand the thought of a quiet little evening to celebrate your day—you’re so lively and beautiful, and happy and fun—you needed a party like this!” Mum beamed, glancing around.

      Elodie smiled, hugging my mum back and kissing her on the cheek. “Thank you, Charli. Lucas told me you put it together. I feel so loved.”

      Mum waved her off bashfully. “Oh, it was nothing. I had a few favors to call in anyway, and it all fell perfectly into place, didn’t it, Lukey?”

      I was distracted with my impending plans, and Mum had to call my name again. “Sorry, what? Oh yes, perfectly,” I said, topped off with a smile. Hopefully I’d covered myself.

      Kai snorted and shook his head. “You’re an oaf sometimes, you know?”

      Mum pursed her lips at me. “You really can be. What’s gotten into you? It’s Elodie’s party, and you’re looking like someone just told you the ship is going down.”

      “It just might,” I muttered, rubbing the sweat off my forehead. Kai caught it and peered curiously at me, as Mum craned closer, a hand cupped around her ear.

      “Eh? What’s that? Couldn’t hear you.”

      “I said, it’s nothing, Mum!” I smiled as genuinely as possible. “I just got lost in thought for a moment. It’s a wonderful party, and you’ve made Elodie ridiculously happy, thank you.” I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.

      Glancing around, I caught Zed’s eye and gestured toward the back of the room. He frowned, then nodded in acknowledgment, first bending down to speak to Nairne, who chatted happily with my dad and waved Zed off with a smile.

      “I’ll, uh…” I glanced between my family and Elodie. “I’ll be right back. Have to go water the flowers.”

      Mum scrunched her nose. “Goodness, so crass. Men,” she muttered, shaking her head and sidling up to Elodie and Sarah, while Ollie and Kai dropped into their usual topic of conversation—footie.

      “Right, be back in a jiff, darling.” I gave up Elodie rather reluctantly with a quick kiss on the head. She peered over her shoulder at me curiously as I backed away.

      I navigated my way carefully through patches of shadow and strobe lights to the hallway that led to the loos, finding Zed still trying to keep an eye on Nairne as he stood and waited for me. When I approached him, his gaze finally left her and looked me over, pinched in concern. “Everything okay? You kinda look like you’re going to puke.”

      “I sort of feel like I’m going to puke.”

      Zed looked at me seriously. “What’s wrong?”

      “I…” I wiped my forehead, running my hands through my hair. “I think I’m about to ask Elodie to marry me.”

      Zed’s brows flew up, his eyes wide. “You think? As in you’re not sure? About what? Asking her at all or asking her right now?”

      I paced back and forth, shaking out my hands, trying to lose the jitters. “I’m positive I want to ask her. It’s just that now feels perfect but it also feels terrifying.” I glanced over at him as his face broke into a slow, amused smile. “Much help you are. Don’t just stand there, do something!”

      “What the fuck am I supposed to do? Hold your hand? I went through that shit already; once is more than enough.”

      I glared at him. “You’ve no words of advice or encouragement? Bloody hell, Zed, I figured I could count on you.”

      Zed threw his hands up. “I—I don’t know, Lucas. You know you love her, you know you want to marry her, you know she’s crazy about you. Just ask her!”

      I stopped and turned toward him. “How helpful. Thank you, Zed. Just ask her,” I muttered, resuming my pacing.

      Zed stood there in exasperation, his gaze constantly bouncing back over to Nairne because the poor bloke was still so traumatized from their past few years. First his narrow escape from sordid family ties in Boston, then a string of violence that followed them as they tried to settle into life here in London. Zed’s life of peace had been hard won. I felt for him, that his anxiety and caution never really left him.

      “Sorry, Zeddy. Go back to Nairne. I know being away from her sets you on edge.”

      “Yeah,” he huffed. “But I need to get over it. Your dad’s right there, she’s completely safe, and I’m a neurotic asshole.” He turned back toward me, eyeing me critically. “You kind of are too, right now.”

      I pulled my shirt back from my chest and tried to get some air. “Fuck, it’s hot. It’s just, Zed—I don’t want to cock this up. She’s so precious to me, and I want it to be perfect. I want her to be impossibly happy.”

      “She will be, Lucas. It’s all right.”

      “How do you know?” I kept pacing, hands on my hips. “I could make an absolute mess of it.” Pausing, I turned toward him. “How did you do it, ask Nairne? You never said.”

      Zed rubbed the back of his neck. “That’s because I didn’t do it. Nairne did.”

      I gaped at him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “You’ll remember it was the dead of winter. She proposed to me in the middle of the night, right on the shore, shivering and stuck in the sand in her wheelchair. I wanted to fuck the sense into her afterward for being so dangerous, but it was pretty romantic, for Nairne. And we know Nairne doesn’t have a romantic bone in her body.”

      This was true. She was British like me, whether the Scotswoman wanted to admit it or not, and romance was not our forte. Practicality, yes. Romance, no.

      “So it wasn’t really perfect.”

      Zed laughed. “No. I was scared she wasn’t safe. Confused as to how she could possibly suddenly want to marry me after the great anti-marriage campaign of hers. But…” He shrugged. “I loved her, and I wanted to be with her. I figured so long as we kept communicating, kept choosing each other, we’d be okay. And so far we are.”

      I smiled, relief washing over me. “Right. Okay. Perfection is not the goal. Authenticity.”

      “Exactly,” he said. “Elodie loves you. Give her the man she loves.”

      “I can do this.” I clapped my hands together and shook out my arms, like footie days.

      “Fuck yes, you can, Lucas,” Zed said. “You love her, just tell her, and ask her in the way that’s right for you both. If it’s here in front of the entire population of Northern London, fine. If it’s tonight when you’re both going crazy over each other, fine. If it’s next week during coffee in the breakroom, fine. So long as it’s right for you both. Nobody else can speak into that.”

      Zed stepped forward, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “You got this. And now I’m gonna go get what’s mine, ’cause fucking Griff is closing in again, and I’m not feeling as nice as I was last time.”

      I laughed, patting his hand and shoving him off. “Get you gone.” He grinned, then turned, striding toward Nairne. “Zed,” I called, and he whipped around, brow furrowed. “Thanks.”

      On a nod, he winked and dissolved into the sea of people.

      “Right.” I took a deep breath as my hand slid into my pocket, feeling the little box I’d carried around for days now. “Time to put up or shut up, Lucas.” Then I joined the throng of people myself, my compass set to my North Star—the beautiful woman who waited across the room.
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      Feedback reverberated from the speakers onstage. I cringed and glanced around, trying to discover the source of the screech.

      “Bloody hell, what’s he up there for?” Sarah said. She craned around the few heads that were actually tall enough to obstruct her view. The whole Farthington-Edwards clan was a lesson in Viking genetic dominance—most over six foot, all shades of blond and ginger, long-boned and handsome. They were a rather daunting, albeit genial, lot.

      Sarah frowned and shoved someone aside to get a better look. “Must be serious. The man loves a microphone about as much as I loved my episiotomies.”

      I choked on my drink at her words, craning so I could see Lucas too. He stood under the lights, trying to adjust the microphone that came up to his sternum.

      “Sorry about that.” He smiled, eyes shining like liquid silver against the harsh lights. “Being six inches above the average-height male has its detractions.”

      Finally, he loosened the stand enough to raise it. Most voices were quiet by now, heads turned his way. Lucas wiped his forehead with his hand, then shielded his eyes from the glaring stage light.

      “Right, there you all are. Staring at me. Good. Erm, can somebody turn those down?” He pointed to the lights, and Remington called out to someone in back. Quickly the lights dimmed. “Brilliant, thank you.”

      The room was eerily quiet as Lucas scanned it. When his eyes landed on me, he smiled.

      “There she is.” A number of people turned around to see where he was looking. “That is the birthday lady, the woman of the hour. Elodie. But you all know that by now, and if you don’t, you’re in the wrong place, so get out.”

      He was met with laughter and a few indecipherable jeers.

      Lucas smiled, like he was surprised people had been entertained by that. “Anyway. I’m standing up here because I wanted to say a few words that won’t adequately express how grateful I am that twenty-seven years ago, Elodie was born. In that moment, the world gained an incomparably generous heart, bright mind, and beautiful spirit. She is precious, and a true gift to the world. We are lucky to have her.”

      People raised their glasses in cheers to that. Tears pricked my eyes, and Sarah rested her hand on my back.

      “I don’t need to go on, because if you know Elodie—hell, even if you just met her because Mum cajoled you here with the promise of free booze and food”—Charli scowled while fighting a laugh as she shook her head—“you know this already. Everyone loves Elodie. She is pure goodness, loyal and intelligent, beautiful and funny. Tonight, we’ve celebrated that, and toasted her to many more years. And yet as I was peering around a little while ago it felt like the night wasn’t done yet, that something important was missing.”

      Lucas glanced down at his shoes, toeing something on the floor before he glanced back up. “It seems only right that in this room full of people who know and love us—well, at least who know me and love Elodie—” More people laughed, and Lucas chuckled to himself, then he glanced up at me as my heart began thundering against my ribs. “That I ask you to witness not just a celebration of Elodie’s life, but something else—something that will, I hope, see her on a continued path of happiness.”

      The sound of blood rushed in my ears. I tried to take a deep breath as Lucas smiled at me bashfully. Rubbing the back of his neck and squinting into the lights, he spoke into the microphone. “Darling, do you think you might come up here right about now?”

      People laughed, and others sniffled. The flash of cameras flickered, eager to catch the moment. Sarah nudged me forward, and those in front of me parted readily, smiling between me and Lucas.

      I walked up the three steps at the center of the band’s platform, empty but for Lucas, trying hard to keep my wits and breath. It was difficult to do, as he smiled at me and bit his lip nervously as I came close. When I was within reach, he took both my hands in his and faced me.

      “Elodie, a few months ago I told you none of this could be possible. Little did you know how long I’d wished for that possibility, how much I wanted what I believed we couldn’t have.”

      I exhaled unsteadily, tears dropping down my cheeks, but Lucas just smiled at me as his eyes bored into me with love. “You asked if you had any say in the matter, and I told you of course not.”

      Everyone chuckled, but Lucas didn’t look at them, he just saw me. “But as each day passed with you, I realized no matter how much I feared, I could not exist in a world that does not have you brightening it.” Gently he squeezed and relinquished my hands, reaching into his pocket.

      “So, now…” He dropped down to one knee, smiling up at me nervously. “I’m asking you to make of me either the greatest fool or the wisest man, and give me your answer, love.”

      His beautiful eyes, the colors of life—stormy skies and verdant earth—pierced me. His hair flopped over his forehead and shone in the lights that caught the handsome angles of his jaw and cheekbones. Those smooth lips and that long, straight nose pursed and exhaled patiently as I stood there, sobbing in silence.

      “Elodie Josephine Marie, will you marry me?”

      I nodded furiously, dropping to my own knees and kissing him madly. My fingers gripped his hair, pulling his neck so we were impossibly close. “Yes, my love, yes.”

      The whole place erupted in claps and calls, but we didn’t hear them. It didn’t matter really. It was nice that they were happy, that they got to share in our moment, but the world condensed to this breadth of space where Lucas kissed me and whispered sweet nothings. Where he flicked open a box with a diamond ring. A band of pavé, little cobblestoned diamonds, and in the center a perfect, rounded stone. It was proportionate and tasteful, yet just a little extravagant—a perfect expression of how Lucas loved me.

      “Oh, Loulou, it’s so beautiful. Thank you.” I cried as he slid the ring on, his eyes flicking from my mouth to my eyes. “Even so, you know I don’t need any of this, right? I just need you. Just you and me, d’accord?”

      Lucas smiled, smoothing my hair from my face as he kissed me again. “D’accord.”
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      “El, slow down, darling, I won’t—Lord Jesus Christ,” Lucas groaned, slamming his hands back on the pillow. “Elodie, stop. I want to be inside you.”

      I just shook my head, murmuring around his cock as I took him deep down my throat. His strong hand gripped my shoulder, trying to pull me off, but I smacked him away, releasing his thick, perfect length with a loud pop. “Stop interrupting me, I’m making love to ta bitte with my mouth, and I can’t concentrate with all your complaining.”

      “Christ’s sake, woman. I don’t want to shoot my load down your throat the night you tell me you’ll marry me. Call me old fashioned, but I’d like to lay you back and take you good and slow. Make you scream my name a few times before I come—not get off from a jobby,” he grumbled.

      “Lucas, you have the rest of our lives to obliterate mon minou, now just let me suck you off for a bit like I want to.” I slid my hand up his length, reveling in the heat and tautness of his skin. Soft skin, painfully hard. I was crazy about it. As I ran my fingers lower, he groaned, glaring down at me.

      “You’re the devil incarnate.”

      I shrugged, pulling down the skin to expose his sensitive tip. Licking it thoroughly earned a string of curses that surprised even me. “I don’t know, Lucas, I think even I couldn’t conjure such colorful language. Maybe it’s you who’s the devil, not me.”

      As I took him deep again, his eyes drifted closed. “I don’t even know what we’re talking about anymore, just that you’re going to make me come now if you don’t stop.”

      I moaned in pleasure, reveled in taking it all as he spilled, hot down my throat. Sitting up, I licked my lips, feeling like I’d just delighted in dessert.

      “I love that,” I sighed, lying on my back and rubbing between my thighs, where I ached. I glanced over at Lucas, and his face was terribly pained. I sat up quickly, pressing my hand on his chest.

      “Loulou, are you all right? Did I hurt you? Tell me, please.” I searched his face frantically, but he just shook his head back and forth.

      “I’m fine,” he wheezed, hands groping around until he found me, and pulled me tight against him. “I just—my vision went for a second, and it startled me.”

      “Oh God, Lucas. I’m so sorry.” I crawled on top of him and pressed my heart to his, chest to chest, stroking one cheek and kissing the other softly.

      “It’s all right,” he said hoarsely. Turning, he met my lips. “I wasn’t afraid.”

      I stared up at him, stroking his cheek still. “What do you mean?”

      He looked at me, adjusted his head on the pillow. “You know I see terribly at night, thus, all the nightlights. After Jo told me what was coming, I used to panic once the sun set. It was like a blanket of black draped over my eyes. Like when you go out in the woods, and there’s no light. No candles, no stars, just darkness. What if I woke up and it stayed that way?”

      I curled tight around him, wrapping my arms about his neck, wishing I could take this from him. Lucas pressed his lips to my hair, feeling my face with his hands. “But I don’t anymore. I’m not frightened, just…startled, perhaps.”

      “Lucas, it’s okay to be afraid,” I whispered, running my fingers through his hair.

      “I know, darling,” he whispered back, kissing my nose, my cheeks, then my mouth. “There, I found it,” he laughed quietly, and tears fell down my face. “Now, no crying, not on your birthday, and doubly not on the night we got engaged, understood?”

      I nodded, directing his lips straight to mine, kissing them. Biting that bottom lip, my tongue dancing with his. He breathed in as our mouths deepened their touch, tongues tangling. Slowly his hips rocked into mine, his cock slipping against my center.

      “Elodie,” he whispered, his hands drifting down to smooth over my arse.

      “Yes, Lucas,” I answered against his lips, kissing them still and losing my fingers in his thick, tousled hair.

      “Take me inside you.”

      Silently, I rose up, guiding him in as he slid home. We both gasped, the familiar feeling of being nearly too full robbing me of air until I could get my bearings. Slowly I rose up and sank down on him, finding a steady rhythm. Lucas sighed, his eyes resolutely shut, hands moving everywhere over me—my shoulders and breasts, tugging softly at my nipples and scraping down my stomach. Then he found my clit and swirled over it with light, tantalizing circles.

      “Oh, God,” I whispered. His length hit me deep, beautifully hard as I took him, while his fingers worked their magic. I started to get close, then Lucas slowed my hips, softened his strokes.

      “Not tonight,” I pleaded. “Don’t make me wait.”

      He grinned, the bastard. “You love it when I make you wait. You come forever.” Shallow thrusts, fingers off my clit. His hands drifted featherlight up my ribs, tenderly cupped the undersides of my breasts. “Besides, I like to savor you.”

      He palmed my nipples, and I almost wept at the relief. My clit had a pulse, and I was so close.

      “Not yet, Elodie.”

      I wanted to smack his hard, ripped stomach, but his eyes were closed, and it would startle him. So I settled for swearing, foully, in French.

      Lucas’s eyes flew open. “Well then, someone’s tetchy.”

      “I’m serious, Lucas. I needed to come five minutes ago.”

      He sat up, curling my legs around his waist. Soft kisses, tongues tangling. His hands wrapped around my back and held our fronts pressed together. It was impossibly intimate, our bodies intertwined.

      “Darling, what you do to me.” His lips were soft and warm, whispering over my mouth and cheeks. I surrendered to our gentle rhythm and curled my arms around his neck.

      “I love you, Loulou.”

      He smiled against my mouth as he kissed me again. “There she is. Happy in my arms.”

      I sighed as one of his hands drifted down my back. Lower. Lower. He teased my arse, soft, pressing swirls that made my breath hitch. I pressed against him, and he slipped a finger inside.

      “I have plans for this one day,” he muttered against my cheek.

      I nodded. He was gentle, and it brought a beautiful new layer of pleasure to my body. His finger pumped in rhythm with his cock, and my eyes rolled back in my head. “Lucas,” I whispered. I was going to tell him what was about to happen, but my orgasm knocked the air right out of my lungs.

      He kissed me through it, coaxing my body with his loving touch, until I came down. Stilling inside me, he kissed my neck and licked my collarbone, sucking the base of my throat.

      “Touch yourself,” he whispered.

      Shakily, I reached between us, swirling my clit as Lucas rocked into me. The man was a master of multiples, and lived for stringing them right together. My core clenched around him, and he swore. I clenched voluntarily this time, and a growl left him.

      Suddenly, I was spun over, Lucas’s body never leaving mine. Hands pinned over my head, he looked down, then drove into me.

      Fast, deep thrusts. He bent and kissed me long and hard.

      “My Elodie. To love and worship like this, forever.”

      “Yes, Lucas,” I cried, soaring with the bliss of his body in mine. “Yes!”

      I wrapped my legs around his waist and squeezed. He threw his head back as he pistoned into me. “So beautiful, Elodie. So perfect. Oh fuck—”

      I screamed through my orgasm, so sharp and powerful it was nearly painful. Lucas claimed it with his mouth, bathing my whimpers with his tongue and lips as he soon filled me, calling my name while he gasped for air.

      Long, silent moments passed as I slipped my hand up and down his back, kneading the skin of his hard buttocks and lean hips. I wanted him again already. I wanted him forever. His body, his chivalry, his demanding, proprietary ways. His adoration of my intellect as much as my turned-around idioms. His love of making me tea and biscuits and drawing me a bath. His wisdom and curiosity for the world. The love he had for his family and friends.

      “I could not be more in love with you, Lucas. Just so you know.”

      He nuzzled my dimple, then kissed me tenderly. “I do know, Elodie. Because it’s just how I love you.”

      Finally, he pulled out gently and dropped onto his back, a hand resting over his chest as his breath ran fast and ragged. Lucas turned my way and smiled, but his eyes seemed to struggle to find me. Our room was dark except for the nightlights and moonbeams illuminating the white of our bedsheets and the angles of our faces. So, I hopped out of bed, and flipped on the light in the bathroom, too. Then I ran back into bed, squealing from the chill in the air.

      “How’s that?” I asked, burrowing under the sheets and wrapping myself around him as I shivered.

      Lucas looked down at me seriously, then bequeathed my forehead one soft kiss. “Perfect, Elodie. It’s absolutely perfect.”
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      “Dearest,” I called. “Can you come take a look at this line of code? Something’s off, and I can’t find it for the life of me.”

      Elodie swiveled in her chair and stared at me carefully. There was an edge to my voice that she’d caught.

      Anxiety. Frustration.

      Come January first, just over six weeks from now, I would officially be CEO. The pressure was mounting, and my eyesight had decided it was the perfect time to take a nosedive. A few years, my arse. If I didn’t love Jo, I’d sue her for the medical malpractice of giving me false hope.

      I leaned back in my chair and rubbed my eyes viciously.

      “I’m happy to help, Loulou.”

      When Elodie stood, it wiped away my misery. She did that so easily, just obliterated my melancholy with one good look in her sapphire eyes. A perusal of her fantastic curves didn’t hurt either. Bloody hell, that dress. It looked like it had been poured over her, it fit so expertly. Damn those French tailors she used.

      She grinned at me like she’d read my thoughts.

      “Well, if you’re wearing that, the code can go hang. You know that’s one of my favorite dresses, and because of that, it’s not allowed in the office.”

      Elodie glanced down at herself. “It’s a gray dress, Lucas. I own”—she counted mentally—“four of these, in various colors. I can’t not wear any of them because you can’t keep your cock in your trousers when you so much as catch a glimpse of my arse in a dress.”

      I swayed in my chair and crooked a finger. “Come here, you minx.” Sighing, I felt my body hum to life, the sad fury that had tightened my chest dissipating. “It’s gray all right, but tinged with the faintest blue. It makes your eyes look pale as ice, whenever you wear it.”

      She stood just outside of my reach on purpose. I lunged forward, quickly trapping her hand and hauling her onto my lap. She wasn’t even surprised at my stiffy pressing against her from inside my trousers.

      I held her tight, nuzzling her neck. “It does things to me, all right? Can’t you buy some of those horrid palazzo pants the birds are wearing these days? Some billowy blouses? I’m dying, Elodie.”

      She held my face and kissed me sweetly. “I hate to tell you, Lucas, but I think I could wrap myself in an Arsenal anorak and you’d still want to jump my bones.”

      “That’s a vile image, Bertrand. You take it back right now.” I tickled her hips and made her yelp.

      “Lucas, stop,” she hissed. “I don’t want them to think we’re being unprofessional.”

      I laughed and tickled her again. “I think we’re far past censure, darling. They don’t care. They get nice fat paychecks and a long holiday over Christmas.”

      Just as she managed to squirm out of my lap, there was a sharp knock on the door. That set into motion our now-standard protocol.

      “One moment,” Elodie called in her professional voice.

      She slid her hands through my hair, fixing how she’d mussed it, then ran a hand down my cheek. I smiled up at her as she straightened my tie and stood back. My turn. I wiped her lips of smudged lipstick, then smoothed her dress, taking extra care around her arse.

      Elodie strode away and opened the door, stepping behind it so Harry could enter. I buttoned my suit jacket with one hand while I swept up my laptop with the other. Elodie seemed lost in the moment, watching my hands. Perhaps remembering the fantastic things they’d done to her last night. God, last night was good.

      I smirked at her, and she blushed.

      “Elodie? Hullo?” Harry called, snapping his fingers near her face.

      I stepped toward him and cracked him upside the head. “Be professional, you git. You mumble worse than a drunk Scouser after a Liverpool loss, so open your trap or be done with it.”

      “Oi,” Harry grumbled. “No need to bring Liverpool into this and drag ’em through the mud. They’ll come back. Bellamy’s going to work magic this year, just you wait.”

      “Right, mate, whatever helps you sleep at night.” I shoved him out the door, and winked at Elodie as I began to leave myself. When she didn’t follow, I spun around. “Why aren’t you coming?”

      She was already back to rummaging through the papers on her desk. Organized chaos, that.

      “Not my meeting,” she said over her shoulder.

      My body tensed. I was starting to depend on her in meetings. My peripheral vision was increasingly worse, meaning I missed gestures, people entirely sometimes. Elodie would nod her chin their way or thread her arm through mine and gently turn me until I saw them. I didn’t love it, but it unquestionably helped.

      If I isolated each incident, her assistance relieved me immensely. But when I stepped back and examined those points plotted together, I didn’t like where we were trending—Elodie, not I, responsible for compensating for my weakening sight. Vision loss was my burden, my reality to adapt to. Not another task for her to shoulder.

      So I stood tall and shirked my worry. “Right. I’ll catch you after. And later on, let’s lunch somewhere? I need out of this bloody place.”

      She nodded absentmindedly, still sorting through her papers. “Okay, Loulou. Good luck.”

      I shut the door and muttered to myself, “I’ll take all the luck I can get.”
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      Well, that answered that. I’d botched a handful of numbers, tripped on a chair, and completely missed the fact that Pierce snuck in and sat to my left. The first time he piped up in the meeting, my heart nearly jumped out of my throat.

      I needed Elodie with me at all meetings, or a new set of eyes, and neither of those things were going to happen. First, because I refused to use Elodie as my visual crutch when she had her own position and work to do. Two, I was going fucking blind. No cure. No fix. New eyes weren’t happening.

      As I strolled out of the conference room, I didn’t need Elodie to read me a handout or tell me someone was at my seven o’clock. I only needed her body, immediately. I needed her hot, silky skin. The floral perfume that never left her hair. I needed those thighs crushing my ribs as I pounded into her. I needed a life-affirming fuck, the reminder that my entire existence wasn’t telescoping to oblivion just because my eyesight was.

      Yes, she’d instated a no-sex-at-work rule. But it was about to go out the bloody window. How I’d observed that infernal demand for four months was a testament to how completely wrapped around her finger I was.

      Bewitching, infuriating goddess.

      As if thinking of the woman in question conjured her, I passed the copy room and then backtracked. By Christ did I know that arse. She was bent over the copier, muttering horribly foul things in French as she peered into the machine’s output tray. I leaned against the doorjamb, enjoying the view too much to say anything.

      Her arse was fantastically round, sheathed in that tight, dove gray dress. Her black leather heels were sky high, as usual, the soles red, making her long, tan legs look like they went on forever. A few gold bangles jingled quietly along her wrists as she slammed her fingers against a row of buttons.

      Suddenly she stood, setting hands on her waist, which just served to emphasize the luxurious swell of her hips. God, I was the luckiest man. Elodie’s curves, her hips and thighs and tits—that silhouette put the hourglass to shame. She smoothed her hair with both hands, as if trying to calm herself.

      “If I weren’t wearing my Louboutins,” she said to the printer, “I’d kick you to smithereens. Putain fait chier!”

      I bit my hand not to laugh. That was a nasty one.

      Abruptly, Elodie banged her fist once across the top and cocked her head expectantly. “Why? Why do you do this to me? Every time I have somewhere to be, a meeting’s worth of papers to deliver, you refuse to print for me.” She bent over once more, and it sent me over the edge. I couldn’t leave that delectable derrière untouched a moment longer.

      I cleared my throat meaningfully, and she yelped, spinning around and falling against the machine.

      “Do you need some help, dearest?”

      She just scowled at me.

      “Come to gloat, have you?” She crossed her arms and adopted my voice. “Poor pet, I don’t know why you have such poor luck. It never gives me any problems.” Rolling her eyes, she turned away from me.

      “Don’t be sour, darling. Some of us just have better luck with it.” Quietly, I set down my folders and laptop, then shut the door behind me, locking it with a quiet click.

      Elodie turned back and glanced around me curiously to the door. “What are you doing?”

      It took two quick strides for me to be gently pressed into her, making her lean on the machine. I dipped my head, ran my nose along her cheek, then her hair, and breathed softly against her ear. “I’m helping you,” I muttered, pressing warm kisses along her neck. I wrapped my hands around her waist and slid them down to the curve of her hips. “Your body drives me mad, woman,” I whispered.

      “Lucas, we can’t,” she said hoarsely. Her hands pressed against my chest halfheartedly, but slowly they began to drift down until they were stroking me through my trousers. I heard how faint her breaths were, watched her nipples harden against her dress.

      “Oh, darling, we really can.” I hiked up the fabric, groaning when I saw she was wearing thigh highs, garters, and a garter belt. But were there knickers to be seen? Of bloody course not. “Christ, Elodie, why won’t you wear your knickers?”

      “Because I don’t want to.” Her breath hitched as my hand whispered along the tender skin of her thigh.

      My hand found her, swollen and wet, then cupped her forcefully. Her knees buckled as I slid three fingers inside but made no movement with them. “And do my wishes not matter to you at all?” I stilled her hips with my other hand as she tried to ride my fingers and buy herself relief. “Do my pleas that you cover what’s mine when we’re here fall on deaf ears? Why do you defy me in this?”

      She shook her head furiously. “I…I don’t know, Loulou. I think I like making you a little angry about it,” she muttered, her eyes shut. Her head fell back as I rewarded her with a few quick strokes.

      “Is that so?” I seethed, both aroused by her games but also fucking irritated that she could be so damned obstinate. “Your cunt is mine, Elodie. Mine to taste and worship and fuck, for my eyes only. Do you understand?”

      She nodded her head again while unabashedly riding my hand, her breaths coming short and fast. “Yes,” she panted. Her eyes scrunched shut in concentration as she chased her climax.

      I bit her neck, then kissed the sting it caused. “How would you like it if all the ladies of Farthington could easily have a look in my trousers?”

      Her eyes flew open. “I’d tear them to shreds,” she growled. “You’re mine. No one sees or touches you.”

      “Ah, so no one sees what’s yours, do they? And yet I’m supposed to happily accept this state of your attire.”

      She whimpered when I paused my fingers’ work. “That’s a good point.”

      “So will you wear your knickers from now on, when we’re in the office?” I breathed against her skin, nipped her collarbone, dragged my tongue over her pulse, where it tripped at the base of her throat.

      “Mhmm,” she hummed.

      A sweep of my thumb on her throbbing clit made her eyes fly open. She started to flutter around my fingers, signaling me she was close.

      “Perhaps you will,” I muttered, swiftly withdrawing my hand, leaving her gasping in wide-eyed indignation. I licked my fingers clean one by one and watched her grow furious. “But I’m not sure whether I’ve actually convinced you or you’re just appeasing me.”

      Elodie scissored her thighs, her face a mix of arousal and fury. “Get over here,” she snapped. Reaching for my hand, she tugged it back toward her, but I withdrew it quickly and tugged down her dress.

      I kissed her hard as she pressed against my chest, hands fisted in rage. “You take me for a fool?” I muttered over her lips, kissing her again. The words were layered in meaning. Somehow, it felt like my reliance on her had tipped the balance of our partnership. Irrationally, toxically male, I needed her to know I wasn’t broken, wasn’t hers to push or placate.

      “You might just be desperate,” I said. “You’d say anything right now to get off. Wear them tomorrow and you’ll be rewarded handsomely, I promise.” Smiling, I winked, slapped her arse lightly, and turned to leave.

      She stomped her foot. “You’re a bastard, you know that?”

      I spun around abruptly, leaning myself flush against her so she could feel my throbbing cock. “No,” I growled, hoisting her up and slamming her arse down on the copier. It began to whir and spool out sheets of paper. I crashed my mouth over hers, plunged my tongue in mercilessly, and released a small portion of my pent-up emotion.

      “You torment me. This,” I growled, pulling her hand down to my strained trousers, “is because of you and your obstinate refusal to wear knickers in the office. I have to walk around thinking about frigid lakes and the various revolting maladies of my extended family so I don’t make an arse of myself, strutting about at full salute all day. Forgive me if I get a little irritated.” I slammed my mouth down on hers once more before I pulled back, chest heaving as I panted for air.

      Her hand fumbled with my zipper, yanked it down. “Now. Now, Loulou.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice. I wanted her. I needed to manhandle her and cherish her. Remind her who I was. Who we were.

      I shoved her hands away, held her thighs wide open, and thrust into her.

      “Ohhh,” she moaned.

      I swallowed her cries with my kisses as I took her, punishingly fast. She was already right on the edge, since I’d brought her there with my hands. We both needed a hard, fast fuck, and we were both going to get it.

      I felt her clench around me, soft rhythmic waves that made my body wild, my stomach tightening with need.

      “I’m coming,” she said against my lips. “Don’t stop. Don’t stop.”

      “Never.” I kissed her hard and bit her lip. She hissed, then bit mine back.

      That sent me over. I gasped into her mouth, grunting with each relieving drive into her.

      The last paper dropped onto the tray, and the machine quieted to a gentle whir. Our bodies finally sated, I pulled out slowly, tasted the base of her throat once more. After I’d cleaned her with a hankie and pressed one last kiss to my favorite of places, I straightened, then looked her over.

      Elodie sat on the copier still, wide-eyed and disheveled. She was a wreck—lips swollen from my kisses, dress wrinkled and hair askew. I knew by how she was looking at me that I didn’t look much better.

      A knock on the door startled us both. I glanced over my shoulder, then lifted her off the machine. We both straightened each other best as possible, but there really was no fixing yourself after a fuck like that.

      “Well,” she said, “I think I needed that.” Leaning past me, she retrieved the printouts.

      “Feeling’s mutual.” Picking up my folders and laptop, I unlocked the door.

      “But, just so you know, Lucas, if you threaten me by withholding orgasm again”—she smiled tartly, shoving the papers in her arms—“next time, I’ll settle for taking care of myself and telling you to fuck off.”

      Pierce opened the door right as she cursed. The poor bloke nearly swallowed his tongue, glancing nervously between the two of us.

      I leaned against the door, smiling genially at him. “Morning, Pierce. Lovely day, isn’t it?”

      He shifted, hugging his laptop to his chest like a shield as he eyed Elodie carefully. “Is it?”

      “No,” Elodie huffed, shoving past him, “it most certainly is not.”

      “Christ.” He shuddered. “She really is terrifying.”

      Elodie thundered down the hall and rounded into the meeting room.

      Pierce’s papers popped out. I handed them over and took him by the elbow to follow Elodie’s path. “Come on, then.”

      Pierce glanced at me, perplexed. “If you don’t mind my asking, why ever do you do it, mate? Wouldn’t you rather a nice, quiet sort of bird? Smiles and keeps her talons in? What was that one who used to come round back in your footie days—Sophia or some such?”

      I shook my head, opening the door to the meeting room and waving him ahead of me. “You really should have more literature, Pierce. Your scope for the female protagonist is woefully lacking.”

      Pierce looked at me oddly as he dropped into his seat and fixed his tie. “Whatever are you talking about?”

      Sitting, I leaned back in my chair as I watched Elodie circle the room, distributing papers. I cleared my throat, recalling Petruchio’s vow to woo and win Kate in The Taming of the Shrew. Elodie finished her circuit, slamming the printouts in front of me, and dropped into her chair.

      “I am as peremptory as she proud-minded,” I quoted. “And where two raging fires meet together they do consume the thing that feeds their fury.”

      Pierce shook his head. “You lost me.”

      “I’ll break it down for you, then. It’s about the necessity for equally strong dispositions in relationships, Pierce. Petruchio’s imperious; Kate’s stubborn. Shakespeare’s saying they’re compatible. An overbearing man with a wallflower; a hellion with a pushover—what fun is that, right? They must both of them be strong in equal, albeit perhaps different, ways. And yet, their intensity must also be tempered.

      “Which is why Petruchio then says, Though little fire grows great with little wind, yet extreme gusts will blow out fire and all. Meaning, too much of his high-handedness, too great a stubbornness in Kate, will render a relationship impossible. They must tame themselves for each other. The play might be titled The Taming of the Shrew, but it’s ironic. Petruchio’s as brought to heel by Kate as she is by him, if not more so.”

      I reached slowly under the table, taking Elodie’s hand in mine. “So I to her and so she yields to me; for I am rough and woo not like a babe.”

      “Indeed,” Elodie mumbled.

      Pierce just looked at me blankly while half the room watched in amusement and the other half did the sensible thing—ignored me and talked among themselves.

      “It’s Shakespeare, Pierce, the bloody literary god of our country. Have you no national pride?” I squeezed Elodie’s hand and released it, because I knew when others were around she worried affectionate gestures like that would make them think I gave her preferential treatment.

      Elodie underlined something in her notes and spoke without breaking from her task. “You have to know at least some Shakespeare, Pierce. Everyone does.”

      He snorted. “I doubt that highly. Never cared much for the stuff.”

      She tapped her pen as she thought. “Surely there’s something he’s written that’s more your speed.” Elodie smiled as one came to her. “It’s all Greek to me.”

      Pierce guffawed. “That’s a good one for sure.”

      “Well, there you are,” she said. “You do have a little Shakespeare at your command.”

      Pierce frowned as he flipped open the handout. “What are you talking about?”

      Elodie scrunched her face. “That’s Shakespeare. Julius Cesar to be exact. I was pointing out that you actually do know some Shakespeare, you’re just ignorant of the fact. He’s the father of many English idioms.”

      “No.” Pierce shook his head. “That’s definitely David Brent in The Office.”

      Elodie opened her mouth, vexation written on her face, and like Petruchio, I recognized the signs of fire in my Kate. Clasping her hand again under the table, I called for order and garnered the eyes of all. “Let’s get this meeting underway, shall we?”

      “Lay on MacDuff!” Pierce called, winking over at Elodie. “And don’t you dare tell me that’s Shakespeare too.”
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      London on the cusp of December is not for the faint of heart. The sky grows oppressively gray, and every venture outside earns you a slap from the wind. I shivered in the cab that drove me to Nairne’s, worried about Lucas, cold to my bones and unsettled. The air felt ominous, and when raindrops started splattering on the windshield, I couldn’t help but feel like my apprehension was confirmed.

      The cab slowed in front of Nairne and Zed’s place, a beautiful Georgian home that, much like Lucas’s, looked forever welcoming and warm. I burst out of the car and ran quickly to their front door, knocking twice before I used my key to enter. I was pretty sure Nairne was home, not in the lab today, but I hadn’t heard from her when I texted. I struggled to retain not only all of Lucas’s life’s details in my brain but hers as well, so I might have been completely off.

      “Allô?” I called, shrugging off my long camel wool coat, a birthday present from Loulou.

      “For this coming bitter season,” he’d said with a kiss to my temple. That had felt ominous, too.

      “Nairne?” I slipped off my heels and dropped my purse.

      “Yes, in here, El. What a surprise!” Nairne’s warm voice, smoky like cigarettes she’d never touched, made me smile.

      “I messaged, but I’m assuming your mobile’s not on you.”

      Nairne swore. “Zed will have my head. He’s such a worrywart still. Ah, here it is, in between the sofa cushions. Only three missed messages and one thinly veiled threat if I don’t respond.”

      I laughed. Zed worried for Nairne, but it wasn’t for undue reason. They’d been through a season of intense upheaval that had endangered both of them. His caution was one of the many ways he loved and protected her, and as her dearest friend, who naturally worried over her too, I had no complaints.

      A rolling string of baby babble greeted me. Jamie sat in Nairne’s lap, chewing ferociously on the little giraffe I’d bought him. French rolled quickly off my tongue as I dropped onto the sofa, leaning to kiss Nairne’s cheek in greeting and bending so I caught Jamie’s wide green eyes, a replica of his mother’s.

      “Hello, my little love,” I said in French. “I have missed you, yes I have! What do you have there? Your favorite giraffe from your favorite aunt? Hm?”

      Nairne laughed, following my French easily while she handed him to me. He was seven months now, so he was getting heavier, and his bum was ridiculously large with his cloth nappy. He bounced his legs up and down on me and squealed, like he always did, happy and high. He seemed to be trying to mimic the pitch and cadence of my voice, and it made both of us laugh even more.

      “Nairne, he is so wonderful. I feel like a whole new part of me wakes up when I’m with him.” Jamie bounced repeatedly, pushing off with his little socked feet. Then he leaned toward me and wiggled his eyebrows, widening his eyes and babbling quickly.

      “He really does love you, Elodie. He doesn’t talk like this for most people.” Sighing, Nairne leaned back against the sofa and watched us contentedly. “He’s getting so big, it’s breaking my heart. Crawling almost did me in, but this talk, all these expressions, and he tries to use utensils at dinner…” She shook her head. “It’s too much.”

      Nairne looked truly heartbroken as I glanced over at her. “Ma belle, I’m sorry. I can’t imagine. It must be the oddest mixture of joy and sadness when he reaches milestones. When I think about if…” I swallowed the rest of my thought. Where had talking about our little baby come from? Perhaps he or she filled my thoughts more than I realized. I couldn’t help but keep track of how far along I’d be by now, and so perhaps it made sense I’d think of the baby when I was around Nairne and Jamie. I’d be starting to show, narrowing down names, picking out nursery items.

      I cleared my throat. “I can only imagine,” I whispered.

      “One day you’ll know, Elodie.” Nairne set her cool hand softly on my back. “I’m confident.”

      I cleared my throat, trying to dispel the lump that had formed there. “Yes, well, it would be lovely! We’ll see. I’m back on the pill for the time being.”

      “For your PCOS?”

      I nodded and kissed Jamie on his fat baby cheek. “The physician thought it wise to give my body a few months to recover.” I gave Jamie a raspberry to his neck and earned his squawk of delight. He grabbed my face back and sort of kissed me too, sucking ferociously on my nose and making me giggle like a girl. “Thank you, Jamie, but you must stop, mon petit. You’ll ruin me for my man at home with those kisses.” I laughed, handing him back to Nairne and standing up, smoothing the front of my dress.

      Nairne gently set Jamie on the floor, where he quickly crawled to a basket of toys nearby. She transferred down to the floor and crawled steadily behind him so she wouldn’t lose track of him. “Speaking of your man, how is he?”

      “Oh, not very well, I’m afraid. I can tell a bit more of his peripheral vision’s going but of course he won’t talk about it. No, he just insists on smacking his head on cabinets and slamming his side into the doorway.” I smoothed back my hair and shrugged. “I told him I think he should go talk to someone, preferably with experience in exactly this. He agreed with me, but sort of look like he'd sucked on a lemon when he did.”

      Nairne nodded. “That’s hard, Elodie. Not only does he have to begin learning adaptive living, but he has to unpack all the feelings he has about it. It’s like making yourself wade into water you’ve been told you won’t have to step into for years.”

      “Yes, but I’m not so sure he has years, and I don’t think Lucas is sure either. If he doesn’t gradually acclimate himself, care for himself emotionally, I think it’s going to be devastating.”

      Nairne looked thoughtful as she tugged Jamie back from wandering into the dining room by his nappy. He started fussing, so she picked him up and brought him to her chest to nurse. “You’re right. And I’ve told him myself the same thing. Logically, the sooner he starts, the better his transition will be. But since our conversation on my birthday, I’ve been thinking about it. Emotionally…we can’t forget this means asking Lucas to deeply feel and live in this reality. Maybe he’s just not there yet.”

      I sat on the arm of the sofa. “I know.”

      Nairne chuckled to herself as she smoothed her fingers over Jamie’s fluffy black hair. “Look at us. Me talking feelings and you being pragmatic.”

      I stretched my neck side to side, trying to dispel the tension that crept in whenever I thought about this, which was often. “I’m focused on the tangibles, because they’re all I have control over. Keeping him safe, protecting him. The intangibles, his moods and emotions…” I sighed. “Those lately feel out of reach.”

      Jamie’s soft nursing sounds filled the quiet that descended. Nairne frowned pensively, like she was turning over this problem, examining its hundreds of facets with her scientific eye. She glanced over at me, sadness filling her gaze. “He’ll be okay, one day. I do believe that. But, perhaps part of why Lucas doesn’t want to dive headlong into learning how to live with sight loss and all its accompanying feelings, is because he doesn’t know how to do it in front of you. What lies ahead is lots of struggle and he’s human after all—we each of us have our pride. It might be daunting to contemplate laying before you what feels very vulnerable to him. Of course Lucas is also particularly stiff upper lip.”

      “But, Nairne, he relies on me already. Why can’t he see I don’t mind? I’m behind him.”

      “Relies on you how?”

      I shrugged. “Sometimes he doesn’t see things, so I show him. Or I’ll help him dodge an object. Little things.”

      Nairne frowned. “He can’t rely on you like that forever. It’s one thing for you to guide him officially if that’s what he wants, but he needs his independence, Elodie, trust me.”

      “I know! I want his independence for him too, but I also want to be there for him while he learns it. I love him, that’s what you do for someone you love, non?”

      “Elodie,” Nairne said carefully. “I think you need to exercise caution here. There’s a fine line between loving someone and enabling them.”

      I couldn’t admit how unsure I was about which I was doing more of these days. “Well, we’ll take it one day at a time. I should get going. I need to get back to Farthington. Lucas and I are actually having a lunch outside the office. During busy season.”

      “Is it a full moon?” she asked dryly. Nairne was a scientist but she was sensible enough to know Quarter Four was hell for anyone in finance.

      “That’s what I asked, but apparently not. He just wants to taste his food and look me in the eye for an hour. I won’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

      “Ooh, fancy idiom, Ms. Bertrand. Twenty for Hufflepuff, easily.”

      I curtsied primly. “Thank you.” Then I gave both her and Jamie a kiss and hug goodbye.

      “You’re not driving are you?” Nairne called as I started to back into the foyer. “If so, I want to watch the news when the police chase starts.”

      “Ha-ha,” I called, slipping back into my Louboutins and pulling on my coat. I stopped when I remembered why I’d wanted to stop by in the first place. I kicked off my shoes and started briskly up the stairs. “Nairne, I forgot something when Lucas and I stayed over last weekend— I’m going to run up to the guest floor and get it.”

      “All right, Elodie.” She sounded distracted, perhaps once again in that odd fugue state she fell into while nursing.

      Consumed with random thoughts on babies and mothering, I headed straight for the guest room Lucas and I had used the past weekend when we came for their Thanksgiving feast. Some odd American holiday, but I actually liked stuffing and cranberry sauce, so I hadn’t minded one bit. I’d had too much to drink, and Lucas couldn’t see for shit at night, so driving home was out of the question, and we’d stayed over. When I’d fallen into bed more than a little tipsy, Lucas had peeled off my clothes, then produced a pair of erotic leather handcuffs, clipped my wrists tightly to the wrought iron bedframe and had to slap a hand over my mouth to stifle my screams of ecstasy when he—

      “Oh my God!” I’d just walked into a wall of solid, tattooed torso. Warm, rough hands braced my shoulders, and I stumbled out of them.

      “Sorry about that,” a low American voice said. “You okay?”

      I was completely dazed as to what was happening. I hadn’t managed to look at the man’s face yet because those muscles…real people didn’t have muscles like that. I gaped at him, my mouth searching for words as I tried not to stare resolutely at the area where a towel was slung very, very low on his hips.

      “Um, I, um…” I stared at the ground and shook my head.

      “Looking for these?” The leather handcuffs clinked quietly and entered my line of sight, dangling off of one long, tan finger.

      “I…Yes, thank you.”

      Finally I looked up. Hazel eyes. Dark lashes. Zed’s younger brother, Teo looked the same and yet somehow different from the last time I saw him. I blushed, Teo smirked, and I snatched the handcuffs out of his hands, running smack into the door before whipping it open and running down the hallway.

      I tripped down the stairs while adrenaline pumped through my body. “Nairne!” I cried, sounding like a tattling child, “there’s a six foot something, heavily tattooed version of Zed upstairs, and he’s perilously close to being naked!”

      Nairne glanced up, realization dawning on her face. “Oh, bloody hell, Elodie. I completely forgot to tell you. I’m so sorry!”

      I breathed heavily, trying to steady myself as I shoved the handcuffs into my bag, not before Nairne noticed them of course with a wicked grin.

      “It’s all right, Nairne, I just—”

      “Teo!” she shouted, holding up a finger to ask me to wait.

      “What?” he yelled back down, and it sounded disconcertingly like Zed. Maybe half a step lower in his voice, but if I didn’t know Zed so well, I’d swear it was him.

      “Put on some bloody trousers, would you? There are innocent people who frequent this home, and none of them need to be exposed to your propensity for nudity.”

      “I’m sorry,” he called, sarcasm dripping from his voice which grew louder as he approached the landing. “I didn’t know I needed to walk around in my own room with my pants on.”

      “That’s my room,” I hissed indignantly.

      “Not anymore,” he quipped, landing with a thud at the foot of the steps. Thankfully he now wore a pair of jeans and a Juventus shirt. Unfortunate choice of club, but I kept that to myself. He shook his head to the side to knock out water, and ran a hand through dark, wavy, shoulder-length hair. “Teo’s in the house, indefinitely.”

      He grinned wide, his face such a fascinatingly slight departure from Zed’s. His eyes were keen and warm, his face a bit more angular than Zed’s, but they were still so much alike.

      I gaped over at Nairne. “Since when?”

      “Since he called and asked if he could take a break from living with his father,” she answered, “before he did himself harm.”

      “You and Brando don’t get along?” Stepping back into my shoes, I hoisted my purse onto my shoulder. “He’s the sweetest man ever.”

      Teo scowled. “Yeah, live with him for a few months and tell me how sweet he is then.”

      “Well,” I said, “I don’t have the best parental relations. You have my empathy.”

      “Thank you.” Teo smiled, and goodness he was a handsome fellow. Obviously no one compared to Lucas, but Teo was objectively attractive. Shockingly strong as well—as in, little body fat, every-muscle-defined kind of strong. I hadn’t known ten-packs existed, but I’d definitely bumped into one upstairs.

      “Well, I’ve got to run.” I blew Nairne and Jamie a kiss. “Good to see you, Teo. Sorry about the…confusion.”

      “No worries. It seems to be our pattern.” Teo grinned knowingly, and I blushed a furious crimson. At the Thanksgiving feast last weekend at Nairne and Zed’s, Teo had barged in on Lucas and me, to my absolute mortification. Lucas had just dragged me into their downstairs loo, slammed the door shut, and fumbled halfheartedly for the lock, but clearly, he’d missed. While Lucas had me bent over the sink, driving into me, fingers swirling over my clit and quickly bringing me to the brink of a powerful orgasm, Teo had waltzed in whistling, already beginning to unbutton his trousers to take a piss.

      Nairne peered curiously between us, but I avoided answering her by blowing a kiss to her and Jamie once more and then waving goodbye to Teo over my shoulder, before I flew out the door and shut it quickly behind me. The air’s frigid nip cooled my burning cheeks. Then a cabbie came, whisking me back to the man who was always responsible for the fire inside me.
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      Going out to lunch was a bad idea. I had to steer Lucas by the elbow twice, wincing as I did it because I knew it drove him mad, but it was that or let him plow into two poor souls, and at six-four and sixteen stone, he’d flatten them. Exiting the restaurant went better because he followed directly in my wake, but getting back to the office wasn’t so smooth. When he pulled in front of Farthington and exited the cabbie, he caught his toe on the curb and lurched into my arms.

      That moment nearly made me cry. Not because I pitied Lucas for his vision loss, but because of how dejected he looked as he straightened and quietly asked if I was okay. He’d nearly fallen and knocked his skull, and he was worried about me.

      The rest of the day passed sullenly. Both of us absorbed in work, we stayed until nearly eight o’clock and caught a cab home. Lucas couldn’t drive at night—actually, I wasn’t sure he could drive at all—and I made him crazy with my driving.

      We ate takeaway, bleary-eyed and exhausted, and when I’d scraped the plates and thrown them in the dishwasher, I told Lucas I simply had to shower off, then head to bed.

      He was in the middle of making himself a stiff gin and tonic and didn’t pause his mixology as he spoke. “All right, darling, I’ll be up soon.”

      Rinsed off and tucked into bed, I began the semblance of prayer I’d taken up since I’d lost the baby. It wasn’t anything formulaic or deeply spiritual; I simply tried to think about something I was grateful for, something I needed to work on, and something that inspired me. It was meditative more than anything, but sometimes as I did it, I felt that amid the vast chaos, there was some ordering redemption, a substantiation of love even in the heartache.

      I hadn’t believed in anything like that until I’d known that kind of love myself. Love that burst like a new bud from the soil of life’s pain. The man responsible for such a revelation walked into the room and made my heart thrum.

      “Hello, handsome.”

      He smiled faintly. “Good evening, my love.”

      His hands drifted methodically down his shirt, buttons popping open quietly, one by one. Then he shucked his trousers too and left me with a long stretch of muscular, beautiful man. He disappeared briefly in the bathroom, then came back, looking even more tired.

      I turned on my side, facing Lucas as he lifted the covers and slid into our large bed, his tall form filling it significantly. His powerful leg hooked over mine and an insistent muscled arm reached around me and dragged me flush up against his warm chest.

      Soft kisses trailed along my neck, and a hand settled on my chest, palming my breast. “What were you muttering about before I came in?”

      “Just my little prayers or…whatever they are.”

      “Ah.” He kissed my cheek, then breathed deeply as he buried his nose in my hair. “You’re beautiful in this light. All soft, warm curves and those chestnut curls.”

      I pulled my head back to be able to see him. As he was more likely to do lately, Lucas frowned before lifting a hand to shift me so I was in his vision field. I was rewarded with a wide genuine smile.

      Moments like these were difficult. Lucas was grappling with an impending, shattering loss. His vision was what let him feast on the beauty of the world, and I was his favorite subject. Now when he looked at me, I was the reminder of what he’d one day not have—the ability to ravish me with his eyes, to describe how light touched my hair, how shadow kissed my curves. I nearly drowned in the sadness of it sometimes, and I wasn’t the one losing my sight.

      Lucas rolled his eyes. “You’ve that look on your face.” He shook his head as his fingers slipped softly through my curls. “Too damn close to pity.”

      I stopped his hand in my hair and brought it between mine. “I have never, nor will I ever, pity you, Lucas.” His sharp eyes perused me, and I saw his unease. I kissed the calloused pad of his palm and breathed him in. “Just sad.”

      The palm I’d been kissing turned and stilled my jaw. “What for?”

      “You’re hurting. You’re grieving. And I love you. I think I’m grieving for your grief?” I slid my hands along his chest, over the scant blond hairs dusting his hard chest. Beneath my palm, his heart beat, firm and steady. “I want to help; I want to understand. I’m afraid if I don’t, we’ll lose each other.”

      When I touched his cheek, Lucas flinched. I kept forgetting that his peripheral vision was the worst. He’d had no idea my hand was coming. He kissed my palm to tell me all was well.

      “Does any of that make sense?” I asked.

      He rolled tiredly onto his back and stared up at the ceiling. “Yes…”

      I nestled against his body and wrapped my arm around his waist, bumping along the defined ridges of his stomach. “It sounds like you want to say something else.”

      His head shook on the pillow. “This darkness that narrows in, the distance it creates between us…I don’t always know how to breach the gap.” He turned his head my way, and the severity of his features halted my breath. “I don’t know how to take defeat lying down, I never have. But now I’ve got you, and perhaps one day, we’ll have another little one. I’ve got to figure out how to brace for the blow I can’t avoid, take it like a man, and pick myself up afterward so I can get on with life.”

      I slid my hand up his torso, up the column of his throat toward his face, so this time he’d feel my hand coming for its familiar touch along the scruff of his jaw. My other hand interlaced his and squeezed tight. “Sometimes we need another’s hand to stand us up and keep us steady.”

      He grimaced as his eyes searched mine. “I’m sorry, Elodie,” he whispered as he kissed my hair.

      “Why should you be sorry, Lucas?”

      “For all of it, darling.” He sighed, his fingers tracing my collarbone, drifting down to the swell of my breasts. “For making you suffer along with me, for burdening you with worry, for doubting…” His voice drifted off as he swallowed. “It’s so bloody complicated.”

      I nodded. “Complicated, yes. But we take it—”

      “One minute at a time. Yes, I know,” he sighed, rubbing his eyes.

      His tone was sharp, and it was hard not to feel wounded by it. “I don’t say that condescendingly, Lucas. It’s something I tell myself as much as you—”

      “You’re not going blind, Elodie,” he snapped. Lucas sat up, the sheets drifting down to pool in his lap. His smooth skin stretched over strong muscle and broad bone, the form of a powerful athlete, a beautiful man, glowing in the soft lights from our bedside lamps. “You don’t look at me and wonder if this is the last day all my features will fit into your narrowing view. Your mistakes don’t include bodily collisions and missed steps.”

      I swallowed tears, reaching my hand to soothe his back, but before I was there, he arched away, avoiding a touch of love he couldn’t bear. “I’m going for a run.”

      “Lucas—”

      “On the fucking treadmill. Don’t worry. I’m not so stupid as to attempt a jaunt outside,” he mumbled, drawing up his shorts and walking out of the room. He clipped his shoulder against the doorjamb and steadied himself, long fingers gripping the frame so hard his knuckles turned white.

      “Go to bed, Elodie, please.” And with that he flipped off the switch for our bedside lamps and left. The door clicked shut, bathing me in darkness but for the small nightlights plugged in around the room.

      Shakily, I dropped back in bed, tugging the sheets to my chin. His words hurt, but I knew why he’d lashed out. People who hurt, hurt people. Lying on my back, the familiar feeling of resignation to biting words and cold shoulders, slamming doors and ringing silence, made me realize that perhaps Nairne’s concern had been a little more on the nose than I’d wanted to admit. Was my behavior enabling Lucas to live like this? Was I aiding him in avoiding the very steps he had to take to live a fulfilling life? Sending him deeper into a spiral of despair?

      I knew Lucas could learn to once again live a peaceful, fulfilled life. Because Lucas had made such a way for me. His unrelenting belief in me, his rational insight into how hard I was on myself, the love he’d lavished on me for exactly who I was, had created a place in which I could love and value myself as I never had before. Our love had transformed my life. Could it transform his too?

      Lucas’s heart was breaking. His life was being upended as he contemplated the remainder of his existence in a world of darkness he’d never anticipated belonging to. Didn’t that require my utmost patience and understanding? My unwavering presence?

      It was hard for me to know if I was exactly where I needed to be or losing sight of healthy boundaries. I was well-practiced at being an emotional doormat, and when he was in his worst moments, Lucas was an indomitable force that could trample right over me. It wasn’t unfamiliar territory though; I could handle it. I’d dealt with that for over a decade from my parents—sharp tone, conditional affection, months of absence. I thought I’d been balancing empathy for Lucas alongside my own psychological and emotional well-being, but what if I wasn’t? What if I was just used to this kind of toxicity? And if that were the case, where the hell did we go from here?

      I scooted toward his side of the bed that smelled woodsy and male, still warm from the brief presence of his large, hot-blooded body.

      This wasn’t our end, not if I have anything to say about it. I threw back the sheets, set on getting out of bed and going after Lucas, when the large digital clock with its heinous red light showed me how late it was. I was exhausted from the day, now even wearier from our emotional exchange. Was rowing at half past midnight wise? Would any good come of two sleep-deprived, emotionally drained people rehashing the same conversation we’d had countless times?

      No, tomorrow was the most sensible, even if it weighed heavy on me to fall sleep with such distance between us.

      I heard the rhythmic pounding of Lucas’s feet on the treadmill—fast and steady. It lulled me, making my eyes heavy. Until my ears, their sensation heightened by the darkness, caught the rare din of a man crying. Each sob burst out strained, as if he’d fought and barely lost to each one as it escaped.

      Buried under the sheets, I clasped my arms round my aching chest, tears falling as I joined him.
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      Sweet God in heaven, that was worse than the dentist. Far, far worse. Psychotherapy: where the whole point is to do the one thing English boys are raised explicitly not to do—feel their feelings and bloody talk about them. But I knew I had to. I’d been an absolute bastard to Elodie the night before.

      It had been an exhausting day for us both. First my nightmare attempt at navigating a restaurant with my piss-poor peripheral vision. Then we’d been at Farthington until nearly eight o’clock, thanks to Gorgon, who was a massive boon for our business but also a massive pain in my arse. Most of them young, arrogant, and completely ignorant of financial regulations and processes, they’d pushed back on our numbers, and because I wanted to build a long-term relationship with them, I was set on kissing their tight arses at the outset. So, I’d agreed to a few tweaks that I refused to put on anyone under me. Meaning it all fell on my lap, and Elodie’s, since she refused to let me bear it alone.

      Thank God for her, because I was being an idiot, and hadn’t capitulated yet to voice-dictated work in our programming software. Also in thanks to my narrowing vision, I couldn’t keep my focus on the whole string of the formula to make sense of it, but I was so familiar with touch-typing that I’d made it work for the most part.

      Thing is, when you’re writing complex formulas, one slip of the finger that you don’t catch and you’re royally fucked. Elodie had to comb through my code, troubleshoot it like the math genius that she was, and fix it. It just sucked the life right out of us, though, and we’d come home spent.

      So, when I’d fallen into bed and repeatedly struggled to keep her in my whole sight view, as she gestured with those long fingers and bounced her beautiful head while she talked about feelings and pacing myself, as my eyes burned from all the straining of the day, I just wanted it to be bloody easy, like it used to be. In that moment, I resented her for showing me what I knew one day I wouldn’t have—what already, I was losing.

      If I’d just stumbled home alone that night, fallen into bed clothed and oblivious to the darkness, I wouldn’t have had to grapple with dying light, with the grief that lanced my heart every time I couldn’t see Elodie’s whole expressive face in my eyesight.

      Night was my nemesis. It was as if nature were taunting me, saying, here’s what’s coming for you, poor bloke. Rather than tell Elodie what I’d needed or be honest about how difficult the day had been, I’d bottled it up until I couldn’t take it anymore, snapping at her and exhausting myself on the treadmill until I nearly tripped and smashed my face. When I finally dropped into bed, I’d slept like the dead, not in peace, but out of sheer bone-weariness.

      When I woke up, she was gone. Somehow, I’d slept late, cumulative exhaustion of vision loss and the stress of it all probably catching up with me. When I woke in a panic, I saw a note left in her large, legible handwriting, telling me she’d cleared my morning and that a car was waiting outside the house to take me whenever I was ready to come in.

      I’d taken her up on the car, but the office could hang. I needed to deal with my shit. Which led to the therapy session I’d just left. Jo’s wife, who was a psychotherapist, had highly recommended the fellow, and he wasn’t half bad, for being a nebby little thing. My only complaint was that he was brutally persistent. Question after question about how I was handling my impending sight loss—badly; if I planned to go to some training place to learn how to be blind—I did not; and how it was affecting my relationships—poorly.

      He sighed often as he scribbled and rubbed his forehead about as much as I did when I was stuck brainstorming with Pierce and Harry, which I reckoned meant that I was a particularly troublesome client. I imagined my folder gilded with that little yellow tab Kai said is code for difficult patient.

      When I got to the office, Elodie was nowhere in sight.

      “Regina, where’s Elodie?” I set my hands on her desk and stared her down. Since Elodie had helped her find her way in the job and get much more confident overall, Regina held fealty to one person and one person only now. She’d lie for her, if Elodie had asked.

      “Ms. Bertrand?” she asked squeakily. “Erm, she’s…well, she’s out.”

      “Where, Regina.” I wasn’t above using my intimidating voice and a direct stare into her eyes.

      Regina shrank slightly but held strong. “Truthfully, sir, I don’t know. She said she wasn’t going to tell me because you’d try to badger it out of me, and that I can’t lie to save my life.”

      I sighed, stomped off to my office, and missed her the rest of the day.

      When I got home it was quite dark in the place but for a small light in the kitchen over the range.

      “Elodie?”

      I let my hands slide along the wall to anchor me in the profound darkness. Thankfully she’d become much less of a mess-maker and kept the place tidy, so I wasn’t as likely to trip. When I flipped on the switch in the kitchen, I nearly shat my trousers because Father was sitting there, frowning at me.

      “Christ, Dad!” I gasped for a breath, my heart pounding. “I’d prefer to die of a bloody heart attack in my old age, cursing at the telly during a United match, not in my kitchen while still in my prime.”

      “Then, you’d better start making some changes around here,” he grumbled, standing up and pulling me into a firm hug. “This place is hardly hospitable to a man who can’t see his father sitting in dim light.”

      I groaned and dropped my stuff. “Yes, very funny, poke fun at the poor-sighted fellow.”

      “You’re not poor-sighted, Lucas. You’re going blind.”

      I coughed, the blunt force of his words hitting me like a blow to the sternum. “Yes, thanks, Dad. Lay it on me harder.” I shrugged out of my jacket and ripped off my tie, glaring at him. “And I wondered where Kai got his horrific bedside manner.”

      “Enough, Lucas.”

      His voice was sharp, so unlike him. I couldn’t remember the last time he’d spoken to me that way. “Where the fuck do you come off, Dad? You scare the piss out of me, waiting in stealth to surprise me in my own kitchen, you throw blindness in my face, now you’ve the audacity to snap at me like I’m some petulant boy—”

      “I wouldn’t talk to you this way if you were acting your bloody age, mate.”

      I slammed my hands on the table, bent over, trying to breathe steadily. It was like he was trying to provoke me.

      “What do you want, Dad?”

      “I want you to get help, Lucas. I want you to stop making jokes and playing it off. I want you to quit holding in your grief and pretending you’re fine when you’re not. I want you to prepare yourself better, not go on like this, dragging your feet in misery.”

      “I just went to the bloody therapist, all right? Just like I promised.” Strolling past him, I threw open the fridge. This conversation absolutely called for a beer. I tipped a bottle over my shoulder in offering to him.

      “Thank you, no,” he dismissed irritably. “You mean to tell me you actually went and talked to someone? Today?”

      When I turn around, I was met with a deeply incredulous face.

      “Yes, Dad. I did.”

      I knocked off the bottle top and drank half of it. It hit my empty stomach perfectly—cold and heady.

      “Ah, drinking away your problems with not a stich of food in your stomach, excellent. You’ve had nothing to eat, I’m sure, since Elodie’s not home making sure you nourish yourself. Another obvious example of the fact that you’re depressed and not taking it well. Well-adjusted, happy people don’t forget to eat.”

      I scowled at him as I plopped down on a stool, because he was right. I’d been horribly lazy about food lately, and but for Elodie I’d be subsisting on beer and the occasional apple.

      “I eat,” I grumbled.

      “When you’re reminded, Lucas. It’s not good. You need to take it seriously.”

      I groaned and took another deep drink of my beer. “Thus the shrink, Dad.”

      “Right, well, tell me, then, how was it?”

      I stared into the bottle and sighed heavily. “It was about as pleasant as Aunt Georgia’s seventieth birthday.”

      Dad shuddered, swiped the bottle from my hands and took a long drink. “I told you never to mention that event ever again.”

      “You asked.” I took the bottle back, drained it, then stood. “Another.”

      As I walked to the fridge for the next bottle on my way to oblivion, I caught my toe on the corner of the lower cabinet, tripped and nearly fell straight into the range. I caught myself, but the rush of panic-induced adrenaline flooded my system.

      “You all right, Luc?” Dad’s voice was concerned, but even in my heightened state of embarrassed alarm, I heard no pity. A mercy, that. I couldn’t handle pity.

      “Yes, fine. Just cut it a bit close.” Soon I had another bottle popped open and pouring down my throat.

      “Slow down, Lucas, and sit. I want to talk.”

      My eyebrows lifted as I cautiously rounded the counter. “You? Talk?”

      “I talk plenty,” Dad muttered. “I just don’t always say much.”

      “Elodie teases me about that.” I laughed sadly into my beer. “That poor bird. She’s got to be regretting this. It’s all love and nothing-shall-part-us when you first fall, but she can’t possibly…She just can’t…”

      The weight of my words hit me hard and I couldn’t even finish.

      “Son, you’ve got to stop talking like that. Elodie loves you, and she’s no fool. She understood what a relationship with you meant.”

      “I’m glad someone did, because I clearly did not.” Another long pull of my beer and numbness took over. God, was it blissful—not to be on edge, sad, or worried.

      “Lucas.” Dad sighed. “I failed you and Sarah and Kai miserably.”

      I glanced up, frowning. “What on earth are you talking about? We had an idyllic childhood. I lacked for nothing.”

      Dad shrugged. “Perhaps not materially, no. You had stability—a mother and father who loved each other, siblings who weren’t too insufferable, a good education, a swarm of neighbors and friends, but, Lucas…” Dad leaned back, looking me over. “I never taught you or modeled talking about emotions, being communicative about feelings and trying times. It just wasn’t the way things were done, but now that I look back on it, I harbor immense regret. It’s not healthy, the way we bottled things up and buttoned our mouths.”

      I took another drink before glancing over at him. “As you said, it’s not how things were done. It’s still not, largely.” This conversation was heavier than I wanted. I wanted Elodie. Her sweet perfume, her quick French dinners, a bath with her golden body slipping against mine, making me forget.

      “Yes, well, I think you’re wrong there. Many people see therapists now. Especially people who are negotiating what you are, Lucas.”

      I stood, trying to convey I was tired, and I wanted the old man to head out. “I know, Dad, that’s why I’m doing it.”

      He frowned at me, still resolutely seated. “Yes, but are you doing it, or are you doing it?”

      I dropped my elbows on the breakfast bar, rubbing my face. “Are you listening to yourself? Yes, I’m doing it, Dad.”

      “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Are you really willing to go there—dig deep, Lucas, and face this?”

      My hackles rose. Once again I was being cornered and pushed. Everyone was pushing me all the time. “For fuck’s sake, Dad, get off my back!” I rounded on him, fuming. “Who are you to bloody talk? Have you ever tried sitting in front of a stranger, telling him your greatest humiliations? Your deepest fears? It doesn’t just roll off the tongue trippingly, okay?”

      Dad stood slowly, swiping his keys off the counter. “I have, in fact. Since we found out about your diagnosis. Between that and preparing to retire, trying to figure out what to do with myself and all this bloody free time...”

      I stood there, dumbfounded.

      He smirked at my astonishment. “It isn’t easy at first, but, Lucas, it’s been monumental for me. I’m better with your mum, more loving and open. I wish I’d done it decades ago. She and I have missed out on so much because of me, how locked down I tend to get.”

      Dad stepped my way slowly, placing a hand on each shoulder. “Elodie won’t have that though, and you know it.” His eyes searched mine, serious and concerned. “When she came here, she was wounded, Lucas. You know better than all of us. So beaten down by the very people who were supposed to love her best. She ran away from that, after all those years, which took immense bravery and a willingness to uphold healthy emotional boundaries. Now she wants to make a life with you that defies these horrible conventions of repression and stoicism. Elodie doesn’t just want your good days and your bright side, Lucas. She wants all of you.”

      His hand patted my cheek gently. “Let her have it. But know that until you acknowledge and seek to better understand it yourself—your darkness and pain, your soul in its totality, which includes the sharp, frightened, angry corners of your existence, mate—it’s not yours to give her. You must go there first yourself. It’s the only way.”

      Then without another word, my father left me, much as I seemed to be left these days—daunted by all that those who loved me believed was necessary for me to do. One of these days, perhaps I should start figuring out what I thought myself.

      Ah, but then you’d really have to face it.

      Indeed. And therein, as the old Bard wrote, lay the rub.
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        * * *

      

      Poker night at Zeddy’s was rare and always eventful. Last night Elodie came home after Dad left and found me crashed on the sofa. She’d taken my hand and led me upstairs in silence. We’d made love wordlessly, then collapsed into each other.

      An unspoken détente held that day, and when I’d ventured to make a date of the night, try to make up for what an insufferable wanker I’d been, she’d begged off.

      “Nairne and I are having dinner, just the two of us. I haven’t seen her in a while.”

      Guilt filled me when I realized how long it had been since they’d had a night to themselves, those two women who were sisters not by blood but in every other way. When did Elodie have time for such pleasantries? Being in a relationship with me was a full-time job. It was despicable.

      Thus, when Zed sent a message shortly after, demanding my presence for poker with him and his brother, I had no reason to say no.

      “All in,” Zed muttered. Eyes fixed on his hand, his face was maddeningly unreadable.

      “Why must you have such an exceptional poker face? I can’t for the life of me tell what’s going on up there.” I mussed his hair before Zed slapped my hand away.

      “Jesus, get off of me. You didn’t use to be this touchy feely.”

      “That’s the Elodie Effect.” Directing myself to Zed’s younger brother, Teo, I explained myself. “Ask Nairne. Elodie’s hugs are contagious. It’s an epidemic in London now. But alas, not even her affectionate pathogen can breach the fortress that is Zed’s granite heart.”

      Zed took a drink of his beer and set it down. “It’s true. We all know I don’t have a soul. Which is obviously why I have a good poker face, and that’s why I’m good at poker, so let’s just move along, shall we? I’ve got pockets to clean out.”

      “Like you don’t have enough money to roll around in already,” Teo muttered from his side of the table. The fellow had grown enormously muscular; I was a little worried one sudden move and he’d crack the chair he was sitting on. Teo studied Zed’s face carefully before peering back at his cards.

      Zed, forever impatient, sighed and set his cards down. “It’s not about the money. Winning’s fun. And I’m good at it, fratu”—I’d learned since meeting Zed and then Teo that this was some kind of slang for brother in Italian—"So either fold or cough it up, big guy.”

      “You sound like such an asshole, Zed,” Teo grumbled, tossing in his money.

      “He is an arsehole.” I threw in mine as well. Then I tossed a chip right into Zed’s beer glass.

      Zed glared at me, glancing down to his glass where the chip floated among the foam. “Thanks a lot, fuckface.”

      “You’re not allowed to be angry, Zeddy.” I grinned, twirling another chip between my fingers. “We should celebrate every accuracy of my vision while I still have it.”

      He shook his head, eyes narrowing as he fished out the poker chip and dropped it on the table. “Uh-uh, no pity parties here.”

      “You’re heartless, Zed. Truly heartless.”

      When he peered down at his cards, I lobbed another chip straight into his beer.

      “Knock it off!” he yelled, fishing out the new chip and glaring at Teo, who was thoroughly enjoying his brother’s torture. “Talk about sore losers.” With a satanic grin, he laid down a bloody full house.

      Teo and I groaned.

      Zed hoisted the chips and loot his way, still grinning as Nairne entered the room. She yanked him by the neck and kissed him hard. “I’m running late, got to go.”

      “Not so fast.” Zed pulled her back to him and kissed her deeper.

      “Blech,” Teo said. “Stop.”

      Nairne pulled away from Zed with a smack of lips, then spun her wheels and ruffled Teo’s hair playfully. “Poor Teo.”

      She sent herself flying forward, then popped a wheelie, which had the delightful effect of making Zed swear colorfully and also look like he was about to shit himself.

      “Be back in a few hours,” she said. “I’ll be safe.”

      Zed exhaled shakily and scrubbed his face. “Seriously, please drive like Jamie’s in the back, and text me when you get there?”

      Nairne laughed and it echoed in the foyer. “I’m meeting Elodie, Zed, not going for a joy ride.”

      “Wouldn’t know it by your damn wheelie moves. Evel Fucking Knievel,” he muttered.

      “Make him relax, would you?” she said to us. “And have fun. I’ll be back by nine.”

      Zed smiled at her like the poor besotted man he was. I’d give him hell for it, if it weren’t for the fact that I was in the same bloody boat with Elodie. Elodie, who’d left work early on the plea of having a headache and needing a nap, saying she was having dinner with Nairne and then calling it a night. No offer to stop by, no ride home. Something was up.

      “Innamorata?” Zed called. “Love you.”

      Nairne smiled from the foyer. “Love you. Night, lads!”

      Zed leaned back, tipping the legs of his seat so he could watch Nairne the whole way out, before dropping down on a sigh. “God, that woman has turned me into a lovesick mess.”

      “Yup,” Teo laughed, setting down his beer. “You became a bigger softie than I ever thought you would.”

      Zed shrugged. “Yeah, well, before her, I’d never met someone who was worth softening up for.” He took a drink of his beer, gazing off to where Nairne had just shut the door. “I’d do anything for her, anything it takes to keep her in my life. Knock it all you want, but you just wait, Teo.”

      Teo shook his head. “I’ve heard it before—just you wait! I don’t see it happening any time soon. I know I’m a little tight on time with med school, so maybe I have high expectations for my dates, but why is every woman I’ve gone out with either juvenile or insanely passive aggressive? Gives me a headache. Show me a mature woman who speaks her mind, who’s got her own life and isn’t a drama llama, then we’re talking.”

      “Wow,” Zed said. “Tell us how you really feel.”

      Teo sighed, missing Zed’s sarcasm. “I’m just an Arthur Weasley, waiting for his Molly. Is that too much to ask for? A pairing of practical, devoted, like minds—”

      Zed snorted into his beer.

      “Perhaps minus the overwhelming brood of children,” I offered.

      Teo shrugged. “I wouldn’t mind a big family one day. Kids are awesome. I mean, shit, I like Jamie better than Zed.”

      Zed stopped laughing abruptly and scowled at Teo.

      “I guess I’m just saying dating is a big hassle,” Teo continued. “Isn’t there like a…low-key version of it?”

      “No,” Zed and I said unanimously.

      Teo blinked as he glanced between us. “Okay, then. And yet you both think it’s worth it, obviously. So maybe I just haven’t found my person. I guess I could see that kind of work being worth it if she…I don’t know, changed my life. If I felt completely different when I was with her, if the sex was absolutely earthshattering, amazing.”

      “Ohhhh, it is, my friend.” Zed stacked his chips and grinned. Teo made a gagging sound.

      I kept my reflections on the unparalleled brilliance of Elodie’s and my sex life to myself, but I had a ridiculous smile on my face—I felt it. Who wouldn’t, when thinking about all the amazing things Elodie Bertrand could do with her body, the little noises she made when she was close, the vise grip of her thighs when I savored that sweet—

      Teo shifted his chair, and its ominous creak broke my thoughts. “At least you left those earplugs on my nightstand.”

      “Wait, you slept here?” I glanced at Teo. “Didn’t you and Brando let a flat this past winter?”

      Teo scowled as he shuffled, then dealt our cards. “Dad drives me nuts. I needed a breather.”

      “Understatement of the century,” Zed said distractedly as he peered around the table. “Wait, where the hell are all my earnings?”

      “Zeddy, Zeddy, Zeddy.” I sighed, pulling my cards that Teo had dealt. “You were conned, my friend.”

      “By who?” he yelled. “Which one of you took it?”

      “It’s whom,” I said. “And neither, mate. Your woman played you like a well-tuned instrument.”

      Zed sighed, pulling out his wallet and procuring fresh pounds. “I swear, she’s freakishly stealthy. It’s kind of worth it, I guess. I’ll make her pay for it later.”

      Teo laughed. “What the hell do you care? Besides your pride, you didn’t lose anything that’s not both of yours.”

      Zed smirked as he swiped up his cards and fanned them out. “I mean payback of a different variety, Theodore.”

      “Okay, Zed. I really, really don’t want to know about your kinky times.” Teo abruptly turned, leveling me with a conniving grin. “But speaking of kink, Mr. Edwards—”

      “Whaaat?” Zed gasped.

      I took a drink of my beer and feigned interest in my cards. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Zed slapped the table. “How’d you peg him?”

      “Well, when you find a pair of high-quality leather handcuffs in the guest room you’re staying in, and your sister-in-law’s best friend, who also happens to be this guy’s lady, comes barging in looking for said handcuffs, it doesn’t take a lot to put two and two together.”

      Zed hooted. “Oh, this is fantastic. I bet she was bright red.”

      “As a tomahto, like you Brits say.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose, repressing a grin. “All right, moving on, then.”

      “What? No, no, no, no,” Zed said. “Details.”

      “I’m not talking about my sex life,” I said flatly.

      Zed grimaced. “Yeah, I don’t want those kinds of details, just…what gives with the kink? You can explain that without a play by play.”

      Teo sat back in his seat, arms crossed expectantly.

      I shrugged and fiddled with my chips. “She’s a wiggle worm. Sometimes I like her stuck in one place.”

      “So it’s because of your vision, then,” Teo said matter-of-factly. No surprise coming from the physician in training. Kai was equally blunt. “When she moves a lot you can’t see her. If she’s in one place when you’re together, you experience your sight loss less.”

      Zed’s eyes widened. “Teo, shut the fuck up.”

      “It’s okay, Zeddy. And, yes, Teo. But it isn’t all the time. You know how sometimes you just need to get lost in the perfection of a woman’s body, have a good shag so you can forget everything?”

      They both nodded knowingly.

      “That’s when we do it. So I can forget for a little while.”

      “That makes sense,” Teo said.

      “It’s still pretty kinkyyy,” Zed sang.

      I sighed. “If you’re quite done psychoanalyzing my proclivities, Freud, then I’m going to raise you twenty.”

      “Twenty, right out of the gate?” Zed shook his head. “Fold.”

      Teo glanced between us both. “Yeah, fold.”

      Smiling, I scooped the little pot my way, gratified to have derailed that conversation.

      “What’d you have?” Teo’s voice reverberated in his beer glass as he took a drink.

      I slapped my hands over my cards as Zed reached for them. “A gentleman never tells, mates.” Smirking, I gathered the cards into a pile and started to shuffle.

      “Dude,” Zed grumbled, “this is a friendly game of poker. What did you have?”

      I kept mum, eyes fixed firmly on shuffling the cards.

      “Asshole,” Zed muttered into his beer.

      I laughed. “That hurts, Zeddy.”

      Zed’s face was already inscrutable as he picked up his cards. “Yeah, well, Princess, sometimes the truth hurts.”

      Just like that, my momentary reprieve was lost. The truth did hurt, I knew it all too well—I’d become an expert at avoiding it.

      “Woah, you just took a nosedive, Luc.” Teo set down his cards. “What’s wrong?”

      I took one look at my beer, threw its remaining three-quarters back, then told them exactly what was wrong. How my anger kept spilling over into Elodie’s and my shared life. That imminent blindness had revealed a whole new sinister side of myself that I’d had no idea existed—raw, unbridled anger, resentment, frustration, and yes, despair. How despite my therapist’s and doctors’ insistence, I refused to go to some blind program, to leave my world behind and immerse myself in darkness. That I needed to learn how to start living with the limitations I had, and the ones that would come. That I knew I couldn’t keep living like this, yet I didn’t know how else to live.

      Zed and Teo looked at each other.

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Teo said somberly.

      Zed sighed. “I wouldn’t wish that woman on anyone but my worst enemy, but she’s damn good at what she does.”

      “What woman?” I asked.

      Zed and Teo answered in unison, “Noli.”

      “Noli?” I repeated incredulously. “What kind of a name is that?”

      “A weird one,” Teo said. “Short for Magnolia, which really doesn’t suit her. So she goes by Noli. Holy Noli. Rolly Noli. You get the idea.”

      Zed patted my hand seriously, and picked up his cards. “Teo will handle the details, and she’ll have you whipped into shape in no time. You’ll hate us for a while, but one day you will thank us, Lucas.”

      Teo sighed as he pulled out his phone. “One day.”
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      I took a cab home, staring out the window, soaking in the tiny fragments of light I could as my driver took the roads mercifully gently. After he dropped me off out front, I walked tentatively down the pavers, praying there was nothing like to trip me up, because I was walking in near darkness.

      Suddenly, the darkness grew to a dimly lit haze. I frowned as I noticed a bright LED light shining from the lamp over the doorway. It did make it easier, since it was obnoxiously bright, but it definitely was not the one I last put in.

      When I stepped into the house, some kind of woman power rock music was playing while Elodie stood on a stepladder, her brow furrowed in concentration as she pressed the electric drill into one of the overhead kitchen cabinets.

      The side of the kitchen she was working in was a wreck—hardware and instructions and wrappings littered about, but the part closest to me appeared free of clutter so I proceeded in cautiously.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Elodie jumped, nearly falling off the ladder but catching herself. I lunged forward, as she steadied herself. “Lucas, wait! I have a mess on the floor. Just—”

      She stepped off and briefly out of my eyesight. I heard the rustling of plastic and cardboard being folded. When I glanced down, right at my feet was a warzone of items. One more step and I’d have taken a pretty little spill. I’d been totally unaware of the danger.

      Elodie stood, arms full of trash as she turned and emptied it in the bin. “There,” she said.

      Spinning back my way, Elodie walked toward me, smiling. Her hair was pinned up, sun-streaked curls popping all around a kerchief that was tied to hold them back. She wore an old shirt of mine and a pair of sinfully scanty ripped denim shorts, but none of it held my attention like it normally would because my familiar friend of late, abrupt boiling anger, was rising to the surface.

      She stepped toward me, arms reaching up, but I backed out of her reach. “I asked what you’re doing.”

      Elodie frowned, cocking her head to the side. “I, um—” She glanced over her shoulder. “I installed hardware on the cabinets to make them fall closed on their own. Sort of like a screen door, with that hinge?”

      My jaw clenched so hard it felt like it was going to crack. I breathed deeply through my nose. “Why?”

      I knew perfectly well why, but apparently, I was a glutton for punishment.

      Elodie’s eyes crinkled in confusion. “It’s dangerous. They’re outside of your view, and you keep smacking your head. One of these times it’s going to be a concussion, and I just—”

      “You just thought you’d go behind my back and do this? Without asking me?”

      Her face scrunched in disbelief. “Not behind your back, no. You were out for the night, I thought of it when I was running errands and decided to do it after dinner with Nairne. What’s there to ask? It’s a small modification to our cabinetry so you don’t have to worry about hitting your head.” She shrugged. “It made perfect sense to take care of it, so I did.”

      I glanced around the kitchen, anger coursing powerfully through me. “You’d no right to do that, Elodie. This is my home, and you’ve—”

      “Excuse me?” Elodie stepped back, hands on her hips. “Your home? Why, thank you, Lucas, for reminding me where I really stand. Because, foolishly, I took your proposal of marriage to mean this was now my home, too. Last I checked, you asked me to marry you, to build a life together.” She scoffed sarcastically, throwing her arms up and walking back into the kitchen where she balled up further detritus off the floor and began slamming tools into the toolbox. “For some ridiculous reason I thought that meant doing things that demonstrate how I plan on sharing my life with you, in our home.”

      My nostrils flared as I closed in on her. “You know what I mean. You’re picking at my words, twisting them. What I’m saying is you made a unilateral decision, without my input.”

      Elodie growled in frustration and threw the hammer into the box. “Lucas, listen to yourself. You’re angry because I put hardware on cabinets that is invisible from the outside, doesn’t change the aesthetic at all, just simply makes them close on their own. When I caulked around the sink or bought a fresh bin for the kitchen, you didn’t care one bit, but this?” She blinked disbelievingly. “You’re livid.”

      “Yes, I am! Because it was meddlesome and high-handed. That’s my realm.”

      She laughed, but it wasn’t a happy sound. “Lucas, how is it meddling or high-handed to make a small alteration to this room so it’s safer for the person I love?” she yelled back, walking toward me and glaring. “And if that’s exactly what you do, why can’t I do it too?”

      “Because I’m the protector in this relationship,” I seethed, hauling her against me. I grabbed her jaw and made her look at me. “You’re mine, to cherish and care for, and you’re padding this house like I’m some truant nipper.”

      She shoved against me, but I held her face. “What the fuck is a nipper?” she hissed.

      “A baby, Elodie. A fucking baby,” I snapped. “You promised me you wouldn’t do this. Emasculate me in my home, faff and coddle me—”

      She got her arm up and chopped my hand away. “I’m not coddling you, you idiot, I’m making changes to our home that are essential to your safety and our future. If you hadn’t walked in while I was doing it, you probably wouldn’t have ever known I did it, for how distracted you are lately.”

      I stepped back. “Just pull a fast one on the blind fellow, then. If I can’t see it, it doesn’t matter.”

      She sighed, rubbing her face. “No, it does matter. That’s not what I meant…I’m sorry.” She stepped toward me and dropped her forehead against my chest like it was so natural. As if it were the only thing to do even in the midst of another fucking row, for her to touch and fall into me. It softened the edge of my heart that was sharp with pain and humiliation.

      “Lucas, I’m not covering you in feather pillows and babying you—just making a tiny adjustment that makes you safer.”

      “I don’t want you responsible for my safety, Elodie.” I was trying monumentally not to bellow, but it was all I wanted to do. I wanted to shake her and beg her to stop pushing me every step of the way.

      “Loulou…” She sniffled.

      Fuck, I’d made her cry again. Women crying always unnerved me, but making Elodie weep felt like my heart was being bludgeoned. Her tears hurt me most.

      “I just wanted to make the kitchen a place where you want to be once again,” she said. “Where you don’t get hurt when you get your coffee and yogurt in the morning, where you and I can cook together without you bruising yourself. These are small changes, Lucas; they’re miniscule ones by comparison to what’s down the road—”

      “Yes, thank you for that cheery reminder,” I snapped.

      She shuddered, and I knew she was crying silently. I felt her tears soaking my shirt. She was slumped against me, weeping, as if I who wounded her could be her comforter, too. Poor woman. Didn’t she know what a monster I was becoming? I didn’t deserve her affection anymore.

      “Elodie,” I groaned. I brought my hand along her back, the comfort of touching her warmth soothing me in spite of myself. “I know it’s worrying you. And I know you want me to move faster, but I’m just not ready.”

      “When will you be ready, Lucas? When will you stop fighting every change that makes your life accessible? Life keeps moving, and you won’t go with it. Where can we go if that’s what you do?”

      I pulled my other arm around her and rocked her against me, empty of the words she wanted to hear. Ready? When would I ever be ready?

      I shook my head, my jaw clenched tight. “You’re making an enormous deal out of this. I cook still, I’m fine in here. I’ve clocked myself once or twice, now you’ve got to change everything so I can be blind. I’m not ready, Elodie, I’m not!”

      Elodie stared up at me for a long, silent minute. Then slowly, she raised her hand and flipped off the light, sinking us into absolute darkness.

      No, only I was in absolute darkness. Elodie had a degree of night vision. Moonlight would work in her favor, and she’d still be able to see her way around the room.

      As if she’d read my mind, she whispered, “My eyes are closed, Loulou.”

      I choked on a swell of rage and tears. I wanted to throttle her and kiss her senseless. “Why are you doing this to me? I hate it.”

      Her fingers slid along my chest and crested my cheeks, tracing the bones and contours of my face. “Touch me, Lucas. Find me.”

      I burst a growling sob and wrapped my hand around her throat. My thumb found her pulse at the base of her neck, where it tripped frantically. “You’re frightened.”

      She exhaled shakily. “A little. I’m…I’m at your mercy. And you’re angry. You could hurt me.”

      That admission was an icy blow that quelled the heat of my fury. “Elodie, never. I would never hurt you.”

      Tears punctuated her every word. “Then, stop this, Loulou. Stop punishing me for trying to stay by your side, for trying to find my way with you.”

      Dad’s words came back to me, thundering through my head and heart.

      “Until you acknowledge and seek to better understand it yourself—your darkness and pain, your soul in its totality, which includes the sharp, frightened, angry corners of your existence, mate—it’s not yours to give her. You must go there first yourself. It’s the only way.”

      I must go there first myself.

      This moment meeting those words, was the key that slipped into the lock of my acceptance. The door of my future creaked open and revealed itself: if I couldn’t stop hurting Elodie until I faced this, and if facing this wounded her when she stayed in the thick of it, there was only one logical conclusion. I knew what I had to do, to shoulder the door wide open and cross that terrifying threshold. I must make this journey alone. And the next time Elodie saw me, it would be on the other side of it.

      As it was for the protagonist before every epic battle I’d read in Shakespeare, fantasy, folklore—dread and determination flooded my system. Now that I knew inexorably what I was doing, my focus tunneled to one last, essential need.

      Elodie.

      I hauled her against me. My body shook, my heart was pounding. Every inch of my skin crackled with electricity. I needed to be grounded, to find Elodie and fuse with her.

      Clothes were a criminal offense. “Get out of everything. Now.” I tore off my clothes, then reached for her in the darkness, yanking hers off because she wasn’t going fast enough. Her breath was warm and nearby, stuttering with emotion. I found her shoulder and yanked her to me, her full soft breasts crushing against my front.

      “Oh God, Lucas,” she wept, clawing into me.

      “They’re still closed?” I whispered, kissing her madly, without regard for what it was or if it was right. My perception was erotically amplified by the blanket of darkness. I had to taste her, feel the slope and curve of her body. I smelled her flowery scent, the sweat on her skin.

      “Yes, Loulou.” She dropped into my arms as I slid my hand against her entrance, dragged her arousal over her clit.

      “Listen to me, Elodie.” I rubbed her furiously, bent and bit her breast until she gasped and yanked my hair.

      “Yes,” she choked, dragging me to her other breast, where I tortured her with equal ferocity. She buckled, and we fell to the floor into a black puddle of fabric and hard floor.

      I threw her leg open and impaled her, grasping her shoulder and rutting into her brutally. She cried with each thrust, anguish and pleasure intertwined as she hooked her ankles around me and dug her heels into my arse.

      “Fuck,” she gasped, scraping her claws down my back.

      “You listen here, Elodie Bertrand—” I pushed her leg off my hip, pressed it into her chest, and sank myself deeper than I’d ever gone. She moaned as I pressed against her womb, and shot her hips toward me.

      “Lucas, please!”

      “You are not responsible for me. I will not rely on you to overcompensate for my bullheaded obstinance. Not anymore.” I pounded into her, the sound of skin slapping skin echoing with each unrelenting drive.

      She was weeping and pleading, shredding my back and meeting me thrust for thrust.

      “You will let me fail. You will let me learn and make it right.” I slammed into her and felt her begin to clench around me. I ground myself against her clit, trying to give her everything I could. “Answer me, Elodie. Promise me.”

      Her face was lost to me in the blanket of darkness she’d wrapped us in, but I saw it in my mind, every detail of her face, grimacing in ecstasy and emotion. “Oh God, Lucas, I promise!”

      “What? What do you promise?” I reared back and thrust into her once more. She detonated around me and sent white-hot current traveling on a circuit from my spine to my legs.

      “I won’t—oh God!” I flicked her clit unrelentingly, building her up to another shattering orgasm. “I’ll let you do this in your own way,” she stammered. “Just don’t turn your back on me, don’t push me away, Lucas!”

      She wept, and I had to find her face, I had to make her see—in this blackness and in every moment forward—I would never emotionally abandon her as her parents had, never again keep her at arm’s length as I once did, even if for a moment in time we had to be apart. She knew. Of course she did. She’d read between every word I said. She knew where this was going.

      “Never, darling. I might be slow and stubborn, but I won’t push you way. I’ll figure it out, I promise, love.”

      Elodie sobbed and pulled me to her, until the boundaries of our bodies didn’t exist. Chest to chest, legs entwined, I poured into her as her release flooded me.

      “Stay with me,” I whispered, clutching her to me. Our breaths seared the air, painted the dark with the love and pain connecting our lives.

      She sighed as her lips found mine. “Always.”
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      I woke to an empty bed. It was only faint light, frost still on the windows, and I shivered. Something wasn’t right.

      “Loulou?” I threw on my robe and ran downstairs, searching for him. “Lucas?”

      Not in the kitchen or the sitting room. I pounded back upstairs, checked the office, the guest room. He was nowhere. Suddenly I heard the scrape of metal on pavers and a muttered oath. I ran to the back window. There he was!

      Flying down the steps, I rounded the corner, sprinted through the sitting room and wrenched open the patio doors. Lucas froze, a lawn chair half-folded in his hands.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He glanced down, eyes trained on his task. “Tidying up out here. It’s time these were put away until spring.”

      “It’s not even sunrise, Lucas. Why are you out in the garden?”

      His eyes met mine, and they were guarded. “I didn’t think you’d be awake for a while. There’s…I wrote a note. It’s in the kitchen.”

      My stomach dropped. “What kind of note?”

      Sighing, he peered up at the sky, looking like he wished it would open up and transport him away. “I’m going away for a little while.”

      I launched myself at him, making him drop the chaise while I wrapped my arms around his waist. “You promised me last night. You promised you wouldn’t do this.”

      “Elodie.” He held me tight in his arms. I breathed in his woodsy scent, soaked in the warmth of his body. “I’m not turning my back on you, nor am I pushing you away. I’m briefly isolating myself because I’m emotionally unsafe for you, and I refuse to be that any longer. I’m going to figure this out. I’ll be gone for a little while, but I am not leaving you. I promise.” He sighed and his shoulders sank. “That’s what the note said.”

      I was suddenly very angry. He’d been planning to sneak away rather than face me and tell me himself. “How long were you going to be gone but not leaving me, Lucas? Without even saying goodbye?”

      “I couldn’t,” he whispered against my hair. “I wouldn’t have the strength to do it if I had to look you in the face and say goodbye.”

      I knocked my head against his chest, and he took it. “Why are you doing this?”

      “Because I can’t stop hurting you. Because I’m fighting this, and I can’t seem to surrender when I keep unfairly leaning on you.”

      I stared up at him. “But I could help you. I could learn by your side.”

      “It’s not healthy for me to allow you to help this way,” he said, voice strained, stepping away. “I will always want your partnership, but what we’ve been doing…it’s not that.” He choked on what I feared might be a sob and caught it, slamming his hand against his chest as emotion tightened his face. “Perhaps you think it’s arrogance or pride or chauvinism, Elodie, but it’s not. I need to be independent and brave, so I can stand proudly next to you and face life together. I will be the man in your life, or I won’t be in it at all. You deserve someone who’s strong and steadfast, not dragging you into the depths of unhealthy coping and misery.”

      A tear streaked down his cheek as he walked up to me, grabbing my face in his hands. “This stops now, this business of you settling for my arseheaded behavior and me leaning on your grace.” He released me and stepped back.

      “Lucas,” I whispered.

      Rounding on me, he kissed me roughly, passionately, desperately. I grabbed his shirt, tugged him against me. “I will not fail us,” he said. “I need you to trust that, Elodie. I have to know you believe this will work.”

      “I do,” I whispered through tears that choked my voice. “Lucas, I love you. I’ll m-miss you.”

      He held my face, kissed me once more, a smash of tongues and lips, deep, hard tastes and bites. When he pulled away, his eyes met mine. “No, you won’t. You won’t miss who I’ve been. You’ll miss who you wanted me to be. The man I should have been.” One last kiss, long and firm, before he stood back. “And when you see me next, that’s the man you’ll meet.”

      He strode past me, into the house, and panic gripped my heart. I stared at the ground, trying to breathe but finding it impossible. This was all wrong. We were supposed to do this together. Guilt and fear tightened my throat. Had I done this? Pushed him, demanded more than I should have? Where was he going? What would happen?

      I ran through the house to the door and swallowed the desperate need to scream his name as his cab disappeared down the road.

      He was gone. He was really gone.

      I crumpled in the doorway and sat there longer than I should have, shivering and bottling my cries. I wanted to beat something senseless. I wanted to scream at the universe for making us go through this. For taking his sight and wrenching us apart.

      Finally, I stumbled into the house. The sun broke the horizon and glanced across the piano lid. Dust floated through the air. No running water or thundering feet. No ten-minute toothbrushing or morning lovemaking. It felt wrong without him.

      I walked to the kitchen in a daze, running my hand along the cold, smooth counter, empty of his glasses and tumbler of water, until my fingers bumped into the French press, followed by the grinder. He’d still set out the coffee for me and my coffee mug. And underneath it, an envelope.

      Shoving the coffee cup away, I snatched it up and tore it open.

      My dearest Elodie,

      You’re reading this letter because by now you’ve woken up, poked about, and realized I’m not here. For my cowardly disappearance, I am already sorry. I simply can’t look you in the eye and disappoint you. I know you want to face this together, Elodie. I think I’ve tried, you know? In my poor, shoddy way, but it’s not been enough. I’ve begun to accept that this part of the journey I must go alone.

      You know already I’m a prideful arse and terribly English—I like to leave the past in the past, the unpleasant stuff buried, and as much as I can, act as if nothing’s ever wrong. It’s a pathology of our culture, Elodie, and I’m not defending it, but simply explaining that this is how I’ve always worked. I’m trying to be better—to be honest and open. It’s not easy, but knowing what joy it brings you—the closeness and intimacy it affords us when I’ve managed it—it’s a habit I aspire to become much better versed in.

      In therapy, I realized something during our conversation—part of why I’m so poor at vulnerability is that I’ve spent so much of my life not feeling like I needed it. I’ve had it easy—financial comfort, a gratifying career. A decade in the Prem, playing the beautiful game, happy, carefree and pampered. I’ve had the world at my fingertips.

      But as I look back, it all began to shift when I decided to leave United. I was thirty-one, and there was young fresh blood ready to step in. I’d also begun to notice oddities in my vision, which of course, I’m sure not to your surprise, I ignored and dismissed. But in the back of my mind, I knew something was wrong, that I had to make my exit from the highest class of football. I considered staying put and retiring, transitioning to Farthington then, as I’ve now done, but, Elodie, I just knew in my bones I was going to lose this experience and never have it again—being the sharp eyes, the fast hands, the dependable last man. I wasn’t ready to leave the rush of adrenaline as you walk onto the pitch, the blare of the lights, the sound of the ball as it cracks off your boot and flies through the air, the feeling of belonging to my mates, working brutally hard to be better as individual players and as a unit. I couldn’t leave it yet.

      The fact is this subtle transition to playing in America allowed me to extend the delusion that everything was “all right” when in truth, I knew it wasn’t. Denial has been my crutch for too long, Elodie. And I’ve struggled to want to give you the whole of me as I battle these building feelings of inadequacy after so long trying (and often succeeding, frankly) to live up to my ideals and highest expectations of myself.

      I say all this, not to excuse my behavior or minimize its impact on you, but to try to practice what I aspire to—vulnerability. I’ve behaved badly, mired in my own pain and grief, too often pushing you away rather than letting you in. You have every right to tell me to sod off and never look back, but I hope for our sake, you can forgive me, allow me to earn back your trust that this is the last time I will step away from you like this.

      I must face the past and my present, Elodie, so I can live in our future, darling, and not be a monster, consumed by grief and anger. Because you deserve a partner who knows how to live well with you, not because of you. When we sort all this out, and have another baby—yes, we’re having a houseful of them, Elodie—I want to be a happy husband and dad who can navigate blindness and marriage and fatherhood healthily. And then, God willing, when I’ve long accustomed myself to the dark world that awaits me, even should we have a little girl, and she gives us grandsons, they will have the necessary gene therapies to send this horrific disease into the obscurity of medical history.

      We’re engaged. We’re young, surrounded by smashing friends and family. We have our health, mostly, and we love our jobs. This should have been a happy season for us, and I sullied it because of old devastation, new wounds, and their scars. This divide between my heart and my head, I take full responsibility for it. You know I’ve sat down and chatted it out with the shrink about these things, from my bad breakup years ago to impending blindness. I’ll continue that, I promise you. And I’m doing it for no one but me and you, and our future children. I want to be the man we all deserve, because I can’t imagine a point to my life besides that. You’ve altered it that significantly, Elodie, and though you might not believe it, or even think of me the same way anymore for my silent retreat this morning, I can’t stand for you not to know that you’re truly the fulcrum of my existence, the point from which everything else is done, weighed and measured.

      The very first time I met you, and you tripped into my arms at the hospital after Nairne’s fall, I knew I desired you—that you were beautiful and kind, that you loved your friend loyally and had a generous heart. But it was that hot summer day in London, when I came upon you in the park as you picnicked with our friends, that I knew I loved you. You can call me ridiculous, say it was infatuation or lust, not love, but you’d be wrong, because I know my heart, and I can tell you that it beat differently the moment I saw you that day. You were sprawled out, your chestnut curls fluttering about in the wind. The sun caught those tiny blond pieces near your temples, and you had a flower stuck in your hair. Your face was so peaceful, and your strong, long body lay soft and sated, like you were one with the earth and the blossoms surrounding you. You were Diana the huntress and Aurora the dawn. You were fierce yet tender, strong and soft. You were my perfect fit, I knew it already. And I knew you had to be mine.

      And since that time, I’ve done a spectacularly terrible job of showing you just how sure I am of that, how much I know our lives must be forever entwined. I yanked you around—protecting my heart, deferring my actions, telling myself it could all amount to nothing when in truth I lived for every moment I got with you, every glance or begrudging laugh you gave me. Those breadcrumbs were my sustenance, and rather than be brave and bold—tearing after you and the life we should have, I moped and wasted away, like the arse that I am, terrified that I cared for you as much as I did, and terrified that I might not ever get to hold you in my arms.

      Nairne and Zed’s wedding was my low point—I knew about my prognosis, and I was feeling desperately bleak. Then you had to walk around all night as if you floated on air, like the brightest star in the night sky with your sapphire dress, those glittering diamonds in your ears and on your neck. You were the love I knew I’d never have, because I could not fathom giving you my humiliation, my fear, my pain, and thus my heart.

      I’m not making such a nice case for myself, am I? But this letter isn’t about me convincing you of anything, as if I could—you’re a singular-minded woman, for which I love and admire you immensely. It’s about being honest with you as I’ve failed to be thus far, so that you might know how I am weak and how I am determined to become strong. Why I have faltered and will falter, yet differently in the future, if you decide to wait for me.

      The last thing I have to say is this—after how I’ve behaved and what I’ve said, I don’t want you to stay if it’s not your heart’s desire. Please do me that honor and be honest about what you want, as I have tried to be with you. But know that if you love me as you’ve said—if you can forgive me, if you do want me—I’m yours, darling, every scrap of me, until the very end.

      My mind’s starting to scatter, and my hand hurts from writing, so forgive that my form’s rather falling apart. I want to finish by saying how much I miss you already, how horribly I feel, how very much I wanted to wake you in bed and worship your body, then never hurt you again like I have.

      Stay here. Be at home. Our home. I’ll let a flat, where I’ll do what I need to learn the ropes of vision loss. When I’ve determined I’m ready, when I know I’m worthy to even ask your forgiveness and another chance, I’ll come home, I promise.

      Final very unromantic note: Dad’s graciously holding down the fort for me until the new year. That’s the longest I’m giving myself to pull myself out of this—five weeks. If working with him is too much, take as long a leave of absence as you need. Dad and Gina and the lads will figure it out.

      That’s all I can write, even though my heart is bursting with so much more that it wants to say. But it must wait, mustn’t it? Until I’m worthy to share it all with you.

      I love you, Elodie, and I always will.

      Your Lucas

      Tears slipped down my cheeks. The clock ticked loudly, the only noise in the whole house. Staring down at his words, I ran my fingers along the dried ink as it blurred, and pressed it to my lips.

      “What a horribly poetic, beautiful, infuriating man.”
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      Snow drifted against the black sky. It was bloody frigid, so cold that each inhale burned my lungs.

      “Yes, yes, goodnight!” Jack called, sending off the last of the Farthington stragglers. Tugging his coat against his body, he walked my way. “Thank you for all your hard work these past four weeks, Elodie. I’m so grateful to you, and I know Lucas had peace, confident he was leaving the place in good hands while he’s gone.”

      The air thickened with unease. It was the first time Jack and I had even spoken of Lucas the whole time. But we’d been buried in work, trying to survive. Now it was time to finally come up for air, and that meant seeing the landscape around us.

      “Well, you know I love Farthington, and all of you. I’m glad we could do a good job of it.”

      He shuffled his feet a bit and drew a line through the freshly laid snow. “Indeed. Well, whether or not Lucas joins us, I’d love to keep Christmas with you.”

      I took his hand and squeezed it gently. “You know I’d like that too, but I don’t think it’s wise. I should wait to decide until I hear from him.”

      “He hasn’t contacted you this whole time? Not even to plan for the holiday?”

      I shook my head. “I didn’t expect him to, Jack. If he needed to be apart from me while he did this, I wouldn’t see why he’d find talking helpful.” Zed had been similarly surprised by Lucas’s silence; Nairne on the other hand had only nodded her head knowingly and said, “That kind of therapy is supposed to be immersive—sounds about right for what he’s working through.”

      Jack sighed. “The git.”

      “That gives me hope.” I then told Jack what Nairne had said, given her own experience with intensive therapy. “Lucas felt incapable of treating me well given where he was. He’s keeping himself at a distance as he changes that. If he were constantly reaching out, would you think he was truly dedicating himself to the process?”

      Jack stared down at me. “No, you’re right. I’m just ready for this all to be fixed and tidy again.”

      “Yes, well, good things take time.” I was reassuring myself as much as Jack. Pressing on my toes, I planted a gentle kiss to his cheek. “That’s for Charli and all my beloved Edwardses, okay? If I don’t see you, happy Christmas, Jack.”

      I felt his eyes on me as I walked into the snowstorm. “Happy Christmas, Ellie.”

      I walked a while because I needed to wander. I was the kind of exhausted that makes you delirious, and going home to an undecorated, empty house sounded depressing.

      Busy season was done. Farthington was closed until after the new year. I had an entire evening and morning tomorrow to myself before Christmas festivities began, and I planned to spend most of it sleeping. While I’d been tired most of the past four weeks, a heavy blanket of exhaustion had come over me the last few days. Between extreme fatigue and being so bloody loaded at work, I’d barely had time or inclination to eat either yesterday or today. My stomach was tetchy, and at the moment nothing appealed except the idea of a big basket of chips and a gin and tonic—light on the tonic, heavy on the gin, extra lime.

      Just how Lucas makes it.

      I shook my head. I couldn’t think about Lucas much. He was a box I’d had to put the lid on and shelve until he came back. Because when I’d left him front and center, wide open and consuming my thoughts, I’d driven myself to despair. I’d cried nightly, missing him, worried for him, grieving what I hadn’t let myself grieve when he was around. Horrible, sad thoughts: If we had children, all he wouldn’t see. Our daughter’s first goal, because I just knew she would play footie. Our son’s first piano recital. My own face as I aged, my eyes wrinkled with laugh lines, the sign of years spent happy. His ties, which he loved to sift through in the morning and decide between. Sunrises and sunsets coloring the world in shades of copper, bronze, and gold. The color of leaves in autumn. The first blossoms on the trees in spring. Sunlight sparkling on snow. The mighty ocean breaking waves along the shore.

      “Stop, Elodie,” I muttered to myself.

      When I was well-rested, when Lucas was filling my days, that grief was the farthest thought from my mind. I pictured all he would experience—the touch of our babies’ curly hair, the smell of our garden, the taste of our meals that we’d still make together. The slip of his rough palms against my hips and breasts and thighs. The taste of kisses and tongues and sweat on skin. The sound of piano music, the feel of cool ivory keys beneath his long fingers. I knew he’d love me passionately, that he’d figure out how to run and write checks, and read, and bike. I knew we would have a good life together. But with him gone, all that was good, and the hope that we would get that life, felt so faint—a mirage stretched into the snowy distance.

      Music crescendoed to my right as a door swung open for a couple exiting, then faded as it shut. It was the pub where I’d spent a few evenings with Gina before work got so insane even a cocktail was too much to contemplate.

      I decided to stop in.

      I’d told Nairne and Zed I’d come by tomorrow to catch up, since I’d been working madly for the past month, but tonight was all mine. I planned to get—as Nairne called it—rat arsed, sleep it off, and spend my first free day in a haze of hangover and exhaustion. Then maybe I’d not miss Lucas too horribly.

      Slumping onto a tall chair, I slapped my handbag on the bar, tugged off my jacket, and sighed.

      “That kind of day, huh?”

      An accent, not unlike Zed’s, which was my point of reference for American males. I turned to my right where the voice had come from, and froze. Dark brown hair, cut short. Slate blue eyes. A chiseled jaw and lips that were probably full and soft when he relaxed a little. There was something vaguely familiar about him, but I couldn’t place it.

      The bartender brought me my drink because he knew what I liked by now. I thanked him, took a long sip, then set it down. “Depends on what kind of day you mean.”

      He laughed dryly. “Long and soul-sucking.”

      “Then, yes,” I said.

      I felt his eyes on me, scanning my body subtly with interest. I was sitting to his left, so it would be easy enough for him to miss my engagement ring. I set my left hand on the counter and fussed with the cocktail napkin underneath my drink, so he would. His eyes went straight to it, then to his beer as he drank.

      “Damn.”

      I laughed for the first time in a long while. “I’m sorry to disappoint you. You’re quite observant. You spotted it the moment I made it obvious.”

      He shrugged. “Comes with my line of work.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “Out in the field for Uncle Sam.”

      Ah, that made sense. A crew cut, the hint of a muscular body pressing against his suit. He was a military man.

      “And what are you doing in London for Uncle Samuel?”

      He coughed on his beer and set it down. “You’re cute.”

      “That’s not usually what men say, but thank you.”

      “Yeah, I wouldn’t think so. God, your accent’s killing me. You sure you’re engaged? It’s not just a ploy to keep away the creepers? Because if so, I’d like to assure you, I might not look like it, but I am one of the good guys. I know the whole incognito American soldier line might seem suspect, but I promise I’m above reproach.”

      I laughed and shook my head as I had another sip of my cocktail.

      His gaze drifted over me. “Ah, well, a guy had to try. Thing is you just look…really familiar. I can’t decide if it’s because you are or because I want you to be. You are like a solid nine out of ten—”

      I smacked his arm involuntarily. “Excuse me!”

      He laughed. “I just did that to get a rise out of you. When you stand up and have to stroll back there to powder your nose in a little bit—which is when I’ll ogle your backside, engaged or not—you’ll be a solid eleven.”

      I snorted. “You’re a shameless flirt, Mister…”

      “Reynolds,” he said. “Asher James Reynolds, at your service.”

      I gave him my hand, because that gin and tonic was almost gone, it had quite gone to my head, and I actually felt happy for the first time in a long time. He kissed it lightly at the knuckles, then set it on my lap.

      “So, where is he?” he asked.

      “Who?”

      “The guy lucky enough to have put a ring on your finger.”

      I bit my lip and fumbled for an explanation. “Well…”

      Asher sat back in his seat and swiveled. “Let me guess. He’s a pediatric surgeon, working late, saving small, sick children.”

      I smiled into my drink. “No.”

      “Human rights lawyer?”

      “No.” I laughed. “These are such noble professions.”

      He shrugged. “You looked like someone who goes for the chivalrous type. But, noted, wrong direction…Politician.”

      “No.”

      “Calculating businessman. Powerbroker.”

      I tipped my head. “Sort of. He owns a financial consulting company. I work there too.”

      “Ah.” Asher drank the last of his beer and set it on the bar top. “An office romance. Everyone’s a sucker for an office romance.”

      I shrugged. “We actually just work really hard together. There isn’t much time for romance. Or, well, that is, we used to.” I sighed and rubbed my forehead.

      Asher set his elbows on the bar and leaned in. “But that still doesn’t explain why you’re alone on the Friday night before Christmas, looking ridiculously beautiful, albeit a little tired, with a rock on your finger and no sign of the guy who’s staked his claim.”

      I slid my fingers along the condensation on my glass. “He had to get away for a while. Take care of himself.”

      “Something he couldn’t take care of with you around.”

      “Correct.”

      Asher lifted a finger for another beer without breaking our gaze. “And why’s that? How are two people who plan to be a team ’til death do us part supposed to weather married life’s storms if they can’t do it beforehand, too?”

      I bopped his nose, and as I did, realized I felt tipsy already. “You hit the screw on the nut.”

      Asher accepted his beer and paused it a fraction beyond his lips. “Oh boy, your grasp on English is slipping. Does alcohol normally go straight to your head? Can you at least see straight?”

      I waved my hand. “I’m fine. It’s Lucas who’s going blind.”

      Asher choked on his beer, pounding his chest with a fist. I smacked his back, but he waved me off. “I’m okay,” he wheezed. “Phew. Okay. So…Lucas is making a huge life adjustment, and he needs space to do so.”

      I drained my gin and tonic. “He doesn’t think he can be the man I deserve, so he’s figuring that out while he’s at it, too. The issues are sort of tangled together.”

      Asher’s eyes raked over me as he absorbed my words. “Poor bastard,” he said somberly. “I can’t blame him for having a tough time. I’d fucking off myself if I found out I was going to have to watch this fade away from me.”

      “Don’t say that,” I whispered, blinking away tears.

      “It’s true. You women don’t get how we work. Men are visual creatures, and like it or not, our eyes are how we connect romantically a lot of the time. Females, you’re in touch with these layers of feelings, nuanced perception and sensation, like featherlight touch, the smell of a man’s body, the meaning of a sigh.

      “I’m not saying men don’t have feelings,” he continued. “We do, but they just aren’t as…complicated for us. We feel safe with you, we desire you. You make us happy. We want to protect you and have adventures, and one day, kids. But romance to us is feasting on what you are—your beautiful imperfections. That freckle on your collarbone, the soft feel of your thighs, your tits when they’re braless and pressing against your shirt. The dimples in your cheeks, your curly hair when it’s frizzy after sleep, the sparkle in your eyes when we talk to you. That’s often what does it for us.”

      Asher’s gaze held mine as I tried not to cry. “If I were losing my sight, I’d be losing you,” he said.

      My second gin and tonic arrived just in time. I picked it up, raising it in the air toward Asher. “Well, cheers to you, Mr. Reynolds, for making me both cry and smile for the first time in weeks, in the same night. I’ve been numb since November, and I’m tired of it.”

      Asher lifted his bottle to mine, frowning enigmatically. “You’re…welcome?”

      “Oh, it’s a compliment,” I reassured him. “Now, soldier, let’s get…how do you Americans say it? Shitfaced?”

      He clinked his bottle with mine and smiled. “Now you’re getting the hang of it.”
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      Nairne talked around a large mouthful of eggs and toast, shaking her head. “You’ve dropped weight,” she said critically.

      “Stop yelling,” I groaned.

      “I’m not.” She handed a tiny piece of egg to Jamie who was in his little children’s chair between us, and tried not to laugh at me. “The hungover head is just an echo-chamber of torture.”

      I picked at my food. I was indeed hungover, and my stomach was sour. “Fair enough. But what is this critique of my weight? It’s not like I was trying to. It’s busy season. I’ve been working so late I just come home and collapse.”

      “I thought Farthington was all about work-life balance.”

      “Yes, well, when the impending CEO and president goes off the grid, you have some slack to pick up. Lucas worked really hard, Nairne. He pulled in loads of new business, and we had a dozen deliverables that had to go out in the month of December.”

      I winced as Jamie banged the table with his palms, then signed more.

      “Here you are, lovie.” She handed him another piece of egg. “Still doesn’t justify the fact that you look like a cartoon hourglass. You lose any more weight and your waist won’t exist.”

      “Says you of all people. Your tits and arse to body fat ratio is literally off the bell curve of human proportions.”

      Nairne smiled. “I do have pretty nice tits. And for how much I sit, I’d say my arse has held up nicely.” She wiped a smudge of yogurt off Jamie’s face and then glanced back at me. “How are you?”

      I took a sip of coffee, then promptly regretted it. Nausea churned my stomach. “I don’t know. I’m okay, I think. Even with Lucas gone, I feel like I’m supposed to be here in London and at Farthington, like I belong. I miss him, of course. It’s hard, but I know it’s the right thing…”

      Nairne observed me, and it wasn’t difficult to notice her gears turning. “You sound skeptical.”

      Asher’s words last night echoed in my head. “I’m a bit hurt and confused. I know that Lucas needs to focus and learn so much to adapt, but why does it have to be apart from me? How does this bode for us when we’re married? Every time something’s hard for him, he’s going to have to leave me and figure it out alone? Why couldn’t I be there for him and learn alongside him?”

      “Because you’re not going through what he is, Elodie. You can’t go alongside someone when you’re not on their path.” There was sharpness in her voice that startled me.

      Nairne sighed and rubbed her forehead. “I’m sorry, I said that forcefully…I empathize with Lucas. As the partner in my relationship who has a disability, it’s hard sometimes. Zed always wants to know what’s going on, to help and be ‘in it’ with me, but sometimes, you just can’t be. You’ll always have the option of opening your eyelids and seeing the world; Zed will always be able to stand up and sprint down the road. Lucas and I…well, we can’t.”

      Tears filled my eyes. “What does that mean, then? Don’t you let him in? You seem so happy, so passionate.”

      “I do, and we are,” she said emphatically. “But sometimes I need a little space before I give Zed my problems. In an inter-abled relationship, you’ll occasionally need to let the person with a disability have a bit of room to preserve their autonomy and independence, to emotionally and mentally process a challenge or change they’re facing, before they share with you.”

      It made sense. Logically, it made sense. And Nairne had been on this road for a while. She knew what she was talking about. Yet, wasn’t it true that with disability, like everything else in life, each person’s experience was different? Was Lucas’ reason for going away the same as Nairne’s periodic need for breathing room in her marriage? I wasn’t sure.

      And perhaps I was a little needy. From being all but abandoned by my parents emotionally after Adrien’s death, I needed a bit more reassurance than someone else might, to know I wasn’t being left once again, punished for being part of their pain. Lucas had said that night at the piano, when I fought his defense of staying strictly friends, that loving me would end up making everything worse. That on top of losing his sight, he’d break my heart and end up losing me too.

      Was that what had happened? Had I been instrumental in orchestrating his pain? And if I had, did Lucas actually still want me?

      “Elodie, Lucas isn’t your parents.”

      My head snapped up. “How did you know I was thinking about them?”

      Nairne clasped my hand in hers. “Because I know you. And your face…it doesn’t hide anything. You have a look when you think about them.”

      Tears spilled down my cheeks. “Oh and what is that? Heartache?”

      Nairne smiled sadly. “A little. Which is understandable. But, Elodie, you need to remember why you chose to walk away from them. You chose to see yourself as valuable and lovable, even when their pain prevented them from loving and valuing you as they should have. You got out of a relationship that perpetuated the lie of your unworthiness. Don’t bring that to your love for Lucas and his love for you.”

      Jamie reached his arms toward me. Nairne nodded her approval, so I lifted him out of his chair and set him on my lap where he happily patted my chest. I wiped my eyes and Jamie clasped my face in his hands, concern etched in his tiny features.

      “I’m okay, Jamie,” I said through tears.

      He pulled my head toward him and kissed me on the lips.

      I laughed quietly. “Thank you, mon petit.”

      Then he smiled and laid his head on my chest, sucking his fingers. I knew that meant he was settling to fall asleep.

      I wrapped my arms around him and sighed. “He’s perfect.”

      Nairne smiled as she put down her phone. “I know. You’re not too far off perfect yourself.”

      “Did you just take a picture?”

      She laughed while bent over her phone, typing. “The camera loves you. Deal with it.”

      I smoothed my fingers through Jamie’s black hair which was starting to curl at the ends. That stubborn, fuzzy little mohawk would soon be relegated only to memory. Nairne smiled to herself, then set down her phone.

      “What did you do with the picture?” I sat back and pushed my plate away.

      She frowned. “You barely ate.”

      “If I eat another bite, I’ll be sick. Serves me right for drinking as much as I did. Now stop deflecting.”

      “I sent it to Zed.” Her phone buzzed, and she glanced down at it, then back up.

      “What did he say?”

      Nairne read it with a tender smile. “He said, and I quote, You can’t send shit like that to me without warning. I’m in a team meeting having to fake an allergy attack because your goddamn picture made my eyes water.”

      Snorting, I squeezed Jamie gently to me. “Poor Zed. Such a softie since he met your mummy.”

      “Da,” Jamie said sleepily.

      “Yes, Jamie. Da is a big softie,” Nairne said wistfully. “Hopefully, one day you’ll grow up to be just the same.”

      The kitchen was quiet for a moment as Nairne watched us, as Jamie and I comforted each other.

      “He’ll need his morning nap. I’ll take him if you like,” Nairne said.

      I shook my head as I rocked him. “I’m feeling tired myself. I’ll go put him in his crib and then have a lie-down.” Rocking Jamie still, I whispered over his head. “When I hold him, and…he’s not even my child, I can’t imagine feeling anything for him but complete love and protectiveness. It makes me think, how could my parents treat me as they did? I mean, yes, they provided for me, and that counts for something, but love? Closeness? Protection? No.”

      Nairne nodded sadly. “You haven’t heard from them?”

      “No.” I smiled down at Jamie, who still sucked his fingers as his eyes drifted shut. “But I blocked their numbers, so I haven’t made it easy. If they want to see me badly enough, they know where to find me. Our engagement was in the papers. I’m sure they saw it. They know where I am.”

      Nairne sighed and wiped her own eyes. “Christ, just thinking about it, the way they acted toward you, makes me tear up. Bloody emotions. But it’s only a few days until the monthly painters are in, so I’ll give myself a pass.”

      I laughed because I loved Nairne’s expressions. But then my laugh died off.

      “Nairne,” I whispered. A wave of shock crashed along my skin. “I’m late.”

      “What? Late for what?”

      “You mentioned the monthly painters, and I realized, I’ve been so busy I didn’t even think twice about it. But I never got it. I never bled.”

      I had PCOS. I always bled. And cramped badly.

      Nairne’s eyes widened. “How late?” she said.

      I rubbed my throat, trying to coax down the vomit crawling up. “Um, I should be getting it. We’re on the same schedule, you and I.”

      “You had it four weeks ago, then?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      Nairne made a strangled noise. “Elodie, you’re a month late? I thought you were on the pill.”

      I dropped my head back against the breakfast nook bench. “I was. I stopped taking it when Loulou left.”

      “And did you two…you know…the night before he left?”

      My mind flashed to the kitchen. How we’d sought each other in the darkness, how he’d taken me hungrily, poured into me as he sank his teeth into my neck. “Well, yes. And it was…quite thorough.”

      Nairne waved her hand. “Erroneous. He came inside you or he didn’t, that’s all that matters.”

      “He did.”

      She nodded. A scientist in her element, she was working her way down the diagnostic checklist. “And did you take your pill the next morning? You take it with your coffee when you wake up, right?”

      I sank. “Lucas always brings it to me with my coffee. But…he left early that morning, and then I spent the day wallowing in bed. I haven’t taken it once since.”

      Nairne sighed. “Well then, dearie, I’d say a trip to the midwife is in order.”

      “Nairne, I drank so much last night, what if I’ve hurt the baby?”

      She shook her head. “It’s too early. It’s just dividing cells. A few more weeks from now and if you got yourself sozzled for a month straight, I might be concerned. But one night this early? It’ll be okay.”

      I groaned. “It’s going to be everything but okay! This is horrible timing. What if Lucas is going to break our engagement when he comes back? What do I do?”

      Suddenly the doorbell rang. Nairne straightened, transferred to her wheelchair with practiced efficiency, and flew to the front of the house, where an elaborate security system showed who was there. She pressed the button to show the camera screen, then balked.

      “Bugger,” she hissed. “Elodie…”

      I knew what she was saying without saying it. Who was standing outside that door.

      Lucas.

      I couldn’t see him, not right now.

      I shot up with Jamie in my arms and flew into their lift, smacking the button to send us up to their floor, now that I’d been granted access without it setting off the absurdly thorough security system Zed had for their floor. After I’d set Jamie in his crib to sleep, I went down the steps to the second guest room since apparently Teo still had a claim on my former room.

      Groaning, I lay in bed. And it took all of three minutes before the need to violently throw up seized me. I barely made it, retching in the toilet until all my coffee and toast were out of my system, and the thought of ever smelling, let alone ingesting, coffee or toast was unfathomable.

      Two quick raps on the door, then Nairne’s voice called my name.

      “In here,” I said weakly.

      Nairne spun into the room, looking somber. “It was Kai.”

      Tears filled my eyes. Stupidly, I’d let myself hope it was Lucas, coming to find me.

      “Oh, El. You poor dear.”

      I whimpered and pressed my cheek against the cold tile floor. The nausea was gone but in its place was overwhelming fatigue. I just wanted to fall asleep right there. “What did he want?”

      Nairne locked her brakes, offering me her hand. “He was actually doing me a very big favor. Apparently Zed reached out to him about my muscle spasms, which have been particularly terrible, asked if his friend who works with spinal injuries had anything different. My body seems to be habituating to the antispasmodic I’ve been taking since the injury. Kai just dropped off a new sample he was given.”

      I smiled weakly. “He’s a good husband to you.”

      “That he is.” She bent my way, offered her hand. “Come on, up ya get.”

      “I can’t. I’m dead.”

      “Ah, the dramatics. Let’s go.”

      I took her hand, pushing off the floor unsteadily and grasping the sink ledge to stand. I looked terrible, my hair sticking out at odd ends, dark smudges under my eyes, and my skin was sallow. “Bugger. I look like death warmed over.”

      “Twice,” Nairne confirmed, slapping my arse and causing me to yelp. “Enough of this wallowing. You’re most likely pregnant and the timing might not be ideal but we’ve got some logistics on our side. One, makeup.”

      “Piss off, MacGregor.”

      She shrugged. “This isn’t the time to sugarcoat things. Two, we have the gala tonight.”

      “What?” I said dazedly. My eyes widened with memory. Nairne and Zed’s charity was hosting its inaugural formal event. “That gala.”

      “Aye.” She nodded, spinning out of the bathroom. “I have a job there for you to keep you distracted. And I’ll ensure Lucas will be there, too.”

      “What? No he won’t, he still has another week possibly until he’s done with training.”

      She waved her hand like logistics were no matter to her. “Trust me, it’ll be taken care of. He’ll be there. And you’ll be there, highly visible. You’re going to look incredible. You two will find each other across the room, then you’ll go home, have fantastic makeup sex, and sort all this out.”

      I stared at her. “Who are you, and what have you done with Nairne?”

      Nairne lifted a shoulder defensively. “Living with Zed has rubbed off on me a little. Romance isn’t so terrible after all. Now, I know you’re hesitant. I understand all too well—love is mildly terrifying.” Pulling the door open, she looked over her shoulder at me. “It’s why I used to be so adamantly against it.”

      I grumbled, following behind her. “Well, I wish you’d have sent your resolve my way when you lost it.”

      Nairne sighed as I plopped onto the bed and moaned. “I almost wish that too, except that my theory was solidly disproved, and I have never been so glad to revise my assumptions.” Taking my hand in hers, she smiled softly. “It doesn’t feel safe now, Elodie, to step into such raging waters, but it will, soon enough. You and Lucas are good for each other. You love each other. Sometimes that love just needs a little nudge.”
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      Dante was onto something, writing damnation in his Divine Comedy as a frozen hell rather than a fiery pit. As a boy, I remembered the first time I read the ninth circle of hell. Treachery. Betrayal. There remained Lucifer for all eternity, frozen, mid-breast in a massive lake of ice, kept there by the frantic, egoic beating of his wings. Satan made his own hell, and he kept himself there, too.

      That resonated a bit more than I liked. I’d been thrust into mobility training in the brutal start of English winter, knowing it was because I’d dug in my heels and fought doing it in the country’s gentlest months, when I could have been learning under warm skies with soft grass beneath my feet. Now here I was, in my own personal arctic hell, and after I escaped this frozen inferno, I was murdering Zed and Teo.

      Noli wasn’t just eccentric or weird. The sharp-tongued woman with a sharper American accent and a non-depletable energy source had me trapped on the icy streets of London, sightless and shivering as I learned the long cane. She was Satan’s bloody spawn.

      “Pay attention, Thor, I don’t have time for another O and M casualty on my record.”

      “Another?” I stuttered and came to an abrupt halt. Were it any other person, I would have known immediately that they were joking about someone actually dying during Orientation and Mobility training, but Noli frightened the piss out of me. “You’re not—”

      “Serious?” She tapped my elbow which meant, get that stick swinging and stop talking. “No, I’m not, but implying it is surprisingly effective. You know why they assigned me to you, right?”

      “Because Zed and Teo want to die slow, horrid deaths at the hand of a farsighted, deranged Englishman?”

      “Nope.”

      I focused on the sweep of my stick, the rhythm Noli had taught me to use. I was a big fellow, so I needed a broad sweep, but it had to be quick enough to encounter the full span of potential obstacles in my path.

      “Well then, no, Noli, I don’t—”

      “That’s Your Royal Highness, High Commander Reynolds to you.”

      Christ, this woman. She was a ridiculous human being who lived to torture me and keep me fearing for my life. But I had a funny feeling that I wouldn’t have learned a tenth of what I had thus far, if it had come from anyone less formidable.

      I sighed. “No, Your Royal Highness, High Commander Reynolds.”

      “Thank you,” she chirped. “It’s because you’re a yellow tab guy.”

      “Oh.” I smiled, focusing on the sweep and then periodic dip of my long cane, “I know what that means. My brother’s a physician. Yellow tabs on folders mean problem patient.”

      I could feel her nodding. It was insane, what you observed when eyesight was off the table. I wore occlusion glasses, which made me absolutely blind, but I could sense Her Royal Highness—HRH as I’d succumbed to calling her—nodding her head as she spoke to me.

      “Yep. You, Thor, are a giant pain in the collective medical community’s ass, and those are the unfortunate souls they send my way.” She paused, and I heard the soft tattoo of her fingers drumming against her arms. “What do you hear, oh, Viking One?”

      “You hit the Norse mythology hard, don’t you?”

      I heard the fabric of her coat shift. She’d shrugged her shoulders. “I may have a penchant for the adventures of the great blond God of Thunder. Though I always wished they made him a ginger. I’ve got a thing for gingers.”

      I laughed and internally cheered myself that I’d managed that curb seamlessly while distracted with conversation. That was no small feat. “Gingers, eh? You sound about as American as apple pie, but if you’re sticking around long enough, I can think of a few carrot top cousins I owe a retributive payback—I’d be happy to introduce you.”

      “Very funny. Smart-ass.” She chuckled, and it was a low, husky sound. Noli smoked, but she was considerate, and never reeked of it. She smelled like bonfires and berries, sometimes topped off with spearmint, swore like a sailor, and something about her made me feel like I could have supreme confidence in meeting whatever challenge she put me to.

      “Well, my long-term agenda is a little up in the air right now,” she said, “but I appreciate the offer. Now listen, literally. I want you to stop and observe your surroundings, using all your available senses. Notice where sounds come from and track their progress. Visualize if it helps, but eventually you should stop—it’s better not to try to graft other senses onto your sight.”

      I turned toward her. “Why is that?”

      She patted my forearm gently. “Because it’s like keeping a braindead person on oxygen for twenty years. Sure, there’s life-sustaining blood flowing to it, but the organ’s caput. Our senses can never adequately augment decreasing sightedness. And the sooner we embrace the strength and coalescing power of every sense left to our disposal, the sooner your new sight begins.”

      “New sight, eh, HRH? Who knew you could be so poetic.”

      I couldn’t see it, but I knew she’d smiled. “Don’t count on it happening again, Thor. Now”—she tapped my long cane and turned me facing front—“time to make Mjolnir pull her weight.”

      Her hand gently touched the inside of my elbow, which was a cue for her desire to reposition me. We turned slightly to the right, and I felt the sun shift across my face as we moved.

      “Now let’s practice curbs some more. Notice how your cane dips. Find the rhythm, then step down. Go on.”

      With no warning from her about when the first curb was coming, I handled it smoothly. But after I stepped up, I couldn’t map where we were headed anymore. I stopped and peered over my shoulder in the general direction of her voice. She’d told me our path before we started, and unless I’d got really turned around, this was not on it.

      “Where are you taking me?”

      She sighed. “Man, I can’t get anything by you. I want a milkshake. You need practice in parking lots. Now, senses ahead, Great Viking One, and if you dent any cars, you’re going to be in a world of pain, you hear?”

      I smiled and faced forward. “Challenge accepted, ma’am.”
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      “Edwards.” Noli snapped her gum while she strolled behind me. “Quit trying to cheat.”

      “Christ Jesus,” I muttered. I had a tension headache named Noli that had been my friend for these last four weeks. Its namesake was, of course, responsible for it. Her Royal Highness barking orders, countless hours of O and M training, living on lockdown at the flat while I learned navigating a home.

      She ran the place like a prison camp meant to break my sighted soul and resurrect me a fucking Special Forces blind brigadier. And I was losing my will to do a single thing more other than crumple to a heap, then take the world’s longest, quietest shower.

      “I saw you, trying to peek around your glasses. Convenient option for you right now, my friend, but comes the day you can’t lift those shades anymore, you’re up shit creek without a paddle. Say your kid needs to take cookies to school—”

      “Children don’t take biscuits to nursery here, Reynolds. We’re not all sugar addicts like you Americans.”

      “Ten points from Slytherin, Malfoy, and I don’t appreciate being interrupted—”

      “I told you a thousand times, I’m in Ravenclaw.”

      “And I told you the Sorting Hat was smoking Professor Trelawney’s tea leaves the day he put you in it.”

      I mumbled curse words under my breath, wishing I had an incantation instead that would shut the witch up.

      “As I was saying. Use your senses. Touch and smell. Then tell me your verdict.”

      I had two bags open and at my fingertips. One was salt, one was sugar. Now here’s the thing— two weeks ago, I would have known instantly. They’ve got a smell to them, it’s not complicated.

      Except now I was knackered. Absolutely done. If I smelled one more odor or stuck my beak in another godforsaken pantry item, I was going to lose it. One time as a lad I went with Mum to Selfridges, and out of sheer boredom sniffed every women’s perfume while she prattled on with her friend who worked behind the counter. I’d promptly sustained my first migraine and an inability to smell or taste anything besides synthetic flowers and musk for a week.

      That was nothing compared to this.

      “Come on, Captain. Is your kiddo’s snack a hit or a salty disaster?”

      Lord, she knew how to lay it on, invoking my future children.

      “Can I taste it?”

      I heard the smile in her voice. “Why yes, young Padawan, you can. Well done. I didn’t give you that as an option, but you thought critically, determined your schnoz is shot for the next fortnight as you call it, and isolated the sense that will best serve you. Taste.”

      I dipped my finger in and identified salt. My water was to my left at nine o’clock and I drained it. “But is it safe to do this? What if I can’t tell detergent powder from baking soda?”

      She stepped closer to me and I caught a whiff of her mint gum. The additional scent nearly put me over. “You’ll only use your taste when it’s safe to—in the kitchen, nowhere else. Detergent’s kept where?”

      “Below the sink in the laundry room, far right.” We didn’t have my home to work in, because I’d be damned if I kicked Elodie out, but I’d managed to let a flat whose layout was similar enough to mine.

      “Good, and where’d we stash the natural wonder that is sodium bicarbonate?”

      I opened my mouth to answer but she was on a roll.

      “Exfoliant. Antacid. Microwave scrubber. Silver polish. Battery cleaner—”

      “You don’t say?” She always sucked me in. “How’s that work?”

      “Neutralizes the battery acid. Yeah,”—she noticed my eyebrows lifting with impress— “baking soda is the Home Ec jack-of-all-trades. Man, I’m still pissed I failed Home Ec.”

      I snorted as I leaned my hip against the counter, grateful for a brief spell from her barking orders at me. “How’d you manage that one?”

      She coughed, and her steps faded from me slightly. “I may have swapped in shaving cream for Cool Whip the day that trifle was on the syllabus.”

      An involuntary shudder wracked me. “Why in God’s name would you do that?”

      Noli rustled around in her pockets, and I knew she was locating her cigs and lighter. Blessed God, she was going to take her midday smoke break. “Oh, long story, but the short version is that bitch needed to pay.” She tapped the lighter against her wrist bone. It made a weird reverberating sound. “Teachers are the testicles of the professional world.”

      I shook my head. “Noli, you are a teacher. You’ve been torturing—I mean, teaching—me for twenty-eight horrifying days.”

      “No,” she corrected, talking tightly around her unlit cig. “I’m not your teacher, I’m your commander. Your dictator—”

      “Truer words—”

      “Your fearless leader.” She stepped toward me, and I knew to expect her bracing squeeze of my shoulder. “You’ve done good, Captain. Now, at ease, but not until you roll those bags up and put them where you arranged them to be.”

      I began the process as she walked toward the door. Her footsteps halted.

      “Your nose will get better,” she said. “Like anything in your body, with use it will gain stamina.” The door creaked open and ushered in frigid winter air. Her voice hung at the threshold and I imagined her looking over my sorry exhausted appearance. “Hang in there, soldier. I know you’re sick of me, and you’re damn close to your breaking point. But you’re there, Edwards. You’re ready.”

      I swallowed the emotion that I chalked up to four weeks struggling like I never had before. “Thanks, Commander.”

      The few brave birds that weathered English winter twittered outside. I felt the faint December sun reach across the kitchen tiles and warm my feet. And I knew Noli was smiling.

      Then the door shut with a heavy thud, and I was left in silence to reflect and bask in it. I rolled up the bags, stored them in their respective places, and walked the room, remembering the first time in my own kitchen, where Elodie and I devoured each other amid a mess of flour and French pastry. And another night not so long ago that she plummeted us in darkness and demanded I find her in its shadows. I’d mauled her, taken her desperately.

      My body burned hot with those thoughts, and I escaped upstairs to the loo. I found the cold water and splashed my face off, breathing deep as I shut off the tap. Then I wandered into my bedroom, wishing it were ours at home and I could step into Elodie’s closet. It was incredibly powerful, how scent spoke to me now. I wanted the sweet, burnt sugar warmth of her body, her perfume of jasmine and honeysuckle to surround and comfort me. I wanted to bury my nose in one of her tantalizing office dresses as I pictured her, making her way through the last days of busy season.

      I hadn’t spoken to Elodie, denying myself her until I’d survived this refining odyssey. No words to anyone except Dad a few times via email when he hit a wall with a client I’d been handling primarily. Poor fellow. He’d backed off so much once Elodie started, thinking I was just fine to be left alone, and now here he’d been, slogging through long days leading up to Christmas.

      A brief knock on my door startled me, and I glanced toward the noise. Had it really been twenty minutes? Twenty bloody minutes, was it so much to ask for? Just a tiny break from that woman’s incessant demands.

      “Christ, Reynolds, you’ve a warped sense of time.”

      “Hey there, Luc.” Zed’s voice shocked me, and I ripped off the occlusion glasses, squinting at the harsh flood of light to my eyes.

      I knew by sound that Zed stood in my doorway, but he was only a blob of darks and tans until my eyes got the hang of seeing again.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” I blinked, trying to let my eyes adjust. “How did you breach the commander’s defense?”

      “Oh, Noli and I go far back enough that I have some leverage to gain access.”

      “Clearly. You betrayed me to her after all, you and Teo. You’re dead to me, both of you.”

      “First of all, I told you that you weren’t going to like it, but you’d thank us one day. And second of all, you did this voluntarily, pumpkin.”

      I sighed and scrubbed my face. He wasn’t wrong. Despite how miserable I was, I’d done this because it was the only way. And I was proud of myself, relieved by the massive strides I’d made. “Yes, I know.”

      I let my hands fall and looked him over. “What brings you here so urgently? My sentence is served in just under a week.”

      He shrugged as he sat in a chair at the desk where I kept braille books to work on. “Noli said you were starting to droop a little. I figured you could use a pick-me-up.”

      “Well, you’re kind. I wish I had anything to offer in the way of hospitality except gin, but I suppose it’s a little early for that.”

      Zed smiled. “I’m good. I have to get home before Nairne heads out for an appointment. Can’t be tipsy while dadding.”

      He looked a bit uneasy, now that my eyes could pick it up. “Is something wrong, Zed?”

      “Hm?” He jerked his head up from staring into space and met my eyes. “No, no, nothing’s wrong per se…”

      “Per se?” Fear hit me powerfully. Elodie? Had something happened to her, because I’d been holed up in this funny house, driving myself insane with learning how to be blind? “What the hell does that mean?”

      Zed sighed. “Okay, so do you remember our charity gala?”

      “Christ, mate. I totally forgot. It’s when?”

      “Tonight, actually. And that’s mostly why I’m here. Do you think you can come?”

      I balked. “I hardly think HRH will let me. I feel dreadful though, I certainly had planned to support it. Elodie and I both were…”

      Saying her name hurt. I wanted to ask a thousand questions about her, but I bit my tongue. It wasn’t Zed’s job to be go-between for us, and if she were working as hard as she had been when I left, he probably hadn’t even seen her much at all the past month.

      Zed dragged the chair closer. “You’ve been given leave to exit the premises for the span of one night, according to your commander. And I’d really like you to come, Lucas. You know the point of it is raising funds for affordable accessibility, and maybe that hits a little too close to home right now, but I hope not. Nairne and I want you there.”

      My heart warmed. “When you put it that way, I’ll come.”

      Zed’s face fell slack with relief. “Good, okay. Good.”

      “Zeddy, have you missed me?”

      “I’m not going to lie—London’s boring without you shaking it up.” He sat forward, set his hands between his knees. “Okay, now the big whammy.”

      “What?”

      “Would you speak at it?”

      “Speak at what?”

      “The gala. We want you to speak. Because, see the focus is on kids, right? On making their homes and playgrounds and schools accessible, and you’ve had this…disease since you were little. What if you could encourage them? It doesn’t need to be long, or particularly poetic, just—”

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      You bloody idiot.

      I hated talking publicly about anything except numbers and business intelligence. Why the hell had I said yes? Because the man I was trying to become would do exactly that—pipe up and show a few sweet children that there’s more to life than their disability, and that practical adaptations make their life extremely accessible and socially integrated.

      “I will,” I said, more to myself than Zed.

      Zed stood, set a hand on my shoulder. “Thank you, Lucas. I know it’s shitty of me to come ask you to do anything more than survive Noli right now—”

      “I heard that,” she said.

      There in the threshold stood HRH Reynolds, the holy terror. I threw on the occlusion glasses like a well-trained animal and stood. “Permission to speak, Commander?”

      “Permission granted, Captain.”

      I could hear Zed’s eyes roll. “Jesus.”

      “Nah,” Noli said. “I’ll take a lot of praise-worthy names, but Jesus is my limit.”

      Zed chuckled dryly. “Maybe you do have a soul after all, Noli.”

      I heard human contact and a grunt. Probably a punch to the shoulder.

      “Fuck,” Zed grumbled. “How is someone that small that strong?”

      She hacked a cough and walked my way. “I’m a walking miracle, Zed. As I was saying, it’s not because I’m reverent. I just like using Jesus’s name too much otherwise. If it’s mine, it loses its wham-bang effect.”

      “Blasphemous, blasphemous woman,” I said.

      Her arm threaded through mine, and I knew she was smiling up at me. “You know it. Now let’s lose this puttanesca pain in my ass, Thor, and get you ready for that party.”

      I laughed so long, I cried. And for the first time in a long while, I smiled.
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      Ballrooms were a bit trippy with sight like mine. I stared around, my vision telescoped to a clear view in the center with a haze of blurred colorful splotches near the perimeter. It used to irritate me, then as it worsened, infuriate me, but after nearly five weeks with the occlusion glasses and using a long cane, wandering around in total darkness, I had a deep appreciation for everything I could see now.

      Rather than noticing the infernal dark spots, the warped edges, I saw the beauty of contrast, the breathtaking view of kaleidoscopic colors and dimensions that still filled my eye. For the first time since I’d sunk into the truth of what lay ahead, I experienced a moment of immense gratitude rather than grief.

      “Not too shabby, for an old man.” Zed grinned, pulling me in for a back-slapping hug.

      “Yes, at first I thought it was all the anti-aging creams, but now I’m starting to think I just can’t see my wrinkles anymore.”

      A small, amused laugh bubbled out of Nairne who stood beside Zed. She looked lovely and tall in an ivory gown.

      Zed frowned darkly. “Those kinds of jokes are not funny.”

      “Oh, they’re very funny,” Nairne said as she released Zed enough to give me a hug hello.

      “They’re vital, Zed. If I can’t laugh…” I shrugged, patting his shoulder.

      I was bumped by somebody outside my vision to the right, which made me turn. Now I could see I was holding up the line. Embarrassment tightened my stomach.

      “I’ll be on my way,” I said, moving down so the receiving line could proceed. “Talk later.” I smiled, then turned and headed toward the bar.

      G-and-t in hand, I savored its herbaceous bite, the delicious nip of bubbles at my nose, but took my time because I was fast learning that alcohol was not the poor-sighted fellow’s friend. I lost my balance and orientation much faster, and at this point in the game, especially while meandering alone, that was plain dangerous.

      I was about to find the wall and circumnavigate the crowd when I heard the timbre of my father’s voice, as well as Mum’s sparkly laugh that showed up when she got a little flustered. Glancing over my shoulder, I squinted, trying to place them. They were leaving from the receiving line. I was a bit stunned I hadn’t noticed them not far behind me, and unease, a familiar companion, crept over me. It was bloody unsettling to be so ignorant of your surroundings. I frowned into my drink, contemplating throwing it back and getting pissed after all.

      “Lukey!” Mum cried, leaning into me and planting a heavy kiss on my cheek.

      “Mum, public function,” I said with a smile, giving her a squeeze and kissing her hair.

      “Right, sorry, love.” Procuring a hanky she wiped her lipstick off my face. “Oh, darling, you look dashing.”

      “Thanks, Mum—”

      “Not quite as dashing as that Zed. Whew, oh my.” She fanned herself. “But you’ll do.”

      “Honestly, Charli.” Dad rolled his eyes and clapped me on the back. “You look well, Luc, like you’re taking a bit better care.”

      “Trying, Dad,” I muttered into my drink as I took a sip.

      “And you’re all done with that training? So you can straighten things out with Elodie?” he said.

      I stared into my drink. “That’s the plan.” Who was I kidding? I hardly had a plan other than hope. I wanted her, I knew that. But I’d just spent weeks being confronted with the breadth of my limitations. She needed to hear them. Then she had a decision to make. I wasn’t relishing it.

      I threw back the remainder of my drink and clenched my jaw as it burned going down. I’d ride this buzz for a while. It would buy me numbness without making me trip over my feet. Dad and Mum had been chatting while I’d zoned out, but my show of draining my cocktail drew Dad’s attention. He eyed my empty tumbler, then me.

      “What have you? The usual?” he said as he began to back away toward the bar.

      “Gin and tonic, yes, but I won’t have another, so don’t on account of me,” I called. He waved me off and turned. Mum peered around, admiring the room.

      “It’s absolutely lovely here,” she said. “How did they manage this? It is their first formal event, isn’t it?”

      “They’ve been inundated with support, Mum. It’s fantastic, really, and they’re quite heavily invested themselves. I mean, you know what footballers make.”

      Mum peered about the room more, as if she were looking for someone. “I always thought it was absolutely ridiculous how much you got paid to stand in a box and get a ball booted at you.”

      “What an eloquent summary of my career, Mother.” I sighed. “Sometimes I wonder how I have as checked an ego as I do, but then I spend ten minutes with you and it all comes together. Vividly.”

      Mum smiled genuinely at me. “Raising you how I did kept your head on straight, gave you perspective.” She sighed, looking me over. “You know I’m immensely proud of you, that I’m only teasing. You deserved to be paid well—maybe not that well, but well enough—for all the years you put into training, and really, Lukey, for a good long while you were the best.”

      I stared into my empty glass. “Yes, Mum, I know. It’s all right.”

      “Oh, I’ve made you maudlin, darling. I’m awful, aren’t I?” Mum groaned, threading her arm through mine.

      “No, I had a rather good head start on you before you arrived.”

      “What is it, my love? I thought things were on the up?” Mum looked me over, concern pinching her features.

      “I’d say they are, but it’s still sort of…good and bad moments. This night feels different. It’s my first time out after weeks being shut away, isolated from all this sensory input. I didn’t even know you and Dad were here, yet you weren’t at all far away from me.” I shook my head. “Really, forget it, it’s fine. I’m—I’m glad you’re here, and Dad. I think it’ll be a splendid night.”

      Mum stared at me, debating before giving over a slight smile. “All right then, but you know if you need anything tonight, your father and I are right there for you.”

      I smirked. “What every late-thirties man going stag wants to hear.”

      “Smart-arse,” she muttered, swatting my arm. “And don’t bring up a sore subject, leaving her alone at Christmastime. I’m trying to like you tonight.”

      “Ah, fair. I retract my statement. Though I’d ask that the record show it’s not yet Christmas. I do have some time to straighten things out with Elodie, hopefully.”

      Mum squeezed my arm as her eyes teared up. “Really, Luc? Oh, it would be the best Christmas present ever.”

      “Easy, old girl. Let’s just get me through this night, then I’ll figure out how I’m wooing Elodie before you serve me up as Christmas dinner.”

      Dad walked up, Mum’s favored wine in hand and his own g-and-t.

      “Cheers, Luc.” He clinked his glass against mine softly, appraising me over the edge of his tumbler as he drank. “You all right?”

      “I’m fine, yes, Dad. I’ve already had it from Mum, so leave it alone, please.”

      “Crotchety as ever,” he mumbled, staring about. His eyes narrowed, and he shook his head as if trying to clear it.

      Mum peered around me while I glanced over my shoulder, trying to follow his line of sight, but I saw nothing in the blur of haze and shadows.

      “What is it?” Mum asked, turning her attention to Dad.

      Dad extracted a hanky from his pocket and dabbed his forehead. “Nothing, just a trick of the light. Shall we?” He gestured our way, and into the main ballroom we went.

      We were seated at a table quite near the front, a luxury and a place of honor since tonight’s event was live musical and dance performances by artists and children with disabilities. It was brighter here—well-lit by the stage lights without them glaring in your eyes, and I could see it all clearly. I fought a swell of emotion at my friends’ gesture, their thoughtfulness in placing me where I could savor the night, rather than struggle with it. I cleared my throat thickly as I sat down.

      Over the next half hour I stayed nearby, nursing my ice gone to water, feeling confidence and ease in being tethered to my place. Rather than walking around, milling about tables with chair feet begging for me to trip over them, I found I was able to enjoy reconnecting with a number of familiar faces, some business, others social, and some with the potential to be both as I stood at my chair and essentially let the conversation come to me.

      As more people took their seats, Zed escorted Nairne to their table next to us, which they shared with their guests of honor, child ambassadors as they called them, who were either patients or former patients of the local children’s hospitals. Two of them would be speaking, and the other two performing. Brando, Zed’s father, was at their table as well, talking with one of the children and looking exactly how Zed would in twenty-five years but for their difference in eye color. Teo sat to his left, chatting and smiling at another child ambassador while shifting in his seat and tugging at the collar of his tux. But for his diminutive friend, Teo was undoubtedly wishing for a gym or his pile of medical textbooks rather than all the pomp and circumstance. Presumably Gianno was home with Jamie, since he neither liked busy environments nor minded watching Jamie whenever he could.

      Our table consisted of my parents and Gina, along with Grace and James Patterson, friends of Mum and Dad. I’d told them about the foundation, since their grandson was deaf, and they’d mentioned they’d welcome supporting any initiatives relating to accessibility and normalization of disabilities. We also had a chair for Kai if and when he decided to grace us with his appearance.

      “How are things at Farthington?” James asked.

      “Dad’s the man to ask,” I said. “I took a month away for health reasons. But last I heard, we ended the year brilliantly.”

      Dad nodded. “That we did. Lucas set us up well. And he’s picking up after the new year.”

      “God willing. It’ll be in much thanks to Gina over here.” I nodded toward where she sat timidly next to Mum. “She keeps me in order and makes the whole place run smoothly.”

      Gina blushed furiously. “Hardly,” she mumbled.

      “No, dearie.” Mum smiled, patting her arm. “You should take the praise when it’s heaped on you. These Edwards men, it’s like feast or famine—you’re their goddess or their gremlin, depending on the day, so soak it up while you can.”

      My stomach sank when she said that. I knew I could be tetchy and a bit difficult. But was that what Elodie thought of me for leaving her briefly to sort out blind life? Was Elodie here? If she was, I had yet to see her, and the anticipation was driving me mad. I should have manned up and called her after Zed left, but I’d been thrust into readying for the night unprepared, cobbling together what I wanted to say, scrounging for a tux. Beyond that, I was struggling with what I’d say to her, how I’d put the grim reality of the future to her, and pray she’d want me anyway.

      Besides, there was a chance she wouldn’t come—that she’d be so exhausted from work she’d not make an appearance. I’d get this over with, gather myself tomorrow, then throw myself at her feet and hope against hope Elodie still loved me despite what lay ahead and how I’d acted leading up to this.

      Keep telling yourself that, you tosser.

      I rubbed my forehead and wished I’d refilled that drink after all.

      Regina swallowed nervously, fiddling with her necklace. “It doesn’t bother me—I know Mr. Edwards knows everybody inside out at Farthington. Even on his surly days, he cares about all of us.”

      “Careful, Gina,” I hedged, standing up. I needed a breather. “You’re going to make me sound affable. Wouldn’t want to ruin my reputation!”

      I left their dying laughs, walking backward out of habit as Dad hollered some joke at my expense. When I realized the foolishness of what I was doing, I turned, narrowly avoiding crashing into Kai.

      “Wotcher.” Kai grinned. He faked a jab, making me startle, the idiot.

      “Christ, Kai, I’m half-blind, remember?”

      “Sorry, Luc,” he said morosely. “I completely forgot. That’s terrible, isn’t it? I’m an arse.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’d rather you forgot than thought of it constantly.”

      He smiled with relief and took a sip from his old fashioned, which was in one hand, mobile in the other. I frowned at him. “Why’s your mobile out? You’re at a function, surely work can wait a few hours.”

      He leaned to pocket it. “Was just about to. I was on call, only got off now—that’s why I’m late.”

      “Never heard that excuse before. You see our table, I assume.” I clapped his back and made to move past him, but he stopped me, hand on my shoulder.

      “Hang on, who’s that?”

      I glanced over my shoulder and followed his line of sight. “Who, Gina?” I scrunched my nose.

      “The fiery-haired pixie with the tiny waist and the brightest smile I’ve ever seen?” Kai swallowed loudly, pulling at his bow tie.

      I frowned. “I would have said my timid, undernourished, albeit kind and well-meaning ginger secretary with a propensity for blushing that rivals a private academy virgin.”

      “That could be an uncharitable description, I suppose,” he whispered, eyes fixed on her.

      I shrugged. “I care for her dearly. She’s a good person who’s been through some horrible shite. I just personally don’t see the…physical appeal. She’s also young, so there’s that.”

      He smirked. “No bother to me. I’m not old like you, Luc. And I’d rather my brother didn’t find the woman I’m eyeing up attractive.” Kai glanced over to me as my words processed, looking worried. “Wait, what did you say? Something happened to her?”

      I shook my head. “Not for me to say the details. Essentially she was in a bad spot with her now ex-husband. Abuse, alcohol, you know—”

      “What?” he growled.

      “Steady, mate. You haven’t even met her, and you look like you could murder something.”

      “Men who do that should be offed,” he muttered hotly.

      “Right,” I said, stunned by his intensity. Kai was easygoing, the happy do-gooder. Overbearing toxic male was my wheelhouse. “Well, um, go for it, just don’t say anything asinine or slip your hand up her dress, because I’ll be buggered if she quits on me.”

      Kai smiled faintly, patting my face, which I shoved off. My brother dealt with, I turned my attention to my feet as I focused on making it to the perimeter of the room as directly as possible, rather than weaving through the tables all the way to the loo. Once there I bumped right into Nairne in the side vestibule where the loos were, looking panicked.

      “All right?” I stopped, frowning at her. “You look like someone just told you the referendum bill on Scottish independence got the boot.”

      Nairne rolled her eyes. “The bill on the independence referendum did just get the boot.”

      “Settle, then, I was only trying to make you laugh.” I turned to face her fully. “Anything I can do?”

      She did laugh then, but it was tinged with anxiety. “No, nothing.” She was acting odd, meaning quite likely it had something to do with Elodie. My heart leaped into my throat.

      “Is she here?” I asked quietly.

      Nairne suddenly set her hand on her stomach. “Oof, too much pasta before we came. Need the lavvy. Excuse me, Lucas.”

      I sighed. That meant yes.

      Nairne paused outside the door and glanced over her shoulder at me. “Were you on your way for a refill?”

      “No. And what’s that to do with anything?”

      Nairne smiled tightly. “Just to be on the safe side, I’d indulge. Get yourself a fresh g-and-t and park your arse before dinner’s served.”

      “Why?”

      She winked and shoved open the lavatory door. “Nature calls. Laters.”

      Nairne was up to something, and now that I thought about it, Zed coming to me at the eleventh hour, all but begging I come to the gala…those two troublemakers had to be making mischief. So against the better interest of my coordination, I got another gin and tonic, this time how Elodie liked it—extra gin, a mere splash of tonic, and three wedges of lime.

      As I dropped into my seat, I caught Zed’s eye and gave him an almighty scowl. Doing a double take, his eyes widened, but then he winked and turned around. I had half a mind to sneak a shot of whiskey—which he hated—in his wine when he wasn’t looking, but before I could pursue it further, a murmur of voices commenced, and I turned to see the source of their interest.

      And then my heart broke freshly open, as none other than Elodie Bertrand sat gracefully down at the Steinway on the center platform, adjusted the microphone, and upended my world again.

      She looked different, and yet, like a flower bloomed fully, I recognized the bud of her beauty. Her long silk gown draped over her body, revealing a somewhat less curvaceous frame. Maybe she really was sick, as I’d worried. No matter that she wasn’t as luscious as I was accustomed to, the gown’s cream color jumped against her forever golden skin. Her hair was braided and pinned back magnificently, all bleached streaks and chestnut curls entwined together like spun gold and bronze.

      She was an absolute goddess.

      Her fingers moved easily over the keys, and I was hurtled back to the night this all began, when she coaxed my heart to hope, to give us a chance. Christ, she’d been so brave, so loving and patient with me. Insistent and proud of what she believed I’d be able to do, the life we would have. And all I’d done was slowly slip deeper and deeper into despair. How could she ever forgive me? How could I earn her trust and hope again?

      If I managed to fix this with her, there’d be music every day. When I was blinder than blind, I would sit and play with her. I would live and have joy with her. I would love her well. God, what I would give for it.

      Elodie’s voice flowed through the microphone, soft and warm like a hot toddy and a crackling fire. Chills raced up my spine, making the hairs on my arms and neck stand up. I had to swallow the irrepressible urge to go right up there and slip my hands along the edge of her golden shoulder, grasp that vibrating throat and feel its resonance.

      People gasped as they heard her singing. Her eyes were pinned shut, flickering open only once or twice as she glanced at the keys. It was effortlessly beautiful, the sound of wind rushing through trees, the warmth of sunshine on my face—pure and lovely.

      She finished on a quiet, haunting note, and before people could even begin clapping, she riffed right into a new song. The gesture pointedly clarified that this wasn’t a performance, but an ambience, a feeling and experience for everyone to bask in as they dined and settled in for the evening.

      A hand touched me, and I startled. When I turned, I saw it was Mum, her eyes glistening with tears. “Luc,” she whispered. “Have you ever heard something so beautiful?”

      I shook my head. What could I say? My eyes went back to Elodie as she sat on that bench, playing from her heart. We watched her, and as her hands danced over the keys, light caught her ring. She still wore it.

      ’Course she’s still wearing it. She loves you. You’re the one who left her.

      Yes, to become someone who deserved the gift that she was.

      Food was served, and people gradually began to turn toward their food, but as I glanced around the room, as far as my depth of sight allowed me, I saw person after person riveted, beaming and moved by her ability to paint emotion, infuse sentiment into each strike on a key, the duration of her pitch.

      Hardly hungry, I leaned back in my seat, ignoring my food and letting my eyes drift shut as her voice and hands revealed the heart of every song. Prominent in some numbers, subtler in others, themes of hope, tenacity, the power of an identity rooted in optimism, regardless the circumstances, colored every piece. After a solid hour of playing and singing, sometimes weaving in improvised ties to Debussy and Chopin, she started an upbeat number.

      Regina laughed as she smiled. “Oh, I love this song. She makes it sound happier, though.”

      Kai turned toward her. “Why do you like it?” He watched her cautiously, trying to mask his interest and not come on too strong. Regina would have to be daft not to recognize he obviously had eyes for her, though.

      True to form, she blushed furiously. “Erm, well, I was a bit of a late bloomer, and I was rather insecure. It made me feel like I should like myself for who I was, have friends who liked me for me rather than who some might want me to be.”

      I turned my gaze back to Elodie, keeping a half ear on Kai and Gina’s conversation.

      “Late bloomer? This song’s what maybe four, five years old?” Kai said.

      “Closet Aguilera fan, Mr. Edwards?” she asked.

      She didn’t sound like that when she called me Mr. Edwards, I could tell you that.

      I caught Kai shrugging as he rubbed his neck. His tell for embarrassment. “I dunno, it was just a really big song. But, hold that, late bloomer. How old were you when it came out?” He picked up his old fashioned, taking a measured sip.

      She smiled coyly. “Seventeen.”

      Kai sputtered on his drink. “You’re only twenty-two?”

      Gina just smiled again. “Yes, but it’s not polite to ask a lady her age, Mr. Edwards—”

      “Kai, please,” he choked. “God, you make me feel like a skeevy plonker, calling me that and you being twenty-two.”

      “What’s the matter?” she asked. “I can’t see you being much older.”

      “He is.” I leaned in, smiling cheerily. “He was thirty this August.”

      Gina’s eyes widened before she turned back to Kai, who glared daggers at me. “Really?” she said. “You don’t look old.”

      I laughed, fixing my attention on Elodie, who was demolishing the verse, her voice sparkling and husky as she sang her vendetta against me. That might sound egotistical, but the words spoke for themselves.

      To all your friends you're delirious, so consumed in all your doom, trying hard to fill the emptiness.

      Her voice throbbed with heartache and hurt, her face forlorn as she sang every word from memory. God, she was going to undo me. What was I saying? She already had. Long, long ago. And from the way she sang, poured her pain into the words and music, I’d say I’d undone her too. But what of the future? The answer to that was unknown, and I was terrified.

      By the end, she was bringing down the fucking house, with nearly everyone singing with her. When she ended, she stood, blowing a single two-handed kiss to us all, smiling wide as her eyes shone, before she stepped off the stage. Seeing her face full on nearly gave me a coronary—those deep dimples, those lips that I’d dreamed of innumerably. But her sapphire eyes glittered not just under the spotlights. Tears filled them. My dear, tenderhearted Elodie.

      She was so changed, yet so steadfastly herself—firmly planted in the earth while possessed of an aura that catapulted her into the ethereal. She shimmered in the light, her dress catching it in ripples and waves as she walked off, tiny white stones in her hair and ears sparkling like stars, and I had to find her, now.

      Wishing I were possessed of more grace, I couldn’t rush, desperate as I was, so I stood carefully, pushing back my chair and scooting around it. Zed stepped up to the podium to continue the evening. Dimly, I knew I’d need to speak soon, but Elodie was my focus.

      She moved quickly, slipping to the wings of the room before I could reach her. My eyes tracked her movement as well as they could, struggling to locate her in the shadows. Had she gone there to hide, knowing I wouldn’t be able to find her? That hurt to think, but it wasn’t like I deserved any special treatment, not that she’d ever let me off easy.

      My eyes scanned the hallway, and I caught Elodie finally stepping from the shadows, looking cautiously about before cutting across the room quickly toward the ladies’ room. She was hiding, and it was time for all this nonsense to come to an end.
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      How I managed not to vomit during my set, with both early pregnancy and anxiety working against me, was nothing short of miraculous. After vomiting for what felt like an hour, I wound my way to the bar, desperate for a large glass of soda water with lemon. Since gin and tonics were off the table, this was close enough. It reminded me of summer nights on our little patio behind the house, Lucas pointing out his trivial knowledge about constellations and mythology. He would make the voices of the different gods and creatures, make me laugh so hard I snorted gin and tonic out my nose. Those moments were three lifetimes ago, and yet they were fresh and present in my heart. Lucas had left me at his demand, but never, ever, had he left my heart.

      Not your typical drink, cocotte.

      I whipped around, hearing my mother’s voice.

      I saw nothing. God, was I hallucinating? I picked up the drink, my hands shaking. I had adrenaline from performing, and my blood sugar had to be pretty low from how much vomiting I was doing. Could that really make me hear my mother in my head?

      I could hear her whispering into my ear. You should really close your mouth, Elo, you look like you’ve met a ghost. I sat on a stool and downed half of my soda water. A mouth open that wide gives a man ideas.

      I sat back and took a deep breath.

      Why are you here? To be humiliated once again? How could he want you?

      God, that woman had a deep hold in my psyche. Why were my darkest doubts, my most secret pain, fodder for her, even as she existed outside my daily life?

      “Shut up,” I muttered into my drink. “Because of you, my heart had no idea of what it is to be truly loved.”

      And you know now, do you?

      I shut my eyes as a tear slipped down my cheek. “Yes,” I whispered. “It changed my life.”

      The scent of herbs and cypress, the heat of a long graceful body, consumed my senses and my eyes snapped open.

      “Muttering to yourself alone at the bar is not a good indication of mental health, pet.”

      Lucas was devastating. Tall, lean, dashing. Sandy blond hair swept back, a black tux cut sharply along his powerful, elegant body. His silvery eyes crinkled, and it accentuated every handsome feature of his face. I swallowed a sob as he stepped closer and lifted one elegant finger at the bartender, gaze never breaking from me.

      “That’s my purview, darling. Dubious mental wellness, that is.”

      My breath quickened as my gaze held his. His hand took mine, and our palms pressed together, hot and perfect.

      “How are you, my darling?” I bit my lip hard and blinked tears. His features pinched in anxiety. “Elodie? Can I hold you?”

      I pressed a hand to my mouth to stifle my sob and nodded furiously.

      “Thank God,” he muttered.

      I was pulled into Lucas’s powerful arms, my own wrapping fiercely inside his jacket. The shock of touching, smelling, feeling him, was nearly too much for me. I hid inside the shadow of his body, basked in the woodsy scent of him. Lucas swayed me in his arms as I fell apart.

      “Loulou, get us out of here,” I whispered against his chest. He bent his head, putting his lips close to my ear.

      “What’s that, dearest?” His voice was low and warm, startlingly familiar.

      I choked on my tears and tried to breathe steadily, but it ended with me hiccupping furiously and trying unsuccessfully to stymie my tears.

      “Please don’t cry anymore, Elodie, I can’t take it. I’ve made you cry enough for a lifetime. Two lifetimes.”

      I sniffled, squeezing him harder. “I said, get us out of here, please? I don’t want to make a scene.”

      He laughed quietly, his fingers smoothing back the loose curls stuck to my tear-stained cheeks. “I rather think I beat you to it. I may have rushed the last bit of my speech, then trampled an innocent bystander or two to get to you once I finally saw you leave the loo.”

      “I missed your speech,” I croaked. Now I was crying harder.

      “It was unremarkable. And Mum videoed the whole thing so you can watch and laugh at me later. Now don’t go full hysterics, please, love. I’ll have the car pulled round.”

      “No.” I tugged him close. “Don’t leave me.”

      He cupped my cheek, his thumb gentling my skin. “Come with me, then.”
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      Lucas stepped out of the backseat of the car, snapped a white meterstick till it crisply unfolded into a long cane, and swept it efficiently as he rounded the boot to open my door.

      “He did it,” I whispered to myself. “Oh, Lucas, you did it.” Tears rolled down my cheeks.

      The door opened, and he leaned down, smiling in my general direction. “Madame.”

      A canopy of winter constellations glittered overhead, and the low full moon smiled down on us as Lucas led me up our walkway, the balled tip popping against the pavers. He handily lifted it and stepped flawlessly up the stoop at the door. I caught the faintest smirk as he turned and oriented himself toward the lock, then folded and pocketed his long cane. Pulling out his key, he ran it between his fingers, felt the lock to slide it in, and opened up. I stepped inside, following him, and peering around. Even I couldn’t see.

      “Lucas, it’s so dark…”

      He turned toward me, shrugging off his jacket and tossing his keys on the entranceway table, perfectly accurate.

      “Yes, it is. It’s nighttime after all.”

      He smiled, stepping toward me until we were toe to toe. I held my breath, wondering if he was going to kiss me, pull me against him, but he simply leaned, making me weak-kneed as I felt his heat and smelled his intoxicating scent. Lifting his arm over my shoulder, he pressed the door shut and removed his warmth.

      How had he known the door was open still?

      “It was drafty. I could feel the night air.”

      “Bloody mind-reader,” I grumbled.

      He turned, strolling into the living room cane-less, circling the side table and end of the sofa before heading straight to the bar. Thank God I’d gotten the hang of not leaving things strewn about. The house was impeccably neat, every piece of furniture as he’d left it. He trusted I’d keep it that way.

      Slowly I returned to toeing off my shoes, then made straight for the sofa. I closed my eyes as I sank onto the leather cushions and sighed with exhaustion. I had nothing in my stomach but seltzer, so thankfully my nausea was at bay for the time being.

      I listened to clinking ice in glasses, the soft hiss of released carbonation followed by a glug of liquid flowing, and the slide of citrus peel along the rim. I sighed in relief. Lucas was home.

      Suddenly a tumbler was placed in my hand. I sat up and felt nerves tighten my stomach. I couldn’t drink this, but I also couldn’t explain why. I wanted to tell him about the baby, I was near bursting with it, but I needed to know he wanted me, not because I was again pregnant with his child, but because he believed in a world we could share together.

      “Not in the mood?” he asked.

      I shook my head. “I’m a little too tired, I think. A drink will put me to sleep. I’m sorry to waste it.”

      He swirled his tumbler and the ice cubes knocked against the glass. “It’s okay. Here”—he took it, set it on the side table—“I’ll have it later, maybe. How about a cup of tea for now?”

      I nodded.

      Lucas banged around in the kitchen, with all the lights on, and some minutes later, came back, giant stadium coats in arms and a steaming mug of tea. He strode toward the French doors, and as he unlocked them, he then glanced over his shoulder. “Let’s go outside.”

      Icy winter air whispered past him, his woodsy scent mingling with the fragrance from outdoors. I remembered the flowers and herbs we’d planted in the garden beyond, how he’d taken me in a bed of lavender, and I’d spent days finding those aromatic leaves stuck in my hair.

      Lucas came back inside and riffled through the closet, pulling out the lawn chairs he’d folded and put away the day he left.

      He squinted in from the patio as he opened the chair. “Well, are you coming?”

      I stood from the sofa, then froze. Beyond that threshold was my future. What if he broke my heart? Nairne’s words echoed in my head and made me smile.

      Hufflepuff or not, you are courageous.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      I followed him out, slipping into the massive jacket he held for me while shivering. Lucas disappeared inside one last time and came out with a wool throw from the sofa.

      “Here, Elodie.”

      I took it from him and fought tears. I’d been alone for weeks, run-down and spent. And now he was back, fussing over me once more, ensuring I lacked for nothing. Still, I didn’t know if that was for one last time tonight, or forever.

      “Thank you, Lucas.”

      He dropped onto the chaise. “Come here.”

      I climbed on, nestled between his legs and set my head against his shoulder. Gin and tonic propped on his knee, he stared up at the sky. Could he see the stars? Perhaps only in memory. Night had forced the reality of blindness on Lucas for years now, as shadows swallowed moonbeams and flattened his world to a curtain of indecipherable dark.

      “Orion.” He gestured with his glass in the general direction of a messy collection of stars. They were unrecognizable to me, because I’d only seen summer and fall’s constellations during our countless nights of stargazing. He’d dragged me out after dinner and set me between his legs on the chaise. My back to his front, the heat and desire of his body evident behind me, as he made me wait hours for him, and tortured me with esoteric myths, comical renderings of their stories.

      “Orion the Hunter?” I asked. “What’s his story?”

      Lucas smiled. “Well, as Hesiod tells it, Orion was a bit of a wanker. The son of Poseidon, god of the sea, Orion could even walk on water, so you can only imagine how highly he thought of himself. Arrogant, proud, the man loved being the apex predator—indiscriminately slaying animals and running the place under his tyranny. Well, one time he took things too far. Orion got gazeboed, did a horrible thing and drunkenly raped a woman, for which the woman’s father blinded him…”

      I stiffened. Lucas squeezed me inside his grasp and kissed my cheek, whispering against my skin, “The sun god, Helios, healed him. A true mercy bestowed upon Orion, but alas, he did not learn. Once again, he got a bit too comfortable on top of the food chain. Threatened to kill every beast on earth. Well, Mother Nature had quite enough of this talk of carnage and Orion’s haughty demeanor, so she sent a giant scorpion to do her bidding and kill him.”

      “No,” I whispered.

      He sat back. “Yes. It’s all rather sad. But it’s a good lesson about what an unrepentant life gets you. If you don’t change, you stagnate, and that only leads to one thing. Death. But to me, the story has a happy ending, for Zeus memorialized Orion, placing him among the stars with his companion, the dog Sirius. And so forever now, Orion is content to watch the earth unmarred by his violence, at peace with his canine companion as they illuminate the night. In his way, Orion is redeemed.”

      I understood what he was trying to say. How Lucas saw himself in Orion’s pitfalls and vindication. Lucas was telling me he knew this hadn’t been easy—there’d been hurts and failings, but there was also hope and healing to be found.

      I stared at the stars, then at Lucas. Saw the moonlight illuminate the sharp angle of cheekbones and jaw. The way it glanced off the flop of his hair that I loved to slide my fingers through. Despite how hard it was for him, Lucas had always tried to find ways to talk the deeper things—sticky stuff—as he called them. That’s why night after night he’d pulled me outside and into his embrace. He’d been showing me his heart in a way that he could. He was trying even harder now.

      Gratitude swelled inside me. In his arms, I’d discovered a reverence for the massive night sky. I’d fallen in love with Lucas, the beauty of his mind and heart.

      “What’s your favorite constellation, Loulou?”

      He pressed a kiss to my hair and sighed. “Virgo. Who comes in springtime. Just like you did for me.”

      I craned my head to look up at him. “Tell me?”

      He smiled gently and glanced up at the sky. “Virgo is often said to represent Persephone. Daughter of Demeter, goddess of the harvest, Persephone, or as the Romans called her, Proserpine—which I always thought made her sound like…?” He loved to quiz me on odd English words.

      “Oh, oh! That spiky animal…a porcupine!”

      He grinned. “Well done. So I’ve always favored the Greek version of her name, as well as the myth. It goes that long ago, eternal spring graced the earth, until the greedy god of the underworld, Hades, stole Persephone for himself and dragged her to his kingdom.”

      Lucas took a sip of his drink and set it back on his knee. “Demeter was beside herself, grieving her lost child, and in her despair neglected her fecund duties to the earth, cursing it with London weather.”

      I snorted. “What? Six months of frigid temperatures coupled with sunless skies and rain, followed by—”

      “One hundred point five days of sweltering heat with not a breeze in sight.” He smiled and tipped his face my way. “Exactly so.”

      I smiled as our eyes met, and the air between us crackled.

      Lucas swallowed and returned his gaze to the night sky. “Well, as you can imagine, the human race put up quite a stink over this year-round London weather and the distinct lack of fresh produce—”

      “None of them were English, then. I’ve yet to meet an Englishman who gives a rat’s arse about fresh produce,” I said.

      “We like our veg just fine, thank you very much. We just so happen to prefer it baked in sheets of buttery dough. Which along with rampant repressive tendencies, of course, explains the epidemic of heart issues in our country, but that’s for another day.”

      I smiled and nestled deeper into his arms.

      “So Zeus took pity and intervened. King of the gods—the older brother, mind you.”

      I rolled my eyes. Lucas was the eldest of his siblings, and the amount of rank he pulled over Kai and Sarah was comical.

      “Zeus knocked on Hades’s door and demanded the pervy sod release innocent Persephone to the world of the living. Zeus warned Persephone that she must eat nothing until she returned to the land made fruitful by her mother, but Hades gave the girl a pomegranate, knowing she would thirst and hunger on her journey home.”

      “What? Why?” I sat up, engrossed in the story.

      Lucas’s fingers ghosted along my neck, across my sternum, down my arm. His hand grasped around my thinner wrist. He frowned as his fingers connected around the circumference of it.

      “Because every day she spent captive in the underworld, Persephone starved and wasted away in grief. So she sucked on a single seed, and in eating the fruit of Hades, bound herself to him for a quarter of the year.”

      He released my arm and brought his hand to his hair, where it tugged and pulled the errant strands. “And so now, humankind must endure three months of winter, of frozen earth and icy air, as Demeter grieves her daughter’s return to the underworld.”

      He glanced over to me. “Thus Virgo drifts toward the horizon in autumn and disappears from ours through winter.” His eyes turned toward the sparkling stars above. “Until she rises again to the sky in spring.”

      I stared at the dome of crystalline lights above us and sighed. “What’s it mean, Loulou?”

      He took a long drink from his glass, then set it on his propped-up knee. “I think…I think it means that none of us are immune from suffering. That innocence is a false construct, predicated on an expectation that bad things don’t happen to good people.”

      I blinked at the stars and wiped away my tears.

      “Which is rubbish,” he muttered. “We all suffer. We all grow weary and weak. We’re fallible,” he whispered, glancing down at me. “But as we stumble and err while we walk the road to our dark end, we discover within ourselves the light that illuminates our way.”

      He sat forward abruptly, dropping his long legs on the pavers, and turned me toward him. “It’s a journey of self-discovery, that not a single other soul can walk.”

      I palmed my tears away as I met his eyes and barely managed to whisper, “I know.”

      “I frightened you with my denial, my negligence of my safety and our future.”

      I nodded furiously, and he laughed softly as he stared down at the ground. His hands threaded my hair and turned me toward him. Snow began to drift as the night air swept through empty branches and evergreens.

      Lucas and I shivered as he drew me closer. “Elodie, what I’ve done…it was so I could know myself once again as a capable and autonomous man, your lover and protector, provider and partner to you, even though there’s a part of me that makes us unequal in the eyes of the world.”

      “Fuck the world.”

      “Yes, well, good on you for knowing that so robustly. But, I needed time. And I’ve used it, I swear to you I have, Elodie. I need you to know though, what it’s going to be like—”

      My hand silenced his mouth. “Don’t,” I whispered. “Don’t you dare give me some bloody itemized list so I can weigh and measure whether you’re worth it—I know right now, Lucas. You were always worth it. You always will be. I will always love you, and a life with you is the only life I want, no matter what awaits.”

      He exhaled raggedly, covering his face and I wrapped my arms around him. “There is nothing conditional about our love, Loulou, and you know it.”

      He nodded. “Yes,” he said hoarsely, “but to hear you say it. To feel like I actually believe you…”

      I kissed his cheek, cupped it tenderly. “It took you long enough.”

      He laughed and wiped his eyes, but then his face sobered. “I know I’ve given you lots to be wary of, Elodie, but I promise you, you’ll see, in my daily actions, that I believe in myself, in us, as I haven’t since…since I knew I would lose my sight.”

      I stared at him, holding my breath, heart thundering in my chest. Tears ran down my face and Lucas thumbed them away, his features twisted with remorse.

      “I’ve done my due diligence,” he said. “God, I hate using financial terms, but you know what I mean. I’ve done risk sensitivities and forecasted the hell out of it. And I know now, without a shred of doubt, that I can and will take this on boldly and healthily, because I cannot live without you, Elodie…” he choked.

      “Lucas—”

      “I will do whatever is required of me to remain a man that I believe you deserve—one who takes on his hardships with courage and honesty, with a fair examination of his limitations and needs.”

      Sobs left me, pent up from weeks of wanting him, months aching to hear these very words.

      “I’m going to fuck it up sometimes, darling.” He leaned in, peering at me closely, even as his sight frustrated him. “And you’ve got to let me. I don’t mean my old avoidance and you giving me leeway—I’m talking working my arse off at my independence and new skills, and you letting me struggle as I gain competence. You’ve got to let me be a man who cocks it up and makes it right on my own, understood?”

      “Yes, Lucas, I promise. I don’t want you to be perfect. It’s probably demented, but I love your stubborn ways, that persistence and pride.” I scooched closer to him, taking his face in hand. “Because it’s part of you. And I love every part of you.”

      “Still?” he whispered, his mouth parting softly. All I wanted was to kiss him.

      “Yes,” I whispered as tears poured freely, “still.”

      “Come here.” He tugged he into his lap, and I sank against his chest like he was a long-awaited warm bath. He pressed his lips to my cheeks and rubbed the tension from my shoulders. “Tell me everything.”

      We spent an hour on that chaise, frigid yet happy, while we talked, curled up close like we used to. Lucas’s long legs bracketed me against the night wind as he pulled the blanket tight around us.

      I hid inside it, and Lucas helped me free the myriad sparkling stones from my hair, then undo my braid. I glanced up at him watching the heavens, his head fallen back on the chaise, and marveled at my Adonis. Such a beautiful profile—errant dark blond hair dropped on his brow, a fan of lashes, long straight nose and smooth lips. Barely dimpled chin, round Adam’s apple jutting from the column of his throat as he swallowed and met my eyes.

      I’d told him about my weeks alone to my thoughts, in which I took care of only myself, worked long, slept hard, and did little else. How I’d settled in the knowledge that this was where I belonged. That this was my home. How I’d spent dinners with his parents, nights with Gina. How I’d realized that Lucas and I had already built a world together that was both ours and individual.

      Lucas told me how he’d began to understand how he could do it all and learn in darkness without fearing it. Described his formidable O and M instructor, who I demanded to meet, because no one other than me had ever handled Lucas Edwards how she’d managed to. He told me how she taught him to trust and seek his other senses, to think of them as his new sight. His hands drifted up my arms, slid across my chest, and traced the neckline of my gown. Then he told me how he was seeing me now.

      “Lucas,” I whispered.

      His hand cupped my breast, then his fingers traced featherlight over my nipple. My thighs pulled together involuntarily, and I arched into his touch.

      He smiled against my neck and kissed it. “Yes.”

      “Are we…do you…”

      He chuckled. “You’re having a bit of a hard time stringing a sentence together, darling, should I stop?”

      My hand flew up and cupped his neck, holding him in place. “Please don’t stop, Loulou.”

      His tongue swirled warm against my skin, kiss after kiss scattered across my chest and neck. My body sang for him, ached for more of his touch. I’d missed him so much.

      “Then, what did you want to ask me?” he whispered. “Can it wait?”

      I shook my head. “No, I…I wanted to know, are we still—”

      “Together?” He stopped kissing me and straightened. “Engaged? Full steam ahead on the marriage train?”

      I nodded.

      Then finally, passionately, he kissed me on the lips. “Abso-bloody-lutely.”

      A cry of relief hurtled up my throat. Lucas kissed me once more, then sat back. “Sweetheart?”

      I was shaking, relief cresting inside me like a double wave. “I wasn’t sure. I was frightened you were going to break it off.”

      A growl left Lucas as he hauled me against him. “Now listen here, Bertrand, and I’m only calling you that because it’s not going to be your name much longer.” He tipped my chin so our eyes met, even in darkness where it was so difficult for him to find me. “You are mine. And I am yours. There’s nothing more to it than that. For as long as I live, our lives are by each other’s side…” He sighed and blinked away tears. “On a road that will be shadowy and difficult, and yet illuminated by love. By your love, my Elodie.”

      Another kiss that became potent pulled us taut together. My fingers clawed his hair, his hands sinking into my jacket and yanking me against him. He stood and swept me up, then looked into my eyes. “When we get inside, I’m not going to talk about anything except your body and how much I love you for about three hours, so speak now or forever hold your peace.”

      I gaped at him. There wasn’t really a flashy way to tell him. I didn’t have a scan printout or a nappy or tiny clothes to cue him. I just had me—a bit gaunt and tired, and not too far from another round of vomiting.

      “Well, I might need a little time first before we fall into each other’s arms.”

      He scrunched his nose. “Whatever for?”

      “Loulou, I’m…I’m pregnant.” I felt my own wide grin brightening my face.

      He stared at me, stunned, until slowly his face transformed into absolute joy. “Elodie!” His voice cracked with emotion as he held me tight and kissed me deeply. When he pulled away, he was grinning even wider. “We’re going to have a baby, darling!”

      “Yes, we are.” My stomach churned, and suddenly I knew time was not on my side. “But first, I need to vomit.”
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      Six months later

      “Lucas?” I called from the sofa. I wiggled my feet, trying to shake out my restless legs, another uncomfortable side effect of advanced pregnancy.

      Lucas walked quickly into the room, face etched in concern. “You all right, love?”

      I patted the spot on the sofa next to me. “Yes, I’m fine, I just need those big arms wrapped around me for a little while.”

      Lucas dropped down gently next to me, barely able to lie on his side because my big belly and I took up so much room. Planting a soft kiss on my head, he pulled me tight inside his arms, one hand rubbing gently over my swollen stomach. I smiled up at him and gave him a gentle kiss.

      “You’ve been so busy,” I said. “I’ve felt neglected.”

      Lucas grinned down at me, kissing the tip of my nose. “I was making you those ginger scones you like, and some tea. I like taking care of you while you deal with the little tyrant.”

      Rolling my eyes, I fought a smile. “Lucas, the baby’s not a tyrant. He or she is just doing what they’re supposed to.”

      He frowned, hugging me close to him. “I dunno, I’ll prefer it when they’re on this side of you. You’re too fragile still, so tired and not round-arsed enough. You’ve barely been able to keep your nutrition this whole while.” He sighed, pressing another kiss into my hair. “Not again. I won’t have you go through this again.”

      I shrugged. “I think we should keep that conversation for another day. Besides, we still have weeks left, and I just want to enjoy them as much as I can, get things ready—”

      Laughing, Lucas shook his head. “Everything’s been ready for weeks now, darling, and you know it.”

      “I know.” I nestled against him and sighed happily. “But I just want to be prepared. It feels nice to have everything in order.”

      “Says the reformed slob,” he muttered, trying to dodge me as I whacked him on the arm. “You’re going to be a brilliant mum, Elodie, slob or no, you know that, right?” Lucas whispered against my ear, kissing my neck.

      I grinned as I reached back to slide my fingers through his soft hair. “Thank you, Lucas. You’ll be the best papa—doting and funny and protective and demanding.”

      “Demanding?” He poked me gently, sounding indignant. “What’s that mean?”

      “You know.” I waved my hand around. “As in you will expect things of your child—goodness, intelligence, and hard work. Like your parents did you and your siblings. Oh, your parents are so wonderful. I’m glad we live near them.”

      “Yes, well”—Lucas cleared his throat—“you might revise that statement once the baby’s here and Mum’s beating down your door each day demanding time with her grandchild.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think I’ll mind it one bit, Lucas—it’s not like I have any relationship with Maman anymore. Charli’s my mother now.”

      A heavy silence fell around us, and I could tell Lucas was preoccupied by how his body tensed, the sound of his teeth grinding. Papa had shown up a few months ago at Farthington. He’d disinvested himself of Bertrand, and hadn’t wanted to come to me until he could tell me in all honesty that he was free of Maman and her world. It would be a lie to say I didn’t ache for reconciliation with my mother—but the truth was it was on her to begin that process.

      For now, Papa and I spoke periodically on the phone, and he’d paid a few visits here and got to know Lucas. Loulou was a little quiet when Papa was around, I think because of how protective he felt for me, but when he let his guard down, the two of them, and often I, too, had spent many spring nights talking animatedly about everything from economic policy to footie.

      Lucas was frowning as I resurfaced from my thoughts.

      “Loulou? What is it?”

      Lucas smiled distractedly at me. “I was just…thinking something through.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “Well, what is it? Tell me.”

      Turning toward him tweaked something in my hip, and I groaned when the pain hit. Lucas’s hand moved swiftly to the familiar point of discomfort.

      “Poor darling,” he muttered, pressing the heel of his hand right into my hip and backside, making me moan with relief. He planted a gentle kiss on my cheek.

      “Distract me,” I said wearily. “Tell me what you were thinking.”

      He sighed and laid his cheek on the top of my head. “I was just thinking I want us to be married before the baby comes. I bet it sounds absurd, but it’s just that I hadn’t let myself think much about it because you’ve been so tired and sick, and I know you’re not up for a big wedding, but now, the baby will be here soon, and I really want us to all be a family, legally.”

      Peering over my shoulder at him, I smiled. “That’s not absurd, Lucas. Those are your feelings.”

      “Well, my feelings are simply that. They’re silly. It’s not practical—”

      “They’re not silly,” I said emphatically. “They’re important. Your feelings matter.” I sighed as I shifted again and got moderately comfortable. “I do wish it could have been different, that we could have done an obscenely fun, proper wedding, but you’re right that it’s just not been possible with this pregnancy.”

      I glanced down at my round belly, and felt the baby shift. Lucas’s arms threaded tighter around me, and he squeezed gently. “You’ve been so bloody brave Elodie. Months of being ill. IV fluids. Broth and biscuits. You just bore it all like a saint.”

      “It meant the baby was all right,” I whispered, interlacing my fingers with his. “I’d bear anything for them to be safe. It meant my body was doing what it needed to keep our baby alive and growing.”

      Lucas released one of my hands to smooth my hair, twirling a curl around his finger. “I know, sweetheart, but you just need to understand I’ve got a bit of a chip on my shoulder, all the trouble this one’s given you. They’d better come out downright heartbreakingly adorable and not give you a hint of issues on their way out.”

      I snorted, shaking my head. “You clearly aren’t familiar with the process of labor. It’s hellacious, Lucas. Nairne likes to recount Jamie’s birth whenever she’s got more than two whiskeys in her system, and I’m not going to lie, it sounds terrifying.”

      He laughed quietly. “Fair enough. But that’s what a spinal is for. We’ll get you good and numb and then voilà, pain-free birth.”

      I sighed happily. “That’s the plan.”

      Nuzzling my hair, he breathed deeply. “God, I will never get over how delicious you smell. Like flowers and sugar and something sinful. It’s absurdly addictive.” He smoothed my hair again, peering down at me. “You made me think of it, mentioning Nairne’s labor. Do you remember, spending the day with her while she labored in denial of being in labor?”

      “Oooh, you made those piña coladas!” I sighed and my face fell. “They were virgin, weren’t they?

      “Yes.” He bopped me softly on the nose. “And they’ll have to be for you this time too.”

      “Bugger, I miss alcohol,” I grumbled.

      “Soon enough, my love, you’ll be sitting on that back patio, enjoying the late summer air and a crisp g-and-t,” he whispered against my ear, nipping it softly with his teeth. “And then afterward, I’ll drag you upstairs and make love to you all night long. You’re delightfully noisy when you’ve had a few to drink, I live for it.”

      “Lucas, that is not true!” I scowled.

      “Oh, it’s absolutely true. You lose all inhibitions. You shove my face in your gorgeous cunt, and suck my cock like it’s your last meal.”

      “So I’m a little vocal. It’s healthy that I’m enjoying myself. But here you are making me feel self-conscious. I’m rather put out now, Loulou.”

      I felt his smile against my skin as he nuzzled me. “I love it, darling, it’s why I told you.”

      I turned slowly, so we faced each other, my belly pressing into his and making him smile as he glanced down, rubbing it tenderly. “About getting married soon?” I said.

      His eyes met mine.

      “I’d like that too,” I whispered.

      “Really?” Biting his lip, that forever rogue piece of hair flopping onto his forehead, he was dangerously handsome, so dear to me, and I was desperate for him to be my husband.

      “Really.” I smiled. “Let’s just have our family and a few close friends, and Nairne and Zed and Jamie. What about down at Sarah and Oliver’s? Right in that beautiful spot near the back of the house, overlooking the beach, a simple ceremony and brunch afterward?” I laughed quietly as Lucas’s face broke into a giddy grin. “I bet I could plan the whole thing from the sofa for as short as a week or two from now, as a matter of fact.”

      Lucas hugged me close, kissing me deeply. “Darling, that’s brilliant. I’ll ring Sar right now and put it to her.” He popped up, making his way toward the phone before backtracking, leaning over the sofa and kissing me soundly once again. “I can’t wait to marry you, Elodie Josephine Marie. I can’t bloody wait.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      To say Lucas’s family was supportive, caring, loving—everything you could ever hope to gain in a family of in-laws when you marry—would be a gross understatement. They’d made it all possible, putting up our friends and the two of us in their home for the night, setting up a long table full of linens and flowers and plates, beautiful mismatched glasses, and silverware. A makeshift canopy had been set up and chairs for us all.

      The morning of our little wedding dawned sunny and promising, a balmy and bright July day that whispered the promise of a hot summer. I woke early to a bed without Lucas, nervous and feeling a little different—expectant and grateful. In a long cotton dress I used as a morning gown and one of Lucas’s jumpers, I wandered barefoot through the garden that led from Sarah and Oliver’s home to the edge of their property, which overlooked a breathtaking seascape.

      The earth smelled loamy and clean, its scent reminding me of my friend, my perfect partner, that I’d marry today. The sea breeze snapped my dress against my legs, swaying through the plants and tall grasses, and the warm early sun kissed my face. Tilting my gaze up to the sky, I said a prayer of thanks and hope. To whom, and for what, I wasn’t exactly sure, but I’d decided that I didn’t need to have all the answers to justify an impulse for gratitude, to have a heart hospitable to joy.

      “Elodie?” Charli stood at the back door of the kitchen, coffee in hand. She scrunched her face in concern. Sweet Charli, how she’d fussed over me. But it had brought us so close, and I could not imagine my world without her tenderness, her dry sharp wit so like Lucas’s.

      I smiled over my shoulder, waving. “I’m all right! Just enjoying the morning and the fresh air.”

      “Be careful near that bluff, dearest,” she called.

      I smiled and nodded, acknowledging her concern while laughing to myself. I was well away from the edge.

      Jack stepped behind Charli, coffee in hand. “Having second thoughts, dove?” He smirked into his mug, coughing slightly when Charli elbowed him.

      “Honestly, Jack, you’re terrible,” she muttered.

      “Not one bit. You’re stuck with me!” I called. Then, feeling the wind urge me on, I waved goodbye while they retreated into the kitchen. Taking a few more steps along the property, I gained a new vantage of the sea below and wrinkled my nose as I realized there was a man down below, swimming. His arms knifed deftly through the water and his powerful legs kicked, showing pale upper thighs and a stark white arse.

      “Oh my God!” I whispered, because I knew that arse, even from all this distance. “What the hell is he thinking?”

      Panic filled me as I worried about how Lucas might lose his view of the land, knowing his distance vision was weak. I started to pace, trying to think clearly about what I should do, but just as I decided to holler for Charli and Jack, Lucas turned toward the shore, surging powerfully forward to join an incoming wave. He rode it in, standing quickly as it crashed him ashore. Shaking his head like a wet dog, he smacked the side of it to knock water out of his ear. He was breathtaking—lean muscle, tall and graceful as he stepped off the shore with not a stitch of clothing on him.

      “Christ, man.” My body burned awake. I wanted him, badly. I’d been this way for the past month, now that the nausea had finally abated. I was insatiable with want for him.

      As if he’d heard me, Lucas glanced up. Though I had no idea how he could possibly see me, I could have sworn he did, because he beamed, that wide bright smile flashing my way. He jogged forward on the sand, snatching up his shorts and stepping into them, then throwing on a long-sleeved shirt before he headed inland, disappearing from sight.

      I stood transfixed, my mind and body humming with that beautiful vision of my soon-to-be husband, naked and undaunted by the sea. Soon enough, his steady steps sounded across the grass. I turned to see the sun casting its morning beams on Lucas, who glowed. Light danced around him, making his silvery-green eyes sparkle like the morning sea as they took me in. He walked confidently, carefree as he stepped right up to me and tugged me in his arms.

      “God, you’re a sight.” His hands rose to my hair, twirling a curl in his finger, thumbing my lip. I leaned into his hand, kissing his palm. “I knew it was you,” he said. “A beautiful backlit blob from my vantage on the shore, but all mine.” He laughed, kissing me soundly and placing a hand on my belly. “How’s the little tyrant treating you today, sweetheart?”

      I grinned, wrapping my arms around his waist as much as I could with our baby between us. “Just fine. I feel excellent, actually, like I can breathe a little easier.”

      Lucas frowned, stepping back and holding me at arm’s length as he inspected me. “Your belly looks a bit lower, is that it? Isn’t it early for them to drop?”

      “I don’t know, I think there’s a window of time that’s normal. I’m thirty-five weeks today. Seems reasonable.”

      Lucas’s face remained frozen in a scowl of concern, so I pressed closer, smoothing my finger over that furrowed spot between his brows. “Don’t worry, Loulou. I’m fine. Now, I was thinking…” I muttered, grabbing his shirt and pulling him close.

      He was wearing a charcoal-colored thermal that hugged the muscles of his arms and abdominals, bringing out the gray in his eyes, and barely met his shorts, which hung low on his narrow hips. The sun glowed sharper behind him, and he was such a perfect vision of beauty and strength to me.

      “Why don’t we go practice a little of what you’re supposed to do once you’re married?” I whispered.

      Lucas’s eyebrows shot up. “What, again?” He smirked. “Mrs. About-to-be-Edwards, I’ve felt rather used and abused lately, I don’t know if I quite have it in me.”

      I blushed furiously, dropping my head against his chest as he laughed. Pulling me against him, his hands slipped down my back and cupped my arse. “You know I love it, Elodie.” He smiled against my neck, kissing me tenderly. “Come on, then, we haven’t got all day.”

      Lucas tugged me by the arm, waiting for me to follow him as he dragged me toward the field nearby.

      “Where are we going?” I called, laughing as we drifted through the tall grass and wildflowers, the breeze throwing my hair in my face.

      Lucas glanced over his shoulder at me, and my heart stopped. He smiled wide, happiness etched in his features as he tugged my hand gently to follow. “I’m going to make love to you in a field of flowers, cross my fingers the nosy neighbors won’t trip over us while you’re screaming my name, and then we’re getting married already.” He tugged me along. “How’s that sound?”

      I feigned thinking, peering around as he dragged me forward. “I suppose I could be convinced.”

      Soon we were swallowed by a sea of grass and blossoms, the world outside forgotten as nature wrapped around us and the growing sun warmed my skin.

      “This,” he whispered, untying the sash that held my wrap dress around me. “This is very dangerous.” It slipped from his fingers before the fabric drifted off my shoulders. “Oops.”

      I laughed quietly, lifting his shirt and sliding my hands along his hard stomach and chest. Lucas tugged his shirt the rest of the way over his head, stepped out of his shorts, and made a bed of his clothing. Pulling me down to him, Lucas lay on his back and held me, back to his front, resting almost entirely on him, so he could easily slip in, unobstructed by my belly. His arm wrapped around me, grasping my breast, while his other hand drifted down my belly and found my clit.

      “Oh,” I sighed. “Loulou, I don’t want to play. I want you inside me.”

      “We’re taking our time, dearest.”

      I groaned. “You always want to take your time.”

      “Because good sex is not worth rushing. We’ve been over this.”

      I laughed until it became a moan. Lucas tortured me with slide after slide of his thick length against me, as he strummed my swollen nub roughly and whispered filthy sweet things in my ear.

      “Lucas, please.”

      “Seeing you full of my baby, begging for my cock, Elodie—it does things to me. It fucking kills me.”

      He thrust in, and we both groaned with satisfaction. “Christ, you’re perfect,” he moaned while pumping gently into me.

      The wind swept over us, pulling my nipples taut and making me shiver. Lucas’s hand drifted to my neck and held me tight against him while he sucked my ear and kissed every divot of my neck and shoulder.

      Once I surrendered to Lucas’s incredible penchant for lengthy lovemaking, time was something I neither cared about nor believed in. I lay facing the vast morning sky, a joyous captive to the man who tethered me to earth and made gentle, demanding love to me. I could barely move and he made it so, holding me tight against him, blissfully helpless but to receive.

      “You’re beautiful, Elodie. This body, all mine to adore.”

      “Yes, Loulou,” I whispered. “As yours is mine,” I whimpered as he hit a tender spot and brought me closer to release.

      “That it is, my love. Only yours.”

      His warm sweet breath, that woodsy scent mingled with saltwater, the low tenor of his voice as he moaned and sighed with each thrust, sent me hurtling toward orgasm. “Lucas, I’m going to come,” I panted, and I reached for his arm as it held me tight against him, using his strength for purchase as I began to shake with the force of my release.

      “Yes, Elodie, take everything you want.” I bucked back into him, and it hit a place that made me snap back and scream in ecstasy.

      Lucas gasped and groaned into my hair as his pleasure spilled into mine, as flowers and blades of grass whispered around us, and we rested in this sliver of time and space, where only we, and our love, existed.
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      My heart drummed a violent tattoo against my ribs, syncopated against the rhythmic crash of waves below us. Elodie stood at her father’s arm, the sun beaming down on her beauty that would be eternal to me. Her curls were pinned back softly, and already I knew I’d savor pulling those little clasps one by one, watching each wild tendril unfurl in my hand. A crown of flowers perched on her head, roses and daisies, sprigs of green and countless others I couldn’t name. The whisper of her dress married the wind as she walked slowly toward me, and my heart threatened to capsize.

      “Hang in there,” Zed muttered, a solid bracing hand to my shoulder as water obscured my vision. I dragged in a breath and watched her, her vast blue eyes locked with mine. They were brilliant sapphires today, vivid and depthless like the purest water, the greatest source of life. I was lost in them.

      Sarah stood across the way from me, shaking her head and wiping her tears too, while Kai smiled behind me and Zed. Amelia and Poppy walked softly down the grass, white blonde hair and bright eyes like mine, tossing flowers and smiling. Amelia took it all quite seriously, with even steps and delicate throws of rose petals. But Poppy twirled and skipped, like I knew our baby one day would, if she were a girl and anything like her mother. Noah stood tall and proud next to Kai, waiting for his special task.

      Nairne sat with Jamie in her lap, her eyes fixed on Elodie as tears fell freely. Mum and Dad beamed with joy. Gran and cousins and aunts and uncles formed a sweeping portrait of odd yet loveable family. Jo winked at me and mouthed told you so as Rebecca leaned into her and swayed little Lucy. It was a small party, but one overflowing with happiness. The only notable absence was Elodie’s mother, but today I couldn’t be angry or distracted by that—only focused on my darling, whose every step brought her closer to me.

      Lace covered her arms but plunged dramatically in the front, her breasts beautifully held yet suggested, the tan freckled skin of her chest glowing against the lace’s edge. Her veil and gown swirled with the wind, soft white like clouds and waves and snowy air.

      Then a distant wave crashed as Elodie was brought before me, and time suspended. I dimly registered the vicar welcoming everyone, emphasizing the importance of familial love and support of a marriage, then his invitation to begin our vows. But all I saw and heard was Elodie—her soft breaths, the rosy flush of her cheeks, her lips, smooth and pink like berries, and the beautiful swell of our baby pressed against the watery white material that flowed around her.

      “Luc,” Zed muttered. “Showtime.”

      “Right.” I sighed, earning our small party’s laughs. “Sorry, got a little distracted by this one.”

      Taking her hands in mine, I pledged Elodie my heart, my life, my fidelity, forever. Then it was her turn. Elodie began her vows, squeezing my hand softly.

      “Lucas, I—” She paused, a frown crossing her features as her grip on my hand intensified suddenly. She hissed quietly, her nails finding purchase in my skin.

      We locked eyes as I tried to silently convey my concern. She simply shook her head before drawing a deep breath and continuing her vows. “Lucas, I take you to be my partner, my dearest friend, my greatest love. I give you my heart’s promise to be faithful to you, to cherish, honor and adore you, for as long as I live.”

      The words had just left her mouth, when she once again gripped my hand forcefully.

      “Darling, you all right?” I muttered, leaning in. She was silent but nodded. Nairne looked concerned as she sat with Jamie on her lap, and Zed turned toward Noah to procure our rings from his waistcoat pocket.

      Our rings in hand, Elodie’s grip slackened in mine. “Elodie, I give you this ring as a symbol of my eternal vow of love and faithfulness to you, and you alone.”

      She smiled widely, tears gathering in her eyes as she pressed the ring on my finger and over my knuckle. “Lucas, I give you this ring as a—ohhhhh,” she grunted, bending forward as her hand squeezed my arm.

      Kai stepped forward, looking concerned. Temporarily he shielded us from the tiny gathering of people behind. “Elodie, talk to me,” he commanded quietly.

      Ah, Kai in physician mode.

      She shook her head rapidly, and groaned again. Kai’s eyes slid shut. “Right, think she’s in labor.”

      Her eyes snapped open as she looked to him in panic. “No,” she whispered, shaking her head furiously. “I can’t be in labor. It’s my wedding day!”

      Kai sighed, setting a gentle hand on her back. “Sorry, dove, babies come when they’re ready.”

      I stood in shock. “Kai, this isn’t one of those pranks like you used to pull, is it? Because it’s not funny.”

      “Luc, I would never.” He glanced uneasily over to Elodie as her brow creased again and she squeezed my arm hard. “I’d get your vows over and get her back in the car. She doesn’t need to be having a premature baby in a guest bedroom.”

      My mind snapped to action. “Right, back off, then, and let’s wrap this up.” Kai nodded, stepping to the side and waving off Mum’s concern as she rose in worry. She sat back down tentatively in her seat, glancing between us.

      “Well then, darling,” I said, “when you’ve got a next break, just finish the words about the ring, then we’re all set, okay?”

      Elodie frowned up at me, tears swimming. “I’m ruining it, Lucas.”

      I stepped closer to her, taking her face in hand. “Don’t you dare say that. It’s perfect.” I kissed her forehead. “It’s our baby, coming when they need to. Now don’t you worry your head, just finish those words, let the vicar bless us, and we’re going to leave these people to a smashing brunch while we go have a baby.”

      Elodie’s eyes searched mine, before her features set and she nodded sternly. “Right, okay—ohhh wait, another.” She scrunched her eyes shut, and I saw her biting her cheek. It passed soon, though, and she straightened up, inhaling deeply before finishing her part. “Lucas, I give you this ring as a symbol of my eternal vow of love and faithfulness to you, and you alone.”

      The celebrant, being a consummate English priest, had stood there with his nose up, smiling politely while hearing this entire fiasco unfold. As Elodie finished, he placed his hands over us, saying his blessing. “May the Lord bless and keep you, may his love uphold you in your darkest hours and your brightest days. And may your marriage be blessed as one of steadfastness, joy, and deepest love.”

      Elodie’s hands gripped me violently as she bent forward. A wave crashed, though much nearer than any other I’d heard today. Her head dipped down before snapping up to me, wild with panic. “Lucas, my waters, I think they just broke.” And sure enough, liquid puddled at her feet, soaking the earth and setting my heart into a frenzy.

      “Amen!” I hollered, sweeping her up in my arms and nodding to Kai. “Let’s go!”

      Zed sprinted off for our car, starting it up and leaving it idling for us. Elodie’s father slipped into the driver’s seat and familiarized himself with the gears. I set Elodie gently in back as Kai jumped in the front passenger seat, slamming the door.

      “Seatbelts on, and let’s move!” Georges yelled, peeling out onto the gravel road until we were on the motorway.

      “Kai,” I hedged, peering nervously down at Elodie, who buried her grimacing face in my neck. “Are you sure we’re going to make it? She seems to be having a lot of contractions, rather close.”

      Kai shook his head. “I’m hopeful, yes. I’m just not comfortable risking a home birth, especially with her preexisting condition. Georges, you’ll need to stay on this road another five miles, and then you’ll see signs for the hospital. It’ll be a right. Once we’re on there, it’s another three or four to go.”

      Georges peered in the rearview mirror. “Right, so we’re thinking probably thirty minutes at most until we’re there.”

      “Hopefully, yes.” Kai nodded. “Though roads out here can be practically medieval, so don’t go too fast else we’ll be stuck delivering a baby on the roadside with a flat.” He turned so he was leaning over the seat, eyeing his watch while observing Elodie.

      She’d been so quiet, but her body hadn’t. I had fingernail marks dug into my every exposed skin surface and she’d bit clean through my suit by the feel of it. “Sweetheart, can you talk to me?” I whispered, kissing her hair softly.

      She whimpered, shaking her head furiously before doubling up in my lap. “Ohhh God,” she yelled, her fist slamming into my chest. “Ohhh my God, these…I can’t do these.” She gasped for air, just brutalizing my front with her hands as she worked through the contraction before falling back in my arms, her eyes glazed with pain and shock. “Lucas, that wasn’t right. The ones during the vows, I could manage those but this…” She shook her head desperately. “I can’t, I can’t do it.”

      “Elodie, look at me.” I tipped her face my way and gentled her cheek. “You’re strong, dearest, think of all you’ve been through these past months. You can do anything. It hurts terribly, I know, but you can ahhh—”

      I was rendered speechless as she snapped toward me with a violent contraction, sinking her mouth into the fabric of my suit at the shoulder, whimpering as she gasped for air. When this one was done, she pushed off me, sitting up and ripping out her veil. Next came her hands, clawing madly the back of her beautiful gown, searching frantically for the zipper.

      “Get it off, Lucas, NOW!” she yelled.

      Quickly I reached over her, pulling down the zipper. Underneath was thankfully a thin slip, like a silk nightie, that covered her down to mid-thigh, but questions of her modesty soon became moot.

      I dragged the dress off her, quickly balling it up and shoving it away. Abruptly she got on all fours in the back of the car, so I set my hand on her lower back and rubbed forcefully. Kai watched quietly, his face contorted with doctorly focus, but it was also laced with something else—worry.

      “What is it?” I glanced his way as I leaned toward Elodie, pressing low on her back, and massaging her hips as she swayed and moaned like a dying animal. She sounded terribly pained, deep loud groans laced with wails petitioning for death.

      “Oh, God, I’m going to die, Lucas, I’m going to fucking die. And it’s all your fault!” she screamed, her eyes scrunched in tears and concentration.

      “They’re one on top of the other, mate,” Kai muttered, glancing at his watch and then her. “Georges, there’s your turn.”

      The car made a full ninety-degree shift, earning Elodie’s string of French oaths followed by more pleas to die. It was gutting me, and I was helpless, but I tried to keep my words positive, my hands directed toward comforting her body.

      “You’re doing brilliantly, love, we’re almost there, and then hopefully we can get you some medicine, so you don’t have to feel all this pain.”

      Elodie nodded furiously. “Yes, that’s what I want! Hurry up, Papa, please!” she howled.

      “I’m trying, mon ange,” he called. “You can do this, Elodie.”

      She swayed her hips, leaning into the pressure I applied to her back and hips, before she dropped to her side.

      Breathing heavily, her hair slicked with sweat, Elodie was a vision of beauty and strength. I couldn’t help but smooth back those curls and kiss her forehead. “You’re the bravest woman I’ve ever known, Elodie Edwards, how many times have I told you that?”

      She smiled faintly. “Elodie Edwards. My married name…it’s so pretty.”

      I laughed as tears choked me up, nodding. “Yes, dearest, it is. It’s a beautiful name for a beautiful woman. Now remember what I said, when this next one comes—you’re brave and strong. You can do this.”

      Elodie squeezed my hand in hers and nodded fervently, before her eyes widened. “Ohhh God.” She turned from her side, back to her knees. “Fucking hell!” she screamed, devolving into more French obscenities. She panted, rocking, until a low feral noise filled the cabin, stilling all of us.

      Kai’s eyes widened. I leaned toward Elodie, glancing madly between him and her. “What was that?” I asked.

      Kai shoved his lanky form over the middle console, a feat of physics that two men well over six foot and an over-average height woman were all crammed in the back of an English sportscar. “Help me turn her over. Lean her back into your arms Luc,” he called.

      Absolute physician mode. Concerned physician mode.

      “Right,” he said gently, “Elodie, this is what—”

      “Don’t. Fucking. Touch. Me,” she growled.

      Kai shook his head silently, telling me what needed to happen.

      Turning her way, I braced for the worst. “Sorry, love, doctor’s orders.” I grimaced, gently hooking her arms in mine, causing her to fall back into my arms as she screamed like I was ripping out her lifeforce. Kai pulled on his gloves with a snap.

      “Where the hell did you get those?” I muttered in disbelief.

      He rolled his eyes. “I carry a physician’s bag, you idiot. Where do you think I keep them, tucked up my arse?”

      With clinical focus, he rucked up her slip. I ground my teeth as I heard the woman I loved wail in pain, her body writhing in agony as my bloody brother stuck his bloody fingers inside her most private and precious parts to me, feeling for our baby.

      He leaned forward gently, gazing off as he examined her, and Elodie called him something I was glad he didn’t understand in French.

      Pulling his hand out, he inverted the gloves and slid them off with practiced ease. “Fully engaged,” he muttered, rubbing his forehead and peering out the car.

      I blinked rapidly and leaned forward. “I’m sorry, what?”

      Kai glanced back to me, looking like he’d swallowed something nasty. “She’s completely dilated, the baby’s engaged.”

      I all but growled at him. “Remember I’m not a physician. Engaged, dilated, meaning what?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Meaning she’s started to—”

      “Arggghhhh,” Elodie grunted, tensing in my arms as she shifted to her side, grasping my shoulder in her hands like it was her lifeline. Her legs were spread wide open, nestled inside me, and Kai blanched as he peered down again.

      “Oh Christ,” he muttered, spinning around and fishing out new gloves. A few more items came sailing into the backseat over his shoulder as Georges white-knuckled the steering wheel and slammed on the gas. Hospital signs were in sight, and a sigh of relief escaped me, knowing we were almost there.

      “So close, love,” I whispered, kissing her hair.

      “Lucas, it’s so much pressure. It hurts,” she howled, her fist beating into my shoulder.

      “I know, darling, I know. You’re doing—”

      “Ahhhh!” she screamed, and her yell transformed into a ferocious grunt, her face going red.

      “Shit!” Kai yelled, tugging on his gloves, and sliding something underneath Elodie’s legs. “Baby’s right there, Luc!”

      I nearly choked in shock as I leaned over Elodie, cradling her in my arms. Maneuvering myself so I could hold her and still see, I peered over her shoulder, cursing loudly myself when the reality of the situation became clear. Elodie dropped back, taking haggard deep tugs of air and shaking her head. “I can’t! Oh my God, oh my God!” she cried, but she was already seized by another contraction as she curled forward, grunting violently, long and low.

      Kai’s hand cradled a tiny head, pink and covered in pale slicked hair, as Elodie gasped madly. “Oh my God, get it OUT!” she screamed.

      “All right, El, one last push and you’re done, dove,” he muttered, his eyes fixed on the baby’s head, which was faced down from us, completely silent. That wasn’t right, was it?

      “Oh Goddddd,” Elodie screamed, doubling up and growling with an almighty heave of her body, before a rush of waters and blood and beautiful, tiny baby fell into Kai’s hands. He lifted our child up, setting the little one on Elodie’s chest, and in that moment my fears were erased as a shrill screech pierced the air.

      I wrapped my arms around both of them, kissing Elodie’s face, taking her lips in mine as she craned back. I kissed her, muttered words of praise and comfort, stroking her hair and holding her in awe. She wept loudly—exhaustion and love pouring out in every sob—as Kai glanced toward the imminently approaching hospital.

      “Is she all right?” Georges called. I caught his frantic eyes in the mirror. I knew mine were filled with tears, my throat was caught with emotion, so I settled for nodding frantically and trying to croak out a yes.

      Kai patted his shoulder. “You did brilliantly getting us here, Grandpapa. She’s fine, both she and Elodie, they’re both fine.”

      Our tiny baby wailed on Elodie’s chest.

      “Mon chouchou, mon mignon, shhhh,” Elodie whispered against our baby’s head.

      I tugged off my jacket, laying it over my wife and child like a blanket, so only our little one’s soft head was exposed on Elodie’s bare skin. Kai’s words finally sunk in.

      “I have a little girl, Kai?”

      He smiled my way, clapping my thigh as Georges pulled us up in front of the hospital. “A girl. You’ve the two loveliest ladies in England right there in your arms.” Grinning, he threw open the door and ushered the nurses our way. “A goner for sure.”
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      Water dips and swells around me, the waves cool and salty. The ocean covers more of the earth than land, its depth and scope requiring a mere mortal’s respect. The sea can swallow you up, unless you learn its ways, to listen and obey its nature.

      I turn, the tug of the sea telling me where the shore belongs, and a powerful wave sends me hurtling to land. Standing, the sun glides over my bare skin, a balm and bath of heat as I wipe off the brine already crystallizing on my skin, shake out its weight from my precious ears. A weight of being watched falls on me, and finally I open my eyes. Morning light, a faint blob, but the aura that swims around it is significant—movement like a nightgown and wild hair.

      Elodie.

      A field of tall grass and flowers. Buttercups and vetch, sea pink and English stonecrop, their details lost to me as the ripple of sea breeze through them paints their colors and dimension for my heightened ears. A queen holding court among her subjects, Elodie—my sun and water, rooted to the earth, chestnut and gold, bronze and rose and sapphire.

      Down onto the grass, tenderly. The slide of hands along skin, tidal pools of cotton puddled round her waist, tan taut skin, round and heavy. The heat of bodies joined, the gasp of air over mouths that seek and love, incantations of our names rising in the morning air.

      “Loulou?”

      Dark. Still night, or early morning. I groaned, mumbling as I fought to settle back into my dream. I was just getting to the good part.

      “Loulou?” Elodie whispered, hands sliding down my stomach, my cock, my bollocks, massaging my thighs and back up. Resting on my chest, scratching my stubble.

      Bugger it, the dream could go hang. This was much more promising. “Mmm?”

      “Lucas, I want to make love. Wake up,” she sighed, kissing my neck, her hands gliding over my shoulders, down my ribs, lower.

      “Uh—” I grunted at her hands working me forcefully. Christ, it had been so long. Since the baby. “Can’t,” I muttered, my hands seeking hers, trying to still them. “Baby.”

      She laughed against my skin. I felt her smile. “The doctor said I was clear yesterday, and now I want you, Lucas. You were just too distracted with her to listen.”

      I smiled, eyes still shut. “She’s distracting. Perfect,” I mumbled.

      Elodie sighed happily. “I know, she’s your favorite girl.”

      “And you’re my favorite woman,” I muttered, hauling her close over me, my eyes blinking open. I pressed my lips to hers, sighing at the bliss of their touch, fitted perfectly, the heat of our contact setting my body alight.

      “I didn’t hear, you’re right, but I want you, darling, of course I want you, even if it’s”—I glanced toward the large digital clock—“only five thirty in the bloody morning.” I groaned at the early hour and her touch, as she swept her hand over the head of my cock.

      “You’ll fall back asleep,” she whispered, leaning into my lips, kissing me.

      I shook my head. “No, you will. You just think I fall back asleep because you sleep like the dead. Now stop that.” I pushed her hand off me. “Else I’m going to shoot my load and then where will we be?”

      Elodie leaned over me and turned on the bedside lamp. She came into hazy focus, and the sight of her went a long way toward my affability for this early wake-up.

      Her eyebrows rose. “Is that so? Well then.” She straddled me, and by Christ, she was a vision—soft light, wild curls, and full breasts, a glorious swell in her hips again, and the glow of tan skin. She sank down on me, and we both moaned as we met, reunited after weeks of coming up short. Jobbies, kisses and touches—nothing compared to this, her tight heat wrapped around me, my body deep in hers, sheathed to the hilt.

      “God, Elodie,” I sighed, my hands setting on her waist, then drifting along her ribs, over her rosy nipples. My eyes slid shut in ecstasy as she rolled her hips, the familiar heat of desire humming through my body.

      “Lucas, will you look at me?” she whispered, her hands sliding over my chest.

      My hands continued their perusal, every swell and dip, smooth and pebbled, taut and full. “I am, dearest, remember? I’ll always see you.” Opening my eyes slowly, I found hers, those pools of sapphire like the evening sky, swimming with happy tears.

      “Yes, Loulou, I remember.”

      I thrust up into her, my need to fill her growing more urgent by the second. She gasped as I did, her hands steadying on my chest as I drove into her.

      “Oh, Lucas, yes, yes, yes,” she sighed as my finger circled lightly over her glistening clit. Her rhythm over my hips stuttered as her pleasure started to take over, and in one quick movement I flipped us, our connection unbroken before I drew back and sank into her, knocking the air quietly from her lungs.

      “Please, Loulou, harder. I need it,” she gasped, her eyes falling shut.

      “I want your eyes, Elodie,” I grunted, driving into her again as my finger slid where we’d joined, teasing her hard bud as she gasped for air.

      She nodded furiously, her eyes flying wide as she rode my hand, and I plunged into her, quick and deep. Her belly drew in, her nipples hard little cherries as her mouth fell open. “Oh, Lucas, oh God, please, please,” she cried, and I covered her mouth with mine, knowing this level of noise would wake the baby.

      I grunted into her mouth, opening wildly to tangle our tongues while she came hard, spasming sharply around me as I thrust into her. She panted into my mouth, her hands gripping my shoulders fiercely as I poured myself into her, over and over, my breath suspended in my lungs until the immense relief finally washed over me.

      I dropped onto her, my chest heaving with hers together. My hands threaded through her curls, my lips found hers. “God, I missed you,” I sighed.

      She nodded, a satiated smile illuminating her beautiful face. “So much. That was horrible, waiting.”

      I nuzzled her, tugging her close to me, our bodies slick with sweat and sticking as we embraced. My hand slipped over her arse, and I kissed that precious connection of her neck and shoulder, tender and sweet-smelling, salty to taste. “It was horrible, but worth it.” I pulled back, my hand gentling her cheek. “How do you feel? Did I hurt you?”

      She shook her head quickly, smiling. “No, you didn’t hurt me. I feel…” She sighed, her eyes drifting closed. “Happy.” My head dropped down to the pillow next to her, roaming her face, which soon fell serene in sleep as she snored softly. I tried to shut my eyes, telling my exhausted body to go back to sleep, but it had always been this way for me—once I was up, I was up.

      Birds chirped cheerily outside our window, while early autumn’s sunlight drifted through our open windows and made the curtains glow gold. Aided by the bedside lamp, I saw Elodie in a wash of warm metals—bronze and copper, gold and platinum—her skin luminous and her hair like a halo of sunbeams around her face. God, she was so beautiful it hurt.

      I kissed her lips softly, and she smiled in her sleep. The vision was all too perfect, and I knew it was a moment I wanted to save, so I pushed up onto my elbow, cataloging every detail, sending it deep into memory and promising myself it was one I’d remember. How the light made every surface of her body look like liquid gold, how her rosy lips and nipples were an exact match like I’d wondered those many months ago, when she first stood sopping in her towel, asking for help starting her life over. Her body, long, full curves, little scars and marks showing her years as an athlete, a tough girl. Now an indomitable woman.

      I never dreamed this could be it, that this is where my shadowy path could lead—a resplendent light of new possibilities, touch and comfort, ecstasy and laughter, hope and new life. I’d thought it had no place, that I had no right to want that, that I’d been condemned.

      A soft wail came from the bassinet on the other side of the room, and I slipped out of bed, our new companion rising immediately and walking with me to retrieve our baby girl, tiny and perfect, from her cocoon. She cried that shaky young baby cry that tugs your heartstrings, as I laid her at the changing table, pulling open her nappy. A chocolate brown snout rested itself on the table’s edge, sniffing worriedly and whining.

      “Shh, Sable,” I whispered, “Lyddie’s all right, aren’t you, sweetheart?” I crooned, lifting her tiny bum and placing a fresh cloth nappy round her. “Just pissed yourself and good and hungry for Mummy’s tits, if I had to guess.”

      Sable snuffled, dropping her nose and standing next to me. “Good girl.” Who I was talking to, I wasn’t sure—it was a house full of perfect girls—but I meant it nonetheless as I lifted little Lydia into my arms, bouncing her quietly. I pressed my thigh against Sable, knowing she’d stop me if I was going to trip into something or bark my shins with a baby in arms, so I allowed myself a peek down to my gorgeous baby girl, tiny golden curls like her mother and those full pink lips that mirrored ones pursed in sleep a few footsteps away.

      Setting Lydia softly onto the bed, I pulled back the sheet, rubbing Elodie’s arm. “Sweetheart, Lyddie’s up.”

      Elodie grumbled in her sleep, turning sideways and feeling for Lydia with eyes shut. Effortlessly, she tugged our little one her way, and pressed a taut nipple straight into her mouth. Lyddie gulped quietly, the snick of her suction breaking periodically before she latched back on. It was the only noise punctuating the quiet of our room, and I could listen to that simple comforting sound of life and tenderness forever.

      Sable dropped at the foot of the bed, huffing, and I glanced over my shoulder to her. “I know, you’re missing out, but you know the rules—we’re a team, where I’m utterly reliant on you, poor duck, and you can’t be getting ideas about lounging about the place when I need you.”

      Her ears perked up, and those milk chocolate eyes seemed to say, yes, I know, no need to rub it in. I felt bad for the poor girl. I’d grown up with dogs, and they were like our siblings, going everywhere with us, sleeping on our beds, eating scraps under our table. Sable was a guide dog though—yes, I know it’s mad that we had a baby and got a guide dog all in the past few months—but, as the instructor impressed, Sable had to stay within the rules.

      She’s an extension of you now, a necessary tool for your life, and she must know that.

      I wondered if perhaps she could be both that and my friend, but I didn’t bother asking. I figured we’d work it out when we got home, and we had. Lyddie popped off, her face slack in the milk coma, and the tiniest peek of her eye was visible. My eyes, Mum’s eyes—gray and green like the sea I swam in on the day she was born. Elodie said our eyes made her heart skip a beat. I supposed I didn’t mind that, so long as that heart kept on beating forever, for me.

      Lyddie squirmed, and I knew she needed a burping, so I lifted her up on my shoulder, patting her soundly while I swung out of bed again, strolling around in my birthday suit as she let a few out. Sable led us in a figure eight, those big eyes looking up at me before glancing back down to make sure the path was clear.

      I thought the old girl would love a morning stroll, and it seemed brilliant outside. We were all awake but for Elodie, who needed her rest, after all the times she nursed through the night. Quickly I yanked open my drawer, finding and then stepping into shorts all one-handed, before I set Lyddie down quickly in front of me and tugged on a shirt, socks, and trainers. She was wearing one of those zip-up sleepers and looked cozy enough, but I pulled a tiny soft cap for her head from her changing table’s drawer, tugging it down her tiny curls and smiling at how utterly precious she looked.

      I remembered telling Elodie I was going to be rather cross with our baby when they arrived because of how sick the pregnancy had made her, that only heartrending cuteness could save them from Dad’s wrath. What a fool I was. The moment that tiny, pink baby fell onto Elodie’s chest, her wails piercing the air, my heart broke into a thousand shards, then fused back together, impossibly stronger in its depth of love, its power of resilience, its steadfast drive to be brave.

      And so, with that very bravery in action, we stepped out the door, leaving Elodie to sleep. Lyddie in her pram, buckled in and facing my way as Sable guided us in her harness, a marked bounce in her step as her coffee-colored coat reflected the light with a healthy sheen. The sun danced off dew on lawns and small puddles. A cool breeze whispered through fiery leaves and lapped around us as I walked, pushing my daughter’s pram and watching my world bundled in a buttercup yellow blanket. Lyddie’s eyes drifted shut and she smiled, one of those quick incidental movements that meant everything to me.

      In that moment, I knew that even when I couldn’t see her, when her face was frozen in my mind’s eye at the age in which I last knew her features with my failing eyes, she would be beautiful to me, though she would change—her voice, her features, her size. The energy with which she’d tumble through the house, perhaps make her first goal, receive her diploma. My wife, her beautiful mother, would share it all with me—her words painting Lydia’s story, filling in the gaps between touch and hearing and smell—perception born of intimate connection.

      I would be sightless one day, but never would I fail to feel and know and love that which mattered to me most. I knew it in my heart right then. And I always would.
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      Elodie

      Snowflakes danced outside the windows and Zed’s favorite Christmas album by Ella Fitzgerald filled the house. Nairne and Zed’s home smelled like oranges and spices and evergreen, not unlike our own place which brimmed with Christmas trimmings, bursting with festivity unlike its emptiness the previous year.

      I breathed in deep, and sighed in contentment.

      “Oh could she be any more precious?” Nairne crooned, swaying Lydia softly in her arms. I leaned into her, looking over Nairne’s shoulder.

      “Of course not.” I smiled. Lydia was still a little small, since she was born early, but she was putting on weight, and a healthy color—pink and golden, perfect and hale.

      Jamie ran in, his dark curls bouncing madly as he barreled toward Nairne. “Mine!” he yelled. Zed swooped in, scooping him up and giving him a loud raspberry in his tummy.

      “Chill out, dude.” Zed laughed, pinning Jamie’s squirming form against him. “She’s just holding baby Lydia for a minute. She’s still yours.”

      “Wonder where he gets the proprietary impulse?” Nairne muttered, shaking her head as she kissed Lydia softly on the forehead. “Oh, she smells incredible. Zed, you remember that newborn smell?”

      “Newborn?” Lucas laughed from the kitchen. “She’s nearly six months!”

      Nairne sighed. “Aye, but she’s so wee, still. You forget how wee they start out.”

      Zed grinned, shaking his head. “I’ll concede the baby smell is addicting. Scary good, but not enough to tempt me. So, don’t even think about it.”

      Nairne pouted. “I want another, and he’ll have none of it.”

      I squeezed her shoulder, wrapping my arm around her. Nairne had experienced a postpartum complication that terrified everyone with its severity. Because of it, her doctor advised against further pregnancies since there was a threat of future risk. “Nairne,” I said sadly. There was nothing you could say to that.

      “I know it’s sensible, but it’s hard to think about never having this again,” she whispered.

      I squeezed her shoulder, leaning to run my finger along Lydia’s sleeping face. “I understand what you’re saying.”

      Lucas walked in from the kitchen, a cup of tea in hand.

      Jamie slipped off the sofa and ran toward Lucas. “Unca Wukas.” He barreled hard into Lucas’s shins, but like a tree rooted in the earth, Lucas remained solid, smiling down at him as he took a tentative sip of his tea.

      “Hallo, Jamie boy.” Lucas crouched down, setting his tea on the side table and pulling Jamie into his arms. “I hear you’re a rather big lad now, aren’t you? You’ve had another birthday, isn’t that right? You’re how old now, twenty months?”

      Jamie nodded, flexing his arm muscles. “Stwong.”

      Lucas laughed, sitting all the way on the floor, and Sable lay down next to him. Jamie hurtled himself on her, hugging her tight.

      “Thable doddy. Da buy doddy.”

      Nairne’s eyebrows rose as she glanced over to a guilty Zed. He shrugged, smiling widely. “I mean, I told him we’d talk about it.”

      “Sure, Zed,” Nairne said. “We’re talking about a dog as much as we’re talking about another baby.” She leaned toward Lydia and kissed her forehead again.

      Lucas glanced over at me uneasily, and I shook my head. Jamie ran off, barreling toward Nairne and Lydia again, but I scooped him up into my arms this time, hugging him tight and planting a kiss on his cheek.

      “Aunt Elowee, shtop,” he huffed, grabbing my face with both hands and looking down his nose at me.

      “Oh my. Hello, mini-Zed!” I said.

      Nairne laughed as Lydia’s tiny hand grasped her pinky. “Right?”

      “Okay, Jamie, I apologize.” I smiled, turning to let him slide off my lap, but he reached, arms outstretched toward Nairne and Lydia.

      “Mine mine mine mine!” he yelled.

      “I know, Jamie,” I said. “It’s hard to see Mummy holding another baby, but she’s all yours, mon petit.”

      “No!” He shook his head furiously, pulling Nairne’s arm.

      “Jamie,” Zed chided, “knock it off. You get her to yourself all the time.” Zed stood and peeled him away, as Jamie started shrieking, kicking his legs and flailing. “Kids and sugar. Who gave this guy more snowman cookies?” he grumbled.

      Lucas sat in a chair near their Christmas tree and the blazing fire that snapped and popped, sipping his tea, brow furrowed in thinking. A moment later he sat up and set down his cup. “Hang on, why don’t you let him loose, let him hold Lydia. See if that’ll settle him.”

      “Yeah,” Zed grunted as Jamie came dangerously close to nailing him in the groin, “he’s in prime condition to hold a tiny baby.”

      “She’s not that tiny, Zeddy, goodness’ sake. Jamie,” Luc called. “Do you want to hold Lydia?”

      Jamie stilled, peering around Zed’s shoulder. “Yeth.”

      Lucas stepped up, took him from Zed’s arms, Sable at his side ahead of him, and knelt between Nairne and me. “Scoot your bum between Mummy and Auntie, then.”

      Jamie frowned in concentration, squirming onto the sofa and sitting with his hands nicely.

      “There’s a good lad. Right then, hold your arms like this.” Lucas nodded, showing him, and Jamie mirrored his action, his face serious.

      Lucas lifted Lydia from Nairne’s arms and set her gently inside Jamie’s, his large keeper’s hands nearby, ready to catch her. Like me, Lydia slept through everything. She rested, blissfully unaware of all the fuss about her.

      Jamie’s face transformed from one of intense focus to rapture as he blinked down at her, leaning to kiss her forehead. “Mine,” he whispered, rubbing his nose against her hair.

      We all gasped as Nairne leaned toward him. “Jamie, you mean Mummy is yours? You were tugging on me, when I held her.”

      Jamie shook his head seriously. “No, Mummy.” He stared at Lydia in his arms, kissing her forehead once again. “Mine.”

      Zed fought a smile, covering it with his hand. “Well.” He cleared his throat. “Least he comes by it honestly.”

      Lucas raised an eyebrow, glancing over his shoulder. “Yes, and she’s got a good thirty to thirty-five years before any of that nonsense is even going to be a conversation, so—”

      “Lucas Edwards,” I said sternly, “you do recall you married a woman and made her the mother of your child before her thirtieth birthday, don’t you?” I patted Jamie’s back softly, amused by his affection for my little girl.

      “Yes, well, do as I say, not as I do,” Lucas huffed, but his face, and all ours melted into adoration at the picture of our children nestled together.

      Jamie sighed and smiled, reaching a hand up to softly touch one of Lydia’s tiny curls. “I wuv you,” he whispered to her, kissing her once more. “Lydia.”

      He’d said her name perfectly.

      The front door slammed, making even Lydia jump. Her eyes blinked open, sea glass and silver like Lucas’s, and locked on Jamie’s. Then she gave him her wide gummy smile and blew an almighty load into her nappy.

      Lucas swept her up and took the bag to change her just as Teo and Brando came in. I already knew it was them because I recognized the zinging banter of Italian bickering.

      “Buon Natale!” Brando called. He entered the sitting room first, looking dashing as ever—salt-and-pepper hair, glasses not unlike Lucas’s, and Teo’s hazel eyes. “Where is the latest addition to this family?”

      “Having her foul nappy changed,” Lucas called from the changing table in the other room. “Hardly what I asked for from Father Christmas, but I’ll make do.”

      It was the night before Christmas Eve, which we’d dedicated to be our Christmas between us friends. As much as I loved the Edwardses and seeing Papa, I privately loved this tradition most. For me, my friends were my family. Nairne was my sister. Zed, another antagonistic brother like the one I’d lost too early.

      And Lucas, my dearest friend, had become my husband.

      I hugged Brando and accepted some of his armful of offerings. Wine, fruit-laced bread, and pounds of fish wrapped tight in grocer’s paper. “Where’s Teo?” I asked.

      “Eh.” Brando waved his hand. “Moping. He got his ass kicked in the ring, and he’s in some kind of mood, like always.”

      Zed laughed and called to his brother, “Fratu, come vai?”

      Teo walked in, looking like he’d taken a beating. He had a shiner starting on his eye, and his lip was split. He was cradling his shoulder with a dazed expression.

      Everybody winced when they saw him.

      “Christ, man.” Nairne shuddered. “What on earth happened?”

      “Zio Teo gotsa boo-boo,” Jamie said.

      Teo walked in gingerly, ruffled Jamie’s hair and walked by everybody else, heading straight for the bar. He knocked off the lid of a decanter, dumped a healthy slosh of what I knew to be very expensive whiskey of Nairne’s, and threw it back in one gulp.

      Teo didn’t really drink. He’d sip a beer or a glass of wine here and there. He was incredibly health conscious. So obviously, something was going on.

      Lucas was nearest him, finishing tugging Lydia’s trousers up her tiny bum. “Are you okay, mate?”

      Teo was staring off, but seemed to hear Lucas on a delay. “Hm?” he asked finally. His head snapped to Lucas first, then the rest of us. “Oh, yeah. I think so, at least. I just got my ass handed to me.”

      Zed frowned. “Who the hell did you go up against? You’ve kicked everybody’s ass at our gym. Who else would you have sparred with?”

      Teo shook his head. “I was tired of easy fights. So I went to this other place, decided to hop in the octagon.”

      Zed groaned. “Jesus, Theodore. Who’d you get paired up with, some three hundred pounder from Glasgow?”

      Teo sighed and set his drink down with a heavy thud. “Nope. A woman.”

      Lucas threw his head back in laughter. “Now this story, I’ve got to hear.” He threw an arm around Teo’s shoulders and brought him back into the sitting room.

      Teo plopped on the floor and began telling us what happened, accepting Jamie’s insistent push into his lap. Lucas sat next to me on the sofa, Lydia in his arms, and kissed my hair.

      “Merry Christmas, my love,” he said.

      I kissed him and tasted the tea he’d drunk. I’d vomited tea this morning. And then I’d taken a pregnancy test.

      “Merry Christmas, Loulou,” I said quietly. I rested my head on his shoulder. It was early, and there was time for me to tell him. I could worry about severe morning sickness, and caring for Lydia, another day. Lucas and I, together, would manage all our needs. Because I trusted our love. I trusted him. I knew, no matter how hard it was going to be, we’d be all right.

      “There’s nothing I lack for in the world,” he said softly in my ear. “I have my perfect girl and my perfect woman. Not a single gift could make this Christmas better.”

      I peered up at him and smiled faintly. “What about another baby?”

      His eyes widened before a smile warmed his face. “Really?” he whispered.

      I nodded. “You might need to look into a proper vasectomy, after all, Loulou.”

      He shook his head and kissed me tenderly. “Perhaps, but for now, I’d rather savor the fact that I got you up the duff on accident again.”

      I sighed and kissed him back. “Yes, you did, you great brute of an Englishman.”

      “Ah, my French Firecracker,” he muttered against my lips. “Another victory for Mother England.”

      I smacked him and earned his oof. “What does Benedick say?” he chuckled. “Ah yes. The world must be peopled!”

      He was smiling. He was happy. The past few months, there had been hard days and sad days, but so many were happy, and all of them were anchored by love.

      I grinned up at him as the perfect Shakespearean response came to me. “I do love nothing in the world so much as you.”

      Lucas smiled and whispered over my lips before sealing them with a kiss, “And I, you, my Elodie.”

      A kiss.

      “My darling.”

      Another.

      “My friend.”

      
        
        THE END

      

        

      
        Curious about Nairne and Zed’s fiery past? Want to see more of Lucas and Elodie when they were still strictly friends? Purchase the Tough Love trilogy or read it for free with Kindle Unlimited, starting with He’s a Brute! Once you’re caught up, stay tuned for Teo’s story, coming in 2020!
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      Thank you for coming on this journey with Lucas and Elodie in the Tough Love world!

      If you enjoyed this story and want to support me as an author, please consider leaving a review both on Amazon and Goodreads! Feedback in the form of written reviews and ratings is immensely helpful for indie authors like me.
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