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        Four Years Ago

        San Francisco

      

      

      I sat in my office staring out of the window. It faced the courtyard in the centre of our square tower building.

      I wished my window faced out, to the city I had fallen so deeply in love with, but instead, I got to look out at the green trees that lined the courtyard and watch the birds coming and going. I couldn’t complain; there’s nothing quite like five minutes watching birds building nests or feeding their young to help you settle, retune. It was my meditation, and I loved it.

      I loved everything about my life in San Francisco. I was so happy. I loved my job, my apartment, my social life. I loved the food, the architecture, the quirky cafes, and even the fog.

      San Francisco had become my home in the truest sense of the word. I had put down roots, and they were spreading. I felt calm for the first time in my life. I could breathe without feeling like my air was going to be snatched away.

      ‘I’m engaged,’ Callie squealed as she ran into my office, pulling me without notice from my moment of quiet contemplation.

      ‘What?’ I questioned, standing up behind my desk and walking around to meet her with a hug.

      ‘He said he wants to marry me, can you believe it?’ She sounded emotional, as though she might have burst into tears at any moment.

      Callie was the first real friend I had in The States.

      I was twenty and had been there all of two months when she practically floated across the university cafeteria to ask why I always ate alone. I didn’t eat alone again after that.

      Callie was always so well put together. She always wore high heels and had perfectly styled hair, where I preferred jeans, converse and a ponytail. Despite the differences between us, Callie and I became close friends and stayed that way for the almost six years that I had lived in America.

      ‘Of course I can believe it. You’re his soulmate.’ I grinned. Callie and Andy were so perfect for each other and had been together for four years. It was always on the cards that they would be getting married, so I couldn’t believe she seemed so genuinely surprised he had asked. ‘I’m so happy for you.’

      The sound of someone clearing their throat grabbed my attention, and I turned to see my assistant, Sid, leaning around the door to my office.

      ‘Your clients are here,’ he said quickly, reminding me I had to get back to work, and I sighed as Callie pouted in her disappointment that we couldn’t get straight to work on the wedding planning.

      I hugged her. ‘Let’s do lunch. I want to hear everything.’

      She rolled her eyes to further protest my having to actually work on a Monday morning, then turned on her heels to leave.

      As I watched Callie walk towards the elevators and thought about the prospect of watching her walk down the aisle in probably only a matter of months, tears stung my eyes. I had to tell her I was leaving and that I didn’t know if I would be behind my best friend on the biggest day of her life.

      

      ‘I can’t believe I’m getting married,’ Callie said, holding her pizza slice in one hand and holding the other up to look at her ring. ‘What about you? When are you going to find someone and get married?’ She leant forward and placed a hand on top of mine. I laughed.

      ‘That’s not going to happen.’ I chuckled and took another bite of my slice as she sighed dramatically.

      ‘You’re beautiful, funny, successful. You deserve happiness.’

      I smiled. ‘I’m happy. Being single and successful is all I want out of life. Really, don’t worry about me.’

      It was the truth. I had long since decided that it was not going to be possible for me to have that life; I wasn’t going to risk finding it, just to have to give it up.

      ‘You shouldn’t be afraid of what might happen. You only get one life,’ Callie added, her voice low, as though she was sad for a life I could have had if I’d only allowed it.

      ‘Exactly.’ I smiled to let her know I was happy. ‘And I intend to live the hell out of it.’

      ‘Okay, well, in the spirit of living the hell out of life, I was thinking I might talk to my dad about a destination wedding. How do you feel about Hawaii?’ Callie said, grinning mischievously as she took another bite, then spoke as she chewed. ‘I’m going to have to stop eating pizza with you all the damn time if I’m going to have a shot at being a hot bride.’ She stared thoughtfully at the slice for a moment and took another bite, making me laugh. Then I remembered; I needed to tell her.

      ‘Callie,’ I said, quietly but loud enough to get her attention, and she looked at me, lowering her pizza and realising something was off.

      ‘What is it?’ She looked concerned.

      ‘I have to go home.’ I fought the tears that wanted to fall.

      ‘What? Why? When?’ I processed the quick-fire round of questions and chose which to answer.

      ‘I’m finishing up this week at work and flying out Friday night.’

      ‘For how long?’ Her voice broke as she tried not to cry, fearing this was the day we had been dreading. I couldn’t find the words to answer as the lump rose in my throat at the realisation that this was it. ‘No, no. You’re so happy here.’ She put the pizza down and reached for my hands.

      ‘It’s my turn, Callie. Kat needs me to take over so that she can have a life. How can I say no to that?’ I shrugged and swallowed hard against my rising panic and emotion. Callie nodded; then we fell silent.

      ‘You’ll come back for the wedding, won’t you?’ she asked as we sat quietly on our blanket in the park, where we rested so often in the shade of the trees.

      ‘I hope so,’ I replied honestly, but I wasn’t sure yet whether it would be possible. Who knew what the future would hold? Until I got home, I had no idea.

      ‘I’ll miss you,’ she added, opening her arms to me.

      ‘I’ll miss you too.’ I hugged my friend and took in the sight of the park that had been our lunch spot for so long. I was going to miss all of it.
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      ‘Excuse me.’ I felt the tap on my shoulder and opened my eyes, then reached up to pull the buds from my ears. The lady standing over me smiled. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you. I just wanted to let you know we’re boarding.’

      I looked behind her and realised I must have dozed off as there was now a queue of people waiting to get onto the plane that would be my home for the next ten hours or so.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said as I started to gather my things, then looked around as I took a deep breath and closed my eyes for a moment.

      I felt eyes on me and opened mine to see the lady smiling sympathetically again. As she sat opposite me and helped her child to gather her toys, she spoke, ‘It’s a hard place to leave, isn’t it?’

      Her words hit home, and I swallowed the lump in my throat. I nodded. Yes, it really was.

      I adored San Francisco, and the past six years there had been the best experience of my life. I didn’t want to go back to England. I had to.

      ‘Still, there’s always next time.’ She smiled again and ushered her daughter to the back of the queue.

      I hoped she was right. I hoped there would be a next time, but I couldn’t help the feeling that once I stepped off that plane at Heathrow, my life and my responsibilities in London would be it for me.

      I had to go. I had to be there, but I didn’t have to be happy about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Dillon

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The beat moves me — moves through me.

      My body responds, and I raise my arms in the air as my hair sticks to my neck. I pull the hairband from my wrist and tie my long black hair up on top of my head, not caring how it looks.

      I’m here for this. I’m here to dance, and that’s all I need.

      I close my eyes, in my slightly inebriated state, and move to the heavy baseline.

      ‘I’m going to the loo.’ My best friend shouts directly into my ear, making sure I can hear her, as I insisted on getting as close to the speakers as I could. There’s something about being able to feel the vibration of the music that thrills me completely. ‘Are you coming?’

      I shake my head, no. I just need to dance. There’s nowhere I’d rather be than right here, right now, lost in the music and wondering what the night, and this club, has in store for me.

      I throw my head to the side as I move to the music, the swaying of my arms causing a welcome breeze on my skin in the hot nightclub.

      ‘Hey.’ The voice in my ear jolts my mind from the music, and I open my eyes.

      The man standing next to me is the exact personification of my ideal type; it causes my breath to catch in my throat and me to stand still, silently, completely unresponsive for a little longer than is considered normal.

      I am faced with the lesser-spotted man of my wet dreams, out here, in the wild, and I am literally stunned.

      I have definitely met some hot guys in my time, but hot doesn’t even come close to describing the man I’m looking at. It’s too small a word. This man, this smile, these eyes — he’s perfection.

      ‘Hi,’ I finally respond, even though my voice is so strained and small that there’s no way he can hear it. It’s all I can manage in my dumbstruck state.

      He leans closer, and the smell of his cologne prickles my senses into overdrive. ‘Can I buy you a drink?’

      I can’t talk. I just nod my answer, and smiling, he gestures for me to lead the way to the bar.

      I’m an outwardly confident, independent woman. I can hold my own in most situations, but there’s something about the way he looked at me on that dancefloor, the way he looks full stop, that just ripped out my tongue and left me a silent, drooling mess.

      I need to get it together. This isn’t me, and I won’t have any man thinking it is, especially not this one.

      As he orders our drinks, I text my friend quickly to let her know not to look for me. She has other friends here, so I know she’s fine, and she’s used to me pulling a vanishing act when I meet someone I feel like taking home, so the message is brief, and I don’t wait for a response.

      After buying the drinks, he takes the lead, and I follow him to one of the booths at the back of the club, an exclusive, slightly quieter area, allowing for privacy and for getting to know this gorgeous stranger. The security guard at the entrance to the VIP booths just smiles courteously at my companion and steps aside.

      ‘I’m Enzo.’ He smiles as he holds out a hand to me, and I laugh at the formality, making him grin.

      ‘Liv,’ I introduce myself, taking his hand and noticing the softness of his skin. Away from the dark and flashing neon of the dancefloor where we met, I enjoy the opportunity to really look at him in the dim lighting of the VIP area.

      I sit and watch as he slides into the booth. Drinking him in, I’m still a little stunned that he’s actually real. He’s, without doubt, the most handsome man I’ve ever seen — it’s unnerving.

      If someone had asked me to describe my perfect man, then Enzo would pretty much be it, on appearances at least. I mean, obviously, I don’t know anything about his personality, what he does for a living or where he lives, or, most importantly, if he’s a dog or a cat man; but on appearances alone, he is perfect.

      Tall… yep.

      Well dressed… absolutely.

      Smells great… hell yes.

      Perfect, welcoming, sexy smile… for days.

      Dark hair, dark eyes, broad shoulders… I mean, it just doesn’t stop. He is quite simply, beautiful.

      As we talk and drink, Enzo and I gradually move closer in the booth. Without consciously realising it has happened, he’s moved from politely sitting opposite me to being close enough to gently brush my hair away from my ear so that he can speak directly into it.

      ‘I really hope this doesn’t come across as creepy, but I have to tell you how sexy you are.’ His voice is low, and the feel of his breath on my neck causes my skin to tingle and my eyes to close. ‘I couldn’t take my eyes off you when you were dancing. The way you were just lost in the music, moving your body without a thought for anyone around you, was,’ he pauses, and I turn my head to face him, opening my eyes to see his dart to my lips then back to meet mine as he continues, ‘so fucking powerful.’

      Well, shit. That is how you compliment a woman in a bar — don’t tell her she looks hot or that her body is amazing in that dress, tell her how powerful she looks.

      Using the power he just released in me, I lean forward without invitation and press my lips to his.

      He immediately responds, pulling me close, and as his soft lips part mine, and I feel his tongue gently glide across my own, I know what I want, and I don’t want to wait for it.

      I push away from him and slide out of the booth, leaving him momentarily looking surprised and confused, until I pick up my bag and throw the strap over my head and across my body, and hold out a hand to him.

      The smile on his face as he takes it mirrors my own, and excitedly, we head for the exit.

      Enzo confidently steps out and immediately hails a taxi. He laughs as I step in front of him and interject before he can give his address, giving mine. I like to be on my own turf. He holds the taxi door open for me to get in, and I feel almost embarrassingly desperate to get him home.

      I know taxi drivers must be used to people getting frisky in the back after a night out, but this poor cabby almost gets the whole show. We can’t keep our hands or our mouths off each other, and I’m thankful it’s only a short ride to my flat.

      He pays — I’m sure more than he was asked for by way of an apology, and we head towards my front door. As I fumble with the key in the lock, he pushes my hair aside and kisses the back and side of my neck whilst sliding a hand under my top and across my stomach to the button on my jeans.

      I finally get the door open and grab his hand, desperately dragging him, almost at a run, to my bedroom.

      He shuts the door, and I push him back against it. Laughing in a way that makes my stomach clench and my body burn, he picks me up, wrapping my legs around his waist and carries me to the bed. The weight of his body on top of me as we lay down, his mouth never leaving mine, is heaven.

      He pushes back and stands up, raising his shirt above his head and off.

      Fan-fucking-tastic body… check.

      I pull my tank top off and lean back on my elbows to watch him undress down to his boxers before he returns to the buttons on my jeans.

      He holds out a hand to me and pulls me to standing, and I look up into his eyes as he smirks down at me, our chests touching, before he lowers to the floor, taking my jeans down with him.

      I step out of them, and kneeling, he runs his hands up the outside of my legs, hooking his fingers in the sides of my knickers and pulling them down with slightly more force than he did the jeans.

      He stands and turns me around, unhooks my bra, and pushes it down my arms and off, then pulls me close so that my back is tight against his chest, and my arse is pressed against the part of him I’ve been longing to see.

      He kisses my shoulder and neck as he pushes down the only stitch of clothing left on his body, then turns me to face him. I’m desperate to see all of him, taste all of him, but as he leans down to kiss me intensely, he picks me up, and as my legs wrap around him once more, he finds where he needs to be and lowers me onto him, pushing so deliciously into me, and filling me, completely.

      I throw my head back and gasp at the fullness. I was turned on and ready for him, but it still takes my breath away.

      He kisses my throat and jaw, then as my mouth finds his once more, I feel the hard, cold surface of my desk underneath me, and he starts to move… really move.

      It's hard and fast as he slams into me again and again, making me call out as the intense sensations course through me.

      I raise my legs, and he pushes them back towards my chest, spreading them wider as I release his biceps and move my arms to stop me from falling backwards onto the surface beneath me.

      My head falls back as a primal, guttural moan escapes me, and my body tips over the edge. My elbows buckle, and I feel the cold of the desk on my bare back as I thrust my body towards him in desperation to have him as deep inside me as possible.

      I watch his eyes darken, and his muscular body tighten, as he looks into my eyes. It’s intense, and my back arches in response as my body tenses and releases with the waves of pleasure that overtake me.

      He grips my hips and holds me still as he thrusts hard into me, then throws his head back, exhaling loudly and becoming still, dropping his head and closing his eyes as he breathes hard.

      My body trembles as he pulls out of me and traces his fingers across my stomach.

      I want more of that, please… immediately.
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      ‘That's San Francisco,’ he says as he stands, wearing only his boxer shorts, in my bedroom looking at the photos and postcards on the pinboard above the desk he just banged me on.

      I normally wouldn't let a guy stick around this long after sex, but I'm still holding out for another go. Round one was fucking incredible. He is insanely sexy, so even just getting to look at him for a bit longer is worth it.

      ‘It is,’ I reply matter-of-factly as I hand him one of the two glasses of water I’ve just been to the kitchen to get. What we just did was thirsty work, and looking at him right now, my mouth is seriously dry.

      ‘Gap year?’ he questions further, and I smile, hiding my slight frustration at the assumption.

      ‘I used to live there.’

      ‘Really?’ He shows genuine interest as I turn to sit at the bottom of my bed, and he leans back against my desk.

      ‘Yeah, I did a year studying in the States as part of my degree. I couldn't bear to come home, so I applied for some jobs and stayed there after I graduated.’

      ‘You liked it there then?’ he asks as he turns and looks at more of my photos.

      ‘I loved it.’

      ‘Why did you come back then?’ he presses, smiling as he lifts his glass and takes a sip of his drink. I clench my thighs as I look him up and down. I need more, ASAP.

      ‘Family stuff. Have you been?’ I change the subject.

      ‘Yeah, I was born there.’ He grins, and I widen my eyes.

      ‘Really?’ He piques my interest now.

      ‘Yeah, born in San Francisco, came to the UK when I was five. Mum wanted us to have a British education, so…’ He freely surrenders information about his life, and I smile in response as I interrupt.

      ‘I don't mean to change the subject,’ I say, standing to walk over to him and place my glass down on the dressing table, ‘but given what I'm about to do to you, I don't really want to be talking about your mum.’

      He grins and places his glass down next to mine, then reaches down to untie the belt on my robe. I reach up and take it off my shoulders before letting it drop to the floor. His gaze washes over my body, filling me with confidence in my nakedness.

      As he leans in and makes a move to kiss me, I hold up a finger and smile.

      ‘Ah, ah.’ I stop him in his tracks and lower to my knees. There's only one thing I want to be doing with my mouth right now. I look up at him to see him looking down with eyes full of anticipation. His lips part as his tongue wets them slightly.

      As I reach up for the waistband of his boxer shorts, I see him swallow, and his hands come to grip the top of the desk behind him — I get to work.
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      I collapse onto the bed, pressing my face into the mattress and breathing hard and fast as the most powerful and definitely loudest orgasm of my life steals all of my strength before it starts to slowly subside. He lays down next to me, his breathing matching my own, and I turn my head to look across at the beads of sweat glistening on his skin as his chest rises and falls. He really is perfection.

      I need a drink, but I don't want to move, no, wait, I can't move. My legs are weak, my body exhausted and completely satisfied.

      As he finds the energy to get up from the bed, my eyelids become too heavy to fight. I sigh as I accept that I've seen and felt the last of Whatshisname and fall to sleep.
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      ‘Well, good fucking morning to you.’ My roommate smirks at me over the top of her coffee cup as I join her in the living room. I smile as I flop down on the sofa next to her. ‘So, when are you seeing him again?’

      I laugh. ‘I’m not.’

      ‘Dillon, you have to see him again.’ Her Belfast accent becomes rather high pitched in her protest, and I chuckle. ‘You don’t have the best sex of your life and let it walk away.’ She stretches out her leg and playfully kicks my thigh.

      ‘How do you know it was the best sex of my life?’ I ask, amused.

      ‘Well, firstly, I was still up when he left; couldn’t sleep funnily enough.’ She widens her eyes at me, and I laugh. ‘He was polite, well-spoken, friendly and basically looked like you dreamt him into life. Then there’s the fact that I’ve lived with you for almost four years, and not even once have I known you to be going all night like that, and I have never heard you make the noises you were making last night,’ she cackles, ‘I’m surprised you can walk.’

      I feel heat rise in my cheeks. I’m not embarrassed that she heard everything, we live in a small flat, and our rooms are next to each other, so there’s no escaping that, and we’re both more than used to it, but just thinking back to what we got up to last night makes me a little on the warm side.

      ‘I’m not looking for anything serious; you know that. Besides, I don’t even remember his name, and I gave him yours,’ I say, grinning as Liv rolls her eyes, part of me regretting that I won’t get to feel him inside me again, or even just look at those rock hard abs again.

      ‘Well, then you’re an idiot because people who not only look like your own personal wet dream but also make you scream like he did, don’t come around often. You have just thrown away a potentially huge opportunity for romance, or at least, a repeat of last night, my love.’

      She sips her coffee, and the smug look in her know-it-all eyes irks me. I’m not looking for love, but she is right, the sex was the best of my life, by a very long way, and I’m never going to feel that again. Why the fuck didn’t I get his number?
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      ‘What are you smiling about?’ I hear Gi’s voice, but it takes a moment to register. ‘Earth to Lorenzo,’ she says, louder, then laughs.

      ‘Nothing,’ I dismiss and sip from my beer bottle.

      ‘Yeah, sure. You always just sit there with a shit-eating grin on your face,’ she adds sarcastically.

      ‘Giovanna.’ Mum chastises her for her bad language, and I laugh.

      ‘Sorry, Mamma.’ Gi apologises in Italian, and I allow myself to drift back into my daydream.

      Last night, I met the most intriguing girl and had the most incredible sex of my life.

      It’s strange; since my engagement ended almost four years ago, I’ve certainly not been lonely, but there has been nothing serious. I’ve met so many women, but the connection has been little more than sex. Her though — Liv, there was something else about her.

      I told her she was powerful, and I meant it.

      I spotted her pretty much as soon as I walked into the club. When I first saw her, I was heading to the bar as she was leaving it, drink in hand, laughing with her friend. Something about the way she laughed loudly made her seem so free. So many of the women I’ve been with have tried to hide parts of themselves, putting their hand over their mouth when they laugh, trying not to give too much away, and I don’t understand that. Maybe having vivacious Italian women around me all my life, who do not keep their emotions and feelings in check, makes me feel different to other men. I don’t know, but what I do know is that I want to hear a woman laugh out loud. I want her to scream and shout when she’s angry. I want her to cry when she wants to and call out with pleasure. And she certainly did that.

      I lost her for a while when I ordered the round of drinks and found my friends again, but then, on my way back from the toilets, she caught my eye. She stood out in the sea of people like a flaming beacon.

      Dancing alone, right next to the speakers, in a simple black tank top, jeans, and flat shoes, which blew my mind as I’ve never met a girl in a club who wasn’t wearing heels, and hair roughly tied up on top of her head; she was there to dance, that was all, and it was abundantly clear.

      Every woman around her was wearing sequinned dresses or skirts that left nothing to the imagination, shoes that looked like instruments of torture, and so much makeup that they would probably look like a different person in the morning, but not her. They all looked beautiful. I truly believe women are goddesses and deserve the world on a plate, all of them, but her — she grabbed me without any intention to and without realising it, she just wouldn’t let go.

      She wasn’t there to meet anyone; she was there to dance. She was moving so freely, so aware of her body and of the beat consuming her. I couldn’t take my eyes off her, and without meaning to, I found myself approaching her.

      I don’t do that. I don’t approach women in bars and clubs to try and get close to them. I hate the idea of men looking at my sister that way and thinking I want that as they make their way towards her regardless of if it potentially makes her feel uncomfortable, so I don’t do it or at least, I didn’t used to. I wait for women to approach me so I know they’re interested, but last night, I just couldn’t help myself.

      I saw her eyes widen as she looked me up and down, and it gave me the ego boost I needed to ask her to have a drink with me.

      I’m a confident man. I take care of myself. I work out — I’m well groomed, well dressed, and I’m not a dick, so I’ve never really had to be too worried about women not being attracted to me. The moment I said hello to her, though, all I could think of was how it would feel to have her reject me. I just couldn’t let that happen. I needed to talk to her — to know more about her.

      Her eyes sparkled when they caught the lights as we sat in a booth talking, and I found her mesmerising. I had to tell her how I saw her, and the next thing I knew, we were in a cab back to hers.

      She didn’t ask to see me again — didn’t ask for anything. She was perplexing in the very best ways. She was stunning physically, but more than that, I liked the way she held herself and the way she talked.

      I liked that she was clearly an organised and professional woman — her room neat and tidy, her desk well stocked with stationery and labelled storage, but above it, a fun pinboard of a life well-lived, with photographs and postcards, ticket stubs and dried flowers: memories of the experiences and people that matter to her, and a window into the heart that she obviously has.

      To top all that, she lived in San Francisco and still holds a candle for the place: my home city.

      I’ve never been with a woman who didn’t want more, yet she didn’t even look up as I got dressed and left. It wasn’t how my nights out usually went, but it was the best one I think I’ve ever had.

      Now I’m sitting in Mum’s favourite restaurant, listening to her gossiping with the staff and trying not to get a raging hard-on under the table at the memories of last night and of Liv.

      I want to see her again. I want to taste her again. Oh fuck.

      ‘Gi, how’s the job going?’ I ask as a change of subject. I need to think of something other than the tattoo on Liv’s back that I ran my fingers over while I slammed into her. Jeez, Enzo, Stop!

      ‘Well, I spend my days surrounded by screaming, sticky toddlers, and I love it.’

      Semi, gone. Cheers, sis.

      Giovanna could have chosen any career, really. Our parents paid a fortune for us to have a top-notch private education, and my little sister is the smartest person I have ever met. She’s just a sponge — she soaks up knowledge and holds on to it.

      When she told us she wanted to go into childcare, my parents held their breath. They were expecting her to cure cancer or establish an inhabitable community on Mars or something, but no, Gi is and always has been passionate about kids, their welfare, and their education.

      She studied childcare alongside child psychology and managed to convince a top private day nursery to let her trial a new role with new ways of teaching and interacting with the kids based on their personal learning styles. It had to be agreed by all the parents as it involved some testing to determine the style of each child, but from what she says, they’re flourishing because of it, and I’m so incredibly proud of her.

      ‘Lorenzo, what do you want to eat?’ Mum asks now that she’s finished catching up about the latest goings-on back home. By back home, I mean Italy, even though Mum doesn’t know any of the people being discussed and she moved to the States when she was fourteen.

      My parents are very proud Italians. Dad moved to America when he was twenty-one and was introduced to Mum two weeks later by his cousin, a friend of her brother, and they’ve basically been together ever since. Mum’s a lawyer, and Dad’s a doctor. They made a great life for themselves, and for Gi and me, and moved us to the UK shortly after Giovanna was born, but wherever we live, whatever accent we speak with, or language we speak in, we are Italian, and we’d better not forget it.

      ‘You order for me, Mamma. I trust you,’ I answer in Italian. I know she loves to feel she’s still looking after us and letting her choose my meal for me puts a smile on her face. Gi does the same and throws me a knowing grin.

      ‘Are you getting enough sleep, Lorenzo?’ Dad asks across the table. ‘You look tired.’

      ‘Yes, Dad. I’m good. I was out late last night, that’s all,’ I explain, and Gi nods enthusiastically.

      ‘Ahhh, so that explains the goofy smile. What was her name?’ she asks, too eagerly, and I scowl at her.

      ‘Giovanna, I’m thirty-two. I’m not discussing my personal life with my family around the dinner table.’

      Something about her makes me feel and act like I’m thirteen again.

      ‘Okay, I’m just happy you’re having a personal life. All work and no play makes…’

      ‘Gigi, shush.’ Mum taps Gi’s arm to shut her up, and I widen my eyes in victory… see, thirteen.

      I try to have dinner with my family at least once a fortnight. I’m often out of the country, so it’s not always possible, but they’re the best people, and they mean the world to me.

      It’s easy to let the simplest parts of life disappear when you become busy with work and the responsibilities of adulthood, but I’ve seen enough people who have had those luxuries taken away from them to not take any of mine for granted.

      I will make the effort with my parents, my sister, and my lovely nonna in Calabria for as long as I am able. I wouldn’t be the man I am today without each and every one of them.

      The array of food arrives at the table, and Gi and I smile at each other as Mum starts to serve us all and Dad orders more drinks. They have never changed, and I hope they never will.

      ‘Where’s Bobby today, Gi?’ I ask as the starter dishes are cleared away.

      ‘Roberto,’ she corrects, very particular about the proper use of her boyfriend’s name, ‘is seeing his nonna today.’ She smiles proudly, and it makes me grin.

      Gi hasn’t really had a serious relationship before. She’s been on dates here and there, and if I consider the idea that she’s had sex with anyone, even Bobby who she lives with, my cool, calm demeanour will be out of the window, but she fell hard for him pretty fast, and by all accounts, he fell just as hard.

      He's a good bloke, and I like him. His hair is a little too long, and my dad struggles with the fact that he’s an artist, so his income is somewhat sporadic, but he is definitely talented, and to his credit, if he doesn’t sell a piece and they find themselves lower on money than normal, he will go out and get some bar or delivery work. He isn’t too proud to do what it takes to earn money, and both Dad and I respect that.

      I offer to help out, obviously, always. I’d never see them struggle, but Gi always says no. She earns good money, and it’s not often that Bobby doesn’t make anything. I will never admit to her that occasionally his anonymous buyer has been me, just to make sure they’re comfortable.

      The meal is lovely as always, and I manage to keep my mind out of Liv’s bed long enough to enjoy my family’s company, but as I kiss them goodbye and head home, all bets are off.

      

      As I lay in bed, my arm behind my head, I feel content but strangely contemplative. Giovanna has just moved in with Bobby, who makes her smile more than she ever has, and she already smiled a lot. Mum and Dad are still so happy after decades together, and despite wanting it, so much, I just don’t know if I’ll ever have that.

      I thought I was on the right path. When I got engaged, I meant it. I was sure Marcie was my future, so when she ended it, I was really broken for a while. I threw myself into work and into figuring out who I was so that I could be better prepared the next time I found myself in a relationship, but another relationship never came.

      I’ve been married to my work for the past six years; that’s partly why Marcie ended things.  My mum is convinced I’m never going to meet anyone at this point because she thinks I don’t put myself out there, but I do, I just haven’t met anyone who it feels right to move forward with.

      At least, I hadn’t. Then, last night, I met someone who had a sparkle in her eyes that told me there was more to her than just a pretty girl in a club. I’m not saying I want to marry the girl, but she exudes power, and behind it, there is something else, a vulnerability that I want to know more about.

      I can’t help but wonder if I’ll ever see her again. I can’t help but hope that I will. The sex was incredible, yes, but there is something more about Liv that I can’t help but want in my life.

      I clench my eyes closed. It was more than likely just a one-night stand, but I can’t get her off my mind.

      I need to sleep and try to forget about the girl that I’ll probably never see again. I silence my phone, shut my eyes, and fall to sleep picturing those beautiful big brown eyes.
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      ‘Hey, Kat.’ I smile as I approach my childhood home and see my sister sitting on the front step nursing a cup of tea. I know what this means; it means she needs a minute, which means it's a bad day. ‘Where is she?’ I ask.

      ‘Upstairs,’ Kat responds, sighing as she puts down the cup and stands to give me a hug. ‘Hasn't been down at all today,’ she informs me, and I squeeze a little tighter.

      ‘Sit a bit longer. I'll go up.’

      Kat is my big sister and my saviour. She bears all the weight of this family, of Mum, and she never complains.

      I walk into the house and up the stairs, taking a deep breath to prepare myself.

      ‘Hi, Mum,’ I say as I slowly open the bedroom door and peek around.

      When she’s having a bad day, that could mean anything. You never know what you’re going to find. She could be asleep, dancing, trying some new way to express herself artistically, having sex, crying or worse. It’s scary not knowing what you’re walking into. My heart pounds in my chest, just hoping it’s the first one.

      ‘Dillon,’ she calls out, her voice weak, strained as though she’s in pain, and I push open the door further. The room is dark and musty, with the curtains closed and the windows shut. ‘Come in, come to me.’

      The tone in her voice is all too familiar. There’s no getting her out of bed today, or probably for the next few.

      Mum has been sick all my life. I’ve never known anything but the rollercoaster of her mental illness. My sisters, Kat and Shay, and I were all conceived during her manic periods — times when she can’t control her lust for life because it controls her — completely. She craves love and attention — and sex. It’s not her fault, but it’s not always been easy for us.

      We all have different dads, and Mum says she doesn’t know who any of them are. I’m not sure if that’s true or she just doesn’t want to talk about it, but to our knowledge, we were all the result of one-night stands.

      I can’t ever be angry or upset with Mum. She can’t help it, and I don’t doubt even for a second that she adores us all, but it’s tough sometimes, and it was not easy to grow up around.

      Since her diagnosis and being prescribed medication, her episodes have been fewer and farther between. Still, she misses prescriptions, avoids appointments to check that she’s on the right pills or the right dosage, and just plain refuses to take them sometimes. Kat has to deal with it all every day, and I don’t know how she does it.

      The reason I ran off to San Francisco the second I got the chance was Mum — she’s also the reason I came back.

      Kat met a man she fell fast for. I had never known her like that, happy and excited about life. He wanted her to go away travelling with him, worshipped the ground she walked on, but Kat couldn’t bear to leave Mum. She asked Nana to help, but she couldn’t handle Mum alone. I was in San Francisco, and Shay was at university. Kat was going to say no to the first happiness she had known in so long, so I came home.

      It was for nothing though, because, by the time I got home, Kat had ended her relationship. My heart broke for her as she cried herself to sleep while Mum was out doing god only knows what until all hours. Kat just didn’t see the point in letting it get too serious. Mum would always be a factor, and she would always have to be the one to take care of her.

      I was the clever, business savvy, confident one that could go out and command a high salary, build an incredible life for myself and Shay was the young, free artistic one with the world at her feet. She was going places. According to Kat, she had nothing to offer. She’d been looking after Mum, and us, since she was fourteen. She didn’t do well at school because she was making sure Shay and I did, and that there was food on the table, that we had new shoes when we needed them.

      High school is as far as her education went, and she didn’t get the best results. She felt like this was as good as life would get for her, and she couldn’t let a man in just to lose him because of it all. That part I understood.

      Once I saw how broken she was, I couldn’t just pick straight back up and head back across the pond. I needed to stay; my American dream was over.

      ‘Why don’t you come downstairs, Mum?’ I say softly as I sit on the bed, and she takes my hand in both of hers.

      ‘I can’t,’ she replies, and I hear the sadness in her voice. It breaks my heart. ‘My head hurts, Dillon. It really hurts.’ Her voice is so weak, so broken. It’s hard to believe that she goes from one extreme to the complete opposite in such a short space of time. She can crash to this low point in the middle of a meal, a club, or a dance class.

      I make it sound as though there are no good times with Mum. There are, of course. For the most part, my mum is just a typical London mum who loves a clean house, sings while she gardens, and tries to force-feed pasta into her daughters so that they have the curves the Italian side of her is convinced a good husband will want. Who am I kidding? The Irish side of her thinks that too.

      It hasn’t all been bad, but the bad has been awful.

      ‘Okay, Mum. I’m going to see if Kat needs me. You get some rest.’ I lean down and kiss her forehead as she closes her eyes. This I can deal with; at least while she sleeps, I know she’s safe.

      

      ‘She’s sleeping,’ I say as I find Kat in the kitchen, boiling the kettle and just standing, waiting for it.

      She takes a deep breath in through her nose and nods before reaching for the tea bags and dropping one into each of the two cups she’s laid out.

      ‘I hope you’re not forgetting me,’ Shay calls out from behind me as she enters the kitchen, and I turn to her, smiling. I’ve missed her.

      ‘Shay.’ I hold out my arms and pull her into a hug, then push her out to arm’s length. ‘Your hair looks amazing.’

      Shay’s dad was black, so she has naturally tight curly hair, but being the only one in the family to be different, as she always said she felt, she’s been straightening her hair to try and match Kat’s and my long black locks for the longest time; apparently not anymore. It’s huge, wild and free, and I love it.

      ‘It’s been like this for ages, D,’ she quips and moves to hug Kat, ‘which you would know if you kept in touch more.’ Shay smirks at me, and Kat tuts as she turns to pour water into the three cups in front of her.

      ‘I come most Sundays, Shay, it’s not my fault that you’re not always here,’ I reply, a little annoyed that it took about sixty seconds for us to get into an argument.

      ‘No, you’re right, but I do live here, seven days a week, not just Sundays, and we also have these amazing things called phones. Kat and I live together and still text each other more than either of us hear from you.’

      ‘Shay, that’s enough,’ Kat calmly shuts it down before it gets out of hand, knowing full well it always has the potential to do so with Shay and me.

      I adore both my sisters. I love Shay so much and have since the second she was born when I was eight, but she knows exactly how to wind me up. She’s a musician. She makes her money as a session singer and songwriter, and she performs spoken word poetry. She lives this crazy London life that I don’t know much about. It’s amazing, and I love that she’s expressing herself, but she really has no idea what my life is like, how busy I am, how all-consuming the corporate world can be, or how hard I push myself to support this family.

      I make the effort to be here every Sunday, or as many as possible. It really isn’t my fault she doesn’t.

      ‘What’s the status today?’ Shay says, changing the subject as we all step out into the garden and sit around the patio table.

      ‘Been in bed all day. Dillon just went up, and she’s asleep now,’ Kat answers monotonously before slurping her tea loudly, as it’s still a bit too hot to drink.

      Shay looks at me, and I meet her gaze. ‘Did she seem like this was going to last?’ she asks, and I see the sad little girl that used to cry and beg for Mummy to get better.

      I nod. ‘I think so, couple of days maybe.’ It’s hard to tell.

      ‘Has she had her meds?’ Shay turns her attention to Kat, who glares at her for a moment before taking a deep, audible breath.

      ‘Shay, I’ve been doing this a while, you know. Do you think I have suddenly forgotten that she needs medicating every damn day?’ Kat snaps, and Shay immediately reaches forward for her hand.

      ‘Kat, I know, I wasn’t—’ She exhales. ‘I’m sorry, I know you’ve got this.’

      ‘Shall I make a start on dinner?’ I ask after a moment of quiet, and my sisters look at me, smiling.

      ‘Well, I’d like it to be edible,’ Shay laughs, ‘so, nah.’

      ‘It’s all right,’ Kat grins at me, ‘I’ll sort it.’

      ‘I can cook,’ I protest as Kat stands and collects the cups to take inside as both of my sisters laugh. ‘I can.’
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      ‘Kat Benedetto, you never cease to amaze me,’ Shay says as she mops up the leftover gravy on her plate with her fourth Yorkshire pudding. ‘That was so good,’ she mumbles with her mouth full, and Kat smiles.

      Kat doesn’t get to go out much, doesn’t meet a lot of people, and certainly doesn’t get a lot of compliments, so seeing people get genuine joy from her food makes her so happy.

      ‘Go and put your feet up, Kat. I’ll do the dishes,’ I say, standing to collect up the plates.

      ‘I’ll dry,’ Shay adds, ‘and make you a cuppa.’

      ‘I’m just going to check on Mum,’ Kat says, standing, and I hold up a hand to stop her.

      ‘No, sit, I’ll go.’
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      ‘So, no romance on the cards?’ I ask Shay as she swirls her glass of wine while sitting cross-legged in the armchair next to the living room window.

      ‘A lady never tells, Dillon, so, what about you?’

      Kat laughs, and I roll my eyes dramatically.

      ‘You know me, nothing serious.’ I take a sip of red wine, and thoughts of Friday night flood my mind. I feel heat flush in my cheeks as they rise with my smile at the memories.

      ‘Who is putting that pink in your cheeks then?’ Shay presses. I know I’m blushing, and I can feel that the smile on my face is ridiculous.

      ‘Doesn’t matter, I don’t know his name or have his number. Just a guy I met on Friday,’ I admit and sip again.

      ‘Ahh, so that’s why you’re walking funny.’

      Kat laughs at Shay’s deadpan delivery, and I can’t help but smile.

      ‘Yeah, it was pretty fucking great sex, but that’s all it was.’ I sigh, and without intending to, I continue. ‘Thing is, he was bloody perfect. He smelt great, dressed well, dark hair, dark eyes, tall, really gorgeous, a demon in the sack...’

      ‘Ahh.’ Shay interrupts with a moan as Kat leans forward to pick up the bottle of wine and refill our glasses. ‘Oh so, just your dream man then, yeah?’

      I shut up. She doesn’t know the half of it, but yeah, he really was.

      I am not picky. I find all sorts of men attractive; they don’t have to look or be built a certain way. A nice smile, a good sense of humour, even just smelling great goes a long way with me, but if I were completely honest, I would choose a man like him over anyone.

      I love men who are dark-haired. I like tanned skin and dark eyes. I love men that are tall and athletic in their build. I love men who look like they could walk around barefoot in grey jogging bottoms and a hoody, but also put on a suit and a pair of glasses and boss a boardroom like nobody’s business, then whip off the specs, bend me over the desk, and make me forget how to speak.

      I’ve been with a lot of men, but I’ve never met a man like him — he pretty much ticked every box.

      ‘Shut up about me. Come on, what about you?’ I press, and Shay shakes her head.

      ‘Nope, nothing.’ The way she answers and immediately gulps her drink makes me think she’s lying, but I don’t press further as I notice Kat shuffle in her seat and realise how insensitive this conversation is.

      Shay and I are out there living our best lives whilst she’s basically a full-time babysitter for our mum with no real life of her own.

      ‘Right, I think I’m going to call a taxi,’ I announce as I lower my feet from the sofa to the floor.

      ‘I’ll jump in with you,’ Shay says, and I look at her, confused. ‘I’m heading east anyway.’

      As Shay and I prepare to leave, and Kat washes the glasses, leaving them upturned on the draining board, I feel guilty that we get to walk away from all this.

      My family mean the world to me. I hate that Kat has to pick up the slack of taking care of Mum, but Mum needs care even just to make sure she has her pills collected from the pharmacy and goes to her appointments, and Kat is adamant it has to be her.

      Shay’s income is sporadic at best and me working so hard helps ensure their bills are paid, and they have a roof over their heads. I’m doing my best. I’m doing the only thing I know to do to help, but my sister is fading in front of my eyes, and I hate it.

      As the taxi drops Shay off outside a bar around the corner from where I live, I decline her invitation to join her for a drink and continue home. I know I need to do more to help Kat; I just don’t quite know what that is.

      I notice the quiet of the flat immediately and realise that Liv is out. I consider the possibilities of having the place to myself, but when I yawn, I realise that the weekend has well and truly caught up with me, and it’s definitely time for bed.
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      ‘Enzo,’ Ginger, my secretary, pops her head around my office door, ‘I’m going to get off now unless you need anything?’

      I look at my watch, six-twenty p.m. I hadn’t realised the time.

      ‘Oh, Ginger, you’re late leaving again. You should have given me a nudge.’ I feel guilty. She’s got kids at home, but she doesn’t like leaving me in the office alone in case I need her.

      ‘It’s okay. I know what you’re like when you have your head down.’ She smiles, and it’s a classic mum smile. I may pay her wages, but she knows I’d be lost without her.

      ‘Okay, well, Steven can take you home,’ I say. I don’t want her getting held up further by public transport when my driver will take her. I see her about to protest. ‘I’m not taking no for an answer. He needs to be getting home anyway, and you don’t live too far from him. I’ll see you on Monday.’ I smile, and she nods as she accepts the lift. I tap out a text message to Steven, who is downstairs with the car, to let him know the plan, and then I get back to work.

      My phone buzzes on the desk next to me, and just like pretty much every other time it’s done that over the past couple of weeks, I wonder if this time it might be her.

      I’m pissed off that I still can’t get her out of my head when I don’t even know her surname. The only thing I do know about her is where she lives, but if I thought walking up to her in a club was creepy, I can’t exactly just turn up on her doorstep.

      Dad asked if you’re still coming tomorrow. I said you wouldn’t miss it for the world.

      It’s Giovanna, who couldn’t be further from the person I wanted it to be on the other end of that message.

      Course I am. See you tomorrow.

      It’s my mum’s sixtieth birthday tomorrow. We’re throwing her a surprise party, and Dad keeps checking every other day that everyone invited can still make it. The love he has for Mum is unreal. It’s the stuff you read about or watch in old films — they’re adorable to be honest.

      After a while, it buzzes again, and once more, I wonder.

      Drinks are in. Get your arse in gear.

      Shit. I’m late. I close my laptop, grab my jacket, and head out. It’s Friday night, and I have a pint waiting with my name on it.

      

      ‘Boys,’ I say as I approach our usual table in the pub.

      ‘Lorenzo, you made it.’ Pete grins. ‘The rest of us can put our wallets away, lads.’ He jokes, and I nod as I sit. ‘Here you are, mate,’ Pete adds as he pushes a pint across the table towards me. I hadn’t realised until this moment how much I needed a drink. It’s been a hell of a day.

      ‘So, did she call?’ Jack asks, immediately after putting a pork scratching in his mouth — so that was nice.

      ‘No, and that’s that, time’s up.’ I told the boys a bit about Liv and that if I hadn’t heard from her in two weeks, she clearly wasn’t interested, so I’d move on.

      ‘Good job we’re out tonight then, and you can console yourself between the legs of someone else.’ They all laugh and agree, and I sip my beer.

      I’m not like them in that way. I love sex, but it’s not the be all and end all for me, and I really don’t need consoling. I wanted to hear from her again and have thought of little else this past two weeks, but it was a one-night-stand. I’m far from heartbroken.

      After a few beers in the pub, my friends try to convince me to go on to a club, but I do not want to feel shit for Mum’s party, so make my excuses.

      As I watch my friends’ taxi drive away, I turn and walk in the opposite direction. I’m not a massive drinker. I have a few beers or glasses of wine, but I don’t ever get drunk. I just don’t enjoy it. I don’t like feeling out of action the following day. It’s just not worth it for me.

      Walking home to my apartment on a Friday night, just as the clubs and bars around me are getting busy, I take in the sights and sounds and feel like an old man. I can’t help but worry about the girls without coats or the young lads that look so innocent that they’ll be taken advantage of or end up in accident and emergency with alcohol poisoning. I’m not sure why my mind works this way. My default setting is to worry about the welfare of others. I can’t help it. It’s how I was raised. It was my job as a big brother and as the oldest cousin; my grandparents made that evident.

      I think that’s what drew me to her two weeks ago. She didn’t look like there was anything to worry about. She looked so confident in her own skin and in her surroundings that it felt like an out-of-body body experience for me. I looked at her and felt a strange calmness. There was no worry in me, no feeling of needing to protect her, just an overwhelming need to know her.

      Ah well, I knew her for one fantastic night, and I’m thankful for it.

      ‘Good Evening, Enzo.’ Gary, the doorman, welcomes me into the lobby of my building, looking surprised that I’m entering through the front door and not coming in through the garages.

      ‘Evening, Gary.’ I smile courteously. ‘How’s the new puppy coming on?’

      Gary grins widely. ‘Ah, he’s a belter, really coming on a treat. Thank you for asking, sir.’

      I nod, smiling, then wish Gary goodnight as I head for the lift.

      In my bedroom, I sort out my gym bag, take a quick shower to wash the day away, and get into bed. I take one last look at my phone before it ticks over to midnight and the two weeks are really up. There’s nothing. As I close my eyes, Liv is officially chalked up as a one-night-stand — nothing more.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      ‘Giovanna, it’s five a.m.,’ I snap as I answer the phone to my sister while I pick up my gym bag and head downstairs.

      ‘So? Were you asleep?’ she questions, knowingly.

      ‘No, but that’s not the point. I might have had someone here.’

      She laughs. ‘Yeah, unlikely. I know full well you don’t bring anyone back to your place. Just like I know you’re always awake early. Can you pick up the cake if I send you the details?’ she asks, but I know I don’t really have a choice.

      ‘Yep, text me. Now piss off. I’m about to work out.’

      ‘Okie dokey, iron man, see you later.’

      

      I head down to the garages and look at the key in my hand. I have more money in the bank than I can spend, but after working my arse off to get to where I am, the fact that I own not one but two Ferraris gives me such a thrill, and that’s not even mentioning my other cars, bikes, boats... the list does go on.

      I smile and press the button to unlock my shiny red baby — early morning city driving in that nippy little bad girl is the greatest rush.

      I love working out early, especially at the weekend when the gym is quiet, and I can just do my thing and get out. Sunday tends to be the only day I don’t go to the gym. I don’t always go hard, but it’s a major part of my routine, and I’m Italian… I eat carbs and cheese for pretty much every meal, so I need the gym.

      I can’t help feeling a bit anxious as I work out. I love my family and can’t wait to celebrate Mum, but it seems to be the theme of any family gatherings, baptisms, weddings, and even funerals that I am hassled about still being single.

      I’m thirty-two. I work hard at my businesses and charity foundations, seeing family and attempting a social life. I just haven’t had the time to dedicate to finding the one.

      Apparently, I’m sending my grandmother towards the grave with a broken heart because I’m not married with kids yet. I’m the oldest grandchild, and by all accounts, the most successful, but my success means nothing without a wife, according to my family.

      My phone alerts me to the message from my sister telling me where to pick up the cake, so I finish my work out and head home for a shower and to get changed.

      

      I always shower at home after the gym. My mates think it’s weird, but for me, I spent a fortune on my sanctuary, and on getting it perfect, including the bathrooms, so why get naked with a load of other blokes to stand under a lukewarm, thirty seconds at a time, get-what-you’re-given shower, when I can drive home, and stand in my own bathroom, with music on, colour changing lights and pressure massage jets? It’s a no brainer.

      I stay in the shower longer than I need to, dress and head out to get the cake, then head over to Giovanna’s. I’m going to grab something to wear whilst I’m out and get ready at Gi’s place so I don’t need to come back and forth to my apartment all day.

      

      ‘Did you get it?’ Gi asks as she answers her door.

      ‘No, I’m just here for a laugh,’ I reply sarcastically as I step inside.

      ‘Shut up, give it here.’ I pass the cake to her and follow her into the kitchen.

      ‘Bobby, how are you doing?’ I greet her boyfriend, who is sitting at the breakfast bar, sketching. He holds out a hand to me.

      ‘Enzo, good to see you.’ He returns to his sketch, and I smile. He’s a nice bloke, and he adores Giovanna, but he lives in his own world, totally.

      After a coffee and a catch up with Gi about who is and isn’t attending the party, we get ready and head out. I thought my anxiety was bad, but Bobby looks like he’s going to pass out.

      ‘You okay, Bobby?’ I ask as we make our way inside. He just nods and shows me a small smile, so I accept that.

      Inside the hall, I brace myself for the onslaught as the eyes of my aunties fall on me. So it begins…

      ‘Lorenzo, no date tonight?’

      ‘Enzo, still no wife?’

      ‘Lorenzo, your money means nothing without a family.’

      ‘Enzo, your poor grandmother.’

      That’s the one that always gets me. I love my nonna so much. She’s eighty-two but still full of life. She walks to the market every day for fresh ingredients to cook with. She cooks everything from fresh even though she is alone. My aunties in Italy offer to help and spend as much time with her as possible, but she’s fiercely independent. I tried to help by offering to pay for someone to do her shopping, cooking, or cleaning, but she hit me with a slipper and shouted at me that she doesn’t want a stranger in her house doing something she’s more than capable of doing herself.

      ‘Lorenzo, you’re here.’ My auntie Valentina speaks in Italian as she kisses my cheeks then holds them in her hands. ‘You get more handsome every time I see you.’

      ‘Auntie, you flatter me. You look younger every time I see you.’ She does, and I should know, I pay for the surgeries.

      Val was a huge part of Giovanna and my lives growing up. Our parents worked so hard that often Val had to step in as almost a third parent. She couldn’t have kids of her own so took pride in helping her brother, my dad, to take care of us. Once we were old enough to not need her though, Val discovered that life was for living. She started travelling the world, dating a lot of different men and altering her appearance how she felt fit. Diet, exercise, botox… you name it, Val does it, and she’s not ashamed to admit it.

      I’m so grateful for everything she does that I can’t help treating her now and again. It makes her smile, at least, I assume it does — her face doesn’t really move much anymore.

      ‘So, have you had the third degree from the coven?’ She bitterly refers to my mum’s sisters. They have always looked down on her because she didn’t have a husband or kids, not caring about the reasons, so she doesn’t have a lot of time for them.

      ‘And the fourth, fifth and sixth,’ I answer, and she rolls her eyes.

      ‘Tell them you’re gay. That will shut them up.’

      I laugh. ‘If you think that will shut them up, you do not know them. It would send them into a tailspin.’

      She taps my arm and laughs. ‘Find the right girl, at the right time, my Enzo. You deserve the world. Ignore them.’

      She turns and walks away, and I can’t help but love her a little bit more. I know she wanted a family, Mum told me, but it wasn’t to be for Val. Instead, Gi and I are her world. She adores us and would do anything for us.

      We sing happy birthday to Mum, who I thought was going to collapse when she walked in to see everyone here — even her sister Marisa who still lives in America, flew over to celebrate with Mum. While she cuts the cake, I hear a tap on the microphone and the clearing of a throat and look towards the DJ booth and a sweating Roberto.

      Oh, shit.

      ‘Giovanna, could you come up to the dance floor, please.’

      Oh, shit.

      I look at Gi, who looks around her nervously before making her way towards Bobby, who is now in the middle of the dancefloor.

      ‘Gigi, you are my everything, my beginning and end, my up and my down. My joy, my passion, my heart.’

      Oh. Shit.

      It’s not that I’m not happy for Gi, as I watch the love of her life get down on one knee and ask her to be his wife, but when she says yes, my little sister makes my life a whole lot more difficult.

      The family will be ecstatic for her. They’ll start shopping for wedding outfits tomorrow, and the date will probably be set within a fortnight. However, the overriding outcome of this engagement will be more questions about why Giovanna, my little sister, who is five years my junior, is heading up the aisle before me.

      As Bobby spins Gi around in celebration, the eyes of the room fall on me, and I start to think about how to get out of attending my only sister’s wedding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          Dillon
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      ‘You’re the only one who can do this.’ My colleague Davis follows me down the corridor, begging me to take a meeting for him, as he has to leave the office

      ‘No.’ I shake my head adamantly as I enter my office and sit down.

      ‘Dills, please.’ Davis sits opposite me and leans forward on my desk, pleading as Liv follows us in and stands next to me. Whenever she sees him and me together, she knows she needs to be there to referee.

      ‘Don't call me that,’ I snap. I despise the nickname he insists on using. I’m not that fond of him full stop.

      ‘Can’t you get someone else to do it?’ Liv adds, and Davis growls in desperation.

      ‘There isn't anyone else who can do this, and you know it. I wouldn't ask if I didn't have to, but I've got to go. Dillon, please.’

      I take a breath and look at him. I can’t stand him. We had a bit of a thing going on a while back, and then I found out he had a fiancée, and I was a side chick. I wasn’t hurt. I just felt like an utter bitch. He only told me about her because he found out she was pregnant, and now, earlier than expected, and with a huge client of his on their way into the office for a meeting, she’s gone into labour.

      ‘This is really shitty, Davis. You need to know that.’

      ‘I do. But I have no choice. You are the only one who can pull this off, Dillon.’

      He seems uncharacteristically sincere. I haven’t heard any rumours about him cheating on her again since the pregnancy — that doesn’t mean he hasn’t, of course, but he seems to have re-tuned his priorities. The part of me that’s still angry with him wants to refuse to help him out and enjoy the fallout of his absence, but I can’t do it. That would affect all of us, and he really does need to be there for his now-wife at the birth of their baby.

      ‘Can't you just cancel the meeting?’ Liv asks, clearly annoyed at Davis asking me to take over for him with no notice at all.

      ‘No, they're already on their way. A few of them have flown in from America, especially for this meeting. Please, Dillon.’

      ‘Fine. But you need to tell me everything. I'm not making a fool of myself for you.’

      I look him in the eyes so he understands, and his shoulders collapse with relief.  He slides the case file across the desk towards me and then pulls up a chair. 
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      I walk into the boardroom glad I decided to wear black today because I am starting to sweat with the pressure of holding a huge meeting with clients I really know nothing about. My boss Philip follows me in and pats me on the shoulder.

      ‘You okay?’ he asks, and I nod. ‘Well, thank you for taking this on today, Dillon. It was a big ask, and you stepped up.’

      He smiles and turns to address the room, and I realise what a huge opportunity this could turn out to be for me.

      ‘Hello, everyone, great to see you all. Huge apologies for the change in proceedings, but your account manager, Davis, has been called away on family business. You are, as such, in the very capable hands of another of our team, Dillon Benedetto. Dillon, over to you.’

      Philip makes an introduction to the smartly dressed, stern-looking men and women in the room and those on screens via video link, and I take a breath before diving in.

      I don’t normally get nervous presenting to clients, but this company, the biggest client we have at Gaydon and Smyth, is on Davis’ books, not mine. The company and this presentation are unfamiliar to me. I pride myself on knowing my clients so well that thinking for them, knowing what they need, is second nature. Still, this is what I do. I have got this.

      ‘Thank you, Philip. Welcome, everybody.’ I smile brightly and make eye contact around the room. ‘Davis has, of course, brought me up to speed as much as he could at short notice, but if there's anything missing, please do let me know.’

      ‘Sorry I'm late, everyone.’ I’m interrupted and look up towards the door and the man entering through it.

      I hear my heartbeat pounding in my ears as my blood heats and rushes around my body, and I grip the back of the chair I'm standing behind to steady myself.  Fuck. It's him.

      He’s exceptionally dressed in a perfectly tailored jacket and jeans, and he’s wearing glasses…. check.

      He looks at me, momentarily stunned as our eyes meet, and I swallow the lump rising in my throat until his attention is pulled away.

      ‘Ah, what a surprise, we didn’t think you would make it today,’ Philip interjects. ‘I was just advising your team here that Davis has been called away on a family emergency.’

      ‘His wife?’ he asks, considerately. Damn… check.

      ‘Yes, she's gone into labour a little earlier than planned, but I believe all is well,’ Philip explains, and I shuffle the papers on the table in front of me.

      Philip hates small talk and hates personal chitchat at work, but if the client is interested, so are we. 

      ‘Well, anyway, you're going to be in Dillon here's extremely capable hands.’

      I look up as he looks at me and smirks a little, then holds out a hand. A hand that's already touched every inch of me and sends sparks throughout my whole body as I take it and feel the soft skin once more.

      ‘Dillon,’ he says, narrowing his eyes as he silently acknowledges that I gave him a different name, ‘Lorenzo Romano, a pleasure to meet you.’

      I nod my agreement, breathing in through my nose to keep from throwing up. 

      He is Lorenzo Romano: my company's biggest client. I've heard his name, obviously, but never been involved in any meetings with him, and it never crossed my mind that he might be as young as he is or look like he does.

      Until Davis' total panic this morning when his mother-in-law called, Lorenzo Romano hadn't really crossed my mind at all, except briefly in Monday meetings where we talk about our clients and the plans for the week, but as he wasn’t my client, and it was Davis doing the talking, I never really paid a lot of attention.

      If only I had paid more the night we met. I mean, I remember the glorious sight of him naked, and I remember the almost delirium-inducing feel of him inside me. I very clearly remember every one of the multiple orgasms he gave me, but his name, what he does for a living, nope, not even a hint of a memory of those. 

      ‘Well, folks, let's get to it,’ Lorenzo says to the room as he takes a seat at the table. I steady myself, take a breath, clear my throat and dive in. 
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      ‘Miss, erm.’ Lorenzo stops me as I gather my things at the end of the presentation—which I nailed, by the way.

      ‘Dillon, please.’ I glance up to meet his eyes as I answer and have to look away again as they sparkle with amusement and make my mouth go dry.

      ‘Dillon,’ he smiles, ‘I have a few questions for you, probably just gaps in the handover from Davis. Can we have a moment to go over those?’

      ‘Of course.’ I prepare to go back into the presentation.

      ‘Well, there's no need for everyone to sit here and go over these minor points.’ He looks around at the room full of his colleagues, and they take that as their queue and start to prepare to leave. ‘Let's go and grab a coffee and hash it out, and we can reconvene this meeting a little later on.’ I meet his gaze again, and it’s not amusement I see. He’s serious — maybe he does just want to talk business.

      I swallow. ‘Sure.’

      

      ‘So, Liv, sorry, Dillon. What can I get you?’ He turns, smiling widely and leans against the counter of the coffee shop around the corner from the office. 

      ‘Americano, black. Thanks.’ I reply then chew my lip, suddenly a little nervous about the situation.

      As he turns to order, I can't help but look him up and down. His broad shoulders fill out the crisp white slim fitting shirt, and as I follow the fabric down his back to the perfectly fitted dark blue jeans, knowing exactly what's underneath them, I have to look away. 

      We sit at a booth near the window, and he turns his cup in his hands on the table. The sleeves of his shirt are rolled up to reveal the tanned skin on the muscular forearms beneath, and I chew my lip slightly at the feeling in the pit of my stomach. I wasn’t wrong — he is perfection.

      ‘You never called. I gave you all my best moves, and you never called. That was a real kick in the balls.’ He glances up and smiles slightly.

      ‘I don't have your number,’ I reply defensively.

      ‘I left my card. I pinned it next to that Golden Gate Bridge postcard on your board, but, as you didn't even give me your real name, I guess that explains that.’

      He sips his drink, and I suddenly feel guilty. I don’t often see the men I have fake-named ever again, and when I told him my name was Liv, I had no idea what the night had in store for me.

      ‘I'm sorry. I just…’ I start, but he interrupts.

      ‘It's cool. You just wanted a bit of fun. I get it. Disappointing though. I thought we had a great time.’

      He looks down to the cup in his hands then raises it to his mouth as he sips again. Damn, those arms.

      ‘We did. I did. I'm sorry, I just—’ I sigh. ‘Look, I don't want anything serious and don't want to be involved in anything ongoing, but honestly, I had no idea you had left your card. I'd have realised what I was walking into today if I had known.’ I roll my eyes, and he widens his.

      ‘You didn't know it was me?’

      ‘I had no idea.’ I sip my coffee without letting it cool enough and burn my lip.

      ‘Careful,’ he says, leaning forward, handing me a napkin and watching as I wipe my lip. ‘You did a great job today,’ he continues sincerely, sitting back in his seat and glancing at me. ‘I'm not surprised. As I told you before, you're powerful.’

      He takes another drink but doesn’t break eye contact, and I feel my heart pound in my chest. 

      ‘Well, Davis didn't really have time to give me the full picture, but I can get that. I won't let you down.’

      ‘Is it a conflict of interest if I take you out for dinner?’ he asks, taking another sip as he completely ignores the work talk, and I feel the heat spreading up my neck towards my face.

      ‘Mr Romano, I can't.’

      ‘Enzo.’ He leans forward and lowers his voice as he looks directly into my eyes. ‘I've been inside you, Dillon. You can call me by my first name.’

      I take a steadying breath as the way he looks at me makes me want to beg for a repeat performance.

      ‘I can't go out with you. I am your account manager, at least for the time being, and like I said, I don't want anything serious.’

      ‘How many people did you have sex with in the two weeks before we met?’ he asks, leaning back in his chair, cockily.

      ‘What?’ I ask, surprised by his question.

      ‘Humour me,’ he presses, and there’s something about the tone of his voice and the look on his face that makes him impossible to resist.

      I shrug my shoulders. ‘I don't know, maybe four or five.’ I am embarrassed as his eyes widen at the number.

      ‘And the two weeks since?’

      Ah fuck. He knows. 

      I look him in the eyes and sip my drink.  He does the same, and silence falls between us as he waits for my answer.

      ‘None,’ I say, wishing I could lie just to wipe that look off his face. He looks victorious, smug and sexy as hell. 

      ‘So, to recap. You were living a free, happily promiscuous life, then we met, had the most incredible night I've ever had, and neither of us has slept with anyone else since, but you won't let me take you out. Thing is, I want to see you again, touch you again. I’ve thought about not much else since that night, so what's the answer here, because I haven't got this far in life by backing down. I get the impression you're just as tenacious, so, come on, let’s negotiate.’

      I fall silent, not sure what to say.

      ‘Well?’ He leans forward, looking at me intensely, his ever-present half-smile making me realise how he got so far so young. ‘Let’s look at the facts here — assess the situation. You don't want anything serious?’ I nod my agreement. ‘And I want to get to know you better.’ I sip my drink, ‘So, what about if we agree to be friends.’ I squint my eyes at him, suspicious. ‘Would you say no to a new buddy?’ He smirks.

      ‘A buddy?’ I question, smiling as I think I know where this is going and because of the irresistible look on his face.

      ‘And I'm guessing you're going to want sex too, so let’s throw that into the deal.’ I let out a laugh as he looks around thoughtfully, considering the negotiations. 

      ‘So, we'll be buddies, who fuck,’ he whispers the last word, grinning, and I laugh, ‘but no strings, no stress, no feelings.’

      I move to speak, and sensing my hesitation, he continues.

      ‘So that's your end of the deal. You get the no strings, not getting serious with anyone sex, and I get a new friend, to eat with, spend time with, get to know better.’

      For a serious and extremely successful businessman, he is very relaxed and youthful in his mannerisms and the way he talks. I don't actually know how old he is, but I'm assuming by the way he dresses and carries himself that we're about the same age, but I’m not sure. He has a natural way of speaking to people though, and he comes across as caring and fun, but there must be a serious side to him for him to have got to where he has. 

      ‘Enzo…’ I take a breath, this is too much, and I can’t get caught up in the excitement of it, of him. ‘You’re my client, and I just don’t think I can do this.’ I know I sound disappointed — I am. I want to feel him on top of me again.

      ‘Dillon, this agreement would be between you and me. Nobody else would know. We’re both consenting adults.’ The jovial look on his face has gone, and he’s more serious now, lowering his voice as he tries to convince me.

      ‘I’m sorry. I really am.’ I roll my eyes so he knows just how sorry. ‘But I’ve waited for an opportunity to work with a client like you for a really long time. I just cannot mix business and pleasure on this.’

      I’m resolved. Davis has had the rub of the green for too long, and whilst he is out of the business, I’m taking my chance to step up.

      Enzo sits back in his chair and eyes me for a moment, his face unreadable.

      ‘I respect that,’ he finally responds. ‘Just so you know, Dillon, I will keep this professional, but the offer remains on the table should you change your mind.’

      I breathe again after holding it whilst I waited for him to bring down the axe on me taking over his account. I don’t know why I expected he might be so petty, maybe because every other man I have rejected in the past has been.

      I smile, just a little, and look him in the eyes. I immediately wish I could say yes, but this is right. I’ve done the right thing.

      ‘We better actually do some work,’ I say, quietly and he laughs.

      ‘Yeah, let me just pull my tail out from between my legs.’

      I nod and smile. He’s fine… we’re fine.
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      The rest of the day goes really smoothly. We hash out some rough ideas of where his account is currently at and where he wants it to go. Honestly, I can’t help but wonder what the hell Davis has been playing at, but the potential for this account is huge, and I’m going to grab it with both hands whilst I can.

      As we head back in to meet with his team once more, he takes full command of everything, laying out the campaigns, proposals and agreements we had discussed in the coffee shop, although not all of the proposals, of course.

      He brings me into the discussion effortlessly, like a conductor guiding an orchestra through a performance at symphony hall. I see the first real glimpse of the man who built an empire before he was thirty-five, or so I assume, as I still don't actually know his age. It’s sexy as hell, and I have to cross my legs just to try and keep control of my senses.

      Why did it have to be him? Of all the accounts Davis could have had to skip out on, why Enzo?

      I imagine for a moment if I’d just have passed him in the corridor, our eyes would have met and remembered our night together. He’d have gone for his meeting with Davis, and I would either have never had to see him again, or we’d have banged in the fire escape stairwell; but this, having to see him, work with him, watch him command a room, smell him, but not touch him, not have him touch me… it’s close to torture.
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      ‘Just do it, D,’ Liv says, smirking naughtily over the top of her cup.

      We’ve just got home from work, and Liv is heading out again. I swear she’s seeing someone, but she’s not letting me in on the secret. She’s been eating out and staying out a lot lately, so I’m fairly certain.

      We always have a debrief over a cup of coffee when we get home. You’d think living and working together wouldn’t leave much else to talk about, but Liv and I can talk for England — or for Northern Ireland, as she would correct.

      ‘I can’t, Liv. He’s my client now.’ I sip my drink, and she rolls her eyes.

      ‘Ay, temporarily.’ The louder she speaks, the stronger her Northern Irish accent becomes. ‘Dillon, he wants you, you want him, you banged all night long and couldn’t walk straight or piss without it burning for days,’ I snort, ‘Just fucking tell him he’s got a deal.’

      I wipe the tea that I just spat out from my chin and swallow what’s left in my mouth.

      ‘I just don’t want to blur those lines. Maybe things can change once Davis is back in the driving seat.’

      ‘Hmm,’ she says, sounding unconvinced but for once in her life, not saying any more and instead, gulping down the last of her drink. ‘Right, I am jumping in the shower,’ she declares as she stands and takes her cup to the sink.

      ‘Are you going to tell me who she is?’ I question, smiling, and she glares at me.

      ‘Dillon Benedetto, if and when there’s a she to tell you about, I will. You know me, I’m not looking for serious right now.’ She winks and leaves the room, and I smile. That was utter bullshit.

      Olivia Peters is absolutely looking for serious. She has wanted to be a wife and have a wife for as long as I have known her. She’s trying to play it cool though, so I’ll let her. She obviously does like this girl because if it were just casual, I’d have had all the details by now.

      I wash my cup and walk back to the living room, flopping down on the sofa and picking up the TV remote.

      I can’t believe he had glasses on. Remember when I said, I love men who look like they could put on a suit and a pair of glasses and boss a boardroom? I didn’t expect to actually meet one that ticked all the boxes and already know he is incredible in bed but not be able to go there again.

      I realise I’m flicking aimlessly through channels while I think about him. I need to go to the gym and work out my frustrations over Enzo Romano. I want to say yes to this agreement because I can’t get that night out of my head. Why did it have to come about when there’s a conflict of interest.

      ‘Liv,’ I call into the bathroom, opening the door slightly so that she can hear me over the shower. ‘I’m heading out. See you tomorrow.’ I assume she’s staying out again and don’t wait for a reply before closing the door, grabbing my always ready to go gym bag, and heading out.

      The gym is a little further than I would normally walk, but I can’t be bothered waiting for a taxi, so I’ll just call this my warm-up.

      I smile at the girl staffing the reception desk as she looks up from the book she’s reading. I swipe my card, grab a towel and head back to the changing rooms.

      I need to sweat, lots, now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Enzo
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      I don’t normally work out in the evening, but I’m frustrated. I hope the gym is quiet because I’m not in the mood to deal with people or wait for equipment.

      I pick up my towel, head out of my changing room and complete the short walk towards the gym floor.

      It’s quiet. Good. I need to hit something and figure out why a girl that I’ve met twice has got under my skin so much.

      Dillon Benedetto: even her name does something to me. I can’t figure out what it is about her. The fact she’s Italian doesn’t help. I keep thinking how my parents would love that, and I can just hear my dad in my head, finally, an Italian girl.

      I had just about got used to the idea that I would never see her again and then, boom, there she was, right in front of me, wearing heels and a tailored trouser suit, with that hair that I pulled while she went down on me, loose and flowing over her shoulders.

      She’s like no other woman I have ever met. I’m hooked.

      I round the corner and breathe a sigh of relief that the punch bag is hanging there waiting for me, with nobody in front of me. I put down my towel and water bottle, put on my gloves and stretch out my shoulders, then get to it.

      I have to respect her for saying no to my proposal. I just feel a bit of a dick. I literally asked her on a date, then to be my fuck buddy, on the same day she found out I was going to be her client.

      She took over that presentation with an hour’s notice and nailed it. I’ve been working with Davis for a couple of years now, and he’s been okay. We’ve got the job done, but I’ve had to hold his hand through it all, and I tend to feed him the ideas. I get the impression Dillon will be entirely different. She came alive in front of my board and knocked their socks off. It took everything in me to not stare at her the entire time. Then when we actually talked about work, her ideas for an account she knew barely anything about were already impressive. She is impressive in every way.

      I punch and kick the bag until I realise I need a breather and a water break. I pull off one of my gloves to grab my bottle and take a sip.

      I think about the way she smiled at me while I suggested we come to an agreement — it made me think she was on board; the way she looked at me over the top of her cup told me she wanted to say yes. Fuck, I wish she had.

      Break over. I need to get this girl out of my head.

      I pull my glove back on and turn up the music in my ears. This is stupid. I don’t know anything about her.

      Well, I know her name. I know she lived in San Francisco. I know she has three tattoos. I know what she looks like naked and how it feels to be inside her. Both of which are fucking sensational.

      I punch the bag harder in my frustration.

      I know she loses herself in music and that she dances with her eyes closed, not caring who is around her. I know that she doesn’t feel the need to wear a dress or skirt and rocks a trouser suit like the absolute boss that she is. I know she’s fucking powerful, and I know that I’ve never wanted to get closer to anyone in my whole life.

      I grip the bag and catch my breath, then turn to grab my bottle again.

      I pick up my towel to wipe my face, then stop in my tracks as her dark eyes meet mine.

      Even from across the floor, I see her expression change as she freezes and puts down the weights in her hands.

      I put down my bottle as she picks up hers and sips, then turns her back to me.

      As I make my way over to the treadmill, I watch her adding weights to the squat rack, trying not to lose my fucking mind that she’s here at the exact moment I’m trying to get her out of it.

      As I start to run, I try not to watch her as she squats. She looks sexy as hell, but not because of the tight clothes, or the way her pulled up hair reminds me of when we first met, but she looks so strong — just like when she dances and doesn’t care who might be watching. She doesn’t care that she’s the only woman surrounded by beefcake blokes, all skipping leg day in pursuit of huge guns. She’s something else.

      I increase the volume on my phone and the speed on the treadmill. I need to not think about the woman right in front of me. I focus on the screen of the treadmill, watching the squares light up with each passing kilometre.

      Unsure which is going to give in first, my legs or my lungs, I stop the machine and grip the sides while I catch my breath.

      Looking down, I see her feet and black leggings approach me, then look up to meet the eyes of the woman I can’t stop thinking about.

      ‘Are you stalking me?’ she asks from beside me, an air of sarcasm in her tone. I smile, still breathing a little harder than I would have liked.

      ‘Considering I own this gym, I should probably ask you that.’

      She laughs and nods. ‘Touché.’ She starts to turn and walk away, then stops. ‘But, I’ve never seen you here before, and then today of all days.’ She looks suspicious. I step off the treadmill and laugh.

      ‘I’m not stalking you, Dillon.’ I take a breath. ‘I normally work out before the birds are up. Today, I just—’ I pause, then realising there’s no point hiding it as I’ve already played my card, I smile slightly. ‘I needed to blow off some steam.’

      She looks into my eyes, and I see her swallow, then she looks down, but I see the slight rise of her cheeks. She understands.

      ‘Yeah, I know what you mean,’ she adds as her eyes meet mine once more, then she turns and walks away.

      I let her leave and give her enough time to get to the changing rooms so that it doesn’t seem like I’m following her, but I’m done. I came here to get her out of my head, and she’s in it now more than she ever was.

      I wipe the machine down, pick up my things, and head out.

      

      ‘We’re really going to have to stop meeting like this,’ I say as I bump into Dillon again in the reception area. I notice her take a deep breath, probably feeling that she needs to get as far away from me as I do her.

      ‘You’re still in your gym clothes,’ she says, looking me up and down.’

      ‘I prefer to shower at home.’ I shrug, and she opens her coat.

      ‘Me too.’ She smiles as we reach the automatic doors, and they open.

      As we step outside, she turns and walks away from the car park. ‘Dillon,’ she stops and turns back to me. ‘Do you need a lift?’ There’s a pause, clearly she’s worried about where this might be heading. I hold up my hands. ‘Just a lift. I just want to make sure you get home safely.’

      She takes a breath, then nods and follows me to my car. ‘This is your car?’ she asks, her voice a little higher than normal.

      ‘One of them.’ I smirk as I answer, and she laughs as she rolls her eyes. ‘Well, you asked.’

      In the car, there’s not much to say. The tension between us is tangible. We’re attracted to each other, and I don’t remember ever wanting somebody the way I want her, but she’s made it very clear she doesn’t want to blur the lines, and the last thing I would want to do is make her uncomfortable.

      ‘Turn left here.’ She pulls me from my thoughts, and I glance across to her as I reply.

      ‘I remember.’ Silence again.

      ‘I could have walked. It’s not far,’ she adds after a while. ‘You’re difficult to say no to.’

      ‘You managed well enough earlier.’ The words leave my mouth before I have engaged my brain.

      ‘I said difficult, not impossible.’ She smiles, and I can’t help but do the same. ‘This is me.’ She points to the houses ahead, and I pull the car up at the side of the road. ‘Thank you for the lift,’ she says as she reaches for the door handle.

      ‘Dillon, if I made you at all uncomfortable today, I apologise. That wasn’t my intention.’ I just need to clear the air between us before we really start to work together.

      ‘You didn’t.’ She releases the handle and turns back to me. ‘The truth is, I wanted to say yes, but an account the size of yours doesn’t come my way every day. I don’t want to risk my career for sex.’ I am wowed by her honesty, and it takes me a moment to answer.

      ‘I get that, and I respect it. I haven’t got this far in life or business by not being able to separate my personal life from my professional one, but I get it.’

      ‘I need to get showered and get some sleep. Thank you for understanding and for the ride.’ I widen my eyes playfully, and she laughs. ‘And the lift home.’

      And that’s it; as she closes the door of my car and I watch her disappear inside her flat, I resign myself to the fact that Dillon Benedetto is going to be my colleague and nothing more.
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      ‘Urgh.’

      I groan as I silence my alarm. I’m a morning person. I have always been able to get up without any moans and groans and get straight to work, but today, I don’t feel particularly lively.

      Maybe it’s the bottle of wine I drank last night, given I’m not much of a drinker, that was definitely stupid of me, but despite the hangover, I know the reason for my reluctance to start my day is because of what day it is.

      I’m heading in to work this morning to meet with the woman I can’t stop thinking about, knowing it can never be more than business, and I’m dreading it.

      I don’t feel like working out this morning but head to the gym anyway, hoping it will help me to shake the hangover and get my head in the game. I can’t flirt with Dillon. I can’t look at her the way I want to. I can’t even think of her the way I have done since we met. I have to respect her decision and just simply, respect her.
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      ‘Enzo,’ Ginger calls through to my office a little before ten am. ‘Ms Benedetto is here.’

      I take a breath. ‘Okay, I’ll be right out.’

      As I stand from behind my desk and head over towards the door, I can’t help but check my appearance in the mirror. It’s silly, this is a business meeting, but I can’t help wanting to look good.

      ‘Dillon,’ I say brightly as I approach her. She looks amazing in a dress and some ankle boots, and it takes everything in me to not focus on those legs and remember them wrapped around me. Her hair is tied up today, and she had deep red lipstick on. I haven’t seen her wearing that much noticeable makeup, but I like it.

      As I get closer, I hold out a hand. She stands and smiles as she takes it and without thinking. I lean in and kiss her cheeks. I widen my eyes as she steps back a little, and I feel Ginger’s eyes on me. I’m Italian, and this is a normal way of greeting people for us, but I would never normally greet a business associate in this way. It just happened without thinking because despite hardly knowing her, I can’t help but feel comfortable around her. ‘Sorry.’ I add, somewhat quietly, and she shakes her head.

      ‘No worries.’ She smiles, and it eases me. ‘Shall we?’

      I advise Ginger to hold my calls and lead the way to my office. Dillon compliments me on the building, the décor, and the feel of the place. I worked hard to make sure there’s a good atmosphere in all my businesses. I like the people that work for me to feel happy and valued, and it pleases me that she notices it.

      ‘This is your office?’ she questions as I close the door behind us. ‘It’s bigger than my flat.’

      I laugh, it’s not, but it is pretty big.

      ‘No point being the boss if you can’t have a few perks.’ I grin and make my way over to the table near the floor to ceiling windows.

      Dillon joins me, and after putting down her things, walks over to look out at the view.

      ‘Would you look at her,’ she says, and I turn to her, a little confused until I see the smile on her face and the way she’s looking at the city below us. Sensing me looking at her, she turns to me. ‘London. She’s something else,’ she adds, grinning, and I wish I could say out loud that I feel the same way about her.

      ‘Can I get you anything before we get to work?’ I change the subject before I make a fool of myself, and she shakes her head, no.

      ‘I’m good, let’s get to it.’

      It’s been three days since Dillon took over the account. Davis has extended paternity leave due to complications with the birth of his daughter, so we know Dillon is in control for at least three weeks, probably closer to four. In these three days, she has somehow completely overhauled the work Davis has spent two years doing.

      ‘Obviously, if that’s what you were going for, and I appreciate you’ve spent a long time working with Davis on that, then we can just scrap these changes, but when I looked at the account and all these different strategies for all the different businesses, it just seemed crazy to me that there wasn’t a clear brand look across the whole group and one common strategy.’

      I sit back as I realise she’s right. The conversations with Davis have been led by me, telling him what I want for each of my businesses with no challenge from him or his marketing expertise. Three days in, and Dillon is already pushing back and telling me what I’ve been missing.

      ‘I think if you remarket all of this as say, The Romano Leisure Group, as the first port of call, rather than us spending time and your money coming up with a strategy for Romano Restaurants and LR Gyms, etc. that will give us a clean base to come up with a more efficient strategy and will give your customers the comfort and security of knowing that they will get the same service and experience at all businesses under that group umbrella.’

      She shows me the mock-ups of branding and the rest of the ideas she’s come up with, and I’m quiet as I take it all in, contemplating how she’s done this in such a short space of time.

      ‘I’m sorry. Clearly, you are the client here, you know what works, and your businesses are obviously very successful as they are, but I’m here to do this,’ she places her hand on top of her work on the table, and I look at it, then back into her eyes, ‘and I’m bloody good at it.’

      She grins, and I let out a laugh.

      ‘Dillon, you are exceptional. The truth is I have happily rolled along with the businesses as they were because they have been successful, so I didn’t see the need to do much more than keep them that way. Some of them I set up from scratch, some I bought. Them making money allowed me to set up or purchase the next one and the next one. In my mind, they already were under an umbrella, but you are absolutely right, the branding is off, and the unity of the businesses needs to be clearer. I’m impressed, Dillon, very impressed.’

      I sit back as I contemplate a complete rebranding of my businesses. It should feel daunting. I have gyms, restaurants, hotels, coffee shops, bars, golf clubs and even a couple of casinos, so it’s going to be a big job, but I just feel excited.

      For the first time since I started my first few businesses, I feel like this is something to really sink my teeth into. I hadn’t realised how monotonous it had become, buying and setting up new ventures and just keeping them running well. There’s been no real challenge for such a long time, and I hadn’t realised how much I needed one.

      ‘Let’s do this,’ I say as I clap my hands together and sit forward, and Dillon sits back, glaring at me.

      ‘Just like that? You’re just going to agree to rebrand your entire multi-million-pound business after a ten-minute conversation?’ She looks shocked, and I stand, making my way over to the windows.

      ‘No, not just like that. You put the work in and convinced me.’ I smile at her. ‘You walked into this office and stood by these windows in awe of that city beneath us. I watched you, thinking to myself how proud I was right then, of this building that I helped design and had built, and it reminded me that I did all this by taking a chance. You walked through the lobby, complementing the design and the feel of the place, and in three days, you have seen and addressed something I have completely fallen blind to. I’m thirty-two years old. I started this business in my mid-twenties with a small business loan and a tiny gym in an industrial unit lock up. When it started doing well enough, I got another loan and opened another gym, then another, then I bought a restaurant, and before I knew it, I was here. I am standing here in front of you, in this incredible office that I’m so privileged to have, and honestly, Dillon, it has all just been so fast and such an incredible ride that I don’t often remember to stop and smell the roses or even think about how the garden looks. You did, you saw the roses for me, and I stood there and watched you do it. You have stopped me, and I needed that. You looked out of these windows, and the look on your face was enough to convince me that whatever you were about to present to me was going to be well-considered and worth my time. So I trust that this is the right move, and I’m excited to get started.’

      Her shoulders rise and fall as she takes in all that I’ve said. I know it’s a lot. I opened the floodgates a little, but I meant what I said. I’ve been rolled along by the waves since my businesses really started gaining momentum, and I needed someone to reach in and pull me out so that I could take a breath. She didn’t know I needed that, but she did it anyway.

      ‘Davis won’t be happy,’ she replies after a while, and as a grin slowly spreads across her face, I laugh and re-join her at the table. I couldn’t give a shit how Davis feels — this is happening.
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      ‘Afternoon, Ginger,’ I say brightly as I walk back into the office after lunch. She smirks at me.

      ‘Enzo.’ I stop by the desk to collect any messages she may have, and she looks up at me. ‘You’re in good spirits today, again.’ She smiles.

      I laugh. I like to think I always am, but I guess she’s right. I feel pretty bloody great right now.

      ‘Do you know what, Ginger? You’re right, I am. Today is a good day to ask for a raise.’ I grin, and she laughs.

      ‘Well, as you seem so high on life lately, I just might.’ She smiles, and I wonder what she means by that when she continues. ‘Will Ms Benedetto be joining us again this week?’ Her smile widens.

      Oh. I realise now that she thinks there’s something going on. She knows my diaries inside and out, so she would know if Dillon and I had another meeting. She must be asking if she’s coming here off the books.

      ‘I don’t have any more meetings planned with Ms Benedetto at the moment, Ginger, no.’ I should correct her. I should — for some reason though, I let it slide. ‘Could you call her office though, and get something in her diary for later this week? I’ll go there.’ She nods and smiles.

      Why would she think there’s something going on? Was it because I kissed Dillon’s cheeks when she first came into the office a couple of weeks ago? Or maybe because I’ve had a spring in my step since she left our first meeting. Or possibly, she sees the way I look at her when I watch her for a little longer than I should as she walks across the lobby on her way out.

      I think the fact that I wouldn’t normally be dealing with this level of the marketing and branding personally probably has something to do with it. I employ people specifically for this. I’d normally be a part of the initial meetings and big decisions but then step back. Most of this process has been just Dillon and me, none of my team, and none of hers.

      I am enjoying her company, but to be totally honest, I’m also really enjoying the process; it’s good to be sinking my teeth into something meaty.

      I should put Ginger right and let her know my relationship with Dillon is strictly business, but just for now, I’ll let her think she knows a juicy secret. It can’t be particularly exciting working for me.

      ‘Right, back to work, Ginger. Hold my calls this afternoon, will you please? I have some things to catch up on before the end of the day.’ I tap the side of my fist on her desk and smile as I step away and head for my office.

      

      It’s been almost six weeks since I met Dillon in that club. It blows my mind that we are where we are now. I never would have imagined we would be working together. That night remains the best night I’ve ever had. The sex was out of this world, and Dillon is just a joy to be around. She is bright and warm, and her laugh is so infectious. She is professional and on the ball but never lets her personality take a back seat. She injects it into her work on paper and in the way she presents and commands a room.

      If it weren’t for the fact I had already propositioned her to not only date me but also be my fuck buddy, I would definitely offer her a job; her skills and demeanour would be an asset for us, and it would save us a fortune on fees to have an expert like her in house.

      I find her perplexing. I don’t understand why someone like her, with such a warm personality and so much to offer, would be so set on remaining single. She must have her reasons, things I’m not privy to, but it does frustrate me. I think we could have something really great.

      My phone buzzes next to me on my desk, and I glance across to see who the message is from. When I see Giovanna’s name pop up, I immediately jump up, opening the message as I grab my jacket. It’s just two words; You’re late!

      I hold my hands up in defence as I walk into the restaurant to be greeted by my staff and my waiting family.

      ‘I’m sorry. I got buried and didn’t realise the time.’

      ‘You’re alone.’ Mum says as she kisses my cheeks, and I breathe my frustration away.

      ‘Of course I am, Mamma. I’m single — who would I bring?’

      I kiss my dad’s cheeks and then find the glaring eyes of my little sister.

      ‘Gigi, I’m sorry. I’m only a bit late.’ I kiss her, and she softens a little.

      ‘Half an hour, Enzo. It’s a good job you’re paying for this.’ I laugh and greet Bobby.

      ‘I just think you could have made an effort to meet someone for your sister’s engagement meal,’ Mum says before being shushed by Dad as I bite my tongue. That’s totally rational in her mind. To her, I should have gone out on the prowl or on dating sites to try and find a girlfriend in time for this celebratory meal with my family.

      I say hello to Bobby’s parents and sisters before pulling Val into a bear hug and whispering in her ear for her to save me. She just laughs and taps my arm before instructing me to sit next to her.

      I order some wine and champagne and allow Mum to do the honours and order my meal, noticing that Gi chooses to order for her and for Bobby, and I wonder if that will upset Mum, but I see the pride in her eyes. Giovanna is becoming a wife, and hopefully, in time, a mother, and above all mine and Gi’s achievements in life, that means the most. For a moment, I feel a little sad. I want all that, but I don’t know if it’s going to happen for me. My engagement failed miserably, and the only woman I have even considered any sort of relationship with since then has no interest in being with anyone for more than a night.

      We have the restaurant to ourselves, my staff are attentive, the lighting and music are soft, and the company is exceptional.

      Fill a room with Italians, and you’ll see, hear, and feel every emotion. It will be loud, and there will be a lot of love: love for each other, love of beautiful music, love of food and wine.

      I spend my days in relative silence, then I go home, alone. My life is quiet, but my family, and my family time, is delightfully raucous.

      As the speeches and the evening draw to a close, I once more give my sister and her fiancé my congratulations, pay the incredibly large bill for the evening and make my way home and prepare to spend another weekend alone, just waiting for Monday, when I get to see those brown eyes once more.
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      I walk into the coffee shop to see her sitting alone at a table against the back wall. She looks up and waves, then points to the buds in her ears. She’s on a call. I order a couple of coffees and make my way to her table, placing them down and quietly joining her just as she says goodbye to the person on the other end of the call and looks up to me.

      ‘Hi,’ she says, smiling brightly, her eyes catching the late spring sunlight streaming in through the windows of the coffee shop.

      ‘Hi,’ I reply before pushing her coffee towards her and adding sugar to mine.

      ‘You don’t normally drink coffee,’ she adds, observantly. She’s right. I don’t, not when I’m working anyway, although at the weekend, I might as well just get them to put a drip straight into my veins with the stuff.

      ‘I usually have one in the morning, and then that’s it, but I had a really shit sleep last night for some reason,’ I admit, ‘I’m struggling to get going, to be honest.’

      She laughs. ‘I would never have expected to hear that from you. You seem like a survives on two hours of sleep a night and still takes over the world kind of guy.’ She grins widely, and I can’t help but match her expression.

      ‘Well, yeah, but I can’t be the man of steel all the time. Even Superman needs a pick me up once in a while.’ She grins, then sips her coffee, burning her lip and making me laugh that she does that every single time. ‘Let the damn thing cool down a bit,’ I say, shaking my head as I pass her a napkin and she giggles, then says ouch as she touches it to her lips.

      ‘Are we all set for Friday, then?’ I ask, avoiding how adorable she looks, blowing on her coffee to cool it down. She nods yes.

      ‘We are. I will email the presentation across to you once we’ve gone through it this morning and finalised everything, but I think we’re looking good.’

      We’re presenting the plans for the business to my board on Friday, and I’m excited to hear Dillon in action again, as well as to get their feedback on it all.

      ‘Fantastic. Let’s crack on then.’

      She opens her laptop, clicks into the presentation, and we get to work.
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      ‘Mr Romano,’ Dillon says warmly, smiling as I meet her in the boardroom on Friday afternoon.

      ‘Ms Benedetto,’ I reply, grinning as she turns back to the presentation notes on the table in front of her. As she bends over the table, I can’t help the deep breath I take as the tight dress she’s wearing shows the curve of her backside perfectly. She turns her head to look at me and follows my line of sight.

      ‘Are you looking at my arse, Lorenzo?’ Caught in the act, I clear my throat and push my glasses up on the bridge of my nose, and she straightens, turning her body towards me and letting out a shocked laugh. ‘Oh, don’t go all Clark Kent on me now.’ She steps closer, and her grin spreads as she references my Superman comment from our meeting in the coffee shop. ‘You were looking at me like I was your last meal a moment ago. Am I kryptonite all of a sudden?’ She looks up at me, and time seems to slow down.

      ‘You have been that since we met,’ I admit quietly, finding myself stepping closer still, closing the gap between us to almost nothing.

      ‘Ah, Lorenzo, you’re here,’ Philip’s voice grabs my attention, and as Dillon steps backwards, I turn to greet her boss.

      ‘Philip, good afternoon.’

      While he talks to me about the meeting ahead and updates me on Davis’ return, I realise I’m being ushered out of the boardroom. I glance back towards Dillon, confused about the moment we just had, but she doesn’t look up, and I don’t know what to make of it.

      After a coffee with Philip in his office, we head back to the boardroom, where members of my own board have started to file in and make themselves comfortable. I greet them, all the while desperate to get to the woman at the front of the room, but talking about that moment will have to wait. Dillon and I are about to begin the meeting and the presentation. I need to have my head in the game.

      Philip takes his seat, and I stand next to Dillon at the head of the table.

      ‘Are we ready to go?’ I ask, avoiding the elephant in the room.

      ‘Yep, all loaded and ready.’ She meets my eyes, and I see her swallow.

      ‘Dillon,’ I say under my breath.

      ‘Not now,’ she replies knowingly, and I step back. Fighting the chemistry between us is torturous, but if she wants it to be this way, then I have to take her lead.

      We take the board members through the presentation, and as Dillon presents her ideas, she has them eating out of her hand. She charms them, makes them laugh, and gets them excited about the changes to come. I really can’t take my eyes off her.

      ‘Over to you, Lorenzo,’ I hear her say, somewhere in the back of my mind, but don’t react. Then I notice her widen her eyes at me. ‘Lorenzo,’ she repeats my name, and I realise I was lost in her.

      ‘Sorry, I nipped away somewhere else for a moment then.’ My board, knowing my tendency to always be thinking of the next project, laugh as Dillon hands me the clicker for the presentation and the feel of her skin on mine for just a moment snaps me into action. I take the reigns as she takes a seat, and before I know it, I’m bringing the meeting to a close.

      ‘What was that?’ Dillon says, amusement lacing her words as the last of my board leave the room. ‘You completely disappeared for a minute there.’

      I look at her, and she smiles. Her face completely lights up, and I realise that working with her is going to be harder than I initially thought, but handing back the account to Davis will be so much harder.

      ‘Dillon, we need to discuss what happened earlier. I can’t put together what you say and then how you act sometimes,’ I say, looking behind her to check we won’t be overheard.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ she replies, without my needing to press further. ‘I’m attracted to you, Enzo. I can’t deny that, and I just got lost in a moment. It wasn’t fair, and I apologise.’

      ‘It’s fine. You know I don’t mind. You know I want that.’ I clutch at the opportunity.

      ‘No, I can’t, we can’t.’ The look in her eyes contrasts against her words, and I step closer. ‘Enzo,’ she protests weakly.

      ‘Dillon,’ my voice is low as I look down to meet the brown eyes looking up at me. ‘We have something between us. It’s crazy to ignore that. Give us a chance.’

      She breathes in through her nose and wets her bottom lip with her tongue.

      ‘Dillon,’ Philip interrupts again, and I grit my teeth, frustrated, as she steps around me. ‘We need to discuss your handover plan to Davis, given the changes you’ve made. Come and see me when you’ve wrapped up here. See you soon, Lorenzo.’ I turn to look at Philip, forcing a smile as he leaves, and the opportunity subsides. Dillon steps back and looks up at me.

      ‘Enzo, I’m really sorry. I can’t do this.’

      She gathers her things, turns and walks away, leaving me with my confusion and frustration, and suddenly I can’t wait for Davis to return.

      

      I need to hit something, now, and once again, find myself heading for an early evening gym session. Well, it’s that or spend even longer in the pub than I already plan to. Pete better be ready to get the beers in tonight because I need to clear my head.
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      I fucked up. I let my attraction to Enzo get the better of me, and now I’ve given him mixed messages — it’s not fair.

      He wanted this to be more than a one-night-stand. I said I didn’t want a relationship, so he offered just sex with no strings. I said no because I wanted to keep things professional, and he agreed and backed off. I see him look at me and see him fight his attraction to me as hard as I fight mine for him. The difference between us, though, is he wants this to be more than it is. I’m the one who said no, and he respected that, and now I’m the one who has blurred the lines. I’ve spent the weekend going over and over it in my mind. I don’t want to be that person. I need to clear it up.

      ‘Enzo is out of the business today, Ms Benedetto,’ his secretary answers when I ask if he has any availability to meet with me. The informal use of his shortened name catches me off guard. ‘I can get you in his diary tomorrow morning, but he only has thirty minutes available at nine — will that be okay for you?’

      I take a breath as I wonder if thirty minutes is too long or not long enough.

      ‘Yes, please. Thank you.’ I take the slot and get back to the work on the desk in front of me.

      

      The phone on my desk rings a little after two, but I ignore it. It rings again, and I ignore it again. I’m too busy to get tied up on a call.

      ‘Dillon,’ Liv says as she leans around my office door, ‘Will you answer your phone — it keeps bouncing to me?’

      I forgot it did that. Most clients call my mobile, leaving the desk phone somewhat redundant. Liv is the secretary for me, Davis, and another colleague of ours on this corner of the floor, but whilst Davis is away, she’s basically picked up the rest of his accounts so that I can take over the largest one, Enzo’s.

      ‘Ah, Sorry, Liv. I forgot.’ The phone rings again, and I widen my eyes at her as I answer.

      ‘Dillon Benedetto, can I help?’ I over exaggerate my greeting as she glares at me, then grins as she leaves.

      ‘Dillon, it’s Enzo.’ His voice is quick, serious, and it makes my heart pound in my chest. ‘Ginger put a meeting in with you for the morning, but I’ve been called away. Is it something we can do over the phone?’

      ‘Erm, well,’ I stutter, surprised by his call and not sure I know what to say or if it’s a conversation I want to have over the phone, especially when he sounds so busy. ‘I just wanted to—’ I take a breath, ‘you know what, it’s not important. We’ll catch up when you can fit me in.’

      He falls silent on the end of the phone as if he was expecting more, but I don’t know what more to say.

      I hear him take a breath. ‘Okay, I’ll have Ginger set something up.’

      He hangs up, not giving me the chance to say goodbye, and my worries are confirmed: I’ve upset him or just pissed him off — either way, he’s tired of my shit. Davis is back next week, and my gamble to win this account has just been washed down the drain.

      

      ‘You’re being dramatic,’ Liv says over a bagel at lunch. ‘It was a passing comment and a flirty glance. He’s a big boy — he can take it.’

      ‘He’s certainly that,’ I reply without thinking, making Liv cackle and me lower my forehead to the table. ‘I like him, Liv. I like everything about him, and I just feel shit for giving him mixed signals.’ My voice is muffled as I keep my head lowered.

      ‘Then unmix them,’ she replies, and I look up at her again, pitifully. ‘If you like him, Dillon, then tell him and act on it. Davis will be back soon anyway.’

      I’m quiet for a moment as I think about it, but the conflict of interest is the least of my concerns about getting involved with him. One way or another, I was always going to lose Enzo Romano from my life, and at least this way, it’s only a professional loss. I don’t say anymore and allow Liv to think she’s got through to me, but she hasn’t. Nothing can change.
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      Enzo cancelled our face-to-face meeting yesterday morning, and he asked if we could do it via Zoom instead, with his assistant and a couple of members of his team. It’s been a week since the moment in the boardroom, and I haven’t had chance to apologise or clear anything up, and it seems that Enzo doesn’t want to talk to me if it’s not work-related, which I know is what I wanted, but I hate that the cheeky smiles and subtle innuendos are gone from our conversations, and now we don’t even meet in the same room. Although not having to smell him or feel the electricity of having him near to me certainly helps me to concentrate.

      As I prepare to head into another weekend at home, given that I haven’t actually felt like going out since the night I met him, weeks ago, the phone on my desk rings, and I know it’s either him or his secretary.

      ‘Dillon speaking,’ I say, as I raise the handset to my ear.

      ‘Ms Benedetto, it’s Ginger calling for Enzo Romano.’ My heart sinks. I hadn’t realised how much I wanted it to be him.

      ‘Hi, Ginger, how can I help?’ I try to answer cheerfully.

      ‘Enzo has asked me to apologise for the very late notice on this, but he is hosting a charity gala tomorrow evening and would like to extend an invitation to you and a guest. Given the time constraints, could I take your rsvp now?’

      Gosh. A gala. A guest. It’s a lot to think about, but I swear I can hear Ginger tapping her fingers on the desk as she awaits my answer. I’ll need to find a dress and a plus one as I’m definitely not going alone, but I’m definitely going. I haven’t seen Enzo in a week and can’t help but crave a look at him in the flesh, and I don’t think it would look great on a professional level if I say no.

      ‘That would be lovely. Thank you, Ginger. My guest, Olivia Peters and I would be honoured to attend.’

      ‘Lovely,’ she replies brightly. ‘Your invites will be sent over shortly. Have a lovely evening, Ms Benedetto.’

      She hangs up, and I sit back for a moment, thinking about what to wear, then I jump up.

      ‘Liv,’ I call out, and she runs to my office thinking there’s an emergency. ‘We’re going shopping. We’re going to a gala tomorrow.’

      Liv widens her eyes at me and opens her mouth to speak.

      ‘Enzo invited me and a guest. I can’t go alone. Please, Liv.’ I plead, and I see her exhale as she accepts.

      ‘I’ll cancel my plans, but you’re buying me new shoes.’

      As she turns to leave, I smile — shoes, I can do.
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      The gala is being held in a large, covered courtyard area to the rear of Enzo’s building. I had seen it on my visits here for meetings, but to see it now, covered in lights with music playing and all the glitz and glamour of the gala, it’s spectacular.

      ‘The roof retracts,’ a feminine voice next to me says, and I realise I’ve been caught dumbstruck, taking it all in. I turn to see an elegantly dressed Ginger next to me. ‘It’s quite lovely all year round, for gala dinners, or simply a salad at lunchtime.’ She smiles, then raises a clipboard and pen and says my name: ‘Dillon Benedetto and Olivia Peters.’ She draws a line through our names, directs us to the cloakroom, and tells us to have a lovely evening.

      ‘Can I just say—’ Liv speaks as we walk towards the main area of the courtyard, ‘—we look absolutely incredible this evening, Ms Benedetto.’

      I turn to her and smile. She certainly does. Her strawberry blonde hair has an air of Hollywood fifties glamour, with big barrel waves, not to mention the long red curve-hugging dress, winged eye makeup and perfect matte red lipstick.

      ‘I concur, Ms Peters. You are stunning. You should let me take a photo for the girl you’re definitely not seeing.’ I wink, and she throws her head back to laugh.

      ‘You know, I think I will let you do that so that I can not send it to anyone.’ She smiles, and I notice the pink in her cheeks as she thinks about whoever this woman is.

      ‘You look amazing, Liv,’ I say as I snap a few photos on her phone. ‘I wish you’d let me in on the details. We normally share everything.’

      She hooks her arm through mine, and we start to walk over to the huge table plan.

      ‘I will tell you more soon, I promise. I just don’t want to jinx anything.’

      Fair enough. I accept that.

      I, as usual, decided on a black dress for the occasion, because, play to your strengths, right? But I did spend an absolutely obscene amount of money on a Diane Von Furstenberg lace wrap gown with an incredibly sexy cut-out back. Even if I do say so myself, I look and feel fantastic. My hair is in a low, formal but slightly messy ponytail and my smoky dark eyes and nude lip look amazing… thanks to Liv.

      As we find our seats, Liv and I both feel the eyes of the people around us on us. We’re the youngest people at our table and the only women — it’s a little unnerving.

      ‘Dillon.’ My heart stops at the sound of his voice, and I turn to face him. ‘You made it.’ He smiles. It’s not the usual wide grin, but a smile I saw that first night we met. One that looks as though he’s trying to gather his thoughts. One that came right before he told me how powerful I looked. ‘You look sensational.’

      I look down as I try to slow my pounding heart, then turn to Liv.

      ‘Enzo, this is Liv, my best friend and flatmate.’

      She grins, and he holds out his hand for hers.

      ‘We’ve met,’ he replies, his voice a little lower now, and I remember that he saw her as he was leaving our place. I turn to face him, and my breath catches. That look in his eyes is back — the cheeky, almost devilish one that got him into my bed that night and that has flipped my stomach on so many occasions since.

      He's wearing a tuxedo. Not a stuffy, old fashioned, badly-fitting get up that grandads wear to weddings, but a perfectly tailored, body-accentuating dark blue tuxedo. And he looks exquisite.

      As always, his black hair is styled to look neat but retain a hint of his natural wave. I saw a glimpse of that after we got sweaty together and again when I saw him at the gym. My mind wanders to what he would look like at the beach, fresh out of the sea in nothing but some stylish swim shorts, or better yet, just out of the shower in nothing but a towel. My mouth is dry as I try to swallow.

      ‘I could do with a drink,’ I say quietly, and Enzo nods.

      ‘Of course.’ He steps aside to allow Liv and I to pass him in search of refreshments. ‘Dillon, there are some people here I’d love for you to meet if you have some time for me a little later on.’ I turn to meet his eyes, and the genuine look in them calms my thumping heart a little. He smiles, and I nod.

      ‘Of course,’ I agree, and he turns to walk away.

      ‘I mean, I’m not into guys, but he is something else,’ Liv declares as she hooks her arm through mine once more, and I laugh.

      ‘Yeah, he’s pretty spectacular,’ I reply and pass her a glass of champagne from the bar as I sip my own. ‘Don’t let me drink too much, Liv,’ I add as I turn, and my eyes find Enzo across the room. He is laughing freely with some people so far away that I can’t hear him, only see him, but that’s enough. One too many glasses of champagne and the moment in the boardroom will be nothing compared to how much I could smudge those lines.

      I have never been so attracted to anyone as I am to him — in every way, and the way he looks at me is enough to tip me over the edge.

      The soft ringing of a bell indicates that dinner is soon to be served, so we make our way back to the table.

      We sit, and the previous buzz of the room becomes hushed as at a podium on a small stage, our host, all six odd foot of perfection, Lorenzo Romano, stands and prepares to address his guests.

      Before he speaks, he smiles widely and looks around the room, and that seems to be enough to further quiet the gentle hum to virtual silence.

      ‘Ladies and Gentlemen,’ he starts. ‘What a joy it is to see all your smiling faces and bursting wallets here tonight.’ His first laugh; tick. ‘Most of you know me, be it personally or professionally, but for those of you who don’t, let me just introduce myself. I’m Lorenzo Romano, an extremely privileged man from an upper-class family. I have a top-class education, more than one degree under my belt, and more money in my bank than I can spend.’ I am stunned by the honesty but a little confused by the speech and where it’s going.

      ‘I’ve never felt hunger. I’ve never felt real fear, loneliness, or abandonment. I’ve never worried about being pulled over whilst driving because of the colour of my skin, and I’ve never felt judged because of my postcode. What’s with all the bragging, Enzo? I hear you say—’ A low buzz of slightly uncomfortable laughter vibrates the room before he continues.

      ‘Well, this charity, this foundation, is all about trying to even things out a little bit. Most of you in this room have never had those worries either. Some of you went to Eton, on to Cambridge or Oxford. Some of you spent your childhood playing with princes and princesses, but all of you are here tonight to help to raise money that will help to educate people who may otherwise not get the opportunity. Train those serving prison sentences to give them options for a better life on the outside. Building bridges in communities between the police, local politicians, local businesses and the residents, and between different cultural groups. To help young people follow their dreams of owning their own businesses or even just helping parents to ensure their children are warm and fed.’ There’s light applause before he holds up a hand to stop it.

      ‘This evening isn’t about you or me. It’s not about people knowing how charitable you or I are, and it isn’t a fix-all event. These issues will continue. We cannot eradicate the problem tonight, but we can do our bit to help chip away and to help level the scales. So I ask you to please, dig deep into those pockets and purses tonight. Donate, bid, bet, buy. Let’s make some real money for this foundation tonight. You all know we have plenty of it in this room.’

      He steps back and walks away from the podium, and I can’t tear my gaze from the spot he vacates.

      I have been to fundraising events like this before, and every time a host or MC gives a big spiel about helping those less fortunate, then they stand and accept praise and applause for their efforts. They talk the big talk for the great publicity that comes from it.

      Enzo hushed any applause and immediately left the stage. It’s refreshing and a huge turn on.

      The meal is served, and the conversation turns to business on one side of us and the work of the foundation on the other. An elderly man opposite discusses the art and trips he plans to bid on tonight with another man who just nods and continues to eat without coming up for air.

      I watch as Enzo makes his way around the room, charming people, smiling, laughing, and handing out champagne. He’s good at this.

      When he looks in my direction and finds me watching him, he smirks, then starts to walk towards me.

      ‘Dillon,’ he says as he approaches, then leans down, the hand on the back of my chair brushing against my shoulder and causing goosebumps to rise across my skin. ‘Do you have a moment for me to introduce you to some people?’

      I nod, and he holds out a hand to lead me away.

      Enzo introduces me to some people who work for him, as well as some business associates that he recommends my work to. I watch in awe as this man, so close to me in age, has these men and women, some twice his senior, completely eating out of the palm of his hand.

      I catch Liv’s eye and notice her laughing at the table with an elderly man. I know she’s okay, so allow Enzo to continue on his magical mystery tour of the room until the band starts to play and the conversation eases at the interruption.

      ‘Would you dance with me?’ he says as the people we were talking to turn away to find their own dance partners, and I move my head to look up into his eyes. He takes my breath away, and I can’t speak, so I just nod.

      Enzo takes my empty glass and puts it down it on the nearest table, then gently places a hand on the bare skin of my lower back, making me inhale sharply as he guides me towards the dancefloor.

      He takes my right hand in his left, and using the hand on my back, holds me close to his body as the music fills the room.

      The connection is bliss, and the feel of his skin on mine, the sensation of his hard body pressed against me, is almost unbearable. My head is spinning. I’m slightly fuzzy from the champagne, but this is most definitely the Enzo effect.

      I look up into intense dark eyes, and I feel like I can’t breathe. Panic washes over me at the way he makes me feel, and I step back.

      ‘I need some air.’ I say, breathing hard and placing a hand on my chest.

      ‘Dillon, are you okay?’ He leans down slightly and reaches forward for my arms, concern etched on his face.

      ‘I just need a minute, some quiet,’ I say, shaking my hands out to dispel my rising panic, and he straightens up.

      ‘Okay, come on.’

      Using his hand on my back once more, Enzo guides me to the doors of the garden room and into the main lobby of the building.

      As we walk towards the lifts, I look at him and wonder where he’s taking me until he answers my unasked question.

      ‘I thought maybe the view from my office might calm you.’

      His voice is soft, genuine, and he’s right.

      Inside Enzo’s office, I make my way over to the windows and take a deep breath, then another. Anxiety has plagued me for years, a side effect of having a mother with a mental health condition that means some days she just doesn’t come home. However, panic attacks have been mostly a thing of the past for a couple of years now. I do not want to slip back there now, not here, not tonight. Just breathe.

      He hands me a glass of water, and I sip, starting to feel more like myself in the quiet and dark of his office.

      ‘Are you feeling better? What happened there?’ he asks softly, and I take another breath, closing my eyes this time before turning to face him.

      ‘Enzo, I…’ What am I doing? I am about to make a move — blur the lines further. ‘I don’t know how to deal with wanting you the way I do,’ I answer honestly, too honestly, really. He falls silent. ‘I meant it when I said I didn’t want anything serious. I don’t, and when I said I didn’t want to enter into a no-strings relationship with you, I meant that too. Working with you has been an incredible experience and a huge opportunity for me that I don’t want to ruin, but—’ I look up and meet his eyes and step closer towards him, reaching up and running my hands down the lapels of his jacket. ‘Right now, tonight, I can think of nothing else other than your hands on my body.’

      Sex. My coping mechanism. Of course… although this is more than that. This isn’t a hook up to take my mind somewhere else. This is about him — about needing him.

      ‘Dillon,’ he says my name, his voice laced with both confusion and desire, as though he is unsure what is happening but doesn’t want it to stop.

      ‘I meant everything.’ My voice is low as I run the tips of my fingers across the abs underneath his shirt, desperate to feel the tight warm skin there once more. ‘If we do this now, it can’t ever happen again. This is just…’

      ‘Scratching an itch,’ he says seductively, moving even closer, and I look up at him, smiling, my bottom lip caught between my teeth.

      ‘Exactly.’

      Instinctively, Enzo’s hands find my hips, and he pulls me closer to him, turning and backing me up against the window, towering over me.

      He places a hand on the glass above my head and tips my chin up towards him with the other.

      I reach my hand up to his cheek, then into his hair and guide his lips to mine. He parts my lips with his, then again, before gently brushing his tongue across mine, and I gasp, needing him.

      I break the kiss and look up at him. ‘Lock the door.’

      He lets out a low laugh and leans back to look at me.

      ‘Nobody is coming up here, Dillon.’

      I place my hands, palms flat on his abs and push him back to arm’s length.

      ‘You’re the host, and your assistant is running the show down there... She might come looking for you. Lock the door.’

      He steps backwards, smiling a cocky I know I’m right but okay smile, then walks away to do as I’ve asked.

      As I wait for seconds that feel like hours, my body trembles with anticipation. I watch as he turns and removes his jacket, casually draping it over a chair as he passes it and makes his way back to me.

      He grins as he approaches, then, once he’s close enough that I can smell him and see the moonlight brightening the whites of his eyes, he crashes his mouth against mine, gripping the back of my head and devouring me, as though he’s been starved all these weeks.

      Desire consumes me, and I gasp wantonly against his kiss, pulling desperately to loosen his shirt and clawing at the waistband of his trousers for the button.

      Breaking the kiss, Enzo leans down and picks me up, pulling at the tie of my dress and allowing it to fall open as he finds my mouth again and places me down on the table.

      I lean back as Enzo hungrily kisses my neck, collarbone, and chest, moaning as his fingers stroke across the lace between my legs, then moves it aside and slowly pushes a finger inside.

      I gasp as his finger moves easily. There’s not much need for foreplay, as I’ve been ready for him since I saw him in that tuxedo a couple of hours ago.

      Needing him, I reach down, fully lower the partially open zip on his trousers and reach inside. Enzo removes his hand from my underwear and lowers his trousers a little on his hips as I grip him, making him moan against my mouth. I shuffle forward a little, then release him to move aside my underwear once more. Enzo looks down between our bodies and using his own hand, he finds where he needs to be.

      I throw my head back and drop to lean up on my elbows, and he hooks his arms under my knees, raising my legs up and slowly works his way inside me.

      I gasp and then moan at the welcome intrusion and take just a moment to adjust to the fullness before Enzo starts to move, slowly rolling his hips into me as my body opens up for him, letting him in.

      He picks up speed, and I moan loudly. He wraps my legs around his waist then pulls me upright so our chests are pressed tightly together.

      Enzo slides me closer to him and holds me tightly in position. We are so close he can barely move as he kisses me again, and almost fully inside me the whole time, he continues to roll his hips into me.

      The sensations overwhelm me as the almost constant stimulation, inside of me and out, takes its toll. I call out, throwing my head back as I come hard, but he doesn’t let up, doesn’t stop. My whole body is on fire, tingling from my ponytail to my stiletto heels as Enzo takes what he needs from me.

      I grip my fingers into his shoulder blades, holding him close to me as he comes inside me, breathing heavily against my ear and letting out a groan that almost makes me want to go again.

      I release my grip on his back, and slowly, he straightens up, still inside me as he smiles down at me, and I bite my lip.

      ‘And you said we couldn’t do that,’ he says with an air of amusement. His voice low and slow, satisfied.

      I sigh. ‘Then you wore that suit.’

      

      ‘Whoa. I was about to ask where you’d been, but you’re very clearly freshly fucked so that doesn’t take much working out.’ Liv starts to laugh as she meets me in the lobby.

      I texted her that we needed to leave as I left Enzo’s office, leaving him there to return himself to the host of the gala he’s missed for the last… actually, I don’t even know how long we were up there.

      I grimace, then smile as I reach for my coat from her hands, wanting to make a swift exit before anyone sees me and puts two and two together. I really do look freshly fucked. There was no salvaging my hair and makeup, and I need to shower and change my clothes asap.

      As we start towards the exit, I hear the ping of the lifts and turn my head to see the picture of perfection that is Lorenzo Romano head out. He turns up the corner of his mouth to smile naughtily in my direction, then gets back to work.
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      I didn’t want to get out of bed this morning. When Liv and I got home last night, she finally admitted out loud that she was seeing someone and said she was going to go and see her, to let her see more than just a photo of how good she looked.

      As she headed out, I stripped off my dress, preparing it to take straight to the dry cleaners on Monday morning. I threw my underwear in the laundry bin and stepped under a gloriously hot shower.

      Regret washed over me in waves, only to be replaced by desire as the feel of Enzo inside me, the sensation of his lips on my skin, his tongue against mine flooded my brain, to be then eroded by another wave of regret.

      It was a mistake. I know that, one hundred percent, but it was one I made, fully prepared to feel like this after. I knew, and I expected the regret, and it was worth it.

      I pulled on some pyjamas, needing to feel the cosy comfort of flannelette. As I lay in bed looking at the ceiling, I contemplated my Monday morning meeting with Enzo. I knew there would be some awkwardness, at first, at least. We’ve done this before, though, and we’re both professionals — we can do it again.

      Tiredness washed over me somewhere around two a.m., and I don’t remember much after that, but when I woke this morning, I was still lying on my back, looking up at the ceiling and feeling stiff, as though I hadn’t moved all night.

      I wanted to curl up in a ball, stretch out my back and go back to sleep, but I had plans, and I needed to somehow make myself look somewhat human again.
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      My family and I decided to do lunch out today instead of Kat cooking, Mum said she wants to talk to us all about a few things, and we wanted to celebrate and enjoy the way things feel at the moment. She is having a really good week.

      She’s been herself and on top form. She’s seemed so happy, so clear, and the house is immaculate. She loves cleaning, and it’s so nice to hear her singing and dancing around the house.

      ‘You’re late,’ Shay says as I get out of my taxi outside the restaurant, and I roll my eyes.

      ‘Five minutes, Shay, in London that basically means I’m early.’ She laughs, and I pull her close for a hug, choosing not to acknowledge the smell of weed as she discards the last of her joint. ‘Come on, let’s get in there. I’m starving.’

      Mum adores this restaurant. We’ve eaten here so many times because it reminds her of her dad’s cooking. Nana’s joining us today too, so I just can’t wait to enjoy some delicious Italian food with my whole family.

      As Shay and I make our way through the restaurant to the table where Kat, Nana, and Mum are waiting for us, the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention as though I sense him before my eyes find his, and he grins, wide and heart-stopping.

      ‘Enzo,’ I say brightly, trying to ignore the fact that he came inside me just last night. ‘What a surprise.’

      He stands and leans in to kiss my cheeks, and I can’t help closing my eyes as I inhale the scent of him.

      His thick black wavy hair shines in the light, and I notice just how black it is. Mine is dark, but his is mesmerising. Somehow, it always seems to look perfectly styled but messy at the same time, as though he just finishes making it look perfect, then someone runs their fingers through it, grips it, and pulls it — I guess what I'm saying is that it looks like he's always freshly fucked, which is exactly how a man like Enzo should look, and I suppose, given only hours ago he was banging me in his office, he is.

      His eyes are dark, almost black, but so warm that they suck you in completely.

      ‘It is, a nice one though. You look lovely today.’ He smiles again as he sits back down, and his off-the-cuff, effortless compliment throws me. My breath catches in my throat, and I don’t seem to be able to respond. I just shrug as I feel the heat rising up my neck, and Enzo acknowledges his dinner companion. ‘Sorry, Dillon, this is my auntie, Valentina.’

      She holds out a hand, and I take it, noticing the way she seems to be trying to get a read on me. I bet he didn’t notice that — men never do.

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ I turn to Shay, ‘this is my sister, Shay.’ She says hello, then tells me we need to get moving. ‘Sorry, I’m already late for dinner with my family, so I better go. Nice to see you, Enzo.’

      ‘Enjoy your meal, ladies,’ he replies genuinely. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Dillon.’

      He smiles, and I swallow the lump in my throat.

      ‘Decided to show up then?’ Mum jokes, and I feign a laugh dramatically.

      ‘Sorry, my taxi was stuck in traffic,’ I respond as I sit.

      ‘Yeah, then she bumped into a hot piece of ass over there.’ Shay turns to look in his direction.

      ‘Shay,’ I say through gritted teeth, hoping he isn’t looking. ‘Enzo is a client.’

      ‘Sure he is. Clients always compliment how you look while they undress you with their eyes, and clients always make you turn beetroot red and drip down your legs.’

      ‘Oh, Shay,’ Nana tuts, her soft Irish accent washing over us. ‘Don’t be so crude.’

      Shay grimaces. She obviously got so lost in humiliating me that she forgot Nana was here.

      ‘Sorry, Nana. Really though, she was practically panting.’

      I shake my head while Mum and Kat try to discreetly, but not so discreetly, turn to look at Enzo.

      ‘Stop it, all of you. Let’s eat.’

      I see him glance over once or twice before our food arrives, but honestly, once I’m eating and laughing with my family, I stop thinking about him. It feels so good. I wish it could always be like this.

      ‘Shay, let me try your sauce,’ I say, holding up some bread as she protects her plate with her arms.

      ‘No, back off. Shay doesn’t share food.’

      ‘Kat, tell her,’ I moan playfully, and Mum clears her throat. I know it upsets her that it’s Kat we call for when we need a mum, even in play, and it’s not intentional. I’d never want to hurt her. It’s just habit.

      ‘Girls, stop fighting. There’s plenty to go around,’ Mum says calmly, and I sit back, poking my tongue out to Shay, who grins cockily.

      As the desserts are delivered to the table, I feel a warm hand on my shoulder, and goosebumps spring up across my body. I turn to look up into the dark eyes sparkling back at me.

      ‘Excuse me, ladies, sorry to interrupt. Dillon, I just felt it rude to leave without saying goodbye.’

      I smile, and Shay calls out, ‘Bye Enzo,’ from across the table. I close my eyes for a second as Enzo looks at Shay and laughs.

      ‘I’ll see you tomorrow,’ he says as he backs away, and I nod, then, just for a moment, I enjoy watching him walk away.

      When I turn back to the table, the eyes of my family are on me.

      ‘What?’ I say in response to their stares.

      ‘Dillon, he is possibly, no, definitely the most handsome man I have ever seen,’ Kat says, turning back to look in the direction Enzo just left in.

      ‘Kat.’ I roll my eyes.

      ‘He is.’

      ‘Wait,’ Shay says, an air of suspicion in her tone. ‘Is he the guy, the,’ she lowers her voice, ‘demon in the sack from a few weeks ago?’

      ‘Shay,’ I scold. Mum and Nana are at the table.

      ‘He is, isn’t he? You have that same flush in your cheeks now. Holy shit, sis. Nice work.’

      ‘Okay, fine, yes, but that was before I knew who he was or that we would be working together. Now he’s just a client.’ He definitely was not just a client last night, but they don’t need to know that.

      ‘A fit one, though,’ Shay adds and my family laugh. Yeah, I’ll give them that.

      ‘Girls,’ Mum says when the Enzo chatter dies down, ‘today has been so lovely, thank you. As you know, I wanted to talk to you about something.’

      My heart starts to beat faster in anticipation of what she could possibly say. She’s been so lucid, but is this the beginning of a period of mania? Is she about to tell us she’s going to India to find herself or something?

      ‘This past week, I have felt so great, and more than anything, I hope I feel like this forever, or at least a good while, but the truth that we all know is I probably won’t. I love you girls, more than anything in this world, and all I want is the best for you.’

      She looks at Nana, who takes her hand, then continues.

      ‘Nana and I have spent this week doing some research and a lot of thinking, and we have found something we want to share with you.’

      Mum reaches into her bag and hands each of us a leaflet. The Lawns: Residential Care Village.

      ‘Mum, what is this?’ I ask, turning the leaflet over in my hand.

      ‘It’s time for you to live your lives. Kat, you are my daughter, and you shouldn’t be giving up your whole life to look after me. This place is specifically for people like me. I’ll have my own flat, but I’d be safe and cared for. They have all these facilities and classes. It looks perfect.’ She smiles, and Nana squeezes her hand.

      ‘Mum, you might never have an episode again. You can’t seriously be asking us to put you in a home?’ I add, still turning the leaflet.

      ‘Dillon, I’m not asking you to do anything.’ She smiles softly at me. ‘I’m telling you this is what I want.’ She turns to Kat. ‘You’re thirty-four, Kat, and you’ve spent twenty years taking care of me. I can’t let you do that anymore.’

      I look at Kat and notice the tears welling in her eyes. She doesn’t speak, and I know part of her wants this burden taken from her shoulders, even if she can’t admit it.

      ‘Where is this place, Mum?’ Shay asks and grabs the attention of the table.

      ‘This one is in Birmingham, there may be some closer, but this one is the best I’ve found.’

      ‘Won’t it be full of old people? No offence, Nana.’

      ‘I’m not old, Shay, I’ll have you know.’ Nana is seventy-two and riddled with ongoing conditions but refuses to acknowledge that she’s ageing. ‘But no, this place is not an old people’s home. It’s a residential village for people like your mum who can be highly functioning but may from time to time need a little more support. It’s a place people choose to go and live for their wellbeing.’

      Nana has a way of saying things that makes us all take a breath and look at the bigger picture, and as the table falls silent for a moment, I know that’s what is happening.

      ‘It doesn’t look like this is going to come cheap, Mum.’ I don’t want to cast a dark shadow over this, but there’s only me earning a steady income. Mum and Kat get help with benefits, and Shay works, but it’s hit and miss. I can’t imagine full-time care in a gated community with a swimming pool and dance classes is going to exactly be a bargain.

      ‘No, you’re right, it isn’t. I may well be entitled to some help towards it.’

      ‘And I have some savings,’ Nana adds, making the collective heads of my sisters and I snap towards her.

      ‘Nana, no.’ Kat is horrified at the thought of Nana spending what she has left.

      ‘Kat, one, what am I going to spend it on? The furthest I go is the supermarket. And two, she’s my daughter. I would do anything for her.’

      Nana doesn’t often say things like that. She’s kind, so caring, but not forthcoming with affectionate words like that, and it causes a lump to rise in my throat.

      I can’t imagine the joy of having a baby, to then watch them suffer for so long, and the worry of what might happen to them. Thank goodness I never plan on having kids because I’m not as strong as Nana.

      ‘How much is it then, Mum?’ Shay asks.

      ‘Well, I’m not exactly sure yet as there are different flats and levels of care, but between fifteen hundred to five thousand a month.’

      I widen my eyes as Shay chokes on the sip of wine she just took.

      ‘Five grand, a month? Mum, I want you to be happy and safe, but we can’t afford that. We’d struggle with five grand a year.’ Shay speaks honestly, and I see the look on Mum’s face. She’s trying not to look upset, but she really wants this.

      ‘Let’s do some research, see if there are any facilities closer to home,’ I say calmly, knowing that the closer we get to London, the closer we get to that five grand, but I want to at least try. ‘We’ll do our best, Mum.’

      Mum smiles at me sweetly, and I ask for the bill, only to be told that Mr Romano has already taken care of it, reminding me this restaurant is part of the very soon to be rebranded Romano Leisure Group and forcing me to explain to my family through my blushes that it’s just a perk of the job.

      

      Back at the house, Mum is tired and goes to bed, so Kat, Shay, and I sit in front of the laptop and get to work.

      ‘This one is in Kent,’ Shay says enthusiastically.

      ‘No, that’s mostly elderly care. She can’t go there,’ Kat replies protectively. This makes her nervous, I know. She’s looked after Mum for so long that she’s very defensive of her care.

      ‘Maybe we should just go to Birmingham and have a look. Surely that’s the best way.’ I try to be the voice of reason, and they both nod. ‘Okay, let me move my meetings around tomorrow and let’s get Mum and Nana up early and jump on a train up there in the morning.’

      I take out my phone and text Enzo:

      I need to reschedule tomorrow. I’m sorry. Family stuff. Can I call you in the morning?

      I don’t expect a reply tonight, so was about to put my phone away when it vibrates in my hand:

      Are you okay? Call me now if you need to talk.

      Oh. I stare at my phone for a moment, not sure whether to reply or how to.

      ‘Is that Mr Gorgeous?’ Shay asks, snapping me from my daze, and I look up at her.

      ‘Lorenzo, yes. I am supposed to be meeting with him in the morning,’ I answer, trying to hide the effects of my racing heart and the heat rising up my neck as I return my attention to my phone.

      It’s okay. Nothing urgent. Call you as soon as I’m able.

      I click send and then remember I need to add something.

      Also, thank you for covering our bill. You didn’t need to.

      I put my phone away and give my sisters my attention. Shay has pulled up the National Rail website and is looking at train times, and I notice Kat anxiously chewing on her thumb.

      ‘Kat, are you all right?’ I ask softly, immediately regretting it as she bursts into tears. ‘Oh god, Kat.’

      Shay turns around to look at Kat as I lean in to hug her.

      ‘Did I get it wrong all these years? Should I have asked for more professional help? Could I have saved us years of pain?’ she says through sobs and gasps, and Shay starts to cry with her.

      ‘Kat, you did save us years of pain,’ I answer honestly as my own tears start to well. ‘Mum, Shay, and I are so grateful to you, so lucky, so thankful. Everything you’ve done for us doesn’t go unnoticed.’

      I reach for Kat ’s hand as Shay takes the other and starts to laugh. I look at her, tears streaming down her face as she looks at Kat.

      ‘Look at the state of us,’ she says, starting to laugh harder now. ‘Kat, you’re a fucking superhero. What are we crying for?’

      Kat laughs at Shay’s words and tone, and I can’t help but do the same.

      As Shay and I collapse back into the sofa, Kat nestled between us, each of our hands in hers, sitting as we have a million times, as the laughter subsides and the room falls quiet.

      ‘This is a good thing,’ I say softly. ‘She’s making a really positive decision for herself. She’s being the grown-up.’

      They don’t reply. They don’t need to. As scary as this is, we all want it to happen.
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      The train to Birmingham left on time. We managed to find one that was direct, so it really didn’t take long at all.

      When we arrived at the village, the beauty of the grounds struck us all. Rolling fields, a long tree-lined driveway. Gates that looked more like they belonged on an exclusive estate for millionaires than a residential care facility.

      The staff were bright and friendly but not over the top. They knew their stuff and seemed to have a good rapport with the residents we saw them interact with.

      They gave us a copy of the class and activity timetable as well as the on-site roles that residents can take on should they choose to or if they require a routine.

      The place is really lovely. The pool looked like something from a country club, and the on-site restaurants, plural, were really beautiful, with fantastic menus.

      They had their own gym, shops, hairdressers; the list just went on, but the longer it did, the closer we got to that five grand a month.

      As we found our seats on the train for the journey back to London, we were all silent. Mum was clearly heartbroken that this wasn’t going to be a possibility and that, in turn, broke the hearts of all of us. She wanted to be well, more than anything, and we knew she felt this was her chance at that.

      

      ‘There’s no way,’ Shay says quietly after Mum says goodnight and leaves the room. ‘There’s just no way we can do it.’

      We’ve been home a couple of hours, but nobody wanted to bring it up before now.

      ‘It’s a lot of money,’ I say, stating the obvious.

      ‘A lot? Dillon, we need to put a pin in this now and think about alternative options before she spirals.’

      ‘There are no alternatives,’ Kat snaps. ‘We looked at those last night, remember.’

      ‘Fuck it,’ I sit forward. ‘I’ll find the money.’

      My sisters both snap their heads towards me.

      ‘D, are you out of your mind? You don’t earn five grand a month, or do you, and you just never mentioned it?’ She leans forward.

      ‘No, I don’t, but I’m worth it. I’ll ask for a raise, and if I don’t get it, I’ll look elsewhere. Anyway, it’s not five grand. The place they have available and the level of care she needs is just under four,’ I say, resolute, and Shay shuffles further forward in her chair.

      ‘I’ll do my best, D, but I just don’t make that kind of money.’ She shrugs her shoulders apologetically, and I feel the bile rising as my worry starts to grow.

      ‘I’ll get a job,’ Kat adds, and we turn to look at her. ‘I’ll be able to work now. I won’t earn much. I don’t have a lot to offer,’ it makes me sad to hear how little she thinks of herself, ‘but every little helps, right?’

      I smile at Kat and lean forward to squeeze her knee.

      ‘Maybe, if it comes to it, I’ll move back in here. That’ll save me a fortune on my rent and bills, and that can go towards it.’

      I look down at the hands twisting together in my lap. I feel sick. My life, the exciting city life that I adore is crashing down around me. I hate myself for feeling scared of that when Kat has never had one for herself, but I am. I don’t want to give any of it up, but I have to.

      ‘Pass me my bag, Shay,’ I say quickly before I talk myself out of this. She obliges, reaching down for the handbag near her feet. ‘I’m paying the deposit.’

      

      I know I’ll wake up tomorrow in a blind panic that I just spent two thousand pounds of my savings on the deposit and committed myself to finding four grand a month from somewhere and that I have to tell Liv I’m probably moving out.

      Mum needed me. Kat needed me. I had no choice.

      I know the bulk of it is going to be on me. Shay will work as hard as she can, but she already does and still doesn’t bring much in. Kat will get a job, but with no qualifications, she won’t be a high earner.

      I am going to have to put on my big girl pants and ask Philip for an almost fifty percent raise, and if, as I expect him to, he says no, I have no idea how I’m going to earn enough to not only cover Mum’s costs, and also live my life; but I’ll find a way.

      I wish I could run away, bury my head in the sand, and pretend none of this was an issue. Pretend Mum wasn’t sick, pretend Kat didn’t need me to step up. I wish I could do what I’ve done for years and live the life I’ve dreamed of, that I’ve worked hard for, spending my money on designer clothes and holidays and chipping a little in to support my family, ignoring the real issues, and my fears that come with them, but I can’t anymore.

      For the first time in my life, Mum has made a decision for not only her wellbeing but also ours, Kat’s in particular. I have to do everything I can to support that. I just don’t quite know how.
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      ‘Good morning,’ I say brightly as I lean down to kiss my auntie’s cheeks, and she smiles at me.

      ‘Hello, you. Did you ask her yet?’ she replies in Italian and looks at me in a way that says, speak properly, so I prepare to change my language.

      Since we saw Dillon at the restaurant on Sunday, Val has been hassling me to invite her to Gi’s wedding.

      ‘Valentina, I am her client, that is all. I cannot invite her to fly halfway around the world with me.’

      The thought of Dillon flying away to the sun to spend a few weeks with me makes my heart beat faster in my chest, but it’s not something I’m even going to consider mentioning to her. Val thinks I’m crazy, but she doesn’t understand why chemistry just isn’t enough.

      ‘I have never seen you look at somebody that way, Lorenzo, never, your whole life.’ She waves her hands around as she speaks. ‘And the way she looked at you, phew.’ Val fans herself, and I laugh. ‘Just ask her.’

      I shake my head, laughing, and turn my attention to the menu.

      I don’t normally see as much of Valentina as I have this past couple of weeks, but she’s been helping me with some of the bookings and plans for the wedding. I’m paying for it all, but Giovanna has a long list of demands or desires as she politely calls them whilst also letting me know just how much her wedding will be ruined without them, and I just don’t have the time to be her wedding bitch. Val is handling it while Gi adds stuff to the list.

      I’m eager to get breakfast with Valentina done and get back to the office because I have a meeting with Dillon this morning. We were supposed to meet yesterday, but she had some family stuff going on. We haven’t talked about Saturday night, maybe we never will, but I can’t stop thinking about it.

      When she walked into the gala, and I saw her in that dress, I completely forgot how to speak. I’ve never seen anyone so stunning in my life. Part of me wishes I had never met her because I can’t get her out of my head, and I can’t have her in my arms, and it’s driving me crazy.

      ‘Valentina, as always, it’s been lovely,’ I say as I stand and put on my jacket. She looks up at me then reaches out to touch my arm.

      ‘Lorenzo, take a leap. What have you got to lose?’

      She winks at me, and I roll my eyes, grinning before leaning down to kiss her goodbye.

      As mortifying as the thought of being spectacularly rejected by Dillon is, Val is right in a way — what have I got to lose? The answer is nothing.

      Within a few days, we won’t be working together anymore, and she’s made it clear she wants nothing ongoing with me, so I wouldn’t even have to see her again — but I can’t be that guy. I’ve already asked for more than she’s willing to give, more than once, and she’s made her feelings very clear. She’s about the single life and won’t be budged on it.

      As I walk around the corner from the café to my building, the thought crosses my mind that she may well be back out in the evenings, meeting men and taking them back to her place, but it’s quickly replaced by the feel of her fingernails digging into my shoulder blades and the sound of her moans in my ear. There was something in the way she unravelled in my arms that told me there had been nobody else since we met. Of course, I know there will be someone at some point, but I allow myself to believe I’m on her mind as much as she’s on mine, and I’m certainly not looking to find myself in anyone else’s bed just yet.

      I settle myself back into my office, looking over the messages Ginger collected in my absence and deciding which ones I can delegate when Ginger calls to let me know that Dillon is here.

      I wish I didn’t care so much, but my first thought is to make sure I look okay before welcoming her in.

      As she steps into my office, her eyes move from mine to the table we had incredible sex on only days ago and then back to me. I smile.

      ‘Sofas?’ I suggest, and she laughs.

      ‘Sofas,’ she agrees.

      As we settle, Ginger brings in some coffees and places them on the table between us. Dillon smiles her thanks, and I ask Ginger to hold my calls.

      ‘How are you?’ I ask, and she smiles weakly. ‘Is everything okay?’ She seems off, quieter than usual.

      ‘Yeah, all good.’ Her words and bright demeanour do little to convince me.

      ‘Dillon, do you want to reschedule this? You don’t seem yourself,’ I press, concerned, but she shakes her head, no.

      ‘I’m fine, just family stuff going on. I’m sorry, I shouldn’t bring that in with me.’ She makes eye contact for just a moment, then turns her gaze to the windows. I’m about to speak when she continues. ‘Do you ever wish you could hop on a plane and fly off somewhere and just not come back?’ She turns to look at me, and I shrug, unsure what to say. ‘I just need a minute sometimes, you know?’ she presses, and I sit forward.

      ‘So why don’t you?’

      She laughs and looks up at the ceiling. ‘Because I can’t. I have to work.’ There’s an air of resentment in her tone that I don’t understand.

      ‘You could take some time out,’ I offer, ‘if you need a break, you should take one.’

      She closes her eyes and takes a breath. I hear the shakiness in her exhale as she clearly fights tears, and I fight the urge to wrap my arms around her. I know she won’t want that, as much as I know she doesn’t want to cry in front of me, so I change the subject.

      ‘So, Saturday night. Do we need to…’ I start, but she interrupts, looking at me wide-eyed.

      ‘No,’ she grins, ‘we don’t.’

      I nod, smiling, and she does the same before taking a sip of the hot coffee and burning her lip.

      ‘Dillon, for fuck’s sake, let your drink cool down for once.’ I shake my head, amused but also a little concerned that she’s hurt herself, and she laughs, holding her fingers to her mouth and drawing my attention to the full lips that send me spiralling.

      ‘I get distracted,’ she laughs, and I can’t help but do the same. ‘Come on, let’s do some work.’

      As she opens her laptop and looks over the work on the screen, her expression drops, and she takes a deep breath before placing the laptop on the coffee table and turning it so we can both see the screen.

      She takes me through the progress. After the moment in the boardroom, I pushed her away a little, realising there needed to be some distance between us and that I needed to step back from being so hands-on with the project. She’s been working with my team to implement the plan for the rebrand, getting our systems ready, and getting to know them so she can plan around their capabilities and our business needs, so I feel a little out of touch on where we’re at.

      As always, her presentation is clear and concise, and I’m up to speed quickly. She’s quite something when she’s working. She comes alive, then again, I’ve never seen her not give her all to anything. Whether it’s presenting to a boardroom full of people, dancing alone in a club, or having sex. As I think about it, my mind wanders to the memory of her on her desk, on her knees, in her bed, on my office table… fuck.

      I adjust my posture to hide my growing arousal as she opens her calendar; the way she’s leaning forward to the laptop on the low coffee table in that loose, low cut top is really not helping. I stand up and quickly move over to the windows, turning my back on her and starting to think about my aunties, Mum, Giovanna, whatever and whoever I can think of to get my raging hard-on to fuck the fuck off.

      ‘So, Davis is back on Monday,’ she says. and that about does it — the thought of Davis has my balls retreating into my body, and there’s definitely not so much as a twitch down there anymore. ‘I think it’s probably a good idea for me to buddy up with him for a week or two to ensure a full handover.’

      Silence falls between us for a moment as we both consider the impending end of our working relationship.

      ‘Do we really have to hand the account back to Davis?’ I ask, without really meaning to.

      Dillon turns up the corner of her mouth and exhales through her nose. ‘Unfortunately, as much as I would love to keep your account on my books, it’s in the contract that you signed that Davis is your account manager. I have to hand it back. If he chooses to allow me to take over once he sees the changes, a new contract can be drawn up.’

      I consider what she’s said and try to find a loophole.

      ‘Well, is that likely?’ I know the answer but waste my breath asking the question anyway as I sit back down. She laughs.

      ‘Hell no. He and I don’t get along at the best of times. When it comes to work, we don’t give each other an inch.’ She sits back and sips the last of her coffee.

      ‘Another?’ I gesture towards the empty cup as she places it down and shakes her head, no. ‘Then, come and work here, for me,’ I blurt, and she frowns.

      ‘What do you mean?’ she questions, smirking.

      ‘Quit your job. Come and work here. You’d be a real asset to the company, and you can keep your mitts on all the hard work you’ve done.’

      She rolls her eyes and sighs. ‘That would be a way around things, except that all of the work,’ she gestures towards the project book on the table. ‘belongs to Gaydon and Smyth until the project is completed.’

      I slump back into the sofa, wracking my brains for a way around this. I just don’t want there to be no reason to see her anymore.

      ‘So we have another couple of weeks potentially, and then we’re no longer technically working together?’ I look across and find her stunning brown eyes with mine. I watch the slight flare of her nostrils as she inhales before nodding her head. ‘So, there would no longer be a conflict?’

      ‘Enzo.’ She sighs and leans forward. I’ve made her uncomfortable. Fuck, that’s not what I wanted.

      ‘Sorry. I’m sorry. I just enjoy your company, Dillon, and I don’t want that to end. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.’

      She takes another breath. ‘You didn’t. You’ve never made me uncomfortable. The truth is, I really enjoy being around you, but work wasn’t the only reason I don’t want more, I just,’ she looks to the window for a moment then back to me, ‘I just don’t want more. With anyone. Ever. I don’t want to lead you down a never-ending path when I know you want serious, and I don’t.’ I want to object, but she’s right. I do want a wife. I want kids, and I want a family of my own. ‘If I thought we could just be friends, I would grab that with both hands, but you know we can’t.’

      I don’t say anything. We both know friends would never work.

      Dillon’s phone vibrates on the table, and I notice her swallow hard before she picks it up. Whatever the notification was, transforms her face before my eyes. She has always seemed so totally full of joy, but I watch it drain from her, and I can’t help but want to grab her and inject it back in.

      ‘What is it?’ I ask, sitting forward. She shakes her head, clearly unable to speak. ‘Dillon, I’m here to help if I can.’

      She looks up at the ceiling, I think, to stop herself from crying, and then starts to gather her things.

      ‘Let me help.’ I lean forward as she does and notice a tear drop onto the table between us. Okay, that’s enough. ‘Come here.’

      I move to my knees beside her, and as I pull her into my arms, she starts to cry.

      Unsurprisingly, she doesn’t allow the moment of vulnerability to last long and smoothly breaks our embrace to wipe her tears as I sit beside her and hand her a tissue.

      ‘What’s happened? Can I help?’ I press gently.

      ‘I asked Philip for a raise this morning, he’s just said no, and now I’m going to have to quit and find something else.’ She sniffs and wipes her nose, and I sit back, confused.

      ‘Why did he say no?’ I ask softly. She lets out a single laugh, not of humour but disbelief.

      ‘I’m not experienced enough to warrant the salary I requested — the salary they already pay Davis. He’s agreed a one percent rise. One percent.’ She laughs again, then with no warning, starts to cry again, harder now. ‘I really need that money, and I fucking deserve it, and now I have no idea what I’m going to do,’ she says through her tears, and I agree — she does deserve it.

      The thought of Davis being paid more than her baffles me when she works her arse off, and he does fuck all.

      ‘I’ll give you the money.’ I didn’t mean to say it. I really shouldn’t have, but seeing her like this is gutting. She turns to me and softens.

      ‘No, Enzo, no. I couldn’t ask you to do that.’ She places her hand on my knee and once more starts to wipe her tears.

      ‘You didn’t, I offered,’ I add, and she shakes her head.

      ‘No. Thank you for being so kind, but no. I can’t accept money I haven’t earned.’ She returns to packing up her things.

      ‘Then call it a bonus for all your hard work on my account.’ I press, desperate to help her out of whatever predicament she’s in.

      She pauses and takes a deep breath. ‘I appreciate you trying to help me, but I’m unable to accept bonuses. It’s in the contract that the fee is full and final payment. If Davis or Philip knew there was anything further paid, they might think something untoward has happened, and maybe that’s why you accepted the changes to the account. I could be disciplined and fired, and then I’ll be fucked because I won’t be able to get another job after that and—’ she’s ranting and becoming short of breath, and I realise she’s on the verge of a panic attack.

      ‘Dillon, take a breath.’ I encourage her to sit down and breathe as I kneel in front of her and stroke her forearms. She’s trembling, and it causes a lump to rise in my throat. I don’t understand why the way she feels matters to me so much — I just know I hate her feeling like this. ‘What’s the money for?’ I ask, and she looks me in the eyes.

      ‘Family stuff,’ she says, so quietly it’s almost a whisper.

      ‘Is it illegal?’ I question, and she shakes her head. ‘But it’s important?’ She nods, and her breath shakes as she tries desperately to regain control of it. I take her hands. ‘Let me help you. Nobody needs to know.’

      She looks at me, into me really, and I can see the conflict in her. She has a defined set of principles she lives by, her own terms that she needs to stick to.

      Don’t get involved, don’t get serious, don’t mix business and pleasure, don’t accept money you haven’t earned are the ones I’ve learned about so far, and since she’s known me, some of those lines have already blurred, and it’s shaken her, knocked her off-kilter. For her to let me help her, it’s going to have to fit within her terms.

      I stand and start to pace, trying to figure out a way to get her to accept what she needs.

      ‘Quit your job,’ I blurt out, and she snaps her gaze to meet mine. ‘That’s the first term of the agreement.’ She looks at me, confused, and I hold my hands up to stop her before I continue.

      ‘You need a pay rise, a job where you get the respect and reward you deserve, and you need money for your family stuff. I will give you all of those things. Hear me out.’ I look at her for permission to go on, and slowly, just once, she nods.

      ‘One, you hand in your notice. Tell Philip you’ll do the handover with Davis, then you’re leaving. Two, you agree to come and work for me, and I will create whatever role you want for a salary you more than deserve. Three, I will give you the money you need to get you out of whatever it is that’s got you so worked up.’ She moves to stand but stops when I hold up a hand to her once more. ‘Please let me finish. I know you don’t want handouts, and I know you need something: a contract, terms and conditions so that you feel any money you receive is earned, and I’ll give you that. You need money, and you also want to get away for a bit. I can give you both of those things, and in return, I need something from you.’

      What the fuck am I about to do? Have I lost my mind? In the next two minutes, I’m probably going to get slapped in the face and accused of being a pig or worse, but I am shooting my shot; what have I got to lose?

      ‘I will pay you, whatever you want or need,’ I take a breath, ‘to be my girlfriend.’

      I swear the temperature in the room drops, and the tumbleweeds come rolling in as I watch her face change from confusion to disappointment.

      ‘Enzo, that’s not fair.’ She stands and continues to gather her things.

      ‘No, no, Dillon, you don’t understand. Please, hear me out. It’s not what you think,’ I plead, and by a miracle, some-fucking-how, I manage to convince her to listen, although she doesn’t sit back down. I inhale, then blow it out slowly as I consider my words. Don’t fuck this up, Enzo.

      ‘My little sister is getting married in four weeks. In two weeks, I have to fly to San Francisco to oversee the final preparations and get everything ready and then be there for the stag-slash-hen party and the wedding. I am the oldest grandchild, the oldest nephew, cousin, the oldest child, and once Gi walks down that aisle, I’m one of only two of the young Romano’s, the other being my twenty-one-year-old cousin, who is not only not married, but I have a failed engagement behind me and no prospect of a successful one.’

      I take a breath, then move to sit back in my previously vacated spot on the sofa, Dillon mirrors, and I look at her for a moment, trying to get a read, but there’s nothing.

      ‘I am the most successful, by a very long way, but it means nothing without a wife, according to my family. I have all these aunties and cousins, my parents, and my grandmother watching and waiting for me to bring someone to family functions, and every time I turn up alone, they make it hell, pushing and questioning. When it’s one day or night, I can deal with it, as painful as it is, but this, this is different.’

      ‘So,’ she interrupts, and I brace, unsure how this is going to go. ‘You need a date for your sister’s wedding, and you want to pay me for the job?’ she asks, but there’s a tone in her voice that tells me she’s not on board, and more than that, she might be pissed off. ‘I’m not an escort, Enzo. Get one. You can afford it.’

      I drop my head and sigh — she’s offended. Shit.

      ‘No, you have this wrong. Please don’t think I’m asking you because I think low of you or don’t respect you. I’m asking you because I do. And because you know San Francisco. You love it there, and because I don’t need a date, I need someone they will believe I’m in a relationship with, someone I have chemistry with.’

      She looks up, her eyes meet mine, and she softens a little as she considers my words and knows that I mean what I said.

      I watch, with bated breath as Dillon turns her gaze to the windows and processes my proposal. Silence falls between us once more, and it feels as though it may never end. Then she looks at me, and I forget how to breathe.

      ‘If I were to say yes to this,’ she speaks, and I jump the gun. I sit up, too hopeful, too soon, and she holds up a hand to put me firmly back in my lane. ‘I haven’t said I will yet,’ she affirms, and I smile, just slightly, and she does the same. ‘If, and it is still an if, I say yes to being your fake girlfriend, there will be absolutely no sex.’

      I look at her, trying to ensure I show nothing but sincerity.

      ‘I wouldn’t expect that from you, Dillon. That’s not what I’m asking for.’

      ‘Good. Because I mean it. I meant it when I said it couldn’t happen again, but now more than ever, I am not going to have sex with someone who is paying me for my company.’

      I nod. ‘Of course.’

      ‘And I would want a full run down, a training course on your family, what to expect, things about you they’d expect me to know.’ I smile. She’s so professional in everything she does, even this.

      ‘It sounds a lot like you’re considering saying yes.’ I push my luck, but she smiles cheekily.

      ‘I haven’t told you how much I want yet.’ She smirks wider, and I laugh.

      ‘It really doesn’t matter, Dillon. Name your price, and it’s yours,’ I reply honestly, then reach for a pen and some paper and push it towards her. ‘Really, name it.’

      She looks at me, and then the paper, then slowly leans forward and picks it and the pen up. She stares at it in her hands on her lap, and I can see she’s clearly uncomfortable. Asking Philip for a particular figure this morning would have been easier because she knows what her work is worth — this is more difficult for her. She knows what she needs, but she doesn’t know if that’s asking for too much.

      ‘Dillon, just write the number, whatever it is,’ I encourage, and she looks up at me. She chews her lip, then puts pen to paper.

      While she anxiously writes a figure, I try to hide my joy that I’m going to be spending time with her in close quarters because I will pay whatever is on that paper to be able to keep her in my life a bit longer.

      She slides it across the table, and I reapply my poker face as I lean forward to pick it up.

      I widen my eyes at the number dramatically and pretend to choke, but she knows I’m joking and laughs. forty-eight-thousand: pocket change.

      ‘That’s a very specific amount,’ I remark, noticing she didn’t round it up. She needs that particular amount and doesn’t want to ask for a penny more.

      ‘It’s for a very specific need,’ she answers honestly, then sits forward. ‘It’s too much. I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s not. What’s it for?’ I ask, then immediately regret it. ‘Sorry, that’s personal.’

      ‘It is. It’s nothing dodgy, I promise.’ She half-smiles, and I smirk.

      ‘So, are you in?’

      She laughs and nods, then holds up a finger. ‘I was serious about the training.’

      I pretend to yawn, then laugh. ‘Okay, pizza at mine tonight for lesson one?’

      ‘Your place? I’m not sure that’s wise.’ She chews her lip again, and I once more have to think about my mum as I readjust my position.

      ‘Dillon, we’re going to be in close quarters for weeks. I heard you, no sex. I won’t push that. It’s just extremely good pizza and extremely good company. Oh, and learning about my crazy family.’

      She laughs loudly. ‘Okay, pizza it is.’

      ‘Good, I’ll pick you up at seven.’
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      I stare into Liv’s eyes, waiting for her reaction.

      ‘Oh, my fucking god!’ she shouts, far louder than is necessary. ‘Have you completely lost your mind?’ She starts to laugh, no, cackle, almost maniacally. ‘Let me get this straight, he wants to pay you to be his girlfriend, and you said yes? What the fuck, D?’

      I roll my eyes and sigh. ‘Well, yes, when you say it like that, it sounds bonkers, but really, it’s just a business deal. He is paying me to pretend,’ I emphasise the word, ‘to be his girlfriend. I need the money, and he needs to get his family off his back. It’s a win-win.’

      I sip my wine, and she bites her lip.

      ‘Does he expect sex?’ she says, much quieter now.

      ‘No, that’s not on the table at all. It’s purely an act.’ I feel defensive, as though I’m already being thought of as a whore, and by my best friend. ‘I’m not going to sleep with him.’

      ‘You’ve said that before.’ She eyes me over the top of her glass.

      ‘Yeah, but he wasn’t paying me then. I now have the money to pay for a whole year of care for Mum, Liv. I have to do this. I just have to smile, link his arm and look at him adoringly for a few weeks, and it’ll be fine.’

      ‘Well, the last part you can definitely manage,’ she adds sarcastically, before downing the last of her wine and jumping up to standing. ‘Right, get up, don’t shower, don’t shave, and make yourself look completely resistible for your non-date.’

      I smile, take her hands and let her pull me up and push me out of the living room. I haven’t yet told her I’m handing in my notice — that bombshell can wait until I have more time.

      

      As I shower and consider what I’m going to wear tonight, I panic a little that the terms of this agreement are going to be impossible to stick to.

      I have never been as attracted to anyone as I am to Enzo. I don’t want a relationship. I can’t bend on that, so if he thinks this agreement is going to grow into more, then it’s out of the window, and then what happens to Mum? Not to mention this beautiful man will be out of my life, and as much as I don’t want anything serious with him, I also like having him in it.

      I part-dry my hair and then remember Liv’s words: don’t make too much effort — this isn’t a date, and I don’t want anything more than pizza and my first lesson on Enzo’s family, so I roughly pull it up into a bun on top of my head. I put on some tinted moisturiser, mascara and lip balm, pull on my jeans, a long, cosy hoody, and my converse. Then I wait.

      At seven p.m. exactly, there’s a knock at the door. I feel nervous but swallow that down as I answer the door. I was expecting to see Enzo standing there but feel like I can breathe again when I don’t.

      ‘Good evening, Ms Benedetto. I'm Steven. I’m Enzo’s driver.’ 

      The man standing there in dark jeans and a black shirt is not the image of a driver I would expect for a multi-millionaire leisure industry mogul, but then this is Enzo we’re talking about. Instead of Parker from Thunderbirds, he has friendly-looking, informal Steven who sounds like he’s from North London and is dressed like he’s fresh from a shift at the local wine bar. I like it; just another thing that shows Enzo Romano is more than your average mogul.

      Steven holds open the door of the unassuming Audi for me to get in the back. 

      ‘Steven, do you mind if I get in the front with you?’ I ask, and he smiles.

      ‘Of course, Miss.’

      ‘Dillon, please.’ 

      ‘Okay, Dillon.’ He opens the passenger door, and I get in. 

      As we drive, I notice that Steven seems a lot more relaxed than I would have expected, considering one, he is at work and two, he’s only just met me. He even sings along to a song on the radio.

      ‘How long have you worked for Mr…’ I ask, but he cuts me off.

      ‘Enzo,’ he corrects, and I smile. ‘He doesn't like formalities. In one way or another, I've worked for him for about five years now.’

      ‘You seem to be happy enough. Is he a good boss?’ I ask, cheekily and Steven’s face lights up

      ‘He's the best in the world. He saved my life and changed it for the better.’

      I'm taken aback by the honest and enthusiastic answer, and as if he senses my mind spiralling with questions, he goes on. 

      ‘From the age of sixteen, I was in and out of prison. I was addicted to drugs and drink and a thief to fund my habits: a real mess. Enzo’s foundation came into the prison while I was inside and when I was pretty much as low as I could get. I was about to be released, with my addictions at their worst, no home, no friends, no family and no prospects. I would have probably been dead or back inside within a month. Instead, the foundation and Enzo personally put me through rehab, found me somewhere safe to live, then helped get my GCSEs, then my A levels, taught me to drive, and gave me a reason to live.’ I widen my eyes as Steven glances across and smiles. ‘He gave me a job as a courier. I was blown away that this man I hardly knew and who had only met me as an addict and a criminal would put his trust in me to deliver important business papers all over the city and even the country. I was absolutely determined not to let him down, and it paid off when his usual driver had to go back to Australia suddenly for family reasons. Enzo asked me to step in, and I've been driving him ever since.’

      ‘That's amazing.’ I smile sincerely.

      ‘It is. Without him, I'd be nothing or in the ground. Now I have a lovely home, a beautiful wife, and an incredible little girl. I'm studying for a business degree that he's personally funding. When Enzo travels the world for work, he allows me to go and bring my family. I'd never been out of London before I met him, but our next holiday is San Francisco.’ He laughs, becoming animated. ‘He’s the best of the best, really.’

      I look out of the window and smile. It’s nice to know the Enzo I see, the decent, kind man I’ve become so fond of, isn’t just an act to try and get what he wants from me. It helps me to feel that I can trust him when he says this is just what he says it is, a job.

      Steven pulls into a side road and takes a turn onto a ramp leading down to a basement car park. He parks the car near a set of glass doors with a lift behind them and insists on opening my door and helping me out of the car before opening the doors with his thumbprint.

      I feel a little nervous at the sight of the high technology security system. I'm getting into bed, figuratively speaking, with an incredibly attractive, sexy, wealthy, powerful man. As much as we both say we’re on the same page and that this is just a business agreement, there’s attraction and maybe even feelings between us, and he’s clearly not used to failing to get what he wants.

      I'm just a normal London girl who opens my door with a key and takes the tube to work. How am I supposed to believably play the part of the girlfriend of a chauffeur-driven, James Bond style front door opening millionaire?

      Once inside the glass doors, a second thumbprint opens the doors to the lift. I notice there are four buttons; B, I assume for basement, L, P, and R. Steven presses the button for P, and the lift starts to ascend… and ascend.

      The doors open, and Steven steps out. I follow, and immediately in front of me is a panoramic window — the sight of the twinkling lights of my home city settles my rising anxiety somewhat, but not completely. This is weird. I'm being formally escorted to a training session on the family of my new fake boyfriend.

      To the right of the lifts, across a polished concrete floor, is a door. I only notice it when the sound of Steven knocking it pulls my anxious gaze away from the sights of London at night.

      I think for a moment how strange it is that he's knocking on the door. After the thumbprints, I'd have expected something a little more high tech, but I guess once you get through to this point, you’re basically inside anyway.

      The door opens, and I realise I'm still standing by the window, quite far from the doorway that Enzo is standing in, when he smirks at me.

      Shit. He's absolute perfection.

      I notice Steven heading back to the lift as I look at Enzo, but I'm hypnotised.

      He's standing there with his muscular arm resting on the doorframe. His hair is softer, looser, as though he’s freshly showered and not bothered to style it. It’s sexy as hell. He has his glasses on, which makes me weak at the knees at the best of times, but he’s dressed in a white t-shirt and grey jogging bottoms.

      Grey. Jogging. Bottoms!

      As much as I try, I can’t stop my eyes from wandering downwards until I hear him dramatically clear his throat.

      ‘Ahem. I’m up here,’ he says, clearly amused, and I laugh awkwardly. He smirks as my eyes meet his. ‘I’m more than just a piece of meat, you know.’ I cover my face, giggling and dying inside that he caught me ogling. ‘Are you coming in, then?’ he says, amused, and I nod before walking towards him, cheekily glancing down again as I pass and making him laugh loudly.

      He’s barefoot, which shouldn't surprise me given that he’s at home, but for some reason, it throws me off to see him so casual. I mean, I’ve seen and felt him completely naked, so it shouldn’t, but it does. He looks incredible, and I suddenly feel like this is going to be so much harder than I realised.

      Enzo’s apartment, if I can even use that word to describe it, given its size, is incredible. For a start, it matches his outfit perfectly: everything is white and grey. We immediately find ourselves in a vast open plan living area. To the right is a large kitchen with an island and breakfast bar, and to the left, a massive white leather corner sofa and snuggle chair. The seating creates a u-shape space, focusing on a contemporary fireplace underneath a huge TV mounted on a wall. There’s a glass table in the middle of it all with paper and a pen, ready for my lesson, I think, and it makes me smile.

      In front of me is an entire wall of glass looking out over London, and I’m drawn towards it.

      As I walk over to the windows, I hear Enzo speak from behind me.

      ‘Red or white?’

      I turn to see him smiling at me, with a bottle of wine in each hand.

      ‘White, please,’ I reply.

      He nods and turns back towards his kitchen as I return my gaze to the window, watching as the lights of the city dance about so far below us, realising that P must have stood for penthouse.

      ‘So,’ he appears at my side and hands me a glass, ‘ready for some pizza?’

      He turns to walk away, gesturing for me to follow him towards the kitchen. He motions for me to sit at the breakfast bar and pulls on an apron.

      ‘Do you want to do the dough or the toppings?’ he asks enthusiastically, and I laugh anxiously, widening my eyes.

      ‘I assumed you meant a takeaway.’

      ‘Oh no, I am very serious about pizza, Dillon,’ he says, looking me straight in the eyes as he leans forward, pressing his hands into the worktop, making every single muscle in his arms flex and the veins pop. I sip my drink — my mouth is very dry again all of a sudden.

      ‘Oh, sorry, I don’t cook.’ I grimace as a look of horror washes over him.

      ‘What, at all?’ he queries, and I shake my head, no.

      ‘I mean, I can get by, but no, not really,’ I admit, shrinking under his intense gaze.

      ‘But… but you’re Italian,’ he stammers his answer, and I laugh at how stunned he seems by this revelation.

      ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’ I scrunch up my nose, giggling at the look on his face. He holds up a hand as though he’s really offended and swigs at his wine, making me laugh harder now. ‘I just never really learned. Mum doesn’t cook often, and since my nonno died, I just haven’t enjoyed being in the kitchen at all.’

      I realise that he’s no longer looking at me in shock, he’s smiling at me, so softly, so genuinely, and it unnerves me.

      ‘What are you smiling at?’ I question suspiciously.

      ‘That’s the first time you’ve said anything in Italian. I’m surprised we haven’t said more given our shared heritage.’

      ‘Oh, well, that’s about the extent of my Italian, I’m afraid,’ I admit, and he widens his eyes at me once more.

      ‘You don’t speak Italian?’ His voice goes up a few octaves, and it’s me who gulps their wine this time.

      ‘My nana is Irish, so Nonno never really spoke Italian as she couldn’t. The only times he did was if he stubbed his toe or couldn’t find something, so the only words I really know are swear words.’ I laugh at the memory, and Enzo softens. ‘I understand a little more than I know how to say, but I certainly didn’t inherit his skills in the kitchen.’

      ‘Have you been to Italy?’ he asks, and I nod.

      ‘Sadly, not until he died. He wanted his ashes spread in Naples, so we all went together, but his family there never forgave him for leaving and marrying Nana, so my connection to Italy died with him.’ I look down. It does make me sad. I walk around with the name Benedetto, and my long dark hair, dark eyes, olive skin, and basically the only thing I can say in Italian is fuck off.

      ‘Let’s just order in,’ he says, removing his apron and starting to refill our glasses, and I smile at his easy acceptance of my uselessness.

      

      ‘It’s good, right?’ Enzo says, smiling as I close my eyes and hum my appreciation of my last slice of pizza.

      I widen my eyes and nod, smiling as I chew.

      ‘That was seriously good, delicious. Thank you.’

      When he agreed to get takeaway, I assumed it would be a standard thick, stodgy pizza from a kebab shop around the corner. Why I thought that, I don’t know, because he’s not only clearly very serious about pizza. He also owns a chain of Italian restaurants across the country. They don’t normally do take out or delivery, but when Lorenzo says jump, they say how high.

      He suggests we move to the sofa, and as I watch him walk away in those grey joggers, I can't help but follow.

      I wish I hadn't worn jeans, especially not ones as tight as these. As I sit on the sofa with a belly full of pizza, I stifle a groan and realise how uncomfortable I am.

      ‘Your place is amazing,’ I say, looking around as I squirm and lean awkwardly, then I feel his eyes on me. I turn back to see him looking at me, smirking. ‘What?’

      ‘You look so uncomfortable.’

      I let out a shocked laugh. ‘I am. My jeans are a lot tighter after all that pizza than they were when I arrived.’

      ‘Well, you put plenty of it away, so I’m not surprised. Come on.’ He stands and holds out a hand to pull me up. ‘Come upstairs, and I’ll lend you something more comfortable.’

      He smiles genuinely, and I know that’s not a line, but it still feels risky to go upstairs with him. As my button digs further into my belly button though, I realise I don’t want to sit here suffering and accept the hand in front of me.

      Walking into Enzo’s bedroom is like walking into a wet dream. It practically vibrates with raw masculine energy and is just really sexy.

      He walks ahead of me, barefoot, across the hardwood floor, his backside in those joggers doing funny things to my insides.

      The room is huge, with dark wood furniture, white walls, and light grey soft furnishings. It smells of him, woody with a vanilla sweetness, but clean and fresh as though he’s just showered, or the bed sheets are washed and changed every day. It’s an attack on my senses.

      My eyes fall on his huge, well-dressed bed, and without intending to, I imagine him laying on there, shirtless, but in those joggers. I bite my lip at the image in my mind.

      ‘These are going to be huge,’ he says, his voice laced with amusement as he steals my attention. ‘But at least you’ll be comfy.’

      I smile and take the trousers from him, then he turns to leave, leaving me standing alone in his room.

      I suddenly feel really uncomfortable. It’s silly, I’m just changing my trousers, but I’m in his bedroom; a man who, despite the fact we’ve had sex, is technically a work colleague, and I’m about to be alone in his room, in my pants. I shake my head and giggle like a child at how silly I’m being, then get on with the job at hand.

      Enzo laughs loudly as I join him back in the lounge area. I laughed the whole way from the bedroom, so no doubt he could hear me and was amused before I got here, but I look ridiculous. He’s at least a foot taller than me, so I’ve had to roll the legs up but still need to pull them up as I walk. Not to mention that he’s quite a muscular guy, and I’m a size eight, ten at most. I pulled the drawstring as tight as I could and rolled them over, but they’re so massive on me, I look like a clown. It’s worth it though. I’m so much more comfortable now.

      I sit on the sofa, and Enzo looks away to compose himself. My glass is refilled on the coffee table, and I notice he’s started to write things on the paper I noticed earlier.

      ‘I thought I’d get a jump on things,’ he says, finally glancing back at me and smirking, making me grin widely at his amusement. ‘Easiest place to start is my immediate family.’ He hands me a piece of paper, and I look at the beginnings of what looks like a family tree. I smile at it, then him. ‘Don’t worry. I’m not planning on taking you back generations, just the people who will be at the wedding. Obviously, I’ll introduce you to everyone, so you don’t really need to know that much.’

      ‘But we would talk?’ I say, and he frowns, not sure what I mean. ‘If we were in a relationship, you would talk about your family to me so that at the point of being introduced, their names would be familiar. On that point, you should tell your family about me now,’ I say, then sip my wine.

      ‘I don’t know — they’ll be on you like flies on shit if I do.’ He sits back, mirroring my posture and drinks from his glass, which appears to now be just water.

      ‘You’re a close family though, right?’ He nods. ‘So won’t it be a little odd for you to just suddenly be there with a girlfriend you were serious enough about to take to your only sister’s wedding but not mention to them beforehand?’

      He takes a deep breath and nods. I know he isn’t quite ready to dive in yet, as we have just over two weeks before we leave and just over four before the wedding, but if he wants this believable, he needs to act now.

      ‘Okay, so, Giulia is your mum,’ I change the subject, and he nods, ‘and Antonio is your dad.’ He nods again. ‘Giovanna is your little sister, five years younger than you, and she’s marrying Roberto. Where does,’ I pause and try to remember his aunt’s name, ‘Valentina fit into this?’ I grimace, hoping I’ve got that right, and he leans forward, moving closer with the pen in his hand.

      ‘She’s my dad’s sister.’ He reaches over and adds her name to the paper.

      ‘Okay, we’re getting somewhere.’ I say brightly, and he laughs.

      ‘Oh, Dillon. We’re only just getting started.’
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      I didn’t want last night to end. Spending time with Dillon like that was amazing — she’s amazing. I need to watch my feelings because I’m going to be spending so much time with her. I need to remember she’s not really my girlfriend.

      I wanted her to come over again tonight, and I had to fight the urge to ask her as I drove her home, rather than have her take a cab, but that would be too much, too intense.

      She’s so free. It blows me away that she’s just able to laugh — at herself as much as anything else. Marcie was never able to let go like that, and if I ever tried to be fun, spontaneous, silly even, she would tell me to stop, grow up. It was hard work. I spent four years of my twenties in a relationship where I hardly laughed — what a waste. A few weeks into knowing Dillon, and I’m laughing until my stomach hurts.

      Today, instead of heading into the office, as I normally would on a Wednesday morning, and instead of meeting with Dillon or planning another evening training session, I’m meeting with my mum and sister to look at wedding dresses and then buy them lunch.

      I don’t know why they have insisted on me being there. I told Giovanna to get whatever she wants and have them send me the bill; there’s nothing I can offer on a subject I know nothing about, but when Mamma says I’m going, I’m going.

      I work out, head home and shower, and make my way across the city to the exclusive, appointment-only boutique that my sister has chosen for her first wedding dress shopping experience.

      ‘Lorenzo, you’re here.’ Mum opens her arms wide, and I lean down to embrace her. She’s already emotional, and I know she’ll be in floods of tears the second she sees even a hint of lace.

      ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world,’ I reply, as Gi pushes the buzzer on the door to announce our arrival.

      Inside the boutique, we’re treated like family or at least old friends — the sceptic in me thinks it’s more to do with my bank balance than the glowing customer service in the place, but either way, Giovanna and Mum haven’t stopped smiling, so I’m good.

      I was never poor. I’ve never known life without a good disposable income, but the money I have now still blows my mind. I never even look at my account. I could be robbed of millions, and I wouldn’t know because I have the financial security of being able to hand over a card to pay for pretty much anything without a second thought. That’s why I’m paying for the wedding, everything except the honeymoon that Dad insisted he was covering, because whilst my parents have money to support their lifestyle and savings to retire with, I don’t want them eating into any of that for things I can cover. So here I am, about to pay a more than likely an obscene amount of money for a dress that will be worn once, but the look on Gi’s face as she excitedly looks around the room is worth it.

      ‘Okay, Giovanna, so firstly, I have pulled some dresses for you to try based on the conversation we had over the phone.’ The consultant, Beatrice, speaks brightly but softly to Gi whilst her assistant pours a glass of champagne for my mum and sister and gets me some water. ‘As you know, the timescale is tight, so if we can find you something that doesn’t need much doing to it, that’s going to be best, but there’s always ways around things.’ She smiles at me, and I get the message, we can turn something around, but it’ll cost you. ‘So let’s start trying these, then we can go from there.’

      As Giovanna follows Beatrice to a dressing room, mum sips her drink and starts to look at the mother of the bride folder on the table next to her.

      It feels awkward. Nobody is speaking, so I take out my phone to open a message to Dillon but see she has beaten me to it.

      Have you told them about me yet?

      Shit. I grimace. I don’t know why. It’s not like she’s really my girlfriend.

      Not yet. But I will.

      I will, of course. She was right, it would be weird for her to just be there with no prior mention, but I know they will want to meet her before we go, and that wasn’t part of the deal; maybe it could be, though. I realise we haven’t actually come up with the terms of the deal, not really. We’ve established the basis of a plan: that she will be my pretend girlfriend, and I’ll pay her for it, but the detail is yet to be determined. Sod intense, I’m asking her to come over again.

      Are you free tonight? I think we should pick up where we left off last night whilst it’s still fresh in your mind.

      I see the two blue ticks that tell me she has read the message, then nothing. It’s torture waiting for her to reply and probably tell me to back off, but when the curtain opens, and I put my phone down as I see my baby sister as a stunning bride for the first time, thoughts of Dillon leave my mind.

      ‘My god, Gi.’ I feel emotional. What the hell? I wasn’t expecting this. ‘You look absolutely stunning.’

      She swishes, and as she looks at herself in the mirror, with the widest smile I have ever seen on her face, Mum squeaks beside me.

      ‘Oh, Gigi.’ She stands and goes over to hug my sister, and I realise I’m actually really glad I didn’t swerve this appointment.

      As Gi gets into her next dress, she shouts over the curtain.

      ‘Marcie confirmed her attendance.’ I roll my eyes, knowing what’s coming and don’t reply. ‘Enzo, did you hear me?’

      ‘Lorenzo, answer your sister.’ Mum taps my arm, and I feel like a teenager.

      ‘Yep,’ I bark back, acting like the stroppy teen I’ve been reduced to.

      The curtain opens, and Giovanna steps out in a practically sprayed on dress.

      ‘It’s pink,’ I say, frowning.

      ‘It’s blush.’ Beatrice adds defensively.

      ‘And we can see what you had for breakfast.’ Mum chips in. It’s not the one.

      ‘Yeah, it’s too tight, and we’ll stick with white or ivory, please,’ Giovanna instructs, then turns to me. ‘Well, at least you don’t have to be alone now.’

      I drop my head into my hands, completely over this conversation. My family weren’t that enthusiastic about my relationship with Marcie and weren’t bothered when it ended until I didn’t meet anyone else. Now, it seems they think she’s my only option at happiness and try to push her on me at any given opportunity.

      ‘You remember we broke up, right?’ I question, to the now-closed curtain as Mum sips more champagne.

      ‘Yeah,’ Gi shouts, and I hear Beatrice tut. ‘But you were both in different places then. Now you’re not.’

      ‘We’re different people, Giovanna, and actually, we are still quite literally in different places.’

      ‘But you’re a millionaire, Lorenzo. What’s an ocean apart when you have private jets at your disposal.’

      The young assistant looks up and makes eye contact with me at the crude mention of my money, and I look away. I don’t reply, and the curtain opens once more.

      ‘Look, all I’m saying is you’re going to be there alone, and she’s going to be there alone. You both want the same things now.’

      ‘Gi, please stop,’ I implore.

      ‘But she’s ready for a family, so are you,’ she presses, and I feel my patience waning.

      ‘Giovanna,’ I snap and pick up my phone for a distraction. There’s a message.

      Yeah, sounds good. I can come straight from work.

      ‘She wants to get married, have babies, and she’s Sicilian, so that’s close enough,’ Gi continues pushing, probably more because I’m not paying attention. ‘Lorenzo, are you listening?’

      ‘Gi, for fuck’s sake. I’m seeing someone, okay.’ After a round of huffs and tuts from Mum and Beatrice, the room falls silent, and Gi widens her eyes at me. ‘It’s new, but please stop trying to marry me off to my ex.’

      I look at Mum, who is staring at me, not saying anything, and I know I need to explain. This isn’t how I wanted to tell them about Dillon, and the look of hope in her eyes is making me regret this whole agreement. I haven’t even given a second thought to how my relationship with Dillon is going to end.

      ‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Gi asks before I can speak, and I look at her to realise none of us has even acknowledged the dress she’s wearing,

      ‘I wasn’t ready to. That’s not the dress,’ I say nonchalantly, and she looks down, shakes her head no to agree with me and turns back to the changing area.

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Mum grabs my attention, and I look to her. ‘Who is this girl?’

      ‘You’ll like her, Mamma.’ I already feel like I’m betraying my family, and this has only just begun — what was I thinking.

      ‘I wasn’t ready to isn’t an answer, Lorenzo,’ Gi shouts once more, and I look up at the ceiling to keep from screaming.

      ‘Because I didn’t want you all to pounce on her,’ I say with an air of sarcasm in my tone, but she knows I’m serious. The curtain opens.

      ‘Oh, Giovanna.’ Mum gasps and raises a handkerchief to her mouth. I see why. This is it.

      ‘Four dresses in, and you nail it, little sister. That’s stunning, you’re stunning.’ I mean it. She looks absolutely breathtaking.

      ‘Don’t change the subject,’ she says with a grin, ‘but you’re right.’ She squeals and holds her arms open for Mum, who runs to embrace her.

      I am given a reprieve from talking about Dillon once Gi starts to talk alterations and additions, bridesmaid dresses, and a mother of the bride outfit. I step outside to pick up some messages whilst I wait for my credit card to be summoned, but before long, I have paid the bill and find myself trapped in a car with my interrogators whilst I drive them to lunch.

      ‘What’s her name?’ Giovanna asks, leaning over from the back of the car and grabbing my shoulder while I drive.

      ‘Giovanna, I’m driving. Sit back,’ I admonish.

      ‘Fine, but what’s her name?’ She slumps back in the seat but insists on an answer. Silly me, I thought her perfect wedding dress would be the main topic of conversation.

      ‘Her name is Dillon,’ I answer as I pull the car into a spot at the back of the restaurant.

      ‘Dillon what?’ she presses, and Mum laughs.

      ‘Mamma, can you just tell your daughter to back off?’ I plead, and she laughs again, reaching over to touch my cheek.

      ‘I would, Lorenzo, but I want to know too.’

      Giovanna cackles victoriously, and we get out of the car.

      ‘I’m not telling you her surname,’ I add as I hold open the door of the restaurant for Mum, then Gi.

      ‘Enzo, come on. Why not? Thank you,’ she pesters me and acknowledges the waitress who showed us to my table as soon as she saw me and handed us some menus.

      ‘Because you’ll stalk her online or whatever else, and it’s a brand new relationship. Can we just drop it? You’ll all meet her soon enough anyway.’ I look down at the menu, and Mum, who, sitting next to me, touches my arm. I turn to look at her.

      ‘Does that mean you’re bringing her to the wedding?’ My heart pounds in my chest at the look in her eyes. She looks so happy and hopeful. She can’t ever know I lied to her.

      ‘Yes, Mum. She’s coming.’

      Mum starts to cry, more than she did over Gi’s dress, and Giovanna whoops far too loudly for the middle of a restaurant.

      ‘I’m so excited.’ She bangs the table and sits forward, leaning towards me. ‘Oh, Lorenzo, this is good news.’
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      Dillon let me know she would be at my place by seven p.m. Steven is off work tonight, so she’s taking a cab. I’ve told Gary, the doorman, to expect her and asked him to take her thumbprints so she never has any trouble getting in. I don’t really know why I did that — it’s not likely she’ll be coming here all that much. I didn’t say as much but certainly made it seem to him as though Dillon and I are a real thing. He’s not part of the ruse, so it wasn’t necessary. It just happened before I could give it a second thought.

      I straightened the place up and showered, and now I’m standing in my bedroom in a towel, staring into my closet, wondering what to wear. I didn’t give it a lot of thought last night. I was so busy that I just grabbed my usual chilling at home clothes after my shower. I didn’t think about boxers because I never normally wear them with joggers, and I certainly didn’t expect the reaction I got from her. They obviously gave too much away, and she seemed to struggle to avert her eyes. It was funny, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t enjoy having her look at me that way.

      If I wear anything like that again tonight, though, she’ll know it’s on purpose. That just leaves me standing lost and confused. I want to be comfortable in my home, so don’t want jeans, but joggers show too much.

      Fuck’s sake, I’m a thirty-two-year-old bloke, standing here like a teenager deciding what to wear to a school disco. Fuck it. I grab some black joggers and a black hoody, then make sure I take out some underwear. That will have to do.

      I run some product through my hair and head down to the kitchen, but as I do, I hear the door and go to answer it.

      ‘Hey.’ She smiles brightly as I open the door, and I can’t help but do the same. I step aside as she walks in, and I laugh as I look at what she’s wearing: black jogging bottoms, tighter than mine, but still, and a black hoody.

      ‘I see you got the memo about what to wear,’ I say, amused as I close the door, and she turns to me, then laughs.

      ‘Oh, Jesus. We look like really shit ninjas.’

      I laugh, then nod towards the kitchen for her to follow.

      ‘Right, we have work to do, but first, food,’ I say, turning to face her as she sits at the breakfast bar. ‘Oh no. No sitting down. I’m putting you to work,’ I say, and she raises an eyebrow.

      ‘I told you. I can’t cook,’ she says, sounding worried, and I smile.

      ‘That’s why I’m going to teach you. At least then you’ll have one thing in your arsenal you can always pull out of the bag. This is one of my nonna’s recipes, and it’s really easy but really delicious. Come on.’ I motion for her to come and join me and hand her an apron, which she tentatively takes.

      ‘This will end in disaster,’ she says, tying the apron behind her back.

      ‘Polpette alla Mammolese never ends in disaster, trust me.’ I wink, and she laughs, then we get to work.

      

      ‘I can’t do thin.’ Dillon calls out as she tries to slice the garlic. ‘Why am I so useless?’ She throws her head back and dramatically pretends to cry, and I laugh before taking pity on her.

      ‘Dillon, you’ve just got to relax. Come on, stand here.’ I stand next to her and put my arm around hers to hold the knife with her. I struggle to find words for a moment as the smell of her perfume and the feel of her so close reminds me of Saturday night, and of the night we met. ‘Just use the weight of the knife.’ I lift and lower the knife with my hand on top of hers, showing her the action needed, then step away and watch as she thinly slices the garlic. ‘Perfect.’

      She looks down at her handiwork, then up to me, and smiles.

      ‘I don’t remember the last time I chopped garlic. How ridiculous is that?’ As she speaks, I add the garlic to the butter in the pan, and she closes her eyes and inhales. ‘That smell.’ She smiles, her eyes still closed as I add the tomatoes. ‘My nonno would always try to teach me the easiest things, pasta, basic tomato sauces, but all I wanted to do was watch him and laugh with him. I never learned anything.’ I season the sauce as I enjoy listening to her talk. ‘I can cook a roast dinner, bangers and mash, just about, but that’s about it. Kat took it all in. She’s an amazing cook. She’d have loved to do it for a living but didn’t.’ She pauses as I add the meatballs to the pan but then continues.

      ‘He would make me stand right next to him and trusted her to be further away. Lucia, you stand here. Isabella, over there.’ I’m shocked by two things: the sudden Italian accent that sounded way too much like my dad, and the names she used.

      ‘Hold on, Lucia? And I thought you said your sister was Kat?’

      She smiles and swallows a mouthful of wine as I turn and put the pan into the oven.

      ‘Yeah, Nonno preferred to call us by our Italian middle names than our Irish first names, so I was always Lucia to him.’

      ‘That’s my nonna’s name.’ I say, smiling as I lean against the counter with my arms folded across my chest, and she widens her eyes at me.

      ‘Is it really?’ Her voice is higher as she shows a genuine interest, and I nod, grinning.

      ‘Yeah, Lucia Elisabetta Romano. Top of the tree.’ Silence falls between us for just a moment, then I set a timer and lead the way to the seating area.

      ‘Speaking of the tree,’ Dillon says as she makes herself comfortable, tucking her feet up underneath her. ‘Should we get to work?’

      ‘Actually, I realised this morning that whilst we discussed the basic terms of our agreement, there are still things to be ironed out, so I thought we could negotiate a contract this evening.’

      ‘What, an actual contract? That’s very formal.’ She smiles, and I nod.

      ‘I’m a serious businessman, Ms Benedetto.’ I pick up some paper and a pen, and she laughs.
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      ‘Point one for discussion is payment.’ He writes the words on the paper and turns to look at me, and I shuffle uncomfortably, not wanting this agreement to end but unable to accept less than the amount we discussed.

      ‘I thought that was already agreed?’ I question tentatively, and he nods.

      ‘It is. You gave me a very specific amount, I suspect, for a very specific need.’ He smiles softly, not showing his teeth. ‘But I want to up that amount.’

      Wait, he’s negotiating to pay me more?

      ‘No, Enzo, that’s not necessary,’ I protest.

      ‘I think it is. I’m asking you to do something totally insane, and outside of that, you’re here for the second night running, learning and willing to put the time in to help me. If I pay you what you asked for, the specific need will be covered, but there’s nothing that’s just for you to enjoy.’

      ‘I’m not comfortable with you paying me more than I asked for.’ I don’t know why. I think I trust him, but the truth is, I really don’t know him that well. It feels like if I let him pay me more, I’m telling him he can ask for more.

      ‘Okay.’ He sighs. ‘Let’s shelve that for now, but whilst on the subject of payment, I want to make it clear that every expense of the trip is to be paid by me, from food and accommodation to travel and wardrobe.’

      ‘Wardrobe? Enzo, I’m capable of buying my own clothes, and I have plenty of them already.’

      ‘I’m not saying I’ll choose what you wear, but there are a number of events whilst we’re away that you wouldn’t have had to shop for if you weren’t doing this for me, so it’s not right of me to expect you to pay for them.’

      ‘Unless it’s black-tie every night, I’m sure I have plenty of things I can wear already in my wardrobe at home, most still with tags on.’

      ‘I’m not willing to budge on this one, Dillon.’ His face remains straight, and I see a glimpse of the man who built the RLG empire. As much as I hate to admit it right now, it’s fucking sexy. ‘I’ll write you a list of the events we’ll need to attend, and you can see what you have, but anything outside of that is on me.’

      I could protest, but his stare is intense, and honestly, I’m not sure much more than a wobbly squeak would come out of my mouth if I opened it, so I just nod… and squeeze my thighs together.

      ‘Okay, next on the list is—’ He taps his pen on the paper.

      ‘Sex,’ I say, causing him to turn to look at me.

      ‘I thought we’d established that was off the table,’ he says, narrowing his eyes.

      ‘It is, but it should be noted. No sexual contact whilst under the terms and time period stated in the contract.’ Part of me is desperate to cling on to the idea that the second I’m no longer his fake girlfriend, he can take me up to that massive bed of his, and we can bang like bunnies. In reality, I know once this is over, I’ll be his actual employee, and that can’t happen, but the thought is nice.

      He raises an eyebrow to me and smirks, then turns his attention to writing on the contract in front of him, and I know he’s just gone through the exact same thought process as me.

      ‘Right, well then, next on my list is sleeping arrangements,’ he says, putting the paper and pen down, and I sit up a little straighter.

      ‘I can’t share a bed with you, Enzo.’ I’m serious. I cannot sleep next to that body for weeks and not jump on him.

      ‘I know. The feeling is mutual.’ He takes a breath and looks into my eyes, and I think I may melt. ‘But we’ll need to share a room. We’ll be in my apartment at first, and it has five bedrooms so...’

      I start to laugh and interrupt. ‘That’s not an apartment — that’s a small mansion.’

      He smiles. ‘All right, chuckles.’ He taps my knee before continuing. ‘You can obviously choose any room or stay in the staff quarters.’ He winks at me, and I laugh again. ‘Once we get to the vineyard, we have a two-bedroom suite, so you’ll have your own space, your own bathroom, but it’ll still be a shared room for appearances.’

      ‘No walking around naked then,’ I state, matter of factly, and he smiles.

      ‘Okay, I won’t. You feel free to, though.’ I roll my eyes and chew my lip as he writes our next agreed term onto the contract.

      ‘Okay, public affection,’ he says, turning his body towards mine.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I scrunch up my nose, unsure what he’s getting at.

      ‘Well, we’re serious enough for me to take you to my sister’s wedding, to share a room and introduce you to my family, so it would stand to reason we would be affectionate with each other. I never want to make you uncomfortable though, so I need to know my boundaries.’

      I grin. ‘Well, as long as you’re not dry humping me on the dance floor, I’m sure we’ll be fine,’ I joke, and he sighs.

      ‘Dillon, I’m serious. I don’t want to accidentally overstep because I think something is okay and you don’t. Dancing together, for instance — is that okay with you?’

      ‘Would you normally dance at these family events?’ I ask.

      ‘Yes.’ He nods.

      ‘Then we’ll dance.’ I shrug my shoulders.

      ‘But last time we danced together, we ended up having sex less than thirty minutes later.’ He raises his eyebrows, and I scrunch up my nose at the memory.

      ‘Well, you weren’t paying me to pretend to be your girlfriend then, and we weren’t under contract to not do that. It’ll be fine.’ He looks down at the paper but doesn’t speak. ‘Use your words,’ I patronise, and he looks up at me, wide-eyed for a moment.

      ‘If this were real, I would hold your hand, put my arm around you, touch your back as I open a door for you and let you through,’ he says, as though what he’s asking is completely unreasonable.

      ‘Then we can do that.’ I shrug again.

      ‘And I’d kiss you.’ He looks into my eyes and takes a deep breath. I hadn’t really thought about the detail of this.

      ‘Would you, like, kiss your girlfriend in front of your family?’ I raise my eyebrows, trying to figure out what type of kissing he’s getting at. I don’t know how I will resist those lips, but I definitely can’t resist that tongue. If he wants to be able to full on snog me, then one way or another, this contract is getting breached.

      ‘No, I’m not expecting to wrap my tongue around yours in front of my grandmother, but just if I’m heading away or coming back, or when we dance, my family would expect to see us kiss.’

      I consider his words and know he’s right. ‘Then we’ll kiss.’

      I swallow the lump that has risen in my throat at the reality of the terms we have to stick to as he writes kissing down, and I wonder how much more there is that he wants to talk about when the timer alerts us to dinner being ready.

      ‘Come on.’ I follow him to the kitchen and remove my hoody as I sit at the breakfast bar to watch him get the food out of the oven. He has his back to me, and I take the moment to just enjoy watching him.

      He perplexes me — completely. He’s not like any man I have ever met, in any way… actually, he is: Nonno.

      Nonno is the only real male influence I had growing up. I don’t know who my father is, and the men Mum brought into our lives were usually total arseholes that stuck around until she became lucid enough to tell them where to go.

      I’ve been with a lot of men over the years, but just for sex, maybe a dinner here or there. I never wanted a waster like those guys I saw Mum with throughout my childhood, in my life, and for a long time, I thought that was the only type of man out there.

      I saw my friends fall in love, get serious, and I became close to those men as friends and saw that there were decent ones out there, but nobody ever came close to my nonno.

      There was never anyone I could imagine cooking with, laughing with, nobody I could ever see me falling in love with. I wasn’t even sure love was a real thing, definitely not something I was capable of other than for my family and best friends. Certainly not a man.

      Then there was Enzo.

      I’m not saying I love him, I don’t, and I still don’t want a relationship. I can’t do that, I just can’t risk opening myself up like that or letting anyone do that for me, but watching him, talking to him, and laughing with him — he’s not like the rest — he is something else entirely, something I want to enjoy and resisting him is going to be torture.

      He places a plate of food in front of me and sits opposite me at the breakfast bar with his own meal. It smells absolutely divine. I close my eyes and inhale, and mixed images and memories invade my brain: Kat and Nonno in the kitchen, Enzo’s arm around me with his hand on mine helping me slice the garlic. My heart beats a little faster, and I open my eyes to see him smiling at me.

      ‘Smells good, right?’ he asks, grinning like the Cheshire cat, and I relax into his calming nature.

      ‘That’ll be the garlic,’ I reply, and he laughs.

      I raise a spoonful of the sauce to my mouth as Enzo does the same, but neither makes it. I put down my spoon, laughing as he misses his mouth with his way-overloaded one and tomato sauce drips down the front of his hoody.

      ‘Ah shit,’ he says, reaching for a napkin.

      ‘Good job you wore black,’ I respond, raising my spoon to my mouth once more, this time actually emptying it and letting out an involuntary mmm as the flavours explode across all my taste buds.

      Enzo puts down the napkin and raises his hoody up over his head, then off, and I choke on the sauce in my mouth as he sits there, shirtless and fucking perfect.

      ‘No, that’s not fair,’ I say, looking away and holding up a hand in a stop action.

      ‘You took yours off,’ he replies, his voice laced with amusement.

      ‘I have a top on underneath,’ I protest, glancing back to his abs and having to look away again, as though they’ll turn me to stone if I look at them too long.

      ‘Yeah, but it’s tight and low cut.’ He looks down at my chest for a moment, and I grin as he forces his gaze back up to my eyes.

      ‘It’s totally different than completely topless.’ I wave a finger in the direction of his rock solid torso.

      ‘Not to me,’ he responds seriously.

      I look back to find his eyes with mine.

      ‘How are we going to do this?’ I ask genuinely, and he takes a deep, thoughtful breath.

      ‘It will be different there. We will be out and about and in the company of others most of the time. It’s only hard now because we’re alone.’

      ‘It is hard.’ I feed him the line, knowing he’ll take it.

      ‘It really is.’ He looks down towards his lap, and I laugh loudly.

      ‘Eat your balls,’ I add, and he laughs.

      ‘No, not taking that one.’

      As we eat, we talk more about his family, and he tells me about the vineyard where the wedding is being held: his vineyard. I tell him about my sisters, my nana, and Mum. Of course, I only tell him about the good stuff, the normal stuff. He doesn’t need to know about Mum’s issues — he’s not my boyfriend after all.

      As we sit back on the sofa after dinner, and he refills my glass, I wonder how many more terms there are to discuss.

      ‘There’s just one more thing I was wondering if we could add.’ As if he read my mind, he answers my unasked question.

      ‘Go on,’ I reply as I take a sip.

      ‘I told my mum and sister about you today.’ I widen my eyes, surprised. I didn’t think he would. ‘As expected, they want to meet you. I know this ruse isn’t supposed to officially start until we get to the States, but I was hoping you might be okay with coming to dinner with my family on Saturday.’

      I hold my last swig of wine in my mouth for a moment before swallowing. I wasn’t expecting to meet any of his family yet. I don’t feel ready to. The look on his face tells me he isn’t either, but he needs this to happen.

      I take a breath and prepare to dive in.

      ‘Sure…’ I grin and shrug my shoulders. ‘But you’re paying more.’
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      I can’t believe I’m introducing my family to Dillon today. I haven’t introduced them to someone in so long.

      Rebecca was my first girlfriend, and my family didn’t like her at all. Looking back, I see why; she was an entitled, spoiled brat, and I was completely infatuated to the point of becoming a complete slave to anything and everything she wanted, including almost giving up my place at university to follow her to Tokyo while she tried to make her dreams of becoming a model come true.

      That’s when my parents stepped in and put a stop to things. Telling both Rebecca, me, and her parents that I was no longer permitted to see her. I hated them for it at the time, but the fog soon cleared, and I realised what a fool I had been.

      There were a couple of girls from university before Marcie and I started seeing each other, but they’ve never been particularly enamoured with any of them.

      Dillon isn’t actually my girlfriend, so I shouldn’t be nervous about this, but maybe that’s why I am.

      I know they’re going to adore her, it’s impossible not to, but soon she and I will have to find a way to break up and once more, my family will be devastated that I’m alone.

      I was being selfish in so many ways when I asked her to enter into this plan with me. I wanted her around longer than she would have been without it, and I wanted to have a few hassle-free weeks with my family. I didn’t think about the long-term implications: my family is going to be upset after this is over, and that once we get back, after spending so much time with her, she will officially be my employee, and then there’s definitely no chance of anything more between us.

      There’s no going back now, though. As I sit in my car outside her flat, tapping my hands on the steering wheel in time with the music on the radio, I resign myself to this, to the plan. We’re in it now, so we’re just going to have to let it run.

      ‘Hey,’ she says brightly as she opens the passenger side door and gets in.

      I don’t mean to but can’t help looking across as the loose material of her yellow flowery dress rides up on her thighs when she sits and turns to grab her seat belt.

      The shine on her smooth skin and the smell of coconut that fills the car tells me she’s just moisturised, and I want, badly to reach over and feel the softness of her skin, or even better, feel her legs wrapped around my head.

      I inhale sharply and turn my attention to the road as I put the car in gear and pull away. I have to stop thinking of her that way.

      

      ‘Ready for this?’ I ask as I park the car behind the restaurant, and she grimaces.

      ‘Not really.’ We both laugh at her honesty. ‘Are you?’ she asks, and I shake my head, no.

      ‘I’m a little anxious about it, to be honest,’ I admit, and she reaches across to take my hand, surprising me and making me look down to our joined hands, then back to meet her gaze.

      ‘It’ll be okay.’ She smiles, and I can’t help but believe her.

      

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Giovanna squeals as we walk into the restaurant, and I feel Dillon’s grip on my hand tighten. Why does it feel so good to be walking in with her like this? ‘Oh my gosh, Dillon. I’m Gi.’ My sister throws her arms around Dillon, pulling her hand from mine and making her laugh. ‘I’m so happy to meet you.’

      Once Dillon is released from Giovanna’s death grip, she smiles at my sister and tells her it’s great to meet her too. One at a time, my family, including Bobby, take Dillon into an embrace, kiss her cheeks and tell her how happy they are she’s here, and as my mum steps forward, I push down the butterflies in my stomach.

      ‘Mamma, this is Dillon,’ I introduce and watch my mum’s eyes sparkle as she touches Dillon’s cheek, smiling, before pulling her into a hug.

      ‘It is so wonderful to meet you, Dillon,’ she says, so genuinely that my heart almost bursts out of my chest. Then, as Dillon moves aside and I lean in to kiss my mum, she whispers, ‘Oh, son. She’s stunning.’ And I can’t help but grin, relieved.

      ‘Dillon,’ Valentina says after everyone else has said hello, ‘it’s so nice to see you again.’ Dillon returns the greeting and glances briefly towards me. I forgot to tell her Val would be here, and we didn’t discuss the fact that Val will know this isn’t real.

      ‘Wait, hang on,’ Gi says, leaning around as we all sit, her one side of Dillon and me the other, with Val the other side of me. ‘You’ve met Dillon already?’

      I prepare to think up a lie, but Val speaks first.

      ‘Yes, just briefly when they first met, before it was anything worth telling anyone about,’ she says without breaking a sweat and in English. It strikes me that we never do this, we never have a get together where we’re not speaking Italian at least ninety per cent of the time, but without discussing it, for Dillon, they all dropped their first language.

      I look at Val, who doesn’t even acknowledge that she just covered for me and sets about making herself comfortable at the table.

      My family’s attention is firmly on my girlfriend, asking her about her life, how we met, where she studied, what shoe size she is.

      I lean in and speak quietly, close to her ear. ‘Are you okay?’ she turns to me, looking up into my eyes and smiling genuinely as she nods her answer, and I have to work to control my breathing.

      She’s beautiful. Everything about her is beautiful.

      I quickly turn my attention to Val, and as I do, she speaks first.

      ‘Lorenzo, can I talk to you for a moment, please?’ Nobody gives her any attention, they have that firmly on Dillon, but she still adds, ‘Private wedding stuff,’ for effect, before standing and turning away.

      I place a hand on the back of Dillon’s shoulder as I stand, and she looks up at me, her huge brown eyes sending a thrill through my whole body.

      ‘I’ll be back in a minute,’ I explain, and she nods.

      When I reach Valentina, she’s already kicked the restaurant manager out of his office, and as I enter, she shuts the door behind us.

      ‘So you asked her?’ She reverts to Italian. It wasn’t a question, but I nod, yes. ‘Just clear something up for me, please, Lorenzo, because I’m a little confused. You introduced me to her as a work colleague on Sunday, today is Saturday, and she’s your girlfriend. That’s quick work, nephew.’

      I take a deep breath. I know I can trust Val, but I didn’t want anyone to know the truth. There’s no getting around this, though.

      ‘Valentina, I need you on my side here.’ I prepare to explain, and she scoffs.

      ‘I’ve been on your side since the moment you were born. Talk.’

      ‘I asked her to pretend to be my girlfriend for the wedding, and she agreed.’

      She looks at me suspiciously.

      ‘Why would someone agree to such a thing? You’re both attractive young people. You have no need to put on such an act…’

      ‘Because I’m paying her,’ I admit, making my auntie’s mouth fall open and her strike my shoulder with her hand.

      ‘Lorenzo, is she a prostitute?’ she asks bluntly, and I stand up straight from the desk I was leaning against.

      ‘Valentina, no, god no. I’m not sleeping with her. This is just an act to appease the family.’

      ‘This is crazy. You could have just asked her to be your date.’

      ‘She never would have agreed. This way, we both get something we need.’

      She falls silent, contemplating what I’ve said thoughtfully before she responds.

      ‘Okay, I’ll keep your secret, Lorenzo. I’ll play along, but please be careful. You don’t look at each other like two people who have no real feelings for one another. There’s more there than either of you are admitting, and someone, be it you, or her, or the family, is going to get hurt if you aren’t mindful of the risks here.’

      I take it in, but there’s nothing to add. I lean down to kiss her head, then open the door and head back.

      Dillon smiles at me as I make my way back to the table. It’s a wide and genuinely happy smile, and I can’t help but return it. As I sit next to her once more, she leans in and nudges my shoulder with hers, turning to me and winking and without thinking, I put an arm around her shoulder, pulling her close and kissing her temple.

      ‘Can we eat, please?’ Gi says as Dillon looks at me, digesting the moment, and I just hope she’s really enjoying all of this as much as she seems to be.

      ‘Yes, please,’ Dad adds and then looks across to us. ‘Dillon, do you know what you would like?’

      ‘Oh, I’m not sure really. Can you recommend anything?’

      I see Mamma straighten a little, excited at the prospect of ordering for Dillon.

      ‘Do you have any allergies, dislikes?’ Mum asks, and Dillon shakes her head, no.

      ‘No, I like most things, really.’

      ‘I can order something for you if you like?’

      Giovanna looks across and makes eye contact with me, smiling, knowing this is what Mum lives for.

      ‘Oh, that’s really kind, thank you. That would be lovely,’ Dillon answers how I had hoped she would, and Mum’s smile spreads wider.

      Dillon turns to me and leans in close. ‘Is that okay?’ she says, and I grin.

      ‘God yes, you’ve just made her day.’

      We eat, and Dillon, as usual, is so enthusiastic about her food. She does that thing I love and closes her eyes after the first mouthful because it’s so good. Wait, that thing that I love? Enzo, back off. This isn’t real.

      ‘Dillon, how’s your food?’ Mamma asks, practically vibrating with excitement that Dillon is here and seems happy.

      ‘It’s really amazing. Thank you. It reminds me of something my nonno used to make.’

      The table falls silent but for the sound of cutlery dropping onto plates and the table, and I see my parents look at each other, then me, then Dillon. Here it comes.

      ‘You’re Italian?’ Dad asks, looking at Dillon intensely, and she freezes.

      ‘Um, well—’ She looks at me, and I offer a weak smile with a shrug of my shoulders. I should have warned her. ‘Technically, yes, part Italian. Although, sadly, I don’t speak the language.’ Her tone is apologetic, but my family are not upset and unashamedly start to celebrate her heritage.

      ‘Finally, an Italian girl,’ Dad calls out, looking up as though a miracle has occurred, and I hang my head, embarrassed until I hear the now familiar giggle beside me and turn to make eye contact with her.

      ‘I never imagined my surname could bring such joy,’ she says quietly with a smile, and I laugh.

      

      ‘She’s amazing,’ Giovanna says quietly as she swaps seats after dessert so that Dillon can speak to my parents a little easier. My anxiety has evaporated, and I just look at my sister and smile. ‘Oh, brother,’ she laughs. ‘You’ve got it bad.’

      I don’t want to admit it, but as I look at Dillon making my parents laugh, making Bobby actually talk instead of sitting mostly in silence, I realise she’s right.

      I can’t let this be just an act. I don’t know how, but I’m going to make her fall for me. I’m going to make her want more. I just can’t let this be it.

      

      We wish my family goodnight and hand in hand as they are definitely watching, walk back to my car. As we sit inside my car in the dim light of the evening, I turn to her and take a breath to speak, as she does the same.

      ‘Thank—’ We say the same thing at the same time, and both pull back.

      ‘Sorry, you go,’ she says, smiling, and I object.

      ‘No, you go.’

      ‘Thank you for a lovely evening. They are really wonderful people. I just— I think we need to be careful with their feelings when this comes to an end.’

      And just like that, the high that I’ve been on for the past few hours dissipates. Was that all part of the act for her, the nudges and smiles and winks? I can’t be mad about that. I can’t be hurt — that’s what I’m paying her for — but I am. It felt like more.

      ‘You’re right,’ I answer as I start the engine. ‘Anyway, I have an early start tomorrow, so I better get you home.’ I hear my tone, and I know it’s unintentionally cold.

      ‘Enzo?’ She says my name, and I wish I could ignore it and drive, but I could never do that, so I turn to look at her. ‘Are you okay? Did I do something wrong?’

      I look into her eyes, sparkling as they catch the glow from the car park floodlights, and I want to call this all off, tell her the contract is out of the window, that I want her for real, but I can’t.

      ‘No, you were amazing.’ I smile weakly and reverse out of the parking space to leave.

      Dillon doesn’t want more. I know that, and I have to respect it, no matter how much it stings.
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      It’s been two weeks since the meal with Enzo’s family, and I’ve hardly seen him other than at work.

      Davis is back now and has taken back the account. He was livid about the changes and tried to get Enzo and his team to revert to his original plans, although he’s on board now, just about, and the rebrand is well underway. It’s been so busy and, to be honest, exhausting.

      Enzo and I went out to dinner together, once, a double date with his sister and Roberto, but he seems distant. We’ve caught up on the phone and via text, and everything is still on for tomorrow, when I get to go back to my second home with my drop-dead gorgeous fake boyfriend on my arm.

      My family know that I’m going to San Francisco but not why. I told them I took a temporary contract there that would allow us to pay for the village for a year for Mum. She’s still doing really great, and actually, I think the idea of having her place there and easing things for Kat is really helping her, as this is the longest without an episode in years and years.

      Today was my last day working at Gaydon and Smyth. I can’t quite believe I actually left without really knowing what role I’m coming back from San Francisco to, given that Enzo and I are supposed to discuss that whilst we’re away, but at least I have twenty grand in the bank to save me from having to worry too much, thanks to him insisting on upping my payment.

      Tonight, Liv and I are having a takeaway and making sure I have everything packed before Steven picks me up in the morning to take me to the airport.

      ‘Condoms,’ she says as I pack my toiletries into my case.

      ‘Olivia, I have no need for condoms, as I will not be having sex,’ I say monotonously as I put my shampoo and conditioner into plastic bags and try to cushion them against potential bursts.

      A couple of weeks ago, despite me saying there would be no sex, despite it being in the contract that there will be no sex, I would have packed the condoms. My chemistry with Enzo was off the scale, and at the meal with his family, the way he looked at me had me burning from head to toe. Since then, though, he’s been off, cold almost. I’m not sure what changed, but I know now that this is definitely just a job. That’s fine. That’s what I wanted, and at least this way, sticking to the terms will be so much easier.

      ‘Do you think he’s changed his mind about all this?’ she asks, and I realise that I’ve been standing still, not saying anything, and she must have read my expression. I have already told her that he’s been different.

      ‘He hasn’t said so. I think maybe he’s worried about hurting his family. I don’t know.’ I chew my lip.

      ‘Have you changed your mind about all this? Like, do you still not want any more with him?’ I look at her and am about to answer, no, when she continues. ‘Because, as your best friend in the entire world, let me just be totally honest, you’ve looked fucking miserable the past couple of weeks that he’s been different.’

      I grind my teeth and try to calm my rising panic. I can’t want more — I can’t.

      I shake my head, no. ‘Nope,’ I say and try to say more but know that I can’t without my emotions giving me away, so just look down, concentrating on my packing.

      ‘I’ll go and order some food,’ Liv says softly before getting up to leave my room, and I squeeze my eyes tightly closed.

      I can’t love him.

      I won’t love him.

      For both our sakes.
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      ‘Good morning, Dillon,’ Steven says brightly as I open the door, and he picks up my bags. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but you have company in the car today.’

      I wonder what he means but turn to hug Liv and say goodbye to her for the next three weeks before checking I have my passport and following Steven down to the car.

      It’s not the usual Audi. Instead, it’s somewhere between a car and a small minibus. Steven motions to the passenger side, knowing I prefer to sit in the front, and as I climb in, and he does the same, he turns to face me.

      ‘Dillon, this is my wife, Asha.’ He motions to the seat behind him, and I turn around, surprised, and say hello. ‘And snoring behind you is little Aria.’

      I smile and lean around to look behind my seat at the tiny girl in the car seat. She’s adorable, and I can’t help the smile on my face at the sight of her.

      ‘Unorthodox, I know, but we’re all heading the same way, and we’d have to go past your place, so I thought it made sense to get you on the way. Enzo was happy enough with that. I hope it’s okay with you.’

      He looks at me for my confirmation, and I laugh, ‘Of course it’s okay with me. Don’t be daft.’

      Steven smiles and starts to drive.

      We pull up to the front of Enzo’s building, and I get out, noticing that Steven’s wife and daughter stay in the car.

      ‘Right, we’ll see you at the airport then,’ he says, and I look at him, confused. ‘Oh, you’re travelling with Enzo. Don’t worry about your bags. I’ll sort them. You head on up.’ And with that vague instruction, he gets back into the car and pulls off into the traffic.

      I turn around, a little confused, and look up at the building before heading inside.

      ‘Good morning, Gary,’ I say to the doorman, and he smiles widely.

      ‘Hello, Dillon. Flying off to the sun today, I hear,’ he says brightly, and I nod.

      ‘Yeah, lucky me, hey.’

      He lets out a small chuckle that makes me smile. He seems such a nice man. I place my thumbprint on the door, and it opens, then I head back to the lift that goes only to Enzo’s place, the basement, the lobby and whatever R stands for.

      I press the button for the penthouse, and as I ride up, my nerves start to build. As the lift comes to a stop, I swallow hard and walk out, ready to knock on the door in front of me, but it opens before I can.

      ‘Hey,’ he says, smiling, and my breath hitches in response. ‘Gary called up, said you were here.’

      He. Looks. Incredible!

      He’s wearing dark blue jeans, a little looser than the ones I’ve seen him in at work, with white canvas trainers and a soft grey sweatshirt that looks incredibly comfy but also clings to the muscles in his arms, chest, and shoulders. He looks so casual but so well put together. He has on different glasses, and these are far less formal than the others I’ve seen before, with a funkier, slightly bigger frame, and his hair is looser, less tamed, making me feel desperate to run my fingers through it or pull it. I can’t decide. I’d be happy with either.

      ‘You look lovely,’ he says, breaking me from my trance, and I look down. I’m wearing a grey t-shirt, dark blue jeans, and white trainers. I look like the female version of him but hadn’t made the connection until now. I laugh.

      ‘We really need to check what the other is wearing before we get dressed.’

      He looks down at himself and chuckles. ‘Yeah, maybe I should get changed.’

      ‘No, don’t,’ I protest, wanting to enjoy how he looks right now. ‘We’re a couple, right. It’s cute.’

      I shrug, and he steps aside to let me into the penthouse.

      I haven’t been here in the daytime before, and it looks even bigger. Light pours in through the huge windows and bounces off all the white fixtures and fittings.

      ‘I’m just going to do a last scan of the place to make sure everything is how I want to leave it, and we’ll head out.’ I nod as he heads back towards the stairs, and I take a seat at the breakfast bar.

      He seems like himself again today, the normal, happy Enzo I’ve got to know. Maybe I’ve read too much into his demeanour these past couple of weeks. Maybe it was just the stress of work and the wedding. I mentally scold myself for being too emotional about it all — just another reason to avoid getting close to people.

      ‘Good to go,’ he says as he joins me in the kitchen, then picks up a small holdall and gestures for me to lead the way. Out of the penthouse, I call for the lift, and when we step in, I reach out to press L for the lobby when Enzo stops me.

      ‘No, we need R.’ I look at him for a moment before following the instruction and pressing R and feeling the lift go up instead of down.

      Slow on the uptake, I realise that R stands for roof as we step out into the sunlight shining down on the top of the building and then see the shining white helicopter waiting there.

      ‘No way,’ I say, frozen to the spot as Enzo steps in front of me and turns to face me.

      ‘You okay?’ he says, leaning down a little to steal my attention from the aircraft.

      ‘We’re going in that?’ I question, stupidly. Why else would we be on the roof?

      ‘To the airport, yeah. Come on.’ He nods in the direction of the helicopter, and I follow him.

      As I look around at the expanse of the city, I suddenly feel really nervous about being up here and reach out for his arm. Enzo stops and turns to look at me, and he must see the colour drain from my face. I definitely feel it.

      ‘Are you afraid of heights? I should have checked. I’m sorry.’ He looks worried.

      ‘Not normally,’ I say, gripping his forearm. ‘But I’m not normally standing on a roof this high up. I just suddenly felt a bit wobbly.’

      He smiles at me sympathetically, then gently removes his arms from my claws and takes my hand. ‘I’ve got you. Come on.’

      Enzo leads me to the helicopter and helps me to climb up, then makes sure I feel safe and comfortable before instructing the pilot to go.

      ‘Have you been in a helicopter before?’ he asks via the headset as we rise above the city I love, and I turn to him, grinning, as I shake my head, no. He smiles wide. ‘Pretty spectacular, isn’t it?’ I return my gaze to the window and watch as London passes by below us. She is spectacular, but he’s better.

      We land in a small airfield close to the airport, and a black Audi is ready and waiting for us. We make the short drive to the airport and exit the car to be greeted by name and assured that our baggage has already been checked in, and we can now be escorted to the first-class departure lounge. Our passports are checked there and then, as we are ushered onto a golf buggy and driven away through the airport.

      The experience is totally alien to me, and actually, I feel a little silly as people watch two young, healthy people being driven around when we have perfectly useable legs.

      Inside the first-class lounge, we say hello to Steven and his family, who are eating breakfast, and then Enzo and I are shown to a private suite.

      ‘You have a private suite within the first-class lounge. Is the lounge not exclusive enough for you?’ I laugh, amused as I truly experience the perks of Enzo’s wealth for the first time.

      ‘Not for two young lovebirds like us.’ He grins as he orders a bottle of champagne, tips the young concierge and closes the door behind us.

      I sit in a ridiculously comfy swivel armchair and turn it to look out at the runway.

      ‘Do you like flying?’ Enzo asks as he sits in the chair next to mine and mirrors my position.

      ‘I don’t dislike it,’ I respond honestly. ‘It’s a means to an end.’

      ‘I love it,’ he adds without being asked. ‘It’s a good excuse for me to turn my phone off and shut down.’

      I get that. Life is crazy busy for me, and I don’t run a massive worldwide empire. I can’t imagine the toll that must take sometimes. He doesn’t show it at all, and he always seems so relaxed that it’s easy to forget the throne he sits on, but it must get to him. Maybe that’s why he works out every day… not that I’m complaining about that — his body is unreal.

      There’s a knock at the door, and Enzo calls out for them to enter. I expect it to be the champagne, but Steven pokes his head around the door.

      ‘Sorry to bother you both,’ he says, and I smile. ‘We’re heading out for a walk around as the munchkin is getting restless. Just wanted to check if you need anything.’

      ‘No, thank you.’ Enzo responds. ‘You’re off duty now, Steven, relax, enjoy yourself.’

      The driver nods at Enzo and then me before leaving, closing the door behind us.

      ‘What does Steven think we are?’ I ask as Enzo sits.

      ‘What do you mean?’ He plays dumb, but I know he knows what I’m asking.

      ‘Steven, does he know about our arrangement, or does he think we’re a couple?’

      ‘Steven doesn’t ask questions about things he doesn’t feel are his business to know. So I don’t know what he thinks we are. It’s not a conversation we’ve had,’ he answers, and I can’t argue with that.

      After a couple of glasses of champagne, Enzo and I are laughing as freely as we did before the last couple of weeks, but the alcohol after the early start this morning has made me suddenly feel very tired, and I’m relieved when we’re collected and taken to board the plane.

      This isn’t first-class treatment, this is Oh hi, Mr Millionaire, please tip generously treatment, and he knows it. I can see that on his face, but he plays the game and accepts the things that money can buy.

      In addition to the suite in the lounge, we have a suite on the plane. I’ll say that again, slowly.

      We. Have. A. Suite. On. The. Plane!

      I had no idea this sort of luxury existed. It’s just not in my wheelhouse. I feel suddenly very common, very poor, and very out of place.

      ‘All right?’ Enzo asks, eyeing me curiously as we get comfortable and buckled in for takeoff.

      ‘What am I doing here, Enzo? Why didn’t you ask someone who was more accustomed to this lifestyle? I’m going to mess this up.’ I look him in the eyes and then straight ahead as I start to worry about the weeks ahead, then he takes my hand.

      ‘Dillon, you’re perfect. You’re going to be perfect.’

      I don’t respond, I can’t, but as I feel the plane pull up and see the runway disappear beneath us, I realise my worries are irrelevant. I’m doing this now, so I better get my head in the game.
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      The flight was good, uneventful. Dillon was tired, so I had her bed made up not long after takeoff, and she slept for a good few hours. I don’t know how long exactly because I was asleep by the time she woke up.

      She looked insanely beautiful while she slept.

      I can’t believe how much I’ve missed her company this past couple of weeks.

      I’ve come to terms with the fact she’s never going to want more from this, but I haven’t yet managed to figure out how to tear my eyes away from looking at her, so it’s easier to just not be around her. However, that’s unavoidable from here on out.

      Even now, as she watches my home city, a place she adores, pass by as we drive to my home here, I can’t seem to take my eyes off her.

      ‘How long has it been since you were here?’ I ask as a way to snap myself out of it.

      ‘Four years,’ she answers, then turns to look at me, beaming. ‘It feels so good to be back.’

      The car stops at the front of the building, and I greet Patrick, the concierge. Our bags are removed from the car as Dillon gets out and looks up at the building.

      ‘I used to walk past this place all the time and think what a gorgeous building it was. Crazy to think you could have been inside at those exact moments.’ I smile at her.

      ‘We may even have passed each other on this very street,’ I respond, and she laughs.

      ‘No, I would definitely remember seeing you.’

      She smiles and starts to walk up the steps when I gesture towards them, and I can’t help but revel in the compliment. Despite not wanting more, she’s always been honest about her attraction to me, and I can’t help but respect her more for that — even if it’s a special kind of torture.

      ‘Lorenzo Romano. You called this an apartment.’ She stands, open-mouthed as we walk into my place, and she looks around. ‘How many floors does it have?’

      ‘Three,’ I answer nonchalantly.

      ‘You’re single, and you have a three-floor, five-bedroomed place in SF. Why?’ she laughs, and I shrug.

      ‘I wasn’t single when I bought it, and I have a big family.’

      She nods but says no more, and I lead the way to the guest bedrooms.

      She, unsurprisingly, chooses the corner room. It has floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides, looking out over the downtown area. My room is the opposite corner, and the view is the greatest, so I knew she’d be into it.

      I show her the gym, roof terrace and where everything else is, and tell her to make herself completely at home. I introduce her to Marta, my housekeeper and Abe, my driver here when Steven isn’t working, and then fully expect her to want to relax after the flight, so tell her I’m going to work out and leave her to unpack.

      Twenty minutes into kicking ten bells out of the kick bag in the gym, I stop to take a breather and get some water and see Dillon standing in the doorway, watching me.

      ‘How long have you been there?’ I ask breathlessly.

      ‘Just a couple of minutes. I didn’t want to disturb you.’ She steps inside the gym and looks around at the equipment. ‘Do you feel like getting out?’

      We left so early that it’s still only mid-afternoon, and thanks to sleeping on the flight, both of us still have plenty of energy. Plus, the floaty dress she’s wearing makes it impossible to say no to her, so I nod.

      ‘Yeah, let me just grab a quick shower, and I’m all yours.’ She grins and turns to leave, and I take another swig of water as I watch her walk away.

      

      ‘Ready?’ I say as I find Dillon by the windows in the sitting room, and she turns to look at me. I notice the way her eyes widen and roam up and down my body, and it gives me a kick.

      ‘Yeah, let’s go.’

      As we get downstairs, I suggest getting a car, but she insists on a walk.

      ‘We’ve been on a plane for hours. Let’s stretch our legs.’ And I admit it sounds perfect.

      The weather is beautiful, warm and bright, with hardly a cloud in the sky. June in San Francisco is bliss.

      ‘Shall we get gelato?’ she suggests as we walk, and I answer enthusiastically.

      ‘Yes, we fucking should.’ The answer to that question will never be no.

      We stop at a gelato stall I’ve used before and order. She takes hers, and I have to look away when she licks it, the memory of what she can do with that tongue still fresh in my mind.

      As we start to walk again, I notice how relaxed and at home she seems. Dillon always exudes a sort of joy that is completely infectious, but here, she has a calm, quiet, peaceful energy about her.

      ‘How long did you live here?’ I ask as we make our way towards Yerba Buena Gardens.

      ‘Six years, well just under. I moved here when I was twenty to study and fell in love.’

      ‘With the place or a person?’ I ask, licking the drips from my melting gelato, and she looks at me.

      ‘The place. I don’t do relationships, remember.’ Despite the sunglasses we’re both wearing, we lock eyes for a moment. ‘I wasn’t being flippant about that. I’ve never had a boyfriend because I’ve never wanted one.’

      ‘Never?’ I turn and stand in front of her, stopping her in her tracks. ‘You have never had a boyfriend, at all?’

      She shrugs her shoulders. ‘No. I have no interest in being with anyone for more than just sex, maybe a couple of dates. I can’t do it.’

      ‘Can’t? I thought it was a won’t.’ There’s something about the way she looked down when she said the word can’t that makes me think there’s a reason, something that happened to her maybe, something that maybe I can fix, prove her wrong.

      ‘It’s both, Enzo. I’m just not the relationship sort. Can we walk?’ I turn to walk alongside her once more. ‘What about you; why did your engagement end?’

      ‘We wanted different things out of life. We got engaged because she wanted to, but then she wasn’t happy about my business becoming my main focus. She didn’t believe it was going to be such a success and thought I should throw in the towel and go back to law.’

      ‘Law?’ Dillon says, sounding shocked, and I laugh, glancing across at her.

      ‘Yeah, I studied law, but I just never felt passionate about it. Marcie didn’t believe passion was important. I did, so when I stuck with my business, she ended the relationship.’

      ‘Do you miss her?’ she asks, and I answer without giving it much thought.

      ‘I only saw her a couple of months ago, so no.’ I wish I hadn’t said that. I don’t know why. I feel like I’ve just told my girlfriend I still see my ex, even though I know Dillon isn’t really mine.

      ‘Oh, I thought you said you broke up years ago?’ she asks as we stop at a bench near a fountain and sit.

      I take a breath. ‘Okay, so heads up, Marcie will be at the wedding.’ She doesn’t respond, so I go on. ‘Her family and mine are old friends. We all go way back. Marcie and I ended our relationship four years ago, but cards on the table, we never really stopped sleeping together.’

      I hate not being able to see her eyes and wish she would take off her glasses so I can read her. She chews her bottom lip and takes what feels like an age to respond.

      ‘So, when was the last time you saw her?’ she asks before catching an escaping drip from her ice cream.

      ‘About three weeks before I met you.’

      ‘And she’ll be at the wedding?’ I can hear her cogs turning, trying to piece everything together. I nod.

      ‘So, is our agreement about getting your family off your back or making her jealous?’

      I laugh. ‘No, Dillon, no. I have no need or interest in making Marcie jealous.’

      ‘But do you want to get back with her?’ Her voice is smaller than I’m used to, and it makes me lean in towards her.

      ‘No, that’s not of interest to me at all. She’s there as a friend of the family, that’s all. I just thought you should know she’ll be there, as she’ll definitely make her presence known.’

      Marcie likes to be the one everyone is paying attention to, and often, she is. She’s gorgeous, and successful, and so outgoing that she commands the attention of everyone at every event I’ve seen her at. This one, though, will be different, that much I know. Dillon will have all eyes on her, not just because she’s stunning and funny, but because she’s with me, the thing they’ve all been waiting for, and Marcie will definitely not like having competition. Poor Giovanna, it should really all be about her.

      ‘Have you told her you’re bringing me?’ she asks, and I shake my head.

      ‘No, it’s nothing to do with her.’ I shrug.

      ‘Is she bringing anyone?’

      Why is she bothered? ‘Not that I’m aware of.’

      ‘Then tell her you’re bringing someone.’

      ‘Dillon, really, I don’t need to.’

      ‘Enzo, you know her, I don’t, but I know women. If you have been regularly having sex with her whenever you’re in San Francisco, and she thinks you’re attending alone, you are definitely worth not bringing a date for. If she thinks you’re going to be hooking up and then she sees me, she’s going to feel like shit. Just tell her.’

      I am taken aback. She doesn’t know Marcie but has the courtesy to consider her feelings. Everything this woman says and does just makes me fall harder for her, and it’s torture knowing she won’t ever feel the same.

      ‘Okay. I’ll tell her,’ I admit and stand, holding out my hand for hers. ‘I’m hungry now, fancy some food?’

      She smiles and nods, then takes my hand.

      I don’t know why, but neither of us lets go of the other as we walk, hand in hand, talking about nothing and everything, as has always been so easy for us. As we round the corner of my favourite pizza place, I turn to look at her.

      ‘This place is going to blow your mind. Don’t judge in on appearance. Just wait until you taste it.’ She smiles, and we approach Alfredo’s.

      I see the owner standing as he always does at the front of the shop, and both Dillon and I instinctively remove our glasses: mine off completely and hers pushed up onto her head.

      I see his eyes light up, and I am about to speak, but he beats me to it.

      ‘Dillon, is that you?’ Erm, what?

      ‘Hey, Freddie,’ she greets him, and he moves to hug her and kiss her cheeks.

      ‘You’re back, and with this one.’ He gestures towards me, and I laugh.

      ‘This one? Forgotten my name have you? And you two know each other?’ I am confused.

      ‘Are you kidding me, Lorenzo. How could I forget either of you, my two favourite customers? Even if this one stopped coming by.’

      ‘I’m sorry. I moved back to the UK.’ She gives him a sympathetic smile, and he squeezes her shoulder.

      ‘But you’re here now. I can’t believe you guys are together — what a beautiful couple.’ She looks at me, but neither of us corrects him. ‘Come on, let’s get you some food.’

      Freddie serves us and refuses to take payment. We thank him and head out. I turn to walk back the way we came, and she starts to walk towards the road.

      ‘Where are you going?’ I ask, amused, and she turns to me, smiling.

      ‘Sorry, autopilot. I used to always eat my lunch under those trees over there.’ She points to the park opposite. ‘My feet just started that way without me thinking about it.’

      ‘Okay, let’s do that.’ I step forward, and she protests.

      ‘No, if you want to go, that’s fine.’

      ‘It’s a gorgeous afternoon, and we’re not going anywhere. Let’s sit.’

      We cross the road to the park and sit on the grass under the trees to eat our pizza.

      Dillon sits opposite me, cross-legged and without meaning to, I get a flash of the white lace underwear between her thighs as her dress rides up before she adjusts it. I try not to show a reaction on my face, but can’t say the same for the rest of me as I silently thank god my jeans are tight enough to stop my dick getting so hard that she’d notice. It’s embarrassing how I can’t control my body around her. I’m a grown man, not an adolescent boy, but I can’t help how I react to her.

      ‘How’s your slice?’ I ask, and she does that thing, closing her eyes to appreciate the food. It makes me smile; it makes my stomach jump.

      ‘So good,’ she answers with some still in her mouth, so she raises her hand to cover it. She swallows and continues. ‘I can’t believe you know Freddy.’

      ‘I can’t believe you know him. But then, he does serve the best pizza in a city we both love, so I guess it stands to reason.’

      She nods and after licking the last of the sauce from her fingers, straightens out her legs and leans back onto her elbows, turning her face up to the sun and closing her eyes.

      Her long black hair hangs loose behind her, shining in the sunlight, and I have the overwhelming urge to take a photo of her. I pick up my phone, but instead of opening my camera, I open a message to Marcie:

      I’m bringing someone to the wedding. I thought you should know.

      I see the blue ticks and watch as Dillon lays down flat on the grass, raising one knee so her dress falls back further, and all of her thigh is exposed. I’m thankful when my phone vibrates in my hand:

      What like, a date?

      I can tell she’s surprised, but then, isn’t everyone:

      Like, a girlfriend.

      The ticks turn blue, but there’s no response, and I realise Dillon was right; Marcie is pissed.

      I stare at my unanswered message for a moment, then look back at Dillon basking in the late afternoon sun and looking like a goddess. I open the camera on my phone and take a photo of her, with the view of the park and the city in the background.

      I smile as I look at the photo. All I want to do is send it to everyone I know and say this is my girlfriend. What a mug. I’m being fooled by my own lie.

      ‘Do you use social media?’ I ask, making Dillon turn her head towards me and look up from the ground.

      She smiles. ‘Random question, but no, I don’t. Why?’

      ‘I use Instagram.’ She turns onto her side, propping her head up on her bent arm and facing me, a look of amusement on her face. ‘My account is private, just for family. Giovanna set it up so we could all see what everyone is up to as we’re all so spread out. I never really have the time to go on it.’

      ‘Enzo, what are you getting at here because you sound like a thirteen-year-old girl.’ She laughs, and I gently reach over and push her down onto her back, making her laugh more.

      ‘I just thought, as a heads up to the family, maybe I could put some photos on there, of you, us, so they might be less intense once we get to the vineyard.’

      She looks at me again.

      ‘Does Marcie follow you?’

      ‘Yes, but I’ve told her.’

      She sits up. ‘Already? By text?’ She looks horrified.

      ‘Dillon, Marcie and I had sex when we were in the same place because it was convenient. We’re not in a relationship. There’s nothing but sex and history between us.’

      She takes a moment, then nods. ‘So what you’re saying is you want to go Instagram official with me?’ She leans forward, teasing, and I laugh.

      ‘For someone who doesn’t use social media, you know the lingo.’

      ‘Well, I may not have my own accounts, but I do enjoy a cheeky stalk session using Liv’s.’

      She makes me laugh. It still surprises me how much I laugh when I’m with her.

      Without warning, Dillon crawls forward and into my lap. The smell of her shampoo, her perfume, and her coconut body cream all overwhelm me, and I can’t help but inhale deeply as she settles back against me, takes my phone from my hand and opens the front camera.

      ‘Say, terms and conditions,’ she practically sings, and as I laugh loudly, she snaps photos of us. She leans back further, and instinctively I kiss her temple as she snaps again. She turns her head and kisses my cheek, snapping again then in an instant, and without warning, her lips find mine.

      The kiss, compared to others we’ve shared, is chaste. As per our contract, there’s no tongue, and yet I can’t keep my hand from reaching up to her cheek, her neck and into her hair. The whimper that escapes her reminds us both that this is too far. She breaks the kiss and moves away, dropping my phone on the ground next to my legs.

      ‘Shall we go?’ she asks quietly as I look down to my lap and swallow.

      ‘I need a minute,’ I admit, and she smiles, exhaling sharply through her nose as we acknowledge that we are not immune to each other.

      

      We take a taxi back to the apartment, and Dillon tells me she’s going to take a shower and go to bed. I wish her goodnight and watch as she walks barefoot, her short dress not leaving much to the imagination, towards her room, and I collapse back onto the sofa.

      I would give anything for her to turn back and ask me to follow her, but of course, that’s not going to happen.

      I lift up my phone and open the photo gallery.

      I scroll back to the photo of her lying on the grass and swallow. I wish I knew what was holding her back.

      Scrolling, I come to the photo of her in my lap, both of us laughing, and next, me kissing her temple. She took a lot of photos without really paying attention to what she was snapping, and scrolling through, all I can see, above what’s actually happening, is the look in my eyes. I am totally enthralled by her, and one look at these photos will convince anyone that we’re madly in love.

      I could post them, any of them, in particular the last one, my fingers entwined in her hair, our eyes closed, our bodies and mouths pressed together, but I won’t. I’m glad she took them, but I want to keep those moments just for me.

      I scroll back to the photo of her and share it to Instagram, captioned, just enjoying the view, and then, I stand, taking my phone, and the photos on it, to bed.
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      ‘Morning,’ I say, yawning as I walk into the dining room where Enzo is eating breakfast, and he laughs.

      ‘Go back to bed if you’re still tired,’ he says, clearly amused.

      I scoff and sit down, pouring myself some orange juice.

      I can’t believe we’ve already been here four days. In that time, we have explored the city together, as well as taking on some wedding tasks like taking delivery of Giovanna’s wedding dress, tasting cake, enjoying a meal cooked by the caterers of the wedding to finalise the food choices, and spending hours discussing flowers and confirming huge displays, centrepieces, bouquets, and more.

      I see now why Enzo wanted me here for all this. He promised his family he would make sure this wedding is perfect, but at times, he has been overwhelmed by the options. Valentina couldn’t be here for these things, and I was happy to help. It’s been fun.

      He seems so much younger over here. Last night, Enzo and I watched a film, then sat up until after three a.m., just talking about music we like, our favourite films, and general rubbish. It was great at the time, laughing and drinking wine with him. Now, though, I feel like a bag of shit.

      ‘How are you so together?’ I groan, frustrated as I look at him and see how utterly perfect he is.

      ‘I stopped drinking after two glasses, you drank a fuck load more than me, and I’m used to not getting a lot of sleep.’

      I down my orange juice and consider what to eat, but my stomach turns at the thought of everything, so I just stand and head back for a shower, the sound of his smug chuckles following me down the hallway.

      I need to go shopping today. I have to get some dresses and things for some events that are coming up.  Not least, the joint stag and hen weekend that’s just a couple of days away.

      Giovanna and Roberto are getting into San Francisco tomorrow, and it’s mounting a massive amount of panic on me. Gi has insisted on staying with me and Enzo rather than at a hotel. Enzo tried to push for them to accept the gift of five-star luxury he was offering them, but she wanted to be around family and to get to know me better, so for the next two nights, I somehow have to share a bedroom with Enzo. We’re still trying to figure it all out, but we’re running out of time.

      As I shower, the hot water starts to bring me back to life, and I start to consider what I need to buy. I’m excited to get some new things.

      We’re driving up the coast to spend a couple of days at the beach for the hen and stag weekend. Enzo has paid the local authorities to have a stretch of the beach sectioned off and get a licence for us to set up tents there. When I say tents, I don’t mean your average two-berths, but fully furnished bell tents with heating and electrics. He’s had toilets and showers installed, a huge fire pit and a bar, as well as a fully staffed grill. It’s what Gi wanted, he said, but she has no idea how much effort he’s put in.

      Over these past few days, I’ve watched him delegate his day job in order to take on the preparations for the wedding. I asked why he didn’t just hire a wedding planner, and he said he did, but Giovanna deserved the absolute best, and he just didn’t trust anyone else to understand that.

      He loves his family so much. It’s easy to forget that’s the reason we are where we are. He wants to ease the minds of his family, and I need to take care of mine. Our values may be different in some ways, but in most of them, they’re totally aligned.

      As I wash my hair and rake my fingers across my scalp, I close my eyes. Every time I look at his large hands, I long for the feel of them doing exactly this. He has pushed his strong fingers into my hair every time he has kissed me, and it’s like a key in the ignition — it starts my engines with a roar.

      I can’t help but think about kissing him. His lips are so soft and full, and he takes his time with kissing, even when it’s fuelled by passion like in his office. Time seems to slow down when he kisses me.

      I feel desire build in me as I run my hands over my skin in the hot water. I want him. I want to feel his hands on me, his mouth on me. I want to feel him inside me.

      I remember how that feels, and my arousal is unbearable. He fills me, sets my whole body alight like nobody ever has.

      I press my back against the cold tiles and gasp as I stroke my fingers between my thighs and up. I want it to be him. I want his fingers to tease me, make me moan. My knees buckle as I use my own hand to relieve some of the pressure and pent-up sexual frustration. I wish I had a toy, something to stretch me like he does, something to satisfy my primal need to be filled.

      I push my hand further down and insert two fingers inside me, moaning a little as I tip my head back against the tiles and the hot water beats against my chest.

      Using my other hand, I massage the part of me that’s crying out to be touched, the part of me that’s desperate to feel his soft lips and wet tongue, and the idea is too much.

      I moan loudly as pleasure rips me apart, and I clench tightly around the fingers moving inside me.

      My heart beats fast as my breathing starts to slow, and I smile. I wish it could be Enzo tearing me apart, but there’s nothing quite like an orgasm to cure a hangover.

      

      Feeling much more together, with my hair pulled up into a messy bun and fully dressed in my jeans, a black vest, and my soft mustard blazer, I head back to the main living area of the house to find Enzo sitting on the sofa, apparently waiting for me.

      I feel heat flush my neck and cheeks as I think back to my shower and wonder for a moment if he could have heard me; part of me can’t help but hope that he did.

      ‘You look nice,’ he says as he looks up, and it catches me off guard. ‘Ready to go?’

      ‘You’re coming?’ I question, and he stands.

      ‘Of course, I am. I told you I was covering your clothes. That’s not negotiable.’ He picks up his phone and wallet and motions for me to lead the way.

      ‘Fine, but don’t expect to come into the changing room with me.’

      

      I take Enzo to a boutique that I used to love shopping at when I lived here. It was my payday treat pretty much every month, as the clothes here are exclusive, loads of them are one-offs and all spectacular.

      ‘Cool place,’ he remarks as he looks around, and I practically swoon as I run my hand across the fabrics hanging from rails along the length of the store.

      ‘So, boss man, what do I need?’ I joke, and he frowns.

      ‘Please don’t call me that.’ He looks serious, and I’m not sure how to respond. So I don’t. ‘We’ll be on the beach, so you need to be comfortable. It can get cold though, especially at night.’ He softens, and I start to browse.

      As I try on some things I’ve chosen and a few things Enzo picks out, he talks to me through the heavy curtain.

      ‘Have you got all you need for the vineyard?’

      Whilst we’re at the wedding venue, I am going to need a few cocktail dresses, something for the rehearsal evening, and a dress for the wedding itself. I’ve brought a few things with me, but most of it I now feel won’t be right. Enzo is going to be on my arm, wearing tailor-made, exceptional suits and outfits, and I just think I’ll be uncomfortable in ‘high street’.

      ‘I think I’m going to need to get some things,’ I admit, hating that I have to accept his offer to buy me more clothes. Well, it wasn’t an offer, was it? It was part of the deal, but it still doesn’t feel right. ‘I just don’t think my things are going to be good enough.’

      I open the curtain to show Enzo the dress I’m trying, and he shakes his head. ‘I don’t think that’s you.’

      Disappointed that he didn’t love it, but actually, in agreement, I close the curtain again and hear him call over it. ‘I need to make a call.’ And then he’s gone.

      I don’t feel comfortable in any of the things I brought in to try on, and I feel deflated as I meet Enzo outside. This store has never failed me before.

      ‘Hey, what’s wrong?’ he asks, noticing my expression.

      ‘I didn’t like any of it, and now I feel like time is against me.’ He strokes his hands down my arms, making goosebumps raise up on the skin under my blazer, and he smiles at me.

      ‘Come on, let me take you somewhere.’

      We walk a few blocks and find ourselves at the door of an unassuming building with no sign and no indication of it being a clothes store, so I feel confused about why we’re here, but when the door opens, and a small woman with wild curly hair and a tape measure around her neck calls out, ‘Lorenzo!’ loudly and pulls him into an embrace, I realise he knows her well. By the look of the pincushion on her wrist, I assume she must be a designer, or tailor, or both, and I’m giddy.

      ‘Dillon, this is my dear friend, Angela. She makes all my suits and more when I’m here, and she’s going to put you at the top of her priority list. You deserve bespoke, and Angie is the best.’

      ‘Dillon, sweetie, come on in.’ As we follow Angela up a narrow stairwell, I wonder how someone like Enzo, with effortless style and millions in the bank, is getting his clothes made in a back street workshop and not a high-end boutique, but as we exit the stairs, my mind is blown.

      The Loft is an attack on the senses. Large windows flood the space with natural light, but the dark, luxurious drapery and neon signs add an air of drama. Carefully curated mismatched sofas and armchairs pull the room together and purposely industrial-looking rails house dresses, suits, and more, but I don’t get time to take it all in as Enzo steps in front of me.

      ‘Angie is an incredible designer. I can’t wait to see what she comes up with for you.’

      ‘Lorenzo, you flatter me,’ she says in her Brooklyn accent as she steps between us. ‘Okay, sweetheart, take down your hair. What shall we do for you?’

      The question is to herself — an answer isn’t required from me. I know that as she looks me up and down before immediately stepping away.

      ‘She’s going to be on my arm, Angie, so maybe you could use my suits as inspiration.’

      She turns her head and glares at him.

      ‘Are you telling me you need these for next week?’

      He grins. ‘Did I not mention that on the phone? Silly me.’

      ‘Lorenzo, it’s impossible. I can’t turn around five dresses from design to complete in that time.’ She stands with her hands on her hips, and he slides close to her, working his charm, and I know she’s done for.

      ‘Angela, any other designer, sure, but you’re the best there is.’ She looks up at him, and I smile as I see that familiar look. The one everyone gets when they look at Enzo and the one that makes my clothes try and remove themselves every time. ‘I’ll pay double,’ he adds, and I laugh.

      ‘Sweet-talker. Let’s get to work.’

      

      ‘What about this?’ Angie says as she holds up a soft pink fabric against my skin, and Enzo shakes his head.

      ‘No, that’s not right. She looks amazing in blue, and it will fit well with mine.’

      I stand there like a dress-up doll, listening to Enzo reeling off what I look good in, and I’m powerless. He doesn’t seem to realise the effect his words are having on me, but I’m a puddle.

      He’s noticed everything. All this time and he remembers my hair up, down, and everything in between. He knows red lipstick suits me, he loves how I look in trouser suits, and that mustard is my favourite colour next to black. He knows I like a high heel but love a flat, and that I am not only comfortable showing my figure, but I enjoy it — it makes me feel…

      ‘Powerful,’ he says, making me snap my attention to him as he seemingly reads my mind and takes me right back to that first night together.

      ‘Powerful?’ Angie questions, and he smiles.

      ‘Yeah. I don’t want Dillon’s clothes to be pretty and unassuming. She’s a fucking powerhouse and deserves a wardrobe that shows that to the world.’

      My breath catches in my throat as he stares into my eyes and looks at me the way he did that first night, the way he did at the gala, and I look at him the same way.

      ‘Angie, can we have a minute,’ he says, dismissing the designer from her own workshop, before stepping up onto the podium without hesitation and finding my lips with his.

      Enzo holds me tight against his body as I push my fingers up into his soft wavy hair. I gasp as his tongue rolls across mine, and he pulls me even closer than before.

      I want him. My god, I want him.

      As Enzo touches my cheek and pushes his fingers into my hair, I stroke mine down his side, to his stomach, flexing them against the hard muscles there and whimpering as he reacts, moaning against my lips.

      ‘Ahem.’

      The sound of Angie clearing her throat pulls us out of our bliss, and we break the kiss, looking at each other and wondering how the fuck that just happened and where we go from here.

      ‘I hate to interrupt, really, but we’re on a pretty tight timescale here.’

      He takes a slight step back, and both of us look down at the clear bulge in his trousers.

      Unconsciously, I lick my lips… I want that.

      ‘I’ll give you a minute to compose yourselves — change your undies.’

      Angie steps out of the room once more, and her words make me laugh. Enzo joins me, and as we laugh away the tension of the moment, he leans in to place his lips against my forehead before saying quietly.

      ‘We need to talk.’ And I nod. We do. I just have no idea what we’re going to say.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Enzo
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      I have to step outside for a minute as Angie gets to work, measuring Dillon and finalising her designs.

      What the fuck just happened? I mean, sure, there’s tension between us; we’ve always had that, but we’ve been keeping it pushed down, sticking to our own rules, and now we’ve made out like a couple of teenagers, in front of Angie. She’s discreet, at least. I know that for sure.

      What does this mean, though?

      I need to get Dillon alone and clear this up. More than ever, I want to tear up that fucking contract and have her be mine, for real. I don’t know how I’m going to react if she pulls back again.

      ‘Hey,’ she says, joining me on the street, and it surprises me. I put away my phone and the photo of her that I couldn’t take my eyes off.

      ‘Hey, are you done?’ I question, looking behind her expecting to see Angie.

      ‘Yeah, she asked me to come back on Tuesday, and she’ll have some things ready for fitting.’

      She seems sheepish — we both do. I nod and shuffle awkwardly.

      ‘Should we…’ I start.

      ‘Do you want to head down to the bridge? I feel like we need a view and to just take a breath.’

      I look her in the eyes and understand. She’s as torn up inside as I am.

      We walk quietly until we see a cab, then take a ride out to my favourite viewpoint and find a place to sit.

      I see a coffee cart, and without asking if she wants one, head over to get us both a drink. I need a minute away from her and her gravitational pull to figure out how to handle this. I know she’s resolute about not wanting a relationship, but I also know I’m certain I do want one, and I didn’t get to where I am by rolling over.

      I can’t force her, though, can I? I can’t throw a tantrum because I want it, and she’s saying no, and then just expect her to give in.

      I don’t want to call the deal off this close to the wedding, but actually, maybe that’s best. Maybe dealing with shit from my family for losing her is better than the torture of having her on my arm but not in my bed.

      As I reach into my pocket for cash to pay for the coffees, my phone vibrates against my arse cheek, and I pull it from my back pocket.

      @BenitoR has commented on your photo:

      It’s a photo of Dillon on the terrace, grinning widely with a bagel in her hand, her hair pulled up loosely on top of her head, and she’s wearing my favourite grey hoody — the one that now smells of her perfume.

      I called Nonna. She is bursting! She can’t believe you finally met somebody (I can’t believe you met somebody that looks like that, and you’re risking her being around me!) Look forward to stealing her from you at the wedding, cuz!

      My cousin, Benito, is, for want of a better term, a loveable douche. He lives with my aunt Carla in New Jersey, and he’s everything reality TV would have us believe about New Jersey Italians and more.

      I try not to be too hard on him. He’s just a kid really.  His dad died when he was a toddler and my aunt Aida, his mum — my dad’s sister, passed away when he was twelve, so that’s when our aunt became his guardian and brought him to the States. He’s been raised by Carla and her husband, Don, and they’ve done a great job, but he’s pretty exhausting. He splits his time between the gym, tanning shops, and his job at their family pizzeria, but he is certain he’s going to make it huge as a DJ one day.

      Despite us being completely different in so many ways, Benny looks a lot like me and always puts family first. He saves money to fly to see Nonna a couple of times a year and tries to do things like convince her to move in with one of our aunties in Italy, give her money, and do her shopping for her. She doesn’t let him though.

      She doesn’t like being fussed over by anyone: my aunties, my dad, and especially none of us grandkids. She’s the one who does the fussing.

      We have a special relationship: her and me. Dad is her oldest child and only son, and I was the first-born grandchild, so she wouldn’t ever admit it, but she definitely favours my dad and me, and everyone knows it.

      The last few times I’ve seen her, she’s become more and more concerned about the fact I’m getting older, and I’m alone. Last time, just a few weeks ago, when I flew over to see her for a few days to tell her I was flying her to the states in style for the wedding, she cried, not with joy at the first-class tickets, but with worry, for me. I’d only seen her cry once before, when Aida died, but now she was crying for me, because of me, and it broke my heart.

      I started worrying then about seeing her at the wedding. I couldn’t be the one to reduce her to tears again. I couldn’t bear to ever see her cry again, for any reason, but definitely not because of me. Not to mention that my aunties tell me constantly that the worry about me dying alone is going to make her sick; that me not carrying on the family name is sending her to the grave with a broken heart.

      When I asked Dillon to come here with me, I wasn’t thinking of my grandmother, I was thinking of myself, of keeping Dillon in my life, and of giving myself some time off the incessant nagging of my family, but once she agreed, Nonna was in the forefront of my mind. Even though I knew it was fake, and I’d have to find some way of getting out of it, letting the family down, all I could focus on was seeing Nonna so happy that I’d found someone.

      Then, after the meal with my family, after Dillon made it clear it was all an act for her, and Dad text me to tell me how happy I was going to make Nonna and how proud he was that I’d found someone so special, it broke me. I’ve never felt so torn.

      ‘Thanks,’ Dillon says, smiling softly up at me from the grass as I hand her a coffee, and I sit.

      ‘I love it up here,’ I say, looking out at the Golden Gate Bridge and remembering a lifetime of happy memories with that landmark as a backdrop.

      ‘It’s a great spot. I’ve never been up here before,’ she says quietly, and I sigh.

      ‘What the hell just happened?’ I blurt, diving in and turning to look at her as she does the same to me, but she says nothing. She looks like she wants to, like she’s trying to find words, but nothing comes out, and she returns her attention to the bridge. ‘I want more, Dillon. I can’t help it. I can’t stop it.’

      ‘Please, Enzo.’ Her voice cracks, and she closes her eyes. When she opens them and looks at me, I notice the glisten of dispelled tears, and I fight the urge to pull her to me. ‘Please don’t ask me for more than I can give.’

      Her last words are almost a whisper as her voice tightens, and I know now, more than ever that she cares, but it frightens her. I just need to know why.

      ‘You feel it. I know you do, so what are you afraid of? Why are you so intent on pulling away? I would never hurt you.’

      ‘Enzo…’ She shuffles uncomfortably, turning her face away from me, and I decide I need to back off, be softer.

      ‘Dillon,’ I sigh. ‘Please talk to me, tell me why we can’t be more than this.’

      I reach out and take her hand, and she turns to me.

      ‘I wish…’ She looks down at our hands, mine on top of hers on the grass, then turns hers over and links her fingers with mine. ‘Enzo, I look at you and imagine what it would be like waking up next to you every day. Those types of thoughts have never entered my head before. I wish I could give in to them,’ she closes her eyes, ‘but I just… I can’t.’

      As she returns her gaze to the view, I can see she’s not really looking at it. Her mind is somewhere else entirely.

      ‘Can’t we try? Isn’t it worth that?’ I press softly.

      ‘Please, Enzo.’ She looks down at our hands again. ‘Maybe I should leave.’

      She releases my hand and stands, and my heart pounds in my chest. She makes me feel so lost, so unsure. It’s not a feeling I’m used to, and I hate it.

      ‘Forget it,’ I say, quickly standing and grabbing her hand to pull her attention back to me. ‘Forget today — forget the kiss.’ I don’t want to lose her company, and I don’t want to see tears in my grandmother’s eyes, and the fear of both of those things is overwhelming. ‘Please, Dillon. We can do this.’

      She looks down at our hands, then as she releases me, she looks up into my eyes.

      ‘I need to think,’ she says softly, then walks away.

      

      Dillon isn’t coming back to my place tonight. She texted to say she caught up with an old friend who offered her the use of her guest room tonight. I think it’s wise. We both could use the space.

      I can’t believe how empty the place feels without her here, though. I’m always here alone, except for the rare occasions my family stay, or if Marcie comes by, but I never really enjoy the place with anyone.

      These past few days, as well as seeing the city through Dillon’s eyes, I’ve seen my home through them too. We’ve laughed at stupid films whilst lying at opposite ends of the sofa, cooked together, and worked out together. We’ve shared breakfast on the terrace and read in the den whilst listening to music. It’s been the greatest few days of my life.

      My sister is landing here tomorrow, and Dillon and I are supposed to be sharing a room and then a tent, but I’ve gone from worrying how we manage that, to worrying she may not even be around at all.
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      When my alarm wakes me early the next morning, I roll over and groan. My dick is hard, again, as it has been every morning that we’ve been here, after going to bed thinking of her and smelling her all over the apartment.

      Unlike the other mornings, it doesn’t feel right to think of her while I take care of myself, so I just pick up my phone for some aimless scrolling while I wait for it to go away.

      When I turned sixteen, I received a card from my uncle Marco, Mum’s youngest brother. It had a list of inappropriate advice that only the young fun uncle could get away with giving his nephew and have it taken seriously. One of the things on there was never waste an erection, you never know how many you’re going to get, and honestly, it fucking terrified me.

      For the next few years, I took every opportunity for a wank or to have sex, convinced it was just suddenly going to stop. My worries eased as I got older, but if I wake up with morning glory, I usually see it as a golden opportunity that I take full advantage of. Not today, though. Knowing she’s not here and that I don’t know if she’s coming back, it just feels wrong.

      I open Instagram. Twelve new comments and twenty-three new likes — great. I’m trying to not think about her, and now I’m going to look at the photos of her, of us. I could put my phone down, I know, but honestly, I need to see her face.

      Most of the likes are on the latest photo, from yesterday, before the shit hit the fan. Dillon took it on my phone while we walked to the boutique. She’s leaning into me, smiling, and I’m kissing the top of her head. Nobody looking at the photo would know that behind my sunglasses, I was in a state of complete bliss, inhaling the smell of her shampoo.

      I sigh, knowing that my family would have all woken up in different time zones, thinking I was in this blissful relationship whilst my fake girlfriend was walking away from me.

      I look at the comments:

      Beautiful couple x

      You look so happy, Lorenzo x

      Welcome to the family, Dillon

      Then there’s some obscene emojis from Benito to balance it out.

      The other comments spread across the different photos I’ve posted. There haven’t been many, just four in total, but I’ve probably only posted that many in the four years I’ve had the account, so my family have jumped on it like bees around a honey pot.

      I can’t bear it. I look at the photos: her smile, her eyes, her fucking legs. So much for waiting for it to go away… fuck it.

      I close my eyes, reach under the covers, and take my uncle’s advice.
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      ‘Where’s Dillon?’ Giovanna asks after greeting me on their arrival at my place.

      ‘She stayed with an old friend last night,’ I explain, putting on a pot of coffee and feeling my sister’s eyes burning a hole in my back.

      ‘Why?’ her tone is suspicious, and I turn to face her, leaning back against the counter and folding my arms across my chest defensively. ‘Are you fighting? Have you broken up?’

      I let out a shocked laugh, ‘Fucking hell, Gi, no. She hasn’t seen her friend in four years and went to catch up. Jesus.’

      ‘Well, you can’t blame me for being worried. It’s taken you an absolute age to find someone, and we’re all just waiting for you to fuck it up.’

      ‘Cheers for that,’ I reply sarcastically and turn to make the coffee.

      ‘I’m going to unpack. Are we in the corner room?’ she asks, changing the subject. I panic as it’s the room Dillon has been using.

      ‘No, Dillon has some things in there.’ She opens her mouth to speak, frowning, and I jump in. ‘Before you start, we haven’t been together that long, Giovanna. I wanted her to have some space for her things, and to herself, if she needed it.’

      She eyes me suspiciously, but before she can question things further, the door opens, and Dillon walks in.

      My heart beats fast in my chest, wondering where I stand with her and at the sight of her; her long black hair is slightly wavy, probably from the way she had it tied up yesterday; she looks gorgeous.

      ‘Dillon,’ Gi says enthusiastically and moves to hug her. ‘It’s so good to see you again.’

      ‘You too. Sorry, I wanted to be back before you got here, but time got away,’ she explains, smiling genuinely, and Giovanna shakes her head.

      ‘Oh, don’t worry. I know how it gets when you haven’t seen someone for a long time.’

      Dillon hugs Roberto and then walks towards me.

      ‘Okay?’ I say, trying not to show any worry on my face that Giovanna will pick up on, and Dillon nods before placing a hand on my chest and lifting up on her toes to kiss me lightly on the lips. As she lowers down, we look each other in the eyes, and as Giovanna excuses herself and Roberto to unpack, I know she buys it.

      ‘I wasn’t sure you were coming back,’ I say quietly, and Dillon steps back and leans against the island.

      ‘Well, all my things are here,’ she says dryly, turning up the corner of her mouth, and I look down for a moment, then back to meet her eyes.

      ‘Is that the only reason you came back?’ I ask, and she looks behind her to make sure Gi is not in earshot.

      ‘I’m sorry I can’t give you what you want, but I don’t intend on backing out of the deal we made. So it’s up to you to decide if you can go through with it, knowing that’s all it can be.’

      I fall silent. I didn’t expect her to be so blunt, but I’m oddly grateful for it. I take a deep breath and consider the reality of her words. Dillon will never be more to me than a business associate, and I’m going to have to make my peace with that.

      I hold out a hand for her to take but have no words to add. She shakes it, then slowly turns on her heels and walks away.
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      ‘You can’t sleep on the floor in your own home,’ I whisper as Enzo sets up a makeshift bed in his room with blankets and cushions.

      ‘I can. It’s fine. Besides, Giovanna already thinks we’re fighting, so if she comes in, we’ll go with that.’ He motions towards the bed. ‘Get comfy.’

      I try to stifle my laughter, and he glares at me. ‘This is ridiculous,’ I snort, and he starts to laugh with me. ‘You have millions in the bank, five bedrooms in this place alone, not to mention we’re in our thirties, and you’re making up a bed on the floor.’

      ‘What else am I supposed to do?’ he says, letting his laughter subside and dropping his hands by his side.

      ‘The bed is huge, Enzo. I’m wearing PJs, and as long as you keep a t-shirt on, it’ll be fine.’ I smile.

      Things were a little odd this morning when I got back from Callie’s, but a couple of hours putting on a show for Gi and Roberto, and we’ve fallen right back into having fun together.

      ‘Want to watch a film?’ he suggests, and I nod.

      ‘Sounds perfect.’

      We get comfortable on the bed, me under the covers and him on top of them, and room for two more people in between us, and Enzo puts on a movie. We can do this.
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      We did it. Two nights in the same bed, two days with Enzo’s sister and her fiancé, and everything is still as planned.

      I feel a little like we have turned a corner, both accepting this for what it is and just able to enjoy each other’s company whilst it lasts; maybe that’s just blind optimism, I guess time will tell.

      Today we’re heading to the beach for the stag and hen party and my first introduction to some of Enzo’s wider family. I feel a little nervous, but at least I have him, Gi, and Roberto.

      Enzo is driving us up the coast. He hasn’t driven at all since we’ve been here, so I was surprised when he brought it up at breakfast, but he’s full of surprises, so I should just start expecting them at every turn.

      I climb into the front of the car Enzo hired for the weekend to drive us to the beach, and a giddy Giovanna and Roberto cosy up in the back. Wedding fever seems to have well and truly taken hold of them this morning, and it’s really sweet to be around.

      The scenery is spectacular as we drive up the coast, towering cliffs on one side and the rolling ocean on the other. Giovanna seems bored of the drive and has started asking questions like, ‘Do you think you’ll get married?’ and making statements like, ‘Ugh, I bet you still have loads of sex. I miss the honeymoon period.’ To which I laugh loudly, Enzo protests, and Roberto reminds her that they are about to have a real honeymoon period.

      Hearing her playfully growl in response causes Enzo to audibly grind his teeth and grip the steering wheel tightly. Laughing again, I reach across and take hold of his hand. He glances across at me and smiles before kissing the backs of my fingers, and I ignore the somersaults my stomach is doing to simply smile back at him.

      Enzo’s plans for the weekend have paid off. Giovanna practically bursts when she steps onto the beach and sees all her and Roberto’s closest friends waiting to celebrate their upcoming nuptials. She’s so grateful, and I’m so happy that all Enzo’s efforts are appreciated.

      Enzo and I head straight for our tent before saying hello to anybody, as he wants to make sure I’m okay.

      We hear the music kick in, and the squealing, singing, shouting, and laughter start to build as the cousins and friends out there begin to celebrate the happy couple.

      ‘Are you ready for this?’ he asks as I look around the tent. ‘This is probably your last chance to duck out.’

      ‘I’m not ducking out, Enzo. I told you I’d hold up my end, and I will. I’m more anxious about sharing this bed with you.’ I look at the bed and draw his attention to it. It’s a lot smaller than his, meaning we’ll be a lot closer. If his body touches mine in the dark and quiet of night, I don’t know if I’ll have the power to ignore it.

      ‘Oh, don’t worry, why do you think we have the chaise?’ He points to the large chaise long in the corner, and I love that he thought ahead. I smile, and he nods towards the door. ‘Ready?’ I nod and take the hand he’s holding to me. Here we go.

      ‘Lorenzo!’ We hear his name called out almost immediately as we leave the tent, and so begins the onslaught of cousins and friends that want to meet me, hug me, kiss my cheeks, and look me up and down.

      When Enzo said his family was intense, I definitely did not fully appreciate what he meant. I’m suddenly thankful that we have this weekend so that it’s not a complete tsunami of Italians washing over me at the wedding.

      When Enzo leaves me with Roberto and goes to get us some drinks, I suddenly feel very exposed, and before long, I fall prey to a circling shark.

      ‘So, you’re the beautiful girl everybody’s talking about.’ The accent is strong, New York or New Jersey, and the person speaking to me looks a lot like Enzo — if Enzo were four shades darker, a foot shorter and ten years younger. He bites his lip as he looks me up and down and holds out a hand to me, and I realise Roberto has stepped away.

      ‘I’m Ben...’

      ‘Don’t touch his hand,’ Enzo interrupts from behind me, ‘you don’t know where it’s been.’

      I’m amused by the slight American twang in his voice. It’s been coming and going the whole time we’ve been here. He says it happens whenever he’s in the states or in conversation with his American family for any extended period of time. He is actually American, after all, but I’m so used to the softly spoken, Oxford-educated, London-savvy dreamboat that I’m now so completely familiar with that it amuses me to hear his voice in a different way.

      ‘Lorenzo, you should know better than to leave a girl like this alone when I’m around. If you want to keep her, you gotta keep a hold of her.’

      ‘She’s not a puppy, Benito, and she’s more than capable of taking care of herself.’

      Ah, this is Benito. Enzo has told me about him, and now it all makes sense.

      ‘Aww,’ I say in my most patronising tone. ‘This is little Benny.’ I reach out and pinch his cheek, and he brushes my hand away.

      Enzo laughs and pulls his cousin into a hug, kissing his cheek, and I hear him say, with his voice slow and low, ‘Stay away from my girl.’ And I think I might come. Right here and now.

      I’m not his girl, and it wasn’t a real threat, but it sounded possessive and sexy, and I loved it.

      After the initial onslaught, the party is really fun. I manage to relax and enjoy talking to everyone. Most of Giovanna’s friends just want to know what Enzo is like in bed, how he’s hung, how much sex we have, all of which I graciously duck out of answering and walk away in shock at their brazenness but actually, it’s just really nice to meet new people.

      As the sun starts to dip in the sky, I try to find a moment of quiet to reset a bit. As I walk away from the party, I make eye contact with Enzo, and he furrows his brow. I shake my head, smiling and holding up a hand to let him know I’m fine.

      I find a quiet spot to sit, and enjoy the warmth of the afternoon sun, then close my eyes and just breathe in time with the rolling waves, calming the bubbling anxiety in the pit of my stomach and giving myself permission to enjoy where I am.

      ‘So, you’re Dillon,’ a soft female American voice says behind me, and I turn and look up. The small woman with platinum blonde hair and exquisite style raises her sunglasses to her head and looks down at me.

      ‘I am.’ I smile, and she sits, turning her body to me.

      ‘I’m Marcie. I’m…’ she starts.

      ‘I know who you are.’  I smile even more brightly than before and hold out a hand to her. She looks down at it then as though it’s a ticking bomb before she takes it. ‘Nice to meet you.’

      ‘Your name is on everybody’s lips, must be nice to be the centre of attention instead of the bride,’ she says, and I now realise what this conversation is. It’s not a friendly introduction — she’s about to piss all over Enzo and try to mark him as hers, metaphorically speaking, of course.

      ‘Well, not really, but Gi is understanding. I guess it’s exciting for everyone that Enzo finally found someone.’

      I’m a bitch. Am I a bitch? I feel like a bitch… but I sort of like it.

      The thing about me is I hate women that try to steal another woman’s crown rather than fix it. Women have never been competition to me — in my mind, we’re in it together. In this case, Marcie really is no competition because Enzo and I aren’t together; but if she wants to play that game, I’ll get my kit on.

      ‘Look, Dillon. You seem a sweet girl—’ Sure Marcie, the five-second conversation we’ve had tells you that, does it? ‘But I know Lorenzo, and he may be serious about you for now, but I guarantee you, it won’t last. The pressure of the wedding and seeing his family will have convinced him he needed a girlfriend, but he’ll be bored of you soon enough.’

      Oh, shit. Maybe she knows him better than I gave her credit for. I don’t think he would get bored that quickly. I don’t believe that’s Enzo at all, but she’s certainly right about the wedding.

      ‘What are you trying to achieve here, Marcie?’ I cut to the point.

      ‘Him and me, we’re endgame,’ she bites. ‘You are merely a pawn in this, I’m sorry, but it’s true.’ She’s not sorry. ‘You know we’re still sleeping together, right?’

      ‘I do, actually.’ I raise my glasses to let her see there’s no panic in my eyes. ‘Don’t try and play games with me, Marcie, because you will lose. Don’t throw things out there that you think he won’t have told me because you have no idea about our relationship. You aren’t a threat to me.’ I stand and look down at her. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, Marcie, it really is. Now I should be getting back.’

      As I walk back towards Enzo, he looks at me, and his face lights up, then he looks behind me, and his brow furrows. He holds out a hand for me.

      ‘What did she say to you?’ he says, and I look up at him.

      ‘Nothing important.’ I smile, and knowing she’s not far behind me, I reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him.

      Enzo wraps his arms around my back and picks me up, just for a moment, just while he kisses me, but I love it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One
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      ‘Are you okay after your Marcie encounter?’ I ask as I start to make up my bed on the chaise, and Dillon sits on the bed, hugging her legs. The party is still going strong outside, but Dillon and I decided to take our leave early, creating quite a buzz as everyone seemed excited about us going to bang, as Benito so eloquently and so loudly declared.

      I fucking wish.

      ‘Yeah, I’m okay.’ She shrugs, and I worry what Marcie may have said — she can be a vindictive cow when she wants. I’m surprised she hasn’t sought me out yet and tried to convince me that Dillon isn’t right for me. ‘She said you’re still sleeping together. Does that mean more recently than you told me? Not that it’s my business,’ she asks, and I watch her hug her legs tighter, defensively.

      ‘Fucking Marcie.’ I look up, exasperated. ‘No, it doesn’t. Since I met you, I haven’t been with anyone else.’ Not that it’s her business.

      ‘Enzo!’ Giovanna calls my name and bursts into our tent.

      ‘Gi, fuck’s sake.’ I panic, looking from my sister to Dillon and then to the bed clearly made up on the chaise. Giovanna follows my line of sight.

      ‘Why have you made a bed up?’ She glares at me, then Dillon. ‘Why is there another bed?’

      ‘Ask your brother,’ Dillon spits venomously, and I look at her as Gi snaps her gaze to me. It takes me a moment of glaring eye contact and possibly a bit of telepathy for me to remember the conversation in my bedroom back at the apartment. Giovanna already thinks we’re fighting, so if she comes in, we’ll go with that.

      ‘Are you fighting? Enzo, what have you done?’ Her tone is accusatory, and it irks me — why is she taking Dillon’s side? Fucking hell, Enzo, you’re not actually fighting with your fake girlfriend, chill out.

      ‘Giovanna, not your business,’ I snap and glare at Dillon, who quickly looks away, clearly trying not to laugh, which makes me do the same. ‘What do you want?’ I change the subject to try and take the pressure off us.

      ‘Ugh,’ Giovanna huffs. ‘You men are all fucking idiots.’ I roll my eyes and wait for her to elaborate. ‘Benny has just screwed my bridesmaid, and now my wedding is going to go to shit because there will be tension of one sort or another, and now you’re screwing up the best thing that’s happened to you, and I’m pissed off.’ She stamps her foot.

      She’s an actual genius, my sister. She wouldn’t be out of place in a room full of Nobel prize winners, scientists, composers, or world leaders; she could more than hold her own, but she just stomped her foot like a toddler because of wedding worries… matrimony madness is real.

      ‘Which bridesmaid?’ I ask, knowing that will stop her spiralling… momentarily at least.

      ‘Why does that matter?’ she snaps, glaring at me, and I pinch the bridge of my nose. I adore my sister, I really do, but I can’t wait for this wedding to be over, and her tantrums become Bobby’s problem.

      ‘Giovanna Maria, I am in the middle of trying to convince my girl not to leave me here. Do you think you can talk to, oh, I don’t know, your fiancé about this?’

      She looks up at me, and her eyes soften, then she turns to Dillon.

      ‘Is this because of Marcie? I know she can be a lot, but please don’t leave, Dillon, please.’

      My fake girlfriend looks up at my sister and takes a deep, thoughtful breath. She looks torn up, and I’m ready to give her an Oscar now, honestly.

      ‘Gi, I’m sorry, I can’t be your big brother right now. I need to fix this.’ I gesture towards Dillon. ‘Can you just find Roberto, please, or talk to Benny.’

      Giovanna nods, reaches up to hug me, and leaves, and I walk over to the bed, my mouth hanging open as Dillon covers hers with both hands, her eyes wide and playful.

      ‘Oh, I feel bad,’ she says through her fingers, and I scoff.

      ‘Nah, she loves a bit of drama. It’s all good.’

      She lowers her hands and smiles. ‘Our first fight, what a milestone.’

      I shake my head and push her down on the bed as I stand up, making her cackle loudly and my stomach flip at the sound.
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      Last night was okay. The chaise was comfy enough, and Dillon slept soundly. She laughed loudly in the middle of the night, making me jump up, but she was still asleep. It was adorable and hilarious. I have never known anyone to laugh in their sleep before, then again, I haven’t shared a bed or a room all night with that many people.

      I need to go for a run on the beach this morning as I didn’t think to have a gym installed for the weekend, silly me. Dillon is still asleep, and she looks divine. I wish I could climb into that bed with her and convince her not to waste what’s going on in my shorts, but she’s made things very clear, so I’m just going to run this one off.

      I’m not a massive runner. I use a treadmill for easy cardio, but I prefer to do other things like rowing and weights. My options are limited this morning, so I’ll make the most of it. At least the scenery is worth it.

      There’s a chill in the air. It’s only five-thirty a.m. The sun is only just starting to rise, and I love it. I feel like I’m the only one up and breathing, filling my lungs with clean air, and as I start to jog and then run, it gives me a rush.

      

      As I stretch off and sit to catch my breath, I watch the birds swooping and soaring — it’s hypnotic.

      ‘I’d have come with you,’ Dillon says behind me, and I turn to look at her. She has her hair pulled up — so effortlessly, so messy, and so gorgeous. And she’s wearing my hoody.

      ‘You looked cosy. I didn’t want to wake you.’ I smile before returning my gaze to the waves as she sits next to me on the sand.

      ‘Gosh, it’s really beautiful here,’ she says before stretching her arms up above her head and groaning.

      ‘It is, we used to come here all the time as kids, lots of happy memories.’

      She shivers, and I put an arm around her shoulder to warm her up as she leans into me, and I can’t resist turning to kiss her temple.

      This would be so easy, her and me. It already is, and then she’ll say something that reminds me this is nothing more than a contract to her. It doesn’t feel like that. I don’t believe her when she says it, but I have no choice but to follow her lead. I can’t force her to love me.

      ‘What’s on the cards for today?’ she asks, still leaning into me, filling my nose with her coconut shampoo and the perfume I adore. ‘Enzo,’ she pushes when I don’t answer.

      ‘Sorry, erm. Sports day,’ I say nonchalantly, and she straightens, turning to look at me.

      ‘Sports day? What like, egg and spoon race, tug of war, crying children and competitive parents kind of sports day?’

      I laugh. ‘Well, there’ll be no parents, but Benito will definitely cry. I know most of the girls won’t want to get involved, so don’t worry if it’s not for you.’

      ‘Are you joking?’ she says seriously before jumping up to standing. ‘Lorenzo, I don’t know your middle name, Romano. I am going to whoop your tight little backside into next week.’

      She jumps up and down and starts playfully shadow boxing, and I crack up.

      ‘Okay, Rocky, we’ll see about that.’ She grins and holds her hands out to pull me up. Instinctively, I place a hand on her back and hold her close to me as she stumbles backwards.

      ‘My middle name is Antonio, by the way,’ I say, looking down at her as she looks up.

      ‘Thanks, now I know what to put in your eulogy when I destroy you.’ She pushes on my chest and backs away with her arms out to the sides, and I shake my head, laughing, as I follow her back to our tent.

      Our tent has its own bathroom, self-indulgent, I know, but what’s the point in having money if I can’t enjoy luxury?

      Dillon gets onto the bed to video call her sisters while I take a shower. As I wait for the water to warm up, I hear her telling them what she’s been getting up to, but with no mention of me. They sound so like her, and it makes me smile as I close the bathroom door, giving us both the privacy we need.

      Stupidly, I didn’t think to bring my clothes into the bathroom, and now I have to go back into the bedroom in my towel to get them. I always love the way Dillon looks at me, but I feel embarrassed that she’s going to think I did this on purpose.

      I open the door and hear her still talking on the phone. I glance towards her, and as she turns her head and her eyes meet mine, she falls silent, and her mouth falls open, causing her sisters to prompt her to continue what she was saying.

      ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll call you back,’ she says and hangs up without a goodbye. I turn my back to her to find what I need and can’t keep the smile from my face.

      ‘That’s unfair,’ she says, and I reapply my poker face before standing to face her again.

      ‘What?’ I feign innocence as she gets out of the bed and walks towards me.

      ‘Don’t what me.’ She smiles. ‘Are you done in there?’ She gestures towards the bathroom, and I nod yes. Without hesitation, she unzips and removes my hoody, her fucking glorious tits bursting out of the lace bra that was all she had on underneath it, before turning and walking to the bathroom, looking back and hooking her fingers into the top of her leggings as she smiles and kicks the door closed. Fucking tease.

      

      I dress as soon as I’m able to actually get my boxers on and leave to let Dillon get herself sorted. I have a sports day to set up.

      Marcie, two of Giovanna’s bridesmaids, and a few of her friends have made it very clear they aren’t taking part in the fun. Dillon, Gi and her third bridesmaid are more up for it than the guys, though, and their competitive nature is showing.

      Becky and Gi absolutely bossed the three-legged race and left all the guys for dust. Dillon and I sat that one out and decided to adjudicate, now though, it’s time for a beanbag race, and I have faith that my beachy waves are going to hold that bad boy in place while I nail this thing.

      Dillon’s hair is fair too silky — she doesn’t stand a chance.

      Giovanna is taking a breather to referee this one but is definitely showing her bias.

      ‘Dillon, you have got this,’ she yells.

      ‘Referee, come on.’ One of the guys protests, and I turn to her.

      ‘You know I’m your only brother, right?’

      She puts a hand on her hip and points the whistle at me.

      ‘Right now, you’re just another penis in a sea of them.’ She points the whistle at Dillon. ‘That’s my sister right there.’

      Dillon laughs loudly next to me and picks up her beanbag. I look her in the eyes and lower my voice.

      ‘Oh, it’s on now.’

      Gi raises the whistle, and I put my beanbag on my head.

      ‘Ready—’ I lower my shoulders a little, streamlining my position. ‘Steady.’ I get my balance. I feel like I’ve been preparing for this my whole life — this is my moment. ‘Go!’

      Gi blows the whistle, and Dillon nudges my shoulder, making my beanbag fall off, before taking off like a rocket. The sneaky little shit.

      I chase after her, leaving the beanbag on the ground and grab her around the waist, picking her up and swinging her backwards, making her scream with laughter. I lose my balance as we spin and fall down onto the sand, howling as everyone else slips away, and it’s just the two of us.

      I lean over her, caging her in underneath me, and she smiles innocently up at me.

      ‘You little cheat,’ I say as she shuffles beneath me, giggling, and without intending to, I settle myself between her legs.

      I know we’re being watched. I haven’t looked up, but I can tell all eyes are on us; they’ve never seen me like this. I’ve never known myself like this, but it’s hard to care about anyone but her.

      ‘I don’t know what you mean. I just slipped.’ She bites her lip and wriggles underneath me but makes no effort to get out, no effort to move me, and I can’t help myself.

      I roll my hips into her and lower my mouth to hers. She moans against my kiss, and her hands move to my sides, slightly lifting my t-shirt and tickling my skin.

      ‘Get a room!’ A voice grabs my attention, and I look up to see most of the party starting to move on, but Benny, Giovanna, and Marcie are staring, two of them laughing, one with a face of thunder.

      I take a breath and look down at Dillon.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, gathering my senses and knowing I overstepped.

      ‘It takes two,’ she replies, turning up one side of her mouth into a half-smile, and I lean back, stand up and help her up.

      I wrap my arm around her shoulder and pull her close to me as we walk towards the bar.

      ‘I don’t know if we’re going to be able to see this through,’ I say, genuinely unsure whether we are going to make it through the wedding without either breaching the terms or ripping the contract up entirely.

      ‘Course we can — we just need to stay further away from the line.’

      I nod, then removing my arm, I playfully push her away and jog to get to the bar first.

      

      As I sip from my beer bottle, the sun disappearing and the dark descending, I watch Dillon dancing with my sister and her friends in the light of the fire pit. She’s laughing with Giovanna, and the sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach causes me to need to get away for a minute. I consider heading back to the tent but decide against it and head off for a walk along the beach to clear my head.

      Things have become too blurred. I’m in too far to back out now — my family are invested in this. My cousins have met and fallen in love with Dillon, and they’ve reported back to their parents. My grandmother knows she’s going to be meeting her, my parents are totally under her spell, and my sister, well, she’s taken her into her arms like an old friend, or worse, a sister.

      What the fuck was I thinking? I’m a smart man. I built an empire from fucking nothing, pretty much on my own, and yet my need for her and my need for an easier ride from my family has caused me to take them all down a road they never asked to travel.

      I met a girl in a club, we had an incredible night together, and that should have been it. I didn’t ask or expect to see her in that boardroom, but I could and should have left it at that. I should have acknowledged the awkwardness of the situation and resigned myself to working alongside her whilst Davis was off, but she blew me away.

      I knew she was different the night we met. She worked her way into my brain and wouldn’t get out. I saw she was different when we started to work together but getting close to her since we came to our agreement, being in San Francisco with her, seeing her with my family, it’s all just deepened my feelings for her, and now I can’t imagine how I’m going to go back to life without her in it.

      All I want to do is sweep her off her feet, tell her how I feel, and spend my life making her laugh, making love to her, making a home with her. Every day that I look at her, see her smile, smell that bloody coconut shampoo or body cream, I think today is the day I’m going to tell her. Maybe if I tell her, she’ll realise it's safe to let go of whatever it is holding her back; but I know she won’t.

      Whatever it is, it’s a very real barrier for her, one she’s just not willing or able to cross, no matter how much she might want to.

      I have to harden my heart to her. I have to stop looking at her the way I do. I have to stop seeing her as my future when she’s not even my present. She’s an employee, and that’s as much as Dillon Benedetto is ever going to be to me.

      I make my way back towards the party but bypass the frivolities and head back to the tent. I just can’t bear to watch her charm my family anymore, knowing she’ll never be a part of it. It’s too hard.
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      ‘Enzo,’ I say quietly as I enter the tent. He’s asleep on the chaise, and he looks perfect.

      Today was so fun. I had such a great time with everybody, but especially him. I pull up the blankets so that he doesn’t get cold and get myself ready for bed.

      He left the party early, without a word to anybody. I assumed he was just doing the rounds, talking to his family members, until I realised it had been two hours since I’d heard anything from him or seen a glimpse of him.

      I hope he’s okay. I know he never drinks much, so it wouldn’t have been that — maybe he was just tired. Or maybe he didn’t want to be around me any longer.

      I have made so many mistakes. I’ve allowed him to push, overstep, and I’ve done the same, then I turn around and tell him we can’t be more than this. It’s not fair, and I expect it’s weighing on him.

      As I climb into bed, preparing to make the journey back to the city tomorrow, I resign myself that I need to talk to him about how we move forward from here. There certainly can’t be any more teasing and flirting. It’s not fair, and it makes things too complicated.
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      ‘Morning,’ I say as I wake to see Enzo gathering up his things in the tent.

      ‘Morning,’ he replies monotonously with a quick sideward glance.

      ‘Did you sleep okay?’ I ask as I swing my legs out of bed and stretch up to standing.

      ‘Yep,’ he answers coldly, and I frown as I reach for his hoody that I’ve been wearing for days whenever I’m cold.

      ‘I’m just about to pack that,’ he says and takes it from me. I’m surprised at his demeanour.

      ‘Enzo, have I upset you? Did I do something wrong yesterday?’

      He takes a long inhale then sighs. ‘Dillon, you’ve done something wrong every day, but I’ve let you.’ Wow. I was not expecting that. I freeze, then take a step back, feeling suddenly defensive and needing to protect my space. He notices. ‘I’m sorry,’ he says quietly, then turns to sit on the chaise. ‘It’s just… we’ve pushed and pulled since I walked into your boardroom seven weeks ago. We can’t be more, but let’s flirt — we can’t be more, but let’s fuck, or we can’t be more, but let’s laugh and kiss, and strip and fall…’ he stops and takes a breath then another as my heart pounds in my chest. What was he about to say?

      ‘Do you want me to leave?’ I ask, feeling very unwelcome.

      ‘No. I want to see this through. We’ve come too close to the wedding now to call it off, but I want…’ he pauses. ‘I think we need to take this more seriously — as just a business deal.

      I step back again, then sit on the bed. He’s right, that’s what I wanted after all, but it stings a little to imagine not laughing with him anymore or feeling him close to me, other than when we’re putting on a show. ‘So how do we do this?’

      ‘We stay in our lane.’ He glances up at me, and we make eye contact for the first time this morning. ‘We got this so wrong. We enjoyed each other’s company so we thought we could have the best of all worlds, but we can’t. We have three routes available to us as far as I can see. We can be strictly business associates, putting on an act in front of people and remaining separate from each other when we’re alone. We can call the whole thing off, and you can go home, or we can admit there’s more to this and give it a try.’ He looks in my eyes for a moment longer, then away. ‘The second option doesn’t work for me because all of this up to now is for nothing if we just call it off, and the third option doesn’t work for you, for whatever your reasons are.’ There’s a slight bitterness to his tone that I haven’t heard before, but he doesn’t acknowledge it. He shows no signs of weakness, and I don’t really recognise this version of him. ‘It’s up to you to decide which route we go down, but I’d prefer if you made your decision before we get back to the apartment today so that we can be sure where we stand.’

      He stands, and without another word to me, leaves the tent, leaving me alone to gather my things and my thoughts.

      I need to speak to Liv. I look at the time; it’s about 2 a.m. in London. I can’t call her now. I send a text:

      Are you awake?  It takes a minute before two blue ticks appear on the message, and I’m so relieved, I could cry:

      Yeah, what’s up? You okay? Has he hurt you?

      I smile at my phone and her protectiveness:

      Can I call? Given the time, I have to check.

      Of course, give me 5. Not alone.

      I feel guilty. I assume she’s with the girl she’s been seeing, and I’m interrupting that. I leave the tent and walk around it to sit facing the sea. It calms me, a little at least.

      I click the video camera icon to call Liv and have to fight the urge to burst into tears at the sight of her lovely face.

      ‘Hey!’ she says brightly but quietly, grinning in the kitchen. ‘Miss you.’

      I smile. ‘Miss you too, Liv, so much.’

      ‘Do I need to get on a plane and cut a bitch?’ she says with a chuckle.

      ‘No, I may be on one home soon anyway.’

      ‘Talk to me,’ she says as she sits on our sofa and sips from a glass of water.

      I tell her everything, how wonderful it’s been, how it’s felt being so close to him, how I’ve been unable to keep my hands off myself at the thought of him, which she said she understood, way more seriously than the statement required. I tell her about the moment in the tent, how I brazenly stripped off and teased him, knowing he wanted more, that I’ve repeatedly told him he can’t have, and about the very public display on the beach yesterday.

      ‘He said we need to stay in lane, not flirt, not really interact when we’re not in front of his family. It’s too hard.’

      The thought of not talking to him, not laughing with him, guts me, and Liv can read me like a book.

      ‘Dillon, you like him. Just give it a shot,’ she implores.

      ‘Liv, I can’t.’ I look away. ‘And I just don’t think I can do this anymore. How on earth can I stand there, my arm in his, my lips on his, pretending to his family that I’m his girlfriend, when in reality, we can’t even talk to each other?’

      ‘Then come home. Get a flight and rip up the contract.’

      ‘Liv, how? He’s already paid me nearly seventy grand to be here, to be his girlfriend, and I’ve already spent most of that money. I have no way of paying that back, other than going to this wedding with him and seeing out the contract.’

      ‘I’m worried about you. I really think you need to get out of this one,’ she says, then looks up and smiles nervously.

      ‘Go, Liv. Go, be with your non-existent girlfriend.’ I smile weakly, and she nods.

      ‘I love you, D. Please be wise.’

      I nod, blow her a kiss, and hang up.

      I can’t go home, and I can’t give him more, so I guess staying in lane it is.

      

      Enzo orders a car for Giovanna and Roberto as they’re heading straight from the beach to the vineyard to spend some time alone there before the wedding. That means he and I have a long drive back to the city together, and as we say goodbye to his sister and her fiancé and get into the car to leave, I feel sick.

      As he pulls the car away from the beach, neither of us says anything, and the silence continues for at least twenty minutes. It’s torturous, but I don’t think either of us knows what to say. Is this what it’s going to be like? Silence until there’s someone there worthy of the pretence.

      ‘Do you want me to stop for anything, drink, toilet?’ Enzo asks after a while, I think just to say something and break the silence.

      ‘No, thank you.’ My voice is small, although the anxiety I’m feeling is not.

      I hear him take a deep breath but can’t bear to look at him.

      ‘Have you made a decision?’ he says, his voice almost as small as mine, and I swallow the nerves that are rising in me.

      ‘Yes. I’ll stay and stick to the contract.’ I keep my voice steady but turn to look out of the window, and he doesn’t respond.

      Deafening silence descends once again, filling the car and causing me to feel like I might actually throw up.

      What is wrong with me?

      He’s the most wonderful man. I’m attracted to everything about him, so why can’t I just give it a shot? Why am I so broken that I can’t just get over my issues and accept him into my life? I want to. For the first time, I see myself with someone, but I am terrified of giving in to this.

      I was eleven when I decided I never wanted a relationship or to have children. I remember it clearly.

      It was the day I had my first panic attack. Mum was in bed — she’d been there for three days. Nana had Shay as she was so little, but Kat and I were at home.

      Mum’s boyfriend at the time, if you can call him that, would walk around the house completely naked, talking about sex all the time.

      I knew what sex was. I’d seen it happen multiple times when Mum would leave her door open or just get to it on the sofa, so Kat had been forced to explain it to me younger than either of us would have liked.

      This particular day, I heard him shouting at Mum in her room, telling her he had needs and she wasn’t fulfilling them. He said maybe he should go and find either Kat or me and let us do what she couldn’t. She wasn’t able to stop him. She was at rock bottom, could hardly lift her head from the pillow.

      Kat hurriedly shut me in my room, and then I listened to her call out for Mum to help, but she didn’t, she couldn’t, so I did.

      I was terrified as I opened the door and ran down the stairs, Kat screaming at me to go back because she didn’t want anything to happen to me, but all I could see was his disgusting naked body pinning her down, his hand up her skirt and terror on her face. I reached for the nearest thing that I thought could hurt him, a vase on the window ledge at the bottom of the stairs. I threw it at his back, trying to make sure I didn’t hurt Kat, and he reared up. He roared at me like an injured animal, and I reached for something else. My hand landed on an umbrella, and I started swinging it at him wildly. Kat scrambled out from under him and grabbed Nana’s spare walking stick that she left at our house and started swinging right along with me, standing slightly in front of me, protecting me even after what she’d been through.

      He backed up to the door and reached for his coat, then stepped out into the street, stark naked, and screamed at us.

      ‘You’re as fucking mental as your psycho bitch mother — it must be catching. God help anything you spawn.’

      He left that day, and we didn’t see him again. Kat doesn’t talk about it, ever, and she never holds anything against Mum, but his words cut me like a knife.

      As he walked away, I dropped to my knees and gasped for air. I couldn’t breathe. I thought I was going to die. Tears streamed from my eyes, and my entire body trembled violently as Kat panicked and screamed for the neighbours to call for help. My throat burned, and I started to throw up, making it even harder to breathe than it already was. I was dying. I was sure of it.

      My first panic attack was terrifying, and when the doctor diagnosing it made a passing comment about the history of mental health conditions in the family, the link was made in my mind, and I set it in stone. From that day on, I would live my life expecting to get sick like Mum.

      I can’t have a relationship. I can’t fall in love with a man I’ll more than likely push away, cheat on, or just have to watch leave because he can’t cope with me, and there’s no way I’m going to have kids just so that they can see me suffer, or suffer themselves because I’m unable to care for them.

      I am sure it’s going to come. My thirst for fun and sex makes me even more certain of that. I’m never more like Mum than when I’m meeting men or doing something wild, and that’s the side of Mum that terrifies me.

      My feelings for Enzo don’t change my resolve because losing him at the end of this agreement will be hard enough. If I let him in to lose him when I inevitably get sick, it will be devastating.

      I have considered telling him this, telling him about Mum to make this easier for him to understand, but I’ll be hurting him either way, so I don’t see the point in having a painful conversation if there’s nothing to gain.

      I feel tears well in my eyelids and fight to stop them falling, my breathing picking up speed as I try desperately to hide my feelings and my thoughts from the man next to me.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he asks, his voice softer now as he places a hand on my arm then pulls the car to a stop. ‘Dillon, breathe,’ I hear him say as I open the door and bolt out of the car to throw up.

      

      ‘Are you feeling any better?’ he asks as he passes me a bottle of water from the boot of the car, and I sit on the ground at the side of the road, trying to gather my thoughts and get my breath.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say quietly. ‘I must have drunk too much yesterday.’

      He crouches down next to me, and I look up to meet his eyes.

      ‘Are you sure that’s all it was?’ I can see it in his eyes — he knows what happened. He’s seen me panic before, and he knew what it was then too, this is something he’s familiar with. I think about Giovanna, how she becomes frantic and turns to him to calm her, and wonder if maybe he wouldn’t run — maybe this wouldn’t be new to him.

      I can’t do it. He can’t go from being her security blanket to mine.

      ‘Yeah, I’m sure. I feel better now. How embarrassing.’

      I smile up at him, and he looks at me for a moment, clearly not believing a word I’m saying, but he accepts it anyway.

      ‘Maybe we should stop for you to get some food then,’ he says, standing and holding out a hand to help me up. I take it and stand but quickly let go.

      ‘I’m fine. Let’s just get back.’

      He nods, then rounds the car and gets in, and I follow suit.

      

      Back at the apartment, I feel exhausted.

      ‘I’m going to go and get something to eat.’ Enzo says as we put down our bags, and I take off my shoes. ‘Do you want to…’ he stops himself from inviting me and takes a deep, thoughtful breath. ‘Do you need me to bring you anything back?’

      I shake my head, no. ‘I think I’m just going to lay down for a while.’

      As I bend down to pick up my bag, Enzo picks up his keys and leaves.

      I head back to my bedroom, put down my bag and flop down onto the bed. We have a week to go until the wedding. I know we can do this. We have to.
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      Maybe it would be easier if she stayed in a hotel for the next couple of nights, I consider as I drive around the city aimlessly trying to decide what I want to eat, but only thinking of her.

      The wedding is seven nights away. Today is Sunday, and we’re supposed to go to the vineyard on Thursday and fly home the following Saturday after seeing off all the family and having a few days to relax. I think the plan is going to have to change: for a start, Dillon and I are not going to be enjoying some downtime together after the wedding — that’s now certain. The job will be over by then.

      Why the fuck did I ever ask her to do this? Why didn’t I get an escort? I could surely have paid for believable chemistry, right?

      Not like this. I couldn’t pay for the way she looks at me or how natural it feels to put my arm around her or have her steal my clothes. For someone who has never had a boyfriend, she has got the role of girlfriend down perfectly.

      

      I can’t be bothered to think about what I want to eat anymore, and I’m getting bored driving around, so I pull into the next McDonald’s that I see and eat my body weight in junk food.

      By the time I get back to the apartment, the day is descending into night, and I expect to see the lights on and her sitting on the sofa with a glass of wine and reality TV on the big screen, but the place is dark and quiet. Her shoes are still by the door, so I assume she’s in her room.

      I can’t bear to sit there without her tonight. It’s all just too raw, so I head to my room, turn on the TV and flop down on to the bed. After the most amazing few days with her, the balloon has well and truly burst.
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      I have to make some calls this morning, so I set up my laptop at the breakfast bar. I have an office upstairs, and it makes more sense to sit up there, but honestly, I feel like I’m going to be eating my feelings, so I’m just going to hover as close to the fridge as I can.

      After my calls are done, I leave my earphones in and turn on my music. I wonder if or when Dillon will come out of her room. I don’t actually even know if she’s here. And then I do.

      I smell coconut before I see any sign of her, and it takes everything in me to not turn around, even just see what she’s wearing. Instead, I increase the volume of the music I’m listening to and pretend I don’t know she’s there. It’s easier to not talk to her at all than make awkward, cold small talk.

      In my peripheral view, I see her but keep looking at my screen. I don’t know if she’s said anything because I can’t hear anything over the music that’s deafening me, but she doesn’t make a point of getting my attention. She walks past me to put on her shoes, then opens the door and leaves.

      She didn’t have her suitcase, so hopefully, that’s a good sign, but not talking to her and not having her talk to me was hell.

      

      I need to see Angie today to get my suits for the wedding, so I shower and dress then head out. It’s not far to The Loft, but I decide to drive today. It’s hot, and I just can’t be bothered to walk without Dillon to talk to.

      ‘Hey, Angie,’ I say as she answers the buzzer.

      ‘Lorenzo, come up, come up.’

      I ascend the stairs to the top, push open the door, and almost choke on thin air.

      Dillon is here, standing on the podium in the navy blue jumpsuit Angie designed specifically to complement my tuxedo. She has her back to me, and it’s fully exposed thanks to the design. It hugs her backside, and I thank all that is good and holy for the squat rack, then it flares out into wide-legged trousers from the top of her thighs. She looks exquisite, and I’ve only seen the back.

      ‘Ahem.’ I clear my throat, one to compose myself and two to alert Dillon to my presence as I feel a little like a voyeur standing here watching her getting fitted.

      She twists to look in my direction, and her eyes widen, then she paints on a smile; the speed at which the mask is on surprises me. Although, I guess there’s a chance it’s not a mask, and she is happy to see me, even if she feels she shouldn’t be.

      ‘Lorenzo, would you look at this woman,’ Angie says, and I feel like telling her it’s impossible to do anything else.

      ‘Exquisite work, Angela, really.’

      ‘Turn around, honey, show him the front.’ Dillon turns slowly, hesitant maybe, and the double-breasted front that accentuates her small waist and gorgeous figure makes me swallow hard. She pulls her hair to one side and down her front as though using it to cover herself a little, perhaps not realising that her hair may just be my favourite part of her. ‘Lorenzo, come with me. Let’s get you dressed and see the outfits together.’

      I follow Angie through to the dressing rooms, glancing at Dillon as I pass, but she looks away.

      Once in my tux, I head back out to where Dillon still stands and make my way towards her.

      I notice the flare of her nostrils as she looks me up and down. She’s trying hard to stick to the plan, but the way she swallows, the slight pink flush on her cheeks, neck, and down into the low V of the jumpsuit gives her away.

      ‘You look fantastic,’ I say genuinely as I step onto the podium next to her, and she smiles slightly.

      ‘You don’t look half bad yourself.’ I’ll take that.

      ‘Holy fucking shit, look at you two. I swear, Lorenzo, if you weren’t already a very successful man, I would ask you to model my line.’ I laugh. ‘What about you, sweetie, feel like hitting the catwalk?’ she asks Dillon, and I wait for a smile, but she’s serious.

      ‘Oh.’ Dillon laughs nervously. ‘I think I’m more cut out for the boardroom.’

      I smile but can’t think of anything worth saying that won’t cross the line into flirtation, or at least be complimentary in a way that might make her uncomfortable given where we’re at. So I say nothing — I hate this.

      ‘Right, I need to get back. Angie, are my things ready?’ I ask, stepping down, then turning to Dillon. ‘Do you need a lift home?’ Home — the word just slipped out, but now I can’t put it back in, and I can’t stop imagining her there, all the time, with me.

      She shakes her head, no, but doesn’t speak, so I head back to get changed and pick up my clothes.

      Back at the apartment, I work out, take a shower, and consider what to eat for dinner. It feels strange to be actively trying to make sure I’m eating alone rather than including her. It feels rude. She’s a guest in my home… but she’s not. She’s an employee, I remind myself.

      As I sit at the table eating, the door opens, and Dillon walks in. I look up in time to see her look at me, then my food, and then away as she says hello, and heads to her room, and I know she was surprised that I had cooked and was eating without her. This is ridiculous.

      I stand and follow her, knocking on the door to her room and waiting.

      When she opens, she looks strained, like she’s not sure where to put herself.

      ‘I cooked enough for you,’ I say, explaining myself even though she hasn’t said anything. ‘I didn’t want you to think I was being rude, but I didn’t know when you’d be back.’

      She nods with a slight smile, then looks up to meet my eyes with hers.

      ‘I didn’t think you were rude. It was just a reality check, that’s all.’ Her honesty gut punches me. This is our reality now.

      I look at her for a moment, desperate to have her say something else, or kiss me, invite me into her room — anything to move past this hell and into the heaven I’m certain we’re destined for, but there’s nothing.

      ‘Okay, I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to head out, so I’ll see you tomorrow.’

      There’s a flicker in her eyes, a slight tightening of her lips, as though she wants to ask where I’m going or ask me to stay. Instead, she just swallows hard and says, ‘Okay.’ So I step back, then walk away.
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      We’re heading to the vineyard today, and things are tense.

      Enzo and I have only seen each other in passing the past couple of days and have barely uttered a word to each other.

      We’ve dodged each other in the kitchen. I’ve pretended to be asleep on the sofa just so I could act as though I didn’t know he had walked in — I knew. I smelled his woody vanilla sweetness, and every hair on my body stood to attention.

      We attempted to work out at the same time in the gym, but I had to leave. Watching him all pumped up and sweaty, taking out his aggravations on the punch bag, twisted my insides in a way I’ve never felt before. Let’s just say the wet patch I wiped off the bike I was using was definitely not just sweat.

      I couldn’t take it and headed to my room, and my shower, and my vibrator.

      I hate that I want him so much that I already need new batteries, but I can’t allow myself to be with him — to have the real thing.

      I don’t think he has the same frustrations as me. He hasn’t been home before midnight since Monday, and I have a nagging feeling he’s been with Marcie.

      It’s so stupid. He isn’t mine, but the thought of him being with anyone else, especially her, actually hurts.

      

      The drive to the vineyard is just over an hour. Steven is driving us, which is a surprise, but Enzo said he insisted. He wanted to make sure we got there safely and in style and didn’t trust anyone else with the job.

      ‘Hey, Steven,’ I say brightly as we exit the building and realise it feels like the first time I’ve been really happy to see someone in days. Without thinking or meaning to, I throw my arms around him and give him a hug.

      I feel him tense, then he laughs nervously as I step back.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say awkwardly. ‘I guess I’m missing proper London accents more than I realised.’ I cast a sideways nod towards Enzo, who is decidedly more well-spoken than Steven, and we all laugh.

      ‘Come along, peasants,’ Enzo exaggerates the plum in his mouth as he turns up his nose and opens my door, and I smile at Steven once more as I get into the car.

      Once we’re on the way, the conversation doesn’t flow well. There’s a screen between Steven and us, and it feels awkward, like we don’t know what to say to each other without an audience to play to.

      ‘You are actually quite well-spoken, you know,’ Enzo says after a really long time, far too long to be referring back to the earlier conversation, and I turn to him, smiling.

      ‘Not really. Not like you.’

      He grins. ‘Dillon, I don’t know what you think you sound like, but I assure you, you’re no Nancy.’

      I laugh loudly. ‘Lorenzo, did you just use a musical theatre reference to discuss my accent.’

      He laughs. It’s deep and slow, and I have to make a conscious effort not to growl in response.

      ‘I couldn’t think of anyone else with a cockney accent to compare you to.’

      ‘So you went straight to Oliver Twist and a prostitute?’ I laugh again, and he taps my knee.

      ‘Okay, okay, maybe not the greatest reference.’ He shrugs his shoulders, and I look down at the hand still resting on my knee, thankful for the thick denim of my jeans because if I felt his skin on mine, all bets would be off. This is bad enough.

      ‘You make me laugh,’ I say, quieter now, still looking at the hand on my knee, and he notices, then pulls it away.

      ‘I’ve missed hearing it,’ he replies honestly, and I look across to meet his eyes.

      ‘This week has been rough,’ I say, then exhale sharply, and he nods.

      ‘It’s been shit.’ He laughs.

      ‘At least you’ve had things to do to occupy you, I guess.’ Don’t do it, Dillon. Don’t open a can you don’t want opened.

      ‘Well, work has been pretty busy, so I guess that’s been a blessing,’ he says, lightly tapping the side of his fist against the seat beneath him.

      ‘Yeah, plus,’ Dillon Lucia Benedetto, don’t you do it. ‘You’ve had Marcie to entertain you.’ I did it.

      His fist stills on the seat, and I feel him turn his gaze on me, but I take a moment before turning to meet it.

      ‘What?’ His voice turns up in question, and his face twists in a state of confusion and surprise, and I make an effort to ensure my next words sound totally unaffected by the thought of him inside someone else.

      ‘Marcie, I assume that’s where you’ve been in the evenings?’ I smile, trying to portray, it’s fine, Enzo. It’s cool.

      ‘Are you serious?’ he snaps, and I swallow hard at the tone in his voice. ‘I spend a few evenings out with friends to avoid seeing you, and you think you have the right to insinuate I’m sleeping with my ex.’

      Oh. My. God… I swallow. Dillon — don’t you dare be turned on by this. Too late. I didn’t know I had a thing for dominant men, but I guess every day is a school day.

      ‘Enzo, you told me you never really stopped sleeping with her…’

      ‘Until I met you.’ He raises his voice to cut me off and turns his body towards mine. ‘I distinctly remember telling you I haven’t slept with anyone else since I met you.’

      His nostrils flare, and I notice the rise and fall of his chest as he breathes hard, trying to control what he’s feeling. I just don’t know what that is: anger, frustration, a mix of both.

      ‘I didn’t mean to offend you. I made an assumption. I apologise,’ I say softly, turning towards him slightly, and he shakes his head.

      ‘What the fuck is wrong with you?’ he hisses after a moment, and I feel my face react. My mouth gapes like a fish out of water, gasping desperately, and my brow furrows, trying to understand what he’s said to me, how he said it, but unable to find any words in order to question him. ‘Is this a game to you? Make me fall in love with you just so you can push me away and make a fucking big joke out of it.’

      Wait…What did he just say?

      I feel my breathing becoming erratic, and I chew my lip, trying to process his words and not descend into panic.

      ‘No, Dillon. I haven’t been with Marcie. I have no interest in Marcie. It’s you I want, only you and despite you making it extremely fucking clear that you have no interest in me other than to use me as a fucking dildo, I can’t help still wanting you.’

      I can’t speak. I really can’t. The silence that fills the car is deafening, almost like a ringing in my ears that I feel desperate to stop. It’s thick, heavy, oppressive.

      ‘We’re here,’ he says without any emotion whatsoever as the car starts to slow and comes to a stop. Then he turns to me. ‘I’m pissed off and not even remotely in the mood to play my part in this ruse right now, so I’m going to get some air. You decide if you’re in or out. If you’re in, give my name at reception, and they’ll show to the room.’

      He exits the car, slamming the door shut behind him, and Steven lowers the screen, turning to face me.

      ‘You okay, Dillon?’ he asks as I clutch a hand to my chest and stare straight ahead… he’s in love with me. Fuck.

      

      After sitting in the car wondering what the hell to do, I look out of the window at the scenery around us and realise what a stunning place we’re in. I’m still not sure staying is wise, but I can’t stop my hand reaching for the door handle and opening it. The warmth of the summer day hits me after the cool air conditioning and atmosphere of the car, and I step out.

      The car journey wasn’t long, but my body is stiff. The tension between Enzo and me still resides in my shoulders, and I feel the need to bend my head, stretching my neck as I breathe in the wine country air.

      I look around. I see why Enzo chose this place. I’m not sure if he bought the vineyard as it is or set it up from scratch, but, either way, the scenery is stunning.

      ‘Shall I get your bags out, Dillon?’ Steven says tentatively from behind me, and I smile weakly. I’m embarrassed. He must have heard everything.

      I don’t answer right away. Honestly, I’m not sure whether to just ask him to take me straight to the airport. Maybe that would be best.

      ‘Dillon.’ I hear my name called out excitedly and realise I’m here to stay.

      I nod to Steven, who starts to remove our things as Giovanna pounces on me and pulls me into a tight embrace.

      ‘You’re here. I’m so excited.’ She smiles widely, and it’s infectious. She has this air about her. Enzo has told me how incredibly smart she is, like super smart, mastermind-on-speed smart, but she doesn’t throw it around like a badge of honour. She seems to just want to take life in her stride and have fun. As long as there’s always someone around to make sure no spanners are thrown in the works, that is — that’s when she spirals.

      ‘Yeah. It’s stunning,’ I say as she steps away, and I return my gaze to the view. How do I explain where Enzo is? What on Earth am I going to say?

      ‘Little sister, you look full of the joys.’ The deep husky voice behind me causes the hairs on my neck to stand on end. It sounds strained and forced but as sexy as ever. He stands next to me and looks me in the eyes but doesn’t show any emotion, and my heart pounds fast in my chest. ‘Steven is checking us in,’ he informs, and I realise my favourite driver has left the scene.

      ‘Lorenzo, you look full of something entirely different,’ she remarks as he leans in to kiss her cheeks, and he shakes his head.

      ‘I’m tired, work is busy, and the calls to London at ungodly hours are doing me in. A few hours here, and I’ll be your usual bright sunshiny big brother.’ He tries to force a smile, but none of us believe it.

      ‘Take the woman you love to bed and see if she can cheer you up.’ She giggles, and both Enzo and I stiffen. ‘Oh, don’t tell me you’re fighting again.’ God, she doesn’t miss anything.

      ‘Giovanna, we’re just tired,’ I say softly, trying to sound reassuring. ‘We haven’t even stepped foot inside yet. Let us just take a breath, unpack some things, and we’ll be all yours.’

      I seem to do a slightly better job of convincing her as she only narrows her eyes for a second before smiling and turning on her heels to leave.

      ‘I thought you needed some time,’ I say tentatively as we walk towards the main building.

      ‘I do.’ His voice is gruff. ‘But I happened to see her coming over and not being sure what your plan was, I thought best to assume we’re sticking to the original.’ I nod but say nothing. ‘They’ll show you to the suite. Choose whichever room you want,’ he says quickly, then leaves my side and walks away.

      Well, this is going to be the best few days of my life.

      He might well have said he’s in love with me, but I’m pretty sure he fucking hates me right now. I’m pretty sure I fucking hate myself, not only for the mess we’re in but because all I can think is how sexy and brooding he is and how badly I want him to angry bang the fuck out of me.

      This is why I’m convinced I’ve inherited Mum’s illness, even if it hasn’t yet fully manifested. I have the same surely unhealthy appetite for sex that she does when she’s in an episode.

      Sex with men, sex with myself, it doesn’t matter. I need to come every day, and there is no greater joy in my life than riding a man until his fingers practically bruise my skin with the tightness of his grip, until Enzo… with Enzo, it’s entirely different.

      I now know that there’s no greater pleasure, nothing as all-consuming as feeling his hard body against mine or feeling him fill me completely, as nobody else has ever done. No, it gets better than that, the feel of his lips against mine, the way he kisses slowly, thoughtfully, even when it’s brimming with raw, animalistic passion. Wrong again, there’s nothing better than his smile, no, his laugh, his eyes, his soft, wavy perfect hair, that body. In this moment of worry, uncertainty, and bubbling anxiety over where I stand with him, I accept the realisation that nothing is as all-consuming as Enzo, the full package — and I’m probably about to break his heart.

      

      I jump in my seat, and my heart pounds in my chest as the door bursts open and Enzo storms into the suite, slamming it closed behind him. I turn to him, but he just glares at me as he passes. Apparently, his walk, or whatever he was doing, made him feel worse instead of better.

      I’m about to go after him to try and smooth things over when he turns back and walks towards me.

      ‘Do you really feel absolutely nothing for me?’ he spits the words out and stuns me into silence. I don’t know what to say. ‘Oh, Dillon, you’re better than acting dumb. You excel when you’re on the spot, and you know it.’

      The look on his face is not one I’ve seen before. I don’t like it at all. He looks torn, furious and confused, hurt even.

      ‘Enzo, what do you want me to say here? I’ve been clear with you.’ My voice is small, pleading.

      He laughs, but I know he doesn’t find this funny. It’s not his laugh, not the one that sets me on fire — it’s cold, empty.

      ‘You’ve been as clear as fucking mud.’

      ‘No, that’s not fair. I have told you time and time again where I stand.’ I get to my feet and point my finger towards him, my voice trembling as I try to control my emotions. I don’t want to shout, and I don’t want to cry, but this confrontation is not one I expected, and I don’t know how to deal with it as I fight the heat rising up my neck and the tears pricking the corners of my eyes.

      ‘Yeah, you’re right, you have, then you kiss me, or look at me like you want to devour me. Or make assumptions about me sleeping with someone else, and drop it into conversation because you want me to confirm I haven’t.’

      Is that what I did? I didn’t think that was what I was doing or how it would be read, but maybe he’s right. Of course he’s right. I wanted to know. I wanted to know he hadn’t.

      ‘I am a very successful man, Dillon, not just because I make good decisions and see great opportunities, but because I read people well. I see when they are ready to agree to a deal, or when they need a little more persuasion, and I see when the words coming out of their mouths don’t match the look in their eyes.’ Shit.

      ‘I can read you, Dillon. I know when you’re turned on. I know when you’re worried, and I know when you’re uncomfortable with something. When you brought up Marcie, you were uncomfortable. You needed to know I hadn’t been with her. Why?’

      Without me noticing it happening, he’s crossed the room so he’s only an arm’s length from me. I can smell him. I can see the tension in his neck and his jaw, and then I find his eyes — in contrast to his body language and his words, his eyes tell a different story. They beg for answers, for love.

      My throat tightens with emotion. I don’t want to hurt him. More than anything, I don’t want to hurt him.

      ‘I don’t know if it’s worse for me to tell you the truth or lie to you,’ I admit, ‘but at this point, I don’t suppose it matters.’ I close my eyes and take a deep breath. ‘My bags are packed, Enzo, and it’s up to you what I do next. This is your family, not mine, but I’ll be as honest with you as I can.’ I mean it. I’ll tell him what I can, what my heart, my stomach, and my broken mind will allow me to reveal, but no more. ‘My feelings for you, you need to know, make no difference.’ He steps back slightly and folds his arms across his chest defensively, but he doesn’t speak, doesn’t interrupt. ‘I can’t say what you want me to say.’

      I’m surprised by the strangled sound that comes out of my mouth, and I’m stunned by the tears that escape my eyes. I can’t make sense of the emotions I’m feeling.

      ‘Please know, if it could be anyone, it would be you. But it can’t, Enzo. I can’t.’

      My breath rattles in my throat, and I squeeze my eyes closed to try and dispel the tears in them. I gasp as a sob escapes me, and I feel him step closer. The warmth of him radiates and starts to soothe me, then I feel his hands on my arms, and my forehead presses into his chest.

      As I feel his arms wrap around me and pull me close, I no longer have any control over the emotions I’ve been battling with for weeks, and I cover my face with my hands as he holds me close, and I cry tears I don’t feel I deserve to cry, but can’t stop.

      Why can’t I just let this happen? Why can’t I just try? The truth is, losing him now is going to hurt anyway, so why can I not just lower my barrier and let him in?

      As I speak, through the strain of an aching heart and the gasps for air between sobs, my voice so quiet I’m not sure he can even hear it, I lower the axe on any hopes he holds for a future with me.

      ‘I can’t love you, Lorenzo. I can never love you.’

      If only it were that easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Enzo
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      What do I do now?

      I told her I loved her — she said she didn’t love me. That’s about as clear as it gets, right?

      As I sit on the end of my bed, my head in my hands and this evening’s festivities rapidly approaching, I contemplate the impending onslaught of my family when I step out there alone. Or worse, when I step out there with her on my arm, and we put on a show, play the adoring couple, all the while nursing the wounds of humiliation and heartbreak.

      I haven’t seen any of my family yet, except Gi. Whilst they steadily arrived throughout the afternoon, I was here, holed up in the suite with Dillon, arguing, then sitting in periods of silence and accepting the reality that she will never give in to the feelings I see in her. Her wall is built too high for even her to knock down.

      So, what do I do?

      Do I book her a flight home and let her sneak out of the back into a taxi bound for the airport only to endure the torture of not only my family and their questions but also of watching her walk away from me, or do I stick to the plan and act the doting boyfriend? I never was very good at poker. My face always gave me away, so I don’t know how I can fool my family that we’re in love.

      Then I guess I wouldn’t have to do too much acting on that side of things: I am in love with her. I just don’t know how she’ll convince my family she’s in love with me.

      I don’t like it when things don’t make sense, and this doesn’t, but I’m never going to get the answers I need from her, so I need to put my hurt feelings aside and decide selfishly. What’s best for me at this point?

      My phone vibrates on the bed next to me, and I take a breath before I pick it up and open the message:

      Where are you? Everyone is so excited to see you and meet D. Come on!

      I close my eyes as I exhale, and my decision is made with one simple text message from my sister. I need to get dressed and introduce my girlfriend to my family.

      

      Wow. That’s really is all there is to say, although I don’t actually say it out loud. Dillon managed to go from solemnly sitting on the sofa with red eyes and a messy bun on top of her head, waiting for me to make a decision on how to proceed, to completely breathtaking, in less than twenty minutes.

      Tonight is informal, just a welcome to all the family, so there’s no need for any of the clothes from Angie, which helped with the speedy turnaround.

      Strangely, given she’s the cause of my tension right now, looking at her standing there in her burgundy dress, a similar shape and fabric to the yellow one I love, but slightly longer, settles me.

      Her hair is now falling in waves over her shoulders, and she has on white trainers. That makes me smile. I told her tonight was casual, and it is, but most of the other women will still be in heels.

      ‘Do I look okay?’ she asks nervously, looking down at herself.

      ‘You look lovely,’ I say genuinely and see the flush of pink rise up her neck. ‘Come on.’

      As we walk towards the terrace and the sound of hungry Italians gets louder, Dillon stops walking.

      ‘Wait,’ she says, her voice higher than normal, and I turn to her.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Are we really doing this? Tonight? We were arguing an hour ago. I know this is why we’re here but are we going to be able to pull this off.’

      I sigh and look down. Are we going to be able to convince my family we’re happy and in love when we actually both feel completely torn up inside? Are we going to have the chemistry that was the reason I wanted Dillon here in the first place when I know she doesn’t feel the same way I do?

      Only one way to find out.

      Without overthinking it, I step forward, placing my hand on the back of Dillon’s neck and cover her mouth with mine.

      As I back her up against the stone archway we’re underneath and press my body into hers, her hands come to my sides, and I feel her fingers flex and trail back, enjoying the feel of the body I work so hard for.

      I break the kiss but rest my forehead against hers as she exhales shakily.

      ‘Still got chemistry,’ I say quietly, then take her hand, and lead her towards my family.

      

      I’d be lying if I said kissing her was easy. I’d be completely bullshitting if I said stopping kissing her was easy, but fuck, it felt good, and it was worth it. I managed somehow to inject a little of the way we were just a few days ago back into us, just in time for the onslaught.

      ‘Lorenzo, is this finally true?’

      ‘Enzo, you brought a girl at last.’

      ‘And just when we were certain you were gay.’

      ‘She has good hips for childbirth.’ Yeah. That’s my aunt Gianna for you.

      It was relentless, honestly, but now, as my sister parades Dillon around the family proudly on my behalf, I can just take a breath. It’s not me they’re interested in now.

      ‘How are you, son?’ Dad asks in Italian beside me as he passes me a bottle of beer. I know we’re at a vineyard, but there’s plenty of time for wine.

      ‘It’s a little overwhelming,’ I admit, and he laughs.

      ‘When I introduced my sisters to your mother, it took them at least two weeks to actually smile at her. Think yourself lucky.’ He laughs, and I turn up the corner of my mouth at the thought of them winning all the family around. They adored each other; they still do.

      We watch as Dillon and Giovanna laugh loudly with some of my aunties, and I sigh, wishing this was real.

      ‘She’s a special girl, that one,’ Dad says, ‘do everything you can to hang onto her.’

      I swallow hard. Part of me wishes I could just tell him everything, get his advice, but he’d be furious, no, worse than that, he’d be hurt that I lied to him: to them all.

      ‘I’ll try my best,’ I say, a little more solemnly than I intended, and I leave my dad to do just that.

      ‘What’s so funny?’ I ask in Italian as I approach, but Giovanna answers in English.

      ‘Never you mind, this is girl talk.’ They all laugh again, leaving me feeling very left out and a little suspicious.

      Dillon places her hand on my chest and looks up at me.

      ‘Don’t worry. It’s not about you.’ She smiles at me. It’s not forced. She looks happy, and I can’t help but smile back.

      ‘Well, not specifically,’ my aunt Carla adds, ‘just, you know, all men.’

      They all laugh again, and I shake my head.

      ‘That’s enough,’ I grab Dillon’s hand and playfully scold them, ‘I’ll not have the coven corrupting my girl.’

      Dillon squeezes my hand slightly, and I step back, pulling her away from them.

      ‘Are you doing okay?’ I ask quietly as we walk, a moment alone before we’re pounced on by somebody else.

      ‘I am,’ she says brightly. ‘Your family are all so lovely.’

      ‘You’re making quite the impression,’ I admit and feel her tug my hand as she leans in closer to my side. I can’t help letting go of her hand to wrap my arm around her shoulder and kiss the top of her head.

      We stop walking, and Dillon turns to stand in front of me. I wrap my arms around her back as she looks up at me.

      ‘Are you doing okay?’ she asks softly, her brown eyes full of genuine concern, and I nod.

      ‘I am. I need to focus on them right now. I’ll figure everything else out after the wedding.’

      She nods, then, I suspect feeling the eyes all around us watching us closely, reaches up to press her lips to mine. It’s brief, but I needed it.

      ‘Where’s your grandmother?’ she enquires as we start to walk again.

      ‘She’s getting here in the morning, then I expect she’ll need to rest a while after the journey, but she’s made of strong stuff, so who knows.’ I notice her hand come up to cover her mouth and look down in time to see her yawn. ‘Are you tired?’

      ‘I think today has just been a bit draining. Bit of a rollercoaster, you know?’ I laugh. Yes, I know.

      ‘Do you want to go to bed?’ I ask as we approach my parents, who smile brightly at us.

      ‘Not yet. They look happy to see you,’ she replies softly, and I chuckle.

      ‘No, they look happy to see you.’

      

      After talking to my parents for a while, Mum notices how tired both Dillon and I look and tells us to get some rest as it’s going to be a busy few days ahead.

      Inside the suite, the air feels cooler, and the space between us suddenly seems bigger, too big.

      ‘Goodnight then,’ she says quietly, as I close the suite door, and she turns to walk towards her bedroom.

      ‘Dillon,’ I call out to stop her progress, and she turns to me. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry for today. It wasn’t fair.’

      She smirks and steps back towards me.

      ‘Which part?’ I throw my head back and let out a laugh. ‘Enzo, I’m sorry. We bit off more than we can chew when we jumped into this agreement. Neither of us fully considered all factors, but here we are.’ She holds her hands out to the side. ‘I may not be able to give you what you need, but please don’t ever think that I don’t care for you.’ She steps closer and places a hand on my chest. ‘I wish I were as powerful as you once believed me to be.’ She tiptoes to rise up and place a brief kiss on my cheek, then wishes me goodnight and goes to bed.

      

      As I lie in bed and consider her words, I remember the look in her eyes the first time I called her powerful. It was as though I had crowned her queen of the world. She needed it, and I hadn’t realised that at the time.

      She may not think she has the power I see in her, but that night, I made her believe she did.

      Maybe all is not lost. I just need to convince her once more that the world is hers for the taking. She just needs to reach out and grab it.
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      ‘Morning,’ Dillon says as I walk back into the suite after working out. ‘I wasn’t sure if you were in or out.’ She looks towards the door to my room and smiles awkwardly. ‘Good workout?

      ‘Yeah, I didn’t really fancy it this morning but had some kinks to work out.’ I move to put my phone down on the table and notice her looking at me, so glance in her direction. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Yeah, I just… I.’ She looks around the suite and then tips her head back and looks towards the ceiling, shaking her head. ‘What’s the plan for today?’ She smiles, but it’s small. There’s something behind it, something she wants to say.

      For a second, I wonder, was that a moment? Was that a fleeting thought crossing her mind about us? Was she about to say something or tell me she feels something? The thought excites me, although I try to hide it. She could have been trying to disguise wind for all I know, for all she gives away.

      I exhale and realise I haven’t answered her question.

      ‘My grandmother should be getting here early afternoon, and then it depends how she feels as to whether she wants to see people today or rest. I thought we could spend the morning at the spa before the hoards get too lively.’ I grin, and she widens her eyes.

      ‘The spa? There’s a spa.’ I see a sparkle of sheer joy flash across her eyes, and I can’t help but smile.

      ‘Yes, did I not tell you that?’ She jumps up and starts backing towards her room.

      ‘You did not.’ She grins widely, and I find myself backing away towards my own room.

      ‘Well, then, surprise,’ I say, holding my hands up, and she laughs. ‘I’m going to grab a shower,’ I add, and she nods before disappearing into her room as I do the same.

      As I turn on the shower and wait for the water to get hot, I can’t help my mind from wandering to her, imagining her in her room. She’s in there now, possibly naked, possibly trying on bikinis, possibly working out her excitement with those long fingers of hers. Fucking hell, I really need to get laid; these thoughts are getting embarrassing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Dillon
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      I haven’t been to a spa in so long. I’ve been so busy with work that I just haven’t found the time for it.

      I hadn’t even considered that there would be a spa here at the vineyard, but now that I know there is, I’m so thankful that I shoved my just-in-case bikini into the pocket inside my case.

      I wash my face and apply some waterproof mascara to stop my eyes looking like piss holes in the snow and get myself ready to go.

      

      ‘Ready?’ Enzo says as I leave my room to find him leaning against the back of the sofa waiting for me, in dark rust coloured chino shorts, his legs crossed at the ankles making the muscles in them pop in a way that gives me the strangest urge to want to bite them.

      ‘Ready.’ I sigh, smiling as I pick up my sunglasses from the table by the door and lead the way out of the suite.

      ‘This place is really stunning,’ I remark as we walk in the sunshine to the spa.

      It’s located down the hill from the main building, meaning a walk down a stone staircase overlooking the entire vineyard and the landscape beyond it.

      ‘It is. I love it here,’ Enzo says as he steps in front of me and takes my hand to help me down the bottom step. ‘Careful. It’s a little uneven here. I need to get that looked at.’

      I take his hand, and we round the corner to the stone-built building that houses the spa. It’s really gorgeous. It feels like we could easily be entering a Tuscan villa rather than a Californian day spa.

      Enzo keeps my hand in his as we enter the building, and the young team of spa staff spring into action.

      ‘Mr Romano, lovely to see you again.’ The young man behind the reception desk smiles and flushes beetroot when Enzo leans on the desk, the muscles in his arms flexing, and that smile wide to greet him. I get it, kid — happens to me, too.

      ‘Hey, Jacob, right?’ Enzo says, his voice soft, and I stifle a giggle as the young man nods eagerly. ‘This is Dillon. She’s with me.’ He turns to me and winks… winks! ‘Can you do me a favour and make sure she wants for absolutely nothing whilst we’re here, drinks, treatments, frozen grapes hand-carved into tiny roses?’ I laugh, and Jacob giggles until Enzo pushes back on the desk, his absolutely unreal forearms flexing, and both Jacob and I fall silent. Those arms are a very serious matter.

      ‘Absolutely, sir. Of course.’ Jacob grins and stands to hand Enzo a set of keys.

      Enzo takes the keys and turns to me. ‘Ms Benedetto.’ He nods towards a doorway to the left of the reception area, and as he heads to it and uses the keys to open it, I follow him inside.

      ‘Well, this is fancy,’ I admit looking around. He has his own changing room, and I don’t know why that surprises me, but it does. It’s a lovely room with a dressing table, a sofa, and a wet room at the back.

      ‘Well, I do own the place, Dillon.’ He grins as he hands me a dressing gown, and I realise we’re changing together. I’m suddenly very relieved that I grew up changing at the council swimming baths and old habits die hard as I remember my bikini is already on underneath my dress.

      I put the dressing gown down and reach around my back to unzip my long bandeau dress.

      ‘Oh god, Dillon,’ Enzo remarks, his eyes wide as my dress falls to the floor, and he looks over my suddenly bikini-clad body. ‘I wasn’t expecting you to just strip off. Jesus.’ He mutters something in Italian as he looks away, then back, then away again, and I press my lips together, stifling a giggle. ‘I was just showing you to the room.’ He laughs, and I can’t help but do the same.

      ‘Sorry,’ I say through increasing giggles as I turn and pick up the gown to cover myself. ‘Although, it would probably be odd if we were seen changing in separate rooms.’ I shrug, and he removes the hand that he had used to cover his eyes, making sure my body is covered.

      ‘Yeah, true, I guess.’ He grabs the hem of his t-shirt, and I protest.

      ‘No, let me save your blushes.’ I wink as I turn away but find the reflection of his muscular back in the mirror as he removes his top, and I copy his earlier action, covering my eyes before seeing something I desperately want but can’t have.

      I don’t know why we are so shy about seeing each other in swimwear when we are about to actually be around a pool together. Something about being enclosed in a tiny room together just feels different.

      As we leave the changing room and head towards the pool, a pretty girl in a therapist’s tunic steps out of a treatment room to let Enzo know they’re ready for him. He smiles and shows me where to go before heading in for whatever treatment he has booked.

      I can’t help but feel slightly envious of whoever is getting to put their hands on his body.

      ‘Dillon,’ Giovanna snaps me out of my thoughts and pats the lounger next to her excitedly. ‘Come, sit here.’

      I sit and look around. The spa is fairly quiet. There are a couple of Enzo’s aunties in the pool and Gi’s bridesmaids in the jacuzzi, but other than that, we have it to ourselves.

      ‘Where’s my brother?’ she asks, smiling, and I look back towards the treatment rooms. ‘Ah, are his shoulders bad again?’ I turn to her, confused, and she frowns at me. ‘Hasn’t he told you about his shoulders? He holds all his tension there when he’s stressed or really busy at work. I bet he was trying not to show weakness to you,’ she grimaces, ‘don’t tell him I told you. If he’s been snappy or grouchy though, that will be why.’

      She pats my knee and settles back into the lounger, and I feel guilty. I’m the cause of his stress, and I know how holding that tension feels because I do the same.

      ‘Where’s Roberto?’ I ask as I lean back and look around, and she smiles so genuinely that I can’t help but do the same.

      ‘He’s out painting amongst the vines.’

      How I envy him to be able to just take himself off and lose himself in art like that. Shay is the same with music. The only thing I really lose myself in is sex.

      After a while, just sitting, thinking about Enzo’s body being rubbed and stroked by someone other than me, I need to do something.

      ‘I’m going to swim.’ I stand and take off my robe, tie up my hair, then head over to the edge of the pool and lower myself in.

      I haven’t swum in so long. It’s something I never seem to find the time for — actually, it never even really crosses my mind, but there’s always something so relaxing about it.

      I close my eyes for a moment, enjoying the sensation of the warm water surrounding my body, then I start to swim.

      I’m not looking for a workout, not interested in getting out of breath, but as I reach the far end of the pool and turn to contemplate the return length, I find myself panting anyway… not because of the exercise.

      As I stand and take a breath, I watch as Enzo removes his robe and drops it down onto a lounger as he talks and laughs with his sister.

      I’ve seen him shirtless; I’ve seen him naked, and yet something about him standing there in just swimming shorts, his defined muscles and tanned skin glistening with massage oil, has me fighting the urge to slip my hand under the water and into my bikini bottoms.

      My attraction to him is off the scale, completely. It’s like nothing I’ve ever felt, and it terrifies me. I’ve never been so aroused by just looking at someone as I am with him, every time.

      I watch as he sits and checks his phone, his muscular legs parted wide, making me desperate to kneel between them and make his toes curl.

      ‘Ugh.’ I growl in frustration under my breath and push away from the wall to swim back to the steps. I think I need to get a massage before this tension turns into me sneaking into his room at night.

      As I reach the steps and turn to head back towards Giovanna for my gown, I watch Enzo stand and dive into the pool, then surface and push the water out of that ridiculously perfect hair.

      His eyes meet mine then wander down my body as I walk along the side of the pool.

      ‘Hey.’ He smiles, and I return the expression.

      ‘Hey, yourself. Nice massage?’ I ask as I continue my walk, and he turns in the water to keep his gaze on me.

      ‘Yeah, really good, you should get one.’

      ‘I intend to,’ I admit before noticing a glimpse in his eyes. It’s mischief. I don’t know what he’s thinking of or planning, but I can’t help my grin as he crinkles his nose a little.

      ‘Come here a minute,’ he says, and I stop walking, turning my body to him. ‘No, come closer. I need to tell you something.’

      I step closer to the pool, and he moves across towards me.

      ‘Dillon, I  really don’t want my sister to hear what I have to say, come here.’

      Giovanna laughs and then playfully covers her ears, and I step closer to the edge of the pool.

      Enzo looks up at me from the water as I stand directly above him.

      ‘Come here,’ he says, smiling and widening his eyes, and I crouch down.

      He licks his bottom lip seductively and reaches his hand up to my arm… then grabs… and pulls.

      As I surface and gasp for air, I open my eyes to see Enzo backing away, the sound of his and Gi’s laughter filling my ears, and I shake my head.

      ‘Oh no, Lorenzo. You just fucked up.’

      He laughs harder as I launch towards him, and he dives away.

      I can’t help my own laughter now. I also cannot believe I fell for that.

      As he stops and turns, holding his hands up in apology but still with that stupid grin on his face, I close the gap between us and send a rather pitiful wave of water up towards his face as he reaches out and grabs my waist.

      I squeal in his arms as he picks me up, but he’s too strong. I am powerless in his arms as he raises me out of the water and throws me back in.

      ‘Stop!’ I screech as I surface once more, both of us laughing hard. ‘I didn’t want to wash my hair today,’ I whine as I wipe the water from my eyes and feel his hands on my waist again.

      ‘No, Enzo,’ I plead, and he laughs, low and slow, close to my ear, as our bodies press together in the water.

      ‘I won’t do it again,’ he says, leaning back to look at me and grinning widely.

      ‘You’re a child. You know that, right?’ I say, fighting against the smile forming on my face, and he nods.

      ‘I do.’ I instinctively wrap my arms around his neck, and he looks behind me. ‘We’re being watched,’ he says quietly and then turns in the water to reverse our position, and I see Giovanna and his aunties grinning in our direction.

      I look him in the eyes and move in close until my mouth hovers over his and his eyes close, then I push down on his head, dunking him into the water and kick away from him to a chorus of laughter from our audience. As I swim towards the steps, I hear Enzo call out from the water.

      ‘You’re in trouble, Ms Benedetto.’ And I turn to look at him as I put on my gown.

      ‘Bring it on, Mr Romano.’ I wink and leaving him in the middle of the pool, walk away. I need that massage… now.

      

      I head back towards the pool after the most incredible massage. I feel so relaxed I think I could sleep for a week. I hadn’t realised just how tense I had become.

      I round the corner from the treatment room corridor, knowing there’s a stupid post-massage smile on my face, ready to be ripped a new one by the suddenly fifteen-year-old Enzo when my euphoria is quickly replaced by something else, and my tension is back.

      I see Giovanna in the pool and Enzo on my lounger, but Gi’s lounger has been taken up by a stunning, sexy blonde: Marcie.

      She’s sitting up in a bikini, talking to Enzo as he lounges back, looking at his phone. He does look thoroughly uninterested, but as I walk towards them, knowing how familiar she is with his body, and knowing, unlike me, she has no reason not to take him into her bed as she has done probably hundreds of times before, I can’t help the feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      I can’t stand her, and I’m jealous of her. I hate that I am, but I can’t pretend this is anything else, and even though he isn’t really mine, I don’t want her anywhere near him.

      ‘Hey,’ I say as I stand next to Enzo, and he smiles up at me. ‘Hi, Marcie. Nice to see you again.’ I smile sweetly, and as Enzo puts a hand on my hip, I lean down to kiss him.

      He knows I have a hang up about her. I’ve never said as much, but when I suggested he had been seeing her in the car, I saw in his eyes that he understood my jealousy; so when he kisses me back the way he does, and his pinky finger slides just briefly under the edge of my bikini bottoms, I know that’s his way of showing me, and her, that I (his fake girlfriend) have nothing to worry about.

      ‘Fancy joining me in the jacuzzi?’ I say quietly, close to his ear but just loud enough for her to hear.

      He looks up at me, mischief in his eyes once more as he nods, puts his phone back in his dressing gown pocket, and stands, taking my hand and letting me lead him away.

      ‘Women are strange magical creatures,’ he says quietly, as he lowers into the hot water opposite me, and I grin.

      ‘We are, but to what are you referring?’ I question, raising an eyebrow, and he rolls his eyes.

      ‘You smile sweetly and say hello to each other so genuinely, but all anyone can hear is a massive fuck you.’

      I laugh loudly. ‘Sorry, I don’t know what it is.’ I glance over to where Marcie is attempting to avert her eyes from us, then I slide around to join Enzo at his side so that I can lower my voice further. ‘I just get a bad vibe from her, and I guess it rubs off.’

      He laughs. ‘Yeah, she has a tendency to give those off. I know her and know she can be kind and caring when she wants to be, so I guess it’s very different for me and a lot easier for me to get on with her, despite her devil horns.’

      He raises an eyebrow with a smirk, and it makes me cackle loudly. I sense her eyes on us and can’t help feeling like she knows we’re talking about her. It suddenly makes me uncomfortable, and I want to change the subject.

      ‘What is the plan for the rest of the afternoon?’ I ask as the bubbles start to swirl around us.

      ‘My auntie called while you were in for your massage and said Nonna is too tired to socialise today, so no plans this afternoon and then we have the barbecue with the younger guests tonight.’

      I hadn’t forgotten about the barbecue. I feel a little nervous about it for some reason. I don’t know why as it’s basically just the people we were at the beach with, plus a few more of Enzo’s cousins and Giovanna and Bobby’s friends, but I feel like they saw Enzo and me at our most relaxed and the closest we’ve been to slipping up, so they will have expectations about how we behave with each other. I think we need to keep our distance a little more tonight, though; things got very close to naked when we were sharing that tent. We can’t have that temptation when we’re sharing a suite with a lockable door and not one but two king-size beds.

      ‘Dillon.’ My name on his lips pulls me from my thoughts, and I turn my gaze to him. ‘Where did you go?’ he smiles so softly, and I can’t help but do the same.

      ‘I was thinking about barbecue food,’ I lie, and he laughs.

      ‘I love how much joy you get from food.’ I can’t help but giggle. I really do love food… eating it, at least. ‘Right.’ Enzo lifts his arm out of the water and checks his watch. ‘I am reluctantly going to do a bit of work before tonight. Are you staying here?’

      ‘I think I may go for a walk around the vineyard if that’s okay?’

      I notice his brows knit together slightly before he answers. ‘Of course.’ Then he stands and starts to get out of the jacuzzi before stopping and turning back to me. ‘How do you want to do this with regard to the changing room?’

      Oh, I hadn’t thought about it, but changing out of wet swimwear into dry clothing will require us both to get completely naked, and I do not have the strength to fight that.

      ‘I might grab a facial while I’m here,’ I smile at him a little sheepishly and notice the relief on his face. ‘You go, leave me the key, and I’ll see you back at the suite.

      He nods and walks away.

      

      I feel totally blissful as I leave the spa and walk out into the afternoon sunshine.

      Instead of heading back up the steps towards the accommodation and the main buildings of the vineyard, I walk further down the hill, looking down over the stunning view of the valley and the neat vine rows below. I have an overwhelming urge to walk amongst them, lose myself in them, so that’s exactly what I intend to do.

      Before long, I find myself surrounded by the green of the vines and the purple of grapes, and it feels like I could be the only person for miles around. I imagine for a moment the beauty that Roberto must have found down here. As an artist, he must see all this as even more stunning and vivid than I do. I envy that.

      As I walk, I can’t help but consider further an artist’s view of the world. I watch as the bees and bugs flitter and fly around, landing on the vines, on the grapes, on me, then I think of Shay. She would hear them. She’d hear a rhythm, a beat, a melody in the sound of their wings, and in the sound of the gentle breeze through the vines. It would inspire beautiful strings of expertly composed lyrics. The world is just, more, through an artist’s eyes.

      Maybe it’s not just artists. Maybe it’s only me that struggles to see anything other than what’s in front of me, the black and white of a situation.

      Even Kat manages to find an optimistic silver lining in most situations. Liv does it too, and Enzo. Oh, Enzo. For such a successful businessman, for someone who hasn’t compromised in order to achieve what he wanted to out of life, he sees beauty in the simplest of things, like his family and the idea of the future that lies ahead of him.

      Maybe it really is just me.

      I look at him, and I see nothing but all the things I can’t have. It’s not that I don’t dare to dream — I just don’t know how. If I think anything outside of the rules I’ve lived by for most of my life, panic cripples me. The thought of opening myself up to seeing the possibilities life could offer just to have the rug pulled from under my feet is terrifying.

      I close my eyes, feeling the warmth of the sun on my face and just wonder for a second, could I do it? Could I see a future with Enzo? With anyone? Can I just trust that things will be okay? Is there any possibility in my mind that I won’t get sick like Mum? Or that, even if I do, is it possible it doesn’t mean I would lose him, lose everyone?

      ‘Dillon.’ The surprised voice pulls my attention from my thoughts, and I open my eyes to see who is walking towards me.

      ‘Hello, Roberto.’ I smile. ‘Giovanna told me you were down here. It’s lovely, isn’t it?’

      ‘Stunning.’ He looks around at the vines once more. ‘Are you heading back up? You look like you probably should.’

      His comment confuses me, and I feel the frown appear on my forehead. No, I feel the tightness of slightly sunburned skin creasing. Oh no.

      I reach up to touch my skin, feeling like an idiot for not thinking to put on sunscreen before taking off for a walk.

      ‘Is it bad?’ I ask, and Roberto smiles.

      ‘Not too bad. You do look a little flushed, though. I’m going back if you want to walk with me.’

      I nod and turn to walk alongside the man who will be Enzo’s brother-in-law in just a couple of days and realise this is the longest exchange I’ve had with him. He’s not a huge conversationalist.

      ‘Were you painting?’ I ask as we walk, aware that he’s only carrying a rucksack and wondering where any wet art may be.

      ‘Sketching,’ he replies, and I think that’s the end of that, but he goes on. ‘I just needed a minute. It’s a lot, you know, such a huge family, and they’re all in each other’s business. Not in a bad way, of course, they all mean well, and they adore each other. It’s just a lot. My family wanted to see me happy and settled, but my family is small, very small, and not quite so intense.’

      I inhale deeply through my nose, surprised at his monologue but completely in agreement. Enzo’s family are wonderful, but intense is the perfect word.

      ‘Sorry, that wasn’t what you asked. Sketching and the peace and quiet help me clear my head. I adore Giovanna and love her family, but sometimes I wish we could just run off into the sunset, just the two of us. Is it like that with you and Enzo?’

      I don’t say anything for a moment, trying to find the words, any words.

      ‘Sorry, you haven’t been together long, and here I am, offloading. They are a truly wonderful family, they are, the love they have for each other is something else. I guess I just wish—’ he takes an audible breath then sighs. ‘I wish I only had to worry about what her parents and brother thought of me, instead of the scrutiny of an army of aunts, uncles, cousins and a nonna who, to be honest, terrifies me.’

      I laugh, partly at his words and partly at the freedom he seems to have found in my company to let them fly.

      ‘Have you met her yet?’ I shake my head no. ‘She’s lovely if she likes you. She didn’t like me at first, and she made sure I knew it.’ I laugh again, and he joins in but then protests. ‘No, really. She made me stand outside her house until she decided I was welcome inside. I was out there for two hours.’

      ‘That’s not so bad,’ I offer, turning to meet his gaze with, I hope, sympathy in my eyes.

      ‘No, but when you’re trying to get her blessing to marry her granddaughter, and you’re not even allowed inside the building, it makes things a bit difficult.’

      I laugh again. The way he speaks is surprisingly funny. He’s so quiet most of the time. I had no idea he could be so animated. I can see how Giovanna fell so in love, so fast.

      ‘Her blessing? Surely it’s only tradition to get her parents’ blessing,’ I question, although I can’t help but feel it’s only up to Gi who she marries — it’s not 1842.

      Roberto laughs. ‘You’d think, but no. Not for Romanos. Nonna’s word is law, and they respect her far too much not to abide. If a Romano takes a partner to Nonna’s house, it means two things: they intend to marry that person, and they are prepared for her to tell them whether they can or can’t.’

      I stop, my mouth gaping slightly at the idea of a woman in her eighties telling someone like Enzo that he can’t marry whoever he chooses. ‘But surely, even if she hadn’t given you her blessing, Giovanna loves you enough to still marry you?’

      Roberto looks at me, then smiles. ‘Certainly not whilst she’s still alive.’ He smiles, but I know it isn’t a joke by the look in his eyes. ‘They take her word very seriously, and the rest of the family enforces it.’

      ‘Oh, fuck.’ I gasp, shocked, and Roberto laughs.

      ‘But you have nothing to worry about. The whole family has waited a long time to see Enzo as happy and in love as he is. She’ll adore you.’

      Oh, fuck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven
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      Sometimes, I wish I wasn’t the boss. I left Dillon in that jacuzzi and had to come back to the suite to work when we could have done something fun for the afternoon. I could have shown her around the vineyard. Instead, I was on video conferences and firing out emails.

      I love my life. I’m so proud of my achievements and love being hands-on, but I’d have preferred spending time with her since the time we have is rapidly dwindling, and then she’ll either be working for me or out of my life completely.

      We need to discuss her employment at some point. I told her to quit her job and work for me, but I know we’re both avoiding sorting out the details because, truthfully, it’s going to be torture working together. Maybe I could see if she wants to move back to San Francisco. She could head things up here, and then we wouldn’t be in each other’s faces all the… ‘What the fuck?’

      Dillon walks into the suite breaking my chain of thought, and bites her bottom lip as my mouth falls open; she’s glowing. Not in an Oh, she’s positively glowing sort of way, in a brake light of a car sort of way.

      ‘Don’t laugh,’ she says as she covers her mouth with her fingers and starts to giggle.

      ‘What the hell happened?’ I ask as I stand and walk towards her.

      ‘I went for a facial and then didn’t think to put sunscreen on before going for a walk. I didn’t even feel the sun burning me because of the breeze, but then I bumped into Bobby, and he told me.’

      ‘Fucking hell, Dillon,’ I say on an exhale. I feel concerned. I can’t help it. ‘I have some aloe vera, I think. Let me get it.’

      ‘No,’ she smiles, ‘it’s fine, honestly. It’ll settle down. I’m going to lie down for a bit. The sun has taken it out of me. I have some cream in my bag.’ She starts towards her door, and as her gaze meets mine, she must see the worry in my eyes because she continues. ‘Enzo, I promise it’s not that bad. Just got a bit of a headache, and hey, I won’t need blusher tonight.’

      She giggles and starts to walk away, and I call out after her.

      ‘We need to be out of here for six. Should I wake you?’

      ‘I’ll set an alarm.’ She yawns. ‘See you in a bit.’

      Well, now I’m pissed off. I could have made sure she was well protected from the sun if I hadn’t had to work. I bang my fist lightly against the desk, stewing on it, before giving myself a talking to. Dillon is thirty years old, and she used to live in California, so she knows full well what to expect… not to mention, she’s not my responsibility.

      Maybe it will just be better once this is all over. As much as I want her around, this isn’t healthy.

      We were meant to be staying in lane. It’s only been a few days since we had that conversation, but it’s also only been a couple of days since I told her, inadvertently, that I’m in love with her – and it’s only been a couple of days since she told me she doesn’t feel the same way.

      I slump back in my chair and take a deep breath. I can’t believe I’ve fallen for a woman who doesn’t feel the same way. I’ve been with a lot of women, all of them making the first move, all of them wanting more, and the one woman I actually find myself in love with is the one who does nothing but pull away. I’d laugh if it weren’t so gut wrenching.

      I check my watch, nearly four p.m. I’m going to get some fresh air before I get ready for tonight. Sitting in the same suite, knowing she’s just behind a door that I can’t open, is suffocating.

      How’s that for a metaphor?

      

      As always, the sight of her makes my heart beat just a little harder and all moisture in my mouth evaporate.

      She’s wearing one of the outfits from Angie, a deep rich green wrap cocktail dress. It’s simple, plain even, but elegant, and she looks exquisite in it. Dillon is petite and has a small waist, but she has curves Marilyn Monroe would be proud of, and Angie is an expert at accentuating every one of them.

      She’s gorgeous — there’s really not much more to say.

      ‘You look stunning.’ I can’t stop the words leaving my mouth, and she smiles, just a little, as I pick up my phone, and we head out.

      The very last of the day’s sunshine is fading away as we reach the lit terrace and are greeted by Gi and Roberto. Bobby immediately nods to Dillon and smiles before asking how the sunburn is.

      ‘Oh, god, Dillon. I thought you’d just gone hard with the blusher.’ Giovanna gasps before turning to her fiancé. ‘How did you know it was sunburn?’ but doesn’t allow him to answer before adding, ‘you didn’t tell me she was sunburned.’

      ‘Well, darling, surprising as this may be, you haven’t let me get a word in all afternoon.’

      I can’t help the loud laugh that escapes me at his surprising tone and the sarcastic grin that spreads across his face. Being in California agrees with him.

      ‘Do you hear this?’ Gi looks at Dillon. ‘Get out now while you still can — men are monsters.’ Dillon laughs, and I try to ignore the knot in my stomach at the reality that she has nothing to get out of. ‘Come on, Dillon, let’s get hammered.’

      Gi links her arm through Dillon’s, and the sound of their laughter as they walk away gives me a sort of joy I never knew existed. I adore my little sister. She drives me completely up the wall, but I love her, and I love watching the way she and Dillon are with each other. I can’t believe I’m going to pull the rug from under Gi, and I feel my shoulders tighten as I contemplate the fallout of that. I hadn’t considered it. I’m an idiot for not considering it. Giovanna hates change, she doesn’t deal well with tension or things not turning out the way she expects or hopes, and she’s taken Dillon to her heart. She’s going to be devastated.

      I realise that Bobby and I have once more succumbed to an awkward silence as we watch the women we love walk away.

      ‘Thank you,’ I have to say something, the silence is deafening, ‘for convincing Dillon to get out of the sun today.’

      I turn to see him smile. ‘It’s no problem, just luck that I happened to be in the same place at the same time really, or I suspect she’d have just stood there, staring at the sky until she was burned to a crisp.’

      The thought irks me. I hate that feeling in the pit of my stomach that it wasn’t me to protect her from pain or to prevent it altogether. Wait…

      ‘Staring at the sky?’ I suddenly realise what he said, and he smiles.

      ‘Yeah, she was just standing still, not staring, I suppose, as her eyes were closed. I felt guilty saying her name as I stumbled upon her — she looked incredibly peaceful.’ He smiles so genuinely, then his eyes widen. ‘Oh, I almost forgot.’ He reaches into his back pocket, pulls out and passes me a folded piece of paper that I open as he continues to speak. ‘I thought you might like this. It’s a rough sketch because it was done after the fact from memory, but she made me feel quite calm when I saw her. I was, in all honesty, feeling a little nervous with all the family here, and I thought that was a moment you’d like to see.’

      I look at the drawing in my hand. It is indeed a rough sketch in what looks like biro on thick creamy-coloured drawing paper, but it is quite incredible. It’s a side profile of Dillon, standing, her face turned up to the sky. The detail is limited, but the shape of her nose, the point of her chin, and the way she pinches the fabric of whatever she’s wearing is captured in the simple lines that make up the long dress she was wearing today. There even seems to be the movement of a slight breeze through her hair, and I’m quite simply stunned.

      ‘Roberto, this is stunning. Thank you for this,’ I say, my voice somewhat strained.

      ‘Oh, it’s nothing really, but I knew you’d want it.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I repeat. ‘Really, this means a lot.’

      I raise a hand to grip Roberto’s shoulder and realise this is the first moment I’ve really accepted he’s about to be my brother in law. I’ve spent so much time thinking about the fact that he’s about to marry my sister, be her husband and the father of her children, I really hadn’t given much thought to his connection to the rest of the family, to me.

      ‘Let’s get a drink,’ I say, smiling. Bobby smiles as he nods his agreement, and we head to the bar.

      ‘Maybe you should go easy on the wine tonight just because you had a lot of sun today.’ I don’t want to sound like I’m fathering her, but as I meet Dillon near the bar, she already seems to have a slightly glazed look in her eyes.

      She nods and swallows the wine in her mouth.

      ‘Yeah, I know my limits. I’m okay.’ Her voice is a little slower than normal as she forces the words out. She smiles and touches my bicep, making the hairs on my arm stand to attention, then picks up a bottle of water and raises it to me, as she backs away and is pounced on by my sister.

      I roll my eyes. I’m not her dad — I’m not her anything. I shouldn’t pester her about how much she has to drink when I’m the man who put her in this insane position.

      I pick up a glass of red wine and walk to the wall at the edge of the terrace. Everyone is having such a great time, and I watch as I drink and smile at all the happy faces, the sounds of laughing and conversation, and they’re all here for Giovanna. It makes me so proud that I’ve been able to do this for her.

      I hear the sound of Dillon’s laughter carry above the rest of the noise, and I’m drawn to look in that direction.

      She’s mesmerising; the way her and Gi have bonded really is something. I really think they genuinely care for each other. I watch as they stand, arm in arm, talking and laughing with each other and some of Gi’s friends and bridesmaids, and I can’t help but smile, even though I can’t hear what’s amusing them all so much.

      ‘I see why you like her.’

      The unmistakable voice of the woman I almost married grabs my attention, and I turn to see Marcie standing next to me. I instinctively take a step away, increasing the gap, not wanting Dillon to see us too close to each other... for some unknown reason.

      Prompted by my lack of verbal response, she goes on. ‘I mean, she’s sexy, obviously, stunning, and clearly knows what she has to do to convince your family to love her.’

      I turn my gaze to meet hers and feel my brows closing together.

      ‘What are you getting at here, Marcie?’ I say, my voice low and slow, not in the mood for her games.

      ‘Oh, nothing.’ She laughs and waves her hand in the air to try and dismiss my suspicion. ‘Just that she’s obviously got her ways of making people fall for her.’

      I turn to Marcie, turning my back on the party and no longer caring who might be watching.

      ‘Don’t play games, Marcie. Dillon is a hit with them because she’s a good person who makes me happy. That’s all they have ever wanted.’

      ‘Of course. Enzo.’ She reaches up to touch my bicep, and I can’t help but notice how different it feels to when Dillon does the same. Marcie’s hand feels cold, rigid, and the touch of her skin against mine doesn’t raise so much as a single hair. ‘I wasn’t insinuating anything. I guess it’s difficult for me to see you so happy with someone else.’ She lowers her hand and steps back before lowering her voice. ‘Look, I just want you to know that you and I and what we have never has to be off the table. My door will never be closed to you.’

      I tilt my head, not surprised by her words because that’s classic Marcie, but by her gall, with Dillon only a few metres away.

      ‘I’m in love with Dillon, Marcie. So please understand that you and I — that’s very much off the table.’

      ‘I know, I know.’ She looks in the direction of Dillon, who stumbles and laughs loudly, as Giovanna holds her steady and giggles uncontrollably. They’re drunk, and I just want to get away from Marcie and get Dillon safely back to the suite. ‘You’ve got bluebirds flying around your head right now, but I’ve known you forever. Just know I’m here for you, for anything.’

      ‘I have to get my girlfriend to bed, Marcie. This conversation is over.’

      I walk away, leaving Marcie leaning against the wall, shaking my head that we just had a classic, I don’t want him, but I don’t want anyone else to have him, conversation.

      There was a time when I would have done anything to get back with her, just because I thought she was my chance at having the family I want. I think that’s maybe why I kept having sex with her. Sure, it’s always good sex and convenient, but I think for a long time, I just wanted to keep her there as an option to fall back on. That’s unfair, I know, but I suspect she was doing exactly the same thing.

      Now, even though I know Dillon is adamant there’s no future for us, I see one. I’m not ready to give up on that yet, and I’m not risking losing it before it’s begun, especially not for Marcie.

      ‘Hey,’ I say as I stand next to Dillon and wrap an arm around her waist to steady her. She smiles up at me. ‘You’re wasted.’ I smile, and she covers her face with her hand as she leans into me.

      ‘I know, I’m sorry,’ she slurs as she turns and presses her forehead into my chest, and I chuckle as I kiss the top of her head. ‘I don’t know what happened.’

      I laugh a bit louder, and she leans back to look up at me, closing one eye to focus.

      ‘Well, you drank a fuck load and probably have sunstroke. I did try to warn you.’ I smile, and she leans in close, wrapping her arms around my back. I take a deep breath. It feels amazing for her to hold me like that. Like I’m her anchor.  ‘Come on, let’s get you back,’ I say as I reach behind my back and take her hand.

      ‘Lorenzo Romano, are you trying to get me into bed?’ She bumps my arm with her shoulder as we start to walk away from the terrace, and I laugh.

      ‘Oh, Dillon, this is the one time that I’m not trying to get in your knickers, but yes, I am trying to get you into bed. Come on.’

      She cackles loudly as I wave goodnight to my sister and Bobby and lead Dillon back to the suite.

      

      I follow Dillon to her room to help her get settled and make sure she’s okay.

      ‘Have you got night clothes?’ I ask, looking around at the drawers and her bags as she tries to kick off her shoes, and then as I turn, she unties the wrap dress and drops it to the floor. ‘Okay, then.’ I try to avert my eyes as I pull off my t-shirt and hand it to her, anything to cover her delectable body, as soon as possible. ‘Put that on.’

      She struggles to untangle the hastily removed top, and I step forward to help. As I pull it over her head, I feel her hands on my body as she steadies herself. I step away, letting her find the armholes, thankfully more successfully than she did with the head.

      ‘Do you want to take off your makeup?’ I ask as she crawls onto the bed, the dark green lace of her knickers and that beautiful arse on full display, making my dick twitch as I scold myself for looking at her like that, even now, in the state she’s in, but she’s stunning, always, and the sexiest woman I’ve ever seen.

      ‘No, can’t be arsed,’ she says as she flops down on her back, and I smile. ‘Did you mean it?’

      I halt in the doorway, my hand on the light switch and turn back to her, ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Did you mean what you said?’ Her eyes are closed, and her voice sounds as though she’s already half asleep.

      ‘Dillon, get some sleep.’ I turn once more to leave the room.

      ‘That you are in love with me?’

      My breath catches and feels heavy in my chest at her question. ‘Dillon…’ I start, but she interrupts.

      ‘I wish I could say that. I wish I could be that brave.’

      Part of me wants to press her, get her to say it, get her to give me something to hang on to, but I know she’s drunk, and I can’t take advantage of that. ‘You need to get some rest.’

      ‘You said I was powerful, but I’m not. I’m just a scared little girl.’ She throws her arm over her eyes, and something about her words with that action makes her seem so vulnerable, like she’s trying to hide from the way she feels, from me. I wish I could take her in my arms and make whatever it is, okay.

      ‘Come on,’ I say softly as I walk back to the bed and tuck her in. ‘Go to sleep before you say something you’ll regret in the morning.’ I lean down to kiss her forehead, and she grabs my arm.

      ‘Will you stay with me?’

      ‘I don’t think…’

      ‘Just until I’m asleep. Please, stay with me. You make me feel calm.’

      I take a deep breath. Staying with her, lying with her, doesn’t seem wise, but I make her feel calm? How am I supposed to say no to that?

      ‘Okay.’

      I sit next to Dillon on her bed, raising my legs so I can lean back against the headboard, and she cuddles up to me, draping an arm across my lap as I stroke her hair, and her breathing slows and steadies with sleep.

      I look down at her, so peaceful, so comfortable with me, and I can’t help whispering my answer to her question.

      ‘Yes. I meant it.’

      

      As I lay in bed, my mind whirrs as I think about what she said. She has clung onto me calling her powerful like a talisman, a lucky rabbit’s foot. Even though she doesn’t seem to believe it a lot of the time, it means everything to her. I promise myself to remind her just how powerful she is and let her realise that she’s strong enough to give in to this thing between us because she’ll survive it.

      Tomorrow, I tell myself. Tomorrow, she’s falling in love with me, or maybe, just admitting that she already has.
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      ‘How’s your head?’ Enzo asks as I join him in the sitting area of the suite.

      ‘It’s okay,’ I admit. ‘I’m so sorry for getting in that state.’

      I’m embarrassed. I let him and his family see me wasted, and by the fact that I woke up in his t-shirt, which I’ll admit was a glorious thing as it smelt of him, he had to put me to bed.

      ‘Don’t worry about it. We’ve all been there.’ Somehow, I don’t believe that he has.

      ‘Did you undress me?’ I say, smirking as I slide into the seat opposite him and pick up an apple.

      ‘No,’ he laughs, ‘I turned around, and you were throwing your dress on the floor, so I grabbed the first thing I could think of to cover you up.’

      I widen, then scrunch my eyes. ‘Oh god, I remember it now.’ It’s like when someone says something, and you remember you dreamt about it. Him saying that made the memory of me undressing trickle back into view.

      ‘No big deal. Seeing you in your underwear is never a chore.’ I open my eyes to see his twinkle with something, not amusement, not mischievousness. He licks his bottom lip and grins before taking a bite of his bagel, and I realise its desire. He’s not hiding it like he normally tries to.

      ‘What’s going on?’ I ask suspiciously, and he grins.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I’m not sure, you seem… wait, we didn’t… did we?’ I’m sure my heart actually stops. There’s no way I could have forgotten sex with Enzo, right?

      ‘Fucking hell, Dillon, you were smashed. What do you take me for?’ He lets out a little laugh, but I can tell that offended him a little. I breathe though, and my heart starts beating again.

      ‘Well, I didn’t think we had, but your face— I don’t know, you look…’ I think, what is it? ‘Cheeky.’

      Enzo laughs loudly, and I smile wide at the sound.

      ‘Cheeky?’ he laughs again. ‘I’m thirty-two, not three.’ He has a sip of water and shakes his head, still chuckling. ‘I guess I’m feeling a little cheeky this morning. It’s a beautiful day. We’re going to see my nonna, and I don’t know, I just feel good. You know when you just wake up and think something good is going to happen today? I have that feeling.’ I squint my eyes at him. He’s up to something. He laughs again, and the sound is so rich and warm that I can’t keep the smile from my face. ‘Don’t look so suspicious. I’m just happy, must be wedding fever.’

      ‘Hmm…’ I say as I stand and get ready to go for a shower. ‘You’re up to something.’ I step close to him, forcing him to look up, then I bend over so my face is in front of his and pick up the last of his bagel. ‘Cheeky,’ I say, smiling before taking a bite and walking away.

      

      As I shower, I can’t keep my mind off the fact that there’s not long left now of my time with Enzo. There are two days until the wedding. Today, Enzo and I are taking a trip out to complete a few last-minute wedding errands, and then we have an afternoon-into-evening cocktail party and dinner. Tomorrow, it’s the wedding rehearsal and then a black-tie party before the wedding the next day.

      I don’t know what happens then, but I suspect we’ll head back to San Francisco so that we can talk away from his family. We were supposed to be staying on a little while so that he could show me the American side of his business and so that we could unwind, and I could see Callie. However, now, I’m just not sure.

      Things are not easy between us, well, they are, and that’s the problem. It’s too easy, it feels too comfortable with him, and that’s going to make it harder to walk away.

      I just need to get through the next few days and then rip off the plaster. I was supposed to be going to work for him, but the longer I spend with him, the more I know it will be torture seeing him without having him. Since I can’t have him… I am just going to have to say goodbye to Lorenzo Romano.
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      My god.  He is perfect.

      I knew he was, of course. It was the first thing I ever thought about him, the thing that rendered me completely speechless. Right now though, in the late afternoon sunlight, that crisp white shirt clinging to every curve and edge of his muscular back, shoulders, chest and my goodness, those biceps, and the tanned forearms revealed under the rolled-up sleeves, his perfection makes me squirm.

      The smile on his face as he talks to his family shows he’s so genuinely happy in their company. I can’t take my eyes off him.

      We had a fantastic morning. His cheekiness continued as we caught up with the florist to check on the arrangements, met with Angie to pick up his now-finished wedding suit, and my dress for the big day, and went to get ice cream… which made me laugh since we seem to have such a packed schedule these next few days, but he wanted to sit at a little ice cream shop and talk a while, over a shared bowl of pistachio and mint chocolate chip ice cream. It was fun and so nice to be away from the vacuum of the vineyard and the terms of our deal for a while.

      I’ve got to know the closest members of his family over the past few days, so don’t feel quite as much of a sore thumb here now, but his grandmother makes me nervous. I don’t understand why, but I have this overwhelming desire to have her like me. He’s not even really my boyfriend, so why does it matter?

      I watch him talking to her. He hadn’t planned to go to her yet, and I stayed near the wall overlooking the valley so that I could just soak up the happy atmosphere; but there he is, talking to her, and I feel like my head is on the block waiting for the blade to fall.

      He signals to me, calls me over with a hand signal, and I take a sip of my drink in readiness. This is what I’m here for, to convince his family that he is in a relationship and happy, nobody more so than his beloved nonna. But I feel like she knows, or she will know, and I just don’t want to let him down in front of his whole family.

      As I reach them, Enzo stands to put an arm around my waist and kiss my temple. My breath quickens at the smell of his aftershave and the feel of his soft full lips on my skin.

      He speaks in Italian to his grandmother, and it is so incredibly sexy that I feel my breath hitch in response. I swallow against my desire for him, realising I have a captive audience. I recognise my name, the words for girlfriend and happy, but most of it is completely alien to me. He turns and smiles at me before continuing to talk to her. I hear him say the words non parla italiano and place a hand on top of his nonna’s as she glances across to me, then back to him.

      She smiles and motions for him to help her to stand. She raises a hand to touch his face, then pulls him first, and then me, into an embrace. She kisses my cheeks, then places her hand on my cheek, just as she had done with her grandson, then says something in Italian before smiling and sitting back down, chuckling. Enzo laughs loudly.

      I look to him for a translation, and he shakes his head to compose himself.

      ‘My eighty-two-year-old grandmother just congratulated me on finding a girl with a nice backside and naughty eyes.’

      My naughty eyes widen, and I laugh loudly, despite the heat of embarrassment rising up my neck and burning my cheeks.

      I lick my bottom lip as Enzo says something else to his grandmother, amusement still lacing every sexy word. She watches me, then grabs his arm as she responds. He turns to look at me, and I grin, waiting for him to tell me what she said, and he stands straight, then leans in close to my ear and speaks quieter.

      ‘She said it starts your engines when I speak Italian.’ The feel of his breath on my neck, and the depth of his voice in my ear, definitely start something, and I fight hard to not show any reaction to the old lady in front of me, but when he doesn’t move and speaks Italian directly to me and only me, his voice tinged with mischief, I can’t help the way my stomach clenches, the shaky breath that escapes my mouth, or the look in my eyes as I turn my head to him. Nonna clearly feels her work here is done and turns away, so I feel safe enough to take his hand and pull him away from the crowds.

      Under the arches, Enzo pushes me back against the wall and crouches down a little to find my mouth with his before standing tall again, forcing me to tip my head back as he parts my lips and teases my tongue with his.

      I push lightly on his chest, breaking the kiss and look up at him. ‘What did you say to me?’

      He grins, not his normal grin — this one is filthy and full of the best kind of promise. ‘I told you what I’m about to do to you.’

      Whoosh… it’s like he just struck a match because I am burning up for him. I need him. Sod the agreement.

      Enzo’s hand grips my hip as I push my fingers up into his hair. He reaches back and squeezes my arse, then pulls me tight against him, letting me know how hard he is and making me gasp with anticipation.

      I feel his fingers lightly stroke the back of my thigh, then around to the side, tracing the hemline of my dress until he reaches the front and his lips and tongue find mine once more.

      I’m hot, wet, and desperate for him. The throbbing sensation between my legs is unbearable, and I’m about to beg him to carry on when we hear voices coming our way, recognisable voices — his parents.

      Enzo pulls his mouth from mine, looks down at me with wide eyes filled with amusement, then he grabs my hand and pulls me around the archway and through a doorway.

      The change in temperature is immediately noticeable as he guides me down a dimly lit staircase, and I realise we’re in the wine cellars.

      He pulls me through the huge racks full of hundreds of bottles of wine until we’re safely hidden from anyone who may come down here.

      I shiver, partly from the anticipation of what this situation promises, partly from the cold. The stone walls keep out the California summer heat, but as Enzo reaches for my hand and pulls my body hard against his, I realise we brought our own.

      ‘Where were we?’ he says, with a slight smirk on his face, and I grin as he devours my mouth once more.

      Enzo starts to move forwards, pushing me backwards but never taking his lips from mine until I feel the hard edge of something against my backside. I don’t care what it is because the moment we reach it, we stop moving, and Enzo’s lips and tongue trail from my mouth to my jaw, that spot behind my ear that makes my knees buckle and my neck.

      I drop my clutch bag onto the surface behind me. A high-pitched, breathy moan leaves my mouth as his kisses find my throat and collarbone, and I feel his fingers stroke the inside of my thigh.

      I instinctively reach for the waistband of his trousers and start to undo the button when his hand leaves my thigh and grips my fingers.

      ‘No,’ he says gruffly, and I look up at him, confused. He releases my hands and moves them to the edge of the surface behind me as he shakes his head slowly and returns his fingers to my thighs.

      Enzo pushes his hand up underneath my dress, and his fingers stroke across my underwear.

      He leans back and smirks down at me. ‘You’re soaked.’ His voice is husky, filled with desire.

      My lips part as he trails his fingertips up to the waistband of my knickers, and as he steps closer, he pushes his hand inside. My eyes roll back, and I close them for a moment as he strokes me, explores me, making my knees weak.

      As he moves his hand down further to push two fingers inside me, he steps closer, looking down into my eyes intensely the whole time, savouring my reaction to him, to his expertise as he agonisingly slowly works his fingers in and out of my body. I can’t tear my eyes from his. Watching him watch me is so erotic, and I feel like I’m craving it, craving him.

      His other hand reaches under my dress now and tugs at my knickers, pulling them down my thighs before pushing up my body to lower my dress and bra enough to allow him to stroke his thumb across my nipple, then pull on it just a little, before lowering his mouth to the hard bud and circling with his tongue.

      I grip tighter on the surface behind me as he kisses up my neck and finds my mouth once more. His thumb starts to massage right where I need it, making me push down eagerly as he twists and pulls my nipple with his other hand. My body rocks and my knees buckle as I tremble towards ecstasy, and he swallows the moans of pleasure that I can’t hold back.

      As my body releases, Enzo breaks our kiss, and I gasp for air.

      As his fingers leave my body and my underwear, he fixes my dress and steps away from me, and my breathing steadies.

      I bite my lip at the sight of him straining against his trousers, and as I watch him pull the pocket square his jacket and wipe his fingers, I step forward, reaching once more for the buttons that are denying me what I want.

      He steps back. ‘I said no.’

      His voice is firm, unwavering. I freeze and look at him, confused.

      ‘But… I…’ I narrow my eyes as I stumble over my words. ‘You don’t want me to…’

      ‘No,’ he says, resolutely. ‘I wanted to make you come. I wanted to remind you of the feel of me touching your body, but unless—’ he clenches his teeth and inhales through flared nostrils before continuing. ‘Until you are ready to give this a real go with me, you don’t get to return the favour.’

      My mouth falls open in shock, not sure what to say in response. He knows how much I want him. He knows I need him, and he’s using my desire as a bargaining tool to get his own way. Suddenly, his huge success at such young age makes sense.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he looks away, ‘I hope you don’t feel I took advantage of you in the moment. I want you, Dillon, and seeing, feeling you come apart for me is incredible. I want more than anything to make you feel like that every day.’

      ‘Enzo,’ I say his name, unsure what should follow it. I’m confused. I want to take him in my hands, my mouth, but I’m also thrown that this was some sort of game to him. I’m a pawn… Marcie’s words haunt me, and I cover my mouth with my hand. ‘Is this all just a game to you? Am I just here to be played with?’

      He inhales deeply through his nostrils and closes his eyes for a moment, then looks into my eyes with such intensity that my body betrays me, and I burn for him all over again.

      ‘Dillon, I have never been more serious about anything in my life as I am about how I feel for you. I want your hands and your mouth on my body. I want to lay down and look up at you riding my body, taking your pleasure from me.’ Oh god. ‘I want to make you scream my name, and I want to render you incapable of screaming anything coherent at all. And believe me, the ways I want to worship your body is the tip of the iceberg of what I want for us.’

      I swallow my desire at his words until he grabs his hard dick through his trousers, making my eyes narrow and my breath quicken.

      ‘This is what you do to me. Every day. You don’t even need to do anything, just the smell of your fucking coconut body cream.’ He releases himself and runs his hand through his hair. ‘You drive me wild, Dillon, and I would kiss the ground you walk on, happily, for the rest of my life because despite what you seem to believe, you’re the most powerful thing I’ve ever experienced.’

      He steps close to me and puts a hand on my cheek, then pushes it up into my hair, making me lose myself for just a moment as I close my eyes and press against his touch.

      ‘I don’t know what’s holding you back, but I’ll tell you this. You can trust me with your heart, your body, and your mind. There’s nothing that could change how I feel about you, so you have all the power. You have my love. It’s yours whether you want it or not, so you get to decide the next move.’ I look at him as he steps back and turns away, then stops and turns back to me. ‘I’m going to sort this out.’ He looks down at his crotch, and the thought of him getting himself off turns me inside out. ‘Go back to the party or back to the suite. It’s up to you. The ball is firmly in your court here. If you decide your wall is one you want to climb, I’ll be in my room. Please don’t come to me if it’s not.’

      Holy shit. What the fuck. I had no idea Enzo would be someone to play games like that. I am pissed off, and turned on, and so confused.

      He’s an expert with those hands, my god. As I clench my thighs together at the thought, I become acutely aware of how wet my knickers are. I can’t go back to the party like this, and if I go back to the room, is that going to make him think I’ve made a decision that I haven’t even begun to consider yet?

      I need Liv.

      I grab my bag and head up the cellar stairs and push open the doors, making my way around the back of the main building, away from Enzo’s family so I can call my best friend.

      It’ll be about ten p.m. there, so she’ll be awake, but she might well be having sex; envy consumes me at the thought.

      If she can’t talk, she won’t answer, so I scroll to her name on my phone and click to call.

      ‘D, give me a sec,’ she says, and I hear her moving and then closing a door. ‘You okay?’

      ‘I’m so sorry to interrupt, Liv. I just really need your advice,’ I apologise.

      ‘You mean, the advice you never take?’ She laughs. ‘And it’s cool. We were just watching TV. What’s up?’

      I take a deep breath.

      ‘Enzo just fingered me,’ I say, not sure there’s a more delicate way to approach it, and she bursts out laughing.

      ‘Fucking hell, Dillon, you’ve got a way with words. So what’s the problem?’

      ‘Well, we have a contract that says no sexual contact, for a start. Then there’s the fact he used it as a power play to get me to agree to more.’

      I talk Liv through exactly what happened, from his grandmother to telling me to find him in his bedroom and everything he said, and I find myself getting more pissed off as I tell the tale.

      ‘Okay,’ she says slowly as I finish, and I wait, knowing there’ll be more. ‘So, what you’re saying is your absolute dream man, a man you clearly have feelings for, is in love with you and wants you so much that he’s willing to get you off in order to remind you just what he can do, but won’t let you touch him because that would be taking advantage of you; not to mention the fact that he probably knows how much you need the physical connection, so he wants to show you just how physically connected you can be. Also, let’s remember that he got you into bed in the first place by telling you how powerful you were, and now, he’s handed you the power on a plate?’

      Fucking hell, Liv. Take a breath.

      She has a way of seeing a situation in a very logical way and then spelling it out like she’s reading an instruction manual.

      ‘Olivia, how did you get all that from what I just told you?’ I question, dumbfounded, and she laughs.

      ‘Dillon, how did you not?’ She sighs loudly. ‘You have got a wall bigger than China, he’s right about that, and he adores you, but he knows you need to come to this decision yourself. Come on, D, just give it a shot. You’re going to lose him next week anyway, so what do you have to lose by trying and possibly getting to keep him?’

      She’s right about that. There’s definitely no way I can work for him now, so he’ll be out of my life in a matter of days.

      ‘Babe, it’s fucking scary. I know, but you have it in your head that if you try, you might lose him, but you are going to lose him if you don’t try. You need to decide which you’d rather live with. For the record, I think you could have something really great. I’m here for you whatever.’

      Oh my god. Am I really considering this? Am I about to have my first boyfriend at thirty years old? Fuck.

      ‘I need to go and find him, don’t I?’ I say, the initial flutters of nerves raising the pitch of my voice as she squeals in response.

      ‘Argh, that’s my girl! Don’t give it to him too easily though. Make him work a bit for it, you know, just for fun.’

      I laugh — giggle really. I’m nervous as shit.

      ‘Love you, Livvie.’

      ‘Love you, babe.’
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      ‘Enzo,’ I call out as I enter, or rather burst into, the suite. I fear if I go slowly, I won’t go at all. There’s no reply. I remember that he said he would be in his room.

      ‘Enzo,’ I say again as I approach his slightly open door, my heart pounding in my chest at the prospect of what I’m about to do.

      I place my hand on the door and take a deep breath as I push it open and step inside.

      He’s not there.

      I look around, looking for clues, but there are none, no phone, no strewn clothes. The door to his bathroom is open, and there’s no sound of the shower or of him sorting himself out, as he put it.

      He’s not fucking here. What game is he playing?

      I leave his room in a state of confusion and look around the suite. Who does he think he is? He told me he would be here. He knew this was something I would find impossible to admit I wanted, and now he’s not even here when I decide to do just that. Maybe he just assumed I wouldn’t. No, he wouldn’t risk that — this is another play. Oh no, Lorenzo. You don’t get away with this that easily.

      I want him, that much I have come to terms with, but if he thinks I’m going to go back out to his family and make this easy for him, after this, he is very seriously mistaken.

      As I turn and leave his room, I strut towards mine like an extra in a Beyonce video. He’s got me, that much is for sure, but if he wants to play games, I’m going to warm up and get ready to go on.

      If he’s not here, he must be out there with his family, swanning around looking divine in the afternoon sunshine, nursing a glass of wine with a pocket square that smells of me stuffed in his pocket.

      I’m going to head back out there and let him know what he just missed out on.

      I look down at myself. My dress is pretty, but I look very sweet, the floaty fabric and polka dot pattern is nice, but nice is not what I need right now.

      Enzo said I’m powerful and that’s exactly how I need to feel right now, and there’s nothing more powerful than knowing he’s struggling against his trousers just looking at me, and for that, I need the red dress.

      When Angie made all my outfits for this trip, she made them according to the specific list of events Enzo gave her and used the things she’d prepared for him as inspiration. Not the red dress, though.

      When I was alone with her, with no Lorenzo in sight or earshot, she showed me a design she’d drawn up after the first time she met me.

      My curves and black hair deserved something drop-dead gorgeous in the back of the closet apparently, a fall-back dress, a power dress, a freakum dress, if you will. Okay, really, my Beyonce moment is getting out of hand.

      I open the wardrobe and run my fingers over the fabric, then I take a deep breath, smile with the excitement building in me and pull it out.

      I don’t have time for a shower, but I definitely need a wash after what he just did to me. I walk into the bathroom and turn the tap on a washcloth as I peel off my dress and underwear.

      I have a quick wash, brush my teeth and check my makeup. It’s okay but needs a bit more. I quickly apply some black eyeliner and smudge it with a brush for a quick smoky eye, then find my red lipstick, the one that stays on my lips and not on whatever my lips are touching.

      I let down my hair, relieved I took the time to twist it into my bun this morning as it now drops into the soft waves that the red dress deserves.

      I turn and find a black lace bra and knickers and pull them on, then quickly, remembering his comment about my coconut cream, apply some, smiling as I make sure it’s everywhere I’d like his face to end up after this.

      Then I put on the high stiletto sandals that Angie gave me as a gift to go with the dress, and I look at myself in my sexy black strappy sandals and black lace underwear and grin. He doesn’t stand a chance.

      ‘Hello, you,’ I say as I pick up the dress, then step into it.

      The dress is perfect. It hugs my thighs from just above my knees, accentuating my hips and backside and clinging to my waist. The off the shoulder straps and slight V in both the front and back show off my boobs and shoulders in a way that isn’t obscene in front of his family, but I know will drive him wild.

      I raise the zip on the back, then twist and turn in front of the mirror.

      Now I’m powerful. Let’s do this.

      

      I walk towards the terrace with an extra swing in my hips. I hear the music, the laughter, the hum of conversation, and I smile. This feels really good.

      ‘Wow, Dillon,’ Valentina says as I step out onto the terrace near to where she’s standing, talking to another of her sisters. ‘You look sensational.’ Her accent rolls over the words and makes me smile. She knows about the agreement, the only person here that does, and I can tell by the look in her eyes, she knows something has changed.

      ‘Thank you,’ I accept the compliment, ‘Have you seen Enzo?’

      She grins and points across the terrace. Enzo is talking to Benito, Roberto, and another man that I haven’t met.

      My confidence is sky-high as I make my way towards him, feeling eyes on me all around. Enzo has his back to me, but as Benny looks at me, his mouth opening slightly, he smacks Enzo’s arm and tells him to turn around.

      If this were a movie, this is the point that everything would go into slow motion. Enzo turns slightly to look at what Benny is alerting him to, smiling from the conversation he’s been having, and then he sees me. I notice his lips part, his eyes widen slightly and wash over my body, the tip of his tongue wetting his lower lip, and he turns completely and steps closer to me as I stop walking, close enough to him for my coconut body cream to reach his nostrils, close enough to notice the increased speed of the rise and fall of his chest.

      ‘You look…’ his gaze drifts down my body again.

      ‘Ahem. I’m up here,’ I say playfully, and he drags his eyes up to meet mine.

      ‘You look out of this world,’ he says as I step closer still and place a hand on his chest. ‘Why did you get changed?’

      I roll my eyes as I smile. ‘Well, I had to change my knickers.’ He grins, and I continue. ‘Also, you told me you’d be in your room if I were ready to talk, so I went there, but you weren’t.’

      I notice the frown creasing his forehead, and his mouth gapes slightly, as though he’s trying to speak, but nothing is coming out.

      ‘You came to my room?’ he asks, eventually.

      I nod. ‘I did.’

      ‘But I said not to come there unless…’

      I interrupt. ‘I know.’

      ‘Dillon.’ He steps forward, getting ahead of himself, and I step back, as he did to me earlier.

      ‘No.’ I smirk, and he widens his eyes.

      ‘No?’

      I put my hand to my throat and trail my fingertips down towards my chest. ‘I’m thirsty. I think I’ll get a drink.’ I look towards the wine bar, and he reaches forward, lightly grabbing my wrist.

      ‘Dillon, can we talk?’ He’s pleading, desperate to understand, and I smile sweetly.

      ‘You played a game with me today, Lorenzo.’ I step closer again, then reach up, lowering my voice and speaking quietly, close to his ear. ‘Now it’s my turn.’

      I turn and walk away, smiling widely as I leave him standing there with a head full of questions and, I really hope, a bulge in his trousers he’d rather not have in front of his family.

      ‘Dillon,’ I hear Giovanna say my name and turn to look at her as Enzo reaches my side. ‘Nonna has asked if she can talk with you.’

      Oh crap. I had only really considered Enzo’s reaction to the dress, not his family’s; then again, this is all new to me. I’m not used to having family to worry about since I don’t normally see my dates outside of the bedroom.

      ‘I’ll take you over,’ Enzo says quietly, and Giovanna snaps her gaze to him.

      ‘Did I say she wanted to talk to you? She just wants to see Dillon.’

      I swallow hard. What could this possibly mean? All I know at this moment is that I’ve finally decided I want Enzo in my life properly, and his grandmother, who he adores, may have the power to lower the axe on us before we get started. Maybe the red dress was a mistake.

      ‘But she doesn’t speak English,’ Enzo protests sounding aggrieved.

      ‘Then I will translate,’ Gi says in her most patronising tone before hooking my arm with hers and leading me away.

      ‘Well, you look fucking insane,’ she says quietly as we walk, abandoning Enzo once more, and I laugh.

      ‘Is she going to tell me I’m dressed like a slut and not good enough for him?’ I ask, and she scoffs loudly.

      ‘God no, she’s quite fond of a wicked woman, my nonna. She’d be more likely to tell you off if she thought you were too plain. Don’t worry. She likes you.’

      Her words do little to ease my concerns as I try to consider why she could possibly want to speak with me alone.

      As we reach the elderly lady with a cheeky glint in her eye, Giovanna speaks to her in Italian, and then we both sit, me closest to her grandmother, who immediately takes my hand in hers, and Gi leans forward, ready to translate.

      ‘What has he done, that grandson of mine?’ Gi repeats in English, and I look between the two of them, confused. Nonna speaks again, and Gi laughs, nodding. ‘She said you went away looking like his wife and came back looking like his mistress, so what lesson are you trying to teach him?’

      I laugh loudly and nod my head, then, realising she doesn’t miss a trick. I give a version of the truth.

      ‘He tried to play games with me, and I have no intention of letting him win.’ I shrug, smiling slightly without showing my teeth, and the two women on either side of me laugh as Nonna squeezes my hand and says something else.

      ‘She says she thought you were good for him the moment she saw the way you look at each other, but now she’s certain. A good woman should always keep her man on his toes.’

      I laugh and impulsively lean in to kiss both her cheeks, thanking her in Italian, one of the few things I know how to say, then I stand.

      ‘Then I guess I should get back to it.’ I smile, and as Giovanna translates, I turn and walk back to find Enzo.

      It’s not difficult to locate him. He’s been standing, leaning against the low wall that looks down over the vineyard, brooding over my interaction with his grandmother the whole time. His face remains serious, eyes locked with mine as I walk towards him.

      As I reach him, he steps forward, using his hands on my hips to gently encourage me to turn until my backside rests against the top of the wall, his hands either side and his face close to mine.

      ‘So, nice chat?’ he asks, his eyes playful now.

      ‘Mmm,’ I nod. ‘I think she may prefer me to you,’ I respond before smirking, and he laughs.

      ‘You’re probably right.’ He leans in closely, so his cheek touches mine, and the smell of him invades my senses. I close my eyes, thankful that he can’t see them. ‘Shall we get out of here?’ His voice is laced with delicious promise, and I want to say yes, but I’m not ready to let him off the hook just yet. I’m having fun.

      ‘No,’ I say softly, and he leans back to look at me, his eyes pleading.

      ‘Dillon, I need to know what’s happening here. Can we talk, please?’

      I take a deep breath and reply. ‘Soon,’ I answer as I place my hands on his chest and gently push him backwards.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he says, gently grabbing my wrist as I start to move away. ‘I’m sorry for earlier. It wasn’t fair, but neither is this,’ he says seriously, and I hear how much this is bothering him.

      ‘Enzo, you don’t need to apologise for earlier.’ I raise my eyebrows. ‘Really.’ He smiles. ‘But you decided it was time for games.’ I turn back towards him. ‘You said the ball was in my court, so let me play.’

      He releases my wrist as he looks into my eyes. There’s a devilish glint, one that makes me excited to get back to that room of his… just a while longer.

      Accepting that he’s going to have to wait until I’m ready before we discuss what this is, Enzo resumes his host with the most tour of the wedding guests. I watch as he greets people, talks to family, laughs, smiles, hugs, and kisses everyone, and they all just want to be near him.

      He looks across to me hopefully on occasion, but I just shake my head and sip my wine.

      As the sun starts to dip in the sky, and I watch Enzo disappear towards the main building, I assume to use the toilet, I decide it’s time. I stand and bend down to talk to Giovanna, whose table I have been sitting at.

      ‘If you see your brother, could you tell him I’ve gone back to the room please? I’m tired.’

      She throws her head back and laughs loudly. ‘Yeah, sure you are. The pair of you have been engaging in public foreplay for the past few hours just so you can go and get some sleep.’ She laughs again.

      I smile, not wanting to get too deep into what I’m hoping to soon be doing to her brother, so just shrug my shoulders and walk away.

      As I leave and head back to the suite, I hope I have time to calm my nerves before Enzo gets there.

      I feel strange. I’m nervous, excited, aroused, and terrified. I had no idea I could feel all those things at once, but I do. Once Enzo finds me in his room, everything changes for me. My lifelong commitment to staying single is over, my outlook on life will change, and I’ll have someone else to consider.

      I walk into the suite and turn on the lamp in the sitting area, then, after taking a deep, steadying breath, I push open the door to his room.

      I turn on the bedside lamps, draw the curtains, and sit at the end of his bed. I suddenly hope to god he arrives quickly because my body has started to tremble with anticipation and nervousness.

      Then as I hear the key in the door, I take a deep breath and wait.
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      I open the door to the suite and notice the lamps are lit. My heart pounds in my chest as I look towards my bedroom door, which is partially open, and see the lights on in there too.

      When Gi came to me a few minutes ago and told me I better get back to the suite and to my hot girlfriend, my mouth went dry. Is this actually happening?

      I take off my jacket and drape it over the back of the sofa, step out of my loafers, then take a deep breath and walk into my room.

      My breath catches at the sight of her, sitting at the end of my bed with her legs crossed. I take her in, from those incredibly sexy heels to her bare legs and that unreal red dress, then my eyes find hers.

      She takes a deep breath and stands as I walk over to her.

      ‘You’re in my room,’ I say quietly, and she nods.

      ‘I am.’ I step closer to her, and she looks up at me.

      ‘I said not to come to me unless you were ready for more.’ I put my hand on her back and pull her body tight against mine.

      ‘You did,’ she replies, her voice quiet and breathy with, I suspect, a mix of nerves and need.

      ‘Dillon, I can’t do this unless you’re serious.’ I hate saying that. I wish I could just enjoy whatever she wants to give.

      She turns her back to me and reaches around to pull her hair to one side. ‘Help me out of this dress, and I’ll show you how serious I am.’

      I look down at the soft skin of her neck and shoulders and her tattoo peeping out of the top of her dress. I want this. I want her, but I hesitate. Is this just physical attraction to her? Is this just the game?

      Sensing my hesitation, she turns in my arms and lifts her hands to my face.

      ‘Enzo,’ she says my name so softly that my heart beats faster in my chest. ‘I can’t say the words you want to hear, not yet, but I’m here, and I want to try. I’m scared of this,’ she admits as she pushes her fingers into my hair, ‘but you make me feel brave.’

      Well then, that will do.

      I lean down and kiss her deeply. Her tongue against mine and the feel of her body pressed up against me drives me crazy as I lower the zip down her back and gently pull her dress forward, then push it down.

      I break the kiss to look down. The black lace bra lifting her tits up towards me is very distracting, but the more pressing matter is the dress, still hanging off her hips — that’s got to go.

      I step back a little to look at her, then use my hands on her hips to push the dress down over her arse and let it drop. She steps out of it, and I drink her in, standing there in those shoes and matching black lace underwear. My dick strains against my trousers, and as my eyes reach her face, I realise that’s what has her attention.

      I undo the buttons on my shirt and remove it, as she stands there watching the show, then I hold out a hand for hers, and as she takes it, I pull her towards me, guiding her hand to the buttons on my trousers.

      She looks up at me as she undoes the buttons and starts to lower my trousers. I help her out by pushing them down and stepping out of them, as her hands leave my waistband, and she traces her fingers up my stomach to my chest, my neck, and back into my hair and as she pulls my mouth back to hers.

      As my tongue finds hers, my dick twitches in my boxers, and her hands come back to my chest.

      She pushes lightly, and I break away to look down at her.

      ‘Sit,’ she instructs, and I move to do as I’m told. As I back towards the edge of the bed, she stops me. ‘Wait.’ She steps forward, hooking her fingers into the waistband of my boxers and lowering them, and herself, to the floor.

      I step out of my underwear as she kneels and looks up at me with hungry eyes. Fuck. My dick twitches in front of her face, and she licks her lips then repeats her earlier instruction to sit, and I comply willingly.

      Dillon pushes her hands up my thighs, pushing them apart as she kneels between them. I lean back a little to give her all the access she wants and give me a better view.

      She raises up on her knees and pushes her hands up over my abs, then rakes her fingers back down, digging in her nails just a little, making me shiver. She smiles mischievously.

      ‘Did you like that?’ she says, playful amusement in her voice, and I nod.

      ‘I did,’ I admit, hearing the telltale huskiness of total desperation in my words. I need to be inside her, one way or another, now.

      She uses her hands on my thighs to push herself up to standing, and she looks so fucking powerful, I might just blow my load looking at her.

      ‘Move back,’ she says, and I wriggle up the bed, propping myself up on the pillows so I can still watch whatever she wants to do. She bends down to undo the strap on her shoes, and I stop her.

      ‘No.’ She looks up at me, surprised. ‘Leave them on.’

      Dillon smiles at me and stands upright once more, then steps forward and crawls onto the bed, never breaking eye contact as she settles on her knees between my thighs.

      She looks down as she reaches forward and grips the base of my dick, making me inhale sharply at the contact. She twists her hand around the shaft to the top and circles the tip with the palm of her hand, spreading the moisture there as she leans down and runs the tip of her wet tongue up the underside. I blow out a deep breath and groan as my stomach and balls tighten with the touch.

      She lets out a low chuckle at my reaction and looks up at me. I swallow hard as she licks her lips, gently circling the tip with her tongue, then slowly, lowering her mouth onto me, taking me in. Fuck. Taking all of me in. Sweet Jesus.

      ‘Fuck, that’s good.’ I sigh and close my eyes as she licks and sucks up and down the length of my dick and circles the tip with her tongue. The feel of her warm mouth surrounding me makes me tip my head back and release a shaky, breathy moan.

      I look down and take a moment to enjoy watching her take me into her mouth. She circles the tip again with her tongue, and the shockwaves cause me to lose my mind a little.

      My fingers grip into the soft hair I love, lifting it so that I get a full view as she moves her head up and down, faster now, sucking a little harder when she reaches the tip. When she comes up for air and pumps her hands up and down my dick, she looks up at me and smiles before licking her lips and lowering again. I can’t take much more.

      ‘Don’t make me come,’ I gasp, breathing hard as I plead, and she sucks hard, slowly up the length of me, moaning as she releases me into her hand.

      ‘But I want to,’ she says, breathlessly and I grin.

      ‘But I want to be able to make you scream my name.’ She looks up at me, her dark eyes so full of delicious promise as she twists her hand around my dick and rubs circles on the wet tip with her palm. Fuck me. She’s good at this. She stops stroking and places both hands on the bed, either side of my hips. ‘Come here,’ I say, my breath still laboured.

      As she moves to straddle me and lowers down to kiss me, I flip her over onto her back and settle above her, making her laugh loudly. I grin, my turn.

      I lower down, pressing my body into her as I kiss her deeply, and she moans against my mouth. I lean back to look down at her.

      ‘You smell fucking delicious,’ I say as I nuzzle into her neck, and she giggles adorably.

      ‘Do I?’ she presses, her voice becoming lower, more serious as I start to trail kisses down her neck to her collarbone.

      ‘Oh yeah.’ I reach up and pull the strap of her bra from her shoulder as I plant soft kisses across her chest and nuzzle into the small space between her glorious tits. I decide that if I die right here, right now, from suffocation whilst inhaling that fucking coconut scent, I will die a happy man. I can’t die yet though. I’ve got work to do.

      ‘You smell good enough to eat.’

      I lower down, my kisses taking me down her stomach to her sides and making her shiver.

      Goosebumps spring up on her skin as I lean up on my arm and tickle my finger across the top of her lace knickers, then move down, slowly. Dillon lifts up onto her elbows to look down her body and watch me, and I can’t tear my eyes from hers as I stroke my fingers across the damp lace between her thighs.

      She wets her lips with her tongue, then they fall open slightly. Her nostrils flare, and her chest lifts and lowers more intensely as I rub and massage through the lace.

      I push myself up to sit back on my heels between her thighs and look down at her. I grab my dick and stroke slowly, watching her react to me, and I grin.

      ‘You’re doing that on purpose,’ she says, then bites her lip, and I laugh.

      ‘You better fucking believe it.’ I want to savour every second of this.

      I pick up her leg, raising it and kissing behind her knee before placing it down again, then do the same with the other, before reaching up and pulling her knickers down her legs, over those shoes, and off.

      I push back off the bed and stand to look down at her. ‘Fuck, you’re sexy,’ I whisper, stroking myself once more. ‘I need you completely naked apart from these shoes.’

      I pick one of her legs up and place light kisses on her ankle as she lies flat, releasing the clasp of her bra in the middle of her chest.

      Shit, if I’d known the clasp was at the front, I’d have done it already.

      She discards the black lace bra to the side of the bed and bends her knees to place the high-heeled sandals on the bed. She looks outstanding, but her knees together will not do.

      I gently separate her knees, then thighs, and crawl back onto the bed between her legs. She’s beautiful.

      ‘I want you,’ she says, reaching her hands towards me to pull me down to her.

      I move over her, settling between her legs and covering her mouth with mine, as I push against her, into her, just a little.

      ‘You have me,’ I say against her lips as I lower my hand between our bodies and circle my fingers across the hot, wet part of her that I am starving for. ‘But I want this.’

      I push two fingers into her as I kiss her once more, and she inhales sharply. I move down her body, trailing kisses from her jaw, down her neck, her throat, her chest. I take a moment to kiss and lick her tits and nipples, silently promising to come back to those later as my dick jerks in response.

      I remember to slowly move my fingers, pulling them out a little and pushing them back in, curving them inside her and making her release a long breathy moan as my kisses find her ribs, her side, her belly button.

      Her natural scent mixed with the soft fading coconut of her skin drives me wild, and I just want to bury my face in her pussy and never leave, but I’m taking my time.

      As I delicately run the tip of my tongue down the crease of her leg, moving my fingers inside her once more and looking up to see her tremble, I find the first taste of her from the juices being spread by my fingers, and I know this is going to have to speed up a little. As much as I want to relish every second of this, I also don’t want to come on the sheets while I finger her and go down on her, and right now, that’s a real risk.

      I sit up and look down into her hooded, desire-filled eyes as I slowly pull my fingers out of her, push my hands up her inner thighs and firmly push them apart, wide.

      I slide my hands up further, massaging her gently with my thumbs, one by one spreading her, exposing her to me, stimulating her until she throws her head to the side and exhales loudly.

      She lifts her head, then rises up on her elbows to look down her body and watch me. Fucking powerful. I’ve never gone down on a girl who revels in watching — normally, they can’t bear to make eye contact. Not Dillon. I should have known.

      I flatten my body, getting comfortable on my stomach after reaching down to readjust my dick so it stops rubbing against the soft sheets every time I move, taking me closer to the wrong end for this night.

      I inhale her scent as I lower my head and find myself in heaven.

      I gently kiss and suck her lips, tugging them, savouring her taste and the gentle shudders of her body. Her whole body trembles, and she releases a shaky moan.

      I close my eyes and bury my face between her thighs, and lick slowly up. My tongue is wide and flat to touch to every part of her while the tip of my nose nudges and massages the hood of her clit, and a strangled, high pitch moan leaves her lips.

      I know she’s watching, so I want to make sure I put on a show, but I can’t look up at her now. My whole face is buried in her pussy, and I’m not looking up at her until I’m desperate for air.

      That being said, if I suffocated here, I wouldn’t mind. I thought death by cleavage would be good, but dying down here, where I could reasonably either suffocate or drown as she writhes and moans and grips my hair, would be an exquisite way to go.

      I nuzzle into her before closing my lips gently around her clit as gently as I would on her mouth and use my tongue to softly tease the hood up, relishing another strangled moan from Dillon.

      I reach one hand up to gently pull the hood of her clit up with my thumb, leaving her sensitive and exposed, before continuing to kiss her, using my lips and tongue to enclose and tease… enclose and tease.

      I push one and then two fingers into her, and with a groan, she collapses back onto the mattress, pushing down onto my mouth and fingers.

      'Enzo, don't stop,' she gasps breathlessly, her voice barely audible, and I hum my acknowledgement, my appreciation. She’s so fucking wet, and I suddenly cannot wait to make her come.

      She pushes down again, becoming more eager.

      'Yes, that, oh god, yes,' she calls out, and I make damn sure I don’t change a thing I’m doing. She’s there. She’s right there.

      She pushes her fingers into my hair, gripping and pulling and making me growl against her.

      'I'm… I'm…'

      She arches her back off the mattress and clenches around my fingers as she drives her body down.

      The sounds leaving her mouth are unreal; strained breaths, moans of pleasure, and strangled squeals as her body tenses and releases.

      As she breathes hard, becoming limp on the bed, I bring her down slowly, nibbling and kissing all of her until her breath returns to somewhat normal before pulling my fingers from her body and gently crawling off the bed, smiling at the wet patch on the sheets between her legs. She came harder than any woman I’ve been with, and it was magnificent.

      She lifts the arm she had thrown over her eyes and glances at me as I stand next to the bed.

      ‘This isn’t over,’ I promise as I walk towards the bathroom and reluctantly rinse and wipe my face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Dillon
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      Oh. My. God.

      That was life-altering — earth-shattering. Maybe that sounds dramatic, but I feel like I just had an out-of-body experience.

      I hear the tap turn on in the bathroom and smile. I know I made a mess of his face. I also know he loved it.

      I sit up and undo the straps on my shoes, kicking them off and then sitting back on my heels just as Enzo comes back out of the bathroom, proudly naked, although no longer fully hard. Give me about fifteen seconds to change that.

      He leans against the doorframe and looks at me, his mouth curving up into a sexy half-smile.

      ‘You’re something else,’ he says, starting to move towards me again and then crawling onto the bed and kneeling in front of me as he leans in to kiss me.

      I reach forward and trail my fingers down his stomach, through the neat dark hair and take him in my hands; oh, that was only ten seconds, nicely done, Dillon.

      Enzo lets out a low growl and grabs me, pulling my body against his and laying us down. The weight of him on top of me as we laugh at his eagerness is heaven.

      He lifts up to look down at me, and I reach up to run my fingers through his hair to his neck.

      ‘I know you can’t say it, but I love you.’ His voice is so low, it’s almost a whisper as my eyes meet his, and I see it. I see the love he’s talking about. I want to say it. I feel it.

      ‘Make love to me.’ It’s the closest I can manage, and Enzo smiles in response. He nudges my thighs apart a little wider so he can settle between them, and slowly, gloriously, he fills me.

      ‘Oh, god…’ I exhale as the sensations of him rolling his hips into me wash over me, then moan as he pulls out. He laughs, that low, slow rumble that curls my toes.

      ‘Maybe I’ll just keep it like this,’ he rolls his hips into me, agonisingly slowly, ‘take it this slow, just to hear you make those noises.’

      He pulls out again, then back in, circling his hips this time, and I release a string of incoherent moans.

      ‘Aah…oh…ohh.’

      ‘Mmm,’ he hums, then pulls my leg up to give him more access as he rolls into me again. ‘those sounds are driving me crazy.’

      ‘If you think those are good,’ I say breathlessly, then roll my hips against him, ‘speed it up and make me scream your name.’

      His eyes widen for a second, then he devours my mouth with his and rocks my world.
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      I lay in bed, the soft morning light starting to bathe the room, and Enzo, the man whose bed I shared last night, is stirring next to me.

      Last night was unbelievable. Sex with Enzo has been something spectacular every time, but last night, I felt more connected to him than I have felt to anyone in my entire life.

      While he drifted into a peaceful, contented sleep, I lay awake. I watched him in the gentle glow of the moonlight coming in through the windows; he’s perfect.

      I felt calm. It was such an alien feeling to me, and I didn’t want to waste a second of it. I was totally relaxed, not even a hint of the bubbling anxiety I’ve felt for two decades. He settles me. Him being mine settles me.

      He’s a stunning man, beautiful really. It’s like he was carved from stone by a master sculptor and brought to life to be mine. His jaw is chiselled, his muscles defined, his skin smooth and tanned. His eyes sparkle, and despite their darkness, there’s a constant soothing warmth in them. He’s so much more than just nice to look at though.

      He is kind and funny, he adores his family, and he treats me like I’m a precious antique that he needs to take care of, but also makes me feel so powerful and strong. He’s sexy and sweet, and he’s everything I could have ever wanted if I had just allowed myself to dream it was possible.

      He’s truly special, and if I’m ever going to be able to make it work with any man, it’s him.

      ‘What time is it?’ he asks, the sleepy croak in his voice making me smile as I turn to look at him.

      ‘Just after six, did I wake you?’

      ‘No, this is late for me. You wore me out.’ He smiles as he pushes himself up to sitting and leans back against the headboard. I sit forward, my back to him as I pull the sheet around myself, grinning at the memory of just how I wore him out. I feel him move. ‘Hey,’ his lips on my shoulder make my eyes close, ‘you okay?’

      I turn my head and find his eyes with mine — his stunning dark eyes — the eyes that have captivated me for months.

      ‘I will be when I brush my teeth.’ I grin, and Enzo falls back laughing, a sleepy deep rumble that starts a fire in me.

      ‘Yeah, I get that. I’m going to grab a shower anyway.’

      He turns to lower his feet to the floor, and I can’t help but watch as he gets out of bed and proudly walks his perfectly-naked body to the en-suite bathroom.

      ‘Want company?’ I say without thinking, and he stops, turning to me, and smiling as his answer.

      Well, you know what they say: save water, shower together… I’m just doing my bit for the environment.

      

      ‘How are you feeling?’ Enzo asks as we lay in bed. We came back here after breakfast, as honestly, now that there’s no reason to, we can’t keep our hands off each other.

      ‘Tired,’ I reply sleepily, my head resting on his chest as he strokes his fingers across my back, and he sighs.

      ‘I meant about this, us. I know it’s a big step for you.’

      I take a breath then lean up to look at him.

      ‘I have no idea what I’m doing, but I know I want this.’

      He doesn’t say anything, but that says everything I need to hear. He’s happy and calm. This is right.

      As neither of us says anything more, and the gentle movement of his fingertips on my skin lull me towards the sleep I missed last night. I wrap my arm a little tighter around his waist, pull my body a little closer to his, and as I realise I couldn’t open my eyes now if I wanted to, I smile against his chest and fall to sleep in the arms of the man I adore.

      

      ‘Dillon, are you almost ready?’ Enzo calls out from outside my room as I stand, looking at the woman in the mirror in front of me. She’s different: happy, strong… powerful.

      While Enzo was at the wedding rehearsal this afternoon, I took a long bath, called my sisters and Liv and told them about Enzo and me. Shay and Kat squealed down the phone, and I think Kat might have actually been about to cry when Mum came in to tell me that her room had become available at the village and that she was moving in a few days. It feels strange to know I’m not going to be there to take her, to settle her in, but she needs to go. I know that. I’ll see her as soon as I’m home.

      Now though, I have a dinner to attend, and even though nobody else knows it, it’s my first event as Enzo’s real, true girlfriend, and I can’t wait.

      I open the door and step out into the sitting area of the suite, and my god! Enzo is standing there in a tuxedo, and he is walking, talking perfection.

      ‘No, nope, we’re not going. Get in that bedroom now,’ I say, pointing behind him, and he laughs as he steps towards me.

      ‘You look fucking sensational,’ he growls as he pulls me close, and I hear the inhale as he smells my hair, or my perfume, or my body cream… it makes me grin. ‘But my sister will castrate me if we don’t get out there now.’

      I look up at him, sticking out my bottom lip in protest, and he leans in to nip it with his teeth. I pull back.

      ‘Do not kiss me. If you kiss me, we really are going nowhere.’

      He laughs again, then steps back and pulls me towards the door.

      We’ve been here days now. His family are used to seeing us together, but I can’t help wonder if they will notice a difference today. Not that it matters. We’re together now, and there’s nothing that matters to me more.

      No more second-guessing, no more holding back. I’m here, on his arm, in the bespoke tuxedo jumpsuit he helped design specifically for me to wear to this event to complement his suit. We look as made for each other as our clothes are, and I’m starting to trust that we are.

      ‘Dillon, you look amazing,’ Valentina says as we reach the terrace, and she eyes us both curiously. ‘Lorenzo, you look handsome — and happy.’ It doesn’t escape me that she speaks to him in English, which is rare, and I can’t help but notice the telltale grin on his face that answers her unasked question as he pulls me close and kisses my temple. She’s the only person here who we can share this with, and he needed to share it with someone.

      Valentina smiles as she walks away, and Enzo and I head across the terrace.

      ‘Lorenzo.’ The soft American accent I’ve come to recognise calls out to him and stops our progress towards his parents. We turn to face her, and she looks me up and down quickly before remembering she should greet me too. ‘Dillon, hello.’ Marcie turns up one corner of her mouth in what I’m sure she feels is enough of a smile to hide that she can’t stand me. It isn’t. It’s a shame, I think, as I look at her — she’s clearly fierce. She’s stunning, sexy as hell and from what Enzo has said, she has a good heart once you get to know her. I bet we would have got on if we had met under different circumstances, and if she didn’t think she still had a claim to my man. My man. The thought makes me grin.

      ‘Is something funny?’ Marcie asks, snapping me from my thoughts, and I shake my head.

      ‘No, nothing.’ I don’t remove the grin from my face as Enzo squeezes my hand.

      ‘Anyway, Lorenzo. I just wanted to let you know that our conversation the other day has been on my mind. Oh, Dillon, I hope you’re recovered from your over-indulgence at the barbecue.’

      The cheeky cow.

      ‘Oh, yeah. I’m fine. Enzo took good care of me.’

      ‘Marcie, my parents are waiting for us, is there something you need?’ he presses before we start to tear strips off each other.

      ‘I just simply wanted to remind you of our talk and let you know that I’ll be sticking around in San Francisco if you want to discuss it further.’ She looks at me as Enzo’s grip on my hand tightens, and I fight the increase in my heart rate as I wonder what they’ve been discussing. I push down the idea that ‘talking’ could be code for something else — he wouldn’t do that to me. I look up at him as he glares at her before regaining his earlier composure.

      ‘Okay. Thanks for that, but there’s no need for further discussion on that matter.’

      We’re endgame: her words from the beach return to my mind. She made a play for him here while I was metres away, and she has no qualms bringing it up in front of me? I sort of respect her for it. She wants him and is shameless about it. I notice her lips tighten and the slight flare of her nostrils, and I want to say something. I shouldn’t. I know I shouldn’t, but…

      ‘What were you discussing?’ I ask, smiling sweetly despite the tension I feel in Enzo and the glare from Marcie as she turns her gaze on me. ‘Was it a continuation of the talk we had at the beach? Because that was fun. Like I said to you then though, Marcie, you really should be careful before you play games you know you can’t win.’

      Enzo turns his eyes on me, and I sense his confusion, but this conversation is over.

      ‘Anyway, nice to talk to you again.’ I walk in front of Marcie, pulling Enzo’s hand and leading him away.

      ‘What the fuck was that?’ he says quietly as he stops and pulls me in front of him, and I realise we’re on the dancefloor.

      ‘Nothing you need to worry about — it’s done.’ I stretch up, not as far in heels as I need to in flats but still a stretch and find his lips with mine. ‘I know she’s a family friend of yours, but I’m not comfortable with you being around her alone. I trust you. I don’t trust her,’ I say before lowering back down, and he nods.

      ‘I understand that. Consider that your first official act of putting me under your thumb.’ He smiles, and I chew my lip, anxiety beginning to bubble. I don’t know how to be a girlfriend, but I know I don’t want to be that girlfriend. ‘Dillon, I’m kidding. If you had an ex that wanted to play games like she does, I’d be a lot less diplomatic than you’re being right now.’ He leans in to leave a kiss on my lips, then my forehead as he holds me close, and we move to the music filling the air around us.

      The evening is nice, and despite the formal dress code, it’s fun and laid back. As we eat the four-course meal Enzo and I planned with the caterers, the conversation flows well, the laughter is loud, and the company is warm. I realise happily that now that Enzo and I are official, I get to feel this over and over. This family that opened their arms to me without question are part of my life now. A spark of excitement in the pit of my stomach grows into an overwhelming wash of emotion as the smiling face of the only other man I’ve ever loved flashes in my mind.

      I swallow the lump in my throat and raise the napkin to wipe the tear forming in the corner of my eye.

      ‘Are you okay?’ Enzo notices and turns to me, concerned. I nod.

      ‘Yeah, I’m fine. I just thought about Nonno and how happy he’d be to see me here surrounded by Italians.’

      He smiles. ‘If you want to take it, the opportunity is here for you to explore your heritage, maybe even learn the language.’ His smile widens. ‘I could teach you.’

      I chuckle. ‘I already know the dirty words.’

      Enzo tips his head back and laughs loudly before leaning in close to my ear and speaking Italian directly to me, his voice deep and low as his finger traces down the bare skin of my spine. My eyes close as goosebumps rise up on my skin.

      ‘Then you’ll know what I just told you I’m doing as soon as we’re in private,’ he adds before leaning back a little to look directly in my eyes, desire turning his darker than they already are. ‘An hour maximum, and then I’m dragging you back to my bed.’

      I wet my lower lip with my tongue, and he growls in response, making me laugh.

      ‘Scratch that… Forty minutes.’

      

      As we dance after dinner, I feel like I’m floating on air. I thought we had chemistry before, but here, now, knowing what we know, it’s like nothing I could have imagined.

      As Enzo spins and dips me to the music, I laugh and respond to his movements, to his body, the love in his eyes, and the tangible joy in the air all around us.

      I realise that I feel safe. There’s a security that comes from knowing he’s mine. It would take an explosion right here on this terrace to tear us apart.

      ‘Get her out of here. Now!’ Giovanna screeches as she storms towards Enzo and me on the dancefloor and physically tears us apart.

      Tick, tick… Boom.

      I can’t speak. I don’t understand what’s happening but feel the eyes of Enzo’s family boring into me and the noticeable change in the atmosphere. The joy is gone — anger and confusion replaced it the second Giovanna pulled the pin.

      ‘Gi, what the hell are you doing?’ Enzo steps in front of me defensively, and his sister glares up at him.

      ‘Get that fucking whore away from my wedding,’ she screams, and I stumble back a little, hunching my shoulders and feeling the first knots of panic in my stomach. She means me. She’s talking about me.

      ‘Whoa, what the fuck?’ He steps forward towards her, and I can’t see his face, but the rage in him is clear in his voice. ‘Don’t you dare talk to her like that.’

      Gi laughs, although she’s not amused, she’s furious, and she steps forward, shoving him hard in the chest. He was expecting it, so he braced and hardly moved, which only stokes the fires of her fury.

      ‘Don’t I dare? Are you for fucking real? You bring a fucking prostitute to my wedding and have the nerve to tell me not to dare.’

      What. The. Fuck?

      ‘Giovanna, what are you talking about?’

      He grips her arms in an attempt to get her to calm down, talk sense, anything.

      ‘Her.’ She points her finger until it’s only an inch or two from my face, and I feel the burn of my embarrassment rising up my neck as tears sting my eyes.

      She knows about the agreement, clearly not everything, but she knows he paid me to be here, and I want to run. As if he knows, Enzo reaches behind him and grabs my wrist holding me there, not allowing me to go.

      ‘I know she’s a whore. I know you paid her to be here to fool your stupid family. You disgust me.’

      ‘Gi,’ he exhales her name, and his grip on my wrist tightens as, I imagine, he starts to panic. It’s probably not a feeling he’s used to. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Oh, don’t I, Lorenzo?’ She pulls up her phone, turns it to us, and presses play.

      ‘Liv, how? He’s already paid me nearly seventy grand to be here, to be his girlfriend, and I’ve already spent most of that money. I have no way of paying that back, other than going to this wedding with him and seeing out the contract.’

      I feel all the air in my lungs pass my lips in a rush as my knees threaten to give up the strength keeping me standing.

      Someone filmed my conversation with Liv at the beach. It seems so long ago, and so much has changed, but I feel sick. If I were Giovanna, I’d come to the same conclusion she has.

      I’m going to throw up.

      I twist my wrist in Enzo’s grip, and he turns to me.

      ‘No, Dillon.’ His voice is stern — his eyes dark, serious.

      ‘Enzo, let me go, please.’ Tears escape my eyes as I plead with him, and I see in his eyes that he has no idea how to navigate this. He needs me, but I just need to get away from here. ‘Everyone is staring. Please.’

      ‘You might as well go with her, get your money’s worth,’ I hear Giovanna spit out as Enzo releases my wrist and turns back to her.

      I run without a second thought as I hear him telling her she’s got it wrong, and then the buzz of gossip and anger as word spreads.

      I abandoned him. I fed him to the wolves.

      As I reach the arches and duck away out of sight, I gasp for air. I can’t breathe. I can feel every pounding beat of my heart, pumping so fast I think it will explode.

      I’m going to be sick.

      Tears pour from my eyes as I press my back into the cold stone of the arch, trying to ground myself.

      I’m going to pass out.

      I feel the rough stone graze the bare skin of my back as my legs fail to support me, and I crumple to the ground.

      I’m going to die.

      ‘Dillon.’ Valentina crouches in front of me and grips my arms. ‘Breathe, Dillon, just breathe. It’s okay.’ Her kind eyes lock onto mine, and I can’t look away. She reaches forward and places her hand on my cheek. ‘It’s okay. It will be okay.’

      ‘Dillon.’ I hear Enzo’s voice call out. He sounds shaken.

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Valentina calls to him and stands to let him know where we are.

      ‘Oh god, Dillon. I’m so sorry.’ As he reaches down to pull me up and into his arms, I sob, heavy gasping sobs of a woman realising her twenty-four-hour relationship with the man of her dreams is over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Enzo
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      I don’t understand what just happened. Everything was perfect. I had the woman I love on my arm, and she was happy. She was ready for this.

      I can’t imagine who amongst the supposed family and friends out there would do something so heinous as filming her private conversation and sending it to my sister the night before her wedding just to ruin my relationship. Wait, yes, I can. I would never have thought her capable of this, but it can’t possibly have been anyone but Marcie.

      I want to confront her right now, but I have bigger problems.

      ‘Dillon, please, open the door.’ Dillon ran to her room as soon as we made it back to the suite and locked the door. I can hear her banging around. I can hear her gasping for breath between sobs, and not being able to hold her, calm her is torture. ‘Sweetheart, please,’ I beg, although my voice is quiet after twenty minutes of doing that to no avail. I know she has no intention of letting me in until she’s ready, if at all.

      The truth is, I have no idea what I would say if she did. This is not something I had anticipated. I knew our fake relationship would end. I was prepared for the fallout of that until the moment I found her sitting on my bed last night, but this? I never imagined them finding out the truth… or at least, a version of it.

      I tried to explain to Gi, but she wasn’t in the right mind to hear it, and for once, she wasn’t my priority. I heard her screaming at my back as I walked away from her for the first time in my life, and it was a knife to the heart, but Dillon needed me, and I needed her.

      I hear the click of the lock and look up as the door opens.

      ‘No,’ I say, stepping forward to Dillon dressed in jeans and a hoody with her holdall in her hands.

      ‘Let me go, Enzo.’

      She steps forward, avoiding looking up at me, but I can see the red of her panic rising up her neck and cheeks. I put my arm across the doorway to stop her.

      ‘Don’t run from this, Dillon. Don’t run.’

      ‘Your family thinks I’m a hooker.’ She speaks quickly as she steps backwards into the room and covers her face with her hands. ‘How do you expect us to come back from this?’

      She doesn’t want an answer. I know that. This is a problem. I don’t know how my family will ever understand all this, but I don’t want to let her leave.

      ‘Let me go, Enzo. This was never going to actually work. Just let me go.’

      Her voice is a whisper as she finally looks at me, and tears escape her eyes.

      ‘What can I say?’ I ask, stepping forward as once more, she steps back.

      ‘Nothing. There’s nothing. Just let me leave, please. Just let me go.’

      ‘No, we can do this.’ I’m desperate. I just got her — I can’t lose her now.

      ‘We can’t.’ Her voice is high, and tears stream from her eyes, breaking my heart.

      ‘We can get through this.’

      ‘I can’t. You’ve seen it, Enzo, I know you’ve noticed it You’ve seen me spiral. I’m broken. My mind is broken, and I’d rather walk away from you now than watch you walk away from m…’ The desperate need for air steals the words from her mouth as she inhales suddenly, sharply. ‘I will break you, and I can’t do that.’

      She covers her face again before turning away from me, and I step forward. I reach for the top of her arms and pull her back against my chest, inhaling the smell of her shampoo as I press my lips to her head.

      ‘I love you, Dillon. I don’t have the answers to any of this, but that much I am certain of. Don’t walk away from this now, please.’

      My words are muffled against her hair, and she trembles in my hands as she exhales.

      ‘Enzo,’ she sighs. ‘I need to leave.’

      There’s a finality in her words, despite the emotion, and I can tell she means it. I release her arms and step away to look at her for a moment before turning and leaving her room.

      As I reach the sitting area of the suite, I pull out my phone. If she’s leaving, she’s going to need a car and a plane ticket.

      

      ‘I booked you a flight,’ I say as I hear, rather than see her leave her room. I’m standing at the door to her terrace with my back to her. I’m not going to stop her, but I’m not going to watch her leave. ‘And there’s a car waiting.’

      I hear her take a breath and brace myself, the last shred of hope in me clinging to the possibility that she’ll stay; then I hear the door.

      She’s gone.

      

      I try to ignore the banging on the door, but I know my family, they won’t go away.

      As I put down the whiskey glass in my hand, I take a deep breath and head over to the door, exhaling, before opening it.

      ‘Where is she?’

      Giovanna bursts into the suite trailed by Bobby, my parents, and Valentina, who at least I know will be in my corner.

      I don’t answer. I’m not in the mood for Gi’s high horse.

      ‘Lorenzo, where’s Dillon?’ Valentina asks softly, placing her hand gently on my arm.

      ‘She’s gone.’ The words slice through me, and I keep my eyes on Valentina as I feel my parents’ gaze on me.

      ‘Good,’ Gi snaps. ‘You need to figure out how to make this up to everyone before tomorrow.’

      I turn my head to look at Giovanna, who crosses her arms across her body defiantly and widens her eyes at me.

      ‘Get out.’ The tone in my voice isn’t one I’ve ever directed at my little sister, and I notice the flicker of confusion cross her face momentarily. ‘Giovanna, get the fuck out of my room.’

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Mum gasps.

      ‘Don’t talk to your sister that way, Lorenzo,’ Dad adds in Italian, and everyone switches their language.

      ‘I cannot look at her. Her little tantrum out there has just lost me the best thing that’s ever happened to me, all because she’s a petulant child,’ I spit before turning to face Gi. ‘If you had behaved with an ounce of the intelligence you possess, instead of worse than one of the toddlers you take care of, you would have come to understand the nature of my relationship with Dillon, instead of drawing your own incorrect conclusion. Thanks to you, I’ve just watched the woman I love walk out of my life. So, get the fuck out, Giovanna.’

      ‘Gi, come on,’ Bobby encourages as Giovanna stares open-mouthed, and I fight the urge to comfort her when I notice the tears forming in her eyes. ‘Lorenzo, we’ll talk about the way you just spoke to my fiancée when you’ve calmed down. For now, I’ll say goodnight.’

      I’m torn between shaking his hand and breaking his nose, but thankfully, my renowned composure prevents me from doing either, and I just watch as he guides my sister out of the room.

      ‘Son, you’re clearly upset, but your sister is supposed to be getting married tomorrow. Think about that, and think about how she’s feeling.’

      My dad has a way of making me feel calm in the strangest of situations, and I nod as I look at him and sit back down to my drink.

      ‘You need to talk to us, Lorenzo, because my head is in a spin with all this. I can’t believe it was all a lie.’

      My mum sits opposite me, and as my eyes meet hers, I see devastation. The betrayal I feared is there. I never wanted this.

      ‘It wasn’t all a lie, Mamma. Let me explain.’

      I reach across the table and take her hands in mine as Val and my dad join us, and I let them in on the whole story.

      

      ‘Open the door, Marcella.’ I pound my fist against Marcie’s door. It took everything in me not to get the master key and just let myself in.

      ‘Lorenzo, what are you doing?’ She glares at me as she tightens the robe around her body and looks out into the hallway to see if anyone is looking. ‘Come in before you wake everybody.’

      I know nobody is asleep. They have too much to gossip about tonight, but she’s right, I don’t need to fuel the fire, so I step inside.

      I feel like my blood is boiling as heat spreads across my body. I needed to confront Marcie about the video. How could she do that to me?

      ‘Are you really so spiteful that you would tear apart my family and my relationship?’

      ‘Well, from what I hear, relationship is a stretch, but I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

      ‘Marcie, you made it clear you didn’t like Dillon. You made it clear you didn’t want you and I to end, but the video? I can’t believe you would stoop so low.’

      I turn my back and step away from her as her mouth gapes and her eyes widen.

      ‘You think I sent the video? Lorenzo, you can’t be serious right now.’ I turn my head to glare at her. ‘Get out of my room — go back to your whore.’ I rush towards her, towering over her, shaking with rage as she stands beneath me, looking up, refusing to falter. ‘The video was nothing to do with me, Lorenzo. I would never do that to you.’

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ I spit. ‘You’ve been nasty and vindictive since the day we met, especially when it comes to getting what you want, and you’ve made no secret of the fact that you want me.’

      ‘Get out of my room,’ she repeats. ‘This vindictive bitch has heard enough.’

      I glare at her for a moment longer before turning and stomping out of the room and back to my suite.

      

      I can’t sleep. Dillon’s flight is in the air, somewhere over the Atlantic, according to the flight tracker I keep checking, even though I know she has hours left. I just want to talk to her and ask her not to write us off yet. I’ll be back in London as soon as possible, and we can fix this.

      My parents took the whole thing better than I expected. They called me an idiot and gave me a lecture about lying to the family, but after they realised that my feelings for Dillon and my hurt at losing her was real, they seemed more upset that Valentina knew about the ruse and didn’t tell them.

      Sick of staring up at the ceiling, I get up out of bed. It’s just after midnight, and I may as well switch on the laptop and do some work than lay there wallowing.

      As I make my way into the sitting area, there’s a soft knock at the door.

      ‘Can we talk?’ Giovanna looks drained. Her eyes are puffy, and her voice has a croak from the shouting and crying.

      ‘Are you going to listen if we do?’ I widen my eyes, and she nods, so I step aside.

      There’s a strange silence between us. Gi and I have never argued like we did today, and it hangs heavily over us both.

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t give you the chance to explain anything. I saw red,’ she says without being prompted, as I put on the hoody draped over the back of the sofa, immediately regretting it when the smell of Dillon’s perfume invades my senses.

      I hold out my arms to my sister, and she practically throws herself at me. I’ve always been an anchor for Gi, always been the one to calm her when she’s upset, anxious, spiralling, and to know I was the cause of those things today and that I couldn’t soothe her, only added to the turmoil I’ve been feeling.

      ‘She’s not a prostitute, Gi,’ I say softly, and she looks up at me, then steps back. ‘I guess Mum and Dad have filled you in, though.’

      Without discussion, we move to the sofas and sit, and she shakes her head.

      ‘No, I didn’t want to talk to anyone, and I wanted to hear it all from you.’ She smiles slightly, ‘So, please explain, Lorenzo.’

      I take a deep breath and prepare to dive in.

      ‘I understand how you came to the conclusion you did from Marcie’s video.’ I pause as I notice the surprise and confusion on her face.

      ‘Marcie?’ she questions, and I nod.

      ‘Who else could it have been? They’re all family, and nobody else is that vindictive.’

      ‘No, Enzo, the video is from Emily, my bridesmaid. She didn’t mean to film Dillon, but she was doing a video tour of the beach to show her mum. She didn’t even realise what Dillon had said until tonight when she spoke to her mum, and she mentioned it.’

      Fuck.

      ‘Tell me you didn’t bash Marcie’s door down over this.’ I look into Gi’s eyes, and she reads my answer. ‘Oh, Enzo. What a mess this is.’

      Giovanna gets up and walks to the drinks cabinet. She picks up a glass and pours us both a drink from the bottle I left on the table earlier.

      ‘Gi, you’re getting married in a few hours,’ I protest. Giovanna doesn’t do well on a hangover.

      ‘Not unless I fix things with my brother,’ she replies as she hands me my glass and returns to her seat. ‘So talk.’

      ‘I love her, Gi, and I don’t think she’s coming back.’ I hang my head and look down at the glass in my hand.

      ‘Tell me everything. We can fix this.’
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      It was a waste of first class, I think, as the plane touches down on the tarmac at Heathrow.  All this luxury to relax, and I spent the entire flight in a daze. How did this happen?

      The worst part about his family thinking I was a prostitute is that I feel like one. He paid me to be there, and I slept with him. I know the circumstances are not that black and white, but the cold hard facts are that I broke the terms. I had sex with the man paying me to be there. My feelings for him are irrelevant.

      They aren’t though, not really. Not when you consider that I’ve never had feelings for anyone before. Still, I always knew it would come crashing down, and it did. I should have stuck with my gut instincts.

      My stomach hurts, my head is pounding with sharp pains in my temples and forehead. My neck and shoulders burn with the tension, and my throat hurts from crying. I just want to get off this plane, get home and curl up in my own bed. I don’t like this feeling, and I need it to stop.

      This is different. This isn’t the panic that grips me so often — this is something I’ve never felt before. When I think of him never holding me again, I have to fight not to break down. It’s only been a few hours, but I already feel cold and lost without him next to me.

      It's not just Enzo. In the time I spent with his family, I came to care for them, Giovanna more than anyone, and the way she looked at me, the way she spoke about me with such venom, it hurt, and it hurts now. I know she was angry, and I understand why, but the look in her eyes is how I know there’s no way back for Enzo and me. She will never look at me as anything other than the woman who accepted money to fool her at her own wedding, and Enzo is too close to his sister to have to constantly bat back and forth between her and his girlfriend.

      I snigger bitterly as I walk through the airport after collecting my bags. Girlfriend. I was someone’s girlfriend for a whole day — does that even count? The next time someone asks me about my longest relationship, do I give the worst answer ever or discount the time that I spent in his arms?

      Despite the turmoil I feel, watching a sunny late afternoon in London pass me by on the taxi ride from the airport is somewhat calming. I know I’m not through it yet. The hurt and fear, the sick feeling, and headache will all be back, truthfully, they haven’t gone anywhere, but this summer evening in my home city is the hug I need.

      I stand on the pavement and look up at the steps leading to my flat. It suddenly seems only an hour since I was dancing and laughing with Enzo without a care in the world, and now I’m here, alone. I loved this flat and my life here just a few weeks ago. Now I just feel empty.

      I turn the key in the lock and push inside, dropping my bags by the door and heading for the living room, placing my hand on the door, and realising I hear voices, giggles, moans, but it’s too late as I step inside… and freeze.

      ‘What the fuck?’ I gasp, without the energy to do much else, and they look up at me. ‘Shay?’ Her name is a question as Liv pushes my sister off her and jumps up.

      Shay, my baby sister, was straddling Liv, my best friend.

      They were kissing.

      What is happening?

      ‘Dillon, god, I can explain.’ Liv steps forward, and I glare at her. This is the girl. Shay is a girl she’s been seeing.

      ‘She’s my little sister, Liv.’

      ‘No, don’t you dare,’ Shay snaps as she steps forward.

      ‘Shay, don’t. I get it.’ Liv puts her hand on Shay’s arm, and she turns to look at her. I see their eyes. I see the way they soften as their gazes meet, but I’m angry. Liv hid this from me: my best friend — my little sister.

      ‘You don’t have to explain anything to her. We’re adults, and you,’ she turns her attention to me, ‘don’t get to do this, Dillon. Don’t look at her like that.’

      I know what I’m doing. I’m looking at Liv as though she’s betrayed me, and I can see it hurts her. It’s the same way Gi looked at me a few hours ago, and I understand how it feels, although Liv and I are like family, so this will be worse for her; but I can’t help it. I feel betrayed right now, and I don’t have the energy to fight that.

      ‘I can’t believe you would hide this from me,’ I direct at Liv before turning to Shay, ‘and you, since when are you gay? Why would you not tell me that?’

      ‘Because we’re not friends, Dillon.’

      My sister’s words cut me like a knife. I was already a shell after leaving Enzo, and she just crushed me to sand. I feel my heart starting to beat faster, and I try to fight it, not now, but I’m tired. I don’t have the energy for this.

      ‘You don’t get to play the sister card when it suits you and act like we don’t even exist the rest of the time. You’re never around. You abandoned me to run off to San Francisco, and I had to figure all this out on my own. Kat was too busy looking after Mum, and you weren’t there. You’re never there. You’re my sister, Dillon, and I’ll always be there for you, but you haven’t earned the right to be a part of my life outside of that.’

      I clutch at my chest as I feel the heat rise up my neck and take a step back, trying to give myself more room, more air.

      ‘I’m bisexual, Dillon. I came out when I was sixteen. I tried to call you, and you never answered or called me back, and by the time you did, I was over it. You say you love me. You say it every time I actually get to see you, but you don’t act like it, D. You push everyone away to arm’s length and refuse to bend, refuse to let anyone in. So I stopped trying, and you don’t get to be my big sister right now.’

      I can’t breathe. Not now, please not now.

      ‘Say something, D.’

      I open my mouth to respond, but my mouth fills with water, and I gag as I try to swallow. I’m going to be sick.

      ‘D…’

      ‘Shay, stop,’ I hear Liv say as she comes toward me, and I step back against the door for support. ‘Dillon, look at me.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Shay’s voice is higher than normal, and in my mind, I see the scared little girl that I abandoned, but I can’t look at her.

      She’s right. I’ve done this. I thought all I cared about was family, but I’ve pushed them away as much as everyone else. Liv is the only person I’ve let close, and that’s because I can’t hide from her when we live together, and I trust her. I trusted her. Now I don’t know.

      My sister, she’s screwing my sister. And I didn’t know Shay was bi because I wasn’t there for her. I’m spiralling. I gasp for air as my knees buckle, and I crumple to the floor. I clutch at my hoodie, desperate to get it off. I’m hot, too hot. My hands tremble at the zip as tears stream from my eyes, but I can’t grip it.

      I become frustrated in my panic, and then I feel calm, soft hands on mine. Shay.

      ‘Breathe, D.’ She looks into my eyes as she lowers the zip on my hoodie and helps me out of it, then sits next to me on the floor and wraps her arms around me as I try to breathe, only to find myself sobbing unashamedly, in the arms of my baby sister.

      

      ‘What was that?’ Shay’s voice is low, a whisper, but I hear her clearly.

      Once I could breathe again, Shay and Liv brought me through to my bedroom and told me to rest. I closed my eyes immediately, ready to shut out the world, but shutting off my mind isn’t that simple.

      ‘It was an anxiety attack. She has them sometimes,’ Liv explains, and there’s silence. I know Shay is looking at me.

      ‘I didn’t know.’

      ‘It wasn’t for me to tell you.’

      It’s the last thing I hear before the door closes, and I pull a pillow over my head.

      

      ‘Want to talk about it?’ Shay says as she brings a glass of water and some paracetamol to my bedroom and sits on my bed.

      I managed to get some sleep. It’s dark outside, so I know it’s after ten as that’s when the sun finally disappears at this time of year, but I have no idea what time it is or how long I managed to sleep, only that I still feel exhausted.

      ‘Not really. But I guess I should.’

      A hint of a smile touches her lips, and there’s a knock at the door. Kat.

      Tears prick my eyes at the sight of my big sister, and she joins Shay and me on my bed.

      ‘I called Kat. Liv told me about your attacks.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me you were still having them, D?’

      I take a deep breath and try to find words. I close my eyes. I don’t know how to do any of this. I feel as clueless at this moment as I did with Enzo, trying to admit my feelings for him. I’ve avoided it for so long, avoided them for too long.

      ‘It’s not often,’ I say finally, quietly. ‘I’m sorry.’ I look at Kat, who looks hurt that I hid this from her and worried for me.

      ‘Dillon, Kat and I have been talking. We think it’s time now Mum’s settled.’ Mum, fucking hell. I didn’t even ask about Mum. ‘We have a lot of shit to deal with, from the past, that’s clearly affecting us all.’

      ‘We think we need therapy, Dillon. All of us,’ Kat takes over from Shay.

      ‘No.’ I sit back against the headboard. ‘I’m not crazy. I’m not sick,’ I snap defensively, and Kat leans forward, taking my hand.

      ‘Dillon, of course not. But we went through a lot.’

      ‘I found this place, D. It’s like a retreat where you go and stay for however long you want. They have yoga and beautiful forests you can walk in, and therapists too. I think we should go.’ Shay reaches to take my other hand, and I look into her warm dark eyes. ‘Together.’

      The word suddenly means more than I ever realised. I’ve been alone. For so long, I’ve been totally alone because I was too scared to lose the people I love that I never gave a thought to what baggage my sisters might be carrying too. We were all there — we all went through it.

      ‘Okay.’

      The word is weak, my voice lacks conviction, but I’m in. I don’t want to feel this way anymore.

      

      We booked the retreat. I paid for it using the money from Enzo, and we’re leaving tomorrow. Shay, Kat, and Liv left me to get some rest, none of them pressing the issue of why I was home early, a day after telling them Enzo and I were together. We’ll have that conversation, but not tonight.

      For now, I just want to pull the covers over my head and try to sleep, at least then, the sight of him standing by those doors, unable to watch me walk away, won’t haunt me as it has since I closed the door of the suite and felt my throat close up.

      I decide to set an alarm on my phone so I can adjust to being back on UK time and realise I haven’t looked at it once since I turned it off before takeoff, and it’s still in my bag, so I get up to retrieve it and turn it on.

      My stomach churns, and I swallow hard against the anticipation of seeing his name on my screen. It doesn’t take long, but where I thought there’d be a barrage, there’s just one message:

      Please let me know you’re home safe. I love you, Dillon. Please don’t give up on us yet.

      I want to say so much. My fingers itch with the need to tell him how I feel, tell him how I miss him already, miss his eyes, his lips, his arms around me. I want to rant and cry about the shitstorm we’re in and explain how his family will never accept me now. I click reply:

      I’m home.

      It’s not enough. I know that. But it’s all I have.
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      I didn’t hear back from Enzo. I saw the message was read, and I saw the bubbles of his reply appear and then vanish as he changed his mind, and now I’m here, in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by nature, with phone service, a thing of the past.

      ‘This is beautiful,’ Shay says as she walks ahead into the trees and closes her eyes.

      I smile and wonder what she’s hearing. What song is the wind through the leaves singing to her? What beat plays in her mind as the branches crack underfoot?

      I realise that I do think about my family all the time, but it’s showing them that’s the problem — showing anything. I stood in front of Enzo while he said he loved me. I lay underneath him while he looked into my eyes and told me again, and I couldn’t say it back.

      I have admired Shay forever, but she would never know it, and Kat is my hero, but she’s been left feeling weak. I’ve let them all down.

      That’s my first step, I decide, as I turn to see Kat running her fingers over the bark of an old oak tree as though she’s able to really feel something for the first time. I want to know my sisters. I need to know them, and they need to know what they mean to me. Time with Enzo’s family taught me that, if nothing else, family is precious.

      We have a cabin in the woods. Instead of separate bedrooms, we have one, with four single beds, one bathroom, and a small living area with a kitchenette, a corner sofa, TV, a foldaway table and chairs. We could have gone for something bigger, something with separate bedrooms, but I wanted them close. I didn’t want to be able to close a door on them.

      After settling in, we decide to go for a walk in the woods. It’s early afternoon and still warm, so we grab a blanket and some of the snacks we brought and head out.

      ‘What do you hear, Shay?’ I ask as we walk, wanting to show an interest but also desperate to hear her answer.

      ‘What do you mean?’ She looks at me, amused, and I grin. My face feels tight, as though I haven’t smiled in a year.

      ‘Well, you’re naturally musical. You always have been. You seemed to be able to find music in everything, from as soon as you were able to bang a drum or shake a rattle. I walk around and hear the black and white, a bird tweeting, a leaf rustling, or a gust of wind. It’s what it is and nothing more. I always imagine you hear it differently to me.’

      She goes quiet for a moment.

      ‘You’ve thought about this before?’ She turns to me, and I nod. ‘Okay. Come here.’

      We stop walking, and I turn to Shay. She takes my hand and Kat’s. Kat and I instinctively hold hands to close the circle.

      ‘Close your eyes.’ I do, assuming Kat has too.

      Shay doesn’t talk for a moment; the only noises are the sounds of the forest: rustling, cracking and tweeting. After a moment, I become aware of the flow of water somewhere in the distance.

      Then Shay starts to explain, rhythmically, melodically, words rolling off her tongue effortlessly like waves kissing the sand.

      I hear the blow. I hear the flow,

      I hear the life down low.

      I hear the rustling, hear the cracking,

      I hear the trees as they grow.

      I hear the rhythm of our footsteps,

      The melody in the wind,

      I hear the water — can you hear it?

      It’s just starting to sing.

      I hear the beat the birds keep,

      With each repeated tweet,

      I hear their song, I hear their call,

      I feel their music in my feet.

      In my hands, in my heart,

      In my mind, on my skin,

      My body tingles, a beat lingers,

      Words come from deep within,

      I hear the forest calling me,

      I answer with a song,

      Now I hear my tummy rumbling,

      ‘Cause I haven’t eaten in sooo long.

      A loud laugh escapes me, and I open my eyes to see humour in Shay’s eyes as Kat laughs too. She may have added something funny to break us from a moment, but I find myself in awe of her. She’s incredible, and I know it’s just the tip of the iceberg.

      

      ‘I assume Kat knew about Liv?’ I ask Shay as we sit on the blanket and tuck into the snacks we brought.

      ‘Yeah, I’m sorry. I couldn’t exactly stay at your place, so she stayed over at home.’

      It stings, but I get it.

      ‘It wasn’t for me to tell you, Dillon,’ Kat says softly, and I smile.

      ‘I know. It’s okay. Are you happy?’ I ask Shay.

      She smiles without meaning to. It’s free and natural, and my answer is in her eyes.

      ‘I’m happier than I thought possible, D.’

      My sister and my best friend are in love, and I was too far up my own arse to be a part of it. I look down at my hands in my lap, not for any reason other than to find something else to focus on.

      ‘Are you ready to talk about Enzo?’ Shay asks, and I take a deep breath in through my nose at the mention of his name.

      ‘I don’t think I want to yet. This, us,’ I reach out and take both their hands, ‘this is important to me, and I don’t have the energy for anything else right now.’

      If only it were as easy as that, switching off one set of feelings to focus on another. In reality, I cry every time I’m alone and remember I’ve lost him. I look at my phone regularly, hoping to hear from him, despite knowing there’s no service and no wifi and that it doesn’t matter anyway.  I can’t go back to him knowing what his family think of me.

      ‘So how does this work then, this week that we’re here?’ I change the subject, and Kat reaches into her bag for the welcome booklet she found in the cabin.

      ‘We choose what we want to do, there are classes, group meditations, we can book private areas for isolation, and there are all sorts of therapy we can choose from.’

      Therapy. It feels like a dirty word.

      If anyone else had told me they were getting the help they need, I’d be proud of them, happy for them, but it makes me feel weak. No, it makes me feel like I’m a step closer to becoming sick. Mum never accepted help, not until now, not until the village. I’m not going to ignore this opportunity, no matter how much it scares me.
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      My body feels that good ache from walking, swimming, and hot yoga. I’m tired though. When I lay in bed at night, with my sisters sleeping soundly around me, I think of Enzo. Anxiety bubbles in my stomach at the thought that he might be trying to contact me and wondering where I’ve gone. It’s been days since I’ve seen him, and the last message I sent to him gave him nothing.

      That’s what I wanted though. I can’t give him hope of something that can’t be — no matter how much I want it.

      ‘Dillon?’ The smiling lady dressed all in green checks my name, and I nod, standing to follow her into the room.

      ‘We’re here if you need us, D,’ Shay says, and I nod before the door is closed behind me.

      ‘Have a seat, Dillon. Wherever you’re comfortable.’ She sits in an armchair by the window and picks up a book and pen from the table beside her. I choose the sofa directly opposite and sit slowly, as though I’m expecting it to be full of pins or that the bottom might fall out. It isn’t, it doesn’t, and I take a deep breath.

      ‘I’m Mina.’ She smiles, and I nod. ‘So what exactly is it you’re hoping to get from these sessions then, Dillon?’

      I exhale and turn my gaze to the window.

      ‘I panic,’ I say before swallowing the lump rising in my throat. ‘It’s more than that, really. When it happens, I feel like I could die. I don’t want to feel like that anymore.’

      I inhale sharply and hear the tremble in the breath. Not now.

      ‘So, are these episodes a regular thing?’

      ‘It depends what’s happening in my life.’

      ‘And how long have you been having them?’

      ‘About twenty years.’ I see the frown crease her forehead as she makes notes on the paper.

      ‘So, aside from these attacks, is there anything else you’re hoping we can address?’

      This is my chance. If ever there was an opportunity to mend my broken mind, this is it. I just need to pull the words up and force them out. I’ve never said it out loud before — it’s hard enough admitting it in my head.

      ‘I push everyone away.’ I say the words quickly and quietly, but she hears them.

      ‘Okay, and you don’t want to do that?’

      Tears prick my eyes as I stare into hers, and I feel like a deer caught in headlights. I shake my head, no.

      ‘So why do you think you do it?’

      My tears roll down my cheeks, and I inhale a stunted breath.

      ‘Can my sisters come in?’ My voice is high and strained. Mina tilts her head slightly. ‘I need them, and they need to hear this.’

      I know there is a chance I’ll only muster the strength to say what I need to say once, so they need to be here.

      She gets up and walks to the door, calling in my sisters as I sit and pick at the already chipped nail varnish on my thumb. Navy blue, to match the jumpsuit I was wearing the night I lost him.

      ‘Dillon, are you okay?’ Kat asks as they sit, one each side of me.

      ‘Dillon felt that she wanted you to hear what she had to say. I had just asked her why she pushes people away.’

      They don’t say anything, and instead, each takes one of my hands in theirs and waits for an answer they’ve longed for. I take a breath. I take another. Then speak.

      ‘We saw a lot of stuff when we were kids. Our mum is sick, and she’s not always in control of how she behaves. She craves love and brought a lot of different people into our lives while she chased that. All of them left. She had her heart broken time and time again because she pushed them all away, or they just didn’t want to be around it. Her illness made her neglectful at times too. Kat had to become a second mum to Shay and me and shielded us from so much—’ Tears roll down my cheeks, but I can’t stop now. If I do, I won’t start again. ‘It wasn’t an easy upbringing. She hurt the people she loved the most because she couldn’t help it. I won’t do that.’

      I feel my sisters turn their gaze on me, and Mina opens her mouth to speak, but I go on.

      ‘I don’t want to love anyone, I don’t want anyone too close, because when I get sick, like Mum, I’ll lose them. I’ll break them like she broke me. I can’t do that. I won’t.’

      ‘Dillon,’ Kat gasps as she says my name, and Shay squeezes my hand.

      ‘Have you been diagnosed with the same illness as your mum, Dillon?’ Mina asks softly, and I shake my head, no. I know it’s ridiculous that I still hang onto this fear as if it’s inevitable. In my rational mind, I know that, but this isn’t my rational mind. When it comes to these thoughts, I’m a terrified eleven-year-old girl.

      ‘I’m too much like her. I see it in me.’

      ‘D.’ Shay pulls my gaze to hers, and I see the sad eyes that used to look up at me, staring straight into mine. ‘Even if you did get sick, you’d never lose us. But you’re not like Mum. Where’s this coming from?’

      ‘That was my next question,’ Mina presses, and I turn to look at her. ‘Why do you think you’re going to get sick?’ She uses my words in her question even though I know it’s not the term she would use.

      ‘The attacks, the panic. I know that’s not rational behaviour. The way I dance, with my eyes closed and my hands in the air like there’s nobody else in the world but me, that’s like her. And sex. I need it, crave it. I have to have it.’

      ‘Dillon, none of those things are reasons to suspect you have a serious mental illness. You have anxiety, severe, yes, but treatable. As for the other things, they’re perfectly normal behaviour.’

      ‘No, you don’t understand. I know this is happening. I can feel it, and they’re all going to leave me. You’re not listening. I can’t love him. I’m going to lose him. I already have.’

      I hold my face in my hands as I cry uncontrollably. My whole body trembles as Kat rubs my back as she has so many times before, and Shay holds my hand.

      ‘Dillon, we seem to have turned in a bit of a new direction here,’ I hear Mina say softly. ‘I think there are a number of things at play, not least a deep-rooted fear of developing the same condition as your mum, but I think it’s clear that the main cause of your anxiety right now is not that fear. You feel like you have to hold people at arm’s length so that you don’t lose them, but we all lose people, Dillon.’

      I look up at her as I wipe the tears from my cheeks, waiting for the pearls of wisdom that I hope will fix my broken parts.

      ‘Every day, people are born, and people die, people fall in love, couples break up, friendships begin and end. We get new colleagues and say goodbye to old ones. Fearing making a connection because of fear of losing it doesn’t shield or protect anyone from the pain of that loss. It only serves to cause you the pain of loneliness. Connection is a basic human need, Dillon. Family, friends, love, sex, these are basic human needs, just as the need to eat, drink and breathe air.’

      I can’t tear my eyes from Mina as she holds my attention with her calm but assertive tone.

      ‘You clearly love your sisters, but the fact you’re all here together tells me there are a number of issues you need to work through, together and separately. From what you’ve said, it seems there’s also a connection you’ve made with a man. What’s his name?’

      I don’t want to say it. I didn’t want to think about him here.

      ‘Enzo.’

      I feel my eyes close for a moment as his name passes my lips.

      ‘You care for him?’

      I nod.

      ‘And he cares for you?’

      I nod again.

      ‘Does he love you?’ I nod, closing my eyes again as tears gather behind my eyelids. ‘You can give yourself permission to love him, Dillon, if that’s what you want to do. Just like you’re here to close the distance between you and your sisters, you can do that with Enzo. You just have to let yourself let him in.’

      ‘I think it’s too late.’

      ‘You think it’s too late, or you know it is? The fact that you said ‘think’ sounds as though it’s not too late at all. If you continue to keep people at arm’s length, Dillon, it won’t be long before your muscles start to ache. Put your arms down, Dillon. Just let them rest and see how you feel. You have the control here. You’re more powerful than you think.’

      Her choice of words prick my ears and make my back straighten. Powerful. He told me that, time and time again, but I didn’t believe it, or perhaps I didn’t understand.

      I thought being powerful meant being strong, unbreakable, but listening to Mina, I realise how wrong I have been. Being powerful means owning my vulnerability, owning my worries and fears, facing them head-on, and not running from them.

      He said I was powerful, and now, I know I am.

      ‘Do you love him, Dillon?’

      I nod. ‘Yes. I do.’
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      ‘Lorenzo, stop sulking. Come and eat.’

      I really thought she meant it. When Dillon came to me that night, I thought she felt the same way. I was so sure of it. Now it’s been a week since I’ve heard anything at all from her, other than a two-word text to let me know she was home.

      I got it wrong, spectacularly. She’s not in love with me — maybe this was just a job for her.

      ‘It’s getting cold.’

      I push myself away from the windows and join Marcie at the breakfast bar. She’s brought dinner over to my place, again. I never would have imagined it, given the way I laid into her the night Dillon left, but she’s been a good friend to me this past week.

      I was so convinced she had made and sent the video; in fairness to me, her previous behaviour is to blame for me jumping to that assumption, but I was wrong.

      She was so furious with me, but the following day at the wedding, when she saw me alone with the eyes of my family boring into me, she took my arm, she sat next to me, she danced with me and even helped me bat away all of the questions I wasn’t ready to answer.

      Nonna didn’t want to discuss Dillon with the eyes of the family on us and wants me to go and see her in Italy to talk about everything. She was tired from the wedding, and I couldn’t tell if she was angry, hurt, or disappointed. I couldn’t press her for insight into her feelings when she looked so drained. I had already done so much. I’d let her believe something that wasn’t real. I fooled the woman who means so much to me and who held me on a pedestal. My aunties made their feelings on that very clear, even going as far as to say they wouldn’t be surprised if this killed her off, which I know was just to make me feel worse, and they didn’t actually believe it, but they succeeded in making me feel like a piece of shit.

      I came back to my place in San Francisco after spending time with Gi, Bobby, and my parents to smooth things over. They finally knew everything, including my feelings for Dillon and how she felt the same, but it seems I spoke prematurely because she’s gone and has seemingly cut me out of her life.

      When Marcie turned up at my door that first night back in the city with pizza and wine, I was surprised, to say the least. I thought any connection we had shared in the past would be left behind once the wedding was over, but I’m grateful she’s more resilient than I gave her credit for.

      Now it’s been seven whole days since I’ve heard from Dillon, and Marcie is the woman in my apartment instead of her.

      ‘Are you sure you’re ready to go back?’ she asks as she mops up her sauce with her bread. I’m due to fly back to London the day after tomorrow.

      ‘I have to. I have a fuck load to see to.’

      ‘And Dillon?’ She picks up her wine glass and eyes me as she sips.

      ‘I think Dillon has made it clear this was nothing more than a contract job to her.’

      Marcie takes a deep breath. ‘I don’t believe that’s the case, but it seems she has accepted it would be difficult to go back now.’ I’m surprised to hear Marcie say anything in Dillon’s favour. They both made it quite clear they had no time for each other. She notices my eyes widen and smiles. ‘Look, I can’t say I like the woman, but for the sake of your feelings more than her favour, I have to say that as much as it pains me, I saw how you looked at each other. Why do you think I dug my claws in?’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘I knew I was losing you, really losing you. We broke up a long time ago, but you never left my orbit, then I saw her, and I knew it was happening. That’s why I said the things I said to you and her. I was trying to keep you, but there’s no denying the way you feel about each other. I envy her that. You were going to marry me and never looked at me that way.’

      I want to say something, but she waves her hand to stop me.

      ‘No, no, don’t give it another thought. We were well matched, you and I, on paper. The sex has always been good, and we look good together, but there was always something missing. I didn’t know what it was, but now I’ve seen you with her, I do. I ended our engagement, Lorenzo, and that loss is on me, not you. So, I’m here as a friend, and once you feel better, I wouldn’t say no to the sex.’

      She grins, and I laugh, then hold out my hand for hers.

      ‘Marcella, you’ve been an absolute rock for me this past week. I’m truly thankful to have had you around.’

      ‘Of course you are. I’m incredible.’

      I smile, and she sips her wine. Right now, I kind of agree.
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      Nine days. It’s been nine torturous days of no contact with Dillon.

      ‘So, are you going to go back to her?’ Marcie asks at forty thousand feet. She’s coming back to London with me to catch up with family and university friends, as it’s been ages since she’s been to England.

      ‘I think she’s made it clear she doesn’t want me.’

      ‘But she said she loved you.’

      ‘No, I said I loved her, but she never said it back. The longer we’re apart, the more I wonder if her saying she wanted more was just her way of getting what she wanted.’ I hate thinking that of her, but what else am I supposed to think?

      ‘Which is what?’

      ‘Sex. She said herself, she needs sex, craves it, and I said no unless it meant more. All of a sudden, it meant more.’

      ‘As much as it pains me to say it, Lorenzo, I don’t think she would have used you like that. You’re not stupid enough to fall in love with someone that would do that.’

      Her response stumps me a little. I would have agreed with her a week ago. Now I feel like the world’s biggest idiot.

      ‘Well, it doesn’t matter now. She’s cut me off, and that sends a pretty clear message. I’m not going to play these games with her. She’s clearly blocked my number, and just for good measure, I’ve done the same.’

      ‘Are you twelve?’

      I snap my gaze to hers.

      ‘Marcie, I don’t have time to waste on someone who doesn’t want me. Even if it seems like she did, if she had, she’d be sitting where you are right now.’

      ‘So that’s it?’

      ‘That’s it.’

      I said goodbye. I told her if I didn’t hear back from her, I would leave her be, and I didn’t, so I’m done. If she’s not going to be the woman I build a life with, I’m not going to waste any more time chasing after her.

      ‘Lorenzo.’ I turn to Marcie. ‘Do you still want to get married, have a family?’

      ‘Of course, I spent so long looking for someone I connected with though. I just don’t see me finding that again.’

      She turns her body towards me. ‘Okay, hear me out.’ She takes a deep breath. ‘We could get married.’

      ‘What?’ Did she just…. What?

      ‘I know it sounds insane, but I’m serious. We’re not getting any younger. We both want a family, and neither of us has met the right person.’

      She’s fucking serious. ‘But I’m not in love with you, Marcie.’

      ‘And I’m not in love with you, but I’m ready to be a wife, have a husband, have kids. We know each other’s families, friends, and colleagues even. We speak the same language.’

      ‘Marcie, I’m in love with someone else. Even if that’s over, I can’t just switch my feelings off.’

      ‘Lorenzo, I’m not asking you to. I’m not asking you to fall in love with me. Look, you made an arrangement with Dillon, so make one with me.’ She smiles briefly, then sits up a little straighter. ‘To the outside world, we’d be husband and wife, behind closed doors, nothing between us has to change. When the time is right, we can try for a baby or four. We don’t even have to have sex if you don’t want to, we can do it in a lab, but that would be a waste of two hot bods.’ She laughs. ‘We can have a prenup, and I’ll even look the other way if you want other women, except Dillon.’

      I look at her. Curious.

      ‘She and I will never see eye to eye, Lorenzo, you know that, and she’s the one person who could ruin the whole thing, so if we do this, she can’t ever be a part of it.’

      It’s crazy. No is on the tip of my tongue, but for some reason, I don’t say it.

      It’s Marcie. I wanted to marry her once, and she’s right. I’m ready for a family of my own. Why would I hang on for someone who doesn’t want me, doesn’t want a family?

      I pushed and pushed Dillon, backed her into a corner that she felt she had no escape from, so she went along with things, and now she’s gone, and she’s cut me off. Maybe I should just get the message.

      So I would probably never be in love with my wife, but at least Marcie and I get along, we’re friends, and the sex has always been good, although I can’t imagine being ready to go there any time soon. She understands my family and knows them all. We’ve lived similar lives, had similar experiences.

      It shouldn’t, but it makes sense.

      The woman I love doesn’t want this, and she doesn’t want me. Marcie does.

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘What?’ She looks surprised at my quick response.

      ‘I said, okay. I’ll marry you.’

      ‘Wow, I thought you would think about it a little longer.’ She takes a breath, ‘Then I guess we have to go to Italy.’

      Oh, shit. Nonna.
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      I’ve got to stay here for a bit, try and fix things, but I’ll be home soon. Please don’t shut me out — we can do this.

      That was the first message to come through once we reached civilisation once more.

      Dillon, please don’t ignore me. We can make this work.

      That was the fourth.

      I love you, Dillon. I’m coming home in two days. Can we talk, please?

      That was the eighth.

      At this point, I’m wondering if you have blocked my number, so this is probably a pointless message, but I’ll send it anyway. I’ll be back in London tomorrow. I want to see you. I need to, but if I don’t hear back from you, I’ll assume we’re done, and I’ll leave you alone.

      That was the tenth.

      Goodbye, Dillon.

      That was number eleven and my last contact from Enzo. It was also days ago.

      I really thought after I read it there would be something else, but there’s nothing.

      Why didn’t I tell him I would be off the grid while I was at the retreat? He mistook my radio silence for ghosting him and assumed I no longer wanted him.

      The irony of that is, before the retreat, I convinced myself I couldn’t have him, but while I was there, while he was accepting we were over, I was getting therapy that helped me accept I could let him in, that I could love him.

      ‘Cheer up, D,’ Shay says as she reaches across the table for my muffin, and I slap her hand away. ‘Well, at least you’ve still got your reflexes.’

      We went to see Mum on the way home from the retreat yesterday and then got stuck in traffic, so we ended up getting back to London a lot later than planned. Shay and Kat both stayed over at my flat. It was the first time Shay has officially stayed over as Liv’s girlfriend with me there, so it was a strange experience seeing them there together like that, and seeing Shay come out of Liv’s room this morning, but it was oddly comforting. All I’ve wanted is for them both to be happy, for them to find that with each other is really lovely.

      ‘Dillon, stop looking at your phone. Just go and see him. Explain,’ Liv says as she cuts her muffin in half and splits it with Shay.

      ‘I can’t. He said goodbye. It’s over.’

      ‘D. Shut up. You didn’t just spend a fortune and a week in therapy to get home and chicken out at the first hurdle,’ Shay spits.

      ‘He. Said. Goodbye. It’s a pretty big hurdle.’

      ‘He only said that because he thought you cut him off, Dillon.’ Kat joins the conversation after finishing her bagel. ‘Tell him that you didn’t.’

      ‘I don’t even know if he’s in London.’

      ‘He told you he would be.’ Liv’s tone is her usual sarcastic one that tells me she’s over my shit.

      ‘I need some air.’

      I stand, pushing my chair back, and they all smile at me as I roll my eyes and step outside the coffee shop.

      We were at the retreat for eleven days. We originally booked seven, then ended up adding a few more nights on because we were all making great strides on the start of our journeys to healing the wounds of our past.

      One of the coping mechanisms I learned, which seems so simple now, and I can’t believe I needed someone who charges by the hour to figure it out, is to step outside, whether that’s out of a building, a room, or even just a conversation, step out and breathe.

      I lean back against the doorframe of the café and look up to the sky, inhaling deeply, before closing my eyes and blowing out the breath. A few more of these, and I would know what to do. I inhale.

      ‘Dillon.’

      The recognisable voice makes my stomach lurch. The last time I heard it, she was calling me a whore. I open my eyes and look at the considerably more tanned since her honeymoon face of Giovanna.

      I can’t speak.

      ‘Dillon. It’s… I…’ apparently neither can she. ‘I’m glad to see you.’ Well, I wasn’t expecting that.

      ‘Giovanna, I’m so sorry.’ The words leave my mouth without me giving them any thought. ‘I’m not a prostitute.’

      She laughs, and I can’t help but do the same.

      ‘I know, Dillon. I know, and I’m so sorry for my reaction.’

      ‘No, no, Gi. I’d have reacted the same way.’ I step forward. ‘I never meant to cause any hurt or embarrassment to any of you. I never expected to become so fond of you all.’

      There’s a moment of silence, and I know she believes me.

      ‘I can’t stop, Dillon. I have an appointment, but—’ She tilts her head in a way that piques my interest in what she has to say like there’s a secret she wants to let me in on. ‘Have you seen Enzo?’

      I shake my head no. ‘I wasn’t sure if…’

      ‘Go. See him. As soon as possible, today actually.’ She crunches up her nose as she rambles. ‘I really do have to go.’ She steps away, and I take another deep breath. ‘Dillon,’ I look to her once more, ‘I really hope to see you again soon.’

      With him. She means with him. I see that in her eyes. It was her wedding. Of all the family, she is the one most entitled to hang on to anger, but she isn’t, and she wants me to go to him.

      I turn and head back to the table inside, not sitting or stopping to explain as I take cash from my purse and leave it on the table to pay for my breakfast before picking up my coat and belongings.

      ‘Erm, Dillon?’ Shay’s tone is questioning.

      ‘Going somewhere?’ Kat adds, and I look up, smiling.

      ‘I’m going to see Enzo.’

      ‘Yes!’ Liv shrieks. ‘That’s my girl.’

      I turn and walk away as my sisters and my best friend cheer me on from behind.

      I managed to get a cab fairly easily and am watching the city pass by on the short journey to Enzo’s place before I’ve had time for second thoughts.

      The last week and a half, the walks, the talks, the yoga, and the therapy sessions have made me think differently about my life. It’s still scary after so long being convinced I couldn’t love someone, to realise I do, with all of me, and I want him next to me every day. I know now that my fears over losing people aren’t irrational; they’re normal and part of why I don’t want to waste another second.

      As the taxi stops outside Enzo’s building, I pay and take a deep breath. No second-guessing.

      ‘Morning, Gary,’ I say brightly as I rush through the lobby without pausing and press my thumbprint to the pad that gets me in the lift to the penthouse.

      ‘Oh, Dillon. Morning. Hang on. Oh…’ Gary stammers as I step into the lift and press P, clearly uncomfortable with my barging in, but I can’t stop now. ‘Wait, Dillon.’ I hear as the doors close, and I take a breath. I need this to be okay. I need Enzo to let me back in.

      I take another breath, closing my eyes to calm my nerves, then feel the lift come to a stop and the doors open. I step out… and so does he.

      ‘Dillon.’ The sound of his voice closes my throat. I came here to talk to him, and now I’m not sure anything would come out if I tried.

      As Enzo steps into the foyer, and I edge forward out of the lift before the doors close, my heart beats so hard that I swear he must be able to hear it, even though he’s still standing in front of his door, and I’m still standing in front of the lift, close to two metres apart.

      I’ve missed him so much. More than I already knew I had, and now that he’s in front of me, it takes everything not to run and throw myself into his arms.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ His voice is stern, none of the warmth I adore, and it makes me feel suddenly small. I need to say something, quickly.

      ‘I wa… needed to see you, to explain.’

      ‘You ghosted me, Dillon, for two weeks. What’s to explain?’

      ‘I didn’t.’ I step forward. ‘I went away. I needed to, my sisters—’ use your words, Dillon, ‘I had no signal.’

      Something about the look in his eyes and the tone in his voice is making it very difficult for me to speak. He seems like I’m the last person he wants to see, and it’s making me doubt everything. He’s over it. He’s over me. But Gi, I remember, Giovanna told me to come, she told me to come today, and she knows him better than anyone.

      I look up to find his eyes and take a breath.

      ‘Enzo, I lo…’

      ‘Lorenzo, sweetie, our reservation is in thirty minutes.’ The soft American accent steals my moment, and I watch as Marcie steps close to Enzo’s side from inside his apartment. Marcie… in his apartment. ‘Oh, Dillon. Lovely to see you again.’ She smiles, and there’s nothing behind it except happiness. She’s happy. Enzo is making her happy.

      My mouth dries in an instant as she slides her arm through his, and I see it — the glint of the light catching the diamond on her left hand. I look from it, to her, to him, unable to hide my shock as I exhale sharply and step back to press the button on the lift.

      ‘Dillon, wait,’ he says, stepping forward, and I look away. ‘Give us a minute, please.’

      I can’t look but feel her step away, as I will the lift to arrive.

      ‘Let me explain,’ he says quickly, his previous cool demeanour switching to something close to desperation.

      ‘Seems we both have things we want to explain. Why don’t we just say we’re equal and call it a day.’ I don’t want to hear his explanation. I can’t bear it.

      ‘You cut me off.’

      ‘And you’re engaged to your ex after a fortnight.’ My voice is so strangled with emotion as I fight the urge to scream at him, as I try not to cry my heart out, that I can’t even be sure he heard me.

      The lift arrives, and the doors open. I rush inside and hammer at the buttons as he strides towards me quickly.

      ‘Dillon, wait, it’s not…’

      The doors close, and I cover my face with my hands as I cry.

      So, this is heartbreak. I don’t like it, not one bit.

      When the lift stops, I step forward and out of the opening doors, only to look around, confused. ‘Shit,’ I say out loud. I’m in the basement, the garage. I must have hit B in my haste to get away.

      ‘Dillon?’ I hear my name as a question and turn to the welcoming eyes of Steven. ‘What are you doing down here?’ He walks towards me, and I exhale, closing my eyes for a moment.

      ‘Pressed the wrong button.’

      ‘Have you just come from upstairs?’ He laughs. ‘Course you have. This is the basement.’ He laughs again, and it makes me smile, ‘But have you come from…’

      ‘Yes,’ I cut him off, and his expression changes. Is that pity?

      ‘Oh, sweetheart.’ He steps forward and places a hand on my arm. ‘I’m just about to go for some lunch. Fancy joining me?’

      I look into his smiling eyes and realise a coffee and a chat with Steven sounds just about perfect right now.

      ‘I’d love that,’ I admit honestly, and he leads the way to the car.

      As Steven starts the engine and reverses out of the space, he glances across to me, ‘Golden arches?’ he asks brightly, and I smile, feeling the tightness in my cheeks as though the expression betrays my emotions, but Steven’s warmth is the distraction I need.

      Steven orders his lunch and a coffee for me, then parks up so we can sit in the car while he eats.

      ‘Chip?’ He offers me the carton of fries, and I shake my head. I couldn’t stomach anything right now if I tried. ‘So, I’m guessing she made her presence known?’ he says, looking straight ahead, and I gaze at the side of his face, noticing the scar on his jaw for the first time and wondering if that’s from before or during his prison time. He turns to me. ‘It’s not for me to say anything, and truth be told, I don’t even know all that much. You know me, I don’t get involved.’ I nod, I wouldn’t expect him to gossip about his employer’s relationship, but he continues. ‘All I’ll say is don’t give up. I see it in your eyes, that despondency, but don’t give up on him just yet.’

      He smiles briefly before taking a bite of his burger.

      He’s engaged… to Marcie… it’s been two weeks since he held me in his arms and told me he loved me, and now she has a rock on her finger and her arm in his. I love Steven for trying to get me to hold out hope for Enzo, but I’m not sure I have anything left to hold on to.
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      ‘You’re not going after her?’

      It took me a few minutes to decide whether to head back into the apartment or run down the fire escape stairs after Dillon.

      I still don’t know what I’m supposed to do, but as I turned and headed back into my home, I was surprised by the sight of Marcie standing waiting for me.

      ‘Lorenzo, don’t you think you should hear her out?’

      I’m surprised that she’s pushing me towards Dillon. I turn towards the kitchen — I need a drink. I pull out a glass and a bottle of wine, and as I pour, my phone alerts me to a message. It’s Steven.

      I have Dillon with me. Taking her for a coffee, then I’ll drop her home.

      What the fuck would I do without Steven? The man is pure gold, and he’s getting a pay rise for this.

      ‘I need a minute to process things,’ I say as I sip my wine and nearly spit it back out. I haven’t even had lunch yet. What the hell am I doing? ‘We better go, or we’ll never make this appointment.’

      ‘Lorenzo.’ She sounds closer. She also sounds concerned.

      ‘Marcie, I said I’d marry you. We have a meeting with a venue, and I don’t make a habit of being late, so let’s go.’

      I throw the wine down the sink, pick up my phone and keys, and stomp out of the apartment to the lift. The lift she left in. Fuck.

      

      ‘This is beautiful,’ Marcie says as we walk around the hotel we’re viewing for the wedding. It’s not how I pictured getting married, but it’s also not who I pictured marrying, so I don’t really care.

      ‘Lorenzo, do you like it?’ Mum asks in Italian, and I shrug before walking away and leaving them to look around. My parents and Gi were stunned when I told them I was marrying Marcie, but they knew how she had been there for me after Dillon left, and I guess they just assumed we had grown close. Not Giovanna though, she told me not to, said it was a mistake, even said she would hunt Dillon down just to prove I was misunderstanding her radio silence. I brushed it off, and now, it seems she was right. I don’t have the details, but Dillon said she had no service. I need to know more.

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Mum calls after me, but I keep walking to the other side of the banquet hall. I’m paying for the wedding. They just need to tell me who needs my card and when. I’m not interested in pretending to care about flowers or cake.

      I pull out my phone to distract myself, and there’s a message from Steven.

      I’ve taken Dillon home. Just thought you’d want to know.

      Extra leave days, and a bigger pension pot. Steven, you’re a diamond.

      I stride across the room to my mum and fiancée.

      ‘I need to go. I’m sorry. Something came up. You have Steven’s number. He’ll pick you up.’

      ‘Lorenzo,’ Mum starts to protest my leaving something so important, but Marcie just takes a deep breath.

      ‘It’s okay. You go. I’ll be waiting for you at home.’

      She looks me in the eyes. She knows where I’m going. She isn’t going to stop me, and I don’t think I’ve ever respected her more. I lean in and kiss her cheek, then my mum’s, and leave.

      I’m relieved I drove us here today because I just want to get to Dillon’s place as quickly as possible. Steven is an excellent driver, but after being arrested as many times as he has and spending time inside, he refuses to even stretch a law now, and I just don’t have time to stick to thirty miles per hour.

      I pull up outside her flat and stare up at it for a moment. What the hell do I say to her? I’m engaged.

      Without overthinking it, I get out of the car and walk to her front door, hoping Liv doesn’t answer — hoping she’s not here at all. I just want to talk to Dillon with no distractions.

      She opens the door and just stands there.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ she asks after what seems like about five minutes, even though it may not have even been one.

      ‘We need to talk.’

      She steps back and flattens herself against the wall so I can pass, and I fight the urge to press my body against hers and kiss the life out of her.

      The last time I was here, I left in the previous night’s clothes after an incredible night with a woman I was already excited to see again. So much has happened since then, and now I have no idea where we stand, but being so close to her, that fucking coconut smell is already driving me insane.

      I stop a few steps ahead of her in the hallway, not sure where she wants to go. She walks ahead of me, and I follow her into the living area and then into the small open plan kitchen.

      ‘Do you want a drink?’ she asks, her voice croaky, and I notice for the first time the redness in her eyes. She’s been crying. The thought crushes me.

      ‘Water, please.’ She steps past me and turns on the tap to fill a glass before handing it to me.

      She turns and leans against the countertop opposite me, and I put the glass down.

      ‘I should have told you I was going away,’ she says without me asking. ‘I didn’t realise you’d move on so fast.’ It’s a knife to the heart. ‘I can’t blame you, though, and it’s okay. It’s probably for the best. Your family know her, they think I’m some harlot, and they’re not wrong, are they? Marcie is a safer choice.’

      ‘Dillon,’ I protest, feeling lost. Something in me feels like telling her the whole truth about Marcie would be a total betrayal. Whether I love her or not, Marcie is my fiancée, and until I tell her otherwise, I can’t betray her like that. ‘I thought you didn’t want me.’

      She turns up her mouth a little. ‘I see why you felt that.’

      ‘Where were you?’

      ‘I went to a retreat with my sisters. We have a lot of stuff to work through. I started therapy.’ She looks away, and I realise I had only begun to scratch the surface of the barriers holding Dillon back.

      ‘Your anxiety?’ Her eyes meet mine. ‘Like you said, I’ve seen you panic, and I recognise the signs of anxiety attacks. I’ve seen enough of them.’

      She nods, seemingly understanding what I’m referring to, and I smile briefly, remembering the bond she built with my sister. Seeing them together was the most amazing thing.

      ‘Yeah, I have anxiety — and some other stuff. It was helpful.’

      I step forward. ‘I’m glad.’ I take a breath as she adjusts her posture, opening her arms a little by sliding them along the worktop, and I can’t help taking another step. She looks up at me. ‘Why did you come to me today?’

      I notice my voice is quieter now, desperate for her to say the words I’ve longed to hear from her — the only thing she could say that would make me end my engagement to Marcie. Say it, Dillon, I silently will, as I look into her eyes.

      ‘I wanted to explain. I wanted to tell you, I—’ she looks up at me and chews her lip as I step closer. There’s nowhere else to go now. I’m as close to her as I can get without it being completely against what I promised Marcie. Not Dillon, was her only term. ‘It doesn’t matter now.’ No, no, Dillon, you need to say it. ‘You’re with Marcie now, Enzo.’

      I close my eyes. She has to say it. I can’t do anything unless she says it. Without intending to, but unable to stop myself, I lift my hand to run my finger along her jaw and tip her face towards mine.

      ‘I can’t be the other woman,’ her voice is small.

      ‘I know. I would never ask you to do that...’ I stroke my thumb across her bottom lip, desperate to kiss her, knowing this is already too far. ‘I just— I need to know what you came to me to say. I need to hear it.’

      ‘Enzo.’ She closes her eyes as she protests.

      ‘Dillon, just please, tell me.’

      ‘I can’t.’ She snaps her eyes open and places her palms on my chest as though she wants to push me away, but she doesn’t. ‘You’re engaged to someone else. I can’t do that to any of us.’

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply, then pull her into my chest and hold her, taking in her shampoo scent as she wraps her arms around my back.

      ‘Dillon, tomorrow I’m taking Marcie to Italy to see Nonna. We fly to Naples at twelve fifty p.m. from Gatwick. I’ve already put Nonna through so much. Once we board that plane, there’s no going back. Do you understand?’

      She tightens her arms around me and nods against my chest but doesn’t look up.

      ‘Dillon, I need you to understand, once I leave for Italy, that’s it. I need to know you understand.’

      She releases her grip and steps back but doesn’t look up.

      ‘I can’t watch you leave, Enzo. Please just go. I can’t watch you walk away.’

      Just say it, Dillon. Just say it.

      I pause, for just a moment, then step close, kiss her forehead, and walk away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight
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      ‘Tell us, word for word,’ Shay says as she sits cross-legged on the sofa behind Liv and starts to play with her hair.

      ‘I told you, he said he’s taking her to Italy, and it’s too late.’

      I can’t quite believe I’m saying the words. Two weeks ago, I was telling these three women that Enzo and I were together, now I’m telling them he’s marrying another woman.

      I’ve never felt anything like this. I feel sick.

      The girls went shopping after brunch, and when they got back, they found me where Enzo left me, except that my legs gave way the moment he left, so I was crumpled in a heap on the floor instead of standing.

      I was no longer crying. I was just staring, trying to work out how I had him and lost him in such a short space of time.

      I take a deep breath and think about what he said.

      ‘Dillon,’ Liv says softly. ‘Word for word — what exactly did he say?’

      ‘I’ve told you,’ I snap, frustrated.

      ‘No, you’ve glossed over it. It’s important you think about what he said, exactly.’

      I glare at my best friend.

      ‘Why? Why is it important? It doesn’t change anything.’

      ‘It might.’ I turn my gaze to Kat, who is leaning forward to refill her wine glass. ‘Dillon, you’ve accepted that he’s with her, but two weeks ago, he was telling you he loved you and that he didn’t want her. If you shut down and refuse to hear what he said to you today, what’s to say you haven’t missed something. There’s a reason Giovanna wanted you to go to him today.’

      ‘Maybe she just wanted me to make a fool of myself to get me back.’ Even as I say it, I know that’s just hurt and wine talking.

      Maybe Kat’s right. Gi must have thought I could stop him leaving with Marcie. She must have had a reason to think that.

      I close my eyes and try to think. My head is fuzzy from the wine and, well, the shit dump of a day.

      ‘He said, I’m taking her to Italy. We fly at twelve fifty from Gatwick. Once we board, there’s no going back. Then he said, do you understand? And he said, I need you to understand. He kept asking if I understood and kept telling me to say what I had gone to him to say.’

      ‘Fucking hell, D.’ Shay jumps up and starts to bounce.

      ‘Shay, what are you doing?’ Liv laughs as she looks up at her.

      ‘He wants her to stop him.’ She bends down and grabs Liv’s face to kiss her lips, then squeals. ‘Dillon, he wants you to stop him from leaving.’

      ‘What? Where are you getting that from, Shay?’ I scoff. I don’t want to consider there’s hope where hope is lost.

      ‘Nah, she’s right, Dillon,’ Kat says, standing and holding out her hands to pull me up as Shay does the same with Liv. ‘He wanted you to tell him you love him. He knew that’s why you went there, but he needed to hear it. You said yourself, he kept pressing you to tell him what you wanted to say.’

      Shit. He did.

      ‘Yeah, and he gave you the exact details of where he was going, when he was leaving, where from,’ Liv adds before laughing loudly, as Shay starts to dance.

      ‘Ooh, D, you need to pack your bag,’ Shay sings, her voice laced with humour. ‘You’re going to the motherland.’

      Before I realise it, I’m standing in my bedroom, with the three amigos staring up at me from my bed.

      ‘He’s engaged,’ I protest.

      ‘Not for long,’ Kat spits, and I let out a shocked laugh at her tone. ‘He loves you, Dillon. He wants you. He just needs to know you feel the same.’

      ‘Pack your bag now, then you should probably try and get some sleep so you don’t look a bag of shit when you turn up there and ask him to pick you.’

      ‘Passport, condoms, knickers, toothbrush. What else could you need?’ Liv says, grinning as she turns to Shay, who kisses her smile.

      I pick up my bag and put it on the bed, feeling the first pangs of excitement. I’m doing this.

      

      By the time I crawl into bed, it’s past three a.m. Kat is asleep next to me, and I’m ignoring what I can hear from the room next to mine, given that’s my baby sister in there. I stare up at the ceiling, considering the words I need to say.

      I have to be brave, be powerful. I only have one chance at this. In a few hours, it has to be me boarding that plane with Enzo. If it isn’t, I lose him forever.
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      ‘Fuck, Dillon, wake up.’

      ‘What?’ I jump up, startled by my sisters basically pulling me out of bed.

      ‘You didn’t set an alarm. It’s eight fifteen.’

      Shit.

      Last night, we tried to work out what time Enzo would need to leave his apartment to get to the airport. We worked out that he’d probably leave around ten. That means, given rush hour traffic, I need to be in a taxi by nine at the latest to make it to him.

      I now have less than forty-five minutes to get ready, out the door, and find a taxi. I’m going to be sick.

      ‘Shit, are you okay?’ Liv asks as I jump up and run out of the room. Why the fuck did I drink so much last night? Waking with a shock and rushing around on top of a hangover was not in the plan for this morning.

      Fuck the shower. It’s a luxury I don’t have time for. I have a quick wash and brush my teeth while Shay sorts out my clothes, ready for me to dress quickly, and Kat makes me some breakfast to eat in the taxi. Liv is making sure I have makeup and perfume in my handbag so I can sort my face on the way, and honestly, they’re squad goals right now.

      At two minutes past nine, I climb into my taxi and release a deep breath.

      I did it, and now I need to soak up the remnants of last night with the toast wrapped in foil in my handbag.

      I love you, Enzo.

      I’m in love with you.

      You know how you said you felt about me? Well, I feel the same.

      I chew my lip and look out of the window as I consider what I’m going to say. The journey is taking too long, but we’re not far now. Enzo’s place is within touching distance.

      As we turn right, the windscreen is a sea of red lights. The road is gridlocked. No, no, not now. I glance at my watch — it’s two minutes to ten. Fuck it.

      ‘I’m getting out here,’ I tell the driver. He has my card details, so I grab my bag and silently thank Shay for choosing my white trainers instead of the heels Liv picked out as I start to run.

      ‘Morning, Gary,’ I call out as I run into the building and press my thumbprint to the pad by the lift, not waiting to hear his response.

      

      ‘Steven, where is he?’ I burst into Enzo’s apartment to see Steven walking towards the door. He stops when he sees me and smiles his usual welcoming smile, but I don’t have time for it. ‘Where’s Enzo?’

      ‘He's just headed out, Dillon.’

      ‘No, no,’ He’s gone. ‘I need to get there. I need to stop him. Please, Steven, help me.’

      ‘Hey, don't panic,’ he grips my arms and winks, ‘I’ll take you to him.’

      I smile and throw my arms around the man I've become really fond of over these past few months.

      ‘Come on, you, or you will miss him.’

      We leave the apartment and step into the lift. I take a breath as the doors close, and we go up. Oh.

      The doors to the roof open, and the helicopter that I somehow forgot about is there, shining as gloriously today as it did the first time I saw it.

      ‘What are you doing here?’

      I take a deep breath as his voice startles me. I turn to look at Steven, surprised, and he smiles.

      ‘I said he’d just headed out. I didn’t say where he’d gone.’

      Good point.

      Steven steps back, and I turn my gaze to Enzo. He looks stunning in jeans, white trainers that once more match mine, and a navy blue sweatshirt. He has his glasses on, and I’d forgotten how gorgeous he looks in them after not seeing them for a couple of weeks.

      ‘Well, I wanted to catch you, and—’ I release a breath and steady myself. ‘I wanted to ask you if I could catch a lift. I need to get to the airport, and you're already going that way.’

      He smirks and steps forward. ‘Why do you need to get there so desperately?’

      ‘Well,’ I take a step closer to him. My heart is pounding. ‘I have a flight to catch. I need to get to Italy today.’ I step closer again as he does the same. ‘There's this amazing man, the most incredible man I've ever met actually, and he's going to be there. I need to tell him that I'm sorry and that I'm completely head over heels in love with him.’ He steps closer, smiling wider as he uses a finger under my chin to tip my face up towards his. ‘And I need to ask him to forgive me for taking so long to realise it.’

      ‘Do you think he will?’ he asks, his gaze becoming a little more serious as he looks over my face as though he’s trying to memorise every detail.

      ‘I'm hopeful.’ I grin. ‘Where’s Marcie?’

      ‘She’s not here. When I left you yesterday, I knew I couldn’t be with anyone else. I love you, Dillon. More than I knew it was possible to love anyone.’

      ‘Oh, wait… did you think I was talking about you?’ I lean back and look up at him, feigning confusion. ‘That's awkward.’

      He throws his head back and laughs as I press my forehead against his chest and do the same. We return our gaze to each other.

      ‘You better be talking about me, Dillon Benedetto, because whether you like it or not, you’re coming with me.’ He steps back and takes my hand. ‘I already changed the name on the flight, just in case.’

      I laugh as he smirks victoriously and pulls on my hand to make for the helicopter.

      ‘Lorenzo,’ I call out, and he turns back to look at me. ‘Aren’t you going to kiss me?’

      He doesn’t need asking twice as he steps close to me, dropping my hand as his mouth finds mine, and he kisses me like his life depends on it.

      ‘Come on,’ he says against my lips, ‘we’ve got a flight to catch.’

      

      As the city I love passes beneath us, Enzo holds my body close to his and presses his lips to my temple. I feel the relief in his body as deeply as I feel it in my own.

      I love him. He loves me.

      This wasn’t in the plan; we broke all the terms of our agreement; we burned the contract to ash.

      Since the moment I laid eyes on him, I knew he was different. I just didn’t realise he was the medicine I needed, the dressing to help my wounds heal. I’m not fixed, but I’m on my way, and he loves me as I am.

      As the plane taking us to Naples lifts off the runway, I can’t help but think about Nonno. When I first started to spend time with Enzo, he reminded me of the only other man I had ever needed, and now, as I fly towards the home Nonno left for love with the Italian man I intend to grow old with, I feel him. I hear him.

      Love outside the rules, Lucia. It’s the only way. When you think you can’t, remember you can. You’re my strong, special girl, and you hold the world in the palm of your hand.

      I’m powerful. Nonno tried to tell me, then he sent me Enzo to remind me, and I’ll never forget again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four Days Later
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      How is this really happening? I had no idea that watching an old lady teach a young one to make pasta could overwhelm me with a feeling of such complete joy that I have to fight to stop it from bursting out of me in some highly embarrassing way like tears, or laughter, maybe song. I turn up my mouth at the thought and chuckle; laughter it is.

      ‘Don’t laugh,’ Dillon says, her own voice laced with humour, and I grin widely as she shows her latest attempt to my grandmother, who loses thirty years from her age in front of my eyes as she takes Dillon’s hands in hers and laughs loudly.

      ‘How is she doing, Nonna?’ I ask in Italian, and she looks across to me.

      ‘Much like you when you started,’ is her diplomatic reply, ‘but you were three.’ She laughs again, and I can’t help but join her.

      ‘Oh stop,’ Dillon says, fighting her own giggles, ‘I understood most of that.’

      Nonna walks over to take a seat next to me and pats my thigh. ‘You show her.’

      She encourages me to stand and take over the lesson. I can’t say no to my grandmother.

      As I join Dillon at the marble table, she smiles up at me, and then with her hands at work on the pasta, she bumps my hips with hers as a hello. It makes my brow knit together, and my eyes narrow as I look at her, amused and perplexed. I’ve spent months trying and failing to resist this woman, and everything she does steals the breath from my lungs as though I have no need for it as long as I have her.

      I knew I wanted this. I knew I wanted to fall in love, but I had no idea how all-consuming it would be.

      I look down at Dillon’s pitifully misshapen calandreddi and smile before moving to stand behind her, wrapping my body around hers and taking her hands in mine. I’m vaguely aware of Nonna leaving the room as the smell of the woman I love consumes me.

      ‘Like this,’ I say softly against her ear, making her lean her head back to touch my cheek with hers for a brief moment before returning her attention to the pasta in our hands.

      

      ‘She’s a special girl,’ Nonna admits as we sit on her terrace and watch as Dillon hangs out the wet clothes. Her black ponytail is blowing in the gentle breeze, and I can’t take my eyes off her. She has on that flowery yellow dress, the one she wore the first time she met my parents, and no shoes. It makes me feel something more than this already is, as though I’m looking at not only my present overwhelming joy but my future happiness as well. The fact that she offered help to my grandmother, and she accepted it, is huge, although now I suspect it was simply so we could have a moment alone.

      ‘To see you in love is my greatest joy in life,’ she says softly, and I reach across to take her hand. ‘I wasn’t worried when they said it wasn’t real. I knew it was. I knew you’d be bringing her here.’ I grin. I really fucking didn’t. I was bringing Marcie... I shudder when I imagine what Nonna’s reaction to her would have been, especially knowing Marcie would understand every word she said. She never liked her; she would like her less knowing how I feel for Dillon.

      ‘I’m sorry I lied to you. I just didn’t want you worrying anymore.’

      ‘Did you invite her for me or because you wanted her there?’ She’s seen too much to miss a trick. I turn to her and smile.

      ‘A little of both.’

      She laughs and takes my hand.

      ‘Lorenzo, you were born with the kindest heart — everyone knew it. As a small boy, you would catch spiders in the house and release them, right upturned beetles, help strangers to carry shopping bags. You would check everyone was okay and happy. You knew when people needed a hug or a hand to hold.’ She squeezes my hand. ‘I know what your aunties said, that I was worried about the family name, but that was never it. I couldn’t bear the thought of a heart like yours not having a match. The idea of you never receiving the love that you give out, that you deserve, that was my worry.’

      When Dillon and I arrived in Italy four days ago, we spent the first afternoon and evening in bed, obviously, but the next morning we walked hand in hand to my grandmother’s front door to apologise and tell her this was real. We were in love.

      She didn’t bat an eyelid, just invited us in like the episode at the vineyard never happened. Of course, it had, and she had questions that required answers, but it wasn’t like the interrogations I had already endured from the rest of my family. Nonna didn’t want to know how I could shame the family by bringing a prostitute to my sister’s wedding or how I could do this to her poor poor heart.

      She wanted to know if my intention was to fool the family or appease them. She wanted to know if I had been fooled myself or if I was happily in my right mind. She made it very clear that my actions didn’t matter as long as my reasons were right.

      ‘I want you to take this,’ she says, reaching into her apron pocket. She turns my hand over and places a ring in my palm. My heart pounds in my chest. ‘Your grandfather gave me that ring on the top of a hill. The sun was starting to set, and he knew he had to make sure I was home before dark. I was only seventeen, and my father would be furious if I were seen out with a boy after dark. He told me he loved me and wanted me to be his wife, then he gave me this ring that his grandmother had given to him, and it was the most thrilling moment of my life. I adored him, and to know he adored me the same way filled me to so much happiness, I thought it would burst out of me.’ I smile. I know how that feels. ‘I know you won’t need it just yet. I hope you don’t rush this, but I love you, and you love her, so this is now yours.’ She closes my hand around the ring and touches my cheek, turning my face to hers. ‘It doesn’t fit my fat fingers now anyway.’

      I laugh loudly, and Dillon, who is now sitting on the grass stroking the cat, turns to look at us, smiling at the joy she can hear.

      ‘I won’t rush it, Nonna,’ I say, taking her hands and looking her in the eyes, ‘but I’ll definitely use it.’

      She winks and smiles, then stands to try and make dinner from the disaster pasta in the kitchen.

      

      Back at my apartment, which Dillon approvingly tells me is actually an apartment as it only has one floor and two bedrooms, I slip the ring into the back of my wallet, then take it out, panicking that I might lose it easily there. I put it in the pocket of my holdall where I keep my passport. I then worry again that I might lose the whole holdall, and whilst I’m stressing over where to keep the damn thing, Dillon comes out of the bathroom in just a towel, and I freeze, the ring clutched tightly in my hand, to watch the drips falling from her hair and disappearing into her cleavage.

      ‘You look suspicious,’ she says, narrowing her eyes and I grin, closing the gap.

      ‘You look overdressed,’ I reply cheekily, and she laughs.

      ‘I just got clean, Lorenzo. Keep your dirty thoughts to yourself.’

      She turns and fishes out some pyjamas from the top drawer of the chest, and I remember the ring in my hand.

      ‘I’m going to go and take a shower,’ I say, needing an escape. ‘Wash these dirty thoughts away.’

      I walk into the bathroom and bury the ring at the bottom of my toiletry bag, making a mental note to take it to a jeweller tomorrow for a deep clean and a box, then take it back to Nonna’s for safe keeping until I’m ready to use it, when the door opens.

      I look up into the mirror in front of me to see Dillon, completely naked and leaning against the doorframe. Fuck… me!

      I can now follow the trail of those drips all the way down, and the urge to catch every single one with my tongue is overwhelming. I turn to her, and she looks down my body, then back up as she steps closer to me and reaches across to turn the shower back on.

      ‘What was it your uncle told you never to waste?’ she teases before tugging at the waistband of my shorts, and I grin, stepping forward as she backs into the shower, pulling off my hoody and making her giggle as I don’t wait to remove the rest of my clothes before getting soaking wet, and dropping to my knees.

      

      Dillon breathes softly against my chest, my fingers lightly stroking her back, her soft skin pressed against mine as moonlight streams in through the light fabric at the windows and highlights the curves of her naked body. I look down to the fingers intertwined with mine. I turn my head to place a kiss on the top of her head and inhale the intoxicating scent of her, and my stomach somersaults with what I now know is complete and total contentment.

      I remember the first time I laid eyes on her. That night, it was UV lights on her skin rather than the moon, but she was spectacular then, and she’s spectacular now.

      Everything I’ve achieved, every penny I have earned, pales in comparison to the satisfaction of hearing her say she loves me, and I know at this moment, more than any before it, that I want to hear those words from her lips for the rest of my life.

      I know there’ll be challenges; she’s feisty, independent, so fucking powerful, and she’s also vulnerable. She feels things deeply and locks them up inside until they explode out of her, but I am calm, and I will spend a lifetime being everything she needs. I will be her rock, her support. I will boost her up and remind her of her worth. I will make her laugh or wipe her tears whenever she needs or wants it. I will make her unfold with sheer unadulterated pleasure.

      I promised Nonna I wouldn’t rush this, and I won’t. We have time, Dillon and I, to learn from each other, to grow together, and to figure out what our lives together will be.

      I want to enjoy this fresh, new relationship phase — savour the days I take off work to make love to her on every surface of my home. I want to relish every shitty romantic comedy she cuddles up to me to watch and cherish the cooking lessons, the sound of her learning to speak Italian, the feel of her breath on my skin while she sleeps.

      For the first time in my life, I have everything I could ever want or need, and as my eyes start to feel heavy and tiredness takes over, my last waking thought is that I’m the luckiest man in the world.
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      I can’t take my eyes off the letter in my hands.

      I stroke my thumb across my name, the familiar handwriting passing underneath my skin causes tears to prick my eyes and a lump to rise in my throat. It’s the same writing, the same sloping Lorenzo that I’ve seen on every birthday card my whole life.

      I can’t believe she’s gone.

      When we left Nonna’s house four days ago and flew back to London, I had no idea it would be the last time I saw her. She seemed as healthy and strong as ever.

      When my auntie saw the curtains still closed after nine a.m. the next morning, she knew something was wrong, and when she let herself inside, she found her, tucked up in bed and looking peaceful as though she had slipped away in the middle of a blissful dream.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Dillon stands next to me and rests her hand on my shoulder as I turn to look up at her.

      ‘I don’t know.’ She sits. ‘She was old, but I just never thought about life without her in it.’

      ‘I guess that’s why she didn’t tell you she was sick, so you wouldn’t have to.’

      I nod. To find out Nonna had been battling cancer for almost two years without telling any of us, just my auntie who drove her to her appointments, and to only find this out after she died, was a shock, to say the least.

      She knew she was dying. She knew when she waved Dillon and I off just a few days ago that she was close to the end, and it could be the last time. I can’t imagine even she thought she’d be gone just a few hours later.

      It’s frustrating that I could have got her the best care, the best doctors, if only she had told me, but as with everything Nonna did, she did this her way — on her terms.

      ‘Are you going to read it?’ Dillon presses softly before leaning into me and resting her head on my shoulder.

      ‘Yeah.’ I take a deep breath. ‘I might just get some air if that’s okay?’

      I don’t want to shut her out. I don’t mean to, but I need to do this on my own.

      ‘Of course.’ She stands and holds out her hands to help me up. ‘You know where I am.’

      

      Nonna’s garden is one of my favourite places in the world. It used to be a working farm before Nonno got too old to manage it. He sold off a lot of the land but kept a large garden that slopes down, drawing the eye to the valley below. I realise now that’s probably why I bought the vineyard; it has similar views. It’s beautiful, and every memory I made here is a happy one.

      Lorenzo.

      I stare at my name once more as I stand on the grass and feel the heat of the sun warming my skin. It looks alien now. I have been looking at it so long that I’m questioning the spelling; it doesn’t look like a real word anymore.

      I open the letter and lower my body to the grass.

      Lorenzo,

      If you are reading this letter, you know that I kept a secret from you. Revenge is sweet, my beautiful boy.

      I laugh loudly. Nonna and Dillon became so close over the past four years, especially as Dillon’s grasp on Italian grew, but my grandmother took great pleasure in torturing us both regularly about our deception in San Francisco.

      I never wanted to hide anything from you, but I couldn’t fight this while you looked at me like a dying woman. I needed to fight. I promise I did.

      Now I’m tired. I want to see your grandfather again. He’s waited far too long for me to join him. I’m ready.

      I look up to the sky and inhale a shaky breath as her words rock me to my core. My hero, she’s my hero. It’s that simple.

      I need to tell you a few things before I go. I would tell you in person if I could, but I am not brave enough to face the look of concern in your eyes. I’m writing it down, and I hope you forgive me.

      My darling boy, you make the world go round. The moment I saw your big, beautiful eyes, I knew you would do great things, and I knew you would be a wonderful man, and you are. I’m incredibly proud of you.

      I wish I had made it to see you married and become a father, but you took far too long to ask that girl to marry you. Four years, Lorenzo, what were you thinking?

      I smile. Nonna couldn’t understand how I had taken so long to ask her for the ring — she offered it to me every time we visited, but we’ve been so happy, and honestly, the time has passed so quickly.

      I know you’re waiting for the perfect time, and I respect that but get a move on Lorenzo, you’re getting old.

      Thanks, Nonna, I grin. Thirty-six and not married, the horror.

      Knowing you have Dillon, with or without a ring on her finger or a baby in her belly brings me peace. She’s a special girl. Seeing the way you look at each other is wonderful.

      You promised you wouldn’t rush, and I’m glad you have taken time to see the world together, build a home together, but she’s the love of your life. The perfect time could have been any moment since you met her.

      The ring is in my wardrobe, in a box with your name on the top, and there’s something in there for Dillon too. Ask her, darling boy — make her your wife.

      Don’t be sad that I’m not there. I had a wonderfully long life. Don’t worry about pleasing the family, elope if you want to, and don’t listen if they say it’s too soon after losing me. Marry her the next day, marry her that same afternoon — nothing would bring me more joy than looking down and laughing at your furious aunties.

      I laugh again. Oh, Nonna, thank you for this letter — this gift of your love and humour to treasure.

      I will be with you, Lorenzo, at every turn. I’ll be by your side, pushing you in the right direction, celebrating your happiness and watching you flourish the way I always have.

      I’m full of love and pride that I got to have you in my life and see you become the wonderful man that you are.

      Go and get the box, get the ring, and become a husband. You have all the puzzle pieces now. Just put the damn thing together.

      I love you eternally, and I’ll see you again.

      I wipe my cheeks and look around the garden, thankful that I now own the house and will never have to live without this garden and the memories it holds. I remember the box and stand. I need the box.

      As I walk into the house, I smile at the sight of Dillon, Gi, and Mum preparing food for the whole family and the sound of them conversing in Italian, but I pass them silently and push open the door to Nonna’s bedroom.

      In the wardrobe, I look up above the rail to see dozens of folded blankets and towels, then move my gaze to the bottom of the cupboard, and see the box.

      It’s thick, heavy, old card, so hard it’s almost like wood. I lower to my knees to pull it out and see my name, written once more in Nonna’s script.

      I lift the lid and move aside the parchment paper, then take out what looks like a silk scarf, and I see the ring in the box I bought four years ago, along with a photo.

      My grandparents. Happy and in love, on their wedding day. Nonna looks beautiful, her dress so much more elegant and regal looking than I would have expected for a simple village wedding in fifties Calabria.

      I turn over the photo, and there’s more of her writing on the back.

      October 10th 1953. The happiest day of my life.

      My sisters and I made my dress after we saw Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday. It may not be quite fit for a princess, but it was perfect for me. It’s Dillon’s now. She doesn’t have to wear it. Maybe she can cut it up and make something new, but attached to this dress is love, joy, and the magic that comes from marrying a Romano man.

      I move aside another scarf and run my fingers across the slightly yellowing fabric of the once white dress, and smile. Thank you, Nonna.

      I pick up the ring box. I haven’t looked at it since I brought it back here for safe-keeping four years ago.

      I open the box and look at the sparkling gold and diamonds, and suddenly feel such a fool for waiting so long.

      ‘Hey, dinner’s ready.’ Dillon’s voice at the door grabs my attention, and I turn my gaze on her, still on my knees, open ring box in my hand. I notice her eyes dart from my face to my knees, the box on the floor, and the ring, then she finds my eyes again. ‘Enzo, what is all this?’

      ‘Marry me.’

      The words leave my mouth before I realise I’m thinking them.

      ‘What?’ Her eyes widen, and she moves towards me, closing the bedroom door behind her. I turn my body to her, adjusting my posture and rising one knee so that I’m not kneeling like I’m in church.

      ‘This isn’t how or where I imagined asking you, but I can’t wait any longer. I love you, Dillon, more than anything else in this crazy world. Nonna gave me this ring four years ago, for you, and I waited, gave us time, but now I know we shouldn’t wait anymore. I want you to be my wife, Dillon. Will you marry me?’

      I notice her swallow, and her lips fall open slightly, then curve up a little.

      ‘You’re on your knees, in your Nonna’s bedroom, rifling through her wardrobe, a few days after she died, and you’re asking me to marry you?’

      Her words are tinged with humour.

      ‘It sounds a lot like you’re considering saying yes,’ I press, as I stand and look down into her eyes, and she laughs.

      ‘Enzo, this seems insensitive.’

      She places her hands on mine and looks down at the ring.

      ‘It’s what she wanted.  It’s what I want. We don’t have to tell them if you don’t want to.’ I nod to the door to indicate my family.

      ‘Keep secrets from your family? That doesn’t tend to work out too well for us.’

      I laugh.

      ‘Dillon, I know this is a strange time to ask you this and a strange way to do it. The truth is, if I try to plan for perfection, we’ll be old and grey before I do it because there will never be a place, a time, or a setting that seems enough. Never a way to do this that is as perfect as I want it to be, so this, here, now, with my nonna shoving me in the back and telling me to get a move on, seems as perfect as it’s going to get. I adore you. I want to grow old with you, and marrying you, and becoming your husband — nothing would bring me greater joy or pride. Marry me, Lucia.’

      I smile, knowing she loves it when I call her that, and she takes a deep breath before lifting up to press her lips to mine, then speaks against my lips.

      ‘In a heartbeat.’
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      I’m so excited about this book. It wouldn’t have been possible without amazing some amazing people I’ve come to rely on.

      

      Toni-Louise Tucker-Argent once more you devoured this book, supported me from day one and helped me get through the moments of doubt to get to where we are now. You’ve become a really important part of my process and I’m so grateful to you for your support and friendship.

      

      Kelly Locker-Coates… Seems odd to put your full name when to me you’re simply Kel. You know I love you, you know I’m grateful for you, but thank you for devouring Enzo and loving this book. Your feedback helped shape it and your love for it helped ease my self doubt!

      

      Claire Allmendinger, once more you made editing a pleasure. I can’t imagine ever doing this without you, and Wendy Shatwell too, you ladies are brilliant and lovely and I thank you for your patience and support.

      

      Lou from LJ Designs, your patience and professionalism astound me, your work is beautiful and I’m thankful you were recommended to me, because you’re an absolute pro, and a gem!
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      I’m from Birmingham, England but now live in South Derbyshire with my family.
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