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Chapter One
How do I dislike thee, let me count the ways. 
Violet Sutcliffe took a healthy swig from her champagne glass as she watched the tall, dark-haired man across the London Hilton’s ballroom. He was wearing a classic black tuxedo, but he somehow managed to look stuffy rather than suave. But that was his gift—taking anything stylish, fun or frivolous and stifling the life out of it. 
Martin St Clair glanced away from the elderly man he was talking to and caught her eye. Even from a distance she could see his upper lip curl ever so slightly. She arched an eyebrow in unspoken challenge. 
The feeling is entirely mutual, my friend. 
In fact, their antipathy had been entirely mutual from the moment her best friend Elizabeth began dating him six years ago, and familiarity hadn’t done a damned thing to ease or ameliorate it. Sometimes, when she was suffering a rare bout of introspection, Violet wondered if she and Martin didn’t both secretly enjoy disapproving of each other. Certainly she enjoyed taking pot shots at him most of the time—anything to rattle his ridiculously staid cage—and judging by how quickly he usually jumped into the fray, he wasn’t averse to trading jabs with her, either.
“Sorry about that. I got caught up with one of the Jones-Smythe girls,” Elizabeth said as she rejoined Violet. 
Violet focussed on her friend, turning her back on the prig across the room. “Can we go yet?” 
Elizabeth’s lips twitched. “You know we can’t. They haven’t given the speeches yet.”
“So? No one will notice if we slip out. We paid for our tickets, they have our money. That’s the bit they’re really interested in.” 
“Behave. It’s not that bad.” 
“E, be real. These people are the walking dead.” Violet’s gaze swept over the well-dressed crowd attending the Heart Foundation’s annual fundraiser. “Older than Moses, richer than God and more boring than a truckload of accountants.”
Elizabeth laughed, then immediately lifted a hand to her mouth to hide her smile, almost as though she was afraid someone would take her to task for being amused by Violet’s irreverence. 
Violet eyed her friend with fond frustration. In all the years she’d known Elizabeth she’d only seen her really let her hair down a handful of times. She was always on her guard, always careful, always elegant and considerate and good—more so now than ever with her wedding to Mr. Stuffed Shirt looming on the horizon. 
“You look really beautiful tonight, in case I didn’t say so before,” Violet said impulsively, reaching out to touch the silk of Elizabeth’s slate blue sheath dress.
With her deep blue eyes, pale blonde hair and delicate bone structure, Elizabeth was the epitome of a cool, reserved English rose. So many people were fooled into believing her coolness ran more than skin deep, but she was hands down the most passionate, big-hearted person Violet knew.
Pity Elizabeth felt the need to hide all that passion from most of the important people in her life. 
Elizabeth waved a dismissive hand. “You’re the stand out, Vi. You always are. That dress is amazing.”
Violet smoothed a hand down the side of her red velvet Flamenco-style dress and struck a pose so that she showed plenty of fishnet-clad leg through the slit in the skirt. Convention had it that redheads shouldn’t wear red—too much of a good thing and all that—but Violet had never been big on adhering to convention. She’d worn her deep red hair in a cascading up-do tonight, and matched her lipstick to her dress.  
“Thought I’d give the Heart Foundation some bang for their buck,” she said. “Test out a few pacemakers.” 
They both laughed. 
“I have a party we can crash once we get out of here,” Violet said. “Canary Wharf loft, great music, open bar... It’s going to be a good one.” 
For a moment Elizabeth’s face lit up. Then her gaze found someone over Violet’s shoulder and she shook her head, the light dimming from her eyes. 
“Not really Martin’s scene, I’m afraid.”
The hairs on the back of Violet’s neck stood on end. She didn’t need to turn around to know that Elizabeth’s fiancé was approaching. She took a big gulp of her champagne as Martin joined their twosome.
“Sorry,” he said, his gaze on Elizabeth. “I was talking with Lord Burrows and lost track of time.”
“No need to apologize. We wouldn’t want you to miss an opportunity to let him know how much you admire his good work,” Violet said, her face poker straight. 
Martin’s grey eyes were coolly disapproving as they met hers. 
“As a matter of fact, that was exactly what I was doing. I happen to admire the Foundation’s work a great deal.”
“Plus he’s a member of the Savage Club,” Violet murmured. “Or perhaps you’ve already found someone to second your nomination for membership?”
Martin’s cheeks turned a dull shade of brick red. “I’m sorry if my attempts to better my lot in life seem crass to you, Violet. Not all of us have the benefit of being born into the upper echelons.”
His blunt rebuttal to her veiled dig made her feel small and petty. She opened her mouth to return like for like but Elizabeth’s hand rested on her wrist.
“Might I suggest a ceasefire? Just for the evening?” 
Her tone was light but her eyes were beseeching as they met Violet’s. Suddenly Violet felt ashamed of herself for baiting Martin. 
She wasn’t sure why she’d gone out of her way to piss him off. It wasn’t as though he’d done anything to provoke her. Except breathe, of course.
Swallowing the last of her champagne, she abandoned her flute in the pot of a nearby fern, earning her yet another reproving look from Martin.
“Why don’t I make it easier on everyone and head off to this party of mine?” she said. “You two will have much more fun without me hanging around.” 
Elizabeth’s expression dropped and Violet immediately felt like a heel for deserting her friend at this dull-as-dishwater affair. She forced herself to look at Martin.
“You should sneak out of here, too, and take E somewhere fun. Reward her for being such a stoic.”
Martin started to protest, then caught sight of Elizabeth’s face. 
“You’re bored?” he asked.
“No. Of course not. This is fun,” Elizabeth said with a quick smile. 
Violet waited for Martin to take her at her word and plow on with his own plans for the evening, but instead he frowned. 
“Why am I not convinced?”
Elizabeth wrinkled her nose. “Because I’m a terrible actor?”
Martin smiled, the slow curve of his mouth revealing a dimple in his left cheek. 
Violet frowned, as she did every time she saw that dimple. 
It didn’t belong on his face. It was as simple as that. Dimples were impish and mischievous. They spoke of laughter and pleasure, not three piece suits and pipes and slippers and cardigans with elbow patches. 
“If you want to go somewhere else, we can,” Martin said. “I’ve spoken to everyone I need to.”
“We could get a drink somewhere. There’s that new bar near your place,” Elizabeth suggested.
“Why not?” he said easily.
“Great. If you’re heading for Bloomsbury you can drop me at Tottenham Court Station on the way through,” Violet said breezily. 
Ignoring Martin’s frown, she tucked her arm through Elizabeth’s and started walking toward the exit. He might want to protest, but he was too much the gentleman to deny her request—and she wasn’t enough of a lady to be above using his better instincts against him. 
They stopped to collect their coats and handbags from the cloak room before following Martin to the vintage Jaguar sedan that was his pride and joy. Wordlessly he held the rear door open and she gave him a cheeky smile as she ducked past him and into the car. 
“Cheer up. It’s not too far, then you’ll be rid of me.”
His mouth tightened but he didn’t say anything.
At the ripe old age of twenty-nine, she should probably have grown out of goading people for sport, but for some reason she never tired of poking Martin with a stick to see how long it would take before he growled and snapped. 
“Where’s this party of yours?” Martin asked as he slid into the driver’s seat and started the car. 
She was busy rummaging in her handbag for the black camisole she’d stuffed in there earlier and she glanced at him in surprise. 
“You’re not driving me all the way there. It’s the other side of town.”
There was a question in her voice, and for the first time that night he smiled at her, his eyes meeting hers in the rear view mirror. 
“You’re right, I’m not. I’m just trying to work out if Tottenham Court is the best place to drop you.”
“It is. Trust me.”
“I’m afraid I’m not nearly that naive.”
“I think we might have to agree to disagree on that one. By the way, you might want to keep your eyes on the road for the next few minutes.”
“Sorry?”
She slipped her arms from her coat sleeves. “I need to get changed.”
She could see the tension come into his neck as he stared at her in the rear view mirror. She lifted her hand and found the tab of the zipper hidden in the side of her dress. She raised her eyebrows. 
Daring him to keep watching. 
Martin’s lips pressed together and he shot his gaze to the front. 
“Don’t worry. Vi’s a pro at getting changed in small spaces,” Elizabeth said. 
“Yes. I’m sure she’s had lots of practice,” Martin said flatly.
Violet unzipped her dress and slipped the shoulder straps off before pulling the camisole over head. She let it slide down her body. Once she was decent up top, she began to wiggle out of her dress.
“As a matter of fact, Martin, I have. Lots and lots. So many tight places I’ve been,” she said as she shimmied the dress past her hips. “It’s hard for a girl to keep count.”
Martin’s gaze remained glued to the road ahead. She slipped her dress past her knees and ankles, then dropped it onto the adjoining seat before pulling her red spandex mini skirt from her handbag. Five seconds later she was smoothing the stretch fabric over the tops of her thighs.
“There. All done.”
Martin’s gaze flicked to the rear view mirror for the first time since she’d started changing. She felt his censure as he took in her new outfit, but he didn’t say a word. 
“Won’t you be cold?” Elizabeth asked worriedly.
“Not once I start dancing.”
Elizabeth had twisted to face her and her eyes became wistful for a few seconds. “Remember that party we had just before we graduated? I could barely walk the next day I danced so much.”
“I remember, party animal. The miracle is that you do.”
The car slowed to a halt. Violet glanced out and saw the familiar red, white and blue sign of the Tube station. 
“Can I leave my dress with you, E?” she asked as she reached for the door handle. 
“Sure. I can drop it by the boutique on Monday if you like.”
“There’s no rush. But if you do come over, we can have lunch and discuss your hen’s night. We need to decide how many strippers to hire.”
In her peripheral vision she saw Martin roll his eyes. Hiding a smile, she slid from the car, slipping into her coat again. 
“Thanks for the lift, Martin.”
“A pleasure, as always, Violet,” he lied.
She laughed as she shut the door. The moment she stepped to the curb he was gone, the car powering into the cold night. She stared after them for a moment.
He hadn’t looked once, even though there’d been moments there when she’d been almost naked. 
Mr. Honorable to the end. 
She turned toward the station, annoyed with herself. It wasn’t as though she’d wanted him to look. He was Elizabeth’s fiancé, for God’s sake.
And yet....
There was something so...controlled about him. From the moment she’d first met him she’d felt it—a sort of determination to prove he was worthy. Or something like that. 
Suddenly it struck her that in many ways he was the male version of Elizabeth, who was also a master of the art of self control and people pleasing. Two peas in a perfect, tidy little pod.
Two people playing a part that ought to come naturally but doesn’t. Two people who don’t really know each other. Not in the ways that count.  
Maybe that was why she was disappointed Martin hadn’t so much as batted an eyelid as she’d stripped in the back of his car—it would have at least made him human. Would have given her hope that underneath all that old-before-his-time fuddy-duddiness was a real person with flaws and faults and feelings.
She descended below street level, her high heels clattering against the stone steps. The smell of urine hit her as she made her way through the tiled tunnel. A train was pulling up to the platform as she arrived and she stepped straight into it. The carriage was barely a quarter full and she found a seat by herself and crossed her legs, adjusting her long coat so her legs were protected from the cold. The announcer told everyone to “mind the gap” before the train pulled away. Violet stared out the window, thinking about Elizabeth and Martin and their upcoming wedding. 
It was a mistake, of course. Even though she was thirty years old, Elizabeth had barely lived. She needed a man who would challenge and stretch and inspire her, not someone who wanted to wrap her in cotton wool and admire her from a distance. 
As for Martin, she had no idea what he needed—apart from a ton of TNT jammed up his tightly clenched backside. 
She stirred, looking away from the darkness outside the train. She hated to see her friend settle. Hated watching her be buried beneath obligation and expectation. Orphaned at a young age, Elizabeth had spent her life pleasing her elderly grandparents—her payment of sorts for their kindness in taking her in. From where Violet sat, Elizabeth was living the life they wanted for her, not the one she might choose for herself, should she ever have the option. 
And foolish E is going along for the ride. All the way down the aisle.
For a moment Violet was filled with an ineffable sadness. Standing by and watching Elizabeth make such a huge mistake was going to be one of the hardest things she’d ever done. But she would do it, because she loved E more than anything, and E was convinced that Martin would make her happy. 
Violet hoped like hell that her friend had the right of it. 
And if she was wrong... Well, Violet would be there to help her pick up the pieces, as Elizabeth had done for her many, many times in the past.  
 
Martin tugged his tie loose as he pulled away from the curb. If he glanced in the rear view mirror, he could watch Violet grow smaller and smaller until she disappeared altogether into the distance. 
He didn’t. He didn’t want to dwell on her, he was simply glad she was gone. 
Like a burr under his skin, she’d irritated him all night with her too loud laugh and her bold red hair and look-at-me dress. For the life of him he couldn’t understand what Elizabeth saw in the woman.
“Thanks for doing that,” Elizabeth said quietly. 
He glanced at her as he stopped for a red light. As usual, she looked graceful and poised. “She’s your friend.”
“She is. But I know you rub each other the wrong way.”
He didn’t respond. What could he say, after all? He’d long since reconciled himself to tolerating Violet for Elizabeth’s sake. 
“She hates those fundraisers. I think it reminds her of her family too much. Her step-mother was always entertaining.”
Again, he didn’t say anything as he turned into his street and then again into the mews behind the converted Victorian mansion that housed his apartment. He’d picked up enough hints from Elizabeth over the years to understand that Violet’s childhood had not been a happy one. Neither had his, but he didn’t use it as an excuse to be outrageous and self-indulgent at every turn. 
“Did you change your mind about going to the bar?” Elizabeth asked as he pulled into his allocated parking spot. 
“I thought we could walk. It’s just around the corner.”
“Oh. Good idea.”
He helped her out of the car, sliding his arm around her shoulders as they walked. 
“You know, it’s exactly eight weeks to the big day now,” he said as they left the mews and entered the street.
There was a small pause before Elizabeth responded. 
“It is, isn’t it? It’s all gone so quickly. Amazing, really. When you proposed, I thought six months was plenty of time to plan a wedding. Shows what I knew.”
Beneath his arm, her shoulders were stiff with tension. She’d been tense a lot lately. A little distant, too. It had been nearly three weeks since she’d stayed a night at his place—not an ice-age, but a sign, if a person was looking for it, that all was not as it should be. Especially with a wedding on the horizon.
“Everything is going okay? There’s nothing more I can do?” he asked. 
It wasn’t what he wanted to ask, but Elizabeth was hard to pin down sometimes. She tended to keep things to herself and puzzle them out on her own. Since it was something he did himself, he could hardly criticize her for it—but that didn’t stop him from being frustrated when she kept him at arm’s length. 
“Everything is pretty much taken care of. Violet has been a rock. I don’t know what I would have done if she hadn’t kept pointing me in the right direction.”
He was aware that Violet had put herself at Elizabeth’s disposal in the lead up to the wedding. He couldn’t fault Violet for that—she’d been incredibly generous with her time and energy. 
One point in her favor. 
“It looks a little crowded,” Elizabeth said as they approached the bar. 
She shot him a doubtful look. She knew he wasn’t overly fond of noisy bars and clubs. On the other hand, this had been Elizabeth’s suggestion, and Violet’s words were still ringing in his ears. 
You should sneak out of here, too, and take E somewhere fun. Reward her for being such a stoic. 
He didn’t like the idea that Elizabeth had simply been enduring the fundraiser and not enjoying herself. True, he hadn’t been having a ball himself, but that was beside the point. 
“I’m sure we can negotiate ourselves a corner somewhere,” he said. 
Elizabeth smiled and he knew he’d said the right thing. He held the door open and they walked into a dim space with a low ceiling. As luck would have it, two women were vacating stools at the bar as he and Elizabeth wove their way through the crowd and they were able to secure seats immediately.
“Perfect,” Elizabeth said, glancing around with bright, interested eyes. 
“Champagne? Brandy?” he asked. 
“I’ll have a Frangelico on the rocks, please.” She swiveled in her seat and stood. “I won’t be a moment.”
She headed for the restrooms. Martin caught the bartender’s eye and ordered a Scotch for himself and Elizabeth’s Frangelico. He settled into his seat, glancing around the bar with the mildest of curiosity. He knew without asking that he had nothing in common with these people. Almost to a person they were under thirty, fashionably dressed and out for a good time. They’d probably never gone hungry in their lives. Certainly they’d never had to work two jobs to put themselves through University. Like Violet, they probably took all of life’s gifts for granted. 
He frowned, irritated with himself for thinking about her again. He was fully aware that she enjoyed provoking him—hence the strip routine in the back of his car. He refused to spare her another moment’s thought, since it seemed to him that that was what she wanted—any and all attention she could garner for herself. Everyone’s eyes on her. Why else would she wear such short skirts and such high heels? Why else would she have gone to a party tonight in a tiny black top made of silk so sheer that anyone could see at a glance that her small, rounded breasts were unhindered by a bra, her nipples clearly outlined by the soft fabric?
He reached for his drink and glanced over his shoulder toward the restrooms, willing Elizabeth to return. His shoulders dropped with relief as she exited the door marked with a silhouette of a woman. She met his eyes across the bar and the tight, irritated feeling in his gut and chest eased. He could tolerate a million Violets if it meant having Elizabeth in his life. 
She was the important thing. Nothing else.  


Chapter Two
As it turned out, Violet didn’t get a chance to catch up with Elizabeth on Monday, but on Tuesday her friend dropped by Violet’s Notting Hill boutique, Violet Femmes, in the early afternoon. Violet had just received a shipment of silk scarves from Cambodia and Elizabeth helped her unpack, press and price the stock before setting up a display. 
Elizabeth was distracted and quiet the entire two hours, but Violet knew her well enough not to push her to talk—she’d learned early in their friendship that Elizabeth would either volunteer what was on her mind all on her own or it would forever remain a secret. She gave her friend an extra long hug before she left, however. So E knew she was there for her if she needed her. 
It was past six and she’d shut the doors and was tidying the shop in preparation for the next day’s trade when someone hammered on the glass panel of the front door. Wary, Violet turned off the vacuum cleaner and moved around a display so that she had a clear view. Elizabeth stood there, her face pale and streaked with tears. 
Alarmed, Violet strode to the front door.
“E. What’s wrong? Are you okay?” She drew her friend in out of the icy November night. 
“I didn’t know where else to come. I was so angry, Vi. I am so angry. And just...I don’t know...sad and surprised and hurt...”
For the first time Violet registered that Elizabeth was towing a small wheeled suitcase. 
Oh boy. 
If Elizabeth had left her grandparent’s home, something big had happened. 
“What’s going on?” she asked again. 
“When I got home from seeing you this afternoon the mail was on the hall table. One of the letters was my birth certificate. I had to order a copy for the wedding license.” Elizabeth clutched at Violet’s arm, her expression urgent. “He’s not dead, Vi. My father’s not dead. They lied to me. John Mason was my stepfather, not my biological father. All these years... My real father’s name is Sam Blackwell. And according to my grandfather he’s still alive.”
Violet blinked, trying to take it all in. Elizabeth’s parents had died in a light plane accident when Elizabeth was just six years old. “So your mother was married to someone else before she married John Mason?” 
“No. Not married. I don’t know what happened, but she and this Sam person definitely weren’t married. But he’s still my father, Vi. And they lied to me and let me believe my parents were dead. And Martin knew. My grandfather told him when we got engaged and he’s known all this time and he didn’t say anything to me. He told me that it didn’t change anything. Can you believe that?”
Elizabeth’s blue eyes were bright with anger. Violet slid an arm around her shoulders. 
“Come on, let’s go upstairs. This is a conversation that requires alcohol and saturated animal fats, preferably in the form of icecream.”
“I couldn’t eat a thing. But a drink would be good. A drink would be perfect.”
Elizabeth waited by the door while Violet turned off lights and set the alarm, then they took the stairs to her apartment, which was situated over the shop. Elizabeth abandoned her suitcase by the door and went straight to the kitchen. Violet watched, worried, as her friend tore the cap off a bottle of vodka and poured two very stiff drinks. Elizabeth lifted hers to her mouth and downed the lot in one long, gulping swallow. Then she set the glass back onto the counter with a loud thunk and met Violet’s eyes. 
“I’ve called off the wedding,” she said boldly. “And I want to find my father.”
Violet mouthed a four letter word. “You’re kidding me?”
They both know she was referring to the wedding part of Elizabeth’s announcement and not the part where she wanted to search for her newly discovered parent.
“No. It was suddenly incredibly clear to me. All these months—years, really—I’ve been doing what everyone else wanted me to do. All those committees Grandmother insisted on nominating me for. Giving up teaching full time. Accepting Martin’s proposal. It’s all been about what they wanted, not what I want.”
Violet watched, stunned, as Elizabeth downed the second vodka as quickly as she’d downed the first. 
“You know what the crazy thing is? I don’t even know what I want. If you held a gun to my head right now and told me I had to tell you where I wanted to be a year from now, I couldn’t do it. I have no idea. None. Nada. The only idea I have in my head is that I need to find my father. I want to know who he is. And maybe knowing him will help me work out who I am.”
Elizabeth reached for the vodka bottle again, but Violet beat her to it. 
“Have you had anything to eat?”  
“I don’t want food. I want oblivion. I want to feel angry with all the people who have lied to me without having to feel guilty and obligated at the same time. I want to get really, really, horribly drunk.”
Violet met her friend’s eyes. She could see the hurt and the anger and the panic there. Elizabeth’s whole world had just been rocked on its axis. She deserved a good blow out, complete with hideous morning-after hang-over. It was practically a rite of passage. 
She released her grip on the vodka bottle. “Okay.”
Elizabeth’s face crumpled, all the defiance leaking out of her. “Thank you for understanding. Thank you for always understanding.”
She threw her arms around Violet, crushing her close. Violet hugged her back just as fiercely. This woman was her best, most loyal, most wonderful friend. More than anything she wanted her to be happy and fulfilled.
“Let’s get toasted,” she said as they both drew back from the embrace.
They kicked off their shoes and made themselves comfortable on Violet’s saggy three seater sofa, and all the while Elizabeth talked, pausing only to gulp at the vodka and cranberry juice Violet made for her. She talked about the panic attacks she’d been having in the lead up to the wedding, and how stifled she felt sometimes living with her grandparents. She talked about knowing that her grandmother used her heart condition to ruthlessly manipulate and emotionally blackmail the people in her life but that up until now she’d felt powerless to resist her. She talked about standing in the hallway at her grandparent’s Mayfair mansion less than an hour ago and looking into Martin’s eyes and knowing that she didn’t love him the way she should love the man she was going to spend the rest of her life with and understanding, finally, that marrying him would be the biggest mistake of her life. 
Violet nodded and made the right noises in the right places and got outraged on her friend’s behalf and passed the tissues when Elizabeth got to the maudlin, self-pitying drunken part of the evening. It was well into the small hours and they were both bleary-eyed and hoarse by the time Violet made up a bed for Elizabeth on the couch and staggered to her own room. 
Lying in bed, she worried for her friend while a part of her rejoiced that for the first time in years Elizabeth was being honest about how she felt and what she wanted. A more cynical part of her wondered if Elizabeth wouldn’t wake up full of regrets and remorse tomorrow, but her gut told her that something had shifted irreversibly for her friend tonight. Elizabeth had broken free. With a bit of luck, she’d be able to hang onto that and start making some decisions about her life.
Violet’s thoughts drifted to Martin as she edged toward sleep. She wondered how he was feeling right now. Angry? Thwarted? Wounded? She waited for a sense of satisfaction to wash over herself—she’d never liked him, after all—but it didn’t come. Instead she felt a peculiar tightness in her chest and throat. 
Almost as though she was sorry for him. 
Which was nuts. Obviously she was drunker than she’d thought. Martin St Clair did not need her pity. He was probably already planning his campaign for another well-bred, beautiful wife who would be perfectly suited to his upwardly mobile ambitions. 
The tight feeling remained in her chest and she pressed a hand to her sternum.
“Go away. I don’t care.”
Eventually she dropped off to sleep, waking when her alarm blared next to her ear at seven-thirty the next morning. She felt terrible—headachy and dry mouthed and nauseous—and she shuffled into the bathroom and stood beneath the shower until she could face the prospect of getting out and battling the day. Elizabeth was deeply asleep on the sofa and Violet dressed quietly before making her way downstairs to the shop. She ducked out to grab coffees and muffins a few minutes before opening time and was sucking the froth off her latte when a heavy-eyed Elizabeth entered the store. 
“Hey. How are you feeling?” Violet asked. 
“Like something the cat threw up.” She pressed a hand to her forehead. She’d had a shower and pulled her long blonde hair into a pony tail. She looked tired and drawn, but Violet was glad to see the spark of anger and defiance remained in her friend’s eyes. 
Her gut had been right—Elizabeth wasn’t going back. 
“Here,” she said, pushing the second coffee across the counter. “I got a spare, just in case.”
“Bless you.” Elizabeth buried her nose in the coffee.
“There’s a muffin, too, if you’re up to solids yet.”
“Might need a few minutes before I can go there,” Elizabeth said. 
“So...Whats on the agenda for today?” Violet asked cautiously.   
“Finding my father. I have his name and his birthdate. In the days of Google, that’s got to count for something, don’t you think?”
Violet broke off a piece of muffin, a part of her brain noticing that Elizabeth hadn’t so much as mouthed Martin’s name, despite it being a new day. Surely he must be on her mind in some shape or form?
“We can search for him. And there’s always Andy. He owes me a favor.”
Her cousin, Andy, was a policeman. She’d helped him out when he’d messed things up with his girlfriend a few months ago, so she was pretty sure she should be able to lean on him to get him to look up Elizabeth’s biological father. 
“I’d forgotten about Andy. He’s perfect. Can we call him now?” 
Violet studied her. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you? You’re really going to go find him.”
“Yes. Absolutely. I want to know the truth. I want to know who I am.”
Elizabeth had said something similar last night. It was on the tip of Violet’s tongue to point out that the only person who defined Elizabeth was Elizabeth herself, but she decided that it wasn’t what her friend needed to hear right now. She needed to be a bit reckless and impulsive, and if that meant racing off to Dublin or Yorkshire or New York on what might turn out to be a goose chase, so be it.
Elizabeth’s phone rang. Violet watched as she pulled it from her bag, checked the screen, then slid it back into her bag without taking the call. 
“Martin?” Violet couldn’t resist asking.
“Yes.”
“You’re not going to talk to him?”
“No.”
Violet told herself to mind her own business. It worked for all of five seconds. “Don’t you think he might be worried about you?”
“I don’t want to talk to him right now. I’m still angry with him, and I don’t want to say something I’ll regret.”
“Does that mean you’re having second thoughts about calling off the wedding?” 
“No. That was the right thing to do, no matter what happens. I don’t love him, Vi.”
For some reason, her friend’s words hit her like a blow to the solar plexus. She had no idea why. It wasn’t as though she’d ever truly believed in them as a couple. 
It took her a few seconds to gather her suddenly scattered thoughts together.
“Okay. But that doesn’t mean you can’t talk to him. Reassure the guy.”
Elizabeth gave her a look. “Since when have you been on his side?”
“I’m not on his side. It’s just that it occurred to me last night that this must have hit him really hard.”
For a moment Elizabeth’s face sagged with guilt. Then she lifted her chin. “I can’t think about him. I know that sounds selfish, but if I stop to think about all the people I’ll be disappointing, I’ll never do this. And I need to do this, Vi.”
“I know.”
“Can we call Andy now?”
“Absolutely.”
She called her cousin, and after ten minutes of cajoling that soon degenerated into outright sucking up, she managed to secure his promise to run a search on Sam Blackwell. Elizabeth thanked her profusely and went back upstairs to sleep off more of her hangover. At three that afternoon, Andy called back with the last known address for Sam Blackwell. Feeling a little dazed, Violet put the “back in five minutes” sign in the window and shut the shop up before heading upstairs. 
She walked into a shining, immaculate apartment and the smell of cleaning fluid.  
“I hope you don’t mind. I needed something to do while waiting. Other than sit around and doubt myself, I mean,” Elizabeth said as she straightened the pile of magazines on the coffee table.
“Why would I mind? You can stay any time.” Violet marveled at how nice her living space looked when it wasn’t buried under papers and discarded clothes. 
Elizabeth’s gaze dropped to the piece of paper in her hand. “Is that it? Did Andy call?”
Violet handed the piece of paper over. She watched as Elizabeth’s eyebrows shot toward her hairline. 
“Australia? He’s in Australia?” 
“According to Andy he is.”
“Philip Island. I’ve never even heard of it.”
“I looked it up. It’s south of Melbourne. A beach community.”
Elizabeth stared at the note for a long beat before meeting Violet’s gaze. 
“Then I guess I’d better book a ticket for Australia.”
“We could try to call him first.”
“No,” Elizabeth said firmly. “I want to do this in person. And it will be good to get away for a few days.” 
“Then lets book you that ticket, baby cakes.”
 
Four days later, Violet waited until the customer she’d just served had left the store before dialing her friend’s cell number. She’d been counting down the hours, checking the arrivals information for Tullamarine airport in Melbourne, Australia, waiting for her friend to touch down. 
She bit her thumb nail as she waited for E to pick up. 
“Violet.” Elizabeth’s voice came down the line clear as a bell, almost as though she was in the next room instead of halfway around the world.  
“E. How was your flight? What’s happening? Have you spoken to him yet?”
They’d discussed strategy before Elizabeth left, so she knew her friend planned to go straight to her biological father’s house and make contact. 
“Long. Not much. And no. I’m sitting out the front of his house right now, trying to get up the courage to knock on the door.”
Violet’s hand tightened on the phone. She could hear the fear in Elizabeth’s voice. Guilt ate at her. If only she had been able to leave the shop, she would have gone with her. Then Elizabeth wouldn’t be facing this huge challenge alone.
“You’re nervous,” Violet said.  
“Just a little.”
“Don’t be. Once he gets to know you, he’ll be over the moon you’ve tracked him down.”
“I don’t know. Maybe I’m doing this all wrong. Maybe I should have made contact with a letter or email first, used a lawyer to break the ice...”
“No. You’ve done the right thing. And even if you haven’t, you’re there now. All you have to do is go knock on his door.”
“You make it sound so easy.”
Violet could hear the smile in her friend’s voice.
“Come on, E. You’re a woman on a mission, remember? You’re reclaiming your life, striking out on your own. Shaking off old Droopy Drawers was just the first step.”
“I wish you wouldn’t call him that. Just because I’ve decided not to marry him doesn’t mean he’s a bad person.”
“True. It’s not as though he goes around literally boring people to death. Although he took a fairly good stab at stifling the life out of you.”
“Vi...”
“Sorry. I just think it should be a punishable offense for someone as young as he is to carry on like a crusty old bugger. How many thirty-two year olds do you know who wear cardigans with leather elbow patches?”
“Just because he dresses conservatively doesn’t mean he’s crusty, Vi. He’s just ... conservative,” Elizabeth finished lamely.
“Conservative? I’m sorry, E, but that is not the word for a man who refuses to have sex in anything other than the missionary position. The word you’re looking for is repressed.” 
“You have no idea how much I regret ever saying anything to you about that, Vi.”
Several months ago Elizabeth had confessed she’d asked Martin to spice up their sex life a little after reading a magazine article on being responsible for your own sexuality. It had been a rare moment of complete frankness from her friend, who was usually very private with all things pertaining to the bedroom, and Violet had been appalled when she’d learned that not only had Martin refused to discuss Elizabeth’s needs, he’d succeeded in making Elizabeth feel small and dirty and wrong, too. 
“I’m not going to apologize for refusing to let you sweep that sterling little moment under the rug,” Violet said. “Normal people—note I’m stressing the word normal, as opposed to uptight repressives—talk to each other about sex and explore their sexuality and have fun in bed. They don’t pat you on the head and tell you they respect you too much to objectify you, or whatever rubbish excuse he came out with after you’d finally got up the gumption to talk to him. And I love that he tried to make it all about you, by the way, and not about his hang ups.”
“I really don’t want to talk about this again.” 
Violet heard her friend’s words but she was off and running, the words welling up from some long-suppressed place inside her.
“For God’s sake, it wasn’t as though you asked him to tie you up and go at you with a cheese grater or something. You wanted to do it doggy style, big bloody deal. There were no small animals involved, no leatherwear or hot wax.”
“I’ve called off the wedding, Vi. This is definitely filed under The Past. You need to let it go.”
There was a sharp note to Elizabeth’s voice and it acted like a bucket of cold water. Violet blinked, then passed a hand over her face.
“You’re right. Sorry. He just really gets on my wick,” she muttered, fully aware that she’d stepped over the line, big time.
“Well, you’ll probably never have to see him again, since he’s hardly going to want to know me once he’s gotten over the fact that I’ve dumped him. That should make you feel better.”
Violet frowned as Elizabeth’s words hit home. Because E was right, of course—there was absolutely no reason for Violet to ever have to spend time in Droopy Drawer’s company now that he and Elizabeth were over. Violet would never again have to watch his nostrils flare with distaste over something she’d said, or endure one of his judgmental head to toe visual surveys. She would never know if he secured the membership to the Savage Club that he so fervently coveted, or if he made partner. She would never again have to grind her teeth as he opted for the safe, buttoned-down option in everything from his choice of drink to his taste in reading material. 
The bell over the door rang sharply as three women entered the store, jerking her from her thoughts. She smiled at them distractedly. 
“E. Someone’s come into the shop and I have to go. But you can do this, okay? Just get out of the car and go introduce yourself. Whatever comes after that, you’ll handle it.”
“Thanks, coach. And thanks for all the hand holding and tissue passing and intel gathering over the past few days,” Elizabeth said.
“Pshaw.”
She ended the call, but didn’t immediately step out from behind the counter to serve her customers. She didn’t understand where her rant against Martin had come from. For the past few days she’d been feeling sorry for him, conscious of the fact that no matter what was going on in Elizabeth’s life, he must be feeling let down now that the wedding had been called off. 
So where had all that pent-up frustration and anger come from? 
She had no idea. 
She shook her head, sending her long earrings swinging. The workings of her subconscious were a mystery to her at the best of times—and perhaps it was preferable to leave them that way. Some things were better left unacknowledged.
Business was steady for the rest of the day and she managed to push Elizabeth and Martin’s messy break up from her mind. Which was just as well. She didn’t want to become one of those tragic people who lived off the drama of other people’s lives. While it was true that it had been a while since she’d had a relationship herself, she wasn’t that sad yet. She hoped. 
It was pitch black outside by the time she cashed out the till at six. She secured the takings in the floor safe, then flicked off all but one security light and made her way past clothing racks and hat stands and jewelry displays to the front door. One day, when the money tree she had yet to plant in her window box bore fruit, she would knock a hole in the wall and install an internal doorway through to the stairway to her apartment. Originally intended to offer autonomy to both the retail tenant and the upstairs resident, the separate entrance was a right royal pain in the behind when it was freezing like it was tonight. 
She slipped into the bitter cold and pulled the door shut behind her, trying to race through the necessary steps so she could retreat to the warmth and comfort of her apartment. 
The man seemed to loom at her out of nowhere, tall and broad and angry. She squeaked with terror and jumped backwards, slamming the back of her head against the door.
“Where is she? Where are you hiding her?”
She pressed her hands to her chest and glared at her assailant.
“Blooming hell, Martin, you almost made me wet myself. Ever heard of the telephone?”
“And have you hang up on me? I’m not stupid, Violet. Tell me where she is.”
She rubbed the back of her head. “If E didn’t tell you where she’s gone, it’s not my place.”
He moved closer. Despite the fact that she didn’t believe Martin St Clair would hurt a fly, she felt a twinge of alarm. She’d never seen him so angry. Or so disheveled, now that she really looked at him. His hair was ruffled and his face bristly with five o’clock shadow. He looked positively rakish compared to his usual anal, meticulous appearance.
“What’s wrong? Didn’t you get a chance to iron your underwear this morning?” she asked. 
He flicked a gaze down her figure-hugging outfit. She was wearing a push-up bra beneath a plunging vintage sequined top. Her black skirt was short - okay, very short - and her stockings lacy. Her knee boots boasted high, spiky heels. Her bedroom mirror told her she looked foxy, but Martin’s condemning glance begged to differ. 
“You’ll excuse me if I’m not prepared to take fashion advice from someone who dresses from the Playboy catalogue.”
He sounded so snooty she had to laugh, even though a small part of her smarted at his open contempt. It seemed the gloves were well and truly off now that Elizabeth wasn’t standing between them.  
She flicked her hair over her ear, displaying her multiple piercings. She knew he particularly hated them because Elizabeth had told her so once. 
“Shouldn’t you be sweet talking me? Isn’t that what people normally do when they want something?”
Martin’s breath steamed in the air between them. She watched as he made a visible effort to rein in his temper.
“My apologies. My only excuse is that I haven’t been sleeping well. I want only what’s best for Elizabeth. Please tell me where she is.” 
Every word was torn from him like teeth at the dentist’s.
“E is the best judge of what’s best for her,” Violet said. “You and the Whittakers are always trying to decide things for her, push her into whatever shape you want her to be. Let her do her own thing for a change. If you two are meant to be, she’ll come back.” 
She was shivering with cold and she turned to open the door to her apartment. She assumed Martin’s silence meant she’d finally gotten through to him but when she tried to slip into the relative warmth of the stairwell he blocked the door with his arm. 
“Please, Violet. If you want me to beg, I will.”
He held her eyes, not even trying to hide his hurt and pain. 
Until this moment she had been convinced that he merely saw Elizabeth as a trophy, yet another accomplishment he’d acquired on his climb up the social ranks. But the look in his eyes...
“You really love her, don’t you?” she asked quietly.
“Of course I do.” He said it as though it was the most natural and obvious thing in the world. 
For a moment - a hundredth of a second - Violet felt a squeeze of envy in her heart. Would that she had ever inspired so much heart-felt devotion in a man. Her past boyfriends had all been out for what they could get, be it sex, free room and board or endless emotional support. She’d never had anyone - ever - state their love so unequivocally.
 “She’s gone to find her father. Her real father,” she said. 
He didn’t say anything, just continued to look at her in mute appeal.
Bloody hell.
“Okay, all right. She didn’t expressly tell me not to tell you. Which doesn’t mean she won’t tear strips off me when she finds out I’ve squealed, but still. She’s staying at some old pub called the Isle of Wight on Philip Island, in Australia. She flew out yesterday and I spoke to her this morning.”
“Australia?” Martin looked dazed.
“That’s right. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got several Playboy catalogues I need to get through before taking to the streets for the night.” 
Martin nodded his head once in brief thanks, then he was gone. She slipped inside the door and locked it behind her. 
Her stomach flipped with nervousness. Elizabeth was not going to be happy that Violet had blabbed her whereabouts to her ex-fiancé. And she dreaded to think what Martin would do now - call Elizabeth and demand she come home and take up her place as the mother of his future children? 
Another thought hit her. 
Surely he wouldn’t race to the other side of the world for Elizabeth?
Inexplicable tears filled her eyes as she thought about him doing just that. The big idiot.
He really loved Elizabeth. Truly, deeply, maybe even a bit madly. 
And the really sad thing was that she knew her friend didn’t feel anything close to the same for him. 
Blinking away her foolish tears, she let herself into her apartment. No doubt Martin St Clair would choose to eat glass rather than know she felt sorry for him, but he couldn’t stop her from doing so from afar. He might be old before his time and too stitched up for his own good, but he was a decent man at heart - sincere, generous, loving, considerate. He didn’t deserve to be hurt like this. 
Her lips twisted into a cynical little smile.
Who of us gets what we deserve in life?
Precious few, as she knew from her own experience. Heavy of heart and mind, she threw her keys on the hall table and tried to work out how and when to tell Elizabeth that she should be on the look-out for an unexpected visitor. 


Chapter Three
Martin drove straight home, his pride and everything else burning after his encounter with Violet. The pity in her eyes. The sympathy...
She was the last person he wanted feeling sorry for him. The very last. 
And yet it was all he could do to stop himself from turning the car around to plead with her to tell him what Elizabeth had said to her over the last five days. 
That she’d confided in Violet he had no doubt, just as he knew that right now Violet had a far better notion of where he stood with his fiancee - ex-fiancee - than he did. The knowledge sat like a rock in his belly, as unpalatable as Violet’s pity. 
It wouldn’t be the first time Elizabeth had confided deeply personal matters to do with their relationship to her friend. It galled him just as much now as it had then. He had committed to sharing his life with Elizabeth. To having children and growing old with her. He hated the thought that there were things she didn’t feel she could discuss with him. 
It’s not as though you tell her everything. What’s good for the goose...
He pushed the errant thought away. This wasn’t about him. This was about Elizabeth. About what she wanted - which, apparently, Violet was privy to and he was not. 
All his life he’d possessed the ability to compartmentalize his feelings and thoughts, a survival skill that had served him well in the Government-owned housing estate where he’d grown up. As he pulled into the parking spot behind his apartment, he shook off his doubts and anger and injured pride. His immediate goal was to find Elizabeth. Everything else could wait. 
Once he was inside and in front of his computer, it took him five minutes to book the next flight to Melbourne, Australia. He made a quick call to Elizabeth’s grandfather, Edward Whittaker, to let him know that he was going after Elizabeth, listening with increasing impatience to the other man’s advice that he be patient but uncompromising in his dealings with her. Elizabeth’s grandfather loved her dearly but there was no getting away from the fact that his attitude toward her was over-protective and more than a little Victorian.
It was a stance that had always made Martin uncomfortable, but he’d never felt able to comment on it to either Edward or Elizabeth herself. Against the odds, Edward had taken him on as a fresh-out-of-law-school baby solicitor and, when he’d noticed Martin flailing in his new environment, offered him the guidance and advice he’d needed to navigate the internecine politics and hierarchies of a long established law firm. Everything he was today he owed to Edward Whittaker. 
Everything. 
“I appreciate the advice,” he said when the older man finally stopped to draw breath, “but I’m not sure laying down the law is going to get me anywhere with Elizabeth right now.”
“She’s upset. We all understand that. But once she calms down she’ll understand that everyone was only doing what was best for her.”
Martin winced. Hadn’t he just said something similar to Violet barely twenty minutes ago? Hearing his own words out of someone else’s mouth made him acutely aware of how pompous and patronizing he must have sounded.
He shifted uneasily as he remembered other occasions when he’d said something similar to Elizabeth. For five days he’d lived on hope and the certainty that whatever was wrong between them could be fixed - they were both rational people, after all, and they had six good years between them - but for the first time a splinter of doubt crept into his mind. 
Before she’d walked out of her grandparents’ house, Elizabeth had accused him of not knowing her. She’d said that he was so busy telling her what was good for her, he had no idea who she was or what she really wanted. She’d called herself a coward for not speaking up with her true feelings.    
Then she’d called off their wedding.
Again, he pushed the disturbing thoughts away. Once he had found her, they would talk. One bridge, one challenge at a time.
“Edward, I need to get to the airport. I’ve emailed my assistant, Tammy, about rescheduling my cases for the rest of the week. With luck, I’ll be back with Elizabeth by the beginning of next week.”
“Stay in touch,” Edward said. There was a fragile note to his voice, a reminder that he was on the wrong side of seventy.
“I will. You and Vera take it easy, okay? I’ve got this in hand.” 
He ended the call and pulled his overnight bag from the top shelf of the closet. He threw in a couple of changes of underwear, a fresh shirt and various toiletries, then he ordered a cab and tossed his current work file into his briefcase—if he was going to be stuck in transit for hours on end, he might as well be productive. Four hours later he was in the air, flying to the other side of the world. 
Funny, but he’d always wanted to go to Australia. As a kid, his mother had been an avid viewer of Australian soap operas, and he couldn’t hear the familiar theme song to Neighbours without being transported back to the cramped flat where he’d grown up. Shirley St Clair had loved the wide blue skies and the brightness of life in Australia as depicted on the show and every day she’d sit ensconced in her armchair, the tea pot in its cosy at the ready, him at her feet as they watched half an hour of pure fiction about a world that even then he’d known was too good to be true. Still, it had made him want to go and see for himself. In the back of his mind, he’d thought that it was something he and Elizabeth might do together one day. 
He felt tired and grubby by the time he stepped into the cool pre-dawn of a Melbourne summer’s day some twenty-four hours later. He’d booked a hire car on-line and he made his way to the kiosk and filled out the required paperwork. Half an hour later he was on the road, squinting at road signs and trying to get his bearings. 
Philip Island was an hour and a half’s drive out of Melbourne. He stopped twice for coffee, and it was nearing nine in the morning when he pulled into a parking spot in the sleepy seaside town of Cowes on Philip Island. To his left was a silvered wooden jetty, thrusting into sparkling blue water, to his right a series of beach-themed boutiques selling bikinis and beach towels and board shorts. He flipped the visor down to check his appearance. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair a mess, his shirt wrinkled and limp. He smoothed his hair with his fingers before flipping the visor back up. It didn’t matter that his clothes were wrinkled and his eyes bloodshot. Neither of those things was going to convince Elizabeth to come home with him. 
Loathe to leave his valuables in the car in a strange town, he took both his overnight bag and his briefcase with him as he headed for the Isle of Wight Hotel. The girl behind the counter was very young, which was perhaps why she was happy to hand out Elizabeth’s room number to a complete stranger. 
He glanced around the main bar as he followed her directions to the stairs that would take him to the first floor. The carpet was sticky beneath his feet and the air smelled of old beer and cooking oil. A tanned, heavyset man with sun-bleached hair raised a friendly hand to him as he passed the bar. Martin nodded in acknowledgement before stepping onto the staircase. 
He paused when he reached Elizabeth’s room, aware that his heart was pounding inside his chest. 
He loved her. He loved her kindness and her patience and her quiet determination. He loved her elegance and discreet dignity. She was one of the best people he knew. He needed her in his life. 
He needed to make this work between them. Otherwise everything he’d strived for would be for nothing and no one. 
He raised his hand and knocked. There was a moment’s silence, then he heard someone moving around on the other side of the door. 
He took a deep breath, waiting. Hoping. 
And then the door opened. 
 
Violet agonized for a full day over how to tell Elizabeth what she’d done and finally settled for the coward’s way—email. She sat down to compose a message three times before finally simply confessing that she’d blabbed to D.D.—short for Droopy Drawers—and that she was sorry for being such a feeble friend but that he’d been so insistent and sad that she’d felt unable to deny him. She’d hit send and sat back to wait for her friend’s response. 
It took two days before Elizabeth’s reply arrived in her in-box—two days of Violet sweating it out and feeling like the worst friend ever. 
It’s okay, Vi. You did the right thing. I didn’t mean for you to get caught in the middle of all this. Martin turned up on my doorstep a couple of days ago. We talked. I hope we parted as friends. I guess time will tell. Will write more when I can. 
Love you,
E
Violet frowned at her laptop screen. Was it just her, or was Elizabeth’s account of what had happened woefully inadequate? Where was Martin now, for example? Had he come home again? When was Elizabeth coming home? Maybe Violet was reading way too much into her friend’s economical email, but she sensed that there was something else going on with her friend. Something unrelated to both Martin and her father. 
The shop bell tingled and she glanced up to see a tall, broad shouldered figure filling the doorway. The sun was directly behind him, reducing him to a silhouette, and her heart gave a crazy, nervous thump against her rib cage. 
“Martin?” she said.
The moment he stepped into the light she saw it wasn’t Martin. Disappointment thudded in her belly. 
“Excuse me. Can you tell me where I would find the nearest Tube Station?” he asked with a broad American accent.
“End of the street, turn right. You should see the sign on your left.”
“Thank you. Have a great day.”
The polite smile faded from her lips as he exited. She had no idea why she’d thought he might have been Martin, why Martin had been the first person to leap to mind when she’d seen that tall, broad silhouette in the doorway. There was no way Martin would ever turn up at her shop voluntarily. He despised her. He thought she was a bad influence on Elizabeth. Hell, he probably blamed her for everything that had happened with her friend.   
Not so many days ago, Elizabeth had told her that she needn’t bother getting hot under the collar about Martin any more, since she never had to see him again. Violet should have been grateful for the knowledge. She should be celebrating even now that she would never have to look into his condemning grey eyes again. 
So why wasn’t she?
 
Martin’s footsteps echoed around the empty space as he walked from the formal dining room into the kitchen. He glanced around the room at the gleaming white cabinets and Carrera marble counters, then crossed to the window to see if the sash had been repaired, as per his instructions. 
Not that it mattered. He would never live in this apartment. He’d bought it for Elizabeth. He’d planned to surprise her with the purchase when they returned from their honeymoon. He’d searched for months for just the right property. The right neighborhood, the right proportions. He’d had the whole place repainted, taking his cues from Elizabeth’s grandparents’ stately Mayfair mansion. 
He’d been deluded. He could see that now. What woman wanted a house she hadn’t chosen for herself? Better yet, what woman wanted a house that had been decorated to someone else’s taste? 
The window moved smoothly, indicating the sash cords had been replaced. He let the window thump back down to the sill.
He should go home. It was late, and there was no point to this. He was simply rubbing salt into the wound. Tomorrow he would call the real estate agent and put this place on the market. With a bit of luck, he’d get his money back. That was what he should be concentrating on right now.
There was nowhere to sit, so he sat on the floor, his back against one of the kitchen cabinets, feet flat on the floor, knees bent. He rested his forearms on his knees and stared down the hallway to the front door, ignoring the fact that he was probably getting dust on his suit.
He didn’t know how to feel, what to do with himself. For so long his future had stretched in front of him like this hallway—straight and clean and utterly known. He’d known exactly what he needed to do—build his reputation at Whittaker, Malcolm and Venables, make partner, solidify his position in the world. Elizabeth had been an integral part of that, the woman he’d imagined at his side as he took the steps required to get him to where he wanted to be.  
As it turned out, where he’d wanted to be was not where she’d wanted to be. Funny, but he’d never thought to even ask her. 
Just as he’d never thought to ask her if she would like to live in this house, with these paint colors. 
He lowered his head and massaged the small muscle between his eyebrows. He’d been an idiot. A blind, foolish idiot. And he’d paid the price. He’d lost Elizabeth. 
 The woman you think you want to marry doesn’t exist. She’s a construct, cobbled together by my over-developed sense of duty and your desire to be connected to a man who in many respects has filled the role of father in your life. I would make a terrible, terrible wife for you.
Elizabeth’s words from three days ago echoed in his mind. At the time, he had denied them. Hadn’t wanted to hear what she’d been saying. He’d been driven by fear and pride, determined to bring her home with him. They were supposed to walk down the aisle barely six weeks from today. All their friends were invited to the wedding, along with the most important of his work colleagues. If—when—they called the wedding off, the fact that Elizabeth had jilted him would be common knowledge. People would talk and snicker behind their hands. There would be speculation. He would be a laughing stock. A man who couldn’t hold onto his woman. 
Even as humiliation rose afresh within him, he knew that the blow he’d taken to his pride was the least of his problems. More important to him was the fact that Elizabeth had been frustrated and stifled by him and the life they’d planned together. 
He’d made her unhappy, and he hadn’t seen it. She’d hidden it from him, toed the line, agreed to everything, and yet inside she had been suffocating. 
Not my fault. She’s a grown woman. She could have spoken up. Told me what she wanted, how she felt. We were supposed to be equals, after all. 
He pushed himself to his feet. Brushing dust off the seat of his pants, he strode for the front door.  
He couldn’t leave his thoughts behind so easily. They caught up with him as he got into his car. 
Because Elizabeth had tried to talk to him—and he’d ignored her. Not so many months ago, she’d waited until they were having a quiet night in and she’d told him in a nervous, self-conscious way that she’d like to experiment more in the bedroom. She’d told him that she wanted to spice things up between them, try something new. 
And he’d been so uncomfortable with what she’d asked that he’d shut her down. Self-conscious heat burned through his body as he recalled the way he’d dismissed her suggestions. He’d all but patted her on the head and told her not to worry herself about such matters in his rush to end the conversation. 
It wasn’t as though she’d asked for anything ridiculously kinky, either. Certainly nothing he hadn’t done with his other girlfriends. Her sexual fantasies had been very vanilla, very tame by modern standards—and yet the thought of throwing her on a bed and taking her from behind had felt as decadent and out of the question for him as if she’d asked him to beat her bloody and watch her sleep with ten different men. 
At the time he hadn’t stopped to question why, but Elizabeth had, as she’d so eloquently demonstrated when she gently but firmly severed the ties that bound them three days ago.  
 Let’s call a spade a spade here. For better or for worse, I’m fixed in your mind as the granddaughter of the man you respect more than any other person in the world. You said it yourself—you owe him everything. When you look at me, you see the granddaughter of Edward Whittaker first and me second.
As much as he wanted to repudiate her view of their relationship, her words had resonated within him. 
Twenty years ago, he’d made a vow to himself that he would not repeat his parents’ mistakes. He had been determined to make it out of the cycle of poverty and ignorance into which he’d been born. He’d stuck with school when his peers had dropped out. He’d ignored the lures of drugs and drink and girls, even though the council estate had been rife with distractions and temptations and even though his mother had been baffled by his determination to better himself. 
He hadn’t been the brightest kid in his class, but he’d worked his ass off, studying and cramming until he’d aced his A Levels. When he’d first walked into Wren Library at Trinity College, he’d looked around and known without a doubt that he was the roughest, poorest kid in the building. He’d earned himself a partial scholarship to cover his tuition but missed out on a Government grant for living expenses, so he’d worked two jobs as well as doing everything in his power to make himself an attractive prospect for a future employer. He’d listened to the presenters on the BBC and practiced until he’d smoothed out his rough North London accent, and he’d watched where the more well-heeled of his peers shopped and parroted them. In short, he had reinvented himself—as much as a man could when he was on the outside looking in. It had taken a long-established insider like Edward Whittaker taking an interest in him to complete his transformation. Under Edward’s guidance he’d shed the last of his rough edges and gained the polish that allowed him to pass as someone born and bred to success. To this day he didn’t know why the older man had taken an interest in him—perhaps because he’d never had a son of his own, just as Martin had never had a father—but whatever his motivation, Edward had made his current life possible, and the prospect of becoming part of the old man’s family through marrying Elizabeth had held enormous appeal for him, as had Elizabeth herself. 
She was a million miles from the girls he’d grown up with. She always knew the right thing to say or do. She was beautiful, refined, elegant. Her love had been the final seal on his success. 
And it had all been a house of cards, his facade balanced precariously on Elizabeth’s. 
Sitting in his car, he stared bleakly out the windshield. 
Elizabeth had had the courageto call bullshit on all the pretense, but he’d been so invested, so desperate to belong that he’d been prepared to play a part for the rest of his life. 
You sad, pathetic, when-will-I-be-good-enough bastard. 
For a moment he was gripped with the urge to start the car and simply drive away from it all. The life he’d created for himself. The career he’d so arduously built. The friends, the clubs. He could drive and drive and drive until he was somewhere else. And maybe he could start again. Do it differently this time. 
After a long beat, he started his car and drove home. The truth was, he’d fought too hard and too long to make this life. Like it or not, it still meant too much to him. Maybe that made him weak or tragic or grasping, but it was the truth. 
Now he just had to work out what to do with it. 
 
Violet blew onto her cupped hands. She was wearing gloves, but it was dark and cold and threatening snow and she was freezing her derriere off in the street outside the offices of Whittaker, Malcolm and Venables. 
She checked her watch again. 
Where in the hell was he?
She jiggled from one foot to the other, the heavy weight of the bottle of Belgian peach schnapps in her shoulder bag banging against her hip. Not for the first time she wondered what she was doing, lurking out here in the dark, waiting for a man who showed every indication of genuinely despising her. 
Not for the first time, she had no ready answer. 
The obvious reason was that she felt sorry for Martin. She knew how much he loved Elizabeth, and she knew that things were over between the two of them, which meant he was probably feeling more than a little sorry for himself and perhaps more than a little angry over the shitty hand he’d been dealt. 
She knew for a fact that he’d only landed back in the country two days ago, and she’d made an educated guess that instead of taking a few days off to recover from jet-lag and lick his wounds, he would march straight into work like a good little soldier. As though his heart wasn’t broken and he wasn’t miserable and sad and lonely.
Idiot. 
She blew on her hands again. A figure appeared in the doorway of the very old, very genteel building where Elizabeth’s grandfather and former-fiancé plied their trade. She tensed but as he stepped out into the street she saw that he was too old to be Martin. 
Although they probably patronized the same tailor, judging by his stuffy attire.
 She looked up at the building, eyeing the one window that was still illuminated. She imagined Martin bent over some dusty legal tome, burying himself in precedents and caveats and whatevers because he didn’t know how to deal with his own feelings. He could be in there forever. For all she knew, he might be the kind of tragic workaholic who slept on the couch in his office rather than go home and be forced to face his own life. 
She made a decision, crossing the street to stand outside the front entrance of his building. Two minutes later, her hopes were answered as a severely dressed woman exited through the security door. Trying to look as though she knew exactly what she was doing and where she was going, Violet caught the door before it could close behind the woman and ducked into the foyer. The dry warmth of central heating hit her, warming her cheeks, and she unbuttoned her coat. 
Now there was only the small problem of working out what floor Martin’s office might be on. She crossed to the elevator and stared at the brass plaque. She knew that Martin worked in insolvency, but it looked like there were two floors dedicated to the joys of people going out of business. With the economy the way it was, they were probably eyeing a third floor. 
She stepped into the lift, hitting the buttons for both floors. She stared at the indicator and tried to ignore the voice in the back of her head that was telling her this was a bad idea. 
As she’d already acknowledged, Martin hated her. He thought she was easy, spoiled and vacuous. Not that he’d said any of those things to her face—although he had made that crack about the Playboy catalogue. His contempt was in every glance he threw her way, in every word he said to her.
And yet here she was, a peace offering banging against her hip. 
She must be mad. 
The lift pinged to a halt and she ducked her head out. From what she could see, there wasn’t a single light on throughout the whole floor. Onwards and upwards, then. 
The lift doors slid shut and she tapped her foot nervously. Another ping and the doors opened again. She stuck her head out. Ah. A light. Finally. 
She started up the corridor, her spiked heels digging deeply into the plush carpet. She glanced into the darkened offices as she passed, taking in the shiny wood and burnished leather. Martin had done well for himself for a kid from the mean streets of Hackney. She wondered if he ever took a moment to simply stop and appreciate the fact, or if he was too busy lining up his pens on his blotter and straightening his tie to notice. 
Her steps slowed as she drew closer to what she assumed was his office until finally she’d come to a complete halt. Her hand found the neck of the schnapps bottle in her handbag. Maybe schnapps hadn’t been the right choice. Maybe she should have bought him cognac or a malt whiskey or something more suited to all this wood and pomp and circumstance. She’d chosen the schnapps because she could remember him trying some once and he’d commented on how much he liked it. She’d figured that if she was going to encourage him to drown his sorrows and wallow a little, he might as well do it with something he liked. 
She lifted her chin. Either she was going to do this or she wasn’t. 
She strode forward. 
Apparently she was going to do this. 
She stopped when she reached his doorway. He was reading over some papers, wearing a pair of glasses that would have looked at home on Elizabeth’s grandfather. Which, she guessed, was probably where Martin took most of his fashion cues from. 
Yet tonight, like the night he’d accosted her in the street, he looked far more rumpled and less spic and span than usual. He’d taken his jacket off and rolled up his shirt sleeves and yanked his tie loose. Even his hair was mussed, standing up in uneven spikes as though he’d been running his fingers through it. 
She cleared her throat. “Hi.”
He started. “Bloody hell! Where the blazes did you spring from?”
Not the most welcoming greeting she’d ever received. 
“Sorry. Someone was leaving downstairs so I let myself in.”
He’d recovered from the surprise a little and he settled back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest as he eyed her darkly.
“Come to gloat, have you?”
“No. Of course not.”
Martin stood, rounding the desk so he could face her. God forbid he cede her the advantage of standing while he remained seated. 
“You don’t have to be coy. We both know this is a triumph for you. Elizabeth tossing over her stodgy, anal-retentive fiancé at last and taking up with some bronzed Aussie surf god.”
“Bronzed Aussie surf god? What are you talking about?” 
He looked over his glasses at her. 
“A tip for you—the Little Miss Innocent routine only works when there’s a credible belief that innocence is possible.”
Violet glared at him. Screw trying to make amends if he was going to insult her before she’d said more than hello.  
“You are unbelievable, you know that? You want to throw around blame, how about you take a good hard look at yourself and your stupid, prematurely middle-aged life? This is the twenty-first century, not the 1800s. People have sex in positions other than missionary, and lots of women like doing it doggy style. And no, they’re not all prostitutes or porn stars—they’re people who are in touch with their own feelings and wants and desires. Unlike you, Mr. Stick-Up-Your-Ass.”
Martin flushed a deep red. “Charming, as always, Violet. Your parents must be so proud.”
She could feel her own face flush with heat. “I wouldn’t know, since they disowned me years ago. You should ask my father about it next time you’re smooching ass over at the Savage Club.”
 His nostrils flared. “Well, I must say, this has been a real treat. Goodbye, Violet.”
She stared at him, all the anger draining out of her as she realized how quickly and easily they’d descended into acrimony when she’d come here offering sympathy. 
“Look. I’m sorry. Okay? That’s what I came to say.” She took the bottle of Schnapps from her bag and put it on his desk. “I even brought a peace offering.”
He went very still, then his lips curled into a thin parody of a smile. 
“Experiencing a little post-manipulation remorse, Violet? I’m sure it will pass.”
“Martin. Just...shut up and listen, okay? I think what’s happened between you and E sucks. Yes, I thought you were bad for each other, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re a bad person or that I don’t want you to be happy. And I might have made a few jokes about you being uptight and called you Droopy Drawers, but I never told E to dump you. I know how much you love her.”
Martin blinked. Then he took his glasses off and made a big deal out of putting them in his pocket.
“Again, thank you for your brilliant analysis of my private life. Next time I want to be judged by a woman who has wasted almost her entire life thumbing her nose at her parents, I’ll know just where to come.”
It was Violet’s turn to blink. “You know nothing about me and my parents. So don’t you dare offer judgment.”
“Oh, I see. You’re the only one who is allowed to have an opinion on something that has nothing whatsoever to do with you. Is that right?”
Violet sighed. Why did they always end up at loggerheads? Despite the angry words that kept popping out of her mouth, she actually quite admired him. She knew he did lots of pro bono work. She had huge respect for the way he’d dragged himself up by the boot straps. A part of her even liked how serious he was, even though the outward manifestations of that—the clothing, those stupid glasses—drove her nuts. And yet she couldn’t spend five minutes in his company without rubbing him the wrong way and vice versa.
“Maybe we should just pretend this never happened.” She turned to go. 
“Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
He picked up the bottle of schnapps and offered it to her. 
“It was a gift.”
“I don’t want it.”
“Why not?”
“You know why.”
“Because it’s from me?” 
Did he really dislike her so much?
“Because I don’t need your bloody pity, Violet.”
“Tough. You’ve got it.”
She turned to go again but he strode forward and grabbed her arm. Suddenly she was breathing in his aftershave and the smell of shirt starch as he opened her shoulder bag and shoved the schnapps inside it. She stared at his face, very close to her own, but he was intent on his task and didn’t look up until he’d released her and taken a step away.
“Now you can go.”
“Lovely. Beautiful manners. Maybe I was wrong, maybe you don’t deserve my sympathy at all. Maybe E’s the one I should feel sorry for, for putting up with a rude bastard like you for so many years.”
Martin gave her a scathing head to toe, his signature look where she was concerned, apparently. 
“There are many things I will miss about sharing Elizabeth’s life, but spending time with you will not be one of them. I can honestly say that I have never been more...relieved to think that I need never lay eyes on a person again. Was that polite enough for you, Violet, or should I drop a few four letter words in there so you feel more at home?”
Hurt and anger and something else she didn’t even dare name rose up inside her in a messy, confusing rush. She opened her mouth but nothing smart or bolshy or sharp came out. 
And so she did the next best thing that leapt to mind—she poked her tongue out and blew a noisy raspberry, at the same time grasping the waistband of her sweater and lifting it up, flashing her breasts at him. It was a tactic she’d last employed when she’d been working very hard to be expelled from school, and it came from the same frustrated, hurt, angry place. 
She didn’t hang around to hear the inevitable censure. She swiveled on her heel and marched down the corridor toward the elevator. Once inside, she stabbed the button for the ground floor half a dozen times until the doors slid closed and she started descending. 
Martin St Clair was a pig. An ungrateful, ignorant, hateful pig and she hoped he suffocated in his self-imposed prison. She hoped he met some horrible over-bred woman at someone’s dinner party very soon and married her and had lots of horrible children with big teeth and braying laughs and the smug air of entitlement that came from knowing that mummy and daddy had lots of money and important friends in high places. 
She hoped— 
A big, fat tear slid down her face and plopped onto her hand. She stared at it, utterly baffled. Where on earth had that come from...? She didn’t care what Martin St Clair thought of her. 
Did she? 
The answer came from somewhere well hidden and barricaded inside her: yes. 
She closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the rear wall of the elevator. 
She was such an idiot.
The elevator announced its arrival on the ground floor and she pushed away from the wall and stepped out into the echoing foyer. She started toward the entrance, then pivoted on her heel and walked back to the lift. She left the bottle of schnapps front and centre on the floor of the elevator car. 
At least she’d have the satisfaction of knowing she’d had the last word between them. 
That was something. Not much, but something. 


Chapter Four
Martin walked around his desk and resumed his seat. He pulled the contract he’d been working on toward himself and resumed reading, determined not to be rattled by Violet’s visit. Determined not to give her the satisfaction of affecting his equilibrium. 
He read the same paragraph three times before he swore and threw the contract across the room. Its many pages hit the wall with a pronounced thud before sliding down the panelling to the carpet. He pushed his chair back and strode to the window. Four stories below, a slim, slight figure crossed the road. He didn’t need to see the red hair to know it was Violet—the distinctive sway to her hips and the way she held her shoulders and head gave her away. Within seconds she’d walked out of sight, her step brisk and efficient. Putting as much distance between her and him as she possibly could. 
He had no idea why she’d come here. As for that stunt she’d pulled at the end... It was so typical of Violet it made him grind his teeth. She was like a peacock, constantly displaying her wares, always needing to be the centre of attention. 
Or so it seemed to him. 
Typical, also, that she hadn’t been wearing a bra. If ever he’d been in any doubt about what was beneath her usually-plunging necklines, he knew now. Soft pink nipples, small, perky breasts, creamy skin.
Knowledge he’d prefer not to have, thank you very much. 
He ran his hand through his hair, then went to collect the contract. He threw it in his briefcase, along with a couple of other files, then shrugged into his overcoat. He turned off the lights in his office and made his way to the elevator. It arrived with a cheery ping, stainless steel doors sliding open. He took a step forward, then stopped in his tracks. 
A tall, frosted bottle sat in the centre of the elevator car, the artificial lighting glinting off the large illustration of a peach on its label. 
He shook his head as he stepped into the elevator and punched the button for the ground floor. 
Of course Violet had to have the final word. God forbid she walk away from any fight without at least trying to do so. When he arrived at the ground floor, he stepped out into the foyer and headed straight for the exit. 
Let someone else find the bottle. The cleaners, some early bird tomorrow morning. He didn’t want Violet’s guilt gift in his home. 
He stepped out into the icy darkness, pulling his coat up around his ears. The sky overhead was dark with cloud, a sure sign that the weather bureau’s prediction of snow was on the money. 
I think what’s happened between you and E sucks. Yes, I thought you were bad for each other, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re a bad person or that I don’t want you to be happy.
He’d been about to walk to his car, but he stopped and let his breath hiss out between his teeth. 
Bloody Violet.
Turning on his heel, he swiped his access card to get back into the building and crossed to the lift. Naturally, it took an age for the elevator car to travel from the top of the building to the foyer. He glared at the floor indicator, and the moment the doors slid open he stepped inside and stooped to grab the bottle. Schnapps in hand, he headed for the door. 
He set the bottle on the kitchen bench when he arrived home. He wasn’t particularly hungry, but he’d skipped lunch and he knew he had to eat. There was cheese and bread and he turned the griller on and made grilled cheese on toast, a meal he hadn’t enjoyed since his Trinity College years. Throughout, the schnapps bottle seemed to mock him, and finally he reached across and grabbed it, thrusting it into the first cabinet that came to hand. 
 He killed the rest of the evening going over financial reports and making notes before falling into bed. He was bone-tired, but his brain circled and circled, churning over Violet’s visit and the accusations they’d thrown at each other again and again. 
It was a good thing they didn’t have to see each other any more. She made him say and do things he wasn’t proud of—like the way he’d all but kicked her out of his office, accusing her of gloating and rejecting her gift. 
Yes, it had been a pity-gift, but that was beside the point. She’d come all the way across town on a cold winter’s night in order to see him. She’d gone out of her way. And he’d hurled accusations and insults at her head. 
Not that she would care what someone like him said to her. She made no secret of the fact that she found him highly amusing. A funny little man worrying about funny little things—things that had been handed to her on a silver platter the day she was born. 
He punched his pillow into a more comfortable shape and rolled onto his back. He frowned, willing Violet out of his head. He needed to sleep. He had heavy schedule tomorrow, and he needed to be fresh. 
He concentrated on reciting the 2007 amendments to the Tax Act in his head. Slowly his muscles and mind relaxed and he drifted toward sleep. He was on the verge of dropping off when an image popped into his mind: Violet’s face after he’d told her how relieved and happy he was that he’d never have to see her again. There had been a long moment there when they’d both been very still, his words hanging in the air between them. For a split second, her golden brown eyes had stared back into his own and he’d seen...what, exactly? 
Hurt?
Pain?
Surely not. His eyes flicked open and he stared at the ceiling. Violet Sutcliffe had been insulted by far better men than him in her day. He was sure of it. She was a hardened party girl, cynical and worldly and always up for a good time. Anything he said to her would be water off a duck’s back. 
It took him another recitation of the Tax Act to slip off to sleep.
 
He woke feeling tired. His work day was punctuated with difficult, intense meetings, the highlight of which was an awkward, deeply uncomfortable session with Edward and a number of other senior partners. 
He’d talked briefly with Edward when he landed two days ago, reporting in to let the older man know that his visit to Australia had been fruitless in terms of bringing Elizabeth home. It had been a difficult conversation, full of undercurrents and unspoken regret, and every meeting or encounter with Edward since had been tinged with the same unease and restraint. That Edward was embarrassed on Elizabeth’s behalf was clear, but Martin had no idea how to address the chasm that had opened between them. 
 Fortunately there was always more than enough work to bury himself in and he pushed on into the afternoon, losing himself in a complicated brief. He was still hard at it when his assistant poked her head into his office at five.  
“Don’t forget they’ve got the men coming into steam clean the carpets tonight,” she said. 
He saw her handbag was already on her shoulder—clearly, she was more than happy to leave work early for a change. Behind her he could see the cleaning crew setting up their equipment. 
Great. So much for getting some work done in the quiet after hours. 
“Thanks, Tam. Have a good weekend.”
“You, too. Although you’ll probably be busy doing wedding things, huh? I had Johnny running around like a chicken with his head cut off at this stage when we got married.”
She smiled, friendly and expectant, waiting for his response. 
He stared at her, very aware that he needed to start telling people that things were over with Elizabeth. He opened his mouth to make the first of what would no doubt be many explanations. 
“I’m not sure what’s on the agenda for the weekend,” he heard himself say. 
“Trust me, she’ll put you to work.” 
Tammy pushed away from the door frame and disappeared from view. Martin stared at the space where she’d been, annoyed and surprised with himself. Never in his life had he shrunk from facing the unpalatable. 
He stood and rounded his desk. Tammy was just about to disappear into the elevator. 
“Tammy!”
She stopped in her tracks, clearly surprised to have him holler after her. A number of heads turned in the open plan area in the centre of the office. Martin strode toward her. 
“Did I forget something?” she said. 
He stopped in front of her, very aware that anything he was about to say would be overheard by the staff nearby. 
Well. So be it. 
“You should probably know, Elizabeth and I have called off the wedding.”
Tammy’s mouth dropped open. “Oh, no. Is everything all right?” She blushed furiously. “Sorry. That pretty much rates as the stupidest question ever. Forget I asked.”
He managed a smile. “It’s okay. We’ve decided to go our separate ways. Nothing too complicated about it.”
He shut his jaw with a click, biting back the urge to explain further. 
“I see. Well, I’m really sorry to hear that.” 
She surprised him by leaning forward and giving him an awkward, one armed hug. 
“If there’s anything you need... Help with canceling anything, whatever...”
“Thanks. But I’ve got it under control.” He took a step backward. “Have a good weekend.”
“You too, Martin.” She gave him a faint, sympathetic smile before turning and resuming her walk to the elevator. 
He returned to his office, aware of more than one pair of eyes following him curiously. Once he had gained the privacy of his office, he let out the breath he’d been holding and loosened his tie. 
He’d fronted enquiries and negotiated with some of the most hardened players in the London legal fraternity, but that last five minutes definitely counted as among the least pleasant of his life. 
At the other end of the office, the carpet cleaning machine started up, the loud, throbbing sound cutting through the ambient noise. Still fired by the impetus that had sent him out of his office after Tammy, he grabbed his briefcase and coat and headed for the door. 
He hadn’t left work at five for months, possibly years, and he looked around blankly when he exited to the street. It was already dark, and he watched as people walked briskly past, huddled in their coats. Diagonally across the street was a small bar where many of the staff went for after-work drinks. He stared at its glowing windows for a long minute, trying to imagine the reaction if he suddenly appeared in their midst. 
Shock, surprise, a bit of smirking behind hands once what he’d told Tammy had done the rounds. 
He turned away from the bar and went to collect his car.  He dumped his briefcase inside the door when he got home. He shed his coat, then wandered from room to room, trying to work out what to do with himself. Usually on Friday nights he did something with Elizabeth—dinner out, a movie, perhaps something at the theatre. He hadn’t spent a Friday night alone for a long time. A very long time, now he came to think of it. 
He shook his head at himself. He’d lost a fiancee, not his whole bloody life. He went into the kitchen and started opening cupboards. He’d make himself dinner. Not grilled cheese on toast like last night, but a proper three course meal. Something that would take time and concentration and effort. Then he would sit in front of the TV and crack a good bottle of claret and relax. 
The second cupboard he opened contained mixing bowls and baking trays—as well as the bottle of peach schnapps. He hesitated a moment, then grabbed it and twisted the plastic seal off in one smooth action. He reached for a glass and poured himself an inch or two. 
Sweet, fragrant heat hit the back of his throat. He closed his eyes, savoring the taste. He didn’t usually have a sweet tooth, but when he’d tried schnapps for the first time at a West End bar last year he’d discovered that there was something about the sweetness of the peach and the heat of the alcohol that appealed to his palate. 
He lifted the glass to his mouth again, then stilled as it occurred to him that Violet had been there that night, too, lolling against the bar in a purple sparkly dress that had been too short and too tight and too bright.
And when she’d gone looking for a pity gift for him, she’d bought him peach schnapps, out of all the options open to her at the off-license. 
Which meant it was either a coincidence... or she’d remembered that night and how much he’d enjoyed the schnapps.
He downed the last of the drink. 
It was probably a coincidence. There was no reason for her to remember such a small, insignificant detail about him. Certainly there hadn’t been anything special about that night to mark it in her memory—it had been a night like any other, one of many times he’d socialized with Violet for Elizabeth’s sake. 
Which is why you can remember exactly what she was wearing, down to her shiny purple stilettos. 
He froze for the second time in as many minutes, everything in him rejecting the thought that had just insinuated itself, unbidden, into his mind. 
So what if he remembered what she’d been wearing? She went out of her way to be noticed, hence her clothes were memorable. Everything about her was designed to be memorable—her perfume, her laugh, the outrageous things she said. The way she walked, the way she smiled.
He reached for the bottle and poured himself another drink, almost filling the glass this time. 
As though he’d opened a floodgate within himself, a storehouse of Violet-tinged memories fell out. The fact that she hated escargot but adored truffles. The fact that she’d once queued for days to buy tickets for a George Michael concert. The fact that she absolutely refused to learn the names of any players for any of the country’s football teams, even though it required a concerted effort to forget the headlines and news reports focusing on the country’s national obsession.  
The fact that she rarely wore a bra, leaving her small breasts free to bounce with the sway of her walk. 
“Shit.”
He gulped at his drink, but the heat in his throat didn’t take away the truth of his realisation. 
He felt as though the room had just tilted, as though up had become down, black become white. 
Violet drove him crazy. She stirred him up and got under his skin and made him grind his teeth with frustration. 
And, God help him, apparently some perverse part of him actually liked it.
 
Violet slipped the tissue-wrapped scarf and hat into a bag and handed it to the waiting customer.
“I hope it keeps you warm all winter,” she said.
The customer smiled her thanks and headed for the exit. Violet followed her and threw the bolt, then returned to the counter and pulled the cash drawer out. Normally she liked to count the day’s takings and put them in the floor safe overnight, but she was tired and she’d stayed open an extra half hour to give her last customer time to vacillate between the blue and red scarf and beret or the green and grey set. A sale was a sale, but the day was well and truly over and visions of a cup of tea and toast soldiers with Marmite danced in her head. She would put her favorite flannel pajamas on and snuggle under a blanket and watch something mindless on the box while she got crumbs all over herself.
Not a red letter night, but it was about all she was up for these days. So much for her reputation for being a wild, party-loving slapper. Martin St Clair would be so disappointed if he knew the most outré thing she’d done recently was wear the same T-shirt two days running. The scandal!
She made a rude noise as she realized she was thinking about Martin again. Just when she thought she’d banished him from her psyche, he’d pop back up again. Which was annoying and possibly even a little disturbing.
She emptied the takings into a plastic bag and stuffed the bag into her coat pocket. She flicked off the main light and the stereo, then locked the front door and let herself into the stairwell leading to the apartment. 
She threw her coat on the back of the couch once she was upstairs, kicking her shoes off as she moved into the kitchen. She was about to drop two slices of bread into the toaster when the buzzer rang. 
She grumbled to herself as she crossed to the intercom. If it was someone selling something, she was going to be very tempted to be rude. 
“Yes?”
“Violet.”
She didn’t recognize the voice and she frowned. “Yes. Who is this, please?”
“It’s Martin. St Clair. Elizabeth’s...friend.”
Violet stared at the intercom, nonplussed. What on earth was he doing here?
“What do you want?” she asked. Rude, but she figured the gloves were well and truly off after their last encounter.
“Can I come up?”
Could he come up? Martin St Clair, in her apartment?
 She glanced around at her brown velvet couch with leopard skin cushions, her beaten up coffee table heaving with old magazines and discarded plates and mugs and wine glasses, the kitchen table loaded down with yet more newspapers and magazines and books and dirty dishes.  There were no less than three pairs of shoes scattered about the room, discarded scarves draped over the back of the couch, the arm of her standard lamp, the radiator...
Oh, well. It would give Martin something else to be horrified about. No doubt his apartment was clean enough to play host to surgery. 
“Sure. Why not?” she said dryly. She pressed the buzzer to let him in.
She heard his footsteps on the stair treads and a ridiculous little dart of nervousness wriggled its way through her belly. 
“What is wrong with you?” she muttered to herself, but unfortunately she knew. 
A knock sounded at the front door and she lifted her chin and stepped forward. At the last minute, she fluffed her hair. Something she could give herself hell for later. 
After he’d said whatever angry thing he wanted to say and was gone.
She pulled the door open and adopted her most disinterested, disdainful expression. 
“Yes, Martin? How can I help you?”
He was wearing his black overcoat, naturally, with his suit underneath. His hair was rumpled and his tie was missing in action. His eyes were...different. And he didn’t look as haughtily superior as he usually did. In fact, he actually looked a little uncertain. 
“Can I come in?” 
Her gaze dipped to the open neck of his shirt. A few dark curls were visible there. She frowned, then looked away, stepping aside and making a sweeping gesture with her hand. 
“By all means. Since we’re being so polite with each other.”
He brushed past her in the small space. She could smell the cold night air on his coat, along with something else. Something sweet and a little fruity.
Belgian peach schnapps, if she didn’t miss her guess.
Martin stopped in the middle of her living room, his gaze flicking briefly over the mess.
She arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest and waited for him to throw the opening insult.
“Why did you buy me schnapps?” he asked. 
Not what she’d expected. 
“You came here to ask me that?”
“Yes.”
She frowned. “Are you drunk?”
“A little. Answer the question.”
“I told you why I bought it. I wanted to let you know I was sorry about what had happened with E.”
He dismissed her answer with an impatient wave of his hand. “Not that. Why schnapps? Why not brandy or whiskey or... I don’t know, chartreuse?”
“Chartreuse? That’s that vile green glow-in-the-dark stuff, isn’t it? Why on earth would I buy you that?”
“Why on earth buy me schnapps?”
Violet shrugged, feeling defensive all of a sudden. “I don’t know. You had some that time we were at the theatre. You seemed to like it.” 
“That was over a year ago.”
“So?”
“That’s a long time to remember something.”
“Maybe I just have a good memory.” 
She was starting to feel uncomfortable. Or perhaps exposed was the better word. 
“You have an appalling memory. You forget Elizabeth’s birthday every year.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Yes, you do.”
There was something about the way he was looking at her that made her feel even more nervous. 
“So? I remembered you liked the peach schnapps. It’s not a big deal.”
“Isn’t it? I remember that you hate escargot. And that you refuse to see any movie with Kate Beckinsale in it. And that you have every George Michael album ever made.”
She blinked. “Why would you remember all of that?
“I don’t know. I used to think it was because you annoyed me.” He took a step toward her. “I used to think it was because you were always wearing short skirts and low cut tops and laughing too loud. I used to think it was because your perfume would get in my clothes and stay with me for days afterward, even though I’d barely brushed up against you.”
He took another step toward her and something powerful and undeniable thudded in the pit of her stomach. 
“You hate me,” she said, staring at him, knowing she should put some distance between them before this became something it shouldn’t.
“Do I?” 
He was so close she could see the tiny scar on the corner of his top lip. She stared at it for a moment. She’d always wondered how he got that scar. 
“Why did you lift your top the other night in my office? Why did you flash your breasts at me like that?” he asked, his voice very low, his grey eyes intent on her.
“I don’t know,” she whispered. 
“Liar,” he said, and then he closed the distance between them and his hands were cupping her face and his mouth was lowering toward hers and her heart was beating so hard and fast it was a wonder it didn’t explode. 
And then his mouth was on hers and there was nothing else in the whole wide world except for the warmth and the pressure and the rasp of his tongue and the taste of him and the press of his body against hers and the need surging through her blood like a runaway freight train. 
She grabbed the lapels of his coat and hung on as he deepened the kiss, tilting her head back, one hand sliding down her back to grab her backside and pull her more tightly against him. She felt his hard-on through the layers of his suit and her skirt and knew that if she didn’t have him in the next sixty seconds she was literally going to expire from need. 
She’d waited so long. So long. 
Not breaking their kiss, she reached for the waistband of her sweater and dragged it up. She pulled away from him long enough to wrench it over her head and toss it to one side, then she dragged him back to her and reached for his belt buckle.
“Violet,” he groaned as she slid a hand inside his fly and found his cock, hard and thick for her. 
“I need this. Now. I need you inside me,” she said. 
He made a desperate animal noise and the next thing she knew she was on her back on the couch, her skirt around her waist, her panties pushed to one side as Martin slid his fingers into her moist heat. 
“Violet, Violet. You’re so hot. So bloody hot,” he murmured as he kissed his way down her neck to her breasts. 
He pulled her nipple into his mouth and she nearly came on the spot. 
“Now, Martin. Now,” she begged. 
He shifted for a second and she heard the crinkle of a foil packet and then he was pressing into her, thick and hard. She drew her knees high, hooking one over his shoulder, the other over his hip, arching herself toward him as he thrust deep inside her. 
Her breath came out in a huge rush as he filled her, stretched her, completed her. Her hands found his bare ass and she dug her nails in, denying him movement as she relished the satisfying fullness.
“I’m sorry, I have to move. I have to. You’re so bloody tight. So good,” he groaned, his face distorted with need. 
He started to pump into her, long, powerful thrusts, the slap of flesh on flesh and the wet rush of their bodies moving together mingling with their ragged breathing. Everywhere she touched him he was hard as granite, as though every muscle in his body was straining toward completion. She’d never felt more desired, more wanted, more wanton or sexy in her life and she felt her own desire rising higher with every stroke. 
Then he lowered his head and bit her nipple, just hard enough to hurt, and she was gone, her body clenching around his as she came and came and came. Incredibly, he kept going, his neck corded with tension, his eyes closed, teeth bared in a grimace. More and more and more and she felt her own desire rising again. 
“Yes. Yes,” she panted. 
Then he was buried deep inside her, his hips grinding against hers has he shuddered through his release. She found her own peak again, throwing her head back, barely able to breathe as she pulsed around him.
He collapsed onto the couch beside her, his chest heaving, his eyes tightly closed. Violet closed her own eyes and tried to hang onto the sheer freaking joy of the moment for as long as she could.
But as her body cooled and her breathing slowed her brain came back on-line with a vengeance.
And all she could think was what have we done, what have we done, what have we done?
She slid off the couch and headed for the bathroom. She shut the door, then pushed the toilet lid down and sat. She could see her forehead and hair in the mirror above the sink, but not the rest of her face. 
Good. She didn’t want to look herself in the eye right now. 
Elizabeth was her best friend. She had been Violet’s staunch supporter through everything. She’d been there when Violet had been sent home from school in disgrace. She’d been there when her parents had rejected her. She’d held Violet’s hair back from her face while she threw up from too much drink more times that Violet could count. She’d passed the tissues during every one of Violet’s break ups. She’d helped Violet find her shop and stayed up all night helping her price and display stock for the opening... 
She had always been there. Always. 
And Violet had just repaid Elizabeth’s loyalty and love and thoughtfulness and generosity by fucking her ex-fiancé on the couch. 
She felt sick. She felt like smashing something. She wanted to turn back the clock. 
But then you wouldn’t have just had the best, most explosive sex of your life. Then you wouldn’t have known what all those years of animosity and sniping were leading up to. 
She pushed the thought away. It didn’t matter. E mattered. Their friendship mattered. That was all.   
She heard a door closing. She was almost certain it was the front door. Not a huge surprise. She knew Martin well enough to know he’d be flagellating himself for this, too. He prided himself on his sense of honor, on his private moral code. 
This would kill him, even though Elizabeth had been the one to call off the wedding. Even though he at least had the excuse of being drunk to salve himself with. 
She had no excuse. Nothing. 
She waited another ten minutes, just to be sure he was gone, feeling like a coward as well as a feckless, disloyal slut. Finally she slipped her arms into her robe and eased the door open, walking up the hall to the living room. It was empty. Relief washed over her, followed by yet more guilt. 
Her gaze found her phone on the coffee table. She forced herself to pick it up. She needed to call Elizabeth right now and tell her everything. No excuses, no glossing over anything. Pure, unvarnished truth. And if she still had a friend at the end of the conversation...
She would cross that bridge when she came to it. 
She dialed Elizabeth’s number, adding the requisite digits to reach her on the other side of the world. The phone rang. And rang. And rang. She shut her eyes and willed Elizabeth to pick up, aware of her stomach churning sickly. If she didn’t do this now, she wasn’t sure she would have the courage to do it later. The phone switched to voicemail. Violet listened to her friend’s cool, cultured voice.
Belatedly it occurred to her that she had no idea what Elizabeth was dealing with over in Australia. Had she made contact with her father yet? And Martin seemed convinced there was another man on the scene. Clearly, Elizabeth’s plate was full. The last thing Elizabeth needed was to have Violet dump this mess on top of her, too, because Violet craved her friend’s forgiveness and absolution. 
That was what this phone call was about, after all. Making herself feel better. Purging her guilt through confession. 
About as self-serving as a person could get, really. 
When the beep sounded, she ended the call without saying a word. Then she forced herself to simply sit and experience all the messy, ugly thoughts and emotions surging through her body. It was the least she could do. The absolute least. 


Chapter Five
Martin walked blindly down the street, barely registering the cold, every cell in his body vibrating with shock. 
He’d just had sex with Violet Sutcliffe. No, that was too dry a word for what they’d just done. They’d fucked. Desperately. Urgently. As though their lives depended on it. As though they’d been waiting for that exact moment for far, far too long. 
He couldn’t get his head around it. He didn’t even like her—yet sliding into her body had felt like coming home. Every word out of her mouth made him want to grind his teeth—yet her moans and urgings and pleadings had blown his mind. 
 He didn’t understand. Better yet, he didn’t want to understand. She was reckless and impulsive, she drank too much, she dressed too provocatively. She was a mess. A disaster waiting to happen. 
He stopped on a street corner, registering for the first time that he’d walked in the exact opposite direction of where he needed to be. 
He was both sober and drunk enough to appreciate the symbolism of his unconscious action. The whole past hour of his life had been one big, long walk in the wrong direction. A wild, amazing, wet, tight, breathless walk, granted, but there was no denying the stupidity of what he’d just done. 
So why had he done it? For revenge? Because Elizabeth had handed his heart back to him and told him she had no use for it? Because he’d wanted to prove something to himself? 
How about because you always, always, always wondered. Even when you shouldn’t have. Even when you loved Elizabeth. You always wondered...
His breath rushed out in a cloud of steam, but there was no denying the truth. 
He had always wondered about Violet, down in some deep, testosterone-driven part of his psyche. He’d wondered what her breasts looked like. How they’d taste. If her ass was as firm and round as it looked in her provocative little dresses. If she really did like sex as much as she appeared to.
And now he knew. God, did he know. 
He felt himself growing hard again as he relived those moments on her couch. The way she’d yanked her top over her head, then gripped his cock so boldly. The way she’d urged him higher, harder, faster.
A double-decker bus rushed past, so close it made his coat flap. He took a step back from the curb. Blinked. Looked around again. 
He needed to find his way home. Better yet, he needed to forget what had happened tonight. It had been a moment of craziness. A stupid, impetuous act, driven by ego and peach schnapps and undeniable curiosity. But he’d satisfied that curiosity now. It was time to consign Violet to the past, along with Elizabeth.
Feeling suddenly very, very sober, he turned on his heel and started walking. 
 
The flowers arrived mid-morning, delivered by a plump middle-aged man with a cheery smile. 
“Someone’s keen,” he said, offering Violet a wink as he handed over a full, heavy bouquet of pink and yellow striped carnations and pale pink roses. 
Violet felt all the color drain from her face. “Thank you.”
She waited until the bell over the door signaled his departure before opening the small white envelope tucked inside the bouquet. 
I’m sorry. It won’t happen again. 
Martin St Clair. 
A small, sharp laugh huffed out her mouth. He’d included his last name, just in case she had trouble working out who he was. As if she would ever forget him. As if. 
A part of her wanted to dump the flowers in the bin, an absolute rejection of what had happened last night. They were too beautiful to destroy, however. The florist had misted the bouquet before sending it out into the world and the full, plump rose petals glistened with moisture. She lifted the flowers to her nose and inhaled deeply. The peppery scent of carnations mingled with the sentimental sweetness of roses and she remembered something from her long lost teen years. 
She’d been obsessed with Victorian-era everything back then. The social mores, the fashion, the language. She’d devoted a whole month to exploring floriography, the secret language of flowers the Victorians had once used to convey sentiments they couldn’t express in any other way. Carnations had many meanings, but striped carnations signaled rejection. 
Appropriate enough. 
Pale pink roses, however, symbolized desire and passion. 
Ironic that Martin—or the florist—had chosen those two flowers to dominate the bouquet. 
Ironic, but ultimately unimportant. As she’d decided the previous evening, the only thing that counted in any of this was Elizabeth. 
Taking the flowers into the back room, she stuck them in a jug of water and set them next to the sink. She might not be able to throw them out, but she wasn’t about to spend all day staring at them and inhaling their fragrance, either. The phone started ringing as she returned to the shop floor. Caller ID told her it was Elizabeth. Her stomach bottomed out and she sat down with a thump. 
Okay. Do this. Get it over and done with.
“E. How are you?” she said as she took the call.
“Vi. God. It’s so good to hear your voice. You have no idea how much I have needed you over the past few days...”
Elizabeth sounded strange. Not herself. It took Violet a few seconds to recognize that the odd note running beneath her voice was excitement. 
“What’s going on?” she asked, frowning. 
“It’s so complicated. But the nut-shell version is that I met this man. This infuriating, stubborn, outrageous man...” Elizabeth’s sigh sounded down the line. “I feel as though I’ve been walking around in a fog half my life, Vi. The things he does to me... The way he makes me feel...”
Violet closed her eyes. Martin had been right, then. There was someone else in the picture. Someone Elizabeth had only met a handful of days ago, yet was barely able to contain her excitement over when she talked about him. 
“What’s his name?”
“Nathan. Nathan Jones.”
“What does he do?”
“At the moment, not much. He’s...He’s recovering from a car accident.” 
For the first time there was a hesitation in her friend’s voice. 
“How bad were his injuries?” Violet asked quietly, worried for her friend. Elizabeth was such a giver. Violet could imagine her getting sucked into taking on this Nathan person’s problems, making them her own. 
“Nothing physical. His sister died in the same accident.” 
Elizabeth didn’t say more, but a whole world of possibilities blossomed in Violet’s mind. 
“Has there been any more news on your father?”
That was why Elizabeth had left everything she knew and loved behind, after all. 
“I spoke to him on the phone. Only for a few minutes.”
Violet picked up on the flat note in her friend’s voice. 
“He wasn’t pleased to hear from you?”
“Not really, no. He sounded...indifferent, if I’m being honest. Not exactly what I was hoping for. But he’ll be home after Christmas, so I guess I’ll know for sure then.”
“Christmas?” 
Four weeks away. When E had jumped on a plane for Australia, Violet had never imagined she’d be staying there so long. An odd little shiver of premonition ran down her spine. As though her body understood something that her mind had yet to comprehend. 
“What’s happening at your end? You must be so sick of hearing about all my stuff,” Elizabeth said.
Violet glanced guiltily over her shoulder. She could see Martin’s bouquet beside the sink in the back room, a floral rebuke. 
“Not much. I, um, ran into Martin the other day.” 
She winced. Of all the ways to lead in to what she needed to say...
“How was he? I felt so bad when he left here, Vi, but it was the best thing for both of us. He may not realise that yet, but it was. He deserves someone who loves him fully. Someone who wants him for who he is and not because he ticks all the right boxes.”
Violet pressed the phone so hard against her ear it hurt. “Listen, E, there’s something I need to tell you. Something happened with Martin the other night.”
“Let me guess—you had a fight. You two are absolutely hopeless, and utterly predictable. I hope neither of you left scars?”
Violet thought of the suck mark she’d found on her breast last night when she’d showered Martin’s scent from her skin. It wasn’t permanent, but the memory of Martin all but devouring her breasts would be with her to her dying day.
“Vi, you’re a sweetie, but you don’t have to fight my battles for me any more, okay?” Elizabeth said. “I’ve made my decision. And Martin is a good man. He really is. A lovely man.” Her friend’s voice broke with emotion. 
Violet stared at the chipped black paint on the counter, feeling like ten different types of shit. 
Say it. Get it over with. 
But the words wouldn’t come. Elizabeth had always believed in her. No matter what. The thought of losing that unconditional love, that support, made her feel heartsick. 
“I’ll remember that if I ever run across him again,” she said. 
If she ever ran across Martin St Clair again, she was turning on her heel and heading in the opposite direction, post haste. Not that she was likely to have the opportunity—they hardly moved in the same circles. Far from it. 
Talk returned to Nathan and Violet listened incredulously as Elizabeth admitted she’d pretty much moved in with him. 
This was no holiday romance. Elizabeth didn’t work like that. A slew of warnings filled Violet’s head, but she didn’t utter a single one. 
Elizabeth had been wrapped in cotton wool by her grandparents almost her entire life. She deserved the space to make her own mistakes and learn her own lessons. If this Nathan person hurt her—as he probably would if he was anything like most of the men Violet had known in her lifetime—Elizabeth would have the requisite crying jag, gnash her teeth, then pick herself up and dust herself off. 
 Violet settled for insisting that Elizabeth call her if she needed her, no matter what the time of day or night. She felt guilty and small when she ended the call, but also relieved. She’d tell Elizabeth everything when she was home again in a few weeks time. Sit her down, look her in the eye and confess. Much better than doing it over the phone. 
Anyway, it sounded as though E had her hands full with Nathan the sex god. What Violet had done wasn’t going to get any better or worse in the intervening weeks before Elizabeth came home. There was no use-by date on betrayal, after all. 
A self-serving argument, perhaps, but it was what Violet was going with. God help her. 
The decision brought a new calm, which carried her through to lunch time. Then she went into the back room to grab her sandwich from the fridge and saw Martin’s flowers and it all came rushing back. 
His body beneath her hands. The feel of him inside her. The wave of convulsive pleasure that had taken over her body. 
This time she didn’t hesitate. She grabbed the flowers, walked out into the street and dumped them in the nearest public trash can. 
 
If only it was as easy to erase him from her thoughts. 
Every time she thought she’d succeeded, going a full day or two without a single Martin St Clair-oriented thought, he snuck back in under her guard. 
Anything triggered it. The set of a man’s shoulders on the Tube. The sound of a male voice over the phone. The elusive whiff of aftershave that was almost-but-not-quite the same as his. 
Sometimes there was no discernible reason at all—he was simply there, in her head, making her body hot and wet with memories, filling her with guilt and regret. 
It took almost a month for her to get to the point where he was nothing but a painful, uncomfortable passing thought that she could easily dismiss. A month during which she had several more phone calls from Elizabeth further cementing the growing belief in her heart that her friend had fallen hard for her Australian lover. It eased her guilt somewhat to know that Elizabeth had well and truly moved on, but not enough. 
Then she turned up at Bronwyn and Perry’s anniversary dinner on a cold, windy Saturday night a week before Christmas and looked across the room and saw Martin standing there, dark and forbidding in a charcoal suit. She froze in the act of shedding her coat, one arm in, the other out. The stony, tight expression on Martin’s face told her that he’d had no idea that she’d be there, either.
Which made them both rather foolish, in hindsight. Bronwyn was one of several friends that Violet and Elizabeth shared, and Martin and Perry were both lawyers, common ground that had fueled a close friendship over the years. If Violet had stopped to think about it, she would have guessed he might be there. Just as he might have guessed that she would be, too, because of her friendship with Bronwyn. 
She quickly averted her eyes, laughing gaily at something that Bronwyn said as she handed over her coat. She made a bee-line for the tray of cocktails that Perry was passing around and only risked a second glance at Martin when the first fiery mouthful of vodka martini was burning its way down her throat to her belly. 
He stood in profile to her near the window, talking to Melissa and Lewis, two of Bronwyn and Perry’s many married friends. His hair was longer than when she’d last seen him. She waited for him to glance her way, but he didn’t, steadfastly keeping his attention on whatever Melissa was saying. 
Not such a huge surprise. After all, she’d promised herself that if she ever ran into him again she’d sprint in the opposite direction. Clearly he felt the same way, but it wasn’t exactly a viable option tonight, for either of them—unless she was prepared to fake an appendicitis attack. 
She thought wistfully of Elizabeth, thousands of miles away. E could always be relied upon to come up with a fool-proof, iron clad gracious excuse for any occasion. 
But tonight, Violet was on her own. 
She toyed with the idea of approaching Martin and engaging him in polite conversation, simply to get that first awkward moment over and done with. After all, she could hardly avoid him all night. There were only a dozen people in the room, including their hosts. They were bound to come face to face eventually and be forced to deal with one another. 
The next hour proved her entirely wrong. Despite the fact that she was on tenterhooks the whole time, waiting for Martin to acknowledge her presence with a look or a word or a gesture, he steadfastly ignored her. Wherever she was, he wasn’t, always circling in the opposite direction, his back or profile always turned to her. Twice he walked away when she was drawn into a conversation he was sharing with some of Bronwyn and Perry’s friends. Both times she felt heat rush into her face, sure that someone must notice his behavior, but no one so much as raised an eyebrow. 
She nursed her second martini and brooded on his behavior, becoming increasingly angry as he continued to blank her. 
No doubt he’d somehow reconfigured what had happened between them in his mind, casting her as a shameless slut who’d plied him with liquor and then lured him to her boudoir. No doubt he lay the blame for every breathless second they’d spent together squarely at her door. He’d never made a secret of how he viewed her, after all. It would be so, so easy to make her the scarlet-lettered villain of the piece. 
She’d built up a powerful head of resentful steam by the time Bronwyn announced dinner was ready and they all filed into the dining room. She dutifully sat in the seat that had been allocated to her, only registering that Martin was taking the seat opposite at the last second. 
Naturally, they’d placed her opposite Martin. They were the only two singles in the room. Where else would they be seated? She waited for him to meet her gaze—finally—but he directed his attention to Bronwyn, who was seated to his right. Violet blinked, incredulous. 
Surely he didn’t mean to ignore her all through dinner, too?
The caterer began serving starters. Violet fixed her gaze on Martin, teeth gritted, daring him to keep denying her existence. Her outrage grew with every second that ticked by. 
How dare he? Who did he think he was? Better yet, who did he think she was? If he thought she was simply going to sit here and accept such shabby, immature, pathetic behavior, he had another think coming. 
By the time their soup plates were being taken away, she was ready to kick him in the shin. 
Let’s see him ignore me then. 
Lewis kept trying to make conversation with her on her left but Violet couldn’t keep track of the topic. All she could think about was Martin, and how much she wanted to hurt him in a deeply primitive, physical way. They had had sex. He had been inside her body. The least he bloody well owed her was eye contact. The very least. 
The urge to strike out at him was so visceral, so powerful that she could feel her calf muscles tensing in preparation for a really good, solid kick. She had her pointy-toed Louboutin stilettos on. If she landed a good blow, she might even leave a scar.  
“Excuse me,” she said, shooting to her feet. 
She needed a few seconds of privacy to get her head on straight. It was either that, or give in to the urge to lunge across the table and slap Martin’s face. She offered a polite smile to her hosts, then headed for the door. 
She wasn’t sure what made her look back over her shoulder as she left the room. Some sixth sense, perhaps. Whatever the reason, she did, and she found herself locking gazes with Martin as he glanced over his shoulder at her, clearly watching her exit from the room. 
She expected to see disgust or condemnation or anger in his face. Or, at best, relief that she was leaving, albeit only temporarily. What she wasn’t expecting was hunger and heat and need. His stormy gaze drilled into hers, burning with sexual, carnivorous intent. 
Undeniable. Thrilling.
Oh, wow. 
Her breath got caught in her throat. Her shoulder brushed the door frame and she whipped her head to the front to avoid walking into the wall. She walked to the bathroom on legs that felt like jelly. 
Martin didn’t hate her. He didn’t regret what had happened between them. 
Not by a long shot. 
He wanted her. Badly. 
So badly he didn’t trust himself to make eye contact with her. 
It was a revelation that sent her heart racing. By the time she shut the bathroom door behind her, her face was hot, her armpits damp, her breath a little short. She leaned against the closed door, trying to stem the wave of shameless arousal washing through her. 
Martin wanted her. He’d been thinking about her, too. He’d been going over and over what had happened between them. Thinking about the way it had felt when he’d pushed her underwear aside and slid inside her. 
He wanted to do it again, too. She knew it without him saying a word. Knew that if he could, he would have followed her in here right now and fucked her against the wall. 
Her sex pulsed at the thought. She slid a hand down her belly, cupping her mound through the soft fabric of her flowing primrose skirt. She could feel the damp heat building there, and when she pressed her fingers lightly into her sensitized flesh, electric desire raced through her body. 
Imagine if he had followed her in here. Imagine how it would feel to kiss him and touch him and fuck him again. 
She swallowed loudly, her breathing ragged. For a second she was tempted to lift her skirt and slip her hand inside her panties and finish what Martin’s look had started, she was that turned on. 
But that would be akin to having dessert before she’d finished her supper—and she’d always believed that anticipation was nine-tenths of pleasure. 
Instead, she lifted her skirt and slid her panties down her legs. They folded into a small, discreet silk parcel, no more substantial than a ladies’ handkerchief. She studied herself in the mirror, recognizing the dangerous, reckless, excited glint in her eyes. 
Was she really going to do this? 
The woman in the mirror stared back at her, aroused, defiant. A small, secretive smile curved her mouth. 
Well, then. 
Taking a deep breath, Violet left the bathroom. 


Chapter Six
Martin took a swallow from his wine glass. He had no idea what it was—cab sav, syrah, pinot noir. He simply needed something to distract him from the painful hardness of his cock. He’d been hard, more or less, from the second Violet arrived. One look at her creamy, elegant neck and deep pink lips and small, round breasts and he’d been gone, gone, gone, and no matter what he did—ignore her, avoid her, talk legislative amendments with Perry—he couldn’t get his unruly mind or cock to stop obsessing over her. 
It wasn’t as though either organ needed the practice. He’d thought about Violet pretty much every day since he’d thrown her onto the couch and had his way with her. Not voluntarily, mind. But she had a way of sneaking beneath his defenses. One minute he’d be, say, shaving, getting ready to head in to work for the day, the next he’d be lost in memories of that night, a burgeoning hard-on tenting his underwear. Humiliating as it was to admit, he’d given up resisting the lure of those memories after the first week. Violet had been so hot, the sex too good for him to wipe it from his mind. Never had he spent so much time in the shower, alternating between trying to rid himself of a hard-on and giving in to need and taking himself in hand. He’d had more solitary orgasms with Violet’s name on them in the past month than he cared to count. 
And now she was sitting opposite him. Or she would be when she returned from the bathroom in that clingy, flowing yellow dress that cupped her breasts and ass like an embrace. 
God help him. 
He shifted in his seat, surreptitiously trying to adjust himself. How long could a man stay hard? An hour? Two? At what point did desire simply burn itself out?
The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and he knew Violet had returned to the dining room. The urge to turn and watch her walk toward her seat was so strong he clenched his hands around his cutlery. He wasn’t going to ogle her like some desperate teen lothario. He was going to retain some semblance of dignity, even if the lower half of his body had given up the battle long ago.
Still, he was aware of the soft swish of her skirt as she entered. She had to pass him to round the end of the table and reach her own seat. He inhaled, searching for a hint of her perfume. He could still remember the faint trace he’d licked from her skin that night...
“Here. You’ve dropped your napkin,” her voice said behind him. 
His hand automatically went to his lap, searching for the square of starched linen that had hidden many sins for the past half hour, even as he half turned toward Violet. His fingers encounter stiff fabric in his lap—his napkin, not lost at all—as Violet bent down and lifted something from the floor. Before he had a chance to register what she was doing, she leaned close. He expected her to hand over an errant napkin that someone else had clearly misplaced, but instead he felt her hand slip into the pocket of his suit jacket. 
A split second and the encounter was over, the whole maneuver so casual, so subtle that he was almost certain that no one at the table understood what had just happened. 
“Thanks,” he said as she moved away, his voice sounding surprisingly normal. 
His gaze followed her as she rounded the table and sat opposite him again, but every cell in his being was focussed on what she’d slipped into his pocket. 
A note? 
Her number?
He was desperate to find out, but also aware that he would give the game away if he suddenly started patting his pockets down. 
So he waited. He watched as Violet settled back into her seat, exclaiming over how prettily presented their meal was, making a comment to Bronwyn about how much she loved asparagus. Conversation swirled around him as he watched her, waiting for her to lift her gaze to his. 
Finally, after a torturous few minutes, she glanced across the table. Her amber eyes were dramatically smokey with eyeshadow, her lashes long and dark. The glint in their depths was pure provocation. His cock surged between his legs and he understood that she’d read his need when she’d caught him watching her leave the room.  
Eyes still locked with hers, he slid his hand into his pocket. 
Silky fabric caressed his fingers. His heart stuttered in his chest. 
Dear God, she’d slipped her underwear into his pocket. 
His hand clenched around whisper-soft silk and lace. He forgot to breathe for a minute as the implications of his discovery rippled through him. If he had her underwear, it meant she was naked beneath her flowing yellow dress. Right now, right this minute, sitting not four feet away from him. 
He didn’t think it was possible for him to get any harder, but he did. He shifted in his seat again, sweat breaking out on his brow. 
This was torture, pure torture—and he’d never been more turned on in his life. He loosened his grip on her underwear, rubbing the soft fabric between thumb and forefinger, eyes still locked with hers. He felt a trace of dampness and swallowed a groan. The need to lift his hand to his face and inhale her scent was primal, almost undeniable. 
He cleared his throat and drew his hand free. Across the table, Violet’s gaze dropped demurely to her plate. Somehow, he managed to regain control of his thundering heart. Breathing out slowly through his nose, he lifted his glass and took another mouthful of wine and began to plan his exit strategy. 
Over the next hour and a half, he and Violet played a secretive game of hot glances and subtle gestures. She fingered the stem of her wine glass, then touched the neckline of her dress. He slid his hand into his pocket and felt the silk of her underwear and wouldn’t let her look away. She sucked on the tip of an asparagus spear. He licked cream off a bright red raspberry.
Finally the dessert plates had been removed and coffees offered. Martin took advantage of the general hubbub to slip away from the table. Fortunately his jacket covered the evidence of his arousal, but he took the precaution of collecting his overcoat from the master bedroom before heading back into the dining room to take his leave. 
“You’re not going already!” Bronwyn exclaimed when she saw him in his coat. 
“I’m heading North first thing tomorrow. Early start,” Martin lied. 
As excuses went, it was pretty thin, but Bronwyn’s cheeks were rosy from drink and she wasn’t about to cross-examine him. 
“I’ll walk you to the door,” Perry said, rising from the table. 
Out of the corner of his eye, Martin saw Violet push back her chair as he and Perry exited the room. He struggled to concentrate on what his friend was saying as they parted ways at the door—something about playing squash soon, maybe catching up for a drink if Martin wanted to talk. It wasn’t until he’d exited the building that Martin understood that Perry had been referring oh-so-politely and obliquely to Elizabeth and their broken engagement. 
In his own reserved, very proper way, Perry was letting him know that if he needed to download, he was there. Decent of him, but Martin had precious little to say about Elizabeth. In the month since she’d called off the wedding, he’d been surprised by how little she’d been in his thoughts. There had been a certain embarrassment around the initial announcement, some annoyance regarding cancellations and whatnot  and there was a new restraint between him and Edward, but he hadn’t been lying awake at night, brooding over the wrongs done to him or how much he missed Elizabeth. 
The only woman he’d been brooding over was Violet—if one could call ferocious fantasizing and self-gratification brooding. He was more inclined to see it as a compulsive obsession. One he’d been sure he would never satisfy—until Violet had slipped her panties into his pocket. 
The door opened behind him and he turned to watch as Violet stepped out into the street. Now that they were alone, her gaze was more skittish, less bold as it met his. As though she wasn’t quite sure what the next step was now that they were no longer playing a game. 
He knew. God, did he know. 
“My car’s this way,” he said, gesturing with his head. 
He didn’t dare take her arm or touch her. He didn’t trust himself. As it was, he was going to be pushing it to walk half a block beside her without shoving her against the nearest flat surface and taking her. 
Her heels clicked on the pavement as they walked side by side. Her hands were deep in her pockets, her chin tucked into the collar of her coat. Her dark red hair swung down her back. 
He wanted her so badly he ached. 
He’d parked in the mews behind Bron and Perry’s place, a secluded, dark space. The flash of his car lights as he unlocked his car remotely was almost blinding. 
He glanced across at Violet, about to ask if she preferred her place or his, but she was already pushing the top button of her coat free. Without saying a word, she slid it off her shoulders, then opened the rear door of the Jag and stepped inside. 
Jesus. She was so fucking hot. 
He yanked his own coat free, tossing it onto the car floor, then followed it with his suit jacket. Then and only then did he follow her inside.
Her perfume enveloped him as he reached for her. His hands smoothed over soft fabric before finding the warmth of her skin. She lifted her mouth to his and kissed him hungrily, greedily. 
She tasted so good. Like sin. Like every dirty thought he’d ever had. 
He pushed her onto her back, covering her body with his, one hand already reaching beneath the hem of her skirt. His hand slid up smooth, soft thigh and into liquid heat. Violet gave a small, strangled sob as he traced the line of her sex, fingers slick with her need. Her clit was a small, hard pearl when he found it, and she trembled when he teased her with his thumb. He was desperate to be inside her, but there was something about Violet’s thready breathing and the way she clung to him and her needful, deep kisses that made him want to draw this out. 
He wanted her to beg for him. He wanted her to pant and ache. He wanted her to want him as much as he wanted her. He wanted to make up for all the times she’d tormented him in his fantasies. 
He slipped a finger inside her, his thumb still teasing her clit. She lifted her hips, urging him on. He cupped her breast with his free hand, sliding it inside the bodice of her dress to find her nipple. She gripped his ass, pulling his hips closer to hers. 
He slid another finger inside her and started up a steady, slippery rhythm. She dropped her head back and started to pant. 
“Martin... Please... I need you.”
Her voice was ragged, helpless. He knew what she wanted, but he’d been thinking about this for weeks. He kept circling her clit, fingers slick with her juices, until he felt her tighten around him. Her breathing hitched, her back arched. He kissed her as she shuddered into climax, breathing in her desire. The second she was done, he reached for his belt. 
“Dear God, yes,” she whispered as he undid his fly. 
It took him seconds to slide on a condom, then he took himself in hand and used the head of his cock to tease her some more. She moaned and lifted her hips, desperate for him to penetrate her. He strung it out as long as he could before plunging inside her. 
So hot and tight and wet. So damn good. 
Any plans he had to draw it out further went out the window. Suddenly there was only her and him and the demanding ache in his cock. He stroked into her, setting up a punishing rhythm. She sobbed her approval and locked her ankles behind his back, meeting every thrust with one of her own. 
 She slipped her hands inside his suit pants to find his ass, nails digging in, urging him to go faster, harder. He felt his climax rising inside him. He buried himself deep and let it take him, his face pressed into the fragrant, soft skin of her neck. 
As he came back down to earth, he felt Violet’s hand slip between their bodies to where they were will still joined, felt the fierce, quick movement of her hand as she touched herself. 
“Don’t move. Please, don’t move,” she pleaded.
Seconds later she was coming a second time, her body convulsing around his. 
Then and only then did he become aware of how cramped the back of his car was, of how his shoulder was jammed against the front seat, his neck bent awkwardly, his knee in danger of slipping off the seat cushion. Their combined breathing sounded loud in the small space, and when he glanced up he saw the windows were fogged. He withdrew from her, wrapping the condom in his handkerchief before easing away enough to zip his pants. Violet lay very still, her eyes glinting as she watched him. He shifted from between her legs and she sat up and pulled her skirt down. 
“Violet—” 
“Don’t. I don’t want to hear how sorry you are.”
“That’s not what I was going to say.”
She seemed surprised, her gaze darting away from his. 
“What were you going to say, then?”
“I was going to thank you,” he said. “Then I was going to tell you how fucking sexy you are.”
She blinked. “Oh.”
He’d shocked her. It made him wonder what she was used to hearing from men after they’d lost themselves inside her. Apologies? Excuses? Insults?
Then it occurred to him that she’d probably counted him amongst those men after their last encounter. For the first time he felt a dart of shame over the way he’d slipped silently from her apartment that night. He’d waited the barest five minutes before telling himself she wanted him to go. Then he’d made his escape and indulged in a round of self-indulgent navel gazing. Even when he’d sent her flowers the next day, his actions had been guided more by expectation and a need to civilize what had happened between them than any thought of her or her feelings. 
She was frowning, a small crease between her brows. After a long beat she reached for the door handle and got out of the car. He grabbed her coat from the seat before following her, holding it for her as she slipped her arms into the sleeves. 
“I’ll drive you home,” he said, opening the front passenger door. 
Violet took a step backward. “No, thank you.”
It was his turn to frown.
“We both know what will happen if you take me home,” she said.
He didn’t bother denying it. He was already hard again at the prospect of round two. 
“Is that a problem?”  
“Yes, it is. Elizabeth’s my friend.”
It was on the tip of his tongue to ask if Elizabeth had been her friend five minutes ago, when he’d been deep inside her, but he controlled the impulse. He wasn’t about to beg. And she was right—she had far more to lose in this situation than him. He could excuse her to himself as a fling, an indulgence he’d allowed himself in the aftermath of his broken engagement. She had no such excuse for sleeping with him. 
“I’m not letting you walk home.”
“I’ll catch a taxi.”
He collected his suit jacket from the floor. “Violet, be serious. Only a complete asshole would let you catch a cab home after what just happened.”
“I want to go home alone, and only a complete asshole would force his company on me. Especially after what just happened.”
He reached for patience. “Violet—”
She held up a hand. “No, Martin. I’m not going to be browbeaten into submission. I’m not a delicate flower, I’m not a people-pleaser, and I don’t need or want your protection. Us having sex doesn’t make you automatically responsible for me. In case you hadn’t noticed, that kind of thinking went out with pointy bras and girdles.”
She tossed her hair, her chin lifted defiantly. Not so long ago, that little chin lift had made him want to punch a hole in the wall. Now, it made him want to get close enough to kiss her full, pink mouth again, a tectonic shift that made him feel decidedly off balance. 
“Let me pay for your cab then.”
She made an outraged sound. “On what planet would I let that happen? I’m not some prostitute you need to send back to her pimp.”
He glared at her. She was starting to piss him off. Much more familiar territory. “When have I ever indicated that I see you as a whore, Violet?”
Her chin dropped a notch. “You haven’t. But you get my point.”
“No, actually, I don’t.”
“We had sex, Martin. You don’t owe me, and you don’t own me.” She flipped up the collar on her coat. “Let’s just agree that this was yet another stupid, impulsive mistake that happened for God-only-knows-what reason and leave it at that. You go your way, I go mine.”
She didn’t wait for him to agree or disagree, she simply turned her back on him and started walking. He swore under his breath, a choice word from his Hackney days, then got behind the wheel. He followed her out of the mews, engine barely revving higher than an idle. She glanced at him once over her shoulder, then proceeded to ignore him as she headed for the nearest taxi stand. He shadowed her, stubbornly refusing to abandon his escort. The driver behind him leaned on his horn and Martin waved out the window, signaling that he should overtake. 
Violet threw him a bemused, annoyed look as she reached the taxi stand. Clearly, she couldn’t understand what he was doing. Why he felt responsible for her. She wasn’t the only one. It wasn’t because he felt he owed her anything—what had happened in the back seat of his car had been an exchange of equals, neither of them supplicant to the other. But he couldn’t simply drive away and abandon her as though their encounter had been as casual as shaking hands. It had been intense, mind-blowing, consuming.
He frowned as he watched Violet slip into the back of a cab, confused by his own thoughts and feelings. The taxi signaled, then pulled out from the curb. Martin followed. At the next intersection, Violet’s cab turned left, he turned right. 
 When he’d left her apartment a month ago, he’d honestly believed he’d never see her again. He wasn’t stupid enough to believe that any more. Whether he liked it or not, he was drawn to Violet Sutcliffe. He might fight it—he would fight it—but he had no confidence that he’d win. Not after what had just happened. There wasn’t a cold shower in the world that would cure the memories he was taking home with him tonight. 
It wasn’t until he was undressing half an hour later that he realized he still had her panties in his pocket. He drew them out, looking at them for the first time. Black silk, beautiful quality. She’d want them back, no doubt. First thing on Monday he’d put them in the mail. 
Even as he thought it he knew it was a lie. But for now he allowed himself to believe it, because he was nowhere near ready to even attempt to reconcile his lust and need for Violet with everything else he wanted in his life. 
 
Violet poured herself a stiff drink the moment she got home. She sat on the deep windowsill and stared down at the street, watching pedestrians scurry along, faces muffled in scarves. 
She’d slept with Martin again. In the back seat of his car, no less. 
Craziness. Absolute craziness, of the kind she hadn’t indulged in since she was a desperately unhappy, reckless teen, bent on self destruction. 
Tonight hadn’t felt self-destructive, though. It had felt necessary. Inevitable. And it had felt good. So good. The feel of his skin on hers. The taste of his mouth. The thick hardness of him moving inside her...
She could feel herself growing wet again. She swallowed more vodka and pressed her forehead against the cold glass of the window. 
Maybe her stepmother had been right all those years ago,  maybe she was a born slut. Amoral, self indulgent, undisciplined. Maybe that was why she’d pushed aside decades of friendship with a wonderful, loving woman in exchange for ten excruciatingly hot minutes in Martin’s arms. 
It was tempting to flagellate herself, to really give in to the self-disgust that hovered, waiting to descend, but everything in her rejected that old, cruel judgment. She’d fought too long and too hard to regain her self esteem after the disaster that was her teens to let such an ancient recrimination take root in her mind again. 
The truth was that what had happened with Martin had been extraordinary. A temptation beyond the usual. She didn’t understand why he had to be the one who set her world on fire so spectacularly, but the fact remained that he did. One look and she’d been ready to have him anywhere, any time. One touch of his hand on her flesh and she’d been ready to come. 
In another time and place, she would welcome him into her bed and ride out their mutual passion until it burned itself down to ash. But Elizabeth was an intrinsic part of her world. She couldn’t allow desire and need and lust to destroy the most enduring relationship of her life. She simply couldn’t. 
She tossed back the last of the vodka, then went to bed. Only when she was drifting toward sleep did she allow herself to think back to those moments in the back of Martin’s car again. 
The street light reflecting off his dark hair. The hard, urgent thrust of his body inside hers. The firm strength of his muscles. The heady spice of his aftershave. 
Oh, it had been good. So good. 
She felt a single moment of deep, piercing loss as she registered the thought. Which was crazy, because it was just sex. It didn’t mean anything.  
She was still puzzling over her own reaction as she slipped into sleep. 
 
Everything was much clearer the next day. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that she’d made a terrible mistake in allowing herself to get swept up in her desire for Martin again. It wouldn’t happen a third time. From now on, she would check if Martin was on the guest list before she agreed to any social event. And if he was, she would bow out. People would wonder, but she could excuse herself on the basis that she felt uncomfortable because of Elizabeth. 
It was painfully true, but not for the reasons that people would assume. 
Christmas was just five shopping days away, and the store was busy all morning with people looking for last minute presents. She didn’t normally stay open past three in the afternoons on Sundays, but at this time of year it paid to make an exception. She skipped lunch, and by four was feeling more than a little famished. Taking advantage of a lull, she ducked into the back room. She’d bought a bag full of mangos the previous day, an indulgence to cheer herself up in the midst of winter. She sliced into one now, peeling the flesh away from the pit before cutting it in a checker pattern and eating it in a greedy rush. The sweet juices ran down her chin and she had to wash her face at the sink when she’d finished. The bell over the door hadn’t chimed to signal any more customers, so she reached for a second mango and sliced it in two. She was about to get sticky and messy all over again when the chime sounded. 
Well. At least she’d gotten something into her empty stomach. She dried her hands on a piece of paper towel, then tossed it into the bin as she returned to the shop floor. 
“Good afternoon, how can I—” 
She stopped in her tracks, words momentarily escaping her. Martin didn’t speak, either. He simply stood there watching her, his dark gaze intent and hot. She felt an answering heat spring to life inside her, even as she gathered her will to send him packing. 
“What are you doing here?” 
“I don’t know.”
They were both lying. She hadn’t needed to ask why he was there, and they both knew what he wanted. 
“We can’t keep doing this,” she said weakly. 
So much for sending him packing. So much for being a good friend. 
“Tell me how to make it stop, then.” He took a step toward her. “I’ve got court tomorrow. I’m supposed to be going over financial statements, but all I can think about is you. Why is that, Violet? When a few weeks ago we could barely stand one another?”
“I don’t know.” She didn’t, either. She didn’t understand how all the things that had once infuriated her about him now turned her on so much it hurt. His neatly combed hair. His precision-close shave. The crispness of his pale blue shirt. The quiet quality of his corduroy blazer, complete with leather elbow patches. 
Once, his neatness had driven her nuts. Now she looked at all that careful order and saw the tightly leashed need beneath. She saw the strong cords in his neck and the fullness of his bottom lip. She saw the breadth of his shoulders and the firm, gym-honed hardness of his thighs. She saw the tamped-down desire in his eyes and was powerless to resist her own instinctive response. 
“Lock the door,” she said. 
He hesitated a moment, then turned and twisted the lock. She watched as he flipped the open sign to closed. Then she watched as he walked toward her. Her gaze dropped to the bulge in his jeans. She took a deep, bracing breath. 
Oh, boy, this was going to be good. 
He closed the final few feet between them and kept coming until he had her pressed against the counter. 
“I can’t get you out of my head, Violet.”
She slid her hands inside his jacket, smoothing her hands over warm, fine cotton. “Shut up and kiss me.” 
She didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want to think or consider or weigh the decision she’d just made. If she stopped long enough, she’d remember why she shouldn’t, couldn’t do this. And she needed Martin. She needed him so badly...
He didn’t wait to be asked twice. His head lowered, his mouth capturing hers. His tongue stroked into her mouth, confident, demanding. His hands found her breasts, plucking at her nipples through the softness of her cashmere sweater. The ache between her thighs intensified to a demanding throb. She reached blindly for the buttons on his shirt, sliding them free one at a time. 
The door rattled. She broke their kiss, glancing over her shoulder to see someone peering through the glass panel. Martin’s hand fell from her breasts. She took it and used it to tow him into the back room, kicking the door shut behind them. There wasn’t much in here—an old pine table, a couple of bentwood chairs, the sink and microwave and fridge—but it didn’t matter. The important thing was that Martin was here, and no one could interrupt them.
Belatedly it occurred to her that they could go upstairs. It wasn’t exactly miles away, after all.
“Do you want to—”
Martin swallowed her words with a kiss, the force of his desire tilting her head back. His hands found her backside and he lifted her onto the table. She automatically spread her legs as he moved between them, her knee-length skirt bunching up around her thighs. He pulled her sweater over her head, his grey gaze sweeping from breast to breast. He cupped her, then lowered his head and drew first one nipple and then the other into his mouth. The wet heat and the insistent pull combined to make her moan. She reached for his buckle but he nudged her hands away. 
“Not yet,” he said.
She braced her arms behind her on the table and gave herself over to his sensual assault. He licked and sucked and bit her nipples, lavishing attention on her. Heat built between her thighs, an aching throb that demanded satisfaction. 
 As though he sensed her need, Martin smoothed a hand beneath her skirt, gliding his palm over her stay up stockings, pausing briefly when his hand moved from stocking to warm skin. He lifted his head from her breasts, his eyes sharp and knowing as they looked into hers. Then he pushed her skirt high and surveyed what his hands had just discovered. 
She followed his gaze and saw herself spread before him, the black lace of her stay-ups framing the pale skin of her upper thighs. His gaze zeroed in on the pale pink silk of her panties. She bit her lip as he reached out and ran his index finger lightly down the crease of her sex. Her breath came out in a shudder. His touch delicate, Martin slipped his fingers beneath the waistband of her underwear and gently slid them down her hips. He didn’t take his gaze from her as she lifted her backside to allow him to remove then entirely. A heartbeat later she was bared to him. 
Once again he stepped between her thighs, pushing her wide with his body and his hands. Her arms gave out and she sank onto her back as he framed her sex with both hands. 
“I’ve been dreaming about this. About you,” he said, his voice very deep. 
She lifted her hips as he delved between her thighs, the movement sending the knife she’d used earlier tumbling from the other end of the table. 
“Don’t worry about it,” she said when Martin glanced at her. 
She willed him to return to what he’d been about to do but his gaze had fallen on something behind her on the table. 
“Is that a mango?” 
“Yes.”
“I love mangoes.”
There was something about the way he said it that made her heart bang against her ribs with sudden, heightened excitement. He leaned past her and picked up the mango half she’d been about to eat before the bell announced his presence. He lifted it to his mouth and took a bite. 
“That’s good,” he said.
“Yes.” The word was barely a whisper. 
He considered the mango, then her widespread thighs. His gaze lifted to hers. She reached for the edge of the table and held on for dear life as he brought the mango between her thighs. The cool, slippery, sensual pressure of the fruit against her sex made her moan. His gaze locked with hers, Martin dropped to his knees. She watched as he studied her for a beat, his cheekbones flushed with desire. Then he lowered his head and replaced the mango with his mouth. 
His tongue lapped at her, by turns rough and firm then fast and light. He tracked rivulets of mango juice across her skin, sucking and licking and devouring her most sensitive flesh. She lost all sense of time, all sense of place. The world was reduced to his mouth on her and the hot, wet press of his tongue and the rising tension in her body. 
He pressed the mango against her again, and again replaced it with his mouth. He was so avid, so ardent. She’d never had a man go down on her like this, as though she was the most succulent, delicious thing he’d ever tasted. As though he could never get enough of her. 
Her climax rippled through her body. She panted and gripped the table and rode it out as he coaxed more and more sensation from her. Only when she was sobbing with pleasure did he pull back, pressing kisses into her thighs, smoothing his hands over her hips and belly. 
She closed her eyes for a second, trying to recover. She heard the sound of a condom being opened. When she opened her eyes again, he was rolling the condom down the thick length of his erection. The slow, patient way he stroked the latex into place was deeply erotic. She imagined him touching himself like that in the privacy of his bedroom. 
Did he think of her when he touched himself? Did he imagine it was her hand instead of his own?
His gaze focused on the heart of her as he took himself in hand. He found her entrance, wet and hot from her climax, and slid the head of his cock inside. It felt incredibly good, exactly what she needed. She murmured her approval. He lifted his gaze to hers, then slid deep inside her. 
He smoothed his palms up her ribcage to her breasts as he started to pump into her. She wrapped her legs around him and gave herself over to the slide of his body against hers and the ratcheting need inside herself. 
She came first, her body clutching at his, and he followed seconds later, his breath leaving him in an anguished, desperate rush. 
He withdrew almost immediately, turning his back to take care of the condom. She didn’t bother sitting up and making herself decent this time. 
She wasn’t decent. She was driven by and obsessed with a man who used to be her enemy. A man who used to belong to her best friend. If Elizabeth hadn’t called off the wedding, they would be getting married in just a few weeks. 
The thought made Violet reach for her skirt and draw it back down over her thighs. Martin turned to face her and she could see her own confusion mirrored in his eyes. He didn’t know what this was, either.
It was some consolation. Not much, but it was better than nothing. 
The worst thing was, she couldn’t kid herself that this would never happen again any more. She couldn’t deny him. And he couldn’t stay away from her, if today and last night were anything to go by. 
His expression shuttered, Martin handed her her sweater. She shrugged into it, then slid off the table and scooped her panties off the floor. Martin followed her into the shop, watching silently as she cashed out the till. Together they climbed the stairs to her apartment, still not talking. 
When they entered, she threw her bag onto the couch and turned to face him. 
“I need a shower.” He’d been incredibly thorough, but she was sticky with mango juice.
“Okay.”
She started for the bathroom, then glanced over her shoulder. “Aren’t you going to join me?”
He looked delightfully surprised, as though it had genuinely never occurred to him that they could shower together, or that she might want him to. A small, almost naughty smile curved his lips as he started after her. 
Something in her chest got caught on that smile. He looked happy. The notion that she might have the capacity to bring him happiness—as distinct from pleasure—was a revelation. 
He reached her side and lowered his head to press a kiss against the side of her neck. 
“Tell me you have a big shower,” he murmured against her skin. 
“It’s tiny. Barely big enough for one.”
“We’ll make do.”
Then he started undressing her again, and she let all her doubts slide away, as she always did when he was touching her. 


Chapter Seven
Martin woke with a warm, soft body pressed against his side. He lifted his head to check the clock—a full hour before he needed to head home to get ready for work. He relaxed back into the pillow, inhaling Violet’s perfume—an enticing mixture of musk and deep floral notes—and let memories from last night wash over him. 
Violet in the shower, on her knees with him in her mouth. Violet in her bed, her hair in damp ribbons across her shoulders and breasts, her body bared utterly to him for the first time. Violet shuddering to climax, his name on her lips. Again and again and again. 
She was like a drug, addictive and euphoric and consuming. 
Her back was to him, her backside snugged into his hips. He slid his arm around her body, resting it beneath her ribcage. He lay for long minutes, feeling the rise and fall of her breathing, letting her warmth seep into him. After a while she stirred, murmuring something in her sleep, her backside pushing more firmly into his hips. 
It was more than enough to make him fully hard. He pressed his erection against the curve of her ass, then smoothed a hand down her belly and between her thighs. She was hot and wet down there already. Because of him? Because she was dreaming about the two of them like this, in bed together? 
He found the bud of her clitoris and stroked it gently, lightly. The merest whisper of a touch. Her body seemed to loosen, as though she’d been craving his caresses. He dipped his finger into the slick moisture between her thighs, then traced her clit again. She stirred a second time, her head lifting slightly from the pillow. 
“Martin.”
“Shh,” he said, stroking her more firmly. 
She subsided back onto the pillow, her hips rolling slight backward so she could open herself more fully to him. He loved that about her—that she never denied her desire, never shied away from what she wanted. She was a perfect hedonist, unashamedly sensual. 
She was growing wetter, and he was growing harder, imagining how good it was going to feel to slide into her tight heat. When he couldn’t stand it anymore, he nudged her top leg forward and took himself in hand. Violet knew what he wanted, rolling onto her belly more, arching her backside toward him. Lost in hazy desire and need, he used his cock to tease her some more before sliding inside her. 
She fit him like a glove, velvet soft yet so tight. He grunted deep in his throat and started to move. He’d intended for this to be a leisurely morning shag, a slow awakening to the day, but he should have known that Violet would have her own ideas. Before many minutes had passed she was pushing up onto her knees, arching her back, leaning into his penetration, taking him deeper. Then she was gripping the headboard with her hands and he was slamming into her, turned on beyond all reason by the twin, round globes of her ass and her curving spine and the spill of red hair across her shoulders. 
“Yes. Please. Yes.” Her cries filled the room, wanton and abandoned. 
“Fuck.” He lost himself for a few seconds, pleasure rocketing through him, so intense it was almost painful. 
He came back down to earth, aware that Violet had yet to find her peak. He was still hard inside her, and he snaked a hand around her hips and found her clit. She dropped her head onto the pillow, her whole body trembling with anticipation as he stroked and teased and circled her. It wasn’t long before he felt the tight clench of her inner muscles as she tipped over the edge into climax. He kept her strung on the edge of desire for as long as he could before sliding his hand free. They both collapsed onto the bed, bodies damp with sweat, the sheets tangled around their feet. 
It was only when he reached down to take care of the condom that he realized he hadn’t used one. 
He swore softly. 
“What’s wrong?” Violet’s voice was muffled by the pillow. 
Despite his screw up, he couldn’t help but smile at the fact that she was unable to lift her head. It probably made him a caveman, but he liked that he could exhaust her so completely. 
It was a short-lived smile. She wasn’t going to like what he was about to say.
“No condom,” he said shortly. 
There was a small silence, then Violet pushed herself up on her elbows. Her hair was in her face and she shoved it out of the way so she could meet his eyes. 
“I’m on the pill, if that’s what you’re worried about. And I don’t have anything else you need to get sweaty over. I was tested last year and I haven’t been with anyone since then.”
He tried to hide his surprise, but Violet must have registered it because her mouth tilted up at the corner in a small, cynical little smile. 
“Surprise, surprise, huh?” she said. “Violet can keep her legs together.”
He knew what she was implying—that he saw her as promiscuous and easy. Hell, he’d spent enough time giving her that impression over the years, why wouldn’t she believe that was the way he saw her?
“The only thing I’m surprised about is that the male population of England has been able to keep its hands off you for that long,” he said. 
Her warm golden eyes scanned his face, looking for the truth. 
“You don’t need to butter me up. In case you hadn’t noticed, I’m kind of a push over where you’re concerned.”
There was so much defensiveness in her guarded expression. So much fear of condemnation and rejection. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. 
“I trust you,” he said. “And I happen to believe that what you do with your body is your business, as long as you’re happy with the outcome. I’ve authored enough fuck ups in my own life without judging anyone else on theirs.”
She seemed puzzled by his words, as though she couldn’t quite bring herself to trust them. Had he been that much of a condemning prick toward her over the years? 
He frowned, hating the idea that he’d hurt her. Especially because he understood now that his animosity toward her had sprung from a deep, primitive attraction that he’d refused to acknowledge. Classic schoolboy stuff, really—pull the hair of the girl you most want to notice you.
“You don’t believe me?” he asked. 
“You’ve got to admit, it’s a big about-face from the death stare to this.”
“The death stare?”
She lifted her chin and looked down her nose at him, her eyes coolly judgmental as they flicked up and down his body. 
“At the risk of pointing out the bleeding obvious, you weren’t exactly my biggest fan, either. Droopy Drawers. Stick-up-my-ass. Ring any bells?”
She blushed, a delicate flood of color that rose from her breasts up her chest and into her face. 
“I didn’t mean any of that.”
He made a disbelieving sound. She smiled a little sheepishly.
“Well, I did. But only because I secretly wanted to shag you senseless.”
They both stilled as her words hung in the air. The truth that neither of them had dared admit out loud until this second. 
All those years that he’d been with Elizabeth, telling himself and her that they were the perfect couple—and all the time he’d secretly wanted to shove Violet to the ground and have his way with her, repeatedly and at great length. 
“I want you to know, I would never have so much as laid a pinky finger on you if you and E had married,” she said suddenly, her expression very fierce. 
“I know.” 
Just as he would never have touched her. Neither of them were built that way. 
She had a crease mark on her cheek from the pillow, and a faint red mark beneath her ear that he suspected was from him. Her lips were very pink, even without lipstick. He leaned forward and kissed her, just because he could. 
He caught sight of the clock again as he pulled back. 
“I have to go,” he said regretfully. 
She smiled faintly, her eyes filled with the same regret. 
He kissed her again, then rolled away and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. He was very aware of her watching as he dressed, and he threw her a self-conscious glance. 
“Everything okay over there?” 
“Just admiring the view. You have a very nice ass.”
He felt a ridiculous rush of pleasure at her blatant appreciation of his body. Funny, but he’d never considered himself a particularly vain man before, but the idea that Violet admired his body made want to climb back into bed again. 
“I really have to go,” he said.
“I know.”
There was a devilish glint in her eye as she leaned back against the pillows. The sheet slipped, revealing a glimpse of pale pink nipple.
“Be fair. You’re killing me here,” he said, indicating the growing bulge in the jeans he’d just zipped. 
She laughed and tugged the sheet a little higher. “Better?”
“No. But smarter.”
He finished dressing, then grabbed his phone and car keys and returned to the bed to drop a final kiss onto her lips. 
“Have a good day,” she said.
“You, too.”
It wasn’t until he was pulling out into busy early morning traffic that he realized that neither of them had mentioned when they would see each other again, or where. 
There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that he would see her, though. She was in his blood. Under his skin. No way was he walking away from the way she made him feel. No way. 
There was no guaranteeing that she felt the same way, though. The thought made him frown as he wove his way through traffic. As she’d said the other night, Elizabeth was her friend. Although he and Elizabeth had parted ways amicably enough, he could understand that there were other issues at play for Violet beyond the fact that they enjoyed combustible chemistry. 
He wondered if she’d told Elizabeth about them. Then he thought back to the tortured expression on her face when she’d told him she was catching a taxi home and knew she hadn’t. 
If he was a gentleman, he’d back off and leave her to sort things out with her friend. Violet and Elizabeth had known each other for years, after all. A fling was hardly worth compromising such a long-lasting, deep-seated friendship. 
Even as he thought it he knew he wouldn’t be following his own suggestion. He’d already established that he had precious little will-power where Violet was concerned. He wasn’t ready to give her up yet. When the passion died, when he could share the same air as her and not feel as though his skin was two sizes too small, fine. But until that moment happened—as it eventually would—or until she drew a line under their liaison, he was going to let himself have her. 
 
The rest of the week passed in a blur. Violet was run off her feet at the shop by day, and every night she was on her back, giving in to the apparently endless desire she had to be skin-to-skin with Martin St Clair. Tuesday night they were both so desperate they did it on the stairs to the flat, unable to wait the few seconds until they made it to her apartment. Wednesday he appeared at lunch-time and she locked the front door before he took her from behind in the back room. Thursday was Christmas Eve and she knew from long experience that Martin’s law firm traditionally had drinks after work, an event she’d helped Elizabeth plan several times over the years. Even though they hadn’t discussed it, she knew she wouldn’t be seeing him tonight. In fact, in all likelihood it would be a few days before she heard from him again, given the time of year. A fact that made her feel ridiculously hollow. 
It was just sex, after all. She’d survived for months without it before. She could manage a few days now.    
Her thoughts drifted to Elizabeth as she tidied the shop after closing time. They hadn’t spoken for a few weeks now and Violet experienced an increasingly familiar pang of guilt as she thought about her friend. She felt the distance between them profoundly, but the thought of lying to E down the phone line stilled her hand every time she reached for the handset. 
She needed to find some way through this, for the sake of their friendship, but every time she thought about confessing what had happened with Martin—what was still happening—she felt sick and shaky. 
She wasn’t stupid, she understood that some of that sick, shaky feeling was a throwback to what had happened when she was sixteen, but it didn’t make any difference. She was still terrified of confessing her actions to her best friend.
And yet she also couldn’t find it in herself to deny Martin. 
When she was with him, the world shrank to a few square feet. There was only his eyes and his mouth and his hands and his cock and the way he looked at her and the way touched her and the things he said to her and the way he moved…
She sighed heavily. She was a hopeless case, guilt- and lust-ridden in equal degrees. A mess, in other words. 
She treated herself to take-out Indian for dinner, then hunkered down in front of the TV to watch sappy Christmas specials. As she did every year, she planned out the following day in her mind. Something decadent for breakfast—because it was Christmas, after all—then she would take a drive into the country to get some fresh air. With a bit of luck there would be some kids with new bikes and skates to enjoy along the way, then she would come back home and get snuggly on the couch. She had a couple of movies she’d been saving, and she’d make her favorite comfort meal of macaroni and cheese and eat a whole block of fruit and nut chocolate while sniveling and laughing at the TV. Then she would go to bed early, and she would have survived yet another Christmas day. 
 It had become a tradition of sorts, her non-Christmas. For a while Elizabeth had tried to lure her to her grandparents’ house for a big cooked lunch, complete with plum pudding and brightly wrapped gifts, but Violet had always resisted. She wasn’t so pathetic she had to borrow someone else’s family for what was, really, just a commercially-driven holiday. Once Martin had come along, she’d been extremely glad she’d remained firm. Sharing Christmas with him every year would have been one bridge too far, and extracting herself from the arrangement without offending Elizabeth’s grandparents next to impossible.
Besides, there was something solid and reassuring about her solo Christmas. No one could let her down. No one could change plans on her. No one could decide she was no longer worthy of their love and respect and reject her from their home. So while it might be hard to be alone while the bulk of the Western world was eating turkey and plum pudding and exchanging gifts, it was also a reminder of the fact that she had her own back, and that she was strong and resilient and her own person. 
She was watching a chat show when the intercom buzzed. Despite knowing that Martin was busy on the other side of town, her belly did a little backflip in anticipation. She crossed to the intercom and pressed the button.
“Hello?”
“It’s me.”
“Don’t you have a party?”
“I bailed.”
She grinned, unable to repress the delight she felt at his confession. Martin was ferociously ambitious. He’d spent many, many years doing whatever was needed to be accepted by the senior partners in the law firm. A few months ago, the notion of ducking out on a company function would have been unthinkable to him, she was sure of it. 
Yet tonight he’d done just that, and he’d come to her. 
She buzzed him upstairs, then glanced down at her baggy flannel pajama pants. She was tempted to make a dash to her bedroom and change into something more glamorous, but she could already hear his tread on the stairs.  
He would have to take her as he found her. 
She reached up and pulled her hair out of the pony tail she’d shoved it into when she finished work and fluffed it quickly before opening the front door. Martin was still in his work suit and navy overcoat and he brought the cold in with him as he stepped over the threshold. 
“You look frozen,” she said as he shrugged out of his coat. 
“I had to park two blocks over and walk.”
“Do you want something hot to drink? Coffee, tea? Some brandy?”
“No.”
He reached for her, his mouth finding hers unerringly. He tasted of Scotch and his hands slid down her back, quickly finding their way beneath the waistband of her pajamas. He stilled when he cupped her bare backside, lifting his head to look her into her eyes. 
“Expecting me?”
“I always go commando in my jim-jams.”
“Remind me to throw a pajama party sometime soon.”
He walked her backward up the hallway to her bedroom, pushing her down onto the bed and them lowering himself on top of her. She loved the intensity of his caresses, the way he shaped and soothed and taunted her with his hands and mouth, as though his only purpose in all the world was to give her the most pleasure possible. She was only too happy to oblige, sighing and shivering beneath his assault. 
He coaxed her to climax twice before sliding inside her and beginning a slow, measured ride. When his hand slipped between their bodies to find her again she shook her head, sure that she couldn’t possibly go again. 
He murmured sweet, dark, dirty things in her ear and showed her how wrong she was, wringing a back-arching orgasm from her before burying himself to the hilt and finding his own release. Even though she was limp with satisfaction, she made him roll onto his belly afterward and kneaded the tension of the day from his shoulders. 
“Bad day?” she asked as she felt his muscles give a notch. 
“Yes. We’ve got a big bankruptcy case on at the moment. Evidence by the boat load, millions of statements… Keeping a track of it all is next to impossible.”
“You’ll do it.”
He lifted his head so he could look at her over his shoulder. “You’re confident on my behalf, given you have no idea if I’m even competent or not.”
“Of course you’re competent. You’ve earned everything you have. You’re dedicated and meticulous and honorable.”
He went still. She suddenly felt very silly, as though she’d commented on something she shouldn’t have or overstepped the mark in some way. 
“Thank you,” he said quietly. “Believe it or not, I needed to hear that.”
She stretched out on top of him, blanketing his body with hers, and pressed a kiss to the nape of his neck. 
“You make a good mattress,” she said. 
“You make a good blanket.”
His hand wandered onto her thigh, gripping it lightly. 
“So, do you have a big day planned for tomorrow?” he asked idly. “Doing the rounds of the rellies, eating plum pudd until you feel sick?”
 She thought about her relatives and the big house in Sussex that she hadn’t visited in years. “Something like that. How about you?”
“Lunch with Mum. Usually a bit hit and miss but she likes to think she can cook and I don’t see the point in disillusioning her at this late stage.”
“Very gallant of you.”
“I do try.” 
He knew she was taking the piss, however, and he levered their joint bodyweight up off the bed and toppled her to the side. She laughed, then sighed as he lowered his head to her breasts and drew a nipple into his mouth. 
“What did you get her?” she asked. 
“Sorry?” His words were muffled by her breast.
“Your mother. What did you get her?”
 She wasn’t sure why she was asking. She didn’t know Mrs. St Clair. She would have no idea if his gift was appropriate or if it might be appreciated. But for some reason she wanted to know more. About him, about his life, his world. 
“She claimed she doesn’t need or want anything. She always does. So I bought her a new TV and tickets for ‘Phantom of the Opera’. She’s seen it three times already but she loves it to death, so…”
“Have you been with her all three times?”
“Yes.” 
There was a certain wryness to the single word that told her that he didn’t share his mother’s love for Andrew Lloyd Webber. Yet he’d taken her three times, and was gearing up for a fourth. 
She felt a sudden, almost overwhelming wave of affection and liking for him as she imagined him escorting his mother into the city on her big night out and tolerantly enduring two plus hours of musical theatre. She rested her hand on his head, fingers tangling in his hair, a little blindsided by the strength of her reaction. 
“Believe it or not, it’s possible to sleep through the second act if you have the right seats,” he said in between peppering kisses across the slope of her breast.
“Well, then, that’s okay.”
They made love again before he rolled from the bed and started collecting his clothes. Even though intellectually she’d guessed he would go home—it was Christmas Eve, after all—a part of her had secretly hoped he might stay the night, the way he had on Sunday. 
She wasn’t about to ask him to, though. Not in a million years. Instead, she tugged on her robe and saw him to the door. 
“Have a Merry Christmas tomorrow,” she called down the stairs as he descended.
“You, too, Violet.”
Yet again they hadn’t discussed when they would see each other again. She pondered the significance of what was definitely becoming a habit as she locked up.  
 Was it because neither one of them wanted to be pinned down? He was fresh from a six year relationship and almost-marriage, after all. And she was betraying her best friend every second she spent with him. 
Or perhaps it was simply that they were both aware of how fragile, how nebulous this thing was between them. If they shone too bright a light on it or hung too many expectations on it, it might well crumble into dust. After all, it was just sex. Not much of a foundation for anything substantial.
She slipped back into sheets still warm from Martin’s body and slept deeply, waking to the resonant ringing of her phone. 
She knew who it was before she answered it: Elizabeth, getting the time difference between England and Australia wrong again. 
“I know, I know, it’s practically the middle of the night,” Elizabeth said. “It hit me that I’ve been so wrapped up with everything that’s going on here that I haven’t spoken to you for weeks. Vi, there’s so much stuff I need to tell you…”
“I’m listening.”
Elizabeth took a deep breath. “I’m in love, and I’m not coming home. Those are the two big headlines.”
Violet sat up in bed, adrenalin and dread surging through her. “What?”
“I’m sorry it’s been so long since I called, but it’s been so intense, Vi. Nathan and I… I love him so much. He’s sweet and smart and funny and irreverent and so gentle. And, yes, a bit broken. But I don’t think it’s irreparable. And you know what? Even if it is, I’ll take him as is, any day. He’s the man I want to spend the rest of my life with.”
“Okay. I get the being-in-love bit.” After all, she’d pretty much guessed that Elizabeth had fallen in love with Nathan a while ago. Every conversation they’d shared had been peppered with references to him and how great he was and how E couldn’t wait until Violet had a chance to meet him. “Go over the not-coming-home-bit again. That’s the bit that’s freaking me out right now.” 
Violet hugged her knees to her chest, aware that she wasn’t going to like what she was about to hear. 
“He has a business here, Vi. And he’s got too much going on in his life right now to deal with a big move. Plus the weather is pretty amazing. People keep warning me that winter can be pretty nasty, but it can’t be nastier than London, right? And my Dad is here… This feels like where I need to be right now.”
“I thought your Dad wasn’t interested?”
“Something happened. Promise me you won’t freak out, but last week I had a bit of an accident and cut myself pretty badly. Nate had to rush me to the hospital and I think it scared Sam. Made him realize that we might not get another chance to get this right. So, we’re talking. It’s not perfect. He’s definitely not perfect. But, then, neither am I. Thank God.” Elizabeth laughed, and Violet could hear a wealth of experience and realization in the sound. 
Suddenly she felt as though a yawning void had opened between them, a Grand Canyon of insurmountable distance, both geographical and emotional. E was on the other side of the world, madly in love with an Australian. She wanted to stay there and settle down. No doubt they’d get married and have children one day. The last month had clearly been a watershed for her—and she’d gone through it all without Violet. 
Meanwhile, Violet had been in England, carrying on a dishonest, ill-thought-out out affair with Elizabeth’s ex. Lying to her best friend. Terrified of telling her the truth. 
So many years of friendship. So much love. How on earth had it come to this? 
It’s your fault. You should never have taken him that schnapps. But you couldn’t help yourself, could you? And you can’t help yourself now.
“Say something, Vi,” Elizabeth said quietly.
“I’ll miss you,” Vi said, her throat closing. Tears filled her eyes and she blinked rapidly. 
She should be happy for her friend. Happy she was in love, that she was about to embark on an exciting new adventure. But apparently she was too selfish to get past her own sense of loss. 
“I’ll miss you, too, Vi. I’ll come home heaps, don’t worry. And you can come here. Every holiday you get, for the next forty years.” Elizabeth sniffed and Violet knew she was crying, too. 
“I’m sorry. I’m happy for you. Thrilled for you, actually. But I’m going to miss you like crazy, E. You’re my girl.”
“You’re my girl, too, sweetie. So much so. If it hadn’t been for you, I would never have had the courage to take this leap. Every time I had the choice of either taking a risk or playing it safe, I heard your voice in my head, cheering me on. Really, when I think about it, all of this is your fault.”
Violet couldn’t speak then, she was too busy sobbing, holding the mouthpiece away so Elizabeth couldn’t hear how distressed she was. 
 “Vi, if you are bawling your eyes out right now I am going to jump on a plane and come shake some sense into you. We can talk on the phone and Skype and email and visit. It won’t be the same, I know. But we won’t lose each other.”
Violet used the corner of the sheet to mop her eyes. She took a deep breath and brought the handset close again. “I know. It’ll be great. And I’ve always wanted to come to Australia. People keep on telling me how hot the guys are there.”
“They are. So hot. You will love it. Maybe you’ll even decide to emigrate, too.” There was a wistful, hopeful note in Elizabeth’s voice. 
It was such a big thing, what E was doing. Abandoning her friends, her family, everything she knew and loved and taking on a new life in a new country. All for love. Suddenly an upswell of emotion swamped Violet—pride and joy for her friend that she’d succeeded so well in finding her own path.
“E, you’re such a super star,” she said, unable to articulate the emotions filling her chest and belly. “If you were here right now I would give you the biggest smooch then take you out to drink French champagne and dance your feet off.”
“Isn’t it Christmas Day? Where would we do this champagne swilling and dancing?”
“We’d find somewhere. We’re ingenious, resourceful wenches.”
She sniffed mightily, sucking back the rest of her tears. She would not make this any harder for Elizabeth than it already was. She would be happy for her. 
They talked for a few more minutes, then Elizabeth’s battery started beeping and they had to wind up the call. Violet fell back onto the bed afterward, her face stiff with dried tears. 
E wasn’t coming home. And Violet still hadn’t told her what a shitty friend she’d been. 
All the usual excuses were getting old: that Elizabeth had so much on her plate, that it would be better to do it face-to-face, that Elizabeth needed friendship and support more than honesty and self-serving confession. 
They were bullshit, all of them. Violet was a coward. A lily-livered, yellow-bellied coward. Too scared to face up to the consequences of her own actions. 
Thoroughly miserable, she turned her face into the pillow and dragged the quilt over her head. To add to her misery, it was Christmas Day and for once she simply didn’t have the energy to pretend that she didn’t care that she was estranged from her family. It had been nearly ten years since she’d given up fighting against her step-mother’s determination to believe the worst of her and turned her back on her half-sisters and her father. For each of those ten years, she had done her damnedest to not miss them, to not think of them, to not dwell on what could have been. 
This morning, she gave in to sentiment and let herself imagine what their day would be like. Breakfast in the kitchen over-looking her step-mother, Diana’s, prized rose garden, then morning service at the village church. Lunch would be served in the formal dining room, on the best china, with everyone in their Sunday best. Her two half-sisters, Isabella and Sophie, were fifteen and eighteen, respectively, now. No doubt they would get something beautiful and luxurious from her father from under the Christmas tree. He’d always been generous with gifts, if not his attention or time or affection. And even if he wasn’t, Diana would ensure that her girls were taken care of. She’d always been very assiduous about that, down to barring bad influences from their lives. 
She wondered what Bella and Sophie looked like now. The last time she’d seen them had been five years ago, an accidental meeting in the food hall at Harrod’s. Diana had been with them, and Violet could still remember the haughty disdain in her eyes as she’d taken in Violet’s vintage faux-leopard skin coat and black mini-dress. 
Her scathing head-to-toe had been worthy of Martin at his most obnoxious. Was it any wonder Violet had always risen so readily to his bait? She’d had so much disapproval in her life, she hadn’t been able to stomach one iota more. 
Her nose was pushed into the pillow, making it hard to breathe, but she didn’t want to come out from her bedding cocoon. She wanted to curl up and go to sleep and wake up to find that everything that was wrong in her life had been righted. She wanted E to be home and she wanted her father to remember that he had three daughters. 
And she wanted Martin to just be an amazing, hot guy she’d met and not Elizabeth’s ex-fiancé.
She gave up the battle against her pillow and rolled onto her side, keeping her eyes tightly closed. Maybe she would sleep through Christmas Day. Maybe that was the best present she could give herself this year.


Chapter Eight
Martin endured Christmas at his mother’s apartment as long as he could. Like last year and the year before, she’d invited a mismatched collection of waifs and strays from around the estate to celebrate with them, unable to let anyone spend Christmas alone. The result was a crowded table, an overcooked meal, too loud Christmas carols blaring from the radio and a bunch of strangers who all seemed to know each other. 
He was the odd man out, as he’d always been, really. He was one of only a handful of his peers who had gone on to study at university after high school. Most of his old school friends didn’t understand why he’d always worked so hard for good grades, why he was always planning for the future. Truth be known, Martin wasn’t exactly sure what drove him, either, why he was wired differently from them. They’d all grown up poor, after all. Most of them came from single parent households, too. Yet he’d always wanted more. 
He had more now. A lovely apartment in the right part of town, money in the bank, an elegant, classic car. Soon, unless he was misreading the signs, he would be made partner at the firm. His shoes were Italian and handmade, his shirt bespoke. He drank thirty year old Scotch and ate at the best restaurants. And until recently he’d had the perfect, sophisticated, refined partner to share it all with. 
He’d thought Elizabeth was what he wanted, what he needed. But Elizabeth had never filled his thoughts the way Violet did. She’d never drifted into his mind during important meetings, or taken over his dreams. She’d never inspired so much frustration or given him a hard-on that lasted three courses because she’d taken her panties off and tucked them into his pocket.  
Martin was jerked out of his thoughts by a nudge in his ribs, courtesy of Mrs. Slater, his mother’s neighbor. 
“Pay attention. Your mother’s speaking to you.” 
“Sorry, Mum,” he said. “I wasn’t concentrating.”
“No kidding. I asked if you wanted another piece of plum pudding?”
Martin’s gaze went to the enormous, still-steaming mound of flour and fruit his mother had unwrapped from its calico shroud not half an hour ago. It was her pride and joy, a family recipe, and even though it gave him indigestion he handed over his bowl for a second helping. 
It was Christmas, after all. 
His goodwill ran out when someone suggested charades after lunch. The idea of spending several hours miming old movie titles in his mother’s over-furnished front room made him want to bang his head against the wall. He stayed long enough to set up the new flat screen TV he’d bought her, then he kissed her goodbye and left her to it. 
His guess was that she was as relieved to have him gone as he was to leave. She’d always been a bit baffled by him. Not that he doubted her love or that she was proud of him. But she didn’t understand him. Her world was defined by what was on the TV, who won the football on the weekend and what her neighbors were doing and saying. They might as well live on different planets. 
He drove home through the preternaturally quiet city, marveling at how easy it was to get around when everyone else was sleeping off turkey and too much brandy sauce. Even though it was out of his way, he found himself driving past Violet’s shop on the way home. Not because he expected her to be there, or because he wanted sex. He wasn’t really sure what drew him there—at least, he wasn’t prepared to examine the urge closely enough to work it out. 
Not yet, anyway. 
He cruised past, glancing at the upstairs window. A shadow passed behind the curtain. He put his foot on the brake, frowning. Violet was home, then. He checked his watch. It was barely three. She’d clearly had a quick Christmas celebration, like himself. Or perhaps her family had different traditions. Maybe they did something in the evenings. 
Two things came back to him then: the lack of Christmas frou-frou in Violet’s apartment, and the way her body had tensed for a few split seconds last night when he’d asked what she was doing today. 
He pulled over to the curb and shut off the engine. Still frowning, he crossed the road and hit the bell. 
“Hello?” Her voice sounded odd over the intercom. 
“Merry Christmas,” he said. 
There was a long pause. Then: 
“What are you doing here?”
“I’m on my way home. Buzz me up.”
“I’m on my way out.”
He tipped his head back, considering the blank upstairs window. “No you’re not.” 
Another long pause.
“I’m not good company right now.”
“Perfect. Buzz me up, Violet.”
He waited, his hand on the knob. He knew she’d let him in. If it was her on his doorstep, he couldn’t deny her, and he knew, in his gut, that she couldn’t deny him, either. 
The door buzzed and he pushed inside. She waited at the top of the stairs, framed by the doorway, her arms crossed over her breasts, jaw set. She was wearing the same pajamas as last night with an over-sized hoodie and big fluffy socks. Her eyes were puffy, her hair pulled into lop-sided pigtails. There was a small chocolate smear on her cheek and another on her top.  
He paused on the top-most step, assessing her mood. Lonely and sad with base notes of defiance, he decided. 
“What happened to dinner with the relatives?” he asked. 
“Change of plans.”
Right. 
“Why do I get the feeling there were no plans to begin with?”
That was what that moment of tension had been about last night, of course. Twenty-twenty hindsight. 
She didn’t bat an eyelid. “Does it matter?”
“Yes. Definitely it matters that you fully intended to spend Christmas day alone.”
“It’s not a big deal. I do it every year. It’s my thing.”
Six years he’d known her, and only in the past few weeks had he started to understand her and know how to read her. 
“Grab a shower,” he said, laying a hand on her shoulder and turning her toward the bathroom. “I’m taking you out.”
“It’s Christmas Day. Nothing will be open.”
“You’d be surprised.”
He gave her a gentle shove. She dug her heels in. 
“I don’t want to go out.”
“Tough.” 
“Martin—”
“I’ll carry you in there and hose you down like the shower scene from First Blood if I have to.”
For the first time since he’d arrived her body softened. 
“You’ve got five minutes,” he said. 
“As if. Fifteen, minimum.”
“Ten.”
She was ready in twenty, emerging from her bedroom in a pair of narrow-legged, skin-tight jeans, a red fluffy sweater, and red patent leather stiletto boots. She smelled good, and her hair hung loosely over her shoulders in soft waves. 
“If you take me to McDonalds, I’m going to be really annoyed with you. Just so you know.”
“Noted.”
He helped her into her jacket and wrapped her scarf around her neck. She flicked a look up at him from beneath her lashes and he saw the uncertainty in her. The doubt. 
A completely unexpected wave of protectiveness washed over him. He didn’t know what or who had wounded her and inspired the puffy eyes and chocolate binge but he wanted to wrap her in his arms and assure her that whatever it was, it would be all right. 
He contented himself with adjusting her scarf, tugging her hair free from beneath it. 
“There,” he said. 
Then he kissed her, one hand cupping the curve of her cheek. She tasted of toothpaste and she leaned into him, one hand fisting in the fabric of his sweater. 
After a few seconds he broke the kiss, rubbing his cheek against hers briefly before stepping back. “Come on.”
It was getting dark as they drove to Bloomsbury. Violet gave him a look as he parked in the mews behind his apartment.
“I thought you were taking me out.”
“I am. This is out.”
“I guess it’s better than McDonalds.”
She’d never been to his apartment before and he was aware of feeling nervous as she followed him through the door. By her standards the dark leather club sofa and armchairs were probably impossibly dull, as were the rust-colored velvet drapes. One wall was given over to a built in book case, full of books and various pieces of art and memorabilia he’d picked up over the years. He watched as her gaze swept over it all, pausing here and there. 
“Well?” he asked. 
“Better than I thought.  At least you haven’t got a stuffed deer’s head.”
“Wait till you see the bedroom.”
“God, I hope you’re joking.”
He walked through to the kitchen, shedding his coat and leaving it draped over the back of one of the dining chairs. 
“Oh, this is cool,” she said when she caught sight of his Birdseye Maple Art Deco dining suite. 
“I think so.”
She smoothed a hand over a curved, sinuous chair back. “And here I was, expecting a baronial setting.”
“I’m saving my pennies for one.”
Her gaze sharpened as he started pulling food from the fridge. A chicken, a cellophane sleeve of tarragon, potatoes, baby carrots. 
“You’re cooking for me?”
“That’s right.”
She took off her own coat and slowly unwound her scarf. It was an innocuous enough move, but everything Violet did was sexy and he felt himself growing hard. 
“Can you cook?” she asked as she slid onto one of the stools at the kitchen counter. 
“You’ll have to wait and see.”
“Can I have something to drink while I wait?”
“Help yourself.” He waved her toward his wine fridge. 
She crossed the room, checking the bottles through the glass door. 
She whistled. “You’ve got a Chateau Margaux in here.”
“Two, actually. We can open one if you like.”
She grinned, shooting him a challenging look. “I should hold you to that, just to teach you a lesson.”
He slid a drawer open and grabbed the bottle opener, offering it to her. She stared at him. 
“That wine has to be worth £500.” 
“Closer to £700, actually.”
“You seriously spent that much on a bottle of wine?”
“I did.”
“Can I ask why?”
“I thought it would make me a better person.” He said it dryly so she’d know he was joking, but she tilted her head to one side. 
“Did it?”
“What do you think?”
“I think you’ve always been a pretty amazing person.”
They stared at each other for a long beat, the only sound the ticking of the wall clock. 
“Pass me the bottle,” he said. 
She narrowed her eyes for a second. “You should know that I always win games of chicken.” 
He cocked an eyebrow. She shrugged and opened the wine fridge, easing the bottle of Chateau Margaux from its cradle. She handed it over with an I-dare-you glint in her eye. 
He used the knife on the opener to slice through the foil seal. She made a small, distressed sound in the back of her throat. 
“You okay there?” he asked. 
“No.”
He pressed the tip of the corkscrew into the cork to get good purchase. He started to twist. Violet shot out a hand, grabbing his wrist to stop him. 
“Wait. Are you sure?”
“Yes.”
“Shouldn’t you save it for a special occasion?”
“This is a special occasion. We’re having dinner.”
Her hand tightened on his for a second, then fell away. “Okay. It’s your wine.”
He uncorked the bottle and poured two glasses, sliding one across the counter toward her. 
“Merry Christmas, Violet,” he said quietly. 
His glass kissed the rim of hers. 
“Merry Christmas,” she said, her golden brown eyes suddenly solemn. 
“Why aren’t you with your family today?” he asked, unable to bite his tongue a moment longer. 
“If you think a £700 glass of wine is going to turn me into a sloppy, confessional drunk, maybe you need to pour this back into the bottle,” she said, offering him her glass back. 
He waved it away. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”
“Reverse psychology won’t work, either.”
“Okay.” He took a mouthful of his wine, then started peeling an onion. 
Violet watched him warily, as though she was waiting for him to spring a trap.
“Sit down and drink your wine, Violet,” he said, not looking up from what he was doing. 
She half obeyed him, taking a sip of her drink. 
“What do you think?” he asked. 
“I wouldn’t pay more than £400 for it.”
“Give it a little time to get some air on it.”
She smiled faintly. “It’s lovely. Really nice.”
He chopped the onion, being careful to keep his face away from the fumes. After a few seconds she slid back onto her stool. 
“My stepmother thinks I’m a bad influence,” she said. 
He stilled. “Sorry?”
“My stepmother thinks I’m a bad influence. That’s why I don’t spend Christmas with my family. I have two much younger half-sisters—15 and 18—and she doesn’t want me tainting them with my Jezebel ways.”
He paused with his knife above the onion. 
“She said that to you?”
“It’s been a while, I can’t remember her exact words. But that’s the gist of it.”
She said it easily, glibly, but he bet she remembered exactly what her stepmother had said to her all those years ago. Word for word. 
“And your father agrees with her?”
“My father is a busy man. He doesn’t have time to run a business and a family.”
“When was the last time you had Christmas with them?”
“Ten years ago.”
 He did a quick calculation. She was a year younger than Elizabeth, which meant she must have been only nineteen when she’d been given her marching orders.
“What happened?” 
“I packed my bags and left.”
“No. What happened before that?” Because there had to be more to this story. 
She smiled, a cynical little curve of her lips. “What did I do wrong, you mean?”
“I meant what I said. What happened?”
She looked down into her wine. “When I was sixteen, I got involved with one of the teachers at my school. Some of the other girls found out about it. I got called to the Principal’s office. My father was away on business, so Diana handled everything. I was sent away to boarding school afterward, but word got around. It always does.” She shrugged. 
His blood ran cold. “What happened to the teacher?”
“I don’t know. Diana wouldn’t talk about it with me. She said I’d already caused enough trouble.”
He set down the knife, anger making his movements jerky. “How old was this guy?”
“In his late thirties, I guess. He was our drama teacher. At the time, I thought I was pretty hot stuff because he noticed me.”She gave a humorless little laugh.  
 “So let me get this straight. Some sleazy, twisted creep with a teaching degree seduces a schoolgirl and you get sent into exile?” He could hear the outrage in his own voice. He was outraged. What kind of woman packed her stepdaughter off to live with strangers when she’d been abused by someone she trusted?
“You’ve got to understand, Martin, I was a precocious girl. Early developer, flirty. Always interested in boys. I was one of those girls who went looking for trouble and found it.”
He knew without asking that the words belonged to Violet’s stepmother.
“At the risk of repeating myself, where was your father in all of this?”
She swirled the wine around in her glass. “I guess he was just too busy to notice. I did my best to fix that, though, don’t you worry. Over the next three years I got kicked out of four schools. I bleached my hair, pierced by lip, my nose, my ears. I brought home every long-haired loser I could get my hands on.”
He raised his glass. “Bravo to you.”
She’d fought back with the only weapons she had: her body and her spirit. 
“Thank you. It worked, too. I had his full attention when Diana gave him her ultimatum—I went or she did, because she was not having her girls grow up under the same roof as me.”
“What did he say?”
“Nothing.”
“Excuse me?” He braced his hands on the counter and stared at her. “What do you mean, nothing?”
“He refused to get involved. He told us to work it out amongst ourselves. So we did. I left. And I haven’t been back.”
There was pride behind her simple words, and deep hurt. He tried to imagine how it must have been for her—exploited by a trusted mentor, abandoned by the people who should have stood up and protected her. 
“You got dealt a shitty hand, Violet,” he said quietly. 
“It wasn’t great for a while there. But Elizabeth made sure I got through. She stuck by me through all the drama and scandal and expulsions, even though her grandparents wanted her to distance herself from me. She never backed off or let me down. Not once.”
She blinked rapidly and he realized she was on the verge of tears. He rounded the counter to get to her, trying to understand. She’d recounted all the ugliness of her teen years with dry eyes, shedding not a single tear for her younger self. Yet now she was talking about Elizabeth she was coming undone...?
“Violet,” he said, sliding his arm around her shoulders. 
She looked up at him, her eyelashes spiky with moisture. “Elizabeth rang this morning. She’s not coming home. She’s staying in Australia.”
The tears spilled over then, rolling down her cheeks. He pulled her into his arms, aware of a tightness in his chest. Not because of what she’d just told him about Elizabeth, but because she was hurting and he didn’t know how to make it stop. 
“I’m sorry,” he said stupidly. “I know how much she means to you.”
“She’s my best friend. My rock.”
“I know.”
She turned her face into his shoulder. He rested his hand on the nape of her neck and stared at the kitchen wall. If there was anything he could say or do to make things right for her, he’d do it, in a heartbeat. But there wasn’t, so all he could do was hold her.
He thought about what she’d just told him, filling in the blanks, joining the dots. Whether she knew it or not, her grief over losing Elizabeth was tied up with the hurts from her past. She’d put all her eggs in Elizabeth’s basket because she had no other baskets, and now Elizabeth was abandoning her, as so many other people in her life had.  
For a moment he was filled with an irrational anger toward Elizabeth. She must know how large she loomed in Violet’s life, how important she was. How on earth could she walk away from Violet, knowing her history and how alone she was?
The rational part of his brain knew that Elizabeth was entitled to her own life. He was uniquely placed to understand how much she’d earned the right to seek her own happiness, on her own terms—even if that meant moving half way around the world. But it didn’t stop him from wanting to shake her. 
Violet stirred in his arms, sniffing loudly. “Do you have any tissues?”
“I have handkerchiefs. Hold on and I’ll grab you one.”
He stepped away from her, his chest getting even tighter when he saw how woebegone she was. He strode up the hallway to his bedroom and grabbed a handful of handkerchiefs from the tallboy, quickly returning to the kitchen. 
Violet was wiping tears from her cheeks with her finger tips and looking faintly embarrassed when he entered. He handed her the handkerchiefs. She wiped her face and blew her nose. Finally, she made eye contact with him. 
“Sorry for dumping all that on you. Way to ruin an expensive bottle of wine, huh?”
“Shut up,” he said, then he kissed her, because there was no other way of conveying how he felt. 
Protective and aroused and amused and admiring were only the tip of the iceberg. Every minute, every second with Violet was a revelation. She was astounding—strong and fragile, fiery and gentle, shy and bold. A walking, talking contradiction. A puzzle. A mystery a man could spend a glorious lifetime unraveling. 
The thought made him break their kiss and take a step backward. Violet’s eyes were closed and she opened them slowly. He stared into their amber depths and felt the foundation stones of his very existence shift out of alignment. 
From his earliest days, he’d had so many fixed ideas about the way he’d wanted his life to be. So many boxes he’d wanted to tick. 
He’d never had the courage or breadth of imagination to conjure up Violet, to imagine a life with her by his side. 
More fool him. 
He took another step away from her, a little frightened by his own thoughts. “I’d better get this meal on or we won’t be eating till midnight.”


Chapter Nine
Violet sipped her wine and watched Martin move about his kitchen with surprising, revealing confidence. She’d never dreamt that he cooked, but he clearly did. He enjoyed it, too, as evidenced by the well-used chopping board and his extensive spice collection and the comprehensive selection of cookbooks she glimpsed when he opened the pantry. 
She peppered him with questions about their meal as he worked, partly because she was fascinated by this new glimpse into him and partly because she was embarrassed after losing it all over his shirt front. 
She shouldn’t have told him about her family. It didn’t reflect well on anybody, least of all herself, and it was ancient history. A little raw today, perhaps, but still ancient. As for Elizabeth’s news... There were a million kinder ways she could have broken it to him. Not that he seemed devastated by the revelation that Elizabeth wouldn’t be coming home. 
But then he would hardly share that kind of reaction with Violet, would he? Not when they were sleeping with each other. 
She swallowed more wine and tried to simply let it all go. She couldn’t do anything about the past, and she couldn’t do anything about Elizabeth, and she couldn’t take back the things she’d just told him.
“It’ll be all right, Violet.” 
She glanced up and found him watching her steadily. Reassuringly. She’d heard the same words hundreds of times over the years, but they gained a new power when Martin said them. He was so certain. So solid and real and determined. 
She nodded, feeling somehow lighter.
“Why don’t you go into the living room and find something to put on the stereo?”
She dutifully collected her glass and wandered into the living room. 
“CDs are on the far left of the bookcase,” he called. 
She spotted them and headed over. She quickly discovered that his taste was surprisingly eclectic. Bach and Beethoven, Springsteen and Simon and Garfunkel, Coldplay and Adele. Her eyebrows rose as she spotted a familiar bright yellow CD. 
“Since when did you like the Sex Pistols?” she called. 
“Since I was fourteen and surrounded by skinheads and angry, disenfranchised youth.” 
She smiled to herself as she pulled the CD free and slotted it into the player. Not your traditional holiday fare, but this was hardly a traditional celebration. 
She was about to head back to the kitchen when she spotted a crisply folded invitation displayed on the mantle. The opening, crashing chords of ‘Anarchy in the UK’ filled the room as she gave into curiosity and stepped closer. 
It was an invitation to a Spring Equinox dinner at the Savage Club. She grinned, knowing how hard Martin had worked to position himself for membership to the exclusive club. Her father had been a member for years and she’d heard enough about the stuffy goings-on there to know beyond a doubt that she would be bored senseless by it all, but it meant something to Martin. How wonderful that he’d finally got what he wanted. 
She wondered idly who he would take. Elizabeth was going to be a tough act for any ordinary mortal woman to follow.
Her belly got tight as she thought about Martin taking some other woman to a fancy dinner. She wondered who amongst his acquaintances it would be. Someone from work, perhaps? Or maybe he had a female friend who could step in to help him out. 
He could always take you.
The idea was so preposterous she scoffed out loud. She and Martin had had sex a handful of times, but they weren’t in a relationship. She wasn’t foolish or naive enough to indulge in that little fantasy. The dinner was in the middle of March, more than two months away. He’d have well and truly moved on by then.    
Besides, she was the last person he would want to take to the Savage Club. He’d want someone who would do him credit. Someone sleek and demure and suitable. He might enjoy fucking Violet, but she was about a million miles from the sort of woman he’d want on his arm at such an event. 
She set the invitation back on the mantle and returned to the kitchen. 
He was sautéing something on his impressive six burner stove top. 
“That smells good,” she said as she resumed her stool. 
“Potatoes Dauphinoise. We’ll have it with coq a vin and green beans in garlic. I’m afraid I only have ice-cream for dessert.”
“I’ll try to choke it down.”
He flashed a smile at her over his shoulder. She let her gaze slide down his back to his ass. Impossible to look at his body without remembering how it felt to have him on top of her, his welcome weight pressing her into the bed, his body moving inside hers...
Martin returned to the counter to collect a bowl of chopped something, his gaze meeting hers. He stilled for a second, then a small, knowing smile curved his mouth. 
“Be patient,” he said, his voice a little rough. 
That he knew what she was thinking—what she wanted—simply from looking at her only turned her on more. Somehow she managed to make it through the main meal, but when he went into the kitchen to serve the ice-cream she followed him and lured him to the bedroom. 
She had her wicked way with him in the bed, then later in the shower. Afterward, she made noises about leaving because she didn’t want to overstay her welcome, but Martin took her clothes from her and ordered her back into bed. They slept curled together, and in the morning they made love again before he drove her home. 
 
That night set the tone for the next six weeks. If Martin was busy with work, she came to his place and lounged on his couch reading a book while he went over contracts or reviewed material. When she deemed he’d done enough for the day, she distracted him in the most mutually beneficial way. When they weren’t at his place they were at hers, doing much the same, minus the work. She introduced him to the joys of reality TV when she discovered that his idea of unwinding was a vigorous squash game. He introduced her to the joys of good meals, fine wine and an awesome stereo system. 
Every now and then she experienced a tiny jolt of shock when she realized that this was Martin St Clair she was doing all this with. Never in a million years did she think she would wind up lying on a couch alongside him, his hands doing wonderful things to the arch of her foot while they watched ‘Dancing With The Stars’. He made her laugh, he made her think, and, yes, sometimes he aggravated her with his high-handed, this-is-the-way-it-will-be pronouncements. She never let him get away with it, though, and they squabbled more than once. But they always made up spectacularly, so she figured it was well worth the aggravation. 
 Because the days were short and it was still cold outside, it was easy to feel as though they were living in their own little bubble. There were precious few real world interruptions, and it made it deceptively easy for Violet to pretend that what was happening between her and Martin was contained and private. She spoke to Elizabeth at least once a week, and every time the conversation was focussed on Nathan and the plans he and Elizabeth had made for the future. The usual guilt and self-recrimination weighed on Violet after she put the phone down, but not telling Elizabeth about Martin had become it’s own problem now that so much time had passed. Once the cat was out of the bag, Elizabeth would be bound to ask questions and when Violet answered them honestly, Elizabeth would know that Violet had sat on her confession for nearly three months. Three months during which they had talked multiple times, with Elizabeth sharing all the important and unimportant details of her life, while Violet had withheld the most significant happening in her own. A happening that had very direct, personal resonance for Elizabeth. 
Because she was only human, Violet tried to justify her behavior and minimize her disloyalty to her friend. She told herself that Elizabeth had clearly moved on—she was deeply, head-over-heels in love with another man, after all, so much so that she planned to emigrate to be with him—and that Elizabeth herself had said many times that she had never loved Martin the way he deserved to be loved. Elizabeth had no claim over Martin. He was a free agent. As was Violet.
When Violet was feeling very calm and rational, both those arguments almost convinced her that Elizabeth would be totally fine with the news that her best friend was getting it on with her ex-fiancé. Then she thought about how she would feel in Elizabeth’s shoes and she knew that even the most generous and open-minded of friends would have trouble accepting that bare weeks after Elizabeth had called off her engagement, Violet had jumped Martin’s bones. 
It was all too soon. Violet knew it in her gut, and Elizabeth would be totally justified in feeling hurt and betrayed and disrespected. It would be a miracle if the truth didn’t damage their friendship forever, or at least alter it irrevocably. The thought of Elizabeth being distant and wary with her was almost more crushing for Violet than the notion that her friend might repudiate her utterly once she knew what had been going on. 
And so Violet continued to bite her tongue, and guilt took up permanent residence in her belly, a hard, cold little pebble that never quite went away, flaring up to stomach-ache proportions when she spoke to Elizabeth and dying down to almost-nothing when she was with Martin. 
A part of her knew that the bubble had to burst sometime. There was only so long that she could stick her head in the sand and pretend that what was happening wasn’t happening and that it didn’t mean anything to either herself or Martin or Elizabeth. 
Things came to a head when she and Martin decided to eat out for a change one Wednesday night as February gave way to March. So far they’d limited their venues to his place or hers, mostly because it was much more convenient to have a closed door between them and the world when things got steamy—as they inevitably did, every time. But this particular Wednesday Martin was late home from the office, and Violet had to huddle in the doorway to his apartment building for nearly twenty minutes before his car pulled up at the curb. 
“I’m sorry. I had a phone call from one of the senior partners just as I was heading out the door...” He rushed up the stairs to where she was standing and took her hands, looking into her face with concern. “You look half frozen. Do I need to stick you under a hot shower?”
“Only if you’re part of the deal,” she said, touched by his concern.
She turned toward the entrance of his building, assuming they would be going inside now, but he held her back. 
“I thought we could eat out. I didn’t have a chance to get to the supermarket tonight.”
She blinked, momentarily blind-sided by the suggestion. As though the notion of going out in public and eating together was a strange and new-fangled development that she needed to get her head around instead of something that people did every day. 
“You don’t want to eat out?” he asked, looking mildly puzzled by her reaction.
“Sure. Of course. What did you have in mind?” 
“There’s a new Thai place over on High Street. I haven’t tried it yet but it’s supposed to be good.”
“Sounds perfect.”
He led her to the car. She concentrated on putting on her seat-belt, all the while trying to work out why she felt off-balance all of a sudden. It took her a minute to understand that it was because going out for dinner together was the sort of thing that normal couples did. And she didn’t consider herself and Martin either normal, or a couple. 
After all, the bulk of their interactions to date had been driven by an almost compulsive sexual chemistry, a need to be naked that defeated both logic and willpower. That she’d discovered she actually liked him as well as loved fucking him had been a pleasant side benefit of it all, but there was no denying that sex was the thing that had brought them together. 
“How was your day?” Martin asked as he navigated his way through rush hour traffic.
“A little slow. But it’s always like this early in the year. I’ve got new stock coming in at the end of the week and I’ll redo the window next Monday. That should generate a bit more foot traffic.”
“What have you got planned? For the window, I mean?”
She glanced at him, sure he was simply being polite, but he seemed genuinely interested. So she told him, describing the props she’d been collecting. They continued to talk through their meal, discussing his day and the big case he had coming up and the fact that he was hoping to attend an international symposium on tax fraud later in the year. Gradually she relaxed, feeling foolish for her earlier unease. 
At the end of the day, it was a meal. Food that they were sharing in a public setting. It wasn’t a big deal. Not even close to it. 
Martin insisted on paying and they were still arguing about it when they stepped out into the street. 
“Violet! What perfect timing—I’ve been meaning to call you all week to ask if you have any of those divine Cambodian silk scarves left.”
Violet’s head whipped around as Melissa bore down on them, her husband Lewis in tow. Violet’s whole body tensed as Melissa’s gaze slid over her shoulder and found Martin. Violet launched into speech, panic surging inside her.
“Wow, this is obviously the new hot spot. I just ran into Martin inside.” Violet could hear herself talking too fast but was powerless to stop it. All she could think about was that Melissa and Elizabeth had gone to school together and that she knew for a fact that they regularly exchanged emails. “Clearly we’ve all been reading the same foodie blogs. Which is probably why it’s full to bursting in there.”
Her smile was so wide it hurt her cheeks. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Martin frown. Then he stepped forward to shake Lewis’s hand.
“I was just telling Violet to avoid the red curry unless she has an ironclad stomach,” he said easily. 
Violet directed all her attention to Melissa, moving subtly away from Martin. “To answer your question, sadly all those scarves are gone. But I’m getting a new shipment this weekend, along with a bunch of other stuff. You should drop by. I’ve sourced some Italian cashmere shawls that I think you’d love.”
She continued to talk fashion with Melissa while Lewis and Martin talked football. After five minutes Lewis caught Melissa’s eye.
“We’re going to lose our table if we don’t make a move,” he said. 
“I need to get going, too,” Violet said. “Lovely to see you all. Have a great night.”
She lifted a hand in farewell and started walking. She could hear Martin taking his leave, too. She didn’t so much as glance over her shoulder as she walked straight past his car, only stopping when she was safely around the corner. 
She let her breath out in a rush, closing her eyes. That had been close. Too close. The idea of Elizabeth learning what had been going on between her and Martin from a third party made her feel dizzy with anxiety. She opened her eyes again just as Martin’s car cruised around the corner. 
He stopped beside her and she met his eyes, unsurprised to see that he had his lawyer face on, utterly expressionless. She walked to the passenger side and got in. He pulled out into traffic. Neither of them said a word for a few seconds. 
“I take it you still haven’t told Elizabeth about us?” His voice was carefully neutral.
“I didn’t see the point.” Not strictly the truth, but she was hardly going to give him a detailed rundown of her mixed up, guilt-laden thought processes where he and Elizabeth were concerned. 
“Didn’t you?”
“Be honest. How long do you think this thing between us is going to last? A couple of months?”
“It’s already been more than two months, Violet.”
“You know what I mean. We’re oil and water, Martin. The only thing we have in common is great sex.”
He was slower to respond this time. “I was under the impression that there was a little more going on than that. But if that’s how you see things, then I was obviously mistaken.”
His face was still carefully blank, but a muscle flickered in his jaw and Violet knew that she’d hurt him with her reductive assessment of their relationship.
“How do you see things, then?” The words slipped out without her permission. Her stomach did a slow, nervous roll as she waited for him to respond.
“Does it matter?”
There was a tightness to his expression and she remembered that not so long ago the woman he’d asked to marry him had rejected him in no uncertain terms. Suddenly the way she’d denied him—denied them—back at the restaurant took on a new light. 
“I don’t know what you want from me,” she said. 
He glanced across at her as they turned the corner, his gray eyes very direct. “Yes, you do.”
She swallowed. Deep inside, she’d known this conversation was coming, and it scared the shit out of her. She felt as though her insides were shaking, as though she might lose her dinner.  
“Not so long ago, you despised me,” she said. “You could barely stand to look at me.”
“And now I can’t keep my hands off you or get you out of my head. Which one of those reactions is the more accurate reflection of my true feelings, do you think, Violet? Let me give you a clue here—even though we’re arguing, even though I’m almost one hundred percent certain that you’re about to walk out on me, I have a hard-on with your name on it. That’s how much I can barely stand to look at you.”
 The rawness of his confession brought tears to her eyes. He was so much braver than her. 
“How could I possibly walk out on you, Martin? In what universe do you think I would be able to do that?” she said, her voice breaking. 
He swerved the car to the curb and the next thing she knew she was in his arms, being crushed to his chest as he kissed her with a savage, overpowering intensity. She gripped his shoulders so tightly her fingers ached, straining to get closer to him. After a handful of desperate seconds they eased apart, looking into each other’s eyes. 
“It’s not just the sex, is it?” she said.
“It was never just sex.” He leaned forward and kissed her again, a gentle, tender promise of a kiss.
“Does that mean you want me to go to the Savage Club dinner with you?” The words slipped out of their own volition. She’d been thinking about that invitation and what it meant to him and how much she wanted him to ask her to be his partner ever since she’d seen the damn thing on his mantle. 
“Of course.”
To his credit, he said it without hesitation, but she knew he must have reservations. It was one thing to acknowledge that they’d somehow stumbled into a relationship, but she wasn’t exactly cast from the same mold as Elizabeth. 
Far from it.
“I won’t embarrass you, don’t worry.”
“I know you won’t.”
“Believe it or not, I know how to play the game. I can even be quite good at it. If you’re worried, you can—”
He kissed the words from her lips. “I’m not worried. We’ll go. We’ll have a good night, or not. It’s not a deal breaker.”
“I know how much getting into that club means to you.”
He lifted a shoulder casually. “It would be nice. But I’m not prepared to sell my soul for it.”
There was hard won self-knowledge in his eyes as they met hers and she understood that he’d been reassessing his life in the wake of his broken engagement. 
“Is that why we drank the Chateau Margaux on Christmas Day?”
“That’s exactly why.”
He looked very solemn and a little chagrined, as though he was angry with himself for some of the decisions he’d made and the paths he’d chosen. She reached out and smoothed away the small frown between his eyebrows with her index finger. 
“Take me home, Martin,” she said simply. 
 
Martin felt buoyant, maybe even a little euphoric, as he walked into work the following morning. He’d just left Violet naked in his bed and he planned on carrying the image of her sated, sultry smile with him through the day. 
A weight had lifted from his chest after their conversation last night. Over the past weeks he’d come to realise that what was happening between them had the potential to redefine his life. Violet was vibrant and bold and passionate and impulsive and so sexy she could make him hard without batting an eyelid. She made him laugh, and she made him look at his world with new eyes.  
And, yes, she was about as different from Elizabeth as it was possible to get. 
Thank. God. 
His mood dimmed momentarily as he remembered the earlier part of last night, the part where Violet had distanced herself from him outside the restaurant and lied through her teeth to convince Melissa and Lewis they’d accidentally run into one another. 
Even though he’d suspected that she still hadn’t come clean with Elizabeth about what was going on with them, he hadn’t known for sure. The confirmation of his suspicion combined with her denial had knocked him well and truly off balance. 
He knew he was probably a million miles from the kind of men she usually dated. He wasn’t wild, he wasn’t Bohemian. He didn’t come from the right sort of family, he didn’t rub shoulders with the right sort of people. But he also knew that he rocked her world in the bedroom and that she appreciated his dry, acerbic sense of humor and that she seemed as eager to spend time with him as he was with her, both in and out of the bedroom. 
What he hadn’t known until last night was if all of that was enough for Violet. If he was enough. 
But she’d answered that question for him last night. For the first time they’d both acknowledged that this thing that had taken them both unawares was real, and that it was worth hanging on to.
Which explained the buzz in his blood this morning and the fact that if he wasn’t striding down the plush carpeted hall toward his office, he’d be very bloody tempted to start whistling. 
He’d almost reached his office when Edward and one of the other senior partners stepped out of a meeting room. Martin exchanged greetings with them all, very aware of the stilted discomfort in Edward’s demeanor. Martin continued on to his office, dumping his briefcase and coat and starting up his computer for the day. His thoughts were still out in the hallway, however, going over the tense, restrained little conversation he’d had with Edward. 
It was an awkward situation. Martin understood that. But he’d like to think that his relationship with Edward was bigger and more robust than what had happened with Elizabeth. He’d like to think that he and Edward had their own connection, one that existed outside of the fact that he’d once been going to marry the other man’s granddaughter. But it had been several months, and instead of settling down, things had only become more uncomfortable between them. 
Martin considered the paperwork on his desk, all of it urgent enough that it needed to be dealt with this morning. He headed for the door. 
“I’ll be back in twenty,” he said when Tammy looked up from her desk in surprise.
He took the lift to the tenth floor, stepping into the hushed, plush realm of the senior partners. Edward’s secretary, Ida, was busy on a call in the outer office and she held up a finger to indicate she wouldn’t be a moment. Martin could see Edward at his desk and he gave Ida a reassuring smile before bypassing her and heading straight in to see Edward. 
He knocked on the open door. “Edward. Do you have a minute...?”
Edward looked up from the journal he was reading, surprise on his face. 
“Of course. Come in. Take a seat.”
Martin did so, facing his mentor across a wide stretch of mahogany. 
“I wanted to clear the air,” Martin said boldly. “I want you to know that as far as I’m concerned, the wedding being called off was a good thing and I have absolutely no hard feelings toward Elizabeth.” 
Edward blinked. Clearly he’d been expecting Martin to bring up a work matter, instead of bull-dozing into territory they’d both been side-stepping for weeks. 
“Well. You’ve surprised me.”
“I thought that might be the case. That perhaps you were operating under a false belief where I was concerned.“
“I’ve certainly been feeling very responsible for the part I played in the break up,” Edward said stiffly. “I should never have asked you to choose between your loyalty to me or to Elizabeth.”
Martin smiled thinly. When Edward had told him that Elizabeth’s natural father was alive, he hadn’t hesitated to assure the older man that he would—of course—keep his confidence. One of many signs, had he bothered to look for them, that his marriage had been doomed before it even started. 
“With all due respect, I should never have chosen you over Elizabeth.”
“No. I suppose not.” Edward’s gaze was sharply assessing. “You’re really reconciled to this?”
“Absolutely. I think Elizabeth and I both made head decisions, Edward, not heart decisions. I don’t know if that makes sense to you or not. All I can say is that I will always respect and admire Elizabeth. She has been a true and loving friend to me and I wish her every happiness with Nathan. But I am not heartbroken. Not by a long shot.”He thought of Violet and couldn’t stop the smile that tugged at the corners of his mouth. 
Edward sat back in his chair and straightened his jacket, a fussy little tic he’d had as long as Martin had known him. 
“Well. I have to say that I’m relieved. And I know Vera will be, too, when I tell her. It’s been an uncomfortable time, dealing with all the fall out. And neither of us could forget the fact that we’d pushed the two of you together.”
“We both went willingly enough at the time. But fortunately Elizabeth had the good sense to do what had to be done.” 
“Can I at least offer to settle any expenses you may have incurred? It’s something that’s been weighing on my mind.”
“You can offer, certainly.”
Edward’s mouth curved into a small, appreciative smile. “I don’t suppose there’s any point in me insisting?”
“You can try. But I’ve been told I’m a stubborn bastard.”
Edward rested his hands on his knees and considered the toes of his shoes for a long moment. When he looked up, his blue eyes were clear and direct. “For what it’s worth, I was looking forward to having you as my son-in-law, Martin. Very much so.” 
Martin swallowed a sudden lump of emotion. This man had been very good to him. Generous beyond words with his wisdom and guidance and support. “It’s worth a great deal, Edward. More than you can know.”
They both stood at the same time. Edward offered his hand and Martin took it. 
“Vera and I would both like it if you’d come to dinner sometime soon.”
“I’d like that, too,”
Martin’s step was lighter as he headed for the lifts. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe he and Edward would ever regain the same level of intimacy, but he felt confident now that their friendship would survive in one form or another. 
He smiled to himself as the elevator doors opened. Not so long ago, Elizabeth had told him that one day he would thank her for calling off the wedding. At the time, he’d doubted that day would ever come. 
He’d been an idiot, in more ways than one. But finally—finally—he was starting to see the wood for the trees. 


Chapter Ten
Violet smoothed her hand down her skirt, then leaned closer to the mirror to check the line of her lipstick was straight. The hand she lifted to her mouth was trembling and she clenched it into a fist. 
Stupid.
It was just a dinner. A bunch of people sitting at tables, chowing down on mediocre food. So what if it was at the Savage Club? She didn’t give two hoots how old and revered and exclusive the place was. 
But Martin did, and she cared about him. A lot. 
He’d worked hard for this, and tonight would be the final nudge he needed to gain entrance to the club. He would say all the right things to all the right people, as he always did—and she would do her damnedest not to get in the way and to keep her lip buttoned. 
Hence her nerves. She’d spent most of her life being outrageous. Coloring inside the lines was going to take some real concentration. 
The intercom buzzed and she raced to the front door to let Martin in.
 “Come in.”
 The nerves in her belly took full flight as she heard him mount the stairs. She glanced down at her dress, questioning for the fiftieth time if it was conservative enough. She didn’t exactly have the best track record in that direction. 
After numerous shopping expeditions she’d chosen a deep red silk dress with a pencil slim skirt that ended just below the knee. It hugged her hips discreetly before curving upward into a fitted bodice. A deep, stylized ruffle formed a halter neck. The neckline was modest at the front, but her back was bared utterly, a subtly sexy display that she’d decided was refined and elegant in the store. Now, however, she wasn’t quite so sure. 
If he hates it, I’ll know, and I’ll go change. There must be something in my wardrobe that will pass muster. 
“You’re going to need your coat. It’s threatening rain,” Martin said as he entered. 
He stopped in his tracks when he saw her, his gaze sliding from the top of her head to the tips of her shoes, lingering at all the best places in between. 
“Hello,” he said, his tone silky soft and suggestive. 
“Hi.”
“You look stunning. Absolutely stunning.”
“Let me show you this first.” She turned, offering him her back. She bit her lip, waiting for his response. “Is it too much?”
She felt the warmth of his body as he came up behind her. His arms slid around her, gliding over the silk. He dropped a kiss onto her shoulder, another beneath her ear. 
“You’re going to cause a stampede. And maybe a couple of heart attacks. And definitely a divorce or two.”
She smiled, touched and turned on at the same time by his reassurance. 
“Okay. Then I’m ready.”
She chattered all the way to Whitehall, fiddling nervously with the buttons on her overcoat. At one point Martin reached across and lay his hand over hers. 
“Relax. It’s supposed to be fun.”
“Is it? I thought it was supposed to be networking and schmoozing and whatever else it is men do in their cigar-smoke-filled, male-only enclaves.”
“Like I said, fun.”
She smiled at his joke and relaxed a little, but it was impossible to let go of her nerves all together. She wanted this to be a success for him. She wanted to prove to him that she could be just as refined, just as much of an asset as Elizabeth ever was. 
She stilled as she registered her own thought. This wasn’t a competition—Elizabeth had excused herself from the field long ago. But even if it was, Violet would never stand a chance. Discretion and grace had never figured highly amongst her strengths. 
Her nerves gave her hell right up until the moment when they walked through the door. Then she looked out at the sea of grey haired heads and realized that the only person who mattered in any of this was Martin, and she already had his approval. Her anxiety blew away like so much dust. She slipped her hand into his and smiled. 
“Okay. Let’s go make some trouble.”
He smiled at her, his grey eyes warm. “Ladies first.”
The next hour flew by with surprising ease. She was one of only a handful of women present under forty, just as Martin was one of the few men. Surprisingly, she recognized some faces from her childhood, men who’d visited her father’s estate in Sussex for hunting or some other manly pursuit. Somehow she wound up talking to two of them while Martin chatted with the club president and his wife across the room. 
She listened with one ear to the conversation while she watched Martin. He looked tall and effortlessly handsome in his dark grey single-breasted suit. He was gesturing with one hand as he talked, the movement both elegant and athletic. The President’s wife said something and he laughed, tilting his head back. A rush of pure lust washed through her as she stared at his strong throat. 
Was it always going to be like this between them? 
Across the room, Martin glanced her way. Even from this distance she could see the flare of desire in his eyes. She gave him a slow smile, wondering what he’d say if she suggested they sneak off somewhere. 
Not that she’d tempt him that way tonight, of course. But it was a nice fantasy to indulge for a few seconds. 
A chime sounded to signal that it was time for them to go through to the dining room and take their seats. Martin headed toward her, presumably to escort her to their table. A flurry of activity at the entrance drew her gaze as a few late comers arrived. 
She fumbled her wine glass as she found herself looking directly into her stepmother’s pale blue eyes. For a split second time seemed to stand still as they stared at one another. Then Diana turned her shoulder very deliberately. Violet’s gaze searched the people surrounding her until she found her father’s familiar profile. 
His red hair was fully gray now, she saw, his belly gone to fat. He’d always loved his food and wine a little too much. As she watched, he lifted a hand to his tie and twitched it to the left, then to the right. It was a familiar gesture and it brought back a rush of memories. 
“Violet.”
She blinked. Martin was at her side. She couldn’t remember him arriving, and she had the impression that it wasn’t the first time he’d said her name.
“Are you all right?” he asked, his tone low, his hand on the small of her back. 
“My father just arrived.” 
Martin’s gaze shot to the huddle by the door. 
“Tall man. Red tie,” he guessed. 
“Yes.” 
“Is your stepmother with him?”
She nodded. “She’s the one in blue.”
His eyes narrowed as he studied Diana. “Someone likes her chocolate,” he said coolly. 
It was such a catty remark she couldn’t help but smile. 
“She does. And her cakes, too.” 
He returned his gaze to her. “Do you want to go?”
“Before we’ve even eaten? Are you kidding?” 
An early departure would be the kiss of death for his nomination. 
“If you want to go, we’ll go,” he said, his gaze steady.
She could see he meant it. Gratitude warmed her. It was incredibly sweet of him to offer, especially when she knew how much this meant to him. 
“Thank you. But I’ve done enough running and hiding in my lifetime.” She took a deep breath. “Shall we go find our table?”
As luck would have it, they were seated with the club President, just two tables away from her father and stepmother. She did her best to pretend they weren’t there, listening attentively to the President as he explained some of the history of the club to her. He was explaining how the club came to be named when she felt someone watching her. 
She glanced up to find her father staring at her, an arrested expression on his face. It was clear to her that he’d only just realized she was present. How typical of her stepmother not to have alerted him. Martin’s hand slid onto her knee beneath the table. 
“How are you doing?” he said quietly.
“I’m fine.”
Surprisingly, she was. Ten years ago, she’d read her father’s indifference as an indictment of herself. Now, she knew better. He’d let her down. He’d opted for peace with his new wife over supporting his daughter when Violet had needed it the most. He was the failure, the disappointment, not her. 
It was an empowering revelation, and it kept her head high through the rest of the meal. She was aware of Diana shooting glances at her, but Violet resisted the urge to give her stepmother a little finger wave or to poke out her tongue. If Diana wanted to say something to her, she could come over and start a conversation. Violet refused to invest any more energy in the woman. 
Still, by the time their main meal plates were being taken away she was feeling more than a little exhausted from all the smiling and not-giving-a toss she’d been doing. A jazz trio started up in the far corner, the signal, apparently, for people to start table-hopping. The woman on Martin’s left disappeared to catch up with an acquaintance, while the President was swamped with people wanting to press his flesh. 
She was considering beating a retreat for the Ladies when she glanced across and saw her father bearing down on their table. She tensed, her hands curling into her napkin. Then he walked straight past her and stopped by the President’s chair, offering the other man his hand and striking up conversation without so much as making eye contact with her. 
 She dropped her gaze to the table cloth as humiliated heat rushed into her face. The impact of his disregard was painful and pointed. 
She truly meant nothing to him. 
Martin turned his body toward her, his arm curving around the back of her chair as though he could somehow shield her from her father’s indifference. “Violet—”
“Always good to see a new face in the club rooms. I take it you’re well, Violet?” 
She lifted her gaze over Martin’s shoulder and met her father’s eyes. They were the same color as her own. They’d shared the same hair color, too, before he’d gone grey. 
She opened her mouth to say something suitably innocuous now that he’d deigned to acknowledger her, but suddenly Martin was on his feet between them, blocking her father with his back. 
“Come on. Let’s go.” His hand found her elbow, urging her to her feet. 
She shook her head, very aware that his abrupt move had drawn the President’s attention. 
“What? No, we haven’t had dessert yet.” She tried to tell him with her eyes that he didn’t need to do this for her. That she was more than happy to suck it up so he could get what he wanted. 
“Fuck dessert. You don’t want to be here, Violet, and neither do I.”
“Martin.” 
He turned and nailed her father with a cold, hard look. “You’re an asshole.”
 Violet gasped with shock. Heads turned, the volume of chatter dropping noticeably. Martin propelled her away from the table, his grip painfully tight on her elbow. 
He only slowed when they reached the cloak room, his grip easing on her arm. 
“Are you okay?”
“Martin... I so wish you hadn’t done that.” Tears filled her eyes as she thought about how long he’d coveted membership to this hallowed, exclusive club. 
“You think I want to belong to a club that would take a prick like that? You think I want to rub shoulders with someone who could do that to you?”  
She stared at him, at the strong planes of his face and the angry, determined glint in his eye and she understood that he was completely, utterly sincere in his sacrifice.
Her chest swelled with emotion. 
How had she ever disliked this man? How had she ever found him stuffy or staid or repressed? He was a modern day knight—honorable, devoted, passionate—and she was head over freaking heels in love with him.  
Overwhelmed and humbled, she let Martin help her into her coat and they exited into the night. They’d parked in a multi-level garage on the next block and they walked in silence for a few minutes, the only sound the click-click of her heels.
Finally she spoke up. 
“I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever done for me.” 
“I meant every word of it. If he wasn’t so old I’d have broken his nose for him, too.”
She smiled, loving his outrage, loving that it was for her. 
Loving him.
“He boxed at Oxford. He might have broken your nose.”
“I boxed at Hackney. Trust me, I’d break more than his nose.”
They turned into the parking garage.
“You know who’d look good with a broken nose? Diana,” she said. 
He laughed, the sound echoing off the concrete walls. 
“You think you could take her in a cage match?”
“I would eat her for breakfast. Wouldn’t even break a sweat.”
“I’d back you. Any time.”
She knew he would, too. He was a good man. A real man. The kind who honored his commitments and did the right thing and stood up for what he believed in. He also cooked like a dream and fucked like a god and he made her feel important and sexy and special. 
A wave of love and lust welled up inside her as he unlocked the Jag and held her door open for her. She slid inside, then waited impatiently for him to walk around to the other side of the car and get into the driver’s seat.
He slid the key into the ignition, but she reached out and caught his arm before he could start the car. “Don’t.” 
He glanced at her, a question in his eyes. 
“Put your seat back,” she said.
He glanced out the window. It was dark and deserted in the garage, but there were plenty of other cars around. 
“Put your seat back,” she said again. 
He pulled a lever and his seat dropped backward. She reached for his belt buckle, sliding it free with impatient hands. She could feel how hard he was already as she unzipped his fly. He made a small, inarticulate noise as she lowered her head and took him into her mouth. 
He tasted like heat and clean skin and she took him all the way to the back of her throat, reveling in how thick and long he was. His hands slid into her hair as she started to work him, her tongue tormenting the sensitive head of his cock. She poured all her want and all her need into the act, doing her damnedest to tell him with her hands and mouth how important he was to her, how grateful she was for what he’d done tonight, how much his sacrifice meant to her. She felt the tension growing in him and she upped the pace, wanting to give him as much pleasure as she possibly could. Wanting to rock his world. 
“Violet,” he groaned, his voice ragged. 
She could feel how close he was, could feel his hips lift off the seat as he gave into the primitive urge to pump into something. Then he was coming, his body shuddering for long, drawn out seconds. She waited until he was done before giving the head of his beautiful cock one last, regretful lick. She lifted her head to find Martin watching her with heavy-lidded eyes. 
“You didn’t have to do that.”
“I wanted to.” So much. 
“You know you’ve ruined me for all other women, right?” 
“That was the plan.”
He lifted his hand and brushed his knuckles along the curve of her breast, his expression suddenly very serious. “What did I do before you, Violet? I can’t remember.”
She caught his hand and turned his palm toward her, pressing a kiss into it. She could remember her life before he’d become an essential part of it. She didn’t want to go back there.  
“What would you do if told you that I loved you?” she said quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.
It felt like the bravest thing she’d ever said, but she needed to know. She was besotted with this man, and she was reasonably certain the feeling was mutual, but it was so much what she wanted, so perfect, she couldn’t quite believe in it. 
“I’d say hallelujah, because I’m crazy ape bonkers for you, Violet Sutcliffe.”
“I love you.” 
His eyes glinted. “Come here.”
She didn’t need further encouragement, scrambling across the centre console and onto him. She lay her body over his, chest to chest, hip to hip. His hands came up to frame her face, his thumbs brushing her cheekbones. 
“I love you, too. I’m obsessed with you, and I admire you and I adore you. I love you, Violet.”
No one had ever declared their love so unequivocally, so sincerely, so convincingly. For a moment her chest seemed to expand, as though her heart was suddenly too big for her body. This man—this amazing, driven, smart, capable, loyal, loving, sexy man—loved her. 
“This feels too good to be true,” she whispered.
“It’s true. I’m true. And I’m not going anywhere. Not unless you come with me.”
She closed her eyes, pressing her cheek into his touch, overwhelmed by the joy burgeoning inside her. They sat like that for a long moment, communing silently with one another, allowing the truth to sink into their bones. 
Then a car started up somewhere to their right and she opened her eyes and made the decision she’d been delaying for too long. 
“I need to talk to Elizabeth. As soon as possible.”
“Okay.”
“I need to be in the same room as her, to see her face. I don’t want her to just say the polite, reasonable thing to smooth things over when she really wants to scream at me. I want her to scream at me if she has to.”
“We haven’t done anything wrong, Violet. Elizabeth has no claim on me.”
Violet nodded, but they both knew it wasn’t as cut and dried as that. Martin had been Elizabeth’s for six years.
“It will be okay, Violet.”
It was the second time he’d said those words to her, and they still held a lot of power. But even his love and reassurance couldn’t stop the dart of fear that raced through her as she contemplated the very real prospect of losing her best friend. 


Chapter Eleven
She booked her ticket that night, sitting in bed beside Martin, his laptop on her knees as she hit the button to confirm her purchase. It was done. Three days from now she would know if she had won the man of her dreams at the expense of her closet, most beloved friend. 
She rang Elizabeth the next morning to announce her visit. E sounded delighted and surprised and excited by the prospect of seeing her. Violet felt like a fraud, as though she was deceiving her friend yet again. 
She packed that night, setting her smallest case by the door. She wanted this over with now, and she regretted not simply jumping on the first flight out. It simply hadn’t been practical, however. She’d needed to organize cover for the store—a student, Andie, who sometimes helped out during busy periods—as well as take delivery of a major shipment. 
It wasn’t until the following day that she remembered that she needed to add her passport details to her booking. She was in the shop at the time, and she flipped the closed sign and raced upstairs to find her passport. Belatedly it occurred to her that it had been a while since she’d used it—it would be deeply frustrating if it had expired. 
She found her passport in her underwear drawer, her shoulders dropping with relief when she flipped it open and saw that it was good for another twelve months. Phew.
She locked up the flat and started down the stairs, her thoughts racing ahead of her to tomorrow’s flight and what would happen when she landed in Australia. Elizabeth had insisted on picking her up from the airport. It was going to take an act of enormous self control to not simply blurt out her news the moment she saw Elizabeth’s face. 
She wasn’t sure what happened next—if she missed a step or slipped or something else entirely, but the next thing she knew she was tumbling down the remaining half a dozen stairs, arms flailing as she tried and failed to grasp the railing to break her fall. She landed painfully, her ankle twisting beneath her, her knee smashing into the edge of a stair tread. 
For a moment the pain was so intense she couldn’t breathe. Then she was gasping, tears springing to her eyes as she started to shake in reaction. Moving slowly, she used the balustrade to drag herself into a semi-crouch, balancing on her uninjured leg. She tried to move her ankle and cried out in pain. 
It took her a moment to recover from the attempt. Tears rolling down her face, she sank onto a step and pulled her phone from her skirt pocket. 
 “Hello. I was just thinking about you,” Martin said warmly.
“I’ve had an accident. Can you come? I need you.” 
“Are you okay? What happened? Should I call an ambulance?”
Later, when the world wasn’t quite so filled with pain, she would take time to appreciate the urgent concern in his voice. 
“I fell down the stairs. I’ve banged my knee and twisted my ankle.”
“Violet.” 
There was so much meaning in the single word.
“I’m okay.”
“You’d better be.”
She smiled as his fierceness.
“Ten minutes. Don’t move.”
He made it in eight, pounding on the street door the second he arrived. She slid down the final couple of steps on her backside and reached up to let him in. He paled when he saw her. Crouching beside her, he touched her face. 
“Jesus, Violet.”
“I’m okay,” she reassured him again. 
He lifted her skirt and examined first her knee then her ankle. He didn’t touch anything, for which she was hugely grateful. 
His expression was grim when his gaze met hers again. 
“You realize it’s broken, don’t you?”
“I had an inkling.”
“We need to get you to hospital.”
He carried her to the car, placing her carefully in the back seat and arranging his coat to support her ankle. 
“Fifteen minutes, tops, and we’ll be there,” he said as started the engine. 
She lay with her head tilted back, hands fisted in her lap as she tried to breathe through the pain. He carried her into casualty and the nurse took one look at her and ushered them through to a cubicle. X-rays revealed that she had, indeed, broken her ankle. Her knee was merely badly bruised. 
They gave her painkillers and ice for her knee, then a nurse came to stabilise her ankle with a cast. Violet watched the woman work, trying to contain the emotion rising inside her. Martin brushed the hair back from her face and tightened his grip on her hand. She looked up at him, a single tear sliding down her cheek. 
“I’m going to have to cancel my flight, aren’t I?”
He didn’t bother responding. They both knew she’d be in no condition to walk, let alone fly for quite some time. Fortunately she already had Andie lined up to cover the shop for her while she was away, so she didn’t have to worry about the store for the next week, at least. 
They sent her home with a blue fiberglass cast and crutches. Martin took her to his place and put her to bed. That night he collected a suitcase of things from her apartment and made space in his wardrobe for her clothes. 
“People are going to think I did this on purpose, so you’d be forced to take me in,” she said as she watched him carefully hang her dresses and coats. There was something incredibly endearing about the way he made sure they were hanging just right before he put them on the rail. 
“People are going to think I pushed you down the stairs so you’d have no choice but to move in with me.”
She called Elizabeth later that evening to tell her the bad news. E was hugely concerned and apologetic that she wasn’t there to commiserate and comfort Violet in person. She sent an enormous basket of flowers and chocolates to the shop the next day and Andie dropped them at Martin’s place on her way home. Violet was staring at them morosely when Martin got in from work that evening. His gaze went from her to the flowers and back again. 
“Elizabeth?”
“She’s such a good friend. I don’t deserve her.”
Martin sat on the side of the bed. “You’re a great friend to Elizabeth. Even when I was at my most ridiculous where you were concerned, I understood that.”
“A truly great friend wouldn’t have so much as sniffed in your direction.”
“And where would that have left me? Sleepwalking my way through my life?”
Despite her guilt and misery, she was warmed by his words and the way he looked at her. It still felt like a minor miracle to her that he loved her in the same way that she loved him. Then she caught sight of Elizabeth’s flowers over his shoulder and her smile faded.  
“Call her, Violet. If it’s weighing on you so heavily, call her. I know it’s not what you wanted, but maybe it’s what you have to accept,” Martin said.
She stared at him, chewing her lip. He was probably right but she hated the idea of having such an important conversation over the phone. 
“You can’t put this off forever, you know that, right?”
She ducked her head, hating that he could see right through her excuses to her cowardly heart. His hand found her cheek, his palm cupping her jaw. 
“She loves you, Violet. She wants you to be happy.”
“You were hers for six years, Martin. She was going to marry you. It’s not like I borrowed a pair of her shoes without permission. I borrowed her life.”
“It was my life, too. Don’t I get a say in any of this? A share of the blame? I’m the one who came to you that first time. I’m the one who kissed you and pushed you down onto the couch.”
She smiled faintly at his chivalry. “I kissed you, you idiot, and dragged you onto the couch.”
They argued the toss for a few minutes, which inevitably led to a re-enactment of original events—creatively choreographed to allow for her injuries. 
Afterward, as Martin lay dozing beside her, she tried to psych herself up to call Elizabeth. She knew her procrastination was verging on the pathological at this point and that every day that passed only made things worse. She really needed to bit the bullet. 
She glanced at her phone on the bedside table, but didn’t pick it up.  
She’d never considered herself a weak person. She’d walked away from her family when she was nineteen, striking out into the world with only the feeble funds in her school bank account to keep the wolf from the door. She’d built up a business from nothing, created a life for herself. Yet for some reason she was unable to tackle this situation head on. 
“Give yourself a break, Violet.”
She turned her head on the pillow. “I thought you were sleeping.”
“And I thought I’d succeeded in distracting you.”
“Is that what that was?”
“Among other things.”
She smiled, but her heart wasn’t in it. “I don’t like feeling like this.”
“Guilty?”
“Yes. And feeble.”
“You’re not feeble.”
“Then why is this so hard for me?”
“Because Elizabeth is your surrogate family.” He said it as though it was perfectly obvious, plainer than the nose on her face. 
She propped herself up on an elbow, arrested. “What do you mean?” 
“You can’t see it?” he asked, his grey eyes gentle. “You’ve lost one family already, and Elizabeth stepped into the breach. She became your sister and your mother and your father, all rolled into one. You did the same for her, mind. You helped her survive her grandparents. You two saved each other. And now you’re afraid that history is going to repeat itself and that once the truth of what has happened between us has been revealed, Elizabeth will reject you in the same way that your father did.”
It was so simple, so obvious. Violet lay blinking back tears, ridiculously choked up over Martin’s concise take on her situation. She’d been so sure that she’d dealt with all that stuff with her father and stepmother, that she had it under control and yet here it was, raising its ugly head again. 
“Does any of this stuff ever go away?” she asked after a long beat.
“In my experience, no. But you get to know where the bodies are buried, and you learn how to avoid them and how to cope with them when you can’t avoid them.”
Violet studied his face in the dim light, then reached out to run a finger along the bristly line of his jaw. 
“How did you get so smart?”
“The hard way. The same way you got so strong. And you are strong, Violet. You’ll survive this, no matter what happens.”
She loved him for not sugar-coating things, for not attempting to predict Elizabeth’s response. 
“You think I should call her?”
“I think you should stop carrying all this guilt around and accept that you’re allowed to be happy. And if talking to Elizabeth is going to achieve that, then yes, call her.”
The words were barely out of his mouth when her phone rang. Martin passed it across to her. She took one look at the caller I.D. and took a deep breath. 
“It’s E.”
It was as though the fates were adding their encouragement to Martin’s. Telling her that now was the time to unburden herself.
Martin raised an eyebrow in silent question. 
“Okay,” she said, nodding. “Okay.”
It was time. Past time. She needed to face the consequences and move on. Even if it was going to hurt like hell. She and Martin couldn’t move forward until this was dealt with. He’d been very careful not to mention his own feelings in any of their discussions so far, but she knew it chaffed on him that their relationship was not yet public. 
 She took the call. “Hey, E.” Her voice came out strangely, tight and a little high. 
“Violet. Thank God you’re there. I wanted you to be the first to know—Nathan just asked me to marry him, and I said yes!”
For a second Violet was speechless. She blinked rapidly, trying to prod her stunned brain into action.
Elizabeth had flown out to Australia four months ago. And now she was getting married? It was all way too fast, way too crazy, even for a woman who had just turned her life upside down. 
“Violet? Are you still there?”
Violet gathered her scattered thoughts together and forced herself to say the expected thing, even though her head was teeming with doubts.
“I am. I’m just blown away. It’s amazing news.” She glanced at Martin as it hit her that this news might be more than a little shocking to him, too. 
No matter what he said, no matter that he was with her now and that she knew in her gut he was happy, the news that Elizabeth was marrying someone so soon after breaking things off with him would have to sting. He wouldn’t be human if it didn’t. 
She reached out and took his hand, aware that her next words would well and truly give the game away as far as the topic of her conversation with Elizabeth went. “Have you set a date yet?”
She watched as comprehension dawned on Martin’s face. His gaze dropped to the sheet, effectively shutting her off from his thoughts. She squeezed his hand.
“Brace yourself—we’re aiming for June,” Elizabeth said. “I know that sounds absolutely insane, but my grandparents have decided they want to come down here. They want to meet Nathan and see where I’m going to live. They’ve booked tickets for June and we decided that it would be the perfect opportunity to kill a few birds with one stone.”
“Right.”
“It won’t be big or fancy, just our closest friends and family. I know you’re grounded with your ankle right now, but it will be all good in eight weeks time, won’t it?” Elizabeth’s tone was coaxing.
Martin was still staring at the sheet. 
“I’m sure it will be fine. And if it isn’t, I’ll come anyway.”
What else was there for her to say, after all? Despite having decided barely five minutes ago that she needed to confess all, no matter what, there was no way she was going to be the wet blanket that ruined her best friend’s excitement and happiness.
And Elizabeth was happy. It radiated from every word she said. Under any other circumstances, Violet would be beside herself with joy for her friend, but with Martin sitting pensively beside her and the ever-present guilt making her stomach heavy, her own reaction was far more compromised and complicated. 
“Be happy for me, Vi,” Elizabeth said quietly, obviously picking up on some of Violet’s turmoil despite the distance between them. “Nathan makes me so happy. This is the best thing that’s ever happened to me.”
“I’m thrilled for you, E. You have no idea how much. I’m just trying to get my head around it all, that’s all.”
“I know it’s fast. But it’s right. I know it in my bones. Have you ever had that feeling, Vi? Absolute, instinctive certainty?”
Violet’s gaze fell to where her hand still gripped Martin’s. 
“Yes. I’ve had that feeling.”
“I love you so much, you know that, right? I can’t wait to see you and for you to meet Nathan and to show you around Melbourne. You’ll love it here.”
“Email me through the dates and I’ll book my ticket tonight.”
“Great. Listen, I have to keep moving, I need to make a few more calls. Have a glass of champagne in my name, okay?”
“I will.”
The line went dead and Violet set her phone on the bedside table.
“Are you okay?” she asked. 
Martin lifted his gaze to hers. “I’m fine.”
“Still, it must have been a shock for you.”
“You want the truth? The only time I’ve thought about Elizabeth in the past few months is in relation to you.”
“Oh. Well...good.” 
It was good. But for some reason she still felt uneasy. As though he wasn’t telling her the whole truth. 
He got out of bed, reaching for his boxers. She watched as he pulled them on. Was it just her, or were his shoulders tight? As though he was holding himself in check in some way?
“Are you sure you’re okay? Because I don’t mind if you need to talk about it...”
“Violet. I’m not upset about Elizabeth.”
She pulled the sheet a little higher, tucking it under her armpits. “But you are upset about something, right?”
He was a lawyer, always very precise with words, and there was no other explanation for the way he’d phrased his response. 
“Not upset, per se. Frustrated is a better word.” There was more than a hint of challenge in his posture as he faced her. “When are you going to tell her, Violet?”
She blinked at him. “You think I should have told her today? Even though she’s over the moon about being engaged?” 
Because it simply hadn’t occurred to her to confess once she’d heard Elizabeth’s news, and she’d felt sure Martin would be on the same page. After all, this was a big day for E. A huge day.
“Yes, I do. I think that we’ve deferred to Elizabeth’s feelings more than enough. Don’t you?”
He was angry with her. Disappointed. She could hear it in his voice. Her stomach dipped with dismay. 
“I don’t want to ruin anything for her.”
“So, what? We just continue to skulk around town, worrying we’ll run into someone we know? And you keep driving yourself crazy, second guessing how Elizabeth is going to react, making yourself sick over it?”
She stared at him. He’d never raised it again, but that night outside the Thai restaurant had obviously left a bad taste in his mouth. She hadn’t liked lying about being with him, either, but it had been a necessary evil. Elizabeth had to hear about them from Violet, not through someone else. She’d thought he understood that. 
“You know how much she means to me.” They’d just had a whole conversation about it. How could he go from being so understanding and empathetic ten minutes ago to this?
“I do. I know you love her. But I love you, Violet, and I don’t want to feel as though our future is on hold while we wait for it to be the perfect moment for Elizabeth to hear about us.”
“So, what? I call her back right now and just dump this on her? While she’s drinking champagne with her new fiancé?” Her voice was high and shaky with emotion. 
“Sure. Why not? You think there’s ever going to be a perfect time, Violet? Because I can tell you right now, there won’t be. Next time she’ll be pregnant, or starting a new job, or her grandmother will be poorly, or something will happen with Nate. If you keep looking for it, there will always be an excuse not to tell her.”
“I’m not ruining my best friend’s wedding. Not with a phone call from the other side of the fucking planet.”
“Yes. I got that. Message received and well and truly understood, thank you.”
He pulled on a T-shirt and strode from the room. 
Violet stared at the spot he’d been standing. Bile burned in her throat. She pressed both palms to her chest.
She’d been waiting for the bubble to burst, hadn’t she? She knew what came next. The anger. The blame. All the ways that she was wrong. All the ways that she’d disappointed him. 
She’d been here before.
Her heart was racing, hammering inside her chest. Panic threatened to swamp her. She took a ragged breath. She needed to protect herself. She needed to stay calm and keep a clear head. 
And she needed to get dressed. 
Right now. 
Throwing back the covers, she reached for her crutches. 
 
Martin swore to himself as he strode into the kitchen. Bloody Elizabeth. Why the woman couldn’t have held off on making her big announcement for thirty minutes longer... Violet had been on the verge of ringing and purging herself of her guilt once and for all, and now they were back to square one. 
Or maybe he was kidding himself on that score. After all, she’d managed to find four months worth of excuses so far. Maybe she would have found another excuse even if Elizabeth hadn’t announced her engagement. 
He grabbed the frypan and banged it onto the stove, then raided the pantry for onions and garlic. He was slicing the top off the second onion when Violet appeared in the doorway. She’d dressed and pulled her hair into a tight pony tail. Because he was still pissed with her, he didn’t say anything immediately, simply kept chopping away at the onion.
“The taxi will be here in ten minutes. I need you to get my suitcase off the top shelf of the closet so I can pack.”
Her voice was so quiet that for a moment he thought he’d misheard her.  
He lay the knife down on the board. “What?”
“I need you to get my suitcase down so I can pack.”
He stared at her. She wanted to pack her things? Because they’d had a fight? Because he’d pushed her to tell Elizabeth, no matter what the circumstances?
For a moment he was reeling, completely off balance. Then he registered that she was trembling and pale, her whole body vibrating with the intensity of her emotions and he was hit with a blinding, painful flash of insight. 
If it was any other woman, he’d interpret Violet’s announcement as a gambit to get her own way. An extreme and childish gambit, but a gambit nonetheless. Agree with me or I walk. 
But this was Violet, who’d been treated as a shameful miscreant when she’d been exploited as a child and ultimately ejected from her home for being too much trouble, too hard, too disruptive. 
In Violet’s experience, fights with loved ones weren’t avenues to compromise—they were fast tracks to estrangement. They meant recriminations and judgement and, ultimately, being sent out into the world on her own. 
Or, in this case, back to her apartment, hobbling on crutches. 
Faced with what she believed was imminent rejection, Violet had opted to make a pre-emptive strike. 
If his heart wasn’t breaking for her, he could almost find it in himself to applaud her chutzpah. 
“Violet...” He went to her without hesitation, wrapping his arms around her, drawing her body against his, crutches and all. “I don’t want you to go anywhere, okay? Just because we disagree on something doesn’t mean that I don’t still love you. I will always love you, no matter what.”
She was very still and unresponsive in his arms, but he knew in his gut and his heart that he was on the right track. He knew, because he knew her. 
He pressed a kiss to her forehead. “Sweetheart...You think I’m going to let you go now that I have you in my clutches? You think I want to go back to living in black and white now that I know what Technicolor looks like?” 
She shuddered, then she pressed her face into his neck and flung her arms around him. Her grip was fierce, almost painful in its intensity.
“I’m sorry I’m so messed up. I’m sorry I don’t know how to do this. Please believe that I love you, Martin, please believe that this thing with E has nothing to do with how much you mean to me...”
He cupped the back of her head and held her as she sobbed, his chest aching. 
He should have broken Howard Sutcliffe’s nose that night at the Savage Club. He should have knocked the other man clear into the middle of next week for the damage he’d done to a vulnerable young girl who’d needed love and protection and comfort and instead received nothing but condemnation. To her everlasting credit, Violet had sucked up the treatment she’d been dealt and held her head high and survived, but there’d been a price for that survival, and she was paying it now. 
They both were. 
“I believe you, sweetheart. It’s okay. We’re okay, Violet.”
She drew back from his embrace so she could look into his eyes, her own swimming with tears. The uncertainty in her face nearly killed him. 
She had no idea how lovable she was. How precious and brave and special. 
She must have seen something in his eyes to reassure her, though, because some of the tension left her body. He dragged out a chair and sat, pulling her onto his lap. 
“I’m not going anywhere, and neither are you,” he said quietly. 
The remaining tension leached out of her body. She lay her head on his shoulder, as simple and trusting as a child. 
He closed his eyes and breathed in the smell of her perfume and made a decision. 
He would let Violet find her own way and time to tell Elizabeth. In the interim, he would listen and hold her hand and offer his counsel, but he would not push. He understood now how deep her wounds ran, how hard it was for her to trust that she could make mistakes and still deserve love. 
One day, she would know it in her bones, because it would be his lifetime mission to make it so. But for now... 
He would wait, and he would trust that Violet would work it out for herself.  


Chapter Twelve
Violet woke the next day feeling as though someone had snuck in while she was asleep and beaten her with a cricket bat. Her eyes were sore and gritty, her body heavy. As she lay in bed listening to the sound of Martin in the shower, it struck her that she was suffering from the emotional equivalent of a hangover. 
She’d hit a wall with Martin last night. She’d braced herself for the impact, sure that the happiest months of her life were about to implode... But they’d survived. 
Martin was already calling it their first fight. On one hand it terrified her to think that she might ever feel so dangerously at odds with him again, but there was also something strangely reassuring in the notion that Martin wasn’t daunted by the prospect. That he expected them to have fights number two and three and four and survive them and many more. 
It was going to take some time for her to get her head around the concept, but she was willing to work on it. Funny, when she considered how often she and Martin had been at odds in the past. But while he’d had the power to hurt her even back then, now he held her heart—and her happiness—in the palm of his hand. 
The shower fell silent. She pushed her hair out of her face and sat up, adjusting the covers over her cast. Thirty seconds later, Martin exited the ensuite, a towel slung low on his hips. As usual, water droplets still clung to his shoulders. She’d chided him more than once for his sloppy drying technique, but he claimed he preferred to “air dry”. 
He smiled when he saw she was awake. “Hello.”
“Hello.”
“Give me five minutes and I’ll bring your breakfast in.”
“Martin, before you go...I want to talk about Elizabeth.”
He hesitated a moment, then came to sit on the side of the bed. “Fire away.”
She plucked at the edge of the sheet. “I know I’ve made a mess of this whole thing. I should have told Elizabeth right from the start. I should have, but I didn’t, because I’m a big old chicken.”
He reached out and wove his fingers with hers. “You’re not a chicken.”
“I am. A cowardly, cowardly custard. But I want to make a promise to you. I will go to Australia for the wedding. I will do whatever Elizabeth needs me to do to make her day beautiful and perfect, because she deserves that. But then I will tell her. Face to face. I know you would prefer for it to be sooner—”
“It’s okay, Violet. It’s your decision. Whatever you’re comfortable with.”
“You have to be comfortable with it, too.”
“I’m comfortable if you’re comfortable.”
She narrowed her eyes. “This is because I turned into a complete psycho last night, isn’t it? You’ve decided that I’m clearly not capable of being rational on this subject and you’re opting out.” 
“I’m not opting out of anything. Like I said, it’s your decision. But if you want my opinion, after the wedding is as good a time as any.”
“But you’d prefer before the wedding.”
He smiled slightly and leaned forward to kiss her. “Repeat after me: it’s your decision.”
He stood and disappeared back into the bathroom. She chewed on her lip, pondering his words, then decided to simply take him at face value. He’d said he was comfortable if she was comfortable. She chose to believe him. After all, he hadn’t lied to her yet. 
So. In eight weeks time, give or take, it would all be over. Elizabeth would know. Finally. 
A sickening kick of adrenaline tightened her belly. This time, there would be no going back. No excuses. No wimping out. She’d made a promise to Martin, and she would keep it. 
No matter what. 
 
No matter what manifested itself sooner rather than later. She was scheduled to have her cast off at the beginning of May, but an X-ray showed that the bone hadn’t repaired itself anywhere near as much as her doctor would have liked. She was sentenced to another two weeks in the cast. 
Two weeks turned into three before she was able to trade her cast for the increased mobility of a medical boot. Or what she’d hoped would be increased mobility, anyway. Her expectations were brutally downgraded after she spent the first half hour hobbling around. Her still-healing bones hurt as they knitted together and she was sweaty and shaky and more than a little tearful by the time she was back behind the counter in her store.  
“This is a disaster,” she told Martin when he rang to see how her appointment had gone. “How am I going to get onto the plane? I won’t be able to go to the bathroom. I’ll have to wear a bloody astronaut diaper or something to survive the trip.”
“We’ll work it out,” he said calmly. 
At the time it was enough to calm her, but it wasn’t until she was two days out from her departure date that she learned what Martin's version of them “working it out” entailed. 
“I can’t ask you do this, Martin,” she said as she stared at the plane ticket he’d just slid onto the table between them. 
A ticket for him to accompany her to Australia, playing the role of her own personal nurse/aide/valet.
“You didn’t ask, I’m offering.” He was fresh home from work and wearing one of the three piece suits she’d once found stuffy and boring. Now she thought they were the sexiest, most provocative item of clothing in the history of the world. “I’ll get you on the plane and through customs, then I’ll disappear. I’ll stay at a nice hotel, take in a few galleries, check out some kangaroos and koalas, and when the wedding is over I’ll meet you somewhere and we’ll have our own private holiday.”
Tears filled her eyes as she processed the extraordinary, selfless generosity behind his offer. 
“I love you for offering, but I can’t let you do it. It’s too much.”
“It isn’t, Violet. It’s the bare minimum as far as I’m concerned. I want you to be happy. I need you to be safe.”
She couldn’t speak then because the stupid tears that had been pressing at the back of her eyes were sliding down her face. 
“Those are happy tears, right?” he asked as he pulled her into his arms. “I’m-glad-we’ll-be-flying-to-Australia-together tears?”
She pressed her face into his shoulder and finally found the courage to voice the certainty in her heart. 
“I don’t deserve you.”
His arms tightened around her, a fierce, indomitable band of muscle and sinew. “You do, Violet. And I deserve you. We’ve both more than earned our chance at happiness. And I will not feel guilty about grabbing it with both hands, and I won’t let you feel guilty, either.”
She didn’t bother trying to talk him out of his gallant gesture after that. The reality was that she desperately needed his assistance, something that became more than evident before they’d even left for the airport. Despite culling her wardrobe down to the bare essentials, it was almost impossible for her to hobble along in her boot and haul her very modest-sized suitcase behind her. 
“Relax,” Martin said as he took the suitcase handle from her grasp. “That’s what I’m here for. Think of me as your own personal Tenzing Norgay.”
She thought of him as her own personal savior by the time they’d endured nearly twenty-hours in the air to land at Melbourne airport. He’d wrangled with air hostesses on her behalf, escorted her to the bathroom, let her rest her head on his shoulder while she slept, shared his iPad with her when she grew bored, and generally treated her as though she was the most important, precious person in the world to him. She hadn’t thought it was possible to love him more, but being on the receiving end of his tender, considerate care and thoughtfulness made her wonder how she’d ever survived without him in her life.
At the same time, the closer she got to Australia, the more nervous and anxious she became. She told herself over and over that there was nothing to be worried about—she’d already made the decision not to throw herself on Elizabeth’s mercy until after the wedding—but it didn’t stop her stomach from churning and her heart from racing as she and Martin made their slow, laborious way along the concourse after disembarking from the plane. 
“Do you want to sit down for a few minutes?” Martin asked quietly once they’d cleared customs. 
She shook her head. She had yet to collect her luggage and she was very aware that Elizabeth would be waiting for her on the other side of the arrival gate. 
“I just want to get this over and done with. And once I see her it will all be okay.” She sounded more confident than she felt. She wasn’t sure of any such thing. In fact, a part of her was terrified that the moment Elizabeth looked at her she’d be able to discern her secret guilt.
“I brought you something for luck,” Martin said. “They’ve worked an absolute treat for me ever since I’ve had them.”
She frowned as he pulled something small and black from his coat pocket before leaning across and slipping it into hers. 
“What is it?”
He simply cocked an eyebrow mysteriously. She slid her hand into her pocket and encountered the cool slipperiness of silk. It took her a full second to understand that she was feeling her own underwear, the pair she’d gifted him at Bronwyn and Perry’s dinner all those months ago. 
A bubble of laughter welled up inside her. Martin’s eyes smiled into hers, his mouth quirking up at the corner. He looked pleased with himself and a little rumpled and so very, very dear to her.
“You carried these across the international date line for just this moment, didn’t you?”
“I figured you might need a secret weapon.”
She slipped her finger into the belt loop of his jeans and dragged him closer. “You’re my secret weapon.”
Someone jostled them from behind and she glanced over her shoulder, realizing that they were partially blocking the walkway. 
“Come on. Let’s do this,” Martin said firmly. 
She let him sweep her along to the luggage carousel, then she let him usher her through the final quarantine check. Only when they were within sight of the opaque glass doors that led to the waiting area—and Elizabeth—did he come to a halt. 
“Call me when you can, okay? I programmed my hotel details into your phone. I’m a few minutes away by taxi if you need me. Any time, day or night. Got it?”
“Yes.”
He tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, his face very serious. “No matter what, we’ll be all right, Violet. No matter what.”
He wrapped her cold, damp fingers around the grip of her wheeled suitcase and took a step backward. “Any time, day or night,” he repeated. 
He stepped to one side to allow other passengers to go past. She stared at him, then glanced toward the glass doors. She took a step, then another. But it felt wrong to be leaving him behind like some dirty secret she needed to hide. It felt wrong on a visceral, primal, undeniable level. 
She loved him. He was her future, her heart. She may have mixed, messed up feelings about the fact that he’d once belonged to her friend, but there wasn’t a doubt in her heart that he was the man she would spend the rest of her life with, God willing. 
She couldn’t simply abandon him so she could keep up a childish subterfuge that had gone on far, far too long. She couldn’t put Elizabeth’s comfort and happiness ahead of his. She simply couldn’t. 
Moving awkwardly, she pivoted on the heel of her boot. He was watching her, his face solemn, and his eyebrows rose toward his hairline in question as she shuffled toward him. 
“What’s wrong?” he asked, reaching for her hand. 
How like him that his first thought was for her, for her happiness and well-being. 
“Come with me.”
His hand tightened around hers. “Elizabeth will be waiting for you.”
“I know. Come with me.”
“Violet—”
She didn’t give him a chance to talk her out of it. “I don’t want to lie about you, about us any more. I know it’s crappy timing because of the wedding, but it’s exactly like you said—there will always be something. I don’t want to hide you, Martin. I love you. And if what’s happened between us is a problem for Elizabeth, then so be it.”
She felt as though an enormous weight lifted from her chest as she said the words. As though she’d drawn her own personal line in the sand. She loved Martin. She wasn’t leaving him behind as though she was ashamed of him. 
He studied her face for a beat, then he nodded. “If that’s what you want.”
“It is.”
“Then let’s go.”
He took a moment to stack her case on top of his, then they moved toward the exit as one, his arm supporting her all the way. There was a split-second as they reached the doors when her stomach dipped so dramatically she felt sick. Then they slid open and they were facing a chaotic sea of hopeful, expectant faces. 
She scanned the crowd, looking for Elizabeth’s blonde hair. She’d seen pictures of Nathan but wasn’t confident she would recognize him easily. Her gaze slid over unfamiliar faces, adrenalin making her pulse race her and palms sweaty. 
“Over there,” Martin said, his voice calm and deep. 
She followed his sightline past a cluster of people pressed against the barrier to where a tall, tanned couple stood side by side. She found herself looking into Elizabeth’s blue eyes as Elizabeth pressed her fingers to her mouth in an unmistakable gesture of shock. Violet lifted her chin, bracing herself for condemnation as her old friend processed what Martin’s presence at Violet’s side must mean. 
The man standing beside Elizabeth said something and Elizabeth shifted her gaze to him. Violet registered for the first time that she’d been holding her breath and she sucked in a big lungful of air. Martin’s hand pressed warmly against her lower back. 
“She loves you. Remember that,” he said. 
Violet barely had time to nod before Elizabeth started pushing her way through the crowd to get to them. Violet shuffled forward, doing her best to clear the barriers. Then Elizabeth was in front of her, her eyes filled with questions. 
“I tried to tell you a dozen times, but I was too scared,” Violet said, the truth bursting out of her. “It just happened, I didn’t mean for it to, but I love him, E. I love him so much...”
She burst into tears, six months worth of confusion and guilt finding its way out through her tear ducts. Martin’s arm came around her shoulders even as Elizabeth stepped forward and took her hand. 
“Violet.”
The concern and warmth in her friend’s voice somehow cut through the emotion swelling Violet’s throat. She blinked, dashing the tears away with the back of her hand. This wasn’t the way she’d wanted to do any of this. She’d wanted to be calm and adult and she’d wanted to give Elizabeth every opportunity to vent her feelings. Instead, she was standing here with a stupid medical boot on her leg and girlish tears rolling down her face. 
“Why don’t we find some place more private, get out of the way a little?” a deep voice suggested.
She glanced at Elizabeth’s husband-to-be, taking in his short dark hair and piercing, pale blue eyes. Like Elizabeth, he was tanned, even though it was the middle of the Australian winter. Violet shot Martin a quick, wordless look and he nodded slightly to let her know he was fine with the arrangement. Violet was very aware of Elizabeth registering the small exchange and she fought the urge to rush into explanations again as they made their way to the coffee shop in the far corner of the arrival hall. 
Without anyone saying anything, she and Elizabeth gravitated to a table in the far corner while the men retreated to the counter. 
They were both silent for a moment after they’d slid into their chairs. Violet fought the urge to fidget, pressing her hands flat against the table. 
“I’m sorry. This isn’t the way I wanted to tell you,” she said quietly, forcing herself to meet Elizabeth’s eyes. 
What she saw there was predominantly confusion. 
“How long...?” Elizabeth asked. 
“Nearly six months. Pretty much since he came back from seeing you in Australia. I felt sorry for him and I took him a bottle of schnapps. A sort of peace offering for him to drown his sorrows. He refused to take it, but I left it for him anyway. Then he got drunk and came calling, wanting to know why I’d bought him schnapps and...things got a little crazy.”
Elizabeth frowned. “Why did you buy him schnapps?”
“Because he liked it. Remember that time we tried it after we saw that show at the Criterion...?”
Elizabeth shook her head, still looking mystified. 
Violet smiled a small, tight smile. “Even then I noticed things about him, even though I didn’t want to. I guess that was why I always disliked him so much, because he got under my skin. Even when he was yours.”
She looked straight into Elizabeth’s eyes as she said it, wanting to be brave about this one thing, at least. Tentative, she reached out and took Elizabeth’s hand. She waited for her friend to pull away or stiffen, but Elizabeth’s fingers closed around hers in a warm, firm grip. It was salve for Violet’s guilt-ravaged heart. She needed her friend’s forgiveness so badly. 
“The last thing I wanted was to betray you or hurt you or let you down, E. Please believe that. When it started, I didn’t think it was real. I thought it was this crazy sex thing, nothing but some weird, aberrant chemistry. But then it kept going, and when I realized that I loved him, I felt as though I’d been lying to you and me for years. But I didn’t know, E, I swear. I never knew until that night he came over and we kissed for the first time.”
“I remember the way you two used to be,” Elizabeth said slowly. “Like angry cats. Maybe I should have known then. All that passion had to come from somewhere, right?”
Her gaze was searching as it scanned Violet’s face. 
“You’re allowed to be angry, E,” Violet said. “You’re allowed to call me names or whatever you need to do. If you want me not to be at the wedding, that’s okay, too.”
Violet waited for her friend to respond, her body so stiff and upright in her chair it hurt. 
“Does he make you happy?”
“Yes.”  
“You look well. So does he.”
“He is.”
 Elizabeth hand twisted in hers so that she was the one gripping Violet’s hand. 
“Then I’m glad.” 
It was such an easy, generous response. So open and forgiving. Way too good to be true. 
“You can’t be.”
“Why not, Vi?” Elizabeth asked, head cocked to one side, a small, quizzical smile on her lips. 
“Because you went out with him. You slept with him. He was once yours. And I lied to you. I chose sex with him over loyalty to you.”
“Must have been some pretty amazing sex, Vi, because you’re the most loyal person I know.”
There was a light dancing in Elizabeth’s eyes, an invitation for Violet to loosen up. Violet shook her head, unwilling—unable—to accept her friend’s reaction at face value. Elizabeth couldn’t be so accepting, so open minded, so generous. It simply wasn’t possible.
“I might not have wanted to marry him, but Martin is still one of my favorite people in all the world, Vi,” Elizabeth said.  “And so are you. Why wouldn’t I be happy for both of you? What sort of a selfish, dog-in-manger bitch would I be if I begrudged both of you that happiness when I have Nathan?”  
It was all so different from what Violet had braced herself to endure. No anger, no blame, no accusations. Just acceptance. And trust.
Her gaze found Martin at the counter where he was waiting with Nathan. Their eyes locked across the cafe. She saw his understanding and love and she remembered the things he’d said to her, about her fear of losing her family and how she deserved love and happiness. She remembered how he’d held her after their first fight and told her that no matter what, he would always love her. 
She returned her focus to Elizabeth and made a conscious decision. She chose to take her friend at her word. She chose to believe that Elizabeth loved her as much as Violet loved her, and that Elizabeth wanted her happiness as much as Violet wanted Elizabeth’s. She chose to accept that Elizabeth didn’t need to forgive her, because Elizabeth trusted her. And she chose to believe she was worthy of that trust, just as she was worthy of Martin’s love. 
Because she wasn’t a natural-born slut. She wasn’t feckless and troubled and attention-seeking. She wasn’t a nuisance, an embarrassment, a liability to be written off at the earliest possible moment. 
She was loved. She was valued. She counted. 
She took a deep, cleansing breath, then let it out. Then she lifted Elizabeth’s hand to her lips and kissed the back of it tenderly, lovingly. 
“Thank you.”
Elizabeth’s eyes filled with tears. “Thank you, Violet. For so much over the years. For being my courage. For keeping me sane. For helping me find myself.”
Violet wasn’t sure which of them stood first, her or Elizabeth, but suddenly they were both standing, arms wrapped around one another. Violet pressed her cheek against her friend’s and let Elizabeth’s acceptance soak into her bones. 
After the exact right amount of time, Elizabeth loosened her embrace and they both took a half-step backward. 
“Come on, let’s go home,” Elizabeth said.
“Actually, I think Martin has a car booked.”
Elizabeth’s face fell a little. “You’re not going to stay with us?”
Violet glanced at Martin again. He was talking to Nathan, his focus on the other man. His shirt was wrinkled from hours in the air, his hair rumpled. He looked tired and beautiful and incredibly sexy. 
“Unless you have the best sound-proofing known to man, I don’t think that’s a great idea,” she said.
It took Elizabeth a moment to understand. Then her head fell back and she let out a crack of surprised, delighted laughter. Martin and Nathan glanced across at them, twin startled expressions on their faces. 
“Well. I can hardly argue with that, can I?” Elizabeth said. “But you’ll have dinner with us tonight, won’t you? Both of you?”
“Yes. Of course.”
Elizabeth gestured for the men to join them. Martin threw Violet a subtly questioning look and she tucked her arm through his and gave him a reassuring smile to let him know she was okay. 
Elizabeth looked at him, eyes bright with curiosity. “So, Martin. How are you? Been up to much?”
“Oh, you know. This and that.”
Violet smiled to herself, tickled by his very dry delivery. To think she’d once thought he didn’t have a sense of humor.
 The four of them walked out to the car park, parting ways in front of the hire car kiosk.  
“I’ll see you tonight,” Elizabeth said. “We’re having prawns. We’re even going to throw them on the barbie.” 
She spoke with a terrible approximation of an Australian accent. Nathan slung an arm around her shoulders. 
“We really need to work on that, Lizzy,” he said affectionately.
They exchanged a look that was loaded with love and knowledge and heat and acceptance. Violet’s last reservations about her friend’s decision slipped away. 
This man loved Elizabeth. Dearly. That could only be a good thing. 
Elizabeth drew Violet close for one final hug before nailing Martin with a look. 
“Look after my girl, okay?”
Martin raised his eyebrows. ”Your girl?”
“Our girl, then,” Elizabeth said.
Martin reached out and took Violet’s hand. “Don’t worry. I’ve got it covered.”
 Violet couldn’t help feeling ridiculously touched that there were two people in the world who loved her enough to feel possessive about her. She gave E one last hug then followed Martin into the rental kiosk. He slid his free hand around her waist as he filled out the requisite forms. She leaned her head on his shoulder and breathed in the smell of his aftershave and let herself feel the simple peace of the moment.
She was free, at last. Free to love Martin with all her heart. Free to be happy, with no reservations. 
Martin waited until they were in their hire car before turning to her. “So it went okay?”
“Yes. She said she wants me to be happy. You, too.”
“She doesn’t need to worry about me.”
“I know. That’s my job.”
His gray eyes were very warm as he searched her face. “So you’re all right?”
“Getting there.”
It was going to take a while for all the adrenaline and anxiety to drain from her system. She’d been working herself up to this for nearly six months. 
“What about you? Are you okay?” she asked. 
Because this had been a big morning for him, too. 
“Of course. I’m with you.”
It was such a simple, small thing to say. It curved her mouth into a smile and cut through her tiredness and made her incredibly glad that once upon a time she’d been compelled by forces beyond her own comprehension to brave the bitter cold of a London winter to deliver a bottle of peach schnapps to his office.
“Thank you,” she said.
He looked bemused. “For what?”
“For everything. For being amazing in bed and endlessly patient, for sacrificing the Savage Club for me and bringing me all the way around the world simply because you were worried about me, even though it meant you were probably going to spend your holidays alone. For the way you always put your hand on the small of my back to guide me across the street and the way you let me be in charge of the television remote control and the way you have never, not once, judged me or mistrusted me or made me feel small or unwanted.”
“Violet, sweetheart...” He blinked and she realized that he was close to tears. 
Her Martin. Mr. Uptight. Mr. Repressed.
God, how could one woman be so very bloody wrong about a person?
He leaned across the handbrake and kissed her, a deep, passionate, searching, demanding kiss. 
“I will never not want you, understand? I love you. I adore you. I admire you. I desire you. You are my heart. My blood, my bones. My everything.”
It was the declaration she’d been waiting a lifetime to hear, from the man she’d been waiting a lifetime to recognize as hers. 
But she’d finally seen him clearly, just as he’d finally seen her. 
“Let’s find somewhere I can get you naked,” she said. 
Because suddenly that seemed very, very important. 
He didn’t say a word, simply started the car and started driving. 
Because he got her, just as she got him, and some things were beyond words. 
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