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    Belgravia, London 
June 2007


    Over the rim of his tea cup, Lawrence Cartmell, a wealthy fifty-something with a colorful tongue, known for his brilliant political career and lion-like demeanor, was watching his daughter, the youngest of his two children, intently. He narrowed his forget-me-not blue eyes, fierce and piercing, the only genetic traits she had inherited from him, then casually declared with the nonchalance of someone who always knows what’s coming:


    “I know you have something important to tell me, Livia.”


    The aforementioned Livia slowly raised her head from her plate of scones, looked at her father for a long moment with a hesitant expression, then took a deep breath. Indeed, she had something to reveal, but it had to be done with the finesse of someone determined to see their plans through to the end, come what may. So, to give herself the necessary time to gather enough calm within, Livia first set about spreading clotted cream and strawberry jam on half of a scone.


    Lawrence was growing impatient; he wasn’t in the mood to waste time given the mountain of work awaiting him in his office, but good manners forbade him from showing it. Among the perfectly educated and the most cunning politicians, patience and dissimulation were essential.


    “Indeed,” Livia finally admitted. “Would you like a scone?” she continued, presenting him with the generously topped one, hoping to soften the remarks her father was sure to hurl at her once the confessions were made.


    “No, thank you. I hope this time it’s something concrete,” said Lawrence, silently placing his cup back on its saucer.


    Livia guessed her father hoped for an upcoming marriage with Miles Wharton, the son of a British businessman and Lawrence’s beloved protégé, the man on whom he had pinned all his political aspirations.


    Alas, that was not the subject. Far from it.


    “More concrete than ever.”


    Livia bit gracefully into her scone, trying to stimulate her courage and eloquence, as the knot in her stomach that had gripped her since the morning seemed to tie her tongue. Sitting in the middle of the sumptuous drawing room of their family home, which her mother loved to adorn with new antiques acquired from the world’s most prestigious auctions, the young woman resembled a charming lady of centuries past.


    Pale blonde, porcelain complexion, dignified and gentle expression, dressed with careful consideration, she mirrored the heiresses who populated London’s most affluent neighborhoods and presented as the spitting image of her mother, Irene, who sat next to Lawrence on a sky-blue chaise longue, exuding the distinction of a queen-consort beside her king.


    With her light brown eyes, Irene watched her daughter with curiosity. Her nervousness boded ill; she sensed it.


    “We’re listening, Livia.”


    “I won’t be working at King’s College this year, as I’ve been transferred to another university for a year,” she confessed after placing half the scone back on her plate.


    “Cambridge? Oxford?”


    “No, abroad.”


    “The Sorbonne, in Paris?”


    “— No. It’s not in Europe.”


    “Not in Europe?” Irene repeated, widening her eyes. “But where then?”


    “In South Carolina. In Beaufort to be more precise.”


    “Beaufort? You mean that backwater where my mother was born?” Lawrence almost choked.


    “If I may say so, Beaufort is not a backwater. It’s a picturesque town, lively and rich in cultural and natural attractions.


    “It’s neither London, nor Oxford, nor Paris, nor any other European city,” retorted Lawrence with a disdainful pout. “Why were you sent there? Did you disappoint King’s College?”


    “No, Dad, I asked for this transfer.”


    “What madness crossed your mind?”


    “I need a change of scenery, to discover another universe…”


    “A change of scenery and discovering another universe? How long is this going to last?” Lawrence interrupted, annoyed. “You’ve explored the world with us; we’ve shown you the most beautiful places on this planet, and you want to discover another universe?”


    The fifty-something leaned back more firmly against the chaise longue and grumbled toward his wife:


    “It’s certainly my mother who put the idea in her head to go there, to discover a part of her origins, I suppose.”


    “Dad, I want to leave my comfort zone, to emancipate myself and confront myself in a place I don’t know, where I’m a stranger to everyone. I need to become independent.”


    “You are incapable of independence, Livia,” Lawrence replied curtly, his expression austere. “In twenty-six years of existence, you have always been unable to take care of yourself.”


    “Whose fault is that? You and Mom have always over­protected me!”


    “Because you have always been a fragile and impressionable child,” he said mercilessly.


    “That’s what you think. I can prove to you that I also have my own ideas about my future.”


    “By going to settle for a year in South Carolina, in the American countryside, far from London and all the opportunities it can offer you? If Mimi left Beaufort in 1951, it’s because there was nothing there! You’ll waste a year of your life for nothing.”


    “On the contrary, I’ll come back fulfilled and enriched with new experiences. And besides, after more than fifty years, the town has transformed.”


    “Transformed? You’re kidding. All you’ll find there are alligators, shrimp, hicks, and U.S. Marines. Nothing beneficial for you.”


    “The world does not revolve around London, Dad. Stop being so contemptuous. South Carolina is also a part of you.”


    Lawrence shot his daughter a frosty look, but she did not let herself be intimidated and stood her ground, without insolence, but with conviction and firmness.


    “And what does Miles think about all this? Do you think he will let his fiancée go to the other side of the world?”


    Livia sighed, barely concealing her exasperation mixed with deep embarrassment.


    “Miles is actually the other subject I wanted to discuss with you.”


    “I don’t appreciate your first revelation, and by the way you mention Miles, I assume his will be even worse news, muttered the politician.”


    “I can’t hide anything from you.”


    Lawrence glared at Livia as she tried to continue her thought, but the unexpected intervention of a seventy-something with a white mane, dressed in a kimono as blue as her doe-like eyes, silenced her for a few seconds.


    “My darlings, I have excellent news to share with you! she exclaimed, standing in the center of the drawing room, her eyes radiating an unalterable joy.”


    “What now, Mom? Are you going to move to the other side of the world like your crazy granddaughter?”


    Lawrence was being sarcastic, slightly dampening the elderly woman’s cheer, who immediately turned her attention back to Livia.


    “Have you finally decided to tell them?”


    “You knew about this crazy plan, Mom?”


    “Yes, but I promised not to tell you before she did.”


    “You encouraged her, admit it!”


    “Livia wanted to travel, and I advised her on the destination. Personally, if you’ll allow me, Lawry, it’s a great thing for her to go discover South Carolina, the birthplace of several of your ancestors… especially after a disastrous breakup.”


    “A disastrous breakup?” the Cartmell couple echoed, their eyes wide with astonishment.


    The matriarch of the family, Millicent Swanson-Cartmell, famous in the neighborhood for her romantic extravagances, realized her blunder when she saw her granddaughter biting her lower lip, overwhelmed and nervous under the fiery gazes of her parents.


    “Oops… you hadn’t told them yet, had you?”


    “You spared me that pain, Mimi.”


    “What’s this breakup story? Does it… does it concern Miles?”


    “Who else would it concern? We broke up three weeks ago. I didn’t tell you right away because I was ashamed… she began before pausing, needing to continue her revelations. I discovered he had a double life with a Russian model. A man. Miles is gay. He didn’t think he was when we got together, but as the years went by, he realized he was irrevocably attracted to men… he assured me it wasn’t my fault, that it was just in his nature.


    “I saw Miles the day before yesterday, and he didn’t mention a word to me!”


    “I begged him to let me announce it to you myself.”


    “I need a whisky,” Irene breathed out, on the verge of fainting.


    Irene was sensitive, and a single piece of upsetting news was enough to justify consuming hard liquor. With a sudden movement, she rose from the chaise longue and moved toward an olive wood liquor cabinet to fetch a bottle of Old Pulteney. Millicent seized the opportunity to take her place next to Lawrence.


    After what seemed like an endless silence to Livia, he continued in a hoarse tone, choked by an emotion that his daughter identified as a mix of dismay and simmering anger:


    “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”


    “I repeat, Dad, I was ashamed. Ashamed to have been with a man I loved and couldn’t keep. Even if he says it’s in his nature, I see this relationship as a personal failure. For three weeks, I’ve been wondering what was wrong with me, what was so wrong that a man would prefer to cheat on me with another…”


    Irene returned with a crystal glass and the bottle of whisky, moved to see her only daughter so filled with pain, her eyes misty as she continued to clarify:


    “I asked for a transfer far from here, in an environment different from what I’ve always known, hoping to heal, to start over without him. I need physical distance to avoid sinking into depression, to feel free… I can’t take London anymore, the circles we run in, and seeing him every time I leave the house… you know I’ve always wanted to have a personal experience in South Carolina, where Mimi grew up. So I considered this misfortune the trigger.”


    Irene took a sip of whisky, her gaze distant, utterly dazed by the bombshell her daughter had dropped. Miles Wharton, the son-in-law every mother dreamed of having, one of the finest catches in the country, wealthy like a prince, ambitious, and as magnificent as Adonis, was actually gay?


    No, this had to be a nightmare.


    She took another gulp, the aggressive warmth of the whisky now flooding her palate, then murmured, her eyes filled with ashes, her mind emptied of grand dreams:


    “Impossible… you looked so good together… you were destined to represent the youth and future in your father’s party…”


    The matrimonial project between Livia and Miles had begun with financial and political interests, where two great fortunes joined forces to build one of the most influential powers in the country. The years that had passed had kindled affection between the two fiancés and ripened the fruit that their respective parents were preparing to savor.


    But the delectable plan they had concocted had just exploded unexpectedly, detonating, reducing that long-term endeavor to dust.


    The disappointment was indescribable.


    “Why does this kind of thing always happen to you, Livia? What have we done to deserve this? Miles seemed so perfect… oh my God, what a disgrace for us…”


    Livia, her throat choked with tears, listened to her mother, vowing not to cry anymore. Not now, in public, before the people she respected most in the world. No, too many tears had already been shed for Miles, that traitor who claimed to hold his values so dear while gleefully deceived her. Even if he swore it was against his will.


    “Too perfect not to be hiding a heavy secret. Fortunately, we weren’t married yet.”


    “At least you would have been compensated during the divorce, Lawrence replied bitterly.”


    “Why do you always have to see the financial aspect?” Millicent interjected.


    “Because it’s the only real thing, Mom. If women can’t bet on the genuine feelings of the men they love, at least they can count on their money.”


    “You’re so cynical…”


    “Realistic,” Lawrence retorted dryly as he stood up to begin pacing the drawing room.


    Livia knew she was disappointing her parents with her romantic troubles and causing them worry with her new project, but it was an opportunity to assert herself, to show them that she could emancipate herself from their lineage, embark on an adventure, and seek the freedom she had never tasted before.


    Instinctively, the young woman sought comfort from the furry ball lying beside her on one of the Louis XV armchairs in the room. It was Brünhild, her brave dog, a King Charles Spaniel with a Spanheim coat, barely four months old but already possessing a strong character. Gently, she scooped up the animal with both hands and placed it on her lap to cuddle it.


    ”We won’t be able to look after you like we do here in ­Beaufort.”


    “I’m twenty-six today; I can take care of myself.”


    Lawrence gave a sardonic smile that petrified her with exasperation.


    “You’ve never set foot there. Do you even know what it looks like where you’ll be working, at that dubious university? And where on earth will you be living?


    “Mimi helped me find accommodation. With someone trustworthy.”


    Lawrence and Irene shot Millicent a sharp, resentful glance.


    “Of course, Mimi is always complicit in your crazy schemes.”


    “Watch your words, Lawrence. Just because you’re fifty-five doesn’t mean I’ll allow you to use that caustic tone when you speak about me. I’m still your mother, the one who carried you in my womb. Without me, you would be nothing. And I remind you that that backwater, as you like to call it, is the land I come from. I would never have left it if your father hadn’t gone there on vacation before meeting me and asking me to marry him. You should be proud of Beaufort. And if your daughter decides to live there for a while, you have no right to prevent her. Livia will live in the beautiful home I once shared with my parents in Old Point, in the historic district. Today, it’s Scarlett, my late sister’s granddaughter, who occupies it alone. It will be a chance for these two young cousins to get to know each other… and about time!”


    “I didn’t know you had reconnected with the Swansons,” Lawrence observed, not hiding his surprise.


    “It was little Scarlett who contacted me last year when she learned from her grandmother that she had family in London. That child is, since my sister’s death, the last representative of the Swansons. With me, of course. Putting her in touch with Livia is a wonderful thing, for both of them.”


    A spark suddenly passed through Lawrence’s forget-me-not eyes, and he stopped walking to fix a gaze shining with sudden insight on his mother.


    “I just understood, Mom. It was you who whispered the idea to Livia to go live in Beaufort to take care of this cousin we hardly know.”


    “Oh come on, what are you singing about?” Millicent sighed, annoyed by her son’s discernment.


    “You feel guilty for leaving your sister in the most painful moments of her life, and now you’re trying to make amends by sending Livia to play the companion with her granddaughter. It would be a way for you to relieve your guilt, wouldn’t it?”


    “I only want Livia and Scarlett to get to know each other. They’re about the same age, and they need each other.”


    “How might Livia need this stranger, pray tell?”


    “This stranger is part of her family. Livia needs to find herself, to have new experiences, and what better way to do it then to meet a young woman and a land that are part of her family history? Plus, this stay there would also be an opportunity to help Scarlett maintain the house. If I didn’t know how to support my sister in the past, at least I can try with her last descendant…”


    “And why don’t you go yourself, Mom?” Lawrence exploded.


    He refrained from smashing the pretty Chinese vase placed on the nearby side table and took a deep breath. His relaxation therapist had taught him a breathing technique to avoid succumbing to a nervous breakdown.


    “But I will accompany Livia for her immersion there. For the first few weeks.”


    “But why did you encourage her to stay a year? A lot can happen in a year, especially in London!”


    Livia, who had until then let her father and grandmother verbally spar, intervened:


    “At first, Mimi only asked me to go for a month or two. It was the breakup with Miles that made me want to stay longer.”


    “I’m sure there’s a way to cancel this project,” Irene mumbled, pretending to think.


    “That’s out of the question, Mom. I’m leaving with Mimi there next week, whether you’re happy about it or not,” Livia protested firmly before softening. I know you’re upset with us, but this is a necessary experience and a duty to the memory of the Swansons. I can’t wait to meet my cousin!”


    “You’ve set up a real cabal.”


    And to emphasize his exasperation, Lawrence walked past his wife, snatched the bottle of Old Pulteney from her hands, and began drinking straight from the neck.


    “Don’t count on my financial help for your nonsense.”


    “Oh, we can do without it, Lawrence,” Millicent replied in a nonchalant tone that only increased her son’s displeasure.


    Unwilling to stay another second in this drawing room where his mother and daughter were challenging him, he hurriedly left the room without a word or even a glance back, the bottle of whisky still in hand. Naturally, before disappearing, he made sure to slam the door violently, causing the three women and the crystal pendants of the chandelier fixed to the ceiling to jump.


    Livia let out a sigh.


    The toughest part was over.

  


  
    10


    “Everything going well over here?”


    Still positioned in front of the sink, Hudson and Livia turned in unison towards the restroom door, which opened onto Raúl and Spencer. If the former wore the face like those of the old-fashioned Spanish chaperones, once guardians of their protégées’ chastity, the latter revealed a conspiratorial smile.


    “Yes, thank you,” Livia replied simply.


    “Dear Hudson, have you met the new star of the village?” Raúl inquired.


    —”She’s stunning, isn’t she?” Spencer emphasized. “Did you know Livia is single, and came straight from London?”


    “Yes, to all three questions.”


    This neighborly couple had a reputation for being as biting and relentless as detectives. Their specialty: bombarding their subjects with questions until they cracked. Seeing Hudson with a woman was such an unprecedented event that they could only feast upon it.


    “Do you like her?” Spencer asked bluntly, disregarding the modesty of the primary targets.


    “Spencer, this isn’t the time for that,” interjected his boyfriend, somewhat hypocritical, as he too wanted to know the Marine’s opinion on the Englishwoman.


    “I see you still have as much tact as ever, Spencer,” Hudson said with heavy irony, while Livia bit her lower lip, torn between the wild desire to giggle and the urge to retreat into a restroom stall.


    “It’s a legitimate question, my dear. Livia is under our protection; it’s normal for us to inquire about the intentions of a man who’s circling her.”


    “Captain Rowe isn’t circling me, Livia protested. We’re just neighbors.”


    “Mmm… sure.”


    “What an awful stain you have on your t-shirt, Hudson! “Raúl exclaimed next, genuinely horrified, before breaking into a placating smile that made his mustache tremble. Fortunately, champagne carries a favorable meaning.


    “It’s supposed to mean something?”


    Hudson raised an eyebrow, looking skeptical.


    “Of course! It’s a harbinger of a romantic adventure that will upend your habits.”


    Hudson accepted this explanation without flinching, while Livia began to blush for no good reason. She prayed that this physical reaction had escaped the watchful eyes of the four-eyed couple, then sought to change the subject:


    “We’re going home.”


    “Together?”


    “Yes. We’ll walk home together.”


    “But the event doesn’t end until midnight, Liv. And I’m sure Hudson hasn’t admired all my photographs yet.”


    “I’ve seen everything, and I congratulate you again on your work.”


    “Really?”


    “Yes, really.”


    “Well, in that case, I won’t keep you any longer.”


    The next moment, Hudson and Livia left the restrooms accompanied by the couple and rejoined the crowd of visitors. But as the two investigators bade Hudson farewell and asked him to wait a moment at the entrance, they grabbed Livia by the hands and dragged her into a corner of the gallery to bombard her with questions. Amid the surrounding chatter and classical music, their conversation couldn’t be overheard by any prying ears.


    “What a man, Livia! I’ve always found that guy to be beastly… do you like him?” Spencer interrogated.


    “He’s my neighbor, nothing more.”


    “Nothing more? Are you sure? I forgot how your houses are arranged… does your room overlook his or not?”


    “Spencer!”


    “Well, what? He must be pleasant to glance at behind the curtains,” he teased her jovially, unaware that his friend had already lost herself in contemplation of that body through the leaves of a tree. “So?”


    “No, my room does not overlook his, nor does any other room for that matter.”


    “Have you checked?”


    “I’ve observed.”


    “I think he must be much more than pleasant to look at… a guy like that would have you climbing up to the ceiling! He’s so… grrrr… especially with that white t-shirt that hugs his chest… I’d bet my hand that he must have a…”


    “Raúl!”


    “Oh, mi amor, don’t play innocent with such a specimen. Let the tigress inside you express herself in his arms.”


    More embarrassed by the truth of their words than anything else, Livia pretended not to understand their comments and retorted:


    “Stop with your inappropriate advice; I’m not attracted to him at all.”


    On the contrary; she was vehemently lying.


    “You’d have to be crazy not to want a piece that big. Too bad he doesn’t seem interested in men…”


    Spencer elbowed Raúl in the ribs, causing him to immediately cease fantasizing about the man with a crushing presence, as impressive and energetic as a Polykleitos sculpture.


    “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take my leave.”


    Thanks to her heels, the Englishwoman didn’t need to rise on tiptoes to plant a kiss on their cheeks:


    “Congratulations again on your exhibition, Raúl. Shall we have dinner together next week?”


    “With pleasure.”


    “Have a good night, kitten,” Spencer finally wished her, a smile laden with implications, which he accentuated with a glance towards Hudson.


    Under the conspiratorial eyes of her two friends, Livia exited the art gallery to join her irresistible neighbor, welcoming the cool breeze of that starry night with joy.


    “I guess they didn’t want to let you go.”


    Livia blessed the semi-darkness of the streets, which generously masked the heat on her face.


    “Goodbyes are always long with them.”


    “They’re the same with Scarlett.”


    The light from the antique streetlamps and the moonbeams reflected on their silhouettes, and Hudson discovered how beautiful she was. Celestial, even.


    They began to stroll through the streets, Hudson near the edge of the sidewalk, a bit apart from the young woman. They moved at a leisurely pace, in a pleasant and natural silence. The gallery was only five or six minutes away on foot from their respective homes.


    “It’s nice out tonight,” she remarked after a moment, once they turned onto Craven Street.


    The headlights of a car suddenly illuminated them, and Hudson grabbed her arm to allow her to cross the road leading to their street at a brisker pace. Feeling the firmness of his fingers around her calmed her.


    “Nights in Beaufort are often very pleasant,” he replied after releasing her from his grasp.


    They quickly found themselves in front of their homes. The streetlights illuminating the neighborhood highlighted the colors of their facades in the night and instilled a sense of ­security in the streets. The surrounding neighborhood breathed tranquility.


    “Is there someone at your place?” Hudson asked, noticing the light on in Livia’s living room, visible through the opaque curtains of the window facing the main street.


    She had deliberately left the living room light on in case Brünhild woke up during her absence.


    “It’s for my dog. She doesn’t like the dark when I leave her alone.”“Just like Kismet.”


    “Where is he right now?”


    “In his cage, sleeping soundly. I left him less than half an hour ago to come to the gallery.”


    “You didn’t stay long because of the… incident.”


    “I’ll go back if I feel like seeing Raúl’s work again.”


    “What he does is truly beautiful. He offered me to pose for him.”


    “I’m not surprised. It’ill be a masterpiece.”


    He finished his sentence by taking two steps in her direction, as if he wanted to better contemplate her features in the moonlight. This new closeness alarmed Livia, who took a step back, bumping against the railing of the staircase leading to her porch.


    Elevated by her high heels, she seemed closer to his face in the backlight, whose features were only perceptible in the faint light filtering through the fine curtains of the window.


    She could no longer see the stars above their heads as all her attention was focused on him, on the electricity vibrating between them, sending invisible sparks crackling. She felt those sparks in the pit of her stomach.


    Hudson was too attractive, and the lingering scent of champagne that still clung to his clothing intensified the aphrodisiac quality of his perfume.


    “Are you free tomorrow night?”


    “Tomorrow night?” she repeated, a bit breathlessly. “Why?”


    “To have dinner with me.”


    “Dinner?”


    She made no effort to hide her surprise.


    “Yes. Dinner; getting to know each other…”


    And sleeping together.


    Hudson’s tongue nearly committed a gross error, but fortunately, his brain was quicker.


    “I don’t know how to cook, but I know a lovely place where the food is good. The Carolina Mansion.”


    “I still have a lot of places left to discover around here.”


    “Does that mean yes?”


    The excessively romantic atmosphere of the night muddled Livia’s understanding.


    “Yes.”


    That was a good thing in the making. Just as he had hoped.


    “I’ll pick you up at 7:30 PM.”


    “Alright.”


    There was a rustle of leather, and Livia first thought he had drawn closer to her, only to realize it was the opposite. He had stepped back, as if he now wanted to escape her.


    “It’s getting late, Livia. You should go to bed.”


    The young woman couldn’t tell if she was disappointed or relieved by this instruction. Nonetheless, she agreed with the idea and replied:


    “Until tomorrow night, Captain Rowe.”


    Addressing him by his rank was a way to maintain protocol and keep some distance between them. For tonight, it was not a problem. Tomorrow, he would arrange for that to change, and perhaps even establish a more intimate familiarity.


    Step by step.
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    The next evening


    “What? Hudson Rowe invited you to dinner tonight?” ­Scarlett exclaimed, choking a little as Livia finished recounting her first meeting with the captain, deliberately omitting the overwhelming sexual tension that had fueled their three previous encounters. “That man certainly doesn’t waste any time. Where is he taking you for this first date?”


    “It’s not a date, just a courtesy dinner. He invited me so we can get to know each other, that’s all. As for the restaurant, I believe it’s the Carolina Mansion.”


    “The Carolina Mansion? Well, Hudson means business! Did you know that it’s one of the most chic and romantic restaurants in town? If I were a man wanting to impress the woman I was pursuing on the first date, that’s where I’d take her for dinner.”


    Standing in her cousin’s spacious dressing room, dressed in her floral-patterned pajamas, Scarlett scrutinized Livia as she hesitated over which shoes to wear with her outfit. She had just woken up —the tousle of her long red curls attested to that— from a heavy sleep, exhausted by the return journey from ­California.


    “Believe me, if Hudson Rowe invited you to dinner tonight, it’s not just out of pure courtesy, but also, and especially, because he likes you.”


    “You’re jumping to conclusions!”


    “Livia, this man flirts with death every day. When he has the opportunity to appreciate the beauty that the Lord offers him on Earth, he doesn’t hesitate to seize it immediately, even if he appreciates ideals. And thank goodness for that! You, who love refined men, are lucky to have stumbled upon the most educated Marine in South Carolina.”


    As she finished her sentence, Scarlett spotted, among all the pairs her cousin had brought back from London, a pair of green satin stilettos, breathtakingly glamorous. But in the hands of a hysterical woman, they could become a deadly weapon.


    “Where did you find these beauties?” she asked, going to retrieve them for a better look.


    “Milan.” You should try them on.


    “No, I prefer to look at them. I might sprain my ankle in them.”


    Scarlett turned her attention back to Livia, still undecided about which pair of shoes to coordinate with the elegant little black dress she had just put on. According to her cousin, from whom the bubbly nurse was asking for a heap of fashion and aesthetic advice, it was the outfit that every woman should have in her wardrobe. Livia’s dress was simple and chic, made of black satin, fitted at the waist, hugging her hips and stopping just above the knees, with wide enough straps to cover the tops of her shoulders, giving its neckline a sophisticated structure reminiscent of vintage designs. The dress’s creator had the good taste to adorn the neckline with delicate pleats that intertwined gracefully within this fitted outfit.


    “Which do you prefer, the coral suede pumps or the taupe leather Mary Janes?”


    “No, the taupe leather is too dull. Go for the coral pumps, they’ll intrigue Hudson. He’s not used to seeing them.”


    “I’m not trying to seduce him, just to be comfortable. Pumps are generally less comfy.”


    “Wear the coral pumps. If you end up with sore feet, I’m sure Hudson will be more than happy to carry you in his arms.”


    Livia discovered the mischievous spark in the fiery redhead’s face, as if she had guessed what had happened two days prior.


    “I won’t have sore feet...” the Englishwoman murmured, finally deciding to heed Scarlett’s advice.


    “Honestly, what do you think of him?”


    Now perched on her pumps, Livia turned to her vanity for a final touch-up. She had opted for a rather light style, with a hint of mascara, a deft line of eyeliner above her eyes, elongating them and giving them a languorous look, a bit of white eyeshadow to accentuate the crease of her eyelids, and a matte lipstick in rosewood.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Is Hudson your type?”


    “I’ve never dated a man like him.”


    “Then maybe it’s time to break new ground?”


    “I’m not looking to date anyone,” Livia admitted, opening the lacquered Chinese jewelry box laid out on the dresser.


    “Why not?”


    While picking out a pair of amethyst earrings and a gold cuff, intricately designed like ancient ornaments, Livia contemplated a clear and concise response.


    Why didn’t she want to enter a relationship? Was it still too soon after her breakup? It had been just over two months and she was still feeling bitter, hurt, and terribly disappointed. She had made so many sacrifices for Miles, with his beautiful eyes, only for him to secure his future as he saw fit! How many personal projects and opportunities for careers and travel had she set aside to make him happy, to satisfy his egocentrism?


    To protect herself from depression or some post-traumatic neuroses, Livia had chosen to bury that old story deep within herself and live life to the fullest. She wanted to recycle her bitterness into good energy and pursue her existence without ever again sacrificing her own will.


    However, that was much easier when there was no man by her side.


    “Because a man would slow down my plans.”


    “You know, dating a man doesn’t necessarily mean committing to him.”


    “Are you talking about a relationship based on sex?”


    Scarlett shrugged before joining her by the vanity.


    “According to my friends, it can be nice. No complications.”


    “I’ve never done that without feelings.”


    “You did say you wanted to try out new experiences; this is the time.”


    “Why are you so intent on pushing me into Hudson’s arms?”


    “Because he is so perfectly masculine, impeccably groomed, and excellent company. Spencer and Raúl would say the same. He’ll introduce you to a new world in a few days. He’s the man for the job to exorcise your old relationship.”


    A virtuoso in the art of awakening people’s trust, Scarlett had managed to glean information about her cousin’s romantic past. And she was indignant to learn of Miles’s infidelities.


    “Listen, Dr. Scarlett, I assure you I have no need for sexual relations. But if I ever feel the urge to have a lover, I’ll consult your charming Captain Rowe on your recommendation. How does that suit you?”


    The formal tone and exaggerated politeness of Livia’s words were so well mimicked and absurd in this sentence that Scarlett burst into exuberant laughter. She wanted to reply but was cut off by the sudden ringing of the doorbell, making both of them jump in surprise.


    “It’s 7:30 PM,” noted Scarlett, glancing at the clock adorning one of the bedroom walls. “That military punctuality.”


    “Oh, I still have to fix my hair!”


    “Hmmm... you’re putting a lot of effort into getting ready for someone you don’t want to impress,” Scarlett teased once more.


    “It’s just to look presentable.”


    The next moment, Scarlett was off toward the stairs.


    At the open front door, Hudson was caught off guard by the red tornado that rushed into his arms, embracing him with the fervor of a mother wolf, relieved to have found her cub after days of silence and separation.


    The soldier responded to her embrace with the tender affection that had bound them ever since they had known each other. She held as important a place in his heart as his four buddies, and was one of those people for whom he would sacrifice body and soul without the slightest hesitation.


    “You’re back in one piece,” she noted as she stepped back a few paces, her eyes scanning him with the professionalism of a seasoned nurse.


    Scarlett admired Hudson’s look. Casual, chic, and relaxed. She knew he appreciated understated clothing, soft, versatile fabrics that must remind him of the comfort of his uniforms.


    For his evening outfit, he had opted for dark gray dress pants and a light gray cardigan over a black long-sleeved t-shirt. And the detail that completed his look: a luxurious pair of black leather Oxfords.


    Hudson could be quite dapper at times.


    “It’s good to see you, Scarlett. I hear you’re back from ­California. You look great.”


    “Are you kidding me? I just got out of bed and I look like a panda. Speaking of animals, I heard you have a monkey. Your buddy Keir Dalglish wasn’t enough for you?” she couldn’t help but throw out, sharp-tongued.


    “Still in love, I see,” he quipped. If it helps you, he made it back safe and sound too.


    “Not even a little banged up?”


    Scarlett had a grudge against Keir ever since he had publicly humiliated her with derogatory comments about her appearance and character.


    Hudson shook his head negatively when a detail crossed his mind. If Scarlett was free, propriety dictated that he should invite her to dinner as well... but that would be the end of his tête-à-tête with the Princess.


    “Are you coming out tonight?”


    “I know what you’re thinking, Hudson Rowe. Don’t worry, I won’t be there to hold the candle.”


    He was about to continue when he heard the creaking of a step. Immediately, his gaze drifted to the staircase and locked onto a pair of orange heels. No, pink. In fact, it was a shade between the two, but he couldn’t find a term to define it exactly. He didn’t know such a color could exist for shoes, but it didn’t matter; the model was glamorous and the heels elongated her delicious legs he followed as his eyes traveled up to Livia’s silhouette.


    Little black dress, Indian shawl draped over her shoulders, a wasp-thin waist, beautifully shaped breasts, hair styled in a seemingly effortless bun. Stunning. Beautiful, groomed, giving the impression of having done only the bare minimum in terms of effort.


    She embodied temptation in its most brutal form.


    “Good evening, Captain Rowe.”


    Instinctively, he straightened to present himself better and greeted her with a martial grace:


    “Livia.”


    Positioned between them, Scarlett looked back and forth at them, taken aback by the almost antiquated solemnity of their exchange. She felt like she was on the set of a play reenacting a scene from The Dance in the Shadows, except that in addition to being as distinguished as Robert Taylor and Vivien Leigh, they seemed like two beasts ready to pounce on each other.


    Correction. Hudson resembled a ravenous beast, and Livia played the role of the fierce but daring prey.


    They’re going to sleep together, the redhead thought to herself, barely suppressing a smile reminiscent of the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland.


    Scarlett’s sagacity was well established, and she was counting on Hudson’s determination to prove her right. As for Livia, it would only be a matter of surrendering.


    “Tell me, Scarlett, can I leave Brünhild with you for tonight? I promise she’ll behave.”


    “Of course. By the way, Hudson, where is your monkey? Isn’t it reckless to leave him alone at your place?”


    “He’s in his new cage, where he has plenty to do between sleeping, playing with his Chinese puzzle, and eating all the peanuts and bananas I set out for him.”


    Hudson turned back to Livia as she descended the last steps of the staircase to join them:


    “Can we go?”


    “Yes.”


    “Have a lovely evening.”


    Both Hudson and Livia sensed some matchmaking mischief lurking beneath Scarlett’s feigned candor.


    “Rest well, Scarlett.”


    “Oh, I’ll sleep like a dormouse!” the redhead exclaimed as she accompanied them to the front door, which she closed behind them after a final round of farewells.


    When Livia stepped outside and saw a fine metallic gray Jeep Wrangler TJ a few yards away, with its top down and perfect for tackling the toughest terrains, she smiled, thinking she could never have imagined a different model for Hudson Rowe. A military-style vehicle, suited for civilian life, powerful, robust, and reliable. It was an adventurer’s car, for a man of action making a statement with its massive build. Nothing compared to Scarlett’s vintage Beetle or the beautiful Maseratis and Rolls Royces her father loved to collect.


    In a teasing mood, the young woman looked at her neighbor and asked:


    “Are we going to war, Captain Rowe?”


    Sensitive to her jest, he replied as seriously as possible, a smile in his voice:


    “You could say it’s for a war of a different kind, if you want.”


    Livia shot him an intrigued glance, and by the feline way he gazed at her, she sensed she was trapped, hunted like a fox during the traditional Boxing Day hunt by the most diligent of riders.


    “And that’s Hudson to you, princess.”


    The young woman saw him open the passenger door and, unsurprisingly, the Jeep turned out to be a bit high, especially since she wasn’t in the best shoes to climb into such a vehicle. But with a natural consideration, as she had noticed during previous encounters, he grasped her at the waist to help her settle into the seat.


    “Thank you, Hudson,” she said, her face close to his.


    His hands on her waist lingered a bit longer than necessary, but she felt no discomfort. Past experiences had accustomed her to the warmth of his hands, and the insatiable desire to feel them roam over the rest of her body surged in her mind. These hands, capable of hitting, killing, and handling heavy artillery, had shown her they could caress. With virtuosity.


    “You’re welcome, Livia.”


    As he pronounced her name in a tone so low and mysterious while tightening his grip, a spasm contracted in the young woman’s stomach. She didn’t dare move an inch and felt Hudson’s warm breath on her cheek. They were close enough for their lips to seal in one swift motion, but as she anticipated some audacity on his part, nothing happened.


    Always torn between relief and disappointment, Livia felt his large hands release her just as he stepped back, then, a moment later, watched him walk around the Jeep to position himself behind the wheel.
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    The ride passed in a serene, almost sacred silence. Livia offered herself to the warmth and glow of the setting sun, while her eyes feasted on the picturesque landscape of Beaufort. The Englishwoman never tired of admiring this Southern beauty, where life was nothing but sweetness, joy, and light. And where her neighbor was as attractive as a magnet! She found it incredibly difficult to restrain herself from admiring him, sitting at the wheel of his Jeep, silent and perfectly in control of the vehicle.


    Hudson seemed so focused, so lost in his thoughts, but beyond his silence, he never stopped paying attention to her. He didn’t want to talk, just to contemplate her, feel her beside him, sense both her gentle warmth and her feminine fragrance.


    “We’ve arrived,” he announced after about ten minutes, parking the car near a large historic red brick house, half-hidden by the trees planted in the grassy expanse surrounding it.


    The restaurant’s entrance was at the end of a long path of pergolas linked together, painted in a light green and adorned with wildflowers. The small outdoor lamps shone under the glowing sun, giving the estate a romantic luminosity. An oval sign, hanging from the horizontal beam of the first pergola, indicated the establishment’s name in the style of old inns.


    The whole place exuded a bucolic and chic vibe, a combination of styles that instantly appealed to Livia.


    “This place is full of charm, I already love
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