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        He’ll get under my skin, peck at my bones, and rip my heart to shreds.


        My stepbrother, Harvey, preys on the innocent, the vulnerable, and weak. Discarding them without a second glance when he's had his fill. Businessman of the year, he thinks he’s hot stuff. And he’s the last person I need in my life right now. One abusive relationship was enough.


        When I lost my husband, my whole fucked up world collapsed. I hate that he's dead, and I hate that I wasn't the one to kill him.


        Can’t Harvey understand I need time to grieve? That after everything I’ve gone through I need to get back on my feet and process the emotional wreckage? I don’t want to revisit the dark places. Except my stepbrother refuses to take no for answer. He’ll lead me places I don’t want to go, force me to tell him things I do not want to admit to.


        But whether I like it or not, he’s the only that will listen to me. I can’t get him out of my head and hate the effect he has on me. One look, and I long for his hard body against mine. Yet the pleasure might not be worth the pain, because once he has me trapped in his talons, he's going to drag me kicking and screaming back into the light.


        No, it’s too soon. My trust levels are running on empty.


        I barely survived one nightmare, I don’t know if I can outlive my wildest dreams.
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        Sneak Peek!

      


      I gasped as his hand moved and was now skidding up between my thighs, his thumb gently exploring the thin material of my panties beneath. I moaned and closed my eyes; it’d been an age since I was touched there. “You’re going to make me late,” I whispered.


      I shivered all over as he pulled the crotch of my panties to the side, his finger exploring my swelling pussy. “I don’t care.”


      The tips of his other fingers, encouraged me to lean forward to kiss him, and with a sweep of his tongue my lips parted. A low growl sounded out in the back of his throat; our mouths moved, and his finger breached my entrance.


      I moaned against his lips.


      “Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me,” he said between kisses, asking for permission.
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      For Humbug & Lily


      You are forever in my heart, taken before your time, and I miss your fuzzy little faces every single day!
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        Harvey

      

    


    
      “Take it off,” I demanded.


      “What?”


      Eugh, I hated it when they talked back, asked questions. Why couldn’t they just do as they were fucking told? Was it too much to ask that they didn’t open their mouths? Unless, of course, directed to.


      “Take it all off,” I repeated slowly, enunciating each word.


      The five foot six bottled blonde cocked her head to the side like a dumb, untrained puppy. And if it wasn’t for her manicured hand that was already down my pants, false nails wrapped around my cock, I would’ve given up and made my way back to the awards ceremony, but I needed the release—the swift, mind-numbing bliss that came from knocking one out as I planted myself balls-deep inside a nameless stranger.


      I pulled impatiently at the straps of her dress, black and hugging her tight little figure. She was a nameless waitress who’d caught my eye and who I’d managed to lure into the deserted bathroom. Her dress was plain, a regulation uniform, something demure to fit with the occasion of the night, but all I cared about was getting it off her, eager to see her tits bounce free.


      “There’s a zip,” she whispered as she fumbled, trying to stroke my trapped cock.


      I shook my head, frustrated. I wasn’t getting anywhere with the tight material. Either way, she should be on her knees already, worshiping me with her mouth, and yet my fly was still intact, her plastic nails painfully grazing the skin. Teeth clenched, I hissed; enough was enough.


      With both hands I took hold of her straps and forced them off her shoulders. The material gave way, ripping at the seams. Cheaply made, I thought. I grinned wickedly as I noticed that she was braless, and finally, with a second yank the shelf of her dress flopped down to her waist.


      “Hey!” she protested as her small peach-like breasts made a uninspired appearance, but she let me carry on, no longer concerned with her ruined dress as my fingers found her nipples, making her gasp and moan. She knew only too well that it was in her best interest not to complain, especially if she wanted my dick in her. And anyway, I’d leave her a few notes for the damaged dress; I wasn’t that heartless.


      But she and I both knew what the other was after; we had a silent, unspoken understanding. I wanted pussy, a quick no-strings fuck, whilst she thought this was her chance to get in good with one of the most eligible and prominent businessmen in town—it was most likely the reason why a girl like her had taken the job tonight in the first place. She was looking for a whale, and to be fair, there were plenty to choose from out in the main event hall. But she was shit out of luck, since I’d reeled her in first and was already onto her little scheme.


      I knew her kind. She probably couldn’t wait until I breached her hole, hoping desperately that I would accidentally forget the condom and fill her full with hot cum. Well, this was one lottery ticket she didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of winning.


      I pushed her against the tiled wall, heard her gasp as her bare back made contact with the cold surface. I slipped two fingers into her gaping hole, lips pulled wide, her lipstick smearing, and allowed her to suck on them. A little bit of practice for her, I thought.


      “Unzip me and get on your knees,” I ordered and was surprised when she readily obeyed. My fingers popped out from her mouth, spittle running down her chin, and I watched her come face to face with my groin. Her fingers quickly pulled my cock free.


      She glanced up at me as if waiting for permission, her eyelashes heavy with black mascara—she had pretty eyes if it weren’t for all the gunk, I thought. But the way she paused, wordlessly asking to suck my dick made me rock-hard. Maybe there was hope for her yet.


      I nodded.


      Her lips wrapped themselves around my head, her tongue lashing out at the tip. It’d been almost too good to be true, her obedience, but now she’d ruined it, trying to seduce me with her tongue, something she’d no doubt seen in some fake-ass porn video.


      Enough of this tickling bullshit, I thought. I threaded my fingers through her hair and clamped my hands down on either side of her head as I slid the length of my shaft deep into her mouth. I groaned as I hit the back of her throat and heard her splutter. She controlled the reflex and braced herself against my thighs. I had to restrain myself from pushing in any farther; I wasn’t a total bastard.


      I took my time fucking her mouth. Pulling back then gliding back in, enjoying watching the disappearing trick as her head bobbed back and forth.


      Just as I was about to blow my load, my focus readjusted. I glanced down and spotted what looked to be a smudge on her shoulder blade.


      “Is that a fucking tattoo?” I blurted angrily. If it was one thing I hated the most on women it was cheap looking ink. Especially those who didn’t even put any real thought into it and slapped on the first Chinese character they came across, ruining a perfectly good body. She was fucking tainted, and the moment was ruined.


      She ignored me and kept sucking. I was about to pull out, ready to spray her face, when her hands kneaded into my firm ass and pulled me in deeper.


      “Harvey Guyer! I knew I’d bloody find you in here!”


      “Fuck,” I groaned drawing out the word as I came, my toes curling within the tight confinement of my dress shoes.


      Sadie’s heels clicked across the polished floor as I pumped my load in the waitress’s wanting mouth, my cock spurting as I clenched my eyes shut.


      After a moment of seeing sparks, my focused readjusted. Sadie stood with her hands upon her hips in front of me and the kneeling girl, who still had my dick in her mouth.


      “Jesus Christ, Harvey. You couldn’t have taken her up to a room? It’s not like you don’t run the fucking hotel!”


      Oh, right. Did I not mention that technically the waitress was also my employee?


      I shrugged and tucked myself back in. The girl clasped an arm across her chest and wiped a mix of saliva and cum from her mouth.


      “Who are you?” the waitress asked Sadie. Her eyes glared at the tall and incredibly hot woman who’d disturbed our little impromptu fuck session. It was funny watching the girl, her jealous hackles raised, as if she had claim over me just because I happened to stick my dick in her mouth.


      “Oh, honey, don’t even think about taking that tone with me,” Sadie replied. She grabbed a paper towel, wet it and handed it to the woman still on her knees. “Get up, and here,” she sighed giving me a look that could kill—I’d pay for this later, I thought. “Take this.” Sadie slipped off her sequined blazer and handed it to the bare-chested creature who had managed to regain some semblance of dignity once she’d made it back onto her feet.


      I moved to the basin and washed my hands. I watched in the mirror’s reflection as Sadie pulled out a wad of notes and handed them to frowning girl. Hush money. She tried to catch my eye, but Sadie sidestepped her, blocking her view, and made sure she had the girl’s full attention. I probably should’ve been polite and gotten her name, but by tomorrow it wouldn’t matter anyway. She’d be forgotten. She’d be fired.
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      “Did I ever tell you that you have spectacularly crappy timing?” I said as I dried my hands.


      The girl was gone. It was a good job, too; I don’t think I could’ve stood looking at her pouty face for very much longer. Her features had crumpled, blood draining from her face, as Sadie firmly told her to get lost. The majority of her mascara had melted away, giving her the look of a very pathetic clown on an old fashioned black and white TV set.


      “You should be happy I found you when I did. She was a nipple twist away from becoming your indentured sex slave.”


      “That wouldn’t be so bad.”


      “Yeah, right, I forgot you love getting sued for sexual harassment in the workplace. Mind, she did have nice tits though,” Sadie said, grinning.


      I shrugged. “They were OK, a little small. What did you want anyway? I know you’re not exactly into voyeurism, so…” We’d made our way out of the bathroom and were walking down the plush corridor towards the main ballroom when Sadie placed a hand lightly upon my arm.


      “I would’ve told you sooner, but I’ve only just picked up your voicemails. It’s your stepsister, Sara. You’re needed at the hospital.”
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      Propping an arm on the windowsill, my knees tucked under me on the cushioned alcove, I indulged in the bright sunlight that streamed through the window. As I inclined my head to the side, letting a warm glow bathe my cheek, I lazily watched as early commuters passed by the kitchen window.


      It was a perfect day.


      Every day was a perfect day, on the outside at least.


      Yet on the inside, I was always the same, numb and bored.


      Perhaps today nothing would go wrong, a fresh start?


      Why had I been so stupid to even think that? My mother always preached that you should never tempt the fates… but then my mother said a lot of things that I never really paid attention to.


      Maybe I should’ve heeded her warnings. Listened to her more.


      It’s too late now.


      Turning my head around, my gaze lingered upon the mahogany table that took up the majority of space in the small but quaint kitchen and listened to the hurried shuffle above. A white lace tablecloth covered the table’s surface—one of my many attempts to showcase that I was the perfect little housewife—but underneath, myriad imperfections scarred the wood grain.


      Reluctantly I rose and collected our breakfast bowls from the table. I’d rinse and wash them before the bits of cereal, those left at the bottom of the bowl, dried like cement and would need chiselling off.


      It seemed like all I did was clean and organise the house around my husband’s schedule. Kept everything in order. It was like I’d been transported back into the 1940s. All I needed to complete the ensemble were a few curlers in my air and a pink ruffled apron.


      Oh, and maybe a cigarette trapped between scarlet red lips… I could kill for a cigarette. But I wasn’t allowed, they were off-limits, as was any sort of alcohol. Well, except for the bottle of cooking sherry that I had to keep hidden away, just in case. At least he didn’t restrict my food indulgences, yet I had a nasty feeling that was on purpose.


      At the sink, the bowls clean, I kept my hands in the warm water. I was mesmerised, watching as the clear stream coated the backs of my hands and trickled down my wrists.


      It felt good.


      The sound of Eric’s footsteps from upstairs echoed throughout the house. I closed my eyes and followed his path from the bedroom to the landing, and finally as he galloped down the stairs as if he couldn’t wait to get out of the house.


      To get away from me…


      His aftershave drifted into the kitchen before he did. Predictable, that’s what the scent should’ve been named.


      I nearly gagged.


      I waited for him to speak, but when he remained quiet I looked over my shoulder.


      He was dressed in his usual attire: dark pants and a sky-blue shirt. The sleeves were rolled up his thick forearms. I could see a couple of strands of his brown hair sticking up at the wrong angle at the crown of his head. I didn’t let him know that he should comb it.


      “I gotta go,” he said absent-mindedly, rushing as he slipped a tie around his neck. Our eyes met, and I turned away.


      “Already?” I mumbled. A quick glance at the kitchen clock in the shape of a cat told me it was too early.


      I wanted him to walk forward, to slip his arms around my waist. God, I needed him to do something out of the ordinary for a change.


      Why couldn’t he lift my robe, slip his hand in between my panties and make love to me against the kitchen sink? My legs parted slightly just thinking about it.


      After another argument the night before we’d gone to bed angry once again.


      “Don’t ever go to bed angry,” I heard my mother’s voice chime in my head. Yeah, what would she know? She’s already on her third marriage. But maybe there was some truth to the saying.


      One good love-making session was what we needed. I was sure of it.


      But he would never do such a thing. Never in the morning.


      That would be too improper.


      But then again, it never happened in the evening, either.


      “Can’t be helped,” he said from the kitchen doorway. “I have to pay for all these nice things you keep ordering.”


      My teeth mashed together, and I kept my head faced forward, trying my best to ignore the snide comment. My temples pulsed as I bit my tongue. Why did he have to bring that up? He couldn’t just let it go.


      He acted as if I maxed out our, sorry his, credit cards on a regular basis.


      He grunted as if my silence meant he’d properly chastised me. I shook my head and sighed; we couldn’t go on like this.


      “Wait,” I said as I turned, my back leaning against the edge of the counter. I was desperate to be touched, to be loved, but my legs were cast in cement, unwilling to move towards him. I wasn’t going to be the one to make the first move. He’d have to come to me if he wanted me, if he wanted to make it up to me for screaming into my ear last night about the clothes I’d ordered but would now have to send back, because he didn’t like the look of them—too revealing, too young. He preferred me in my old chunky sweaters and baggy sweatpants. It was a wonder he hadn’t taken away my satin robe and replaced it with a hideous terry towelling dressing gown.


      Eric was in the process of grabbing for his briefcase as I let my dripping wet hands reach for the satin belt at my waist. The peach blush of the thin robe darkened to a dusky hue as droplets of water were quickly absorbed into the fabric.


      I undid the loose knot, careful not to break eye contact with him, urging him to take notice, and then slowly I allowed the material fall away. The curtains of the robe caressed my bare sides and revealed my creamy, if not a bit pudgy, skin beneath.


      I was all but naked, except for a clean pair of white lace panties.


      My full breasts were on full display for him, my nipples beading into hard little nubs the longer they were exposed to frigid air surrounding us.


      “Stay,” I whispered. I arched my back a fraction, the movement causing my chest to expand, my tits to swell.


      For a fleeting moment I saw his indecision. The thick bob of his Adam’s apple and the rapid blinking of his eyelashes beating furiously in shock as if he’d never seen his own wife naked before. Come to think of it, I couldn’t remember a time when I’d been naked in my own kitchen before now. We’d never fucked on the kitchen counter like you’d see newlyweds do in the movies—going from room to room, christening every nook and cranny, not caring who heard them, just enjoying each other.


      There shouldn’t have been any hesitation or contemplation of what he was to do next. It was simple: go to work or stay, it was “Caveman 101”—he should’ve strode forward, cast away his briefcase and the noose around his neck and claimed me.


      I imagined him rock-hard in an instant, spinning me around against the sink cabinet while at the same time pulling my panties down and removing himself from his trousers.


      His cock would spear me from behind. He’d be gentle but full of passion. My tits would bounce as he thrust into me. And he’d hold me like he used to.


      We’d be OK again.


      We’d come together, and we’d be OK.


      But it was just a fantasy. He hardly ever looked at me, and even now his gaze barely registered the slight damp spot at my crotch.


      Eric’s temples pulsed and he shook his head. “I gotta go,” he stuttered, then more forcefully, with a sneer, “Sara, cover yourself up.”


      He retreated down the hallway without another glance.


      I blew out a breath. The wind had truly been knocked out from my sails; my bosom deflated as I hastily wrapped myself back up. Shame. Disgust. Words such as those spun themselves around in my mind as tiny pinpricks at the corners of my eyes threatened to undo me.
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      My hands roamed over the dishes and utensils, my fingers scrubbed and washed as tiny rivulets of water droplets landed on the face of the plates. My mind wandered off as I continued to wash and dry. How had it all gone so wrong? Did I allow this to happen to us? When did we become so plain?


      During my three years of marriage with Eric, I had done nothing but stay at home, looking after him, and with his reluctant permission I was able to volunteer at the animal shelter in the local town. With his job we could afford for me not to work, though I do wonder sometimes what would happen if money were tight or if I broached the subject about getting a paid part or full-time job. I couldn’t see Eric going for it. It would be nice to be able to buy things for myself without having to worry what he would think all the time. My own little stash of cash that I could do with what I pleased.


      But he’d be livid if I went behind his back and sought out a paid position. My college degree was wasted on washing and ironing his shirts; I was worth so much more than this, I thought. But he preferred being the one to bring in the money, old-fashioned nonsense, being in control and the power that having all the purse strings gave him.


      I frowned as the front door slammed.


      “Eric? Is that you? Did you forget something?”


      Footsteps echoed down the hall, coming closer.


      “I thought I told you to cover yourself up! Why are you still in your dressing gown?” I turned to look at him over my shoulder. His face was a nasty shade of red, bull-like and angry.


      “I… I thought to get the pots done before taking a shower.” I swallowed the fear that was rising in my throat. I knew better to talk back to him, but he had to see reason.


      He was across the room in seconds, his fingers in my dirty blonde hair, entangling themselves and pulling me back. Pain shot through my skull as he yanked at the strands and spun me around, practically throwing me against the dining table. “You think it’s appropriate for you to be sauntering around half-naked like this?”


      My jaw locked preventing me from responding. Don’t answer him back, it’ll only make him madder, I thought, knowing from previous experience that keeping quiet was the best way to handle these situations. He’d soon run out of steam. But today was different. He was different.


      “Answer me!” he roared as he twisted my arm around my back, threatening to pop it out of its socket. He pressed me hard against the table, and I cried out in agony.


      “I’m sorry,” I blurted, wanting him to let me go, for him to be anywhere but here and eager to say anything to stop the excruciating pain in my arm.


      “Sorry? Is that all you have to say to me? Isn’t this what you wanted? Eh?” Eric let go of my arm, the ache in my shoulder gratefully subsiding. Believing it was all over, I braced my hand against the table, ready to get back up, but his fingers were still in my hair, not showing any sign of letting go.


      His free hand quickly found its way beneath my robe, rough fingers skirting my tense thighs. Then all of sudden he ripped my panties away to the side, the cotton digging into my flesh.


      “Eric, stop. Please, you’re hurting me.”


      But he wouldn’t. He held my hair tight, and I was unable to move. He ignored my cries and my desperate attempts to squirm away. My screams grew louder as he yanked the tendrils of hair back and forth, as he kept me at his mercy.


      “This what you want, you fucking slut? Think you can swan around here like a fucking cocktease for anyone to see?”


      The bulk of his leather shoe dug into my ankle, forcing my legs apart or else suffer the pain of being stomped on.


      “No, please.”


      He yanked my head, his hot breath near my ear. “Shut up! Who the fuck do you think you are?”


      I let my body do as he pleased, my bottom half limp but my upper torso rigid, with my head tilted backwards, hair wrapped around his fist, and my back painfully arched. It was no use to fight him, I’d only be worse off. Bruised and in more trouble.


      Eric thrust his unwanted cock hard inside me. Unprepared, my pussy no longer wet from this morning’s little striptease, pain sliced through me as I gritted my teeth and held back what would be a deafening scream; I couldn’t let the neighbours hear.


      I regretted teasing him this morning, leading him on, too bold for my own good. I’d been foolish to think we could make love like a normal married couple. This was not what I had in mind earlier, far from it. But at least this would tide him over for another few months.


      It’d be over soon, I told myself. I just had to close my eyes and wait while he finished ripping me apart from the inside and out.
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      Early on in our marriage it had seemed like a blessing—stay at home, do whatever I wanted with my time—but slowly, little by little, he chipped away at my confidence. His requests had all seemed so innocent, but with each and every restriction he placed upon my decisions, I inadvertently let him take away my freedom, my voice. I became weak, my willpower sapped, wanting only an easy life… to keep him happy. Marriage was about compromise, I thought, and I was determined not to go the way of my mother and her countless unions.


      After he left for the second time that morning, I wiped away the blood that trickled down my thighs and then hobbled straight back to finish the remainder of the dishes in the sink. I needed to keep busy, or I knew I’d crumble.


      My hands trembled as I rinsed the last glass and dried it off. I threw the dishcloth at the oven-holder and carefully flopped down on the couch. I was raw and tender, my thighs bruised and aching.


      Grabbing the remote control from the coffee table, I switched the TV on and tucked my feet under my, legs trying to make myself as small as possible. Secure in a little ball. I’d take my mind off what had just happened and catch up with the shows that Eric wouldn’t allow me to watch in the evenings. He would always commandeer the little plastic device, securing it in his hand as he watched sports or documentaries after a hard day’s work. Resting my head upon the plump armrest, I flicked through the recorded shows and chose the latest episode of a light-hearted medical drama.


      Burrowing deeper into the couch, I crossed my arms beneath my generous breasts and tried to enjoy the show. As doctors battled to save a dwindling life on the table, I felt my eyelids droop. Exhausted. The feel of warm breeze hitting a patch of skin sent my green eyes fluttering. Sunlight streamed through the window, its heat enveloping me as I felt my body slacken in defeat.


      The strong pull of sleep overwhelmed me. Its invisible hand reached out to grip my arms and threatened to drown me. The sounds that vibrated through the TV suddenly became distant; the words the actors uttered faded into nothingness.


      Eric’s face appeared before my sleeping eyes. His face showed an expression I had never seen before: fear. He called out to me, his voice gravelly and in pain. Desperate. Suffering and distress flickered across his face; his hand stretched out, but I was too far away to reach it. I felt a pang of anxiety and urged my feet to move. But the more I tried, the more it felt like my ankles were coated in molasses. I was unable to catch up to him, the sticky substance holding me back. I called out his name as his face vanished.


      My body jolted awake, and I looked around the room frantically, trying to get my bearings. My heart pounded within my chest, my skin clammy from the nightmare. I sucked in as much air as I could, needing to calm the panic.


      It was just a dream, I told myself, a bad one.


      Shaking my hazy mind, I pushed back from the couch and sat with my head bowed between my knees. My fingers shook from the aftershock of the nightmare.


      My head whirled with unspoken thoughts. Upon shaky legs I walked cautiously to the kitchen sink, grabbed a glass from the cupboard, filled it up with tap water and reached for some paracetamol in hopes of easing some of the pain, especially my throbbing scalp, where Eric had ripped out a whole chunk of hair. I held myself up against the basin, scared my legs were about to give out under me, and tenderly touched the bare section of skin on the back of my head.


      After draining the last of the water, the liquid quenching the dryness of my throat, I felt I could breathe again.


      The echoing chime of the doorbell startled me, and the glass slipped from my hand and shattered in the porcelain sink. Angry shards sliced open my palm as I foolishly reached for it.


      “Shit,” I cursed. Feeling the sting, I watched as a mesmerising crimson line appeared upon my hand. The doorbell rang again, more urgently this time, and then there was the sound of fists against the door.


      “Coming,” I yelled, my voice croaking, hoarse as if I’d been at a football match… or screaming as if I’d been raped, a bitter voice in my head said.


      Quickly, I wrapped a tea towel around my hand and made my way to the door.


      Through the mottled privacy glass of the front door I could see two shadows on the other side. Unsolicited salesmen, no doubt coming to sell me triple glazing, or what was the new thing nowadays? Solar panels for the roof.


      I used my uninjured hand to open the door and greeted the two men with a polite smile.


      “Mrs Sara Chambers?” one of them asked.


      Confused, the forced smile slipping from my face as I took in their official uniforms. “Yes? Is everything OK?”


      The young bearded police officer ignored my question and continued with the script he’d probably spent time rehearsing in the squad car on their way over here. “Is your husband Eric Chambers?”


      I nodded as my hands began to shake. “Yes, he is.” My heartbeat picked up, and my stomach began to churn. “What’s happened?” I asked the young officer, trying to the keep the quaver of my voice steady as I urged him to stop stalling, to get to the point. The moment I opened the door I already knew why they were here. The neighbours had obviously overheard my muffled screams, put a call in. I silently cursed them. It was between Eric and me; it was our business, no one else’s. Looking back at the officers I wondered if they’d arrested Eric, detained him perhaps?


      The silent officer stepped closer, his foot on top of the concrete stoop, his hand providing a comforting touch, as his partner delivered his final line. He was a little older than the one speaking, obviously giving the lead to the youngster so he could get some experience in, I thought.


      “I regret to inform you that Mr Chambers was in a car accident, Mrs Chambers.”


      I looked from one to the other, unbelieving, their eyes waiting for my reaction.


      “What? You mean you haven’t arrested him?” I said in disbelief.


      “Why would we arrest you husband, Ma’am?”


      I shook my head trying to clear the confusion that was building. “He’s only just left for work, he can’t have been in an accident.” Surely I hadn’t been asleep that long? He’d barely be on the dual carriageway by now. “No, you must have the wrong house, got the names mixed up…”


      The police officer with his hand upon my upper arm shook his head slightly as his grey eyes tried to convey the truth. “There’s no mistake, Ma’am. Your husband was taken to Ashton Hospital, and I’m sorry to be the one to inform you, but I’m afraid he died en route. I’m so very sorry for your loss.”


      My legs went from under me, and pain shot through my arm as one of the police officers reached for me. More bruises to add to the others, I thought. What was one more? I was already a black and blue canvas…


      Strong, capable arms wrapped around me as I crumbled into a wail of sadness. Somewhere deep in my mind, I knew that the man was still speaking, consoling me. Yet none of the words penetrated the overwhelming emotions that were trying to smother me. My hand curled around the police officer’s vest, holding on.
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      “Is there anyone we can call for you?”


      I was sitting on the couch again, Officer Pierce next to me, holding my uninjured hand. He and his bearded partner had introduced themselves after I’d calmed down, but I couldn’t remember the other man’s name. All I could think about was how nice Officer Pierce was to sit with me and reminded myself that I must thank him later for his kindness, even though I knew he was just doing his duty. He probably did this all the time, sick to death of consoling widows in shock.


      “No, I’m OK. What happens now? I’ve never…”


      I didn’t want to think about Eric, his body or what I was supposed to do with it, not right now, but I knew I had to keep it together. I couldn’t embarrass myself again today in front of these gentlemen—Eric would be so ashamed of me if I did.


      Officer Pierce smiled. “We need to take you to the hospital.”


      “OK, I’ll go get changed,” I said, nodding, as I suddenly realised I was still in my robe and no bra to speak of. Eric had told me to get changed, and I didn’t listen to him. Ashamed, heat rose upon my cheeks; they’d probably had a right eyeful, I thought. I pulled the gap to my robe closed as I got to my feet, all too aware that my cleavage had been on display.


      In a daze I’d managed to dress myself and later sat quietly in the back of the police car as they drove me to the hospital. The only noise was the occasional squawk of the police radio up front and the rumble of the tarmac beneath the wheels. My mind filled with blank thoughts as I stared out the window at everyone just going about their normal everyday lives, whilst mine was being turned upside down.


      I was alone, with no one left to care for me. Eric was lying cold and lifeless somewhere, unable to help me. Even after everything he’d put me through, I still didn’t know how I was going to survive without him.


      I looked up, and Officer Pierce was opening the car door for me. “Mrs Chambers?” Too lost in my own pity party, I hadn’t even realised we’d arrived.


      They escorted me into the hospital, the thick odour of antiseptic and sickness greeting us as soon as we breached the entrance. I walked ahead of the men, though they occasionally led the way, pointing out which corridor to take next as we made our way deeper within the maze-like building. They must do this often, I thought, to know the way so easily.


      We finally arrived at a quiet station, only one nurse behind the sage green counter. “This is Mrs Chambers,” Officer Samuels—I finally remembered his name—informed the expectant nurse. She nodded.


      I wanted to speak, to ask where my husband was, but the massive lump in my throat had other ideas, and I was too weak and drained to fight past it.


      The nurse inclined her head and came from around the station. “This way please,” she said and began to walk forward down another bland corridor, and I followed. Realising the officers weren’t coming with us, I turned and provided Officer Pierce with a timid smile of thanks before he took his leave.


      Our footsteps padded against the icy marbled floor. The sound they made matched the loud rhythm of my heart. My belly was in a knot, as if a pair of invisible hands gripped my intestines, twisting them without mercy. Trying to be brave, I continued to follow the other woman, curling my fingers until my nails burrowed deep into my skin, deep enough to leave dents and to cause the cut to throb.


      I concentrated on the scratched corridor walls, avoiding looking ahead. Taking in the happy yellow painted surface as if the shade could bring some cheer back into the lives of those who’d made this dreaded journey. Dents marred the surface, plaster chipped away little by little by laden trolleys grazing the walls. The pictures dotted periodically along the corridor were inexpensive, sympathetic prints of heartening scenery. Too sunny and bright for this area of the hospital, I thought. It was as if they were trying to compensate for all the gloom that penetrated the walls over the years.


      Above the blue double doors an aged sign read Morgue.


      My feet halted. Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to walk through the doors, to stroll inside as if nothing significant waited for me, as if I were about to visit a friend. Nothing about this was normal.


      If I walked through, everything about this day became real, it would become official. It would mean my husband was dead, and the hope that I clung to that it was all a big mistake would be stripped away from me.


      “Ma’am?” the nurse’s voice cut through the silence, bringing me back to earth as I nodded and began to walk again. I had to do this. I had to be strong.


      I can do this.


      I repeated it over and over again, playing it inside my head like a mantra. Yet when I stepped closer to the double doors, I stopped once again. I felt my body shake in uncontrollable shivers, but I drew in a breath and pushed onwards.


      “When you’re ready, we can go in and see your husband,” she said with a reassuring pat upon my arm.


      “I-I’m ready,” I stuttered. Shivering, I pulled my sweater closer to my body as I attempted to drive away the cold that had set up home in my bones. The type of cold that makes you feel like you’ll never feel the touch of warmth ever again.


      Antiseptic mingled with bleach, and the unusual smell closed around me. The hair at the back of my neck rose and prickled at the odd feeling that gripped me. Death was in the house, and it felt like he was watching me with mild amusement.


      The room was eerily quiet; it felt deserted, vacant even. Soulless. Feeling a rise of hysteria and panic, I tried to look at anything other than the lone trolley covered with a pale blue sheet in the middle of the room.


      “Mrs Chambers?” A man who seemed to be in his forties, a dusting of grey at his temples, approached my side. “Come this way, please,” he asked as he placed his fingertips upon my elbow, leading me closer to the centre, ever closer to the figure beneath the sheet.


      “Is there no one who can be with you?” he asked. His voice was kind, his face softened with age.


      I shook my head.


      “OK, then. When you are ready I will pull away the sheet. Let me know as soon as you can if you can identify the body. Take your time.”


      I nodded for him to proceed, to get it over and done with as soon as possible.


      My hands were clammy with perspiration as the doctor lifted the corner of the sheet. He pulled it back to reveal a familiar yet distorted face beneath.


      It’s over.


      Exhaling the breath I’d been holding I responded, “That’s my husband. That’s Eric.”


      I was surprised by my lack of reaction; my eyes stayed dry, my heartbeat was steady and my breathing was a little fast, but only due to the lengths I’d walked. All the way down to the morgue, it had felt like I was about to go into meltdown at any moment, but now that I was there, seeing for myself his expressionless face, a blanket of calm came over me.


      Eric looked so small, so powerless lying there, his upper torso discoloured and bruised, his face misshapen. Lifeless, he bared no resemblance to who he’d been in his forty-odd years. And for the briefest of seconds my calmness was replaced with relief.


      Appalled at myself, I brought a hand to my mouth, and let appropriate tears escape and wash over my cheeks.


      Eric was dead.


      I was left alone in the world. And all I could keep thinking was: thank god it was over.
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      I’d found a chair not far from the nurse’s station and sat alone with my thoughts, unsure of what I was supposed to do next, letting the hours dwindle away. It didn’t seem right to just leave him there and go back to our home alone without him. I’d waited for someone official to come find me, to give me some guidance, but no one approached me. Even the collection of leaflets that were spread haphazardly on the small table beside me could not help me navigate this unknown territory. It seemed like there was a leaflet for everything but what to do when a family member died.


      A loud male voice penetrated my thoughts, and I glanced up. Taken aback at seeing my stepbrother Harvey walk towards me, I got to my feet, puzzled at why he was here. I hadn’t called him, didn’t want to bother anyone with my troubles. A blonde-haired woman followed behind him, an expensive handbag flung across her shoulder, her nose inches away from her phone.


      As Harvey approached, my pulse quickened, as it always did whenever I saw him. There was just something about his presence, his dominating stature in a room, that made me uneasy. His neutral face, solid jawline and broad cheekbones, bore no expression. Beneath the surface, though, I detected a whiff of annoyance, or maybe I was reading too much into his stoic features.


      Judging from his clothing, dressed from top to bottom in exquisite formal attire, it was clear he’d been on a date, the lady behind him the lucky woman in question. No wonder he looked mildly pissed, I thought. I’d ruined their evening.


      “You shouldn’t have come,” I said as he invaded the space in front of me. Gifted with height, he towered over me, his shoulders, thick and expansive enclosed within his suit jacket, made him look more formidable, too. His inside shirt hugged his defined torso. I let my eyes fall, feeling guilty that he’d come all this way, and I watched as his chest puffed out as he inhaled, the crisp white shirt stretching slightly with each controlled breath.


      “Sara, you couldn’t have kept me away,” he replied as I met his clear blue eyes. There was a flash of pity? Or was it worry?


      We stood for a beat looking at each other before he pulled me towards him and took me in his arms.


      “How did you know?” I asked, my head against his chest, listening to his heartbeat thudding steadily. I was dangerously on the verge of tears. Enveloped in his arms, I’d never felt safer, and my body shook with grief. The tremors were not for my husband but for the loss of something I never thought I needed. My body was on overload. I couldn’t remember the last time someone held me as tight as this, put their whole self into a hug. Officer Pierce had done his best with his handholding, but this was something much more intense. I didn’t want Harvey to let me go.


      “Someone from the hospital called me. I should’ve been here sooner. I’m so sorry, Sara.”


      “They told me he didn’t suffer, it was painless,” I said, believing his apology was sympathy for my loss.


      He pulled and looked down at me. “Pity. I never liked the bastard anyway.”
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      Sara looked lost when I first spotted her at the end of the corridor. Hunched over in her seat, her body broken in more ways than one.


      My stepsister wasn’t the greatest looking beauty in the world, but she’d had this light when I first met her, something that pulled you in, that made you want to be around her—a spirit that told the world to fuck off, that she could do anything. But over time, it faded to nothingness. She spent less and less time with the family, pushing us away, happily building up her new life with her husband, or at least that’s what I’d thought.


      But the woman I saw before me, shrunken and wrecked, paled in comparison to the confident girl I’d met a few years ago when our parents had married in their golden years. I almost didn’t recognise her.


      A strong feeling of dread gripped me as I held her in my arms. She shook like a leaf, and all I wanted to do was to make it stop. This couldn’t all be due to the sudden death of her husband. Or maybe it was. I had no comparison to draw from, no emotional investments made or lost. I rubbed her arms; through her cardigan I felt her pliable flesh give way to my touch. So different to the stick figure I’d had my hands on earlier.


      “He had his faults, I suppose,” she considered, replying to my earlier outburst. I regretted saying the words, I should’ve held them back, been more sympathetic, but in my world if you didn’t say what you meant right away it was considered pandering.


      “Ignore me, I had a shitty night.” I was grateful, though, that this little emergency had gotten me out of another boring award’s ceremony. Another mandatory circle-jerk for the board of directors.


      Sara’s eyes flickered to the left, reminding me that Sadie, my personal assistant and secretary, was standing off to the side.


      “Two seconds, I’ll be right back and I’ll get you home, OK?”


      She nodded and flung her arms around her curvy torso as soon as I stepped away.


      “Anything I can do?” Sadie asked, her voice hushed so as not to let Sara overhear.


      “No, I think I can take it from here. I’ll probably need you to make some arrangements in the morning for Sara, though. We’ll take the car now. Will you be all right to take a cab back?”


      “Yeah, of course. Oh, before I go. That thing from earlier—I presume you want it thoroughly handled? The usual pump-and-dump?”


      I almost laughed at her crudeness but choked it back at the last moment—not the right place or time. But comments like that were the very reason we got on so well; Sadie was practically a carbon copy of me. The female version, in stilettos.


      “You know me all too well,” I said with a wink. “I don’t want to see her in the hotel again. Get rid.”


      Sadie sighed. “Fine, I’ll make sure she’s let go in the morning.”


      “You’re a star.”


      “Don’t I know it.” She shook her head and arched an eyebrow at me. “But one day, Harvey, your actions are gonna turn round and bite you in the ass!”


      I chuckled, doing my best to contain my amusement, and Sadie took her leave.


      Turning my attention back onto Sara, I reached for her hand and noticed the angry gash across the full width of her palm.


      “What happened?” I questioned as I studied the deep wound. How come no one had noticed it before now? My blood boiled. For fuck’s sake, she was in a bloody hospital!


      “It’s nothing. Just an accident.”


      “Sara, it needs a stitch or two. Why hasn’t anyone seen to it?”


      “I—”


      “Never mind. Come with me.” I took her wrist and began to walk. I tightened my grip and pretended not to notice the tugging.


      “Where are we going?” she asked. “Don’t we need to let someone know where I’m going? Make arrangements?”


      “No. We need to get you fixed up first. This way.” I marched through the place until I saw the first able looking body I could find. “Hey! Yes you! Call yourself a hospital?”
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      “Better?”


      Sara nodded, a weak smile edging upon her lips. “Yeah, much.”


      “OK, now we can go. I’m going to take you home. Put some decent food in you, and you’re getting some sleep,” I told her, not giving her much choice in the matter. “Tomorrow we can worry about everything else.”


      “Really, I’ll be fine. You don’t have to.” She paused as if there was more she wanted to say, but then her head turned and she looked away.


      “Sara?” I frowned. At first I thought she was crying, the shock finally wearing off, giving her the release she perhaps needed, but I studied the part of her face I could see, her cheek; it was a little pale with delicate sprinkle of freckles yet bone dry. Her eyes had been puffy when I’d first saw her, but as the evening drew on, sitting with her, not letting her out of my sight, I thought it strange she hadn’t broken down. She was stronger than I’d originally given her credit for.


      Her hands came up to her arms and her teeth began chattering loudly. I took a step closer.


      “No, don’t.”


      “Don’t what?”


      “Don’t hug me.” Her eyes were sad but defiant. I shrugged off the puzzlement and slipped out of my thick, warm jacket instead.


      She flinched, but stood with her feet planted as I placed it over her smaller but curvy form so that it fell around her. I waited patiently as she slithered her arms through the sleeves, and we began to walk again, making our way silently towards the exit. This time it was me who gave a light shiver from the frostiness of the night. I threw my head back and studied the millions of stars showcasing themselves while we waited for my driver to bring the car around. Their bright shapes glinted against the darkness of the sky. Sara looked, too, and I wondered what she was thinking. Did they give her hope or make her feel small and helpless? She used to be a glass half full kind of girl; I wasn’t too sure now.


      It wasn’t long before the black car made an appearance. I opened the passenger door, and she slid in obediently, cramming herself into the far corner, clutching at my jacket.


      “You OK?” I asked after a minute. What a stupid fucking question, you idiot.


      She whipped around to face me and nodded, muttering a quiet and yet broken “yes” under her breath. I took that as my cue to stay quiet.


      Once we arrived at her modest, four-bed semi-detached I helped her out, placed a hand on the small of her back and guided her towards the stairs that led up to the door. She hesitated at the threshold, wobbly, her knees threatening to buckle beneath her. I took the keys from her purse and opened the door.


      Unmoving, like a mime frozen in time, she peered into the gloom of the house. There were no lights to welcome her home and certainly she must’ve realised, the fact hitting her again and again, no husband, either.


      “I can’t,” she muttered. “I thought I could do it, but now that I’m here, I just can’t go in.”


      I nodded from behind her and placed my hands upon her shoulders, but like a scared cat she almost bolted. I withdrew. I hated myself for thinking it, but it’d been a long time I’d had any woman flinch from my touch, and I didn’t like it one bit.


      “It’s OK, you can do this,” I replied and willed her to trust me.


      Taking her hand, this time not letting go when she tried to shake me free, I stepped inside and looked at her, still standing on the outside step.


      “There’s nothing to be afraid of, I promise. I’m right here with you.”


      Her wary green eyes searched mine, deciding what she should do, perhaps trying to detect if I was full of shit or not. But finally she nodded, and her foot moved forward.
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      “Here,” I said, pushing the glass into her hand. “Drink this while I make you dinner.”


      Sara took the drink from my hand and downed it thirstily. I went back to the kitchen and grabbed what I could from her almost bare fridge. I glanced at my watch; it was too late to order in, but she was in luck. Amongst the bottles of condiments there were enough ingredients to make what could pass for a semi-nutritional sandwich.


      When I went back, plate in hand, her head was lowered onto the armrest of the couch. Occasionally her eyelids blinked to let me know she was still awake. I placed the food on the coffee table and crouched down to her, the light from the kitchen illuminating the side of her face. She’d insisted on keeping the living room lights off, and I’d agreed.


      “I forgot to go to the shops,” she muttered after a quick glance at the plate.


      “Shh, it’s ok.”


      My thumb gently smoothed over her forehead as she peered back into nothingness.


      Fuck. I was so out of my depth. I had no clue what I could do to make it better or at least bearable for her. It was clear she didn’t want me holding her; I was already pushing it by stroking back her hair.


      Suddenly she started speaking. A torrent of words falling from her mouth as if they’d been bottled up, desperately waiting for their chance to escape the pressurised canister. “I’ve tried to tell myself that everything’s going to be OK, that I can make a life for myself and go back to the way it used to be, but I know it won’t be the same. Not when Eric’s gone and left me. Left me. It sounds so stupid when I say it like that. As he’s just popped to the corner shop for a bottle of milk and a daily newspaper and decided not to come back.” She paused for a second, then her face twisted with rage. “How could he do this? I just don’t understand how any of this can happen.”


      “You can’t process it all in one night. It’s going to take time,” I soothed as I watched her plump mouth begin to tremble. I opened my arms, the most natural thing I could ever do, inviting her in, and she fell into them, no longer resisting. I ran my hand up her back, wanting to reduce the pain she was feeling.


      “Everything’s going to be fine,” I reassured her, though I cursed myself straightaway for letting myself say the hollow, meaningless words. There was no guarantee that it would all turn out OK, that she’d wake up and life would be a bed of fucking roses.


      “H-how?” she gulped. Breaking away from my hold, she stared up at me as if I had the answers.


      But I couldn’t bring myself to deliver the cold hard truth I was thinking. That she was fucked—a widow past her prime… Granted, she wasn’t much younger than I, but in this day and age, she might as well take up knitting right there and then and be done with it.


      “Don’t worry about it, Sara. Everything’s going to be fine,” I repeated, knowing full well that tomorrow could bring another shit storm to her door. Shit had a way of pilling up in threes.


      Taking my word for it, she fell back against my chest, and I manoeuvred my body to sit beside her on the couch. Her fingers were taut, coiled into small fists around my shirt.


      I stayed like that, holding onto her until she fell into a deep sleep, my arms curled firmly around her soft body. Her curves lined up against my straight lines, filling the gaps. I was not a cuddler; I didn’t let the women I slept with stick around long enough to get any false ideas, but having Sara nestled into my body, well, she felt so fucking good in my arms. It felt right, as if I’d been missing something, and she was the puzzle piece that magically slotted into place. I dismissed the thought as soon as it had come. Somehow, I was subconsciously aware that I was entering dangerous territory.


      I craned my neck and saw that she was sleeping peacefully. Her chest rose and fell in steady increments.


      I gradually slid from under her, not wanting to disturb her or accidentally wake her up and bring her attention to the growing bulge in my pants. I cursed myself.


      Fuck knows what was wrong with me. I shouldn’t be excited over a grieving widow, let along my stepsister. It wasn’t as if I was experiencing a sex drought; I’d had my fill that evening. And yet there I was with Sara’s warm body pressed up against me—a sick puppy, horny as fuck.


      I stood watching Sara sleep. She was blissfully unaware of the inappropriate thoughts running through my head… ones that I was allowing to run wild. I should be cursed and damned for wanting to see how she looked naked. But she’s not your type! I roared inwardly, trying to make myself see sense.


      I closed my eyes and willed the images away. She’d just lost her husband, and here I was, my cock twitching, desperate to pick off the bones. I was disgusting. Yet I could count on one hand all the times I’d ever denied my impulses… Maybe it’d make her feel better?


      Planting both of my feet on the carpeted floor, I bowed down and reached for her. With my arms ready, muscles contracting, I gently gripped the back of her knees and cupped her upper body, taking her weight in my arms. Dreamily, her arms reached up and tangled around the back of my neck, holding on tightly.


      “Where you taking me?” she mumbled, her eyes remaining closed.


      “Bed.”


      She tucked her head into my neck as I climbed the stairs and found the master bedroom. Bracing my legs, I dipped forward to lay her down in the centre of the mattress.


      “You’re strong,” she said in a whisper, sleep taking hold of her almost immediately.


      It amused me how different this night could turn out if we were in an alternate universe, if she weren’t my stepsister and she hadn’t just witnessed her husband’s cold corpse hours before. Normally whenever I entered a woman’s bedroom, I didn’t leave till I was satisfied and she was a quivering wreck. But I kept the predator in me in check; I wasn't about to do anything stupid, even though my dick pleaded otherwise.


      “Shh, go to sleep.”


      I leaned down and pushed a lock of dark blonde hair from her face. She pulled away from my touch and turned to wrap her arms tight around the pillow, her body curled to her side, presenting me with her full ass in the shape of a heart, begging to be touched. I gathered up the side of the duvet and laid it upon her, hiding her body from my hungry eyes. I smoothed it down around her form to trap as much heat in as possible, trying to fend off the chilliness that lurked inside the room.


      A quiet yet strangled noise came from her lips; they pressed into a thin line as she muttered a name I recognised clearly.


      “Eric,” she sighed.


      I told myself that I should leave, that she’d be OK on her own, but I was already bending at the waist and taking my shoes off, unable to persuade myself to leave. I flopped down on the chair beside her bed and like a sentry, I watched over her as the blackness of the night graduated to the safe colours of morning.
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      The sound of birds singing managed to penetrate the double-glazing and woke me. Joyful cries sounded as the sun rose in the sky. They chirped as if everything was normal with the world, when it was anything but.


      As I lifted my head from the pillow, though, blinking the grogginess away, I had to admit that the colours in the room—the turquoise satin curtains, the golden hues of the shimmering wallpaper—were brighter, richer. Maybe it was just the way the light reflected off the windows.


      It had nothing to do with yesterday’s events, I told myself. Nothing to do with the relief I’d felt and that now filled me with guilt.


      I dug the heels of my palms into the mattress and heaved myself up into a sitting position, resting my back against the thick pillows.


      I should be distraught, a wreck. Why am I not crying? I’m still in shock, I thought.


      But before I could examine the lack of emotional response any further, a rustle of clothing caught my attention. Turning my head to the side, I watched in surprise as Harvey stirred in the wingback chair. He must be in agony, what with the ninety-degree angle that forced the sitter into a rigid posture. The chair was merely there for decoration, positioned in the corner of the room, never intended to sleep in. But sometimes doubling as a clotheshorse, much to my annoyance. Eric had bent me…


      I cut myself short. I wasn’t prepared to revisit that memory. Not now, maybe not ever.


      “You’re awake,” Harvey interrupted, looking at me with mild interest. His normally slicked-back, business-styled hair was now rustled and out of place, as if he’d run his fingers through it. His thick, dark lashes fluttered over his azure eyes. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost, you OK?”


      “It’s nothing, just surprised to see your ugly mug in the morning.” He cocked an eyebrow. I wasn’t about to reveal to him what I’d been trying desperately not to think about. He’d be the last person I’d ever consider pouring my heart out to. Just the thought was comical. And though he was plenty serious, Harvey was not the type of guy you would confide in. I never expected him to stay with me during the night, let alone be here when I woke up. Didn’t he have an important business meeting to go to, or a gorgeous twig-like model to fuck?


      Surely the woman from last night would be missing him in her bed this morning.


      “Why are you still here, Harvey?” I asked, regretting the anger that was very present in my tone.


      He mouth remained unmoving, his gaze eating away at my skin the longer he stared. Debating, perhaps, his response. I fully expected him to say something rude and calculating to counter my words, and then he’d leave me in peace.


      Twiddling with the blanket in my hand, I glanced down at my nails, unable to look at him anymore. How could I, when I had been nothing but an obvious nuisance to him last night? And now I was being an ungrateful bitch. I was never good at staring matches anyway, but his eyes were like the sun—stare too long and you’d go blind. And I couldn’t stand the itchy feeling that prickled upon my agitated skin when he looked at me like that, making me want to throw off the blankets and claw at my flesh; it was unnerving. The silence was oppressive, thick, and his glare was unwavering. I almost screamed at him.


      “Want some breakfast?” he said, surprising me, as if he was oblivious to the intensity in the room.


      “No,” I replied, my voice hushed and soft.


      I puzzled over how I’d ended up in my bed. I couldn’t remember making it up the stairs. Did he carry me? The thought made me self-conscious. The extra pounds that plagued me made me blush with embarrassment.


      I cleared my throat and sent an apologetic look his way. “I’m sorry for ruining your night.”


      His words came out in rumble. “Don’t worry about it.”


      I nodded, feeling stupid as we continued to sit there, not knowing what either of us should do, but a clattering from below made caught our attention. Light footsteps made their way up the stairs before Harvey even had the chance to get to his feet. The bedroom door opened, and my mother entered, her face creased with worry. Her white hair was dishevelled, and her eyes widened in concern.


      “Sara!” my mom cried as I gave Harvey a thunderous stare. Why had he called her? “Oh, darling. I’m so sorry.”


      She flung her arms around me for a moment, and I barely registered the light squeeze, her attempt at comfort. It was devoid of any emotional intent, lacklustre. At least Harvey’s embrace had been full of real feelings. I tried to shake the mental thought away and instead decided to focus on my mother’s high-pitched blabbering. She would insist on knowing every single detail of Eric’s death, from the moment the police turned up on my doorstep right up until the time I last laid eyes on my husband’s battered body in the morgue. She’d make me relive it. Over and over again, without a thought to how it’d make me feel.


      “It’s OK, Mom,” I answered, waiting for the interrogation to start. I tried to catch Harvey’s eye, but he’d wandered over to look out the window. Trying to be considerate, I guess.


      “It’s not all right, darling,” she reasoned and pushed back from me to look at my face. “You’ve just lost your husband. Of course you’re not OK!”


      Her words sank into me. She was right, I shouldn’t be OK. I shouldn’t be able to hold a conversation, let alone sit upright in bed. Widows were meant to be in a ball of agony, unable to think of anything but the loss of their loved one. I nodded my head and brought my gaze down, just as my twin sister, Anita, came hollering at me. Her loud, whiny voice cut through the migraine that was beginning to settle in my skull.


      “Oh my gosh, Sara!” she screeched. She flopped down onto the bed and placed her handbag down on the carpeted floor. “We were all so worried about you.” At the age of thirty-two, my sister lived the perfect life I’d dreamed of; she had a normal husband and two wonderful kids. My niece and nephew meant the world to me, but my relationship with Anita was always teetering on a knife’s edge as the years went by. She criticised every aspect of my life, and though she never quite got around to saying it, I knew my mediocrity made her feel better about herself. If I fucked up, she would insist on telling me how she would’ve handled the problem, but then again, she wouldn’t get herself into the messes I somehow managed to get myself into. “Married an abusive husband did you?” she’d say, “Well that was silly of you, wasn’t it? You must’ve done something to provoke him…”


      “I’m sorry we couldn’t be there yesterday,” my mom said. “Your stepfather had a work thing, so I had to wait till Anita could bring me. And then we had to find a sitter for the grandkids, of course.”


      “It’s OK,” I reassured her again, pasting a weak smile on my face. It was probably best they hadn’t arrived last night, I thought. They would’ve hovered around and pestered me with their lukewarm, drama-induced sympathies.


      Facing away from me, my mother looked over her shoulder and sent a grateful but cold smile towards her stepson. “Thank you for looking after her, Harvey,” she said, her voice taut and forcibly polite.


      “No problem, Victoria,” he replied without looking at her. I could feel the tension in the room rise and felt helpless to do anything from my weak position in the bed. Trapped between my mother and vile sister.


      “Well, we’re here now. There’s no need for you to stay,” my mother continued.


      My mom divorced my father a long time ago, and there’d been a string of relationships, and more than a few marriages until she met Harvey’s father, Russell. But my mom and Harvey had never seen eye-to-eye. He saw her as just another gold-digger, a woman who used marriage as her meal ticket. And like a career, each marriage proposal was equivalent to a promotion, a rung up the never-ending ladder.


      From my position on the bed I saw a flicker of annoyance cross the side of his face. He turned. “Fine, I’ll go.”


      I mouthed a “thank you” as I watched him leave and close the wooden door to my room, leaving me with two women that would, as soon as Harvey was out of earshot, peck at me and ask me how much Eric’s life insurance policy was worth.
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      Days flew by in a blur after Eric’s death. Later in the week, I found out that the cause of his death was a head-on collision with a concrete lane barrier about ten miles down the road. I couldn’t quite wrap my head around the idea of losing him forever. That he was actually gone. I fully expected to see him walk through the front door at any moment, or to be there lying on the bed staring at me with his curled up lips when I woke up first thing in the morning.


      I stood by my husband’s coffin, a dry tissue clutched tightly in my hand as I watched a couple of bystanders lower his cold body into the ground. A light shower spattered against the polished wood surface. Mud, tears, and sniffles surrounded me. How could they cry for a man they didn’t truly know?


      But I nodded my head and accepted their condolences while they patted my arm.


      Mourners stood beside me, their hands gripping their handkerchiefs and swiping at their tear-stricken faces. My mother dabbed at her eyes; she made a great widow, I thought. Her husband before Russell gave her the opportunity to play the part so well—she knew exactly what to say, knew exactly how to act around the mourners. But I couldn’t be as tactful and was in danger of slipping off the handle at any moment. If anyone else told me “Eric was a good man”, I was likely to scream in their face.


      The preacher’s voice sounded in the background, muttering a few words, recalling Eric’s lifetime achievements.


      Not listening, I studied the circle of people dressed in black. The only other person without a trace of emotion or tears on his face stood opposite me. Harvey lifted his head and caught my eye. He didn’t give me a reassuring smile, or nod his head in respect—he just stared at me, as if he knew exactly what I was thinking.


      A shiver ran up my spine, and I forced myself to look away.


      Finally the service was over. Rain dripped down my black umbrella as we walked back to the cars.


      An elderly woman, a distant relative—a great aunt of Eric’s if I remembered correctly—walked towards me. “I’m sorry for your loss. Absolutely dreadful what’s happened. Do they know what caused the crash?”


      I smiled gently and muttered a weak “thank you” as she continued to question me. Just as my head was about to explode, her watery, blue eyes boring into mine imploring for me to respond, Harvey took my elbow and interrupted the old woman.


      “We have to get Sara back home now; it’s been a long day,” he said politely, his authoritative tone putting a stop to her enquiries.


      “Of course, of course. I didn’t mean to pry…”


      Without letting go of my arm and expertly dodging other mourners who wanted their five minutes with the supposedly grieving widow, he led me to his car instead of the funeral car reserved for the family and settled me inside, away from everyone. My mother’s and sister’s faces flashed by the window; they called for Harvey to stop but he ignored their pleas to slow down. He drove back to my house, the journey taking much longer than it should, as he deviated—literally going all around the houses—as I sat quietly, with my hands covering my face, desperately trying to shut out the world.


      Grievers had already set up shop at the house, gathering to pass the time and reminisce with strangers, family and friends who’d known Eric. I tried to mingle as if it were just an ordinary social event, but instead I hid away in the kitchen, laying out food for the hungry guests, unable to talk about my deceased husband in glowing terms.


      I tried to walk away from the horde, but none of them would let me, and the kitchen was full of persistent bodies.


      “Could you make sure to take out the next batch of sausage rolls from the oven, Anita?”


      Her sharp eyes narrowed at me. “Why? Where are you going?”


      “Upstairs, I need to lie down.”


      She shook her head. “No, you have to stay. People want to talk to you. They’ve come all this way for the funeral. You can’t go hide in your bedroom. Look, I’ll go get you a chair so you can sit.”


      I turned away from her and braced myself against the kitchen counter. The last thing I needed was to get into a fight with her today.


      Huffing, she dragged in one of the dining chairs that had been moved from the kitchen to the living room to make space.


      “Here you go,” she said, as it it’d been my idea for her to get the chair.


      “Thanks…”


      Wedged in the kitchen, an endless stream of requests and enquiries came my way. It felt like it went on for hours.


      A light tap on my arm, a bump from someone reaching behind me to get a napkin, brought me out of my hazy thoughts. My head shot forward, and I caught Harvey’s gaze. He stood by a group of mourners, dressed impeccably in his black suit. People moved to make way for him as he strode towards me.


      “How you doing?”


      “As well as expected, I think.”


      “You don’t look so good. Do you want to get some fresh air? It’s stopped raining.”


      I smiled; nothing would be better right that moment. “I can’t.”


      “Why not?” he questioned, frowning down at me.


      “Anita said—”


      “Fuck Anita,” he said loud enough to cause a middle-aged woman beside us gasp.


      I laughed. Strands of dark blonde hair fell across my face. I reached out and tucked it behind my ear. “I guess it would be OK for just a moment, but who’ll take care of the guests?”


      He frowned again he eyes darkening in anger. “Who’s taking care of you?”


      “I-I…” I stammered, unsure of what to say. No one cared or worried about me, a fact that I was used to. It was always the other way around. I was the worrier. Harvey’s question caught me off-guard.


      “They’re not wild animals, Sara. And who cares what anyone thinks? If you don’t want to be here, then leave.” His bluntness was refreshing, like a cold shower on a hot day.


      A shred of clarity began to peek through the haze.


      “OK,” I replied.


      Harvey grabbed my hand and hauled me out of the house, escaping via the back door before I could change my mind. The sharpness of the fresh air made my eyes widen, and my lungs inhaled the blissful scent of drying rain. It’d been so stuffy in the house, it’d been a wonder I’d been able to breathe.


      We walked towards the small cut that led through to the dense wood at the back of the house. Making the most of the sun, which appeared through thick white clouds, I tilted my head back, closed my eyes, and let it coat me in a blanket of warmth that streamed down upon me.


      “Feel better?”


      I smiled and nodded. I felt the corners of my lips tilt up as I opened my eyes again.


      “Yes, much.” I paused to look at him. For all his faults, his selfishness and whoring around, I had to wonder how he could be so kind to me.


      “Harvey? How did you know I needed to escape the wake?”


      “Does it matter?” he replied simply.


      I guess not, I thought, in the great scheme of things. I shook my head.


      We walked deeper into the woods, and comfortable silence fell between us. Birds chirped up in the trees, their voices singing along our route. Their little wings flapped up to the sky while flocks scattered around the treetops. Sunlight became our torch, straining to illuminate our way through the dense canopy.


      With Harvey by my side, or in some case where the path narrowed, behind me, I suddenly had the urge to voice my thoughts and feelings. It was as if the vacuum he created by keeping quiet was forcing me to spill my secrets. I chewed on the inside of my cheek, nibbling at the skin. “Harvey?”


      He turned his head and looked at me. Eyebrows lifted. “Yes?”


      “Have you ever felt the sense of not knowing what to do? Of feeling lost?”


      “Not really,” he said, his eyes darting away.


      “Oh.” Feeling the need to explain myself I continued. “It’s just now that Eric’s gone, I’m alone, and I guess I feel like I’ve lost my place in the world. With him I knew what my life was all about, and I’d accepted it. Came to terms with everything. It was all planned out, you know? My life was on this unstoppable train, but now—shit—I can’t help but feel like I’ve been derailed, and I’m stuck in limbo.”


      The words slipped freely from my mouth. My voice came out hoarse and tired from holding back the emotion that was building in my chest. My eyes started to burn for the first time that day. Droplets spilled down my cheeks, and I immediately wiped them away, feeling ridiculous. How could I be mourning a life with a man who’d routinely belittled me, beat me, and violently raped me?


      “You must think I’m a fool,” I said, thanking him when he offered his handkerchief.


      “You’re not a fool, Sara. You have every right to cry for your dead husband. For what you’ve lost. No one is holding that against you, and if they did, screw them—”


      “I’m not crying for him,” I suddenly blurted, shocked at my own words as I realised the truth of them.


      “What do you mean?”


      Could I tell him? How would he look at me if he knew? The relief I experienced, the weight that had lifted from my shoulders the moment I’d seen Eric’s bruised body. Even though I was finally free, I was terrified that without the weight to keep me tethered I would just float away and disappear. I needed to share it with someone…


      But Harvey wasn’t the right person to spill all this to. He wouldn’t understand. Harvey didn’t do feelings, not in all the years I’d known him. The only feelings he knew were the ones he got when he closed a business deal, or the victory and thrill of the hunt when he managed to plant his flag in an unsuspecting female.


      I still remembered the streams of tears from one my distant cousins, Becky, at our parents’ wedding party. He’d told her exactly what she wanted to hear, that he’d take her away from her boring little life with her fat, useless husband, he’d take her places… see the world. Instead, he fucked her every which way from Sunday in a not-so-private alcove during the wedding party and didn’t even have the decency to apologise for the lives he’d ruined.


      “Nothing, I didn’t mean it. Forget I said anything.”


      We continued our walk, looping back around the trail and approached the back door. “Sara, you know deserve all the happiness in the world, right? Don’t let what’s happened make you think otherwise.”


      Fresh tears began to flow. Maybe I’d judged him too harshly. Maybe beneath all the bravado, the slick suits and all the women he used and discarded, perhaps there was something more to him. Or perhaps not, as his attention wavered to the same stunning women I’d seen at the hospital, who now stood at the top of the back door steps.


      “And you have me. I’ll be at your side as much you need me. But not right now, there’s something I need to deal with,” he said and went towards her.
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      Thankfully most of the guests had left by the time I walked back into the house. A few people lurked in a corner near the remaining open bottles of alcohol. Their heads turned to watch me, judge me, as I entered the room. Clearly my absence had been noted.


      My eyes caught sight of my mother, my stepdad Russell, and Anita and her family in the kitchen. I turned instead towards the drinks table and poured myself a 3-fingered glass of whiskey, no ice.


      “Where have you been?” A familiar female voice cut through me.


      My sister, with her hands planted on top of her slim hips, fumed with anger. Her face flushed with annoyance. “We were worried sick!”


      Taken aback, I took a huge swig, draining the glass, then reached for the bottle again.


      “I went out for a quick walk. I had to get out of here one way or another, and you wouldn’t let me go lie down,” I bit back.


      Anita snorted, her tongue tutting in disgust, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing.


      “I don’t believe you! All these people were here to support you, and you just left. You can’t half be ungrateful sometimes, Sara.”


      “I’m ungrateful?”


      “Yes,” she spat. “I bet you didn’t even think about how I would have to look after everyone once you disappeared. People were asking where you were. It’s like you don’t even care!”


      Hurt and fury boiled together like molten lava that made me see a flash of red. “Of course I care! Eric was my husband, Anita.”


      “Then fucking act like it!” she screamed, walking towards me with clear determination in her eyes. She lifted up a hand and pointed it at my chest, probing me with her sharp nail.


      I shook my head though my fingers trembled. “Just because I’m not falling to pieces before your eyes doesn’t mean I’m not grieving. I loved Eric. I did,” I whispered, failing to add the next thought in my head—that I also hated him, that I regretted not having the courage to kill him myself for all the pain he’d put me through.


      “You know what?” she screeched, her nail dug so deep that I wouldn’t have been surprised if she drew out a trickle of blood. “Never mind. There’s no talking to you anyway. You’re selfish. Mom was out of her mind with worry. But you’ve always got to do your own thing and fuck the rest of us. You’ve always been selfish, and you’ll never change.”


      I gasped. What had I done to deserve her vitriol? It didn’t make sense.


      “That’s enough, Anita,” Harvey growled.


      I watched him saunter over to us, his hand quickly bringing hers down. Pushing it away from me as he stepped in between us, shielding me.


      “Oh come on, Harvey. Don’t let her pull the wool over your eyes, too. She walked out on her husband’s wake for Christ sake! My mother’s in bits. But Sara would know nothing about her health since she never had to look after her.”


      “Anita, this isn’t the time or the place. And if there’s anyone to blame, it’s me. I dragged her out of here away from all you fucking vultures that just want a piece of her.”


      “But…” Anita’s words trailed.


      I said that’s enough!” Harvey roared.


      His voice shook the whole house, startling the remaining guests in the corner. My sister’s mouth parted, ready to begin again.


      “Why are you defending her, Harvey?”


      “OK, that’s it, I’ve had enough of you. If you can’t empathise with what she’s going through, then get the hell out!” he shouted, his pulse beating at the base of his neck. He took Anita’s arm and dragged her through the hallway.


      “Sara can grieve however the fuck she likes,” he declared. “It’s not up to you. Eric was her husband, Anita. Not yours. Just because you fucked around with him before they got together doesn’t give you the right to tell her how to handle this situation. He chose her, not you! And don’t go around blaming Sara for taking a break from this family’s drama. How would you feel if you were in her position?”


      “I…” Once again, my sister was left speechless.


      He opened the front door. “Leave. Before I say something I will really regret.”


      “Fine!” Anita’s green eyes, so similar to mine, narrowed in hatred. She turned and stormed off, her coiffed blonde hair trailing after her.


      Jeremy, Anita’s meek husband, collected the kids’ coats and hustled them out the door, doing his best to avoid Harvey’s glare.


      Harvey made his way back to the kitchen. My mother, who’d been silent throughout the whole shouting match, started to open her mouth. He gave her a simple look, and her mouth closed. The rest of the guests decided now was the perfect time to leave, too. They drank the dregs of their drinks and left.


      “You’re making a nasty habit of coming to my rescue,” I whispered.


      He stared at me, the remnants of fury still detectable in his eyes. But the longer he looked at me, the softer they became, his face relaxing. “You need to start standing up for yourself. You can’t let your sister or anyone push you around like that. It pisses me off.”


      “I see that.”


      “I’m not joking, Sara.”


      “I know,” I replied, gulping down another shot of whiskey, a desperate attempt to calm my rattled nerves and the attraction I’d felt spark when he’d defended me.
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      Autumn slipped into winter, and from the kitchen window, my eyes scanned the bare trees that lined the back of the property. The once lively forest, no longer buzzing with life, was a brutal reflection of my own barren life. As winter broke and the snows started to fall, friends started to distance themselves, and sometimes days would pass before I saw another living person that wasn’t Harvey.


      I wrapped my hands around my steaming mug, indulging in its heat. I had the radio on in the background, the constant chatter a small comfort. Otherwise the house was too still, the emptiness only encouraging my overactive imagination.


      Once upon a time, Eric and I dreamed of having a family of our own. The loud noises of our children’s giggles and antics would fill each room; loud footsteps would thump against the floor. Now every aspect of that life had vanished into thin air. And a part of me was glad. God only knows how Eric would’ve treated our imaginary kids if they pissed him off.


      I also tried to look to my future, but I couldn’t see myself starting again with another man, going down the same path I’d already trodden, even though I longed for a baby. What if he turned out just like Eric? Sweet, loving and caring for the duration of our engagement, but then the mask came off as soon as we were behind closed doors, and I had a ring on my finger. What if it was me that brought the worst out of them? What if I was the common denominator?


      I needn’t have worried about it all, anyway. It was too soon, and it wasn’t as if I was a catch or anything, dressed in my flannel PJs, shuffling from room to room like a lost zombie. I knew I needed to brave the outside world once again, but why bother when it was safer to wrap myself up within this house? No one could hurt me here. At least not anymore.


      The vibration of the phone startled me. I swung my short legs off the window seat and reached for the device on the table, if only to make the noise stop.


      “Hello?” I answered.


      “Could I speak with Mrs Chambers, please?” a monotone voice asked on the other end of the line.


      “Speaking.”


      “Hi, my name is Alice from Bluelife Insurance.”


      I closed my eyes and wondered why she was calling. I hoped that finally the life policy that my husband had taken out would be paid up. I knew our savings were dwindling, and it wouldn’t be too long before they ran out. “Oh, hi. I’ve been expecting to receive a payment, but I’ve not received anything yet.”


      “I’m afraid there’s been an unexpected development.”


      My eyes widened. “What do you mean?” I stammered as I leaned against the wall, my legs threatening to give out. “Is there a problem with the pay-out? I know we were all up to date with the monthly payments.”


      “Oh, it’s nothing to do with that.” The lady paused. “I’m sorry to be the one to tell you this, but we felt it better that we call to let you know. The report of the investigation into your husband’s passing concludes that the accident was a result of intentional actions.”


      “You mean like someone interfered with the car?


      “No. The car was found to be in perfectly good working order, and witness statements say that the car just went off the road and—”


      “Stop. Just tell me what you’re trying to say. You think Eric killed himself?”


      I felt my world shake beneath my feet. My head spun from the woman’s words.


      “That’s not possible,” I whispered, thinking back to that morning. His actions were not of a suicidal man, far from it. “Eric didn’t kill himself. It was an accident.”


      Alice sighed. “During Mr Chambers’ autopsy, there were trace elements of Zoloft in his system,an anti-depressant. Consequently, the investigators suspect that the incident was deliberate, and therefore the life insurance policy will not be paid out.”


      The accident was deliberate.


      Eric killed himself.


      Those words ran through my mind, clouding every logical thought as I leaned my head back against the wall. It didn’t make any sense. Why would he do it? Had Eric suddenly grown a conscience and regretted taking me against me will all those times? I couldn’t breathe. Breathing seemed to be the hardest thing to do at that moment.


      When the lady said her goodbyes and hung up, I slid down to the floor. My chest heaved with short intakes of breath. Beads of cold sweat broke out the side of my forehead.


      “Eric,” I said to the empty room, “what the fuck did you do?”


      Teardrops fell down my cheeks, and my shoulders trembled with racking sobs. He really screwed me over this time, I thought bitterly. I wrapped my arms around my legs, hugging my knees.


      “What the hell are you doing on the floor?”


      I must’ve dozed off against the wall as I’d tried to come up with a reason why Eric would’ve taken his own life.


      “Harvey? What are you doing here? I asked sleepily.


      “Answer my question first,” he demanded. “You’ve been crying.” It wasn’t a question. He stared at my face, puffy and streaked with dried tears.


      “I got some bad news about Eric’s insurance.”


      “Oh?” he said, waiting for me to continue. He reached out a hand and levered me up to my feet.


      “They think Eric crashed the car on purpose and killed himself.” I laughed. It wasn’t comical, and it was absolutely absurd once I said it out loud.


      “His autopsy revealed he was taking medication for depression… He wouldn’t do it. But I don’t know what to believe. So now I have no husband, no fucking money, and I have to come to terms with the fact he’d rather top himself than be here with me. Isn’t life just fucking peachy?”


      Harvey took hold of my upper body, forcing me to keep still in my rage. “Sara, take a breath. If he did it, it had nothing to do with you.”


      “Oh great, that’s even worse!”


      “How so?”


      “Then it makes everything he put—” I stopped myself.


      “Makes everything what? Finish what you were going to say, Sara.”


      Pointless, I wanted to say. All the pain, the control, it was all for nothing. I’d put up with it because I thought I loved him. Thought I owed it to our marriage.


      “Tell me,” he encouraged.


      I shook my head and stepped out of his grasp. “What are you doing here, anyway?” I asked, angry with him for coming. It was illogical, but why was he here, why did he keep turning up? Why on earth did he have to care, when all I wanted to do was fade away?


      Harvey ignored my question again. “You’re gonna have to deal with whatever crap you’re holding back sooner or later, you know.” He stuck out his index finger, brandishing it like a weapon. “It’s going to eat you up inside unless you let it out.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “Bullshit! And you know it, Sara.” His eyes blazed, and he took a threatening step toward me. I shrunk back away from him in fright, regretting the movement a second later. I had to remind myself he wasn’t Eric, but the reflex was ingrained in me like second nature.


      He raised his eyebrow as he studied my movement, then took a step back.


      “If you really want to know why I’m here, I brought you some food. Sushi from the deli I know you like. ‘Cause I know you haven’t been eating.”


      I bowed my head sheepishly. I couldn’t and wouldn’t look at him, too ashamed and angry with myself for being so pathetic. So weak. For not being able to let him into the dark corners of my life. He was the only who put up with me, took time out from his busy life to come sit with me. Even if we never shared a word, it felt like we were communicating, that he understood what I was going through. Fuck, he was my only friend, and I was treating him like shit.


      “Well?”


      “Well, what!?” I shouted. “What the hell do you want from me?” Why was I trying to push him away?


      He shrugged and dropped the brown paper bag he’d been holding.


      “I’m here for you, Sara. But you need to meet me half-fucking-way.”


      “Fuck off, Harvey.” Anger fuelled my regretful words. “You’re not my shrink!”


      He turned and left, slamming the door behind him.


      Furious, I marched upstairs and threw myself under my duvet. I was doing a fine job of pushing everyone in my life away… Maybe it was me that was the problem?
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      Bills started to pile up on the coffee table, and I had no idea how to handle any of them. It was like I was entering adulthood all over again, learning how to look after myself. Standing on my own two feet. Or at least trying to, but most days I couldn’t bear to think about the money I owed.


      I’d also come to the conclusion that all my married friends were avoiding me. I was a social black hole, the person no one wanted to invite round for a coffee or dinner party for fear they’d get sucked into my shitty world. As if my bad luck of losing a husband was catching. They didn’t want the reminder that their own lives could be shat upon at any moment.


      I twiddled my thumbs. I was close to tearing at my hair as I considered all the problems that were beginning to stack up. I needed someone to talk to, to figure out my next step, and Harvey hadn’t come back around. Well, was it any wonder, I thought? It’d been days since I’d last seen his face, and truthfully, I missed more than I wanted to admit.


      My hands clutched at my phone, fingers tense, debating whether or not it was a good idea to call the one person I should be able to discuss anything with. But since the wake I hadn’t spoken to my twin, feeling that I shouldn’t have to apologise for her overreaction or her jealousy.


      She was my last resort, especially since my fight with Harvey.


      After a brief moment of hesitation, I dialled her number and waited as it rang for a long time. I wasn’t sure whether she would pick up or ignore my call, but just as I was about to give up, she answered. “What do you want, Sara?”


      I felt my heart sank. “Anita,” I began and rubbed at the hollow socket of my eyes, “I’m sorry about the other week. Emotions were high that day. I didn’t mean for us to fight or anything like that during Eric’s wake.”


      “There’s no point rehashing it, Sara. Look, I’m busy. What do you want?” Anita said.


      “I…I was wondering if I could steal you for a moment and have a chat? A coffee maybe?” I asked, sounding hopeful.


      An irritated huff left her before saying, “Sara, I know you’re going through a tough time, but I don’t have time for a coffee. Why did you call during dinnertime? You know how busy I get. Again, you just don’t think. I have children to look after, a husband to feed and a house to keep clean. Now if there’s nothing else, I’ll to speak to you later.”


      Before I could speak, she ended the call, leaving me with the phone in my hand and a loud beeping that cried out into the distance.
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      Monday morning, the beginning of a new week, full of promise, and I was determined to make an effort. I parked my car and walked towards the animal shelter Eric allowed me to volunteer at. This had been my only workplace during my three years of marriage.


      I took the small flight of stairs in twos, smiling as I went, telling myself today was going to be a good day. It was the start of something new, and I looked forward to meeting and caring for all the new arrivals if my plan was successful.


      “Hey Sara,” a familiar and friendly voice said. “How you keeping, pet?” asked Dianne, the manager of the shelter. She held a young Lab to her chest; the little rascal nudged and nipped playfully at her fingers.


      “Hi, Dianne. I’m good.” I greeted her and gave her a quick hug.


      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said suddenly. “We were all thinking about you. Tragic. Taken so young. Hope you’re coping OK.”


      “Yeah.” I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat.


      “Did you come to get some animal therapy?” Dianne asked.


      “Well, yes, that of course, but I also wanted to ask you if there was any way I could go full-time? If you could take me on as a worker here instead of a volunteer?”


      Her smile faded. “I’m afraid I can’t do that,” she said as flicker of sympathy crossed her hazel eyes. “We don’t have the budget for it. And as much as I would love to pay you, I can’t. Maybe next year when we get more donations. But you know how it is, we barely get enough money to feed the animals.”


      “I know. That’s fine. Just thought I’d ask,” I said, though I was far from OK. Working at the shelter and getting paid for it was my master plan, the first step toward pulling my life around. And here I was, falling at the first bloody hurdle. “I’ll go into town and see if I can find anyone hiring.”


      I turned to leave but she called out to me. “Actually, wait!”


      “Yes?” I said, brightening.


      “Try the new café that’s just opened up. The little boutique. You’ll know it when you see it, all done up fancy. I heard they’re looking for someone. And feel free to give my name as a reference.”


      “Thanks, Dianne. I appreciate it.”


      I said my goodbyes, took a quick tour to view the new kittens, then left, feeling like maybe there was hope for me yet.
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      I was dreaming.


      I knew it the moment it started, but I was unable to pull myself out from under the spell. A cloud of fog cleared a path in front of me, and I blinked through my blurry eyes. I tried to make sense of my surroundings, of the black emptiness that seemed to dominate the room. My ears pricked up. A faint voice called my name. It was close, but I couldn’t see the owner. Scared, my feet locked together, unable to move.


      The fog transformed into a pitch-black mist that swirled around me, making it almost impossible to figure out where the sound was coming from. My palms were damp.


      “Sara.”


      I turned my head towards the sound, spinning; he was close, but I saw nothing.


      “Sara.” There it was again. The thudding in my chest picked up speed. He was going to hurt me. But I wouldn’t let him touch me like that ever again. I thrashed my head around as the voice continued to plague me.


      All of sudden my limbs were no longer within my control. My wrists were pinned by an invisible force, and I felt hot breath against my neck. Eric’s cologne, thick and overpowering, raped my senses.


      He was going to hurt me again, and there was nothing I could do to stop it. I wasn’t strong enough. But then another voice joined the chorus, this one encouraging me to fight, to not give up.


      Harvey?


      I gritted my teeth and pulled at the non-existent restraints. To my surprise my arms flew apart. My mouth parted in shock. I tried to take a deep breath and nothing came, but this was my chance. I turned on my heel and started to run, my legs pumping wildly into the abyss.


      With a jolt, I awoke. My body shook with spasms, and I was gasping for air. I sat up and buried my head between my knees, drawing in breath, telling myself I was OK.


      The sound of my alarm on the bedside table cut through the panic, bringing me back to the real world. I turned it off and waited till my breathing returned to normal before getting up on shaky legs and going to the bathroom.


      I walked over to the mirror above the sink and gazed at my reflection. Dark circles outlined my tired green eyes, but at least my face had lost a bit of its chubbiness, a diet of air and desperation filling my belly instead. I stepped away and took a hot shower. Soaking in the scalding water, feeling it cascading down my bare back, washing away the last traces of the haunting dream.


      Afterwards, I threw on a decent pair of black trousers, grabbed my uniform blouse from the closet and slipped it on. I was a part of the working masses after managing to win over the owner of the new café. And today was my first day. In the car I turned the heater up full blast and made my way through the quiet snow-covered streets to the coffee shop. I stepped inside as a tiny bell above the door announced my arrival, and I closed my eyes to revel in the warm scent of coffee.


      There was no one manning the bespoke counter, and I grabbed a chair to wait. There were no customers yet to speak of, but I knew from my first visit it would get busy soon enough. I examined the chestnut-brown walls that gave the interior a soothing, welcoming feeling. Little artificial plants were dotted around for extra colour. I studied the location of each section, noting the placement of the tables. I wasn’t sure I’d be waitressing as well as serving, but it didn’t do any harm to get the lay of the land.


      A silhouette passed behind a curtain at the back of the store, and a woman in her late fifties greeted me, enveloping my fingers in her chubby ones as I stood to greet her.


      “You must be Sara Chambers,” her voice came out as a hoarse whisper.


      “Yes,” I answered.


      The older woman smiled and said, “I’m Jodie-Ann, but you can call me Jo. I think you met my husband the other day?”


      I smiled back. “That’s right. I hope I still have the job?”


      “Oh, yes, dear. Don’t worry about that.” She beckoned me toward the curtain, and I followed her deep into the storage room.


      “Well, there’s no time like the present. Let’s get you started. Everything you’ll need will mostly likely be in here, and if you’ll follow me, I’ll show you how to work the machines. They can be a bit finicky, but you’ll get the hang of it. You just gotta show ‘em who’s boss.”


      I nodded and watched as she took me through each procedure, pointing out the functions of the machines as she went. It was fascinating to see her wrinkly fingers settle on each mechanism, light but firm, twisting and turning here and there and making an awful lot of noise in the process. I nodded my head as we went along, showing my understanding.


      “Did you get all that?” Jo asked, cutting through my reverie.


      “I think so, yes.” I answered, though I cursed myself for not bringing a notebook and pen to write it all down.


      No sooner had Jo finished showing me how the other appliances behind the counter worked, that customers started to stream in. I stood anxiously, waiting to take their orders and praying I didn’t screw up the only job I could get.
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      “This is harder than I thought,” I said a few hours later, after the lunch rush. I flopped down on a chair, my arms resting on the table’s surface as I buried my head into them. My feet protested the hours of standing up, screaming for me to stop, and my back ached.


      “And it’s just your first day,” Jo said, her voice croaky as she laughed at me and patted my back sympathetically. “But you’ll get used to it.”


      I groaned inwardly as beads of sweat trickled down my forehead.


      “Sara?”


      I looked up and saw Harvey striding towards me. “Thought that was you.” His steps were quick and efficient, his long legs clad in a blue pinstripe. His hair was wet, slicked back, but it hadn’t been raining, and I wondered where he’d been. It wouldn’t have surprised me if he’d just come from a woman’s apartment, his hair wet from a shower he’d had to take to get the smell of sex off him.


      “Harvey,” I said, surprised. “What are you doing here?”


      “I could ask you the same question,” he said, staring at my black and white uniform.


      “I got a job, what does it look like?” I said, the edges of a smile making an appearance on my face. It was good to see him again; I hated how much of a bitch I’d been the last time we spoke. He’d only been trying to help. “Gotta make ends meet.”


      I tried to make light of the situation, to reassure him that I was doing OK, but his questioning eyes had the undesired of effect of making me think twice about trying to fool him.


      He frowned at me. “But what about your work at the animal shelter? You loved it there didn’t you?”


      “They couldn’t take me on full-time, let alone pay me. So I had to take the first thing I could get. Eric isn’t here to look after me anymore. I had to get off my fat arse and work.”


      “Sara,” he warned, “don’t say things like that about yourself. You are far from fat.” He took the chair opposite me; his hands reached out, taking my hands in his larger ones, sending a domino effect of delicious ripples up my arms. “But all things aside, are you OK?”


      I decided to put on a brave face and said nonchalantly, “I’m a big girl, Harvey. You don’t have to worry about me.”


      He scoffed. “That ship has already sailed.”


      I forced a smile. “I’m doing great. And to prove it, how about you come around tonight, and I’ll cook you a meal as my way of apologising for being a horrible cow towards you the other day?”


      His face broke into a grin.


      “That sounds great. What time do you want me?”


      “Anytime,” I replied, enjoying the way my hands fit comfortably in his.
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      “There’s no way I’m going out with her,” I said after a minute.


      “Oh, come on. It’s not like you to turn down a sure thing. Stop being picky and text her. I told her you would,” said Sadie.


      I leaned back against my swivelling leather executive’s chair, my spine protesting as I stretched the muscles of my back. They were still aching after the lunchtime workout of front and back squats I’d managed to squeeze into my day. The ache was nice; I revelled in it, loving the way my body felt after a punishing set of heavy weights. It was almost akin to the feeling I got after pounding my cock into the sweetest pussy—almost, but not quite. A bit like the other night, I thought, remembering the cute little bartender who I’d used as a distraction. She hadn’t a tattoo or wayward piercing in sight. I’d worked my magic and been able to persuade her to drop her panties and let me take her up against the bar after closing. She’d squealed and held on tight, clutching the old-fashioned beer taps, occasionally grabbing too hard and letting the beer flow onto the sticky floor as I fucked her cunt.


      I’d let my imagination run wild. She was the same height as Sara, the same heart shaped bottom… but the bartender wasn’t the real McCoy, and as much as I tried to pretend that the breasts I squeezed belonged to another, it was all just an illusion, a means to an end. A way to fulfil my fantasy without fucking up the growing relationship I had with my stepsister. And even thought we weren’t exactly on speaking terms at the moment, I couldn’t get her out of my head. It was probably best we’d had that fight; it had made me stay away. It should have given me the chance to cool down… but it was having the opposite effect.


      Sadie tapped her pen against the pad she was holding, cutting through my train of thought and bringing me back. I groaned, my cock stiff beneath my desk from the memory. “David, put the girl out of her misery.”


      “Let me look at her again,” I said and pulled up the dating site Sadie had insisted that I sign up to. She was determined to get me slice of the normal life, paired up and locked into a relationship forever. But I was happy as I was—what man wouldn’t be? Wasn’t I? Well, at least until the perfect specimen came along. Even then, would I ever consider giving up my bachelorhood?


      “So, how long have you known this girl?”


      “A few years. We went to uni together. Look if you don’t like her, all you have to do is tell her you’re busy. I’ll get shit from her, but what else is new? But she’s cute, no?”


      I stared down at the woman’s picture and studied her slightly crooked nose, hooded lids and broad forehead. Definitely not my type, even if she was willing to spread her legs wide at my command. Freckles plagued her face, small and large, strewn over the curves of her cheekbones. My lip curled; even if I was looking for my everlasting mate right now, the woman on the screen was definitely not her. I had standards. I wanted someone perfect.


      “You and I have very different definitions of cute.”


      “I’d fuck her,” Sadie said sighing, her smile broadening as she recalled her college days. “But even after several shots and a couple pitchers of beer, she only ever had eyes for the lads, unfortunately.”


      “She’s got freckles,” I said and shook my head. “She’s not my type, and I don’t want to waste my time dating her.”


      “Fuck’s sake, Harvey, you’re not getting any younger, you know?”


      I’d have fired anyone else on the spot for talking to me like that, but Sadie wasn’t just my assistant, she was practically my best friend and confidante. She meant well, and I wouldn’t trade her for the world.


      With Sadie everything was easy. For over a decade she’d been by my side through thick and thin, and if it weren’t for her preference for woman, we would no doubt have fucked… and I would’ve probably ruined it all. No, even though sometimes I tell myself different, the kind of relationship I have with Sadie - the no fucking kind - was how it was supposed to be.


      Finally giving up, Sadie got up from her chair and loomed over me, and if it weren’t for the determined look on her face, I would have laughed and pointed out that she couldn’t intimidate me. But I decided to keep my mouth shut and indulge her for a little longer.


      “How about I set you up on a blind date instead? It worked out the last time,” she said.


      “Barely,” I remarked. “The girl almost choked to death on my cock. And she wouldn’t swallow!”


      “There’s more to life than getting your dick sucked.”


      “How would you know? You don’t have one.”


      “I bet my strap-on is bigger than yours!” she said with her hands upon her slim hips.


      I almost spluttered out the coffee I’d just taken a sip of, but I recovered and got it down.


      “Jesus, Sadie, keep saying shit like that and you’ll give me no choice but to bend you over this desk and punish you,” I said, watching her chuckle, her beautiful eyes full of mischief. My cock pulsed at the thought; she’d look beautiful riding the end of my dick.


      She threw her head back and laughed, “Ah, Harvey, you’re just not my type.”


      “Don’t you have work to do, anyway?” I said, eager for her to leave me; I had business to take care of. No point wasting a good hard on, I thought.


      That got me a sigh.


      “Yeah, fine. But tell me this, when are you going to settle down?” she challenged me.


      I grinned. That was an easy question. “When I find the right woman. The perfect woman.”


      “Suppose that mythical creature is not out there? What are you going to do?” Sadie continued.


      “Easy. I’ll just keep fucking till I find her.”


      She rolled her eyes and threw her hands up into the air in mock submission. “Have it your way; I give up.”


      “Ah, but these little matchmaking sessions of ours are so much fun,” I said with a hint of sarcasm.


      She turned solemn. “You’ll have to settle down one day, have a couple of little Harveys of your very own running around. It’s not like you’re not getting any younger.”


      If only it were that easy.


      “You make it sound like I’m ancient. But enough now,” my tone warned. I did not like the new direction this conversation was taking.


      Sadie paused and studied my face. I averted my eyes and grabbed up a stack of papers that needed to be signed. She thought twice about continuing and made her way to my office door.


      “Don’t forget you have a three o’clock meeting with Dave.”


      I nodded, and Sadie left to go back to her desk. A beep sounded in the room. I stared down at my phone and reached for it. When I saw who the message was from, I quickly slid my finger across the screen to read it.


      Sara: Is fish OK?


      A smile broke out upon my face, and I typed my reply. It was actually quite sickening how much I was looking forward to seeing her again. Earlier today at the cafe it’d been good to see her with a happy glow and a smidgen more confidence. After our little fight I’d been furious. The things she’d said—and didn’t say—had gotten under my skin. She was holding onto something that had cut her deeply. I could tell by the haunting look in her eyes. And I knew I’d be there for her when the truth eventually tumbled out, but she had to make the first step. I didn’t even mind if I wasn’t me she told, but there didn’t seem to be anyone else, anyway. Anita was a useless excuse for a human being, and her mother… But she had to get rid of the poison she held onto before it rotted her from the inside.


      Harvey: Fish sounds good. See you tonight.


      And as an afterthought I added:


      Harvey: Want me to bring anything?


      A few seconds later Sara’s reply popped up onto my screen.


      Sara: Just yourself x


      I tucked my phone in my pocket and grabbed my jacket, ready for my meeting down the hall. I had to look at least somewhat professional, as I suspected another fat contract was about to land in my lap.


      As I was about to pass Sadie’s desk she called out to me. “Harvey, what do you want me to do with this monstrosity?” Her thumb pointed back towards a smooth but ugly-ass crystal on a black plinth, the size of a grown man’s arm. It sat glinting on a desk next to the floor-to-ceiling windows behind Sadie.


      “That’s the award?” I said in disbelief.


      “Mhmm. Horrible, ain’t it?”


      “You would’ve thought the Businessman of the Year deserved better than that ugly piece of shit.”


      “Well? What do you want me to do with it?”


      “Bin it, or take it home and use it as a dildo for all I care,” I said and walked away as Sadie let out the most unladylike bark of laughter.


      “I might just do that!” she called after me.
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      The meeting went as I expected. David, my business partner, reluctantly handed over another hotel chain contract to me. He was pissed, but the client wanted me and my magic touch… so that’s what they got. He knew his time was nearly up, and someday soon I’d either buy him out or the board would get rid of him. But I kept him on, holding off on pulling his legs out from under him, as I liked our current setup. I got to do the fun stuff, organising the redesigns of the hotels, showing them how to run their business efficiently, visiting them and shagging the occasional maid while I was there. And David was chained to his desk, up to his eyeballs in the nitty-gritty. It was perfect.


      With a bounce in my step I left the office early and walked to the parking lot. A few vehicles were scattered around the area, and cold wind lashed at my cheeks. I popped my collar and braced myself against the promise of snow.


      Before arriving at Sara’s I stopped to grab a bottle of wine, something fancy and extraordinarily expensive. She was making me dinner; it was only right I let her experience a heavenly bottle of red, and I secretly hoped the rich liquid would stain her lips crimson.


      I approached the house, going around the back instead of knocking on the front door. A window was propped open, and the delicious scent of a home-cooked meal filled the air. I inhaled the aroma deeply. It’d been a while since anyone had cooked for me. I normally relied on Sadie to grab me occasional food supplies, the majority of them requiring little to no effort—maybe some boiling water in a cup of dried noodles, or the protein bars I snacked on. I made small work of the porch steps and pushed open the unlocked back door.


      “Sara, it’s me,” I said, loud enough for her to hear.


      Footsteps padded against the upstairs floorboards as I heard her make her way towards the landing. I put the bottle onto the kitchen counter and waited for her to come down the hallway.


      “You should really lock your back door, you know. Anyone could walk—” I took a sharp intake of breath as I saw her again for the second time that day. She wore a pair of faded indigo jeans that made her short legs look amazing and a simple white shirt that stretched tightly over her ample chest. Her outfit was a far cry from the thick woollen sweaters and shapeless trousers she used to wear.


      As I looked from her bare feet, my eyes skimming over her thighs and shapely body and up to her messy bun, it puzzled me how it had taken me so long to really see her. Her figure was full of arcing curves that cinched in at her waist, a top-heavy hourglass that I couldn’t help but wish to see naked. I conceded, though, I’d settle to see her bend over in those jeans.


      “You look nice,” I said. “Got a fancy date?”


      She chuckled and pushed a hand at my chest, then reached up to pat at her hair as if embarrassed. “Don’t be silly, I look a mess. I just nipped up to get changed out of my work clothes. You don’t mind that I didn’t dress up?”


      “Not at all, I meant it when I said that you looked nice.”


      “Oh,” she replied and turned away from me, but I caught the pink colouring on her cheeks before she did.


      “Sorry, I thought you were teasing me.” A slight hint of— what was it, embarrassment? No, more like apprehension—had entered her voice. Was she not used to compliments? Or perhaps she didn’t know one when she heard it. Eric surely would’ve showered her with loving pet names and whispered plenty of sweet nothings in her ear. Had she simply gone too long without one after his death?


      “Well, I can do that, too, if you want,” I said to her back, admiring the roundness of her arse as she collected a tea towel from a bottom drawer.


      “No, that’s OK. I’d rather you not.”


      “Fair enough. You’re enjoying your new job, then?” I asked.


      She came close. An intoxicating cloud of vanilla and coconut drifted up from her body and around my head. The delicious smell made all my receptors stand up and take notice.


      Fuck, they weren’t the only thing standing up, I thought as my cock thickened, straining against the tight confinement of my suit trousers. I only hoped to god she didn’t notice. If she were any other woman, I’d gladly be wanting her to dip her gaze down to my crotch, enjoying the moment when her eyes inevitably widened with lust and excitement as she saw the outline of my need for her. But this was Sara, my stepsister, and though it would no doubt turn me on to have her looking at me like that, well, it wasn’t ever going to happen, so why even think it? I’d have to make do with lookalike bartenders instead.


      Her mouth opened again. She’d said something, and I’d completely zoned out.


      “Harvey,” she smiled and nudged me back to life, “I need to you move, you’re in the way. I gotta get the knives and forks.”


      I gladly strode away, coughed, and took the opportunity to readjust myself as Sara busied herself behind me in the kitchen.


      I heard the oven door open and resisted turning back around, not wanting to give myself any more impure thoughts of her perfectly shaped bottom filing out those jeans. I almost groaned. I needed to distract myself.


      “Need any help?”


      I risked a glimpse back into the kitchen, and Sara was thankfully back at the countertop. She smiled and shook her head. “Thanks, but not tonight. Just go sit down on the couch and relax. I’ll call you when dinner’s ready.”


      I nodded, walked into the living room and let out a huge, pent-up breath.
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      “I hope you’re hungry,” I said to Harvey from across the heavy wooden dining table. He sat with the top two buttons of his work shirt undone, revealing a toned neck. He’d removed his light grey tie and stuffed it into the pocket of his jacket, which was now draped over the back of his chair.


      “Starving,” Harvey replied. Barely visible wrinkles at the corners of his eyes crinkled as his mouth turned upward into a smile. I couldn’t help but notice that he was looking at me more than usual. Studying me like an abstract painting he couldn’t quite understand. I caught him glancing up from his plate more often than not, causing me to squirm in my seat.


      I couldn’t remember the last time we’d eaten a meal together alone. Come to think of it, I don’t think we ever had. There’d always been another person acting as a buffer—a family member, either one of our parents or Anita. It was new territory, and try as I might, I needed to remind myself constantly that it wasn’t a date. I supposed it would be good practice for the future, but god, Eric was barely cold in the ground. There was no way I could think of dating at such an early juncture. What would people think? And never mind that, who would even have me? When you hear the word widow, it conjures a withered woman in endless mourning, forever alone and surrounded by cats.


      I raised my head, and our eyes met again across the silent table, our clattering cutlery the only sound in the room. Well, except the rapid thud of my heart, which I hoped he could not hear. His strong jaw moved as he chewed, a line of drop-dead sexy stubble darkened his thick neck. I held back a sigh. Even I knew that if I were ever ready to trust another man again, there would be no way I could get a guy like Harvey—full of confidence, with muscles that bulged and sultry eyes that always gave you their full concentration.


      “This tastes so good. I didn’t know you could cook,” he said.


      A hint of a blush blossomed onto the surface of my cheeks. “Thank you,” I muttered. Eric had never complimented me on my cooking, even though I’d studied countless recipes and attempted to perfect each meal, hoping one day he’d be pleased enough or satisfied enough to say something. I played with my food and grew restless.


      “What’s bothering you, Sara?” Harvey asked a second later.


      I sent him a sheepish smile. God, he was perceptive. I wasn’t sure if I liked having him in my head. It was an odd feeling, as if he were reading me, and doing a fine job of it.


      “I was just thinking about Eric… the accident and the life insurance.”


      He frowned and laid his cutlery down on the side of his plate, giving me his full attention. “What about it?”


      “I can’t believe he killed himself. Not after that morning, it doesn’t make sense.”


      “What do you mean? What happened in the morning?”


      “Oh,” I replied, “I just mean, well, we had a bit of a fight.” I averted my gaze, then quickly added, “but it was nothing.”


      “If it was nothing, then you can tell me what happened. What was the fight about?”


      He reached over, took my hand in his and gave it a reassuring squeeze.


      I nodded. I could easily tell him, just let it all out and wait to see the shock appear on his face, but then the shock would turn into pity. He’d see me as damaged goods, a weak excuse for a woman. “It’s not important,” I said firmly and attempted to alter the course of the conversation. “I just wish there was something more I could do. The insurance company won’t discuss it anymore; they’ve decided he killed himself and that’s that.”


      “Let me help?” he uttered.


      “How?”


      “I might be able to get them to re-evaluate their decision.”


      I swallowed a gulp of water and nearly choked on it. Harvey patted my back gently as I coughed, his large hands easing their way up my spine. “Really? You can do that? But how?”


      He chuckled at my questions and shook his head. “Don’t you know I’m a big deal in this town?”


      I shrugged my shoulders, and he continued. “Leave it with me. I can’t promise anything, but I’ll give it a shot, grease a few palms if you know what I mean. I have some connections. At the very least I might be able to get you some peace of mind. Enough perhaps to help you move on,” he said softly.


      “I don’t understand, though. If they’ve closed the investigation, how can you get them to open it again?”


      He waved my inquiries away and went back to his food, his hand letting go of mine. He readied his fork with salmon and lifting it to his mouth, he said, “Don’t worry about it, trust me.”


      Easier said than done. I would worry, I thought. I didn’t want Harvey doing anything illegal for me, if that’s what he was implying. Maybe I should just move on with my life. It’s not like I would ever know what was going through Eric’s head in the last moments of his life, especially when I’d never had that ability during our marriage. He’d always been a mystery to me. I never knew what would set him off.


      The delicious taste of salmon quickly faded, and I couldn’t bring back the enthusiasm of my appetite again.


      While Harvey opened another bottle of wine, I reached out, gathered the dishes and brought them over to the sink. I turned the tap on and let the water run over the plates, rinsing them before I stuffed them inside the dishwasher. After everything was tucked away in containers, I took the glass he offered me, and we sat down on the sofa. I told myself to stop fretting, to enjoy Harvey’s company and the wine that was making me slightly tipsy. I could leave the worrying for another time.


      “Thanks for this,” I said as I turned towards him.


      “For what?”


      “For coming over, spending time with me, for making sure I’m OK. I know you must have more exciting things to do. But I appreciate it. It’s sweet.”


      “Sweet? Me? You must me have confused with someone else. I came for the food, nothing else,” he said and winked.


      My insides melted, and for the tiniest of seconds I truly wished that the evening could last forever.


      We settled down to watch a spoof horror movie on Netflix. The creepy sound that vibrated through the TV sent an unsettling feeling through me. I ignored it and continued to watch, trying my hardest not to cringe or turn my eyes away when the psycho killer jumped out in front of one the characters with his sharp knife.


      “You OK?” Harvey asked, chuckling as he threw a cushion at me. “We don’t have to watch it if you’re scared.”


      I caught the fluffy projectile and threw it back at him, glaring at him all the while.


      “I ain’t scared,” I lied, “but you’re hogging the sofa, and I can’t get comfy.”


      “Come here then,” he said as he pulled me closer to his side of the sofa. He made room, and though I felt a bit silly at first, I soon relaxed into his side, enjoying the innocence of the gesture. But then my mind began to wander.


      His solid warmth radiated off of him, and his manly cologne invaded my senses, making me want to scoot even closer and nuzzle into the hollow of his neck. I resisted the urge and went back to watching the TV, thoroughly distracted. His tanned arm was slung across my shoulders, his fingers light but firm against my upper arm. The more I thought about where he was touching me, the more I tensed up, dreaming lazily of how it would feel if he moved his arm farther down, onto my waist perhaps, or if he angled his hand just right and accidentally brushed against the side of my boob.


      By the time I pulled my attention back to the film, the credits were rolling up the screen, and Harvey was pulling away from me. I sighed in regret for not tuning in and cursed myself for paying too much attention to my unattainable stepbrother. Disappointment rolled through me that the film hadn't been a little longer.


      Harvey excused himself and went to the bathroom, and I felt a light buzz beside me. I stared down and noticed his phone had escaped the tight confines of his pants and had slipped down the sofa cushions. The screen lit up in my hand as I pulled it free. An unfamiliar number and name appeared on the device, and I sat watching it for a moment.


      I glanced towards the bathroom and waited for him to emerge. A minute later the ringing stopped and started back up again. I bit down on my bottom lip.


      “Hello?” I said.


      “Harvey?” A female voice asked. She sounded hot and impatient—a woman not to be messed with—and I wondered if she was his girlfriend, or perhaps a regular fuck-buddy.


      “Sorry, he’s in the bathroom at the moment. Oh, hold on. He’s here.” Right in time, Harvey appeared, and I passed the phone to him. He smiled, took the phone from me and walked into the hallway. I perched on the edge of the sofa and waited patiently. I was desperate for us to recreate our little moment again—safe in his arms, watching movies and thinking of nothing else.


      “Is something wrong?” A line marred my forehead when he ended the call and came back into the room.


      “Sorry to cut our night short, but Sadie needs me.”


      I need you, though.


      Sadie, so that’s her name, I thought. Another twinge of disappointment gripped me. It was foolish to think I’d have him all to myself; he had his own life that didn’t revolve around me. I knew I shouldn’t be jealous of her and her relationship with my stepbrother, but every fibre of my being coloured itself green with envy.


      He must be dating this Sadie, otherwise what could possibly be the reason? I scattered the thoughts away and told myself that it was none of my damn business. Harvey could fuck whomever he wanted, and I wasn’t entitled to pry into his business or feel jealous.


      “I gotta run and see what she needs. I’ll check up on you later, OK?” he said and bent down to kiss my cheek. Surprised at his movements, I sat rigid, my eyes closing softly as his lips caressed my face. I felt his warm breath, and then he was gone.


      “Bye,” I whispered.
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      My life was falling to pieces as the weeks passed by. During those weeks I received three missed mortgage payment notices from the bank, one of them demanding full payment of my arrears within thirty days. Did they expect me to perform miracles or something? The money I was bringing in from the minimum wage café job was simply not enough, and dark days lurked in the corner as I became more and more stressed. Desperation crept into my life, suffocating me, and though I wanted to stand on my own two feet and shy away from the damsel-in-distress routine, I knew I had to swallow my pride and ask for help.


      I chewed on my nails as I placed my phone against my ear, waiting for Harvey to pick up. I hoped that maybe he’d had some luck with the insurance investigation.


      When I heard his voicemail on the other end, I ended the call and tried again. I speed-dialled his number, brought the mobile back to my ear and listened intently as it continued to ring. I tapped my foot against the carpeted floor, growing restless and troubled. I began to pace around the room.


      The ringing stopped and went straight to his voicemail again. A sob slipped free from my lips. Why wasn’t he answering? A worst-case scenario formed in my head, but I shoved it aside, replacing my fear of Harvey’s unanswered calls with fear of the never-ending nightmare Eric had seen fit to leave me with.


      “I’m never going to get past this,” I murmured into my hands, wracking my brain for anything I could do to get myself out of this mess. Eric was dead, and yet he was still tormenting me, and I was powerless to stop it. He was still dictating the course of my life.


      It had to stop.


      I worried my lips and gnawed down on the flesh, nipping at it as my anxiety increased.


      First things first. I had to think logically. I needed a way to pay the mortgage before the bank took possession of the house and kicked me out of my own home, forcing me to live out in the streets, or worse, with my sister or mother.


      A knock sounded on the back door. With a quick look in the hallway mirror, tidying away a couple loose strands of hair and wiping my tear-stained cheeks, I went to see who it was. But I knew there was only one person who ever came to the back door. Over six feet of muscle was revealed as I pulled open the door. Harvey stood before me, looking grim.


      “Why didn’t you answer your phone?” I shouted at him, lashing out at him for no real reason other than he was there—alive. “I was worried!”


      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. My phone must’ve been on silent.” He took a thorough look at me, the tears welling up in my eyes, and he pulled me to his chest. “Shit, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think. But I’m OK, I promise,” he soothed, as he held me tight.


      Eventually he let me go, and I escaped into the living room, desperately swiping at my face, angry at the tears that flowed. He thinks I’m pathetic, I thought, and I blew my red nose on a piece of tissue.


      “This can’t be all about me not answering my phone, can it?” he asked as he came over to me.


      I shrugged and blew out a noisy breath.


      “Everything’s fucked,” I declared, “and I think I need your help.”


      “Tell me,” he urged and planted his feet, his hands on his hips, his suit jacket parting at the motion.


      “I got another notice from the bank. I’m three months behind on my mortgage payments. I have thirty days to get the money, or they’ll take the house.”


      “Is that all?” he scoffed. I wanted to hit him but made do with swatting the air in front of him instead, my eyes on fire with fury. At least the tears were gone, I thought.


      “Everything’s going to be fine. You won’t be kicked out of your home. I will make sure of that. And I have some news. But don’t get your hopes up, OK?”


      It was my turn to demand answers. “Harvey, tell me,” I said as the first inklings of smile graced my face.


      “Well, I reached out to some people who owed me a favour, and they got in touch with the right people at Bluelife Insurance, who have agreed to open the case back up and take a second look at the car wreckage. I was adamant that they send it to an unbiased, independent evaluator, a mechanic and engineer who specialises in this type of thing.”


      I let out a sigh of relief, but the weight I felt on my shoulders didn’t loosen. “Thank you. Thank you so much,” I said gratefully and rushed towards him, threading my arms around his waist. “You don’t know how grateful I am for this,” I proclaimed and shot him a thankful look, “and what you do for me, the time you spend here, keeping me company and indulging me.”


      He shrugged. “It’s nothing, really. Besides,” he said and playfully poked me in the side, “when you’re not crying you’re a lot of fun.”


      I giggled and sprang away from his touch as he started to tickle me.


      “I’m sure you would do the same for me if I were in your position, anyway,” he continued.


      “In a heartbeat. I’ll try to restrict the waterworks to when you’re not around. I just can’t help it. My emotions are all over the place these days.”


      “I’m only teasing. Cry all you want. My shoulder’s right here for you,” he answered.


      We spent the rest of the day hanging out and enjoying each other’s company. He insisted on doing a few jobs around the house for me despite my feeble protests.


      “I can just call a plumber you know.”


      “I’m here, though; you might as well use me. Plus it’s not like you can afford it.”


      “Harsh, but true,” I replied.


      I smiled at the sight of him hunched over, trying to fix the broken dishwasher, and I stifled a rush of giggles as I secretly drooled over his bare, muscular back. Not wanting to dirty his clothes, he’d stripped off his shirt to reveal a washboard of tanned abs, and instead he himself was becoming smeared with dirt and sweat. It was a delicious sight.


      A dishcloth lay upon his thick shoulder, and beads of sweat glistened upon his skin as he worked. All of a sudden a squirt of water burst from the broken pipe, spraying him in the face. I didn’t bother smothering my laughter as he swore, his hair thoroughly soaked and his chest drenched. He turned around and patted his face with the clean towel I threw at him.


      “I’m pleased you find amusement in my discomfort,” he said, grinning.


      “You probably should’ve turned the water mains off first,” I teased.


      “Ah. Yeah, that might’ve been wise.”


      “You don’t know anything about dishwashers do you?” I said, feeling light and playful for the first time in days. I sat down cross-legged beside him on the floor and rested my chin upon a curled fist.


      “Oh, ye of little faith. Now shh, let me think!”


      I giggled and stayed quiet, watching intently as he prodded this gizmo and then the next, his fingers working within the tight space of the dishwasher’s mechanism. An hour passed before he managed to get it going and we heard the sound of whooshing water within the machine. I cheered him and he grinned, our eyes lingering upon one another. We were too close, our knees touching as we sat together on the floor. I could feel my heart beating in time with the swirling noise of dishwasher. Whoosh, whoosh, whoosh.


      “Your phone’s ringing,” I breathed, never taking my eyes from his.


      “I know.” Then he looked away and fished it out of his pocket. He pressed a button on the keypad, got to his feet and paced into another room.


      I stayed where I was and leaned against the kitchen cabinets, wondering if it was the mysterious Sadie calling him again. He never spoke about her, and I didn’t want to bring her up when he was here with me. I was content to lock out whatever he got up to when he wasn’t here. I didn’t need or want to know how many girls he shagged as soon as he left my house. It was none of my business. And if he didn’t feel the need to tell me or mention her, then that was fine with me.


      He came back a moment later. His cheery, relaxed demeanour had been replaced with a serious one; he clenched his jaw and stared at me. Trying to break the silence, I teased, “Do you have to run off again? Is the girlfriend jealous of all the time you spend here?”


      His face fell, his eyelids pausing a little longer than normal as he blinked. He didn’t answer my question. Instead, he told me to sit back down. He led me to a chair next to the dining table and took my hands in his.


      “That was my father on the phone. Your mom passed away in her sleep this morning. He thought she was just having a lie-in. But when he went to take her some breakfast, she wasn’t breathing.”


      “No. You’re kidding, right?” I blurted.


      He shook his head. I tried to pull away, to reclaim my hands, but he held on tight. My eyes welled up with tears.


      “No,” I repeated. “This isn’t happening. She can’t be dead, Harvey. Mom’s fine.”


      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice calm and soothing.


      I got to my feet and tried once again to yank myself free. “Let me go!” I shouted. “I don’t believe it. First Eric. And now my mom? What did I do to deserve this? Tell me, Harvey! What did I do?” I roared at him, and the countless tears slipped free and streamed down my face. And yet he wouldn’t let go. It seemed the more I shouted, the more I screamed at him, the tighter the hold he kept. “Let me fucking go!”


      “No,” he stated and reeled me in like a thrashing fish, drowning in a sea of oxygen. His strong arms wrapped around me, and I buried my face into his bare chest.


      “You didn’t do anything, Sara,” he whispered, as I cried. “You don’t deserve this.”


      His fingers brushed my hair away from my sodden face as my self-control all but snapped, and I wept in his arms.


      “It breaks my heart to see you like this.” Pulling me with him, Harvey sat down and eased me onto his lap, cradling me. His chin rested on top of my head as I nestled it into the crook of his neck. God, I felt so safe and yet so lost in that moment. My emotions on were on overload, each one warring and conflicting with the others.


      I closed my eyes and confessed, “I don’t know how much more of this I can take. I knew my mom had a heart problem, but I was thoughtless, making her worry all the time about me, not going to see her. It’s all my fault… Everything’s always my fault. Eric might even be alive if I hadn’t teased him that morning. I brought it all upon myself. I practically egged him on.”


      The dishwasher stopped its monotonous humming, and the air around us fell silent.


      “What? Sara, what do you mean you egged him on?”


      I stiffened in his arms. “Fuck, I’m losing everyone,” I muttered, not wanting to hear his question.


      “You haven’t lost me. I’m not going anywhere.”


      I pushed back from his embrace, inclined my head, and with puffy eyes and a red nose I said, “Promise me.”


      He nodded and took me back in his arms. “I promise.”


      I closed my eyes and continued to weep. Droplets fell from my chin and dripped onto his naked chest, mingling with his sweat. I don’t know how long we stayed like that, with my face buried in his neck and my body shaking in distress, but after a while he picked me up and took me upstairs.


      “Harvey, put me down, I’m heavy,” I said, though I didn’t make any move to let go of his neck.


      “Shh, you weigh nothing,” he answered.


      Harvey pushed through to my bedroom door and laid me down onto the bed. With his sympathetic and understanding gaze—not one hint of pity, I noted—he stroked his thumb against my cheek.


      “You’re exhausted; get some sleep. I’ll be here when you wake up,” he said and made a move towards the wingback chair.


      I nodded, bit my bottom lip and raised my eyes to his before he turned away, hoping he’d understand. “Harvey,” I whispered and held out my hand, wanting him to take it, yearning for him to hold me again, even just for a little while. Even if it was the most dangerous thing I could do.


      He studied my extended hand, wavering slightly in front of him, deciding if he was going to take it.


      “Come lie down beside me,” I pleaded and added, “please, I need you.”


      Nodding his head, he pushed back the covers and slipped in alongside me. He reached for me, easing his arms underneath me, his front nestled against my back and bottom, his muscular biceps strong and entangled around me. He took me in his arms, holding me closer than ever before, only one layer of clothing between his naked body and my covered back. I closed my eyes and fell asleep.
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      The next morning the coldness of the room woke me. A chilly breeze wafted inside, and I shivered. I pulled at the covers, inclined my head to the side and studied the time. It was past noon. I reached up and planted both of my palms against my face, feeling a sense of loss as last night’s events came crashing down upon me. Where was Harvey?


      A vague memory surfaced in my mind of his lips on the back of my neck and my shoulders, his fingers exploring and stroking the length of my arms, but as I re-examined the vision, it faded away at the edges, and a hazy fog obscured the view. It was just a dream, I told myself. And yet I dimly recalled me telling him to stop… to go. Fuck, why couldn’t I remember?


      Somewhere, echoing from downstairs, I heard a loud beep, and my sister’s voice came hurtling out of the answering machine. I groaned as I listened to message.


      
        
          “Sara, this is Anita. Why aren’t you answering your bloody phone? Anyway, you know why I’m calling, so get off your fat arse and do me the courtesy of phoning me back as soon as you get this. We need to figure out the funeral arrangements.”

        

      


      My sister’s voice stopped abruptly, and I presumed that was the end of the message. I slumped back down into the covers and stared up at the ceiling.


      Time disappeared like sand through open fingers, and I didn’t realise that I’d fallen asleep again. When I awoke for the second time that day, the room was dark, with only a stream of moonlight giving shape to the furniture.


      Loud protestations came from my grumbling belly, but I ignored them and fell back down to my pillows, tears streaming down my cheeks as I thought of my mom. Nothing would make the grief I felt inside my chest fade away, not food, not water. Perhaps there was one thing, but he wasn’t here. He’d left, even though he said he’d be here.


      I closed my eyes again, and by the time I resurfaced, my stomach ached from the lack of food. I didn’t know what day it was. I tried to make myself move, thought about swinging my legs off the bed and hauling my ass out to the bathroom and taking a shower. But I didn’t do anything. I merely lay there and stared into open space.


      
        
          “Where the hell are you? Are you really going to miss your own mother’s funeral?”

        

      


      Shit, shit, shit! I thought as the message ended. That was today? How could I have let the days slip by? And where the hell was Harvey? He should be here, demanding that I get out of bed.


      Warring with myself whether I should show up to see them lay my mother in the ground, her body buried in mud, as they had done with Eric’s, I felt bile travel up my throat.


      I couldn’t face it; it would be the end of me. Not another funeral so soon after Eric’s! I envisaged the white flowers, lilies no doubt, strewn over the white coffin that I knew Anita would’ve chosen. And the people and their sad, pitying faces. No. I couldn’t. I was being selfish, but it would kill me…


      I continued to debate with myself, as if there was going to be a different outcome each time, anxiety building. Telling myself that I should get up now or miss the ceremony. But instead I just lay in my bed, numb. Tears poured down my face, frozen against the time that continued to tick by.


      I awoke to the sound of loud footsteps thudding up the stairs, and for brief second, hope entered my head. Harvey? But a lurid calling of my name brought a quick end to that. Anita came into the room, fists clenched by her sides. There was fury and determination in her steps.


      “What on earth do you think you’re doing?” she yelled.


      My head pounded, and I winced from the pain. “Lower your voice, Anita,” I said, my voice coming out as a croak. “I have a migraine.”


      My words seemed to infuriate her more. “Keep it down? Do you even hear yourself, Sara?”


      “Please,” I begged.


      “You have some fucking nerve. Why didn’t you come to the funeral?”


      “I couldn’t bring myself to go, Anita,” I said, rubbing one of my temples. “Not another one.” It was self-preservation, I failed to add, knowing she’d never understand. She’d never had to deal with anything but light in her life.


      “You should be ashamed of yourself!” my sister continued, ignoring my request to lower her voice. “Do you think it was easy on us? Easy on me?”


      “I never said that. This is not about you, Anita. I couldn’t handle the grief.”


      Anita stared at me as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “You don’t see me giving up, do you? I have kids to look after. I can’t afford to crumble, Sara.”


      I shook my head and sent locks of hair flying across my face. I brushed them away. “I’m not as strong as you, Anita. I’m different; we’ve both known that since we were little. I feel the weight of the world on my shoulders, I absorb the pain, and you just brush it off—water off a duck’s back.”


      “Oh for fuck’s sake. Grow up! I can’t look after you and my family and everyone else, too. I’m not some superwoman, Sara.”


      “I’m not asking you to look after me!” I yelled, surprised at my own voice. It was stronger now than it had ever been. “I never have. You just choose to think everyone needs you. Well, I don’t!”


      She gasped at the words I’d spoken, and my head reeled with pain from the noise I’d inflicted upon it. Anita threw up her hands and turned on her heels without another word. I stared after her receding back, finally feeling like I was finally making some progress in my life.
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      Loud screaming sounded through the brick walls and greeted me as I stood at the front door. If it weren’t for Sara, I would’ve turned my back on this drama-fuelled nightmare of a family. I was a glutton for punishment, though; I just couldn’t keep away from her.


      The others weren’t worth my time. Fuck knows how my father put up with it, I thought. Mind, I’ve never understood him, anyway. He let my skank of a mother walk all over him; why should his new family be any different? I should give him a break, though. He’s never really been lucky in love, and now that Victoria was gone, the twins were all he had left. Well, except for me.


      Angry voices continued to echo down the stairs as I let myself into Sara’s house. The moment I stepped inside I knew that something was wrong. This wasn’t the typical sisterly screaming match I’d grown accustomed to.


      I wandered towards the kitchen instead of going straight upstairs. I wanted to give Sara some room to stick up for herself. Stacks of plates covered the sink. The repulsive smell of a full bin, neglected, wafted in the air. I backed away from the odour and walked into the living room, gritting my teeth as Anita continued to hurl abuse at her sister.


      Lines of photos decorated the white walls. The bright faces of Sara and Eric and the memory of their grins and laughter echoed throughout the whole room. During the last few years, she had always made it her mission to tell everyone that this was her favourite part of the house, where she was surrounded by photographic memories. But something had never felt quite right when Eric was alive. Sara always seemed on edge, her eyes flickering to her husband’s every time she uttered a single syllable, as if she were looking for his approval. Or gauging his reaction—studying him as if he were a kettle on the boil.


      A sudden ache blossomed in my chest as I viewed their wedding photo at the centre of the display. There was a tiny part of me that didn’t like seeing Sara with any man. I couldn’t imagine her enfolded in Eric’s arms, or any man’s at all. Or maybe I just didn’t want to.


      The only arms that should be wrapped round her body were mine. She’d invited me into her bed the other night, and god only knows I never wanted to leave it. I wondered if she remembered as clearly as I did. The room was dark, making it feel that if something happened, it wouldn’t have mattered anyway because it would be absorbed into the blackness of the night, never to be spoken of again. My legs and arms had covered her own; I held her body tight, close, and contained against my muscular chest. Her curvaceous bottom filled up the empty space between us, pressing into my groin, demanding attention.


      I’d struggled to control myself, wanting nothing more than to strip her naked and take away all the pain she was feeling. Make her feel like there was some light at the end of the tunnel of this dreadful year. But I’d gone too far, lost myself in her warm scent. She’d fallen asleep, and I couldn’t resist brushing my lips against the back of her bare neck, tasting her for the first time.


      She’d moaned softly. My dick reacted as if it was the most natural thing on earth to do. I did it again, and her breath suddenly changed tempo, no longer the smooth intakes you hear when someone’s in deep sleep, but controlled, tense, alert… Sara woke and my heart pounded, reverberating against her back as I waited for her reaction.


      I shouldn’t have kissed her again.


      I shook the thought aside and chuckled beneath my breath. What was I worrying about, anyway? Sara was not my type. It was only natural for a man to react in such a way while lying in bed with a woman—wasn’t it? Of course it was.


      Yes. Sara will never be my type. She’s the complete opposite of what I want.


      More shouting from above caught my attention. Enough was enough. I’d given Sara enough time to grow a backbone and stand up to her sister. I reached the stairs and took the steps in two as I climbed until I reached the brash, angry voices.


      I craned my head to hear Anita screaming at Sara. Her tone was harsh and cruel, and I didn’t like it one bit.


      “You should be ashamed of yourself!” Anita called out.


      My hands balled into a pair of fists, and I saw a flash of red. Why Anita caused this reaction in me I don’t know. Or maybe it was more obvious than that… maybe it wasn’t Anita at all that was provoking the reaction, maybe it was Sara.


      Finally, Sara shouted back, and I smiled.


      Anita came storming out of Sara’s room, her footsteps loud and livid. Behind her the door slammed shut, and the click of a lock sounded.


      Anita walked past me and seemed to take a breath as she noticed me standing in the middle of the landing.


      She glared at me with her red face. Her cheeks puffed out and her breathing was ragged, as if she’d run a marathon and couldn’t seem to catch her breath.


      “You causing trouble again?” I asked, holding back what I really wanted to say.


      “Me? I’m not the one missing funerals! Go talk some sense into her. She’s clearly needing a touch of reality.”


      “That’s not what Sara needs right now, Anita. You of all people should know that.” I held my hand up as she started to open her mouth again. “She needs support, not your bloody abuse.”


      “Fuck you, Harvey. You go and support her then. She’s acting like a spoiled brat, and I’m the one in the wrong?”


      “There’s more going on with her than you realise. And I know you’re grieving, too, but she’s been hit hard these last months, so why don’t you get off your high moral horse and have some fucking compassion for the person you shared a womb with?”


      “I don’t have to stand here and listen to this.” Anita began to march down the stairs, her back turned to me.


      “You’re right. Why don’t you fuck off, Anita! I’m sure Sara will call you if she ever wants to speak to you again.”


      I sighed and closed my eyes. I hadn’t meant to turn on full-on offensive mode, but I couldn’t help it.


      Rubbing a throbbing spot around my temple, I knocked on Sara’s bedroom door, and I heard a faint rustling in the background.


      “Sara,” I said, “it’s me.”


      “Go away, Harvey,” she grumbled.


      “I’m not going to do that. You have to come out of this room or I’ll burst in. Your choice.” It was low of me to make such threat, but if anything, Anita was partially right. Sara did need some talking to.


      “You have till the count of three, Sara,” I warned.


      “Just leave me alone!”


      “One.”


      “I’m serious! Go away!” she responded, though her voice sounded unsure.


      “So am I. Two.”


      “Don’t even think about it—” she cried. I turned, facing away from the door and donkey kicked at its weak spot. The flimsy lock gave way after a few hard kicks.


      “Harvey! What the hell…?”


      I grinned; there was nothing like acting like a crazed caveman to get me all worked up. I walked towards her, ready to grab her out from under the covers she’d buried herself beneath. “I warned you.”


      “But I didn’t think you were actually going to do it,” she said in a muffled voice. Only her eyes were visible; her body was covered, nowhere in sight.


      “You can’t stay in here forever, Sara,” I said, as I searched under the duvet, ready to grab a limb the moment I found one.


      “I know,” she muttered quietly but then squealed and kicked her legs as I found and claimed an ankle.


      “Stop squirming!” I yelled as I managed to get control of her other foot. I pulled, and half her body, the upper half, disappeared beneath the sheets, while the other half, her legs, were dragged out across the bed.


      “Let me go, Harvey!” Sara screamed. She managed to twist and turn her body so that she was now on her stomach, and her hands took hold of the edge of the mattress. I pulled, and she hung on.


      I had a perfect view of her round bottom, tight in her little pyjama shorts. I ran the tip of my tongue across my bottom lip.


      “Don’t make me spank you, Sara,” I growled, wanting nothing but.


      “You fucking wouldn’t dare!”


      No, she was right. As much as I wanted to slap my hand across her cute bottom and watch it wiggle from the contact, potentially leaving a bright red mark against her lily-white ass, now definitely wasn’t the time. And god only knows what would happen if I gave in to what my cock was demanding.


      “Tell you what. I’ll let you go on one condition. You take a shower and come downstairs,” I said.


      “But I don’t want to.”


      “Stop being a brat, Sara.” I let her go, and she turned onto her back to look at me. That got her attention. Her eyes bored into mine.


      “I hate you,” she said, frowning, her eyes thinning into two little lines.


      “Liar. Come on, I’ll make you something to eat, too.”


      “Fine.”


      “I’ll be downstairs if you need me.”


      With that, I left her alone and went downstairs. Mission accomplished, I thought when I heard the pipes knock from the sound of water travelling up to the shower in the upstairs bathroom.
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      Leaning against the wooden headboard, I sighed. The argument I’d had with Anita had drained me, and my arms were weak from clinging to the bed as Harvey attempted to pull me off. And though he didn’t succeed, he certainly had the strength to do it, making me believe it’d all been for show. Why was he back here, anyway? Why couldn’t people just leave me alone?


      I roared, startling even myself. I was being pathetic. I knew it, and they knew it. And yet of the two of them, my twin sister and stepbrother, I never expected it would be Harvey who would encourage me to see sense, to be the one who stayed… and supported me. It made me want to fight.


      I bit my lip as his words played in my mind. His threat to spank me had certainly cleared some of the cobwebs. And a part of me wished he’d done it, too.


      Swinging my legs off the mattress, fighting the urge to go back to bed, I stomped into the en suite bathroom. I didn’t want to disappoint my stepbrother more than I had already, and I couldn’t bring myself to refuse him because… well, it was Harvey asking.


      Plus, I was a sucker for those big blue eyes, stepbrother or no stepbrother. I certainly could understand how woman all around him would drop their panties at his command; he just had to bat those baby blues and they’d be goners.


      I took my time in the shower, appalled at myself as I ran a hand over my stubbly legs. Harvey had probably felt and seen the hair on my legs, and I cringed at the thought. Once they were smooth again I let the heat soothe my weary muscles. Reminder to self: Lying in bed for two (or more?) days is not a good idea, best not to do it again.


      Feeling a little better, I stepped out. Regret would plague me, I knew, for a long time to come. I should have been there with my family as they buried my mom, should have been there when they lowered her coffin into the ground. But I wasn’t. There’s nothing I can do to change that, no way to go back in time and force myself out of my grief, but I could do something different going forward.


      I quickly avoided the mirror and continued to dry off. I grabbed a fluffy towel from the rack and wrapped it around my body, using a second smaller towel to wrap my hair.


      I shimmied into a pair of black trousers and put on a loose top; I skipped slapping on a ton of make-up and settled for a quick dab of waterproof mascara. Harvey had seen me plenty of times without make-up before, but this was not for him, this little act was for me. I wanted to feel like my old self again, like the confident Sara I sorely missed. I wondered where she’d gone and if I’d ever find her again. My mind started travelling down a dark path as Eric flashed in my head. I was too self-aware for my own good. I knew perfectly well what had happened to my old self, but now wasn’t the time to go diving back into that hole, exploring the why’s and how’s, not when a pinprick of light was only just starting to creep into my life again.


      After I finished with the mascara, I applied the barest hint of blush on my cheeks, blow-dried my hair, pulled it up into a high ponytail, and then braved what awaited me down below.


      A strong aroma of eggs, bacon and coffee filled the house as I made my descent. The smell made my stomach growl in hunger. I supposed starving yourself for days will do that to a body.


      I sprang away from the bottom step and sauntered over to the kitchen. Once I got there I frowned in surprise, suppressing a giggle. Harvey had one of my very feminine aprons, the ones with pink frills, wrapped around his waist; his hands were busy at the hob. He looked over his shoulder and grinned. His eyes raked over my body and sent a rush of heat down to my belly. His gaze was intense and appreciative, and as he finally met my eyes. His own blue ones shone with fire and something that I couldn’t quite put my finger on.


      “You hungry?” he asked.


      I flushed against his heated stare. “Famished.”


      “Then come and sit down. I’ve prepared us some breakfast, and then I might show you the surprise I have for you.”


      I made a face and raised my eyebrows. “A surprise? For me? Like a gift?”


      He chuckled. “Yes, an early Christmas prezzie. But that’s for later—you have to patient, and eat first. How are you feeling?”


      “Fine, keep your secrets,” I said with a smirk, resisting sticking my tongue out at him. “I feel a lot better than yesterday, though. It still hurts, of course. I never got to say goodbye to her, but she’d be livid if she knew I was miserable in bed.”


      I sat at the table and put my head in my hands. I wasn’t explaining myself properly, and I felt like I needed to apologise to him for letting her, and him, down. God what must he think of me missing my own mother’s funeral? “I’m sorry I wasn’t there yesterday. I know I should have come, but I wasn’t in my right mind.”


      Hearing faint footsteps, I lifted my eyes, and before I knew it he was standing across from me. He reached out and tilted my head up to meet his gaze. His eyes were sober but filled with such intensity that they almost took my breath away. “You don’t have to explain anything to me, Sara. Hell, you don’t have to explain anything to anybody, do you understand?”


      I nodded, grateful that Harvey was in my corner. Not even Eric had been able to do that. I scolded myself for comparing the two of them; it made me angry and so aware of the torment Eric had put me through. In contrast, Harvey, who wasn’t even a lover or boyfriend, treated me better than my husband ever did. How had I let Eric get away with that shite?


      Harvey removed his fingertips from my chin and went back to cooking. He hummed a tune under his breath as he busied himself, collecting plates and cutlery, and I closed my eyes as his beautiful voice washed over me.


      “You’ve got a beautiful voice,” I remarked when he finished plating our breakfast and brought it to the table.


      “Why, thank you,” he said and performed an extravagant bow as if he’d just received a standing ovation.


      I laughed. He moved back towards the counter, grabbing cups of coffee. As I watched him, I saw a muscle twitch in his shoulder through the fabric of his t-shirt. Fascinated, my eyes lingered upon his broad back, narrowing to a V at his waist. Then my gaze travelled even farther downwards onto the tight fabric around his butt. I giggled silently and bit down on my lower lip in case a laugh threatened to spill free. He turned around, and I attempted to avert my gaze, a poor show, really, since my eyes had been locked onto his butt for a second too long. I looked sheepish, but Harvey was grinning down at me. A knowing leer flickered over his face that said, I know what you were doing and I like it. Thankfully he didn’t bring it up; he sat down and we started to eat.


      I sighed in relief and hoped the colour from my rosy cheeks would fade. We ate in comfortable silence, and by the time we were finished, I was eager to know more about the surprise he’d mentioned earlier.


      “All right, all right,” he said when I drummed my hands on the table impatiently, giddy and full of enthusiasm. “I’ll go get it. Go wait in the living room, and no peeking.”


      I indulged him and sat on the sofa. By the time he came back, I was on the edge of the cushion, just about to stand up, anxious to see what he had for me. I had no clue what it could be. Definitely not a new dishwasher, I thought, if he was bringing it into the living room. Images of random gifts ran through my mind, but nothing came close to what it ended up being.


      “Close your eyes,” he said, his firm tone sending shivers down my spine.


      “But then I won’t see.”


      “Trust me.”


      Did I trust him? I wasn’t sure yet, but I did what I was told and closed my eyes.


      “Okay. You can open them up now.”


      Held in Harvey’s huge, outstretched hands was a tiny black and white kitten. His pink, wet nose tilted up as he sniffed the air around him.


      “Oh my god, Harvey.”


      I lifted a hand and reached out. My fingers connected with the soft, fluffy fur at the back of the kitten’s neck. His baby blue eyes met mine for a brief moment, and his body purred as I took him with both hands, bringing him to my chest.


      I looked up from the kitten as I stroked him and ran my fingers through the silky coat. “You brought him for me?” I asked in amazement.


      “Yes,” Harvey answered simply. “I found him all on his lonesome on the street near my place. He must’ve gotten away from his mother or been abandoned. But I couldn’t leave him there. If I had, and I told you, I don’t think you would have ever forgiven me. He’s been staying with me for a few days, but I know nothing about cats. I did name him, though. He’s called Humbug.”


      I smiled. It was the perfect name—minty black and white hard-boiled sweets that match the colours of his patchy coat. Plus, of course, it was Christmas soon. “I think it suits him. It is a him, right?”


      Harvey twisted his lips and shrugged, “I believe so. I didn’t exactly go prodding down there, seemed rude.”


      I laughed and brought the little guy up to my face. His eyes were a little runny, nothing some meds wouldn’t sort out. His little paws, tiny pink pads on the underside, waved in front of my face, booping me on the nose. “I think he likes me.”


      “He’s yours if you want him. I think you need him, and he certainly needs you, Sara.”


      Was he talking about the kitten or something else? No, I was reading far too much into his words.


      I shook my head and couldn’t help the line that marred my forehead. “But how on earth can I afford to keep a kitten when I can barely function, or feed myself? Not to mention the likely possibly that’ll I’ll be homeless soon.”


      “Well, I certainly don’t want that, and I’ve been meaning to bring this up anyway. What with your mother’s passing, I forgot all about it, but how about this?” He took my hand in his after I’d let Humbug down to scamper around our feet on the rug. “I’ll make you a deal. You take the kitten in, give him a good home, look after him, and I’ll give you a job at my company.”


      Sceptical, I narrowed my eyes at him. “That doesn’t sound like a very fair deal—for you, I mean. I get an adorable kitten and a job? Win-win for me… What’s in it for you?”


      He shrugged. “I need the help, and there’s plenty of work to go around. I just landed another contract. But if you’re not interested, I’ll take my kitten and leave,” he replied, the corners of his mouth twitching upwards, his hand outstretched as he reached to grab Humbug, who darted away from his grasp at the last second.


      “Pfft, over my dead body. Humbug’s mine now. What’s the job?”


      “My secretary.”


      “Ha!” I blurted. “Wait, you’re serious, aren’t you?”


      He nodded. “I’m not that bad to work for.”


      “Yeah, sure, totally undemanding, not wanting everything your own way all the time…”


      “I do like things a certain way,” he huffed. This was clearly not the reaction he was hoping for, I thought, but I was only teasing. “So, do you want the job or not?”


      My head reeled for a moment, and my heart pounded against my chest at his dangerous proposal—but dangerous for whom? Me, or my heart? I was so dazed and lost in my own thoughts that I barely heard him say, “It’s good pay, Sara. I’ll even loan you some money to pay off your missed mortgage bills.”


      I stared up at him with wide eyes. “Don’t be silly, Harvey. That’s too much! I don’t think I could take your money, not like that.”


      He shrugged, and his fingers tightened around mine. “Nonsense. You’re family, and you’re not exactly taking it from me. I’ll lend it to you, and you can pay me back later on if you want. I’m an idiot for not offering sooner; I could’ve saved you weeks of worry.”


      “I probably wouldn’t have accepted, anyway,” I replied.


      “I want to help you in any way that I can, Sara,” Harvey insisted, “and I can’t do that if you won’t let me. You’ve got to let someone help you. You’ve got to start letting someone in…”


      I looked at him again with narrowed eyes; we were no longer talking about the job or the money or the house. His words vaguely touched upon something else. I swallowed a rising thickness in my throat.


      “You’ve helped me plenty already. I don’t think I can keep doing this to you,” I muttered and avoided meeting his gaze.


      But he wouldn’t allow me off the hook; he took my chin with his thumb and forced me to look at him. “You aren’t doing anything to me… I want to be here. I want to help you. I promised I’d be here for you, remember? Let me do this for you. Let me in. I’ll be at your side whenever you need me. Always.” He spoke in a whisper, his lips close to mine. I felt my head spin. Oh god, oh god. My heart was fluttering out of control; it was as if he was swearing an oath to me, and I couldn’t help the rush of tears that started to well up or the feeling—instinct, really—that I should lean in and kiss him. In the heat of the moment, I desperately wanted to. His hand was upon my chin, and his eyes were searching my soul; I so desperately wanted to meet his lips with my own. Oh god, what do I do?


      Humbug jumped up onto my lap, and his needle-like baby claws sank into my flesh through the fabric of my trousers. I reached for the kitten and scooped him up. “You need your claws cut, Mister,” I said to the ball of fluff who now squirmed, wanting to be back down on the floor.


      I let Humbug free and glanced back at Harvey. The need to kiss him was still there, but the moment was lost.


      I smiled. “All right, if you insist. I’ll take the kitten and the job, but I will pay you back. I’m serious about that.”


      “Fair enough,” he said, beaming.


      [image: ]


      I shivered against the winter cold and pulled at my thick coat. Burrowing deeper into it, I carried on towards Harvey’s offices. I was anxious and delighted all at the same time. This could be the break I needed, I thought, the opportunity to get my life back on track after being derailed so many times. And though it was hard to say goodbye to Humbug’s fuzzy face that morning, Momma had to go out and earn some money so we could both eat. He wasn’t too fussed, anyway, curled up in his little plush bed without a care in the world.


      The sun was in the process of fighting its way up into the sky as I made my way towards the large building. The chilly breeze wafted into my thick dark blonde mane, spinning it up into the air as it drove me forward on my first Monday morning commute to work.


      My fingers trembled slightly when they connected with the building’s glass door. I pushed a button to let myself in. Though it was only eight in the morning, a crowd was already forming, queuing for the lifts, as I stepped inside. Shiny leather shoes padded against the polished floor; heels clicked softly as I looked around. Feeling self-conscious, I unbuttoned my coat to reveal a black pencil skirt, a white blouse and a mixed cotton cardy. I couldn’t help but think I was underdressed, surrounded by men in pristine three-piece suits and ladies in dresses I would only think of wearing to an event like a wedding or a ladies’ day at the races.


      I was here now, I thought. There’s no going back. They’d have to take me as I was, even if I was dressed simply, the ugly sister at the ball. Instead I concentrated on the day ahead, wondering how Harvey would react at work. Would he treat me differently? Dismiss me as just another one of his minions, or would he continue to nurture our relationship, which I considered almost bizarre. He was becoming my best friend, which puzzled me to no end. The mere thought of working by his side, taking orders and doing what he wanted, sent an odd yet electrifying sensation down my spine. The idea of being at his beck and call made my stomach flutter. I had an interesting day ahead, that was for sure.


      I pondered whether Harvey was feeling the same at the prospect of ordering me around, having me within his inner sanctum. Or would it just be another ordinary day for him? Surely not… I wanted to believe the small connection we’d made over the last few weeks, months even, was real. That I wasn’t just his annoying, ugly, helpless, damsel-in-distress stepsister, that maybe he saw me as something more…


      I shook my head. The thought was ludicrous. I didn’t even want to form the words in my head, let alone let them develop and grow. There was absolutely no way Harvey could or would feel more about me in that way. You’ve lost your tiny mind! Especially when his actions had always made it very clear that he desired and would only settle for the perfect woman. Skinny, flawless, and downright gorgeous. Someone who was the total opposite of me. I was the imperfect Sara Chambers.


      Why am I even thinking about this anyway? He’s my stepbrother. Playing in a loop, though, chanting in the background, was a little voice I barely paid attention to. Not anymore, he’s not…
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      A strong gust of air conditioning hit my face as I entered the office. It was nearly as bad as the frigid gale outside! I shivered against the cold and pulled my cardigan tighter around my plump body as I dithered after getting out of the lift. Workers behind me bumped into me; I mumbled apologies and quickly hopped to the side as I took in the long row of desks and computers. The inner office walls were a soothing, inoffensive cream while the carpet was a rich shade of burgundy. Apprehensively I made my way over to the reception area and tried to ignore the curious looks I was receiving from the passing employees.


      A familiar face came around a corner, startling me, and I stumbled upon my short heels. I stuck a hand out against a nearby desk and balanced myself, cursing under my breath for perpetuating the crappy opinion Sadie must already have of me. God, I could only imagine how many of my unredeeming qualities Harvey might have shared with her during their time together.


      “Hi,” I said, sounding a little out of breath.


      Standing close to Harvey’s girlfriend, in her shadow, I righted myself and sent a quick, almost apologetic smile at the blonde-haired vision, yanking anxiously at the hem of my cardi.


      “Hi,” Sadie answered, though her voice betrayed confusion. She was staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown a pair of horns. “What are you doing here? Are you here to see Harvey?”


      “You could say that,” I said with a smile.


      “He’s in a meeting at the moment,” she replied, “but maybe I could help?”


      “Um, I’m here for the job,” I said.


      Sadie frowned. “Here? What job? We aren’t hiring at this point.”


      My lips parted and my mouth fell into a small O. Hadn’t Harvey said for me to come on Monday morning and he would settle me in? Did I get something mixed up? But I shook my head. No, I was definitely in the right place and at the right time. I’d made sure to write down the building’s address as well as the date and time he wanted me to start.


      “He’s offered me a job as his secretary. He said for me to come on Monday, so here I am.”


      “What did you say?” Sadie asked, her voice a little aghast. Her eyes blazed. She was pissed. “He’s looking for someone to replace me?”


      Oh, shit.


      “I…” I trailed, “I don’t know what to say. Maybe there’s a misunderstanding?” I said with a vague hint of optimism. Sadie did not seem to be the kind of person you’d want as an enemy.


      “Maybe,” she repeated, her hands on her hips, “I’m going to kill him. But he isn’t looking for a new secretary, so I think it’s best if you leave now.” She walked towards me and started to steer me towards the elevators, clearly wanting me gone.


      I put up a hand and said, “Wait! I’m not leaving till I speak with Harvey.” I stood firm; I wasn’t going to let her railroad me, no matter who she was in Harvey’s life.


      She paused and sighed.


      “Look, he’s just helping me out. I didn’t mean to cause you or anyone else any trouble. I don’t have a job at the moment, and he offered me one the other day, as his secretary, that is. I honestly didn’t know the position was already filled. But I need this job—any job—to pay off my missed mortgage payments, Sadie.” I hated the fact that my voice sounded whiny or needy, but I didn’t want her thinking I was a terrible person, coming and trying to take her job.


      “Shit, this is fucked-up,” she cursed under her breath. A strand of glossy blonde hair draped across her face, blocking her vision; she pushed at it and tucked it roughly by her ear. “I don’t know anything about this arrangement you have with him. But we’ll get it sorted. Come on, follow me,” she said and steered me around.


      I followed and said quietly, “Thanks, I appreciate it. And I’m so sorry, I can’t imagine what you must’ve thought of me, just barging in here, trying to take your job.”


      We walked down a long corridor edged with ferns. “Oh, honey. It’s not your fault. And I’m not mad at you… but Harvey won’t know what hit him when I get my hands on him.”


      Pushing through a pair of glass doors, we arrived at an alcove. A wide desk, covered with all the things you’d expect to find in an office, was positioned directly outside a large corner office farther beyond. The engraved plaque on the door read Harvey Guyer.


      Sadie waved a hand over to the far wall, pointing to a smaller and less burdened desk.


      “For the time being, that can be yours. I wouldn’t mind having an assistant myself until we sort everything out. I’ve got plenty of filing, photocopying and other mind-numbing tasks to keep you busy with,” Sadie announced with a half-smile.


      “Really? That would be awesome! Well, you know what I mean.”


      She nodded and her smile broadened. Maybe she was warming up to me. And I had to admit she wasn’t all that bad, either. First impressions notwithstanding, the icy exterior seemed to be melting away.


      I made myself comfortable at the small industrial desk as Sadie busied herself collecting items I would need. “You’ll have to make do with my old laptop, I’m afraid.” She placed a monstrosity of a machine down with a clunk. “If you stay, and we figure out a more permanent solution, IT will issue you your own.”


      Sadie showed me how to log on and gave me some data entry work to get on with. It wasn’t as scary as I thought it was going to be, and as the minutes progressed I found my fingers getting used to the keys, dancing over them accurately.


      After a while, Sadie left the room, and my mind started to wander. I wondered if Harvey made a habit of dating his employees, never mind his own secretary. I wondered what she made of all the other women in his life, how she tolerated it. Perhaps, though, they had an open relationship. It was the twenty-first century after all. Not everyone found the need to shackle themselves to another for the rest of their lives. And though I knew was being nosy, I resolved to ask him more about himself. Whenever we spent time together, everything always seemed to be about me and my troubles. I wanted to know more about him, even if it wasn’t something I wanted to hear… but that’s what friends were for—no judging—and it was high time I supported him in how he ran his life.


      By the time the clock that sat on Sadie’s desk hit twelve, I stopped typing and wiggled my cramping fingers. The time had flown by, and sometime in the last hour I’d completely zoned out. It’d been nice to get out of my head for a bit; who knew data entry work could be so restorative? It was akin to meditation. This was what I’d been missing out on for the last three years. The experience of working again was freeing, and I knew the task wasn’t glamorous or anyone’s dream job, and it might even be temporary, but I’d take it with both hands in a heartbeat.


      My stomach growled, and I wondered if I should wait for Sadie to return, but after it emitted another loud roar, I thought it best to go calm the beast.


      I stretched my spine as I got up; I pushed at the heavy doors and stepped out into the main area of the office. It was a lot nosier out there, what with the lunch crowd anxiously waiting for the lifts to arrive. I took my place in the queue, off to one side, away from the little clusters of people. I was just about to step forward towards the waiting lift when a deep, sensual and familiar voice called out to me.


      “Sara!”


      I turned around and saw Harvey make his way through the crowd towards me, his employees immediately parting to let him pass. He was dressed, as always, in a fine grey suit, his tall and muscular build hidden but still detectable under the fabric. A bolt of electricity shot down my back as he came closer, his crystal-blue eyes staring at me.


      “Oh, there you are,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “You’re in so much trouble!”


      “Really? What have I done now?”


      “Maybe I should let Sadie—you know, your secretary—have the honours of ripping you a new one?”


      He closed the window on his sultry blue eyes and let out a breath. “Ah, yeah. I forgot to tell her… God, she is going to kill me, isn’t she?”


      “I would. Can’t blame her, really. She thought I was here to take her job!”


      “Fuck.”


      “You’re going to have to do something really nice to make it up to her. A nice, fancy date at a very expensive restaurant wouldn’t go amiss.”


      He frowned. “I’m sorry, Sara.” He moved closer and touched my arm. A buzz of warmth radiated through me, but before I could accept his apology—maybe I’d make him squirm a little longer—he dropped his hand as he saw a raging blonde come towards him.


      “Harvey!”


      “You better apologise, quick,” I said under my breath.


      Harvey smirked. He seemed utterly unfazed by Sadie’s vicious look. “Ah, don’t be angry. You still love me, right?” he said to her. I stepped to the side, feeling awkward in their presence, and I hoped to god he wouldn’t demonstrate any more of his feelings for her… My heart would crack just a little if he kissed her right now in front of me.


      “I could’ve done with some warning!” she said, “It’s not like I’m your secretary or anything.” Her hands were firmly placed on her hips.


      “Fine, yes. I’m sorry. I’m a schmuck, you’re a goddess. Can we move on—?”


      He didn’t have chance to finish because Sadie cut him off with a wave of her hand. “You’d better find some way of making it up to me,” she said and started to glide away, but for all her bluster, it was just a show. She winked playfully and smirked at me from behind Harvey’s back, then carried on walking.
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      Sara darted into one of the departing lifts. “Hey, wait!” I called, but her back was to me.


      I slammed a hand between the closing doors and stood by her side as we rode down in silence. Not only did I have to contend with Sadie’s fury—though I was sure she’d forgive me eventually, she always did—but I’d also managed to piss off the last person in the world I wanted to hurt.


      “Oh, hello, stranger,” a female voice said from behind me, and a woman moved into the sliver of space between Sara and me. Fuck, this wasn’t the time. Cassie, a tall brunette I’d met in this very lift, smoothed a hand over my forearm, running it suggestively up and down. “I wondered when I’d see you next… You never called me back.”


      I grabbed her wrist and jerked it aside as gently but as forcefully as I could without hurting her.


      “Not now, Cassie,” I hissed.


      “Casey. It’s Casey,” she repeated, her lips forming into a pout.


      “Right…”


      It felt like the walls were closing in on me; I could feel Sara’s miffed gaze from the side-lines, watching me with an old flame, a one-night stand that I barely even remembered and certainly had no interest in now. Come to think of it, there was one thing that stuck in my mind about that night: a bloody great big tramp stamp in the shape of a pink butterfly, that Casey had decorated herself with at the base of her spine, which I’d regretfully failed to notice until it was too late. A reflection of her back in a hotel mirror mocked me as I was hilt-deep inside her.


      “How about you make it up to me, Harvey? And take me for a drink later on?”


      The lift thudded to a stop, and before I could answer or get rid of Casey, Sara was making a beeline for the exit. Casey slithered in front of me, her eyes batting, giving me her best come-on face as she planted her palm upon my chest, blocking my way.


      “Oh come on, we had fun the last time, didn’t we?”


      “How can I put this nicely, Casey? You don’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of riding my dick ever again. Got that? Now move out of my way.”


      Casey fumed, but she finally saw sense, saw the “I ain’t fucking kidding” look I was giving her, and she stepped aside. I looked up, trying to find Sara, but she was gone. Fuck, I thought again. I needed to find her; the urge to explain was completely overwhelming. It was as if she’d caught me cheating and that I’d suddenly become a man who gave two shits about being a cheater or monogamous. But I wasn’t that guy, was I? It seemed all my lines were blurring the more time I spent with Sara, and I had no idea who I was turning into… but I did know one thing: the change in me, or whatever the fuck it was, was down to her.


      “Finally! There you are!” I said as I turned a corner and saw Sara sitting alone on a concrete boulder eating an anaemic looking sandwich. “I looked everywhere for you.”


      A flash of snarling teeth met me as she growled a seething, “Do you want a medal or something? What do you want?”


      I fought the urge to smile. Was she jealous?


      “Calm down, what’s got your knickers in a twist?” I asked, trying for a sober face.


      She stuffed the remains of what looked to be a tuna-mayo concoction back into a deli paper bag and glared at me. Her small hands by her sides clenched into fists. “How about I calm down when you apologise for being an inconsiderate, womanising prick who takes all the women around you for granted?” Yeah, the anger coming off her like heat waves was not just about me forgetting about this morning… she was definitely jealous.


      “I already apologised for that.”


      “Oh—”


      “But I’ll say sorry again, till the cows come home if you want, as long as you’ll forgive me. I’m really sorry, OK? I should have warned Sadie. I should've told you, too. But I was trying to help. I did it to make you happy.”


      “Kinda backfired then,” she said, the inclination to smile coming close to the surface.


      “You could say that,” I chuckled.


      Sara was not normally so forward, and she surprised me when she asked, “Who was that woman?”


      “What woman?” I replied, Casey or Cassie or whatever her name already forgotten.


      “The woman who was all over you in the lift?”


      “No one.”


      “Don’t lie to me, Harvey. She practically had her tongue down your throat. Is she your fuck-buddy, too? I feel sorry for Sadie.”


      “For fuck’s sake, what on earth does Sadie have to do with this?” I muttered. Just when I thought we were back on an even keel, the boat started rocking again. It was like her hormones were out of whack or something, but god forbid I say such a thing; my life wouldn’t be worth living after that. “I told you, she’s no one.”


      She sat in silence and looked away. “I was just asking. Forget I even asked.”


      “What’s it got to do with you, anyway?” I said, practically shouting, wanting to finish the sentence with you’re not my girlfriend. “It’s not like you’re offering up your secrets to me!”


      Her mouth dropped open.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You know fine well what I mean, Sara. The thing you’ve been holding back, clinging onto. Why won’t you admit to it? Why do you insist on keeping it bottled up, instead of telling me? Stop letting him control you from his grave!”


      I hadn’t meant to say it like that. But I was so fucking angry, not at her, at myself, at the world, at my predicament. The one single person in the whole bloody universe that I actually cared for, and wanted, was off limits. And I was pushing her away. Life could be so cruel. But here I was being a jerk, most likely making her feel even worse than her shitty husband ever did when he was alive.


      I should’ve known better than to upset her, to try to force her to come to terms with what she’d gone through. I had an inkling of what the son of a bitch did to her. She didn’t deserve my outburst, though. She’d just been making conversation, but it’d touched a very exposed nerve, and I lashed back.


      Her voice wobbled. “If I’d known you were such dick, I would have never agreed to come to work for you, let alone have you in my life!”


      I reached out to her, ready to get on my hands and knees and beg her forgiveness, to tell her that she was right, that I was a dick, but that I also needed her. But she pulled her hand back.


      “Don’t,” she warned and shook her head. “You know what? Just leave me the fuck alone.”
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      I was still shaking in anger by the time I reached my makeshift desk. I sat down, my shoulders hunched over, my head in my hands, and I felt the bite of tears. I lifted a hand and wiped my eyes, shaking my head at myself for letting him get under my skin like that. How could I ever have thought he’d changed? Harvey was who he had always been: a selfish prick. How could I even think about being attracted to a guy like that? But he was right—I was still letting Eric hold power over me, simply by hiding what he’d done…


      I felt the heavy weight of frustration, anger and sadness merging together in one big emotional lump in my belly. I closed my eyes as I felt a familiar pounding in my head, a sign that a migraine was on its way. Great, just what I need.


      Replaying the words I said to him, I cringed. Everything had been said in anger, clouded with jealousy. He would never look at me the way he looked at other women, and I’d foolishly told him to leave me alone. Goddamnit, my head was a mess, I thought. He’d done so much for me and yet I couldn’t see past his flaws. What kind of person am I to do that? How could I ever expect anyone else to look past my mountain of flaws if I couldn’t do the same?


      I should be on my feet right now, strolling towards Harvey and begging him to forgive me and accept my apology. He hadn’t really done anything wrong. It was me, my cocktail of emotions burning me up inside, making me say things I shouldn’t. I pulled my head up and listened to the faint approach of footsteps.


      “Sara?” a male voice asked.


      “I’m sorry,” we both said in unison.


      We smiled at each other, and Harvey pulled a chair over to my side.


      “Harvey, I…” I trailed, unsure of what to say. I didn’t know how to express everything I was thinking and still manage to hold back the one thing in the entire world I wanted to say to him…


      I tried again. I opened my mouth and waited for the words to come out. Harvey sat before me and said nothing, studying me with quiet contemplation, as if he was determined not to speak until I did, allowing me the time to say what I wanted.


      Looking up at him, I knew that I didn’t deserve him. Not one bit. I’d been totally unfair to him, no, worse than that. He’d been by my side this whole time, starting from the beginning, when I found out about Eric’s death. He was the one who took me home, fed me, checked up on me, making sure I was still alive and refusing to give up on me in my sorry state. God, he even had the sense and heart to bring some light into my life in the form of an adoring little kitten. I hadn’t realised how ready I was to give up until Harvey handed me something to live for.


      Harvey was the one who gave me a silver lining. He had been the one who gave me another opportunity, making me feel like I was worth something, making me see that I could stand up for myself. I would be forever indebted to him. And I didn’t know whether I should laugh or cry for finding a great man who was brave and strong enough to put his trust, hope and confidence in me.


      I looked him in the eyes, ready to let it all go. I took a long breath.


      I would trust him.


      “He raped me… my own husband raped me,” I said, gasping out the last few words as Harvey instantly pulled me to him. Holding me as I let it all out, let the poison run freely from my pores.


      His arms were tight around me, solid and safe. I breathed in his strong musky cologne that blended with his own natural, sweet scent.


      “Shh,” Harvey soothed as my chest racked with sobs. He lowered his head and pressed a chaste kiss on top of mine. “You’re OK, let it out… I’ve got you. I’m not going to let you go. And no one will ever hurt you ever again, I promise.”
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      After a while, feeling cleansed, my eyes puffier but brighter, we pulled apart and sat in the quietness of the office. I was grateful that Sadie had somehow known to stay away. This morning was embarrassing enough, never mind having her see me cry at work, as well.


      “Thank you for telling me,” Harvey said, as he held my hands. “Thank you for trusting me.”


      I nodded. “I should’ve told you sooner, or least told somebody. But I’m glad it was you.” I went over every detail of my living nightmare with Eric, explaining each part to Harvey as he listening quietly, holding me gently when I needed it and letting me go when I felt the urge to scream and rage and storm about the room.


      His hand skirted along my cheek, awakening certain feelings that I tried to bury, but it was useless ignoring them. They were there as clear as day, and there was no getting rid of them. I tilted my head and nuzzled it into his palm, allowing myself to enjoy this little moment for a while longer. The calm after the storm.


      “Do you still want to work for me?” Harvey asked softly, changing the subject, knowing I needed a break from the dark topic; he dropped his hand into his lap.


      It wasn’t what I’d expected him to say, but thinking on it then, I knew I didn’t want to be very far away from him.


      “What about Sadie? Won’t she mind?” I asked.


      “I had a talk with her earlier, and she’s actually really excited to have you as her assistant. So, if you were worried about me being your boss, well, I won’t be. At least not directly. Plus, I wouldn’t mind having two beautiful women working beneath me.” I suppressed a giggle as he winked at me. “Sadie will be in charge of your workday, but she’ll still have you doing stuff, like errands, for me. It would make my life so much easier having the both of you. She’ll take care of the business side predominantly, and I’m sure she’ll get you to do things like booking my personal meetings, my mani-pedis, hair appointments…”


      I didn’t know whether he was teasing me with the seriousness of his voice. I pressed my lips into a thin line, but the giggle slipped out, unintentionally, as my small frame rocked with fitful laughter.


      “What?” He frowned, the puzzlement on his face making me roar even more.


      “Did you just say what I think you just said?” I asked. I took his hand and inspected his nails more closely.


      He yanked his hand back and with a mock gasp replied, “Are you being sexist, Sara Chambers? Am I not allowed to keep my nails trim and tidy?”


      I shook my head and smiled, letting my hair spill freely across my face. I was about to get control over the tendrils when he reached up and pushed then back himself, tucking the strands neatly behind my ears. My cheeks burned hot, but I no longer cared.


      “Haven’t you two gone home yet?” Sadie asked as she pushed through the glass doors.


      “Why what time is it?” Harvey answered.


      “Late,” she replied abruptly.


      “You still mad at me?” he joked. “If Sara can forgive me, so you can you.”


      She turned to me and rolled her eyes. “You let him off the hook? We could’ve dragged this out for weeks, guilted him into anything… I’ve got a lot to teach you.”


      I laughed, beginning to believe that maybe I would enjoy working there after all.


      “All right then. You ready to head out?”


      “To where?” I asked, confused.


      “I’m taking you to dinner.”


      “Dressed like this? I don’t think—”


      “Of course you can!” Sadie interrupted. “You look stunning just as you are.”


      Harvey took my hand and let me away. “Come on, listen to the woman. She knows what she’s on about.”


      “What about Sadie?” I asked, feeling a little peculiar that he wasn’t asking his actual girlfriend to join us.


      “You think I want to look at his ugly mug any longer? I have enough of that here all day. Anyway, I have my girl to get home to.”


      “Ouch, ugly?” Harvey said, bringing a hand up to his chest as if he’d been wounded. “You don’t half know how to kick a man where it hurts. You ice queen!”


      “Jerk!” Sadie stuck her tongue out at him between her ruby red lips.


      My head was too wrapped up in the fact that he’d called me sweetheart, fighting the urge to swoon, that I almost didn’t hear Sadie’s response and Harvey’s teasing. But I did wonder, who was the girl she was referring to? A kid at home, or maybe a pet…?


      “Come on,” Harvey urged, and I finally let him haul me out of the office. I followed him downtown, walking a fraction of a step behind him, taking the opportunity to study him from the side. It made my heart skip a beat.


      I must’ve shivered, too, ‘cause all of a sudden he slung an arm around my shoulder and pulled me in, his wonderful smell hitting my nostrils as he smushed me up against his frame. We walked a bit farther, and I started to notice the looks we were getting from passing women, their eyes bulging as they stared at him, then turning to confusion and even envy as they saw me. Harvey seemed to be oblivious to it, but I wasn’t. Their eyes were hungry and desperate as they passed, shooting daggers my way. But it only made me want to hold onto him longer and enjoy how his hold tightened a fraction if I pulled away slightly.


      “Are you liking the job so far?” he asked after a silent moment.


      “Yes, totally. A big difference from scooping poop at the animal shelter… and there’s a pretty big tick in the plus column: I’m getting paid!”


      He laughed. “I’m glad. And don’t mind Sadie, you’ll get used to her. She has her rough edges, but you’ll see, she’s great.”


      My smile faded a little, but I didn’t let him see, and I tried to change the subject.


      “Of course, I’ll have to get accustomed to all the sitting and the typing, but I’ll adjust.”


      Harvey pulled us to a stop, and his eyes found mine. A line of concentration and concern flickered in his eyes. “Is it too much?”


      I shook my head and gave him a reassuring smile. “Not at all, I’ll get used to it. I’m just tired today. You should seriously invest in some new office chairs, though.”


      “I could find you another position if you want,” he offered.


      “No, Harvey. I’m good, really. I don’t need you babying me just because I haven’t taken a proper job in three years.”


      “OK, if you’re sure,” he mumbled distractedly, but we continued to walk again. I didn’t want him worrying about me all the time; I was a full-grown woman, and though it was nice for him to think of me, I couldn’t rely on him forever.


      We paused in front of an Italian restaurant. I glanced up at him with a questioning gaze—it was a bit fancy.


      “I eat here all the time. I think you’ll love it,” He said as he reached out and pulled the door to La Caverna open for me, waiting patiently as I stepped inside and felt the welcoming, warm air that contained myriad heartening herbs and spices.


      “Welcome, Mr Guyer. I see you brought a guest with you. A rare occurrence. I guess you won’t want your usual table for one then?” the aged maître d' said as he grinned at me.


      “Very perceptive, Carlo,” Harvey teased. “Table for two, please.”


      Carlo nodded, collected a couple of menus and led us to a table out of the main thoroughfare. The old man pulled out my chair and I thanked him, sitting down and bringing my forearms to rest on the white tablecloth. As soon as Harvey took his place, Carlo handed us the menus.


      “I’ll give you two some time to order. I presume you would like the same wine as usual, sir?”


      “You know me too well, Carlo. Thank you.”


      I peered around the room, feeling on edge. The place was so fancy, it oozed wealth… and romance, and I was totally out of my element. The people at the other tables were dressed to the nines, sharing candlelight dinners and holding hands across the small, round tables.


      “Is something wrong, Sara?” Harvey asked when I hadn’t lifted the leather-bound menu.


      “We should’ve persuaded Sadie to come…”


      “Why?” he said, frowning.


      “It’s so intimate,” I whispered, “surely you’d rather be here with her than me.”


      “Don’t be silly. We’re here to celebrate your first day. It was a bit of a rollercoaster, but you got through it,” he said, beaming.


      “You’re right, today was a big day…” Both of us knew exactly what we were referring to. Carlos had brought a bottle of rich-looking red wine and, when Harvey had tasted and approved it, poured us each a glass. I lifted mine. “Here’s to the future. Here’s to moving on.”


      “Atta girl,” Harvey replied as we clinked glasses.


      After looking through the list, I settled for a pan-fried scallop salad for starters and a pasta dish for my main. Harvey insisted on sticking with his usual, a lamb dish with crispy prosciutto, and a tomato and mozzarella bruschetta to start.


      I took another sip of wine and smiled as we waited, the candlelight from the table flickering, making his eyes dance as he watched me. An abrupt cramping in my stomach startled me. I frowned lightly and bit down my lower lip, willing the unexpected nausea to go away. Harvey leaned closer as I tried to hold back another wave rolling around in my stomach. The queasiness was making me break out in a sweat, and my clammy fingers reached for the glass of water by my wine.


      I took a sip, urging my stomach to be calm.


      “Sara?” he asked, worried.


      “I think I’m going to be sick,” I blurted, scrambling to my feet and running for the bathroom.
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      I had just managed to find the bathroom when my stomach rolled again, and I stumbled into an open cubicle. At the sight of the toilet lid propped up, I vomited. Bile rose at the back of my throat, and more perspiration broke out on my face as my fingers tightened around my hair, keeping the thick strands back.


      My chest heaved again, and my stomach muscles contracted, hurling out my breakfast and meagre lunch. Must’ve been the tuna.


      I didn’t know how long I stayed there. Wave after wave of nausea kept me pinned on the floor, my forearms embracing the toilet rim and my mouth open, gasping for oxygen. Slowly the feeling faded, and with my stomach empty and my arms shaky, I got to my feet.


      My legs trembled. I braced myself until I reached the row of basins and cleaned myself up.


      I reached out and pulled a few tissues down from the dispenser and wiped my mouth, hating the bitter taste of my vomit. I put a hand in my bag and searched for gum, a breath mint… anything to take the taste away. Finding nothing, I closed my eyes and wondered what I’d eaten to cause this sudden reaction. I created a mental list of everything I’d consumed that day. Two pieces of toast, one banana and that stingy tuna sandwich from the deli around the corner from the office.


      It had to be the fish. It couldn’t be anything else.


      My eyes popped open, and I counted back the days in my head, but I got flustered. I pulled out my phone instead and used the calendar app to help me calculate.


      No, no, no! It couldn’t be… I tried to remember the last time I’d received a visit from Aunt Flo.


      “Fuck,” I whispered. My memory was blank. How could I have missed several periods and not even noticed? No, there must have been a misunderstanding, I thought, a mistake. Something else to explain the sudden nausea.


      It was the fucking tuna! Please?


      I lifted a hand and with numb fingers I pulled the lid down and sat atop the toilet seat as tears ran down my face. The last time I’d had sex was…


      A familiar thumping inside my head erupted once again. The hammering inside my skull made it hard to concentrate, but it also gave me a welcome distraction. I couldn’t stay in here forever, I thought. I made myself presentable and pushed through the door back into the restaurant. With jelly legs I made my way towards Harvey and gave him a shaky yet reassuring smile. Or so I hoped. I flopped down on my seat opposite him, trying not to stare too long at the fried scallop salad that waited for me at my place. I pushed the plate away, fearing that it might induce another trip to the bathroom.


      “Sara?”


      I brought my head up and met his blue eyes. For a brief moment I let myself get lost in them. The bright azure of his orbs called out to me, threatened to drown me in a comforting stare.


      “You look a little pale,” he observed. There was a hint of concern in his tone, and I nibbled at my lip nervously. He’d been so good to me, and I wanted to tell him my suspicions… He was the only person I could tell, but I wanted to hold onto my little delusion a little longer, that maybe we could be something more than friends.


      I faked a smile and took a sip of my cool water, forgoing the glass of wine. “Just something I ate earlier. I’m fine. Don’t worry.”


      He examined my face longer than necessary, and I thought he was going to call me out on my lie. Before he could open his sexy-ass mouth again, I interrupted him. “Stop looking so serious. You said we’re here to celebrate, right?” I cracked a smile and he nodded, going back to being the laid-back Harvey I knew and lov—.


      “So how long has Sadie worked for you?” I asked, wanting to distract myself as much as possible. “I mean, how did you two meet?”


      I nibbled on a breadstick as Harvey tucked into his starter, and after taking a mouthful of tomato and mozzarella, he swallowed. “We met years ago, when I was just starting my first company. We went to the same college, but we’d never hung around in the same circles. Then years later, we met by chance and clicked instantly. Like we were meant to meet each other, you know?” I gave a nod. “And from then we started hanging out, and eventually she became my secretary. She’s the best secretary I’ve ever had. You wouldn’t believe the stuff she does; she’s a genius in her own way. Efficient, too, and the mouth on her—she’ll have you in fits of laughter. Sadie’s amazing. I don’t think I could ever do without her.”


      I swallowed the unexpected lump in my throat. During the years I’d known Harvey, I’d never met Sadie (until the night Eric died, that is) nor had Harvey really brought her up, but he seemed truly smitten with her.


      “Aren’t you going to finish that?” Harvey asked eyeing my plate, then looking up suspiciously.


      I shrugged. “Sorry, I changed my mind on the fish.”


      “You’re not eating right, Sara. You’re going to have to look after yourself better. If Eric was here…”


      I knew that the moment he said those words, he regretted them immediately.


      “Shit, I don’t half put my foot in it.”


      I smiled reassuringly and said, “Don’t worry about it, no harm done.”


      “Shit,” he repeated. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart,” he said and claimed my hand. “I didn’t mean to bring him up. I can be such an idiot sometimes.”


      I put up a hand and stopped him. “You didn’t say anything wrong. You’re right. Eric’s gone. He did terribly things to me, but that shouldn’t stop me from moving forward, looking after myself and… and Humbug.” I’d nearly let it slip, I thought.


      He nodded and let the topic go. We passed the evening avoiding potentially dangerous topics and enjoyed each other’s company instead, and I even managed to eat some of my main course, which pleased Harvey enormously.


      He paid the bill, and we decided to walk and enjoy the twinkling city lights as evening set in. I crossed my arms over my chest, trapping as much body heat as I could when he pulled me in close. I was beginning to really enjoy our little walk together. I glanced up at him, but he wasn’t looking down at me, his stare focused ahead of us and his touch light against my body.


      The silence allowed the thought of what had happened earlier creep back in, and I contemplated a potential pregnancy. If I was pregnant, could I raise a child that I knew had been conceived in an act of hate? Deep inside I knew there were choices out there. Several options if I needed them. I needed time, but depending on how far along I was, I might not have much of it.


      I let my mind wander… there would be nothing wrong with keeping the baby, becoming a single mom. The thought of having a family of my very own gave me a tiny thrill, but just as quickly as it came, it withered away with the thought of our future. Could I do it alone? Was I strong enough?


      As much as I loved having Harvey around, he could not be with me forever, looking after me and the baby. It wasn’t practical; he had his own life. Eventually he’d want his own family, and he’d build a life with another woman—Sadie perhaps. I was just his stepsister, his friend. I pushed the unwanted thoughts aside as we finally reached the office car park.


      “What are you thinking?” Harvey asked, peering down at me with his brows furrowed.


      “Nothing,” I said.


      “You’re too quiet. You’re not normally this quiet. You know you can tell me anything, right?”


      I smiled in spite of his worry. I reached down and took his hand in mine and squeezed his fingers, “I know I can.” But I kept my mouth shut.
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      Tuesday seemed a little better at first, but then I got to the office, and as I stepped out of the jerky elevator a rush of nausea washed over me.


      Not again.


      I quickened my steps and dashed for the ladies bathroom. My hand clamped down on my mouth as I ran down the hall, passing a startled Sadie along the way.


      “The office is the other way… Sara?” Sadie called, but I couldn’t stop.


      With a distracted wave of my hand, I pushed open the bathroom door, then dashed into a cubicle and puked my guts out.


      Well there goes the dry toast I had for breakfast, I thought, as bits of crumbs floated in the bowl.


      I waited again for the unpleasantness to subside, sitting with my knees upon the cold, tiled floor. I grabbed another roll of toilet tissue, wiped my mouth and picked myself up from the floor, completely disgusted with my body and what it was doing to me.


      I stifled a gasp as I exited the cubicle—Sadie’s face met my gaze, her hands in her usual position, resting upon her slim hips. Her eyes narrowed, ran over me, studied me.


      “Are you feeling better?” she asked as she stepped forward and without asking permission pressed an icy hand on my heated forehead.


      “A little bit,” I admitted.


      “Here.” She pushed a bottle of water towards me, and I accepted it with a grateful smile. “I have some breath mints at my desk you can have later.” I twisted the cap off and sipped, swilling my mouth out, then spitting in the sink, desperate to get rid of the bitter taste. I would not get used to that, I thought.


      “Sit down for a minute,” she instructed and helped me back into a cubicle. After she flushed the toilet she pulled the lid down and sat me upon it, her hold light and soft against my flushed skin. “How are you feeling now?”


      A flash of concern flickered in her beautiful eyes, and I’d managed just in time to bite down my question as to why she was being so nice. “I’m feeling much better, thanks.”


      “So, what’s the deal?” Sadie asked, eyeballing me. “You sick or something?”


      I shook my head and debated whether I should tell her or not. Letting anyone know, even a partial stranger, would be a blessed relief, but I had to remind myself I’d be working with her, technically for her, for the days and months to come.


      “Did you get food poisoning? Harvey didn’t take you somewhere seedy last night, did he? I’ll wring his neck for making my new assistant ill,” she said with a smile.


      I bit my lip and shook my head again. With a sigh, I blurted, “I think I’m pregnant.”


      I didn’t know if it was possible for someone’s eyes to bulge out of their sockets. If it were any other day, in another time and life, I would have laughed at Sadie’s expression when she heard my confession.


      “Come again?” she said.


      “I think I’m pregnant,” I repeated and swallowed the lump in my throat.


      “Harvey’s?”


      “What?” I said and almost stood up, startled. “No, of course not.” My cheeks were burning up. How could she think that?


      She frowned, her beautiful, smooth face creasing. ”Well, OK then. How sure are you?”


      “Pretty sure. I haven’t done a test yet. God, I don’t know what I’m going to do if I am.”


      I dabbed at the corner of my eyes with a wad of new tissue and then blew my nose before smiling apologetically. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be unloading my problems on you. Harvey doesn’t know yet. You’re the only person I’ve told.”


      “Hey,” she soothed and ran a palm on my shoulder. “It’s OK. Everything’s going to be fine.”


      “But I have no one. All my family and friends have drifted away from me after the accident and my mom’s death. Well, all except Harvey.” I swiped at my tears and continued, “And my twin sister Anita has too much on her own plate, she’s got kids of her own…”


      “Well, you can rely on me, and you should tell Harvey.”


      “How can I do that when I’ve burdened him with so many of my problems already? And not to mention all the times I’ve stolen him away from you—him coming around all the time, taking me out to dinner when he should be taking you.”


      Sadie laughed and said, “What? Are you mad? Harvey and I? Not a bloody chance! Not really my type if you know what I mean.”


      “Oh? OH! Fuck… I’m sorry. I didn’t know, I thought you two were… well, I don’t know what to think now.”


      “We get on like a house on fire, there’s no denying that, but there’s no way I’d be letting him anyway near my lady-parts! Not for all the money in the world,” she said with a scoff. “But seriously, you should tell him. He cares for you so much—I don’t think you realise how much, do you? But anyway, stop worrying about things until you know for sure, and take a damn pregnancy test to find out. I’ll even hold your hand.”


      I chuckled at her bossiness and agreed to her demands.
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      A quick knock rattled my door near the end of the working day. “Come in.” I glanced up from my screen and saw Sara standing by the doorway, her hands linked together, agitated.


      “What’s up?”


      “Are you coming around later?”


      “Sure, why wouldn’t I be? Unless you’ve changed your mind,” I said.


      She bit her bottom lip, driving me crazy with the action.


      “No, no, I haven’t changed my mind. I can make dinner as usual on a Tuesday. Just wanted to check you were coming and didn’t have some hot date.”


      “What’s Sadie been whispering in your ear?” I asked. If she’d been telling tales to Sara, there’d be payback.


      Sara looked puzzled and so goddamn innocent and yet so naughty, dressed in a tight pencil skirt and white blouse, that a sudden desire to bend her over my desk and get her filthy dirty came to mind. Horny as hell, I imagined her pert bottom across my lap. Having her here, working in the same building, let alone the same office, was doing nothing for my productivity.


      “Nothing.” She gave a nervous laugh and stepped back. “See you tonight then.”


      Bewildered, I watched as she retreated, my cock throbbing, and I overheard a few muffled words as she said goodnight to Sadie in the outer office. Sara was acting peculiar, but I gave myself a stern talking-to and went back to finishing off a few last-minute evaluations for one of the hotels I’d managed to turn around. The door opened and Sadie walked in without knocking, as was her custom.


      “You ready to go?” she asked.


      “To where?”


      “You’ve got a date tonight, don’t you?” she said as she placed a bunch of manila folders onto my desk.


      Distracted, I said, “Cancel it. I’ve got plans.”


      “You’re going over at Sara’s, aren’t you?” she sang.


      I glared at her. “How do you know? And so what if I am?”


      My assistant laughed. “I know everything, you keep forgetting that, Harvey. And you know, now I come to think about it, I might as well stop organising all these blind dates for you. Seems you’re having plenty of fun with Sara,” she teased.


      “Very funny, Sadie, but it’s not like that,” I responded.


      “Oh it isn’t, is it?”


      “No.”


      “But you want it to be, don’t you? Before you answer, remember I can read your face with my eyes shut,” she said, grinning infuriatingly.


      “I gotta go.” I quickly packed up my things.


      “Mmm, it’s not like you to back away from my teasing.”


      “Sadie, quit it. You’re not helping.”


      “Fine, but…” she held up a finger as I scowled at her, “you’ll regret it if you don’t say anything. It’ll fester and drive you mad, and it’ll make my life miserable having to put up with your moody face.”


      “Whatever, see you tomorrow.”


      “Bye. You just be gentle with that one’s heart. She and I are buddies now; mess with her and you’ll regret it!” she said, smiling, as I left my office.


      I laughed. Yeah, I definitely didn’t think through giving Sara a job here properly. Those two would no doubt gang up on me the first chance they’d get. I was outnumbered.


      It took me over an hour to reach Sara’s place. I drove around a bit, thinking about my options before eventually pulling into her drive. Echoing in my head, Sadie’s words had really done a number on me. Could I actually tell Sara how I felt? And if I did, would she demand that I leave like the last time? I wasn’t too sure if I could handle being rejected a second time, even though I wasn’t certain if she remembered the first. She might’ve believed she was dreaming when I kissed her as I held her tight in bed. But when I told her I’d be there for her no matter what, I meant it… and whether she liked it or not, I’d fight for her till my dying breath.


      The familiar scent of cooking filled the air and pop music blared from the radio as I entered the tidy little house. Humbug threaded through my feet as soon I shut the door. I placed the bottle of wine I’d picked up onto the kitchen table and lifted up the meowing kitten.


      “Hey, buddy,” I said scratching behind his velvety ears.


      Sara was fussing over dinner; I don’t think she even noticed me coming in. She was mumbling to herself, her mouth moving like she was having a full-blown conversation, and she kept opening and closing cabinets as if she was looking for something.


      “Did you lose something?” I called out, trying to make myself heard above the music. I frowned and went to turn the radio off. Even a fool could sense that there was definitely something up with her.


      “Sara?” I said again. With the music silenced, my voice was the only sound in the room.


      She screamed and dropped a serving bowl onto the floor. Startled, Humbug jumped from my hold and went into hiding in the living room.


      “Bloody hell! You scared me half to death,” she said, trying to catch her breath. Then her eyes welled up with tears as she saw the irreparably shattered bowl in a thousand pieces on the lino. What the hell was going on with her?


      “Sorry, you mustn’t have heard me come in.” Tears tumbled down her face, and I reached out a hand. “It’s just a bowl.”


      “It’s not just a bowl!” she yelled.


      “OK, what’s wrong?”


      “T-there’s nothing w-wrong.” Her voice quivered, and so did her lips.


      Shit.


      I steered her away from the broken crockery and sat her down, adamant that she look at me. “Cut the bullshit, Sara. Tell me what’s up.” My words were harsh, like a slap to the face, but they did the trick of making her stop crying. The last thing I wanted was for her to be upset.


      “I’m pregnant.”


      “What?” I blurted. A mixture of shock and amazement settled upon me. “Are you sure?”


      “Yeah.” She nibbled her bottom lip and just like that, the stirring in my pants increased to a whole new level of awkwardness. The idea of her pregnant, swollen and ripe, made my head spin. “I took a test. It’s positive.”


      “Eric’s?” I said quietly.


      She nodded, and we said no more on that matter.


      “How far along are you?”


      “I dunno, must be three or four months.”


      Wow. I ran my palms down my face and tried to wrap my head around her words. She must be going through hell, trying to decide what to do, I thought. Eric’s baby… Jesus. I looked back up and took in her face; a tear had fallen down her cheek. She was upset, and rightly so. A baby was supposed to be a happy occasion, but in light of what she’d told me, I felt my own blood start to boil. I’d had to keep myself in check when she’d listed all the abusive things he’d done to her over the years, and so help me, if he hadn’t already been six foot under, I’d have soon put him there.


      Before I knew it, I was reaching out for her and pulling her into my arms.


      “Shh,” I soothed, “it’s OK.”


      “I-I don’t know how I’m going to cope, Harvey. On my own, with a baby to raise… How will anyone want a fat, single mother who’s also a widow? I’m like a lost cause, the trifecta of misery.”


      I tightened my grip around her and squeezed. Somewhere deep in my mind I knew that this was the moment. It was now or never.


      “You’re not a lost cause, and you’re not fat.” I took a breath and looked into her soft green eyes, so damn beautiful I could stare into them the whole fucking day.


      “I want you,” I whispered.


      Using my thumbs I wiped her tears away, stroking the soft apples of her cheeks. Her eyes had gone wide: confusion, understanding, then lust.


      Fuck, I wanted her.


      I didn’t know what it was exactly about this woman that pulled me in so deeply and made me do the craziest things in the world. Maybe it was everything about her, and I’d just been too stupid and preoccupied with trying to find the perfect woman when she was right here in my arms. I leaned forward. Our faces were a mere breath from each other, and the feel of her body against mine drove me completely insane.


      I closed the distance between our lips, and I claimed her mouth, gently at first. A kiss that soon turned hungry and hot.
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      The moment our lips met, sparks ignited between us. I couldn’t believe it was happening—Harvey was actually kissing me, and I didn’t have the strength or the will to say no. I wanted him will all my heart. Attraction, like a great big magnet, called out to me and made my arms lift up and curl around his thick neck, my fingers brushing against the soft wisps of hair at his nape.


      My eyes closed, heavy from the feeling of bliss that made them roll, as his tongue did a magical swirl, filling my mouth and making the core between my legs pulse in a wild frenzy. I didn’t know what I was thinking, letting him kiss me like that, my stepbrother, but I didn’t make him stop, either. I lost touch with my thoughts; they were obliterated as my senses detonated. His hand ran the length of my torso, caressing its way up, then groping past my boob. I gasped and threw my head back, moaning, knowing I’d never been this turned on in my whole, entire life. His hand was at the back of my head, his fingers weaving through my hair. He tilted my head back to look up at him; his tongue darted out, licked the seams of my mouth, coaxing me to open up again, and I let him in.


      In the back of my mind I tried to quash the voice that told me we shouldn’t be doing this. That his hands should not be where they were, on my hips clawing at my top, and his tongue should definitely not be inside my mouth, almost making me come with its masterful strokes.


      Harvey wound his arms around my waist and pulled me even closer, hauling me to a standing position and almost off my feet, onto my tiptoes.


      Tightening my hold on him, I pressed my body against him harder, feeling his need in his pants grow. I moaned again as he bent me backwards slightly; my spine arched as his tongue travelled deeper inside my mouth, as if he wanted to taste and explore every last part of me.


      I denied him nothing. His hands crept up and tangled themselves in my locks again, tugging my head gently as he trailed hot kisses down my neck. Just as his lips made contact with my cleavage, my chest was rapidly moving up and down. I was totally lost in the way he was exploring my body. He reared back from me, his arms spread wide, no longer touching me.


      His chest heaved with heavy panting, and a shadow crossed over his blue eyes, darkening the features on his face.


      “What’s wrong?” I whispered and went to touch his swollen lips with my fingers.


      A muffled curse slipped free from his lips; his breath was on my fingertips, his hand catching my wrist before I made contact.


      “I shouldn’t have done that, I’m sorry.” Without another word, he released my wrist, turned on his heel and left. The back door slammed, shaking the house, and I stood in the middle of the room, breathing hard, trying to figure out what went wrong.
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      It could never work, I told myself. And not just because he walked out on me, leaving me standing there like a fool, but I had a new life growing inside me to consider. I couldn’t in my right mind get involved with my stepbrother. Even though technically, after my mother’s passing we were no longer related by law. It was a technicality and nothing else. I pulled Humbug to me and lay stroking him on the bed, taking comfort in his body as he purred at my touch, while I patiently waited for sleep to come. But after a kiss like that, I was more awake than ever. I hadn’t been able to concentrate after Harvey had left. Unable to eat, I’d paced the house, dialling and redialling his number over and over again. He never answered. Something had spooked him.


      I dreaded and yet at the same time longed for the morning, when I’d be able to see him again at work. But if he wasn’t answering my calls now, how on earth would he react to seeing me face-to-face in the office?


      I spent the whole night stressing about whether I should actually go into work that day or just avoid it all together. And when morning arrived, the longing and urgency I’d felt the night before was overshadowed with worry. But I forced myself to go in and face Harvey. I was determined not to remain the coward Eric had made me into. I had to fight for what I wanted… and I think I wanted Harvey and the baby. I knew I did.


      I stepped onto the fifth floor and pushed past the throngs of people squeezing off the lift and heading to their stations. I dumped my belongings at my desk and sneaked a glance at Harvey’s office to see if he was already there. It was empty, and I was filled with disappointment.


      The glass doors flew open, and behind me Harvey’s long strides sounded; beside him Sadie’s lighter footfalls shuffled along the carpet. He went straight into his office without a glance and shut the door. Sadie nodded to me and sat at her desk.


      Dread settled in my belly, but there was also something else, a familiar sensation of excitement and longing that always made itself known at the mere of sight of Harvey. But he hadn’t even said hello to me.


      “What’s up with your face?” Sadie asked as she openly stared at me. “Did you do the test?” she whispered, leaning over.


      I nipped at the inside flesh of my cheek and turned the other way.


      “Oh come on, tell me. What’s the verdict?”


      I sighed; she would get it out me sooner or later, I thought.


      With a weak smile I swivelled my chair in her direction and nodded. “It’s real. I’m pregnant.”


      I could tell by the glint in her eye she wanted to spring up and give me a hug and to celebrate, but she stayed rooted to her chair. “And how do we feel about it?”


      “Still processing it all,” I replied.


      “What does Harvey think? You did tell him, didn’t you?”


      I scowled at the mention of his name. Before I could answer, his door opened and he breached our little conversation.


      From across the room I glared at him, standing there, so fucking smug, as if nothing had happened, and yet I wanted to throw myself into his arms and kiss him. Out the corner of my eye I could see Sadie’s head moving from side to side, as if she were at a Wimbledon final. It seemed like we were frozen, looking at each other, and I didn’t dare to breathe. He returned my look, but there was sadness, vulnerability in his eyes. I’d always been amazed at how he could tell just by looking at me the mood I was in, or how I was feeling. But the world had shifted, and as I gazed at him, a whole room between us, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that something was wrong, that he was hiding something. He’d pushed me away last night for a reason. I didn’t know what that reason was, but it was there. He’d been holding it back this whole time—perhaps it’d been there forever—but I’d been too blinded by my own worries to see it. To see that he too was in pain, a shadow of a clinging demon, ever present, on his shoulder. And there upon him, clear as day, was a crack in his armour. He’d hid it so well.


      A whole minute elapsed before I looked away, turning my face from his intense stare.


      “Harvey? Did you need something?” Sadie asked cautiously.


      He shook his head and started to walk through our little alcove towards the glass door. I turned my chair away from him. He held the door ajar, but before slipping through, he cleared his throat and said, “Sara, I have some news to tell you, but I have to run. I have a meeting across town, but I’ll tell you as soon as I get back, so don’t go anywhere. OK?”


      I nodded, my voice a whisper as I said, “Sure.” Then he was gone again.


      “Ooookay… What’s up with you two?” Sadie said.


      “Nothing.”


      She snorted. Obviously, I wasn’t very convincing.


      “Fine,” I said. I threw up my hands and let everything out. Without any restraint, I let the words spill out in a rush, my anger and frustration increasing the more I spoke. “You want to know what happened? I’ll tell you! He came over, scared me half to death, then I told him about the baby and he bloody kissed me!”


      She gasped, her mouth widening into a smile. “Did you sleep with him?”


      “No! We didn’t get that bloody far, ‘cause he fucking left!”


      “What? Why?”


      “I don’t fucking know!”


      “Bastard! But he did kiss you? What kind of kiss… Was it just a peck? Or…” she said as she wrinkled her nose.


      I shook my head in amazement as I recalled how my whole body had heated up as his mouth had made contact with mine. “No, it was hot and heavy; my god Sadie, I thought I was going to die.”


      Her eyes bulged. “I don’t get it, then why would he leave?”


      I swallowed past the dryness of my throat. “Fuck knows. I thought I had him all figured out. Maybe he was scared ‘cause of the whole stepsister thing? Or he regretted it? I mean, come on, look at me. Why would a guy like him want me? It was probably a mistake. He probably didn’t mean to do it, and I obviously made it worse when I kissed him back… and he came to his senses.”


      “Sara,” she warned gently.


      But I kept on rambling, “Why would he do it, anyway? Kiss me like that, ruin our relationship, and now I don’t know if I can work for him, see him every day—”


      She cut me off with a hand. Her voice was stern and had that no-nonsense tone to it. “Sara, stop being so stupid.”


      “Wha—”


      “Are you blind or something? Don’t you see the way he looks at you? Well, of course you don’t, because you’re too blinded by your own crazy feelings for him! Jeez, I despair with you two, honestly. And my god, woman! The way he cares for you and comes running when you need him most? You must be blind!”


      “I…”


      Sadie huffed in annoyance and continued to explain everything as if I were a child. “What I’m trying to say is that Harvey loves you, Sara. You can’t fake that kind of stuff! And he’ll be lost without you if you suddenly just disappear from his life.”


      “No, that’s not possible,” I whispered, feeling my knees tremble. I was grateful that I’d already sat down. “Loves me? Maybe like a sister…”


      “No, you idiot!” Sadie said, infuriated. “He loves you, loves you, Sara. Even a fool can make out the outline of his undying love for you from a mile away.”


      “But… It could never work, Sadie.”


      She rose to her feet and planted her hands upon the sides of her waist but then started wagging a pointed finger at me. “OK, then. I’m going to let you in on a little secret. For as long as I’ve known him, he’s been obsessed with finding the right woman, a flawless beauty who ticked all his boxes. He used to go on countless dates, Sara. He was a bit of a man-whore, let’s be honest. But he had this drive to find her, and I should know, I was the one arranging all the bloody dates. Trawling through dating sites and hooking him up with ex-uni friends… But guess what?”


      “What?”


      “He stopped looking, started standing them up. You wouldn’t believe the backlash I got from those women. And do you know why he stopped? Why he’s no longer letting women drape themselves all over him?”


      I shook my head, not sure if I was ready to hear the answer.


      “Because of you, you nonce! Four months ago everything changed.”


      Sadie took a calming breath, but she wasn’t done yet. She was going to beat me over the head with it until I accepted that Harvey was in love with me. Even thinking it didn’t seem real…


      “It’s because he’s been busy with you, and don’t take that the wrong way. He’s at his happiest when you’re around. He would come into the office and tell me all these things about you, and how wonderful you were and are. Sara, I don’t think he’s cared for anyone like that before, ever. You’ve changed his life by letting him into yours.”


      I blinked at her. “I think I love him, too.”


      “Well, of course you do!” I think she was ready to bash her skull against her desk at that point.


      Yet it still didn’t feel real. It wouldn’t until I saw him again and heard him say it, if he ever would. Me, who had all these imperfections and who didn’t seem to fit into his world… it was unthinkable that he could he fall for me. He was my opposite, with his gorgeous features, drop-dead body… he is my opposite, I realised with a flash. He believed in me when no one else did, when everyone left me to my own destruction.


      “You look pale. I didn’t mean to shout. Would you like a glass of water?” Sadie asked, yanking me out of my thoughts. When I gave a nod, she moved away and retrieved the water from the dispenser in the corner.


      “Here.” She handed me the cup.


      “Thanks,” I replied and cautiously sipped at the water, hoping the nausea of the previous days would stay clear for once.


      Sadie’s phone rang and she picked it up. “Sure, I’ll be there in a minute.” She placed the handset back onto its receiver. “I gotta go help David. But you should think about what you’re going to do next. You have to do what’s right for you and your baby, Sara. But my advice, follow your heart and ignore your head.”


      She winked at me, and I watched her leave. I twirled around in my seat and started up the laptop, watching it boot up as tried to figure out what to do about Harvey. After entering the password and clicking a few keys, I was ready to start work on the Excel sheet I’d opened. It was so hard to concentrate when all I wanted to do was go find Harvey. I wanted to tell him exactly what I was feeling and to demand to know what his problem was. Why had he walked out on me last night? I decided to wait till he returned; he’d be back soon enough.


      An hour passed by, dragging me kicking and screaming through the minutes, and my butt went numb. Over time I began to realise that my heart had picked up speed and was now hammering in my chest. My breathing was laboured, as if I’d run up a flight of stairs. I grew agitated; my fingers shook and sweat dribbled down my spine. Just as I thought I was having a panic attack, I pushed away from my desk and paced around the office. The last time I’d felt this uneasy was after my nightmare about Eric… and something bad had happened.


      My phone rang, vibrating its way across the desk. My hand pressed down on my beating heart as I walked over to grab it. I answered the incoming call and put it to my ear.


      “Hello?” I said, believing the caller would be able to hear the thud of my heart.


      “Mrs Sara Chambers?” said a female voice.


      “Yes?”


      “My name is Doris Everett, and I’m a nurse down at Ashton Hospital. We have you down as the emergency contact of a Harvey Guyer.”


      I swallowed the lump in my throat and dared to ask, “What is it? Oh my god, is he OK?” It felt like déjà vu, but instead of coming to my house to tell me, they were doing it over the phone. Had I lost him just when I realised I’d found him?


      “I’m afraid Mr Guyer has been in an accident.”


      My throat swelled and I couldn’t speak. Everything fell silent around me, and the phone slipped out of my hands, bouncing as it made contact with the floor.


      “Mrs Chambers? Hello? Are you still there?”
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      The drive to the hospital was painful. My fingers clenched my purse tightly as the taxi driver did his best to avoid the traffic jams. I drummed the pads of my fingers against the leather, and my teeth sank down on my bottom lip in desperation, willing the cars to move. I’d almost got out to walk a few times, but each time we’d suddenly start moving again, inching closer to my destination, so I sat trapped inside the stuffy vehicle that smelled of sweat and cigarettes.


      “Is there not a shortcut we could take?” I asked.


      “Nope. This is the only way to the hospital.” The taxi driver sent me an apologetic smile. “We’ll get there.”


      The other vehicles started rolling again, and we were on our way. The outside blurred by through a fog of tears, but I didn’t pay attention; I was restless and so frightened. In my shell-shocked state, I forgot to find out if Harvey was OK. I’d abandoned my phone in the middle of the floor as I fled the office. I grabbed only my purse, ran for the lift and jumped into the first taxi I saw.


      No, he’s going to be fine. He promised me he would be there for me… no matter what.


      It was a foolish thought. Not even Harvey could stop a freak accident or death knocking at the door, but I kept on telling myself this, anyway; it was a mantra stuck on repeat. The cabbie pulled up to the kerb, and the passenger doors automatically unlocked once I flung my money at him, not caring if I overpaid. My fingers shook as I grabbed the handle and let myself out.


      I hurried toward the hospital’s emergency entrance, half walking half running, speeding up then slowing down as I figured out in my panic which way I needed to go. Finally I saw the main reception desk ahead.


      “Where is Harvey Guyer, please?” I asked, my voice trembling, barely holding back the tears.


      The nurse smiled at me and after some infuriating questions—“hospital policy” nonsense—she told me the room number and floor. Waving her arm, she pointed me in the right direction.


      He has a room… he must be alive. Oh, god. Don’t you dare be fucking dead, Harvey!


      I twisted my head from side to side, desperately looking for the room, trying to make sense of the numbers outside each door, as if I’d forgotten what numbers even were.


      Eventually my subconscious mind solved the Arabic numerical puzzle, and I found the right room. I stopped dead in the doorway. The breath that left my lips was almost a moan as my eyes focused on Harvey’s bulky form on the bed. Like a beacon, monotonous beeping guided me toward him. The small machine signalled from beside his bed.


      I reached out to touch his hand, and the tears that I’d tried to hold back fell silently down my cheeks. I took his fingers in mine and squeezed, then studied his bruised face. His eyes were closed, moving beneath their lids; I saw the occasional flutter or twitch of an eyelash.


      “Don’t you die, Harvey. Don’t you dare. I can’t lose you, too. I need you.”


      I paused and looked down to his hands held within mine.


      “I love you too much,” I said.


      The three little words that had been on the tip of my tongue, ready to be said at the right time, slipped out. And I was so distracted in my own thoughts, my own despair and panic, that it took me a minute before I realised the light pressure of Harvey’s fingers on mine. I looked up from our hands and stared at him with wide eyes. He stared back at me with a smug look on his face. The corners of his lips tilted, and his mouth moved as it formed a few words.


      “I love you too, sweetheart.”


      I smiled as he lifted our linked hands to his mouth, pressing a chaste kiss on my palm before he brought it to the centre of his heart. From where I stood, I could see a faint line of bruises and other battered spots marring his beautiful skin.


      “Don’t you ever do that to me again,” I whispered. “I was so scared.”


      “I know, baby.” He tried to smile but could only wince, and I could tell he was struggling to stay awake.


      “Careful,” I warned. “Rest, go back to sleep, I’ll be here when you wake up. We can talk then.”


      As soon as his breathing evened out and his eyes were closed, I untangled our hands and snuck out of the room to find a nurse or doctor who could tell me more.


      “What happened? What’s wrong with him? Is he going to be OK?” I asked at the nurse’s station.


      “The paramedics told us he was hit by a speeding car at a junction. He ran in front of it to push a kid out the way, but there’s not too much damage. He’s a survivor and a hero. He’s got a mild concussion, a broken wrist and a few broken ribs on his right side, but they should heal nicely—all clean breaks. Other than that, he’s fine.”


      I nodded, “When can he leave?”


      “We’re monitoring the head injury, and we’d like to keep him overnight at least, but he should be good to go in a day or so as long as the doctor gives the all-clear.”


      My shoulders dropped in relief, and I went back to Harvey’s room and spent the rest of the day watching over him.
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      “I think it’s best if you stay with me at my house, Harvey. Even Sadie thinks so,” I said.


      He peered at me, “You just want to take advantage of me in my injured state… play nurse.” He winked. I waved the suggestion away with a laugh, but I wouldn’t mind giving him a sponge bath or two, I thought wickedly.


      “I won’t take no for an answer. Either that or Humbug and I will come stay with you at your place. It’s my turn to look after you. So decide, mine or yours?”


      “You’ve got better things to do than stay home and baby me.”


      “It’s OK, I’ve got a lenient boss; she won’t mind me taking the time off. And anyway, this is just a small way for me to give back to you after you helped me out so much.”


      “No, babe,” he shook his head in a jerky manner. “You’re my responsibility. I like looking after you. Not the other way around.”


      “Hey, hey,” I tutted, “we look after each other, all right? I already told you, anyway, I’m not taking no for an answer.”


      He pulled me to him, though I knew it pained him to do so.


      “You win this round…” he said, giving in. I grinned at him, his mouth so close to mine. After he’d awoken, we both skirted around the elephant in the room. Our love had been declared, and that was all that mattered, but it still felt like we needed to have that conversation about what we were to each other, what the next step was going to be.


      “Harvey?”


      “Yes?” he said, his eyes pinned to my mouth.


      “Are we really doing this?”


      His lips moved forward and brushed mine, slowly, gently. His tongue wetted my bottom lip and I moaned.


      “Does that answer your question?”


      I giggled, “I guess so.”


      Suddenly his face fell, and he turned sombre, the same look he’d the night before the accident.


      “Tell me,” I whispered. “You can trust me. Whatever it is, we can handle it together. Trust me, Harvey.”


      He looked away for a moment, and I thought he was going to clam up again or try to flee, but my arms were wrapped around his neck, and I wasn’t about to let him go anywhere.


      His eyes met mine. “You might not want me after I tell you, though.”


      I shook my head, and pressed my forehead to his. “I’ll never stop wanting you.”


      He sighed. I leaned back and watched as his Adam’s apple bobbed at his throat. “I can’t have kids, Sara…” His eyes glistened, and I held my breath. “I can never give you another baby. Or be a father.”


      I exhaled, not expecting that, but I looked into his sad, blue eyes, determined to make him see that my words were true: I’d always want him. “Do you remember what you said to me? That you’d always be there for me, no matter what?” I said and squeezed his hand.


      “I do…”


      “Well, I want you to know I feel the same. I’ll be by your side no matter what.” I took a breath. “I’m not going to lie to you and pretend that it doesn’t upset me that one day we can’t have a baby together, but Harvey, my love, can’t you see, you can and will be a father?” I said as I moved his hand onto my belly, the little bump that had started to show around my middle.


      “I didn’t want to presume…” he said, shaking his head and looking in wonder as he stroked the bump.


      “We both need you,” I said.


      “Then I’ll spend the rest of my life looking after the both of you.”


      “That sounds like an oath.”


      “It is,” he confirmed.
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      “Ready to go home?”


      Harvey nodded from the wheelchair, and I grabbed a duffel bag filled with his belongings Sadie had kindly brought. I swung the strap around my shoulder, not minding the hefty weight as I steered him from the hospital room.


      “You sure you can carry that?” Harvey asked.


      I nodded and flashed him a reassuring smile. “Yeah, I’m good. Stop worrying.”


      “But you’re pregnant,” he scowled up at me. “You’re not supposed to carry anything heavy.”


      “Well, it’s not that heavy.”


      “Fine,” he grumbled. It was killing him being in the wheelchair, helpless, but the hospital’s bureaucratic rules dictated that he remain there till we were outside.


      I rolled him past a group of doctors and nurses who waved at us, asking a few questions here and there before we walked out. The heavy scent of bleach and antiseptic faded as we stepped out of the building. Harvey sprang up as soon as the main entrance door swooshed closed.


      “Finally!” he said and grabbed the duffel off my shoulders.


      “Careful, your wrist.”


      We found our way to my car and got in. Harvey’s hand sneakily found its way onto my thigh as we drove. I still couldn’t believe it: my stepbrother and I were actually going to do it, be together, raise a child. It was insane.


      I pulled the car to a stop at a traffic light and turned my head to the side to see Harvey staring at me, an intense emotion flaring in the depths of his blue eyes.


      “What?” I asked. “Do I have something on my face?” I pulled down the driver’s mirror to check and reached out to touch my face, convinced I had a spot on my chin.


      He shook his head. “Nope, you’re fine.”


      “Then why are you looking at me like that?” I pressed.


      He smiled; his mouth looked soft and inviting. “Because you’re a beautiful woman. And I’m never going to get used to you being mine.”


      My fingers caressed his whiskered cheek; the pad of my thumb grazed along his jawline.


      “I want you with me always,” he said. His expression turned sober, his mouth losing its smile as he regarded me seriously.


      “I’m here, aren’t I?” I said.


      “No,” he uttered, “I want you always with me. No matter what happens, Sara, I want you with me. For the rest of our lives. Forever.”


      His sweet words set off a stinging feeling at the back of my eyes. “Forever seems an awfully long time,” I said, teasing.


      He shrugged, “I don’t take no for an answer, babe.”


      “In that case, it looks like I have no choice. Oh, well,” I joked.


      “Good.”


      “By the way. What was it that you wanted to tell me? Back in the office, I mean,” I said, my forefinger stroking his hand on top of my thigh.


      “Oh, that. I’d totally forgotten. Good thing you reminded me.” He chuckled softly, then his voice turned serious. “Eric never meant to leave you, Sara.”


      “What do you mean?” I asked and quickly found a place to pull over.


      “He didn’t kill himself. The mechanic who took a closer look at the car, the second one, told me that there was a fault with the brake line. So it was an accident. And I’d already contacted the insurance company that morning. I threatened to take legal action, because I found out that Bluelife has a bit of a history of not investigating cases thoroughly. Anyway, they’ve agreed to pay the life insurance.”


      Rolls of tears began to pour down my face. “Thank you for doing that. And thank you for looking after me these past few months. I wouldn’t have made it without you.”


      “I wouldn’t have it any other way. I love you too damn much.”
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      “Here’s the paper,” I said and gave it to him. He was all cosied up on my bed, Humbug nestled alongside him, keeping him company. Nothing had happened the night before. Harvey had taken the meds they’d given him, and he fell asleep almost as soon as I tucked him in. “You hungry? You want me to make you some breakfast before I go?”


      “Come here,” he whispered and I stepped forward, closer to the edge of the bed.


      “I can make you eggs and bacon. Or just some toast?”


      His hand reached out and ran up my bare thigh—I hadn’t changed for work yet and was wearing a soft cotton nightie.


      He reached around and squeezed my backside. “I’m not hungry for food.”


      “Harvey!” I gasped as his hand moved and was now skidding up between my thighs, his thumb gently exploring the thin material of my panties beneath. I moaned and closed my eyes; it’d been an age since I was touched there. “You’re going to make me late,” I whispered.


      I shivered all over as he pulled the crotch of my panties to the side, his finger exploring my swelling pussy. “I don’t care. Sadie will understand.”


      The tips of his other fingers, the ones peeking out of the cast on his wrist, encouraged me to lean forward to kiss him, and with a sweep of his tongue my lips parted. A low growl sounded out in the back of his throat; our mouths moved, and his finger breached my entrance.


      “Harvey,” I moaned against his lips.


      “Tell me you want this. Tell me you want me,” he said between kisses, asking for permission.


      “Yes,” I whispered. “I want this, and I want you.”


      His finger drove into me, my pussy wet and dripping all over his hand.


      “Open your legs wider,” he commanded. I did what I was told, and he slid another finger in beside the first. His thumb brushed over my clit, tapping it ever so slightly, working it till I thought my head was going to explode.


      “Oh, god.”


      “Come for me, baby…”


      “Oh god, Harvey, faster!” His movements sped up, his fingers thrusting inside me, and I could feel the spiral begin to unwind. A whole firework display appeared before my eyes, and my legs began to convulse as a thundering orgasm nearly ripped me in two.


      With my breath ragged, I was hungry for more. I needed him to see all of me; without him asking, I found the edges of my nightgown and pulled it over my head, the material clinging for a second as it caught on the underside of my heavy breasts before leaving my body.


      “I wish I had more hands. You’re stunning,” he said under his breath as he stared openly at my nakedness. “Come here so I can taste you.”


      I pulled back the duvet and saw how ready and hard he was for me. He’d been naked beneath the sheets all this time—somehow he’d managed to strip himself, on his own, despite his cast and without me noticing. I grinned at him slyly, got onto the bed and straddled him, his hand in my hair as we kissed. His head dipped to my collarbone, planting kisses all along it, then finally working down to my breasts. He teased a nipple with one hand and licked and nibbled the other. I threw my head back and ground against his cock. I needed him in me…


      At my sudden movements, he winced.


      “Are you OK?” I breathed. I was about to jump off—I didn’t want to hurt him—but with a clamped hand, he kept me still.


      “Don’t you dare leave this bed,” he warned, his tone serious and his eyes blazing with lust.


      “I don’t want to hurt you.”


      “You couldn’t hurt a fly,” he whispered.


      He tugged me back into his arms, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, careful not to put too much pressure on his ribs.


      Before I could ask more questions, his hips tilted, and I felt his rigid cock nudge against my apex and slip between my lips to press against my clit. My mouth parted in pleasure when he started grinding against me. My wetness covered his erection; I was ready for him to be inside me. My sensitive nub ached and throbbed from the intense friction, and finally, after I never thought it would happen, Harvey’s cock slid inside me. I rolled my eyes as he spread my pussy wide, torturing me with his shaft as rocked his hips.


      I arched my back; my nipples jutted out and begged to feel his mouth on them.


      Reading my mind, he brought his head down and captured one of my rosy peaks. Drawing it inside his mouth, his tongue flicked the tip and suckled it softly. A rush of new moans slid free from my lips, causing him to suck even harder.


      With hands upon his shoulders, I found myself wanting to be in control of the pace, and using the power from my thighs I started to ride him hard.


      “You’re driving me crazy,” he said.


      The passion that ignited between us grew stronger. His pace picked up alongside mine, and before long, my body started to shake, an approaching orgasm steaming along like an unstoppable freight train. I cried out in surprise as he manoeuvred me with ease beneath him on the bed, with no thought to his injuries at all. With his cast braced against the mattress near the side of my head, I wrapped my legs around him as he drove his cock into me.


      “Harvey…” I cried, burying my face into his neck. “Fuck me, harder. Oh, god. Yes!”


      My internal muscles contracted, spasming out of control, and a muffled curse busted free from my mouth. My legs spread even wider for him as I tried to take him in deeper. I felt the welcoming and familiar build-up in the pit of my belly. Harvey picked up the speed and settled into a fast, hard tempo that got me crying out, panting with my mouth open. My chest heaved with the lack of air as my orgasm was ripped out of me. I came so hard that I saw stars. Harvey gripped hold of one of my bouncing tits and roared as he came a second later, his hot come filling me up, making me his forever.


      
        THE END

      

    

  


  
    
      


      
        Epilogue - Harvey

      

    


    
      The sound of children’s laughter rang out in the background. Their tiny voices echoed as they played outside, enveloping us as I watched my gorgeous wife set a plate of muffins on the table, then move over to the sink in the kitchen. I couldn’t stop looking at her, even after all these years, more amazed by her and by our amazing daughter with each passing day. They were both flawless. I slipped two strong arms around Sara’s swollen belly, caressing the bump of our soon-to-be baby and nuzzled her neck, my groin rubbing up against her ass.


      Our baby, I repeated in my head. Still amazed at the wonder of it all. I’d honestly believed I was infertile, with absolutely no chance of ever becoming a father, a fact that had weighed me down for the majority of my adult life. But here I was, husband to the woman of my dreams, father to a beautiful daughter, and with the help of the advances in science, a miracle baby on the way. I couldn’t ask for anything more.


      “Aren’t you supposed to be resting for a bit?” I asked and pressed a kiss to the side of her head.


      “I can’t sit down. I get too bored, but especially ‘cause the kids think it’s the best thing in the world to come bounce on the sofa next to me.”


      “Well, you have to have a little lie-down soon. You’re eight months pregnant, honey,” I foolishly reminded her, as if she didn’t already know.


      “I know, I know. I’ll be good tomorrow. I promise. You can boss me around all you want tomorrow and command me to stay in bed should you wish.”


      “Oh, really? How about I take you to bed right now? Or better yet, right here?” I snaked a hand around her waist and down to the warm spot between her thighs.


      She moaned my name, both in protest and in pleasure. “We can’t…” she breathed.


      “Sadie has them all in the garden, eating cake; we have plenty of time. I have to hear you moan.”


      She had on a flowing dress, and I quickly gathered up the material at the front and dipped a hand inside her knickers.


      “Always so wet for me, my love… I do think you protest too much.”


      I kissed her neck again and groped at her breast as she braced herself against the kitchen sink. “Okay, be quick,” she agreed and blushed a gorgeous pink just like the Queen of Sweden roses she’d planted outside. “Do that thing I like.”


      “With pleasure.” I breathed into her ear and felt her body shudder. She loved it when I whispered close to her ear, breathing sweet nothings as her eyes rolled back into her head.


      I worked her little nub till I thought she was going to scream, teasing it as much as I could without bringing her to a climax. With my other hand, from behind, I fingered her swollen hole, wanting so desperately for it to be my cock, but I was happy to send her wild instead. And though Sara liked me to take charge most of the time, to tell her what to do in bedroom, there was always that fine line lurking in the back of my head, conscious and sympathetic to what she’d endured in her former marriage. But we had an understanding; we each knew our limits and respected them. It made the sex even hotter, and it made her more confident than ever. I even had to admit that when the tables were turned and she took control, telling me what she wanted and where she wanted it, it was the best sex I’d ever had. Everything else paled in comparison.


      “Oh, baby, I’m coming… don’t stop,” she said. I felt her pussy contract and wrap tightly around my digits. She shuddered again as she came, her legs shaking. I removed my hand, turned her around and kissed her.


      “Maybe I should sit down now,” she gasped, then giggled.


      But instead of moving to the nearest chair she pulled me into another voracious kiss.


      “Okay, lovebirds. Enough of that, thank you. There are children here, and you’re about to have company,” Sadie said from the doorway, walking in on us, hand in hand with Norah, her life-long partner and soon to be wife.


      A blush crept up my cheeks, but I was thankful for her impeccable timing. “Spoilsport.”


      “How’s the birthday girl?” Sara asked as a train of little monsters, all hopped up on sugar, came screaming into the kitchen.


      Sadie opened her mouth to respond just as our three-year-old daughter, Lily Victoria Guyer, came running in after the rest of the other kids. Her blue Mary Jane shoes clapped softly against the wooden floor, and her curly, dark-brown hair bounced about her shoulders.


      “Here’s the birthday girl!” Sadie cooed and squatted down on her haunches. Her arms stretched out as our darling daughter threw her tiny body into her auntie’s arms. “How you doing? Enjoying your party?”


      “Yes!” Lily chimed, a grin pasted on her lips.


      Three years ago, I wouldn’t have believed this was possible. I was deluded, going after every woman I could, trying to find the right one, scared I’d miss her in the crowd, but then Sara had somehow lifted the wool from my eyes. And as soon as our Lily popped out into the world, that was it. I was a goner. Smitten with them both, believing my heart would break the longer I looked at them.


      “I can’t believe she’s three already,” I murmured in Sara’s ear. Her beautiful green eyes glinted with amusement, happiness and absolute joy.


      “I know, right? It feels like yesterday when she came into our lives and changed us, and in more ways than one,” she answered.


      I embraced her, not caring who saw, because I was so damn proud of my wife and how strong she was. Yes, she’d had her ups and downs, but with a little support, she fought through the pain and turmoil. “Don’t ever change, OK?”


      She pulled back, a little confused, but she indulged me and nodded.


      I gave Sara a quick kiss and smiled before walking toward Lily and picking her up, swinging her into my arms.


      “Are you ready to open your presents?” I asked.


      “Of course, Daddy!” Lily laughed, as if the answer to the question was obvious.


      Lily reached her chubby little arm out, fingers clasping toward Sara. “Mommy, you have to come watch me open my presents, too.”


      Sara took the little hand. “Well, my ladies, shall we?” I said and while we were all linked hand in hand, one happy family, we walked to the pile of presents together, never ever wanting to let go.

    

  


  
    
      


      
        Thank you for reading!

      

    


    
      Thank you for reading. And while it was tough going at the start (plenty of tissues were needed while writing!) I sincerely hope you enjoyed Harvey & Sara’s story and the struggles and emotional turmoil they both overcame to be together.


      [image: thank you]


      
        I’d also like to request that if you can spare a moment, I would really appreciate it if you could help me by leaving an honest review on Amazon to help launch the book and reach more awesome readers like you!


        Leave your Review HERE


        Many thanks!
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      Cheating, f**king, lying Snake!


      I thought he was different than all the rest.


      My stepbrother, Devan, was everything I longed for in a man: loyal, protective, and strong.


      After being burned so many times by cheating scumbags, you can understand why. Devan’s the perfect guy; the standard I hold other men up to. If only I could have a carbon copy of him… tattoos and all.


      But then he kissed me. And no matter how much I want him to be mine, I now see him for what he really is.


      Another snake that can’t keep it in his pants.


      He’s married, for f*cks sake!


      Their marriage is in trouble, but that’s no excuse, and it just happens to be one of the reasons why I’m living with the couple… I’ve made a deal to be their surrogate.


      How did my life become so complicated all of a sudden?


      Because now, after just one amazing kiss, I can’t stop thinking about my stepbrother and the baby I promised to give him.


      Turn the page for a teaser…

    

  


  
    
      


      
        SNAKE: A Stepbrother Romance

      

    


    
      We stumbled out into the night air, and I mean really stumbled. I almost fell on my face and would have if Devan hadn’t caught my arm.


      “Whoa there, Tiger,” he said and I blushed at the pet name he kept using in place of my own.


      Tiger. I liked the sound of that. His voice was quieter outside, and he picked me up as if I weighed nothing, our faces got close, and I could smell the alcohol on his breath mingled with the warm heady musk of his sweaty body. It was a comforting smell. “Can you walk?” he whispered, and I almost said no, to prevent him from putting me down.


      “I’m fine,” I said, hearing the slur in my own voice. “I’m fine.” I tried it again and got the words to come out more clearly.


      He offered his arm, and I linked mine through it and leaned against him. He was toasty and strong, and god did he smell good, more intoxicating that the alcohol that was sloshing around inside me. I didn’t think I’d ever been this close to him outside of hugging him hello and goodbye. He felt nice, safe and dangerous all at the same time. He’s off-limits, I reminded myself. He’s your married stepbrother!


      “He didn’t hurt you did he?” Dev asked quietly as we walked.


      “Mark? No… I’m fine. Thank you by the way,” I replied.


      I expected him to say that it was no problem, but his whole body seemed to tense up. “The fuck are you doing with a sleaze like him?” he snarled.


      “I--”


      Dev stopped and took hold of my shoulders.


      “You deserve better than the likes of him, Mila.”


      What could I say? I knew he was right. I nodded.


      “He’s just someone I know,” I said weakly.


      Dev shook his head, his jawline pulsing as he said through gritted teeth, “Promise me, Mila, that you won’t see him again. I don’t think I could stand his hands…” Dev stopped himself and looked away.


      “Don’t think you could what?” I asked expectantly, wanting so desperately to finish that sentence.


      He stood and let his eyes travel from mine to my lips and back up.


      “Never mind.”
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      We took a cab home, and when the driver pulled up to the curb, it was obvious that Monique wasn’t home. The whole house was dark, and her car was still gone from its usual spot in the driveway.


      Devan tipped the cab driver and then closed the door, turning to me. “I’m gonna walk you to your place,” he said surprising me; he’d been quiet the whole ride home.


      “My place is right there,” I said and giggled, pointing up ahead and to the right.


      “Still,” he said, “I want to make sure you get up those stairs okay.”


      Like a true gentleman, he escorted me up the stairs, keeping a tight hold of me and occasionally palming the small of my back to keep me upright when I wobbled. We stopped on the landing outside the door while I fumbled for my keys. I found them, and he took them from me, finding the right one in no time and slipping it into the lock. I turned to give him a hug.


      “Tonight was so fun, well apart from, you know, what happened with Mark. But we should do it more often,” I said, my arms around him. Our chests were pressed together and he squeezed me tight around my waist. “Thank you.”


      “No, thank you for everything you’re doing,” Devan whispered. His mouth was right beside my ear, and I felt his lips brush against my lobe as he spoke.


      I breathed in sharply as I felt my body respond to his touch. Locked in the hug, I suddenly found that I didn’t want to let go, and he didn’t make a move to release me, either. In fact, I wanted to be closer to him. Insanity overcame me, and I squeezed him and moved my hips closer to his. I felt something hard against my thigh and knew that he was feeling the same thing.


      “Dev?” I whispered, pulling back, my cheek brushing against his short stubble.


      I glanced up, seeing the fire in his eyes, and then almost at once his lips were on mine. I hardly had the chance to breathe.


      He was still holding me up, which was a good thing because when his lips pressed against my mouth, I was overtaken with a sensation of desire I’d never felt before – not with Mark, not with anybody.


      I kissed him back, knowing full well I shouldn’t, but I ignored any thoughts to desist. I pressed my mouth to his, wanting more. His tongue slipped into my mouth, roughly brushing over my lips, and filled me till I felt my eyes roll back.


      But kissing didn’t seem like enough, and a familiar swirl of pleasure, a pulse between my legs, started to demand more. He dropped his hands to my ass and pulled me sharply toward him, toward the bulge in his pants. I rubbed my body against it through his pants and felt his cock move, his erection gaining strength.


      Devan’s hands were all over me, greedy and wanting. He brushed my hair away from my shoulder, and his hand skirted down to my breast. He squeezed it gently through the fabric of my dress, and my chest pounded with excitement. He thumbed at my erect nipple through my bra. He fiddled with it, rolling it between his fingers, and I moaned into his mouth.


      I found the top of his jeans, then moved my hand beneath his shirt, needing to touch his skin. I moaned again as my fingertips trailed over abs, solid and unyielding, then pulled him closer. All the while we were kissing, kissing, kissing, and I never wanted to stop.


      Each time one of us began to pull away, the other would pull back in. I dropped my hand back to his pants and began to slide my fingers along the shaft of his cock. I wanted to curl my hand around it and take it fully into my palm, but his pants were too tight for that to be an option. Instead, I pressed my palm against his shaft and rubbed. He moaned and reached for my ass again, yanking me in close to him and bringing one of my legs up onto his hip.


      “God, I want you,” he whispered.


      “Me too,” I admitted, and I pressed my body against his, clearly indicating I wanted more.


      “I don’t want him touching you, ever again…”


      “Never,” I breathed in agreement.


      With all thoughts of Mark completely obliterated from my mind I arched my leg higher on Dev’s hip. He lifted me slightly, my pussy rubbed against his shaft, and we both groaned together. I felt off-balance, but I knew he had me; his grip was so strong and solid.


      He’d never let me fall.


      We kissed deeper, more deeply than I had ever kissed anyone, his tongue finding its way to the back corners of my mouth, and it still didn’t feel like it was far enough. I wanted him to consume me. I felt like I was on fire with arousal, and I knew that I was wet. I wanted to kiss him all night long.


      Devan lifted the hem of my skirt, his hand working its way up my thigh. Touch me, I wanted to yell. I wanted his hand, his fingers directly on me, fondling my wet folds. He traced a fingertip along the edge of my panties, driving me crazy.


      “You like that? My finger there?”


      “Mhm,” I moaned.


      He swirled a digit over my thoroughly soaked panties, and using his hand, cupped my drenched pussy. There was only a thin thread of material between us, and I wanted it gone. I wanted him in me.


      Headlights flashed and bounced as a car travelled down the street. Sensing it as it turned into the driveway, we pulled apart, out of our nearly hypnotic trance. My heart stopped, and Devan let go of me as we looked at each other, not daring to move…
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