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Friends-with-benefits is a practical arrangement—until it
becomes something more.

 


Arne’s easy-going nature
is sorely tried the night his kitchen’s almost set on fire. It’s
the fault of admin assistant Simon, a man Arne’s treated with
suspicion ever since Simon joined the Haven Hotel team. But when he
has Simon in his arms, injured, vulnerable, yet full of sexy,
prickly spirit to match Arne’s own—he starts to rethink.

 


When Simon confesses he’s
struggling with intimacy, and Arne offers his practical help as an
escort, it’s only meant as a joke. Until Simon accepts. He’s
inexperienced and nervous despite his confidence at work, and
embraces Arne’s sensual, unashamed instruction very eagerly.
Alongside the passion, a friendship blossoms—and the vulnerability
becomes emotional, too.

 


But Arne’s always been
too generous with both his time and his money. When he’s betrayed
by someone he trusted, it hits him hard, and halts his plans to
launch a cookery vlog. All Simon wants to do is help him in return,
but Arne rejects him.

 


Maybe it’s time for Simon
and their friends at the Haven to unite on behalf of Arne’s
ambitions and dreams. And help both Simon and Arne decide if
there’s a new direction they can share.

 


Dedication: a
special thanks to Terry and Chrissy, for both checking and
supporting!
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1 – ARNE

 An unremarkable, rainy Thursday night in London, and in
bedroom number 6 of the Haven Hotel, the middle-aged punter who was
busy on his knees between my spread legs jerked his head up, so
abruptly his chin whacked my balls. I winced, swore aloud, and my
cock bounced back on my belly with a wet slap.

“What the
hell’s that noise?” he cried.

Sprawled out naked on the
mattress, I hauled myself up onto my elbows. “It’s the smoke
alarm.”

“Smoke
alarm?” His eyes rolled in shock. “Are we on fire?”

“Well, things
were certainly heating up,” I said encouragingly, though my grin
was more like a grimace.

“No, I meant
in the hotel!”

He’d been a nervous
client to start with, wary of anyone seeing him arriving for the
escort booking. He’d been enthusiastic about getting me stripped,
then sucking me off, but he was still half dressed
himself.

“What the
hell’s happening?” he bleated. Sucking appeared to be the last
thing on his mind at the moment. “Shouldn’t you be doing
something?”

As it looked
like neither of us was getting off now, I reached for my sweat
pants, the loud siren wailing in my ears. “It’s okay.” I was going
to say keep your hair
on, but unfortunately the poor sod didn’t
have a lot to play with in the first place. “It’s not on this
floor. It sounds like the one in the bloody kitchen.”

He was already scrambling
back to his feet, zipping up his trousers. I saw him glance at his
phone, so I suspected he was calculating what credit he’d get if we
called the session short. The part-owner of the hotel, Eliot, had
lots of city smarts and he’d drafted a no-refund clause to go into
our booking terms and conditions—but none of the escorts were much
good at paperwork, me included.

Downstairs, the alarm
gave a hiccup, then stopped. Thank fuck, someone had turned it off.
But with one sensory stimulus gone, others became stronger. I could
smell acrid smoke in the distance and, with the sudden silence,
feel my heart beating way too fast.

Who the fuck was in my
kitchen, and what was burning?

“I’ll have to
go and check it out,” I said, and stood. The kitchen was my
responsibility, even though tonight was meant to be my evening off
as chef. My punter was hovering nervously at the side of the bed.
He’d probably have dashed straight out of the room if I wasn’t
standing between him and the door.

I forced my expression
into something more relaxed, biting back my anger. “Why don’t you
stay here until I get back? Don’t put your shoes back on yet.
There’s a lot more fun we can have.”

I suspected it was a lost
cause and I was proved right when he clasped one of his lace-up
brogues protectively to his chest and shook his head. “No. No, I
must go. Shouldn’t you be evacuating the building? I work in Health
and Safety, you know. There are procedures you should be
following.”

I knew that. Rick, the
other part-owner, had them fixed up on the back of every bedroom
door. But as none of the other alarms had gone off, and there was
no sound of running feet in the corridor outside, I reckoned this
was a localised issue.

Yeah. In my
kitchen!

I pulled on a t-shirt in
case I bumped into any non-punters on the way—we rarely got other
visitors, but no one could forget the day Tom scared the man come
to inspect our electrical outlets by appearing in a mankini and
stacked glitter boots—and went to the bedroom door. Mr Nervous was
on my heels.

“Stay behind
me,” I said. “In case of a fireball.”

Okay, so my
humour could be a little wacky, but he took my words at face value.
His eyes grew even wider and he gripped my arm like I was the
firefighter leading him from a burning building.
Bloody hell.

Of course,
there was no fireball. There were no flames in the corridor at all.
I glanced up the small staircase at the end of the landing, to
check the door of Room 8 was closed, and no noise came from inside.
Liam was away with his boyfriend Felix, and obviously not back at
work yet. As I strode quickly towards the stairs, I checked all the
other bedroom doors were closed too, apart from Room 3.
Tom. Of course. He
wouldn’t want to miss out if there was some kind of drama going
on.

He was already in the
open doorway, naked apart from a Wonder Woman towel loosely
clutched around his skinny waist.

“You on your
way downstairs?” he asked me, eyes bright and inquisitive. “There’s
no problem in here.” He ran his shrewd gaze up and down my client.
“Hi sweetie. Wanna come in and shelter from the raging inferno with
me and my friend? There’s a fire escape in this room, you know.” He
flashed me a cheeky wink then turned to go back into the room.
Seemingly accidentally, he let the towel drop.

My client made an odd
little gargled sound behind me.

For fuck’s
sake.

I glanced into Room 3.
Tom didn’t have a client at the moment, and looked to be playing
Twister with Billy, one of the new young escorts. Billy was facing
away from us, also stark naked, hands and feet on the mat—one hand
on yellow, one foot on green, as far as I could see—with his limbs
locked in a stretch, his arse thrust up on show, and his balls
hanging low. He’d been a gymnast as a kid, apparently, and now he
somehow managed to twist and peek at us from under his outstretched
arm. Then licked his lips.

When I turned back, Mr
Nervous had stepped so close we nearly bumped noses. He stared over
my shoulder at the two young men inside, transfixed.

“If you’re
sure there’s no danger in the bedrooms, I could wait it out here?”
he suggested hoarsely. He glanced quickly at me, then back at the
gamesters. Didn’t want to miss a second of those flexing buttocks,
apparently. “I mean, it looks like you’re needed
elsewhere.”

I rolled my
eyes. You owe me,
I mouthed to Tom who winked again and nodded. We weren’t meant to
snatch each other’s punters, but it wasn’t something he did too
often, and I didn’t have time to argue with him. I certainly didn’t
have time to pander to Mr Nervous. If we kept him in the building,
at least he’d be more likely to make a repeat booking. And he’d
probably be a lot happier with Tom’s interpretation of a fun night
in with his mates.

I’d been that fun guy, in
the past. Maybe my heart wasn’t in the game like it used to
be…

The kitchen,
remember?

I left Mr Nervous in Room
3 and dashed downstairs, taking the steps two at a time. The
kitchen door was behind the reception desk. It was cracked ajar,
but I couldn’t see or hear any fire crackling from inside, though
there was a sudden crash and plenty of coughing. I had no idea who
was in there.

The rest of
the lobby was deserted. Wasn’t anyone else panicking? Then I
remembered it was date night for Rick and Eliot, and they’d gone to
the cinema. The poor buggers spent almost every minute in the
hotel, so no one begrudged them an occasional night off. There were
no other evening staff, so they relied on the escorts to help out.
And presumably they were all behind closed doors with their clients, like Tom and
Billy now were. If there’d been a real fire, I would have stopped
to check the register and start evacuation, but it didn’t look like
we were in danger of burning down.

“Oh God.
Oh shit!” came a
loud cry from the kitchen.

I wriggled my way through
the open gap in the door, cautious of letting smoke out into the
lobby. It hung low and heavy in the kitchen, but local to the
corner where the oven was. That door was flung open, black clouds
still billowing from inside, and I could see a dish dangling
halfway off the rack, ugly gunge dripping out of it onto the floor
tiles. The smell of burned eggs was disgusting.

I stumbled towards the
oven over random pans and baking trays, strewn over the floor.
Slumped at the base of the unit was Simon Curtis, our admin guy, on
his knees with his head bowed. A stool lay upside down on the floor
beside him, and a melted plastic spatula dangled from the one hand
of his I could see.

Simon had worked for
Eliot at one time, his PA in some fancy-arse London bank. When
Eliot had diversified the Haven into offering virtual office
services—whatever support small businesses needed, without having
to invest in staff or equipment of their own—he’d brought Simon in
to run it. Guy was some kind of a prince among admin staff, or so
I’d been told.

He didn’t look much like
a prince tonight.

“What the
fuck’s going on?” I barked. Then, realising I probably should have
led with something more sympathetic, I added, “Are you
okay?”

Simon lifted
his head and stared at me. He was in his mid-twenties, and cute
enough with chocolate-brown eyes and well cut, dark, wavy hair.
Tonight, those eyes were wide with anger and distress, and his hair
was a spiky mess, like he’d run his hands through it in
frustration. Actually, he looked pretty dazed. He always wore smart
suits to work, like he was still in the City when, in my opinion,
all he did was sit behind a desk in the cramped top-floor room 7
and gossip to people online. Whatever. Right now, he was a
fucking mess.

His shirt sleeves were
rolled up, the collar was twisted, and a couple of buttons were
missing—just over his navel, I happened to notice, exposing a hairy
little dip and the lower edge of some surprisingly well-defined
abs—and his trousers were covered with jagged stripes of charcoal.
He was in just his socks and, funnily enough, that was the most
shocking thing of all. His shoes were always so well polished—I’d
never seen him without them.

Assuming Simon was
telling the truth about being okay, I closed the door firmly behind
me, checked the oven was now turned off and nothing was still
burning, then strode over to the windows. I flung them all wide
open, coughing as the smoke trails eddied around me, seeking a way
out into the cooler evening air. The back door led onto our small
patio and a scraggly patch of grass, so I opened that, too. To
stand any chance of clearing the stink smoke could leave in its
wake, my first priority was to get a good through
breeze.

Still kneeling on the
floor, Simon shivered.

I pulled the fire blanket
off the wall and hunkered down to put it around his shoulders, but
he snatched it away from me and huddled awkwardly into it under his
own steam.

Unfortunate choice of
phrase.

“What the
hell were you trying to do?” I asked. I gazed around the kitchen,
wondering where to start cleaning up. A normal day would start with
me making breakfast for Rick and Eliot and anyone else who might
have slept over, then I’d start preparing lunch and supper for the
escorts on duty. Looked like tomorrow would be a café and takeaway
day.

Simon didn’t answer me,
though that was probably because he was caught in another coughing
fit. “I thought you were working upstairs tonight!”

“So did I.
But it’s pretty difficult to concentrate on sex with the alarm
screaming in your ears.”

He closed his
eyes for a brief moment. Wow. Had I ever noticed how thick
and dark his lashes were? They brushed his cheeks, which were very
pale. It accentuated the effect.

“Fuck.” He
winced. “I mean, I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know it was so
sensitive. I managed to turn it off, but then the pans fell off the
top of the cupboard, and the stool didn’t hold me because my feet
were slippery, and… and I fell.” He winced, gripping the ruined
spatula like it was a lifeline. I doubted he even realised he was
doing it. He must have used it to reach the alarm on the
ceiling.

“You should
get up now,” I said. He was still shivering and I wasn’t entirely
sure he hadn’t hurt himself. “Come on, let me help you. Do you need
to go to hospital?” Charing Cross had a 24-hour A&E and it was
one of the nearest.

He shook his head
fiercely. “I’m fine. Don’t make a fuss.”

“I’m only
asking.”

“And I’m only
saying, don’t bother,” he snapped back.

I withdrew the hand I’d
offered for him to lean on. He moved slowly and carefully, leaning
against the oven unit as he rose from his knees. It was an odd
manoeuvre and, although he finally dropped the spatula, he didn’t
use his hands to stabilise himself.

“I didn’t
know you were still here,” I said. “I thought you’d gone home at
six, like usual.”

“I wasn’t…”
He took a deep breath. His skin looked clammy, too. “I wasn’t
working. I just stayed on to… “

“To
what?” I still hadn’t
received an answer to my earlier question.

He flushed. “Arne, don’t
shout. I feel stupid enough already and I don’t want to be a worry
for Eliot.”

Didn’t want anyone
finding him here, more likely. I glared at him as he stood propped
against the oven, swaying a little. I’d never seen him look so
dishevelled. This close up, and in his shirt sleeves, I could see
the bulge of his biceps, and the way the material strained against
a lean but muscled body. He hadn’t adjusted the ripped buttons and
I could still see the little patch of furred skin on his
belly.

Huh. I was obviously
still on edge after Mr Nervous. No other explanation for the
frisson of desire that ran through me now.

Simon and I weren’t
friends, or not by any standards of mine. In fact, we didn’t have
much interaction apart from meals, and the occasional times I
needed props for a sex role play and went searching through the
hotel. Unfortunately, he’d banned me from touching anything apart
from basic clipboards and pens; seemed I had an adverse effect on
the office equipment, after the scanner failed both times I tried
to copy a document, and the printer had never sounded the same
after I yanked the top off to change the ink cartridge. He’d been
furious, and told me so. Yeah, I knew what Mr Brainy Bean-counter
Simon Curtis thought of my casual ways.

I took another quick
glance around the kitchen. “Tell me,” I ordered, waving my hand
through the remains of the smoke. “I deserve an explanation of all
this.”

“I was just
trying something,” he said grudgingly. “The cooker at my place
isn’t very good, plus I don’t have all the ingredients to hand. I’d
offered to take a couple of hours on the desk tonight and so, when
all the guys were settled for the evening, I thought you wouldn’t
mind me practising a recipe here, while you were… busy elsewhere. I
won’t make a habit of it, of course I won’t. I was going to replace
anything I used. And I’ll clear all this up.”

After all that rambling,
interspersed with more coughing, we stared at each other in
silence. So, my kitchen was in a total mess because some stupid
arse of an amateur had come to play.

But… that was unfair of
me, really.

Simon wasn’t a stupid
arse. I knew that. He was a very smart young man. Otherwise, Eliot
wouldn’t have taken him on, and allowed him to manage the office
business. He ran accounting software, issued invoices, chased up
money, ran payroll. All the stuff that would scare me rigid if I
had to do it. And he had to cope with all kinds of small businesses
run by the Haven escorts themselves, from cleaning offices, to art
design, to drag dressmaking, to writing romances, to working
construction. Simon supported them all.

With a slow creak and an
ugly, sloppy thud, the abandoned dish finally toppled off the oven
shelf and fell to the floor. We both jumped.

“What were
you trying to cook?” I peered closely, but whatever had been in
that burnt dish was unrecognisable now.

He bit back a sigh. “A
souffle.”

Yeah. I’d never have
guessed. “Why the fuck did you want a souffle? I haven’t cooked one
for years, there’s not a lot of call for it in an out-of-the-way
Earl’s Court hotel like the Haven. I mean, I could cook one this
week, if you wanna try it.”

“No, I want
to be able to… Arne, just drop it, will you?”

I frowned. Something else
was going on here. “You trying to impress someone?”

“Mind your
own damn business.”

I’d have taken that
further, except… he looked so upset underneath the anger. When he
stretched out the fingers of his other hand, he winced. I didn’t
miss the red weal on his palm.

“You’re
burned!”

“It’s fine.
I’ll sort myself out when I get home.”

Why was he being so
bloody difficult? I was the one who should be growling. “You’ll do
what I say, in my kitchen. Get your hand under the cold tap, right
now.”

While he ran the water
over his burn, I picked up the stool, cleared the scattered pans,
and fetched my First Aid kit. After fifteen minutes or so, I
pointed at the stool until he sat. Then I hunkered down and
examined the burn. Not too bad, he was lucky it was just a scald.
But it covered the meaty part of his palm and he had trouble
closing his fist. He must have grabbed the dish when it started
burning, trying to save it.

Through it all, Simon sat
silent and tense, clutching the blanket around his shoulders with
his free hand. Usually so chatty, he was sullen with shock. He
watched as I covered the burn with clingfilm, put a loose bandage
around it to hold it in place, and fashioned a sling for him to
rest the arm.

“I’m using
clingfilm—” I started.

“I know.” He
pursed his lips and flushed again. “I’ve done a St John’s Ambulance
First Aid course. It keeps air and infection off the burn, but
won’t stick to it.”

“Uh, yeah.” I
sat back on my heels. “It’ll do for now, but keep an eye on it. If
the skin blisters or looks infected, you’ll have to go to the
doctor. And as you’ve done the course…” I glanced quickly up into
his face, “you know you should go straight to hospital if you have
any underlying conditions like diabetes or HIV—”

“No, I
don’t,” he interrupted, eyes narrowing.

“No
judgement,” I said. I met his gaze calmly. “I just had to
ask.”

“Yes. Of
course. Um…thanks,” he muttered, though not very graciously. Yet as
we both stood, he leaned against me for a brief moment, as if to
support himself.

“I’ll help
with the clean-up,” he said weakly.

“No, you
won’t.” I sighed. “You’re getting a cab home. I’ll sort it out with
the firm we all use now and then. Then I’ll get Tom and Billy to
help me here. They owe me.”

Simon nodded. Tears
glistened in his eyes. That would be from the shock.

“You should
take tomorrow off, to recover,” I said brusquely. He looked so
miserable, and he had smears of dirt on his face. Before I realised
what I was doing, I reached out and wiped one off his
nose.

His eyes widened and he
sucked in a breath.

Surely I’d touched him
before? We would bump up against each other around the hotel, and
when he came for his lunch in the kitchen. We’d leaned over a table
together when we were working out a plan for Liam to prioritise his
bookings, after he met Felix and wanted to cut down on his Dom
role. But otherwise? I couldn’t remember ever clapping Simon on the
shoulder, or hugging him like I did the other escorts, or shaking
his hand like I might greet a visitor. There’d never been a reason
to.

But now?

How
bizarre. My fingertips fizzed, like his
skin was electric, like I’d placed my hand on something hot myself.
Yet the burn in this case was hidden inside me. Impulsively, I kept
going, cupping his jaw and rubbing gently at the smears on his
cheek. It was well-shaved, even at the end of the working day, soft
under my touch. My fingers strayed to the edge of his
mouth—

And he flinched away.
Jesus, he acted like I’d smacked him in the face. I pulled my hand
back as quickly as I could.

“Sorry,” he
said, very softly. “I didn’t mean…”

Didn’t look
like I was going to discover what
he didn’t mean, because he went silent
again.

“Get your
shoes,” I said. “Do you always cook in your socked feet?” I’d meant
it as a joke, but he blushed heavily again.

“Just wanted
to be… relaxed,” he muttered, as he wriggled clumsily back into
them.

Meekly, he followed me
out into the lobby where he sat on the chair behind the desk while
I called a taxi for him. Then I watched him amble out of the hotel
to the cab, without another word. He didn’t look back. His head was
bowed and his shoulders hunched. With a sigh, I took an unusually
long time folding the blanket he’d left on the chair behind
him.

Wondering why I felt such
an unusual twist in my chest at the sight of it.
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2 - SIMON

 “What the hell’s the matter with your hand?”

My boyfriend Richard
Edgar Reeve Mallory (as printed on all his business cards) froze in
his open doorway, with his superbly tailored suit jacket thrown
over one shoulder, his expensive phone balanced carelessly in his
free hand. And he frowned at me.

I was standing in the
hallway outside his penthouse apartment at the appointed time for
our Friday night date. It was the usual routine. I would drive to
Westminster, pick him up, then take us both into town to a
restaurant or club. Luckily—or maybe not?—I didn’t often drink, so
it was a given that I’d be the designated driver. At the end of the
evening, after paying a small mortgage in parking charges, I’d
drive us both back to my place. My flat wasn’t in such a
prestigious area of London, was much smaller and less well
decorated, but for some reason he was happier with that.

He knows he
has you to do the tidying up after he’s left, my inner voice said, rather archly. It was a kind of
conscience, and not always welcome.

Richard grimaced at my
hand and its fresh bandage. “What fool thing did you do this
time?”

When Eliot had heard what
happened to me, he’d insisted I took today off work. It was a
relief because my hand still hurt like hell, but I hated to let him
down. First thing in the morning, I’d gone to my doctor and had it
checked out. The diagnosis was good—they were only first-degree
burns, and would heal soon. She was impressed with my timely
self-treatment, though that was really due to Arne’s quick
thinking. In the shock of the moment, I hadn’t been able to think
straight, let alone recall everything I’d learned on my—very
brief—First Aid course. Would it have been different, if Arne had
been injured, and I’d been on the scene? I really hoped so. I was
sure I’d have been much calmer, in control, helped him to a
chair…

Wiped his
face like he did yours, those long, careful fingers on your face,
towards your lips—

Richard poked at my hand,
startling me out of my memories.

“I said,
what’s the matter with it?”

I held back the yelp of
pain. The burns cut across the softest part of my palm which made
it difficult to grasp anything easily. “I was practising a menu for
supper tomorrow night,” I said. Richard was more relaxed at the
weekends, and we usually spent most of them together. “At least, I
tried. But I had an accident with the souffle and burnt my
hand.”

The look on Richard’s
face was pure bewilderment. Recently, I’d seen that more and
more.

“Simon, what
are you like? You know I’m happy with the usual takeaway. You’ve
never been much of a cook, have you?”

I bit my lip. “I’ve done
several baking courses, you know that. I’m getting much better.
Some of the celebrity cook podcasts are a lot of fun, too, even if
I’m just watching. And recently I’ve been researching the
eighteenth century in France, where they had such gorgeous
desserts, because I thought I’d try baking them with today’s
ingredients.”

Richard’s laugh, somehow
sounding both fond and dismissive at the same time, broke in. “Are
you still doing all that stupid stuff?”

I blinked. He wasn’t
often that rude.

Yes, he often
is, my inner voice said to me.

“You mean,
online courses and webinars? Yes, I am.” I’d always loved learning
new information and facts. “There’s so much out there that’s fun
and interesting, not just in cookery. I love tapping into it all.
But I’d definitely like to research more on the history of desserts
through the ages, it’s been particularly—”

“—useless,”
he interrupted again and put his hands on my shoulders in an
awkward kind of hug. When he leaned in, I got ready for a kiss, but
all he did was brush his lips briefly and awkwardly over my cheek,
then jerk away.

“Oh Simon,
forgive me, I don’t mean to be so harsh. It’s lovely you have your
dreams of bettering yourself. You’re an absolute darling, so eager
and enthusiastic with new things.”

My inner voice,
thankfully, kept silent but I could feel its lips purse.

“But you
don’t need all that extra work for an admin job, do you? You’re
wasting your precious free time. Like you did with the dancing gig.
And the painting. Look at that time you got paint all over my
clothes!”

“A smudge on
your cuff,” I said quietly. “That was all. And I paid for it to be
laundered.”

“And the
knitting craze! For weeks, you were like some kind of granny.” He
threw his handsome head back to laugh again, exposing his elegant
throat, tossing his thick, expensively-styled hair. “Then there was
sewing your own shirts. Growing orchids. Learning Russian, for
heaven’s sake.”

“Let’s not
talk about this now,” I said. “How did things go at work this
week?” Distraction usually worked, but apparently not
tonight.

Richard frowned. “Are you
going to be able to bowl?”

“Bowl?” I
blinked, trying to recall what I’d obviously forgotten. How
appalling! I usually checked my diary every morning, first thing,
but there’d been the pain in my hand, the visit to the doctor, and
perhaps I missed a notification or two on social media…

“We’re going
to Belcher’s birthday party in Holborn, remember? You’re driving us
both there.”

“Sorry. I
don’t remember.” And didn’t I drive every time?

Richard shrugged and
planted a kiss on the top of my head like I was a forgetful nephew
of his. “Maybe I forgot to tell you. It doesn’t matter. I’m sure
you haven’t made any other plans on your own.”

I bit back the wince,
because it was true.

Richard
started patting down his pockets to check he had his wallet before
we left the apartment block. “Belcher’s having a tenpin bowling
club party. Not exactly my kind of thing, but I expect
you know all about
them.”

His tone didn’t sound
much like a compliment, but I let it pass. “Actually, yes, I was in
a league in Essex where I grew up. My brothers still bowl once a
week. Did you know, there’s evidence that the ancient Egyptians
played a game like it—?”

But he continued over me.
“One of those themed evenings, where the bubbly is poor quality,
they give you lukewarm snacks in plastic trays instead of a proper
meal, and then you play a couple of juvenile games with those
ludicrous pins that dance on strings, like we’re at some kind of
medieval fair. Still, Belcher seems to be keen on it.”

Marc Belchmont—or Belcher
as Richard insisted on calling him, he truncated all his friends’
names—was a good bloke. He and I got on pretty well, though Richard
didn’t like me spending too much time away from his side, let alone
having comfy chats with his colleagues at the bank.

“I can sit
out the game part of the evening,” I said soothingly.

Richard frowned again.
“What fun is that going to be?”

Does he mean
for you, or for him?

I wasn’t sure of the
answer to that.

I’d met Richard at Maddox
Bank, where I’d also worked until a few months ago. It had been at
an evening celebration of a new funding deal with his sales team,
and although I was a lowly admin, I’d enjoyed chatting with a group
of the Account Managers, including Belcher and Eliot Walker, my
boss at the time. Eliot had given me a chance as his PA, even
though I was so new, and he was the best boss I could ever have
hoped for. I didn’t have a moment’s hesitation when he eventually
left the bank and asked me to work for him at the Haven Hotel
instead.

But, that evening, I’d
been tipsy on a couple of beers—I’d always been a real
lightweight—and was thinking of taking the Tube home early, when
Richard approached me. Said he’d noticed me at the bank, and always
had his eye on me. I was bright and helpful, he said. Plus, we’d
look good together. I admit I was flattered a handsome, successful
salesman like Richard was interested in me. He’d spent the rest of
the evening bestowing smiles and touches on me that kept me both
fascinated and excited. I caught the occasional frown from Eliot,
but didn’t think anything of it. I imagined he was worried
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