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About the Book

‘I unwrapped his gift with shaky fingers. A pink and black silk blindfold. It was deceptively pretty and harmless looking. A bit like Alex.’

When Kelly meets Alex, she has little idea of the sexual revolution about to take place in her ordinary world. For Alex isn’t like other men. He likes to play games – wicked games – and he wants Kelly as his playmate…

Dare she submit to him – and to her own deepest, darkest desires?

In Wicked Games, every word is true. You’ve read the fiction – now find out how it really feels to surrender to the one you love…


About the Author

Kelly Lawrence is a thirty-one-year-old former teacher who has recently moved to the beautiful Derbyshire Dales to become a full-time writer.
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For Valerie – the first one was always going to be yours.


Preface

I laid my cheek on the leather, my hands overhead, pulling at the restraints he had bound me with. I fought to steady myself, even as my breath came in nervous pants. My heart pounded. I was terrified of what was to come – yet, at the same time, desperately excited.

The back of my neck tingled where he had bitten it, making me crave his touch again. I pulled back against my bonds, wanting to lean into him, but he had stepped away, leaving me bereft and yearning for him.

‘Lift her skirt,’ I heard him command, his voice thick with desire.

I felt gentle hands tugging up my dress and revealing my ass in its skimpy thong. I hadn’t been expecting anybody but him to see it, and felt completely exposed. My face burned with embarrassment, yet at the same time I was trembling in anticipation of whatever wicked game he now had planned.

Even as I gave my body up to him, my mind was reeling, wondering: how the hell did I end up here?


Chapter One

I looked at my line manager in complete and total disbelief. She rambled on about the New Year initiative, oblivious to my confusion.

‘Hang on’ – I raised a hand to stop her mid-flow (trust me, if I hadn’t, she would have gone on for ever) – ‘Margaret wants me on the cover of the prospectus? I’m the “new face of Adult Education”?’

Amanda, my plump, friendly line manager, nodded like an eager puppy.

‘You do remember that last year she said I was “not presenting a professional enough image”?’

Amanda grimaced.

‘Yes, well. She did spot you dressed in hot pants, having a Champagne breakfast on your way to a hen weekend. After you had been off sick all week.’

I had to concede she had a point. And without wanting to blow my own trumpet (though someone had to), I understood why she had chosen me. I was the only female tutor under thirty who didn’t dress like an old spinster, and I scrubbed up OK. Although I personally thought the usual prospectus pictures of smiling, happy students worked adequately. If the powers that be were putting a young, pretty tutor on the cover to attract students, they were going to feel short-changed when they ended up in a class with seventy-year-old Mike, who had movable dentures and a penchant for pickled onions and pepperoni sandwiches.

Where on earth was I supposed to find the time for impromptu photo shoots? I grumbled away to myself as Amanda rattled on yet again about our targets for the coming year and the importance of getting attendance figures in on time. Although I loved my job as a full-time adult literacy tutor, it ate severely into my personal life; for every hour I spent teaching, I seemed to spend three writing about it, recording it, updating learner profiles and marking work. I certainly didn’t want to give up a Saturday morning to have my photo taken.

‘… the new HR manager will be there. He’s a total hottie.’

My ears perked up at that – more at the unexpectedness of Amanda using the phrase ‘total hottie’ than anything else. I was in no mood for men, having not long finished an ill-fated relationship with a toy boy gym instructor who had looked like Adonis but turned out to have a serious steroid addiction. But a little window shopping might make my Saturday morning more interesting.

I finally agreed, although I knew that once Margaret – our pit bull-like student resources manager – had decided something, there was very little choice in the matter.

Once home that evening, I gratefully sank into my fluffy zebra-print cushions, glass of rosé wine in one hand, stack of lesson plans in the other, and kicked off my pumps.

At twenty-six, I had been living alone in my apartment for three years. I was happy enough; I was proud of my job, loved my flat, and had some great friends and an active social life. I was rarely short of a date, but I had never found ‘the one’. Not that I was necessarily on the lookout for him. If I was honest, what I really missed about being in a relationship was the lashings of regular sex.

Not – however – that I regarded myself as any kind of sexual connoisseur. My first sexual relationship, which had begun at the age of sixteen, had culminated in an ill-advised marriage at eighteen, which had consisted of a dress from Topshop, a trip to the local registry office and a honeymoon with our friends in Blackpool. Hardly the stuff of dreams. It perhaps wasn’t surprising that the flush of puppy love had fast faded and ended in an amicable divorce at twenty-one. Both of us initially virgins, the most adventurous our sex life had ever got was probably doggie-style with the lights on. I had been happy enough at the time, but as the relationship ended and I realised my friends were all light years away from me in terms of experience, I began to wonder if I hadn’t been missing out, and became eager to broaden my sexual knowledge.

But that was easier said than done. A few flings followed, none of which particularly inspired me sexually. My most recent relationship had been with twenty-year-old Nathan, the steroid-addicted gym instructor, and in spite of my being six years ahead of him in age, he had been miles ahead of me in experience. It was the closest I felt I had ever come to a sexual awakening – whatever that meant in my narrow experience.

Thinking about Nathan made me smile as I lay back on the couch, sipping my wine and staring at my paperwork absent-mindedly as my thoughts drifted back to our short-lived liaison. Although his obsession with bodybuilding and his own appearance had left me cold (the final straw coming when he seriously asked me if his ass looked big in his new jeans), in the bedroom I had had no complaints. I recalled one of the last times we’d had sex, in his apartment after a night out with friends, when he had fucked me into the early hours of the morning. Remembering his hands on my body and his whispered endearments in my ear, his breath hot on my neck as his thrusts had brought me closer to a shuddering climax, I felt my nipples stiffen under the thin cotton of my blouse. I ran my hand over my breasts through the thin material, allowing my arousal to build. The memory of his buff and tanned body rearing over me as he stroked me with expert hands grew sharper, and I closed my eyes. I inched my skirt up to run my hand over my thighs …

And groaned as the sudden trill of the phone ringing resounded through my flat, sounding improbably loud. I debated letting the answering machine pick it up, but the moment had passed. Pulling my skirt back down, I leaned over and picked it up.

‘How was work? First week back after the Christmas holidays is always tough.’ I heard my stepfather’s gruff voice and immediately blushed at the interruption. The moment was well and truly ruined now.

‘Fine, Dad, how was your day?’

My stepfather worked at the local engineering factory and claimed to hate it, in spite of having been there twenty years and never having had a day off sick. As he launched into a diatribe against his new ‘young whippersnapper’ manager, I grinned to myself and rolled my eyes, settling back into the cushions and picking up the glass of wine again with my free hand. It might be a long call.

‘Hmm …’ I murmured non-committally as he paused in his ranting, obviously expecting some kind of answer.

My mumbling must have satisfied him, as he carried on immediately where he had left off and I smiled with affection. I adored my stepdad; a typical brawling, working-class Irishman, he had always treated me as his own, making up for a somewhat distant mother who often regarded me with an air of confused disappointment, as if she couldn’t quite remember what I was doing there, and wasn’t very impressed. As I grew up I often wondered if her lack of maternal affection was because I had been swapped at birth, and consoled myself by imagining I was really a princess, or, as I got older, a celebrity love child. Unfortunately the physical resemblance was evident. I was blessed with my mother’s big blue eyes and petite figure, and cursed with her uncontrollable dark curls, which I attempted to wrestle into a chic updo every morning. What the hell I was going to do with it for the prospectus photos in the morning I didn’t know.

I sighed as I remembered I had arranged to visit my mother the next day. I would have to go after Margaret had finished with me.

‘How’s Mum?’ I cut into his grumbling. ‘I said I’d pop round tomorrow. I might be a bit late, though.’ I started to tell him about the photo shoot I had been lassoed into, expecting him to laugh. Instead, he seemed proud.

‘I’m sure you’ll look very beautiful,’ he said, before adding, ‘as long as you cover up those bloody tattoos. Why you youngsters today want to deface yourselves I don’t know.’

‘Not this again, Dad,’ I said with a sigh.

I was proud of my small collection of body art: a riot of vines, flowers and butterflies over one shoulder and down the opposite hip and thigh. I thought they were artistic, but my dad considered them an adult extension of my so-called teenage-rebellion stage, which had mostly consisted of sharing bottles of cheap cider with my friends and aimlessly wandering around looking for something mildly illegal to do – hardly a wild child. While I had to concede the tattoos were a little at odds with the demure-teacher image I usually cultivated, I wasn’t about to get into a debate with my dad about it.

‘I ought to go,’ I said now, cutting off his protestations. ‘I’m off to see Kimberly this evening and I still have to get changed.’

‘Well, have fun, love,’ he replied. ‘And behave – I know what you two are like when you get together!’

Later that night I sat round my best mate Kimberly’s, being very much the opposite of demure, drinking large amounts of wine and giggling at an Adam Sandler movie. She had tried to show me how to French plait my hair in answer to tomorrow’s crisis, but we’d given up after she had nearly skewered me with a hairgrip.

As often happened on our girlie nights, the conversation turned to sex. Kim had been my best friend since the age of ten, although we had precious little in common. I was a teacher, she was a nail technician; where I was horribly disorganised, she bordered on OCD, and whereas I tended to go for ‘bad boys’ or at least men with some kind of edge to them, Kim went for safe, predictable mummy’s boys that she could wrap around her carefully manicured little finger. That meant that she also inevitably became bored. Gary, her current boyfriend, had been around nearly a year and, true to form, she was already getting fed up.

‘I thought things were great?’ I asked now.

‘I don’t know,’ she sighed. ‘Gary’s just not doing it for me at the minute. It’s the same old routine, every single time; I reckon he even counts his thrusts.’

I giggled. ‘At least you’re getting some.’

‘I thought you had a thing going with Shane?’

Ah, Shane. A mutual friend, also going back to primary school, Shane was the very hot local tattooist who had recently become a ‘friend with benefits’. A night out to celebrate my single status after splitting with Nathan had culminated in too many tequila slammers and a fumble on my couch. The next morning, after deciding that we would forget all about our drunken mistake, we had ended up having fast and furious sex in my shower, the warm water cascading over our bodies only adding to the thrill. Yet after the initial passion, our last few encounters had left me wanting, with a nagging sense of needing something more.

I shrugged at Kim. ‘I don’t think it’s right,’ I confessed. ‘We’ve been friends so long; I think he’s just too familiar. It’s not like I get butterflies when I see him.’

‘You need to take it back to being “friends with no benefits”, then.’

‘Exactly.’

‘Maybe we should try speed dating. They’re having a night down the local next week. Get you a new man,’ Kim suggested, laughing at the incredulous look on my face.

‘No, thanks.’

I couldn’t think of anything worse than having to repeat the same three-minute conversation with a queue of strange men. Truth be told, in spite of my growing sexual frustration, I was fairly self-sufficient and didn’t feel the need to be in a relationship. Kim’s serial boyfriend-hopping baffled me. She was constantly falling in love, only to fall out of it just as quickly, whereas I hadn’t felt that for a guy since my starry-eyed first love.

‘Mr Right will turn up someday soon and sweep us off our feet, I’m sure,’ Kim mock-sighed, making a dramatic sweeping gesture with her hands. ‘He’s just taking his time.’

‘It’s the credit crunch,’ I quipped. ‘He had to sell his charging white horse.’

And we went back to giggling into our wine. I fell into bed a few hours later, happy and relaxed – until I remembered I had to get up in the morning for the photo shoot with Margaret. There went my Saturday lie-in.

My last thought as I drifted off to sleep was Amanda’s comment about the new HR manager; I wondered idly if I would agree with her.


Chapter Two

Saturday dawned, grey and unwelcoming, and I reluctantly dragged myself out of bed. I had a minor panic deciding what to wear, discarding the pencil skirt and cardigan I had picked out the previous evening. I finally settled on a grey woollen dress, tonged my dark hair in an attempt to make my curls less unruly, and applied a little more make-up than usual. I was pretty sure that Adult Ed weren’t going to stretch to a stylist. I surveyed myself in the mirror and wondered if I looked a touch too sexy; though the dress was on the knee and showed no cleavage, it fit beautifully and clung to every curve. I was confident the new manager would appreciate it, even if Margaret didn’t.

The pictures were being taken outside the town hall and I walked the fifteen minutes to the city centre, instantly regretting it when the cold January wind picked up. My hair was going to be ruined. Perhaps I should have attempted Kim’s French plait after all.

The photographer and Margaret were waiting outside. It’s an ornate entrance, the city’s coat of arms painted ostentatiously across the large double doors, and Margaret stood in front of them like a reigning monarch, arms folded.

‘Better late than never,’ she said drily. I glanced at the clock across the road; it was two minutes past the hour.

Before I could protest a rich, deep voice came up the stairs behind me.

‘I do apologise. I think my watch may be a little slow.’

Margaret immediately simpered, reaching up a hand to pat her iron-hard grey bob. I turned and was greeted with a warm handshake and a kiss on the cheek; I smelled Fahrenheit and a faint whiff of coconut – shampoo, perhaps? And then I stepped back and got my first proper look at Alexander. Only one word came to mind. Wow.

He was tall enough that I had to look up, although as I’m only five-foot-two that isn’t hard. He was dressed smart-casual in blue jeans and a white shirt with a navy tie, with a tan leather jacket thrown over the top. I’ve always loved a man in blue jeans and a white shirt, and the ensemble showed his physique perfectly; he was strong without being stocky. A Mediterranean tan, startlingly green eyes and soft brown hair left becomingly longer on top completed the picture. I could well understand Margaret’s uncharacteristic behaviour. I was glad I had worn the dress.

‘Well, let’s get going, shall we?’ Margaret snapped. I realised I was staring like a schoolgirl with a crush.

I felt awkward standing outside the town hall, smiling my happiest ‘I love teaching’ smile, while Margaret glared at me from behind the photographer’s shoulder. I was aware of the new guy’s eyes on me the whole time, coolly appraising me. I glanced at him between false smiles, and he winked. I felt a heat in my belly that I hadn’t felt around a man for a long time. He was truly gorgeous, a GQ model in the flesh. They should have picked him for the brochure; it would certainly have pulled the female students in.

The whole thing, thank heavens, took only about twenty minutes. I shifted from one foot to the other, realising I was waiting to see if he would speak. I wasn’t disappointed. My heart dropped when Margaret invited him into the town hall for coffee, but he shook his head, instead turning and beaming at me.

‘I was thinking of going to that new little Spanish restaurant across the road for an early lunch. Would you like to join me, Kelly?’

I grinned, noticing Margaret’s mouth open in an ‘oh’ of surprise. I would no doubt pay for this at my next observation, but frankly I didn’t care.

‘I would love to, thank you.’

Margaret stalked off without a goodbye. Alexander offered me his arm and we crossed over the road, my hand resting lightly in the crook of his elbow. I felt as fluttery as a teenager, and told myself sharply to get a grip. No doubt he was already used to the girls in the office falling all over him; I wouldn’t do myself any favours by acting like a giddy teenager. No, I decided, I would be cool and aloof. Kim would be proud.

‘Thank you,’ he murmured. I looked up, confused.

‘For what?’

‘Giving me an excuse to get out of spending any time with that dragon.’ He nodded back towards where Margaret had disappeared into the building. Before I could feel insulted that he had only offered me lunch to get away from her, he added, ‘… though of course I would have invited you anyway.’

He was quite the gentleman, holding the door open for me and then pulling out my chair as I sat down. We ordered a tapas sharer and a bottle of white, with me trying to look knowledgeable when he commented on the vintage and chatted casually about work. He got up to go to the toilet before the food arrived, and I swiftly texted Kim.

Manager’s bloody gorgeous. Doing lunch.

She texted back almost immediately: Hussy.

I was smiling at that when he returned and I placed my phone back in my pocket, feeling rude. He nodded at it as he sat down opposite me.

‘Boyfriend?’ he enquired, and I vehemently shook my head.

‘Oh, no. I don’t have the time; too overworked,’ I quipped.

‘Well, I’ll have to see if I can do something with your schedule; we can’t have our “face of Adult Ed” taking time off with stress, now, can we?’

I pulled a face at his sarcasm, but he had already changed the subject. He seemed to want to know everything about me, from where I went to school to my favourite food. His quizzing was so relentless that I had to wonder if he was really interested in me or if this was how the council carried out their criminal checks these days.

‘What about you?’ I asked, finally getting a question of my own in as I speared an olive. ‘You haven’t said much about yourself.’

‘What do you want to know?’

He said the words easily, lightly, but I caught a brief look of wariness on his face. He seemed guarded: why? Especially after grilling me with questions. It didn’t make sense.

‘Well, there’s very little to tell,’ he said eventually. ‘My father is Greek Cypriot; we have a property business over there. I went to Oxford …’

Oxford Uni? Another wow. I was proud enough of my degree from Warwick, which I had got into by the skin of my teeth, but he must be super-intelligent to have got into Oxford. Either that or Daddy had the right contacts.

‘I enjoy skiing, not that I get the chance very often, and also horse riding.’

I smiled. Finally, something we had in common. Skiing was totally over my budget, but I’ve loved horse riding since I was a kid. I told him so, and was shocked by his next comment.

‘I didn’t really ride as a boy. It’s something my wife introduced me to.’

Wife? I nearly choked on my chorizo. Typical: I was either completely wrong and he didn’t fancy me at all or he was looking for an affair. I don’t date married men. Never have, never will. I’ve fallen out with friends over this exact topic, in fact.

‘You seem disappointed,’ he observed, and I flushed with embarrassment.

‘That’s a little arrogant,’ I snapped. He just smiled, leaning back in his chair and looking at me through narrowed eyes, both searching and amused.

‘Am I wrong?’

‘Absolutely.’ I speared another olive with considerably more force. ‘It would be wholly inappropriate. You’re my boss.’

‘I am not; merely in a higher position. I have no direct dealings with the tutors. And I’m intrigued. Exactly what would be “wholly inappropriate”?’

That flustered me.

‘What? Well … you … whatever you just meant,’ I finished lamely.

He chuckled, a deep throaty sound that I would later come to recognise, and which would make things deep in my body instantly tighten.

‘If it makes any difference, me and my wife are separated. The divorce is very close to being finalised. We married too young, ended up staying together for the sake of appearances more than anything. Typical story, I suppose.’

A dark shadow flitted across his face and then was gone, leaving the same easy smile and sexy glint to his eye. There was a great deal more to his story, that much was apparent.

I played him at his own game: ‘Makes a difference to what, exactly?’

He chuckled again and leaned over the table towards me. I felt acutely aware of his proximity, the heat in my belly travelling to my face. I’ve always been a bit of a blusher, much to my chagrin.

‘I would like to ask you out for dinner. You’re very attractive, not to mention intriguing, and I’d like to get to know you better.’

The phrase ‘get to know you better’ hung in the air. He continued to gaze at me, only leaving my eyes to glance at my lips. I realised I was nipping my bottom lip with my teeth, something I only do when aroused. I excused myself without answering, reaching again for my phone as soon as I shut the ladies’ door behind me.

Married.

Kim must have been literally staring at her phone as her reply came within seconds.

Bastard!

Not together though, getting divorced.

Yeah yeah. Be careful. He’s still the boss.

I smiled ruefully. She was right, of course. I mentally squared my shoulders and headed back out. There were other men, other dates.

Not as hot as this one, my inner slut protested. I told her to shut up.

‘I’m sorry,’ I said firmly as I slid back into my seat, noticing his gaze brush across my legs, ‘but I don’t date married men. Divorcing or otherwise. It’s just too complicated for me.’

‘Ah. Well. I respect that.’

‘Thank you.’

The exchange sounded very formal, and we sat in what I thought was an awkward silence until he broke it, looking at me intently.

‘You know, you should wear red; it would suit you. It takes a beautiful woman to wear red.’

I was both pleased at the compliment and annoyed at his impromptu fashion advice, so I smiled politely and said nothing.

The awkward silence resumed. Tapas finished, I drained my wine glass.

‘I must go, I have things to do,’ I said, but as I stood up I felt reluctant to leave.

He shook my hand, refusing my offer to contribute to the cost of lunch, but there was no kiss on the cheek this time, and I was mentally kicking myself as I walked out of the restaurant. I couldn’t resist a look back to see if he was watching, but felt a stab of jealousy to see him talking to the young blonde waitress. Most likely just paying the bill, but nevertheless I stomped off, hands in my pockets and face buried in my coat against the wind.

I was due to visit my mother, something else I wasn’t looking forward to, as spending time with her was generally as fun as pulling teeth, but she was in an unexpected good mood. I took the hot chocolate she offered me gratefully, kneeling on the floor in front of the fire. As usual the house was immaculate, as was she. I wondered if she had ever been tempted by an unsuitable man, though I couldn’t imagine her ever being tempted by anything. She had been beautiful once – old family photos showed a sparklingly pretty young woman, all eighties blonde waves and bleached jeans hugging a great figure – but there was a bitter look to her face now, as if life had given her lemons that were too sour for lemonade.

‘How did the photo thing go?’ she asked, sitting at the table and passing me a coaster for the hot chocolate – God forbid I should put it down on the mantelpiece without one.

‘OK,’ I shrugged, contemplating telling her about lunch. Instead I asked her straight out: ‘Ever been out with someone you shouldn’t? Before Dad, I mean?’

She looked surprised, then smirked.

‘Why, have you met someone?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t go that far …’ I told her about lunch with Alexander, and his offer of taking me out, and the revelation about his divorce.

She thought for a minute.

‘You’re not getting any younger. I’d take what I could get, if I were you.’

‘Mum, I’m twenty-six!’ I protested.

‘Yes, and already divorced once. You’ll be like that Bridget Jones woman, you mark my words.’

‘Thank you so much for those pearls of wisdom,’ I huffed into my chocolate.

Ten minutes with my mother and I had gone from feeling sexy and desirable – if a little confused – to frumpy and past it. Somehow she always managed to leave me doubting myself. No matter how hard I had worked at school or what I had achieved, it had never been enough to gain her approval. I had pretty much given up trying. I knew what she wanted from me: a good marriage, to a man with money, and some well-behaved grandkids she could trot out in front of the relatives. Where her old-fashioned attitudes came from I had never been able to work out, but I certainly wasn’t in the mood for being made to feel like an old spinster. Or even like Bridget Jones.

I was still annoyed when I got home, and nearly ignored the ringing of the doorbell when I heard it. I wrenched it open, my glare causing the delivery boy to step back in surprise.

‘Er … Miss Lawrence?’

I stared at the huge bouquet of lilies in his hand. Even as I signed for them, I had a feeling they were from him, but I told myself not to be so stupid.

But my intuition was right. I picked the little embossed card out of the flowers. Sure enough, it read: Pick you up at eight. Wear red. Alex.

Just like that.


Chapter Three

‘You’re not wearing red.’

He had arrived at my door, at exactly eight o’clock, looking good enough to eat in chinos and a pale blue shirt. He frowned at my dress.

‘It’s blue.’

I smirked. ‘Very perceptive, aren’t you?’

In truth, I had initially changed into a red bodycon that I knew would wow him, and then discarded it in favour of a dark blue shift dress with impressive cleavage. I hate being told what to do, and didn’t want to appear too eager; the fact that I was allowing him to pick me up at all was bad enough. I had spent a good hour arguing with myself over it, then finally decided: what the hell? It was only a date. But I was damned if I was letting a man tell me what to wear, no matter how hot he might happen to be.

‘It’s very nice,’ he conceded, holding open the car door. He drove a Mercedes, which somehow fit.

‘Thank you.’

‘Red would have been better.’

I shook my head in exasperation as I did my best to slide into the car without flashing my knickers.

‘Are you always so … dominant?’

At that, he turned and looked at me with a gaze so steamy I felt that tightening low in my belly … and lower places still.

‘Yes,’ he said firmly. His next words made my breath stop: ‘I’ve a good mind to put you over my knee.’

My mouth went dry; right then it sounded like a deliciously wicked idea. I glanced at his strong hands involuntarily. He noticed my gaze and smiled, then turned to start the car, breaking the moment. I clipped in the seatbelt.

‘I thought Prague first?’

Prague was a fancy wine bar on the ‘nicer’ side of town. I sometimes drank in there with Kimberly, though the cocktails were far pricier than either of us could really afford.

‘Sounds great,’ I nodded.

We fell into silence as he drove, and I shifted uncomfortably in my seat.

‘Are you warm enough?’

He turned on the heating and the seat, too, warmed against my bare thighs. Tights would have been a good idea, but I hadn’t been able to find a pair that weren’t laddered or bobbly, and stockings seemed too sexy for a first date.

‘Nice,’ I commented on the seats, shifting over the leather.

‘Indeed,’ he murmured, gazing directly at my thighs where my skirt had lifted slightly with my movement, his eyes following my vine tattoo from my knee to where it disappeared beneath my dress.

I blushed, yet again, and was glad of the dark. What the hell was wrong with me around this man? I was glad when we reached town; the nearness of him had seemed to grow more intense as we drove, the heat from the leather beneath me warming parts I was trying not to think about. I stepped out into the cool air gratefully, hugging
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