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  Twenty-four year old Claudia has always been the sensible one. From her boring call centre job right down to her practical wardrobe, flash and extravagant are not part of her normal vocabulary. She may live in Ascot, the home of British horse racing, but the presence of all the moneyed revellers blocking her route home from work are more of a nuisance than a thrill. Until one of them catches her eye...


  Peter’s life couldn’t be more different. All his life he’s worked hard to make it in the banking industry, to give his wife all she’s ever wanted. After a day of sipping champagne and watching the races, an indiscretion of hers with Peter’s colleague changes this picture-perfect vision of middle class life forever. He decides to cut and run, only, he hasn’t a clue where he’s going.


  A chance meeting by the side of the road brings them together, making them forget their opposing backgrounds. Is passion alone enough to overcome their differences?


  

  © 2015 L. Moone


  Published by eXplicitTales


  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


  This book has been previously released with a different cover and author name.



  Table of Contents



  Beautiful Stranger

  

  Only a Taste (preview)


  Author's Note


  Chapter One


  I’ve been dreading my drive home all day. In fact, that is an understatement.


  Usually I enjoy the scenic beauty leading up to my house in Ascot, Berkshire. Not so today. Because once a year, my normally serene hometown turns into a hellhole, overrun by obscenely wealthy people clogging up the roads in their Bentleys, Rollers and whatnot. Actually the Bentleys and Rolls Royces don’t bother me so much, it’s the hordes of the not-so-rich who think it’s classy to hire a Hummer limo that really grind my gears.


  And the traffic. Oh my God, the traffic.


  Such is my aversion that I've even been avoiding newspapers this week, the one week in June that the Royal Ascot races take place. If I wanted to see photos of ridiculous hats and passed out drunk people on the lawn, I could’ve just bought a ticket and gone myself. But I don’t really care about horse racing, or dressing up. I would much rather attend a music festival, if I had to brave the Great British Weather in inappropriate clothing anyway.


  My neighbors tend to flee around this time of year, but unfortunately I can’t afford a holiday. With the way things have been at work, I’d better put every spare penny away for a rainy day. Or for when the gutter of my house starts to leak again. At least tonight will be the last time this year I’ll have to deal with this mess, tomorrow is my day off and I don’t intend to venture out onto the roads at all until next week when normality has returned.


  I’m already looking forward to my long weekend off, which I'll dedicate to nothing but my paintings. All I have to do is get home.


  Slowly, I make my way through the various traffic control measures set up seemingly to hinder the flow of traffic rather than improve it. I suppose it all makes sense to someone. It takes me an hour to get onto Blacknest Road, which in ordinary circumstances would be about five minutes from home. But these are not ordinary circumstances.


  As my car creeps along in its spot within the tedious metal conga line that has formed around me, all I have for company are my radio and my grumpy ruminations. And the occasional sympathetic smile from someone suffering the same fate in the opposite lane.


  I occupy myself by looking at the flash cars that slowly pass by. Nothing too unusual in this part of the world, various Ferraris, Lambos and of course the already mentioned Bentleys and Rolls Royces of all ages. I almost give up on seeing much variety when something small and dark blue catches my eye parked up on the verge ahead. Twin white racing stripes accentuating its curvaceous body, top down to reveal its cream leather interior. Absolutely beautiful. Is that a real AC Cobra or just a good replica? And more importantly, what is it doing sitting in the muck next to this busy road?


  Traffic creeps ahead and I get closer, there’s a man in the driver’s seat, arms folded and head resting against them on the steering wheel. He is sporting the accepted race-going uniform; grey waistcoat, white shirt, and a matching hat and coat piled on the passenger seat.


  I don’t know what possesses me, but I leave my coveted place in the traffic queue and pull up behind him. Just to see if he’s okay—I tell myself—or at least to get a better look at his magnificent car. While I'm not much of an automotive enthusiast, Dad taught me enough to appreciate when I see something special. If only he were still around, he'd have been thrilled to check it out himself.


  Stepping out of my car has me cursing softly. I've planted my feet squarely in a patch of sticky mud left behind by this morning’s early summer showers. Typical.


  “Excuse me, are you having car trouble?” I ask. He lifts his head off his forearm which is still resting on the steering wheel. “I was wondering if you need help...”


  His pale blue eyes stand out against his handsome face and particularly against his dark hair which is starting to grey around the temples. If I had to guess I’d say he was in his late thirties or early forties, and the salt and pepper look is really working for him. Something seems off, though. I remind myself he’s probably just had a few too many glasses of champagne or whatever it is they drink at the races.


  Still, the brief moment of eye contact we share ignites something deep inside of me. I'm hooked.


  “I had to leave, but thought I probably shouldn’t be driving. So I pulled over.” His voice sounds friendly, if uncertain. Everything about him suggests money, from his accent to his clothes. Perhaps the car isn’t a replica after all.


  “You’re probably right, I suppose you shouldn’t be driving. Where were you headed?” I ask.


  He averts his eyes downwards before answering. “Not sure.”


  “Right. Where do you live?” I try.


  “I don't think I live there anymore.” There’s an awkward silence after his response, and he grips the steering wheel with both hands and rests his forehead against his knuckles again.


  That really doesn't give me much to work with. While he's seemingly having a little nap on his steering, I scan our surroundings. The traffic jam heading away is still going strong, but the queue moving in the direction of home has started to thin. If pulling over wasn’t already irresponsible enough, what I say next actually stuns the rational part of my brain completely.


  “Why don't you come with me for now? We’ll figure the rest out later," I hear myself say.


  When he looks back up at me, there is not a hint of suspicion in his eyes. It doesn’t seem to register with him that only a reckless lunatic would invite a drunk stranger home. What the hell am I thinking?


  “That would be nice. Thanks.” He tries to smile but instead his face twists. “Oh God, I think I need a moment.” He rushes out of the driver's seat. I hurriedly step aside to let him pass and watch him head toward the nearest tree. He stands still for a few minutes, just leaning against it, seemingly catching his breath.


  The man is an enigma. What could have this handsome stranger so shaken? He's about six foot tall, with broad shoulders that perfectly fill out his tailored shirt. Add to that the criminally beautiful eyes, handsome features and mannerisms that drip of old world charm. It would be impossible not to look good in perfectly tailored formal wear, but still. He's a beautiful specimen and I can't stop looking at him.


  I also still can’t believe I’m doing this. There’s something special about him, sure. Something that makes him appear trustworthy and harmless, tempting even. Still, I’m aware of the possibility that it may all be a clever act on his part and I’m about to let an axe murderer into my house.


  Walking towards him now, I can see he has his eyes closed and is just breathing in the fresh air away from all the traffic.


  “Never mind, I'm okay now,” he mutters.


  “Well then, let’s go,” I say. “I don’t think your car would be safe here, though. Mine, on the other hand, nobody would touch if I abandoned it here for weeks. And since you’re not fit to drive just now...”


  He doesn’t say a word, simply places his car keys into my outstretched hand and walks around the vehicle to open the passenger door for himself. Looking at the gorgeous car, I decide then that even if I end up hacked into bits and buried in my own garden tonight, it will have all been worth it.


  After grabbing my handbag and locking my own vehicle, I sit down next to him. His expression has hardly changed, he shows no sign of concern that he’s letting a complete stranger drive his car. I have to conclude he’s not all there. I turn the key and the engine purrs to life with a deep, thundering rumble which can only mean one thing: under the shiny, curved bonnet, there lives a huge beast of an engine.


  “Why so distracted, did you lose big at the races today?” I ask while checking over my shoulder for a gap in the traffic. It occurs to me that my attempt at small talk is making me sound like a cabbie.


  “I don’t gamble. But yes, in a way.” He sighs.


  I’m intrigued but don’t want to pry. The car behind me flashes


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Epilogue


  My heart is beating so hard, I feel like it might try to burst through my chest. What if people don’t like my work? What if it turns out to be a huge failure?


  Sure, Clara seemed to like what she saw when I brought my five canvases in last week, but what if she’s wrong?


  “Don’t look so scared, it’s going to all work out,” Mum says, gently prodding me with her elbow.


  “But what if…” I rub my hands together, trying to get rid of the clamminess.


  “Drinks?” Peter steps up with two glasses of champagne and hands them to us.


  “Thanks, that’s very kind,” Mum says, shooting him and me a smile. “I’m so glad you two managed to work things out. She was always such a stubborn child, my Claudia.”


  “Mum!” I protest, my hands still shaking as I hold onto the champagne flute.


  “So I’ve noticed,” Peter jokes, placing his arm around my shoulder. That little gesture makes me feel a little better.


  “It’s about to start!” Mum remarks, after checking her watch. “I’m so proud of you, Claudia. I’m sure it will be a great success.” She beams at me, her eyes sparkling with excitement.


  I’m not so sure, so I just stand there, focused on breathing in and out, propping myself up against Peter’s arm.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you so much for coming to the grand opening of Galleria Eclectica!” Clara steps up in front of the crowd that has started collecting all around us. The beginning of her speech is met with polite applause. Towards my left, Mum takes my hand, squeezing it excitedly. Then I feel another hand on my shoulder, seemingly out of nowhere. When I turn, I see Alice already smiling at me while subtly trying to remove her apron and folding it up in front of her.


  "Crap I'm sorry I'm so under dressed," she whispers. "Hope I haven't missed it."


  I smile and shake my head. I'm just happy to see her. The fact that she could steal a minute away from her new job to support me means everything.


  “For this landmark occasion, I’m very excited to announce a brand new entrant to our line-up for tonight. Due to the last minute addition, she’s not mentioned in the brochure. A fresh face in the local art scene, Claudia de Wit!”


  Mum lets go of me, and applauds excitedly, causing a few bystanders to turn around and look at us. “Love you, sweetheart!” she whispers while I try to resist the urge to run.


  Alice suppresses a giggle and joins in the applause.


  “Of course we welcome established names as well tonight, including Tess Burgundy, and…” Clara continues, introducing the rest of the artists included in the exhibit, only pausing occasionally for emphasis. I’m in amazing company, having seen some of the works earlier when they were still being set up. As such, I still can't believe I'm even invited.


  As soon as the speech is over, everyone gets the chance to mingle and look around at the displays. Within minutes, Alice excuses herself again, because she literally had to lock the coffee shop in order to come support me.


  With one cheerleader less on my side, I'm starting to feel lost again, so I just awkwardly stand around until Peter practically forces me to talk to some of the other exhibitors. Networking, he says. Awkwardness is more like it.


  Just when I’m doing my best to strike up a conversation with a rather nice lady old enough to be my grandmother who paints still lifes, Clara comes up towards me with a wide grin on her face.


  “Wonderful news, Claudia. You’ve made your first sale already!” She holds out her hand, which I shake in a daze. "Congratulations."


  “Uhh...Which canvas?”


  “Summer Moon.”


  I’m speechless. That’s the one they valued the highest at more than six grand! Double what I would have made in a month at my old job, even after deducting tax.


  “We’ll get the paperwork drawn up as soon as possible, and process your once everything is squared away with the buyer.”


  “Who bought it?” I stammer, preparing myself for it to be Peter, in which case I’m going to go nuts.


  “You see the man over there, with the blond hair?” Clara asks, gesturing subtly towards the far end of the gallery towards a small cluster of people. “His name is Callum Byrne.”


  I nod, still skeptical that some stranger is actually happy to shell out that kind of money for a creation of mine. I soon spot the blond haired man in the elegant pin striped suit. He's deep in conversation with a beautifully dressed Asian woman to his right. When he finally turns around, he raises a champagne glass in our direction. There's something vaguely familiar about him, but I don't know from where. Could it be one of Peter’s colleagues whom I met at the race event? No, that doesn’t seem right; he looks much too extravagant to be a banker…


  “He said it will be the perfect centerpiece for a new restaurant he’s planning on opening next year.” Clara gives him a little wave, which the man acknowledges before turning back to chat to his elegantly dressed female companion. “A good, regular customer of ours; he's building up quite the collection of fine art. I’m so pleased he’s taken a liking to your work.” She smiles at me and turns around to mingle some more.


  I’m still shocked. He owns a chain of restaurants? Where have I seen his face before?


  “What did I miss?” Peter asks, offering me a new glass of champagne.


  “That guy over there bought the moon painting. To hang in his new restaurant apparently.” I still can't get over it; maybe I never will.


  “Wonderful! I’ll drink to that.” He holds up his glass, clinking it to mine. “I’d hate to say I told you so…”


  “Oh, you!” I give him a playful slap on his arm, but I have to admit that for a change it’s nice to be proven wrong.


  By the time the event is over, another two canvases have sold, and I’m about to be a lot richer than I was only hours ago. We say our goodbyes to Mum and Alice, who came back to celebrate with us after clocking out at the coffee shop. Finally, we make our way back to Peter’s car, arm in arm.


  “That went surprisingly well,” I remark.


  He winks at me while opening the passenger door for me. Always the gentleman.


  “I never doubted that it would.”


  “That makes one of us. You know I love you, Peter?” I lean into him and give him a kiss right on the lips.


  “Love you too.” He returns my kiss, stirring up all the slumbering butterflies in my stomach all at once. ”So, any idea what you’re going to spend your newfound riches on?”


  Knowing very well what I plan to do with at least some of the money, I can't suppress a grin. I sure hope he still wants to travel, because Egypt is supposed to be lovely this time of year and I’ve always wanted to see the Great Pyramids…


  If all this success is just temporary, I can always restart my job hunt when we get back. And plus, I'm going to save a good portion of the proceeds for a rainy day. I mean... I may be on my way toward becoming an artist now, but I'm certainly not reckless!


  ***


  Crave more books featuring curvy younger heroines, sexy older men and plenty of heat? Check out my Coffee & Curves series for a chance to meet Claudia's friends Kayla, Megan and Alice again...



  Swipe to the next page for a little preview...


  Author's Note


  Thanks so much for reading Beautiful Stranger!


  This story holds a special place in my heart, because my entire writing career started with what is now the beginning of this novella. Back in October 2012, I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, crossed my fingers and even my toes, and clicked 'Publish' on a short story called Ladies' Day. Although I've made a few changes and additions, and unpublished the original, the same story is still present in Chapters 1 to 5 of this book you're reading now. It was the first thing I ever finished and offered for sale, and as such, the biggest milestone I have to show for as an author.


  A lot has changed in the past few years. I like to think I've grown as a writer, and with it, my stories have developed. What started as a fun little encounter between a down-to-earth twenty-something girl, Claudia, and a middle class man fifteen years her senior has grown into something a lot more serious. Their relationship developed into something I couldn't have foreseen at the time.


  We all want different things out of life, and it's so difficult to reconcile these hopes and dreams with those of another person. When Peter and Claudia first meet, they're both adrift, especially Peter. Claudia isn't quite as focused as she would want herself to believe, just going with the flow and hoping her job keeps providing the steady pay she so desperately craves. Towards the end of the story, obviously this is no longer the case and they're both in need of different future plans.


  They compliment each other. Claudia's backpacking experiences give Peter an idea for what he wants to spend his life doing more of: exploring the world. And Peter's encouragements finally get through to Claudia until she's willing to try out something she hadn't considered viable before: attempt to make a living from her art. She learns that one doesn't always have to be completely sensible and safe. Taking risks to follow your dreams is OK, as long as it's not recklessly done.


  I can relate to her fear that she isn't good enough to sell her paintings, and that she'll struggle to make a living selling the odd canvas here and there. It's not easy taking something you've created and expose it to other people, risking rejection and judgement. That's how I felt when I published that first story: uncertain whether it was up to scratch, and incredibly grateful when people actually bought and enjoyed it. Hopefully you, the reader, could relate to her as well.


  Beautiful Stranger could have easily become a fairytale story, about an ordinary girl swept off her feet by a handsome older guy who showers her with gifts and ensures she never has to worry about money ever again. Of course, not everyone can accept that kind of thing, least of all Claudia who has always fended for herself. And would such an arrangement work long term? Would Peter never have wondered if perhaps she only liked him for his money? I think he might have, so they had to find another way...


  Enough of all these rambling thoughts. I hope you enjoyed the story as much as I did while writing it, and if you're interested in reading more of my work, perhaps you'll consider signing up for my newsletter if you haven't already. That way you'll always be among the first to know when I have a new book out, or I'm running a sale.


  x, Lorelei


  By the way, I also write Paranormal Romance as Lorelei Moone. If that's also your cup of tea, then please have a look atloreleimoone.com
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