
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2023 by Ruby Haze

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

      

      

    

  



    
      IT’S TIME YOU KNEW

      SCARLETT & AVERY (THE BENSONS)

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    




      
        RUBY HAZE

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

    

    

  







            CHAPTER 1

          

          

        

    

    






SCARLETT

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Another man slipped a twenty across the bar and winked at me, it made my skin crawl. What exactly did he think this was going to buy him? I offered a half smile and pocketed the tip before grabbing a few empty plates from the counter and walking them back into the kitchen area of the bar. Natalie was already in there with her jaw clenched and her hands balled into fists.

      “Have you seen that?” she said, gesturing to an article on her phone that was now sitting on a table by the door.

      I had so many problems of my own to contend with that it was hard to process the ones my best friend often added to my shoulders, but the look on her face made me think something serious had happened.

      Instinctively I pulled my own phone out of my pocket to check if I had any missed calls and was entirely unsurprised to find I had half a dozen of them.

      “Can it wait two minutes? I just have to check on something,” I said, holding up my index finger to silently plead for a moment’s patience while I dialed. Natalie’s expression softened briefly; she knew what I’d been going through recently. She didn’t know everything, but she knew enough.

      I got through to voicemail. Damn. My shift had just ended, and I’d been hoping to get home and get some work done on my real passion, but I guess it would have to wait. I was grateful to have been able to pick up some bar work when I was in such desperate need for extra cash, but it was mentally exhausting to have to deal with the drunk guys offering to buy me drinks or trying to grab at my ass as I walked past them.

      “Sorry, Nat, what’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Seb Walker, that’s what’s wrong. I just heard he’s made a bid for the production company I was trying to take over and he’s offered way above market value for it. He doesn’t even care about TV, he’s just doing it to piss me off.”

      “And it’s working,” I smiled, glancing over at the back door as the sound of a delivery truck rumbled along the street. “Look, I just have to tell Mark that the delivery is here, then we can go. I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded in acknowledgment as I left the room in search of my boss. I crossed my fingers he was somewhere out front and that I wouldn’t have to go into his office to find him. I’d rather speak to him out in the open where other people could see, it felt safer that way. He had a nasty habit of letting his eyes wander, staring at my chest in the skintight t-shirt he insisted we all wear to work.

      Natalie had been wearing a pair of heels that probably cost more than the car I’ve been driving for the last six months, gold necklaces stacked so that they fell over her chest and made her outfit look even more expensive than it was, if that was even possible. Money talks, but wealth whispers. She didn’t cover herself in brand names, she wasn’t adorned with the logos of Italian fashion houses, but I knew just how much it cost to look that good. After all, I used to live like her not too long ago.

      It's funny how quickly things change. I was probably about one week away from having to pawn the car, I had loans to pay back, I owed rent, I don’t remember when I last had a balanced meal… but I could get myself out of this mess. I was sure of it. I hadn’t told anyone how bad things had become, it was too embarrassing. I’d walked to work tonight because I couldn’t afford a tank of gas.

      Mark was sat at the bar talking to a group of guys I recognized as regulars. I told him that the truck was here and then pretended not to hear the lecherous remarks about my ass as I walked away. The laughter from the men surrounding him was too loud to ignore though, they were encouraging him.

      “So, Seb is still trying to screw you over?” I said when I made it back to the kitchen. Natalie didn’t work here, obviously. You could not afford her lifestyle on a waitress’s salary. She gave off an energy that allowed her to walk about as if she owned the place, so no one ever thought to question her when she stepped into the staff-only areas of The Boulevard. “When are you two planning on calling a truce?”

      “A truce?” she scoffed.

      “Yeah, you’re as bad as he is.”

      “If he didn’t want his car scratched then he should have parked somewhere else,” she smirked. “Besides, he started it.”

      I didn’t know if that was true or not, this stupid feud had been going on for so long at this point that it was hard to remember who had wronged the other first. Natalie Montgomery was very good at her job, there was no denying it, but she’d been able to step into the role because the Parker family owned an empire and dished out pieces of it to each relative once they came of age.

      Natalie had been instrumental in expanding the family portfolio, branching out into media and bringing in multi-million-dollar productions to be made at what was technically an indie movie studio. Her rivalry with Seb seemed to be the driving force behind a lot of her successes, as if she was trying to win out of spite. Sebastian, too, was an heir to a family fortune. That had been true of most of us at the private school we’d attended as kids. You’d have to have seven figures in the bank just to afford the tuition fees.

      We stepped out of the bar and onto the sidewalk, Natalie’s immaculate range rover was parked right in front of us, and her bodyguard had been making sure no one dared lay a finger on it while she was inside the bar.

      “When are you going to let me give you a job?” she finally said, her eyes catching sight of my beat-up sneakers and the tattered backpack I had slung over one shoulder.

      “I told you; I’m not taking handouts.”

      “It wouldn’t be a handout; it would be a job. You can’t keep working here, Scar… it’s not right.”

      “It’s temporary,” I said, hoping to convince both her and me, “I’m designing again, things are turning around.” It was a lie. I was sure it was written all over my face. After the breakup and the loan repayments I just had no inspiration to create.

      “Scarlett—”

      “Don’t say my name like that, like you pity me,” I replied. Natalie’s phone started ringing and she looked concerned when she glanced at the screen.

      “I need to get to a meeting,” she said. “Do you want a ride?”

      “To your meeting?” I laughed.

      “To your apartment, I’m guessing you walked here again.”

      “But aren’t you late?”

      “The meeting doesn’t start until I get there, I’m never late,” she grinned.

      “Just go, I could do with the fresh air.”

      She cocked an eyebrow at me in disbelief, but then climbed into her car via the back door that was being held open for her. Her bodyguard then walked away and climbed into the car parked behind her. Her driver pulled away and her security team followed. I was pretty sure it was her father that had insisted she be protected so heavily.

      Her life was so different to mine at this point that I was baffled as to how we’d managed to maintain our friendship. When the money problems had started, I hadn’t been upfront about them, they’d been going on longer than I wanted to admit and now I was at the point where I felt as if I was in too deep.

      I watched her car disappear into the distance and then turned to walk in the direction of my apartment, pulling my phone back out to try the number again. I wasn’t watching where I was going, before I knew what was happening, I felt my body collide with something that almost knocked me to the ground. If he hadn’t have caught me, I would have hit the floor hard.

      “Hey, watch it,” I complained. He had grabbed my arm and after he pulled me back onto my feet, I could see a hint of amusement in his eyes.

      “You walked into me,” he said.

      It took me a few seconds to realize who I was talking to. Avery Benson was standing right in front of me with his piercing blue eyes staring right into mine. I gulped, pulling my arm free from his grasp and looked back down at the ground. I didn’t want him to see me, not like this.

      “I’m sorry… I’ll be more careful next time.”

      “Next time?” he laughed. “How many times are you planning to walk into me?”

      I offered a quick half-smile, keeping my head low, and then hurried away. There could not have been a worse time to bump into my ex-boyfriend.
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      I tipped the last few drops of whiskey into my mouth and then slammed the glass back down on the table. She wasn’t coming. I’d been a fool to think she’d be here and as annoyed as I was with her lack of respect, I was more annoyed at myself for allowing it to continue.

      We’d been together for years and at first her feisty pursuit of success had been sexy, but at this point I could see myself slipping further and further down her list of priorities. Alice was only ever looking out for Alice.

      This was supposed to be our make-or-break dinner. Or at least that was what I’d labelled it. After such a long period of being on again off again, we were currently in an ‘off again’ phase. I had hoped she would care about our relationship enough to try and make an effort to repair things, but clearly I had been wrong.

      I’d been sat in the private room at her favorite restaurant for over forty minutes. I’d cancelled meetings to be here tonight, I had made sure my schedule was open so that we could spend time together. But once again she was a no show.

      “Would you like anything else to drink, sir?” the waiter asked. I shook my head and leaned back in the chair, loosening the top button of my shirt. I could feel the box in my pocket, the engagement ring I’d been carrying around with me for months in the hopes that I would find the right moment to propose to her. What was I thinking?

      It was a band-aid, that’s what my brother had said when I’d told him about it. I was hoping that a big diamond would make it possible to fix the broken parts of our relationship and start moving forward past all the fights and cheating accusations. I didn’t want to be the guy that didn’t trust his girlfriend, but I’d been hurt in the past by her, and it was hard to forget.

      If I was anyone else then I’d have ended things for good a long time ago, but I was a Benson. An outdated rule from a more conservative time at the origins of the family business empire meant that I would need to find myself a wife if I wanted access to my inheritance. Despite how ridiculous it was to expect that in this day and age my parents were unwilling to budge on the matter. Specifically, my father.

      I’d drank too much to drive home. Normally I travelled with my driver, but I’d been hoping that Alice and I could spend some time alone, so I’d given him the night off. I had regrets about it now. I stood up and smoothed down my suit, once again noticing the feel of the jewelry box in my pocket. At this point I was half-tempted to find the nearest river and toss it into the water, but that was probably just the whisky talking.

      I tipped the waiter generously, hoping that it would buy his discretion. The restaurant was well known as a place for higher profile clientele to enjoy themselves without the fear of their activities leaking to the press, but I found it was always helpful to grease the wheel every now and then. I didn’t want it getting out that I’d been stood up.

      I stepped out onto the sidewalk and looked at the line that extended up the street just to get into the restaurant I was leaving. I don’t remember the last time I ever had to line up, if ever. I saw a few people pointing in my direction, and as phones were pulled out of pockets to try and sneak a photograph I turned and walked away before they could get a good shot.

      I turned a corner, keeping my eyes out for a cab. I couldn’t call any of my brothers for a ride home, they’d ask too many questions. I’d get a taxi and have them drop me outside the gates, then I could walk back to my place without attracting too much attention.

      I looked into the windows of restaurants and saw young couples with their hands entwined, their feet touching beneath the table as they stared longingly at each other. I’d dated so many women that only wanted me for my money that I’d resigned myself to a life without that kind of affection. Alice came from money, so she had been deemed ‘a good match’ by my parents.

      I loved her, of course I did, but she had never set my heart on fire. I wanted passion, I wanted something real. But the closer I got to my thirtieth birthday the closer I got to the deadline my family had laid out for me. If I didn’t get married soon then I could lose everything, and at this point Alice was my best bet. Maybe romance only existed in books, maybe spending your life with someone that you have a few things in common with is as good as it gets.

      My phone buzzed and I saw that it was Alice calling. I braced myself for her excuses. “Hey,” I answered.

      “Avery, I’m so sorry, I got caught up with some contracts and it took longer than I thought it would. Are you still at the restaurant?”

      “I just left,” I replied. I felt my jaw tense. She had expected me to just sit there and wait for her.

      “They’ll keep the table for you, you know they will. Just head back and I can be there in twenty minutes,” she said, as if what she was asking was completely reasonable. As if my time was worth nothing.

      “Twenty minutes? Where are you?” I asked. I could swear I heard a muffled voice in the background of the call, but the traffic racing past me was making it hard to hear anything clearly. Alice’s office was five minutes away, it was how this restaurant had become her favorite so easily. It was so close to where she worked, and the food was exquisite.

      “Are you going to be at the restaurant or not?” she snapped.

      “Alice I’ve been waiting for you for almost an hour. I look like a fucking idiot in that place, I’m not going back.”

      “It’s always about appearances with you, isn’t it?” she huffed. “Who cares what anyone else thinks? Just turn around and head back, what’s the problem? I’m hungry, let’s get some dinner and—”

      “What’s the problem?” I echo, astonished at her obliviousness.

      “Have you been drinking? You always get like this when you’ve been drinking,” she said. By that she meant that I was less willing to take her shit when I’d had a few. “I’ll get some food and meet you at your place. Grab a coffee when you get home and sober up, I’ve had a hell of a day and I’m in no mood to be arguing with you tonight.”

      She hung up and I gripped my phone so tightly that I thought it would shatter in my hand. As I went to put my phone back in my pocket, I felt the ring box against my hand. Before I could think about what I was going to do next I saw someone walking towards me at speed, a woman with her head down crashed into me and I reached out to grab her so that she didn’t fall. Even with a few whiskies in my system it seemed my reflexes hadn’t let me down.

      Her reaction caught me off guard, she seemed almost annoyed at me for the collision. I saw her look at me, recognition evident by the small gasp she let out. It was hard to go anywhere without being recognized these days. There’d been a business magazine cover shoot a couple of months back that had made it impossible to fly under the radar.

      “Hey, watch it,” she snapped. I laughed. I couldn’t remember the last time anyone had spoken to me like that, people had a habit of acting differently around me because of who I was and the family I was a part of. It felt refreshing to be half-yelled at by a stranger.

      Her eyes had locked onto mine for a second, something about the deep chocolate browns looking back at me felt familiar but she didn’t give me enough time to look at the rest of her face before she took off. I can’t even remember what I’d said back to her. Her t-shirt had been clinging to her body like a second skin, curves visible through the cotton.

      As she walked away, I couldn’t resist turning to watch. She was wearing shorts that revealed almost all of her thighs, ever so slightly bronzed but not overly so. Alice was always covered in fake tan and wore tailored clothes; I don’t remember the last time I’d seen her in sneakers.

      A part of me wanted to chase after her and apologize again. It was cold out and the outfit she was wearing would provide no protection against the temperature. As the distance between us grew I caught sight of a few men staring as she crossed their path, their heads turning. One of them whistled at her and I felt my hands tense.

      I noticed something on the ground, it looked like a wallet. It hadn’t been on the floor a minute ago, I was sure of it. I opened it up and spotted the ID card inside. My mouth fell open when I saw the name, my eyes darted back up in search of the woman than had just walked into me. How had I not recognized her straight away? Scarlett Pierce.
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      I was still shaking when I got to the care home. Of all the people in the world to have bumped into, why did it have to be Avery? I could feel my heart pounding, as if the scars from the last time it had been broken were aching anew.

      What would I even have said to him if I’d had the chance to organize my thoughts? It had all happened so fast out there on the sidewalk that all I could think to do was run, I didn’t want him to see what had become of me.

      The receptionist waved me through, and I walked through to find my dad’s room. He’d been here for eighteen months, and I’d been astonished as to how fast our lives had changed. He was in bed when I came through the door and even though he was probably exhausted he still lit up when he realized that I was there.

      I knew that I looked like my mom, he’d always commented on it when I was growing up, so I knew that he saw the similarities. I rarely saw her now and she’d had enough cosmetic work done that she didn’t look anything like herself. I just had to hope that it didn’t cause him too much pain to see me even though I reminded him of her.

      “Scarlett,” he said.

      “I had a bunch of missed calls, is everything okay?” I asked.

      “That was me,” a man announced, his body halfway into the room with a clipboard in his hand and his foot propping open the door. He didn’t intend to engage in a lengthy discussion, he clearly had somewhere else to be. It was the administrator, the guy that handled the finances. I knew what this was about.

      “Oh?” I said, playing dumb.

      “You’re two months behind, I’ve already made allowances for you, but I can’t keep kicking the can down the road Miss Pierce.”

      “What’s happening?” my dad asked.

      “Nothing, dad, don’t worry about it. I just need to talk to Mr. Spencer in private,” I replied, shooting a scowl at the man in the doorway before gesturing for him to step outside into the hall so my dad couldn’t hear us.

      “We will have to cease medical treatment if you can’t—”

      “No, you don’t need to do that. I have the money, I can… I can get the money to you tomorrow.”

      “You’ve been saying that for weeks, Miss Pierce.”

      “Yes, I know,” I huffed. My parents had agreed to love each other in sickness and in health, until death parted them. As soon as he got sick my mom was on the first flight out of town, though. She had only married him for his money, even I knew that. I wanted to see the good in her, but I wasn’t sure there was any. Over the years she took more and more of his assets for herself, and dad was all too happy to sign the papers because he thought he was being a good husband.

      He was gullible. Love had clouded his judgement and left him almost totally broke. She’d since remarried some other rich man; she clearly has a type. I’ve been left to cover the cost of dad’s medical bills by myself, and she doesn’t seem to give a damn whether he lives or dies. I’ve sunk thousands and thousands of dollars into diagnostic tests, pharmaceuticals, second opinions, residential care.

      I couldn’t be with him twenty-four-seven because I needed to work to keep the money coming in, so the safest option for him was to have round-the-clock support. One thing led to another, and now neither of us have two pennies to rub together and my mother is jetting around the world to top up her tan with Elliot in tow.

      Mr. Spencer was a man hardened by years in this profession, his face emotionless as he waited for me to say something definitive about when he would have his money. “Miss. Pierce, I have plenty of people that are looking to take up residence here and they will actually pay me. Do you see where I’m going with this?”

      “Please don’t kick my dad out of here, please. I just need a little more time. How about I— what if I paid half and then— what if—?” I was flustered, trying to fathom how little money I would need to keep aside to survive, while paying off what was owed here. Could I take out another loan? Not from a bank, obviously. Going back to the place where I’d gotten my last loan, which I still hadn’t paid off, would be a bad idea.

      I used to eat at the nicest restaurants in town, we’d have a private chef in the kitchen every day making elaborate breakfasts, and now I was standing here in my tattered clothes wondering if I could live off ramen for the next two weeks.

      “I can give you seven days,” he replied.

      “Seven?!”

      “We have a thirty-day notification policy and as I made you aware of this over a month ago, I think you’ll find that seven days is incredibly generous.”

      Before I was able to think of anything that I could say to convince him to give me another extension, he’d walked away. I lived in a one bed apartment in a building with a busted elevator, there was no way I could have my father move in with me. I live on the tenth floor, and I could only just manage the climb up the stairs, I couldn’t expect him to.

      I could ask Natalie for the money, but then she’d probably wonder why I’d let things get so bad. I couldn’t put pride above my father’s wellbeing. I didn’t have the ability to help him right now, but I knew people that could. Surely I could get this all figured out with a few phone calls.

      I walked back into the room where my dad lay on his bed staring at a news anchor on the television talking about ‘Business Mogul Avery Benson’s latest development on the West side of town’. Apparently it would be a tower filled with luxury apartments and a penthouse. I thought again of my place with its single bedroom and crappy water pressure. Our lives had drifted so far apart, but tonight we had bumped into each other on the street.

      I grabbed my backpack and realized it was unzipped. Had someone opened it? “No! No, no, no!” I panicked, my hands digging around at the bottom of the bag in the hopes that nothing important was missing.

      “What is it, sweetheart?” Dad asked. My phone was gone. So was my wallet. It’s not like it had much cash in it, maybe just a ten-dollar bill, but that would have been enough to feed me for a few meals. Without my phone I wouldn’t be easily able to call Nat and ask for her help, it’s not like I had her number memorized. She changed her phone number so often that it would be impossible to remember.

      I didn’t want my dad to know how bad things had gotten, he would be heartbroken. Instead I tucked the backpack underneath the chair by his bed and sat down. Fortunately, I’d stuck the keys to my apartment in my pocket so at least I could get inside my place later. I’d let myself panic about money when I was alone.

      Avery’s face was still on the TV screen, and I averted my gaze. It felt like a lifetime since we last spoke, he had been one of the few people that I’d been able to tolerate at that pretentious school we’d all been sent to as kids. He was older than Natalie and me, but we’d walked the same halls for a few overlapping years.

      I’d never seen him as intimidating when we were younger, despite his last name. He was from old money; you’d have to go back several generations to find someone that hadn’t been in the one percent. I felt intimidated now though, seeing him out on the sidewalk I felt nervous in his presence. I’d managed to quietly slip into obscurity, whereas he was on the front cover of magazines, photographed everywhere he went, he had just been on prime-time news.

      I doubt he recognized me. I’d be surprised if he even remembered me given that he’s been linked to a myriad of A-list beauties over the last decade. The last time I saw him I had short haircut just above the shoulders that I would style to be poker-straight, always fighting my natural curls. My hair was almost waist length at this point, I’d started running recently as a free form of exercise to clear my mind, so my shape had changed too.

      I hadn’t forgotten Avery, though. How could I? The memories of our relationship carved into me. I touched a hand to the inside of my left arm where I had a small tattoo of a bird cage, it complemented the tattoo he had in the same place on his own body. Two birds. Young love can make you do crazy things.
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      I’d lapped the park twice now and could feel the endorphins kicking in. Normally I ran with my headphones pumping music into my ears, an easy way to keep a good pace, but my phone was gone so I’d run in silence. It allowed me to really feel every movement that my body was making, the way my feet felt as they hit the ground, the ache in my legs that told me to slow down.

      I stopped for a second and put my hands on my knees, bending over so that I could take a few deep breaths and relieve the cramp in my calf. When I listened to music out here it would stop my thoughts from taking over, but this morning I was forced to face them. I’d hoped that getting straight outside for a workout would rid my brain of the dream I’d had last night. It wasn’t working.

      Every time I felt as though life had really got on top of me, I would have the same dream and it would come back to haunt me night after night for weeks. I knew that last night was just the first, and that there would be many more recurrences before it left me. Walking right into Avery yesterday added a new layer to the dream, though. Made the whole thing more real, more painful to wake up from.

      In the dream I would be stepping into my first art show in Paris, months of hard work coming to fruition with a gallery packed with eager faces all admiring my paintings and congratulating me. But standing right in the center of the room was Avery, he’d flown all the way there just for the show. Just for me.

      The sound of voices caught my attention and I stopped reliving the dream to watch two people jogging past my resting spot. A slim woman wearing a sports bra and a barely-there pair of shorts was laughing at a muscular man running beside her. He reached over to slap her ass and she giggled before running a little faster, so he’d have to chase her. I felt as though I’d seen her face before, but not with him. I’d probably seen her running here some other time.

      It made it seem even sadder that I was out here by myself fantasizing about a guy I’d not seen in years, as if the memory of what we had would stop me feeling as lonely as I felt now. The last relationship I’d been in had ended badly. I had lost my money trying to keep all the plates in my life spinning, he had lost his money gambling. My personal life was a total disaster, my professional life was embarrassing, and my sex life was non-existent.

      I inhaled deeply one more time before jogging the rest of the way back to my building so I could shower before work. Maybe I’d have time to put a little make-up on, too. That way I could score a few extra tips from the creeps at the bar to make up for the ten dollars I lost yesterday.

      Back at my apartment I let myself in and closed the door behind me, sighing at the cramped living conditions I had been enduring since I’d had to sell off my house. There was a postcard on the doormat, and I didn’t need to turn it over to know who it was from. My mom couldn’t help but brag about her adventures; the expensive island getaways and yacht excursions that she paid for with the money she’d stolen from my father.

      I picked up the card and looked at the picture on the front; she was standing in front of The Colosseum with a giant glass of red wine in her diamond encrusted hand, Elliot by her side with a watch on his wrist that cost more than I made in a year. After everything she’d done I hadn’t cut her out of my life entirely, she was my mom after all. Maybe if she knew how bad things had gotten, if I told her everything and didn’t try to sugarcoat it, maybe then she would help me.

      I hadn’t exactly hidden my desperation the last time we’d spoken, but she’d just been about to head off on another one of her vacations so told me to call her when she got back so we could talk properly. That had been three vacations ago. I flipped the postcard over and scowled at her handwriting. She was getting back today and had booked us a table for lunch for tomorrow, I recognized the name of the restaurant and just had to hope she would be paying.

      I turned the shower on in the bathroom and let the water run for a minute or so as I undressed. I still had a few half empty bottles of luxury hair products that I held onto just in case I needed to look my best. I massaged the shampoo into my roots, closing my eyes to savor the rich coconut scent that swirled through the steam. As conditioner soaked into my curls, I exfoliated my skin and lathered bubbles over me, relishing the fragrant escape while it lasted. Soon I’d be stood behind the bar slinging drinks at perverts in the hopes they’d tip well.

      Twenty minutes later and I was applying the final touches, a slick of deep red lipstick and a spritz of perfume that had been the only luxury I’d bought for myself in the last twelve months. I looked in the mirror and appraised myself, beneath the white t-shirt I was wearing a lace bra without padding. My nipples protruded through the cotton just enough to be visible. That should get some attention.

      I walked to the bar with my coat zipped up to the top, suddenly self-conscious about my appearance as I considered heading back and wiping the makeup off. What was I doing? Was I really so desperate for money that I needed to degrade myself? The answer was yes.

      As soon as I arrived, I spotted a few regulars. They were sat at a table with two empty glasses beside each of them, they’d seemingly been here a while already. Mark was leaning against the wall as he made an embarrassing attempt to flirt with one of the newly recruited waitresses. Jessie, one of the more seasoned waitresses rolled her eyes at him when I looked over. Clearly he’d been bothering the new girl for a while. He stopped when I unzipped my coat and slipped it off my shoulders.

      Now he was looking in my direction. I felt my stomach churn.

      “Scarlett!” he grinned, pushing away from the wall and heading across the room towards me. “You didn’t need to do all this to impress me. I do appreciate it though, don’t get me wrong.”

      “I think the phone’s ringing,” I lied, rushing through the door into the kitchen. I took a couple of deep breaths and tried to focus on why I’d thought this was a good idea in the first place. I needed the money. I needed to make enough in tips to keep myself afloat because right now I was drowning in a sea of unpaid bills and there was no life raft to be found.

      Unless that’s why my mom wanted to speak to me tomorrow? Was there a chance she’d had a change of heart? She did say to speak to her when she got back from vacation, she just hadn’t specified which vacation she was referring to. This could be it! She was more than able to write me a check that could keep the roof over my head and my father’s.

      I had to hang on to the idea that she was a good person, I had to. I couldn’t allow myself to believe that she was so entirely selfish that she’d sit back and watch us suffer like this… at least not forever. At some point she would see how much I needed her to step up, right?

      “Scarlett!” Mark’s voice boomed. I swallowed, straightened up and stepped back out into the bar area. “You’ve got a visitor.”

      He thumbed in the direction of a man that was facing away towards the front door of the place.

      “A visitor?” I echoed. That was when the man turned around. Avery was standing there with my wallet and cell phone in his hands, and it felt like my heart was in my throat.

      “Scarlett,” he smiled. My knees threatened to give way beneath me. I opened my mouth to say something, but no words came.

      “Mr. Benson, I wouldn’t have expected to see you in a place like this,” Mark managed. He was ringing his hands nervously in Avery’s presence. “I mean, it’s a great place, we’ve obviously got the right sort of talent working here, if you know what I mean!” Mark laughed and gestured towards me. I saw Avery’s jaw clench.

      “What did you just say?” Avery said, turning to face Mark and standing up straight, further highlighting the height difference between them. Avery was six and a half feet tall, and Mark had the aura of a man that would tell everyone he was six feet when in reality he was barely five eleven.

      “I just—”

      “Is that how you talk about her? I could have this place shut down today if I made a few calls, you need to learn to watch your mouth.”

      Mark gulped, muttered an apology and backed away towards his office. I glanced down at Avery’s hand on the bar, his knuckles white as he clenched it into a fist. His nostrils flared and I couldn’t help but laugh. It clearly wasn’t the reaction he was expecting.

      “What’s so funny?” he asked.

      “I could have this place shut down,” I mocked, putting on a deep voice as I repeated his words back to him.

      “I was defending you!” he said, a smirk pulling at his lips just enough to ease the tension on his face. “I thought it would be the gentlemanly thing to do to return these in person, even if you did perform a hit and run on me last night.” He handed over my wallet and phone. Without thinking I grabbed the wallet and opened it up, letting out an audible sigh of relief escape my lips as I spotted the cash still inside.

      Of course it was still there. Why would a billionaire steal ten dollars from me?

      “How did you find me?” I asked.

      “Your ID is inside,” he replied. “I didn’t realize you were working here though, I thought maybe you owned the place.” I saw his eyes roam over my body, fixing on my mouth for a second before wandering down to my chest. My heart raced.

      “Thanks for bringing these back.” I didn’t want to address my employment, didn’t want to have to admit to him that I barely survived paycheck to paycheck and that I could be sleeping on the street if I didn’t do something drastic.

      I caught him looking at my shirt again, I could feel my nipples hardening against the lace. There was nineteen inches of bar between us, but it was the closest our bodies had been in years. I could smell him from here, the oaky cologne.

      “Why did you take off like that?” he asked. My brow furrowed slightly, but I kept my head down, unable to look him in the eye. “Last night, you saw it was me and you disappeared.”

      “I didn’t, I didn’t know it was you…I thought—”

      “You’re a terrible liar, you always were,” he snapped.

      “Our lives have taken us in very different directions, Avery. You’re on billboards and magazine covers, and I’m… well I’m here. If you want an honest answer—”

      “Always,” he interrupted.

      “If you want an honest answer, then I didn’t think I could handle seeing you pity me. Okay? You’re doing it now. I don’t need you to feel sorry for me.”

      “Scarlett, when did you—” Avery stopped as a man walked into the bar dressed in a black suit, an earpiece on the right side of his head suggested to me that he was probably one of Avery’s security staff. “Yes?”

      “Sir, we need to leave,” the man announced.

      “I’m in the middle of something, whatever it is can wait,” Avery replied, turning his attention back to me.

      “Sir, it’s your father…”

      Avery didn’t allow the sentence to be finished. “I’m on my way,” he said. “See you around, Birdy.” He dropped my nickname like a lead weight and then vanished through the door with his bodyguard, leaving me reeling at the impact of his visit. Birdy. He remembered.
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      I sat in the back of the car and could feel anger coursing through my body that I couldn’t explain. As the limo drove to the hospital I found myself clenching my fists, my right leg restlessly moved up and down as I tried to get my thoughts in order.

      My father collapsed. It wasn’t the first time it had happened, maybe the fact that his health was declining so significantly was what had me so uneasy. A few years ago, he had a heart attack, doctors recommended he try to reduce the amount of stress in his life, lower his blood pressure, stop pushing himself. He was too stubborn to listen to advice, even when the consequences of ignoring it are so grave.

      My mother had already sent me several messages to say that he was conscious and already trying to escape the confines of a hospital bed to get back to the office. Typical.

      When he retired I was supposed to take over his seat at the head of the company. That had always been the plan. With this medical situation that deadline would likely be moved, but would he still sign the paperwork if I didn’t have a wife at my side? I thought again of the ring I’d been carrying around for months, waiting for the opportunity to propose to Alice.

      I leant back in my seat and ran a hand through my hair. Last night when she came to the house with take-out I could have done it, I could have dropped to one knee and asked the question. She’d brought two of her favorite dishes, didn’t put her phone down once while we ate. It didn’t feel like the right time. We weren’t technically together; she hadn’t even brought up the fact that our last face-to-face conversation had resulted in our latest break up.

      If I was being honest with myself then I knew the real reason I hadn’t proposed last night. I couldn’t get Scarlett out of my head after I saw the ID card in her wallet. That look in her eye as I pulled her back onto her feet, the moment she recognized me. It had been years since I’d seen her, my father had sent me abroad to some exclusive business school and we’d lost touch. We’d been so close at one time, but now? Now she looked angry just at the sight of me.

      Just then in that bar she had been fueled by it, filled with a rage that I couldn’t understand. The way her top lip tensed as she looked at me, the way her chest heaved with unsteady breaths. I felt as if I could still smell her perfume even now, it had been the one that she’d been wearing at the Halloween party when we… fuck, even thinking about that night gets me hard.

      Seeing her in that tight T-shirt, the way it clung to her breasts. I punched the seat beside me, prompting the limo driver to glance up at me in the rear-view mirror. The way that guy had spoken to her, I should have knocked him out. He shouldn’t be allowed to be anywhere near her, she shouldn’t even be in a place like that.

      We arrived at the hospital and I hurried up through the private facility to where my mother told me they were located. Predictably, my father was barking orders at the doctors.

      “They are the ones with the medical degrees, maybe you should hear them out,” I said as I entered the room. I kissed my mother on the cheek and squeezed her hand, hoping to provide some reassurance that she wasn’t in this alone, not now that I was there.

      “This is ridiculous, I took a tumble, that’s all. There was no need for anyone to call an ambulance. Look at your mother’s face, you’d think I was dying! I didn’t need the theatrics today, Avery, I have a meeting at noon,” he complained.

      “Let Avery go to it in your place, you need to be resting,” my mother replied.

      “I’ll rest when I’m dead!” he snapped.

      “Which will be soon if you don’t listen to what the doctors are trying to tell you,” I said.

      “Mr. Benson, a loss of consciousness like the one you experienced today is indicative of something significant that we need to investigate. You have a history of high blood pressure, a previous cardiac event which—” the doctor began.

      “That heart attack was years ago, I don’t know why everyone keeps bringing it up like it happened yesterday.”

      “Have you been taking your medication?” the doctor asked. My father shifted uncomfortably on the bed, avoiding eye contact and causing my mother to rub at her temples as an attempt to self soothe.

      “It’s not natural to take so many pills! Besides, I have so much on my mind I can’t be expected to remember to take a fistful of meds every morning. I get to that office at six o’clock every day, I always have. You know that,” my father said, wagging a knowing finger in my direction. “When you have business overseas you have to take into consideration the time zones, you can’t be sleeping when there’s money to be made, Anita.” That remark was aimed at my mother who looked on the verge of tears once again.

      “I’m cancelling the meeting; you will stay here until the doctors know what happened to you today. For her sake, if not for your own,” I insisted, glancing at my mother as I spoke.

      “Fine. But don’t let yourself get above your station, Avery. You’re not in charge yet,” he reminded me. Didn’t I know it.

      “Could I speak to you outside for a moment, darling?” my mother asked, nudging me towards the door. I held it open for her and we stepped into the corridor, and she suddenly looked stern. “Your father will die in that office if we don’t do something. He should retire, Avery. The two of us should be on a cruise ship with a drink in our hands and the sun on our faces. He can’t keep doing this.”

      “I know,” I nodded.

      “You know as well as I do that he won’t hand over the business before you marry. Given how long you’ve been with Alice we both thought that would have happened by now, but… well I don’t want to rush you into anything, sweetheart—”

      “You both told me I had until my thirtieth birthday.”

      “I know what we said but look—” She guided my shoulders so that I could peer through the window of the door into the hospital room as doctors attached more monitors to his chest. “I don’t know if we have that sort of time. I thought you had a ring.”

      “How do you know about that?” I asked.

      “There is very little that any of my children can keep from me for long. Besides you went to my jeweler, he was hardly going to withhold that sort of information.”

      “I am more than qualified to take the job; this marriage ultimatum is ridiculous. If I don’t take the position, then who would he give it to? Seth? Good luck with that. What about Wyatt? Or—”

      “Your brothers would do a fine job, Avery. Don’t think that age automatically gives you priority because it doesn’t. Besides, it wouldn’t have to be one of you, you have cousins. You know why your father wants you to have a wife by your side, he’s been very clear.”

      That he has. He thinks young men can be easily distracted, that if we are out chasing women that we won’t keep our head in the game and get the business done. No matter how much I’ve railed against the idea he won’t budge. He tried to keep me away from girls when I was studying, he didn’t want me to lose focus. Somehow he let Alice get close enough for us to start a relationship, and sometimes I wonder if I latched onto her because she was the first woman I spent real time with. Well… the first woman since Scarlett, anyway.

      “Avery, your father will be in this hospital for as long as it takes to figure out what happened to him today. I would appreciate it if you would contact his assistant and have the schedule cleared for the afternoon. Do not, under any circumstances, explain what has happened here. If the shareholders hear about this then our stock will plummet, and we need to be keeping your father calm.”

      “Yes, mom,” I agreed. There was no use arguing with her, once she had her mind made up about something then it would be like fighting the tide to change it. I peered once again through the glass window of the door and watched as my father pulled a blood pressure cuff off his arm.

      Once I got back to the back seat of the car I began making calls. I doubted that my brothers had been high on the contact list when the ambulance was called, none of them were what you would call responsible. In a moment of crisis it was always better to have them further away from the situation. This didn’t stop them from contributing to the business, somehow they had convinced our parents they were capable of acting professionally when the occasion called for it. That same maturity didn’t extend to their personal lives.

      I barely had time to notice the scenery changing beyond the windows as I made one call after another. It wasn’t until my window was rolling down that I realized we were at the gate of the family property. I reached out a hand to allow the scanners to read my fingerprint and the gates swung open in response.

      It would be another few minutes until we were at the front door of my house. I held my cell phone in my hands and stared at the screen, wondering whether or not I should send the message I’d been writing in my mind. When I realized I had Scarlett’s phone I had put my number into it, I’d taken hers too. I don’t know what had prompted me to do it, I’d clearly let the intrusive thoughts take over.

      I could send her a message right now; I could call her and hear her voice again. Even if it was just to hear her yell at me one more time. Her eyes would almost flare with rage when she got angry with me, even when we were younger I’d managed to get her worked up so much that she would fizzle with annoyance. I bit my lower lip as I remembered how good it felt to have my hands on her, the thought of her sitting on my lap as I pulled her waist down, her legs wrapped around me.

      I typed out a message and hit send just as the car pulled up at my front door. It was then that I realized I’d made a mistake.
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      Alice was standing in the entrance of the house with tears in her eyes. I climbed out of the car and slipped my phone into a pocket, trying to stall for time as I took in the scene before me. She was wearing the ring.

      “Avery, I can’t believe it!” she squealed. Neither could I. “I thought you were never going to ask!”

      “I don’t think I did…” I muttered, turning to dismiss the driver. “I thought you were going to be in work all day today, what are you doing here?”

      “I had a client cancel last minute, some family emergency or something, so I thought I’d come back here and squeeze in a workout as I was in the area. I’m so glad I did because… I mean how many carats is this thing?!” she laughed. “Not that I would have expected any less.”

      That last comment made my jaw clench.

      “How did you find it?” I asked.

      “Huh?”

      “The ring. It wasn’t just lying around, Alice. How did you find it?” I pressed.

      “You don’t need to worry about things like that, fiancé. What’s mine is yours, after all! I can’t believe I’m going to be a Benson! We should try and secure a good deal with a magazine for rights to wedding photographs, you don’t want to get fucked over on stuff like that.”

      “I put it in a safe, one that I was not aware you had access to.”

      “Urgh, Avery, what’s the problem? You obviously bought this ring for me and now I’m wearing it, why are you screwing up your face like you’re mad at me? You’re ruining this,” she huffed, crossing her arms across her chest like a disgruntled child.

      “So you entered my home, opened my safe, helped yourself to a jewelry box and have—”

      “Do you want me to marry you or not?” she interrupted. “If this engagement ring wasn’t for me, then who was it for?”

      “It was for you,” I answered flatly, awestruck at how little she seemed to care about how this had all gone down.

      “Exactly. Come on in, I can order us some champagne and maybe slip into something slutty,” she winked.

      Before I had a chance to say anything else she had stepped back into the house, and I was left standing on the driveway. I hadn’t proposed, but Alice had decided we were engaged. I had been planning to ask her, but something had stopped me every time. Now that she had taken it out of my hands, I wasn’t sure how to feel.

      My father would happily work himself into the grave if I didn’t step in, and they wouldn’t let me take over without a wife. So was this the solution? Marry Alice, despite my reservations, and inherit the business?

      “…whichever is the most expensive. We’re celebrating!” I caught her saying down the phone. She turned to me after hanging up and started to unbutton her blouse, biting on her lower lip as she approached me. “I can only have one glass; I’ve still got to make it to the office for an R&D meeting at three. But until then…”

      She pulled the fabric off her arms and tossed it to the ground, revealing her gym-honed frame in a black bra that pushed her breasts up into perfectly round mounds on her chest. Stretching up onto her toes she brushed her lips against my throat, kissing at the side of my neck and biting at my ear lobe as her fingers pulled at the buttons of my shirt.

      “It’s not a good time,” I said, trying to step back a little.

      “What are you talking about? You’ve just put a ring on my finger and now we’re going to fuck like we just met because I am so fucking happy right now.”

      “You put a ring on your finger,” I replied. I placed my hands around her upper arms and held her in place as I stepped back.

      “Are you pissed because you had some big plans for the proposal? You can still do it, I’ll just be wearing this enormous diamond already, that’s all.” She unzipped her skirt and let it fall to the floor, revealing the matching lace panties and garter belt that held up the stockings around her thighs. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen her in anything like this. Was she just wearing that all day?

      “Alice, it’s not a good time. My father is in the hospital, he might have had a heart attack.”

      “Okay… well, I don’t think us not having sex is going to help him much.”

      “Are you fucking serious?” I walked over to the bar area I’d had built between the kitchen and living room and poured myself a whisky, tipping it back and slamming the glass back down on the counter. She didn’t even fucking care if he lived or died. She was too busy planning how she was going to spend all the money she would have access to if she married the man about to take over the Benson empire.

      “What do you want me to say? He’s obviously not dead, otherwise you would be with your mom and not here. This is how you want to remember the day we got engaged? I can’t believe you’re acting like this. I’ve waited all this time for you to finally get the balls to ask me to marry you, just praying that you would grow up and be a man about it, and this is what I get? If you’re just going to yell at me then I’ll leave.”

      “How have you managed to make this about you?” I said, my voice calm but the wavering in it betraying the rage beneath the surface.

      “You know what, you call me when you calm down, Avery,” she snapped, pulling her skirt back up and zipping it into place. “When was the last time we even had sex? You’re obviously getting it somewhere else if you’re not getting it from me. So who is she? Huh? You know what, don’t tell me. I don’t want to know.” She pulled on the blouse and fastened the buttons. “But it stops now. We’re getting married, and that means you are all mine.”

      “You think I’m unfaithful?”

      “Oh, don’t look so wounded, you think I don’t know about all the women throwing themselves at you everywhere you go? You fucking men are all the same. If you want to apologize to me then I’ll be at the office.” She slipped her feet back into her designer heels and marched out the door, making sure to slam it loudly behind her as she left.

      How the fuck had today gone so badly already? I felt like I’d gotten into an argument with every woman I’d spoken to and been portrayed as the bad guy by all of them. I’d pissed off Scarlett by simply pointing out that she had pretended not to recognize me, pissed off my mother by not being married already so that dad would retire, and then pissed off Alice by… well she’d managed to concoct a fantasy to be angry about.

      She was going to start telling people we were getting married, whether I wanted her to or not. If she hadn’t found the ring, then I don’t know if I would ever have given it to her. There was a reason I’d not done it yet, even if I didn’t know exactly what that reason was.

      I watched her leave. No part of me considered chasing after her. If she thought that causing a scene and storming out was a way to get my attention, then she didn’t know me at all. I poured myself another whisky and threw it back, grimacing as it burned my throat. I was clutching at the glass so tightly that it could have shattered in my hand.

      My father wanted me to have a wife but had never shown much interest in that wife being Alice. We’d barely seen each other these last few months, both of us consumed with our work and neither willing to bend our schedules for the other. She had just burst out of my house with a million-dollar diamond on her finger and I didn’t even care. It shouldn’t be like that. I threw the whisky glass across the room and it smashed against a wall above the fireplace.

      Then my phone buzzed. Then it buzzed again.

      I pulled it out of my pocket and saw that I had two separate messages, one from Alice and the other was a reply from Scarlett. I’d written, ‘Can I try that again? I haven’t seen you in years and it would be great to catch up – Avery.’

      She replied, ‘Are you going to yell at me again? If you are then let me know so I can work on some good comebacks.’

      I smiled. It wasn’t a no. ‘I can be civil if I really try,’ I typed. Her reply was quicker this time.

      ‘I’m working a double and will probably pass out when I get home. I can try and see the roster for next week and let you know when I’m free.’

      Working a double? At that shitty bar? What happened to the galleries and exhibitions of her paintings? Last I heard it had all been going well for her, but now she was being hit on by drunks and pouring beers. I didn’t want to wait until next week to see her again. The thought of her in that bar filled with guys getting more and more out of control from alcohol… it wasn’t safe.

      I closed the message and rang my driver.
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      My break was almost over so I slipped my phone back into my purse and walked back into the kitchen. I had started pretending to be a smoker so that Mark would let me head out back for a cigarette, it let me get five minutes of fresh air every hour or so. I would lean against the door in the alley and stare down towards the high street where people would pass by on their way to more glamorous places.

      Despite the mess I found myself in, I couldn’t help but feel a little excited at the thought of talking to Avery properly. Maybe I could skim over some of the details about what had gone wrong for me and talk about other things instead.

      In the kitchen I slipped my purse onto the high shelf behind a box of fresh produce to keep it out of view. It had been so strange seeing him in the bar earlier, it was like two distant parts of my life had briefly collided, like spinning tops bumping into each other for a split second. The memory of his body on the bar stool across from me made feel lightheaded, his broad shoulders perfectly displayed in the smart shirt, the fabric bulging over his muscular arms.

      He had checked me out, I’d caught him looking me up and down. I bit my lip at the thought of it, but then remembered that we were from different worlds now. All the things we’d had in common when we’d first met had vanished, I didn’t have seven figures in the bank or a luxury home to go back to. I didn’t go on vacation to tropical islands and eat at the finest restaurants anymore. I’d read enough trashy magazines to know that he was often photographed stepping out of expensive cars or stepping off jets.

      Wasn’t he with someone? I was sure I’d seen a picture of him with a woman, but I didn’t read the article. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.

      “Scarlett?” Mark yelled from the front. The kitchen door swung open and he leaned into the room in search of me. “Come on, it’s getting busy out here.”

      I suppressed a sigh and obliged, walking out to the bar area and seeing a crowd of men waiting to be served. I could see them nudging each other and making loud comments about me, laughing as they detailed how great it would be to bend me over the bar. I plastered a smile on my face, reminded myself that I needed good tips today, and asked, “What can I get you?”

      There was one man at the front of the group that seemed to be their mouthpiece for the night. He turned to take a head count, then faced me, “We’ll take twelve vodka shots to start. Open up a tab, we’ll be here a while,” he grinned.

      Shots? That always meant trouble. No one started doing shots at this time of the afternoon if they were just here for a quiet drink after work.

      “Can you bring them over? We’ll be at the table over there,” he said, thumbing over his shoulder. I watched as his eyes drifted down from my face to my chest. He made no secret of the fact he was staring at my tits and I felt uneasy as he licked his lips before heading over to join his friends.

      Bringing drinks to a table meant that I had to leave the relative safety of the space behind the bar and walk out into the wild, where anyone could grab my ass or ‘accidentally’ brush their crotch up against me as they stood too close. I thought of my dad and the harsh reminder from Mr. Spencer about the unpaid bills.

      I would just have to grin and bear it. Bring the shot glasses over on a little tray, bend over just enough to flash some cleavage as I put them on the table, flirt just enough that they think they might have a chance and pray that they tip well.

      I grabbed a tray, lined up the shot glasses and started to pour. The smell was strong enough to overpower the lingering scent of stale beer and I felt it burn my nostrils. Once all twelve glasses were filled, I lifted the tray and walked through the gap at the end of the bar.

      The men watched me approach. Keep smiling. I lowered the tray and bent over, pushing my ass backwards as I put a shot glass in front of each of them. I felt a hand on my thigh. “Why don’t you stay and have a drink with us? You can have mine,” he said. It was the man that had ordered the drinks. His hand slipped beneath my skirt and I could feel his fingers moving around to the inside of my legs.

      “Maybe later, I have to get back,” I replied, standing up straight. He didn’t move his hand away.

      “You’d have more fun over here with us. Come on, have a shot.” With his free hand he reached over to his own glass and raised it to my mouth. I was holding the tray against my chest like some sort of shield, lifting it up just enough to block the drink against my lips.

      “I’d love to, but I have work to do,” I replied, a little more forcefully but still with a fake smile on my face. I turned and took a step, but the man immediately stood up and moved in front of me so that I couldn’t get away from him.

      “Don’t you wanna party? It’s my birthday, you don’t want to say no to a guy on his birthday, do you?” He lifted a finger to touch the side of my face and I tried to retreat, realizing that the table hit the back of my thighs and I was pinned in. He was in front of me, and eleven of his friends were behind.

      “I can’t, I—”

      Before I could protest further, he reached around to grab my ass with both hands, I could feel his cock against my hip, and I pushed the tray against his chest to get him off me. He was too strong. His friends were all laughing, how was this funny?

      “You can feel that, can’t you?” he whispered in my ear, his breath on my skin. “You know you want it.”

      I lifted up my knee hard, ramming it into his crotch and pushing at him with the tray at the same time. He yelled out in pain. The laughter stopped.

      “You fucking bitch!” He shoved me backwards forcefully enough that I fell onto the table, landing on the shot glasses before the entire surface collapsed. There was vodka everywhere, burning as it found its way into the cuts from the broken glasses.

      Then I heard his voice. Avery’s voice. My eyes had already filled with tears, but I looked and saw his silhouette. “What the fuck did you just do?” he roared. His hand was around the guy’s throat, and I could see real fear on the faces of the men around me. Apparently the situation wasn’t all that funny now.

      “She, she just—” the man stuttered.

      “Get the fuck out of here before I put you in the hospital,” Avery said, throwing the man down onto the ground. “Don’t ever fucking come back here.”

      Any bravado left in the man on the floor quickly left as he scrambled backwards to get onto his feet. The entire group hurried out of the door, grabbing their friend off the ground and muttering, ‘Was that Avery fucking Benson? What the fuck?’

      The bar was now deathly silent. I was still crumpled on the broken glass, the table in pieces around me. Avery bent down and scooped me up, one arm under my knees and the other around my shoulders. I could feel his racing heartbeat against my body, his frantic breaths. I felt myself melt against him, if he hadn’t shown up when he did then I don’t know what would have happened.

      Mark sure as shit wouldn’t have come to my rescue. I doubted the other bar staff would be willing to risk their own safety to ensure mine. Jessie would normally give men hell if they tried to get grabby, but she wasn’t in for another few hours. I closed my eyes and cradled my arms across my stomach, the vodka still stinging in my open wounds.

      Avery kicked the kitchen door open and marched into the room. The lights were brighter here, I could see the glow through my eyelids as tears continued to roll down my face. He sat me carefully on the edge of the kitchen counter and brushed my hair behind my ears.

      “Where does it hurt?” he asked.

      I couldn’t even speak. Tears fell silently down my face, and I could feel them landing on my legs as I hung my head in embarrassment. He tilted my face up to meet his gaze, one single finger under my chin.

      “I’m taking you to the hospital,” he said.

      “No. No you can’t do that. I don’t need—”

      “She speaks,” he smiled.

      “I have a job, and I don’t have insurance.”

      “You think I’m going to let you stay here for the rest of your shift after what just happened?” His voice was commanding, the touch of his hand on my face as he turned it left and right to look for injuries was gentle, and I felt my heart beating faster. He was so close to me right now. If I parted my knees I could pull him closer, remind myself what his kisses tasted like.

      “Let me?”

      “I’m taking you to see a doctor whether you like it or not.”

      “Avery, I can’t afford it. I need this job. If I leave then—” I began, feeling anxiety rush over my body as I considered the consequences of losing my only form of income. “Cuts heal, I just need a few minutes to calm myself down and then I can get back to work.”

      “Over my dead body,” he said. I met his eyes, his hand on my cheek slowly traced the line of my jaw until he could press his thumb to my lower lip. Even as the noise from the bar started to pick up again, I could hear his unsteady breaths as he inched closer to me. I reached up to straighten the collar on his shirt, it had gotten messed up out in the bar when he had rescued me, when he had lifted me into his arms and held me against his body.

      I slowly started to move my legs apart, pulling his collar so that he would step forward. He pressed his forehead against mine, his thumb still on my bottom lip. Kiss me. I wanted him so badly in that moment that I wouldn’t even care if someone walked in on us fucking on the counter. I wanted to unfasten his suit trousers, let them fall to his feet, and slide his cock right into me.

      He was rock hard. His bulge firm against my panties, urging me to take him right here. The kitchen door swung open and Mark barged in, prompting Avery to take a step back and gently push my knees back together.

      “What the fuck, Scarlett? Twelve glasses and a table? That’s coming out of your wages,” Mark yelled. He didn’t seem to care that I was bleeding, or that Avery was standing beside me with his hands balled into fists.

      “Where the fuck where you? She just got attacked in the middle of your bar and you didn’t do a fucking thing about it,” Avery snarled.

      “Oh calm down, it wasn’t like they were going to do anything,” Mark replied, rolling his eyes.

      “They did do something. Fucking look at her,” Avery snapped.

      “She probably just tripped.”

      In seconds Avery had crossed the room and punched Mark in the face so hard he fell to the ground. I watched as my manager cupped his reddening cheek.

      “That’s assault. I don’t care how much money you’ve got, that’s assault. I’ll file charges, I’ll—” Mark stuttered.

      “You probably just tripped,” Avery smirked. “I’m taking Scarlett to the hospital, and if you don’t want to find yourself on a gurney in the ER then I suggest you make sure she is paid in full for today.”

      Before Mark could say a word Avery was back by my side, once again lifting me up and carrying me towards the back door of the kitchen. I managed to reach up and grab my purse before he pushed through the exit into the alley behind the bar.

      “I can walk, you know,” I said. He lowered me to the ground slowly, my body sliding down the front of his before my feet met the tarmac. Barely any light from the street made it this far down the alley, but even still I could see the look in his eyes. I reached up for his collar once again, this time he didn’t hesitate.
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      She pulled me towards her, and I lost control of myself. I brought my mouth down to hers and wrapped my hands up into her hair, her lips parted and I ran my tongue along hers, my body electrified by her touch.

      I lifted her up by her waist and she wrapped her legs around me, she must be able to feel how hard I was. She was so fucking beautiful. I hadn’t stopped thinking about her since she ran into me on the street and all I wanted was to have her, right now up against the wall. I walked forward, carrying her until her back hit the bricks of the building next door.

      Only a few pieces of fabric separated us, and I could easily push her panties to the side and fuck her right here. Her hands were in my hair, grabbing fistfuls as she pressed herself against me, locking her ankles behind me so that she could grind her pussy against my cock. I felt like I couldn’t think of anything but her, I’d never been so hard in my life, and I reached my hands up under her shirt to feel her skin.

      Her nipples pushed at the lace containing them and I wanted them in my mouth. I wanted to have her naked so I could watch how every single inch of her body reacted as I slammed into her.

      She reached down to the top of my trousers and I thought I might explode, her hands frantic as she yearned for me, desperate for my cock inside her. I hadn’t felt wanted like this before, she wanted me badly and I needed to watch her climax when I was deep inside her, I wanted the image burned into my memory.

      Then it hit me. Alice.

      I pulled away from Scarlett, watching her wild eyes as I lowered her to the ground. She looked confused. She had no idea what I was thinking, how badly I didn’t want to be walking away from this moment.

      “Did I do something wrong?” she asked. Fuck. Her sweet voice made my cock twitch at the thought of her groaning my name. I rubbed my hands down over my face and tried to get myself back under control. I had broken up with Alice, I wasn’t in a relationship with her but now she wearing the engagement ring that I’d bought for her. It wouldn’t matter that technically we weren’t together, and that Alice proposed to herself and declared that we were getting married. We had been broken up.

      “I need to get you to a hospital, Scarlett,” I replied.

      “But—”

      “No arguing,” I snapped, immediately regretting it. I watched as a hurt expression spread across her face and I wished I could explain why I had put a stop to this. There was no way to tell her that I had a fiancé without looking the world’s biggest asshole for trying to fuck her at her job. “I’ll call my driver.”

      She nodded and I pulled out my phone, my head spinning from the past half hour and how fast things had spiraled. Within minutes a car pulled up to the end of the alley and I jerked my head towards it, urging Scarlett to follow me. If I opened my mouth to speak, I felt like I would regret it. I would say something I shouldn’t say, I might confess to her how often I’d thought about her over the years.

      I held open the door and allowed her to step inside.

      “You take a limo everywhere you go?” she asked. I shook my head. I don’t even recall the last time I’d been in this car, but I had asked to be brought to the bar in this thing. I’d wanted her to see it. Maybe even as I’d left my house after the argument with Alice, I was hoping that Scarlett would be in the back of this car with me. All it would take would be for the driver to roll up the partition and we’d have complete privacy back here.

      “Are we going to talk about what just happened?” she asked, searching my face for a response. I could feel my features twisted into an angry grimace, my jaw was tense, and my nostrils flared. “Are you mad at me?”

      “Mad?” I said, despite myself.

      “Yeah, I mean… you look like you’re pissed off about something.”

      “I am.”

      “Was it something I did?” Her voice was so innocent. She was covered in cuts, vodka soaked into her shirt making it slightly translucent, blood on her arms, yet she was worried that I wasn’t okay.

      “It’s something I didn’t do,” I said, unable to look at her.

      “Oh?”

      The way she’d grabbed me in that alley made it clear what she wanted from me, and the thought of giving it to her made my pulse race. I leaned back, putting a little more space between us.

      “Don’t tempt me,” I pleaded. There was no conviction in my voice. I was already tempted. There was nothing she could do to stop the thoughts I was having about her body; it took every effort to keep myself from pulling her on top of me, lifting up that shirt and kissing every inch of her skin. The thought of wrapping my hands around her waist, feeling her hot breath against my neck.

      “Tempt you?” she smirked. I was sat across from her in the back of the car, watching her body carefully as she taunted me. I could feel my dick aching from wanting her, throbbing in my boxers as I watched her lift her skirt a little higher up her thighs. My eyes focused on the inside of her legs as she continued to reveal more and more skin.

      “Please…” I begged, a timid request to not tempt me further. “It’s a bad idea. I just want to make sure you’re okay, then I’ll leave you alone.”

      “What if I don’t want you to leave me alone?” she said, her eyes flicked down to the mound in my crotch. She knew what she was doing to me. I lifted a fist to my mouth and sunk my teeth into my knuckles as she parted her legs, teasing me with the hint of black lace underwear beneath.

      “We are almost there, Sir,” the driver called out.

      “Then lap the block a few times,” I ordered, before reaching over to roll up the partition. I dropped to my knees in front of her and slid my hands up the outside of her thighs, wrapping my fingers around the thin black band of her thong and pulling it down. Down and down. Once I had it by her ankles, I took it off completely and threw it across the back of the limo.

      I needed to taste her. I pushed her legs apart and looked at the delicious pinkness waiting for me. I looked up to catch her eye, her heaving breasts, her lips. I traced kisses along her skin, thriving on every shudder her body gave me as I got closer to her pussy. It drove me crazy how badly she wanted this. She wrapped a hand into my hair and grabbed a fistful just as I pressed my tongue against her clit.

      She was so wet. I licked slowly, savoring the flavor of her as hips she gyrated beneath me. I felt her buck, rolling into my mouth as gasps shook her. I applied more pressure with my mouth, my hands tight against the back of her thighs to pull her harder against my face.

      “Avery…” she groaned. I wanted her to come with my name on her lips. I took my right hand and traced a finger down her slit, slowly sliding into her and then back out. Then I added a second finger, all the while sucking at her clit as I fucked her with my hand.

      She was grinding herself against my face and I wished the lighting in here was better so that I could see the look in her eyes, I wanted to watch her biting her lip, trying to suppress the sounds that she could no longer control.

      She was writhing in her seat; I could feel her body tightening around my fingers and I knew she was close.

      I moved faster. I wanted to see it, I wanted her to see me as she exploded, I wanted her to know it was me that was making her feel like this. I maneuvered my thumb to rub in circles against her clit, I saw her eyes start to close as her gasps grew louder.

      “Look at me,” I said. She opened her eyes just as she reached her climax, her pussy gripping my fingers as a wave of pleasure caused her to shudder. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. I wanted to fuck her in every imaginable way, I should have given in when I had her in that alley, I could be with her in this limo now with a different kind of satisfaction.

      I brought my fingers up to my mouth and sucked her juices off, relishing every drop. Sweet, salty, delicious. Fucking hell. Fate had caused us to collide in the street last night, and now I was trying to fuck her in the back of my car less than twenty-four hours later. I couldn’t help myself.
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      The limo rolled to a stop at Avery’s command, and I heard the driver step out and walk around the car. Had he heard us? I couldn’t believe what had just happened and yet at the same time I knew I wanted to do it all over again. Avery had come back into my life like a hurricane, showing up just when I needed him the most.

      I would have fucked him in that alley. He had me up against the wall and I couldn’t remember a time when desire had taken control of my actions so powerfully. Something about him saving me in that bar, the smell of his cologne, our mouths so close together. I wanted more of him, but he’d pulled away.

      Now, in the limo, he wasn’t looking at me. He had just made my entire body tremble with ecstasy but now had a look on his face of deep concern. Regret? I couldn’t read him. The driver opened the door, and I began to step out before realizing I hadn’t put my underwear back on. I turned to look for it, but Avery was right behind me. He looked at his watch and gave me the impression he was in some sort of hurry.

      I got out of the car and looked back at him. A flash of light from my left side almost blinded me. Avery reached forward to turn my body around and hurried me into the hospital.

      “Paparazzi,” he said, answering a question I hadn’t asked. The entrance to the hospital was like something from a luxury hotel. In the bright lights of the reception area, I could see more clearly the injuries I’d suffered when I’d fallen on the glass. I saw Avery notice them too and saw his fists clench. “Has this happened before?” he asked.

      “Not exactly. I’ve been pushed over a few times but usually I just end up with a couple of bruises.”

      “You can’t go back there, what would have happened if I hadn’t shown up? That useless fuck you work for sure as hell didn’t plan on getting involved,” he said, his voice tense.

      “Why did you show up?” I asked. I stopped walking, only then realizing that he had just breezed past the reception staff and was now guiding me along a corridor. He stopped too. There was no softness in his expression, he looked angry again and I couldn’t understand what had prompted it.

      “You shouldn’t be working in a place like that.”

      “I haven’t seen you in years, and then all of a sudden you’re scooping me up from the ground and pulling down my underwear in the back of your car,” I replied.

      “Hey!” he said, sharply. “Keep your voice down. That was a mistake. I had a few drinks before I came to that shit hole, and I obviously did something stupid. It won’t happen again.”

      Just like that, the heartbreak from the last time we’d seen each other came flooding back. I was being pushed away by Avery Benson once again, but this time somehow felt worse than the first.

      “That shit hole helps me keep a roof over my head. I didn’t ask for you to come back into my life and judge me. And you don’t need to worry about making any more mistakes with me, because I plan on staying as far away from you as physically fucking possible.”

      “Scarlett—” He reached out a hand and I stepped back, avoiding his touch.

      “No. I’m going home, just… forget where I work, forget my number, forget me.” I marched past him back along the corridor towards the entrance.

      “Where are you going? You need to see a doctor,” he yelled, jogging to keep up with me.

      “I told you I don’t have insurance; I can’t afford it and I don’t want your handouts. I don’t want a single penny from you.”

      “You’re being ridiculous.”

      “Am I? How many women have you fucked in the back of that car? Huh? Is that a little hobby of yours? Driving around in your fancy limo and picking up girls on minimum wage that get blinded by the luxury of your life? I’m such an idiot,” I lamented, now back out in the sunlight of the sidewalk and looking left and right in search of a bus stop.

      “Is that what you think of me?” he asked.

      “That’s the thing Avery, I don’t want to think of you at all. Things were going fine for me until you showed up.” It was a lie, and he knew it. Even still he looked hurt by my words. Before he could conjure up a retort, I turned left and walked down the street without looking back over my shoulder. I needed to get away from here, I didn’t need to be reminded of how much money other people had when I had barely enough to survive.

      Luxury foreign cars drove by on their way to the private medical facility and I was just hoping that I had enough change in my purse to get a bus home. I didn’t want him to see me cry. I’d shed so many tears over him, and even after all this time he could still make me feel this way.

      A couple walked past me, noticed the cuts on my arms and the tears in my eyes. I must have looked a mess. I thought I’d already hit rock bottom this week, but now I realized that I’d had further to fall.
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      I had my driver take me to the office. I needed something to take my mind off everything that had just happened because if I allowed myself to dwell on it then I’d do something stupid. Although I had already done the stupidest thing imaginable, how could I possibly do anything worse?

      All I wanted was to drive around until I found Scarlett and apologize. Why did I tell her that what we’d done was a mistake? She looked so hurt. We’d had sex in the past, a long, long time ago. We had barely started our relationship before it came to an end. Shortly after we started dating my father had sent me abroad to an elite business school and I’d lost touch with her. When I came back, she was the one who’d left town.

      We’d never managed to get the timing right. Now I had Alice. Something had happened in Scarlett’s life that had sent it off course and she didn’t seem interested in telling me what it was, but I needed to know. I didn’t want her back in that bar, the thought of it made my blood boil. If I hadn’t been there to defend her today, then how far would that guy have gone?

      Apparently that sort of thing happens all the time. She shouldn’t be in a place like that, being groped and objectified by low life. I picked up the phone on my desk and called my acquisitions manager.

      “Mr. Benson,” he answered.

      “Dylan, I need you to do something for me. There’s a bar called ‘The Boulevard’, over on Arlington Drive. Buy it.”

      “A bar?”

      “If you get it done by the end of the week then there’s a good bonus coming your way. Find some dirt on the place, lowball the owner. I don’t want him walking away with a single penny more than it’s worth,” I insisted.

      “You got it. Oh, and I hear congratulations are in order,” Dylan said. My mind blanked.

      “Are they?”

      “Yes! Everyone has been talking about your engagement all morning.”

      “How did you hear about that?” I asked, sitting upright and feeling an ache in the pit of my stomach.

      “It’s all over the internet! The picture of the ring has been trending for about two hours. Anyway, I’ll get to work. I’ll email over what I find out about the place as soon as possible.”

      I hung up and turned to my computer, typing in my name to the search engine and gazing in horror at the search results.

      Alice had posted a photo on her social media accounts, accompanied by a lengthy caption about the ‘most romantic proposal ever.’ She detailed the hundreds of bouquets of flowers that had been set out around the house, that I’d hired musicians to play her favorite song before getting down on one knee and promising her the world. It was all lies. Why would she post this without speaking to me first? What the fuck was Scarlett going to think when she saw this?

      Shit.

      I tried Alice’s phone number but there was no answer. I dialed again, still nothing.  I put the handset down and looked at the stream of comments beneath her post. Even if I asked her to take it down it would be too little, too late. Half the world would have heard about it by now. I pulled my cell phone out of my pocket and decided to finally look at the message she’d sent me earlier.

      ‘I’ve secured a meeting with two magazine editors to talk exclusivity deals.’ That was it. No mention of her blasting our engagement to the world, no heads up about the intricate lies she’d posted online, nothing. She didn’t even acknowledge the fact that we’d argued or that I hadn’t actually proposed. She had every intention of making this happen with or without my input.

      There was a knock at the door. “Come in,” I shouted. My assistant stepped into the room with a concerned look on her face.

      “Sir, your mother just called. She said she’s tried to contact you but that you haven’t responded. She wants to see you at home.”

      “Thanks, Emma. Could you call my driver?” She nodded and left.

      How humiliating to be summoned home like a naughty schoolboy. I wanted to speak to Alice before this all got totally out of hand. I tried her number again, but she still didn’t answer. Was she screening my calls? Maybe she knew how I would react to what she’d done.

      A few minutes later Emma returned to tell me the car was downstairs. I didn’t want to sit in the back of the limo, not after what had happened earlier. The ride to the office had been brutal as I’d stared at the spot Scarlett had been sat in, the taste of her still on my tongue. I couldn’t do that to myself again.

      “I’ll get in the front,” I said, opening the passenger door much to the surprise of my driver who was holding open the door at the back.

      “Sir?”

      “I’m in the mood to see where I’m going,” I replied, climbing in. He closed the door and walked back around to the driver’s seat, the look of confusion still evident on his face as he strapped himself in his seatbelt and started the engine.

      “Where would you like to go, sir?” he asked.

      “Home. Well, my mother’s home. And please, call me Avery. You’ve been working for me for too long to still be calling me ‘sir’, Ben.”

      “As you wish, Avery,” he smiled. “Have you had a pleasant day so far? I hear congratulations are in order.”

      “So you’ve heard too, huh?” I wondered if Ben had also heard the orgasmic screams from Scarlett in the back of the car, earlier. The partition is designed to be soundproof as well as preventing anyone seeing through it, but I had to imagine her volume would have tested its limits. What would he think of me if he knew what had happened back there, now hearing that I was ‘engaged’ to Alice?

      “Who hasn’t?” he replied.

      I sighed and gazed out the window for a second as other cars raced by. I could see in the wing mirror that we were being followed by press vans and photographers. I remembered the flash outside the hospital, the picture they’d taken of Scarlett. She’d told me to forget her, as if that was even possible. As the car rolled through the gate of the family compound, I found myself staring at the messages that we’d exchanged earlier, as if hoping that she would say something new.

      The number of cars parked outside my mother’s house let me know that something was going on. I let myself out once Ben had stopped the limo and made my way to the front door. It opened before I even had a chance to reach for the handle and my mother was standing in the hallway with a face like thunder.

      “What happened? Is dad alright?” I asked.

      “Your father is fine,” she said, her tone clipped. “You, however, have some explaining to do. Everyone’s in the dining room, but I would like to speak to you privately after they’ve had their turn.”

      What did she mean by everyone? I walked into the house and could hear the voices of my brothers bouncing off the walls. This wasn’t going to be good. In the dining room sat three of the Benson brothers, Josh had been abroad for weeks searching for locations to build hotels. Amber always got a free pass; our little sister was rarely summoned to these things.

      Seth, Wyatt, and Ryan were wearing suits which suggested to me that they’d been at work when they’d been summoned. Normally they showed up in sweats and a t-shirt, much to our father’s annoyance.

      “There he is!” Ryan laughed, lifting up a glass towards me, prompting the other two to do the same. “Can’t believe you kept it a secret, though. Not even a text to let us know what to expect today?”

      Ah. The engagement.

      “Yeah, I’ve had over a dozen people reach out looking for a quote,” Seth added. “Hard to give a reaction to news I hadn’t heard about.” He laughed, as did Ryan, but Wyatt looked somber.

      “You fucked up,” Wyatt said. His face was serious, and it quickly brought the laughter to an end. Judging by the way he winced I had to assume Seth or Ryan had just kicked him under the table to stop him from talking.

      “Excuse me?” I asked.

      “You’re seriously going to marry Alice? She’s fucking psychotic!”

      “Wyatt!” Mom snapped.

      “Someone has to tell him or are you planning to wait until after they get hitched.”

      “What is this?” I asked, turning to my mother. “Have you organized an intervention? A few hours ago, you were telling me to hurry up and find a wife, what changed?”

      “I’d rather speak to you privately, Avery. I just wanted your brothers to hear from you what is happening because I have been inundated with questions that I don’t have the answers for today. Given that your father is still in the hospital… it has been incredibly stressful. I don’t like to be kept out of the loop,” she replied.

      “Yeah, and I was hoping that you were going to get rid of Alice at some point and marry someone that actually likes you,” Wyatt said, looking at his clasped hands on the table rather than at me now.

      “The official statement is that it is private family business and that you have nothing to add at this point,” I said. “Now fuck off back to whatever you were doing because I need to speak to mom.”

      “It took me forty-five minutes to get here,” Seth sighed. “I should have gone with Josh when he asked, then I wouldn’t get dragged to family meetings every five seconds.”

      “Yeah, if this was just an excuse to make Avery feel bad about shutting us out then it could have been a conference call,” Ryan said.

      “Enough!” Mom boomed, instantly bringing the room to silence. “Your father is in the hospital; I am trying to take care of everything and once again I am having to step in because one of my adult children has sprung a PR nightmare upon me. I have had to bail each and every one of you out of hot water at some point.”

      I looked at my brothers and jerked my head towards the door. All three of them stood and walked out, giving our mother a hug as they left, and a disapproving look at me as a parting gift. I was the oldest, and all my life I had known that the task of taking over our father’s position would fall at my feet at some point. I felt as if my life was examined under a microscope by both parents, whereas the others were free to make mistakes.

      Once the room was emptied, I sat down on a dining chair and leaned back to look at my mother. She had her hands on the back of a chair and was looking down.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. It caught me off guard. I hadn’t been expecting to hear an apology. She lifted her head and I could see tears in her eyes.

      “Did something happen at the hospital?” I asked.

      “No. Well, not involving your father anyway,” she said, pulling out the chair to sit and face me. “I was dealing with a lot of emotions this morning, your father cannot handle the stress of the job anymore, but he’d be the last to admit it. I know I said you needed to take the weight off his shoulders, but I didn’t want you to rush into anything.”

      “You said yourself, I’ve had the ring for weeks and—”

      “Yes, exactly,” she interrupted. “Your father will not bend on his insistence that you are married before you take his position. Believe me, I’ve tried to talk him out of it. You’ve had the ring for weeks but haven’t found one opportunity to ask her? Please. You were putting it off because you had doubts. Then I step in with my ultimatums and all of a sudden you are engaged? I’ve caused this.”

      “Mom—”

      “No. Look, I’ll speak to your father again. Make him see sense. If you wanted to marry Alice then you would have done it already. I’ve seen the way she speaks to you; you deserve better than that.”

      She reached a hand across the table and placed it on top of mine. Tears swelled in her eyes as she looked at me and I squeezed her fingers gently, unsure what I should say.

      Despite the positive feelings I had for Alice there was always a tension when she entered a room that I hadn’t realized others could sense. We argued, but what couple doesn’t? To hear Wyatt’s opinion of the situation was hard, but seeing my mother’s reaction to it all was heart breaking.

      “We’ve been together for years, it makes sense,” I said.

      “Makes sense?” she scoffed. “Love doesn’t make sense, Avery. You don’t marry a person because you think it is a sensible idea, that it’s some natural progression of a relationship just because some arbitrary length of time has passed.”

      “What do you want from me? When we get married I can take over the job, dad can retire, you guys can spend more time together and—”

      “And what?” she snapped. “That will be the happily ever after for all of us? I know what it feels like to be in a marriage because it ‘makes sense’. I want better for you. I should never have let things get this far.”

      My brow furrowed. “What are you talking about?”

      She let out a long sigh and dabbed the tears away from her eyes. She was holding something back, and it seemed clear that she’d already made the decision not to share it now. “I have to get back to the hospital. Avery, I can buy you some time, but not much. I just want you to think carefully about what you’re doing. Is Alice the person you want to come home to every night? Is she the first person you want to call when you have good news? Can you lean on her when you need support?”

      She clasped my hand between both of hers, then stood up and left the room. I was left sat alone in the giant dining room with only my thoughts for company.

      How did I get out of the mess I’d made?
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      It took longer than expected to get back to my apartment. When the bus finally pulled up to the stop by the hospital I couldn’t help but see a giant ad for the Benson hotel chain on its side, pictures of crystal blue pools and sun loungers staring right at me as I tried to hide my tears.

      There was no escaping him.

      In my bedroom I looked in the mirror, horrified by the reflection. My makeup was smudged, my red lipstick almost completely gone from kissing Avery in that alleyway, and my arms and legs were peppered with tiny cuts from the glass shards I’d landed on. I could see my own lipstick on my neck, a reminder of the way he’d pressed his mouth against my skin.

      I needed to take a bath. I wanted to wash the day off me and try to calm down because I could still feel the anger from earlier coursing through me, the panic that lingered over my financial situation. My mom wanted me to meet her for lunch tomorrow, and that really was my last chance to get out of the hole I was in.

      If she could just lend me a few thousand dollars, it would get me through a couple of weeks and would go some way to paying what I owe at the care home. Even if it was just delaying the inevitable, it meant I could look for another job or work harder for tips at the bar. That’s if Mark didn’t fire me for causing a scene. Avery had dragged me out of there in the middle of a shift and left them short staffed before the evening rush.

      I walked into the bathroom and turned on the water, tipping in the remaining few drops of bubble bath knowing that it was yet another luxury I would have to forgo for a while. I started to take off my clothes, dropping them into the laundry hamper one at a time. I stood naked as the room filled with steam, the heat of the air wrapping around me.

      I closed my eyes for a second, allowing my mind to relive the moment when Avery had pressed me against the wall, his hands on my body and his breath ragged. I could still taste him on my lips, could he still taste me? I turned off the water and stepped into the bath, slipping down enough that my shoulders were submerged.

      Through the open bathroom door I could see the closed studio door at the far end of the hallway. When was the last time I’d gone in there? When was the last time I’d picked up a paintbrush? It’s hard to be inspired when you are working yourself to the bone everyday just to survive. It used to be such a routine for me to wake up and wander over to a canvas, begin sketching out ideas or pouring over books about art history.

      Some days it would be well into the afternoon before I even realized I hadn’t eaten yet, so consumed by my work that I’d ignored hunger cues and the urge for coffee.

      My days now were fueled by strong, caffeinated drinks and little sleep. If I wasn’t at the bar, then I was at the care home. I’d put myself at the bottom of my own priority list.

      I’d even taken down the paintings from the walls, as if being reminded of the world I’d left behind was too painful. How long would I just shut down that part of myself? I pinched my nose and plunged my head under the water, allowing the warmth to engulf me.

      The last time I’d seen Avery I felt like I had everything. I couldn’t have asked for more. Then without warning he was gone. I went to his house, but his father told me he’d moved abroad to go to business school, and that he’d been accepted months ago. It was a three-year program. Word got around that he was seeing someone, the rumors about him always seemed to find their way to my ears.

      He had moved on; he was making something of his life and had left me behind to pursue a career. I had to do the same. I sat up and wiped the water from my eyes, glancing back down the hallway at the closed door. I had an unexpected free evening; I wasn’t expected anywhere until tomorrow.

      I pulled the plug and climbed out, grabbed a towel to wrap around my body and tied my hair up into a wet, messy bun on the top of my head. Watery footprints soaked into the carpet as I walked towards the closed door, my hand reaching for the handle and turning it. Sunlight always flooded this room; it was one of the reasons I’d chosen it to be my make-shift art studio. It was a glorified closet with a window, not really a full-sized room, but it was big enough to put an easel in.

      I dragged the stool to the right place and grabbed a blank canvas, propping it up in front of me and staring at the vast whiteness. I picked up a pencil and pressed the tip to the canvas surface. Lines started to form shapes, shapes became recognizable objects, and soon I realized that I was planning something new, inspiration had hit me after an unbearably long dry spell.

      Hours passed as I sat there sketching, the reference image in my mind was so vivid that I didn’t need to search for a photograph or scour my books for more ideas. In front of me stood a young woman staring down at the floor, her eyes fixed on the ground as tall buildings rose up around her. Everything she could see was bathed in shadow, but high above the rooftops was a cloudless sky.

      My light at the end of the tunnel.

      The thought of meeting my mother tomorrow was terrifying, but at least I could fall asleep with a smile on my face.
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        * * *

      

      She was late. Of course she was late. I’d been sitting in a fancy restaurant for twenty minutes by myself, growing increasingly self-conscious about the way I was dressed, and she wasn’t responding to my texts. I felt like everyone was staring at me, wondering why a woman in cheap clothes was sitting among them.

      “Could I get you anything else, ma’am?” the waitress asked again. So far I’d ordered two glasses of tap water and drank them both down hastily out of nervousness. I shook my head and she walked away. Not before allowing her eyes to fall down to my scuffed flats and damaged purse.

      “There you are!” my mom said, walking towards me with her arms spread wide. “How are you sweetheart?”

      “I’m fine, thanks,” I replied, standing up to receive her air kisses on each side of my face. She wouldn’t risk smudging her lipstick just to actually kiss the daughter she hadn’t seen in months. “You’re late.”

      “Am I? I had a meeting with a contractor this morning and it must have run over. The plaster in the en-suite has cracked so I figured I should just get the whole room renovated.”

      No apology. She might go as far as to explain what caused her lateness, but she’d never apologize for it. Some things never change.

      “I’ll have a glass of my usual,” she said to the waiter. She didn’t look up at him as he approached, but clearly saw him in her peripheral vision which prompted her to make her request. He paused for a moment and looked at me, seeing if I was going to order anything more than tap water but my mother turned to him and said, “What are you waiting for? I’ve had the morning from hell, and I need a drink!”

      I felt embarrassed on her behalf, but she felt no shame from her behavior. I mouthed the word, ‘sorry’, to him and he offered a half-smile before retreating to the bar area to get the wine my mother had ordered.

      “So, how are you? Still making your little paintings?” she asked, her eyes fixed on the menu she’d unfolded on the table. Little paintings? It was these sorts of condescending remarks that reminded me why I didn’t choose to spend much time with her.

      “I had to sell off a lot of my work to help pay for dad’s care, don’t you remember? There was a lot of upfront costs and—”

      “Oh yes, you did say something about that. You can just paint more though, can’t you?”

      “It’s not as simple as that, I put hours and hours into one piece that might not be sold for months and—” I stopped myself from talking because she wasn’t even pretending to listen. “I was actually hoping to speak to you about the care home.”

      “You know I don’t like talking about all that,” she sighed. “It’s so depressing, don’t you think?”

      I held my tongue, resisting the urge to point out that she’d had absolutely no involvement with it so far and that the responsibility had fallen entirely to me. “It’s a nice place, but it’s expensive and I’ve fallen behind on the payments so—”

      “Oh, Scarlett. I thought I raised you to be better with money than that,” she laughed. I clenched my fists under the tables. Every penny she had was taken from my father’s hard work, I couldn’t believe the audacity of her. With every passing year she grew more insufferable. “But if it’s so expensive then why doesn’t he just move in with you? I thought you had a four-bed place with a pool. Considering you haven’t found yourself a man yet, you don’t need all that space just for you.”

      “I don’t live in that house anymore. I sold it. You literally sent a postcard to the shitty apartment I’m living in; you know I moved,” I said, my voice clipped. She steepled her hands and looked at me over the tips of her manicured fingers.

      “Is this to do with gambling, sweetheart?”

      “What? No!”

      “You can’t fix the problem unless you are willing to acknowledge that you have one. I can’t pretend I’m not disappointed, I mean the outfit you’re wearing should have let me know how desperate you are,” she sighed.

      “I’ve been taking care of dad by myself; I can show you the bills if you don’t believe me. I just need a little money to help me get through the next couple of months and I will pay you back once I’m back on my feet,” I said. I was resentful that I even had to ask. Hadn’t she loved my dad at some point? How could she have left him penniless and in need? How could she have done the same to me? That money was rightfully his, and the money I’d spent on his care wouldn’t have been needed if she wasn’t so self-absorbed.

      She cheated him out of his fortune and then left him for a younger man. The stress of it all caused the problems he was having now; I just knew it.

      “No,” she replied.

      “No?”

      “No. This is how it starts to spiral, Scarlett. I give you some money and you flitter it away and then come back asking for more in a few weeks with another sob story. I’m saving you from yourself, that’s what a good mother does. You need to learn to dig your way out of this mess because otherwise you will repeat your mistakes.”

      “I can’t afford my rent, mom. I don’t remember the last time I had a proper meal and I think I might have lost my job last night. I said I’d pay you back. It’s not as if you’re strapped for cash, you’ve just gotten back from another vacation and you’re re-fitting a bathroom for no reason. I’ve had to go to a loan shark, do you know how terrifying that was?” I snapped.

      “How would you pay me back without a job?” she asked. My mouth fell open in surprise at what she’d taken away from what I just said. “I thought that you would like to have a nice lunch and catch up, but instead you’ve shown up here with the expectation that I will just hand over cash. Is that all I am to you, a walking ATM?”

      I wanted to cry, but I held it together. Somehow, I’d allowed myself to think she might actually show some compassion, that when I explained to her how bad things had gotten that she would magically turn into the caring woman I always wished she was.

      “We sent you to one of the best schools in the country and what have you done with yourself? You had every opportunity to thrive, Scarlett, and to see how you’ve turned out… I mean look at the Benson family! They sent their children to the exact same school you went to and now they all work for the company, their net worth is in the billions, and you can’t drive down the street without seeing a billboard for something they own.”

      “That’s different, that’s—” I began.

      “How? How is it different?”

      “Because Mrs. Benson didn’t strip the family business for parts and leave the rest of them with nothing,” I replied.

      She leaned back in her chair with a wicked smirk on her face. “I thought better of you than to take cheap shots because you didn’t get what you wanted. Maybe if you had tried a little harder then you would be the one on the cover of Forbes. Maybe you would still be on Avery’s arm. Have you seen the size of the ring he proposed to his girlfriend with? That could have been yours, but you managed to screw that up just like you screwed up everything else.”

      Whatever she said after that felt like white noise. At some point she drank her entire glass of wine and started to order food, but I stood up and left. Drifting out onto the sidewalk and aimlessly walking as my heart ached in my chest. He was engaged? How had I been so foolish as to think he would really be interested in me when my life was falling apart?
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      I woke up on the sofa. I’d waited up for Alice and she hadn’t come back here. I’d called her cell repeatedly, called her office only to be told she wasn’t there. I had no idea where she’d gone, and I wished I could erase everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours.

      I looked at my phone and saw that she hadn’t returned a single call or text message. If I was being honest with myself, I knew it wasn’t Alice I was hoping to hear from at this point. There was nothing she could say to justify the chaos she’d created, but maybe she knew that and that’s why she was avoiding me.

      Had Scarlett heard about the engagement? She’d been so angry with me when she stormed off from the hospital, but I couldn’t even imagine how she’d felt when Alice’s announcement was blasted across the internet. She’d told me to forget her, but that was impossible. The way her mouth felt against mine, the scent of her skin, the way she shuddered when I brought her closer and closer to the edge and then the sounds she made when she came. I wanted more of it.

      Had Alice ever made me feel like that? I couldn’t even remember how long it had been since we’d had sex. I decided to try her office number and to my surprise her secretary told me she was sat at her desk. She didn’t let anyone have the number for her direct line, she insisted that everyone had to go through her secretary first.

      I was put through and it rang twice before Alice answered the call, “Avery. Called to apologize?”

      “Where have you been? You didn’t come back here last night, and you weren’t picking up when I called.”

      “Urgh, have you just called to nag? I thought I’d give you some time to cool off, you get so argumentative sometimes that I just wanted to get some space,” she replied.

      “I think we need to talk, why don’t you drive over to my place and we can sit down together.” I wanted to speak to her face-to-face and wanted to do so privately.

      “Send one of your cars for me. I’m basically a Benson now so I don’t see why I should have to drive myself anywhere when you have a driver.”

      “Sure. He’ll be there in fifteen,” I replied. I thought of what my mother had said about Alice. I wouldn’t tolerate anyone speaking to my brothers the way Alice spoke to me. I’d tell them to get the hell away, insist that they show themselves some self-respect. What on earth had kept me in this relationship for so long?

      We’d broken up a few times but always ended up back together. We both worked so much that we barely saw each other, it was a relationship based on mutual understanding that the work came first. Being with her meant that my family weren’t on my back about finding someone, and she got to use my name for clout. There had been love there once a long time ago, but it was born out of familiarity rather than passion.

      I messaged Ben and asked him to collect Alice from her office building, then sat back on the sofa and looked at the walls of my living room. We were going to choose art pieces to hang but could never agree on which one to buy. There weren’t any photographs of us on the shelves. Even the wallpaper on my phone was just the default one that came with it.

      If you were walking into this place for the first time you would think that the owner must have just moved in and not finished unpacking. It was cold. Devoid of personality. I walked through to the bathroom and turned on the shower. Maybe running the water cold would help wake me up, a night on the couch had left me aching and tired. I felt like I’d need to be operating at one hundred to deal with Alice this morning.

      I couldn’t help but think of Scarlett as I unbuttoned my shirt. The way she’d grabbed at my collar and pulled me close, her perfume flooding my senses. Just the memory of her body in that alleyway, in the limo, was enough to get me rock hard again. I stepped under the water, the icy temperature stinging on my shoulders and chest.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Even the chill wasn’t enough to douse the fire that Scarlett created within me. I should just jump in my car and drive to her place. I knew her address, I saw it on her driver’s license. It was seared into my memory. She would open the door and I would lift her up, wrap her legs around my waist again and hold her against the wall. This time I wouldn’t pull away.

      I would remove anything that came between our two bodies and slide into her, watching her face as she reacted to my size, relishing every gasp and groan that escaped her lips as I fucked her. I wanted her to know exactly how she made me feel, I wanted her to know just how fucking hot she was.

      I thumped my fist against the shower tiles, fighting myself as I wrestled with the fact that I was already in a relationship, even though it wasn’t my choice to be with her. I shouldn’t be having thoughts like this. I shouldn’t be pulling down another woman’s underwear in the back of my car, shouldn’t be kissing along the inside of her thighs, savoring the flavor of pussy as I slipped my tongue inside her.

      Fuck.

      I don’t know how long I was in the shower. At some point I turned up the temperature and just stood under the water, allowing myself to fantasize. It wasn’t until I heard yelling that I opened my eyes again. I stepped out and grabbed a towel, wrapping it around my waist and leaving the bathroom. The shouting was louder now, and there was a metallic thumping sound that I couldn’t understand.

      The front door to my house was ajar. I walked towards it and looked outside. So that was the noise. It was Alice smashing the fuck out of my favorite car with a golf club. She was screaming with every swing, bringing it down and crunching the metal.

      “Whoa, what the fuck are you doing?!” I yelled, running out onto the driveway in my bare feet. Ben was stood by the driver’s door of the limo that he’d collected her in, clearly as baffled as I was.

      “I tried to stop her,” he said. She had a wild look in her eye that I hadn’t seen before, I didn’t think anyone could have stopped her.

      “Alice? Alice!” I yelled. She didn’t so much as blink. I ran over to her and tried to grab the golf club from her. I wrapped a hand around it and pulled it away, despite her attempts to hit me with it. “Are you going to fucking tell me what’s going on?”

      “Why don’t you fucking tell me?” she screeched.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I replied, honestly.

      “No? Maybe you need a reminder,” she said, reaching into the pocket of her jacket and retrieving a small piece of black fabric. It was Scarlett’s underwear. I’d thrown it across the back of the car yesterday and it hadn’t even occurred to me that she might not have picked it up before she left. Alice threw it at me, and I could see tears in her eyes.

      “We need to talk,” I said. “Let’s go inside.”

      “Talk about what? There’s nothing to say. How many women have you had in the back of that car? Huh? Did you want me to find some skank’s thong in there? Is that why you had the limo sent to me? We just got engaged, Avery. This is so fucked up.”

      “Engaged,” I repeated, just above a whisper. “Did it occur to you that maybe I should actually ask if you wanted to marry me? That you should hear the words come out of my mouth before you start telling the world that I’ve proposed to you? We weren’t in a relationship, we were over. We had broken up! I didn’t propose, Alice. You can post whatever you want on the internet, but it doesn’t make it true.”

      “I wanted a romantic story. Sue me,” she snapped. My eyes darted over to Ben who slowly climbed back into the driver’s seat of the limo and closed the door. Lucky guy.

      “My family found out online. Everyone in the office was talking about it. You ignored me all day yesterday but managed to find the time to take a million selfies with the ring and share them everywhere.”

      “So this was my punishment for a little embellishing? You went to pick up some slut so you could get back at me?” she said. “Big mistake.”

      “It’s not like that—”

      “Your birthday is only a few months away,” she smirked. “I know that the only reason you bought this ring was because of that stupid ultimatum your father made. You’re not the marrying kind. I know you Avery, and it’s just not in your DNA. But I’ll be damned if you’re going to fuck someone else behind my back. I’m keeping the ring, but you won’t make a wife out of me.”

      She stepped forward and I could see that the tears had stopped now. It was like she had been able to turn them off at will when it suited her.

      “You won’t be married in time. You won’t find anyone else that’s prepared to put up with your bullshit. I am going to get a real kick out of sitting back and watching your dreams fall to pieces. Kiss that chairmen seat goodbye, Avery.”
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      The canvas in front of me felt like it had been sketched on by someone else. How I felt when I started this yesterday and how I felt now were worlds apart. No matter how bad the money situation had gotten, I’d always felt like there was still some hope I could fix it. But finding out about Avery’s engagement felt like a blow I wouldn’t recover from.

      Being hurt by my mother was something I’d grown to expect. I just assumed she would say the worst possible thing at every opportunity. She was predictable in her cruelty. But Avery? I never thought he would do something like this. Maybe he had changed, though. It had been years since we’d last seen each other, so maybe this was just who he was now. Someone that would cheat on his fiancé.

      I was wearing a baggy T-shirt covered in splatters of old paint, my hair was pinned up on top of my head to keep it out of my eyes as I worked. I’d been holding the brush for ten minutes and hadn’t once touched the canvas with it. The vision I’d had yesterday with such clarity was now murky in my mind and I wasn’t sure where to start with the layers of color.

      It was growing dark outside, and the room fell into shades of grey. I should put the brush down, take a break. I’d spent a good deal of time this afternoon applying for jobs online, polishing my resume to suit each role that was available. I’d tried to call Mark earlier, but he didn’t answer. I left a voicemail asking him if he still wanted me in tonight, but he never replied. I even called the bar and got no response.

      I returned the brush to the pot I’d taken it from and sat cross-legged on the stool facing the easel. My stomach rumbled, urging me to seek food in the kitchen that was barely stocked. I had the twenty dollars in my wallet that Avery had brought back to the bar for me, maybe I could get takeout? No, it was too indulgent. I could use that money better in a grocery store.

      A knock at the door made me jump. The only person that ever knocked was the landlord when he was chasing my rent. I gulped. None of the lights were on, maybe I could pretend I wasn’t home. Didn’t he have a key? I wouldn’t put it past him to just barge in here unannounced.

      I stood up and walked towards the door, hoping not to cast a shadow that he could see from the hallway. There was another knock. I peered through the peephole and gasped. It was Avery. He was standing outside my apartment, he was here. How did he find me? What did he want?

      I twisted the lock and pulled the door inward, letting my eyes feast on the sight before me. He seemed to be out of breath, his muscular chest rising and falling as he filled his lungs. He had such broad shoulders, such strong arms. The smell of his cologne reached my nostrils, and I felt my knees weaken. I wanted to be furious with him, but I couldn’t stop looking at his mouth.

      I gulped, clenching my thighs together as he took a small step towards me. I was wearing nothing beneath this T-shirt. It was long enough to fall a few inches above my knees, but I felt as if he knew.

      “Avery,” I began, my voice shaky. I had so many questions, but I didn’t care enough to ask them. He was here. All I could think about was that he’d found me.

      “I needed to see you,” he said, stepping closer still. Fuck. I gripped the handle of the door harder; I could feel myself getting wet just thinking about why he was really here.

      “Oh?” I replied.

      “I needed to apologize.”

      “For what?” I said. I wanted to turn on a light and see him properly, but the semi-darkness created shadows over his sculpted body that made me bite my lip. He looked at my mouth.

      “For saying that yesterday was a mistake. Because it’s all I can fucking think about,” he replied. He took one final step, now only inches of air flowed between us, and I looked up into his eyes as his full height towered over me. I let go of the door handle and grabbed his collar with two hands, pulling his mouth against mine with force.

      He lifted me up and walked forwards until my back was against the wall next to my bedroom door. He slammed the front door shut before sliding his hands up my thighs to grab my ass as I wrapped my legs around him. I knew the exact moment that he realized I was naked beneath the shirt. The second his fingertips touched my bare skin I felt his cock throb against me.

      I had my hands in his hair as he kissed me on my neck. I could feel the heat of his breath as he moved a hand up my back and around to grab at my tits, squeezing at my nipples and causing me to groan with delight. I wanted him inside me, nothing else mattered.

      I reached a hand down to try and unfasten his trousers, but he grabbed my wrist, lifting it up as he pulled my shirt up and over my head.

      “I want you,” I whispered, fighting against the grip he had on my arm as he bit my lower lip. He let go of my wrist just long enough to reach down and unbutton his trousers, letting them fall to his ankles. He pulled his boxers down just enough to free himself from them and my eyes widened at the size of his cock as he pressed it against my clit.

      He pulled a condom out of his pocket, and I took it from him, his hands were still supporting my weight and if he tried to do this himself then he’d have to put me down and I couldn’t stand the thought of it. I rolled it down to the base, my core clenching even more as I felt just how thick he was. I needed this.

      He slid himself back and forth along my pussy, teasing me in a way that made my whole-body ache. “You’re so wet for me,” he said. That’s when he pushed himself inside, inch by inch, so slowly that I thought I might explode. He was so hard, pushing so deeply into me that I almost screamed. I tried to suppress the noise, instead letting out a low groan against his ear.

      “Oh god,” I gasped, his hands on my wrists once again as he pulled out and slammed back into me in one movement. Every moan of satisfaction from his mouth drove me wild, I wrapped my legs tighter around his waist as he fucked me, pulling him closer to me with every thrust. The heat of his skin against the inside of my thighs, the pressure as he brought himself hard against me, every element of it was better than I could possibly have dreamed.

      Each movement cause him to grind against my clit, I wanted more. I wanted to have my hands free to grab his ass and pull him into me with more force, I just wanted to dig my nails into his shoulders as he brought me over the edge.

      I could feel myself getting close, the orgasm building in me felt volcanic and I closed my eyes as it hit me. No one had ever made my body feel like this, I’d never had passion consume me so much that I didn’t even make it to the bedroom.

      “Look at me,” he insisted, letting go of one of my wrists so that he could cup my face, forcing our eyes to meet. “Oh fuck,” he breathed against my lips. I could feel his cock hardening further as he got close, he fucked me faster as he came, gasping as he moaned, his movements made me scream as my body shuddered.

      He kept me held against the wall as the aftershocks rippled through me. My mind had been completely free of thought since I grabbed his collar in the doorway, acting on impulse and instinct right up until the moment I was standing in front of him, completely naked, as he re-dressed himself. I grabbed my t-shirt from the ground and threw it back over my head.

      It clung to the sweat on my body. “I’ll be back in a minute,” I said, excusing myself. I stepped through the door behind me and went into my bedroom to make myself look a little more presentable. I could hear him moving around in my apartment as I dressed, a smile spread across my face until I remembered what my mother had told me earlier. The smile faded fast after that.

      I stepped back out into the hallway in a pair of ripped jeans and a tank top over a black bra, my hair loose over my shoulders. He was standing in the kitchen and turned to look at me, one hand wrapped around an open jar of peanut butter and the other holding a spoon that he was sucking at.

      “How did you find out where I lived?” I asked. I had a million questions but for some reason that was the first that fell out of my mouth.

      “Your address was on your driver’s license, I saw it in your wallet,” he replied. “This is a rough area.”

      “Yes, I know.” I stepped closer to him as he took another scoop of peanut butter into his mouth, watching his tongue lap at it in a way that made me clench my thighs together. “Why are you here?”

      He put the jar down and tossed the spoon into the sink before walking over to stand right in front of me, one finger gently stroking from my temple down to my jaw. “How could I stay away?”

      “You said that being with me was a mistake,” I breathed, my conviction wavering as his mouth got closer to mine. I wanted an explanation, but not as badly as I wanted to kiss him again. I summoned all the strength I had left to step back and look him in the eye. “What do you want from me?”

      “I came to apologize. I never should have said that yesterday and since the second you walked into me on the street, I’ve been thinking about doing what we just did.”

      “What about your fiancé?” I said. His face changed in an instant and I wondered if he thought the information was a secret, as if the internationally known Avery Benson could get engaged without it immediately becoming public knowledge.

      “Scarlett, it’s not what you think.”

      “Oh? So you didn’t propose to your long-term girlfriend on the same day that you had your head between my legs? You weren’t in a relationship when you had me against the wall in that alley?”

      He ran his hands through his hair and took a deep breath, “She used to be my— I don’t want to argue with you right now.”

      “Don’t you? Oh well then let’s just forget all about it shall we? I’ll just wipe it from my mind,” I snapped sarcastically.

      “If you knew about all of that then why didn’t you say anything when I knocked on your door?” he asked.

      “That’s your response?” I scoffed.

      “Birdie—” he sighed, reaching out for me.

      “Don’t ‘Birdie’ me. You can’t sweep this under the rug. You get to go back to your mansion and your fiancé and live a good life pretending this never happened, but I have to stay here.”

      “I don’t have a fiancé. If you just let me explain—”

      “It’s all over the internet, Avery.”

      “Will you fucking listen?!” he yelled, “FUCK!” He punched the door of one of the kitchen cupboards and it fell to the ground, revealing the empty shelves it had been hiding. He had almost growled the word and his knuckles were reddening, a split on one of them was gently bleeding. I gulped and backed away. I’d never known him to be like that, but then how much did I really know him?

      His nostrils flared. There was so much anger in him. If I didn’t know him then I’d basically just let a stranger into my home, was I safe? He looked up and saw the fear in my eyes.

      “You should go,” I said.

      He crouched down to pick up the cabinet door, “I can fix this. The hinges must have been loose already.”

      “Avery…”

      “Do you have a screwdriver? I can do it right now if you’ve got one, or I could ask a neighbor.”

      “Get out of my apartment or I’ll call the police.” I said it firmly, mustering all the authority I could.

      He put the cupboard door down and stepped towards me again, but I stepped back until I was up against the kitchen wall and pointed to the front door. He hung his head, “This isn’t over.” I closed my eyes until I heard the click of the door being pulled back into the frame. When I opened them, my vision was clouded by the tears that had swelled. His parting words echoed in my mind, and I fell to the floor before the heaving sobs took over.
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      I arrived at the bar at ten in the morning. There had been an email sent out to all staff from an admin account with a new roster for the week and my name was on it. I didn’t even know Mark had an admin email account, he usually just sent us updates from his personal email address which looked like he’d set it up as a teenage boy given the fact that he had the words ‘wine dine and sixty-nine’ before the @ symbol.

      I hadn’t been in the bar for a couple of days, not since the incident with the customer that had shoved me onto the table. I was beyond grateful to still have some form of income given that none of the jobs I’d applied for had gotten back to me yet. It hadn’t even been twenty-four hours though, so I might get home to find a flurry of responses.

      The lights were on, flooding the window-less room with a bright, white light and illuminating the fresh paint, new chairs and tables, and a solid wood floor where the old, sticky carpet had been. It had been overhauled, even the bar counter had been replaced. Mark was nowhere to be seen. A man in a black suit with an earpiece stepped out of the office and walked past me to the front door, he looked like a security guard but Mark always said that hiring one was a waste of money.

      The office door was still hanging open and through the gap I could see that it too had been re-decorated. A second security guard stepped out, pushing the door open wider still, to reveal the woman sitting behind an oak desk. I’d never seen her before, but when she saw me staring, she beckoned me in with a hand gesture.

      “Scarlett Pierce?” she said as I approached.

      “Yes… er… what’s going on? I feel like I missed something.”

      “My name’s Emma, I’m just here to make sure things are set up for you. I can talk you through the computer systems now, we’ve had the software updated so—”

      “I only use the cash register,” I smiled. “Unless they’ve changed, too, I should be okay.”

      “Well, the manager will need this to oversee the business, obviously you will have access to our accountant so you wouldn’t need to worry about that. Payroll will make sure—”

      “Oh, Mark’s the manager. He’ll be the one that you’d need to talk to about the software,” I interrupted.

      “Mark’s gone. The business has changed hands, and the new owner was dissatisfied with Mark’s performance, lack of professionalism, the fact that he was stealing tips… you name it, he did it,” she smiled. “Which is why he’s been removed, and you’ve been selected to take his place.”

      I laughed, but she didn’t seem to be joking. “Me?”

      “Yes. You have experience running multiple gallery events, you’ve managed exhibitions and have the creative flair that this place needs to elevate its presence. Your resume is impressive, and obviously you are massively overqualified for the job, but it’s yours if you’ll take it,” she smiled.

      “How do you know all that?”

      “The new owner did a great deal of research to make sure this was a worthy investment,” she stood up to vacate the plush, leather office chair and gestured to it. “Please.”

      I stood up and walked around to the other side of the desk and sat down, my face blank. Emma grabbed the chair I’d been sitting in and dragged it around to sit beside me and began to talk me through the software on the computer. When the other staff arrived, I could see that they were wearing a new uniform, no longer the skimpy outfits that Mark had insisted we wear, but respectable, practical clothing that allowed us to do our jobs without revealing too much skin.

      “Of course you also have a laptop that has been set up with the same software so that you can work remotely. The owner is hoping that you would plan a re-opening party for next Friday, the renovations will be continuing until then,” Emma added.

      “Aren’t we open today?” I asked.

      “Not officially, the others have come in today for some training. They are being paid for their time, of course. It’s a cocktail masterclass so that you can bring in a higher paying clientele. They are running every day this week and you’re booked on to Wednesday’s session, so you can head home with the laptop to look through everything at your leisure.”

      Emma handed me a set of keys and a laptop bag, before grabbing her own coat and purse. She mentioned something about being back here tomorrow and then left. I couldn’t remember if I’d said goodbye, or thank you, or anything at all. My phone rang and I looked at the screen, Natalie.

      “Hey,” I answered.

      “So you are alive!” she laughed. “I came to the bar looking for you yesterday and the place was closed. You weren’t answering your phone either, I thought I was going to have to get a private investigator hunting for you.”

      “Sorry, it’s just… I’ve had a few weird days.”

      “Weird?” she said, her interest piqued. “Weird in a good way?”

      “I’m not sure yet,” I admitted, staring at the laptop bag in front of me. “How are you?”

      “Bored. My father finally let me have a day off, but he didn’t tell me about it until the last minute, so I haven’t made any plans. Are you free? We could go and get our nails done, maybe a massage? My treat.”

      “Nat—”

      “Not a handout, not a charity thing, before you even think about it. I want to go and be pampered, and I don’t want to go alone, so you’d be doing me a favor. Are you free or not? Or has Mark got you working another double? He’s such a piece of shit.”

      “Mark’s not here… and yeah, I think I do have some free time,” I said. I could spend the evening familiarizing myself with everything, it had been so long since Nat and I had been able to spend the day together and I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d had a manicure. I should have asked Emma about my pay, about what this all meant for my salary. I’d been so blindsided by everything she’d said this morning that it hadn’t occurred to me.

      “Perfect!”

      “I just need to head home first,” I said.

      “Okay, well I can pick you up from your building and then we can get going. How long do you need? Like, half an hour?”

      “Yeah, that would be great. See you then.” I clutched my cell phone to my chest and couldn’t suppress the huge smile that was taking over my face. Was this really happening? I could probably pay off what I owed the care home, or at least make a dent in the debt. I would definitely be able to make rent. I would be able to repay the loan shark without having to lie and delay. Emma had mentioned that the contractors had a set of keys so would lock up when they were finished for the day, which meant I was free to go.

      I grabbed the laptop bag and my coat before heading out the door and walking towards my apartment building. As I got closer, I unzipped my coat and held the laptop bag close to my chest, wrapping the coat fabric around it so that it wasn’t visible to the sketchy looking people that hung out on the street near the entrance.

      As I climbed the stairs, I wondered what Avery must have thought of this place as he travelled the same way to my door last night. I also wondered how much I would be willing to share with Natalie, although she had a way of drawing information out of me whether I wanted to give it away or not.

      When I reached my floor, I could see my landlord standing by my open door. My first thought was to turn and run before he caught sight of me, not ready for another berating over late rent payments. Even with a potential salary increase I wouldn’t have any additional cash to pay him immediately. He spotted me before I could bolt, smiling at me in a way that caught me off guard. I didn’t even know his face could move like that.

      “Ah, Scarlett, good to see you,” he said. I wondered if it was the smile of a man delighting in having my stuff dragged out onto the sidewalk as he evicted me from the building.

      “Hello,” I replied, tentatively.

      “Good of you to get someone in about the door,” he said, gesturing into my apartment.

      “Excuse me?”

      “Your handyman arrived but you were out, so I let him in with the master key.”

      “I didn’t call a handyman,” I said, concerned that he had let some random person into my home.

      “Well, he’s just finished putting the door back on the kitchen cabinet, so I don’t know what to tell you. You must have come into some real money, and I won’t ask a lot of questions, but just don’t be doing nothing illegal in my building. Okay? I mean, at least don’t get caught.”

      “That’s all done now, Sir,” a man announced, stepping out of my apartment with a toolbox in his hand.

      “Good, good. Okay then, well I’ll be seeing ya, Scarlett. Probably not for a couple months though, obviously,” he laughed.

      “I don’t understand,” I said, watching the handyman disappear down the stairwell.

      “I told him it was okay to unpack your groceries as he was here, hope that wasn’t too much. He had a few other folks come and go to help out but it ain’t none of my business. Didn’t want anything to spoil, ya know? See ya round, kid.”

      Groceries? I walked into my apartment and closed the door. The place was spotless. Utterly, completely spotless. It looked as though it had been professionally cleaned in the hours that I’d been out, I didn’t even know the hardwood floors could look so good. Sure enough the kitchen cabinet was attached again. I reached for the handle and pulled it open, and almost dropped the laptop I was cradling.

      The cupboard was full of food. Different types of pasta, jars of sauces, a dozen herbs and spices. The cupboard next to it, where I normally kept my chipped dishes, had been filled with a new set of crockery and sparkling clean wine glasses that I hadn’t previously owned.

      My refrigerator was filled with fresh fruits and vegetables. Butter, cheese, milk, wine. The freezer had ice cream, my favorite flavor. I walked to the table and opened up the laptop, logging into the online payment system that the landlord used to take payments. My balance was thousands of dollars in credit.

      My phone rang, it was Natalie. “Hey, I’m outside.”

      “Okay, I’ll be right down. Do we have time for a detour? There’s something I need to do,” I said, still staring at the computer screen.
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      Sleep evaded me and at some point I’d decided to stop trying and got into the shower. Now I was sitting in my office and staring at the dozens of gifts that had been sent to congratulate me on my engagement. Boxes of luxury items sat piled up by the door, bouquets of flowers covered every surface and I had at least two dozen giftbags on my desk.

      Most of these people didn’t care, they were just hoping to get invited to the wedding so they could network with rich business people and broker deals over champagne and cake. There would be no wedding, Alice had made that very clear.

      Over the course of our relationship there had been several occasions when I came to suspect that she was sleeping with someone else, but whenever I confronted her about it, she became hostile and upset. I’d seen her with hickeys, smelt cologne on her clothes, spotted text messages on her phone that I shouldn’t have seen, but she always argued and denied until I gave in. I don’t know if I ever cared enough about what she was doing. Her confrontation yesterday had come with proof, Scarlett’s underwear in the back of the car.

      Scarlett. I rubbed at the split on my bruised knuckles and winced at the memory of her face after I punched the cupboard. She looked genuinely afraid of me, as if I might hurt her. She had no idea how much time she’d spent in my head these last few days, every second of our encounters was lighting a fire in me that I didn’t even know was there.

      When I went to her door, and she grabbed my collar and pulled me in… I have never wanted to fuck anybody more in my life that I did in that moment. She was naked beneath a baggy t-shirt, the second I lifted her up and felt her bare ass against my palms I thought I would come. She was so wet for me, so tight. I could feel myself getting hard just thinking about it.

      It wasn’t the breakup with Alice that had made it impossible to sleep, it was the way things had ended at Scarlett’s apartment yesterday.

      Outside the door I could hear raised voices, “You can’t just barge in here, you need an appointment. Hey…!”

      The door flew open, and I looked up to see Scarlett walking towards me. I’d sent Emma out to take care of a few things, so it was one of my secretaries that had been trying to stop the invasion, but I waved them away.

      “Good afternoon,” I smiled.

      “You’ve got some fucking nerve,” she said. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting her to say, but that hadn’t been it.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Is that what you do with all the girls you cheat on your fiancé with? Huh? Buy their silence?” she snapped.

      “Scarlett—”

      “You sent people into my apartment; you crossed a line. I mean how did you even know I would let them in?”

      “I knew you were out,” I said, standing up as she got closer to the desk.

      “How on earth would you know that unless you were spying on me? Have you got someone following me? That is such a… wait… no… you wouldn’t…”

      “Why don’t you close the door so we can talk properly?” I asked. “Could I offer you a drink?”

      “I don’t want anything from you. I thought I’d made that clear when you took me to the hospital but obviously you weren’t listening. You’re the one that bought the bar, aren’t you? You think I’m so pathetic that you need to take over my life and improve it because only you could do that, I couldn’t possibly make things better on my own,” she gasped, sarcasm thick in every word. “Fuck! I actually thought that maybe something was working out for me, but you were behind it, pulling the strings.”

      “I made an investment in something that I know to be worth it, you are worth it.”

      “Save it,” she scoffed. She looked around at the gifts and flowers, “is this just how things are in your world? People try to buy your favor, so you thought you could do the same to me?” I watched as she picked up a notecard on the closest giftbag, “Congratulations on your engagement, I wish you a lifetime of love and happiness.”

      “Are you going to let me say anything or did you just come here to yell at me?”

      “You are getting married, and you showed up at my place and— what do you want from me? Am I just a little pet project to make you feel good about yourself? A charity case?”

      “I am not getting married, and you would know that if you let me get a fucking word in. Can you sit down?” I said, my voice now betraying my frustration.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I have more money than I can possibly spend, and it seemed to me that you were in need of a little help. I didn’t do it to buy you, or force you to talk to me, or any of that. It was me trying to be kind, which obviously backfired as you’ve shown up looking furious,” I sighed.

      “You took over. You weren’t helping me, you just decided you could do it better and made decisions about my life for me. The arrogance is unbelievable, Avery. And you’re seriously still going to pretend that you aren’t engaged when it’s all over the internet? When your office looks like a damn gift shop?”

      I walked around the desk and to the door, slamming it shut and turning to face her. “I did not propose to her, I did not know she was going to tell the world a pack of lies, I am not getting married. It’s over. Done. She’s gone. And to be honest I knew months ago that things had ended but I guess I didn’t have enough motivation to get myself out of that mess. Then you showed up.”

      Her face softened slightly. There was concern in her eyes instead of rage.

      “She lied to the whole world, but I swear I am telling you the truth,” I continued. “I can’t get you out of my head. Last night was incredible, and I fucked it up. I couldn’t stand the thought of you being scared of me, I couldn’t fucking sleep. I wanted to make things right and maybe I got carried away—”

      “Maybe? You bought an entire bar,” she smirked.

      That smile. The way her plump lips curved, the memory of them on my mouth. I felt my cock twitch as I mentally undressed her. We were forty floors up, there were no windows from my office into the rest of the building, but behind my desk were floor to ceiling glass panels to give me an unparalleled view of the city. That meant that I could fuck her anywhere in this room and no one would see us. On the floor, on the desk, on the coffee table, up against the filing cabinets. I could bend her over the—

      “Avery?” she said, stepping a little closer. “Your eyes glazed over.”

      “Sorry, I was just…” She bit her lower lip and I felt myself harden. I couldn’t even finish my sentence; she clouded every thought, and I felt my heart race in my chest. Urging me to touch her, like her body was calling to mine. I took a sudden step forward and kissed her, my hands cupping her face as hers found their way to the back of my neck.

      I reached behind her and swept everything off the desk, the sound of shattering suggested some of those gift bags had contained glass bottles. I lifted her up enough so she could sit on the oak tabletop, pressing myself between her legs so she could feel just how hard I was for her.

      “No… Avery… not here,” she protested against my mouth.

      “I want to fuck you so hard that you can’t take a single step without feeling what I’ve done to you,” I said, reaching a hand under her shirt.

      “Oh god…” she breathed, my hands sliding beneath her bra and finding her nipples with my fingertips. “I need to go; my friend is waiting for me…”

      “Then let them wait.”

      She pushed two palms against my chest and I stepped back. Her cheeks were flushed, her mouth open as she tried to catch her breath. “I’m leaving, but we should talk later? Okay? And I mean talk, properly, with our clothes on.”

      “I look forward to it,” I grinned, watching her perfect ass sway from side to side as she walked out of the room, leaving me slack-jawed and horny as hell. Even with my office filled with gifts to congratulate me on a fake engagement, I couldn’t help but feel elated at the fact that Scarlett was back in my life. It felt like a turning point, like maybe I would be able to experience real happiness.

      Had I ever had that with Alice? Maybe at the beginning, those first few months when you can’t keep your hands off each other and you are willing to do anything to make the other person smile. That had faded fast, though. Somehow time had slipped by, and she was cancelling dates, lying about where she was going, and arguing with me about the pettiest of things.

      It doesn’t mean that what happened with Scarlett in the back of the limo was the right thing to do, even though it felt all kinds of right at the time. Alice was right to be angry. I didn’t know how far she would take things as part of her retaliation, but I knew it wasn’t over. She’d told me she would maintain the illusion of the engagement just long enough to see me disqualified from my inheritance. How would I explain that to Scarlett?
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      Natalie had managed to arrange full body massages as well as facials and a mani-pedi. No one else I knew would be able to call up the best spa in the city and get same-day appointments, but there was no limit to what Nat was capable of.

      I lay face down on the massage table, a small towel to protect my modesty, as oiled hands worked out the stress in every part of my back. Natalie was only a few feet away; it was almost like a couples massage only Nat was talking exclusively to the handsome masseuse that was pressing his fingers into her thighs.

      Apart from the occasional question of, ‘Is the pressure okay?’, I was able to let my thoughts run wild as lavender scented candles and whale song flooded the room. I had walked into Avery’s office determined to be furious with him but had walked out with the lingering scent of his cologne on my clothes and the taste of his kiss on my lips.

      He had crossed a line, but was I really in any position to throw his generosity back in his face? I didn’t have a backup plan, I had no savings, I still owed all that money to the care home. If Avery hadn’t paid my overdue rent, then I would probably have had to crawl to Nat to ask for help or slept out on the street. I suspected that even if things had become that dire for me, that my mother still would have refused to get involved.

      Avery had saved me, and I hated that I hadn’t been able to do that for myself. Even this moment of relaxation was on someone else’s dime. My mind started to spiral as I worried about not relaxing enough, that I was wasting this experience by spending the entire time panicking about money. He had bought the bar. He handed the manager position to me out of pity, that had to be it. He’d seen the empty cupboards and my shitty apartment and knew that if he didn’t intervene that I would starve or freeze to death.

      A gong signified that the massage was over. The firm pressure of the hands on my back was gone, and the two men left the room so that we could slip on the robes they had provided and make our way to the next room for the facials. Natalie was glowing, despite the fact that she probably did this sort of thing regularly she had savored it. She wrapped a towel under her arms and made her way to the robes on the back of the chair.

      “Anthony has magic hands, I feel like I’ve just been born again,” she mused.

      “I had sex with Avery Benson,” I blurted. She turned to me, halfway through tying the belt of the robe around her waist, and her mouth fell open.

      “What? Wh— Hang on… What?!”

      “Yesterday, he came to my apartment and—” I began.

      “Wait, back it up. I need a second to… you had sex with one of the richest men in America and you waited until now to tell me? What do you mean he came to your apartment? Scar, why would a guy like him just be wandering around in your building? No offense, but—”

      “My building looks like shit, I know. It’s not news to me. I bumped into him on the street a few days ago and I guess things just kind of progressed from there,” I explained. She knew Avery and I had briefly dated when we were younger, she knew how heartbroken I’d been when he left. I hadn’t so much as said his name out loud in years so I could understand why this was all coming as a shock. I could hardly believe it and I was there when it happened.

      “That’s why you had me take you to Benson Tower? I thought you were handing in a resume or something.”

      “Resume? No, I just… he sort of spent a bunch of money on me and I wanted to give him a piece of my mind, but it didn’t really work out like that,” I smiled.

      “You were having sex in his office while I was waiting in the car? Scarlett Pierce, you dark horse!”

      “No, we didn’t… He wants to see me later and I couldn’t keep it all to myself because I can’t figure out if I’m doing something stupid or not. I mean, I am. Of course I am. You don’t get back with your ex, right? Isn’t that sort of a golden rule? I mean we were different people back then, so it’s not really like we are exes anymore because we aren’t anything like we were last time so it’s pretty much like we never dated at all, right?”

      “What the fuck are you talking about? Scarlett, he is a billionaire. In what version of this are you making a bad move here?” she shrieked.

      “I don’t care about the money.”

      “Oh yeah, sure, and size doesn’t matter, and it’s what’s on the inside that counts,” she scoffed. “He is a billionaire, with a ‘B’. You should lock him down, before someone else— wait, didn’t he just get engaged? Did you know?”

      “I did,” I nodded. She gave me a disapproving look, as if she were disappointed in me and my naivety. “He explained everything because the internet has it all wrong.”

      “Scar, his fiancé is the one that posted about it. It’s not some rumor that a bored journalist cooked up as clickbait, it’s real.”

      We stepped out of the massage room and began to cross the reception area as I continued to speak, “he told me she lied about it, that she’s got everyone fooled and—”

      “Come on,” she scoffed, “you’re really going to fall for that?”

      “What?”

      “Every guy cheating on someone has the same story. They all say that it’s not what it looks like or that he’s actually single, but his ex is crazy and won’t let go. Men will say anything to get into a woman’s bed, Scarlett. It’s like a game to them.”

      “I believe him,” I protested, stepping through the open door into the room for our facials. “I’m not stupid, you know I’m not.”

      “Hot guys make even the smartest women do the dumbest things,” she said. Two women were primed and ready to begin our skin treatments, gesturing for us to get comfortable in the reclining chairs.

      “You two both have such beautiful bone structures,” the woman stood beside me announced, her fingers probing at my cheeks and forehead before reaching for a brush to apply the first product. “This will give you such a glow that people won’t be able to stop staring at you, although I bet that happens already, am I right?”

      “Hannah, I bet you say that to everyone,” Natalie laughed.

      “Only the pretty ones,” Hannah replied. “How’s the love life? Last I heard you were headed out on date number two with your mystery man!”

      “Turned out he had a wife,” Nat said. I coughed, the gasp that had hit me caught in my throat and I had to sit up to catch my breath. Hannah stepped back and removed the brush from my face as she waited for me to get back into position, but I was too busy looking over at my best friend who was leaning back with her eyes closed.

      “When did this happen?” I asked.

      “This was weeks ago, it’s water under the bridge,” she said.

      “You didn’t say anything to me.”

      “You have enough on your plate without me unloading my problems on you. I can hear Hannah tapping her foot so I’m guessing you’re not following instructions,” she smirked. I fell back into position and closed my eyes so Hannah could continue applying whatever she had on the brush, but my mind was racing.

      “Well I want to hear it now. It seems everyone in the room is clued in on it except me.”

      “It’s not a big deal. I just… I was seeing a guy for a little while and then it turned out that he was married and I was mad at myself for not seeing the signs. Like I said to you earlier, men will say anything to get you into bed,” she explained.

      “You’re not wrong there, sister,” Hannah added. “If I had a dollar for every time I’d been lied to by a man then I wouldn’t have to work here anymore, I can tell you that much. So how did you figure out what was going on?”

      “This is going to make me sound crazy, but I followed him home. He never took me to his place and I guess curiosity got the best of me. He never spent the night with me, so after dinner one time I got in my car and drove after him, pulled up outside some place in the suburbs and saw him through the kitchen window with a kid on his hip leaning over to kiss a woman stood at the sink,” Nat explained.

      “What a piece of shit,” Hannah tutted.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Nat said.

      “I’m so sorry,” I offered.

      “It’s fine, I’m over it. I just don’t want you to make the same mistake, that’s all.”

      I swallowed hard. Even with the gentle sounds of the rainforest playing and the soothing motion of the brush on my face it was hard not to feel painfully tense. Natalie was no fool, but she’d fallen for a lie. No matter how sure I’d been that Avery was being straight with me, I couldn’t help but feel doubts creeping in. The whole world was under the impression that he had just proposed, maybe I was naive to believe him when he told me it wasn’t true.

      “This place is like a therapy center, you know,” Hannah said. “People come in here with their problems and unload them, let them go, walk out feeling good about themselves. I’ve heard it all.”

      “I can imagine,” I replied.

      “The one thing I’ve learned though is that you really do have to kiss a lot of frogs before you find your prince because when the right guy comes along you just know it. There’s someone out there that will make all these heartbreaks fade away and it will be worth every stumble you made along the way.”

      “Easy for you to say, you have your prince already,” Nat added.

      “Exactly. I’m speaking from experience! I mean I had a woman in here this morning who had really been through the mill with guys, and now she’s getting married! To Avery Benson of all people.”

      My blood ran cold. If I hadn’t have been sitting down then my knees would have given way and I’d have dropped to the ground. The sound of his name, the confirmation that he was marrying someone else, all of it was too much.

      “Hannah—” Nat said, hoping to cut the conversation short.

      “I know, imagine that wedding, right? I guess we will all find out what a billion dollars can get you when the photos come out. She said she’s booked the venue, even managed to get herself three designers all competing for her affections to make the dress. It surprises me that she’s moving so fast to be honest with you, but didn’t one of the Kardashians do that? I’m sure Khloe had a nine-day engagement at one point.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, the words escaping my mouth as if they were spoken by someone else.

      “It’s next weekend!” Hannah laughed. “Makes me think it’s a shotgun wedding, if you know what I mean.” Patting at her stomach, knowingly.

      “Scarlett,” Nat said, sitting up and reaching over to put her hand on my arm.

      “I need some fresh air, I need—” I jumped onto unsteady feet and staggered to the door, desperate to get outside as it felt like the walls were closing in on me. By the time I got into the sunlight I was on my hands and knees, trying desperately to suppress the panic attack that was consuming me.

      “Breathe with me, in for two…” Nat said, audibly inhaling through her nose, “then out for two…” and out through her mouth. She rubbed my back while I tried to calm my breathing, at times holding my breath as if hoping to reset the system entirely. It wasn’t until Natalie handed me a tissue that I even knew I was crying.
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      I had been covering for my father while he recovered from his ‘cardiac event’, which was as much as I’d been told so far, and I’d been overloaded with questions and requests. The buck stopped with me, so it meant that my phone was almost constantly ringing, and my inbox was filling faster than I could empty it. Still, I couldn’t help but think about Scarlett and how it felt to stand between her parted legs as she sat on the edge of my desk.

      The thought of it kept me motivated to get through the day so that I could find her and let her know just how much she’s been on my mind. I wanted to taste her again.

      “Avery?”

      I’d lost focus for a second, but the voice brought me back to the conference call I was still participating in.

      “Yes,” I said, “as soon as Josh sends me the proposals then I will forward them over. We aren’t expecting anything back from him for another week, so I think it’s best to focus on the domestic locations. We’ve had feedback from the consumer groups and once the revisions have been made to the logo, we will be hosting another session to get their opinions. Rushing this will only bite us in the ass down the line.”

      A series of agreeable noises chimed in, and I brought the call to an end. Most of the meetings and calls I was involved in could easily have been an email instead, so much time was wasted providing updates on projects that no progress could actually be made. I opened the mini fridge beside the desk and grabbed a soda. I hadn’t even opened it before there was a knock at the door.

      “Come in,” I sighed, setting the can down next to the phone. It was Emma, she had a stack of papers in her arms, and I winced at the thought of having to read through any more documents today. “What do you have for me?” I asked, painting on a pleasant smile.

      “I want you to keep in mind the phrase, ‘Don’t shoot the messenger’, okay?” she said, taking a seat across from me.

      “I don’t want to know what you’re holding, do I?” I frowned. She slipped the top page onto the desktop and slid it across the wood.

      “This is an invoice for venue hire at ‘Golden Vines’ for next Saturday. As you can see from the itemized list, there is a premium fee for a weekend booking, an additional cost for a priority room, and a number of specialized requests that come with a heavy price tag,” she explained.

      “Right… is this for an event or something?” I asked, looking at the tens of thousands of dollars that had been set down as a deposit, and the ‘final amount due’ date which indicated that a six-figure sum was to be paid in two days.

      “Here is an invoice for ‘Antonio’s’ to provide catering on the same date—”

      “I didn’t know they catered,” I said. Antonio’s was an exclusive Italian restaurant that had a waiting list for months in advance, not that it affected me as I could walk into any place in town, but it was still a surprise.

      “I called, apparently they don’t offer this service but have made an exception on this occasion given the amount they were offered to do so,” Emma explained.

      “What is all this?” I asked.

      “Table scaping, musicians, florists, it’s all here,” Emma said. “Alice has arranged your entire wedding for next Saturday and put every penny of it on your business account. I was out at The Boulevard most of the morning so didn’t see these emails until I got back.”

      “She’s planned a fucking wedding?” I snapped.

      “Hey, I’m just the messenger don’t forget.”

      I had told Emma that the engagement wasn’t real. She knew more of my secrets than I probably realized, and I trusted her with all of them. She hadn’t asked many questions, a simple nod of acknowledgement and that was it. She knew what Alice was like, she’d witnessed enough of the tantrums and arguments to know.

      “I have to ask, were you aware that she had access to this account?” Emma asked.

      “No. I need to call her,” I said, my hands balled into fists so tight that my knuckles had whitened, and I was almost shaking with rage. Predictably, there was no answer. “What the fuck is she doing? She’s fucking insane.”

      Emma’s phone pinged and she pulled it from her pocket to look at the screen. “Oh, apparently you’ve accepted a seven-figure sum for exclusive photographs of the wedding. I don’t recognize the bank details they’ve got for payment, which makes me think this is an account of Alice’s.”

      “Jesus Christ,” I said, rubbing a hand down my face.

      “I’m guessing you pissed her off.”

      “What makes you think I’ve done something?”

      “She flies off the handle for the smallest things, Avery. No reasonable person would be doing any of this, so why is she rushing a wedding? What does she stand to gain here? Is there a reason she would want to be marrying you in a hurry? If there’s a pregnancy announcement coming then—”

      “No pregnancy,” I snapped. “If I were to guess then I’d say she wants to spend as much money as she can, make sure it looks real to the outside world, and have photographers on hand to capture the look on everyone’s face when she doesn’t show up. She wants to hurt me, and embarrassing the family would be a great way to do it.”

      “Would this have anything to do with the pretty woman that you made manager at the bar you just bought?”

      Despite the fury coursing through me I can’t help but soften slightly at the thought of Scarlett, which gave Emma all the information she needed to confirm her suspicions.

      “So you’re mixing business with pleasure now? I thought you were leaving that in the past,” she said. My reputation was well known. Before Alice I never saw the same woman twice, I would travel the world and wow them with expensive drinks and trips out on my boat. The panties drop pretty quickly when you’re sipping champagne on a yacht.

      It was that sort of behavior that my father despised, it was the very reason he was so adamant that I had to be married before he’d give me the company. Women were a distraction, if I spent all my time trying to fuck my way around town then I couldn’t keep my head in the game.

      “It’s not like that,” I said. I stood up and paced the floor. “I’d be amazed if the whole family hasn’t heard about this already. Shit. I’ll head to the hospital and work on damage control.”

      “Your father was discharged an hour ago,” Emma replied. Her phone pinged again, and her face indicated that it was another email informing her of another huge expense. “I’ll deal with this, see if I can freeze the account or something.”

      “Thanks, Em.”

      I grabbed the keys for one of my cars and headed for the elevator. Alice wanted to fuck me over and she was doing a phenomenal job so far. The money wasn’t an issue, but she knew that. It was more about trying to wound the family, and no one messes with my family.
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        * * *

      

      “If I am to believe you, then what is it about you that makes her think she can do this? Does she think you are so weak that you would just sit back and let this happen?” he screeched. My father had been sitting in an armchair when I got to the house, and I thought that he might work harder on keeping his blood pressure low. Telling him what Alice had spent the day doing had prompted him to stand up and start yelling.

      “Emma is making calls to—” I began.

      “Your fucking assistant is cleaning up your mess for you?!” he snapped. “Your mother told me you’d proposed, how exactly has this all devolved in Alice burning through half a million dollars to piss you off?”

      “I didn’t propose, not really,” I said. No matter how accomplished I became, or how confident I could be in the boardroom, my father would always speak to me like I was a little boy. He would beat all of us down verbally, and occasionally throw a fist if he didn’t feel as though the message was getting through.

      “You bought the ring.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t actually ask her to… look, she broke it off and—”

      “Shut your mouth. You bought the ring; she’s dragging the media into the circus she’s creating for next weekend and has told the world you’re getting married. So you will. I assume that whatever went down between you both is your fault, so fix it. You will have a wife by the end of next Saturday, or you will be looking for another job.”

      “Richard—” my mother protested, her meek voice barely audible over the cracking fire in the living room.

      “He needs to learn,” my father snapped. “I made it clear to you what was expected before you could take the company, but if you can’t gain control of this situation then it will show me that you aren’t qualified to work in this business. Sort it out, or I cut you off.”
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      I sat on the couch staring at the TV screen, even though I hadn’t turned it on. My eyes ached from crying and no matter how angry I was about being lied to, I couldn’t help but frequently check my phone to see if Avery had tried to contact me.

      Nothing.

      I pulled myself onto my feet and wandered over to the fully stocked refrigerator to grab a bottle of wine. The fact that he had been the one to buy it didn’t mean it wouldn’t taste as sweet, I could drown out my sorrows for the night with a few glasses and then crawl into my empty bed. I twisted the corkscrew down into the top of the bottle and grabbed a glass from the cupboard. A knock at the door interrupted me, and despite myself I couldn’t help but hope that it was Avery.

      Looking down at my dress I smoothed down the creases and hurried to the door to look through the peephole.

      “Scarlett, we need to talk,” Avery said, before I got a chance to see who was waiting on the other side. I unlocked the door and pulled it open, my brow furrowed as I saw the dark circles under his eyes and the frown tugging at his mouth.

      “I’ve just opened a bottle of wine,” I replied, walking away from him to retrieve a second glass from the cupboard. “You’ve come here to say something awful and so I’m going to need most of this, but I’ll let you have one.” I filled two glasses and turned to hand him one.

      “What do you know?” he asked.

      “I’m not playing that game with you. I know enough about men to know that you only ask those sorts of questions when you are hoping we haven’t figured out the whole truth. You are wondering which lie you need to amend to get yourself out of trouble. I’ve been messed around enough to understand that Avery.”

      He brought the glass to his lips, then tipped the entire contents into his mouth and swallowed. Smiling a little when he spotted the concerned look on my face. “I’ve had the day from hell,” he said. “Would you be willing to spare a second glass?”

      “You’re getting married, Avery. The woman you proposed to has been going around bragging about the wedding and—”

      “Yes, I know.”

      “When were you going to tell me? Or were you planning on keeping me as some dirty little secret? Do you have so little respect for me that you’d just lie right to my face like that?” I asked, trying not to let my voice break as I held back tears.

      “Scarlett.” He said my name so softly that I closed my eyes, savoring the sound of it. He reached for my face, and I opened my eyes as his fingers brushed a tear from my cheek. He looked pained. I could smell his cologne, see the way his shirt puckered as it stretched over his muscular arms, see the way he looked at my mouth as I pressed my lips together.

      Fuck. I wanted to be mad at him, to be so overwhelmed with rage that no other emotion could break through, but he was clouding my judgement. He’d fucked me up against the wall I could see over his shoulder, he’d had his hands all over my naked body making my thighs tremble as he pushed himself deep into me and no matter what was going on with his personal life, I couldn’t help but want it to happen again.

      “Are you going to marry her?” I asked.

      “I… I don’t know,” he replied, stepping a little closer to me. I reached for my glass of wine and tipped the contents into my mouth. Almost immediately I could feel a buzz from the alcohol, or was it my proximity to Avery that had my head swimming?

      “Do you want to?” I asked, bracing myself for the answer.

      He reached around me and filled up our glasses before handing me one. “No,” he said, polishing off his second glass at speed just as he had with the first.

      “Then what do you want?”

      “What I want right now is to rip that dress off your body,” he replied, causing my stomach to tighten and my thighs to clench. I polished off my second glass of wine and set it down on the counter. Avery stepped close enough for me to feel his breath on my face. “I want to fuck you so hard that both of us forget everything that exists beyond these walls.”

      “But—”

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he whispered, his forehead falling to mine.

      “You’re not mine, Avery,” I said, forcing the words out of my mouth. “This isn’t right, we shouldn’t be doing this.”

      “It feels right to me,” he replied, tracing his finger along my jaw and flooding my brain with memories of how good it would feel if I took him to bed right now. He was engaged, he had someone waiting for him. My head was telling me to order him out of my apartment, but the wetness between my legs was telling me to pull him closer.

      “We shouldn’t…” I protested weakly. His thumb brushed against my bottom lip, and I felt as if my knees would buckle. I could feel how hard he was, his cock pressing against my hip had me panting. I’d tried to do everything right my entire life, played by every rule, done everything that was expected of me, and where had I ended up? Broke, alone, miserable. Why shouldn’t I do something naughty for once? Why shouldn’t I fuck the beautiful man in my apartment when I had the chance?

      I stretched up on my tiptoes enough to press my mouth to his, parting my lips so that his tongue could collide with mine. Already I felt everything outside the walls of my apartment dissolve as his hands wrapped around my waist, lifting me up against his body. I put my legs around him, locking my ankles behind his back as he carried me towards my bedroom.

      I could feel his hardness against my aching pussy, his zipper struggling to contain him as he pushed my door open with his shoulder and lowered me to the bed. The only light came from the moon outside my window, and I could just about see him as he stretched up to unbutton his shirt. He was doing it tantalizingly slowly; he knew what he was doing.

      Every button he unfastened revealed a little more of his broad chest, allowing me to see another sliver of the wall of muscle beneath. He stood up with his feet on the ground to remove the shirt, watching me spread out on the bed in front of him. I saw the birds tattooed on the inside of his left arm, our tattoo. When I sat up to reach for him his crotch was at eye-level, or rather mouth-level.

      I looked up at him as I wrapped my hands around the waist band of his trousers, my fingers pulling down the zipper as I licked my lips.

      “Scarlett…” he whispered, his cock twitching as I slipped his boxers down from his hips and released him. My eyes widened as I saw the size of him. I rubbed my hands against the tops of his thighs as I leaned forward to kiss the tip, locking eyes with him as I circled the head with my tongue and listened to his shaky breaths. I felt a hand on the top of my head, clutching at my hair tighter and tighter as I took him into my mouth.

      He pushed himself deeper, hitting the back of my throat and groaning as I sucked. I could feel my mascara starting to run, my hands now at the base of him and moving up and down at the same speed that he was fucking my face. “Oh fuck… look at you taking it, fuck…” he moaned, his breathing rapid and his grip on my hair now a tight fist.

      I hummed with delight, causing vibrations to shudder down his cock. He pulled my head away, stepping back and gasping. There was a darkness in his eyes that made me bite my lip as he watched me. I reached down and pulled my dress up over my head and lay back on the bed. His eyes watched as I arched my back, slowly running a hand down beneath the lace trim of my panties until I could feel my slick folds with my fingers.

      “Holy shit,” I heard him whisper.

      “Avery,” I groaned, rubbing at my clit slowly with my middle finger as I writhed beneath my own touch. He stepped to the bed, pushing my knees apart and pressing his mouth to the outside of my underwear, his hot breath against my wetness. He kissed the lace, then hooked it around his fingers and pulled it to the side as his tongue teased at my pussy.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he grinned, slipping his tongue inside as he lifted one of my legs up onto his shoulder. His thumb circled my clit, pulling my own hand away and pinning my wrist to the mattress. I couldn’t help but grind my hips against his face, the pressure between my legs building as he rubbed faster, the sensation of his tongue inside me causing my body to tremble.

      “Avery, fuck… I think I’m going to co—” I managed, before I felt a release so powerful it rendered me speechless. I could hear him almost laughing as he stretched up to look at me, his hand still inside my underwear.

      “I could listen to that all fucking day,” he said. He released my wrist so that he could pull my panties down completely, and as soon as he had them off I pulled him down onto the bed and rolled him onto his back so I could grab a condom from the nightstand. I was straddling his thighs and he watched me as I tore open the foil and rolled the latex down his length.

      I was towering over him as his cock pressed against the wetness between my legs. I reached down and grabbed him, lining him up until the tip of him was in the right place and then lowered my pussy down onto him.

      I had to go slowly, the size of him was too much to take all at once and I had to adjust to every inch as he slid deeper and deeper inside. He wrapped his hands around my waist, his fingers digging into my skin as he gasped, sinking himself into me as far as he could. There was no space between us now, he had filled me completely and I rose up on my knees slowly and then came down again, riding him as he held on to my hips.

      He pulled me down harder and harder, slamming our bodies together faster and faster. He never took his eyes off me for more than a second, even as pleasure overwhelmed him and he groaned and gasped he watched my body on top of him.

      “You feel so good,” he said, hands slipping off my hip to release my bra and free my breasts. He pinched my nipples between his fingers, crunching his body up so that he could take them in his mouth as I continued to ride him. With his sitting up I could put my arms around his neck and hold on as he pushed up from beneath me, I could moan and whisper his name right into his ear now and I could feel my thighs starting to shake. “Come for me, yes…” he gasped.

      I could feel him getting harder, his movements becoming sloppy as he pulled me down onto his cock frantically to send us both over the edge. I felt him erupt inside me as I tightened around him, my whole core rocked by the explosion I felt within. He continued to thrust as aftershocks gripped me, his mouth against my neck. “Fucking hell, birdie,” he whispered, brushing the hair back off my sweaty forehead.

      I collapsed against his chest as he fell backwards, my naked body basking in the sensation that he’d just given to me. I could hear his heart pounding, his left arm wrapped around me as I closed my eyes. The moonlight had cast everything into a weird, blue-grey hue that meant I couldn’t see every detail of his face properly, his body had been cast into shadow most of the time that only a few expressions had been visible. But now I was close enough to see just how beautiful he was, and the smile on his face as his breathing returned to normal let me know that he felt just as satisfied as I did.
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      I woke up with the sun. I looked at the time on Scarlett’s nightstand clock and realized it was painfully early, my body clock had woken me at the same time my alarm at home normally would. She was still in my arms, still naked. I could feel her skin against mine, the memories of last night making me wish she would wake up so we could do it all over again.

      She was asleep, her breathing even and content as I stared at her. I could stay in this bed with her forever quite happily, but I had so much to deal with today that I needed to get moving. I didn’t even realize sex could feel this good, it didn’t feel meaningless with her. I felt as if she wanted to be with me, which made the whole experience unlike anything I’d had before. It wasn’t about my money, or what else she could get out of me. When it was just the two of us together none of that other stuff mattered.

      I slipped my arm out from beneath her neck, silently gathered my clothes and dressed in the living room. As predicted, my phone had been blowing up half the night and I had dozens of messages that had been sent with increasing urgency. I found a scrap of paper and a pen, wrote down ‘call me when you wake up’, and left it by the refrigerator before sneaking out of her apartment and calling my driver.

      It was early, but the last thing I needed in the middle of all this mess with Alice was to be on record booking a cab from outside another woman’s apartment building. By the time I got to the front gates of the family complex I had managed to read through every email that Emma had sent last night, groaned at every invoice she’d forwarded from Alice’s spending spree yesterday, and replied to every text from my brothers that insisted I do something fast as our father had spent hours ranting so much that mom had called a doctor.

      He'd shouted himself to the point of exhaustion.

      My family were all early risers, so my replies were soon met with more messages as the car pulled up outside my house. The sight of my dented car was a chilling reminder that Alice was on the warpath, and that there was absolutely no chance she had any intention of backing out of this insane plot to stage a wedding when she saw it as an opportunity to cause pain.

      I opened my front door and stepped inside. The scent of freshly brewed coffee hit me, as did the sound of the shower. I recognized one of Alice’s designer purses on the kitchen counter and felt myself flooded with rage at the idea that she had let herself into my home after everything she had done this week. She was even singing in there as if she didn’t have a care in the world.

      I poured myself a coffee and sat at the breakfast bar to wait for her to come out, I had no intention of avoiding a confrontation today. She finally appeared ten minutes later with a small towel wrapped around her body and another one in her hand that she was using to rub at her hair. It took a few seconds for her to notice me.

      “Jeez, Avery, you nearly gave me a heart attack! What are you doing lurking in here?” she asked, as if that was the first thing that needed to be addressed.

      “This is my house,” I replied. She dropped the towel from her hand and shook loose the damp curls that fell over her shoulders. Running had given her a slender frame with long, toned legs that seemed to stretch on for miles. She never deprived herself of the essentials to maintain her aesthetic, so was permanently bronzed and moisturized, her skin smooth and fragrant. It used to work on me, but now I felt nothing. I looked back down at my coffee as she walked towards me.

      “You’re allowed to look, this will be all yours after next weekend,” she smiled. The scent of her shampoo swirled through the air as she leant over the counter across from me, placing her elbows down to enhance her cleavage.

      “What are you doing?” I sighed, standing up to put more space between us. “We ended it, I thought we were done.”

      “Well maybe I changed my mind,” she smiled straightening up and flashing me a wicked smile. “We’re good together Avery, and I know we have our ups and downs, but we always come back together in the end. There’s no point fighting it. You can take over the company and I’ll have the last name, that’s basically currency in this country. Everyone wins. I think I’ve earned the right to blow a little cash after your indiscretion, don’t you think?”

      “Alice, this isn’t—”

      She dropped the towel.

      “Come on, Avery. Why don’t you take me to bed, and we can kiss and make up?” she smirked, her naked body slowly walking towards me as she swayed her hips and brushed her hair back over her shoulders to make sure not an inch of her form was covered. “Or how about right here in the kitchen? Or on the hood of your car outside? You’d love to bend me over your Aston Martin, or how about up against these windows?”

      She walked past me towards the full-length glass that covered two walls of the living room, checking over her shoulder to see if she had my attention.

      “I could press my tits against them, like this,” she said, slamming her hands up above her head and pushing her ass backwards. “You could fuck me right here; your security cameras could catch every little detail as you plow into me. You know you want it. I want it…”

      “You need to stop,” I said, firmly.

      “Avery…” she groaned, thrusting her hips backwards and then pressing her chest up against the glass as she rocked forwards. “Yes, Avery… don’t stop!” she screeched.

      “Get out right now or I’ll call security, I don’t care if they throw you out of this place naked. Whatever game you’re playing, I want no part of it.”

      “Come and get me, then,” she laughed.

      In one quick movement I crossed the living room floor and grabbed her wrist, trying not to look at her naked body as she was clearly hoping I would get so distracted by it that I would forget everything else she’d done.

      Being with Scarlett last night had made me feel things I hadn’t felt in a very long time, it felt straight forward and uncomplicated, even though it obviously wasn’t. Being here now with Alice made me appreciate last night even more because she was so manipulative, selfish, and unpredictable in the most dangerous of ways.

      “Get your clothes on and get out of my house. I will make sure my security is informed that you aren’t to come onto the property again, they won’t make that mistake twice.”

      “You think your father will allow that?” she scoffed, grabbing the towel from the ground and covering herself.

      “What’s it got to do with my father?”

      “You think he’d let you walk away from a wedding with all those cameras? All the money that’s been spent already, he’s not going to risk losing a penny of it by cancelling. I’ve got you!” she laughed. “And once I’m a Benson there’s no way I’ll be banned from the property, how would that look if anyone found out? You know how much your father hates being embarrassed.”

      “So that’s your plan? You think you can trap me into this?”

      “You wouldn’t want to risk disappointing dear old daddy so close to your thirtieth birthday, otherwise you can kiss the company goodbye,” she smiled.

      She clearly knew my father better than I did, because I hadn’t thought he would make ultimatums about something like this as he had yesterday. Alice knew that the risk of humiliation was too much for him to handle, that she would be able to coerce me into this insane situation by provoking my father’s ire.  She was trying to play me, and there was a chance she could win.

      “I don’t know why you’ve got that look on your face, we’ve been together for years, Avery. It will be just like it was before, only I’ll have a very expensive ring on my finger. It was bound to happen eventually, but I’m just speeding things along. Things will be just like they were a week ago, you’ll barely notice.”

      She walked into my bedroom, and I could hear her getting dressed. A week ago, I was miserable in our relationship, a week ago I hadn’t seen Scarlett Pierce in years and had almost managed to put her completely out of my mind. Since then, everything had changed. I didn’t want to go back to how things had been before.
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      I woke up with a smile on my face, as if I’d been thinking about what we’d done while I was sleeping. I rolled over and reached an arm over to rub my hand across his chest, but I felt nothing but the sheets. The smile faded for a second as I blinked my eyes open, looking around the room and noticing that there was no sign he’d been here at all. His clothes were gone.

      Part of me thought I might find him in the kitchen making us both a coffee, but as I pulled a robe around myself, I listened out for movement in the apartment and heard nothing. He wasn’t there. Why didn’t he wake me up before he left? Had he regretted it?

      There was a note by the refrigerator. I grabbed my cell phone and began to call him, letting myself get excited at the thought of hearing his voice again. I could feel the aftermath of our night together in every cell of my body, the scent of him was still on my skin and I don’t think I’d ever had an experience like it.

      I listened as the ringing continued. He was with someone else, wasn’t he? I was the other woman and I had never thought that I would be capable of doing something like this, but I was exhausted playing by the rules when so many others did whatever they wanted and seemed to live a good life. Could I do this though? Could I be so selfish as to only think of what is good for me and to totally discard everyone else?

      He was with someone. Not just in a casual relationship, they were supposed to get married. He had avoided as many questions about the situation as he could, and I’d wanted him so badly that I had been willing to overlook it all. What was I doing?

      This had happened to me, this exact situation had played out for me before only last time I was the girlfriend believing every word that a man told me, ignoring every red flag and suspicion that was screaming out at me while he snook around behind my back fucking anyone he could find.

      I’d been heartbroken. That’s not even the right word. It wasn’t just my heart that broke, it was every part of me. I had been shattered, completely and totally destroyed. If I didn’t have my work then I don’t know how I would have pulled myself out of the mess, I’d had an exhibition to prepare for and there was too much to do for me to have a full breakdown. I had to get up, to paint, to attend meetings. It had been the last show before everything fell apart.

      Now here I was, calling someone else’s man because it’s what I wanted. I knew how she felt. Suddenly every memory of last night was tainted, no longer the desperately romantic reunion that I’d dreamt of, but a seedy affair in my shitty apartment. Far away from prying eyes, far from the paparazzi and the glamor of his real life.

      What would Natalie say if I told her what I’d done? She’d feel sorry for me, she’d hate that he managed to make me forget everything that upset me about the situation and that he’d taken me to bed. I felt sorry for myself. I had fallen for it.

      I ended the call. He wasn’t answering, but then again what did I expect? He’d gotten what he wanted, and now he could go back to the life of being a billionaire with his designer clothes and private jets. He got to have his night of seedy fun in the rough part of town, now he could leave me here to continue my life with the crumbs he’d thrown my way out of guilt. He’d paid my rent; bought the fucking bar I work in… I was such an idiot.

      I walked back into the bedroom and changed into my workout clothes. I needed to start this day from scratch, reset myself before I attempted to do anything. I tied up my hair into a high ponytail and sat on the ground to lace up my sneakers. I was going to run without music, nothing but me and my thoughts until I was thinking clearly again. I intentionally left my phone behind; I didn’t want the temptation to try and call him again.

      I needed the space to figure out how I was going to untangle this mess. He had taken over every aspect of my life in such a short space of time and now that I had a moment to contemplate it, I felt violated. Had he done all those things to buy me? Was this his way of ensuring I stayed quiet about our relationship? What would happen if the press found out that one of the Benson boys was cheating on his fiancé? It would be an international scandal.

      I stepped out of my door and jogged down the stairs, my heart rate climbing as I took the steps two at a time. I wanted to be out in fresh air, I needed to be bathed in it and have it consume me until the scent of him wasn’t clawing at my mind. I would run and run until my brain felt clean, then shower off every trace of him when I got back. Did I really think this could work? It was better than sitting in the apartment and sulking all morning. If I sat down with all this, then I would be crying within seconds. I needed to move.

      Once my feet were touching the sidewalk, I picked up speed, letting my legs carry me towards the park as if doing so on autopilot. The muscle memory took me around one corner, then another, until the greenery of the trees came into view. I crossed the street, ran through the entrance gate and found the path that would take me to the largest loop of the park, it circled the perimeter and weaved through trees around a lake in the center.

      As each foot struck the ground, I tried to decide which scenario angered me more, the thought that he’d paid my rent to silence me, or that he did it out of pity. I picked up speed. He’s not used to hearing the word, ‘no’. When was the last time he wanted anything that he couldn’t have? When was he last denied something he set his eyes on?

      I’d tried to argue, I asked him outright if he wanted to marry her and he changed the subject. Was I so blinded by lust that I could put that to one side? Clearly I had been.

      The air was beginning to burn in my chest with every inhalation, I slowed slightly to avoid burning out before I’d wrestled with everything that was swirling around in my mind. She had a ring on her finger, she was planning a wedding, he had lied right to my face about all of it and I still had sex with him, still let him spend the night, still called him after waking up to an empty bed.

      “Ah, fuck,” I winced, clutching at my abdomen as a stitch brought me to a standstill. I was breathless, sweaty, and totally lost.

      I doubled over, pulling air into my lungs and feeling the beads of sweat on my forehead trickle down to the ground. Or was it tears that were falling? Avery had broken my heart when we were younger, and I shouldn’t have allowed myself to forget a single second of the pain he’d caused me years ago. I opened myself up to it all over again. I had no one to blame but myself. Fool me once, right?

      I straightened up and started to walk slowly forward, I could see a sign a little way up the path that hopefully could lead me back to some place I recognized. If that stitch hadn’t slowed me down, then I didn’t know just how far I would have run into these trees.

      I followed the directions as they took me from one signpost to another, until I was finally back out in the open park that I knew. Somehow trying to navigate back had given me the clarity to make a plan for how this was all going to go from now on. I’d cleared my head, sweat out the emotions I’d had when I woke up alone this morning, and rebuilt the walls around myself that I’d put up the first time I lost Avery Benson.

      He had been the one to teach me how hard the world can be, how cruel and unfair. I’d learned the hard way how quickly people can drop you. It had tainted every relationship I had after him, bled into the way I worked, how I spent my time, the opportunities I chose to chase. Trust made a person weak. I’d trusted my mom far too much for far too long and where had that gotten me? The only person I could rely on was myself, and even I wasn’t able to do a good job taking care of me.

      I made it back to the outside of my apartment building and stared up towards my place. What must Avery have thought when he showed up here? No wonder he felt compelled to swoop in and save me, there was plaster crumbling from the exterior walls, busted windows all along the ground floor, and a burned-out trash can half-blocking the entrance.

      I thought of my cell phone waiting up there, wondering if I would have any missed calls or a text from him. Would he have left a voicemail? Would it change my mind if he had? No. Not this time. He might have all the money, but in this situation I could have a little of the power.

      I headed up the stairs and went straight into the bathroom to shower. I hadn’t checked my phone yet; I couldn’t bear the thought of finding it without contact from him. Besides, I wanted to repossess my life. As I rubbed at my hair with a towel, I looked at the company computer in the living room, the refrigerator filled with food he had supplied, and the note he’d left this morning.

      I grabbed my phone, closed my eyes and held down the power button so it would shut off without me having seen the screen. It was over, I had made the decision and I was going to stick to my guns. No matter how hard it got, I couldn’t bring myself to rely on a man to give me handouts because that went against everything I believed in. I should be able to take care of myself, and my dad. I hated that he’d bought me a promotion by buying the bar, I hated that—

      It wasn’t hate though, was it. That was the problem. He was marrying someone else, and I’d be a fool to think he’d abandon any of that to be with me. He had made his decision, so I would make mine.
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      I still couldn’t get hold of Scarlett. I’d called her back a dozen times, sent messages, and called the bar. It had been hours since my run in with Alice, and I’d been called away to a day of meetings that I couldn’t get out of. I suspected sometimes the days were set up like this as a test from my father to see if I had what it took to take his position. He still wanted me to prove myself after all these years.

      I don’t know if he ever treated any of us like his kids, but just as trainees that were his to mold as he saw fit. There was no loving hug after a day of school, he wouldn’t console us after a loss at a high school football game, there was no tenderness in him. When people show you who they are you are supposed to believe them, but I had still convinced myself he wouldn’t force me to marry a woman that made me so unhappy.

      He was like a different person with our sister, though. He would look at her like she hung the moon, and the rest of us could rarely get a smile out of him.

      I sat at the head of the conference table and signed the papers that Emma had slid across to me, an act that prompted applause from the rest of the people sitting around me. Another deal done; another eight figures added onto our net worth.

      I stood up, they all followed suit. After I offered them a half-hearted smile, I left the room and Emma was close behind, pulling my office door closed once she was inside. She gave me a look that made it clear that I was doing a shit job at hiding my personal problems today.

      “What’s going on? You barely said two words in there,” she said, her brow furrowed.

      “It’s nothing,” I lied. “I didn’t sleep well, that’s all.”

      “That was the last meeting here today, but you have to join a group call in half an hour and your father is expecting you home for dinner at eight.”

      “He called you?” I asked.

      “He knew you were in meetings, so he didn’t want to interrupt. I don’t mean to speak out of turn, but he sounded a little—”

      “Like a wretched old bastard?” I smirked. “His telephone manner leaves a lot to be desired, I’ll give you that. Thanks for today, I know I’ve not had my head in the game since I arrived, but rest assured that I’ll pay you back.”

      “Does that mean you’re sending jewelry to my house again?”

      “Am I that transparent?” I laughed.

      “It’s your go-to move,” she replied. “But I appreciate it all the same. The dial in information is in the email I forwarded to you earlier, and I had a bottle of wine delivered for you to take to dinner tonight. I thought showing up empty handed might worsen the mood.”

      “Thanks, Em.”

      She left the room and I glared at my cell phone again. I picked up my desk phone and dialed my own number just to check that it was in fact working. It rang just fine. It wasn’t that Scarlett had tried to call me and couldn’t get through. She just hadn’t responded to me since I missed her call this morning. Was that why she wasn’t answering me now?

      I called her again and this time it barely rang before I was put through to voicemail. She had declined the call. My call log showed that I’d tried to get in touch with her seventeen times, which didn’t include the texts and the attempts to get hold of her at work.

      I was never this needy. I was never the guy that hounded a woman like this. Before Alice I’d been in more casual relationships than I could count and I was always the one that got called, never the one doing the calling. Ben was downstairs in the parking garage, so I grabbed my coat and headed out.

      The elevator was mirrored, allowing me to look at the peacoat over my suit and how mismatched it looked with the expression on my face. From the neck down I looked like a typical businessman, the suit tailored to fit my frame and accentuate the muscles I’d spent so long crafting at the gym. From the neck up, though? I was worn out. My skin looked ashen, like the color had drained out of me and had been replaced by a grey, soulless man.

      By the time I got to the backseat of the car and told Ben where I wanted to go, I could feel life come back to me a little. The tiredness I’d felt even five minutes ago seemed to ease as we headed towards Scarlett’s building, the prospect of seeing her was enough to have my blood pumping. Emma thrusted the wine bottle into my hands as I’d passed her desk, and if Scarlett was home then I had every intention of opening this thing and pouring her a glass.

      I’d need at least one before heading to dinner as I could only imagine what my father had to say. Every second that passed brought me one second closer to that fucking wedding charade that Alice was orchestrating and one second closer to running out of time to get out of it. With Scarlett, though, time seemed to slow right down, and I could bask in her for hours when in reality only minutes had ticked by.

      All I could think about as the car turned onto her block was the way her bare skin felt against my body, the moonlight glowing around her naked form as she rocked her hips back and forth, my cock thrusting into her and the sound of my name as she found release. Fuck. I was getting hard just thinking about having her again and part of me thought that tearing her clothes off and pulling her down on top of me would make all my problems go away.

      The car stopped and I could see her landlord leaning against the wall by the lobby door, a cigarette in his hand and a plume of smoke swirling out of his mouth.

      I climbed out onto the sidewalk, wine in hand, and stepped towards the front door. The landlord shook his head at me, and I stopped to give him a questioning look.

      “She ain’t here,” he said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “She left. Said she’d be back for her stuff but that I should start looking for another tenant. She said you’d be by here, though.”

      My fist tightened around the neck of the wine bottle, and I tried to take a breath so as not to put on a public display of my rage. I paid for this place so she would have a roof over her head. She’d made it seem like she didn’t have any other options, that she was days away from being homeless. Where the fuck was she sleeping tonight? A thought occurred to me that maybe she was in another man’s bed. That was when I smashed the wine bottle against the brick wall in front of me, red liquid trickling down onto the ground and running towards the drain.

      “Hey pal, you can’t be making a huge mess all over my—”

      “I’m pretty sure I paid you far more than you deserved already. Maybe I could have the city council come round and check that this place is all above board, check you aren’t cutting any corners with regards to maintenance, permits, that sort of thing,” I scowled.

      “On second thoughts, I’ll sort this out,” he whimpered, stubbing the cigarette out beneath his shoe and disappearing inside.

      Some part of me wanted to believe that I’d just got unlucky every time I’d tried to call her today, but she was clearly avoiding me and had gone as far as to leave her home to get away from me. What could I possibly have done? I knew she was angry about the situation with Alice, and she wasn’t the only one. Fuck.

      My phone started to buzz, and foolishly I grabbed it in the hopes that it was Scarlett. It was just a text from Emma to remind me about the fucking conference call. I kicked the wall that was dripping with red wine, scuffing the Italian leather on my feet and causing Ben to step out of the car to check on me.

      “I’m fine, it’s fine,” I said dismissively. “I just need to make a quick call and then I’ll be back in the car. Wouldn’t want to be late for dinner, would I?”

      “Of course,” Ben nodded. He climbed back in behind the wheel as I scrolled through the contacts list in my phone for a number I desperately wished I wouldn’t have to dial. I had five minutes before I needed to dial in to that stupid fucking meeting, that gave me more than enough time to get this over with. I pressed on the name and brought the phone to my ear.

      “Avery Benson,” the smug fucker on the other end of the call chuckled.

      “Jake,” I replied, my jaw clenched.

      “I don’t suppose this is the call where you apologize for busting my nose, is it? I’d say two years late is slightly overdue, but better late than never I guess.”

      I was tempted to have Ben drive me to Jake’s office and punch him all over again, but I didn’t have the time to play games with this idiot today. “No, I need you to track someone down for me.”

      “You need someone finding and I was the first person you thought of? I’m flattered.” Jake was enjoying this far too much. The hate I felt for him was more than justified, after what had happened to Amber I should have put this guy in the hospital. Despite how that had all gone down, it had been Jake McKenzie that had brought my sister home safely that day, and that had to count for something.

      “Her name is Scarlett Pierce; she works at the—” I began.

      “The Boulevard? Went to the same school as you, right? Had a few art shows in the city a couple of years back and then fell off the radar?”

      “She’s a—”

      “Dad’s in a care facility a few blocks away from where she works, eesh… that is a pretty huge number to be typed in red font on these bills,” Jake continued. Fuck, he knew more about her personal life than I did in a matter of seconds.

      “Can you find her? I need you to find her, Jake,” I demanded.

      “I’ll call within the hour.”

      The line went dead, and I almost crushed my phone in my hand, I was squeezing it so hard. Jake had almost gotten Amber killed, and I knew he’d taken that day hard just like we all had. He wouldn’t have made his way to the top of his security firm if he wasn’t good at his job, it was why my father had brought them in to protect us on international business trips. The incident with my sister had, to this day, been the only mistake he’d ever made in his career. One I knew he would never repeat.

      I needed to know Scarlett was safe, I had to know that. Wherever she had run to, she’d run there because of me. Why wouldn’t she tell me about her dad? Had it really been so long since the last time she’d had an art exhibition? I’d gone to the last one, I’d stood outside in the rain too nervous to go in and catch sight of her. I was never nervous, I never got so tongue tied over anything, but that night… Nerves had kept me away from her.

      I wouldn’t let her slip through my fingers again, she was under my skin, seeped into my clothes, her voice echoed relentlessly in my ear. I would not lose her twice in a lifetime.
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      Natalie’s guest room was nicer than any place I’d ever slept. Even when I’d had money I hadn’t lived in a house as nice as hers. She was a good friend, one that didn’t even ask me what was going on when I turned up at her doorstep with a few things in an overnight bag and tears in my eyes.

      I should have come to her sooner; I should never have let my pride get in the way when I was so close to having nothing left. I had taken the laptop with me, the one that Emma had provided me with after Avery bought the bar and had been working from Natalie’s dining table for the past few days. It had felt like a break from my reality, waking up on expensive cotton sheets, eating fresh fruits and vegetables prepared by her chef, and trying to focus on anything but Avery Benson.

      Of course, I thought of little else. The dreams I used to have about him showing up at my art shows had been replaced with him showing up at the bar, lifting me up and carrying me through the door into the office as my legs tightened around his waist. In the dream he would sweep everything off the desk and lay me down on it, ravishing me like his body ached for me as much as I ached for him. He would be married soon, though. Maybe that would put a dampener on the relentless fantasies.

      “What have you got planned for today?” Nat asked, sashaying into the dining room with a bouncy blow dry and perfectly applied make-up. She wore a pant suit with delicate pin stripes which made her look like a woman you daren’t mess with, I was lucky to be friends with her because I certainly wouldn’t want her as an enemy.

      “More of the same,” I shrugged, pulling up the satin robe she’d let me borrow as it fell off my right shoulder. “I’m planning to visit my dad this morning, just have to get my head around the ordering software on here and then I might go to the bar.”

      It wasn’t just getting to grips with new tech, it was refreshing my memory on a few old skills, too. I was supposed to be re-launching the bar on Friday, I had to pack out the place and that involved an aggressive social media campaign to get the word out about the re-branding and figuring out which promotions we could afford to have in place for opening night. I didn’t want to lean on Avery’s limitless budget.

      I had managed to arrange a day of media for Thursday morning, radio interviews and a piece for the local paper would hit the folks that didn’t spend their days scrolling through their smart phones. I had my own cocktail training tomorrow and was already putting together a montage of staff flipping drinks and pouring tropical concoctions into tall glasses. That would be going out on social feeds.

      “I’ve given Jake enough money to keep his mouth shut, but I can’t buy his silence for long,” Nat said. Natalie had her own security team, so they were quickly able to establish that someone was watching the house. After making a few calls it seemed that they had been looking for me, and that led us back to Avery and his company’s security firm.

      Despite myself, I couldn’t help thinking it was sweet that he cared about where I was enough to hire people to track me down. Natalie had made a very generous offer to ‘encourage’ Jake to keep his findings to himself for a few days, but I knew Avery had deeper pockets than Natalie did, so it wouldn’t take long for Jake to realize his loyalties lie with whoever writes the biggest check.

      “I know,” I sighed.

      “What do you want me to do about this?” she asked, holding up an envelope with gold calligraphy on the front. The brief delight that I’d felt when I was reminded that Avery wanted to know where I was completely disappeared as I looked at the wedding invitation in Nat’s hand.

      It wouldn’t have been Avery that compiled the guest list, I don’t even know if his fiancé would have been allowed to take on such an important job without guidance. When rich people at that level got married it was used as a networking event rather than a celebration with close family and friends. The invitees would often be prospective business associates, or peers that you intended to impress with lavish displays of wealth.

      Natalie came from a well-known family; she was sometimes mislabeled in the press as a ‘socialite’, but she worked more than she partied. Having her seen at the wedding would be a boost for the Bensons, it would open up new business avenues for future mergers and I knew that if she went there, it would be strictly as a professional. She didn’t approve of Avery’s recent activity, the little of it that she was aware of. She wouldn’t endorse his marriage knowing what he’d been up to with me recently.

      “I don’t know,” I shrugged. That wasn’t the truth. I wanted him to burst through the door and say that the wedding was off, that it had all been a terrible mistake and that he should never have gotten either of us into this situation.

      “Can I be blunt?” she asked.

      “It’s never stopped you before,” I smirked.

      “I have a plus one, and I think it should be you.”

      “What the fu—”

      “Hear me out. I know you, Scar, I know you have big romantic ideas that you will find a man that puts you above everything else and makes all of the struggles you had worth it, but Avery isn’t that man. He is just another regular, selfish guy that had a bit of pre-marital fun and has gone back to his life. I know he’s sent Jake after you, but what if he’s just trying to make sure you don’t go talking to the press about him? Their wedding is going to be front page news,” she explained.

      “I know that,” I said, looking down at my hands and fidgeting nervously.

      “If he was going to call it off then he would have done it by now. Invites have been sent out; arrangements have been made. You just know that Avery’s dad would rather lose every penny he has than be publicly embarrassed by a son that breaks an engagement after people have flown into town for the ceremony. This wedding is happening, Scarlett. I know it hurts, I fucking hate that this is happening, and if I wouldn’t get in major trouble then I would show up at this thing and kick Avery in the balls so hard he would be seeing stars for a week.

      “But I think you need to see it. I think the only way you will get closure on this is if you watch him marry her, you need to know the choice he’s making. I’ll be right there with you, every step of the way. Then we can get wasted at the open bar and head back here for some ice cream and a shitty movie. Deal?”

      “You want me to watch him marry her? I don’t think I can do that,” I replied, fighting the swelling tears that threatened to fall from my eyes.

      “The last time he broke your heart he did it in private, it meant that you could hang on to some fantasy version of him that wasn’t real. If he is going to do it all over again then force him to do it in the light, don’t let him keep secrets so that he can twist the truth. You owe it to yourself to see him for what he truly is,” she said, rubbing a manicured hand on my upper arm and handing me a tissue.

      She saw me look down at my own chipped nail polish, saw me feel at the wild bird’s nest of hair that I’d tied up in a bun every morning since I got here.

      “I have a team that gets me ready for events, they are going to make you look so fucking hot that you will probably walk out of that wedding with a billionaire on your arm that you haven’t even met yet,” she grinned.
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      I noticed that I was being followed when Natalie’s driver dropped me off outside the care home. I knew that a familiar car, one that had been outside Nat’s house for days, was right behind us at every turn. Once I was inside the building, I would be able to enjoy my visit without fear of being disturbed, the security here was pretty fierce and they asked for several forms of ID just to get through the day room let alone the residential side of the facility.

      Dad was sleeping when I arrived, and I decided to let him rest instead of waking him up and risk having him ask a question I wasn’t prepared to answer. He could always see through any mask I wore to hide my true feelings about something, there was nothing I could hide from him.

      I fell asleep in the chair beside the bed. I’d been occupying my mind with thoughts of how to make enough money to pay Avery back, I didn’t want to feel like I was forever in his debt. It would feel like he had something over me, and it would put me on edge. By the time I woke up it had been hours, apparently visiting time had long since ended but the staff had let me get my rest. That was surely an indicator that the manager wasn’t in the building today, he would have had me and dad out on the street by now.

      Paying for this place would have to be my priority. As awful as it would be to owe money to Avery Benson, the thought of dad not getting the care he needed was worse. He had been sleeping the entire time I had, and I felt as if his exhaustion was getting worse recently. I held his hand and wove my fingers through his, leaned over to rest my forehead against his and let out a sigh.

      “I’m so sorry, dad. You shouldn’t be in here; you shouldn’t be spending so much time by yourself in this room.” I straightened up at the sound of rain beating against the window. I didn’t have an umbrella; I didn’t even have a jacket to keep the rain off me. I should get myself to the bar and lock myself in the office for a few hours, I’d managed to sort out so much for the launch via email and phone calls, but I couldn’t stay away for much longer without risking it being a disaster.

      I needed it to work. Even if the whole thing was another one of Avery’s handouts, I would make such a success of it that it wouldn’t matter. I had my cocktail training to tick off, then a hundred other things on my to-do list, but it was something to think about that wasn’t my shitty financial situation, or the horror of my romantic life. I kissed the back of dad’s hand and headed for the door, luckily making it out onto the sidewalk without getting hounded for payments by the facilities management.

      The car was still there. I started to walk in the direction of the bar, rain soaking through my clothes almost instantly and I could feel my breath catching as the cold gripped me. A car door opened, and a man started to approach me, one of the people that had been following me for days was walking over with a large umbrella held out. I kept my eyes on him as I walked forward, picking up speed as the anger built up.

      They were going to stalk me at Avery’s behest, then do something like this as if their presence was for my benefit. He had made his choice, he didn’t get to keep hold of me like this, even at a distance. I was none of his business, but if I replied to any of his messages or calls to tell him to leave me alone then he’d see it as an opportunity to start talking again.

      In my haste to get away from the suited man with the umbrella I wasn’t watching where I was going. For the second time in recent memory, I crashed into a man walking the other way, and once again outstretched hands grabbed me to stop me from falling to the ground.

      “Whoa, Scarlett? Are you okay?” he asked. I looked up into the blue eyes of someone that I hadn’t seen in months, my heart thudded with a different kind of pain, and I couldn’t get the words out to respond. “Is he bothering you?”

      He was pointing at the man following me, who seemed unsure of how to proceed.

      “Yes,” I replied. Henry wrapped his arm around me and guided me away from my pursuer, and I willingly let him. My ex-boyfriend walked me all the way to the bar with his grip never loosening once, and I had never been more grateful for him.
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      I demanded that Jake fire those guys, but he had refused. No one said no to me, no one. To have Jake fucking McKenzie go against my wishes when the men he’d sent to watch Scarlett had let her disappear with another man was fucking insulting. I’d gone straight to the bar when I heard what had happened. They continued to follow from a distance but didn’t go inside when she walked into The Boulevard, and she had been in there with him for over an hour.

      When I arrived, she’d disappeared out of a backdoor, and they’d lost track of her. I could still smell her perfume in the office, and the lingering scent of an aftershave that prompted me to punch the wall next to the door. The hole in the dry wall was the only casualty that night. When I’d gotten home, I’d gone into the gym and spent hours with the punching bag, meaning that my hands were bloodied and bruised by the time I got to The Boulevard for ten o’clock the next morning.

      I’d been in too much of a blind rage to notice the décor when I came here a few nights ago, but now I could see the preparations for opening night were well underway. A table in the center of the room had been set up as part of the training that the staff had been taking this week, and I had asked Emma which day Scarlett would be attending. She’d been trying to avoid me and after hearing that she’d been in another man’s arms, I needed to see her.

      The thought of her with someone else made me clench my fists so hard that the nails cut into my palms. I stood beside the table and nodded a greeting at the young woman that would be leading us through the cocktail course, my eyes then darting back to the office door in a silent prayer that Scarlett would come walking out of there.

      I could hear her voice; it was quiet and muffled but I knew it was her. She was speaking to somebody, and I was reminded how much I missed the sound of her voice.

      The door opened, Scarlett stepped forward, and I felt my heart still. She was wearing an impossibly short denim skirt that skimmed the tops of her thighs and made me harden at the thought of touching her skin. The shirt she was wearing was a long-sleeved, skintight branded shirt with The Boulevard printed across the front, she was on display, and she hadn’t known I would be here. So who was this outfit for?

      “Avery?!” she gasped. Even the anger in her voice couldn’t squash the joy of hearing my name on my lips. “What are you doing here?”

      “I’m here for training,” I replied, a smile tugging at the corners of my mouth. I couldn’t keep my eyes off her. If I lifted her up in that skirt, wrapped her legs around my waist, I could take her right now. I could grab her ass and slide into her in an instant, the memory of how she felt when she came on my cock was making me want to walk her backwards into that office and have her.

      “I’ll give you a minute,” the trainer said, clearly sensing a tension she wanted no part of. Scarlett waited for her to leave and then turned her attention back to me, her chest heaving with fury and sending me into a frenzy as her breasts stretched out the fabric even further.

      “Give up,” she said.

      “What?”

      “Just give up. Leave me alone. You’ve had me followed, you’ve been calling relentlessly, you haven’t had a reply to a text message in over a week and you still send them, just stop. You have your own path to follow, and I’m not part of it.” She was breathing heavily, as if it took great effort to get the words out.

      “I didn’t choose my path, Scarlett. I had no say in it. You don’t get to tell me that you’re not part of my path, you don’t get to walk away from this.”

      “You are such an asshole!” she yelled, stomping a foot and clenching her fists.

      “So now you’re having a toddler tantrum?”

      “You walked away from me the first time, and I didn’t send stalkers to follow you around everywhere you went. I respected your decision, Avery, so respect mine,” she said. “You caught me in a moment of weakness, and I never should have surrendered to it, you can bet your bottom fucking dollar it won’t be happening again, that’s for sure.”

      “I walked away?” I said, not sure what she was talking about. I didn’t even want to consider what she had said about never surrendering to me again, I couldn’t spend the rest of my life knowing how good it felt to be inside her and not having it.

      “Don’t play dumb, it doesn’t suit you. Just get out, find someone else to cheat on your fiancé with.”

      Was she about to cry? It looked like she was holding back tears, but I never considered Alice to be my fiancé, it didn’t feel like it was all really happening with her. The wedding, the proposal, everything, had all been her. Yet again my path was being chosen by someone else.

      “Like how you fucked that guy in your office the other night? The office I bought for you,” I snapped. I was being the asshole she’d just accused me of being, but I couldn’t seem to control myself from spitting out vile words at her.

      She didn’t say anything. I wanted her to deny it, to tell me that nothing happened with him, but she didn’t say a word. Her nostrils flared and she clenched her fists a little tighter, but still kept her mouth shut.

      The woman returned to the room, “Are we ready to get started?” she asked. Both Scarlett and I silently nodded, and reluctantly stood beside each other – albeit several feet apart – behind the table that the woman had set up.

      If looks could kill, then I’d be six feet under by now. She was desperately trying to give me an icy disinterest by angling her body away from me, but the fact that I was getting under her skin so much was an indication that I made the right decision to come here. At least that’s what I was telling myself.

      “The first thing we are going to do is make ourselves familiar with the equipment in front of us. It’s intimidating to begin with, but you will soon be making drinks without thinking about it so much, I promise,” the woman began.

      We began by making a mojito. Scarlett measured the spirits carefully into the silver cup and made it look so easy, but I somehow managed to get liquid all over both hands and the finished product in front of me looked a mess.

      She laughed at me as I realized that the sleeves of my blazer jacket were wet, but the look on her face became serious when I took it off and rolled up my shirt to the elbow. I could see her staring at my arms, trying to avert her gaze when she caught me looking. I picked up my shitty mojito and took a giant sip. The ratios were way off, too much lime juice made my face screw up like I’d sucked on a lemon. The laughter started again.

      “I watched you use the wrong measure for the lime,” Scarlett grinned. “I can’t believe you drank it though, look at your face! Your eyes are watering!”

      “Yours would be too if you drank this,” I managed, my mouth still pulled into a grimace. “I’ll give you a thousand dollars if you can drink a mouthful of this and keep a straight face.”

      She studied me for a minute, the stern expression returning briefly. “You’re on,” she said. I watched her as she took the glass from my hands and brought it to her lips. Her beautiful, blushed lips that had plagued my dreams for the past week since I last pressed them against my own. The liquid tipped into her mouth, and she swallowed, slamming the glass back down on the table and clearly failing not to react to the monstrosity I’d created. “Oh my god!” she yelled, reaching for a glass of water.

      I laughed, as did the woman training us. The tension in the room had been broken and I had my shitty cocktail making skills to thank. By the time we were making whisky sours we had ‘sampled’ three other drinks, and I could tell from the rosy glow on Scarlett’s cheeks that she was getting tipsy. She was still determined to focus on the teacher, carefully measuring into the cocktail shaker before securing the lid and beginning to rattle it expertly.

      Once she was satisfied that it was thoroughly mixed, she grabbed at a glass but accidentally knocked it onto the ground, causing it to shatter. At this point I had started to mix my own, but as Scarlett bent over to see where the shards had gotten to, I got a full view of the lacey underwear she had on beneath that tiny jean skirt.

      Fuck.

      I lost my grip on the cocktail shaker, I couldn’t concentrate on anything when all the blood in my entire body had raced to my cock, and only realized what had happened when I heard the sound. The shaker hit the table surface hard, the lid came off and covered me in whisky and syrups.

      “I think we should stop for lunch,” I announced, aiming my words at the woman I’d hired to teach us. She nodded, mentioned something about being back in half an hour, then disappeared. All the while Scarlett was bent over in front of me and swaying on her unsteady feet.

      By the time she straightened up and turned to look at me I felt as if I had fire under my skin.

      “I need to sweep this up,” she said. I reached over for her shaker and took the lid off, bringing it up to my lips to taste what she’d created but never taking my eyes off her.

      “This is good. You should try some.” I handed the shaker to her, and she reached to take it, her fingers brushing against mine for an instant. She poured it into her mouth, tipping it back further until she had finished off every last drop.

      “You shouldn’t have come here, Avery,” she said.

      “I know,” I replied, taking a small step closer.

      “You are engaged to someone else; you can’t keep me as a back-up option in case it doesn’t work out with the girl you really want. That’s not fair. You can’t ignite all these feelings in me and then think I can just turn them off until—”

      “You are the one I want,” I said, closing the gap between us until she was looking up into my eyes and I could feel her breath on my neck. She put her hands against my shirt, against the whisky-soaked fabric that clung to my abdomen. Delicately she released one of the buttons, never breaking eye contact with me. “It’s always been you, Birdie.”

      “My heart isn’t safe with you,” she whispered, her lips close enough that I could feel her words vibrate over my mouth as I resisted the urge to kiss her. I had to fight every muscle in my body that wanted to grab her and wrap her around my body. I hadn’t earned her.

      “I disagree,” I replied, whispering back and pressing a soft kiss against her top lip. She didn’t pull away. I kissed again, and she met me halfway, I could feel her respond to me and she parted her lips just enough that my tongue could connect with hers. Her perfume flooded my senses, I didn’t want to think of anything but her and this moment.

      She took a small step towards me so that she could press our bodies together and I heard a crunch of glass beneath her shoe. I immediately picked her up and turned to sit her on the edge of the bar, her skirt riding up so that I could see that perfect pussy covered by the daintiest lace.

      “Avery,” she groaned, feeling my erect cock pressing against the wetness between her legs. My name had never sounded so good.
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      I shouldn’t have sampled so many of the drinks we’d made. His mouth was on my neck as his kisses trailed up to my ear lobes where he bit my skin, gently enough so as not to hurt, but firmly enough to let me know what was coming.

      I pressed my palms against his exposed chest. He was warm, the scent of whisky surrounding us both as he ran his hands up the outside of my thighs to pull me closer against his crotch. He was so hard, I felt my core clench in anticipation that he would push into me, that he would fuck me on this bar where anyone could walk in any second.

      I released another button of his shirt as he kissed my jaw line. He stopped when his lips met mine, our eyes met as I continued to open his shirt, marveling at the muscular stomach beneath. He was art. Every part of him was carefully crafted to please the eye, to draw you in. I bit my lip as I looked down and saw the monstrous bulge in his trousers, I knew how good that thing felt, and I wanted it again. Now.

      I reached down for his belt, but he moved my hand away. As much as I loved the foreplay, we didn’t have time. That woman could be back any minute and I wanted him to fuck me before we were interrupted. His right hand snaked over the top of my left leg and pressed against the lace of my underwear, “you’re ready for me,” he smiled.

      I felt his fingers tease the fabric to the side so that he could touch my wetness, so he could apply just enough pressure to my clit that he made me gasp, then groan as he began to circle it with his thumb. His left hand grabbed the back of my neck and brought my face to him, kissing me as he slipped his fingers into my pussy and began to fuck me with them.

      My hips bucked against him, grinding on his hand as he picked up the pace. He was curling his fingers against my inner walls, finding just the right spot to apply pressure, and which parts of me to caress to make my pulse quicken.

      He knew I was close, he had to know what he was doing to me. I leaned back on the bar, my hands behind me so I could look at him as he brought me to the edge. There was a wicked smile on his face as his actions made my thighs start to tremble, I could feel an explosion mounting inside me and the heady mix of Avery Benson and liquor was overwhelming my senses.

      “Come for me, Birdie,” he demanded. The darkness in his eyes made it clear how much he was enjoying what he could do to me, how he could make me feel. My pussy tensed and gripped him as I came, he brought my face back to his so that my sounds erupted into his mouth and my shaking legs enveloped his hips and pulled him tighter to me.

      My release left me feeling both satisfied, and ravenous for more of him.

      I reached for his belt buckle again, and this time he didn’t stop me. But the sound of the exterior door to The Boulevard opening did. He stepped back and I brought my knees together, hopping off the bar as Avery began fastening his shirt buttons quickly.

      It was a fucking delivery, something I’d ordered that had arrived at the absolute worst possible time. There was a clumsy unsteadiness to my movements as I tried to walk towards the man in uniform that was approaching the bar with a clipboard in hand, I could barely get my words out to tell him where to bring the goods from the truck outside and I could hear Avery behind me, barely able to contain his amusement.
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      Natalie recruited two dress designers to meet with us at her house. I could still taste the whisky from Avery’s mouth, and now I was being measured for a dress to wear to his wedding.

      “Are you going for classy? Or more of an overstated luxury sort of thing?” Nat asked as she turned to look at her ass in the mirror, the two designers pinning and preening over her as she admired her silhouette.

      “I’m thinking top-to-toe camouflage, would that work?” I grinned, sarcastically.

      “It would if we were going to a wedding in that Duck Dynasty show, but don’t forget how many cameras will be at this thing. You don’t want to blend in!”

      “I do,” I replied. “Can you imagine the look on Avery’s face when he notices I’m there?” I had neglected to mention our rendezvous to Natalie, I knew she’d be disappointed at my lack of self-control. I also hadn’t mentioned to Avery that I would have ring side seats to his nuptials this weekend.

      “You’re thinking revenge dress, right? Make him sorry he ever messed you around,” she said. “What about sheer? Just over the legs, of course, but there’s a tease to a fabric that reveals a little skin. Have it hug every curve, cut dangerously low.”

      “Nat, I’ve got the opening on Friday so I’m going to be exhausted. Can’t I just stay here and sleep?” I asked.

      Natalie stepped down from the small platform in front of the angled mirrors and crossed over to where I was sitting. Of course her walk-in closet had an area for modelling and tailoring, of course she had a room dedicated to shoes that was larger than most of the apartments in the city. Of course the armchair I was curled up on had probably cost more than a year of my rent. She didn’t even have to think about money, it had always been there and always would be.

      “No, you can’t,” she replied. The light bounced off the crystals that had been sown into the fabric she was draped in, even with her hair up in a loose bun she looked beautiful. In a way she would be my camouflage, no one would notice me when I was standing next to her. “I have a few ideas, so let’s get you up there and make it happen,” she said, pulling my arm so that I was forced out of my seat and thrust towards the platform.

      Fabrics of various colors were pulled out and held against my skin and hair. There were shaking of heads, the occasional nod, and hushed conversations between Nat and the two women that she’d hired. In the mirror I could just about see a small mark on my earlobe, a delicate reminder of where Avery had bitten me in the throes of passion only hours earlier.

      I blushed and brought up my hand to cover it, pulling my hair down enough to obscure it from view.

      “Seb’s going to be at this thing,” Nat announced. “So if you want a distraction on Saturday then how about you focus on keeping him away from me.”

      “He works with Avery, doesn’t he? It makes sense,” I shrugged.

      “I think there will be a few people you recognize, you know. I really think you could use this as a dating pool, there are going to be plenty of rich fish in that sea and when they see you looking like a billion dollars, they won’t be able to keep their tongues in their mouths.”

      “Gross,” I laughed. My reflection was far short of ‘looking like a billion dollars’, I was still wearing my skin-tight work shirt, but I swapped the mini skirt for a pair of jeans. I’d noticed fingernail tracks on my thighs and didn’t want Nat to ask questions.

      Avery left soon after the delivery guy arrived at the bar, he had a phone call come through and had mouthed an apology before taking off. It meant I’d had to finish the cocktail training alone, which was probably a good thing. If I’d gotten any more liquor in me when I was in Avery’s presence, then I couldn’t even imagine what I would have done.

      The whisky had worn off by now, and all I had left was the smell of alcohol on my clothes and the memories of how he’d made me feel.

      The thought of it made me clench my thighs.

      “I think Seb’s bringing a plus-one,” Nat continued.

      “And?”

      “Well, I just think he’s a sycophant and I’m surprised any woman would stoop so low as to be seen out in public with an ass-kisser like that,” she shrugged, trying – and failing – to act nonchalant. “Obviously I’m bringing you as my plus-one, but I could have brought a guy with me if I wanted to. In fact, I turned down several offers.”

      She hated Sebastian Walker. She told me so multiple times a week. She hated him so much that she couldn’t even see how much she brought up his name in conversation, how she seemed to delight in antagonizing him just to see how he would react. The two of them had been playing this ridiculous game of cat and mouse for far too long, and I wondered at what point they would realize what they were doing.

      I couldn’t point out that she had the major hots for him, I was in no position to be giving out romantic advice.

      “Are you still coming to the bar on Friday?” I asked, trying to steer the conversation away from men.

      “Of course, but I won’t be there for too long. I’ve got a laser facial booked for ten, I’m getting a full body exfoliation and tan, too.”

      “Ten o’clock at night?”

      “Yeah, it’s the only time I could fit them in, and I want my skin to be glowing on Saturday. It’s why I’m drinking so much water at the moment, I don’t want my face to look dull in the photos,” she grinned. As if she would ever look dull. “They will be here when you get back from the bar, by the way. You didn’t think I’d leave you out, did you?”

      “I’m going to be there until at least one, Nat.”

      “Yes, I know, and then you’ll be back here getting your skin worked on. You can fall asleep during a facial, you know. I’ve done it hundreds of times. The bar staff know how to close up, you don’t need to stay there until the last customer leaves.”

      I looked again at my reflection as one of the dress designers held up a deep red fabric against the skin of my cheek. The look on Natalie’s face, as well as the nods of approval between the two other women, made it clear that this was the one.
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      Friday afternoon in the office was quiet. Too quiet. There was usually a flurry of excitement over the incoming weekend, but not today. I wondered if they were picking up on my sense of impending disaster, like they were the ones being strong armed into a marriage they didn’t want.

      I’d given Emma the afternoon off, I’d caught her looking for a manicurist that could make early Saturday appointments last minute and I knew from my sister the importance of looking good to feel good. Emma was probably the one person outside of my family that I felt I could truly trust. She worked hard, and she was always willing to go the extra mile when I needed her to.

      She’d made herself integral to the running of the business, and so was often included in Benson meetings where she’d managed to befriend Amber and my brothers. Amber had agreed to take her off for a few hours of pampering, and that had left me alone at my desk wondering if there were any last-ditch attempts to be made to get me out of the mess I was in.

      I considered booking a private jet to take me to another country, maybe I could feign a work emergency and get the hell out of dodge without pissing off my father too much. He valued work above everything else, he’d understand.

      My office door burst open before I could formulate a plan. In walked Seth, followed by Wyatt, Ryan, and Josh. They each had wicked grins on their faces, and I knew that this meant trouble.

      “I’m not gonna like this, am I?” I said.

      “Absolutely not, but you’re getting married tomorrow, so we had to whip up a bachelor party last minute to make sure you got the proper send-off,” Josh replied.

      “When did you get back? Are you done with location hunting?”

      “Not quite, but I can’t miss my brother getting hitched. I flew back last night to work on a strategy with these clowns,” he laughed, gesturing at the other three Benson men. “We’re headed out for dinner, Ryan has sorted a casino experience that you won’t forget in a hurry, and I know a place where you can drink the best damn whisky you’ve ever tasted in your life.”

      There was no way that was true. The best whisky I’d had in my life was in the drink that Scarlett had made before I fucked her with my hand on the bar. I hadn’t washed that shirt yet; it still carried the smell of liquor mixed with her scent.

      “Drink to forget,” Wyatt added.

      “Fucking shut up, Wyatt,” Seth said, nudging him hard with an elbow. “You promised you wouldn’t be a dick tonight; you didn’t even make it two minutes before making some snide little comment.”

      “Fine, I’ll be quiet. I won’t mention that I think this wedding is a mistake anymore, not even once. I won’t say he’ll regret it for the rest of his life, because that’s rude,” Wyatt nodded.

      “He had some tequila on the way over here,” Josh explained.

      “So did I,” Ryan said, “but you don’t see me running my mouth.”

      “We’re going to be late for dinner, so we should get going,” Josh said, glancing at his expensive watch that had diamonds fixed around the clock face.

      I had risen to my feet when my brothers walked in, but I was now considering slumping back down into my chair. Friday night. The bar was re-opening tonight, I was hoping to get out there to support Scarlett but instead I was being taken out to celebrate my wedding. A wedding with a woman that I had ended things with on many occasions, a woman that enjoyed yelling and belittling me, a woman that would often climb into my bed with another man’s cologne on her skin.

      I could still go out with the boys and have a good night, then head over to The Boulevard when I was done with their plans. I looked at my phone hoping that maybe I had a text message from Scarlett, but no. Just one from Alice to say how she ‘couldn’t wait to be my wife’. Who was this charade for? I had no idea if she would actually show up tomorrow, I couldn’t predict how these games would play out.

      She was a clout chaser, and nothing would give her as much prestige as having the name ‘Benson’. I hated that I hadn’t done something about our relationship sooner. If my father cut me off then my last name wouldn’t matter, he’d have me blacklisted from every company that he could think of, he had the power to do that and he wouldn’t even blink as he ruined me and everything I’d worked for just because I’d embarrassed him.

      It was his world, and I was just living in it. If you got on the wrong side of Richard Benson, you were done.

      “I’ll just change. Meet you at the car?” I said. Three of them nodded and left, but Wyatt hung back. He clearly had something he wanted to say to me but was hesitant. I opened the closet door in the office wall and stepped in to grab a long-sleeved Henley and a pair of less formal trousers. The entire time I was changing Wyatt was still standing in silence. “Spit it out,” I said, stepping out and closing the door behind me.

      “Huh?” Wyatt’s eyebrows were high on his head, acting surprised but probably just stalling for time.

      “You’ve got me alone, so say it.”

      The brows lowered and his face became stern. I watched as my brother crossed the room and put one hand on my shoulder. “Do you want out of this, yes or no?”

      “Out of what?”

      “You know what I’m talking about, Avery. Tomorrow doesn’t need to happen; I don’t want you to spend the rest of your life in misery because of dad. He has raised us to think that the family business is the most important thing on the planet, then introduced this insane rule about being married before giving us access to it. We never thought he’d go through with it,” Wyatt said, his voice hushed like he was worried we would be overheard.

      I gulped and looked down at my feet for a moment, “I think it’s too late.”

      “I have a plane waiting. I set up an offshore account that you can access, you can get out of here. Tonight. I’ve got another car in the garage downstairs; just say the word and you can wake up on another continent and start over somewhere else. You’d still have money, you’d still have—”

      I held up a hand to cut him off. “Wyatt…”

      “No one has to know. Just get in the other car in the garage, you can be thirty thousand feet in the air before anyone even realizes you’ve gone. We can sort it out tomorrow, we can fix this,” he offered.

      He’d arranged an out. My brother knew enough about my situation with Alice to sort out an escape route to get me away from this mess and I couldn’t help but feel grateful. If I got on that plane, then I’d never be allowed back. Wyatt knew it, he had to. I’d never step foot on home soil again, our father would see to that. I was sure he’d find a way to remove the funds, too.

      Wyatt couldn’t siphon off cash into any new account without dad’s financial manager finding it. None of that mattered as much as the fact that I wouldn’t see Scarlett again. Fate had brought her back to me, and I couldn’t allow circumstances beyond my control to separate us again.

      If tomorrow ended with me married to Alice, then so be it. I would do my duty; I would be faithful to my wife. But the thought of never seeing Scarlett’s face again was not something I was prepared to entertain.

      “I’m staying,” I said to Wyatt. “I owe you one, though. You’ve just jumped up to ‘favorite brother’ on my list.”

      He laughed, “Who was at the top before that? And why isn’t it favorite sibling? I don’t see Amber standing here offering you a lifeline.”

      “She also causes me less headaches than any of you.”

      “That’s a lie,” Wyatt smiled.

      “Come on, we have a dinner to get to,” I replied. I pulled Wyatt in for a hug and squeezed him tightly, my gratitude flowing out of my arms as I thought more about how much he must have gone through to make an escape a possibility for me.

      We took the elevator down to the parking garage, and just as Wyatt had promised there were two cars waiting for us. One carried Seth, Ryan, and Josh ready to take me out for a wild night, while the other car was empty apart from the driver and would take me straight to the private jet that my brother had on standby.

      I walked forward enough to be standing equidistant between the two vehicles. Wyatt patted me on the shoulder and stood at my side. This was my last chance to take things into my own hands, to make my own choice about how the next part of my life would look. There were things I could live with, like whatever Alice would throw at me from tomorrow onwards, and there were things I couldn’t live without. Scarlett Pierce was one of those things.

      I got into the car with my brothers and Wyatt pulled the door closed behind him.

      We were driven to the back entrance of an exclusive restaurant and shown to a private room where we could eat in peace. I ordered the same as Josh, who was sitting next to me and regaling us all with stories from his travels. I nodded and made agreeable noises every so often so that I looked like someone that was paying attention, but my head wasn’t in it.

      I checked my watch every few minutes, constantly thinking about the re-opening party and Scarlett and whether she would notice my absence or not.

      It was selfish of me to want her the way I did. Selfish to hope that she would let me into her life when I was so famously involved with someone else. Even after a million times of trying to explain what Alice was doing to me, I don’t think anyone could understand it, I had no fucking idea what was motivating her to do it either.

      I’d been sent to a private business school overseas when I was younger, plucked from my bed in the night by my father who had ordered house staff to pack up my bags and only an hour after he’d woken me up I was sitting on an international flight.

      I never got a chance to tell Scarlett goodbye, never even got the chance to tell her about how I felt. Even after our brief relationship I had known it, but I’d never voiced it. Dad said it was puppy love, that I would soon move on. A week or two after he’d sent me away, my parents came to visit. Seeing the look on my face prompted dad to tell me to just focus on my studies because Scarlett was already dating someone else.

      It felt like a sledgehammer to the chest. Even the memory of it had weight, like I could feel the crushing sadness all over again.

      “First up is poker, Avery,” Ryan said as we stepped into the high-rollers casino that was our second stop of the night. “Feeling lucky?”

      The last twenty minutes had been a blur, and that might have been related to the many drinks we’d consumed at dinner, but my mind had been elsewhere the whole time.

      I made a silent bet with myself, if I struck out at the poker table then I’d take it on the chin and head home. But if I got lucky? Then I’d see how far I could push that luck before the night was out.
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      The past few hours had been relentless. As well as making cocktails and providing table service, I’d been making the rounds to introduce myself to as many people as possible and make sure they were all having a good time.

      Tips were pouring in. The renovations to the bar had enticed a different clientele, one that operated at a higher tax bracket than our previous customers, and the bar staff were thrilled with how much money they were making. Everyone was in a good mood. I even found myself distracted enough by the hectic activity that I didn’t have time to think about the wedding I was attending tomorrow.

      Well, I didn’t think about it as often as I would have if I’d been sat at home.

      Natalie made a brief appearance, bought a round of shots for the entire bar, then disappeared. She reminded me that I was allowed to take a break, just like everyone else tonight, so at about eleven o’clock I crept into my office and closed the door.

      It wasn’t quite in here, the bass from the music still rattled the walls and vibrated through the floor, but there was a sense of calm in this room that I wouldn’t be able to get anywhere else. I collapsed back into the leather seat behind the desk and stared up at the ceiling. The steady beat of the song in the main part of the bar was starting to feel a lot like white noise, and my eyes closed for a second as I considered taking a power nap to get me through the rest of my shift.

      Nat made it clear what time she wanted me back at her place to start getting pampered. I would prefer a solid eight hours of sleep, but maybe I’d enjoy getting spoiled for once. It had been a long time since I could afford to do anything for myself like that. Every penny was spent on practical things, now. I couldn’t bring myself to be selfish with my money, I didn’t have the luxury of a disposable income to splash out on beauty products and luxury clothes.

      I didn’t even crave it, I never had. I would buy those things to fit in with those around me. As an artist, you had to present yourself in a way that advertised your attention to detail, that boasted about your ability to construct a visual to make you a work of art that stood out in any room. I wanted my work to be what people cared about, not what I looked like.

      But now? Now I’d settle for just being able to keep my head above water. I wasn’t even living paycheck to paycheck anymore; it was worse than that. Or it had been before Avery swooped in and threw money at me. I wasn’t out of the woods just yet though, I still had loans to repay and the gravity of how close I’d been to completely sinking was something I was still in denial about.

      A knock at the office door broke me from my reverie. “Come in,” I shouted, making my voice heard above the trembling bass notes.

      As the door opened slowly, Henry was revealed. “It’s busy! You did a good job,” he smiled. The door closed behind him, and he stepped further into the room, taking up a seat across the desk from me.

      “Thank you,” I replied. “What brings you here?”

      “I couldn’t stay away after finding out you owned the place!”

      “I don’t own…” I began, but he cut me off.

      “You look incredible, by the way. I wanted to tell you the other day, but I couldn’t find the guts to say it.”

      “Guts?” I repeated, looking at him quizzically with a half-grin and furrowed brow.

      “Things didn’t end all that great with us, I figured you wouldn’t want to hear something like that from me. But hey, turns out if you have enough tequila you get brave enough to say whatever you gotta say,” he laughed.

      His dark hair was shaggy and pushed back from the repeated action of raking his hands through it when he was thinking. A habit that he clearly still had. He was handsome when we’d dated, but now? Now he was rugged, more muscular and with the strong jawline that always made me weak at the knees. It still did.

      I had been wild about him when we’d been together, I couldn’t believe my luck that a guy so hot would want a woman like me, especially as things were starting to fall apart. It turns out that a guy so hot was well aware of the effect he had on women, that’s what made it so easy for him to sleep around when we were together. Even though I’d suspected it, having those suspicions confirmed was painful.

      Now here he was, months after I’d broken up with him in the middle of a screaming argument, sitting in my office with a sparkle in his eye like he had wicked things on his mind.

      “I’m so glad things turned around for you, Scar. You deserve good things,” Henry said, leaning forward to reach over the desk and put his hands on mine. I should have pulled away, but part of me wanted to hear him out. I was clearly a glutton for punishment.

      I let out a sigh as he started to brush my skin with his thumb. “What are you really doing here?” I asked. My tone was harsher than I’d intended, but I didn’t regret it.

      “Seeing you made me realize what an idiot I was, especially seeing as how you’ve turned things around. I mean you own your own business now; I didn’t think you’d be able to dig out of that hole to be honest, but—”

      I pulled my hands away sharply and stood up. “Ah, so you see that maybe I’ve got some cash to my name and you’ve come swooping in like a vulture. Is that it?” He had been broke, too. He helped me get my hands on a few payday advances and it had made things exponentially worse.

      “No, I misspoke. Don’t overreact because you get like this and then you won’t listen to reason,” he tutted. He had the expression you’d have when you grew frustrated trying to talk to an infant.

      “Overreact?!”

      He stood up primed to defend himself, reaching out his hands to try and grab me again. He gripped my left wrist, pulled me to my feet and tried to throw me against the wall beside the desk. I tried to shake him loose, but he was too strong.

      “No, don’t touch me, just—”

      The door flew open as I was backed into a corner with Henry looming over me. Before I could comprehend what I was looking at, Henry fell backwards as if he had been pulled. It wasn’t until the third punch had been thrown that I realized Avery had him pinned to the ground and was beating him bloody.

      Shock turned me to stone for a second, my eyes desperately trying to feed information to my brain, but I couldn’t process the sight. Henry was trying to shield his face from the assault and Avery just kept going. The instant that I gained control of my body again I reached forwards and grabbed Avery’s shoulder, trying to pull him off Henry so he wouldn’t make this worse than it already was.

      Avery didn’t look at me, he didn’t even seem to know what he was doing as he pushed me off him. He was trying to get me to let go of him, but I tripped over Henry’s ankle, and it wasn’t until I hit the wall of bookshelves that the fighting in front of me stopped. Henry groaned and tried to scramble up into a seated position as Avery hurried across the room to my side, his arms around me as he tried to lift me up.

      “No,” I snapped, pulling my hand out of his. “Just get out.”

      “Scarlett, this guy was in your office and I heard you telling him to leave you alone,” Avery countered.

      “Both of you get out,” I said, rubbing at the back of my head where I’d collided with the shelf.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” Avery insisted.

      “Then I’ll leave.” I rolled onto all fours and used the desk to pull myself onto my feet. Henry was slumped over nursing a busted nose, the door hadn’t closed behind Avery when he stormed into the room, so a small crowd had gathered to watch the spectacle that the two men had created. I gestured to another staff member to come in and deal with the pair of them, grabbed my bag and coat, and marched for the office door. I didn’t look back.

      I had to weave through the crowd to get to the exterior door, stepping out onto the sidewalk and taking in a deep, unsteady breath. Nat had a car waiting for me, and I was beyond grateful to her for providing me with an easy out tonight.

      “Scarlett, wait,” Avery said. He was sweaty, sporting a split lip and a blood stain on his shirt that made him look like he was the one that had been attacked. His knuckles were red, a few of them had wounds too. “I was protecting you.”

      “Protecting me? Why are you even here? You’re getting married tomorrow; you have someone waiting for you and you’re out here starting fights in front of my customers. Why did you buy this place for me? Huh? Did you think I’d fail and come running to cry on your shoulder about it? I was taking it seriously and you might have just ruined this.”

      “I didn’t think you’d fail. I wanted to see you and then I heard you shouting and— I saw red. Are you okay? We should have someone look at your head. I can have my driver take us to the hospital,” he offered. I can get him help too.” He thumbed over his shoulder in the general direction that Henry was probably in. “I’ll make some calls and—"

      “I’m not going anywhere with you,” I replied. “Just walk away, Avery. It’s what you’re good at.” I climbed into the car Nat had sent for me and pulled the door closed quickly. “Lock it,” I said to the driver. The reassuring click sound let me know that I was now safe in the back. Avery’s palms were suddenly on the window, his face so close that I could almost count his eyelashes as he tried to find me through the tinted glass.

      I reached up a palm and pressed it against his, even though he couldn’t see, and then the car pulled away and left him on the curb. I swallowed hard, desperate not to cry about how the night had gone. The driver didn’t ask any questions, thankfully. I was able to collapse into the misery that I had been trying to deny since Avery came back into my life.

      I burned for him, every inch of my skin demanded his touch, my heart swelled in my chest at the mere thought of his name, but he was someone else’s. It didn’t matter how much I felt that I was for him, and him alone, he wasn’t able to reciprocate.

      There had been a brief moment since our reunion that had been untainted, filled only with the ecstasy of having his lips against mine again. Maybe I’d forgotten just how brief that moment had truly been. By the time we had arrived at the hospital that day he had snapped at me, made it clear how he felt. When people show you who they are, you are supposed to believe them.

      I was his dirty little secret, and I owed it to myself to think more of my worth than that.

      Tomorrow night Avery would climb into bed with his wife, and it would be the end of me.
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      I straightened my tie in the mirror, my eyes fixed on the bloodied knuckles in the reflection. Yet another reminder of my own idiocy.

      I barely slept.

      My brothers kept the drinks coming, Wyatt kept looking at me with a suggestive expression as if to say that there was still a way out of this, and the resentment in me had steadily increased with my blood-alcohol level. I’d lost control of myself, allowed emotion to get the better of me.

      I’d gone to The Boulevard to see her. Too much Dutch courage had given me bad ideas, and in a drunken stupor I’d decided that I could convince her to run away with me. We could live a life without all the money and the status, just the two of us trying to figure things out together. That was what I’d wanted to say, anyway. It didn’t get that far.

      Even though I knew it would mean I’d burn so many bridges that I could never come home, even though I would embarrass my family in the press by abandoning my fiancé the night before our wedding, it was what I felt needed to happen if either of us were to have any shred of happiness.

      Maybe if I’d managed to step into the office and say any of that then I’d have woken up with her in my arms this morning, instead of face down on my sofa with a pounding headache and a physical ache from the regret.

      I’d heard her voice from beyond the door and knew she was in trouble; I was certain of it. I’d burst in and found a guy standing way too close, and then I saw red. I didn’t even seem to realize what I was doing until I felt a hand on my shoulder and flinched. Then all of a sudden Scarlett was on the ground, she’d hit her head and I felt my heart stop.

      The look in her eyes… the hate she had for me. Maybe a life of misery with Alice was more than I deserved. The real punishment would be for Alice to show up to this circus of a wedding and trap me in marriage.

      “You look so handsome,” my mom crooned, stepping into the room wearing a beautiful dress and with her hair elegantly pinned up. She was wearing a necklace that she saved for special occasions. She was happy about all this, this wedding was happening to all of us, not just me.

      “You look incredible,” I smiled, stooping to kiss her delicately on the cheek. I still had one hand on the knot of my tie, so naturally she grabbed my fingers and inspected the wounds.

      “Fighting? Avery, what’s gotten into you?” she scolded. “Am I to expect to see one of your brothers with a fat lip today?”

      “No, mom. I didn’t hit any of them, no matter how tempting it might have been,” I smirked. She was in no mood for my jokes, clearly. “I just drank too much, made a few bad choices, it’s all in the past.”

      She let out a long sigh, checking over her shoulder to see if anyone was within earshot. Satisfied that we were alone, she continued, “Marriage is a journey, not a destination. You’ll both find your rhythm and you will be happy together, I’m certain of it.”

      “Sure,” I replied, sarcastically.

      “I mean it. Look, I know that the two of you are going through a rough patch at the moment so the timing of this might feel off, but things will turn around,” she offered. I wasn’t sure who she was trying to convince, me or herself.

      Someone leaned into the room and tapped at their watch, an indication that it was time for me to go. I looked back at my reflection in the mirror. I couldn’t bring myself to smile, it didn’t feel right to see myself in a wedding suit when all I felt was dead weight in the pit of my stomach.

      “Here,” Mom said, reaching into her purse. She pulled out several flesh-colored band-aids and applied them to the back of my right hand, covering the cuts and bruises across my knuckles so that from a slight distance they wouldn’t be noticeable.

      I kissed her cheek again, then took her arm to walk out of the room. A doomed man taking his final walk of legal freedom.

      The room was filled with people. They were a blur in my peripheral vision as I followed the path to the end of the aisle. I could see my mom’s knuckles whiten as she clutched onto me a little tighter, she didn’t seem to be taking in the crowd either. Flashing lights exploded as photographers captured our movements.

      We reached a position alongside my brothers and sister and I stopped, kissed my mother once more and then clutched my hands together. Wyatt was the closest sibling to me, so offered a supportive pat on the back as I hung my head. Hopefully I could pass this off as wedding jitters, and not make it too obvious that I was certain this would be a day I regretted for the rest of my life. On the front row I could see my father, behind him was a sea of business associates that had been strategically invited.

      I looked back down at my feet; it was a safer view. There was no need to look down towards the doors at the far end of the aisle, with each passing second, I grew increasingly certain that Alice wouldn’t show up. I didn’t want her to, we weren’t together. We had broken up. This whole thing was beyond anything I thought she would stoop to and the fact that my parents were allowing this to go on so long was heartbreaking.

      After ten minutes I could sense an unease in the room, people were becoming less discreet with their whispers. My father tapped his foot frantically as impatience got the best of him. I wondered if he would dare cause a scene when this was all taking place to avoid public embarrassment, would he dare erupt in front of the world’s press?

      “Avery,” Wyatt said, turning his back to the congregation so that no keen observer could read his lips. “Should we head back to the room?”

      “We can’t leave,” I replied.

      “You are swaying on your feet like you’re about to pass out. I can try to call Alice and see where she is, you can sit down, it’s better than standing out here,” he added. He was right. I gave a small nod, prompting him to step forward and address the crowd. As I slipped out of the back of the room, I could hear him talking about delays, I didn’t catch what he said but he was buying us time. I had never been more grateful to have him in my life.

      I made it back to the room where I’d been getting ready and pulled up the sash window, leaning my palms against the sill and taking in deep breaths of fresh air. Wyatt was right, I’d been feeling lightheaded, and it wasn’t until he’d mentioned it that I even realized how unsteady I’d become.

      Shouting in the corridor beyond the door suggested that trouble was coming my way, and I soon recognized the familiar sound of my father losing his temper as my mom tried to prevent him from flying off the handle. The door flew open, and I kept staring out at the grass and the trees, centering my mind as the storm erupted behind me.

      “You’re playing me for a fool, boy. You didn’t want this day to happen, so you’ve clearly done something, I know it was you!” my father yelled.

      “Why would he do this to himself, Richard?” mom asked, trying to physically restrain him so that he didn’t come too close to me and take his rage out on me with his fists.

      “Call her, now. Get her here, or you’re done,” he hissed.

      Wyatt came back into the room, I heard his familiar footsteps approach and turned enough to see his face. He shook his head. So, she wasn’t coming.

      “Are the two of you in on this together? Scheming against the man that gave you everything? You ungrateful—”

      “Richard,” Mom interrupted, trying to nudge him into an armchair before he gave himself another fucking heart attack. If only he’d listened to me.

      “I need some air,” I muttered, only to Wyatt as neither of my parents were listening. “I’ll come back and deal with all of this, but just give me five minutes. Okay?”

      “Take your time,” he replied.

      I found my way through the labyrinth of the building and out to the grand gardens behind it. Floral archways curved overhead, presumably as a bridal photography backdrop for the woman that had never intended to make an appearance today. There was a flash of red by the tree line on the left, a silhouette that I would recognize anywhere.

      Scarlett was here. I was walking towards her before I even realized my feet were moving, my eyes feasting on the blood red fabric clinging to every devilish curve of her body. Her bare shoulders were delicately peppered with freckles, her throat exposed and taunting me as I thought back to the times I’d kissed my way up towards her ear lobe, the scent of her skin as I grabbed fistfuls of her hair and caressed her jaw with my lips.

      “You’re here,” I said. Not a question, not even a statement, more an exclamation drenched in relief. To say she was a sight for sore eyes would do her an injustice.

      “I’m a plus one,” she replied. I swallowed hard before she added, “Nat brought me.”

      “You’re a vision,” I managed, my breath catching in my throat.

      “How are your hands?” she asked. I wanted more than anything for her to look me in the eye, but she was avoiding me in her own way. She looked down, or past me, or over my shoulder, but never at my face. She was avoiding me but had come to my wedding in an outfit designed for sin.

      Asking about my hands was her way of letting me know that what happened at the bar wasn’t forgotten or forgiven. I didn’t know who that man was, I didn’t know if he was okay. I made a few calls after I left the bar in the hopes that he could be tracked down, the least I could do was cover medical expenses for the damage I’d caused.

      “Sore,” I replied, taking a small step forward. I could see her chest rise and fall with each breath. “I’m sorry.”

      “For what? Storming into my bar smelling like a brewery and punching a man half to death in my office? Last night was the injury, this is the insult, Avery.” Finally, she looked up, the color of her eyes sparkling through her eyelashes. They were darker when she was mad at me, the pupils now enormous like a predator assessing her prey. I wanted to be devoured.

      “I thought I was defending you, I thought you were in danger in there and—”

      “And what?” she snapped, a scowl adding to the rage on her face. “You thought I needed you to swoop in and save me? Do you know how fucking patronizing it is for you to have decided that I can’t survive without you jumping in and rescuing me from my own life? Do you think I’m so helpless that—?”

      I didn’t let her finish. She was so mad at me, her fists tense with rage, and it ignited a passion in me that I didn’t know existed, a level of want that I hadn’t experienced before. She thumped against my chest once, the fury still flowing through every vein, then immediately threw her arms around my neck and pressed her body against my own.

      It was like we had been molded for each other, every curve of her fit perfectly against my chest, the way her arms locked around my neck, everything about her was for me and I was for her.

      “I’m so fucking mad at you,” she groaned against my mouth.

      “I’m mad at me too,” I replied, pressing her back against a tree and lifting her legs to wrap around me.

      “Avery!” a voice bellowed from some distance away. We were out of sight here, the two of us, but I’d told Wyatt I was stepping into the gardens so he would know where to find me. The gratitude I’d felt for him earlier quickly faded as I pressed my cock harder against Scarlett’s pussy, the feel of her thighs against my hands filling me with animalistic desire.

      “I think you’re needed,” she whispered in my ear.

      “I know where I’m needed,” I replied, letting her feel just how hard I was. This dress was no accident, she knew exactly what she was doing when she came here looking this incredible. Scarlett in scarlet.

      “Avery, get in here!” Wyatt yelled again. I let out a long sigh, resting my forehead against hers and wanting to be able to disappear into a place where it was only the two of us.

      “I have to go,” I said. I stepped back to take in the sight of her, the glow of her skin where our lust had rouged her cheeks, the crinkles in her dress where it hadn’t fallen quite back into the right place after I’d slipped my hands beneath it. I closed my eyes slowly and then opened them, as if trying to lock the view into my memory. Then I turned to find my brother.
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      I didn’t go back inside right away. I still felt breathless and completely consumed by the memory of Avery’s hands on my body on a day when he was supposed to be dedicating himself to someone else. Despite the anger and the jealousy, I couldn’t help but feel my heart pound at the thought of him tearing himself away from all the celebrations to find me and take me.

      It was a stupid thing to feel, I didn’t want to indulge in an affair with a man in a relationship but part of me believed him when he said that he and Alice weren’t together in the way that it appeared. They weren’t sleeping together, he said he’d tried to end it multiple times, that this was all happening now because she and his father had forced him into it. Was it naive to believe it? Probably, but I needed it to be true.

      I knew what betrayal felt like, I knew how it felt to walk into a room and see the man you love with his mouth on a woman you don’t know. I didn’t want to be that for someone else, no matter how much I lusted for Avery Benson.

      I smoothed my dress and walked back towards the building. I touched my throat where kisses had caressed it only a few minutes ago, gently grabbed my earlobe where the bite mark was still visible. I’d seen it this morning, I knew Avery must have seen it too. No doubt Natalie had spotted it but said nothing.

      I climbed up the stone steps at the back of the venue and through the large French doors that lead into a breakfast room that was currently set up for post-ceremony drinks. There would be a dinner held in the ballroom, every luxury part of this gorgeous building would be utilized to celebrate the monumental event of a billionaire bachelor entering marital bliss.

      I could hear shouting coming from the left, one of the raised voices was Avery’s and I was certain that I recognized the other. As quietly as I could I walked over the hardwood floor in my high heels and tried to listen in, curiosity having gotten the best of me.

      “I don’t want her in my family, she doesn’t deserve it,” a voice said. This was Avery, he sounded full of anger and frustration, worlds away from the gentle voice that had been whispering to me outside.

      “What option do you have left? Do you want to lose everything? That is what will happen, you know it,” a second person added.

      “I told you to leave this place with a wife, I didn’t specify who that would be. Perhaps I should have been clearer, but we’re stuck with it now,” a third said. I was sure this was the voice of Avery’s father, Richard Benson. A cruel, intimidating man with no space in his heart for softness or compassion. He’d always seemed ice-cold, a man that ruled his family with an iron fist and always put business first.

      “Avery, it has to be someone with a history, otherwise it looks too suspicious.” This was Wyatt, I knew that much.

      “I don’t fucking care,” Avery replied. “I told you exactly what Alice was planning, and you didn’t listen.”

      What was happening behind this closed door? I wished there was a way to see inside. A swarm of press were waiting only a hundred yards away for the perfect shot of the newlyweds and yet here there was something happening that suggested they would never have the chance to take that photograph. Alice wasn’t coming, right?

      “Then why not marry Scarlett instead?” the second voice added. Everything in my body stilled at the sound of my name, the sound of my mother saying my name. What was she doing in there? I didn’t even know she was attending the wedding today and now she was having clandestine meetings with the Benson family.

      “I told you; she doesn’t deserve all this. I don’t want her in this family.” Avery. It was Avery that was telling the people in that room how he truly felt. His voice had been soft and serious, pained and desperate.

      “Neither do I, but some good could come from it. There’s money to be made here, Avery, and sometimes we have to do things we don’t want to do for the good of the business,” his father said. I took a small step backwards, my eyes unblinking and my heart constricting as I listened to my worth be debated by the man I cared about and his family, my mother offering me up like a piece of meat for reasons all of her own.

      I took another step back. My blood felt like it was burning as it pumped around my body, my skin ached like the air in the room was twisting around me, tugging me from one place to another.

      “There’s baggage,” my mother continued. “Medical bills, debt she’s tried to bury, I don’t know if you’ve seen how she’s been living recently but… well, it could play out like a Cinderella story for you, the wealthy prince rescuing the impoverished—”

      I took another step and collided with a wooden chair behind me, the leg scraping against the floor and revealing my presence to the secretive group conversing behind the door. Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck. I should turn and run; I could probably get to the corridor if I moved quickly enough. We’d had to check in our cellphones when we arrived to prevent us taking photos, they didn’t want any leaks. Would there be cars waiting out front so I could get out of here? I couldn’t get an uber without my phone and—

      My feet stayed rooted to the ground. I hadn’t moved. I didn’t even move when the door opened, and Wyatt stepped out to see me standing in the breakfast room a mere seven feet away. He looked shocked, then regretful and apologetic.

      “Scarlett,” he said. This prompted Richard Benson and my mom to step out and see me standing there, then finally Avery.

      “What are you doing here?” my mom asked.

      “I got lost,” I lied. “I feel unwell, I’m going to find a cab and head home.”

      My mom leaned closer to Richard and whispered in his ear, the old man nodded agreeably and whatever had been said appeared to have formed a deal between the two of them.

      “Avery, head back in and wait,” Richard announced. “I’ll sort this out.”

      “No, I don’t want her—” Avery began, never making eye contact with me as he crushed me with his words. His father didn’t let him finish.

      “Go,” he said. “You’ve made a mess and once again it’s down to me to fix it. Wyatt, see that he finds his way to the alter, won’t you?”

      “Come on,” Wyatt said quietly, taking Avery’s arm and guiding him out of the room. I was torn between wanting to follow him with my eyes, to catch the moment he looked back and said something, and not being able to watch as he walked away with those words still lingering in the air.

      I looked anyway, my eyes would always find him regardless of what my brain was telling me to do, and he kept his head down and left the room in a hurry. My heart no longer felt the fluttering that he had caused outside when he’d touched me, it didn’t feel light and joyous and giddy. My heart was a weight in my chest, pulling me down to my knees and poisoning me with every beat.

      I wasn’t able to drop to the ground, though. My mother made sure of that. In an instant she was by my side with her arm wrapped around my waist as if we had a close relationship. She was putting on a show for the Bensons, no doubt.

      “Scarlett, stand up straight,” she hissed in my ear.

      “You were not what I wanted for my son, but business must come first,” Richard announced, maintaining a distance as he spoke. “If you marry him then he will have access to his inheritance, and I will see to it that your father is moved to a medical facility that I would choose for myself. Your debt will be gone, but you will answer to me in the same way that my biological children do. Is that clear?”

      The weight in my chest was like an anchor now, pulling me to the depths.

      “They have packed his bags already, Scarlett. They aren’t letting him stay another night there, you know that don’t you?” my mom added. That prompted a response from deep within me, and I turned my head to look at her.

      “You called the facility?” I asked.

      “Yes, because honestly when you came sniffing around for money I thought maybe you were exaggerating a little about how dire things had become. You wouldn’t be the first person to come looking for handouts after I married Elliot. I had to be sure,” she replied.

      “But you still gave me nothing…” I muttered.

      “This will see Elliot and I elevate our enterprise, Scarlett. A merger with the Benson empire would be monumental for us, and you and Avery are hardly strangers so it’s not like an arranged marriage with someone you’ve never met,” she said, almost a laugh in her voice as if any reluctance I might feel was unfounded.

      I never could have imagined that there would be hesitance in this moment. I was being handed the opportunity to marry Avery and I was horrified at the thought of agreeing to it. Avery hadn’t asked me. Avery seemed actively repulsed at the thought of me taking his last name, despite what we had shared outside, despite the fact that I thought about his body on mine every single night as I closed my eyes.

      He did want to keep me a dirty little secret, and if this marriage happened then he’d have to admit to the world that he’s been sleeping with someone that barely had two pennies to rub together. I’d be a gold digger, not just in his mind but in actual fact. He didn’t want me in this way, but giving in to the family demands meant that my father had a safe place to sleep tonight and would get the care he needed.

      My mother had done nothing but take, take, take my entire life. Richard Benson was similar in so many ways.

      There were no tears in my eyes, nothing to indicate the tempest that was destroying me inside. Avery had said ‘I don’t want her…’ and then walked away. Those words would echo for eternity, and if he didn’t want me after everything that had happened between us, then what was the point in fighting this?

      Plenty of people are in unhappy marriages, it always starts off hot and heavy and then turns bitter. At least if I could drag myself to his side at the altar and say a few words then my father would be looked after in a way that I couldn’t provide without help. My mom had taken everything away, she had ruined my life in so many ways, but now she was suggesting an out.

      Marry a man that doesn’t seem to feel a fraction of what I feel for him, and let his money solve all my problems. How hard could this be?
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      I stood at the altar and tried to paint a neutral expression on my face, but I feared that my true feelings about what was about to happen were obvious to everyone in the room. Particularly the photographers that lined the perimeter and were blinding me with flashing lights every few seconds.

      This could be passed off as the typical emotions of an anxious groom, but they weren’t to know yet that the bride they were expecting would not be the one exchanging vows with me.

      My father was concerned that we’d be publicly humiliated if I refused to show up for a wedding with Alice, one that she had arranged with the sole purpose of wounding us. I would be painted as the villain and it would hurt our ‘brand’, although we weren’t known for our sensitivity or kindness. The Benson empire had been built by being ruthless, cut-throat, and objective.

      He could spin this as his son marrying his childhood sweetheart, that love had been the motivation behind this last-minute decision and not that it was a calculated move on his part. I didn’t want this; I didn’t want any of it. Then the music started.

      The doors at the end of the aisle opened and there she was. Buttery soft skin visible through the delicate lace of the white gown she had been given, her hair pinned up in a different way that still exposed her shoulders and neck, her plump lips highlighted with a slick of deep red lipstick that made my fists clench.

      She looked beautiful, although the word was not even close to being enough to describe her. Surely part of loving someone was to protect them at all costs, and that was why I had not wanted her as my bride. Keeping her away from this family would have been the best thing for her, Scarlett didn’t deserve the cruelty that would come her way when ‘Benson’ became her last name.

      So, was it selfish of me to feel as if I was glowing at the sight of her? Was it wrong for me to want to remember this view, the sight of her walking towards me in white so that we could exchange words? I didn’t want her to be in this family, but I wanted her to be mine. She didn’t look at me as she approached, and I could see from her posture that she was upset. When she stopped in front of me, I could see a slight redness in her eyes that suggested she’d been crying.

      Fuck.
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      It had been one entire hour since we became man and wife, and the after image of a thousand camera flashes still burned in each eye. Scarlett and I were seated at the table with my family and her mother, everyone excitedly chatting and drinking as gossip flew around the room at breakneck speed about who this mystery bride was.

      Obviously they knew her name by now, but they wanted more.

      I pushed food around my plate for fifteen minutes, my lack of appetite clearly matched by the new Mrs. Benson who hadn’t eaten so much as a crumb since we sat down. We needed to talk, this whole day had not been anything like I anticipated and now I was sitting next to a woman that looked miserable with my ring on her finger.

      But it wasn’t my ring, not really. Alice had chosen it; she had also chosen the band that I was now wearing. How had that not occurred to me until now?

      “Are you okay?” I asked, keeping my voice low so as not to attract the attention of close company. Scarlett nodded, an almost imperceptibly small movement of her head, but didn’t look at me as she responded. “We don’t have to stay,” I offered. She said nothing, instead opting to bring a glass of champagne to her blood red lips and empty its contents into her mouth. I watched her swallow, the movement in her long, slender throat making me tense at the thought of getting her alone.

      “Are you guys ready for the first dance?” Wyatt asked, leaning in between the two of us with his hands on each of our shoulders.

      “Ready when you are,” I said, replying in Scarlett’s direction and hoping to catch her eye. She pushed her chair backwards and started to rise to her feet. Before she was given the opportunity there was a sound of clinking glass, my father tapped a spoon against the side of his champagne flute and started a chant of ‘speech!’.

      I shot him a look, but it was met with a hand gesture that urged me to stand and talk. Once again, the camera flashes started as the crowd cheered and clapped. Someone passed me a microphone and then all eyes were on me.

      “Thank you all for coming, thank you,” I began. I searched my brain for any words that would be appropriate for this moment, words that would avoid saying to the invitees that my bride had been swapped out thirty minutes before the ceremony but that I was being forced to go through this entire performance because my father was blackmailing me.

      Words that wouldn’t let them know that Alice had set this all up to punish me, that my rendezvous with Scarlett in the back of the car – one that had occurred during a time Alice and I were broken up – had prompted her to set up a media circus to trap me into a marriage with her.

      I took another sip of my champagne and heard Wyatt curse under his breath, then again, a little louder. I followed his line of sight to see what had him muttering ‘fuck’ to himself. I looked at the main doors into the dining area, they were wide open to reveal Alice standing there in a bridal gown and a look of horror on her face.

      “Fuck,” I said. A word that the microphone picked up and amplified around the room. She only managed to take two steps towards us before my father gestured to security to block her path. He nodded towards the band that began playing again and another round of drinks was provided as Richard Benson took control of the situation without uttering a sound.

      I watched as he rose to his feet, my mother following along as he leaned on a cane and hobbled out of the room in the direction that Alice had just been taken. Wyatt looked at me, and I looked back at Scarlett who was now, finally, looking up at me.

      “All hands on deck,” Wyatt said, nodding after dad. Scarlett stood up beside me and began walking after Wyatt who was now halfway to the door, and I hurried after them. I had no fucking clue what was happening here, why the fuck had Alice shown up to this? She said she wasn’t going to come, then changed her mind, then flipped again and again.

      I was the last one in the room and closed the door behind me, a perfect view through the windows behind Alice of the woodland where I had kissed my new bride a few hours ago.

      “What the fuck is going on, Avery?” Alice shrieked. “I called you. I called you a dozen times to say there had been some massive fucking pile up and that I was stuck in traffic getting here, so you married someone else? I can’t figure out if this is some elaborate prank or revenge or what?!”

      “You called me?” I said. I had been listening to what she’d said, but I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.

      “Yeah. I called your brothers, too. I called everyone. Look at me, I’m fucking humiliated!” she screamed. She was holding a bouquet of flowers and started to beat them against a nearby table so that petals exploded up into the air.

      “You insisted that no one carry their cellphones into the venue,” my father interjected. “Therefore, none of us have been easily contactable as per your rules. I will not have any son of mine be seen standing alone at the alter for a woman that had threatened not to come, you invited the press here, you knew what you were doing.”

      “But I—”

      “You will get back in your car and leave,” my father continued. “We will be in touch. I will have my people speak with your driver to get the details of the ‘traffic’ that you claim caused this delay and if it turns out to be a lie then there will be further consequences.” That would be his final word on the matter, everyone knew from his tone that in his mind this was business concluded. He left the room and my mother was right behind him, as always.

      Alice gulped nervously, as if she already knew her story wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny. She slowly retreated through the double doors behind her, slamming her bouquet down on the floor and stomping on it for good measure.

      “She came…” Scarlett said softly. I turned to her and once again realized how much she’d put herself through today, someone else’s ring, a dress she hadn’t chosen, a husband that had been promised to someone else.

      “Could we have the room?” I said to Wyatt. He nodded and went out after our parents, no doubt to get the inside scoop on what they were now discussing so he could report back. It was typical for decisions about our lives to be talked about without our input.

      “Birdie, listen—”

      “Birdie?” she scoffed, looking up at me with glistening, tear-filled eyes that made the whisky brown of them shimmer. “This is the worst day of my life; I can’t believe I let him talk me into this.” She dropped to the ground, tucking her feet beneath her and covering her face with her hands as she sobbed. The tulle of the dress consumed her, puffing around her body and just reaching to the toes of my shoes. I mimicked her position and got to the floor in front of her.

      “I’m sorry,” I offered. “I know this isn’t what you wanted but—”

      “Wasn’t what I wanted? This is a wedding day planned by another woman, a woman that loves you and wanted to marry you, and you couldn’t even wait an hour for her? What have I done? I don’t even know you, Avery. I don’t…” She was now shaking with tears and unable to speak. She’d married a monster. She was right about everything, and I fucking hated myself for what this was doing to her. My wife was on the ground in her gown crying her heart out and it was all my fault.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      “We have to go back in there,” she sniffed.

      “There should be a car at the front for us, I’ll be along in a few minutes and then we can talk.”

      She rejected my hand as I offered to help her to her feet, and I watched as she walked out of the room. I had band-aids on my knuckles from a drunken fight, a heartbroken wife, and a furious ex-girlfriend who I knew would be plotting her next move. I looked at my wedding ring, a thick band of platinum that I’d not had a say in and slid it off my finger.

      Inside it had been engraved, mine forever. I walked towards the doors that opened out onto the back lawns and threw it as far as I could, knowing that there would be no hope of finding it. As soon as I was done with this mess, I would do the same thing to the ring on Scarlett’s hand.
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      I woke up to the sound of music drifting down the hallway to my bedroom door. It had been three days since the wedding, and I had spent as much time in solitude as I possibly could. Avery had brought us both back to his house and I had taken myself to one of his guest rooms and hidden myself away.

      He would knock on occasion to tell me that he’d made food for us, but I wouldn’t join him at the dining table. The scent of a hot meal would drift under the door, and I assumed he was leaving a plate in the corridor for me, but I never so much as turned the handle to see what was there.

      The only time I’d seen him was when he told me that the contents of my apartment had been brought over in boxes and I grabbed a suitcase full of clothes. He looked broken, as if the weight of all this was pulling him down just as much as it was crushing me. But now he had all the treasures that his inheritance had promised, so how sad could he be about it, really?

      Thankfully I had a private bathroom attached to the bedroom, so I could shower in peace. I had been under the water for barely a minute when I heard a loud thud, followed by a louder one. There was shouting, Avery’s voice and another, then a crunch like the splintering of wood. I shut off the faucet and grabbed a towel. Based on the sudden increase in the volume of the yelling I guessed that people were now in my bedroom.

      I peered round the bathroom door and saw Avery and a security guard standing there. Avery looked livid.

      “There, see? She’s fine. She’s still here,” Avery said, gesturing towards me without letting his glance linger on my semi-covered body that was dripping water on the tiles.

      “Mr. Benson wants you at lunch today, in one hour.” The guard made his announcement then left, stepping around the shattered pieces of the door as he did so. Avery let out a huge sigh and pinched the bridge of his nose. In the past three days I’d heard him tell me that my father had been moved to a new facility and was doing well, and that there was food on the table. We hadn’t spoken about anything, but he looked exhausted, and I couldn’t help myself.

      “Are you okay?” I asked, stepping out onto the bedroom carpet. Water was still dripping from my skin, and I clutched the towel tighter as I approached.

      “My father sent that guy to check you were still here. He thought maybe you’d run away or something and he wanted to make sure you were ‘keeping your end of the bargain’,” he replied. “I can get this door fixed; you don’t have to come to lunch. I’ll say you’re sick or something.”

      I took one last step before I stopped, leaving only a few feet between us. He looked up at me and I felt like I was watching his heartbreak as he took in my face. My eyes were red from crying and my reluctance to eat had left me looking gaunt and my skin dull.

      “But you need to eat, Scarlett,” he said, his voice breaking. “It doesn’t have to be across a table from me, but please let me get you something to eat. Please.”

      “Okay,” I nodded softly. There had been no hunger, no tiredness, no thirst. It wasn’t until I saw the hurt in his eyes when he saw me that I realized how badly I’d been neglecting my other needs as I dedicated myself to misery. “Could I get a water, too?”

      “Whatever you need,” he said, a small smile tugging at the corner of his mouth. “But don’t come over here in your bare feet, there are splinters all over the place. I’ll clean it up after I’ve finished cooking.”

      Cooking? I wouldn’t have thought a man like Avery Benson was making meals for himself, let alone cooking for others. I decided to finish my shower, washing my hair with the shampoo that had been hidden in the guest vanity unit, and then slipped into a blue dress covered in daisies that fell just above my ankles, thin straps over both shoulders helping to keep my cool. It looked like a hot day outside; the sun was beating down against the windows and despite Avery’s air conditioning I could feel the warmth.

      I glanced once again at my cellphone as I pulled my towel-dried hair up into a clip. I had so many missed calls and messages from Nat that I’m surprised this thing hadn’t exploded.

      I put my feet into a pair of sliders and made my way out of the room, over the shards of the bedroom door that had been unceremoniously shattered by one of Richard Benson’s hired brawn.

      I could smell coffee, hear the sizzle of something hitting a hot pan, see Avery standing at the stove with a focus on his face that brought a smile to mine. “Pancakes?” I asked.

      “Yeah, you haven’t eaten for days so if you are willing to eat something then I’m going to make it good,” he replied, still looking sternly at a handwritten page he was referencing. “Two minutes on each side,” he said to himself quietly.

      When the car had brought us here, after the wedding I hadn’t been in a place to consume my surroundings, I’d raced through the living room and found the nearest bedroom that was unused. As I waited for Avery to finish preparing the huge meal he was working on I looked around at the bare walls, the neutral color pallet that gave away nothing of the personality of the owner of the house.

      There were no photographs, no plants. It was sterile.

      “It looks like you just moved in,” I commented, running a finger over a bookshelf that was devoid of books and dust. It had only a clock that ticked silently with each passing second.

      “I don’t like clutter,” he remarked, flipping a pancake cautiously and turning to look at another pan that was hissing. He no longer wore his ring, neither did I. I’d taken it off when I first got into the guest bedroom and dropped it into the drawer of the nightstand. Even though I wasn’t wearing mine, seeing his naked finger caused a sting somewhere in my chest.

      The view outside the floor to ceiling windows was of a stark yard, a vast expanse of manicured lawn up to a large hedge at the perimeter to obscure the harsh lines of the security fence beyond. No flowers, no furniture out on the patio. Even the sofa seemed unused, like it was freshly delivered that morning. Despite the fact that Avery was actively cooking, you’d be forgiven for thinking the kitchen hadn’t been used either, the counters were empty, every appliance was hidden away.

      I took my feet out of the sliders and scrunched my toes into a patch of sun-soaked carpet.

      “Where are the rest of my things?” I asked.

      “I have another guest bedroom, so I had them moved in there,” he replied, stacking fat pancakes tall and topping them with crispy bacon. The care he was taking to make the meal picture perfect made my heart swell a little, and I could feel my stomach rumble excitedly as he carried the plate to the table. He brought over a French press filled with freshly brewed coffee, a glass of water, and a small jug of syrup. “Breakfast is served,” he said, folding a small towel over his forearm and gesturing to a chair he had pulled out, like a waiter at a restaurant. It was cute and considering that everything about him was rugged and handsome, muscular and firm, rough and serious, his ability to also be adorable caught me off guard.

      “Aren’t you eating, too?” I said as I walked over. Every scent was setting my body on fire, I hadn’t realized just how hungry I’d been until I got close to the table and saw the steam rising off the hot meal. Avery tucked the chair in as I moved to sit down. “This looks…” I sliced through the pancake tower and lifted a forkful to my mouth, moaning with delight as I bit into the first thing I’d eaten in days. “Oh my god, these are so fluffy!” I exclaimed, hurrying to get my next bite.

      “I have to attend lunch in an hour,” he replied. I looked up at him and he was watching me as I ate, I recognized the posture as one of a person hoping for approval of their creation. I had stood in similar ways at exhibitions in the past, praying that the art I’d designed was good enough.

      “This might be the best thing I’ve ever eaten, since when did you know how to cook like this?” I asked.

      “My grandmother used to bake with us when we were kids,” he smiled. “I inherited all her recipes, but if Amber asks then you have no idea what happened to them.”

      He hovered awkwardly as I continued eating, watching carefully as I took bite after bite. I saw his hand twitch when another groan of delight erupted from me, and my eyes darted to his mouth to watch his teeth sink into his lower lip aggressively.

      “Sit,” I requested. “You’re making me uncomfortable.”

      He pulled out a chair and sat across the table from me. He may have decided to skip breakfast, but he was feasting on the sight of me. I could feel the heat of his gaze, the intensity of his attention made my skin sing and made me feel lightheaded. After everything that had been said a few days ago it was hard to understand why he would be looking at me like that, but then again maybe I was just seeing what I wanted to see, maybe it was all in my head.

      Of course I would want him to look at me like that, we had been married for three days and apart from the obligatory kissing of the bride for the photographs, we hadn’t touched each other. We hadn’t been in the same room for the majority of the time. In all the ways I’d pictured marrying Avery when I was younger, I never would have considered that it would look like this.

      There was a knock at the door and Avery didn’t look away from me for a single second, didn’t even flinch at the intrusion of our quite space. His eyes were locked on my face, and it made me feel like there was nothing else on earth but the two of us. “Come in, Wyatt,” Avery called out.

      The front door opened and Avery’s brother stepped into the open-plan living space. He looked shocked to see me which suggested that he knew I’d been in hiding since I got here.

      “Scarlett… good morning,” he smiled, looking between me and Avery with a hopeful expression. “Did you cook?”

      “Yes,” Avery replied. “But don’t be getting any ideas, I’m not making anything for you.”

      “So, you were in the kitchen whisking? Cracking eggs? Sifting flour?” Wyatt laughed. “Please tell me you got it on camera.” He looked at me as he walked over to join us at the table, reaching for the French press before Avery slapped his hand away.

      “That’s not for you,” Avery said.

      “I didn’t realize it was a photo-worthy moment,” I replied.

      “Are you under the impression that he’s hosting dinner parties every night in here?” Wyatt smiled. “He hardly lets anyone in here, and he’s a shit host. Never offers drinks, won’t let me look in the refrigerator. He once had takeout delivered while I was sat next to him and he’d ordered enough for one.”

      I lifted another forkful of pancake to my mouth and savored the taste. Somehow the idea that this was a gift he had given to seemingly no one else made it all the more delicious.

      “If I remember rightly, I asked security to restrict all access to this place, but somehow you keep getting in,” Avery said, scowling slightly at his brother.

      “You love it really,” Wyatt grinned. “How long do you think this lunch is going to be? I’ve got a meeting across town at three and I have to go over a few data sheets before then.”

      “I don’t know, it’s just dad throwing his weight around to summon us all to the table. It’s another opportunity to lecture us about some bullshit,” Avery said, standing up and walking back to the kitchen. He opened a cupboard to pull out a whisky tumbler, I saw his fingers grip onto the glass and bring it to the front of the shelf, but then he pushed it back and closed the door.

      “Mom said he would retire once you took over, so it could be about that,” Wyatt shrugged.

      “I don’t care about that anymore,” Avery sighed. He had his palms on the edge of the counter and his head hung low. I wanted to walk over and wrap my arms around him, ask him what he was thinking about, but we hadn’t spoken about anything for days and whatever we did say should be said when we were by ourselves.

      I took my final bite of breakfast and leaned back on the chair, defeated. My appetite had been satiated and I felt some of the stress melt away, hanger can really warp your mind.

      “Did he forget to tell you that these meals are huge?” Wyatt said, looking at me. “The chefs make way too much food; my mom insists on these lunches being served family style because dad really kills the room with business talk, so she likes to have people moving around to get their plates filled. You’re going to wish you’d saved some space.”

      “She’s not coming,” Avery answered.

      “Why not?”

      “I said so, that’s why,” he said, turning to face us.

      “Dad said he wants everyone, so that includes—” Wyatt began.

      “No. I don’t want him anywhere fucking near me so he can forget it if he thinks I’ll bring her to that house!” he snapped. His right fist pounded hard against the kitchen counter. “He’ll do this to all of us, you know. He will threaten and bully and blackmail each and every one of us until we lose the will to fight back. He’s already started with…” Avery gestured towards me and then stopped himself. His nostrils were flared and his breathing ragged.

      So he knew about the deal? He knew that I’d agreed to step into Alice’s place because I’d been offered money for my family? I felt my heart break just a little, like it had been glued back together time and time again but was starting to show fresh fractures, new cracks.

      “I’ll go to lunch,” I said.

      “No you fucking won’t,” Avery said, hanging his head low again.

      “I said I’m going, and that’s final.”

      Despite the fact that the Benson family all lived on one plot of land, Avery insisted that we drive to his parent’s house. I left the two brothers as they spoke about a property that Josh was trying to acquire, I wanted to look as presentable as I could make myself within the next half an hour.

      I needed to find the room where the boxes of my things were. It would probably take me almost the entire time I had just to locate my make-up, but I should still try. At the very least I needed to find some shoes.

      I opened one door off the hallway and found an office. A large, walnut desk took up the center of the room and stark, white walls surrounded it. Surely he didn’t actually get any work done in there, it looked like the inside of a sensory deprivation tank.

      I pulled the door closed and walked to the room at the end of the hallway, it was open just a little. I gripped the handle and pushed, revealing a huge bedroom with the unmistakable scent of Avery’s cologne hanging in the air. The bed was made, not a single wrinkle in the sheets to suggest it had been slept in. There was a cream carpet that was like walking on a cloud, and I felt myself pulled into the room even though it was clearly not the place where my boxes were kept.

      Most of the blinds were still drawn, but one had been opened a few inches to let the light in. I closed my eyes to inhale the smell, instantly my memories of having Avery’s skin up against me flooded my brain and I felt my thighs clench together at the thought. On the other side of the room I could see the entrance to a walk-in closet and – after a quick glance over my shoulder to check that I was still alone – I took hurried steps across the carpet to explore.

      Rows and rows of suits that had been tailored to fit his body perfectly were hung neatly, polished shoes sat on shelves ready for selection at the start of each day, and there was a small section dedicated to casual wear. I saw the shirt that he’d been wearing when he came to the cocktail making class at the bar, it stood out because it was stained and creased. It was on a hanger, though, which suggested that it had been left dirty on purpose.

      The space between my legs pulsed as I reached for the sleeve, remembering his hands on me as he brought me to climax on the counter, his fingers curling inside me against my front walls and sending me over the edge. I pulled the fabric to my face to inhale.

      “Are you looking for something?” Avery said.

      His voice broke me from the memory and threw me back into the closet, standing in a room I shouldn’t be in with Avery Benson leaning in the doorway staring right at me. He was resting his shoulder against the wall, watching me as I invaded his personal space without invitation.

      “I… I wanted my things…” I replied. It was the truth, almost.

      He stepped forward, closing the gap between us by a few feet, and looked at the shirt that I had been reaching for.

      “Amber had some things sent for you, she helped unpack some of your clothes and insisted on restocking your wardrobe. I did tell her not to go through your boxes, but she doesn’t listen to me,” he half-smiled. “She said it was ‘what sisters do’, apparently.”

      Sister. I’d never had a sibling before and now I’d acquired a whole bunch of them.

      “Oh,” I said, looking down as Avery took another step towards me and the heat in the room elevated by a hundred degrees. I shouldn’t put aside everything that’s happened, I should keep in mind that he was engaged to another woman up until two minutes before he slipped that ring on my finger and committed himself to me. He didn’t want me to be his wife, he didn’t want me here in his home, and yet all I could think about was reaching for his shirt and ripping it off his body.

      The scent of the whisky mixed with the fresh cologne scent on Avery’s throat and I felt myself getting wet. He could lift me up against any of the walls in here and wrap me around his waist, what would he say when he realized I was wearing nothing under this dress? I think it would make him wrestle with his belt faster in his frenzy to be inside me, his stubbled cheeks rough against my skin as he buried himself into my body, my nails digging deeper into his back with every thrust.

      “They are hung up through here, Amber only opened the boxes with clothes in so everything else is in the room next door,” he said. “You don’t have to change, this dress looks—” A delicate movement of his left thumb brushed the spaghetti strap of my dress down off my shoulder and my skin prickled at his touch. “You look perfect.”

      I swallowed, my entire body braced for whatever happened next, urging for him to take me. “So do you,” I replied, finally lifting my head to meet his eye. I felt his hardness against my hip, his chest pressed against mine and our breath swirling together between our faces.

      He gently placed a finger beneath my chin, tilting my face into the perfect position for him to lean down and kiss me. Eyes burned into mine, I saw the color flare and darken. “We need to get going,” he whispered. A soft kiss on my forehead felt like I had been branded, the skin where his lips had touched me held the sensation as if it had caused pain. Avery walked back out of the closet and I saw his fists clench again as he left, as if leaving had taken every ounce of his self-control.
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      Even now as we sat side by side at the dining table in my parent’s house, I was struggling to believe that it was happening. The last few days had been a poisonous mix of relief and agony and when she stepped out of that bedroom this morning it seemed like maybe there was some light at the end of the tunnel. I didn’t want to push my luck, though. I deserved the cold shoulder.

      Lunch had been served and I smiled as Scarlett happily picked up her cutlery and began eating. Every meal I’d prepared for her since the wedding had been ignored, I could hear her cries through the door every time I brought a fresh plate to her room, and it tore me apart that marrying me had done this to her.

      Of course I fucking knew how bad this all was, I wasn’t an idiot. She had been attending a wedding as a guest, prepared to watch me marry another woman despite everything that the two of us had done in the past few weeks, and then all of a sudden she’s standing opposite me in someone else’s wedding gown as I put a ring on her finger, one chosen by Alice for Alice.

      The shame coursing through me was the only emotion that could compete with the guilt. I was a grown man and I had allowed my father to manipulate a situation yet again, taking over and dictating how other people should live their lives. I should have said something, I should have insisted that Scarlett be left out of this, but what if that hadn’t stopped him? What if he had arbitrarily chosen another bride for me? Maybe that’s why I said nothing.

      The thought of losing her was worse than the guilt I felt over her being forced into it and knowing that about myself filled me with self-loathing.

      Amber was sitting to the side of Scarlett at the table, the two of them were somehow engaged in a lively conversation about music that had brought out a tone in her voice that I hadn’t heard in days, weeks even. Everything around me felt like white noise as I braced for the appearance of my father, who had yet to join us but had ordered us to begin lunch in his absence. It wasn’t until I heard laughter that I was brought back into the room.

      My wife and sister were laughing at something and judging from the expression on Wyatt’s face I had to guess that he had said something to prompt such a sound. Scarlett’s laughter was a salve. I hadn’t broken her, not completely.

      “Right,” our father said, marching into the room with a cane in his hand. He swatted a dismissive hand at the house staff that offered to pull out his chair for him, and then took a seat at the head of the table. “As our situation has changed, I think it’s right to address the elephant in the room.”

      A charming way to refer to the fact that his eldest son got married.

      “Avery, I won’t be handing you my seat on the board just yet,” he announced. Voices erupted around the table, all my siblings talking over each other in my defense. I said nothing, because I knew if I opened my mouth I would lose control. “I think a probation period is in order given the circumstances of… you know.”

      With the same hand that he had dismissed staff, he vaguely gestured in Scarlett’s direction, and I felt my blood boil.

      “She is a Benson now, as much as anyone,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “This was a business decision and nothing more, Avery. You know that as well as I do. She has not been vetted in the same ways that Alice was, she is an unknown quantity and has the potential to influence your decisions, to corrupt them,” he said. He was so fucking dismissive, so cold. I saw Scarlett stiffen at the mention of Alice’s name.

      “Don’t say that name again, do you hear me? I have played things your way for far too long, but at some point, you need to know when you’ve crossed a line. This is my line. Don’t speak about my wife like that, not in front of her, not behind her back, not to anyone. You want me on probation, fine, but don’t you dare blame her for any of the mess you’ve made,” I snarled.

      A flicker of amusement tugged at my father’s lips, my heart racing as I resisted the urge to punch him in his smug fucking face. Underneath the table Scarlett reached over to place her hand on my leg, a simple gesture to let me know that I wasn’t alone. It was like water had been doused over a raging fire, every angry fiber of my being was calming instantly at her touch.

      “So, you do have some fight in you,” my father smiled. He looked almost proud of me in that moment, and it was disconcerting as it wasn’t a look I’d seen on his face often. “Good to know. As I was saying, you will need to prove yourself capable of taking over as CEO, Avery. You will attend every meeting I attend; you will be the first point of contact for the heads of each division, and you will need to oversee the project that Josh is working on. Apparently, I’m not fit to fly, but what do doctors know…”

      “He doesn’t have medical clearance,” my mother added, giving him a sympathetic smile that he didn’t deserve.

      “You need to be in Greece by the morning. Josh has some issues with planning permits that have some local authorities breathing down his neck and I need you to go and fix it. That boy has spent too much time out in the sun, I think it’s fried his brain.”

      “Greece?” I repeated.

      “Yes. Your assistant has made the arrangements, you will need to leave this afternoon, the sooner the better,” my father continued.

      “Both of us?” I asked, acutely aware of the hand gripping my thigh.

      “Not this time,” my mom said. “I was actually hoping that Scarlett would join your sister and I for dinner, we haven’t spent much time together and she’s part of the family now. You’ll be back before you know it, Avery. It’s only one night. Maybe two.”

      “Is it a direct flight?” Scarlett asked, looking at me with those big eyes that made every other voice in the room dissolve away. Seth laughed, a short sharp laugh that he struggled to contain, but quickly covered his mouth.

      “We have our own plane,” I replied.

      “I heard you know how to make cocktails, so you can be in charge of drinks,” Amber grinned, nudging Scarlett excitedly. “Although it won’t take much for mom to start telling you all of Avery’s embarrassing stories. This one time—”

      “That’s enough, Amber,” I sighed, watching my sister’s face light up as Scarlett smiled at her. I didn’t want to be away from my wife after that moment we shared in the closet, I wanted to wake up with her in my bed and bask in her as the sun rose over us. But the rift was closing, the fact that there had been any closeness between us at all made me think that things might be okay eventually. A night with my mom and sister would be a welcome break from the solitude she’d committed to of late.

      “It’s okay,” Scarlett whispered to me. “You should go.”

      “Are we invited to this thing?” Seth asked. “You’ll be inviting Natalie, right?”

      When had Seth even had a moment to notice Scarlett’s best friend? I didn’t want to know; all I knew is that I didn’t want him bothering either of them tonight. “Stay the fuck home, Seth. I’m warning you.”

      “You don’t even drink,” Mom said to my brother, blissfully unaware of the truth. “Besides, you have an appointment tomorrow with doctor—”

      “Yes, I know,” Seth interrupted.

      By the time lunch was over there was a car waiting outside to take me to the airstrip. Scarlett walked with me to the gravel driveway, and I yearned to pull her into the back seat with me and whisk her away. We could go anywhere, the two of us could take that plane and have a make-shift honeymoon. Start this new phase of our relationship off the way it should always have been, on our terms.

      “Your fingerprint can get you into the house,” I said, realizing that she didn’t know anything about her new home. “Amber is in the house next to mine – ours – and if you need anything then you can call Emma, or Ben, or even—”

      “I’ll be fine,” she smiled. We stood next to the car as the sun beat down on both of us, the engine gently rumbling to remind us of its presence. My eyes dropped down to her body, the soft fabric of the dress clinging to her curves as the breeze tugged at it slightly, teasing me with what lay hidden beneath.

      “I’ll make it up to you,” I promised. “Anything you want is yours.”

      “I think I already have everything I want,” she smiled, coyly.

      Fuck.

      I pressed a soft kiss against her lips, not wanting to take too much of her in because I knew it would be physically impossible to get into the waiting car if I indulged in my wife on this driveway. I would be thinking of getting back here every fucking second that I was gone.

      “Fly safe,” she said.

      “I’ll be back before you know it, Birdie.”
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      I had the keys to Avery’s car and the rest of the day to myself. Amber let me know that I was invited to her place from six, she wanted to make sure she stocked up on liquor before I got there and her mom had plans to cook, so there was a frenzied trip to the grocery store in order. I would have thought they’d have someone that would go shopping for them, but Amber said it was important to her to make the trip herself. Maybe she was picky.

      I walked away from the house of the Benson parents and headed to the driver’s side of a slick, emerald green classic that had brought us here earlier.

      “Hey, Scarlett,” Wyatt shouted, jogging out after me in a smart, three-piece suit that had made my day dress look so informal at lunch. “Where are you headed?”

      “I was going to visit my dad; I have the address of his new place, so I wanted to check it out.”

      “I should come with you,” he said.

      “Why?” I laughed. “Shouldn’t you be in a boardroom or something? You aren’t dressed like that for fun, are you?”

      “I have a meeting, but Avery will wring my neck if anything happens to you while he’s away.”

      “I’ve driven a car before, Wyatt. I have my license and everything,” I teased. “Do you think I’m going to total this thing, is that the problem?”

      “No, I—”

      “I don’t need a babysitter. Does Amber have someone follow her everywhere she goes?” I asked.

      “As a matter of fact, yes.”

      “Oh. Well, how about this, I’ll send you a text if I’m getting murdered and then you’ve got some time to flee the country before Avery gets back.”

      “I appreciate it,” he grinned. “You’ll probably have security on you anyway, I doubt he’d leave without a plan for your safety.” He glanced down at his watch, “Ah fuck, if I’m going to this meeting then I’m going to be late. I’ll speak to you later, sis.”

      His casual use of the word ‘sis’ made me feel as if the circumstances around me joining this family weren’t as important as the fact that they were embracing me as part of it. Amber had bought clothes for me, she wanted to spend time together later, Avery’s mom was cooking for us, and his brother just came to check that I was okay to head out alone.

      Even when my parents had been together, we’d never had the sort of family that was in each other’s lives all that much. Not in a positive way, at least. My mom used to be an interfering nightmare, which I’d hated at the time, but at some point, she became indifferent towards me and that was infinitely worse.

      Driving Avery’s car was unlike anything I’d ever experienced. Even when I’d had money, I’d never had enough to buy something like this. There was a sadistic sort of delight to see the gob smacked expressions on men’s faces as I reached stop signs, and they realized that the driver of their dream car was little old me.

      At some point on the drive I considered that this was a crazy vehicle to be taking to a care facility, I could hardly leave something like this parked on the street, where could I safely put this thing? As I turned into the lot of The Royal Oak, I quickly had my concerns eased as the place was filled with expensive cars, all polished to perfection by an on-site valet service.

      Even this parking lot was nicer than the place dad had been staying the last couple of years. I could only imagine what the interior was like. As I stepped into the reception area, I was immediately greeted by a woman that I’d never met, “Mrs. Benson, right this way.”

      Mrs. Benson had a nice ring to it.

      “Your husband has already visited to make sure that the upgraded suite is to your father’s liking, but if you have any requests we would be more than happy to accommodate,” she smiled, holding open a door to a room that looked like the sort of place a president would stay on vacation.

      My father was sitting in a chair by an enormous window overlooking vast grounds that were filled with colorful trees and water features. Avery had been here already? He must have visited after the wedding, part of the agreement with his father was that if I married Avery then my dad would be moved here, and Avery had seen it through while I was isolating myself.

      Avery knew the details of the offer his father had made. Did he think that was the only reason I’d done it? We’d barely spoken since the ceremony and just as things were turning around, he was sent off to Greece at his father’s insistence.

      “Dad?” I called out, my heart light as I saw where he was now living.

      “Sweetheart,” he smiled. Something about him seemed different, there was more life in him, more energy. It was as if he was truly smiling at me for the first time in a long time. “What do you think of the place?”

      “It’s incredible. Are they good to you here?” I asked.

      “Couldn’t be better,” he replied. “I also get more visitors, you know.”

      “Oh?”

      “All sorts of therapists for this, that, and the other. You wouldn’t believe the equipment they have in this place,” he said. “Not to mention that new husband of yours, he’s been in here every lunchtime to let me beat him at chess. Unless of course he isn’t that good of a player, but he doesn’t strike me as the type to be bad at anything.”

      “Avery has been coming here?” I said, lowering myself into a chair across from dad and reeling at how drastically unaware I was. I assumed Avery had visited the facility for an obligatory check over. I never would have imagined he’d made repeat trips to spend time with my dad.

      “He has. Tripping over himself with apologies that you got married so quickly and didn’t bring me along, but I told him not to worry about all that,” he smiled. “I’ve felt more like myself here than I have in a long time, Scar. How you’ve managed to afford a place like this I’ll never know, but I’m so proud of you. How did I get so lucky as to have a daughter like you?”

      Clearly, I was the lucky one.
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      My new mother-in-law filled Amber’s house with aromas that left my mouth watering. The dining table was buried under pineapple salsa, soft shell tacos, a variety of seasoned meats, and a sizzling dish of enchiladas that had been the best I’d ever eaten. It had been way too much food for the four of us, Natalie and I had made an impressive dent in it but there just wasn’t the physical space in our bodies for more.

      We laughed our way through dinner, and drank our way through dessert. All any of us could do now was lounge on the sofa and lift our cocktails to our mouths.

      “Who did he play?!” I gasped, almost spitting out my cocktail as Anita pointed at the TV screen where Grease was starting on an old movie channel. She had just revealed that Avery had starred in a school production of said-musical when he was younger, and I had such a hard time picturing it that I’d nearly choked.

      “Who do you think?” Amber laughed, rolling her eyes.

      “Not Danny, he wasn’t Danny,” I said, shaking my head. Amber nodded and we all fell about laughing again. Natalie almost shot her margarita out of her nose she snorted so hard.

      “They were so young, maybe thirteen or fourteen. In those leather trousers and dancing around, I’ve never seen anything like it,” Anita laughed, her glass trembling in her hands as her whole body shook with amusement. “I have the tape of it somewhere…”

      “Mom!” Amber screeched. “Are you kidding? We have to find it immediately. Right now. Come on!”

      “I’ll make it my top priority in the morning, but I don’t even think I could stand up right now if I tried,” she giggled. “You know, I don’t remember when I last felt so relaxed. We should make this a regular thing.”

      “Next time I’m cooking, though,” Nat insisted. She opened her mouth in faux offense when she spotted the look of surprise on my face, “What? I know how to cook.”

      “In all the years I’ve known you I don’t think I’ve once seen you turn on the stove,” I replied.

      “I don’t like an audience, that’s all. Besides, it’s the least I can do. I don’t know if I’ll be hungry again for at least two days after that,” she said, gesturing over to the dining table that was still half full.

      “I have four sons, leftovers are demolished within seconds in my house,” Anita smiled. “So, I’ll wrap these up and head back, if I’m not in bed in the next half hour I might not make it there. I don’t fancy sleeping on your sofa.”

      “I have guest rooms, mom,” Amber reminded her.

      “I need to get home and check on your father.”

      “I should get going too, early start for me,” Nat added.

      Natalie, Anita, and I were collected by drivers and taken wherever we needed to be. During the short journey back to Avery’s place, our place, I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face that I’d managed to fall into a family like this. Amber had been funny and smart, excitedly telling me about the fact that she’d been researching my artwork online and how impressed she had been. Anita had added that she’d done the same, she said she wanted some of my pieces to hang in her home.

      Had my own mom seen anything I’d created? Had she ever cared enough to look it up?

      Natalie had been mostly thrilled at the invitation to dinner, only berating me for a few minutes over the phone about the fact that I’d gotten married to my ex-boyfriend in a whirlwind when he had technically been engaged to someone else. I figured it wouldn’t be the end of her concerns, she’d bring it up again for sure, but she could clearly see that I’d been welcomed, and it seemed to ease her mind about the situation.

      I scanned my fingerprint against the front door security system and let myself inside. It was so quiet and still, the neutral décor made the place feel like an abandoned spa rather than a cozy living space. He needed some color in here, some texture. His over-organization left the place uninviting, but maybe that was by design. He didn’t bring people here. He was trying to keep them out.

      I pulled my phone out of my bag and spotted the messages he’d sent me, there had been at least three since I last responded twenty minutes ago.

      ‘Back at the house now, getting ready for bed.’ I typed, pressing send.

      I slipped my phone back into my purse and kicked off my shoes. Four cocktails might have been too many, I was unsteady on my feet and struggling to walk in a straight line as I headed for my bedroom. I didn’t notice right away that I’d overshot, that my body was continuing along the hall towards Avery’s room.

      The door was closed this time, but my fingerprint worked on this lock, too. My feet sank into his carpet, the heady mix of his cologne and the lingering whisky from the stained shirt in the closet was pulling me in. I slipped the straps of my dress off each shoulder and let it fall to the floor. I stood in his room in my underwear and felt my nipples pebble against the lace of my bra. What would have happened earlier in that closet if we hadn’t needed to leave for lunch?

      What would happen if he were in this room with me right now?

      My pussy ached between my legs, desperate to feel his length slamming into me. It was either the liquor in my blood, or the thought of what could happen when he returned, but my heart was racing, and I wanted to relieve the pent-up frustration. I wanted to do it right here, right now.

      I removed my bra and pulled on one of Avery’s button-down shirts before spritzing cologne against the collar. My hardened nipples against the fabric made my core clench and I wished more than anything that it could be his hand that I could fuck tonight instead of my own.

      Being in this room felt like I was breaking some sort of rule, stepping into a man’s private space without him knowing, slipping into his sheets just to be closer to him while he was away. As soon as I lay on his bed, I could feel the tequila swimming through my head. I thought I’d been tipsy earlier, but clearly the alcohol hadn’t worked its magic just yet.

      I closed my eyes and imagined it was Avery’s hand sliding down my stomach, his fingers slipping into the lace of my panties. My middle fingertip slipped between my slick folds to meet my clit, already sensitive from the fantasy I was creating.

      I made small circles, pressing firmly as I thought about when he had done this to me on the bar at The Boulevard, how he’d kissed passionately against my neck as his hands brought me wave after wave of pleasure. My fingers moved further, pressing at my entrance my thumb continued to apply pressure in circles over my clit, my back arching with delight.

      My phone rang. The sudden sharp sound broke me from my fantasy and I flinched, sitting up and scanning the room for my bag. It was on the ground, the tequila in my blood made it impossible to walk in a straight line to grab it, so I dropped to my knees and crawled over the carpet to answer the call. Avery.

      “Hey,” I said, trying hard not to sound intoxicated but failing miserably.

      “Go back to the bed, Scarlett,” he replied, his voice husky and tense.

      “Huh?”

      “The second my bedroom door opened I was sent an alert,” he said. “I can see you in that shirt, bent over on the floor… I want you to fuck yourself until you come, and I want to hear you do it.”

      The heat in my face was beyond an embarrassed blush, it was like lava was covering both cheeks. He was watching me? He had seen me in his sheets touching myself? The thought of him doing that was such a fucking turn on that I felt my pussy throbbing, how much hotter it would be to slide my fingers into myself with his voice in my ear.

      “I’m alone, I’m the only one that can see you,” he continued. “I am so fucking hard right now; I wish I could get back to you tonight.”

      “Why? So, you could touch me like this?” I smiled, sliding my hand up my body and squeezing my left breast.

      “Back to the bed, baby. Put me on speaker.”

      I pressed the button to let his heavy breathing out into the room, throwing the phone down onto the covers and climbing back onto the bed slowly. Wherever the cameras were, I didn’t care. There was no way I would do any of this sober, but with so much alcohol corrupting me, so much Avery corrupting me, I would do anything.

      “Fuck. Look at you,” he snarled. I lay on my back and writhed on the mattress, teasingly pulling the hem of the shirt up so he could see the tops of my thighs, the lace between them. “Put your hand right back where you had it before I called you. I want to see what you do to yourself.”

      I bit my lip as I reached my right hand down to my wetness once more, I would do anything he told me, let him command me in any way he wanted. No part of me was resisting this.

      “Take them off, I want to see,” he said. I slipped the underwear down to my ankles and threw them across the room, spreading my legs apart and putting my fingers right back to my entrance as I waited for my next instruction. “In,” he breathed. “Slide them in, Birdie. As far as you can.”

      Without hesitation I pushed two fingers into myself, closing my eyes as I did so and picturing Avery towering over me as the sensation rocketed through my body. I could smell him, I could hear him, I had the memory of feeling him, but all I fucking wanted was for him to be teasing me with his own hand. I wanted this to be the warmup before he pushed the tip of himself into me, stretching me out and filling me slowly. I groaned aloud at the idea and heard Avery’s breathing shake in response.

      I mimicked the movements of his hands the last time he had touched me, curling my fingers against my front wall and bucking my hips as I hit just the spot that he had focused on when he realized what it could do to me.

      “More,” he demanded. I could hear his voice tremble and without him saying anything about it I could tell that he was touching himself as he watched me. I imagined him alone in a hotel room on the other side of the world allowing me to be the only thing on his mind. My movements became harder, my back arching as my thumb pressed against my clit and built up a sensation in my core that pulled me closer to the edge.

      “Are you going to come with me?” I asked, my voice soft and jagged.

      “Yes… oh god yes, baby…”

      I felt my body tense around my fingers, my pussy gripping them tightly as lightning shot across my skin and set a torch to every nerve ending in my body. A long, low moan of ecstasy erupted from my lips and as I drowned in the orgasm consuming me, I called out his name. Then I heard his own release, the sounds that escaped from him as he brought himself to climax watching me.

      I listened to his breathing return to normal, my pulse racing as I dreamt of him bursting through the bedroom door and giving me everything he had. He was thousands of miles away, an ocean separated us, but for a second we had never been closer.

      “Goodnight, Avery,” I smiled.

      “Goodnight, Mrs. Benson.”
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      I read through all of the documentation that Josh sent over during the flight. Every specification regarding the proposed site for the hotel had been exactly what we were looking for, and the ocean views were unparalleled.

      The water was so blue that it melted into the sky seamlessly, and the architectural plans made the most of the stunning setting so that every hotel room would be able to bask in the natural beauty of the area. Of all the shitty jobs dad could have sent me on, I was glad it had been this. Although after the phone call I’d shared with my wife earlier there was a desperate need to get home to her.

      She had been drunk, admittedly I’d had a whisky or two on the plane to help me sleep. I’d woken up to an alert that my home had been accessed by someone other than myself, I would have to modify the security settings so that it didn’t warn me every time Scarlett came and went, but to log in to the cameras and see her on my bed, in my shirt, doing what she was doing…

      The time difference meant that she would be safely sleeping for the remainder of my meetings this afternoon. Josh wanted me to meet with various project managers and designers, which I agreed to despite trusting that he was more than capable of taking ownership of this by himself. Our father had a habit of micromanaging and insisted on involving himself in every aspect of the business. He was notoriously shit at delegating.

      I’d managed my branch of the Benson Empire successfully, but taking over our father’s role would be something else entirely. I had been so eager to inherit his seat at the top that I hadn’t stopped to think about the minutia of what that would involve.

      Hours passed by with me at a conference table in the baking Greek heat, even air conditioning couldn’t fight it and I raised the issue with the architect as a matter of priority for the hotel that there were facilities capable of keeping guests cool during weather like this. Apparently, a storm was on its way, and afterwards the temperature would be much more tolerable here.

      Josh finally ended the last meeting of the day, and I leant back against the chair and gazed out of the window at the dark clouds in the distance.

      “Have you got dinner plans?” he asked.

      “Not yet,” I replied, finishing off another bottle of water. “I don’t have much of an appetite to be honest with you. I just want to get back on that plane and get the fuck out of here.”

      “Ha. I’ve been here long enough to know that when the sky looks like that, you aren’t flying anywhere.”

      “Shit.”

      “I have somewhere to be tonight, so just stay at the villa,” Josh said, tossing me a set of keys.

      “Somewhere to be? What’s her name?” I asked, looking at my brother and marveling at how he’d managed to avoid relationships his entire life. He was a good-looking guy, a hard worker, intelligent, and yet he’d never shown an interest in settling down with one person. I’d had moments like that when I was younger, sure. A different woman every night, the thrill of the chase, but sometimes one comes along that makes you want to stop chasing, stop running.

      “My lips are sealed,” he smirked. “There’s an incredible restaurant on the way, Olympia. Yeah, the names corny considering the country we’re in, but the food will blow your fucking mind. Get your driver to stop off and get something. Help yourself to whatever I’ve got in the liquor cabinet.”

      Josh was already halfway out the door and wasn’t inviting me to respond to a thing he’d said before he disappeared. I picked up my cell and called my pilot, hoping he would contradict Josh and offer to get me back to Scarlett in the next twelve hours.

      No such luck. Some freak weather event was hitting the island and would prompt air space restrictions for a few hours at least. It was due to clear in the morning, but it would mean I’d be away from my wife for two nights and I’d never wanted to get home to anyone so badly in my life. Right now, she was lying in my bed, her bare skin warm and soft. My cock hardened and bulged against the fabric of my suit at the thought of ripping that shirt from her body and exposing her completely to me.

      The dark clouds rolled across the sky at an alarming rate now, and I could see heavy rain fall in the distance and the crackle of lightning. So much for paradise. If I didn’t get out of this building now then the fucking roads would end up flooding or something, I’d have to get moving unless I wanted to sleep on this table tonight.

      I told the driver of the waiting car about heading to Olympia and sat back as he drove, glancing at my phone every few seconds in case Scarlett tried to get in touch. I thought about logging into the cameras again, but that felt too invasive. I was still trying to earn her trust, wasn’t I? Every second that she spent shutting me out this week had been deserved, but she was letting me back in.

      The car pulled up outside a small restaurant in the middle of nowhere. It was completely packed despite the incoming storm clouds. The windows were steamed up, the sidewalk outside was busted, and the light up ‘open’ sign was no longer illuminating the letter ‘O’. Was this the place Josh had been talking about?

      “Is this right?” I asked the driver.

      “Yes, Sir. Mr. Benson, your brother, comes here every night he is in town,” he replied. “He often eats inside; it is perfectly safe. But if you would prefer then I can step in to place your order.”

      “How about you get whatever you think I’d like, and whatever you’d like for yourself,” I said, stretching forward to pass him my Centurion Card.

      “Thank you, but I think my wife is hoping that I’ll take her out for dinner tonight.”

      “Then here…” I gave him a roll of cash.

      “Sir, I couldn’t—”

      “If your wife wants a night out then give her one to remember,” I insisted, holding my palms up to make it clear that I wouldn’t be taking the money back. His eyes widened with shock. I’d been raised in a wealthy family, sometimes it felt like I didn’t even know the value of cash anymore. That roll of notes had been in my pocket since I landed, handed to me by Josh as ‘spending money’ for my short trip.

      Some places didn’t take cards around here, he’d said. I didn’t even know the value of the currency I’d been carrying. I only planned on being here for one day and that was how much money he’d given to me. It meant nothing to me, but the expression on the driver’s face made it clear that it was a staggering amount.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, stuffing the money into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and dashing into the restaurant.

      As I waited, I pulled out my phone again, idly scrolling through my emails. My father put out the word that I was to be notified of all company activities, that much was obvious given the hundreds upon hundreds of messages I’d now been copied in on. I let out a long sigh and leant back in my chair to start reading them, when one message caught my eye.

      It was from my personal lawyers and had been replied to by Emma, my assistant. She was letting them know that I was overseas handling business matters but would be back shortly and would make time to meet with them to discuss the case. Scrolling down a little more I could see what exactly the case was, I was being sued by Henry Mason.

      Who the fuck was that? He wanted compensation or some shit because I’d allegedly assaulted him at— oh fuck. This was the guy that had been in the office with Scarlett. Of course he was looking to press charges, when he realized who it was that had punched him in the mouth he must have seen dollar signs. Attacked by a Benson? The easiest pay day you’ll ever have.

      The driver returned with a huge bag of food that filled the car with the most incredible aromas. My stomach was rumbling aggressively by the time we arrived at Josh’s place. I could have stayed in a hotel, sure, but I knew that Josh had bought a house out here that was isolated and quiet. There would be no sounds, no distractions, no one to bother me until I was able to fly out of here.

      I needed to buy myself a place like this, not in Greece necessarily but just somewhere that I could escape to with Scarlett so that we could indulge in each other without interruptions for as long as we wanted to.

      There was no keyhole on the door, just another biometric scanner like we had at the Benson family properties in the States. I pressed my thumb print to the screen and the door clicked open. It was obviously connected to the same online system. What was the key for then? I slipped it back into my pocket and stepped inside, the lights automatically switched on as I walked towards the kitchen and set the bag of food down on the counter.

      I grabbed a plate from a cupboard and began to load it up with food. When was the last time I’d been able to enjoy a night off like this? I could have a drink, watch a movie, and plan all the things I would do to Mrs. Benson the second I got my hands on her. My cock twitched at the memory of earlier, the sight of her on my bed calling out my name.

      I needed a fucking drink.

      The liquor cabinet was well stocked, it seemed as though Josh either had a drinking problem or hosted a lot of folks that liked their cocktails because there wasn’t a single thing you could need that wasn’t there. There was a bottle of Macallan in here, who the fuck was he trying to impress? I grabbed the bottle and tipped some of the most expensive whisky on earth into a glass.

      I thought again of the whisky-stained shirt that my wife had been holding when I’d seen her in the closet, the smoothness of her skin under my rough fingers. I poured another. Then another. My hunger for food morphed into a craving for something else, my dick pressed hard against my boxers.

      That was when I spotted movement outside. The pool lights were on, they had been on the entire time, but I hadn’t so much as glanced out of the back windows until now. When I realized what I was looking at I dropped the glass, thousands of dollars’ worth of whisky bleeding into the wooden floor.
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      I’d not heard from Avery since our phone call. He hadn’t responded to my texts, and it made me start to feel like a needy girlfriend chasing a man that has lost interest, only I was the needy newlywed instead. He should have been home by now. I had a sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach that I couldn’t shake, but there was no use sitting around waiting for him to reply.

      Maybe he was on the plane and couldn’t get a signal. Although a private jet probably didn’t have that sort of problem.

      I showered, got dried and dressed, and finally found my make-up in the room where the rest of my boxes were being kept. It was the first day in a while that I hadn’t woken up with a puffy face from crying myself to sleep, and I wanted to look my best when my husband finally got back.

      Had I really owned so many random ornaments? I had vases, candles, framed photographs, paintings, you name it. Everything that Avery had avoided in his home décor choices, all of it was right here. Then I saw the canvas I’d started recently, the one that our passion had inspired. I set up my easel and dug through boxes looking for the rest of my art supplies, finally finding a set of brushes and pencils and laying them out.

      There had been no fire in me to create for such a long time, every passing day I felt as if I was drifting further from the life I’d known before, but Avery had been the spark to reignite everything in me. Now every pore screamed with fire, he made every nerve ending burn and now I needed to fan the flame.

      I moved the boxes to the edges of the room so that I had a space to work, and then I stood facing the canvas in thought. The pencil in my hand began to add detail, and soon I was holding a brush and bringing the piece to life with color. Hours and hours passed, the sun moved across the sky and was beginning to set. Getting lost in creation like this was something I hadn’t done in so long that I didn’t even realize how long I’d been standing there.

      It wasn’t until there was a bang on the front door of the house that anything broke my focus. Was he home? I set everything down and ran along the corridor, smoothing down my hair before I pulled the handle. Why would he be knocking? Why didn’t he just let himself in? My core tightened at the thought of what would happen the second we were reunited, but instead of finding my husband in front of me I found Natalie.

      “Oh… hey,” I said, deflated.

      “Expecting someone else?” she asked. Her face was unreadable, which given how long we’d known each other was unusual. She had something behind her back.

      “Avery still isn’t back, that’s all. Do you want to come in for a drink? I don’t know where everything is yet but I’m sure I can find something,” I said, stepping back to hold the door open wider so that she could enter.

      “You haven’t been online today, have you?”

      “No, why?” I replied, brow knitted. She tossed me a magazine; my husband’s image took up most of the front cover. ‘Benson’s dirty little secret’ was the headline, accompanied by smaller pictures of Alice. I flipped through to the article, my eyes scanning the words so fast that I wasn’t sure I was processing them.

      ‘The scandal that is shaking the Benson family to its core… After we revealed yesterday that newlywed Avery Benson was facing charges for assault, we are now able to confirm just how he is coping with the news. Like many we were shocked by his recent wedding to Scarlett Pierce after years of speculation surrounded his relationship with Alice Jones, so imagine our surprise to find out that the two ex-lovers have hunkered down together in a Greek villa!’

      “Wh-what am I looking at?” I stuttered, continuing to read the story that told of her secret flight to Greece to meet him, how he’d paid for her to take a private jet, the details of the villa that belonged to his brother – away from prying eyes and unwanted attention. There was a photograph of her swimming naked in the pool, her back was to the camera, but it was clear that she wasn’t wearing a thing. Beyond the pool was a giant window behind which stood my husband, staring out at her.

      “This is why he isn’t home, Scar. I fucking hate that this is how you’re finding out, but I needed you to know. Look, I don’t know what happened on Saturday, I don’t know what he said to convince you to marry him, but—”

      “He didn’t,” I interrupted.

      “What?”

      “He didn’t convince me; he didn’t say a word about it. It was his father, he offered to pay for my dad’s care and… oh my god,” I said, falling to my knees as tears started to roll down my cheeks. I couldn’t look away from the picture of him.

      “It’s all over the internet, everyone knows,” she added. “They are running an interview with Henry tomorrow; you didn’t tell me he attacked your ex-boyfriend at the launch… I never would have let you get into this mess if I’d known. I need to get you out of here.”

      “He was trying to protect me— he was…” The sobs were too heavy now, nothing could hold back the tears as I thought of him in Greece with her.  I thought of him calling me so he could jerk off and then stepping into the other room to be with her. We hadn’t even been married a week and he was fucking someone else. “I’m going to be sick.”

      I ran to the bathroom and slammed the door behind me, the magazine scrunched tightly in my hand. What was I supposed to do? If this was a normal relationship then I’d be packing my bags, I’d be out of this house within the hour and I’d never look back. But was this ever a real marriage? Or was it simply a way for Richard Benson to avoid public humiliation? He didn’t want Avery to be stood up at the altar alone, so he pushed me into Alice’s shoes with the promise of taking care of my dad.

      This was a business decision made by a man who didn’t care about the emotional impact of what he was doing. Avery had been engaged to Alice, they’d been together for years, and I stepped in at the last minute despite the fact that she was on the way to that wedding. It should have been the two of them in this house, I was a mistake.

      Natalie followed me into the room and cradled me in her arms as I cried, her back against the bathtub and her hands brushing my hair gently.

      She’d done the very same thing when I discovered that Henry had been cheating on me. I’d found messages that he’d sent to other women through snooping on his phone, my suspicions had led me to that point which should have been enough for me to walk away. I clearly didn’t trust him, someone that trusts their boyfriend wouldn’t feel the need to check up on him like that.

      The initial shock of seeing what he’d been saying to other people, the way he’d recounted the things they’d done in bed together, I had felt like I was in freefall. There was a hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach like I was tumbling through the air at speed, hurtling towards earth with no way of stopping myself. A mix of fear, grief, and horror washing over me continuously for months. I’d broken up with him, but you can’t just put those feelings aside in an instant.

      But this? This wasn’t freefall. This was what it felt like after the fall, when you finally hit the ground.

      A naive part of me always clung to Avery, despite the fact that he’d disappeared and stopped speaking to me all those years ago. He made the choice to leave me once, he’d done it so easily and hadn’t tried to contact me after the fact to explain. Every single day had been another chance for him to call me, to say something, to justify the way he’d left me broken.

      We’d gotten tattoos together and I had to see that thing every time I undressed; it was a daily reminder of his impact on me.

      I let him do this to me. Fool me once, shame on me, right? What was I expecting? That he’d simply walk away from Alice the way he walked away from me the first time. Did I really think he could actually feel for me what I felt for him?

      “We need to get you out of this house,” Nat said, pulling me onto my feet even though my knees kept giving out beneath me. I shook my head. “Scarlett, there will be paparazzi outside the house, helicopters flying over the roof. He is going to come back here and try to make you think that this ‘isn’t what it looks like’ and I won’t fucking let him.”

      I parted my lips to say something, but the thought wasn’t fully formed in my mind yet. I wanted him to explain it away. I wanted to be mistaken.

      “We don’t have to go to my house, I have a place out west that we can—”

      She was cut off by the roaring of an engine outside, someone was at the house. The front door beeped as Avery let himself in, I knew from the sound of his footsteps even though he was stomping as he burst in.

      “Scarlett?” he called out. Even as the sound of my own ragged breathing caught in my throat, even as the tears dropped from my jaw onto the tiled floor beneath me, I still felt a jolt of heat from him saying my name. I hated myself for it.

      Nat tried again to lift me up, but I was a dead weight. “You can’t stay here, Scar. You can’t.”

      “Scarlett!” he yelled again, doors were being thrown open along the hallway and he’d find us within seconds.

      “How do I help you?” she pleaded, lifting my face to meet her gaze. I could see the desperation in her eyes, she didn’t want to see her friend spiral down like the last time this had happened. There was a part inside my body that was reserved for the specific pain that only Avery could cause, and as he threw open the bathroom door it throbbed inside me, threatening to burst and render me completely numb.

      “Scarlett,” he said, his voice now infinitely softer. There was hurt in him, too. I could hear it.

      “Avery fucking Benson,” Natalie hissed, standing up to block his view of me on the ground.

      “Scarlett, I need to talk to you,” he continued, not acknowledging Nat.

      “Why don’t you fuck off back to Greece and leave her the fuck alone.”

      “I want to speak to my wife; I need to explain—”

      “Explain?” Nat scoffed. “Explain how you accidentally fucked your ex-girlfriend less than a week after you got married?”

      I winced at the harshness with which she summarized it. My eyes were closed tightly as tears escaped them, covering my face in a glisten of misery. Even my hearing started to fade a little, my senses slowly shutting down to protect me from it all. Their voices became grainy and distant, a headache began to surge so rapidly that it left me feeling nauseated and I tried to lower myself from a seated position to one that had me curled in the fetal position.

      I groaned as the discomfort radiated through me, my muscles tensed, and the pain swelled behind my eyes. I felt cold, everything sounded far away, and I was drifting away from what was happening. My vision went black. Next thing I knew there were hands on me, and more voices in the room.
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      I couldn’t remember a time in my life when I’d been so angry, and I didn’t know where to direct the rage. Scarlett was in the room that she’d been sleeping in since she got to the house, and I’d been put under strict instructions to ‘stay the fuck away or she’s leaving.’

      It had been Natalie that gave the orders, it had been hard enough to convince her to let Scarlett stay under the same roof as me, and I didn’t want to risk losing her completely. It felt good to have her close, even if I hadn’t seen her for days. This was becoming a nasty habit of ours since the wedding, Birdie being so upset with me that she couldn’t face me for days at a time.

      I dragged a chair to the hallway outside her door and spent almost every minute sitting there just in the hopes of hearing her speak. All I had now was the detail-light reports that Nat gave me through gritted teeth. I’d explained to Natalie a thousand times, or at least I’d tried to, so that she could understand what had happened at that fucking villa, but she didn’t want to hear it.

      Exhaustion had me on my knees, but I didn’t want to sleep in my bed because it would smell of her and the night of sleep she had in it without me. So, I stayed in the chair outside her door and yearned for her to step outside and speak to me.

      Scarlett had been white as a sheet on that bathroom floor, her skin was cold, and she was shaking. Natalie called paramedics while I carried my wife to her bed as it was the closest place to lay her down comfortably. She wasn’t responding to my voice, or anyone else’s for that matter. She just rolled over and curled up again on the mattress.

      Natalie forced me out of the room and that was the last time I’d seen her. She’d been in shock. The impact of those fucking pictures that Alice orchestrated with the help of some sleezy photography from a gossip rag magazine had put my wife into that state, which was why I was so filled with rage and had nowhere to put it.

      The sound of my front door opening jolted me out of my half-sleep. I jumped up and walked over to see who had just come into the house, my heart sank a little to see that it was Amber with a look of pure hate in her eyes.

      “Fucking hell, Avery. Take the hint,” she hissed.

      “I’m not leaving this house until she’s okay,” I repeated. This was a sentence I’d said many, many times in the last few days. I wouldn’t overstep – despite the fact that this was my house, and I should be able to walk into any room I like – I would respect the boundaries that Scarlett’s best friend was setting because it was clear to me that I needed to proceed with caution.

      “You fucked up, and the whole family is being bombarded with interview requests. You know Josh has had to leave Greece because he was getting threats, they think he facilitated you hooking up with her…” my sister looked down, her fists clenched.

      “What do you want me to fucking do here, Amber? Alice ambushed me, it was a set-up, the whole thing was designed by her to ruin my fucking life and guess what? Mission accomplished. She needs help, some sort of therapy that gets to the root of all her problems, because what sort of person stalks a guy to another fucking country with a photographer lined up? It’s insane. We broke up, she changed her mind, but I didn’t, she set up the entire fucking engagement and now this?”

      “Avery—”

      “No, you’re gonna fucking listen because someone needs to hear this, Amber. She has been driving me into the ground for years, and then I finally break free because of the woman behind this door,” I said, pounding my fist against the wood that separated me from Scarlett’s bedroom. “She brought life back into me, you know more than anyone how long I’ve wanted this, and I can’t fucking believe that the best thing that ever happened to me – that happened to me twice in one lifetime – has been ripped away from me all over again.”

      I saw Amber’s eyes staring at something over my shoulder, when I turned and saw Scarlett standing in the doorway I dropped to my knees.

      “This is a bad idea,” Nat huffed from behind her.

      “I don’t care,” Scarlett replied. I lifted my head to see the look in my wife’s eyes, one that teased me with the hope that maybe today would be the day she would speak to me. All I had yearned for these past few days was to hear her voice, as much as I missed every other element of her that was the one thing that I needed the most.

      Natalie shook her head disapprovingly before stepping past me to walk towards my sister. I placed my hands over the tops of Scarlett’s bare feet, my head low as I soaked up the proximity of our bodies.

      “Come on,” Natalie sighed to Amber. “Oh, and Avery...” I turned to look at her, “I’m watching you like a fucking hawk; you step out of line even an inch and I’ll—”

      “You don’t need to worry,” I promised. She cocked an eyebrow at me before walking out of the door with Amber, who seemed to have brought a shoebox with her and left it on the kitchen counter. I considered calling after her to point it out, but they were both leaving, and I was about to be alone with my wife for the first time in what felt like forever. “Scarlett…” I breathed, wrapping my arms around her legs and hugging her thighs to my chest.

      My head was pressed against her stomach and the warmth of her core reached my cheek. One of her perfect, delicate hands was suddenly brushing through my hair.

      “I’ve missed you,” she said. I leaned back to look up at her, still on my knees at her feet.

      “I need to explain everything, I need you to understand—”

      “There will be time for that,” she said, running a finger down over my lips. “But I’ve heard enough for now…”

      She pushed the bedroom door behind her open a little wider, the sun piercing through the windows and illuminating the bed she’d been sleeping in for the past few days. My hands were still on her thighs, the beautiful sun dress that fell just below her knees made me fall in love with her all over again and with a slight movement of my fingers I was able to lift the fabric just enough to kiss the warm skin beneath.

      My mouth pressed to her knee, then just above it, her breath shook as my lips caressed her inner thigh and she brushed her hand through my hair again.

      “Not here,” I said. I rose to my feet and lifted her up into my arms, her legs wrapped around my waist and her arms linked behind my neck as I carried her towards my bedroom, our bedroom. After seeing her in that shirt lying on my sheets it had been all I could think about. I wanted to stoke the sparks of our marriage in the bed where I planned to spend every waking minute with her for as long as she’d let me.

      Her eyes bore into mine; my cock was pressing against the space between her legs, and I caught a smile on her lips as she gyrated her hips just enough to tease me, prompting me to walk faster.

      “You are so fucking beautiful,” I breathed against her mouth. She bent her head down to kiss me, the velvet of her lips parting just enough to let my tongue move against hers. I hadn’t considered what this moment would be like, maybe it would be tender and romantic or there would be more talking… but instantly it became clear that this was about need and there was a frenzy to this that neither of us had control over.

      When we reached my bedroom door I pressed her back against it, thrusting my hips into hers so that she could feel how hard I was, so she could know that in this moment there was nothing but the two of us. I traced my kisses away from her mouth, along her jawline and to her neck where I sucked at the soft skin, increasing the pressure as my hands roamed over her body to slip the sun dress strap off one shoulder and kiss down to her left breast.

      The sound she made as I sucked at her nipple, gently sinking my teeth into the tender spot, was enough to make me thirsty for more. I wanted her to come, I needed to hear her in ecstasy as an orgasm rippled through her body and it seemed only right that I would be on my knees to make that happen. After everything that happened, I should be groveling at her feet, begging for forgiveness. But I’d make her beg… and I knew just how to do it.

      I lowered her feet to the ground, nudging them apart with my own and then dropped to the carpet. I pressed a kiss to her mound through the fabric of her dress and watched with delight as she bit her lower lip in anticipation. I ran my hands up the outside of her thighs until I found her lingerie, pulling them down by the waist band until they were at her ankles, and she delicately stepped out of them.

      They were wet, she wanted this.

      I brought her left leg over my shoulder so that her heel was against my back, making it easy for me to kiss along the inside of her thigh towards her slick folds. I pressed a kiss to the crease between her leg and her pussy, feeling her shake and grip a fistful of the hair on the top of my head.

      I ran my tongue from left to right, allowing the tip to brush briefly over her clit. The second time I circled the bundle of nerves, then pressed the wide, flat part of my tongue against her entire wetness as I licked, savoring the flavor of her arousal as my cock ached to push into her.

      “You’re fucking delicious,” I said.

      “Avery…” she gasped, her body shaking as I brought two fingers up to her entrance and slid them in, curling them against her inner walls and continuing to suck at her clit, my free hand gripping onto her ass to keep her pressed against me. I could feel her hips grinding on me, she was fucking my face and fingers and the sounds erupting from her as her pleasure grew was more than I thought I could handle. “Oh god…”

      To steady herself she reached her hand out and grabbed at the wall, but her palm pressed against the digital lock screen of my bedroom security. As she was programmed into the system, the door unlocked and flew open, sending both of us tumbling into the room. I only just managed to grab her to stop her hitting her head on the ground, but almost instantly she started laughing.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      “Get over here,” she said, still laughing as she grabbed my collar and pulled me up her body until we were face to face. She pulled me into a kiss and something about her tasting her own wetness on my mouth was so fucking hot that I almost came right then and there. Her hands scrambled for the buckle on my belt, the way her dress had ridden up her legs meant that my cock was pressing right against her entrance.

      There was a frantic energy as she unfastened my trousers, pushing me over onto my back and straddling me as she released my cock, her eyes widening at the sight of me. Holy fuck. She leant up on her knees so that she could bring my tip into place, lining me up before she slowly lowered herself onto me and I thrusted upwards, burying myself to the hilt.

      My entire body tensed and relaxed simultaneously, her perfect skin under my fingers was so soft and warm. I wanted to bury myself in her, synchronize our every movement until we were screaming each other’s names. I let out a groan as she clenched herself around me, and a smile tugged at her lips. She knew what she was doing to me, how in control she was in that moment.

      “Is that good?” she grinned, lifting up just enough to withdraw me from her an inch or two before lowering herself again.

      “You’re such a tease,” I said. “Oh fuck.”

      “I wish there was a place we could have sex without getting carpet burn on my knees,” she joked, eyeing the bed for a second before slowly grinding herself on me. I could see her trying to get friction on her clit.

      “Need a hand?” I said, offering my right hand and brushing it up her thigh. She laughed, as did I, right up until I started massaging the spot that had her close her eyes with pleasure. We were laughing, it wasn’t the perfect, serious sex that is always shown on TV, it was just us doing what made us feel good together. I’d never had this with anyone else, this ease and comfort mixed with raw desire. A dangerous cocktail.

      She felt so good, the warm wetness sliding down to my base as her body gripped tightly around my shaft. With her palms against my chest she started to ride me, her long hair falling over my face as she used my body to bring herself pleasure, my hands on her hips pulled her down harder onto me every time she dropped her body against mine.

      Every nerve ending in my body activated, every sense heightened as she pulled my shirt so hard that the buttons popped, the threads hanging loose as she sank her fingernails into my bare skin and picked up the speed that she was fucking me. I could feel the scratches on my chest, I could see the red lines that she left as she gripped onto me, but I didn’t care. I wouldn’t change a fucking thing about what was happening between us.

      There was pain and the most glorious pleasure, burning and stinging and this swelling sensation that rose up from my core, everything was building and stacking on top of everything else. I dug my own fingers into her hips, a shriek escaping her lips between the pants of approaching climax.

      I pushed my hips up, slamming myself into her pussy harder as I felt myself getting close. Fuck. I was going to blow, and I could feel her body reacting to my increasing hardness. We were a few feet away from the bed, we hadn’t even made it that far, and carpet burn was grating at my skin as she gasped “I’m close.”

      Her groans almost became screams, and as she came her pussy gripped me, milking me as I shot thick ropes into her and grunted as the shockwaves shot through my body. Her face pulled into a work of art, her mouth open as her breathlessness took hold, her eyes closed as she savored the aftershocks of the orgasm, her forehead slightly glistening with sweat.

      “I’ve missed you,” I managed.

      “I’ve missed you too,” she said, still straddling me on the floor of our bedroom.
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      I started to spread out into the house, my touch now visible on the walls of the living room as a giant space above the fireplace displayed a piece I’d painted eight years ago. It was two birds soaring above a dense forest, the treetops stretched up towards the sky but only the two winged creatures had made it up into the open air.

      Two birds, just like that tattoo on his arm.

      The blues in the sky, the delicate feathers I’d painstakingly created on each bird, the vibrant greens of the plant life, every burst of color breathed new life into the house that I now shared with Avery. We didn’t need to stay in the trees that we’d called home all our lives, we could be free together.

      Painting hadn’t been my only creative outlet, for a time I’d ventured into ceramics and created half a dozen of the shittiest vases you’d ever seen. They were truly hideous, wonky and asymmetrical. There was no fucking way that any of them were watertight, I wouldn’t dare put a bouquet of flowers in them, but something about the obvious hand-made look made me love them all the more.

      I pulled out one of my ultra-shitty vases from a storage box and added it to Avery’s empty bookshelf. It had the most garish blue glaze screaming back at me, not in keeping with the aesthetic he had going in the house, but I couldn’t think of a better place for it. He was the kind of guy that kept his pens at ninety degrees to the desk edge, but I was the woman adding a little chaos to his life in exchange for the order he’d brought to mine.

      Some people find nothing more intimidating than an empty page, than a blank canvas. I found that the stark white walls of Avery’s home – my home, I still wasn’t used to it – were pulling me towards creating. I had plenty of pieces that I’d completed over the years just sitting with the boxes in the spare guest room, but I still had the piece that I’d started after he came to my apartment.

      One of the most frustrating things about a hobby or a profession that relied on being inspired was that it was so difficult to know when inspiration would strike. You couldn’t bottle it, you couldn’t set a watch by it, you couldn’t identify what it was that would spark it or squash it. Where in the body did it sit? Was it completely reliant on the correct balance of chemicals in the brain or did it have to be conjured in the soul?

      All I knew with certainty was that it had left me for a long time, and with each passing day I worried it would never come back.

      Jessie, one of the other waitresses at The Boulevard, had always told me that I’d be surprised when it returned. Something about how I was feeling caged in by all my worries, I wasn’t freeing up space to let the creativity play.

      I looked at the painting above the fireplace with the two birds, Avery and me. I was flying free now, I could feel it. When we were together I felt like I was soaring above everything that had weighed me down over the last few years.

      My mother-in-law had insisted on paying me for a piece I’d made eight years ago that she’d seen as part of my online portfolio. I didn’t want her to give me so much as a penny, to have someone complimenting my work as much as she had felt like reward enough. She had encouraged me, something my own mother had never done.

      Anita had hung the piece in the dining room, pride of place on a huge wall that I spotted every time she invited me round for cakes with Amber or a ladies’ lunch. Wyatt even told me that she’d been bragging about it to some of her friends that had come round to play poker.

      I was just about to walk towards my make-shift art studio, the area I’d set up in the guestroom, when I spotted something out of place. A shoebox on one of the shelves beside the fireplace. I reached down to grab it, surprised by the weight. Amber had brought this weeks ago, I remembered seeing her holding it when I came out of the bedroom.

      The days after the Greece situation had been almost a blur, even after Avery and I had made up – on the floor, on the bed, in the kitchen, on the dining table – there wasn’t much clarity with my memories. Avery must have put this here with the intention of giving it back to her, unless…

      She had brought it round, so maybe she had intended to give it to him. Or to me.

      I took the lid off the box and peered inside. There were letters in here, folded and tucked inside open envelopes with Amber’s name on the front. The handwriting belonged to Avery; I recognized it immediately.

      I replaced the lid, feeling certain that this was none of my business. I trusted Avery, despite all the confusion and the upset, he had been honest with me as much as possible. He hadn’t cheated on Alice; they had been broken up when she declared their engagement. He showed me the texts, he said it was important to him that I knew that he wasn’t a cheat.

      Because of that trust, I knew it was none of my business to be going through this box, whatever it was. I took it over to the front door, slipped on some shoes, and made my way towards Amber’s house.

      Shortly after knocking on her front door, she welcomed me inside, offered me a drink, and guided me through the living room. She obviously spotted the box in my hands, but seemed to be waiting for me to bring it up as if there was a chance, I didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Do you want a cocktail? I know it’s a little early, but it would only take me a couple of minutes,” she said, looking at my now-empty glass of water.

      “No thanks, I just came to bring this back. I saw your name on some of the envelopes, so I figured—”

      “Cute, right?” she said, biting her lip.

      “Cute?” I repeated.

      “Yeah, you read what he wrote, right?”

      “No. Was I supposed to?” I laughed, “They were all addressed to you.”

      “Open one,” she instructed, reaching over to take the lid off the box to reveal the stack of envelopes inside.

      I did as she said, pulling out the folded papers from the top envelope and finding that the front page simply said, ‘Please try again, please.’ The next page was the first of three, handwritten words occupying every line. Right at the top it said, ‘Dear Scarlett’. What followed was a teenage boy’s attempt to articulate his feelings for me, how I occupied his mind every second of the day and how sorry he was about how suddenly he’d been shipped off to this school.

      “The place dad sent him didn’t allow them to make phone calls,” Amber said. “He had restricted internet access and was in some horrific boarding school for nerds that wanted to learn about management and business. He hated it, anyone would. I can’t imagine a more boring place on planet earth. He sent these for you, apparently the first one he sent to your house got sent back saying the address was wrong, so he wanted me to pass these along.”

      I pulled out the letters from the next envelope, then the next. Every word he had written had been everything I’d fantasized about him saying to me in the wake of what happened, we’d been pulled apart and I so badly wanted him to run back to me and tell me he wanted to be with me instead. I was young, I thought that if he loved me enough that we would just stay together, but something got in the way.

      “But I’ve never seen these,” I replied.

      “I had Wyatt drive me to your house, your mom always answered and said you didn’t want to hear from him, so refused to take the letters. If I dropped them through the mail, then she sent them back to me. I kept hold of them in the hope that I could pass them along to you when the semester started, get Wyatt to take them into school and hand them to you directly, but then…”

      I looked up, tearing my eyes away from the words in my hands to see the hurt expression on her face. “Then Avery sent a letter to me to say I should leave you alone,” she continued.

      “Why?”

      “I don’t know, I tried to explain that you hadn’t actually seen anything he’d said but I don’t think he believed me. It was always you, Scarlett. It’s time you knew just how long he’s been in love with you. My stupid brother isn’t always the best when it comes to saying what’s on his mind, but look at all this,” she said, pulling out stacks of the envelopes she’d kept. “The way he looks at you, the smile on his face. I didn’t even know his face could move like that. What you guys have now… that wedding was just the shitty start to your happy ending.”
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      Avery removed the tie that he had been wearing with his suit and placed it over my eyes. I could feel him creating a bow at the back of my head. “You could just tell me to close my eyes, I won’t peep,” I said.

      “How could I be sure I could trust you?” he teased. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “This is so dumb. It’s going to be a number below ten, so I could probably just guess and then—”

      “Nevermind,” he laughed. “Just trust me to make sure you don’t bump into anything.” I could feel him pulling my hands and I took a few small steps forward while scanning the space in front of me with sweeping motions of my feet just to check I wouldn’t hit any furniture. “Do you really think I’m going to let you get hurt?”

      “Well, you don’t trust me not to sneak a peek, so obviously we should speak to a marriage counsellor or something,” I smirked.

      Truthfully things had never been better. Nothing was perfect, but perfect is boring anyway. I woke up in the arms of the man I loved, and he made us both breakfast before he headed out for a day of work after a kiss goodbye. Sometimes he was late for work because those goodbye kisses would get out of control, but spontaneous morning sex left me glowing until dinner.

      He had explained to me dozens upon dozens of times what had happened in Greece. Every time he told me I could see the anger rise up in him again, as if he were reliving it. Alice had managed to get into Josh’s place because she was still programmed into the Benson security network – that had swiftly been rectified after she followed Avery to another country and broke into his brother’s house.

      I could tell that the idea I wouldn’t believe him was unbearable. He had called for a cab to pick him up from Josh’s place and waited for almost forty minutes before it showed up. Alice was gleeful as camera flashes burst from the hedges, but it seemed that was short lived as he manually locked the doors leaving her poolside with a look of annoyance on her face.

      Josh had dutifully provided the security footage from inside his home at Avery’s request. I watched as Avery secured each external door before walking back to the kitchen area to eat the food he’d brought with him. The audio wasn’t all that clear, but Alice was yelling continuously through the glass as Avery ate his meal.

      There had been a storm that was preventing air travel, it was the reason that he would need to spend the night there in the first place. He’d had every intention of getting straight back on the plane and coming home to me, but mother nature hadn’t been on our side. It did mean, however, that Alice got bombarded with heavy rain as she stood outside screaming through the windows. After a few minutes she retreated to the pool house, and Avery waited until a cab pulled up outside and got in.

      He paid for a man to drive him to the nearest private airstrip that would be clear to fly, he had been texting Emma back and forth to make the arrangements and it had taken almost six hours. Delay after delay, he was ultimately told that they still needed to wait for the skies to clear, and then finally he was able to begin a lengthy journey to get back to me.

      He had shown me the truth, but I hadn’t needed to see it. He had gone above and beyond to prove to me that his telling of the events of that day were true. That feeling of falling through the air and hitting the ground? Now I felt like I was floating.

      Benson family lawyers were also still dealing with the small issue of assault charges that Henry had brought forward following the fight with Avery at the bar. I hadn’t been back there since that night. I’d ended up married to Avery and the day-to-day responsibilities of running The Boulevard had been handed over to Jessie. It meant that I was able to indulge in my painting and lengthy visits with my dad.

      I’d had so many ‘pinch me’ moments in the last few weeks, times when I had found myself suddenly realizing how much less stressed I was, how hope had crept back when I’d least expected it. My heart was pounding in my ears as Avery continued to walk me slowly to some mystery location in the house, and even though I’d been trying to track the movement of my feet to see where he was taking me I’d found myself distracted as he slowly rubbed his thumbs over the back of my fingers.

      “Okay, are you ready?” he asked.

      “Is this going to be one of those things where I take off the blind fold and you’re completely naked? There’s like a table with whipped cream and chocolate body paint or something?” I laughed.

      “One of those things,” he replied. “How many times has that happened to you in a lifetime, Birdie? Although, put a pin in that for later… You can look now.”

      He let go of my hands and I slipped the tie up over my forehead, not releasing the knot so that it stayed in a little loop as I looked at the inside of Avery’s home office. The last time I had wandered in here I had been shocked by the clinical, bare walls and lack of personality that this room had. There were little things that were different, and I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

      “What am I looking at?” I asked. There was a folder on the desk, next to a small picture frame. I stepped forward and picked it up, knowing that this place hadn’t had a single photograph or art piece in it when I moved in. In the frame was a strip of photos from a photo booth of Avery and me. They were pictures that we’d had taken together when we were nineteen, our eyes were only for each other, and we kissed in every picture despite the huge smiles on both of our faces. “Where did you…?”

      “We don’t have any recent ones,” he said. Clearly, he wasn’t including the media frenzy that had surrounded our wedding and the subsequent hounding I’d been experiencing any time I stepped out of the Benson family complex. Even though nothing had happened between him and Alice in Greece, the paparazzi still wanted to get pictures of me looking wounded to splash across their front pages.

      “You kept these?” I asked.

      “Of course I did,” he smiled, lifting my left hand to his lips to kiss the back of my knuckles. “Since you bumped into me on the street a couple of months ago there has been one thing or another trying to stand between us. We got married under strange circumstances, there’s been so much bullshit to wade through, doubts and lies and other people’s opinions… I think it’s time for us to push all that out and start this the way I should have the first time.”

      “But you kept these… Avery I can’t…” There were tears in my eyes as I stared at us as a young couple, totally drowning in the love we had for each other, so blissfully unaware how close we were to coming to an end. I could see the happiness on my face in the photograph, I’d thought that I was with my soulmate. Looking up at the Avery in front of me now I considered that I’d been right.

      He walked around to the other side of the desk and sat in his leather swivel chair before sliding the folder across the surface towards me. “Each family member has an area of the business that they are responsible for, my mother has been very insistent that you are treated no differently, and my father has agreed. Especially after I pointed out that I’d be doing this regardless,” he smirked.

      “What are you saying?” I asked, opening the folder and staring down at the front page of the document stack inside.

      “This is the paperwork naming you head of the Benson Arts Foundation,” he began. “All that has been done so far is the registering of the name, you would be responsible for everything else. You’d need to procure real estate, seek out pieces for display, whatever you feel is right. I don’t know that world, no one in the family does, this is all for you.”

      “Avery,” I said, staring down at my name printed in ink.

      “This should have been your life, Scarlett. You were destined to be running something like this all along, but when your family needed you there wasn’t a second of hesitation from you to sacrifice yourself to help them. All you need to do is sign and then you can get the ball rolling on building something worthy of your name above the door.”

      “This is too much.” My fingers were shaking as I traced the name of the foundation at the top of the page, I could feel a lump in my throat as I tried to process what he was offering me.

      “Before you even say it, I want you to know that this isn’t a handout. This is a smart business decision from the head of the Benson family, I have chosen someone that is more than qualified than me to run a new venture.”

      I picked up the pen that was positioned beside the paperwork, signed my name carefully, then looked up at my husband who had been idly staring at my chest as I’d bent over. I walked around the desk and lifted up my left hand to show him that I was still holding the tie that he had wrapped over my eyes on the way into the room. Without saying another word, I slipped the tie over his face to obstruct his vision, loosening the knot just enough that it would fit perfectly.

      I spun the chair around and pushed his legs apart, dropping to my knees between them. I could already see how hard he was, the excitement of what I was about to do had his cock twitching and I delighted in knowing I could make him feel that way. I unfastened his trousers, then grabbed the waist band of them along with the top of his boxers and pulled them to his knees. He lifted his hips for a second to aid my action and I almost gasped at the sight of his erection as it sprang free.

      The head glistened. I saw Avery wrap his hands around the arms of the chair and grip tightly as I pressed a kiss to his inner thigh. Then another one further up his leg, then another. I wrapped a hand around the base of his shaft and slowly applied pressure as I moved it up and down, my mouth now hovering over the tip of his penis so that my warm breath would swirl around him before I brought my lips close enough to touch.

      I wrapped my lips around him, massaging the head with my tongue as I took in his length. The sound of his pleasure made my pussy throb between my legs, but I knew I wouldn’t go unsatisfied. I sucked, just enough to draw him further into my throat and squeezed my hand at his base, causing the pressure of my body around his cock to cover every inch of him. Every.god.damn.inch.

      I moaned as he bucked his hips and thrust himself deeper into my throat, the vibration of the sound travelled through him and he groaned with delight as I ran my tongue along his shaft, circling the head as he squirmed in his seat.

      I watched his face contort at my movements, watched his hands tense as I ran the point of my tongue right over the tip and then took him into my mouth until my make-up started to run. His pleasure brought me so much delight that I moaned onto him, letting him know just how much I wanted to please him in this moment.

      Movement outside the window made me jolt. The floor to ceiling glass panel behind the desk was not simply a view of the grounds this morning, it included a swarm of gardeners tending to the grass and hedges. I moved back and turned Avery’s chair so that he wasn’t exposed to the people outside.

      “Oh my god—” I gasped. In an instant Avery pulled the tie from his face and followed my line of sight to see what had spooked me. A wicked smile emerged on his face, and he tilted my chin up to look at me.

      “It’s one way glass, they can’t see in here,” he said. I pulled my lower lip into my mouth between my teeth as I slowly spun the chair around so that Avery was facing the gardens. I wanted him to get the best view. It was the type of naughtiness I’d felt when he slipped his fingers into me on the bar at The Boulevard, we could have been caught but we had gotten away with it.

      I returned to my position between his legs on my knees and began to bring him back to the edge with my mouth, delighting in the way his body tried to push himself into me with every movement.

      He put a hand on the back of my head, fisting my hair and holding me in place as he thrust himself upward. He was hard as granite now, so close to exploding that he was almost breathless. My eyes watered as he erupted into my mouth. He looked right at my face as I swallowed, mouthing the word ‘fuck’ through his breathlessness.
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      After knocking, Emma joined me in the conference room with a bag of take-out that we’d ordered for lunch. She dropped herself into the chair beside me and began distributing the food between the two of us.

      “Any news?” I asked, checking my phone again for any sort of update from my wife.

      “They are looking at a building off main street,” she shrugged. “But that was half an hour ago so I can’t be sure.”

      Scarlett was on the hunt for appropriate real estate for an arts center, and she’d taken Amber along with her. I didn’t know which of the two of them caused me more anxiety, my better half or my baby sister. I was glad they were getting along, obviously, but Scarlett didn’t know what Amber had been through, she didn’t know how cautious Amber had chosen to be these last few years.

      Amber didn’t go out anymore, she pulled away from her friends because she didn’t know which of them she could trust after what happened. The fact that she was out with Scarlett was a huge deal, this wasn’t a little trip to the grocery store with our mom – something that had taken months and months of therapy to achieve – this was something new.

      I should have said something to Scarlett this morning, I should have told her to be more than careful, to take a full security detail instead of just two guys. Waking up next to her with that long hair spread across my pillows, her soft skin wrapped up in one of my old college shirts… I could barely think straight. Morning sex had put me in such a good mood that I had completely forgotten what I’d been worried about.

      “Amber wouldn’t have gone if she didn’t want to,” Emma assured me. “Clearly she felt safe enough to go out with Scarlett otherwise she’d have made an excuse or faked an illness, she’s become quite an expert at both.”

      “I know,” I sighed. I took a huge bite of deli sandwiches from the place round the corner. Our father always wanted us seen at big name restaurants and felt it was important to put on a show for the world, but I didn’t give a fuck about stuff like that. This whole lunch had cost us less than one of the cocktails from those stuffy places and it was delicious.

      “This is huge, Avery. If you come down on her like a ton of bricks or try to smother her with bodyguards then she’s never going to go outside again. She is spending time with someone that is unaware of what happened, Scarlett doesn’t know any of it and clearly that’s what she needs. After a couple of years only ever hanging out with people who know everything, it must be liberating to forget it for a few hours,” Emma continued.

      “Are you some sort of psych major?” I asked.

      “I took a few classes,” she smirked.

      “I should call Jake,” I said.

      “Give it five more minutes before you do that, at least finish your lunch first before you call in the big guns,” she replied, giving me a knowing look. “Besides, I was hoping we could talk…”

      “Oh?”

      “Has Mr. Benson given you any indication about who is taking your seat?” she asked. This was one of my dad’s stupid rules, everyone had to refer to him as Mr. Benson as a means of forced respect. Paradoxical, surely. Demanding people respect you probably means you aren’t worthy of it.

      “Not yet, or at least he hasn’t said anything to me. He still wants me here but wants me tracking everything he’s doing at the same time. Apparently, that’s what he had to do when he moved to the top, so he won’t be going easy on me.”

      “So, it’s not too late…”

      “For what?” I asked, taking another bite.

      “I want to throw my hat into the ring,” Emma announced. “I want to be considered for your position when you move.”

      I almost gagged on my lunch. “What?”

      “I’m more than qualified, I’ve got the same qualifications you have – not from the same prestigious places but I don’t think that should be held against me. I know how this place works; I’ve been by your side for so long that it’s basically been an apprenticeship so you wouldn’t need to train me. There wouldn’t be a lengthy transition period, I could hit the ground running,” she said, confidently.

      “You’ve really thought this through, huh?”

      “Yes. Look, your grandfather had one kid, so your father had this position before he took over the entire company. That meant that every other branch was headed up by an outsider, not a relative,” she explained.

      “I don’t need another ‘nepo-baby’ speech, I remember your last one,” I smiled.

      “Well, nepo-baby, all your siblings already got ‘nepo-babied’ into a position in the company, so it has to be someone outside of the family. I think I’m right for this, and I would appreciate it if you had my back when the time comes. I think I’ve earned it.”

      “You’ll hear no arguments from me,” I nodded. “Although it would mean I’d have to get a new assistant and I can’t imagine anything worse.”

      “You could skip the ‘grumpy boss’ routine and just get to the part where you treat them like a human being, that might speed things along,” she smirked.

      “Yeah, yeah, I get it. I was a dick.”

      “Sometimes you still are, it’s part of your charm.”

      I looked at my watch and put my sandwich down. “Well, I’m about to be a dick again because I’m calling Jake.”
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      I stepped into the house and was hit by a wall of laughter that caught me off guard. Jake had dutifully left his office the second I called him and had been following my wife and sister for the rest of the afternoon. I’d been sent regular updates and had felt significantly more at ease knowing that he was nearby. Not that I’d tell him that, I still hated the guy.

      He’d told me that they’d headed back to the Benson property and I figured they had gone to Amber’s place, but the two of them were sitting on my couch eating chips and dip off my coffee table. Nat was in the kitchen pouring more wine into the three glasses she had out on the counter and judging by the empty bottle already by the sink they’d been drinking for a while.

      “Avery, Avery, Averyyyyyy,” Amber sang as she bounced over the back of the sofa to throw herself at me.

      “How drunk are you right now?” I asked, looking at her glossy eyes and goofy smile.

      “She found it, she found the spot,” Amber replied.

      “You did?” I said, looking over to Scarlett who was enthusiastically nodding.

      “Yep! It’s perfect and also kind of a wreck but I can fix it up,” she grinned.

      “I thought it looked like a bomb had hit it, but she’s got some sort of superpower that means she can see potential or whatever, she was like augmenting reality or something. Talking about glass installations and open plan this and that,” Amber rambled. “You should have seen the realtor’s face when she said she wanted to take it, he nearly fainted.”

      “That’s great,” I said, walking over to place a kiss on my wife’s cheek.

      “Tell me about it, stud…” Scarlett winked, prompting Amber and Natalie to burst out laughing.

      “Was it you or mom that spilled?” I asked Amber.

      “Mom. She thinks she’s got the play on tape, too. Can you imagine?” my sister laughed.

      “This is why YouTube was invented, exactly for stuff like this,” Nat added. I walked over to her at the counter and noticed that the bottle she was pouring from clearly didn’t have enough to fill the three glasses she had out.

      “Here,” I said, opening a large, refrigerated drawer that I figured they hadn’t found yet. It was still fully stocked with bottles. They were drinking white, so I grabbed another bottle of the same and a glass for myself. “Mind if I join you?”

      “It’s your house,” she shrugged.

      Natalie had been friends with Scarlett when we were back in school together, I knew how important their relationship must be for it to have lasted this long and I could recognize that I needed her as an ally, not an enemy. Given what had happened over the last few months, everything in the press about Alice and the mess in Greece, and the pending lawsuit from Henry, it made sense to me that all she saw when she looked at me were enormous red flags.

      “Have you guys eaten?” I asked.

      “You mean besides potato chips?” she said. “No. We were gonna order in but then Amber opened a bottle of wine to celebrate, and we got distracted.”

      “Then I’ll make something.”

      “Wait, you’re cooking?” Amber called out. She had ears like a predator, she didn’t miss a thing. “Holy shit. Are we going to get treated to Avery Benson’s world-famous instant noodles?”

      “You can eat shit for all I care, but I’m making burgers for the rest of us,” I smiled. “You need something to soak up the alcohol otherwise you’ll wake up feeling like death tomorrow.” Nat gave me a small nod of approval – something evidently hard to earn – and I stepped out onto the back porch to fire up the grill.

      I hadn’t done this in such a long time that it took me a few minutes to remember how to get the heat right and where I’d stashed all my barbeque tools. I’d bought this thing a few years back and hardly ever used it, but it meant I could prepare a quick meal for the three drunk women in my living room while also giving them the privacy to bitch about me while I cooked outside.

      I brought out the meat, cheese, onions, buns, everything I could possibly need to create the perfect late-night dinner and felt my heart warm at the sound of the three of them laughing inside.

      My wife was happy, my sister was laughing uncontrollably for the first time in a very long time, and even Natalie didn’t look like she was going to murder me. I finished my glass of wine and grabbed a whisky for drink number two. As the meat sizzled and the laughter continued, I gazed out at the night sky and the little slice of joy I’d carved out in this house.

      When I brought in the plates for each of them, I could sense that the source of their laughter had been me. “Are you talking shit about me?” I asked, looking at my sister who had the rosy cheeks that came with a few glasses of white.

      “I was just telling them about what happened at the cast party after your little acting debut,” she grinned.

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake…”

      “Do you want to tell your version?” Natalie asked.

      “I snuck a beer out of my parent’s refrigerator before I went, got it into my head that the girl playing Sandy was actually into me, then cried when I saw her making out with the guy playing Sonny. Are you happy now?” I said, dropping onto the couch beside my wife as she ran a tender hand along my hairline and down to my jaw.

      “Oh, honey,” she swooned.

      “Wyatt had this whole thing for like a year where we pretended that Avery didn’t know things in movies weren’t real. He put on ET and kept telling Avery that it was just a make-believe alien and not to get upset about it,” Amber laughed.

      “In my defense she was a really good actress,” I said defiantly, biting into my burger.

      “What is this relish?” Amber asked, her eyes wide with delight as she took her first bite. “This reminds me of something…”

      “Oh, I think I just bought it from—”

      “You mother fucker!” Amber screeched, putting the plate down on the coffee table. “You said you didn’t know where gran put those recipes! You’ve had them this whole time?!”

      In a pounce she was up off the sofa, armed with a large scatter cushion, running right at me. I managed to get my plate safely out of the way before she started beating me around the head as Scarlett and Nat laughed at my expense.
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      The office at The Boulevard was looking less organized than the last time I’d been here, but I’d left some of my stuff in the desk and I wanted to make sure I cleared out the drawers before the new manager took over. It was another internal promotion – Jessie. She had been right with me in the late shifts serving up drinks to men who’d already had too many, getting ogled at and under-tipped.

      She was a ball-buster, but she often hid it well in order to get extra shifts from Mark. On the few occasions he stepped over the line with her she had made it clear that he’d regret it. She’d been running the place for months in my absence and it was now turning over an impressive profit, meaning that the staff could be paid a little more and everyone was in a much better mood.

      “Are you still gonna visit?” Jessie asked, leaning in the doorway with a dishcloth over her shoulder.

      “I’ll try my best,” I said. “The art center I’m working on is only a couple of blocks over, so when I have time to start day-drinking again this will be my first stop!” I laughed.

      “I can’t believe you married a Benson, that’s like marrying an English prince or something, without all the horses and cannons and shit.”

      “I think his dad owns a castle…” I teased.

      “Oh fuck off, of course he does,” she said, throwing the dish cloth at me. “Well, your highness, can I get you a gin and tonic for the road? Not on the house though, obviously. How much cash do you have on you right now? Like, probably a couple thousand dollars, right?”

      “Are you planning to mug me?” I laughed. “I’ve got my card; I’ll get a round for everyone.”

      “D’ya hear that back there? Moneybags is getting the drinks!” Jessie hollered towards the kitchen, laughing as cheers and whoops echoed back through the door.

      I sat myself on a barstool and looked out at the upgraded interior that Avery had arranged, all of it had been his way of keeping my head above water. I didn’t have to worry about rent, I didn’t have to worry about where my next meal would come from, and most importantly I didn’t have to worry about my dad.

      Not only did I have the freedom to paint again, but I now had a project that I was passionate about. I would fall asleep with dreams of restorations that were happening at the building, replaying conversations I’d had with contractors and adding to my vision board for the layout of the pieces. I’d contacted a few artists that I’d collaborated with over the years and had been thrilled to commission some pieces for display.

      I’d been in survival mode for so long that I’d forgotten what it felt like to just be me, not a woman on the brink of eviction, not a woman crumbling under the weight of responsibility, just me.

      When Jessie finished making drinks, which had somehow turned into a G&T for one, and five shot glasses for everyone else, she called the rest of the staff out and everyone poured their liquor back.

      “So, are you gonna be letting riffraff like us into this place, or will it be all the rich people?” Jessie asked.

      “As if someone could stop you from getting in if you set your mind to it,” I said. “It’s going to be open to everyone. I’ll be offended if you don’t show up.”

      “Duly noted.”

      “So have you been set up with all your salary changes and everything?” I asked.

      “Yeah, and they’ve gone back to pay me the right wage for all the managerial work I’ve been doing when I was covering you, so it’s like I’ve had the job for months already. Came through in one huge chunk, you should have seen the look on my face when I checked my bank balance. Does this mean I’m part of the Benson empire too?”

      “I think you might be, yeah,” I smiled.

      “I’m not all that much of a fan of capitalism in general, but shit, I sure like having money in the bank for a rainy day.”

      “So, is that your fancy car parked out front? I didn’t have you down as a tinted windows kinda gal. Last I knew you had that busted ass truck covered in bumper stickers,” I said.

      “Still got her, even with all the money in the world I’m not buying a new car. That truck is like my left arm, I ain’t going anywhere without it.”

      It was probably just Jake again, or one of his henchmen. It had been annoying when I was hiding out at Natalie’s place and Avery had sent people to spy on me, but this was ridiculous. Especially as he hadn’t told me that he had guys on my tail today. I’d come with his driver, which seemed like enough security to me.

      I was only headed to a few places, the bar and then the art center. I knew Avery was working late, he told me he had to deal with some of father’s business and that they were working with people in different time zones. It meant he had to spend most of his evening with his team going over paperwork and negotiating all sorts of other boring things.

      I sent a quick text – ‘wanna grab lunch? I can be at your office at one x.’

      Jessie lifted up the bottle of gin and wiggled it, silently asking if I wanted a top up. I shook my head. “I can’t go to the center if I’m unsteady on my feet, the place is literally a building site at the minute. I could trip and fall down into a pit or something.”

      “Suit yourself,” she shrugged. “We’ve got a band playing later if you’re looking for something to do. You can even bring that husband of yours if you like, so long as he tips well.”

      “I doubt he’d be able to make it, but I can come along. Nat too, probably.” I pulled out my phone to see if Avery had replied yet, no such luck, but I noticed the time. “I’m going to have to get out of here, but I’ll be back tonight.”

      She walked around the bar and pulled me in for a hug, “if it wasn’t for you guys then we’d still have Mark breathing down our necks and looking down our shirts. Having a real wage instead of living off tips is just… I can’t explain it.”

      “I know,” I said, hugging her back. They wouldn’t have to choose between food and rent, or whether they could afford health insurance. Everyone here seemed lighter on their feet since the management changed, and I knew with Jessie at the helm that this place would just go from strength to strength. As grateful as I’d been for the opportunity to run The Boulevard when it was first presented to me, working at the bar was only ever supposed to be a stopgap.

      I’d wanted to paint; I would never have stopped if my family hadn’t fallen apart. If my mom had pitched in financially, even a little, then I wouldn’t have gone through such a long period of hardship. I’d been broken down, and Avery was building me back up again. They say money can’t buy happiness, but it sure as hell can strip away a lot of the stress in a person’s life.

      While we were still in our embrace there was a strange sound outside that caught my attention. The bar was down a set of stairs from the sidewalk, meaning that we were basically underground. There were stairs up to the entrance on one side, another set of stairs across the dance floor, and then the delivery doors out of the back of the kitchen which let you out into an alley. It was hard to identify where exactly the sound had come from.

      “You got a delivery coming?” I asked.

      “Hopefully. I ordered a fuck ton of beer and enough whisky to kill an elephant. It’s probably just the truck, I’ll go check it out. See you later!” she said, disappearing out through the kitchen doors and out of sight.

      I grabbed my things and headed for the stairs that would take me up to the sidewalk, my head down as I spotted that Avery had replied. He wanted to know if he should have food delivered to the office so that I could just meet him there. I wasn’t paying attention to the ground in front of my feet, I gave the door a push with my shoulder and felt resistance.

      It wasn’t locked, but it was only opening a few inches and there was something behind it. I squeezed myself out of the gap and turned to look at the ground, instantly dropping everything in my arms.

      Ben was slumped against the door; blood stained the white shirt of his uniform, and he was looking over my shoulder.

      “What happened? What happened? Oh my god, okay I’ll call an ambulance, it’s going to be okay,” I said, one hand pressing firmly on an abdomen wound as I turned to reach for my phone with the other. There was a foot standing on the screen of my cell, crunching and twisting it into the sidewalk until it shattered.

      The foot belonged to a man I recognized, someone that had been present at a few meetings I’d had with a loan shark that I’d gone running to during a real low point a year ago. He was holding a gun, aiming it at Ben as if he would fire a second shot. “Get in the car,” the man ordered.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck. Had I paid that back? In that moment everything was a blur, and I couldn’t remember if I owed money to them, I thought I’d sorted out the apartment, and the debt to the care home, and the— fuck.

      “He needs help,” I replied, still pressing on Ben’s stomach. How much did I owe? I could pay them back right now if they gave me a chance. How did it work? I’d completely forgotten about all this; I’d been so consumed with my happy bubble that I’d put all this misery behind me, and I shouldn’t have dropped the ball like this. Ben… this was all my fault. Were they going to hurt me? I didn’t even have my phone so I could call anyone.

      “The quicker you move, the quicker someone else can find him and make the call. Get in the fucking car, now.”

      Two men were then by my side to lift me off the ground, their hands under my arms to keep me steady as my knees tried to buckle beneath me.

      “Walk normally, get in the back, don’t scream or attract any more attention,” he continued.

      I got into the car and sat down, my body trembling as I looked into the eyes of the most ruthless loan shark in the city. The door was closed, and the car started to move.

      “Miss. Pierce,” he said, taking a cigarette out of his mouth and swirling smoke around the space in front of him as he exhaled. “Or should I say, Mrs. Benson?”

      “Mr. Kozlov, I’m not sure why I’m here,” I managed, doing everything in my power to mask the terror in my body. Could he see me shaking? How had he known where to find me? The thought of him having followed me to the bar made me feel even worse.

      “Because the price went up, sweetheart,” he smiled.

      “But I can pay back everything I owe you,” I said. No bank would give me money, no reputable lender would go anywhere near me, so I’d been left with one option. Pride had kept me from asking Nat for help, I’d been mortified to find myself in such an awful situation and couldn’t bear the thought of telling her what I was going through. I never reached out for help when I needed it, pride comes before the fall, right? Well, this looked a lot like the fall to me.

      “I am not a man that pays a great deal of attention to popular culture, I have too many things to fill my time unfortunately. So, you can only imagine the look on my face when I find out that one of my favorite clients has had a change of fortune,” he smirked, dragging another breath through his cigarette. “The pretty little lady down on her luck has managed to marry one of the richest men in the country, a real Cinderella story.”

      “Mr. Kozlov, respectfully, I’m not sure what that has to do with—”

      “I lent money, I offered you a modest interest rate,” he continued, cutting me off before I could finish a thought. I resisted the urge to scoff at the word ‘modest’, his rates had been extortionate, eye-wateringly high and something I’d not been in a position to turn down. “But now I see that you have… now let me see, I struggle with the numbers sometimes, but I believe it’s nine figures in your bank account. No, my mistake, it’s ten. Ten figures.”

      “You want more money?” I asked.

      “Well, I provided you with funds when you needed them the most. I kept you off the streets, kept food in your belly, got you to a point where you were able to seduce a rich husband. It seems only fair that I be rewarded for that, don’t you think?” he said, finishing the cigarette and tossing it out of an open window. If it was anyone else, I would cuss him out for littering, but now wasn’t the time.

      “You can’t do this, this isn’t right,” I said, shuddering as one of the men at my side produced a zip tie from a bag on the ground and reached for my arms. “No, no you can’t.” My protests were ignored as I was restrained, my body simultaneously cold with fear and red hot with anger that this was happening.

      I felt responsible for this, as if the desperation that had brought me to the door of Ivan Koslov was my fault. I should have asked Natalie for money; I should have done anything other than this. I knew her father was particular about how she spent her cash, but surely he wouldn’t have stepped in to stop her helping me when I needed it so badly.

      “This isn’t fair,” I whimpered.

      “Very few things are fair. In this world you can either wait for fortune to come your way or seize it when the opportunity appears. You, my dear, are my opportunity,” he smiled.
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      I looked at the time again, she was almost forty minutes late. My texts had gone unread, my calls unanswered. I’d read the same email a dozen times, unable to concentrate.

      “You look like shit,” Emma said. I raised an eyebrow at her. “Sorry, I mean that in the most respectful way obviously, but your face is pale and clammy, and you’ve been lost in a daydream for a half hour. Are you ill?”

      “Scarlett was supposed to be here,” I replied, checking my phone again just in case a message had come in. None had.

      “You said she was headed to the art center, it’s probably just some design meeting that ran over. The project manager will be on site if you can’t get hold of her, just call him,” she said, flipping through a notepad on her lap and tearing out a page with a phone number on it. “Take it, I have it saved in a million other places.”

      “So you just have the contact information for everyone that interacts with any of us, huh?”

      “Don’t make fun of me, it has just come in useful,” she exclaimed. “I’m going to the vending machine to get some candy; I need a sugar boost. Do you want anything?”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t eat when my stomach was tying itself in knots like this. What exactly was I imagining had happened? People were late for lunch all the time, hell, Alice was never on time once for a single date we had in our entire relationship. But Scarlett wasn’t like that, she would have let me know if she wasn’t going to be here on time. Something about this felt wrong.

      I dialed the number for the project manager at the art’s center and waited for him to pick up.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, this is Avery Benson. Is my wife still there? I can’t get hold of her,” I began, barely hiding the nerves in my voice.

      “Mr. Benson, er… she never showed up to our meeting. We’ve been trying to call her, too, but—”

      I ended the call and quickly searched for the number for The Boulevard, panic causing my fingers to tremble which made dialing all the more difficult.

      “Hello?” a woman answered. She sounded shaken, a lump in my throat grew to the point where I didn’t think I’d be able to speak.

      “Is Scarlett still there?” I asked.

      “Mr. Benson… there’s been an accident here and… oh my god…” She started sobbing. Emma returned to the room and clearly my face told her everything she needed to know.

      “What do you need?” Emma asked.

      “Where’s Scarlett?” I asked down the phone. “Is she hurt?”

      “She’s not here, someone… someone took her and…” the sobbing continued. I didn’t think I’d get any more information from her at this point.

      I ended the call and looked at Emma. “Can you drive us to The Boulevard? I have to call Jake, and— call Jake first, he’ll find her. He can get her—”

      “Let’s get to the parking garage, come on,” Emma said. My mind was swimming, too many thoughts were coming in too fast, and I found myself in the elevator as it raced down before I even realized I had moved. “Have you had a call?”

      “From who?” I asked.

      “Avery…”

      That’s when it hit me. Amber had been taken and an enormous sum of money had been demanded for her safe return, we were blackmailed, my baby sister held for ransom so that a couple of low life pieces of shit could get a big pay day. It didn’t work out how they’d planned, and Jake was a huge part of that. Was this happening all over again?

      There had never been this much anger in my body in my life, the second I got my hands on the person that had taken her I would tear them limb from limb. No one would ever dare come near her again, it was my job to protect her, and I had fucked up. I balled my fists so tightly that my nails drew blood from my palms.
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      Jake was waiting outside The Boulevard when we arrived. For a split second the animosity I felt for him melted and he pulled me in for an embrace that let me know he was with me on this, just like he had been the last time.

      There was blood on the sidewalk. Scarlett’s phone was smashed to pieces next to the shimmering pool of red and I felt bile rise up in my throat.

      “Ben was shot, he’s been taken to the hospital already,” Jake said, following my line of sight. “It’s an abdominal wound, but he was conscious when they took him.”

      “Where is she, Jake?” I asked.

      “I’ve got my people working through any security cameras that were aimed at this spot, they will be able to track the car’s movements through the city easily. We are going to find her,” he insisted.

      When Amber was taken she had been on a date with Jake. I didn’t want her to be dating anybody, I didn’t trust easily and the thought of my baby sister being out with a man I didn’t know filled me with anger. But Jake wasn’t someone that I didn’t know, he and I had been close friends for a long time. He’d let his guard down for a split second, they’d been at a busy restaurant, and he’d gotten up to walk over to the bar to ask for another bottle of champagne.

      That’s when two men burst into the place and snatched Amber out of her seat. Jake hadn’t been fast enough to stop it. I could just fucking see it in his eyes that he blamed himself for that as much as I did at the time, despite the fact that he’d done everything in his power to get her back quickly. Why was I still blaming him? It was obvious he was punishing himself over it more than I ever could.

      A woman emerged from The Boulevard entrance, her hands shaking and unshed tears making her eyes glisten.

      “Jessie let’s get you back inside,” Emma said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders and guiding her away from the blood on the ground.

      “She screamed,” Jessie exclaimed, looking straight at me. “I heard it.”

      I balled my fists.

      “She was never in any danger until you showed up,” she added, before disappearing through the doors back down the stairs. It felt like a punch to the gut.

      “Okay, I’ve got a license plate,” Jake announced, ending a call I didn’t notice him taking. “They went North on main; we’re tracking the route to find out where they took her. Apparently the vehicle is registered to Ivan Koslov, some low-level loan shark with a nasty reputation. He has a record, mostly assault and intimidation of witnesses that saw those assaults. Never kidnapped before, that we know of.”

      “She took his money,” I said, my blood cold. “I remember her telling me that she’d had to get a few loans to cover bills a few months back, I assumed they were squared away because she didn’t say anything to me about it. None of that showed up on any records because it would all have been in cash.”

      “So, this is about, what, a few thousand dollars?” Jake asked. His phone trilled in his hand and his eyes scanned over the screen. “We have an address, they’re just outside the city limits in some sort of warehouse. I have a car round the back, it looks like it’s twenty minutes away so stay by your phone and I’ll let you know as soon as I—”

      “I’m coming,” I said, firmly.

      Emma burst through the doors again, her arm extended to pass me the phone in her hand. It was connected to a call, “It’s… it’s for you…” she panted, gasping for breath after sprinting up the stairs in heels.

      Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

      “Hello?” I said, taking the phone.

      “Ah, Mr. Benson. So nice to finally speak to you,” a man said, a faint Russian accent in his voice and a smug tone that made my blood boil.

      “Where is my wife?” I asked.

      “All in good time, my friend. All in good time. We have business to take care of first, and then we can discuss—”

      “If you’ve hurt a fucking hair on her head,” I snarled, my grip so tight that I heard the phone casing crack in my hand.

      “Calm, keep it calm,” Jake mouthed to me.

      “There is no need to worry about that… yet. I’m sure you and I will come to a gentlemanly agreement that will allow you to have your happy ever after with your wife, however an unsatisfactory result for me will mean an unhappy ending for her. Do you understand?”

      Who the fuck was this guy? How the fuck had he managed to know exactly where Scarlett would be? How could he fucking take her in broad daylight on a main fucking road without… That wasn’t the important thing to be thinking about right now. He had taken her and I would move mountains to get her back.

      “Yes, I understand,” I replied through gritted teeth.

      “Good, that’s what I like to hear. We are both men that are used to getting our own way, so for the purposes of our conversation I think it’s important to remember what’s at stake here,” he said, his voice growing faint as he seemed to move the phone away from his mouth, then the sound of my wife’s whimpers hit my ear like a knife wound. Stinging and burning.

      “Scarlett?”

      “I’m okay, he said I owe him a few thou—” she began, but her voice was silenced by what sounded like a slap. My nostrils flared and I could have punched through steel at that moment. Whoever had just done that would live to regret it.

      “The previously owed amount is no longer important, especially in today’s market when interest rates can jump all over the place. I’m sure you’ve experienced similar problems in your own line of work, Mr. Benson,” the Russian continued. “I will send a text message to this number, in that message will be simply the figure that I will require to settle the debt. It will be delivered in cash to the address that no doubt one of your associates has identified. You have four hours. I will not call again.”

      The line went dead.

      I held the phone in my hand and tried to run through every possible outcome in my mind. A vibration broke my reverie and I looked at the seven-figure sum that had been sent in a text message to Emma’s phone. A few million was barely a drop in the ocean for me, and there wouldn’t have been a number he could have asked for that I wouldn’t be willing to pay.

      “Five million in cash, we have four hours to get it to the storage place,” I said, turning towards Jake and motioning in the direction he said his car was parked.

      “Avery,” Emma called after me. “Your father…”

      “What about him?”

      “He has restrictions on every bank account associated with any of you, you need him to co-sign on any cash withdrawals over ten thousand dollars,” she explained.

      “What the fuck? Since when?”

      “Since this happened to Amber. Seeing as how Jake managed to get her back without paying the ransom money, he—”

      “It’s to fucking stop us throwing away any of his precious fucking money? He makes more in interest in his fucking sleep than most people make in a lifetime, and he’s worried about losing it?” I knew he placed finances above the rest of us, but I didn’t realize he had gone to such lengths to prevent us damaging his net worth.

      “If you need him to co-sign, then let’s go,” Jake said. I already knew how that conversation would go, but if any of my siblings were at the house, even if my mom were there, then maybe they could back me up and coerce him into doing what was needed. Someone had taken the most important person in my life, they had dragged her into a car, someone had hurt her.

      This was why I’d had reservations about her at the wedding. She was too special to me to be dragged into my life in such a visible way. I wanted to keep her out of the limelight for her own sake, but when Alice didn’t show up and our parents concocted a remedy to the problem I couldn’t possibly walk away.

      I’d needed a bride, and I wanted to kick myself that I hadn’t realized all along that my bride should be Scarlett. It was always her.
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      Jake advised me not to involve the police and I agreed. He had gotten Amber back; he had done this before.

      My right knee bounced as I continuously tapped my foot, a nervous habit. Jake was driving over the speed limit, tearing through the traffic of the city until we were on the road towards the Benson estate. I’d tried to call my father, but he hadn’t picked up. Neither had my mom. After I spoke to a staff member at the bank I was informed that, given the close personal relationship the bank manager had with my father, he would accept verbal approval for a cash withdrawal.

      That ‘close personal relationship’ was fabricated, as were all of my father’s interactions. He had a secretary send out hampers at Christmas, cards for birthdays, flowers for anniversaries. Occasionally invites would be sent out to a function and it would create an illusion that he was befriending them, but I knew for a fact that my dad wouldn’t recognize any of these people if they bumped into him on the street.

      “Avery, stay calm, we are getting her back,” Jake said. It was so matter of fact to him, he had – or at least appeared to have – every confidence in this. When Amber was taken he put on the same performance but there had been visible fear in his eyes.

      “This is my fucking fault,” I snapped. “I shouldn’t have let her out without a bigger team, I shouldn’t—” I punched the dash, my knuckles immediately screaming in pain.

      “It’s not on you.”

      “She was running errands. I said just to head out with Ben. He’s in the fucking hospital now and she’s…”

      We pulled up to the Benson estate gates, I leaned out of the window to press my finger against the print scanner and the metal creaked open allowing us through. Jake continued along the road until he came up to the entrance of my parents’ home. Amber was standing on the steps by the front door and I heard Jake’s breath catch in his throat as he looked at her.

      He killed the engine, and we jumped out.

      “Where’s dad?” I asked.

      “In the air, they took the plane to Greece because he thinks you fucked up on the hotel trip you took, and he wants to double check everything. I told him that—” she began.

      “Fuck!” I yelled, slamming my fist down on the hood of the car. “He’s not answering my calls.”

      “They take an Ambien the second they get on board, they hate flying. What’s going on?” she asked, her eyes now fixed on Jake who was staring at her with an intensity that I recognized. He’d done everything in his power to get my sister back to safety when she needed help, and I was willing to do the same for Scarlett.

      “Scarlett’s been taken by a man that is now demanding five mill in cash, and we’ve got…” Jake replied, checking his watch, “just over three hours left to comply with that.”

      “What?!” Amber gasped.

      “Your father has put restrictions on every account so none of you can withdraw anything close to that amount,” Jake continued.

      “After what happened to me?” she said. I looked up to see the horror on her face, now she was blaming herself for all this mess, too.

      “Between the five of you, that’s fifty grand. I can get my hands on about a quarter mill, what about Natalie?” Jake said.

      “Josh is overseas, so it would be forty. But I don’t know where everyone else is…” I said. “We’d need Nat to cough up over four million dollars, Jake.”

      “This guy is a piece of shit loan shark; do you think he’d easily be able to say what five million dollars looks like? You hand over a duffel bag with a ton of cash in it and he’ll think he’s hit the jackpot. By the time he’s counted it we’ll be long gone.”

      “That’s the plan?” Amber winced. “What if he counts it in front of you?”

      “Men like him get tunnel vision when money’s involved, trust me,” Jake said. Amber’s kidnappers hadn’t paid enough attention to Jake when he handed over the ransom, they’d been so giddy at the pile of cash in front of them that they didn’t notice him pulling a gun out of his ankle holster, they didn’t know he had a gun aimed at them until the first shot rang out.

      She remembered it well; she’d told me all about it a few months later. I could see by the looks on their faces that both of them had been pulled back into that memory for a split second.

      “Then let’s make some calls,” I said.
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      Within half an hour I had managed to get my brothers – minus Josh – and Natalie into the same room as Jake, Amber, and I. Explanations had been made over the phone and everyone had come prepared. Jake had even managed to leave and return with his promised quarter million. He sat next to my sister and the heat between them was enough to raise the temperature in the room by several degrees.

      “You can’t be fucking serious,” Natalie said, tears still glistening on her cheeks. “You don’t think this guy is gonna fucking know straight away that you’re trying to trick him? If she gets hurt, Avery—”

      “She won’t. I have a team surrounding the property as it is, I have confirmation of direct line of sight on all exits to the building, we have floorplans, we have—” Jake interrupted.

      “Enough,” I said, standing up and slapping my palms down on the dining table. “This is what we have. Almost one point five million, and a shit load of armed men waiting to take a shot. This is it; this is our option.”

      “Mom has cash in her safe,” Wyatt said. “Dad put restrictions on everyone’s account, but he had told her he was going to do it before hand so she made a huge withdrawal while she could.”

      “How do we get into that?” I asked.

      “Show me where it is,” Jake said, standing up and heading to the door. Wyatt looked at me for a second and I gave him an approving nod. The two of them left the room and I could feel Natalie’s gaze on me, furious and pained.

      “How much does she have to suffer because she made the mistake of loving you?” Nat asked. “She’s loved you since she was fucking nineteen years old, even when you trampled all over her, even when you had her sneaking around while you were engaged to someone else, she’s been there waiting. She shouldn’t be waiting for you, but she is. Now she’s waiting in some shitty warehouse hoping that you’ll swoop in and save her even though you never have.”

      “I didn’t trample all over her, Natalie. She was seeing someone else,” I explained. I was surprised her best friend didn’t even know the facts of our first break up.

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “My father said that his security team had seen her with some other guy, and he didn’t want me to be too distracted by the fallout. He got me a place at a business school overseas and had me on a plane before I could speak to her, and I asked him to check in to see if she was doing okay because I couldn’t call and that’s what he saw. I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing her with someone else. It’s ancient history, I’m not getting into all of that right now. If mom has the cash upstairs, then we’ll take it and get on the road. I’ll go with Jake.”

      “Avery,” Natalie said. “Your dad came to our dorm, he said you’d asked for a transfer. Scarlett tried to call you; he wouldn’t tell us where you’d gone. She wasn’t seeing anybody; she’s been all about you since the moment you met.”

      He lied to us both?
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      Adrenaline can only keep you fired up for so long before it makes you feel sick, or at least that was what had happened to me since I’d stepped out of The Boulevard. With my heart pounding at top speed for over an hour I’d begun to feel weak, but I didn’t want to let my guard down and try to calm myself when I was still in such a huge amount of danger.

      I felt so ashamed that Avery had been called to get involved with another one of my messes. These men had weapons; they had hurt people before. What would they do to Avery if he stormed in here and did something stupid?

      I watched carefully as two armed men were talking by a window about 30 feet away, pointing outside and laughing. I was nervous, confident that Mister Kozlov had put at least some planning into this. Avery would have called Jake, Jake could have organized as many men as he could get his hands on, and soon this place would be surrounded. But was that a good thing?

      Mr. Kozlov told me that if Avery tried anything foolish that he wouldn't hesitate to shoot him, and even though a part of me thought it was just bravado I didn't wanna take the risk. He hadn't told me how much money he'd asked for, but he was a greedy man that would have had dollar signs in his eyes as soon as he started concocting this hustle of kidnapping a rich man's wife and demanding cash.

      I thought of Ben. What if no one had found him? I knew that was unlikely considering he was bleeding out on the sidewalk of a main road but maybe people had heard the gunshot and left the area for their own safety.

      My wrists ached where the zip tie cut into me, every movement of resistance that I made seemed to tighten the binds and I was sure that soon they would break the skin. My ankles were tied to the legs of the chair, but I hadn’t been gagged. I didn’t dare scream though; I didn’t want to risk pissing them off before Avery showed up in case it made them trigger happy.

      The laughter of the two guards by the window quickly came to an end when a door opened in the far corner and Ivan Koslov re-entered the room.

      “I have spoken to your husband,” he said. Husband. Such a small word for what he was to me, the same way that rain could describe a single droplet or a downpour powerful enough to move the earth beneath your feet. I closed my eyes and conjured the memory of waking up to see his arm over me, as if even in his sleep he couldn’t stay away. “Do you think he will make this easy or not?”

      “Is that a real question?” I replied, my jaw clenched as I tried to keep my tone even.

      “I read online about the sister, apparently her captors didn’t anticipate a violent response and were as armed as a couple of girl scouts. We haven’t made that mistake,” he said, lifting the bottom of his jacket to reveal the gun in his waistband. “That’s why your man was shot, it sends a message that we aren’t playing games.”

      Or that you’re unhinged, I thought. “How much did you ask for?” I said aloud.

      “Now that would be telling,” he smiled. He had one gold tooth at the front of his top row of teeth, it caught the light every time he did one of those smug grins that he was famous for. The first time I’d gone to him I’d fallen into the trap; one I was sure he’d perfected over the many years in his line of work. He would appear sympathetic to your plight, allowed you to feel comforted by the fact that he would make sure you would be okay, that maybe you should take out a loan for a little more than you needed just to make sure you had enough.

      He wasn’t there to keep your head above water, he was there to hold you beneath the surface until he stopped seeing air bubbles. Like a carrion bird scavenging a carcass, he would stack the cards so that you brought yourself to the brink of ruin and then feast on the scraps. Would this have been worse if it had happened at random? Would I have felt more awful if I had absolutely no idea what he was capable of? Or was it worse to know that I brought this man to my doorstep and that he was a predator.

      “Do you like funny stories, Scarlett?” he said, taking an apple from one of the guards next to him, polishing it on his lapel and then taking a huge bite. “I’ve got a good one. Guess who made sure I knew about your new financial situation? Hmm? Any guesses?”

      I shook my head, cringing at the sight of him crunching through the fruit with his mouth open.

      “It was our good friend, Henry! He came to see me personally to share the news, he had a black eye at the time, so I think he had revenge on the mind, but I appreciated the information none the less.”

      Henry? Fucking Henry? The only reason I even knew the name Ivan Koslov in the first place was because of him, he gave me Ivan’s number when my rent got pushed up and I was anxious that I couldn’t pay. My ex-fucking-boyfriend, the man that would ‘forget his wallet’ anytime we went anywhere so that I had to cover his ass managed to bury himself in debt and then drag me down with him.

      Had I really been so afraid of being alone that I’d let him stay in my life for so long? Had my self-respect really been so low? After the past few months with Avery I was feeling like my old self again, and the person I’d become after losing everything felt like a stranger now, I wasn’t that version of me anymore. I’d given up on myself for a while. I could see it more clearly now.

      Even if Henry hadn’t ever really loved me, did he really think so little of me that he’d hand me over to a fucking loan shark like a piece of meat?

      “You should smile, Scarlett. You look so much better when you smile. This will all be over soon, and we can put it behind us,” he said, reaching over to cup my chin and tilt my head up to look at his sweaty face. The warehouse was warm enough to make most people feel uncomfortable, but he was also wearing a thick suit that hugged the heat to his body. His forehead glistened and I felt as if I could hear his breathing as he panted like a dog.

      I squirmed against his touch. A few hours ago I had woken up in bed with Avery and everything had been cast in a golden light through the drapes, the sun battling its way through to illuminate the sleeping face of my husband. He had stubble on his cheeks, his hair was ruffled from our late-night romantic activities, and he was warm against my body.

      I knew firsthand how fast things could change, but this was something else. I was sure I saw a rat scurry across the warehouse wall, and I wished more than anything that I could turn back time and stay in bed so that I wouldn’t have put any of us in this situation.

      “He’s here,” one of the henchmen said. Ivan released me and I felt my heart riot inside my chest at the thought of Avery being so close.

      “Send him in,” Ivan replied. I looked at the two guards across from me, their hands on their weapons, and became acutely aware of how volatile this was. The door opened to the outside, blinding all of us with an intense white light from the midday sun that backlit a man that I could instantly see was not my husband. He stepped forward and the mostly healed wounds on his face came into focus as my eyes re-adjusted.

      Henry.

      “Ah, Henry. Come to see the plan come together, have you?” Ivan said, placing a slimy hand on my shoulder. I tried to pull away but the restraints on my wrists made it too difficult.

      “I actually wanted to talk to you about that…” Henry mumbled. He had his head angled downward, the same way a child would avoid looking into the face of a teacher when they had gotten themselves into trouble. He was afraid.

      “Oh, let me guess, you’ve had a change of heart? This is what sets the men from the boys, you want in on my operation then this is the sort of thing you need to get used to,” Ivan said.

      “You want in?” I repeated. “You’re trying to get involved in this? Why?”

      “Poor men have a hunger for money that can make them do all sorts of things, you used to be hungry like that, Scarlett. Desperation can fuel you, and Henry here is fueled by the need to pay off his debts to me or else get thrown off the side of a boat with rocks in his pockets… if you know what I mean,” he winked.

      He’d pushed me under the bus to save himself. Given the way he’d been in our relationship, I was hardly surprised. His needs came first, always. In all matters. I wouldn’t have thought he could sink so low, but at the same time it didn’t shock me.

      “You’re not going to hurt her though, are you?” Henry managed, still staring at his shoes.

      “Why would it matter? Money is money. You can’t make an omelet without cracking some eggs.”

      “I know, but…” Henry lifted his head to look at me, somewhere a glimmer of conscience flared in him. Maybe he was remembering all the times I helped his drunk ass into bed, or when I would pretend to be a previous employer over the phone to give references, or that I made him a cake for his birthday and handcrafted the wrapping paper on his gifts, but he totally forgot mine.

      “What would you have me do? Huh? So she’s uncomfortable for a few hours, so what? After this she goes back to her palace with her rich man, and we go back to the underworld to conduct our business. I think she still has the better end of the deal,” Ivan huffed. “I think maybe we didn’t ask for enough money for her, I think the price should go up.”

      “You can’t just—” I protested, but was stunned by a sudden, sharp slap across the side of my face from the back of Ivan’s hand. Henry gasped, but I was too shocked to make a sound.

      “He will pay whatever I ask, and if you make this difficult then this will not end well for either of you. Understand?” Ivan looked at me, then at Henry, waiting for a sign that we had taken his warning seriously.

      Ivan turned on his heels and walked towards the door that led to another internal room, briefly leaving Henry and I alone. Not completely alone, of course. The two guards who had been watching me since I was brought here were ever present, as if they would catch me pulling a Houdini and slipping loose from the zip ties around my wrists and ankles.

      “Scarlett…” Henry said, his voice pained. “I’m sorry, I fucked up. I shouldn’t have said anything. I was just trying to save my own skin. I get how that sounds, I’m a piece of shit— I didn’t think he’d hurt you; I didn’t want it to all go down like this.”

      “How much do you owe him?” I asked.

      “Thousands. I thought I’d have enough time to make it all back to pay him, but it didn’t work out like that. Do you think Avery will get the money?”

      I didn’t know anything for sure. Even when I’d had my own money I had never tried to take out a cash withdrawal of that size. The Bensons were significantly wealthier than anyone I’d ever met, so I was sure the rules that applied to the rest of us didn’t apply to them.

      I nodded, knowing that Avery would do something to remedy this.
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      All in we had just over half of the amount that we’d been asked to pay. Mom’s safe had been easy work for Jake and had helped to boost our total, but it still wasn’t enough.

      My pulse had been thumping from the moment I realized how late she was for lunch, and at this point I had so much anger in me that I felt as if I could clutch broken glass and not feel the pain. The rage burned, making every inch of my skin feel hot and powerful. I would do whatever was necessary to get her back, it was my job to protect her, and I’d messed it up.

      I was still reeling from the revelations that Natalie had unraveled, that my father had pulled us apart in our teens. I would give anything to have those missed years back, to rewind the clock and savor Scarlett Pierce in every moment that we were separated.

      That heartbreak had never healed. I’d never let myself be open with anyone after what happened, I’d loved a woman with all I had and had been told she’d cheated on me, that she was fooling around behind my back. How could I trust someone so completely and then be betrayed like that? Now I realize that the only person who betrayed me in this situation was my own father.

      He could never give me those years back, and now because of some stupid fucking financial moves he’s made I might not get the future I should have with her either.

      “Take a breath,” Nat said, her eyes locked on the white knuckles of my fists that I’d just slammed down on the dining room table.

      “We go in with this,” Jake continued. “We outnumber them significantly, so once they get their eyes on the cash and are suitably distracted then we move.”

      “I’m coming with you,” I said.

      “No,” Jake replied. “It’s too risky, if you get hurt or worse then—”

      “Scarlett is in there. I don’t fucking care how dangerous it is, if she’s in there then I’m getting her out. She’s it, she’s fucking it. It’s not up for debate.”

      I had been wearing a full suit to work, like I always did, but I wanted to change into something that made movement easier. I told Jake I’d be outside in two minutes, then ran through the house towards my old bedroom. My dad had wanted to immediately convert the room into something ‘useful’ once I had my own place, but my mom’s sentimentality won out and it had been kept exactly as I’d left it.

      I hadn’t been in this bedroom in years, I had a house of my own within walking distance of my parent’s house and never felt compelled to take a trip down memory lane. As I turned the handle I looked at the photographs, framed pictures, sketches pinned to a cork board, the life that I’d been living before the breakup with Scarlett.

      I’d been packed away to a school overseas and by the time I came back I was sent straight to an apartment to complete my business studies and then moved into the newly constructed house on the Benson property.

      This was a time capsule to who I’d been when I was in love with her the first time, although I knew that there had been no second time. I’d fallen once and continued to plummet ever since. There were pictures of the two of us smiling together, drawings of us that she’d made that I had kept close to my bed, a few notes she’d left me that I had framed to remember.

      The single lie that my father had told me had ripped all of this away. My house had been bland, sterile, soulless, until she came back into my life and exploded with color. She resuscitated me. After removing my suit, I pulled on an old t-shirt and a pair of beaten-up jeans, lingering for just a second to look at a drawing of what she thought our wedding day would look like.

      It was two stick figures, one with long hair in a dress and another in a suit with a tie. Huge smiles, holding hands, no one else around. She’d written, ‘just us’, at the bottom. I tucked it into my back pocket and hurried to the front door to jump into the car with Jake. He had the bag of money on the back seat, we were flanked by half a dozen jeeps, and I knew that he had more men on site.

      The rage hadn’t lessened, the anger I had about the situation hadn’t changed, but I now had a heart full of hope for what it would look like the second I had her back.

      I never should have given up. I shouldn’t have believed what my father told me so easily, maybe I didn’t think I ever deserved the kind of relationship we had, maybe I was looking for a reason to justify the self-doubt. I should have tried harder to call her; I should have fought harder. I would never make that mistake again. I knew that I’d loved her since we were nineteen, that I’d never stopped, and it was time she knew it, too.
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        * * *

      

      We pulled up outside the warehouse that had been built decades ago, the roof was discolored by sunlight and rust bled down the metal exterior. It was tucked away outside of town, no passing traffic to see people come and go, no prying eyes.

      “What’s the plan?” I asked.

      “They know we’re here; they are probably trying to assess how they should play it. We outnumber them, we outgun them, we—”

      “They have her,” I interrupted. “Whatever he wants, he gets, until she is in my arms.”

      “I know. I won’t risk her safety,” he assured me.

      In the tree line I couldn’t see a single hint of movement, it looked like the trees were the only thing out there, but Jake told me he had men waiting there. A door opened loudly at the side of the warehouse, no one stepped outside.

      “What the fuck is that? Are we supposed to go in?” I asked.

      “We?” Jake scoffed. “No. I’m going in, it’s my job. You aren’t trained for any of this, Avery. I’ll get her out for you, I swear.”

      “That is my wife.”

      “You’re not taking no for an answer here, are you?” he huffed. He knew me well enough to know that I wouldn’t be talked into changing my mind when I had set myself on something. Staying out here while Scarlett was in there? No chance. It was non-negotiable. “You stay close, you listen to me, you don’t start running your mouth, you don’t make any sudden movement.”

      I made a mock salute with my left hand and then we both stepped out of his car, Jake handed the bag of money to me, and we began to make a cautious approach towards the open door of the building. She was close, I just had to stay calm and try to cage the anger long enough to get her back where she belonged.

      We stepped through the door and into the body of the warehouse, my eyes struggled to adjust to the relative darkness inside as the door was closed behind us by a man with a large gun strapped to his chest.

      There were a few windows, vehicles at the far end under dust sheets, several stacks of large wooden crates, and an empty area in the center of the room where my wife was strapped to a chair with a painful looking bruise blossoming on her cheek. Stay calm.

      A broad, sweaty man wearing a shitty suit and a pair of knock off designer loafers walked in our direction. He was flanked by armed guards.

      “Mr. Benson, so good to see you. And who is this?” he asked.

      “Mr. Taylor,” Jake replied, nudging me gently with his elbow. “Mr. Benson has brought the money as requested. Untie Mrs. Benson and let her leave the building, once she is securely in one of our cars then you can have the bag.”

      Koslov let out a laugh that echoed around the cavernous warehouse. “We take the money, we count it, then when we have confirmed the amount, she will be released. Don’t take me for a fool, Mr. Benson. Those that bet against me do not win.”

      Scarlett was looking over at us as best she could, struggling to turn her head given the direction her chair was facing. I wanted to see her, wanted to examine every part of her to see what had happened since this piece of shit snatched her off the street.

      “Hand over the bag and we will get started,” he said. I turned to Jake, my eyes trying to convey the concern I had about what would happen next. He was supposed to be blinded by the thought of getting his hands on millions, he shouldn’t have wanted to count it out before we took Scarlett out of here. Had it been naïve to think this would work?

      Jake gave me a small nod, so I handed the bag over to the guard that had reached out to take it from me. He walked over to a table at the other side of the room where a small machine had been placed. It was a counter, you placed stacks of cash into it, and it rapidly gave you a total amount. We were in trouble.

      “She doesn’t need to be here,” I said. “Let the counting happen after she’s out.”

      “So that you can, what, have your men storm in and shoot me between the eyes? I don’t think so, but nice try.”

      I watched the guard unzip the bag and begin to remove the bands from stacks of cash before putting them through the machine. We were on a timeline that had now sped up, once they realized that we had tried to shortchange them then things could get more dangerous than they already had been.

      “Why don’t you keep an eye on our guests?” Koslov said to one of the men at the far end of the room. This man wasn’t dressed like the others, and as he shuffled over towards us, I could see the faint marks on his face from where I had punched him in the office of The Boulevard.

      Henry was left to babysit us; he’d been given a small gun and the responsibility of keeping us at a suitable distance while Ivan went over to oversee the money counting process.

      “What are you fucking doing here? Was this your plan all along?” I hissed at him.

      “Avery,” Jake said, nudging me again to remind me that I’d promised to do what he told me and stay calm.

      “I— I’m sorry, it wasn’t supposed to be like this. I didn’t think he would—” Henry stuttered.

      “Were you the one that shot Ben?” I asked.

      “What? No! I haven’t, I’ve never shot a gun, this isn’t…” he said, looking panicked. “I didn’t think they’d hurt her.”

      How did this piece of shit ever get to be in a relationship with her? He didn’t deserve to breathe the same air, let alone call her his.

      “When this is done, you are done,” I growled. Henry looked down at his shoes, his hands trembling. None of the bravado that he’d had in the bar was present now, he was afraid.

      “This is all my fault,” he whimpered. Jake spotted an opportunity at the same time that I did, but he managed to organize his thoughts to speak before me.

      “Then help us,” Jake said. “You don’t have to be involved with them; we can get you out with Scarlett but you have to help.”

      “How?”

      Jake and I exchanged glances, but before we had a chance to formulate a plan that involved Henry, two men were sent in our direction from Ivan’s side of the room. Two men also approached us from behind and tried to grab at us.

      They needed three men to restrain me. Jake was quickly handcuffed – not that locks ever got in his way for long – and brought to his knees on the ground while I was shoved towards Scarlett. She looked at me with pain in her eyes, a fat lip from where someone had struck her. They would all pay for this. I would see to it personally.

      They stopped when I was a few yards away from her and Ivan walked towards us with the now-empty bag that had contained the money a few minutes earlier.

      “I must apologize, Mr. Benson, it seems I was unclear. I asked for five million dollars, and you have brought half of that. I was under the impression that I had explained the consequences of not bringing the correct amount, but clearly not. How about a reminder? Henry?” Koslov said, looking at the horror-struck face of Scarlett’s ex-boyfriend. He was shaking.

      “Yes?” Henry managed.

      “Shoot her.”

      “No! No! Get off me!” I squirmed, pulling and twisting to shake loose the three men holding me back.

      “Now, Henry. Shoot her in the stomach, or I will shoot her in the head,” Koslov added, pulling a gun out of his waistband to show that he was ready.

      Scarlett was looking at me with tears in her eyes as a fourth man was added to the group holding onto me to keep me in place.

      “I’m so sorry,” she sobbed. “I love you, I’m so sorry.”

      Henry brought an unsteady hand up, aiming the gun at my wife’s abdomen and wrapping his finger around the trigger. Tears rolled down his own face as Ivan Koslov lifted up his own weapon, and I threw my elbows back, driving my arms into the bodies of two men behind me.

      They buckled, leaving only two holding me back. I repeated the move, pulling, kicking, squirming against them until I shook them off and started to run. I needed to move her, protect her, keep her. Henry’s gun fired.
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      It was so loud. Then the volume increased exponentially with people bursting through the doors and hurrying over the bare concrete floor. I tuned all of it out, every single sound other than the one I was listening out for, the sound that Avery was still breathing.

      Henry had aimed the gun and I braced myself for the pain that would follow. When the gun fired, I tried to shut out everything around me like a defense mechanism, but I soon realized that I had no pain. I hadn’t been hit. I opened my eyes and saw Avery on the ground in front of me, curled on his side and still. He’d taken the bullet.

      Did I scream? Did I call out his name? The seconds moved slowly as I wrestled against my restraints, desperate to get out and help him. This couldn’t be happening. Not when I finally had him, I couldn’t lose him again in this lifetime. I couldn’t take it.

      For a second I looked up and saw that Ivan and his men were now face down on the floor, Jake’s men outnumbered them significantly and had swooped in to bring them down once they heard gunfire. Someone appeared behind me and sliced through the zip ties, and I fell to the floor next to Avery and began to roll him onto his back so that I could assess his injuries.

      He coughed, his breathing unsteady. Breathing. I looked up and down at his body and there was no blood anywhere on him.

      “Avery? What— what happened? Are you okay?” I asked, cupping his face and searching his eyes.

      “Vest,” he managed, reaching down to lift up his shirt to reveal the bulletproof vest he’d been wearing. “Jake made me, part of the deal.” He was wheezing, clearly winded from the experience, but he was alive. He was unhurt and alive. He’d thrown himself in front of me and all I could think about was that I hadn’t lost him, he had saved me, and I would have done the same for him and this was the love of my life on the ground beside me.

      Henry was on his knees, hunched over and cradling himself. Jake’s men dragged him to his feet as Avery pulled himself up into a seated position.

      Jake asked. He had been handcuffed but had managed to get himself out of them easily. He was now commanding his men to take Ivan’s gang out into the waiting vehicles. I turned back to look at my husband and wrapped my arms around him. “I love you,” I said again. I would tell him every day for the rest of our lives.

      “Can I ask you a stupid question?” he said, his breathing now steady.

      “Sure?” I smiled, leaning back to look at him to see what he was about to say.

      “This is the worst place to do it, so I will do it again and again and again in a million places, but for now…” he said, reaching to grab something out of his back pocket. It was a small piece of paper. “I never proposed to you, and I never gave you a ring. A ring is just supposed to be a symbol of how I feel, and I think this is a symbol too.”

      He handed me the paper and I unfolded it. I recognized it instantly. We’d been talking about getting married when we were nineteen, how our parents would never approve of us getting married so young, so we’d have to elope. I’d drawn a picture of the two of us, just us, as a joke of what our wedding pictures would look like. He’d kept it.

      “Scarlett, you’re it for me. It all starts and ends with you. I will get you a ring, I’ll get you a ring for every finger if you want, if you would please, please marry me again.”

      “Avery,” I breathed, looking down again at the picture he’d kept all these years. I remembered the letters, everything Amber had said, everything I knew in my heart to be true. It was always him.

      “Will you marry me, just like this?” he said, tapping the picture. “Just us?”

      “Yes.”
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        * * *

      

      In honor of our ‘real wedding’, as Avery was now calling it, he was hosting dinner at our house with our friends and family. We had run away and had a new celebration in clothes that we’d chosen ourselves, no one to see, rings that we’d picked, and vows that we’d written. No one else was making decisions for us that day, every element of it was crafted by the two of us and it was perfect.

      We went to a lake and stood on the shore with no one around for miles. Avery balanced his phone against a rock and put the timer on so that we could capture a few photographs with the huge smiles on our faces that were unstoppable in that moment. We posed just like the goofy picture I had drawn, and Avery had framed the photograph to put on his home office desk beside the others.

      He fired up the grill outside and was currently talking to my dad about sports on the patio. Jake and Amber were giggling at some private joke on the sofa and Wyatt was first in line for a drink as I was on cocktail duty.

      I didn’t want to hire people to do any of this for us, I wanted to host our family in this space and be in charge of every little part of it because so much of our lives had been dictated by other people. This was just us.

      Jessie was talking with my mother-in-law about some of their favorite paintings that I had at the Art’s Center now that it was officially open. All the different, separate elements of my life had now collided in the best imaginable way, and I had Avery Benson to thank for all of it. He made the pieces of my life fit together perfectly.

      Our little elopement celebration hadn’t happened straight after the warehouse incident, we’d wanted to make up for so much of the time we’d lost without rushing into something. We were married already, of course, but we wanted our real wedding to take place in a new year with everything left in the past.

      Henry had dropped his assault charges after what happened, instead opting to take Avery’s offer of a job. My husband brought him in at an entry-level position with one of the Benson Empire’s affiliate businesses. Avery and I had been raised in a wealthy home and sent to an expensive school; Henry hadn’t had any of that.

      I had given Avery the benefit of the doubt so many times that we’d both lost count, and this had prompted him to give Henry a chance to make something good of himself. Henry hadn’t been the one to pull the trigger that shot him, all he’d done was aim his weapon. Ivan took the shot, hitting Avery in the stomach and sealing his own fate.

      “So have you got some sort of announcement?” Wyatt asked, glancing down at my stomach and cocking an eyebrow.

      “No,” I replied, swatting at his hand before pouring out his drink. “I know that you guys normally only get together when you’re talking business, but I think just regular family hangouts should be added into rotation. No agenda, just quality time.”

      “Speaking of babies, though…” Natalie said, wandering over with a martini in her hand and conspiratorial expression. “You know who just had hers. A boy!”

      “Not today,” I replied, reminding my best friend that now was not the ideal time to talk about Alice and her bombshell pregnancy.

      There hadn’t been any traffic on the day that she was supposed to marry Avery, no crash on the road, no delays of any kind. The reason she was late was because she was having sex with her personal trainer, a secret relationship that she’d been maintaining for months from what we heard. Her driver had collected her from the trainer’s apartment on the morning of her wedding and she honestly thought none of this would ever get back to Avery.

      She wanted him for his money and was hoping that a marriage would lock him in for good.

      But that wasn’t something to think about today, she was part of the past we left behind last year. Today was about the people in this house. Avery and I had been raised in a gilded cage, but now we were flying free.
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      Sign up to my newsletter to be notified about new books, bonus chapters, and super steamy extra goodies. ;)

      

      The spotlight’s about to shine on Jake and Amber. Check out their story in: It’s Time You Forgot.
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