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The Regrettable Moment

Daylight breached a crack in the curtains, and Fitzwilliam (William to everyone but his father) Darcy recoiled, squinting like a vampire about to incinerate. He groaned in realization that someone was half-lying on his nude body. The dawning awareness of who draped his nakedness made it all the more horrifying.

He closed his heavy eyes, then splayed a hand across his brow.

Misery. Vodka. Sex.

Nothing good ever came from a drunken hook up, let alone with a friend. He should know; his current shitty predicament in the not-so-morning-after with her leg draped across his hip warranted extreme self-repudiation. Never in a million years would the Darcy of old have stooped so low as to sleep with her, but his life wasn’t his life anymore. It and he were gross aberrations. Somewhere between being on top of the world and drowning in a bottle last night, he’d hit rock bottom. Beanz—her childhood nickname—was just a friend, a pal, a buddy, that’s it, nothing more. But now ... what the hell had he been thinking? For the last fourteen years of friendship never once had he considered sleeping with her, no matter how attractive a woman she’d matured into.

But last night? What the hell happened? He’d crossed a hard line.

If memory served, which had failed him more times than he could count in recent months, she showed up at his apartment crying because Wickham had cheated, and she dumped him. He vaguely recalled something along the lines of “I told you so,” rolling off his lips, but he couldn’t be sure. He had been in the middle of one of his usual pity parties, and the next thing he knew, she was comforting him over a bottle of Stoli. Damn, did he cry at some point? The details needed to be flushed out, but not now. He’d have to think on it; a hair of the dog bourbon would help clear his mind until the second glass when his escape from reality and hounding memories of love lost started his descent into the void all over again.

He looked down at Beanz’s head on his chest. Her long, chestnut hair spread out in a bedraggled coat down his arm. From his position, she looked similar to her—the ex-girlfriend responsible for this mess. When drunk, in the dark, maybe the vodka made him think his friend was the one who had broken his heart three months ago.

He laid there, fearful of moving because if he woke her, he’d have to explain his unprecedented behavior and apologize for acting so out of character. Taking advantage of a woman’s vulnerable state in his vulnerable state was not part of his credo, no matter his blood alcohol level. That’s Wickham’s M.O., certainly not mine. Had she initiated the intimacy? Was it intimate or just a quick, good lay? Was it quick or even good? Surely, he failed to launch; he was ten sheets to the wind last night!

He tried to erase the image of the woman who popped into his head—not the one in his bed—but the one who rocked his world. He hated that she was still the first thought of every day and the last of every night, present even during sex with someone else. Not even one hundred proof could drown her memory. She’d crept into his brain and heart so deep he feared—short of death—nothing could get rid of her! Definitely not time or distance.

Snippets of last night’s buddy romp crossed his mind’s cloudy eye: the way Beanz kissed, the taste of bitter vodka on her lips, the act itself. Grunts and breathy pants. He wasn’t sure if they were hers or his. They’d broken something. She cried out his name like a mantra, over and over. He remembered the bed spinning and the psychedelic purple and red city lights beyond the window of his twentieth-floor condo. He seemed to recall imagining it was his ex riding him like a bronco bull.

Hungover, his tired eyes scanned the bedroom. The lamp lay shattered on the hardwood floor, and a trail of clothes led out to the living room.

You’re a cretinous dick—an ugly, cretinous drunk!

Turning his head, which pounded like a heavy metal drumbeat, he eyed the two empty liquor bottles and the two condom wrappers. Twice? He didn’t think he had it in him with that amount of booze in him. The clock on the nightstand read one in the afternoon. He had successfully pissed away another lonely weekend in his miserable life, made all the more piss-poor by having compromised the remaining sliver of integrity he had left. Showing up at the office today was a moot point; his father would only read him the riot act, again. Staring at the ceiling, he watched the rotating fan. The bed spun; the room twisted. He put a foot on the floor, but it didn’t help stop the spinning. A wave of nausea washed over him, and he jumped from the bed, dislodging her from his person with her sudden drop onto the mattress.

“Wha ... don’t go, William,” Beanz moaned, rolling to her back.

He bolted through the broken glass on the floor to the bathroom, vomiting out his drink, memories, and heartbreak into the toilet.

Wiping his mouth, he gazed at his unrecognizable self in the mirror. Between droopy hoods and swollen bags, his bloodshot blue eyes looked gray. Even his puffy skin appeared ashen. He hadn’t shaved since, maybe, Thursday. What happened to Friday, Saturday, and Sunday? At twenty-six, he looked forty-six, and it only took four words, ninety-eight days ago, to bring him to this low point: “It’s over between us.” Done. Finished. The Breakup. He had shut down after that, ignoring her continued derision and accusations. As if any explanation could suffice.

His ex had blindsided and then eviscerated him. Never again, not even for the one in his bed, would he be conned into falling in love. He turned sideways, looking at his once-taut abs in the mirror, then patted the fat. Then he pinched a bloated cheek, pulled down an eye bag, and took stock of his losses: his looks, his body, his personality, his career, his family, his dignity, and her. Yes, his life was crap.

“Come back to bed,” Beanz moaned.

Gazing at his friend’s reflection in the mirror, he watched her stumble to the bathroom door. In the light of day, she looked nothing like his ex. Her tangled hair looked like a crazy mess, and mascara had smudged under her eyes. She even had a hickey on her left breast, but he didn’t recall giving it to her. Her pert nipples may be alluring, but the complete opposite of his ex’s delicious, fuller bust. How could he have confused the two? Beanz was just his friend, and no amount of money or logic could convince him that friends with sexual benefits benefited anyone with deep-seated emotions.

“Are you sick?” she asked.

“I’m fine.”

“Good Lord! Last night was amazing. Man, we should have done this years ago. I mean, I know it feels and sounds weird, but I always imagined you had the goods, but damn you brought the heat.”

He tightened his lips, then shook his head, not appreciating talk of “his goods” especially from a childhood friend! Not only was he mortified but he was sure that if his saintly mother ever caught wind of this, she’d be massively disappointed in him.

Dropping his forehead into his palm, he continued to shake his head.

“Well, I didn’t expect that response,” she teased.

“It’s the only one I have. You’ve got to be kidding me. We didn’t—tell me we didn’t do what I think we did.”

“Oh, that’s rich. You don’t remember, do you?” she asked.

“I think it’s better left that way,” he replied.

“What kind of thing is that to say after what we did last night?”

He brushed by her. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean for it to happen—it just did, and I apologize for taking advantage of you like that. You’re my friend, not my girlfriend.”

She chortled. “Hey, don’t apologize. I’m glad it happened! You know we’re alike in more ways than you care to admit.”

“I ... I don’t think so. Look, I’m not myself since, you know. Last night the booze and misery were talking.”

“We did not talk. We’re great together. Shit, you gave me the best I ever had, even with George and that’s saying something.”

He had nothing profound to say to that either. “Giving it to her,” good or bad, was never his intent; loneliness for or revenge to his ex were to blame. Obviously, Beanz had just helped him get through the night. Wanting to die, he sat on the edge of the bed and pulled a T-shirt over his head. He’d never felt so low as that moment.

Maybe it was time for an attitude adjustment. Maybe living his best life—not his worst—would be revenge enough. She’d implied that all he cared about was his career with Pemberley Capital. Well then, maybe making her regret not staying beside him in his rise to the top was just desserts. He’d have to think on that, too.

“William, you’re so misunderstanding me. As amazing as it was, I don’t want or need any great romance or gesture from you. I sought that with George and look where it got me—he shit all over me. Like you, I’m through with love. It’s totally overrated.”

“You’re only twenty-two. Maybe one day you’ll meet the right guy and fall in love,” he said, gazing up into her pretty face and hazel eyes.

“Doubtful. Will you?”

“I don’t need it. I’ll be fine on my own.” He groaned, dragging a hand across his forehead.

“Boy, she did some number on you.” She shook her head. “Face it, William, she wasn’t right for you.”

“I thought she was, but apparently I was wrong.”

Naked, Beanz stood before him, hands on her hips, making her case. “Look, you may not need love—some people are perfect without it—but you, more than anyone, will need a hot trophy wife for business and ... children, of course. Maybe you’ll want hot monkey sex in the middle of the night without all the emotional crap that goes with it, or maybe you just want someone to go to the theater with or to Peter Luger’s for a steak and cocktail. I can give you whatever you want, and you can be assured, I will never seek your heart or give you mine. I’m not now nor will I ever be in love with you. You’re too much of a grouch.”

“How nice.”

“It’s a promise. We’re emotionally safe from the other’s hang-ups and all the starry-eyed trappings that inevitably end in a broken heart.”

“You can’t guarantee that. I thought she was safe, too.”

“I can guarantee that. Look, maybe you’re not romantic partner material, but you have needs and your father has ridiculously insane expectations.”

That hurt—not that he planned on falling in love again but because his childhood friend was cutting into the empty hole where his heart once occupied, implying he wasn’t deserving of love or even unlovable to begin with. After the dissection he received from the supposed love of his life, a man could only take so much rejection. Hell, he may not have been partner material yesterday—or today—but maybe one day ... Nah. Although unkind, Beanz was right.

Like war, what was love good for? Absolutely nothing. “What are you saying?” he asked.

“I’m saying we should forge an agreement between friends. A pact. Not immediate, but maybe to take place a year from now when you’ve recovered from the bitch.”

She wasn’t a bitch, she just convinced herself that she wanted a different direction in life—without him, somewhere in Paris.

Walking to him, Beanz stopped between his legs. Her pebbled nipple inches from his mouth repulsed him.

“Let me think about it,” he said, attempting to set her back from him, but instead she reached down between his legs.

“Think about it while we have one last go before things go back to the way they were ... friend.”

He removed her hand from his dick. “Get dressed. Last night was an anomaly that will never happen again.”

She pouted, giving those puppy eyes she was famous for. “Just once more?”

“No.” He stood. “Things have to change, and I can’t thank you enough for opening my eyes to seeing that I’m off the rails.” Walking to the bathroom, he said, “See yourself out. I gotta get myself together and get out of here.”

Again, she snorted, “You’re hungover. Where could you possibly go at one in the afternoon? The liquor store?”

“Not funny. I need a triple espresso, and then I’m going to work. Let’s plan to meet up on Wednesday with my answer about your crazy proposition.” He’d made a pact, once before—with his ex—and that was all blown to shit now.

“Sure, text me where to meet.”

“I tossed my phone a couple of months ago. I got tired of everyone’s annoying intervention texts. Like half of them should talk and that includes your nosey sister.”

“Ah, so that’s why I couldn’t get in touch with you, and I’ll ignore that comment about my sister. She’s super stressed out.”

“Marriage to the wrong person will do that to you. Let’s plan to meet up at The Campbell, Wednesday at eight.”

“Are you paying?” she asked.

“Don’t I always? It’s the least I can do after last night.”

“You know, if I had any money, I would treat you after last night. Man, no one has ever made me co—”

He slammed the bathroom door.
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The Moment Before the Regrettable Moment
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Darcy sat in the club chair, looking at the midnight view of Midtown Manhattan from his condo’s floor-to-ceiling window. In the dark, he was lost in a thousand-yard stare at the city lights and raised the rocks glass to his lips. Otis Redding sang from the Alexis on the bar. Yeah, the guy really knew how to sing out pain.

But tonight, he had a hot date with a bottle of vodka that would treat him with respect. In fact, vodka was his woman of choice these days, but who was he kidding? Bourbon, tequila, or whisky would do in a pinch. At this late hour though, memories of her were always at their worst, and Stoli was the best bang his money could buy on the fly. Within minutes, she’d be banished into the recesses of his mind as his past slipped into oblivion.

He glanced at the photograph of them together on the media console. “An epic waste of romance, time, and money,” he slurred, attempting to buoy himself as if the latter two things truly mattered to him but, apparently, she thought they did. Maybe once they mattered, but not since meeting her. She was never a waste of his time or money. He would have given her the world because he loved her with an ache so deep that it would never dissipate. She was the one, and he’d planned to ask. He burned for her despite her brutality in the end, and the ungifted engagement ring still in its box on his dresser as a reminder to never fall in love again.

If he let himself, he would cry. Instead, he took another sip, comforted by the Russian woman whose liquid cruelty would surely come hours after their assignation in the abyss.

A knock to the apartment door startled him from his thoughts, and if it hadn’t grated his last nerve, he would have ignored it. But maybe she had returned with tail between her legs, begging for forgiveness and her heart open to him again. “I made a terrible mistake! I love you! I want you! Please forgive me!”

Rising with a drink in hand, he barely walked a straight line to the door, which oddly moved from where it was two hours ago.

Wrenching it open, he was surprised to see his good friend at the threshold, wearing a black faux fur jacket, black skinny pants, and high heels. She looked like a hooker.

“Beanz,” he said.

“Finally! I’ve been trying to call you for a week. Where have you been?” she scolded.

“How did you get past the doorman?”

She didn’t respond.

Not that far gone to notice the tears streaming down her face, he stepped aside to let her in.

“I’ve had the worst week of my life and don’t appreciate you ghosting me when I needed you most,” she said, storming past him.

Unable to resist a vodka-influenced smart-ass remark at her thoughtlessness, he attacked, trying not to slur lest she think him a drunk. Her father was a drunk, and her sister was nearly one. “Where have you been for the last three months of my misery? Some friend you are.”

“I’m sorry I’ve been out of the loop. I was ... busy. Jeez, why are you listening to Otis Redding and drinking in the dark?”

“Because I like it that way.” The light burns my eyes.

“At least it’s not that country crap she makes you listen to. For sure, that shit’ll make you blow your brains out,” the queen of pop complained.

He’d roll his eyes if he could.

“What are you drinking?” Beanz asked.

He looked at the glass in his hand. “Vodka. I think.”

“Good. I’ll have one, too,” she said walking to the window and city view, then dropped her massive handbag onto the floor, followed by her jacket.

Struggling to fill the glass without missing the rim, he asked, “What’s going on with you?”

Plopping into the chair, she looked up at him staring down at her, holding out the full glass. “It’s such a God-awful mess! I’m such a jackass.”

“Sometimes you are.”

“Another one bites the dust.” She took a drink, then looked back up at him. “I did exactly what you cautioned me not to do.”

His cocked eyebrow got her talking.

“I slept with George, dated him, sorta-kinda moved in with him, then three nights ago found him in our bed with some slut.”

“I’m not surprised. And tonight? Is he the cause of your tears?”

Unable to face him, she looked out the window, then downed the vodka in her glass.

“Let me guess, you went back for more,” he said, refilling the drink.

“How did you know?”

“Because I know him too well, and he probably made you feel like it was your fault and took you back by the goodness of his heart.” That was the most lucid thing he’d said in the last forty-eight hours. He felt no pity for her situation. “I told you so.”

“That’s not what I want to hear. Some friend you are.”

“Hey, I’m the best damned friend you ever had. For once, shomeone gave it to you straight and you shit on my advice as gratitude. Now you show up looking for shympathy? I’m all outta compassion for everyone else’s problems. I got my own shit to deal with.”

Stunned, her jaw dropped, but he continued, “You should have listened to me. The guy’s a dick, thinks with his dick, and will always be a sh-yphilitic dick,” he slurred, and then grasped the back of the chair to keep from toppling over.

Hip to his condition, she looked up at him, examining his face. “You look like hell. Why are you so miserable? You’re the one with the charmed life.”

“You didn’t hear the goship?”

“No. I...”

Sitting on the floor with his back against the window, he finally whispered. “I’m not so charmed. She dumped me.”

“Right before Valentine’s Day? Oh, that’s epic bitchery.”

“Yeah.”

“What the hell happened? She was totally into you, and you had that ginormous rock all ready to go. Did you ask and she said no because ... you know, you being you and all?”

“I never got to ask her.” He drank from the bottle, then admitted, “I don’t even remember all she said, just that we wanted different things in life. Hell, I thought we were on the same page. I wouldn’t have blown a hundred grand on a ring if we weren’t. You know I wouldn’t have.” He paused, dam cracking. Dropping his chin to his chest, he blubbered like a first grader, flowing out all his pain. “I’m lost ... so fucking lost without her.”

All pride disappeared as he cried embarrassing tears. The room spun. Beanz’s dangling earrings appeared to flash groovy colors, and Redding now sang “Pain in my Heart.” That damned guy knew just how to twist the knife into a broken man’s chest.

“Oh shit. I’m so sorry, boo. I didn’t know. Why didn’t you call or text me?” She slid down the chair and knelt beside him.

Beanz had never been a demonstrative girl, but when she touched his face, he looked up into her compassionate eyes. “I loved her. I ... still love her. I can’t get her outta my head,” he whispered.

“You’ll get over it. I warned you that she was all wrong for you. She’s a total asshole, just like George,” she said removing the bottle from his hand. She took a swig from it, then set it on the floor. “I’m here now. Come tomorrow morning you won’t even remember her name.”

“She doesn’t love me after all,” he wept. “She’s ... my ... air.”

“Ssh ... It takes time to understand you, William. She never understood you.”

“Don’t say that. She did. She knew me better than anyone, even you, maybe even more than my mother. She was ... amazing...

Her lips came so close to his and in that moment, in the dark, he was with her, needing her so badly.

He kissed her...

... and she kissed him back.
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Wednesday

Nursing a virgin Bloody Mary, Darcy sat at a table for two beside the fireplace in The Campbell bar in Grand Central Terminal.

As usual, Beanz was late, but he was in no rush to go home after the past two days of dealing with his imperious father. Between confessing his pseudo-addiction and the cause and making some severe assurances to change the course of his future, he should be drinking hard liquor tonight, not a vegetable cocktail. His father made his point—rather, his threat—and he accepted, glad for the pledge. The world of venture capital in one of the largest, well-funded firms required a twenty-four-seven commitment, and he would give it all his attention. In the competitive world of investing, Pemberley Capital with its twenty billion dollars in assets, was a master at deal-making and strategizing. If he stayed the course and put his life in order, he’d exceed the gains lost to time with his ex-girlfriend and be on top of the world again with only pride at his side.

Looking down at the folder on the table, he chuckled to himself. What a scheme. Would Beanz buy into it? Well, she had no choice if she wanted to live a romantically safe, tremendously wealthy life as Mrs. Fitzwilliam Darcy, wife to the heir to an empire. To think he had been on a lonely path of self-destruction, giving up his bright future to a bottle and over heartbreak, no less. The pendulum had unquestionably swung the other way. Today, he set his goal on a cool billion by the time he was forty.

“Sorry I’m late, William,” his friend said, sauntering to him with a smile. She always cleaned up well. Long-legged and slender, she wore a stylish, blousy top and black skinny pants. One day—not today—she would make a great trophy wife. She still had some growing up to do and oats to sow before settling down with anyone. The way he saw it, ten years from now she’d be mature enough to make an everlasting commitment, if not with him then with someone else.

“No worries. Thanks for meeting me,” he said.

Settling into the single booth she signaled the waiter, then took in his appearance. “You look ... recovered.”

“Thanks. The suit’s a little snug but it’ll do until I can get to my tailor. It’s hard to believe what alcohol and crappy food can do to a person in just three months.”

“If you ask me, you looked super fine the other night.”

“It was dark.”

“Yeah. Hey, about what I said on Monday ... I’m really sorry. I thought a lot about it and ... I didn’t mean to imply—”

“It’s fine. You’re not normally obtuse. That’s my job.” He smiled. “I regret how I reacted. Actually, I regret everything.”

“Everything?”

“Yes, everything,” he repeated.

“Oh.”

She looked crestfallen but then the waiter appeared, saving him from apologizing again. He hated apologies; bad behavior and ignoring his moral compass should never have happened in the first place.

“We’ll have two vodka martinis,” she said with a sly smile, believing him weak-kneed.

“No. I’m good. Thanks.”

“I’m impressed. You certainly appear to be turning over a new leaf, but I’ll check back in a week to see how it’s going.”

“By next week, the alcohol will be out of my system. It’s either that or die a miserable, lonely drunk—and that’s not my fate. I only hope you’ll make some changes, too.”

“Me? What’s wrong with me?”

He looked at her skeptically. “You know.”

“Okaay ... I promise never to ghost you again. It’s terrible to miss all the exciting drama!”

“That’s not what I meant, and you know it. Since high school, you’ve been a loser magnet, and frankly, you deserve better. You should respect yourself more.”

“I do, but I like sex, and good boys aren’t as nearly satisfying as bad boys. Well, until you. In fact, I’m downright blown away by some of the shit you did.”

He felt sick to his stomach.

“Look, if we go ahead with this idea of yours then you’ll have to sign on the line your agreement to steer clear of every parasite who comes your way—and that includes dismissing any notions of getting back together with Wickham. He’s bad news, and I cannot—will not—put Pemberley or those I love in jeopardy ever again.”

“Again? I know you never liked him, but he hates your guts more than I ever imagined. What and when did this happen?”

“Back in March. I didn’t mention it because it’s not my story to tell. Just trust me. His hate of me is nothing compared to my detest of him. And another thing, don’t ever mention my ex-girlfriend again. If you do either of those things, the deal is off. I’ll shred the contract before it even begins.”

She sighed, as he knew she would. Beanz was never good at hard lines, always crossing them and doing whatever she wanted. Well, that shit was going to end if she had any intention of becoming the future Mrs. Darcy.

“I liked you better as a drunk,” she said. “Fine. So, you’re on board with my idea?”

“In a manner.”

She took a sip of her drink then craned her neck to read the cover of the contract next to his arm. “‘The Marriage Pact.’ So very official.”

“It is official. Charlie drew it up yesterday. Laughed his ass off but drew it up nonetheless.”

“Yeah, I can’t imagine him getting into the idea. Such an awesome lawyer, but a romantic dreamer. He still thinks love should be organic, like some sappy rom-com meet-cute in a coffee shop.”

“Don’t be so hard on him—he’s a good guy,” he defended, then took a sip. “Did you mention Sunday night to your sister?”

“About my crazy—but totally brilliant—idea or about what’s her name and The Breakup, or how you banged me senseless?”

“Any of it, because if you breathe a word to anyone about my ... emotional breakdown, all bets are off.”

She laughed. “Of course I won’t tell her how you wept on my shoulder! What do you take me for, a gossip? She was out wedding gown shopping anyway. As for what we did...”

Picking up her phone, she scrolled her FacePage timeline, tapped away, then said, “Poof! All gone.”

“What is?”

“The meme I posted about your equipment.”

“Jeez. The internet is forever, Beanz! If we go ahead with this deal, that kinda stuff has to stop.”

“Why? I didn’t name you! You think I want either of our mothers to find out we had mind-blowing sex? My dad still thinks I’m a virgin.” She snorted. “Like, any of those still exist!”

He’d probably slept with the last one. He sighed, a sliver of doubt about the “pact” creeping in, especially considering he hadn’t given thought to her insane family. “You know, you’re exasperating, right?”

“That’s why you loove me.” She grinned.

“Not really. I like you because you’re only one of a few who stuck by me longer than a minute ... and, you make me laugh.”

“True that.”

“Anyway, don’t let on about the contract to anyone. It may not even come to fruition if either of us stupidly end up with someone, but if the time comes, the progression of our relationship must look natural, like one of Charlie’s unrealistic movies.”

“I can hear it now, ‘How cute. Childhood friends fell in love. Blech,” she said followed by a grimace and sticking her tongue out.

“Right. For all intents and purposes, we’ll be madly head over heels for each other. I’ll be your Prince Charming, and you’ll be my be-all-to-end-all boo.”

“That’ll be a stretch.”

“You’re tellin’ me,” he joked.

“Ha Ha. Okay, so what does your contract say?”

“First off, if, and only if, we find ourselves still single and sick of the dating rat race, the timeline—the contract—will commence ten years from today. If neither of us fall in love or are in a serious relationship with another, then we’ll get engaged for four months. In the interim, we’ll be each other’s plus one should the need arise.”

“Ten years! That’s ridiculous. I’ll be an old woman with a dried-up va-jay-jay by then! A lotta good that’ll do you if you want arm candy.”

He rolled his eyes. “If all goes according to plan, this legally binding contract of convenience is for a mutually serving type of friendship, companionship, and, of course, to enhance my corporate image. That’s all. Age is irrelevant.”

“And what about sex?”

“What about it?”

“A sexless marriage is not a marriage. People will know, and I am not wasting your hotness on a lifetime of abstinence just for your career or my bank account.” She tried the puppy-dog pout on him. “Look, you’re my arm candy, too.”

“They’ll only know you’re not getting any if you fail to curate your social media.” Again, he sighed, expecting this response. “Look, I know sex is important to you, but it’s not to me.” ... because I don’t love you. “So, no. You’ll have a generous monthly allowance to make up for the lack of carnal pleasure.”

“I have my own proposal: sex on demand, the allowance, and three years, not ten, from today for the win.”

“How about ... sex quarterly, the full allowance, and seven years.”

“I counter weekly sex beginning in five years. You can’t screw me twice like you did then expect me to wake up with amnesia. I may not love you, but I sure as hell am not an idiot to let that go to waste and have to wait forever for it.”

Chuckling, he pitched his final offer. “Six years and a thirty-percent decrease of allowance, once-a-month sexual relations, which start on our wedding night. Not before. Take it or leave it.”

“Hard bargain. Okay, I’ll take it but if you breach that clause of the contract, I won’t take you to court.” She grinned.

“I’m sure you won’t but, I assure you, I’ll stick to the agreement—unless, of course, you have difficulty conceiving. Which brings me to the issue of children. Do you even want kids?”

“Absolutely.”

“Good. On page seven of the pact, I’ve outlined the details. I would like two children before your thirty-fifth birthday. I was going to suggest in vitro, but given our negotiation, we’ll plan for intercourse accordingly. Of course, we will be using extra protection when we do have sex—once a month. It’s up to you to choose the type of birth control you want to use.” He made a notation on page seven.

“That’s very generous of you, Master.”

“You know what I mean. It’s a binding agreement, and I have to consider all things. And to be clear, neither of us are ‘waiting’ for the other. Go on with your life and make better choices. This contract is only a ‘what if’ plan if we don’t have someone and we want non-romantic companionship after six years of singlehood.”

“That’s reasonable. Okay, then, here’s another thing for you to consider—what kind of car do I get?”

“Whatever you want, and as a sign of good faith I’ll buy it for you at the commencement of the contract in addition to the engagement ring.”

“A ring! Yes! Can I pick it out myself?”

“You know which ring you’ll get.”

“That ring? The platinum Cartier cushion-cut ice in the box on your dresser?”

“I saw you try it on. It fits, so all six and change carats will be yours at engagement. I have no need for it otherwise.”

“Awesome! Is it natural or lab grown?” she asked.

“What do you think?”

He thought she’d have a heart attack when he told her the news, but she held back her glee. Still, he could see the foam forming inside her mouth. The girl loved bling, even if she wore cheap knockoffs.

“Not that I mind, but this contract seems awfully one-sided in my favor. What’s in it for you?” she asked.

“As Mrs. Fitzwilliam Darcy you will have all the opportunities, connections, and wealth that a love-match would have—”

“And don’t forget bedroom privileges.”

Rolling his eyes, he said, “Yes, bedroom privileges, too ... but you must agree to remain married and cohabitating with me until the kids leave for college, in case I plan on getting involved in politics. If you cause a scandal by openly cheating, you’ll get a meager lump sum pre-nup settlement calculated by the number of months married minus the total allowance previously paid.”

“Jeez, you’re merciless.”

He grinned. “Thanks. If you think this is cutthroat, you should see me with clients seeking capital. You’re my friend, so I’m going easy on you.”

“Easy? You’re making me promise to only have sex with my husband once a month. In two days, you have seamlessly slipped back to the William of old before you hooked up with what’s her name.”

He wanted to stare her down, but in good conscience couldn’t. She was right. His whole life he’d been groomed by his father to be a tough son of a bitch and heir to Pemberley Capital. In nine months, his ex-girlfriend and his mother had entirely changed his attitude, leaving him a sappy, soft drunk when it all went to shit.

“Can I at least vacation without you?”

“And give up your once-a-month ticket to paradise?” He joked.

“Are you sure you don’t want a real drink?—because you might make a more compelling case for this ‘marriage pact of convenience’.”

“Hey, this was your idea, not mine. I’m just rolling with it, putting both our most important issues on the table. You want safety from heartbreak and users and never to live paycheck to paycheck again, am I right?”

“That’s exactly what I want, along with daily sex and the occasional vacation so I can let my hair down. Wherever, just so long as it’s far from here. Somewhere like the Darcy villa in Sorrento?”

“Yes, you can vacation alone in Sorrento, just not the house in Vermont. That’s my mother’s property, part of her family’s holdings. I’ll have Charlie spell it out in the contract.”

“And what about our children? Will they inherit your money?”

“At birth, trusts will be established in their name with financial oversight by Pemberley until their thirtieth birthdays. If they wish to pursue a career at the firm, I’ll oversee their rise from bottom to top, just as I did. After I die, they will be taken care of. It’s detailed on page nine.”

“Aww, I’m getting such warm fuzzy feelings thinking of you as a daddy. You’re so sensitive, honey bunny.” She ran her hand over his.

“Smart ass. You asked a pointed question to which I answered. Of course, I’ll take care of my children. I’m not that void of feeling. I’ll love them like a regular dad, even schedule time for ballet classes or little league games, and for what it’s worth, I think you’ll be a great mom.”

“Thanks. Let’s hope I’m at least better than my parents. I do have another important question.”

“Shoot.”

“Is there anything in this pact that protects my interests? You do realize, as generous as it is, I have a lot to lose. What if you cheat? Or miraculously find true love ten years into marriage? Guys go through mid-life crises—just look at my dad. What assurances do I have after all my time invested in our perfect little family and your rise to greatness? What if you cause a scandal or dump me for a younger model?”

He raised an eyebrow. “That is a very well thought-out and wise question, but completely irrelevant. First of all, I’m not a drunk like your father and secondly, I know myself, I know my integrity. I’m loyal to people and my contracts. You can take it to the bank that I will not cheat, lie, leave, cause you heartache, or fall in love with anyone, including you. Besides, I know the heart-gutting pain a woman can cause.”

“... and the pleasure. I didn’t hear you complaining the other night. You enjoyed yourself hugely.”

“Did I?”

“Um, yeah. You may have been chanting her name over and over, but you were totally into it, literally and figuratively.”

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t in my right head. Please, I never want to hear or speak her name again.”

“Hey, I get it. My heart was vulnerable the other night, too, but after a few seconds it was all you, baby.”

He felt sick. Here, he thought she was the one screaming his name. Self-consumed dick!

“What are you writing on the contract?” she asked.

“That from this point forward we are never to discuss our misguided, drunken hook up or the woman who brought me so low as to force myself upon you.”

“You didn’t force yourself. William, I’ve known you a long time, right?”

“Fourteen years.”

“Then understand what I’m about to say is with sisterly love,” she said, reaching across the table.

Again, he cocked an eyebrow.

“You’re a complete dumbass if you think not mentioning her or wearing a suit ... dumping the booze or getting your business groove back is going to wipe her or the pain out of your mind.”

“It’s done. My heart and romantic memory bank are bankrupt. She is officially canceled, forgotten. That’s why this contract is a brilliant idea. It’s safe. I never have to go through that crap again.”

“Yeah, sure. Mark my words. Not even this agreement will erase what she did to you. You can take that to the bank.” She rolled her eyes. “You’re so naïve about how shit works.”

“Enough. Let’s get back to your contractual concern.”

“Fine. I get that you believe and state you’ll never cheat or leave, or get addicted to porn or ... whatever, but I want my protection written in the contract just in case your ethics fail you under some unexpected voodoo spell.” She snorted. “I know what that’s like first-hand vis-à-vis the syphilitic dick. Like your ex, he totally stripped me of my agency, but your third leg and its persuasive power over you makes you vulnerable.”

She was right. He was vulnerable, but preferred not to answer, having wrenched his agency from his ex’s delicate—absolutely lethal—hold on his memory yesterday, and yes, her siren call did things to him because he loved her. Call it cautionary fear, but he was banking on never running into her again lest he fall under her spell. “I’ll have Charlie add a compensation schedule broken down into the various breaches of contract, time married, and the dollar amount assigned should I betray my own ethics and vow to you. For example, on the unlikely chance that I cheat, let’s say three years into our marriage, you’ll receive compensation of thirty thousand. Five years, fifty thousand, etc. And I’ll also work out a flat rate of compensation, in addition to your monthly alimony, if, for whatever reason, I leave you after the wedding, thereby severing the contract.”

Her mouth dropped open. Hopefully, she saw the dollars and how her future could be set forever no matter which way the dice rolled. Even now, he had more money than he knew what to do with, and the future ahead was paved with gold. She’d want for nothing other than love and sex on demand from her husband.

Sliding her copy of the contract across the table, he said, “You should go home and review this. Think hard about it, because it’s a lot to take in and I don’t want you to think you’re being screwed. I wrote my new mobile number on the back, so call or text me if you have any questions or if you’d like something specific included. I’m not that much of a hard ass that I won’t consider your concerns or needs. This marriage pact should be a two-way street.”
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Six years, ten weeks, and three days later―A Tuesday in May

Five-thirty in the morning was the best time of the day to hit the home gym, and, just like Darcy, most of his clients were up and running already. It was the best time to make deals, throw down some gauntlets, and start the day out of the gate after a sleepless night of anticipatory nerves for the biggest real estate closing of his life in four hours with Beanz, aka: the fiancée.

On hold with a potential investment client, he jogged on a treadmill, watching the sun’s slow ascent at the horizon beyond the floor-to-ceiling window. Admiring how the orange glow backdropped the city below, he patiently waited to resume the call. Sweat dripped from his forehead onto his wireless earbud, but he continued swinging his arms and climbing. Lost in his musings, he was in no mood to be jerked around. Since the commencement of The Marriage Pact six weeks ago, niggling doubts surfaced at the most inopportune times. This morning was one of those times when he tried to ignore the seemingly minuscule reservations, Charlie’s long-held position on the matter, and the ghostly needling of his late mother. Furrowing his brow, he picked up the pace, vowing to overcome his doubts with his signature willDarcypower and logic. After years of staunch abstinence from women and booze, he had accomplished exactly what he set out to do much earlier than planned: his combined total assets had reached billionaire status, and he was to be married in a loveless arrangement constructed by him and negotiated by Beanz.

More shocking than those two things was that his fiancée had matured by steering her life away from loser hangers-on and getting her shit together. He was proud of her and how she had made a name for herself as a mover and shaker in the interior design business after he financed her start-up in Lenox Hill. Second to her love of fashion, she found her niche in telling high society’s super elites how to window dress their oversized, overpriced status symbols, and that included him. Surprisingly, she had a good business and design sense and kept her nose clean, figuratively and literally. He felt confident that she’d make an acceptable partner and would keep to her end of the agreement, especially since she burned through more guys than he could count over the last six years. Still, it won’t be long until saying “I do,” sharing his money and having sex with the, now blonde, girl he’d known since he was twelve, both nerve-rattling and disconcerting prospects, indeed.

The client came back with a counteroffer explaining the expected hesitancy from some of the board members over Pemberley’s terms.

With barely a pant, he stated into the air. “Look, I get it. See it from our perspective. I’m willing to take a chance on you, but you guys have to give me some skin in the game. Pemberley will invest four hundred million for fifty-percent ownership of Sonic Defense, and I’ll also get a board seat and veto rights on any major decisions—a true partnership. If you don’t agree to the terms, I’ll walk away and fund your competitor. I have no doubt that the capital will catapult them into astronomical shareholder gains once it secures the government contracts you covet, then Sonic will begin its descent into the trash bin of failed companies.”

He waited for the client’s reply, slightly amused by the prevarication then the expected umbrage at the slight, and then it came: a laughable second proposition. He raised the incline and speed on the treadmill, unmovable in his negotiation. “That’s a valiant stance, but I’ll give it to you in the simplest language. You want my money and the defense contracts, then you pay my price. We’re firm in our offer. Four megabucks for a fifty percent stake, a board seat, and veto power. Take it or leave it. I have other options for my money.” He waited, puffing in exertion.

“Sure. I’ll give you until Tuesday next week after your board meeting. After that, Pemberley moves on.”

Tapping his earbud, he cut the call, continuing to power the incline for another four minutes before cool down.

Another call came in.

“Good morning, my sweet fiancée,” he teased. “You’re up early.”

“I couldn’t sleep, and what are you doing up at this ungodly hour?”

“I’m always up at five. I had a business call, so I hit the treadmill.”

“You are aware of what today is, right? You didn’t schedule a breakfast meeting, did you?” Beanz asked.

“No. I’ll be there promptly at eight thirty. My assistant reminded me a half-dozen times already. Just make sure the agent has a triple espresso waiting.”

“William, she’s not our personal barista.”

“I don’t give a crap. We’re closing on a twenty-seven-million-dollar townhouse in Metropolitan Hill and she’s making a negotiated two percent buyer fee on it. You do the math.”

“Still, I think it’s totally inappropriate to ask my friend to make you coffee. We should be thanking her and buying her a coffee. She did, after all, rush the closing,” she said.

“She should be grateful for the Darcy business. The least she could do is make me a damn four-hundred-and-twenty-thousand-dollar cup of coffee in appreciation for a building I sought and negotiated from one of my clients. How is that too much to ask?”

“That may be how the Darcy family does things but not mine. Have one of your goons get you a coffee.”

“That’s not the job of my bodyguards.”

Beanz huffed.

“Fine. I’ll pick up a Starfish,” he finally acquiesced.

“Will you pick me up one, too?”

“Whatever you want, dear,” he joked. “Oh! And don’t forget to call the restaurant regarding the change to the menu for the rehearsal dinner.”

Beanz sighed. “Why can’t your assistant do that? I have enough on my plate as it is.”

“Because I keep Amanda busy with Pemberley Capital business, that’s why. Please re-read page sixty of the agreement. It’s your job to handle the wedding details—my job to pay for it.”

“Yes, you’re right, honey bunny. It’s my job.”

He grunted. “Very funny, but if you call me honey bunny at the closing, I’ll publicly refer to you as Beanz, then tap out of this whole thing.”

“There is nothing in the contract that addresses nicknames.”

“I know it’s not in the contract but neither does it grant carte blanche to call each other juvenile pet names. I gotta go. I’ll see you shortly.” He clicked off, then removed the earbuds, shoving them into his pocket. This wedding shit was getting under his skin. Only a couple of months left and the hard part would be over. Now, if he could only convince her she had to dial back the cringy PDA. Even his sister raised an eyebrow a few times at the engagement party despite believing the whole “we fell in love over time, meant to be together from childhood” bullshit they fed family and friends.

Still, he needed to be nicer to her for her stalwart friendship through some of the rough patches over the last few years. He’d work on his disposition after the closing, maybe take her for lunch at her favorite Thai restaurant even though he didn’t care for Thai. Escorting her to Bergdorf before her sister’s upcoming wedding to buy her a new wardrobe was a sure-fire way to make up for his ill temper. She’d gush over that given her new attitude and new boobs (compliments of him.) She was a high-maintenance socialite now and playing her part in the scheme.

Slowing his gait, he wiped his forehead and admired the rising sun. It was going to be an exceptional day, he buoyed. He was super-stoked about the five-bedroom townhouse only a half block from Central Park, which he got for a steal. In fact, he looked forward to the execution of her fabulous décor ideas to enhance the classic, historical architecture.
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Five stories on 78th Street and Fifth Avenue were worth the twenty-seven million he spent. Darcy smiled with pride—and admiration—of his future home. He’d worked damned hard these last six years, and this was, thus far, his greatest achievement to show for it.

“What do you think?” he asked, gaze still focused on the sugar maples below.

“It’s not Billionaire’s Row nor is it actually on Fifth Avenue, but I think I’ll be happy here,” Beanz said. “I know you don’t like to hear this, but I’m going to say it anyway. Your parents would be really proud of you.”

Having buried his mother five years ago and his father twenty months ago after a massive heart attack in the middle of a heated client meeting, he slightly bristled. Would his father be more impressed by the relationships he, on behalf of Pemberley Capital, singlehandedly fomented or for his son’s personal achievements as a result of steadfast hard work? He’ll never know the answer to that. Nevertheless, he knew Beanz sincerely meant good by saying his parents would be proud. “Thank you. I know my mother would have thought it too extravagant. She enjoyed the simpler things in life. Give her the house in Vermont or a beachside cottage over city life any day.”

“Simple is boring. You’re a big-time player now. Living in a measly chalet in the mountains or a tiny cottage is so not good for your image—or mine. If you want beach, we’ll just buy a ten-thousand square foot in Sagaponack.”

“She hated the Hamptons,” he replied.

“Well, I adore the Hamptons.”

Coming to stand beside him, she looked out the window. A satisfied smile spread on her lips. “I’m glad I didn’t fall for the next or last parasite who came along.”

“A parasite I am not.”

“Nor will you ever be, Mr. Darcy. Besides, you’re my best friend. After all these years, I can honestly say, this feels sorta right without the romance.”

“Does it feel right because of the Fifth Avenue townhouse, the Maserati, the ring, or your new breasts?”

“Ha. Ha. None of the above.” She looked down at the sparkling rock on her finger. “I’m not as gold-digging as you think. It feels right because I trust you and you’ve always been honest with me about everything. Not only do you understand me, but you had faith enough in me to invest in my business. Support from my family has always been in short supply.” She shrugged, then toyed with her suit collar apparently uncomfortable voicing her appreciation.

“I expected you to fall for my money, but please don’t go falling for me because of any misguided hero-worship,” he stated. “I’d like to just remain your sugar daddy without the whole ‘love’ thing.”

“I’m not falling for you. I’ve scrutinized page twenty-nine several times. Besides, you’re a grouch. It’s best if we keep separate bedrooms, offices, and relaxation spaces. You are so not a morning, afternoon, or night person.”

“True.” He swallowed hard, allowing the hidden man inside to thank her the only way he could by reaching between them and taking her hand in his. “This is really it. After we get through your sister’s wedding, it’ll be our turn.”

“Let’s keep our fingers crossed that this time her trip to the altar is better than the last. May they never be in short supply of love or booze to keep from killing each other before they reach six months.”

“Just a reminder—I’m not in love with you and will resist killing you at all cost,” he teased.

“That’s good because I don’t love you like that either,” she replied. “And I make no promise about not killing you.”

“Duly noted.” They smiled at each other, and it made him happy to see how excited his friend was at the prospect of spending their future companionship caring for each other and providing for each other’s personal needs.

Clearing his throat, he dropped her hand and walked the empty space, admiring the vaulted tray ceiling and classical fresco within. Brightly kissed by the sun, the apartment smelled and looked fresh and clean. He loved that the townhouse had been painstakingly restored to its historical grandeur. His chest swelled with pride.

She waved her arm in the direction of the empty wall facing the windows. Raising her voice, she echoed in the cavernous family room. “What do you think? I imagine a sixty-by-forty-inch original Fauvist painting right here. Maybe a modern piece or a Matisse nude. The sunlight will make the dramatic color against the white walls and carpet all the more—”

“Not a fan. I prefer something Impressionist or American Realism, maybe a watercolor.”

“And, I prefer modern abstract.” She gave him the puppy-dog pout.

“Um. No.”

“The art of the deal, huh? Okay, then, how about an original Georgia O’Keefe if we can locate one?”

He grimaced.

“You’re playing hardball, I see. What do you think of a Sargent or a Homer?” she offered.

“Possibly. I’d prefer a Wyeth.”

“I could live with that even if he’s a bit morbid.”

“He’s realistic.”

“What about Pointillism over the fireplace?”

“I’m impressed, you’ve brought your art appreciation A-game,” he complimented.

“Don’t be too blown away. I only know the technique because one of my clients installed a Pissarro print above the mantle, and I think the length of this living space would do the medium justice.”

“Maybe.”

“We finally, sort of, agree on something. There’s a high-end fine arts gallery in Tribeca I’ve been dying to visit. I’ll see if they can recommend an art broker or have one in-house.”

“Handle it. You’re in charge, fiancée,” he joked.

“Well, I’d appreciate it if we made this decision together. Maybe you can come to the gallery with me?”

“I don’t have the time. I trust you. You’ll do great.”

“You know, Darcy, sometimes I do love you.”

“Darcy?”

“Since it’s going to be my last name. I thought it sounded much more ‘us’ instead of William. I’d call you Fitzwilliam, but I know how you feel about that.”

“Darcy’s fine,” he groused, but truth be told he rather liked it coming from Beanz.

“Anyway, I love you because you never really deny me anything—except for sex, of course,” she said.

“I guess, lucky for you, it’ll only be a few more months of abstinence.”

“An end to your abstinence, certainly not
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